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Since the English translation of Elsimar Coutinho’s Is Menstruation Obsolete? in 1999 and the

introduction of cycle-stopping birth control pills in 2003, US women are increasingly advised that

menstruation is not necessary for good health. The most widely distributed source of such

messages is direct-to-consumer advertisements for birth control pills. The most recent television

ads for Seasonique, the leading brand of cycle-stopping contraceptive in the US, minimize the pill’s

contraceptive function and focus instead on their effectiveness in reducing the frequency of

menstruation. A close reading of these commercials reveals them to be an integral part of an

emerging postfeminist media culture that attempts to solidify a new, neoliberal subjectivity for

women. This subjectivity imposes an idealized, docile, non-menstruating feminine body, ready for

full-time participation in the neoliberal economy.
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Introduction

Since the English translation of Elsimar Coutinho’s Is Menstruation Obsolete? in 1999

and the introduction of cycle-stopping birth control pills in 2003, US women have

increasingly been advised that menstruation is not necessary for good health. This message

appears in women’s magazines, self-help books, websites and blogs, and most visibly, in

direct-to-consumer television advertisements for birth control pills. The most recent

television ads for Seasonique, the leading cycle-stopping contraceptive in the US, minimize

the pill’s contraceptive function and focus instead on its effectiveness in reducing the

frequency of menstruation. A close reading of these commercials reveals them to be part of

an emerging postfeminist media culture that attempts to solidify a new, neoliberal

subjectivity for women.

Postfeminist Media Culture

The term “postfeminism” has been contentious since its emergence into common

parlance in the early 1980s. Although the prefix post suggests postfeminism refers to a time

after feminism, the term has been used with a more narrow meaning by critical media

scholars. I follow their examples in using the term conceptually, drawing especially upon
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the work of Rosalind Gill (2007, 2008a) and Angela McRobbie (2004). McRobbie explains

that postfeminism “refer[s] to an active process by which feminist gains of the 1970s and

80s come to be undermined” while appearing to engage feminism, especially through

tropes of freedom and choice (2004, p. 255). In Michelle M. Lazar’s succinct phrasing,

postfeminist discourses feature “a heightened female visibility in conjunction with

notions of assumed freedom, agency, choice, pleasure, personal empowerment and

autonomy” (2009a, p. 339). Postfeminism invokes feminism “as that which can be taken into

account, to suggest equality is achieved, in order to install a whole repertoire of new

meanings which emphasize that it is no longer needed” (McRobbie 2004, p. 255).

Whereas feminism proposes a complex political identity and strategies for social

change, postfeminism assumes a stance that it has already “taken feminism into account,”

in McRobbie’s phrasing (2004), and re-rationalizes it according to neoliberal values that

replace classic liberal values of human rights, equality, and liberty with primacy of the

contract and the marketplace (Paul Treanor 2005), and the individual. In a contemporary

neoliberal framework, all are on an equal footing of individuality, seen through the lenses of

rationality and market values. Postfeminist texts thus repudiate feminism, and propose

women’s achievements as well as their failures are products of individual effort rather than

collective action or structural impediments. Frequently examined postfeminist texts

include the US television shows Ally McBeal, Sex and the City, and Desperate Housewives, and

Bridget Jones’ Diary, a 1990s British newspaper column that became a best-selling book,

then a movie.

Gill (2007) usefully conceptualizes postfeminism as a sensibility, arguing that

postfeminism should be viewed as a source of material for analysis, rather than a critical

lens through which we study cultural artifacts. She compellingly states the advantages of

this view: it does not require One True Feminism as a point of comparison, and it allows for

interrogation of the entanglements of feminism and anti-feminism within such texts.

Because one element of my analysis of birth control advertisements is about classifying

them as postfeminist texts, I present here Gill’s delineation of themes that characterize the

postfeminist sensibility of the early twenty-first century. Briefly, those themes include the

treatment of femininity as a bodily property; a shift from sexual objectification of women

to representing women as sexual subjects with desires of their own; an increasingly

sexualized mainstream media and culture; an emphasis on individualism and choice; the

need for constant self-monitoring and surveillance; a makeover paradigm that emphasizes

the importance of self-transformation; a focus on consumption and commodities; and

a reassertion of the importance of sexual difference (Gill 2007).

Postfeminist Sensibility

Postfeminist media culture is characterized by the idea that femininity is a bodily

property. That is, one demonstrates femininity through possession and presentation of

a “sexy body” in an increasingly sexualized culture. This marks a shift from previous media

characterization of femininity arising from psychological traits or behavior, such as

nurturing or motherhood. This sexy female body requires constant discipline and

surveillance to adhere to (ever narrower) standards of feminine appearance. One ready

example is the increasing standards of hairlessness to which US women are expected

to conform: in their late 1990s replication of earlier work, Marika Tiggemann and Sarah

J. Kenyon observed that removing hair from legs and underarms is “a practice so normative
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as to go mostly unremarked” (1998, p. 873); by the early twenty-first century, removal of

pubic hair was nearly as normative, promoted as such by advertisements, popular websites,

television shows, and magazines (Megdala P. Labre 2002).

In this highly sexualized media context, postfeminist texts present women as active,

sexual subjects with desires of their own. These desiring sexual subjects may choose to

present themselves as sexual objects because it serves their own purposes; this shows

a marked contrast from earlier representations that portrayed women as sexual objects, and

the long-standard feminist critique, “This ad objectifies women.” While in many ways this

shift represents an advance of feminist goals, Rosalind Gill cautions against too celebratory

a reading, as this sexual agency is often embedded in a larger regulatory apparatus, in that

“through sexual subjectification in . . . advertising [young women] must also now

understand their own objectification as pleasurable and self-chosen” (2008b, p. 45, emphasis

in original). She considers this shift to be critical in understanding postfeminist sensibility;

representational strategies once used on women are now taken up by women to construct

their own self-identities, seen, for example, in numerous lingerie ads in which women are

advised to wear sexy garments for themselves, as if being attractive to (heterosexual) men

is a collateral effect (Gill 2007). Gill summarizes, “Femininity here is powerful, playful and

narcissistic—less desiring of a sexual partner than empowered by the knowledge of her

own sexual attractiveness” (2008a, p. 438).

Postfeminism also incorporates an emphasis on individualism, choice, and

empowerment, consistent with neoliberal economic policies. Notions of structural or

cultural influence are handily dismissed while “every aspect of life is refracted through the

idea of personal choice and self-determination” (Gill 2007, p. 8). It is a reversal of the classic

second-wave feminist slogan and philosophy, the personal is political: in postfeminism, the

political is strictly personal (Lois McNay , cited in Gill 2007). It presumes women’s choices are

always freely made, from presumably equal positions.

In addition, the makeover paradigm is central to postfeminism. Women must seek

and follow the advice of experts to reform their inadequate lives, usually through an

increase or change in consumer behaviors. Consumerism is embedded in postfeminism. For

instance, Michelle M. Lazar (2009b) describes a pervasive sense of “entitled femininity” in

postfeminist beauty product ads. US readers will readily recall one well-known cosmetic

company’s slogan that keenly illustrates entitled femininity: “because I’m worth it.”

Postfeminism also reasserts sexual difference, and the idea that sexual difference is natural

and essential. Discourses of natural sexual difference are frequently bolstered by recent

interest in evolutionary psychology and developments in genetic research (Gill 2007).

It is from this framework of postfeminism as a sensibility that I approach genealogical

analysis of the discourses of menstrual suppression and contraceptive advertising. Close

examination of postfeminist media culture is necessary to mitigate its sway. I have chosen

to focus on the discourse of pharmaceutical advertisements, rather than self-help texts

or discourses of institutionalized medicine, because advertisements reach far more

potential candidates for menstrual suppression than other forms of discourse, and in

a visually oriented, mediated society, are far more influential.

I take a material-semiotic approach to these ads, recognizing that representation

does not supersede materiality nor does materiality supersede representation (Nancy

Tuana 1996). In Gill’s terms, this approach “understands representations as not merely

representing the world, but as constitutive and generative” (2008a, p. 41). This analytic

method is interdisciplinary, and generally follows Stuart Hall’s model of cultural analysis in
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three interconnected phases: (1) close, textual analysis of cultural material; (2) consideration

of the effects of the cultural material on the society; and (3) placement of the material in its

specific social and cultural contexts to produce an interpretation of cultural meaning and

significance (Stuart Hall n.d.).

Media scholars have long asserted the importance of examining advertisements

closely and taking their messages seriously, as advertising is a powerful ideological force with

sociocultural consequences beyond the corporate bottom line (Robert Goldman 1992; Jean

Kilbourne 1999; Matthew P. Mcallister 1996; Judith Williamson 1978). Arguably, advertising

fulfills a social function today comparable to that of art or religion in previous eras. Gillian

Dyer (1988) has called it a modern form of cultural mythology, providing simple scripts and

stories to guide behavior and convey values and beliefs. Like other easily accessible texts of

television, ads have a role in shaping identity, and postfeminist identity is no exception.

Advertising must be seen as a significant component of postfeminist media culture. As

Goldman’s (Goldman 1992; Robert Goldman, Deborah Heath & Sharon L. Smith 1991) work

has shown, the commodity logic of advertising has been re-framing feminist discourse for

years: the attempts to “choreograph a non-contradictory unification of feminism and

femininity have given rise to an aesthetically depoliticized feminism” (Goldman, Heath &

Smith 1991, p. 334). This commodity feminism is pervasive in contemporary advertising.

It is also thoroughly enmeshed in the practices Joshua Gunn and Mary Douglas

Vavrus (2010) have labeled the gyniatric apparatus. Following the logic of Foucauldian

discipline, the gyniatric apparatus is comprised of practices and discourses that define and

frame the female body as pathological or otherwise in nearly constant need of

maintenance. Examples include dieting, birth control, breast self-exams, various personal

hygiene habits, affirmative action policies for women—in short, it is

a discursive logic that . . . defines the female body as a fundamentally abject body and

regulates a population of these bodies in various ways: most recently in ways specifically

tied to menstruation, deploying postfeminism and its rhetoric of self-empowerment to

accomplish this task. (Gunn & Vavrus 2010, pp. 113–114)

It is this implicit logic of the gyniatric apparatus in conjunction with postfeminism that

makes these advertisements—especially pharmaceutical ads—so insidious. Like other

postfeminist texts (Carisa R. Showden 2009), they become part of ongoing struggles over

definitions of feminism.

As Gill’s analyses of postfeminism (2007, 2008b) suggest, critical ideological analysis is

crucial; postfeminism has displaced feminism in many discursive realms, creating a new

female/feminine subject: “This new postfeminist figure highlights the way in which power

and ideology operate through the construction of subjects, not through top-down

imposition but through negotiation, mediation, resistance and articulation” (2008b, p. 439).

Following Stuart Hall, Gill (2008b) asks us to consider how new subjects take hold

ideologically, simultaneously becoming material, discursive, and affective phenomena. One

way to engage this process is close reading of postfeminist texts, such as these

advertisements and other admonitions to suppress menstruation.

Selling Drugs, Selling Disease

Direct-to-consumer (DTC) pharmaceutical ads are a prime example of what Angela

McRobbie terms “the encroachment by commercial forces on the role and authority of the
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various institutions which have, in the past, presided over the lives and conduct of young

women and girls” and “consumer culture as a regime of truth” (2008, p. 532). The

pharmaceutical industry is among the most profitable industries in the United States, with

Americans spending more than $307 billion in 2010—up from $117 billion annually ten

years earlier (CNN 2001; IMS Institute for Healthcare Infomatics 2011), and DTC drug ads are

selling far more than drugs. As numerous critics have charged, they also sell ideas of what

constitutes illness and health (Roy Moynihan & Alan Cassels 2005).

Until the FDA loosened advertising regulations in 1985, prescription drugs could be

advertised only to physicians. Initially, DTC ads appeared mostly in newspapers and

magazines because of the requirement that ads must include a summary of side effects and

contraindications, as well as be clear and specific about the purpose of the drug. It was

difficult to include all of the required detail in the time frame of a broadcast advertising

spot. After the FDA relaxed those requirements in 1997, permitting the ads to mention only

“major” side effects, as long as a source of more detailed information was provided (such as

a website or toll-free phone number), the frequency of DTC ads on television increased (Lisa

Belkin 2001; Robert A. Bell, Richard L. Kravitz & Michael S. Wilkes 2000). In the calendar year

2004, drug companies spent more than $4 billion in DTC advertising (Rich Thomaselli 2006).

Many of the best-selling medications in the US are not those that treat diseases,

but drugs that manage conditions that have come to be seen as risks (David Healy 2000),

such as hypertensives for high blood pressure, decongestants for allergy symptoms, and

statins for high cholesterol. These are known as lifestyle drugs: they are pharmaceuticals

taken not to relieve or cure a medical condition, but to improve one’s quality of life. They

are among the most heavily advertised pharmaceutical products. The market for lifestyle

drugs is currently estimated at $23 billion and growing.

The history of the birth control pill and its social impact, including its emergence as the

first lifestyle drug and its political history as a tool of population control, is well documented

(Laura Briggs 2010; Laura Eldridge 2010; Chana Ghazit 1999; Michelle Goldberg 2010; Elaine

Tyler May 2010; Andrea Tone 2001). It has been available in the US since 1958, and although

the strength and specific formulations have varied, it is the only drug known simply as “the

pill.” The new formulations marketed explicitly for stopping menstruation, such as

Seasonique and Lybrel, are composed of levonorgestrel and ethinyl estradiol and thus

are chemically very similar to most other oral contraceptives currently on the market. The

difference is that Seasonique is taken on a ninety-one-day regimen (eighty-four days of active

pills plus seven days of a lower-dose formulation) and Lybrel is taken continuously for 365

days whereas traditional oral contraceptives are based on a twenty-eight-day regimen

(twenty-one days of active pills followed by seven days of placebos). With any type of pill, the

user will experience a withdrawal bleed during the days she takes inactive pills or no pill at all.

Oral contraceptives, and other hormonal methods of birth control such as Depo-

Provera injections, vaginal inserts, and skin patches, work by suppressing ovulation. The

increase and consistency of hormonal levels mimic those of pregnancy, so the pituitary

gland does not trigger the hormone process that leads to ovulation. The abrupt decrease in

hormonal levels when the pills are stopped (or the patch or insert removed) causes the

endometrial lining to begin disintegration and expulsion; because the uterine lining is

thinner than it would be during an unmedicated menstrual cycle, this withdrawal bleed is

often much lighter in duration and intensity than spontaneous menstrual flow (Linda

S. Potter 2001). Technically speaking, all birth control pills eliminate the menstrual period

for as long as a woman is taking them.
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Seasonique’s precursor, Seasonale, a product of Barr Labs, first received Federal Drug

Administration (FDA) approval for use as a cycle-stopping contraceptive in 2003. As I’ve

already noted, the idea of using contraceptives to regulate menstruation was not new;

Coutinho’s book had publicized the idea widely in US media in outlets as varied as NPR,

Newsweek, Cosmopolitan, and daily newspapers in many cities. The practice of skipping

the week of placebo pills had long been known to physicians and many pill users as

“the honeymoon trick” (Elizabeth A. Kissling 2006). Seasonique, the next generation of

cycle-stopping contraceptives, by this time controlled by Barr subsidiary Duramed, received

FDA approval in 2006. Its formula is the same as Seasonale, at 0.15 mg of levonorgestrel,

a synthetic progestogen and 0.03 mg of ethinyl estradiol, but instead of placebo tablets for

a seven-day hormone-free interval, Seasonique users take seven days of 0.01 mg of ethinyl

estradiol (Barr Labs 2006).

Israeli pharmaceutical company Teva acquired Duramed and its parent company, Barr,

in 2008 (Cincinnati Business Courier 2008). The drug continues to sell well, with the most

recent data available indicating strong annual sales of $110 million for the twelve months

ending 30 April, 2011, but that is a moving target as generic versions became available in the

summer of 2011. Watson, a competing drug manufacturer, introduced a generic version,

known as AmethiaTM, after Duramed’s requested injunction alleging patent infringement

was denied by the US Court of Appeals (PR Newswire 2011). CamreseTM, the authorized

generic version produced by Teva, was announced the same day (Business Wire 2011).

Seasonique: Re-Punctuate Your Life

Current television commercials for birth control pills merge seamlessly with other

postfeminist cultural texts. It is not unusual to see them during television programs that

share a postfeminist sensibility targeted at female audiences, such as Grey’s Anatomy and

the Rachael Ray Show—or nearly any program on the Lifetime and Oxygen networks. The

2009 Seasonique commercial (still widely aired in 2011) with the tagline “Re-punctuate your

life with fewer periods” displays several characteristics of the postfeminist sensibility

identified by Gill and McRobbie. A transcript of this ad (Example 1) follows:1

Woman 1: Who says all birth control pills have to be the same?

Who says?

Woman 2: Who says you have to have twelve periods a year on the pill?

Who says?

Woman 3: Did you know?

Woman 4: Did you know?

Woman 5: Did you know that when you’re on a birth control pill, there is no medical

need to have a monthly period?

Woman 6: Like other birth control pills, Seasonique is 99 percent effective when you

take it every day. But instead of getting your period every month, you get

it every three months.

Woman 3: That’s four periods a year.

Woman 2: My doctor told me I’m more likely to have bleeding or spotting between

periods.

Woman 7: This can be slight, to a flow like a regular period, and should decrease

over time.
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Woman 6: Like other birth control pills, prescription Seasonique has serious risks,

including blood clots, stroke, and heart attack.

Woman 4: Smoking increases these risks, especially if you’re over thirty-five.

Woman 7: If you’ve ever had any of these conditions, certain cancers, of if you could

be pregnant, you should not take the Pill.

Woman 1: The Pill does not protect against HIV or STDs.

Woman 4: Get all the facts at Seasonique dot com.

Woman 6: Who says that time of the month has to be every month?

Who says?

Woman 5: Who?

Woman 1: Who?

Woman 2: Re-punctuate your life with fewer periods. Ask for Seasonique.

Unlike an earlier 2008 ad for Seasonique (discussed below), this commercial lacks

a conventional narrative logic and instead juxtaposes images of seven different women

engaged in various labor and leisure activities, cutting quickly from one to the next. The

refrain, who says?, repeated eight times in the sixty-second spot, serves as an indirect means

of taking feminism into account, in McRobbie’s terms (2004), and rejecting it. Who says?

invites the viewer to question authority while cleverly avoiding mention of any specific

authoritative source. The implied authorities dictating the rules of menstruation could be

feminist activists, institutionalized Western medicine, or even Mother Nature (who is

coincidentally currently portrayed as the enemy of women in a series of Tampax ads

launched in 2009). It is the act of questioning authority, a common feminist value that is

important. “Who says you have to have twelve periods a year on the pill?” It doesn’t matter

“who says,” because you don’t have to listen. You’re an individual. You make decisions for

yourself.

The repetition of Who says? by six different women reinforces the individual woman’s

right to consumer choice, a key element of both postfeminism and neoliberalism. The

question also urges the potential pill taker to seize control of her body with this act of

defiance. Self-definition and control over one’s body have long been key feminist values.

Any contradiction between control over one’s body and submission to the medical –

industrial complex for a prescription is elided in this commodity feminism.

The text is spoken by six different women throughout the sixty-second spot. All are

conventionally attractive and slender, and all but one appear to be white. Most are shown

in close-ups, actively engaged in work or hobbies such as camping, sailing, painting. None

are shown together, and there is no indication that they have any kind of relationship with

one another. Thus the message of individuality is reinforced, and the potential for collective

action dismissed.

In two of the scenarios, a man is present in the background, positioned as the

woman’s partner and subtly referencing sexual difference and heterosexuality. Along with

an increased sexualization of culture, the reinforcement of sexual difference is a key

component of postfeminist sensibility. This is only obliquely referenced in the Seasonique

ad, but it is clearly present. Contemporary discourses of sexual difference have been

influenced by popular interest in evolutionary psychology, among other forces. This

dovetails neatly with several common arguments for menstrual suppression.
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Natural Menstruation

Advocates of menstrual suppression frequently draw upon an anthropological

argument to assert that regular, cyclic menstruation is not natural (Laura Jones 2011). The

basis of this argument is the infrequency of menstruation among our prehistoric ancestors.

For example, Elsimar M. Coutinho, one of the early advocates of menstrual suppression (and

not coincidentally, one of the developers of Depo-Provera for contraception), discusses

Paleolithic women’s reproductive practices in his best-selling 1999 book, Is Menstruation

Obsolete? Paleolithic women probably did not reach menarche until age eighteen or later,

and were likely to have been impregnated soon after their first ovulation.

From the onset of ovulation, they were constantly pregnant, breast-feeding, or both.

During pregnancy and breast-feeding they would remain anovulatory and would

therefore have been free from menstruation, not only up to the menarche, but for most of

the time until death. (Elsimar M. Coutinho 1999, pp. 65 –66)

Coutinho documents numerous menstrual maladies, such as premenstrual syndrome,

anemia, endometriosis, dysmenorrhea, and menstrual migraine, combined with the

anthropological inferences about the menstruation of our Paleolithic ancestors, and

concludes “The attitude that menstruation is a ‘natural event’ and therefore beneficial to

women in some way has no basis in scientific fact” (1999, p. 163).

Anita Nelson (2006), another physician advocate of menstrual suppression through

hormonal contraception, writes, “[c]hanges in reproductive patterns—such as marrying

later, bearing fewer children, and breast-feeding for shorter intervals—mean that modern

women have many more menstrual periods than did their predecessors” (2006, p. S1). Diana

Kroi (2004), a physician in favor of what she terms “menstrual management,” puts the

lifetime total for women in industrialized nations at approximately 450 periods during

a lifetime. She contrasts this with the approximately one hundred periods in a lifetime

experienced by modern women living in agrarian cultures. Patricia Sulak, professor of

gynecology at Texas A&M medical school simply says, “Women are having too many

periods today” (quoted in Alexis Grant 2007).

The frequent comparison to the menstrual patterns of our Paleolithic ancestors is

troubling. Like enthusiasts for the Paleo Diet, these advocates are highly selective of which

elements of Paleolithic life should be idealized and emulated. To illustrate, consider that

Paleolithic women rarely lived past age thirty. This surely was a factor in the low number of

menstrual periods they had. Note also that Paleolithic women did not engage in such

“unnatural” practices as shaving their legs, having their pubic hair removed with hot wax,

or deliberately starving themselves to conform to an idealized body type. These practices

all carry health risks, yet contemporary American women are widely encouraged to

practice all three.

The Seasonique ad does not directly reference this argument from evolution,

focusing instead on the apparent medical rationale for menstrual suppression. “Did you

know that when you’re on a birth control pill, there is no medical need to have a monthly

period?” asks one of the young women approximately half-way through the 2009

Seasonique ad. This is another common claim of advocates for menstrual suppression. One

of the rhetorical strategies used to construct the absence of menstruation as natural is

distinguishing a “pill period” from a menstrual period. For example, the current website for

Seasonique asserts that “a ‘pill period’ is the bleeding women experience when they’re on
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a birth control pill. Unlike a menstrual period, the bleeding is not caused by the shedding of

the built-up layers of the uterus, it is caused by hormone withdrawal.” Kroi (2004) refers to

the withdrawal bleed as a “fake period.” These definitions position the period one has while

taking the pill as qualitatively different from a “real” menstrual period. Laura Mamo and

Jennifer Ruth Fosket (2009) argue that discourses such as these construct menstruation

while taking oral contraceptives as an artifact of the drug; a side effect. This has the effect of

normalizing the use of cycle-stopping contraceptives and making the elimination of these

unnatural periods seem eminently reasonable.

Ironically, when the pill was first introduced in the early 1960s, the cyclic withdrawal

bleed was used to make hormonal contraception seem more natural to physicians and to

pill users—and to the Catholic Church (Ghazit 1999; Malcolm Gladwell 2000; Tone 2001).

The three weeks on, one week off dosing was intended to mimic typical menstrual patterns,

as well as to allow users to determine whether the method was working. Pregnancy tests in

those days were considerably more complicated and expensive than those available today.

Obstetrician John Rock, one of the initial developers who happened to be a practicing

Catholic, argued that because the pill suppressed ovulation with chemicals that closely

resembled the body’s own, the Church should not consider it unnatural (Ghazit 1999; Tone

2001). He was reportedly devastated by the 1968 release of the papal encyclical entitled

Humanae Vitae (“Of Human Life”), in which Pope Paul VI officially labeled the pill a form of

artificial contraception (Ghazit 1999). Although Catholic women chose to use the pill in

numbers comparable to other faiths (and continue to do so), the discursive identification of

the pill as an artificial method of birth control remained influential.

But it really isn’t accurate to say that women who use oral contraceptives do not have

menstrual periods; their uterine lining is shed on a cyclic basis, just as it is among women

who menstruate spontaneously. Pill users tend to have lighter menstrual flow, as well as

fewer menstrual cramps, but both occur. More importantly, regular vaginal bleeding on oral

contraceptives is experienced as menstruation by women (Christine Hitchcock 2009).

Women seldom describe their menstrual experience on contraceptives as withdrawal

bleeds or fake periods.

Notably, the Seasonique ad does not promise to eliminate menstruation but to

reduce its frequency to four times a year. Seasonique encourages women to “re-punctuate”

their lives; that is, to rearrange the periods. Additionally, the ads are required to make the

announcement that irregular bleeding may occur, which “can be slight, to a flow like

a regular period, and should decrease over time.” (The ads neglect to mention just how

frequently this irregular bleeding occurs: for example, fewer than 35 percent of the women

participating in clinical trials for Lybrel completed the study, with most dropping out due to

the unpredictable bleeding (David F. Archer, Jeffrey T. Jensen, Julia V. Johnson, Hannah

Borisute, Gary S. Grub & Ginger D. Constantine 2006; Wyeth Pharmaceuticals 2007).)

It should be noted that the health risks and benefits of long-term use of hormonal

contraceptives for menstrual suppression are still subject to debate. While many

researchers and clinicians endorse the practice, citing the pill’s fifty-year track record, others

are skeptical, noting the clinical evidence of potential increased risk of osteoporosis, stroke,

and certain cancers (Kissling 2006). For example, the Society for Menstrual Cycle Research

has called for more research, especially on its long-term impact on breast, bone, and

cardiovascular health. The Society recognizes legitimate medical uses of contraceptives for

menstrual suppression, but “caution[s] against its use as ‘a lifestyle choice’ until safety is

firmly established” (Society For Menstrual Cycle Research 2007).
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Birth control pills have been used for decades with relative safety by millions of

women, but there is no precedent for continuous use of such large doses of synthetic

hormones from the teen years to menopause. Women currently use oral contraceptives

from their teens until their late twenties or early thirties, when they typically complete their

families, and then they choose a more permanent method of contraception (tubal ligation

or partner vasectomy). The long-term effects of an extra nine weeks per year of these

hormones for as many as twenty additional years aren’t known. Meanwhile Seasonique and

similar products are now presented to consumers as lifestyle drugs that women will want to

use from menarche to menopause—and something they’ll need to continue to buy from

menarche to menopause.

Seasonique: Emotional and Logical

In the 2008 television ad for Seasonique, we see the menstruating woman portrayed as

divided between her logical side and her emotional side, represented by the same woman

dressed in different outfits. The emotional side tries to persuade the logical side that

Seasonique is what they both need, but Logical is skeptical of the wisdom of allowing only

four periods. Emotional brings a doctor to offer support for her case. Rather, she supplies

a “doctor dramatization,” as the ad’s subtitle clarifies (this apparently means an actor wearing

a white lab coat). The pretend doctor explains, “There’s no medical need to have a period on

the pill. Lots of women are having four periods a year.” Logical does additional research on her

laptop computer while Emotional flits about the room in a carefree, childlike dance. Soon,

Logical is convinced to choose Seasonique despite the risks.2

Like the 2009 ad, this earlier commercial positions Seasonique as a personal choice,

one that the neoliberal, postfeminist woman is entitled to make for herself. Although her

logical side is skeptical about the possibility of fewer periods, her decision is contested only

within herself. She makes the decision using rational, consumer criteria, in keeping with

neoliberal values. This ad also obliquely references sexual difference. In addition to

repeating the apparent medical rationale for menstrual suppression—“Did you know that

when you’re on a birth control pill, there is no medical need to have a monthly period?”—

this commercial offers up a classic stereotype of women and PMS with its split of identity

into logical and emotional. Menstruating women are widely stereotyped as emotional,

suggesting that of course it is logical to suppress menstruation. The logic of the choice to

suppress menstruation is emphasized three times: first, in letting the logical half of the

personality make the decision, rather than trusting the emotional side; second, in the

portrayal of Logical doing research before making a decision; and third, in direct address to

the viewer to “Learn more at Seasonique.com—or ask someone logical, like your health

care provider.” Comic Sarah Haskins noted that the role assignment in this ad reverses

conventional stereotypes, in that viewers would expect the emotional side to want to retain

the menstrual cycle “because as we all know, period time is when emotion is king, and

women go crazy” (Sarah Haskins 2008). Presumably, PMS and other emotional symptoms

will disappear along with menstrual flow now that Logical has decided to take Seasonique.

Like the “Who says?” ad, this ad minimizes the contraceptive function of Seasonique

in favor of the side effects. The narrative makes it clear that the contraceptive effectiveness

of Seasonique is the same as other pills, yet this pill is different. Emotional’s first proposal to

Logical is the simple statement, “It’s Seasonique. It’s different.” Although Logical first shoots

her down with, “you know how I feel about different,” she is ultimately persuaded to

10 ELIZABETH ARVEDA KISSLING

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
liz

ab
et

h 
A

rv
ed

a 
K

is
sl

in
g]

 a
t 0

9:
44

 1
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
13

 

Seasonique.com


choose Seasonique. The superficial reasons to take (or switch) birth control positions this

prescription medication as just another consumer product, a choice among numerous

competing products.

The Politics of the Postfeminist Body

The docile body (Michel Foucault 1977) portrayed in these ads has political meaning:

cultural rules and norms are written upon the body. The idealized feminine body in these

ads for contraceptives does not menstruate, or does so only under narrow, controlled

conditions. The spontaneity of menstruation, with its potential for leaks, unwanted swelling

or bloating, and heightened emotions, would damage one’s self-presentation as a rational

and self-regulating subject, the ideal neoliberal subject. In their discussion of the role of

television makeover programs in regulating the abject female body, Jessica Ringrose and

Valerie Walkerdine (2008) note that in the present neoliberal context, the workplace

demands subjects that can adapt to constant change and uncertainty. The responsibility for

regulation, for discipline, whether psychic or physical or financial, falls to the individual.

Cycle-stopping contraceptives can be seen as a discipline in the Foucauldian sense—one

that increases the economic and sexual utility of the body while potentially diminishing its

force as a political power. Foucault noted that disciplinary methods are usually developed

in response to particular needs; the docile, non-menstruating body is well-suited for market

success in a neoliberal economy.

However, neoliberalism is more than an economic structure; it is a philosophy with

political and social impact beyond the marketplace. A market rationale governs all decision

making (Wendy Brown 2005; Treanor 2005). “[N]eoliberalism normatively constructs and

interpellates individuals as rational, calculating creatures whose moral autonomy is

measured by their capacity for ‘self-care’—the ability to provide for their own needs and

service their own ambitions” (Brown 2005, p. 42). Gill (2008a) has further suggested that

the female subject constructed in postfeminist media culture is the ideal neoliberal subject.

Postfeminism and neoliberalism are both centered on discourses of choice, agency,

and empowerment—tropes well-understood and exploited in the advertising industry

(Gill 2008b). Ads must capture the attention of and flatter the consumer who sees herself as

too smart to be taken in by advertising. This anti-advertising technique was pioneered in

the mid-1990s by Sprite (a Coca-ColaTM product) in their “Image is nothing. Obey your thirst”

campaign (and featured in Douglas Rushkoff’s 2001 film, The Merchants of Cool, as an

example of how corporate advertising appropriates youth culture to appeal to young

people). The same kind of anti-advertising was deployed in 2010, in the extremely

successful U by Kotex campaign that mocked traditional tampon advertising to sell a new

line of colorfully wrapped tampons.

Postfeminism resonates with neoliberal values, in which it is seen as “a moral duty of

human beings, to arrange their lives to maximize their advantage on the labor market”

(Treanor 2005). Examples include the college student who chooses a major and even

extracurricular activities based on perceived “employability,” pundits and voters who favor

political candidates for their “electability” rather than their positions, and the professional—

male or female—who uses cosmetic surgery or hair dye to maintain a more youthful

appearance. Eliminating menstruation and its potential for physical symptoms of pain or

discomfort as well as its unpredictability creates a more productive female body for use in

the marketplace. Much like cosmetic surgery or hair color, the promotion of menstrual
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suppression is couched in the language of freedom, choice, individuality, and feeling good

about oneself. The gyniatric apparatus requires that one’s performance of femininity be

freely chosen (Gill 2008a; Gunn & Vavrus 2010).

Conclusions: Prescription for Postfeminism

These ads for cycle-stopping contraceptives minimize the contraceptive function of

the pill, emphasizing what Goldman (1992) calls the exchange value of the product, rather

than the utility value, or the practical use of the product, using the rhetoric of postfeminism

to do so. The ads state clearly that Seasonique’s effectiveness at pregnancy prevention is

the same as other birth control pills. This means advertisements for oral contraceptives, as

with other product categories in which there is little difference among brands, must find

another way to differentiate the product. Advertisers strive to associate their products with

social meanings, usually fun, sexuality, wealth, health, and status. Seasonique ads position

this pill as the rational choice of the postfeminist, neoliberal woman. As these ads explicitly

claim, the reason to take Seasonique is not for contraceptive utility, but for its other effects:

the way it will transform your life by eliminating regular monthly menstruation. In this way,

contraceptives become part of the makeover paradigm of postfeminist sensibility.

Feminist critiques of advertising have traditionally focused on the objectification of

women in ads, and justifiably so. But this is no longer the only role for women in advertising;

many advertisements of the twenty-first century place women in a subject position.

However, this new subjectivity is constrained by the neoliberal values of postfeminism.

Current television campaigns for Seasonique effectively position these cycle-stopping

contraceptives as a means of embodying these values. These ads, along with those for

other pharmaceutical products marketed to women (e.g. Gunn & Vavrus 2010; Kissling 2006;

Mamo & Fosket 2009; Kristin A. Swenson 2010), contribute to a gyniatric apparatus that

defines the female body as abject and in need of transformation and regulation.

The woman who uses Seasonique is a sexual subject in control of her body. Through

her choice to take this birth control pill rather than others, she is able to keep her feminine

body under easy surveillance and maintain sexual and economic availability to others. With

the discipline of cycle-stopping contraceptives, she can maintain a docile body that is not

disruptive of the neoliberal economy or neoliberal state—nor is it disruptive of the

demands of patriarchy.

NOTES

1. At the time of writing, this commercial can be viewed on YouTube at http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v¼6xsnKcNgZW8.

2. At the time of writing, this commercial can be viewed on YouTube at http://www.youtube.

com/watch?v¼YC_glEb4X5U.
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