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Abstract

Public awareness of menstrual disorders — such as dysmenorrhea and amenorrhea — has
been improving in recent times due to greater media attention and increased medical research.
In Japan, a country grappling with the socioeconomic impacts of low birthrates and a shrinking
and aging population, media and scientific discourse focus on the effect of these disorders on
fertility. In fact, in both scientific and classroom settings, menstruation is linked strongly to
fertility, and fertility and motherhood are traditional markers of feminine success. So what does
it mean when menstruation does not follow the pattern taught to young girls in school? This
paper seeks to address this question from the perspective of young Japanese women attending
university in the Tokyo area. Many of these women agree that a ‘normal’ menstrual cycle
following a regular pattern is a sign of good reproductive and general health. On the other hand,
an irregular menstrual cycle could be a sign that something is ‘wrong’ and that one might have
struggles with fertility in the future. However, by exploring women’s own experiences with
heavy menstrual flows and irregular menstrual cycles, we see that women’s responses to these
issues — their level of concern and the type of treatment they seek (if any) — are extremely varied.
I argue that their responses, and their decisions to seek medical treatment or not, are influenced

by how they have been taught to think about and to talk about menstruation.
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