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DEDICATION

To females from womb to tomb

Mothers 

Daughters

Grandmothers

Wise women

To boys and men

Sons

Fathers
Husbands

Grandfathers

To all females and males who seek to acknowledge and understand the positive place of menopause in the human experience in the present and future.

 Para Vida (for true life) 
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I want to thank members from the following cultures, all living side by side under the roof of Rhode Island, for being so generous, open and willing to talk about menopause, menstruation, birth, taboos, and your beliefs.  Sometimes you did this in public when many judging eyes were upon you, and sometimes in private when you were afraid to let others hear your opinions.   You are African, African-American, Armenian-American, Catholic, Caucasian, Chinese, Cuban, Indonesian, Indian-American, Irish, Italian, Japanese-American, Jewish, Latina, Multi-cultural, Peruvian, Portuguese-American, Puerto Rican, White Anglo-Saxon Protestant.  

Cul-ture (kul-chur) n. 1. the appreciation and understanding of literature, arts, music, etc. 2. the customs and civilization of a particular people by care and training, 3. the behaviors and beliefs characteristic of  a particular social, ethnic, or age group. 4. Anthropol.  The sum total of ways of living built up by a group of human beings and transmitted from one generation to another 

INTRODUCTION

Would you be surprised to know that scores of Rhode Island mothers don’t talk about menopause with their daughters; that most baby boomer women in our state never had a discussion about menopause with their mothers, even though they both navigated their lives during the feminist movement?
Menopause talk was taboo!
Menopause was a foreign word to most men and young people. 

Absolutely unmentionable back then!
Well guess what? Times and attitudes haven’t changed that much from the 1970’s to 2002.

Menopause is still a foreign part of the life process to numerous young adults of both sexes. It is predominantly absent from high school and college textbooks and curricula. Lewis Lipsett, Professor Emeritus of Psychology, Medical Science, and Human Development at Brown University, helped me in my search for textbook instruction and we found one book, with one short article in the Brown library. There are numerous books now written by women, though, which fill the void left by educational institutions.
By discussing menopause in Rhode Island communities-in private and in public forums-I’ve now had the opportunity to reflect on the viewpoints, beliefs, customs, preconceived notions, and cultural differences surrounding a woman’s climacteric. I talked with people from all walks of life about how the female has been regarded through her stages of menstrual development (childhood, adolescent, grown-up); how she has been related to and perceived as she traveled through her stages of menopause (peri-menopause, pre-menopause, post-menopause, menopause).  It is not an encouraging picture.  The Rhode Island community at large has not been sensitive or supportive of its menopausal women.
Human culture is defined by rituals.  There are numerous and various stages of ritual through which we travel. We are all familiar with rites of passage such as:

 A little girl leaving her dolls behind and entering pubescence 

A woman giving birth 
A Bat Mitzvah 
A wedding shower

A bachelor party
A wedding

A baby shower

A funeral
But we’re not too clear about the ritual of a mature woman becoming a “Woman of the 14th Moon,” when there is no more blood, no more eggs. I asked members of this community if they knew of a ceremony that existed to celebrate a woman’s passage into menopause. The answer was no at every turn. 
 The passage, or “the change,” brings with it physiological, psychological, and sociological consequences.  Yet, in our community, it has passed in silence for many.  For some it was suffering in silence.  For others the transition came and went without much notice.

There has been no value, no celebration or importance attached to the experience called menopause, except for the Medicalization of it.  Menopause is treated like a disease and is researched and addressed as such. But better late than never, to use a wise saying. In this 21st century, with many baby boomer women in positions of power, menopause is being addressed from a more holistic approach, from the physical to the spiritual changes that occur in a woman’s body and mind.
My interviewing team consisted of me, an assistant, and two interns from Brown University.  We obtained interviews from “baby boomer” women and men, “senior citizens,” teenagers, and young adults from several ethnic communities in Rhode Island. They include: African, African-American, Armenian-American, Catholic, Caucasian, Chinese, Cuban, Indian-American, Irish, Indonesian Italian, Jewish, Japanese-American, Latina, Multi-cultural, Peruvian, Portuguese-American, Puerto Rican, and White Anglo-Saxon Protestant.  
In the following pages is a synthesis of:

· some values 
· behaviors and beliefs
· psychological, physiological, and sociological observations and opinions

· cultural differences 
· attitudes regarding aging 
These are presented in the form of research, interviews, quotes, anecdotes, myths, facts, monologues, and songs.

THIS WOMAN’S NOT DONE

Lyric by Rose Weaver

Everything in life is a test

That’s why women are here

To leave lessons from our youth

To grow older without fear

And this woman’s not done

Salty tears stained my pillow

I wondered how I would cope

Then something changed late one night

With the morning came new scope

Said, this woman’s not done

First we were young, then too old

Kicked to the curb, robbed of our soul

Reached for the ceiling  hit the glass

Was either ‘bout gender color or class

Some treated us good others handled us wrong

At times we were weak but now we’re strong

We’re singing our new songs, we’re right on the track

And this train still runs

This train still runs

And we can’t turn it back

We can’t go back

Look into my eyes right now

Can you see I’m still here?

There’s so much more of me to live

And I love me 

I love me for all of my years

But this woman’s not done
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Despite fairly universal biomedical definitions of the menopausal experience, there are significant cultural differences in how menopause is treated and in the resulting experiences of women facing it.  Japanese women, for example, have been found to report experiencing many fewer hot flashes and night sweats during menopause than women in Canada or the United States (Lorber, 1997).  Similarly, studies of African-American women have found that the experience with menopause is often more positive, possibly due to greater interaction with extended kin and thus more emotional support (Rousseau et. al, 1997). 


One reason for such variation in menopausal experiences stems from the different value of menopause in non-Western cultures and countries.  In the United States and other Western societies, women’s experiences with their bodies, with menopause, menstruation and other reproductive events, are construed negatively (Lorber, 1997).  Menopause, because of its association with aging and the cessation of reproductive potential, has come to be viewed as the end of womanhood in these societies.  The status of a woman is then quite related to her bodily processes.  By contrast, in many other nations menopause is empowering for the woman.  As Bell states, “In some cultures, such as the Chinese, age is respected and status and prestige increased.  In such a culture, menopause may be seen as a transition to higher status” (1990, pg. 161).  In Peru, women become full adults during menopause, increasing their social and economic status (Lorber, 1997).  Similarly, in many other non-Western nations, such as Indonesia, menopause offers previously subordinated women the chance to enjoy elevated freedom and social standing.


In addition to the importance of societal prestige on women’s menopausal experiences, lifestyle influences such as diet and physical activity are known to be influential in affecting the level of discomfort that women face.  A study of several hundred post-menopausal women in Indonesia found that only a very small fraction experienced hot flashes and vaginal dryness; nearly all of the women consumed herbal drinks and ate papaya, which contains estrogen, regularly (Flint and Samil, 1990).  The results of another study, which looked at the effects of physical activity on menopausal experiences, showed that physically active leisure enhanced health, emotional and physical well-being during menopause and midlife (Parry and Shaw, 1999).  


Menopause clearly varies significantly (by culture, lifestyle and social attitudes toward it) in its effects on the women experiencing it.  Moreover, even among women living in the same culture and sharing similar behaviors, there exists great variation in how much and how negatively or positively they are affected by menopause (Avis and McKinlay, 1995).  Menopause, then, is an example of the sociologist W.I. Thomas’ theorem, “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences (Collins, 1994; pg. 251).  Western medicine often attempts to generalize a very individualized and socially affected experience into one universally treatable medical problem.  In essence, the many documented positive aspects of menopause are ignored, including freedom from reproductive processes and a new sense of well being during midlife (Hvas, 2001).  While medical intervention may be appropriate for some women in the short term to ease physical and emotional discomfort, many women experience no negative effects of menopause at all.  Nevertheless, they may be taught by society to fear the process and expect the worst during and after.


This study, by gathering information about menopause from men and women of all ages and backgrounds, will examine opinions and attitudes toward menopause, individual or family members’ experiences with it, and whether those personal experiences have been affected by media or medical encounters.

MENSTRUATION

The expression they used in my family for getting your period was 

“She fell off the roof.” My father’s on the phone arranging for one of the kids to visit a friend and he says, “No, he can’t come over, Nancy fell off the roof.”

When my daughter got her period I said, “This is so fabulous, let’s go out and get ice cream!” This rite of passage, the most marvelous thing!
From Maryanne Harmsen 
Book Club members
“Woman is filled with evil spirits when the blood comes down. It is the work of the devil.” 

A FABLE:

A monologue from Menopause Mama
WISE WOMAN:
(She enters using her cane for balance as she chants to please herself.  She notices an abandoned petition and reads it.)

A petition.  Let’s see what it’s about? Oh. Menopause.  That was a long time ago. Once upon a time women were forced into seclusion to handle all things female. For instance, there were huts in the woods where young women would go inside and squat over the moss, in contrast to the modern day habit of stuffing sanitizing things up there. Or the young women would hunker down, and guided by wise women and gravity, their babies would drop using their own willpower. Despite ridiculous taboos, wise women tried to instill in these girls a sense of self-respect and love – a love for their youth and a love for their old age. 

In one fable from ancient days, bleeding was blamed on Eve. Blamed!  Says that Eve beguiled Adam into having sex, and for that “sin” women were afflicted — afflicted! — With bleeding for thirty to forty years of their lives.

Poison!  (She moves back and forth defiantly) 
That blood’s poison, said the likes of 

Aristotle

Pliny

The Australians

Hindus

South Africans

The Persians

Egyptians 

French 

The Congolese

Ancient Jews

Portuguese

Medicine Men!  (Using her feet and cane as drums)
Hide the sinners away, they proclaimed.

Woman is filled with evil spirits when the blood comes down. 

It is the work of the devil. 

Make her wear colored laces to show her condition

Because if a menstruating woman looks at you, her glance will take the polish off your mirror. 

If you look at her you will be bewitched. 

You will loose your strength, your energy, your wisdom. 

And your legs will swell.

Do not let her cook for any man

Do not let her touch anything or else it will have to be burned!

Menstrual blood will drive a dog mad.

But save a few drops for her lover’s coffee

It will keep him from straying

Keep her away from

The tobacco fields

The rice fields

The garden

Else the plants will turn yellow and dry up

Don’t let her wash her hair 
She cannot go swimming

She cannot attend communion

She must wear drawers to prevent the entrance of lizards!!

(Spoken beautifully)

After five to seven days

Purify her

Cut her nails

Bathe her three times a day

Put on fresh linen

Because she must make an offering after

Menstruation 

For she has sinned

Finally, she must dance

Rejoice

Then she is desirable

What a crock of shit!

YOUING WOMAN’S MONTHLY MADNESS………………………….. Monologue
YOUNG WOMAN is self-centered, not an air head. This is an experience which is not important at the moment, but one which she will remember years down the road. Street noises fade in. She gets her bag and talks on her cell phone as she arrives to help MAMA get signatures on a petition.) I have to do this.  Meet me later. (Hangs up cell phone. To MAMA) Okay. I came here to help with your petition because of my mom, after she heard about you. She said I’d learn something that she didn’t feel comfortable talking to me about. Like, what’s the big deal? (Picks up the petition) What’s this petition for?  (Perusing it) Well, no, I don’t know what men-o-pause is exactly. Duh, like who wants to look at old women on the cover of fashion magazines?  I’m not in the mood for this.  It’s about to rain down south and I’m worried about not staining these white pants, you know what I mean? You got some Advil?  I need three every four hours. Thanks.  (She begins to move to corner position holding petition.) Do you see any red flags?  No?  How do I look?  Great. (Positions herself.)  My mom told me about the period routine on the day I got it.  (Holding petition and not paying attention to passersby) It was like; she took me into her bathroom and made me look at her blood in the toilet. (Reacts to passerby who ignores her) I was scared and like it made me sick to my stomach. (Moves a couple of steps) I didn’t get slapped in the face, like that’s what happened to one of my girlfriends. (Cross back to MAMA and in a chatty manner) So like then my mom tells me I would get my own little visitor once a month till I was like fifty years old.  (Crosses left to passerby) I’d be getting ready for my “friend” or getting over the beast.  I’d be out of corks or not out of plugs.  I’d need the pill or I wouldn’t. She said I could go swimming and wash my hair.  But like my friend Lucy, she can’t. My mom didn’t tell me that the whole routine begins ten days before the curse starts when like this dull achy feeling sneaks up on me, you know what I mean.  (To MAMA) Like, one time, and it was exactly ten days before the Cardinal came to town; I quit my job, dumped my really nice boyfriend, shaved my head, and pierced my nipples … all in the same day.  Why do they call it a period? It’s not the end of anything. You know what I mean? (Chases a(passerby to far right and demands they sign) Hey sign the petition!   Sign the petition will yuh!  No!  Well get off my fucking sidewalk you stupid jerk! I’m sorry. I said I’m sorry. (Talking like she’s a friend, she puts the petition down on stoop) You see. Like, I get really short tempered and I feel ugly, because after the ten days, then it’s like five more days of Tampon in, Maxi wings off, thong panty liners on, boy friends off.  (having a cramp) I just want to hide. What do you mean, I should try to honor these days?  They have their rhythm and reason? (Really pissy) But like my whole life is in fifteen day fragments!  People run away from me fifteen days out of the month! (Dismisses MAMA) I gottuh go. (Grabs her bag) Do you have some sunglasses I can borrow?  My eyes are sensitive to light right now.  No? Well, later. 
MENOPAUSE 
 “I would like to celebrate menopause as a rite of passage, but while getting your first period is a clearly defined event, entering (or getting through) menopause isn’t. So when should it be celebrated?”
From Maryanne Harmsen 
Book Club members
INTERVIEW – Ann, White Anglo Saxon Protestant Female, 52

“…if I could control how menopause was constructed, it would be a time of powerful ritual for women, a wonderful time of freedom and “honoring the chrome” and that’s how I would like to see it.”
Q:  So what do you think menopause is?  How do you define it?

A:  I’m gonna speak to you because I’m someone who studies menopause…so I would prefer to speak to you as a woman who has experienced it.  And I see it as a construction of, a medical construction of pathologizing women as having something wrong when their ovaries stop putting out whatever is needed.  And …so if I could control how menopause was constructed, it would be a time of powerful ritual for women, a wonderful time of freedom and “honoring the chrome” and that’s how I would like to see it.   Western medicine sees it as something that requires treatment, when it really is a process that is very exciting and really should be celebrated rather than treated.

Q:  So, when you think of menopause generally, are there any words or images that come to mind?

A:  Besides freedom?

Q:  Well, freedom is one.

A:  Freedom is one.  Ah, wisdom.
Q:  I had one person tell me that she thinks of the color purple when she thinks of menopause.  I don’t know why, but…

A:  Ah, that’s probably because there’s a book that says “When I am old I will wear purple,” so that’s probably what she’s thinking of.  And of course I do also think of aging, and that has a lot of other meanings.

Q:  It sounds like you think of menopause as a generally positive experience?

A:  Yes, but I’ve really had to battle with Western medicine to leave me alone and…there was a period of time when I was going through really bad hot flashes.  I couldn’t sleep at night, I was having them all day.  I would dress in layers and I would have to strip them off when I was teaching.  And I would walk into a room and look for windows because I was always hot.  And so during that time, which was about a six month period, I actually went on estrogen replacement therapy so that I could function in the classroom.  And that worked fine and then I went off of it.

Q:   Did you find that your symptoms…well you wouldn’t really call them symptoms but they’re…

A:  Well I mean, yeah well, definitely I would call them symptoms that I was definitely making less estrogen.

Q:  And you thought that it was pretty confined to a short period of time?

A:  No, for me it was almost ten years.  My periods began getting irregular when I was 40, and they stopped entirely when I was 44.  So when I say ten years that’s not really right.  It was more like 4 years and then 8 more.

Q:  You mentioned a bit about Western medicine and your doctors’ reactions to it.  For the most part did you find that they treated it as a disease, something that had to be controlled?

A:  Oh yeah.  Yes, and all of the associated “conditions” that are now associated with it, osteoporosis, for example, high cholesterol, things that get associated with menopause are not actually related as much to that as to aging.  And bone density loss is a huge one.  It’s not that I don’t take the research seriously because I do, it’s just that I don’t like the construction of normal aging processes as related.

Q:  How did other people react to your going through menopause?  Were there other general reactions from non-medical people?

A:  Uh-huh, well my students would laugh when I would take off a coat or a shirt.  I mean I would have layers on…

Q:  Did you make it known that you were going through menopause?

A:  Yeah, I made jokes.  Cuz like, I mean it was pretty obvious cuz I would turn red, I could feel it happening.  It was kind of like an orgasm in that way.  [Laughter]  You know it’s coming on and you can’t stop it, not that you would want to stop an orgasm, but I got to know my body and it was so that that flood of heat…it would start on the bottom and work its way up.  So I could actually undress before I began to sweat and yeah I would make jokes about it.  Because as much as I talk, it’s very hard to talk through a hot flash.  I mean, I can talk but it was like an orgasm…in the sense…well I knew I could do certain things to bring them on.  Like get anxious, have a glass of wine, get too hot…

Q:  So your students took it kind of lightheartedly?
A:  They would laugh…yeah, they were very sweet about it, actually.  At one point I was afraid that I would have to have a hysterectomy…so I called my son, my only child, who is now 25…this was a few years ago…and I said, “How would you feel if I have to take out of my body the place where you grew, would that be alright with you?”  He said, “Mom, that’s very sweet of you to be asking me!”  And I said, “Well, it’s a pretty important place, for me as well as for you, and I don’t wanna just destroy it without asking you.”  And he said, “Mom, if it’s for your health, of course I want you to do it.”  It was a very interesting conversation.

Q:  Had you talked with your son at all about your experience with menopause?

A:  A little bit.  He’s not really wanting to know a lot about certain things about my experiences in life.  And at this point, it’s been so long…I’m 52 now…so,  no, no I mean we don’t talk about it.  I might make a joke, but I don’t talk about it.  And one of the things that’s really important is to have friends who are already through menopause like I am.  It’s very good…it’s very very good to have that….

Q:  My mom is 54 and she still hasn’t gone through menopause. All of her friends have, so she knows more about it than maybe she wants to….but she still hasn’t gone through it.  Have you ever heard anything about a male version of menopause?
A:  Yeah.

Q:  Called andropause?

A:  No, I haven’t heard it referred to in that way, but I’ve heard of it.

Q:  Really?  Or just the male experience of midlife changes?  What do you know about that?

A:  Well, I think about it.  I don’t know anything about its physiological basis, but more in terms of health and where men are and issues of being halfway, or what may be considered halfway or a bit more through life…and just lots of challenges that come up for people thinking about mortality….and how that affects you.  I would imagine that would affect how they make the choices that they make, and how that may or may not. I don’t think that there’s a comparable reproductive change in men in a way that is a corresponding change to what women experience. 
Q:  And certainly not the same treatment of it as a problem…So I guess the last area is, there’s a lot of literature, as you probably know, about how culture affects women’s experiences with menopause and in fact, maybe what we think of as symptoms of menopause in the U.S. aren’t. They have been shown not to occur as frequently in other countries.  Do you think there’s some truth to that?

A:  Yes. I think there’s a number of things that come up.  One is just the construction of reproductive processes in the U.S.  And I also think…well, it’s complicated…to say well, this needs treatment, therefore there must be something wrong.  
Q:  And that in turn may affect how women react to it?

A:  Yeah…and then their self-image becomes, “Oh, I have something wrong with me.”  And so that affects the language of decay, or atrophy, all of that.  And it’s very rooted in the way women are seen anyway.  So, any culture that respects women aging is going to also construct menopause, if  it’s recognized at all, as an entity like that rather than as something more negative.  I would think there would be less “symptoms” of menopause.  I’d think that it would be seen as a healthier issue, seen as part of, part of development, part of development process, and just another issue is that I definitely think that diet can play a big part in the menopausal experience.  Not just diet, but the capacity to see, to feel a member of the world, rather than just whatever.  And it isn’t just necessarily about having the economic options, that’s about feeling that you have the right to be here.

Q:  Ok, well that sums up what I wanted to get at.  Do you have any other thoughts on menopause before we close up, whether from your own experience or, anything else?

A:  Well…let me think.  You know, um, one of the things that, I’m sure that Rose wants to bring up and that I haven’t touched on is the issue on menopause and sexuality.  And I don’t know…I’m gonna say a little bit to you.  It’s more of a boundary issue because I’m your teacher.  You know, it’s fascinating how we are not supposed to be sexual after menopause and feel sexual.  And I choose not to be sexually active, you know, and that’s been for a long time, and that’s got reasons that have nothing to do with my health.  And, however, I am very sensuous and full of sexual feeling and, especially this time of year the Earth is so beautiful. And I am quite sure that my own sexuality is…I feel more open and aroused and desired than I have ever felt in my life.  And it’s very very different than how we recognize sexuality.  It’s much more… it’s about a lot more than sex.  It’s about…and ironically, I just feel that menopause, when I think of freedom I also think of sexual freedom in a way that is not necessarily eroticized.  I think of sex not literally, but more through just the way I show up everyday, full of passion.

Q:  And you think menopause has contributed?

A:  Well, the fact that I’m not menstruating anymore, and I used to menstruate every 21 days, 19 times a year.  I really enjoy not having my period.

Q:  I think that’s a common sentiment among women, right?

A:  Yeah, I think so. 

End of interview.
“Families have to deal with menopause with a great deal of grace and humor.”

 My youngest daughter is 15: so, as she is going through adolescence, mommy is going through menopause. Estrogen 1, Estrogen 2. The hormones are acting up. Take a deep breath. 
I think it’s important to give them a good example. I think it’s important for them to see me age comfortably. Otherwise the only example they have is what they see on TV. And I can do better.

Advice to daughters: Enjoy every stage. Every age has value. 
I don’t want to be 20 years old again. I was still worrying about what people thought about me, tying to make an impression, not being confident about parenting. There’s a freedom now, this is who I am, take it or leave it, it’s very liberating.

I don’t miss my period. I love to be able to wear white pants and not have to worry about it. I love to be able to put on my nice Egyptian white sheets and not have to worry about it. I’ve ruined lots of nice sheets. You can have sex anytime without having to worry about the messiness of having a period.”
INTERVIEW Cuban, Woman, 45- 50 
I am very glad to be a Cuban woman now that I am aging. There we have permission to age.
Women equate menopause with growing old or reduced libido. That’s not true. Your sex life ends when you’re dead.

First period, I was about 12. Out of a group of maybe 4 or 5 friends I was maybe the last one or the next to last one. So people were talking about it, my mother was very open about it, so I knew what to expect. I was fine. Never had any problems. Was always very regular. It was often preceded  by lower backpain. There were old wives tales about having your period: don’t wash your hair, don’t swim, don’t cook certain things.

I am very glad to be a Cuban woman now that I am aging. There we have permission to age. Which is not so in the society here in the United States. 
The romantic characters in soap operas in Latin America are always older than the ones in the soap operas here. An older woman there is considered wise and mature and sexy at the same time. 
There really isn’t any comparison for the older woman here being sexy. We are beginning to change this because there are so many of us going through menopause and we are not ready to be considered old. But years ago you just didn’t see that.

When I was little, a woman who was 50 was an older woman. I don’t feel like that now.

Women equate menopause with growing old or reduced libido. That’s not true. Your sex life ends when you’re dead. It should. But some women need to hear about these things.

You see a lot of middle aged men with younger first, second, third wives than you do middle aged women with younger men. It has to do with their level of security. I think they have more of a hard time with aging than women do.

I think there’s a general discomfort with growing older and appreciating all the stages of life. I would hate to get to 75 and look back and think, Gee, I spent the last 20 years worrying and complaining about wrinkles.

Business has fed on women’s – and men’s — insecurities about aging.

I remember up until my mid 20s or early 30s I was always very thin. Thinner  is really not a good thing in Latin American culture; Latin American men like women with a little meat on the bones, and I didn’t have any, I was skinny. There was a milkshake called WeightOn. I can’t tell you how many cans of that I drank because I wanted to be heavier. Now in my forties I began to gain some weight, without doing anything about it, that’s what happens, and all of a sudden now I look very good! That’s a wonderful thing!

In Cuba there weren’t so many “age defying” cosmetics because there wasn’t that sort of resistance to growing old. People aren’t in a hurry to get old, in Cuba; there’s a level of respect that comes with age in Cuba. Old people are more appreciated. It’s an easier transition. It’s not so abrupt as here.

I didn’t hear about menopause growing up. People just didn’t talk about it. But then you find in Latin culture that anything that is remotely sexual is not discussed a lot. Menopause is “el cambio.” People talked about it in hushed tones.

I don’t remember having any symptoms at all until about a year ago. People I knew who were going through it were complaining about hot flashes, couldn’t sleep, sweating. A year ago I had my last period. I’m officially menopausal.

I expected the symptoms to be something like an orgasmic experience - like  you know you’re having a hot flash. It didn’t feel that way. I think some of it is your mindset.


I’m a heavy sleeper. I go to sleep in pajamas and under the covers and I wake up naked and with no covers because in my sleep I’m taking off clothes - I wake up with no clothes on! I used to be cold and always wanted the covers on. So when I throw them off now my husband assumes that he should put them back on so I won’t be cold. No I won’t be cold. Leave them off! It’s very hard for me to explain what a hot flash is like. It’s

hard for a man to identify.


In Latin America men don’t talk about menstruation a whole lot. I think women hold back a little when they’re menstruating.
All of a sudden at a certain age you walk past a construction site and you don’t get catcalls anymore. Hey mama! Hey good looking! The kind of catcalls that could be annoying but once they stop you realize that no one is looking at you. There’s a certain invisibility that happens here to some degree. In Latin culture women remain attractive to men much, much longer than in the West.

The first time someone calls you “ma’m” it’s a shock.
Menopause is not a problem, it’s a passage.
I think there is a need for a place for women in menopause to go. Being able to share is important. In this country menopause has been treated solely as a medical condition. Either you’re told it’s all in your head or they tell you need a hysterectomy. There’s no place where people can go for answers.

End of interview.
ITALIAN FEMALE – 55
ANGLO-SAXON PROTESTANT FEMALE – 53 

IRISH FEMALE – 48

AFRICAN-AMERICAN FEMALE – 45  
I sweated for three years, every hour on the hour. Here was the kicker. When I finally realized that this is menopause, I didn’t know what to do with my hair. I would blow dry it curl it, the whole nine yards. The sweat was just pouring off me - pouring! I’m looking at myself in the mirror and my Lancome makeup is erased. And here is my hair, which I prided myself on being able to get straight, out to here! Within five minutes of walking out of the gym - literally five minutes — it would be curly, fuzzy curly! 

I went to an acupuncturist five months ago and he said you need to get off all this estrogen. I decided to take whatever he suggested, which was ginseng and a couple of other things. So I came off of it for three or four months. But then I found myself being hotter than hell so I went back to the estrogen very quickly.

The most disconcerting thing is not feeling that you’re in your right mind.

Never being able to find your keys, never knowing where anything is. One

day I looked all over for my keys, I’m in a hurry to leave the house, cannot

find those keys, cannot find those keys, cannot find those keys - turns out

they’re in the freezer!

I got a remote control air conditioner installed so when I’m watching TV

and I get a hot flash, I just press the remote and I’m all set

I paid all my bills and didn’t sign my name on one of the checks .

I’ve never had trouble with vocabulary before but then all of a sudden the

words that I use are giving me trouble. The one that gets to me all the

time is that area on the desk where you fold things . It’ll be little things

like that that’ll surprise me. They are that always came to me and now “duh!”

You know what bothers me is that I cannot explain to my husband about hot

flashes. “You’ve had me up all night fooling with the covers! Why did you

keep kicking the covers off all the time?!” I didn’t have much in the

You’re hot one minute and the next you’re freezing. You don’t know how to

dress.

I think young women talk to their peers.

For the women who are just starting to go through it I think it’s good for

them to get together because you think it’s only happening to you. But when

you talk to your friends and you see that they’re all experiencing basically

the same symptoms, maybe in varying degrees, you can relate to them.

I started menstruating late, maybe 15 or 16, I had only one or two a year, I

had trouble getting pregnant, so when I got a period it was wonderful. I

went through a lot - x-ray treatment for my pituitary glands, having my

tubes ballooned. I was told by my doctor — I had a woman doctor at the

time — that you have more chance of growing hair on your hand than you have

of getting pregnant. That summer, believe it or not, I was out rowing on a

lake with my husband at the time, and I got my period and said to me,

“Sandy, you’re pregnant.” So that was like a miracle.But with each child I had to go through treatment to get pregnant. It took a long time, so maybe that’s why I never went through any kind of menopause.

I don’t think anyone discusses menopause until it actually affects you.

“In our society does menopause have the same place as, say, birth has, or

your first period?”
No. No. No. No. No.

“Do think it should have more value?”

No. No. It’s nature. It’s the body. 

I do. And I think women should be more prepared for it than they are. I

think women should be educated about what can happen.

“Did you ever think about menopause?”
No, never.

I switched to a woman ob-gyn and it’s great to have someone who knows what you’re going through.
It would be good if a doctor would talk about where you are with your period and tell that you are now entering this phase and this is probably what you can expect rather than experiencing it and all of a sudden running to the doctor with symptoms. Maybe they should talk about it like they would talk to a teenager about their first period and so on.

Do we put it into the hands of the male gynecologists or do we take some

control over educating our young? Why shouldn’t the boys be educated about

menopause?
Absolutely!

But not everyone goes through all of these symptoms, so what is there to

talk about?

It wasn’t many years ago that menopause occurred just before death. It’s

only in recent times that we now have 20 to 30 years to look forward

following menopause. Post-menopause is relatively new phenomenon.

It needs to be presented so that people understand it. I think it should be

a very important stage. People shouldn’t be afraid of it. I have gone

through 15 years of taking estrogen and every week there’s a new estrogen

scare. One day it’s good for your heart, the next it’s bad. The confusion that women that rely on it go through it is terrible. My doctor says, “Well, it’s a very personal

decision.” It isn’t a personal decision - what do I know about it? You have

to take your family history and combine it with what we have to offer today

and what you are going through and then come to some conclusion. In the

end I don’t really care what the studies say. My doctor says if I feel okay,

leave it alone.

My doctor would argue with what your doctor says.

Well, that’s okay. What do I care what your doctor says?

I had a complete hysterectomy in my early forties and immediately I went

into menopause; I had all the symptoms. And when I went to my doctor to tell

him I had dryness, I thought I was going to die. I didn’t know what to

expect. I really blamed my doctor for having all these problems.

LIFE AFTER MENOPAUSE

When you’re done with menopause, what’s exciting about life now?
Everything.

Breathing.

I don’t feel any different than when I was 20.

I don’t feel psychologically different. I’m happy to be through with the

cramps. I don’t have to worry about where I am going to be, what’s going to

happen and will I be in white pants.

Just because I’m through with my period doesn’t mean I don’t have the other

symptoms.

Just because you’ve gone through the change it doesn’t mean that you’ve

changed.

I’m on medication now. I feel wonderful.

I find every day wonderful, exciting.

Different mental attitude.

Menopause is a period you go through. If it isn’t too severe, you get over it, you’re children leave, your children get married, you have grandchildren, you can travel, you can do things

Priorities change.
Self-esteem gets greater

Now I feel everyday is a blessing

Men don’t want to hear about the bitching

(A rap groove underscores the next sections)
Crone’s Requiem……………………………....a rap monologue

Yo!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Listen up to the Mama

In her drama bout the change

I’m feelin’ like an arrow

Target ready / taking aim

Some think I’m going crazy 
Yeah actin’ insane

Damn right
I got an attitude

But let me explain

I said

Who-decided-the-rules 

To diss my clock
To say-I-got-to-keep-tickin’ 
When I wants to tock

To say growin’ old / is ugly and sad

To throw me-away-like-trash

Like I just been had
They say about forty / our best life begins

But some dimwits won’t let us win

To be women now 

Wise and strong

Liftin’ us up

Where we belong
I’m fifty-three now
And in another stage
It’s me writin’ chapters 

For my next page

You men and you women 

Listen up and take note 

This sister’s not crazy

She’s got a new coat!

This menopause mama don’t want any anti-aging creams promising to reverse the hands of time. Can’t no cream stop time.  (pause)
Reduce fine lines and wrinkles!

Younger looking skin in just 6 weeks!

Now a makeup that lifts away those little signs of aging. 
Yeah, I want to slow down the effects of aging, that’s no lie. 

Come on soften my skin

Make it more supple

Keep it moist and radiant  

I’ll buy the creams

I’ll buy the gels and vitamins

BUT make me feel good about getting older

(MAMA regains her composure)

You know what I want?

I want pro-aging products (picks up her petition)
Pro! Pro! PRO-AGING! 

PRO!  PRO! PR0-AGING!
WISE WOMAN
(Enters holding an hour glass in one hand, her walking stick in the other)
This train still runs
This train still runs
I’ll sign on the dotted line. (Reads and signs petition) I can do anything I want.
(Peering into hourglass)

It says, 

This train still runs.

This train still runs.
This train still runs (Sits hour glass on the bench.  She is always aware of it and makes sure it does not run out)
This train still runs 

This train still runs
(Shakes her booty down to the floor,)
This train still runs

 (Yoga pose)  Ask me about the time I climbed Mount Everest, through storms, and mud slides with that young fellow.  Ask me how old a woman gets to be when she don’t want no more boyfriend?  I’ll say, “I don’t know.  You got to ask somebody older than me.” 

(Soundtrack for patter section of This Woman Is Not Done begins)

A woman’s life is like a garden out there in the yard  

Her soil is turned over and over and seeds planted real deep row by row

In summer as she sashays down the street in her sun back dresses 

She is both admired and desired

For her ripeness,

Her lushness, 

Her juiciness

Her fruits are picked and savored

The harvest eaten

Lives are filled with her bountiful crop

Then fall arrives and kisses her face with its golden hues

The young ripe harvest is over 

Her once fertile soil begins to dry

(Changes into MAMA by laying down her cane) 
MAMA
But then, rain begins to trickle from above her brow

Wetting her face, her chest, her underarms

She realizes she’s got her own watering can  

And owns a store of fertilizer ah haaaa
She wakes up early one morning 

And begins to cultivate her neglected perennial
Soaks the soil with her frozen reservoir of nourishment 

Her garden sprouts into a harvest more abundant than ever before
Ahh  ahhhhh  (MAMA physically sprouts using yoga poses)

The new crop is ready for market
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don’t think it’s a big thing.

Q: Has anyone in your household gone through menopause?

A: No, not yet.

Q: Have you been aware of any of your family members going through menopause?  You mentioned your aunt…

A: Yeah, but she lives in Japan and so I don’t see her that much, but I know my mom has to deal with her on the phone, and she just, I think when she went to visit she was acting really weird, and my mom was like, what’s wrong with you; her mood swings go up and down, and then my mom was like, you’re really annoying, and then they had a fight, so…

Q: Has your mom ever talked to you about menopause?
A: Yeah, just as a joke. [laughs] You know, like, oh, I’m almost there, it’s going to happen, but now it’s like, I don’t have it yet, you know, I’m still young, I’m just like, whatever.

Q: Would you say that menopause is handled differently due to your culture?  Would it be handled differently in Japan than  it is here? Or is it the same thing?

A: I have no idea.  I think it’s, honestly, I think it’s handled differently here.  I don’t know what they do in Japan, but, I know here they have all those hormone supplements to keep you, like, normal, or whatever.  I don’t want to sound like I’m uneducated…

Q: That’s the whole point of the project, to educate.

A: You know, like they try to keep you… especially, like the whole medication thing is big here.  They try to keep you young, and they also… like the importance is like, oh, you don’t want to… you don’t want your… you don’t want to go through menopause, and you see all those commercials like, when I went through menopause, it was horrible, but now I took these pills, so… I don’t think they have that in Japan.  I could be wrong.

Q: Ok, sounds good.

A: Ok.

Most women died pre-menopausal until the past 100 years.

In this society there’s very little need for any older woman. The truth of the matter is that an older woman is more or less a drain. The American world hasn’t accommodated older people well. The rest of the world hasn’t had to accommodate older people well. And here we are having to accommodate them and it turns out that most of them are female.

Will you go gently into that night? I resent it!
Italian female, 50’s

One of the things that offends me is that you look at a woman going  through menopause or depression or fertility problems and you medicate them all. You medicate your women left right up and down. The moment they become inconvenient, here’s prozac, here’s estrogen. You don’t medicate your men the same. There’s viagra. You medicate women much more than you medicate men. You medicate women for any kind of emotional distress. We were doing it back in the Geritol days.  You don’t medicate dysfunctional men.  Ultimately, it’s an issue of power. 
The expression they used in my family for getting your period was “She fell off the roof.” My father’s on the phone arranging for one of the kids to visit a friend and he says, “No, he can’t come over, Nancy fell off the roof.” When my daughter got her period I said, This is so fabulous, let’s go out and get ice cream! This a rite of passage, the most marvelous thing!

Irish female, 40’2
I have a 12 year old daughter and I worry about that society is telling her how she should conform to its norms. It’s more than about menopause. It’s about being comfortable with who we are all through our lives. Accept where you are.

All around me I’ve got friends who are getting new boobs, new eyes, new this, new that. I’m fortunate that my husband, the person I care the most about, says I like you the way you are. I think we need to be more accepting of ourselves.

One of the things I loved about the Red Tent [Anita Diamant] was there was no attempt

to pretend that you were anything other than what you were. You were a reproductive vessel and that was your raison d’etre. You were unclean when you were menstruating . There is a lot about femininity that is defined by biology, by gynecology.

English female, 48

Look at the mixed messages that men send. I’m married to a man who loved me because I was so independent. I got married, I have two kids and now have a full time job that’s demanding. My 5 year old daughter says, “ Mommy I’m so proud of you,” and I’ve got a 7 year old son and a husband saying, “But you’re not here anymore.”
Sex education  from my mother: she took me to see a nurse who gave me a booklet called On Becoming a Woman to take home and read. Can you even imagine a scenario like that where you wouldn’t sit down and review things with your children?
Caucasian female, 20

“Menopause is when you stop getting your period because you have gone through all the eggs you were born with, and your body changes.  And your hormones change.”

A: That there are a lot of physical changes that happen.  Your hormones, your bones can start thinning, women are more prone to heart disease, the process sometimes involves mood swings, and hot flashes, and various symptoms of menopause.

Q: When you think of menopause, what words come to mind?

A: Getting older, changes, I don’t know, that your life as a childbearing woman is over, and you go into a different stage of life.  That’s it.

Q: Do you think of menopause as a positive, negative, or neutral experience?  Explain why.

A: I can’t wait to stop getting my period.  

Q: Does that mean positive?

A: That’s positive [laughs].  I’m hoping that I’m not subject to hot flashes, or moodiness. I suspect that it will happen.  I’m a little concerned because my cholesterol numbers aren’t the most perfect, so I worry a little bit that maybe I’ll have some kind of problem there, and I don’t really have a concern about getting pregnant anymore, even though I still get my period, so that’s not an issue, but I do look forward to not getting my period.

Q: Is menopause experienced in ways unique to your culture?

A: I don’t think so, no.

Q: Has anyone in your household gone through menopause?

A: In my immediate household, no.  My mother has, and my sister has, I think.

Q: How did they react to being in menopause?

A: My mother bitched about hot flashes.  My sister never says a word about anything.

Q: How did you react to them?
A: How did I react to them? I guess I found it a little bewildering that you can be fine one minute and dripping wet with sweat the next.  But it wasn’t really a big issue, and it wasn’t a big deal, and it wasn’t discussed very much.  I didn’t really have much of a reaction at all.
End of interview.
Hysterectomy, breast cancer survivor

Q: What is menopause?
A: Menopause is when you’re lucky enough to not have to menstruate anymore.

Q: What have you heard about menopause?

A: A lot.  I mean, how do you answer that.  What have I heard about menopause?  Um… how awful it is.

Q: Why awful?

A: Ah, hot flashes, mood swings, hormonal imbalances, that’s about it.

Q: Have friends of yours gone through menopause and described the experience to you as awful?

A: Some have.  When I was in my 30s, I guess, my late 30s, I worked with a woman who ah, we were sitting, together, out in this lobby, waiting for customers to come in.  And all of a sudden she turned crimson, I mean, she turned, I don’t know what color.  I had never seen anything like that because I was in my 30s, and my mother died young, so I don’t remember her going through menopause, and sweat started pouring, and she was beet red.  And I got all concerned and went running over, you know, to see if I could help her.  She said, “oh, it’s a hot flash, it will be over.” But then she went on to describe how, you know, she would wake up in sweats, and all the negative effects of it.  And then, ten minutes later, she looked like you and I.  And that was my first exposure to what menopause was.  And it was a scary one, to me.

Q: When you think of menopause, what words come to mind?

A: embarrassed, hot, irregular, freedom

Q: Do you think of menopause as a positive, negative, or neutral experience?  Explain why.

A: Positive negative or neutral…  I see it as a positive experience because it’s, ah, it’s just saying that you’re getting to a different stage in your life, and that you don’t have to worry about birth control anymore, you don’t have to menstruate and have cramps and have all of that.  It’s like you’re a grown up, you know, when you’re going onto another stage in life, and I see that as a positive.

they remove everything, they’ve also removed a lot of the muscle.  So, your belly which gets bigger as you get older and fatter anyway, but there are no muscles in there to kind of keep it flat.  So that’s kind of a negative.  And then you know, all the hormonal effects.

Q: Did you take any hormones?
A: They started me on hormones immediately, which I took for a couple of years, but then when I developed breast cancer, that had to stop, because there are a lot of correlations between the two, so I don’t take anything anymore, anyway, and have not for 5 or 6 years.

Q: Ok.  How soon after your hysterectomy did you develop breast cancer?
A: Oh, it was a bad year.  I’d say within two years.

Q: Do you think it was in any way an effect of the hysterectomy and the hormone treatment?
A: Um, no.  No.  I’d never had a mammography, ah, at the time husband had told me it wasn’t necessary to have one, and so I never did, and then when I was in the hospital for the hysterectomy, I said, “look, while I’m here let’s just do everything.  You know, we’re here, and that’s when… oh, so it was less than a year.  It was right after.  And then as a result of the radiation, I lost my thyroid.  So I have thyroid disease.  It was a bad year. Very, very bad year, medically.  But, you know, like your mother, if you don’t go to the doctor, then these things never happen.  I went, and that’s what happened, I fell apart in one year.

Q: How do you feel as a woman, having had a hysterectomy, and no longer taking hormones?
A: Well, I’m in a different situation, so, ah, being single, I have no sex life, so it can’t… I think it might vary.  I think how you feel about it is where you are in your life, and um, but for me, that side of it… I don’t feel any less a woman, having had a hysterectomy.  But, I think that women can, and often do, feel less desirable, or less sexual, or whatever.  But the timing was such that I didn’t really have an option, so it didn’t really affect me that way.

Q: And how did your family react to your year of medical problems?

A:  Well, my now former husband was not supportive, which is why he is my former husband, and my children were very supportive.

Q: At least your children were supportive.

A: Yes.  No, in fact, I timed it for a summer when Sanda [her daughter] could be home from school so that she could help to take care of me because, you need taking care of.  You can’t do steps, there’s a lot of stuff you can’t do for a while.  So she, ah, we planned it so that she could do this.

Q: Is menopause experienced in ways unique to your culture?

A: Not that I’m aware of.  I am reading the Red Tent, though.

Q: Yeah, I read it.  It’s a great book.

Q: And you said your mother died young… so you haven’t experienced anyone in your household going through menopause? 

A: No.  She may have before she died, but um, I didn’t know about it.

Q: Did your mother ever talk to you about menopause, or…

A: No.  No.  No.  I was 21, my mother got sick and she died, so there wasn’t a whole lot of time to talk about those kinds of things.
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Q: Right.  Well, I didn’t know if when you were younger…

A: No.  Uh-uh.

Q: I didn’t know if at the beginning stages she had talked about the ending stages…

A:  No, I don’t know if when you start to menstruate is the time you start to tell your children about when you end menstruation…  You know, they’re just starting.  I mean, yes, does Sanda have knowledge of it, she does, because she took care of me, and she was in her early 20s.  But, ah, no I did not have that experience.

Q: Do you discuss these kinds of things freely with your daughter?
A: Yes.

Q: That’s about it.

A: I probably wasn’t very exciting.

Q: No, it was good, thank you.

Caucasian, male, 25
“Menopause is one of the few themes of life that any female in the world could relate to no matter what culture. Menopause is essentially the same for all but the different cultures have different support structures. I do not know of anything specific for my culture(s), but I would think the support structures within different cultures would all have similar themes of comfort.”
Q: Age?

A: 25

Q: race?

A: I can rent a car now! Caucasian.
Q: that is good news

Q: culture?

A: Mixed

Q: details?

A: Jewish, Welsh, German, Irish and French

Q: this will make it more impressive

Q: ok

Q: good

A: and Canadian,  is that a real culture?

Q: oh, this is about menopause, just a warning. and if you don’t know anything, then that is ok

Q: absolutely not, i am sorry to offend my canadian friends, but there is not much canadian culture except to say “eh?”

A: exactly

Q: so: what is menopause?

A: and hockey. The deer in headlights look when men sit in front of the t.v. trying to think?  Men-o-pause. Seriously, it is the termination phase of the female menstruation and progenesis cycle

Q:  what have you heard about menopause?

A: Hot flashes, elevated moods and hormones, depression, lack of periods.

Q: when you think of menopause, what words come to mind?

A: Sympathy...Seriously, it forces the issue of mortality and a change in sexuality for females......old age based impotence may be the only thing men could relate to.

A: I know my mother is going through it right now, and I just hope the best for her, mentally

Q: What do you mean by hoping the best for her mentally? Is she having a hard time?

A: Well, it’s not easy

Q: Have you talked to her about it?

A: I let her talk to me when she feels like it, but that just comes from who my mother is

Q: ok. do you think of menopause as a positive, negative or neutral experience? explain why.

A: none of the above, or all of the above......It’s a natural step in the process of humanity for the female. As unfortunate or cold as that may sound, it is natural. Would you really want to have kids and still deal with periods when you are 60?! Did you even want to at 13?! I think having that viewpoint of the natural order of things could help generate a healthy attitude towards it. 

Q: is menopause experienced in ways unique to your culture?

Q: (whatever that may be)

A: Menopause is one of the few themes of life that any female in the world could relate to no matter what culture. Menopause is essentially the same for all but the different cultures have different support structures. I do not know of anything specific for my culture(s), but I would think the support structures within different cultures would all have similar themes of comfort.

Q: Has anyone in your household gone through menopause?
A: Mother in the middle of, Mother- in -law too

Q: How are they reacting to being in menopause?

A: Not too sure about Mother In Law.....For my mother it was difficult, very difficult, mentally at first, but she started to adapt the “natural cycle” attitude, which helped

A: do you know why she was having such mental difficulty with it?

A: depression over loss of ability to have another kid, although she didn’t want one, but just the ability too.......depression over growing old.......thoughts of mortality and where she is in life

Q: ok

Q: how are you and your wife reacting to your mothers going through menopause?

A: just being supportive and talking to them when they feel like opening up

Q: sounds good

Q: those are all my questions

A: ok

A: hope I helped

End of interview
INTERVIEW 
Q:  As far as you know, what is menopause? (Silence) It doesn’t have to be a perfect answer.

A:  The biological process, when women, ah, stop having their periods.  You know, around 50…50 years old, somewhere around there.

Q: What have you heard about menopause?

A: Just that it can be a relief cuz,  women don’t have to go through menstruation every month.  For some women it’s a relief, but for other women they experience…um, they can have pain or, ah, other associated….ah, I don’t know…what was the question?

Q:  What you have heard about it?

A: Oh, that it can be difficult physically and psychologically.  Sometimes it’s hard for women cuz they’re no longer able to bear children, so that has like psychological effects.  Um, and again, have health effects as well.  I guess some women take drugs for it, medications, and some of those have health risks associated with them.  I just know that my mom’s seeing a doctor for it, and…that’s it.

Q: Has your mom talked about it with you?

A:  Not very much.  A little bit.  She’s mentioned it but she usually mentions it sort of indirectly and she’s reserved about the subject.

Q:  Ok, so when you think of menopause, if someone were to say the word to you, what comes to mind?

A:  I don’t know.

Q: Like, particular words, images, or…Like for me for some reason, when I hear the word menopause, the color purple flashed in my brain.  I don’t know why….(Silence).  Nothing?

A: No

Q: So do you think…you’ve explained this a little bit, but do you think of menopause,  as a positive or a negative or a neutral experience, or…?

A:  I don’t know, I think of it as sort or a serious thing.  Because I think in some cases it can be a relief, but it’s also a sign of aging and, yeah, it can be sort of a traumatic period I think, for some women.

Q:  K, you mentioned that your mom has gone through menopause, or is going through menopause.  Have you ever lived with anyone else who was?  No?  How is your mom reacting to the experience of going through menopause?

A: Ah, a little fear I think.  A little uncertainty. I think there’s some…sadness of not being able to have any more children.  Not that she was planning on it, but it’s sort of a…sort of a type of closure, sort of has finality to it.  And yeah, I think she’s got a certain amount of trepidation, just, you know, about her health.  You know, she’s just worried that, you know, she wants to be totally healthy and, you know, I think she has some concerns from what the doctor’s told her, but she hasn’t told me very many details.  So I think the doctor’s just warned her about some, you know…certain things that can arise.  Although I still think she’s ok right now, I think she’s fine, healthy.

Q:  Ok.  How did you react to you mom…or how do you feel like you reacted to your mom going through it, or when you said that she had mentioned it to you?

A:  With sympathy.  Um, you know, a little concern a little worry.  I hope my mom’s ok, and I have sympathy…you know, I try to be more aware and more sympathetic to things my mom’s going through cuz I think she’s reluctant to talk about them and I think she’s like, she’s always sort of put herself secondarily to the rest of us, the rest of our family.  Yeah, you know, I try to listen, I try to show her that I’m concerned, sympathetic and I should ask her, you know I should ask her more about it.

Q: You mentioned concerns about her health with menopause, so are you or she,  I guess seeing it sort of as being problematic to her health…Not, I’m sorry, not menopause itself, but sort of the…being post-menopausal I guess, as being like less healthy than before?

A:  Do I see it that way from what she’s…?  No, my impression is that,  in a way there’s possibly less complications.  Well, I don’t know, I don’t know, like…I guess there are complications having to do with, the reproductive system…you know reproductive system after menopause.  I think there’s a risk of cancer or, other things.  But I think I also have the impression that it could be a completely safe period in a woman’s life and also, you know, painless, where there’s no more of the pain associated with menstruation.

Q:  Before your mom brought up the complications of menopause, did she ever talk about menstruation with you at all?

A:  No.  Ah, well, I mean…I think occasionally I would get hints…I think I remember a few times when she would express, um, times when she wasn’t feeling that well.  And I got the feeling that it was just, like, something more than just being in a bad mood.  I think she told me….she told me a few times about cramps or pains or just feeling sick.  So yeah, she…I mean, I knew a little bit, she had mentioned it before.

Q:  Do you think that going through menopause is something that she discusses more with you sister, or do you think it’s sort of whoever’s around?

R:  I think she probably did, but I really, you know, if she did it was successful cuz I didn’t know about it.  She probably, like, discussed it with my sister a little bit more in private, I assume.

Q:  Menopause as well as menstruation, or…?

A:  I don’t know, probably.  Mostly menstruation?

Q: Yeah, the mom and daughter talk…

A:  Yeah (laughter.)  Yeah, although my sister, like, hated all of that.  She hated all the times you know that her and my mom had when supposed mother daughter, activities happened.  Like, my sister was totally resistant to, you know all the times when my mom was trying to sort of form her into a girl or a woman.  Get her to try on clothes or brush her hair, so who knows how successful many discussions about menstruation were.  Probably, I mean it’s something my sister would need to know about it, so they probably talked about it.  My mom was probably able to give her information and help her, help her through it.

Q:  Have you ever heard of andropause?

R:  No.

Q:  OR of men having like a menopause of their own, kind of?

R:  No.  Except for only recently, I heard a question in the news about a male biological clock and that was it.

Q:  What was it you heard about it?

R:  That was it.  It was just...it was usually like, some tag on, some grabber, like right before a commercial or something.  Sort of a, an excitement to like found out about it, to continue watching the news program.  Like, “you know about a woman’s biological clock, but do men have a biological clock?  That story next!” 

Q:  So you never stayed to find out?  You’re not interested?

R:  No, I didn’t actively avoid it, I just…it’s very hard to get sort of good information from the news.  It was like a lot of things on the news that you see sort of flash by and you don’t really get much from it.

Q: Do you think that, like, from your observation of human behavior and, I don’t know your dad, I don’t know how close to your mom’s age he is.  But do you think that there might be some truth to this fact that men go through a similar kind of phase in their lives?

R:  Yeah, it’s possible…that men experience a similar sort of change in their reproductive system later in life.  When they may not be as….sterile or productive….you know, certain hormones aren’t produced anymore or something.  It’s probably likely that there’s similar phase.  But I know that my dad doesn’t have ah…I’ve never noticed like a change in behavior that I could sort of trace to something like that.

Q:  Have you seen a change in behavior in your mom?

R:  Only with like menstruation.  That was something that would affect her, you know, family routine, her behavior, her mood.  I didn’t really notice anything similar in my dad.  So I don’t know if there’s like a similar phase for men as to that.
Q:  Do you have any other thought on menopause?

R:  Well, I guess I just wonder whether it’s…doctors are trying to treat it as if it’s um, you know, a medical ailment or a disease and how that might be actually worse than the menopause itself.  Only from hearing that like some of the drugs are, you know, might have like side effects or are actually worse than menopause itself.  But you know, I think I recognize that there are, you know, it is something with, like, medical ramifications and health ramifications that probably women should, you know, have to pay attention to.  It’s probably not something to ignore or treat lightly.

Q:  Ok.  Anything else? No?  Thank you.

R:  Sure.
End of interview.

INTERVIEW 
Woman in peri-menopause 
Q:  OK, so how would you define menopause?  Or what do you think menopause is?

A: Hm, well I think it has to do with further maturation of women.  Ah, end of the reproductive cycle…Period.

Q:  And…what have you heard about menopause?

A:  Oh, way too much to tell you in more than a couple of days.  Right?  Ah, all my friends have complained about it.  Ah, I had one friend who was into it she went up to have her hormones measured, I guess they can take blood tests, so she could see if she was actually in menopause or perimenopause.  She was eating, what is that goopy stuff, tofu, but it was liquid, for the estrogen.  And most of my friends have had a very hard time about it, so I’ve heard a lot of awful things about it.  I can’t say I’ve been having a hard time in any way, shape or form.  

Q:  Ok, when you think of menopause, what words immediately come to mind?  If any.

A:  Maturity.  That’s it.  

Q:  Anything else.

A:  Nope.

Q:  Do you think of menopause personally as a positive, negative or neutral experience?

A:  Neutral.

Q:  And why is that?

A:  Well, because it’s like aging in general.  It’s the only way to go.  The only way to avoid it is to die, so…

Q:  So you don’t see any positive or negative in it?

A:  It’s not evaluative, as far as I’m concerned.  It’s a fact of life, it’s like turning 54.

Q:  Right, OK.

A:   It’s just, I mean it’s not evaluative.  It’s just something that occurs.  It’s like dying is something that occurs, but I don’t see it like dying.  I mean, you know, it’s like birth, menopause, death, how can one control any of these things?

Q:  Ah, has anyone in your household gone through menopause, including yourself?

A:  Well, I think I’m on my way toward it, because I skip months, sometimes a few months in a row, with my period.  That’s my only household, right?  Dad, me, my son certainly has nothing to do with it.

Q:  Has anybody reacted to your going through menopause when you tell them…in a positive or negative way?

A:  Well, I haven’t ever said to anyone that I’m going through menopause because none
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of my doctors have ever told me I’m going through menopause.  Just….Dr. X wrote down on his little chart, “skipping.”

Q:  And that’s the only way that he referred to it?

A:  Yup

Q:  He didn’t talk about it at all?

A:  “You still having your period?”  I said, “Well I skip months” and he just wrote skipping.  And, well they both asked me, both my doctor and my gynecologist  asked me if I’m having hot flashes or trouble sleeping.  And the answer to that is no for both.  

Q:  Ok, do you think that your experience with it has been shaped in any way by your culture or, you know, by the normal practices of this society?

A:  Well, you know, the thing is because I feel fine it may be that I don’t have an experience with it.  I haven’t had hot flashes, I don’t have difficulty sleeping.  Who knows if those will come later, but I’m only…you know I’ll go several months sometimes without a period.  And maybe I’ll never have another one again, but since I feel fine it’s not anything I deal with on any basis.  I don’t make decisions about it…I do know my friends have had trouble cuz [X] will sit in front of me having what she describes as a hot flash sweating.  So, I mean, I do know that that goes on, but I don’t think about it cuz it doesn’t happen to me.

Q:  And you don’t feel that your doctors have viewed it negatively or described it as a disease or a medical problem at all?

A:  They keep expecting me to have hot flashes.  And I don’t and um…the only thing we talked about, which I asked for, is a bone density test because they were…my understanding of why they wanted to track where I am in that is because they’re worried about bone density.  So since I knew they were worried about that I said, “well, how about I get a bone density test now?”  This was a few years ago before I had menopause and you’ll see if I’ve declined.  And he said, “That’s a good idea.”  So I had another one this year, this is three years later because I’ve skipped some periods.  So my understanding is that because I don’t report any symptoms to them, because I always answer no to the hot flashes, the only real concern has to do with bone density.  That’s how…that’s what I’m thinking about.

Q:  Right.  Ok.
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Q:  Did you ever talk about getting your period, or menstruation?

A:  Nope, nope.  I mean, I knew because I had older sisters or whatever, I talked to friends, but my mother never sat me down and said this is what’s going to happen to you or explain or anything like that.  Um, she, as a young woman, you know, growing up in Nigeria, she even had, um, circumcision done and it wasn’t until me just finding out about circumcision in general that I was talking with her that I found out that she’d…you know what I mean?  She wasn’t really open with her experience, it was more like sort of, it’s a part of life, you’ll figure it out or something.  It wasn’t like her guiding us along the way, interestingly enough.  Even though we had four girls.

Q:  So even though you didn’t talk to her, did you get any impression of how she reacted to menopause when she was going through it?

A:  I almost feel like she’s just been having this mid-life crisis or something that’s associated with that, you know?  And so she…oh ok, here’s a big sign of it I guess, menopause.  She like cleared out everything in the house, she just was really stifled by all the things that we were collecting in the house and so she had to just redo the house and get rid of everything.  You know, everything and just like, it was almost like a cleansing process for her, but she really like, she could not live like that anymore and I think that’s probably a sign of menopause.  Cuz we lived for years with this crap, you know like, and just now it suddenly bothered her?  Obviously it was just like, you know…cuz like all my dad’s crap is in one room and he’s fine with it but she, the rest of the house is just totally cleared out.

Q:  And this was you think when she was going through menopause?

A:  I really think that was when she was going through menopause, I really do.

Q:  Ok.  Were there any other clear signals in how she reacted?  Could you tell?  Like physically or emo…other emotional signs?

A:  Um, she was not one that you would often see cry.  She’s very much like a suffer in silence type of woman, very strong.  But I think maybe she’s been a little bit more open about her feelings or her sensitivities rather than just being like strong for the family or whatever.  She’s been much more communicative about her feelings and her experiences, you know, her hopes and I guess future where she wants us to be, um in life.

Q:  Ok, have you ever heard anything about a male equivalent of menopause, anything about…

A:  I think that just, men can have children til they die or something.  I really don’t know if there’s something, aside from a mid-life crisis which my father went through, that would really be the equivalent.

Q:  Of a reproductive change.

A: Of a reproductive change.

Q:  But as far as mid-life changes, you think that’s true.

A:  Yeah.

Q:  Ok.  Any other thoughts before we close on menopause, whether it’s from experience or just anything else?

A:  I don’t think so, I guess this conversation makes me want to be more interested in learning more.  Although I am young, I’m only 21, but…

Q:  Ok.  Thank you.
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INTERVIEW 12
Q:  Ok, so what do you think of as menopause?

A:  Um, a series of changes…you can think that there’s something wrong with you or that you’re letting yourself go and all of a sudden you realize it’s me.

Q:  And what have you heard about it in terms of information in the media or popular knowledge.

A:  Actually, now that I’m past it…I hear more information now in the media, television, magazines and whatever, um, then when I was actually going through it.  And even doctors, when I ask my questions, they were very vague.  They can’t answer question or they could not answer questions that I had.

Q:  Did they find that they treated it…how did they treat it when you talked to them, like as something bad, or they just didn’t know about it?

A:  I think they were trying to cover up the fact that they didn’t know that much about it and that it was a very natural, you know, you’re gonna go through all these things, but yet they were very vague, they couldn’t answer things.

Q:  When you do think of menopause, um, are there certain words that come to mind or images that you think of?

A:  Um…yeah, yeah.  K, lemme see if I can.  My experiences, if I could put it into one little phrase, I felt…I was pretty young and I felt as though my body betrayed me, that it was changing and I wasn’t ready to accept that.  I really felt…you know, I was only in my late 30s, early 40s when I started to notice that. 

Q:  So tell me a bit about your experience with menopause.  How long did it last, would you say?

A:  In my late 30s I started getting all kinds of symptoms.  Lacks of sleep, loss of appetite, change in sexual feeling.  My body started getting…um, irritability, so many different things.  Forgetful, um…

Q:  Were there any physical changes that you felt going on aside from emotional things?  Did you experience any discomfort at all?  

A:  Oh yes. Changes with my period…um, a lot more pain in my monthly cycles and, um, and I developed um…I’m blanking, little cysts.  I’d develop cysts and then I went away.  You know, so many changes.

Q:  Yeah, and how did people react to it.  You know, people in your house or…did they react in any certain way?

A:  Well, my mother had no sympathy for me because she had no problems, so she could not relate to me at all.  And they say your mother, you know however your mother
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went through changes is how you’ll go through it.  And, um, when I went to complain to her about it she couldn’t believe that anything was happening to me.  Apparently, the way she talked about it, she just stopped one day and had no side effects.  You know, and um, the only symptoms that I never had, which is strange, I never had the hot flashes, never had them.  I think I had every other things, but I never had them.  And I guess that’s it.  Like I said, it started when I was in my late 30s and then I had my last period when I was 45.

Q:  And then you were officially in menopause.

A:  Right.  And, um, up by the time I was 30 was when I started having symptoms.  So I would say by the time I was say 38 to 50ish, I was through the whole process.  At least ten years, if not more.

Q:  Ok, and you said your mom didn’t have any symptoms, and your doctors, you said they were vague.  Did they try to ever treat it medically, give you medication or estrogen replacement…

A:  Yeah, I did take that for a very short period of time with no…um…it did nothing for me so I just went off it.  Um, it is a normal people thing that happens to, you know, everybody and why take medication if it wasn’t going to benefit me in any way and it didn’t benefit me in any way.  When they gave it to me it actually caused spot bleeding, so I did want that.

Q:  Right.  Have you ever heard anything about a male version of menopause or a male equivalent to a midlife change?  Not a reproductive change, but…

A:  Not an equivalent.  But, yeah, like a mid-life crisis or a mid-life change but not the intense symptoms that a woman gets.  You know, like maybe a man goes through something, but not as intense.  And then again, not every woman is the same and I understand that.  

Q:  How did the men that you know, or that you talked to about it, react?

A:  Well I didn’t really talk to any men about it except my doctor.  Um, me personally with my partner, he thought I was too young for it.  Yeah, he didn’t want to hear it.  He thought that it couldn’t be what was happening to me when I knew it was.  Initially, I didn’t, but you realize.

Q:  Why do you think that he was so quick to…

A:  I think that…I think that most men and maybe a lot of women think that it happens to you well into your 50s and maybe your 60s is when it happens to you, but that’s not true at all.  An even a lot of my female friends would not believe that that was what my problem was.

Q:  Because you were so young.

A:  Yeah.

Q:  So if you did have to, if you had to put a label on it, I guess based on your experience, as a positive experience, negative, or neutral?

A:  Negative.

Q:  Negative.  Simply because of all the things that you experienced, or?

A:  Um, I wasn’t ready for it…I wasn’t ready for what happened to my body.

Q:  You mean, emotionally and physically?

A:  Yeah, emotionally.  Right.  I felt like my body betrayed me.  I felt like my body wasn’t

ready for what happened.

Q:  Did you feel out of control, like you never knew how you were going to feel, or?

A:  I never thought that it would come…um, there I things that I can’t really say here (in the office).  [Becomes inaudible, but she talks about decline in sex drive and how it affected her negatively.]  You know, some of my friends have had just the opposite happen to them, you know, things happen to them as far as that goes.  It was sad…I really took [loss of sex drive] as a terrible loss…it was something was very enjoyable for me and very much a part of me, and all of a sudden it was gone.

Q:  Did that change when you went through menopause?

A:  No, no.

Q:  Huh.  So you feel like it’s a permanent thing.

A:  Yeah.  Oh it was definitely…it was definitely a loss.

Q:  Do you think that most people view it as negatively as you do, just generally?

A:  No.  No, I think that people that I talk to have so many different ways that they go through it and it depends on which way you go through it.  Some feel better, some feel worse, and some go through very few symptoms as close to what I had.  You know, I just find it very strange that people go through it…you know, that there are so many different ways that people go through it.  You know, everybody’s different, nobody’s the same.  

Q:  Do you think that your culture affected your experience with menopause at all…some say that, you know, in some countries there are certain practices with menopause.  Do you find that your background affected that at all, or no?

A:  No, I think that perhaps, I think that perhaps that’s true.  But that’s so, like, far back, so long ago that I really don’t think that I myself have evolved any of those cultural beliefs and that I was looking at it as, um, a part of something that was very normal or natural and didn’t really get tied in with any of, you know, culture.

Q:  Yeah.  Ok, so any other thought before we close off?

A:  No, I think that’s it.  Like, a lot of women feel better after they go through it but for me it’s just the opposite.  

Q:  Ok.  Were there any positives that you felt you got out of going through menopause?

A:  Positives…

Q:  Do you feel changed for the better in any way?

A:  I’m glad it’s over.  You know, I’m glad that, you know, now that it’s, you know, all the symptoms and all that stuff that I went through, you know, the emotional impact and accepting certain things that I no longer will have.  I’m just glad it’s over, you know.  Another phase of life.

Q:  Yeah.  Do you feel any greater sense of freedom now that you don’t have to deal with your reproductive hassles or…?

A:  Yeah, you do.  Definitely.  Yeah you do feel…you know, it’s one thing you don’t have to worry about, but…

Q:  But at the same time it brings other worries?

A:  Right, exactly.  It’s just another phase that you’re going into…there’s a loss, there’s a gain.  

Q:  OK.  Well, thank you.

A:  You’re welcome.
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INTERVIEW 13
Q:  So how would you define menopause?

A:  I would define menopause as a woman’s change of life…it’s when a woman comes of age. 

Q:  When a woman comes of age?

A:  No, change in life.

Q:  Ok, and what have you heard about it?  Whether on the media, newspapers, doctors, people…

A:  I’ve heard that when a woman goes through menopause that guys like to bond.  They like to golf a little more, they like to do a few more things together because the word is stay out of the way of the, ah, the lady that’s going through menopause.

Q:  Ok, when you think of menopause, are there certain images or words that come to your mind, in terms of what women experience, things that are associated with it?

A:  I think women, ah, sort of lose control of their bodies and their emotions during menopause, that’s what I know about it.

Q:  Does anything else come to mind?  Any other words, just things off the top of your head.

A:  The realization that we’re getting older.

Q:  Ok.  If you had to…if you had to classify menopause, would you classify it as a positive, negative, or neutral experience?

A:  I would classify it as a, as a neutral experience, it’s part of aging.  It’s going to happen, so you have to learn to live with it.

Q:  Ok.  Um, how do you think that society classifies it?  Do that think that society in general views it neutrally as well, or do you think that they view it more positively or negatively?

A:  I think they classify it as neutral.

Q:  Ok.

A:  I don’t think anyone looks down upon anyone that’s going through menopause.

Q:  Ok, has anyone in your household gone through menopause, or anyone that you’re close to, whether it’s family, mother, wife, sister?

A:  Well, I’m sure they’ve gone through it but it hasn’t affected me adversely positively or negatively.  It’s something I think more that a woman has to go through more than people around them.

Q:  How did they react to it?

A:  They reacted fine.  I mean, I think that they adjusted.

Q:  Ok.  Were there any things that you noticed different, that were different about them when they were going through it?

A:  No, maybe a little weight gain.

Q:  Really?

A:  I think so.  Most older women gain weight when they get older, when they go through menopause.

Q:  Is that true?

A:  I don’t know, I just, maybe it’s just a fact of aging, everyone gains weight.

Q:  Ok, and you didn’t feel like you reacted any differently to them when they were going through it?

A:  No, not at all.  If you love someone, you try to bear with them.

Q:  Ok, any other thought on menopause?

A:  Yeah, I’m sick of talking about menopause right about now!  (Laughter.)

Q:  Ok, well thank you very much.

A:  You’re very welcome!

INTERVIEW 14

Q  Ok, so how would you define menopause?

A  Um, menopause is, ah, um, a physical occurrence that happens to women that happens usually in midlife, 40s or 50s, in which a woman stops ovulating and goes through a series of symptoms that I think are diverse. I think it can be uncomfortable, stressful.

Q:  Ok, so what have you heard about menopause in the media, doctors…just what you said, or more…?

A:  Um, in the media…I haven’t really heard too much in terms of menopause….well, I have,  but I haven’t really paid attention to it.  Um, some of what I get is just through advertisement for drugs and pains that go along with it, so it’s really sort of superficial information.

Q:  Ok.  Um, when you think of menopause, are there any words that come to mind?  Words or images, just anything off the top of your head that you immediately think of?

A:  Hmm, um…

Q:  Whether it’s things that you’ve heard or things that you think are associated with it.

A:  Um, words or images…I can’t think of any.  Have other people had a lot of words or images?

Q:  No, it depends on the person.  Um, has anyone in your household gone through menopause?

A:  Ah, yes, my mother.  And, ah, it was accompanied…let’s see, my mother went through it a number of years ago.  She’s now like 53, and ah, she recently over the past year just recovered from breast cancer was probably caused in part by, um, estrogen, supplementary estrogen that she had been taking after menopause.  It’s a great possibility I guess. 

Q:  Do you know at all how she reacted to going through menopause, in terms of how she experienced it?

A:  Um ,I really ah, don’t recall any difference in her behavior or anything about her.  I don’t even remember her having gone through it um, until afterwards when it came up in conversation once.  Um, we really didn’t ever talk about it.

Q:  What did she say when it did come up in the conversation?

A:  Um, I believe it came up in a conversation with my dad, I don’t think she was present.  But I really haven’t addressed it with her personally.

Q:  Ok, what did your dad say about it?

A:  I can’t remember, um, we weren’t so much talking about it as acknowledging the fact that it happened?  I can’t remember what the conversation was about.

Q:  Hm, ok.  Did you notice that your dad reacted in any certain way.  From that conversation, did you get the sense that he had any thoughts on your mom’s experience with menopause?  That he reacted to it in some way?

A:  Um, no.  My dad, ah, addresses things of that sort pretty coolly and calm…pretty calmly.

Q:  Ok.  And I guess the last thing I’d like to know is, do you have any idea about how society perceives menopause?  Um, well first of all, if you had to label menopause, would you label it, from your experience, as a positive, negative, or a neutral experience?

A:  Um, my own attitude towards it, or…?

Q:  Your own attitude.

A:  Um, I think it can be a potentially negative experience just because some of the negative symptoms and also, ah, probably its status is sort of signifying a growing older and, you know, the end of a certain phase in a woman’s life.

Q:  Ok, so then how do you think that society views it?  Would you say that society views it negatively as well, or more positively or neutrally?

A:  I think society views it negatively. Um, for those same reasons.  I’m sure that those reasons are exaggerated by processes of the media.

Q:  Ok, do you have any other thoughts, anything else you want to say before we close?

A:  Um, no.

Q:  Ok, thank you.

MEDICALIZATION OF MENOPAUSE

One of the things that offends me is that you look at a woman going through

menopause or depression or fertility problems and you medicate them all.

You medicate your women left right up and down. The moment they become

inconvenient, here’s prozac, here’s estrogen. You don’t medicate your men

the same.

You medicate women much more than you medicate men. You medicate women for

any kind of emotional distress. We were doing it back in the Geritol days.

You don’t medicate dysfunctional men. Ultimately, it’s an issue of

power. Women don’t have the power over they are medicated or perceived

The doctor determined I was perimenopausal and put me on progesterone and

estrogen so my levels have never changed. I haven’t had a period in 25

years. I have had no hot flashes and none of the symptoms you’re describing. Who

would want to go through it?

I took estrogen after my second child and I would get morning sickness

Every month. I was pulling over to the side of the highway to puke.

RICHARD NIXON

Richard Nixon once said that because of political expediency he was going

to appoint a woman to the supreme court right before Watergate because he knew

he was in deep doo-doo. His male advisors said they were really concerned

about this because she will be menopausal and women in menopause are

unreliable, immature and emotional.
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INTERVIEW 15

Q  Ok, so how would you define menopause?

A I would define menopause as a life change, um, a changing point in a woman’s life in which she stops menstruating.

Q:  Ok, and what have you heard about it whether in the media, through doctors, any source of information.

A:  Like scientifically or what happens?

Q:  Any, yeah, what happens or things that you think happen, the way in which the media portrays it, or anything.

A:  I feel like the media is beginning to talk about it now just because of the drug companies, um, hormone replacement therapy, um, I feel like it’s getting talked about more than it probably was in the past.  Um, I took a class called culture and health (Anthro 23), and we discussed how menopause is experienced differently in different cultures.  Like in Japan, there’s no such word as menopause, it doesn’t translate, and women have totally different experiences at that phase in their life.  

Q:  Right.  Ok, and as far as in the U.S. have you heard, what kinds of things have you heard in the way it’s represented here?  Or have you heard anything?

A:  Not really, I mean it’s something that happens to older women or like, generally women who are older, and then there’s like the hot flashes and the night sweats…

Q:  So when you think of menopause, are there kinds of images, or are there any particular words or images that come into your mind?  Things like hot flashes, or…

A:  I think of hot flashes, hormone replacement therapy, growing older, not able to have children anymore…

Q:  Ok, if you had to classify menopause as a positive or negative or a neutral experience, which would you say?

A:  Um, overall it’s a neutral experience.  I think positive if one were concerned about getting pregnant and not wanting to use birth control or worrying about like the effects of being on the pill, um, or worrying about a partner’s willingness to use a condom.  So in that sense it’s a positive experience for those women.  Otherwise, it’s a neutral…

Q:  Ok, and how do you think, do you think that society views it neutrally?  Or do you think they see it more positively or negatively?

A:  Well, because our culture is so focused on being young, I would say it’s somewhat of a negative experience because it’s something that proves that you’re growing older, but I don’t think society heard much about it because it’s still not talked about as much.  I
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mean, even though now we talk more about it because of the drug companies pushing the drugs, I don’t think it’s talked about as a society that much.

Q:  Ok, has anyone that you’re close to gone through menopause?  Anyone in your house, family?

A:  Not that I know of. Um, I mean I’m sure my grandmother did, but I was probably too young to remember…I mean I’m sure my grandmother did, but I know that I was too young to remember.

Q:  Yeah.  Have you talked to any of your family members about it?  Your mom, your grandmother?

A:  My mom is really young and she’s actually one of the oldest children, so…

Q:  So it’s never been an issue.

A:  Yeah.  We’re gonna have some time before it happens.

Q:  Ok.  Um, do you know at all how your grandmother reacted to it?  I mean, you said you didn’t talk to her about it.  

A:  No.

Q:  Ok. So clearly it didn’t affect you in any way either then.

A:  (Laughter.)

Q:  Um, from your experience, or at least what you’ve heard, do you think that menopause is experienced in any way particular to your culture…or the way in which you identify?

A:  No.  I think menopause is completely an individual thing.  I mean, it’s like anything in society can be viewed negatively, but if one has a different view, if that person has support from family and friends, then it’s not gonna be a negative environment.

Q:  Right.  And have you ever heard anything about a male equivalent to menopause called antropause?

A:  No…(laughter).

Q:  No.  Have you heard about any sort of male mid-life change at all or, do you think that there’s any truth to that?

A:  Well, because I don’t have any information on it, I wouldn’t know if it’s at all possible. 

Q:  So you haven’t heard anything about it.

A:  No.

Q:  Ok, well that’s pretty much it.  Um, do you have any other thoughts before we close, anything else you want to say?

A:  No.

Q:  Ok.  Thank you.

19 INTERVIEW 2

Q: What is menopause?
A: It’s the time in your life when you get older and all the female parts start shutting down.

Q: What have you heard about menopause?
A: I’m not quite sure what you mean by that… Um, there were some scary stories, housewives tales, and so on and so forth, I’ve heard those.

Q: Like what?

A: [sighs] Oh, you know, some women say, they’ve got to go to bed, they don’t feel good, the whole nine yards.  You know, but, there but for the grace of God go I, I’m going to die tomorrow, you know.  [laughs]  Woe is me.

Q: What had you heard about menopause before you went through it?
A: Nothing [emphatic].  I just knew it was coming, and the doctor told me not to worry about it, you’ll handle it fine, if you have any problems let me know, and that’s all I know.  I knew it was coming, I knew about the hot flashes and the menstrual cycle stopping, and all that kind of good stuff.  And the crying, and the tear jagging, and the whole nine yards.  I knew all that before it happened.  

Q: And you went through all of that?

A: Most of it.  But, the thing is…  Ok.  The tearing and the crying: that happened more than once, and the time it finally dawned on me, I was, I’ll never forget, I was in the den on a Saturday, dusting the TV.  And for no reason, I started [makes bawling sounds].  Right?  I thought, Mary, what in the hell are you crying for?  You’ve got no reason to cry!  What’s going on?  Then I realized that that’s what was happening.  The hot flashes, yes, my poor husband had to put up with those, because in the morning I’d get up, I’d say, AHHHH, it’s hot in here, open the doors, it would be the middle of January!  Other than that, that was about it.  It really, no, all the wives tales you hear, it’s not that bad.  At least I didn’t feel it was.  I did not take any hormone therapy, my sisters have, and I’m glad I didn’t, because as it was, I turned out to develop breast cancer, and that would have been the worst thing in the world for me to have taken.  So, um, yeah, it wasn’t that bad.  I mean, women say that it’s awful, it wasn’t that bad…  As a matter of fact, do you want to know something?  It wasn’t that bad because you could have sex and not worry about getting pregnant.  Even though I did have a couple of friends who got pregnant at that time.

Q: Oh, no.

A: Oh, yes.  They had mistakes.  At 47 years old.  But most of us didn’t.

Q: Do you think of menopause as a positive, negative, or neutral experience?  Explain why.

A:  Neutral.  It’s just part of life, it’s the next, one of the next stages you go through as you get older.  Nothing drastic, I didn’t find it drastic either way.  You say to yourself, ok, this is what’s happening.  You know, and that’s the thing, I didn’t find it that bad.  It was poor Bob that had to freeze out, not me.

Q: Is menopause experienced in ways unique to your culture?

A:  I don’t think so.  It’s the same thing, everybody goes through the same thing.
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Everything shuts down, you know, the uterus shrinks, they keep checking me, even now they keep checking to see how much more it’s shrunk back, and all that kind of good stuff.  But other than that, that’s about it.  It hasn’t made any difference, and I don’t think it would be any, I think it’s the same, it’s the way human beings are.  Yeah.

Q: Has anyone else in your household gone through menopause?
A: In my house?

Q: Growing up…

A: Well, my mother did when I was a kid.

Q: And did you know about it at the time?
A: Yeah, my mother had a lot more medical problems than just menopause, so it really, you couldn’t compare one with the other.  Yeah.  But my kid sisters have.  Now.  And they’ve gone through the same things, except, as I say, my sister Ellen, she’s used the hormone replacement therapy.  I didn’t get into that.  My doctor didn’t believe it and thank god he didn’t.  Yeah.  Hmm.  I suppose if I’d complained he would have given it to me, but I’m not a complainer.  It’s not what women say, it’s that bad.  If they just realize that this is something that’s happening to you and, yes, you’re going to get teary, and you’re going to get the hot flashes, and so on, but, once they happen, they’re done.  You know, I mean, yes, it goes on for a couple years, but it’s not so it’s every single day, you know.  And the tears, once you say to yourself, ok, let’s stop this stuff, you’re done, you’re all set, you know what you’re doing.  

Q: how did your sisters and your mother react to menopause?

A: My sister reacted the same way I did.  Yeah.  She, we’re the kind of women, both of us are, Ok, this is it, we got it squared away.  You know, we’re not giving in to aches and pains, that kind of thing, if anything, we’re the other way.  Like my sister’s big thing is, Mary, don’t stop, we can’t stop, if we stop, they’re going to bury us, you know, that kind of thing.  Yeah, so, we both handled it all the same way.

Q: And your mother?
A: See, my mother was a different story.  My mother was a complete invalid all my life.  My mother was in a wheelchair since I was a little kid.  She was hit by a drunk driver years and years and years ago.  And then, so, everything compounded that, then she had rheumatoid arthritis on top of that, I mean, so she had a lot of medical problems to begin with.  So… But my mother was a great soul.  Very kind, gentle person.  You never knew that she wasn’t feeling good.  So when she went through menopause, you never knew it.  We none of us never did complain about that.  Never had a problem with it.  My kids’ll tell you, they were at the house when it was going on with me, and they didn’t ever have any problem with it.  As I say, other than the hot flashes in the morning.  It always happened the minute I got up in the morning.  I’d come down, I’d put the coffee pot on, and all of a sudden it’s like, [gasps] Gotta open the back door, I’m dying!  Yeah, that was always in the morning with me.  But other than that, that was it.  I had no complaints at all.  I had more complaints as a kid with menstrual cramps than I did with menopause.  

Q: So was it kind of a relief?
A: Yeah.  [laughs].  So I had no problems at all.  And I think any women that do, they build on things and think it’s going to be worse than it really is.  It’s just like you have women who are pregnant, and everything, is, oh my god, ahh.  It’s not true.  Oh, yes, there are some people who have lots of medical problems, but I didn’t.  No complaints at all. 
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 anything, so… no, we’ve never felt the need to.  Except for that time I accused her of being menopausal and she said, “You’re crazy! Shut up!”  I was on the phone with her, and I was like, “You know Mom, you’ve been really moody lately, are you sure you’re not menopausal, because I really think you are.”  And she’s like “Alright, I’m flying there just to slap you in the face right now for saying this to me.”  My mom and I have a really close relationship.

Q: Do you think menopause is handled any differently in your culture than it is in American culture?

A: I don’t know… When I think about it, my instinct is to say yes…But then the more I think about it, it’s basically no.  I don’t think I know how American culture deals with it… I guess…  well, my culture doesn’t talk about anything sexually related, in general.  They don’t like to.  Like within a circle of women they talk about it, but as a general whole, they just don’t talk about female sexuality.  Except in its relation to being a woman, and womanhood, so I guess it would just be another kind of taboo thing you don’t talk about, because you just don’t talk about female sexuality as a whole, and I guess that’s what makes me say, yes, it would be treated differently.  But then the more I think about it, there’s just as much of a stigma in American culture to not talk about female sexuality….  It’s not something you walk around marching and saying, “I’ve been through menopause, look at me now.”  You just don’t do it.

Q: Do you think that some of the symptoms of menopause, such as hot flashes, which are accepted in American culture, would be covered up or tried to be hidden in your culture?
A: No.  I think, in general, my culture, in a nutshell, not going into basic details, and I think it’s in American culture sometimes, too, but it’s more in my culture, there’s this thing about the craziness of being a woman, and you always just attribute it to women’s problems when a woman’s being crazy, when she’s being moody, when she’s being annoying, when she’s having hot flashes, when she’s not feeling well.  It just all kind of gets lumped into this, “oh, it’s jut the craziness of being a woman.”  So I suppose when a woman goes through menopause, you would have that same fact of, “oh, it’s just the craziness of being a woman, it’s not that big a deal,” like shove it off and push it aside, nothing to think about.  So that’s a difference, because here I think it would be like, no, this is a tangible thing, it’s like, she’s in menopause, that’s why she’s having hot flashes.  In a Latino culture, it would be more like, oh these women problems, like she’s just being a crazy woman, and that’s pretty much the blanket statement.  It covers it up.

Q: Those are all the questions I have.

A: Ok.

Q: So no one in your house has been through menopause?

A: Maybe my grandmother, but I can’t prove that.  Maybe she has.  She’s, oh… [long pause] about 60?  So she might have.  I think she has.  It’s hard to prove.  Once again, you don’t go up to your grandmother and say, “hi, have you been through menopause?”  You just don’t do it.  Kind of like you don’t ask her when she had her first period.  You don’t ask her when she had her first kid.  You don’t ask her.

Q: I could ask my grandmother that.

A: I think I could.  I think I’ll call her tonight and ask her.  A lot of curiousity.

INTERVIEW 3

Q: What is menopause?

A: Ok, so I know I can’t be brief in my explanation of it…  but… so I guess my understanding of it is basically when… well, there’s the biological aspect of it where you’re not getting your period anymore, it’s the point where, you know what I think, to be honest?  I think menopause is the greatest thing ever because it’s basically when you get to be a woman and you don’t have to worry about the shitty parts of being a woman anymore.  It’s when you don’t have your period and don’t have to worry about all the shitty parts of being a woman.

Q: What have you heard about menopause?
A:   I guess I’ve heard that, with it comes mood swings, sometimes, and a lot of mental distress [laughs].  And the idea of changing.  And I guess it kind of has this attachment to it that you’re not [real old? Hard to hear tape]

Q: When you think of menopause, what word comes to mind?

A:  I think for some reason of the Golden Girls, on the TV show, it just pops into my head every time.  But I’m also reminded of the Sex and the City episode where they talk about it, where Kim Catrall’s character, Samantha, misses her period for like a week, and she’s like, “Ladies, I’m older than you think I am.”  I think whenever I think of menopause I think of age.  I think of being old.

Q: Interesting.

A: Shut up!

Q: No, I’m serious.

A: Ok.

Q: Do you think of menopause as being a positive, negative, or neutral experience?  Explain why.

A: I definitely used to think of it as a really really negative experience because, like I said, I thought it meant that you were really old and over the hill, but, I’ve definitely begun to think of it as a really positive thing because, I just, I don’t know, but your period really sucks.  It just comes down to not having your period anymore, and not having to worry about it.  And I guess it’s just kind of this like, feeling of freedom that I associate with it.  This like, not having to worry about a tampon, or anything like that, no more worrying about anything really.  Now you can just live, and be free.  So I guess I used to think of it as a really negative thing, but now I think of it as a pretty positive thing.

Q: Has anyone in your household gone through menopause?
A: No, but I was really convinced my mother was.  But she’s not.

Q: Why were you convinced that she was?

A: She was being really moody.  And the whole mood swings, and like, being crazy and obsessive about things.  And a friend of mine said, “is she menopausal?  ‘cause that’s how my mom was when she was.”  So that made me think, oh yeah, maybe she is.  But no.  Nobody that I can think of right now.  In my immediate family.

Q: Has your mom ever talked to you about menopause?
A: I think I’ve talked about it in passing.  I honestly can’t ever remember… we never have conversations where it’s like, sit down and talk about a specific topic, but we talk about

INTERVIEW 4

Q: What is menopause?
A:  I don’t really know. [laughs].  Why don’t we go with, it’s like a, a stage in a woman’s life where her hormones begin to do weird and exciting things whereby she ends that period of her life where is able to birth a baby…

Q: What have you heard about menopause?

A: I have heard that it’s not fun, but I don’t know anyone who’s gone through it yet, I don’t think…  But there are hot flashes, and emotional mood swings… [making hand motions]  if only there were a video camera…  um, but I’ve heard that it’s not pleasant, that’s what I’ve heard.

Q: When you think of menopause, what words come to mind?

A:  Old, woman, believe it or not, sad, I don’t know why.  Um, irritable is a big one.  Um, that’s it.

Q: Do you think of menopause as a positive, negative, or neutral experience?  Explain why.

A: Negative.  Aside from all the physical and emotional things, it’s also negative because it kind of symbolizes that one is officially, like, old.  I don’t know if that’s necessarily a bad thing, I think it is.  It’s like you’re over the hill.  In many ways, you’re kind of useless, um, I mean, yeah.

Q: Why useless?

A: I mean, I guess you can still get a job, and you can still be loving to your family, and they love you, and like, you can go drop your kids off at soccer practice, but like, you can’t really continue to replenish the earth.  So, like, in that aspect, you’re…  but who knows, maybe you can continue… in your own little way…

Q: Has anyone in your household gone through menopause?

A: No.  My mom is too young.  As are my sisters.  [Laughs]  Yeah, that’s it.  I’m sure my grandmother has to have gone through menopause, but if she did, it was a pretty good secret, because I didn’t notice.  Not that I notice everything.

Q: Do you think menopause is discussed in your house at all?
A: Menopause is only discussed in my house when my mom walks in and the heat is on and she goes, “it’s hot in here.”  And my dad used to say, “but it’s winter.  And it’s cold.”  And she goes, “Well maybe it’s because I’m going through that time in my life where I’m having hot flashes,” and my dad would be like, “but, you’re only in your early 40s.”  and she would say, “well, maybe I’m just abnormal,” and then she’d fan herself and turn the heat off and we’d all go put on pajamas and blankets and freeze to death.  So, no, it’s not really.

Q: Ok, so you don’t think that your grandmother has discussed it with your mom or your mom with your sisters at all?

A: No, no, no, no, no.  We’re not that type of family at all.

Q: ok.  That’s it.

INTERVIEW 16

Q  Ok, so how would you define menopause?

A  Um, menopause is when a woman is no longer able to have children.  Mature, change of life.

Q:  Ok, and what have you heard about it, whether through the media, doctors,…?

A:  Um, I’ve heard that it can have a lot of, it comes with a lot of potential symptoms and discomfort, but I know that now there are a lot more remedies to stop that than there were.

Q:  Ok, um, when you do think of menopause, are there any words that immediately come to mind, or images?

A:  Um, not really, well images I guess, just of older women, um…yeah, that’s really the only image, that of an older woman.

Q:  Ok, if you had to classify menopause as a positive, negative or neutral experience, what would you say?  Just your own personal attitude towards menopause?

A:  I think it’s a neutral experience.  Good in that you’ve lived that long to have menopause, but it becomes neutral.

Q:  Ok, do you think that society views it neutrally as well, or

A:  No.

Q:  Or do you think it’s seen more negatively or positively.

A:  I think it’s viewed very negatively in this culture.  I mean, it’s treated very much like a disease, rather than something natural.

Q:  Has anyone in your household or family gone through menopause? 

A:  No, um, my mother no, cuz she had a hysterectomy so she’s the only person that would have…

Q:  Hm, so clearly you didn’t react or it didn’t affect you in any way.

A:  Yeah, yeah.

Q:  Do you think that menopause is experienced in any ways unique to your culture?

A:  Um, well in Indian culture I guess…well, I mean, if you’re Indian it’s definitely not viewed negatively.  It’s just something much more natural cuz of…it’s not even that it’s viewed negatively, it’s just something that is not talked about in the culture.  I mean, it’s like sex, or…it’s just not talked about.  If you’re a woman going through menopause, it’s not even something you bring up because it’s not talked about.

Q:  Hm.  Have you ever heard anything about a male equivalent to menopause?

A:  Um, vaguely um, but I don’t remember too much about what I heard, really.

Q:  Ok, but you have heard something about a mid-life change.

A:  Yeah.  Yeah, more like a midlife crisis or something.  (Laughter.)

Q:  Right, right.  Ok, um, well that’s the basics.  Did you have any other thoughts, or anything else you wanted to…

A:  Nope.

Q:  Ok, thank you.

INTERVIEWS 2

The following interviews are free- form in their structure and wide-ranging in their subject matter
Kathy Smith’s Moving Through Menopause: The Complete Program for Exercise, Nutrition, and Total Wellness
by Kathy Smith, Robert Miller (Contributor)

Warner Books; ISBN: 0446678716

Before the Change: Taking Charge of Your Perimenopause
by Ann Louise Gittleman, Jonathan V. Wright (Foreword)

Harper San Francisco; ISBN: 0062515373

UNPUBLISHED TITLES (10/02)


Menopause: A Biocultural Perspective  by Lynnette Leidy ( February 2004)  

Menopause: Natural Alternatives to HRT by Jan Clark 

Understanding Menopause by Karen Ballard 

Dr. Susan Love’s Menopause Book: Making Informed Choices by Susan Md. Love, Karen Lindsey  ( March 2003)

Everything Menopause: Reassuring Advice and the Latest Information to Keep You Healthy and Sane (Everything Series) by Lorna Gentry, Ramona, M.D. Slupik (January 2003)

Take Charge of the Change: Nourishing Your Body and Spirit—Now Through Menopause by Pamela M. Smith (Hardcover - January 2003)

Golden Transition: Menopause Made Easy With Maharishi Vedic Medicine by Kumuda, Md Reddy, et al (Paperback - December 2002)

The Geripause: Medical Management During the Late Menopause 
by B. A. Eskin (Hardcover)

An Atlas of Menopausal Aging by Pietro M. Motta, Sayoko Makabe 

Menopause for Dummies by Marcia L., Ph.D. Jones, Theresa P., Md. Eichenwald (Paperback - November 2002) 
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WEBSITES OF INTEREST
 Note: All sites listed are accessible from the Links page of menopausemama.com
GENERAL SITES

Menopause Mama

http://www.menopausemama.com

The Oprah Winfrey Show

http://www.oprah.com/tows/pastshows/tows_past_20010307_d.jhtml

Dr. Carolle Jean-Murat

http://www.drcarolle.com/index.html

GOVERNMENT SITES

The National Women’s Health Information Center

http://www.4woman.gov/

National Women’s Health Resource Center

http://www.healthywomen.org/

National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine 
http://nccam.nih.gov/


Rhode Island Board of Medical Licensure and Discipline 
http://www.docboard.org/ri/main.htm


NON-PROFIT + ACADEMIC SITES

The North American Menopause Society
http://www.menopause.org/

International Menopause Society
http://www.imsociety.org/

Rosenthal Center for Complementary and 
Alternative Medicine
http://www.rosenthal.hs.columbia.edu/
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Soy and Human Health FAQ
http://web.aces.uiuc.edu/faq/faq.pdl?project_id=5

Tufts Rating Guide to Nutrition Websites
http://navigator.tufts.edu/

The Hormone Foundation
http://www.hormone.org/

National Sleep Foundation
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/

HEALTH + MEDICAL SITES

FocusOnWomensHealth.com 
http://www.focusonwomenshealth.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=2036&rd=1

InteliHealth 
http://www.intelihealth.com/IH/ihtIH/WSIHW000/9033/9033.html

MayoClinic.com 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/index.cfm?

MEDLINE Plus (National Institutes of Health
/National Library of Medicine)
http://medlineplus.gov/

Merck Manual of Diagnosis and Therapy (17th edition, 1999) 
http://www.merck.com/pubs/mmanual/

Menopause (The Hormone Foundation) 
http://www.hormone.org/learn/menopause.html

Menopause (National Institutes of Health, National Institute on Aging) 
http://www.nia.nih.gov/news/pr/2001/0706.htm

Menopause & HRT (Hardin MD, University of Iowa)
http://www.lib.uiowa.edu/hardin/md/menopause.html

National Institutes of Health 
http://www.nih.gov/

New Attitudes Towards Menopause (U.S. Food and Drug Administration) 
http://www.fda.gov/fdac/features/1997/297_meno.html
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PubMed (National Library of Medicine) 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi

Reuters Health Information Search 
http://www.reutershealth.com/frame2/arch.html

Taking Charge of Menopause (Consumer Information Center, U.S. General Services Administration)
http://www.pueblo.gsa.gov/cic_text/health/charge-meno/meno.htm

Web MD 
http://my.webmd.com/medcast_channel_toc/1686

World Book Medical Encyclopedia 
http://www.rush.edu/worldbook/

HORMONE REPLACEMENT THERAPY (HRT)

Facts About Hormone Replacement Therapy (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute) 
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/whi/hrtupd/index.htm

Hormone Replacement Therapy Study Fact Sheet (Women’s Health Initiative, National Institutes of Health)
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/whi/hrt.htm

Menopausal Hormone Replacement Therapy (National Cancer Institute Cancer Facts)
http://newscenter.cancer.gov/pressreleases/estrogenplus.html

Damaging News for Hormone Therapy (NPR)
http://www.npr.org/news/specials/hrt/

Safeguarding Women’s Health in Midlife (HRT Alert)
http://www.hrtalert.com/

COMMERCIAL SITES

A Friend Indeed (Menopause Newsletter)
http://www.afriendindeed.ca/

Medscape.com 
http://www.medscape.com/px/urlinfo

Menopause Online 
http://www.menopause-online.com/
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