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Too clean for comfort? 
Women's World By Dr NOR ASHIKIN MOKHTAR

From cosmetics, skincare products, beauty treatments, 
health supplements, massages and spa treatments, women 
today appreciate the value of feeling fresh and beautiful 
inside out. – Filepic

The vagina has a self-cleansing system 
that can be disrupted by regular douching.

WOMEN today are a privileged lot. With 
equal access to education, career 
advancements and personal development, 
most women today feel empowered and 
confident.

This has brought about social and economic 
changes to the general population, as women 
today have more purchasing power than 
before. Having more to spend also translates 
into bigger investments in the self, such as 
spending on health, beauty and wellness.

From cosmetics, skincare products, beauty 
treatments, health supplements, massages 
and spa treatments, women today appreciate 
the value of feeling fresh and beautiful inside 
out.

This rising awareness has inspired new products in the market targeted specifically at modern urban 
women, such as scented or beautifully designed sanitary napkins, disposable panties, coloured contact 
lenses and more.

Although these consumer products that are mostly for aesthetic purposes are basically harmless, the same 
cannot be said about vaginal douches. More women today are douching, partly because they are 
misinformed about its use, and also because they are not aware of how their vaginas function.

Private talk

Most Asian women are uncomfortable talking about their vagina, and will only see a doctor when they are 
unable to withstand the pain or discomfort of vagina-related problems.

Like the digestive tract, the vaginal 
tract also houses friendly bacteria 
known as lactobacilli, which 
produces hydrogen peroxide that 
protects the vagina naturally from 
harmful bacteria.

Common problems include vaginal yeast infection, bacterial vaginosis, 
vaginitis (inflammation) and trichomoniasis (parasite infection). 

Treatment is easily available through medications, and women who 
have been through them will wonder why they did not seek medical 
attention earlier, instead of suffering the pain, itch and smelly 
discharge needlessly.

 On another end of the spectrum are women who are so hygiene-
conscious that they feel the need to clean the vagina the same way 
they clean other parts of the body. That was how the douche came 
about.

The word “douche’’ is French for wash or soak. First used in the 18th 
century, the douche is a small device that squirts cleaning liquids into 
the vagina to clean, deodorise and eliminate harmful bacteria. Most 
commercial douches contain water, baking soda, vinegar, iodine, 
artificial fragrances and antiseptic substances.



Douching was popularised in the early 20th century as a birth control method, although the practice is 
mainly confined to women in lower income populations or who had multiple sexual partners.

Women use douches for various reasons, such as to keep the vagina clean on a regular basis, or for 
internal cleansing after the menstrual period or sexual intercourse. Many believe that the antiseptic content 
of douches help eliminate germs in the vaginal tract that may cause vaginal infections, bad odour or 
discharge.

Some even believe that douching can prevent pregnancies by “washing out” or killing the sperm emitted 
during intercourse, while others think that douching will prevent sexually-transmitted diseases.

All these have been found to be untrue. The fact is, douching does more harm than good, and should be 
avoided.

Dangers of douching

The vagina, like the rest of the body, is designed with an automatic self-regulatory system. The pH level of 
four keeps the internal conditions slightly acidic, which makes it unfriendly to many harmful bacteria.

Like the digestive tract, the vaginal tract also houses friendly bacteria known as lactobacilli, which produces 
hydrogen peroxide that protects the vagina naturally from harmful bacteria.

That is why vaginal infections are more likely to occur after a bout of illness when antibiotics were taken. 
Antibiotics affect the natural balance of bacterial flora in the vaginal tract, making it easier for bad bacteria 
to take over and cause trouble. 

Instead of preventing pregnancy as 
commonly believed, douching actually helps 
to push semen further up the vagina, 
increasing the chances of pregnancy. – AFP

Cleaning the vagina tract with a douche removes the good 
bacteria, creating an imbalance that predisposes women to 
infections. Instead of preventing vaginal infections, douching 
provides harmful germs easier access to the cervix, uterus and 
fallopian tubes.

Various studies have shown that bacterial vaginosis, 
endometriosis and pelvic inflammatory disease are more 
common among women who douche regularly. This may lead to 
more serious consequences such as infertility, or even death in 
severe cases.

Instead of preventing pregnancy as commonly believed, 
douching actually helps to push semen further up the vagina, 
increasing the chances of pregnancy. The problem is that it may 
result in the semen fertilising the egg at the fallopian tubes, 
leading to an etopic pregnancy that can lead to complications 
such as miscarriages or sterilisation.

Cleaning the vagina

The fact is, the vagina does not need special cleaning because it is meant to be self-cleansing.

Like the nose or sinus cavities, the vagina’s mucous is meant as an internal cleanser, transporting bacteria 
and other germs out of the vagina tract.

If you still feel that you need to clean your private parts to get rid of odour or discharge, just use normal 
water to clean the exterior parts (perineum) to avoid disrupting the natural balance of bacterial flora in the 
vagina tract.

Washing the perineum with water after every toilet use will help keep odours away, but be sure to clean 
from front to back. 

To prevent vaginal infections, practise a healthy lifestyle, with plenty of exercise, a balanced diet, and 
managing stress levels. If you smoke, stop. Vaginal infections usually indicate that the immune system is 
not working well due to stress, poor diet or lack of sleep.



If you frequently have vaginal infections, speak to your doctor about taking a course of probiotics and 
prebiotics, which can help increase the levels of good bacteria in the digestive system and vagina tract.

We need to treat the vagina with respect because it is an important part of the reproductive system.

Douching or over-cleaning it with harsh chemicals is an abuse of the vagina and should not be continued.

Tips on how to prevent vaginal odour

> Try not to wear tight-fitting clothing like “skinny” jeans and especially, pantyhose, too often. (If these are 
worn, wear them one day, then allow a day for the vagina to be able to “breathe” before wearing them 
again.)

> Water is best for cleaning the vagina. Do not wash the vagina excessively with fragrant body washes or 
vaginal douches.

> Change your pads/tampons often during your menses.

> Eat a healthy diet with lots of fresh fruits, vegetables and foods with natural bacteria such as yoghurt.

Datuk Dr Nor Ashikin Mokhtar is a consultant obstetrician & gynaecologist (FRCOG, UK). For further 
information, visit www.primanora.com. The information provided is for educational and communication 
purposes only and it should not be construed as personal medical advice. Information published in this 
article is not intended to replace, supplant or augment a consultation with a health professional regarding 
the reader’s own medical care. The Star does not give any warranty on accuracy, completeness, 
functionality, usefulness or other assurances as to the content appearing in this column. The Star disclaims 
all responsibility for any losses, damage to property or personal injury suffered directly or indirectly from 
reliance on such information.
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