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Kamakhya, known as Ambuachi Mela, takes place in June. The “Happy to Bleed” campaign
aptly encapsulates the annual menstruation event at Kamakhbya, presenting a paradoxical
view when compared to the veneration of Lord Ayyappan’s shrine in Kerala. This perspective
is intertwined with themes of sexual desive and patriarchal views, which manifest to different
extents in both contexts. While the patriarchal aspect in Lord Ayyappan’s case is evident, in
Kamakhya’s case, it is perceived as a notion that associates menstrual blood with sacred spaces,
supposedly diminishing their sanctity. Such beliefs are labeled as bot, dangerous, and impure.
This interpretation of the menstruation paradigm is narrow and flawed, necessitating
broader research and understanding.

Introduction

Women’s bodies are often celebrated as the pinnacle of beauty, yet paradoxically, they are also
depicted as a source of contamination. This notion of impurity peaks during menstruation, a
subject still considered taboo and unspeakable in many societies. The concept of blood underscores
a dichotomy in the perception of women’s bodies: the blood in veins is distinguished from menstrual
blood. Within the same anatomy, menstrual blood is deemed impure and perilous, forbidden to be
touched or discussed.

Historically, puberty has been a cause for celebration with elaborate rituals. Its significance us
profound. In Assamese culture, the onset of puberty us celebrated similarly to a small wedding, with
the girl adorned and revered as a bride. She undergoes a period of seclusion for seven days, following
specific rituals, culminating in a bath on the seventh day to symbolize her purification.

“The importance of puberty rites is encapsulated in the primitive belief that initiation is akin to a
death and subsequent rebirth. Thus, entry into adulthood is not marked by birth, but by a rebirth reserved
for those who have partaken in the necessary rites and traditions”. (Bhattacharyya, 1980:1) Puberty
signifies more than physical changes; it heralds the commencement of sexual maturity. Those reaching
puberty are secluded, kept out of male sight. Contrarily, Gennep disputes the idea that puberty rites
are synonymous with initiation rites. “/ would not assert that rites of psychological puberty never coincide
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with initiation rites. Girls are isolated, at times deemed dead, then reborn. Yet, for others, no such rites
occur at that time, even if initiation rites do.” (Gennep, 1960:66-67)

Since ethnographic data collected subsequent to Gennep’s formulation have shown that in fact, most
puberty ceremonies for women do coincide with the onset of menstruation, current researchers no longer
emphasize the distinction between menarcheal ceremonies and “true” puberty rites. Recent empirical
studies group menarcheal cevemonies with puberty ceremonies and often view menarche merely as
a convenient benchmark to indicate a woman’s readiness to enter social adulthood rather than as a
central focus on puberty ceremonies. The main focus of research has been to modify Gennep’s theory to
account for the fact that female puberty ceremonies are by no means universal. (Paige, 1981:21)

Ethnographic data gathered after Gennep’s formulation reveal that most puberty ceremonies for
women actually coincide with the onset of menstruation. Consequently, contemporary researchers do not
stress the difference between menarcheal ceremonies and “true” puberty rites. Recent studies often group
menarcheal ceremonies with puberty rites, viewing menarche as a convenient marker of a woman’s
readiness for social adulthood, rather than the focal point of puberty cevemonies. The primary research
aim has been to adjust Gennep’s theory to reflect that female puberty ceremonies are not universally
practiced. (Paige, 1981:21)

Levy-Brubl observed that menstrual blood and miscarriage are sometimes enveloped by similar
beliefs. The Maoris see menstrual blood as a potential human being that failed to materialize. Had the
blood not been shed, it could have become a person, thus it occupies the paradoxical status of a deceased
who never lived. He referenced a widespread belief that a prematurely born fetus harbors a malevolent
spirit, posing a threat to the living (pp. 390-6). Levy-Brubl did not extend this danger to liminal states,
whereas Van Gennep offered a more sociological perspective. He envisioned society as a structure with
rooms and corridors where transitions are perilous. The risk resides in the liminal states, as they are
neither the preceding state nor the subsequent one, rendering them indefinable. The individual in
transition is at risk and also poses a risk to others. This danger is mitigated by rituals that distinctly
separate the individual from their former status, isolate them temporarily, and then ceremonially
announce their new status. The transition itself is hazardous, but the segregation rituals represent the
most perilous stage of the rites. (Douglas, 1966:97)

Bhattacharyya (1980:6) argues in favor of initiation of sexual life:

Acritical analysis of the contents of the existing puberty rites reveals that they were primarily designed
for the initiation into maturity, i.e. into the sex life. The celebration of the first Menstruation, the ritual
sexual intercourse, the mutilations of sex organs or negatively, the sexual taboos as found in some specific
forms of religious initiations, etc. prove that all these were intended to give the boy or girl the right of
entering the sexual life.

Tantra stands as one of India’s most mysterious religious traditions. Within this tradition, blood
is symbolic and plays a pivotal role, representing both the blood of sacrificial animals and menstrual
blood. The latter is considered a sacred aspect of the ritual. The Kamakhya Temple in Assam, India,
is a prominent center for tantric worship. It venerates the Yoni Goddess, a central tantric figure also
revered as the ‘Bleeding Goddess’. An annual menstruation festival at the temple celebrates her, drawing
numerous devotees. The Ambubachi Mela, a principal festival, is held there every June.

This paper examines the significance of menstrual blood in Indian religious traditions and contrasts
it with the Tantric tradition, where it is revered as a sacred symbol. It will delve into the potency of
menstrual blood, including the menstruation festival at Kamakhya. Additionally, the paper will chart the
discourse around the “Happy to Bleed” campaign, ignited by the controversy involving Lord Ayyappan
in Kerala, and interpret it within the framework of modernity. Moreover, it will probe the notions of
pure and impure blood within the realm of Indic religious traditions.
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Menstruation blood in Indic religious traditions

It is essential to view the bearing of menstruation blood in Indic religious traditions in a broader
contextin order to understand the position of women. The attainment of puberty is an affair of initiation
into sexual life. Thus, it had to be regarded as a shift of the individual’s role in society. Vedic, Puranic,
and Brahmanic texts mention the bearing of menstruation blood in the said traditions. However, it is
often mentioned in a negative light, as if it were a taboo.

Janet Chawla (1994:2826) interprets the portrayal of women in Vedic texts asa patriarchal synthesis by
Vedic poets, creating a symbolic structure that exalts women in their maternal role while simultaneously
marginalizing or vilifying the female biological aspect of blood. The use of cow-water-women-mother
imagery enabled expressions of feminine creativity, which evolved into means of social and symbolic
regulation of female sexuality. The religious act of sacrifice and the patrilineal family structure mirror a
focus on the male deities Indra and Agni as the embodiment of sacred power, a focal point of ritual, and
a key biological metaphor.

According to Brahmanical law texts, a menstruating woman is to be feared and considered impure.
(Bhattacharyya, 1980:13) During menstruation, a woman must cease all activities, isolate herself in
shame to avoid being seen, clad in a single garment, forsaking bathing and adornments. She must live
without conversation, restraining her gaze, hands, and feet, eating only once at night from a clay pot.
After spending three nights on the ground, undisturbed, she is deemed pure on the fourth day with the
sunrise, when she may bathe and launder her garments. (Vyasa Sambhita, I1:37-40)

One crucial detail that cannot be overlooked in the connection is the binary of pure and impure.
Menstruation blood and menstruating women are both considered impure, but after taking a bath, she
is considered pure, even though her flow of blood continues. Water, in this instance, symbolizes purity
and removal from impurity. It is represented as a religious symbol that can transform impure into pure.

In water, everything is “dissolved’, every “form” is broken up, everything that has happened ceases to
exist; nothing that was before remains after immersion in water, not an outline, not a “sign’, not an
event. Immersion is the equivalent, at the human level, of death at the cosmic level, of the cataclysm
(the Flood) which periodically dissolves the world into the primeval ocean. Breaking up all forms, doing
away with the past, water possesses this power of purifying, of regenerating, of giving new birth. Water
purifies and regenerates because it nullifies the past, and restores — even if only for a moment - the
integrity of the dawn of things. (Eliade, 1958:194)

Bhattacharyya (1974, 5) makes the convincing argument that earlier Indian religious beliefs linked
the fertility of the goddess with menstrual blood, “The same preconditions which fertilize women are
also thought to fertilize Mother Earth. This explains why in different parts of the world Mother Earth
is believed to menstruate and why there are so many rites and customs in which all fluxes of Blood are
treated alike as manifestations of life-giving power inberent in the female sex.” In Caldwell’s view (1999,
104), “The feminine power of the natural world is expressed most dramatically in the Earth’s seasonal
generation of food. The soil, nourished by the decomposed elements of the dead, in interaction with the forces
of heat and moisture, unfailingly produces out of itself fresh vegetation which sustains life.”

The Puranic texts make it clear that women were not held in high status. “The image of women
projected in the Puranasis far from ennobling. Women are branded as senseless and vile creatures, generally
treated as property and condemned to a life of servitude. The Puranas also attach certain taboos. Mantras
or the Vedas should not be recited before a menstruating woman. Men are the only legitimate religiouns
specialists.” (Rocha, 2000, 238)

Hindu religious writings are varied and can be dlassified as “early” and “later” texts. The later text
of the Manusmiriti presents the clearest view of Menstruation in both particular and general contexts.
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Firstly it is said that menstruating women are not permitted to witness Brabmins consuming food. The
reason for such a probibition is plausible becanse when menstrual Blood is shed accidentally into the
women’s clothing the Brabmins will simply lose appetite for eating, but clearly, there is more involved
here that relates to the maintenance of caste boundaries separated by taboos and purity.... Secondly and
relatedly, Menstruation is regarded as unclean within the Hindu tradition and thus purification is
necessary for menstruating women after the last day of their period. Usually purification is carried out
by a bathing ritual which is believed to deal with the “tmpurity” of Menstruation. (Hunt, 2016, 214)

In heterodox Indic religious sects like Buddhism, the taboos associated with menstruation blood
and menstruating women present a stark contrast to those in Brahmanic tradition. The allegory of
impurity, which was so prominent in Brahmanic tradition in association with menstruation, is not so
prominent in Buddhism.

Menstruation is only a natural occurrence that women of productive age experience monthly. There is
no stigma to it. It is a normal bodily discharge of much the same nature as urine or stool. If nuns happen
to stain their robs, they just have to clean them as they did in Buddha’s time. Buddhbism does not fuss over
such a natural occurrence. It is in Hinduism that Menstruation is seen as “religious unclean”. In certain
parts of India, Hindu women during Menstruation and childbirth had to live in a kind of outhouse.
They would be excluded from the normal household. If we are to remain Buddhist, we must generate the
right kind of Buddbist attitude towards life and even Menstruation. (Kabilsingh, 2006:94)

From a Buddhist point of view menstruation is “a natural physical excretion that women have to go
through on a monthly basis, nothing more or less.” However, in practice, this is not followed. It is because of
the influence Hinduism bas had on Buddbism. Many temples do not allow women to circumambulate
around the Stupas. There is clear evidence of this rule in Thailand. During Menstruation, women
are thought to lose Qi (commonly spelt as chi, is believed to be part of everything that exists, as in life
foree’, or spiritual energy.) There’s a Buddhbist belief that ghosts eat Blood. A menstruating woman is
then thought to attract ghosts, and is, therefore, a threat to berself and others. An example cited by the
Buddba Dharma Education Association says, that while fermenting rice, menstruating women are not
allowed near the area or the rice will be spoilt. (Bhartiya, 2013:524)

Menstruation is viewed quite differently in Jainism. “Menstruation, in particular, is seen as involving
the destruction of microorganisms on a massive scale.” (Long, 2009:18) “Menstruation is seen as a source
of injury (himsa) to sub-microscopic lives, and female genital organs are said to be a breeding ground for
minute forms of life.” (Wiley, 2009:206) However, this outlook is clearly biased against women in the
sect, preventing them from playing a leading role.

Sikhism presents a more expansive and lenient view of menstruation than other religious traditions.
It is one of the few that has openly confronted the social ills and taboos associated with women and
has taken a stand against them, not just to discourage and discard them but also to elevate the status of
women within the sect. “Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, denounced the notion of impurity associated
with menstruating women. He advocated that women, even during menstruation, are permitted to visit
Gurudwaras (Sikh places of worship) and participate in prayers.” (Bhartiya, 2013, 524)

The Sikh Gurus were aware of the sexism prevalent in their society and denounced taboos against
women.... The Guru Granth dramatically dispels conventional taboos against female pollution,
Menstruation, and sexuality. Menstrual Blood is regarded as an essential natural process. Life itself
begins with it. The first guru reprimands those who stigmatize the garment stained with menstrual
Blood as polluted. (Singh, 2011:111)

Blood symbolizes both life and death. Menstrual Blood, in particular, symbolizes life and the creative
process. As a result, Guru Nanak openly criticizes those who attribute pollution to women because of
Menstruation. (Johal:2011, 40)
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The portrayal and involvement of women in Indic religious traditions are prominently depicted.
Traditionally, women’s roles were not considered highly significant, and their access to sacred spaces was
restricted. Menstruating women, in particular, were deemed dangerous and impure. Such biases have
not been entirely eliminated in modern times. Sikhism, however, does not subscribe to these prejudiced
views of pollution and impurity regarding menstruation. It stands out for its relatively lenient stance,
contrasting with the harsh patriarchal attitudes faced by menstruating women in nearly all other Indic
religious traditions.

Menstruation blood in Tantric tradition

In the tantric tradition, blood represents two distinct themes: the sacrificial blood of offerings and
menstrual blood. Sacrifice is a principal ritual within this tradition. Unlike the Vedic tradition, which
conducts sacrifices by strangling the victim, the tantric tradition performs it by beheading, considered
the primary offering to the deity. This paper will delve into the second theme of blood in the tantric
tradition: menstrual blood, and will also explore the connection between these two themes.

Inthetantriclexicon, “kbapushpa” denotesmenstrualblood, with “pushpa” meaning flower. Menstruation
is associated with the fertility cult of Mother Earth. Bhattacharyya (1974:5) notes that early societies placed
great importance on human reproductive organs and used sexual union, or its representation, to fulfill their
objectives. The veneration of /inga and yoni, representing male and female organs respectively, evolved from
erotic fertility rites. The former symbolizes the act of sowing, while the latter represents the Earth that bears
fruit, shedding light on the economic underpinnings of Tantric sexual rituals.

Bhattacharyya (2005:136) believes that

the deeply ingrained dread of impurity and unholiness and the terror attached to the taboo on
menstruating women is not to be found in the primitive and original form of the concept. There are
instances, especially those of the bleeding Goddess, in which menstrual blood had developed a sanctifying
and purifying influence as a manifestation of the life-giving power inberent in the female sex. This
explains why in the Tantras menstrual blood has been regarded as so sacred that it is prescribed as an
offering to the great God Shiva and his consort Devi.” Bhattacharyya further views it as ‘In the Tantras,
menstrual blood is regarded as so sacred that it is prescribed as an offering to the great Goddess. The
menstrual blood of a virgin is the best thing by which the Goddess can be pleased.” If it is not available,
the blood of a married woman or that of a widow will do.

In the tantric tradition, is menstruation blood intrinsically linked to sexual rituals, or has it become
fashionable to connect each theme with sexual rituals? This issue warrants additional investigation. A
commonly noted tendency is to relate various aspects of Tantra solely to sexual rituals, whether it be
yoga (Kakati, 2017) or alchemy (Lowenthal, 2004). Yet, this trend might not be appropriately attributed
to the theme of menstruation blood in Tantra, as it represents an offering within the tradition.

Amazzone (2010:177) is of the view that “Menstruation is an expression of female consciousness that is
instrumental in inducing bealing and an internalized sense of empowerment. Tantra, Sakta, and Kaula
ideologies and practices help us to reconnect with the repressed creative and sexual power that our yonis
demand we express.”

Whereas menstruatin g WOTNEN AT SEEN AS IMpPure in mainstream Indian relz'gz'on, Tantra does not
see it that way. The Nila Tantra very clearly states that women undergoing their menstrual period
“should be regarded as pure”. Nevertheless, there are people who see no erotic element in this preciouns
liguid. And it is true that many ancient people not to mention contemporary consensus- did or did not
approve of any sexual interaction during Menstruation. 1o explain the very different Tantra view of
this issue, we must take a closer look at Menstruation and at the bistory and variety of ideas and rituals

surrounding it. (Charran, 2012:279)
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Menstrual blood is incorporated into tantric practices within the Shakta cult, and its influence
extends to other Hindu traditions as well. This particular tradition has assimilated numerous primitive
tribal rites, including the use of menstrual blood.

Tantric initiation shares many features with tribal puberty rites, as Tantra, being a complex religions
phenomenon and a method of spiritual exercise, encompasses numerous primitive elements. The special
rites of the pancha-tattva or pancha-makara—rthe five M’s: Madya (wine), Mamsa (meat), Maithuna
(sexual intercourse), Mudra (cereal, women, or bodily poses), and Matsya (fish)—are clearly remnants
and adaptations of primitive tribal practices. (Bhattacharyya, 1980:89-90)

In the tantric tradition, menstruating women are not seen as impure or inauspicious; rather, the
menstruation of the Goddess is celebrated as divine. This tradition embraces elements often deemed
taboo by others, such as menstrual blood, semen, and sexual union. Urban believes that Tantra aims
to release the immense power associated with these ‘impure’ substances, transforming what is typically
seen as polluting into a source of divine energy (2009, 56). Often described as one of the most intricate
and secretive traditions, Tantra blurs the lines between purity and impurity, possibly including the topic
of menstrual blood. In discussions on menstruation, the broader significance of blood should not be
ignored within Tantra, where both sacrificial and menstrual blood hold critical importance.

Kamakhya as a menstruating goddess

Tantric sacred geography would be incomplete without including Kamakhya. Kamakhya is
represented by a stone that resembles the Yoni of Sati. The origins of the temple are obscure and cannot
be precisely determined. Over time, the temple complex has likely evolved. Its inception as a sacred space
is attributed to ancient traditions, which regard it not merely as a complex but as a place of worship.

The rise of Kamakhya as the central deity of ancient Pragjyotisapur and medieval Kamarupa is
linked to the Aryanisation of the region during Narakasura’s rule, who established his kingdom after
defeating the Kiratas. Initially worshipped by the indigenous people, Kamakhya, the yoni goddess, was
later Aryanised. (Goswami, 199:vii)

Distinct from other Devi temples in India, the Kamakhya temple houses no idol of the Goddess. Inside
the temple lies a cave where, in a corner, a stone block with the yoni symbol carved into it is found,
perpetually moistened by a naturally occurring spring. (Kakati, 1948:34)

Kamakhya, the goddess represented by the yoni, is believed to menstruate annually, an event
celebrated as the Ambubachi Mela. This festival occurs in June and is a principal celebration for the
temple and Assam. The origins of the festival, much like Kamakhya herself, remain shrouded in mystery.
The temple doors close for three days and reopen on the fourth, allowing devotees and pilgrims to return.
The festival is also observed in every Assamese household, known as xat, with homes being cleaned
upon the temple’s reopening. The term ‘Ambubachs’ derives from ‘ambu’ and ‘vacs’, a teminine sufhx,
symbolizing the goddess’s menstrual cycle. The festival’s rituals begin with the athparia draping red
cloths over the pithasthana. Subsequently, the temple is closed to all except the athparia and the duari,
who maintain the three lamps in the calanta section. During this time, the zitya puja is performed at
Kamesvari, and the customary sacrifice of a he-goat continues (Mishra, 2004:51-52).

Urban explores the festival’s origins, stating:

The historical beginnings of Ambuvac are not entirely clear. The Devt Bhagavata Purana, dating from the
eleventh to twelfth centuries, possibly offers the earliest mention, describing it as a consequence of the passionate
union between Vishnu and the Goddess Earth. In his boar (varaha) form, Vishnu united with Earth for a

[full divine year (equivalent to 360 buman years). Following their union, he revered Earth as the paramount
Goddess, proclaiming ber veneration during significant events: the onset of the planting season, the foundation-
laying of a new dwelling, and the culmination of the Ambuvacs ritual (Urban, 2009:53-54).
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Ramos correlates the Menstruation of Kamakhya to the agricultural cycle, noting:

The festival is intimately linked to the agricultural calendar. At this juncture, waters reportedly
turn red with iron oxide, seeping over the yoni in the sanctuary, creating the illusion of the Goddess’s
menstruation. A cloth dyed red and draped over the yoni becomes a coveted relic for pilgrims, believed
to possess protective talismanic gualities (Ramos, 2017:52).

The menstruation of Kamakhya holds symbolic significance, and understanding this symbolism
is key to grasping the essence of the Goddess. Urban has endeavored to highlight this symbolism’s
importance.

The Goddess bestows power and fertility upon the world with the blood from her annual menstrual
flow, and in turn, ber priests and devotees offer blood back to Kamakhya through sacrifices. The
predominant form of public worship atr Kamakhya bas been, and likely remains, animal sacrifice,
performed multiple times daily throughout the year and even more frequently on sacred days. Overall,
the public rituals create a circuit of power, a cyclical exchange between Mother Kamakhya and ber
followers, manifested in the form of blood. The Goddess’s annual menstruation brings life to the Earth
and blessings to ber followers with her blood; in response, blood is given back to her with the sacrifice of
animals, establishing a capillary network of power connecting the deity, the Earth, the priests, and her
followers. (Urban, 2015:514-520)

Urban’s observation regarding Kamakhya presents an intriguing perspective; however, it may be
considered somewhat narrow. The concept of blood in Tantra, and specifically in relation to Kamakhya,
can be interpreted through the dual lenses of menstruation and sacrifice. Yet, the precise origins of these
practices within the temple remain uncertain, and it is possible that they did not begin concurrently.
Furthermore, if one accepts Ramos’s interpretation of menstruation as symbolic, then Urban’sargument
appears less relevant, given that sacrifice at the temple is not merely symbolic but an ongoing tradition.

Pure and Impure Menstruation Blood

The campaign “Happy to Bleed” made a bold statement about the dichotomy of pure and impure
menstruation blood. It was a protest against the restriction of women’s entry to a temple in Kerala.'

Marglin delineates a clear separation between the concepts of purity and impurity, and what is
considered auspicious or inauspicious. ‘Menstrual blood is seen as highly polluting, yet it is also a source
of auspiciousness, as a woman who does not menstruate is deemed very inauspicious. Women are seen
as bearers of auspiciousness, a state which, unlike purity, does not denote status or moral integrity but
rather well-being, health, and broadly, all that fosters, enhances, and sustains life.” (Marglin, 1985, p.19)

Bhattacharyya offers a different perspective on the dichotomy of pure versus impure and auspicions
versus inauspicious. ‘Menstrual blood is utilized solely in the Tantric practices of the great Goddess, yet
the color of blood and its application to cult objects are integral to all Hindu religious rituals and forms
of worship. This suggests a complex ambivalence towards this life-giving blood. On one side, there is the
notion of the menstruating Goddess, whose blood is considered the most sacred and potent substance,
while on the other, there exists a profound fear of impurity and profanity associated with menstruating
women.’ (Bhattacharyya, 1980:18)

Amazzone (2010:174) has sought to illuminate the shift in how menstrual blood is perceived, from
a ritual to a taboo.

The original intent of seclusion was not to ostracize a woman but to provide her with time and space to
rest, care for her body, and connect with her creativity and intuition. Over time, the taboos surrounding

1 <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/indian-women-launch-happy-to-bleed-campaign-to-protest-
against-sexist-religious-rule-a6748396.html>
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menstruation lost their sacred connotation in communal consciousness and began to carry negative
implications. These adverse views were rooted not in fact but in fear, along with a diminishing trust
in the Goddess’s natural cycle. The patriarchal and scientific rejection of bodily wisdom and intuition,
in_favor of an overemphasis on logic and the rational mind, bas led to a modern consciousness where
women’s lives are notably degraded, fragmented, and impoverished. With this change in consciousness,
menstrual blood is seen as polluting in orthodox traditions, and the rationale bebind seclusion rites is
reversed. Despite being demonized and misunderstood in a destructive manner, blood remains.

The dichotomy in the perception of menstrual blood as pure-impure and auspicious-inauspicious
is clearly demonstrated in the “Happy to Bleed” campaign. Kerala has opened the stage for the debate
on this dichotomy. An alternative view of menstrual blood can be found in different sacred spaces,
presenting a contrasting understanding of the same concept.

Caldwell illuminates the contrasting perceptions based on two sacred spaces: Chengannur and

Lord Ayyappan.

The temple in central Kerala at Chengannur distinctly associates the Goddess with menstruating
women... The rituals of Chengannur Bhagavati’s menses specifically replicate the traditional coming-
of-age ceremony for high-caste Kerala girls, which is becoming obsolete. The Nambutiri Brabmins
in Kerala used to celebrate a girl’s first menstruation for forty-one days... These grand festivities are
akin to the rituals performed in honor of Bhagavati in Kerala’s contemporary temples. The puberty
ceremony lasts forty-one days, coinciding with the period for creating Bhagavati kalams and related
rituals during the winter month of Dhanu, which is also the germination time for rice seedlings before
they are transplanted into fields. (Caldwell, 1999:116-117)

Lord Ayyappan, a deity revered in Kerala, embodies celibacy and the exclusion of women. His
shrine, perched atop Sabarimala in Southern Kerala, is a remote sanctuary where Ayyappan welcomes
thousands of pilgrims who endure the forest and its challenges to visit each December and January.
Abstinence from sexuality is a key tenet of the Ayyappan faith. Only males are permitted to approach
the Ayyappan shrine; females of menstruating age, those between nine and fifty-five, are barred from
nearing the mountain temple. (Caldwell, 1999:135-137)

Understanding the shift in the perception of menstrual blood in Kerala requires examining the
initiation of puberty rites. The commencement of menstruation at puberty is a dual-natured occurrence.
The symbolism in the puberty rite honors the young girl’s fertility, comparing her to a budding coconut
and maturing paddy; she receives gifts typically bestowed upon a bride. However, menstruation also
signifies potential danger; the strong emotions of sexual desire that are thought to accompany physical
maturity could lead to calamity if not restrained and controlled until marriage. For a married woman,
menstruation indicates the loss of a potential fetus, akin to a death. Thus, in menstruation, death, desire,
and heat are closely linked. (Caldwell, 1999:119)

The concept of puberty and the onset of menstruation is often perceived as intense and perilous,
intertwined with the emergence of sexual desire. It is considered a ‘heating’ event, and girls are advised
to follow cooling practices. Yet, paradoxically, it is also associated with the theme of death, which stands
in contrast to its life-giving implications. In Kerala, the juxtaposition of fertility and mortality in the
context of menstruation presents a fascinating dichotomy. A change in marital status can shift the
perception from fertility to death within this framework.

The portrayal of Kamakhya and the “Happy to Bleed” campaign offer alternative perspectives on
the subject. Kamakhya’s annual menstruation celebration venerates the goddess’s yoni, symbolizing
fertility and sexuality. Conversely, Lord Ayyappan is known for his rejection of sexual desires, reflecting
a patriarchal view of menstruation and sexuality.
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The Ayyappan cult is partly driven by an attempt to counteract women’s sexual autonomy, which
is seen as a threat to male unity and welfare. The growing number of devotees joining the Ayyappan
pilgrimage each year suggests that this concern persists among Indian men.

Pilgrims flock to the shrines of Lord Ayyappan and Kamakhya during her annual menstruation,
known as the Ambubachi Mela. The uniqueness of these sacred spaces must be understood in a broader
context. The control over female bodily space is clearly seen in the case of Lord Ayyappan. In contrast,
at Kamakhya, it is intrinsically linked with holiness. Amazzone encapsulates this in Kamakhya, stating,
“Menstruation is a powerful female experience that patriarchal society has attempted to regulate through
religious, cultural, and social laws, possibly because menstrual blood inberently offers the chance to attain
a more integrated level of consciousness for women” (Amazzone, 2010:172).

The patriarchal perspective is evident in both Lord Ayyappan and Kamakhya, albeit to varying
degrees—more so in the former than the latter. Sacredness is a common theme for both, yet it cannot be
ignored that Kamakhya represents sexual union in her venerated form, which includes blood sacrifice,
menstrual blood, and her depiction as a Yoni goddess. Depicting Kamakhya as a Goddess who embraces
bleeding presents a stark contrast to Lord Ayyappan, who renounces sexual desire.

Therefore, despite patriarchal views labeling menstrual blood as hot, dangerous, or impure, its
significance cannot be overlooked. The inclusion of menstrual blood within sacred spaces is essential. The
implications of this inclusion are further exemplified by Kamakhya, who perfectly embodies this integration.

Conclusion

The discourse on menstrual blood and menstruating women occupies a marginal space in
Indic religious traditions, with Sikhism being somewhat of an exception. A deeper examination of
menstruation within the various Indian religious traditions is warranted. Associating it inherently with
the onset of sexual desire may not be fitting.

The Tantric tradition appears to have embraced a more liberal stance towards issues concerning
women, whether it be sexual union or menstrual blood. This is exemplified by the veneration of
Kamakhya for her annual menstruation.

The arguments of Marglin and Bhattacharyya shed light on the dichotomy of menstrual blood
being seen as either pure or impure, auspicious or inauspicious, offering an alternative perspective. This
reinterpreted understanding of menstrual blood resonates with the “Happy to Bleed” campaign’s ethos.
The patriarchal framework tends to influence both perspectives, categorizing menstrual blood within
this binary due to its labeling as pure or impure.

This patriarchal influence is also evident in the depictions of Lord Ayyappan and Kamakhya, albeit
to different extents. The concepts of sacredness and sexual desire are foundational to both depictions.
However, Kamakhya is particularly notable for integrating the theme of menstrual blood into a sacred
context, a development that seems inevitable.

Therefore, it can be asserted that the Tantric tradition distinguishes itself with a unique interpretation
of menstrual blood and menstruating women. The notions of taboo and impurity are absent, propelling
the tradition towards an esoteric realm.
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