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térství už v rámci výchovy během dětství a dospívání. Budoucnosti sexuální výchovy se 
věnuje i poslední kapitola obsahově i fyzicky objemné knihy od Mary Lou Rasmussen 
a Aoife Neary, jež se zamýšlí nad alternativními představami sexuální výchovy (s. 559).

Tato kniha jako celek je velmi podnětná, ale především potřebná. Děti a dospíva-
jící, dojde-li na téma sexu a sexuality, jsou často vnímáni pouze ve dvou rovinách. 
Buď jsou nevinná stvoření, vyžadující ochranu a držená před podobnými tématy 
v nevědomosti, dokud to jde, nebo jsou to naopak nezodpovědní, hormony zmíta-
ní tvorové, jež je třeba naučit, co je vhodné, a co ne, zkrátka jim nastavit mantinely. 
Obojí má samozřejmě svůj genderový rozměr a je relevantní i vzhledem k věku dětí 
a dospívajících. Přesto tyto dva póly nenechávají mnoho prostoru pro autentické ob-
jevování vlastní sexuality, její reflexe a bezpečného prožívání v širším společenském 
kontextu. Právě proto je záběr od dětství až k dospívání, od rodiny k médiím a způ-
sobům zkoumání daného tématu významný a do jisté míry i osvobozující. Popsané 
vlivy, instituce, situace a možnosti zažívají děti a mladí lidé naráz, ne odděleně, proto 
by takto komplexní pohled měl být něčím, co nebude dál formovat pouze výzkum, 
ale i politiky a vzdělávání.
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‘Menstruation is not new, but attention to it, at least in the scope and scale we see 
today is new.’(p.83)

Chris Bobel’s The Managed Body: Developing Girls and Menstrual Health in the 
Global South sheds light on the history, ongoing debates, and practices in the field 
of Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM). The author, an associate professor 
of Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality studies at the University of Massachusetts in Boston, 
unlike her predecessors, demystifies some tenets of the existing body of knowledge, 
i.e. predominantly western feminist literature on the menstrual health and menstruators 
of the global south. The book, with compelling cover art showing a sanitary napkin 
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set against red stains signifying menstrual blood, challenges the visual stigma attached 
to menstruation across societies. The book has two parts: the first part extensively 
explores the issues of MHM, and the second part illustrates the tension between various 
frames and approaches to MHM and the author’s critiques and alternative solutions to 
existing interventions. Low and middle-income countries, backward regions, and the 
non-governmental organisations (NGO) that intervene in matters of menstruation in the 
global south are discussed extensively throughout the book, emphasizing the author’s 
effective efforts to make the text an accurate and reliable source of reference. How is 
menstruation, a biological process, shaped socially, and what makes the white female 
body and patriarchal western science the custodian of the bodies of girls in the global 
south? Bobel’s work, which makes a claim for menstruation to be a gender-inclusive 
process, primarily focuses on girls and women (as reflected also in the title referring 
to the management of the bodies of ‘girls’ in the global south). The book also focuses 
on the different agents in the current MHM landscape, their hierarchical positions 
in defining the paradigm of the dominant western model of menstruation, and the 
impactof this on the bodies of girls in the global south, bodies that are managed and 
classified as weak, fragile, petite, dirty, and leaking. The author draws our attention to 
the growing popular interest in menstruation and the waves of interests in activism in the 
field of menstrual health and its management. She identifies new forms of menstrual 
activism that incorporate the earlier (but still existing) menstrual mandate of the three 
S’s: shame, secrecy, and silence.

The book aptly traces the origin and evolution of MHM interventions in the global 
south. Menstruation, a biological process or process of ‘maturation’ in the lives 
of menstruators, is socially bounded by the dictates of the society that the menstruator 
belongs to and shapes their overall participation in society. Bobel’s work ‘probes 
beneath the feel-good rhetoric that fuels the MHM campaigns’ today (p.7) along 
with the processes involved in the production of a ‘good period’, a concept that 
is fulfilled through the hyper-regulation of girls’ bodies and is deeply rooted in the 
current critical development discourses. The author adopts a frame analysis to critique 
MHM. She evaluates the methods and frameworks connected to menstruation that 
are occasionally or consistently interlinked to each other to accomplish the strategic 
aims and agendas of MHM actors in the global south. Her use of frame analysis 
is more or less successful in providing an evaluative study of the MHM paradigm 
across the globe, exposing, in her words, how social movements are defined by the 
issue and the remedies are then adopted to address it. The main event or social 
movement in the book is the ‘girling’ of development, a development paradigm 
built on the bodies of girls in the global south with the active participation of most 
globally acclaimed actors: the United Nations and its subsidiary institutions like the 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Health Organization (WHO), 
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UN WOMEN, and other organisations like Water and Sanitation for Health (WASH) 
United, the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC), international 
NGOs, and corporate market giants like Proctor and Gamble, Johnson and Johnson, 
etc. The limitations of the current development paradigm,which incorporates the 
colonial ideals of concealing, managing, and individualising periods, resulting in the 
absolute reductionism of bodies to a ‘technological fix’, are well explained in the 
book with a stringent evaluation and criticism of current MHM. The author makes the 
fascinating observation that menstrual products are the bearers of the ‘irony of liberty’. 
Accordingly, she finds that the current menstrual mandate in place, which evolved over 
many years, dictates that the bodies of menstruators should behave in the way they 
are socially intended to behave. It emphatically promotes menstrual hygiene products 
in the market and reinforces a form of gendered embodiment in which women’s 
bodies are seen as deficient, dirty, and leaking– an embodiment that roars they must 
remain housebound.

The book proceeds to analyse the dysfunctional dyad of the global south and 
global north as an evaluative category of menstruators. The author identifies a socially 
constructed need to depend upon economic models in which market forces get 
involved, acting in the name of corporate social responsibility or simply a community 
service agenda, which in turn leads to MHM product mania. The lived experiences 
of women and girls in the global south, of the distant ‘other’ lands as perceived by 
those in the global north, are thus reduced to a technical, logistical and management 
issue rather than an issue of being socially responsible for the situations in which the 
menstruators exist. Thus, unfortunately (for a petite, disadvantaged menstruator), the 
language of menstruation employs a vocabulary that echoes sexism and a grammar 
dictated by capitalism. This particular language of need and dignity then creates 
the ‘third world girl’. Throughout the book, Bobel dives deep into the interwoven 
meanings of this creation analysing each actor in place and the resistances, if any, 
to which they are subjected. Continue her discussion of how the third world girl 
in development is created, she introduces ‘can you imagine’ as a catchphrase that 
is used to seek immediate attention or action from the actors and the audience, 
the western white community. My usage of ‘white’ here refers to the entitlements 
and privileges that this particular ‘race’ has, and it is indicative of the racialised 
understanding of the hygiene body trope that the author discusses herself. The 
stories of risk that she evaluates in this chapter are indicative of the white woman’s 
realisation of the ‘grave’ contrast between ‘our’ and ‘their’ MHM practices, and the 
aim of this trope is primarily to attract attention to the cause of MHM in the global 
south. In the stylistic writing of this particular book and other books, the author 
effortlessly links postcolonial feminist thinking to MHM, which is commendable for 
a book that hails from the global north.
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Bobel subsequently advocates for a reframing of the ‘management frame’ of current 
MHM. The reader is made to reflect on the factors that rationalise the framing 
of girls as the development discipline’s secret weapon, which is done by interlinking 
factors such as school attendance and hygiene facilities as measures of a region’s 
development. In the chapter titled ‘The Girling of Development’, she analyses the 
trajectory by which girls were purposefully made a part of the current development 
paradigm. She critiques ‘the various routes by which MHM embodies the girls and 
its positioning as a neo-colonial project’ (p. 59), where by the girls of the global 
south are positioned as leveragers of the present economy by means of efficient 
menstrual management, through which their bodies are disciplined or managed. 
This project instrumentally positions girls as a means of stimulating economic 
development. But whose economic development? Most or all such MHM framings 
contain a sensational and monolithic portrait of a girl of development, whose story 
is the same everywhere. She is the same girl, in need,disadvantaged, and deprived 
of social acceptance, mismanaged, dirty, usually non-white, and she is waiting for 
her custodian or for a cis-white-western fe(male) to swoop in and save her through 
interventions that provide funds or products. The author calls it the ‘technological 
fix’ to a deep-rooted social problem. It makes it easy for some of the actors, if not 
all, to quantify the girls and their needs into numbers that can be statistically solved. 
Exploring more on the critical history of MHM, she asks if there is a shared meaning 
of MHM and, if that exists, she renders it a challenging task to locate the shared 
meaning/s of MHM across societies. With some disappointment she notes that the 
definitions in place today are more or less focused on menstrual management that 
provides a market-based solution to a social problem and the narrow focus of MHM 
and WASH United to incorporate menstruation into a technological fix in the global 
south is where we stand today.

The author makes a case for sustainability and local practices, i.e.for traditions, by 
validating them as effective, but as stigmatising and shameful in the eyes of ‘western 
observers’. She is trying to support the use of reusable products, with proper care, 
as equally sustainable alternatives to the single-use disposables in the market. She is 
highly critical of the west’s vested interests in the construction of ‘other’ girls, whose 
stories portray them as being in a perpetual state of crisis. I would like to add here 
that it is conveniently forgotten that these crises are mostly the consequences of the 
colonial projects of modernity and of the current practices of global capitalism that 
build on the colonial past, reshape it, and negate the very existence of it. The double 
standards that the western standpoint applies to the menstruator in the global south 
add to the ‘precarity’ discourse and are used repeatedly by the small and big parties 
in MHM, which paves the way for rationalising the adoption of the ‘girl effect’ as 
grounds for intervening in the lives of the girls they ‘want’ to manage and protect 
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from disgrace and humiliation. The colonial image of the precarious, at-risk girl in the 
global south further diminishes the girl’s chances of gaining agency over their body 
and the products they want to use to manage their menses. Sloppy science and a lack 
of authentic data also get in the way of creating clear evidence-based action. Bobel 
uses the term ‘white saviour industrial complex’ (Cole 2021) to describe the West’s 
interventions and vested interests in MHM today. Notably, the author includes the 
voices of dissent from the global south and its activists against this custodian model 
of intervention in the active lives of people, including young girls.

The human rights or dignity paradigm espoused by the development field or sector 
has many of the same pitfalls as in MHM as they are actor-driven movements that 
deny the agency of the bodies they are trying to manage or mediate using immediate 
solutions. The dignity paradigm, in her words, renders the female menstruating 
body as non-menstrual; which is what the ‘management’ aspect of MHM is about. 
This ultimate devaluation of the menstruator’s body must be resisted, even though 
it is framed as a human right, as it is easy to gain attention and resources when 
something is framed as a human rights issue instead of a social issue. The author 
herself agrees that this line of thought about the human rights approach is abstract. 
I would suggest that readers remain cautious but realise that concepts like ‘human 
rights’ and ‘dignity’ are not concrete and can give rise to abstract incomprehensible 
arguments. She also criticises the faulty linking of ‘modern’ menstrual products 
to dignity, which invokes in a reader’s mind that which enables a white woman 
to choose her care products, whilst the girls white women identify as rescued are 
dictated to about what they can or should use in the name of the NGO-isation 
of menstruation. The products that the ‘saviours’ have chosen penetrate the fissures 
cracked open by the tensions between the traditional and the modern, leading to 
the commodification of the body to white standards, which, in my opinion, are the 
residue of a colonial interventionist approach to menstruation. Bobel also disagrees 
with how the trope of dignity operationalises the human rights-based approach 
in MHM. She does not completely reject all elements of human rights, but she points 
to the need to challenge the stigma associated with menstruation. The reader is 
thus provided with a precise yet evaluative picture of the author’s stance against the 
abjectification of menstruation.

Towards the end of the book, the author puts forward alternative frames that 
ought to guide MHM in the future. The existing framework that imposes the western 
standards of embodied care has to be challenged, along with the current language 
around menstruation. The author suggests alternative frames to improve the quality 
of menstruators’ lives in the global south, laying out desirable strategies for future 
action to destigmatise menstruation by using a 360-degree approach that considers 
menstruation as the fifth vital sign in the healthy lives of menstruators. Some of her 
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strategies include the desexualisation of the female body, reproductive justice, the 
privileging of traditional/native voices and knowledge, research before intervention, 
building the evidence base for claims, menstrual literacy for everyone, and quality 
menstrual knowledge for a better and stronger MHM movement.

To conclude, in reviewing a book that is excellent in its scope and engagement with 
the core subject, I draw on the author’s striking observations and critique. The book 
critiques the existing literature and the action-based approach to the menstruation 
of girls in the global south and explores the robust story of the evolution and impacts 
of this approach. As we are rightly convinced now, the ‘menstrual stigma is the chief 
culprit’ (p. 128) that needs to be addressed. However, today’s MHM interventions 
reinstate ‘the westerner’s low public opinion on third world women’s menstrual 
habits’ (p. 135). The author calls for a change to the existing frame and agenda and 
for urgency in promoting sustainable menstrual care. Society’s conscience must be 
decolonised from picturing a ‘good’ menses as only that which is easily managed by 
bleeding on products that help with concealment. The author also warns us against 
the neutralisation of menstruation as a hygiene problem, individual management 
problem, and dignity problem. She writes, ‘we must be mindful of power dynamics 
when we consider solutions as we are when we analyze problems’ (p. 307), as it is 
the responsibility of the MHM to frame problems in a way that leads to a logical 
solution by shortening the north-south feminist cleavage that currently prevents 
the consolidation of a productive global movement. The current conceptualisation 
of MHM thus serves as a user’s manual for a disciplined embodiment of the gendered 
bodies of the global south through which the menstruator is abject in their social 
realm. The book has attracted considerable attention and is a great addition to the 
existing literature in gender studies, feminist literature, cultural studies, the sociology 
of health, and medical anthropology and should expect more editions and a wide 
audience.
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