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Abstract

Menstruation in many societies, including the cultural context of Yazd, Iran, is
surrounded by shame, silence, and concealment. This study aimed to explore the lived
experiences of menstruation among adolescent girls in Yazd and to examine how they
construct meaning around this phenomenon. Employing a phenomenological approach,
data were collected through 25 semi-structured interviews and one focus group
discussion with eight participants. Thematic analysis of the data led to the identification
of the final theme: From shame induction to reclaiming agency. Five major themes
supported the central theme: (1) the reproduction of menstrual shame, (2) the culture of
silence and concealment, (3) supportive and educational resources, (4) the duality of
menstrual experience, from isolation to empowerment, and (5) the shift from
menstruation as deficiency to menstruation as capability. The findings suggest that while
girls initially experience menstruation within a framework of stigma and secrecy, some
are able to reinterpret it as a source of strength and empowerment. This transformation
underscores the active agency of adolescent girls in challenging and renegotiating
cultural taboos surrounding menstruation. The study highlights the importance of
addressing menstruation not only as a biological event but also as a socially constructed
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phenomenon, calling for educational and supportive interventions that encourage open
dialogue and promote positive, empowering understandings of menstruation.
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Introduction

Menstruation is not just a biological process but a deeply social and cultural
phenomenon. Across different societies, it is often framed by silence, stigma,
and negative attitudes. Within such contexts, menstruation is perceived as
shameful, private, and even polluting, leading to secrecy, self-surveillance, and
withdrawal from public, educational, and religious spaces. In the cultural setting
of Yazd, a city with conservative traditions, strong religious values, and
simultaneous exposure to modern discourses menstruation represents a
contested terrain of meaning-making for adolescent girls. Understanding
menstruation as a lived experience among this group sheds light on the hidden
dimensions of taboo, everyday self-censorship, and strategies of resistance. The
present study aims to explore how girls in Yazd experience and interpret
menstruation, and how they negotiate between shame and empowerment in the
construction of their gendered identities.

Menstruation, beyond being a biological process, is a socio-cultural
phenomenon that, in many societies, is accompanied by stigma and silence
(Roberts, 2020; Johnston-Raobledo & Chrisler, 2020). Such perceptions generate
social stigma, turning women’s bodily experiences into domains of shame and
self-regulation. While global studies highlight the contextual and culturally
embedded nature of menstrual experiences (Houghton & Elhadad, 2020),
research in Iran has largely focused on health education, with limited qualitative
inquiry. In Yazd, the coexistence of a religious-traditional context alongside
exposure to modern discourses creates a unique setting for exploring adolescent
girls’ lived experiences. The central researchlquestion is: How do adolescent
girls in Yazd experience and make sense of menstruation?

A review of previous studies indicates that menstruation extends beyond a
biological process and encompasses broad socio-cultural dimensions, shaped by
taboos, traditional beliefs, and economic and educational constraints.
Menstruation as a socio-cultural construct::Research has shown that social and
religious taboos significantly influence menstrual experiences. In Ghana, beliefs
such as viewing menstrual blood as impure and the celebration of menarche
affect social interactions and menstrual hygiene (Gbogbo et al., 2025).
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Similarly, qualitative studies in Iran indicate that girls’ puberty in some families
is constructed as a social phenomenon shaped by familial norms (Kalate-Sadati
et al., 1403).

Psychological, educational, and behavioral impacts: Menstruation is associated
with shame, anxiety, and psychological challenges. In South Africa, negative
reactions from teachers exacerbate these issues (Fennie et al., 2021). In Iran,
first menstrual experiences are often unpleasant and accompanied by
embarrassment and nervousness (Azarbahram et al., 2020; Razaghian et al.,
1403).

Economic and health inequalities: Menstrual poverty, limited access to hygiene
resources, and infrastructural barriers constitute major challenges in developing
countries (Soeiro et al., 2021), complicating girls’ and women’s menstrual
experiences.

Emerging trends in taboo-breaking and social redefinition: Recent studies
highlight the role of social media and digital discourse in reshaping menstrual
experiences. Women actively challenge taboos and reconstruct bodily identity
by sharing their experiences online (Mohammad-Taginejad Esfahani et al.,
1403; Johnston-Robledo & Chrisler, 2020).

Methodology

The present study aimed to explore menstrual experiences from the perspective
of adolescent girls in Yazd during 2023-2024. A qualitative phenomenological
approach was employed to gain a deep understanding of the lived experiences
and meanings of menstruation (Hariri, 2017). The study population included 25
unmarried girls aged 1622 residing in Yazd, interviewed in diverse settings
such as schools, universities, cafés, and parks. Additionally, a focus group of
eight ninth-grade girls was conducted. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and the focusl group, and analyzed in three stages:
Transcription and analytical note-taking, line-by-line coding to identify key
concepts and themes, and grouping codes into higher-order themes to extract
main themes. Trustworthiness was ensured via in-depth interviews, member
checking, and peer debriefing. Ethical considerations, including informed
consent, confidentiality, and non-harmful procedures, were strictly observed.
The research process, including data collection, analysis, and interpretation, was
systematically documented to ensure transparency and rigor.

Findings
The final theme emerging from this study was from shame induction to
reclaiming agency, representing the trajectory through which adolescent girls in
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Yazd move from internalized stigma toward empowerment. Five main themes
illustrate this process.

1. Reproduction of menstrual shame: Initial menstrual experiences were
frequently marked by fear, confusion, and embarrassment. Visible signs, such
as stains or the need to purchase sanitary products, triggered shame, reinforced
by family silence, social judgments, and euphemistic language like “illnessc’

2. Culture of silence and concealment: Pervasive silence within families and
schools limited girls’ opportunities for guidance. Fathers were often excluded
from discussions, while mothers and sisters provided restricted support.
Participants described hiding sanitary products, concealing pain, and avoiding
open conversations, reinforcing the perception that menstruation is private and
shameful.

3. Supportive and educational resources: Supportive figures, including mothers,
sisters, aunts, and friends, played key roles in reducing anxiety. Empathy and
information from mothers, as well as peer solidarity, helped normalize
menstrual experiences. Nevertheless, school education was often insufficient,
fragmented, or delayed.

4. Duality of menstrual experience (from isolation to empowerment):
Menstruation was experienced as both a cause of social withdrawal and an
emerging source of empowerment. Girls avoided social gatherings due to pain
or fear of exposure, yet some began asserting agency by openly rejecting
derogatory comments and refusing to hide menstrual products.

5. Shift from deficiency to capability: While initially perceived as a limitation,
menstruation was gradually reframed by some girls as a marker of health,
maturity, and reproductive potential. Education, dialogue, and peer interaction
enabled girls to redefine menstruation positively, resisting stigma and
reclaiming female identity.

Overall, menstruation in Yazd emerged as a contradictory experience—
simultaneously a site of stigma and empowerment—shaped by cultural taboos,
family dynamics, and individual agency. This study highlights the
transformative potential of knowledge, social support, and resistance in
reshaping menstrual experiences.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that menstruation constitutes a complex and dual
experience for adolescent girls aged 16 to 22 in Yazd. Their primary encounters
with menstruation are often marked by shame, concealment, and anxiety,
manifested in behaviors such as hiding menstrual products and avoiding
discussion. However, some girls, through parents, peers, and online spaces,
construct new narratives of menstruation. They understand it as a natural
process, perceive it beyond stigma and taboo, attribute positive meaning to it,
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and consider it an integral part of femininity and female identity. Theoretical
analysis aligns this experience with Kristeva’s concept of abjection, where
menstruation as an unclean phenomenon disrupts bodily and social boundaries,
eliciting shame and disgust (Kristeva, 2024). Concurrently, girls’ taboo-
breaking actions can be explained by Scott and Dorsett’s theory of everyday
resistance; covert or overt acts, such as openly purchasing menstrual products
or discussing menstruation online, gradually undermine cultural norms (Scott,
2016; Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013). These practices reveal the duality of
menstruation, shifting it from isolation to empowerment. The integration of
abjection theory and everyday resistance highlights that menstruation, while
eliciting feelings of shame, simultaneously provides a platform for resistant
practices that reclaim and affirm female identity.
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Table 1. Characteristics of participant

Row  Nickname Age Education Status Field of Study Employment
Status
1 Sara 16 Student Accounting Unemployed
2 Mahya 18 Student Accounting Nail Artist
3 Fariba 20 University Student Sociology Unemployed
4 Zahra 18 University Student Law Unemployed
5 Reyhaneh = 18 University Student Islamic Unemployed
Jurisprudence &
Law
6 Bahar 20 University Student Accounting Accountant
7 Zeinab 20 University Student Sociology Hairdresser
8 Baran 20 University Student Accounting Unemployed
9 Farzaneh 20 University Student Sport Sciences Unemployed
10 Kimia 18 University Student Tourism Unemployed
11 Raha 17 Student Humanities Unemployed
12 Narges 20 University Student Biology Unemployed
13 Melika 19 University Student Sociology Unemployed
14 Mahnaz 19 University Student Educational Private
Sciences Company
15 Sanaz 20 University Student Social Work Unemployed
16 Mahla 21 University Student Medicine Unemployed
17 Paria 20 University Student Psychology Unemployed
18 Ava 20 University Student Management Accountant
19 Maryam 21 University Student Anthropology Unemployed
20 Hanieh 18 University Student Sociology Admin
21 Sahar 19 University Student Polymer Unemployed
22 Mahso 19 University Student Textile Unemployed
23 Shabnam 18 University Student Dentistry Unemployed
24 Mahdieh 19 University Student Statistics Typist
25 Mahya 22 High School Tailoring Tailor
Graduate Diploma



VErg Ol [£ 6yled YF Jla YA

God ol 03 35 s SITAT Wgte s ot 5 S S e 6,8 S sl
ands S e cslaalt ol o 1 il Gl (Sl o mts cul s S S L
GlS ails I3 e ge aib 53 5 Ly OLLoL 0Ll 5 sLT ol e
505 s 53 s w535 sUl e wilate 3 el aabls aste 0wl 50l S50
A bl oS e 4 bl
g ol e v ol aesls Lo a5
Glp s BT aslas o b Oljes b 5 s e 4 baslae (Jsl do e -
L andlle Lyl 5 Lol o daslas 4 03l 58 e s (gl prilasl
5 aleld ol sl 5 ealie 5 Bad el L 4 Lt besls s de e -
LA g8 us
o bl 5 Las Gdues S 5 el laatus s alis alis 5 LS s dl s -
om,\;ii;dt.»;c\f@\@ﬁ;wu,u}\‘ﬂjw\éugu,\.;wjﬁugj
Lol b Jas e slabme pledsl 5 Olyzry OLs it 51 SUel w2 Goas o
S V,_:a\J,e
b JS S ( SVsb 5 Gras glaalas 3l daasl slazel S B U551 sl
oo 33 3 Sk cnl s eslinad Obles U S sl 5 S eme 05 5 5o b Sl Lael
osba Gie 3 0, S et 035 5 4Bl ledns Gaes alas Jold ool Lbﬂ@-?
da gy e 5l Gl =l he poled G35 Sd Gl 2bos Bl s il 1 baesls atesy
2 S el L@tj et g desls LS
S OBS S i g sl VU Caeal I Grasn ol s S Jsol ol
bl 5 o L S (Hen JolS Culos b edd allas G sla s, 5 Slial
o adllas l as sl s Slslo LLSH sl el olad 5 le 3L 6o e Lal] s
Sleesls pizean LA &l GB b o sba baasl 5 5 S8 5l QBASES 5w ;;::""T
Ll Gl (Kb e L= gl (3lwosly 1 e 0l oo



W Q Ol Ol o8 1 (Saelh g cabole (58 3l B o 3lp 4 5

SRR sl
Sp o 5 Al YY UV 0l s oSs 31 Sl a4 o0 Geas Sy Sl b Lol Jiags
GSo e b S eme0p S Slidar 5 il bt luans glaaslias 5l Lol glaesls . ad el
SwB i bobade olg o5 5 b ealie b LS (10808 wlisyludy o)
S slal sls OLaS (Wlods &SI Y Jadr 53 oS s ool sleasl X5 gl

Cols (6,5 i3l 5 Sildiall 5 (sl AL (0L 5 o5 A 5T5L 5l Sl w20

s

Sladkialdl 5 G g | SRR PUES I NELIA JUPRES
Table 2. Analysis of Menstrual Experience: From Shame to Empowerment
. . Core
Concepts Main Categories Category
Feelings of embarrassment and discomfort,
shame about menstrual blood, anxiety and
shame related to menstruation, the
misconception of period-related anger, Reproduction of
mechanisms that intensify shame, lack of menstrual shame
awareness, surprise and confusion, limited
knowledge and preparation during the first
menstruation experience
Silence during menstruation, lack of open
conversation with fathers, lack of open

conversation about menstruation in society, Culture of silence
hiding menstrual symptoms from family and concealment
members, shame and concealment around around

menstruation, traditions reinforcing shame, menstruation

linking menstruation with growing up and
entering a new stage of life
Awareness provided by mothers, mothers and

aunts as primary sources of information and Supportive and

Aouabe Buiwie|dal 01 uonINpUl sweys wol-

support, friends’ empathy and positive aware:ngss-
; . f providing
feelings, emotional and practical support from
. - . resources
mothers, family support during menstruation
Hiding menstrual products, avoiding Ambivalence of
interaction with family and society, preferring menstruation
isolation, challenges of menstruation in experience: from
educational settings, difficulties sitting or isolation to

participating in specific activities, shifting empowerment
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attitudes toward periods, ability to express
menstruation and reduce taboos, feeling
comfortable talking about menstruation
Positive outcomes (if attitudes change):
increased awareness and reduced confusion,
improved individual and social experience of
menstruation, reduced shame and concealment
Negative outcomes: intensified shame and
anxiety, reduced self-confidence and
academic/social performance, continued
reproduction of stigma across generations,
negative impact of menstruation on academic
performance, difficulty concentrating and
studying during menstruation, emotional
impact of menstruation and severe mood
swings in social relationships, negative impact
of menstruation on professional sports

Transition from
menstruation as a
deficiency to
menstruation as a
capability
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