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VOL. 41 SYMPOSIUM ESSAY:
#LISTENTOBLACKMENSTRUATORS

VICTORIA EFETEVBIA

The following is a part of an essay series for the Volume 41 Symposium, "Are You There Law? It's
Me, Menstruation."

This essay is based on an undergraduate research thesis which was written on the heels of two
cultural moments circa 2017 -- the increased attention to menstrual product access, and the
increased attention to Black infant and maternal mortality (BIMM). As of April 2020, 20 states
have eliminated tampon taxes.[1] 2019 Presidential Primary candidates laid out plans to address
BIMM.[2] But, where do the needs of Black menstruating youth lie in this progress? Menstrual
activism draws attention to youth but lacks race analysis. "Adultification" is a recognized
phenomenon,[3] but linkage between the reproductive experiences of Black menstruating
youth/girls and Black adult women is lacking. Both movements speak near each other. A focus on
Black menstruation will enable them to speak to each other.

1. More than structural barriers

Although menstrual activism largely focuses on structural barriers, BIMM illustrates that
racism and sexism, not class, are the root culprits of reproductive injustice for Black women.[4]
Attention to police violence's impact on periods has helped foster the expansion of this
discourse,[5] but more can be explored. The thesis' research respondents mentioned how
anti-Black zero-tolerance school policies like denial of bathroom rights adversely impacts Black
menstruators.[6] Respondents also noted how structural barriers like restrictions to university
disability accommodations harm Black menstruators because of stereotypes that Black people are
lazy.[7]

Menstrual activism's focus on tampon access could also benefit from race analysis. Several
respondents noted that, as children, tampons were taboo, connected to ideas of sexualization.
Respondents who grew up around white children noted that their white peers were often
enthusiastic about tampons and that, in comparison, they often felt feelings of immaturity and lack
of bodily awareness.[8]

2. #ListenToBlackMenstruators

In BIMM discourse, we often discuss how Black adult women's physical pain is invalidated.
#ListenToBlackWomen calls for Black women to be recognized as credible sources in the
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assessment of their own pain. However, in comparison to childbirth, which is universally
recognized as painful (although, bias persists about how painful childbirth is for Black women),[9]
menstrual activists struggle to have menstrual pain viewed as a valid form of pain. Thus, Black
menstruators, youth/girls especially, experience double invalidation -- invalidation of their ability
to feel pain and invalidation of menstrual pain at-large.

Several respondents shared experiences of their menstrual pain being invalidated using
descriptors like "dramatic", "hypochondriac", or "disrespectful" by family, professors, and
physicians. Respondents also explained how the stereotype of menstruators as irrational
dangerously complements the "Angry Black Woman" stereotype, further invalidating their
experiences.[10] To effectively #ListenToBlackMenstruators, we must validate the experience of
menstruation.

____________________
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