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Abstract

In August 1912 the first public toilet facilities for women were
opened in Meanjin (Brisbane). What could have been considered
a victory for the women of Brisbane was complicated by the fact
that it had taken a full ten years from when the facilities were first
proposed to when they were finally built, and their use required
both a fee and set hours of operation. The facilities’ construction was
part of a strenuous, but largely ineffective, scheme by the Brisbane
City Council to bolster women’s participation in civic life, which
rather than having an altruistic basis, was guided by an emerging
principle that women’s public influence was needed to domesticate
or ‘nurture’ city spaces. Women’s voices are all but absent from the
council’s planning and decision-making around the provision of
toilets, further complicating the notion that the accommodation
and wellbeing of women were driving factors in the council’s plans.
This article argues that rather than reflecting a victory for women’s
civic participation, the provision of public facilities was part of an
aspirational, patriarchal demonstration of good governance and
municipal beneficence by the Brisbane City Council, which served
to reinforce, rather than weaken, the extant gendered delineations in
Brisbane’s urban sphere.

* k%

In October 1882, through a letter to the editor of the Zelegraph, a Brisbane
resident raised their objection to the construction of a urinal at a busy
inner-city intersection because of the potential for its intolerable impact
upon women. The author believed that being subjected to ‘the sights,
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sounds, and smells, that are usual to these places’ while waiting for an
omnibus would be ‘decidedly objectionable’ for women and children.'
It was not until a full thirty years later, in 1912, that the first public toilet
facilities suitable for women were constructed in Brisbane. The absence of
public toilets was arguably far more objectionable and impactful to women’s
experiences in the urban sphere than the whiff of a urinal could ever be. The
lack of toilet facilities produced constraints on women’s ability to engage
in public life—limiting moments of public engagement to the time in
between bodily functions. Even when the toilets were finally constructed
in 1912, there were only two facilities to service a city of over 140,000,
and the conditional opening hours and small fee ensured they were not
genuinely accessible to all women. When the idea for their construction
was initially raised, it was not the genuine impact that lack of toilet access
had on women that was key in council discussions, but rather how the
failure to provide basic amenities for a significant part of the population—
a demographic that had recently been granted suffrage on a federal level—
reflected on the council.?

This article examines the construction of Brisbane’s first public bathrooms
for women from when their provision was first proposed in 1902 to their
eventual construction in 1912. Rather than viewing their construction as
a victory for women’s civic participation, or evidence of the weakening
of gendered divisions and demarcations within the public sphere, I argue
that the provision of women’s lavatories should instead be regarded as
an extension of a patriarchal management of urban space—part of the
aspirational models of city-building that situated the all-male city council
as the caretakers of women’s needs and mediators of their ‘acceptable’
involvement in the public sphere. Further, when public facilities for
women were provided, the nature of their operation, as fee-for-service with
regulated opening hours, ensured that they only remained accessible for
a certain class of person, excluding poor and working-class women. The
violent process of colonisation that saw the near-removal of Aboriginal

1 Télegraph, 11 October 1882, 3.
2 Only white women were able to vote post 1901—it was still several decades before Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women were permitted to vote.
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women from urban spaces implied that new the facilities were designed
for the use of white women only and that the toilet needs of Indigenous
women was of no concern to municipal managers.?

Through an analysis of the meeting minutes and mayoral reports of the
Brisbane City Council (BCC),* alongside public discussion and discourse
located in daily broadsheets and news sources, I demonstrate the highly
political and tokenistic approach to improving public amenities for
Brisbane’s women in the early-twentieth century and highlight how they
reflect male ideals rather than female needs. There is an acknowledged
absence of some voices in these sources, particularly of the poor and working
classes. The complex nexus created by the taboo nature of the subject and
its narrower visibility in historical records means that broader experiences
of bathroom access can only be inferred and educated guesses made. These
sources bring governmental process into contact with public opinion
as a means of highlighting the disconnect between public expectation
and municipal desire. As the records of the Brisbane City Council have
suffered considerable losses over the years, the occasionally sparse details
of the extant records are bolstered through reportage of council activities
in the daily broadsheets.

Interpreting Euphemisms

Interest in bathrooms as historical and contemporary urban landmarks
has waxed and waned in recent decades, influenced by broader scholastic
movements designed to reinscribe our cities to reflect historically
marginalised voices, such as women, people of colour, and queer people.
Yet recent scholarship demonstrates that public bathrooms and toilet

3 By the early twentieth century, the Queensland government had introduced highly discriminatory
Acts which allowed the state incredible control over the lives and movement of Aboriginal people. This
meant that their presence in urban spaces was a rarity and heavily monitored and controlled. For more on
the wide-reaching implications of this legislation see: Fiona Foley, Biting the Clouds: A Badtjala perspective on
The Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, 1897 (Chicago: University of Queensland
Press, 2020); Raymond Evans, Fighting Words: Writing About Race (St. Lucia: University of Queensland
Press, 1999); Kathy Frankland, ‘A Brief History of Government Administration of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Peoples in Queensland’, Records Guide Volume 1: A Guide to Queensland Government Records
Relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Queensland State Archives and Department of
Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, 1994).

4 During the period under investigation the name of the Corporation of Brisbane changed from the
‘Brisbane Municipal Council’ to the ‘Brisbane City Council’ in 1903. For clarity I have simply used
Brisbane City Council.
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facilities remain complicated and inequitable spaces even today. There is
an illuminating body of literature that considers the provision of public
toilet facilities for women around the turn of the twentieth century
(although one which predominantly considers Britain and countries within
the British Empire), and the complexity of public bathrooms is reflected
in the broad range of approaches to their examination. The identification
of shifting patterns of public/private in relation to gendered bodies is one
vital approach.’ Inclusive urban planning scholar Clara H. Greed’s key
text ‘Public Toilet Provision for Women in Britain: An Investigation of
Discrimination Against Urination’ demonstrates the awkward position of
public facilities for women in Britain, which she describes as not fitting
neatly into either medical or municipal authority. Greed attributes the
provision of public facilities for women during the Victorian and Edwardian
periods to preventative, public health programmes.® Architectural historian
Barbara Penner has made a considerable contribution to scholarship around
women’s public conveniences, both proximate and historic, by exploring the
juxtaposition of their intimacy alongside their ‘publicness’, and as indicators
of equality within an urban landscape.”

Penner’s work is reflective of a broader trend of symbiosis between historical
and modern scholarship on public toilets and amenities that highlights how
critical they are as a lens of social inquiry. Leslie Kern and Caroline Criado-
Perez illuminate in their all-too recent works how the design of cities, and
their designers and regulators, still often exclude or subjugate women—
intentionally or subconsciously.® Public bathrooms have been considered
through the relationship and negotiation of the queer community around
bathroom access and use—and the historical significance of bathrooms,
particularly to gay men—and the continued surveillance and over-policing

5  Annabel Cooper, Robin Law, Jane Malthus, and Pamela Wood, ‘Rooms of Their Own: Public
Toilets and Gendered Citizens in a New Zealand City, 1860-1940. Gender, Place and Culture: A Journal
of Feminist Geography 7, no. 4 (2000): 417-33.

6 Clara H. Greed, ‘Public Toilet Provision for Women in Britain: An Investigation of Discrimination
against Urination.” Women’s Studies International Forum 18, no. 5 (1995): 573-77.

7 Penner has written extensively on the matter. For examples see: Barbara Penner, Bathroom (London:
Reaktion Books Ltd, 2013); Barbara Penner, “The First Public Toilet? Rose Street, Soho.” Victorian
Review 39, no.1 (2013): 26-30; Barbara Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering: Women’s Public
Conveniences in Victorian London.” Journal of Design History 14, no.1 (2001): 35-51; Barbara Penner,
‘Researching Female Public Toilets: Gendered Spaces, Disciplinary Limits.” Journal of International
Women’s Studies 6, no.2 (2005): 81-98.

8  Leslie Kern, Feminist City: Claiming Space in a Man-Made World (Brooklyn: Verso, 2020); Caroline
Criado-Perez, Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men. (London: Chatto &
Windus, 2019).
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of gay beats.” Debates surrounding trans and gender diverse people’s access
to safe and accommodating public amenities are fierce and ongoing.'’ The
common thread that ties these works together are those of inequity and
restriction—of having lives and experiences limited by poor access to what

should be a basic right.

Rights and citizenship have figured heavily in historical examinations of
public amenities. In their 2022 article, ‘Public Toilets for Women: how
Female Municipal Councillors Expanded the Right to the City in Sweden,
c. 1910-1925°, Malin Arvidsson and Andrés Brink Pinto delve into the
notion of ‘rights’ in relation to public amenities. They demonstrate the
considerable influence of improved access to public toilets, particularly for
working class women."" Arvidsson and Pinto suggest that while, outwardly,
statchood and a woman’s civic citizenship appeared to be key drivers for
the lack of opposition to women’s facilities being built, the success of toilet
campaigns was based in the reaffirmation of gender norms which cast
women’s roles as mothers and in biological assumptions about women’s
bodies.'? Caroline Daley similarly considered civic participation as a facet
of public bathroom access in Auckland in the early twentieth century.”
Daley details how, unlike the Swedish example, public toilets for women
were subject to public debate and opposition. Daley employs Clara Greed’s
well-known moniker ‘sewer and drain feminists’ to describe the ‘tenacious’
women responsible for the eventual construction of public facilities for
women, some who were local councillors, but most women who existed
outside of ‘power structures’.'*

9 Sheila L. Cavanagh, Queering Bathrooms: Gender, Sexuality, and the Hygienic Imagination (Toronto:
University of Toronto Pres, 2010); Wickliffe Shreve, ‘Stall Wars: Sex and Civil Rights in the Public
Bathroom.” Law and Contemporary Problems 85, no.1 (2022) 127-50.

10  There is a wealth of recent literature, particularly arising from the United States, which examines
the topic of trans and gender diverse bodies and their use of public facilities. For examples see: Brian
S. Barnett, Ariana E. Nesbit, and Renée M. Sorrentino, “The Transgender Bathroom Debate at the
Intersection of Politics, Law, Ethics, and Science.” The Journal of the American Academy of Psychiatry
and the Law 46, no. 2 (2018): 232—41; Anon, ‘Constitutional Privacy and the Fight over Access to Sex-
Segregated Spaces.” Harvard Law Review 133, no. 5 (2020): 1684—1705; Jessen N. Foster, “Transcending
Sex: Protecting Transgender Access Through Federal Intervention.” Suffolk University Law Review 54, no. 2
(2021): 199.

11 Malin Arvidsson and Andrés Brink Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women: How Female Municipal
Councillors Expanded the Right to the City in Sweden, c. 1910-1925.” Women’s History Review 31, no. 3
(2022): 489-90.

12 Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 491.

13 Caroline Daley, ‘Flushed with Pride? Women’s Quest for Public Toilets in New Zealand.” Women’s
Studies Journal 16, no.1 (2000): 95-113.

14 Daley, ‘Flushed with Pride?’, 96.
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While this article examines how citizenship and civic participation
factored into the eventual establishment of public amenities for women
in Brisbane, it demonstrates how excluded women were from the process
of campaigning, planning, and constructing spaces meant to bolster their
engagement with the urban sphere and ease disruption to their lives. Instead,
this article considers how the provision of public bathroom facilities served
as a symbol of municipal beneficence and outward projections of ‘good
governance’ by an all-male city council, and therefore served to reinscribe,
rather than weaken, the gender delineations and demarcations that had
plagued Australian (and global) cities across the nineteenth century.
It questions whether the delayed provision of basic amenities for female-
sexed bodies can be considered a victory if it is born out of ingrained and
unchallenged paternal municipalism and served the political agenda of
‘progressive’ male politicians rather than the communities for which they
were intended to aid.

A Matter of Convenience... or lack thereof

That cities in the West have served as reflections of the practices and
aspirations of men is a well-accepted notion amongst urban scholars.”
This inherent gendering of cities ensured that by the turn of the twentieth
century, as women’s participation and presence in public space and the
public sphere began to increase, Australian cities were not well established
to accommodate their needs. New forms of retail and consumer culture—
such as window shopping—meant that women had more opportunities
than before to engage in street life and street behaviour in ‘respectable’
ways.'® In some cities, like Melbourne, this new consumerism was confined
by the construction of retail arcades, particularly in the later decades of the
nineteenth century."” Brisbane, with its comparatively small population, was
not considered a suitable environment for a dedicated shopping precinct,
and it was not until the prosperous interwar years that the shopping arcade
trend would truly flourish.'® Shopping arcades, along with department

15 Kern, Feminist City, 14-24.

16  Beverley Kingston, Basket, Bag and Trolley: A History of Shopping in Australia (Melbourne: Oxford
University Press Australia, 1994), 25-29.

17 Andrew May, Melbourne Street Life: The Itinerary of Our Days (Kew: Australian Scholarly Publishing,
1998), xviii, 46-47.

18 Judith Nissen, Pedestrian Passage and Consumer Dreamworlds: Shopping Arcades of Central Brisbane,
(Brisbane: Centre for Applied History and Heritage Studies, 2004), i.
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stores and restaurants, were some of the few places where toilets were
occasionally provided for customers and patrons, so their absence would
have been acutely felt."” It was not uncommon for restaurants and businesses
in Brisbane—particularly those targeted at women—to advertise their
inclusion of lavatories for women, suggesting it may have been a drawcard,
although one not accessible to many women due to cost.”

By the early twentieth century women were also participating more
frequently and actively in the workforce, marrying later, and remaining
independent for longer.*' In 1900, a new iteration of the Factories and Shops
Act (Qld) made it a requirement to provide sanitary conveniences for both
female and male employees for the first time—one for every fifteen women,
or twenty men.? This new requirement opened up new modes of informal
bathroom access for some women—appealing to the benevolence of the
female employees of shops for use of their lavatory. Cooper et al. posited
a few possibilities of other informal bodily evacuation, stressing, however,
that as a largely undocumented custom, speculation about toilet use must
be performed with considerable caution. They suggest that in Dunedin,
Aotearoa (New Zealand) lolly shops may have been a particular outlet,
being predominantly staffed by women—a practice they say has ‘endured
in folk memory’.” The homes of friends and acquaintances may have also
been a source of relief for some, assuming they had the social connections
to produce such a network. Penner also cautiously considers the types
of informal public toileting in London; for wealthy women with private
carriages, a chamber-pot stowed under a seat could be one such outlet.”
She suggests, however, that many women would have resorted to relying
on back-alleys and the nooks and crannies of the city to find a moment of
privacy and relief. It was this act that London Vestryman and playwright
George Bernard Shaw described as the ‘unmentionable suffering’ of women
in civic life in his 1909 essay “The Unmentionable Case for Women’s
Suffrage’, reflecting a broader shift towards consideration of women’s civic
participation permeating through the early twentieth century.”

19 Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 39; Peter C. Baldwin, ‘Public Privacy: Restrooms
in American Cities, 1869-1932. Journal of Social History 48, no. 2 (2014): 275.

20 Brisbane Courier, 22 December 1904, 2; Brisbane Courier, 30 March 1905, 2.

21 Queensland Past and Present: 100 Years of Statistics (Brisbane: Government Statistician’s Office,
1998), 135.

22 An Act to Amend the Law Relating to Factories and Shops Qld, 1900.

23 Cooper et al, ‘Rooms of Their Own’, 422.

24 Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 38.

25 Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 35, 38.
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Mothering Municipalism

In 1903, Brisbane Mayor Leslie Gordon Corrie used his annual mayoral
report to highlight the lack of municipal conveniences for ‘the gentler sex’
within the city of Brisbane.?® He said that the issue had been previously
drawn to the council’s attention, and had been under consideration, despite
the apparent lack of progress. One year later, when still no progress towards
the provision of public facilities for women had been made, Corrie again
used his annual report to reflect on the council’s shortcomings:

Man’s inhumanity to man is often preached. To what extent does he
sometimes fail to consider the weaker sex! The discreditable fact that
Brisbane has not a single public convenience of any kind for women
makes one feel with a recent writer on Municipal work that it is not
only paternal but maternal government which is requisite, that cities
‘want mothering before they can be redeemed’.”

Corrie’s nod to the ‘recent writer’ refers to English author on urban
social reform George Haw and his 1901 work 7o-days Work: Municipal
Government, The Hope of Democracy. Throughout his career, Haw wrote
widely on the social problems of urban spaces in Britain—in particular the
urban poor and working classes, overcrowding and housing crises, and the
role of governments as agents of moral reform.”® 7o-days Work was Haw’s
treatise on the need for local municipal governments to reclaim power and
authority from parliament and become the key arm of democracy in British
society.”” In it he pays particular attention to the role of women in civic
life, highlighting the importance of women being permitted to serve as
local councillors—something already in practice in the United Kingdom,
but not legislated in Queensland until 1920, and only for non-Indigenous
women.” However the section of Haw’s work that Corrie references in his
report—a chapter titled ‘Maternal Municipal Government—relates not to

26  Lesley Gordon Corrie, Cizy of Brisbane Mayoral Report 1902-03 (Brisbane: Nichols, Larwill and
Butler, 1903), 27.

27 Lesley Gordon Corrie, The Corporation of the City of Brisbane Mayoral Report, 1903-1904 (Brisbane:
Nichols, Larwill and Butler, 1904), 41.

28 George Haw, No Room to Live: The Plaint of Overcrowded London, 2nd ed. (London: Wells Gardner,
Darton and Co., 1900); George Haw, Britains Homes: A Study of the Empires Heart Disease (London:
‘The Clarion Press, 1902); George Haw, From Workhouse to Westminster: the Life Story of Will Crooks, M.P
(London: Cassell, 1907).

29 Haw, 70-Days Work, 11-22.

30 Joanne Scott and Ross Laurie. ‘Promise and Performance: The Queensland Elections Act 1915 and
Women’s Right to Stand for Parliament.” Queensland Review 12, no. 2 (2005): 52.



Immodest Successes

the role of women in government, but rather the maternal and feminine
role that governments should take in the lives of its citizens. Haw blamed
the dysfunction of urbanism on the paternalism of local governments,
claiming a maternal approach to municipalism could overcome the disorder,
as ‘a mother would never leave her children to starve and suffer as many
Municipalities leave their people’.’® While 7o-days Work does discuss the
role of women in civic life and municipal government more broadly, it is
through their supposed natural disposition as nurturing ‘housekeepers’ of a
city that their benefits to local councils is situated.* This positioning of
government as a maternal entity, particularly in a British context, has origins
in the early feminist movements, and the intrinsic relationship between
‘maternalists—those engaged in maternalistic feminism—and emerging
forms of social welfare.??

The position of the BCC, as active supporters of the provision of public
toilets for women, initially painted a picture of a progressive and justice-
minded municipal council. Campaigns by women’s organisations such as
the Women’s Progressive Club did not start with real gusto until after the
construction was proposed by the BCC, suggesting that the initial idea was
also devised unprompted and without considerable public pressure. This
perceived progressiveness is illuminating, especially when compared to
other studies of the provision of women’s bathrooms. Motions throughout
the 1910s to provide public conveniences for women in three of Sweden’s
largest cities were met and passed with minimal opposition, but the motions
were spearheaded by female councilwomen, not men.** Penner’s subtextual
analysis of the veiled discussions in early-twentieth-century meeting minutes
of London vestries regarding women’s public lavatories demonstrates the
unchecked sexism and classist attitudes of those responsible for providing
for women’s urban comfort.> When compared to the attitudes of the
London vestries the BCC appears to demonstrate a considerably more

31 Haw, To-Days Work, 104.

32 Haw, To-Day’s Work, 119-20.

33  Shaul Bar-Haim, 7he Maternalists, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021); Seth
Koven and Sonya Michel (1990) “Womanly Duties: Maternalist Politics and the Origins of Welfare States in
France, Germany, Great Britain, and the United States, 1880-1920." 7he American Historical Review 95, no. 4:
1076-1108.

34 Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 476-95.

35 Penner, A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 35-51.
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modern approach to women’s civic participation, however when the broader
motivations and aims of the council are considered a much more patriarchal
and paternalistic agenda emerges.

That Corrie’s takeaway from Haw’s work—that women needed more
public amenities—appears to be a fundamental misunderstanding of the
purpose of 70-day’s Work. Regardless, Corrie became the driving force behind
many of the BCC’s attempts at bolstering participation in civic life for
women in Brisbane. Alongside the proposed provision of public lavatories,
in 1903 Corrie and his council sought to improve women’s access to public
baths.** In 1909, under Mayor Thomas Wilson, the BCC proposed the
appointment of a Lady Sanitary Inspector to improve maternal and public
health outcomes for poor and working-class women.” These initiatives
share a commonality with the provision of public bathrooms—and not just
in that they were designed to provide women with a small percentage of the
accommodations their male urban counterparts had received for decades—
in that they either took years to progress, or simply did not progress at
all. In 1906, three years after Corrie first raised the question of improving
bath access, his own wife, who was president of the Queensland Ladies
Amateur Swimming Association, lead a formal deputation to the mayor—
then John Crase—petitioning for sex-segregated bathing facilities.*® From
available evidence it appears that plans for a Lady Sanitary Inspector never
came to fruition. Despite Corrie’s apparent commitment to improving
the civic experience for women, seemingly very few of his initiatives made
any headway despite the fact they represented only modest attempts
at improving the situation for urban women. A significant factor that
cannot be overlooked, is how intrinsic sex segregation had become by the
beginning of the twentieth century, and how providing facilities meant to
accommodate the bodily needs of women required critical untangling of
rigid ideologies around gender and bodies from the practical experience
of women in urban spaces.

36  Corrie, Mayoral Report, 1903-1904, 50.

37  Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1909-1910, BCA0002, Brisbane City
Council Archives, 31, 42, 87.

38  Brisbane Courier, 9 April 1906, 2.
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A Need or a Nuisance?

The strict bodily protocols of the nineteenth century certainly pervaded
debates around the provision of public lavatories for women, even into
the twentieth century. Despite being a relatively recent practice—with
communal and mixed toilets being the norm in pre-industrial Britain—
the physical and visual separation of sexes were essential to the planning of
public toilet amenities.*” But bodily functions were not the only negative
association with public toilets—other types of subversive and ‘antisocial’
behaviours were understood to take place within them also. Murder, suicide,
and infanticide were all crimes reported in daily broadsheets as taking place
in public or semi-public bathrooms across Australia in the early twentieth
century.” In May 1898, a man named William Woodland was robbed while
using a semi-public urinal at the back of Brisbane’s Coupland’s Hotel, likely
due to the ephemeral vulnerability of Woodland.*' Public bathrooms also
developed associations with sex work, and some semi-public facilities in
Brisbane, such as the toilets out the back of Alfred Shaw’s Queen Street
hardware store, became known as homosexual beats.” At a time when
privacy was a luxury that few could afford or gain access to, any private
space within the public sphere was at risk of becoming the site of ‘immoral’
or clandestine behaviour. So, while visibility was a concern, due to the
negative associations with bodily functions, there was also a perceived
danger of public toilets being 700 private.”®

Although they garnered significantly less ire than public toilets, public
urinals did not completely escape the moralising around privacy. Many
methods of minimising the privacy of public urinals had been considered
by architects and city planners over the years—in Discipline and Punish:
The Birth of a Prison (1975) Michel Foucault describes the use of urinals with

half doors in schools, which maintained some privacy while still exposing

39  Penner, ‘A World of Unmentionable Suffering’, 36-7.

40  For examples see: Telegraph, 21 January 1902, 5; Telegraph, 4 January 1906, 2; Telegraph, 24 August
1909, 7; Telegraph, 2 January 1912, 2; Brisbane Courier, 2 January 1912, 5.

41 Brisbane Courier, 27 May 1898, 2.

42 Clive Moore, Sunshine and Rainbows: The Development of Gay and Lesbian Culture in Queensland
(St Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2001), 30; Yorick Smaal, ‘More Than Mates?:
Masculinity, Homosexuality, and the Formation of an Embryonic Subculture in Queensland, 1890-
1914, (MPhil thesis, University of Queensland, 2004), 111, 114, 135.

43 Andrew May and Peg Fraser, ‘Gender, Respectability and Public Convenience in Melbourne,
Australia, 1859-1902," in Ladies and Gents: Public Toilets and Gender, ed. Olga Gershenson and Barbara
Penner (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), 81.
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the head and legs of the pupils,
allowing surveillance.** A plan
for a proposed one-man-urinal in
Brisbane from 1902 demonstrates
a doorless volute (spiral) pattern,
which ensured privacy for the user
while allowing anyone suspecting
immoral behaviour to easily observe
the inside (Fig 1). Despite the
negative associations with urinals,
relative to both bodily waste and
immorality, several were constructed
throughout the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries with
comparatively less public complaint
than that met by the construction
of women’s bathrooms. Complaints
around urinals would emerge from
time to time, but mostly when
they were not being maintained
and therefore posed a potential
risk to public health.® In the 1882
example detailed at the beginning of
this article, it was the prominence
and also eminence of the proposed
site that was the greatest cause
of concerns. So accepted was the
necessity of public urinals for men
that council would commission

several to be built before sites for
them had even been decided.*

Figure 1. Tendered design for the
non-closing, spiral-shaped urinal.
Plan for One Man Urinal, 1902
(detail), BCA1017.

Source: BCC Archives.

44 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 2nd ed., trans. Alan Sheridan (New

York: Random House, 1995), 173.

45 The provision of urinals appears as a routine matter in BCC minutes (and early Brisbane Municipal
Council minutes) from around 1880; Brisbane Courier, 12 April 1901, 4; Brisbane Courier, 5 February

1903, 4; Brisbane Courier, 21 February 1903, 14.

46 Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the Municipality of Brisbane, 1903, BCA0002, Brisbane

City Council Archives, 12.
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One reason why urinals may have been more psychologically tolerated was
because of their necessity in combating the scourge of public urination.
However, the cloaked and indirect language employed in discussions of
urinals makes this difficult to elucidate.”” It was typical for public urination
to be referred to as a ‘nuisance’ or ‘public nuisance’. Nuisance was, however,
a common term in the veiled language of the Victorian era and could
similarly be used to describe a dirty drain, a pack of loiterers, or a site
occupied by sex workers.”® It is only really through subtextual clues that
the provision of public urinals as a means of staving off public urination
is illuminated—particularly when discussions of ‘nuisances’ comes into
contact with discussion of the ‘necessity’ of a urinal to be constructed on
a specific site.*” Despite the comparative acceptance of public urinals, in
Corrie’s 1902 mayoral report, where he first raised the lack of conveniences
for women, he describes the city’s urinals as ‘too few in number, and many
cases unsatisfactory in design’.’® In raising the apparent ‘unsatisfactory’
state of Brisbane urinals alongside the complete dearth of conveniences
for women, Corrie neatly demonstrates the disproportionate attribution of
importance to men’s urban ‘issues’ in comparison to those of women. Here,
Corrie is reinscribing the status of women’s civic participation as lesser than
that of his male constituents by implying that a deficiency of convenience is
somehow comparable to an absence. This disconnect is particularly apparent
when considering Corrie’s report from the following year where he proudly
reports on the provision of four new urinal sites, with three more imminent,
while still bemoaning a complete lack of facilities for women.”!

‘A pleasing addition’

It was 1912 when the first facility was constructed and in the ten years since
Corrie’s initial proposal, discussion of the lack of conveniences for women by
the BCC fluctuated considerably. In 1903 the issue was still salient enough
to form part of the election platform of North Brisbane Alderman Richard
Gailey, promising ‘lavatories in all streets equally for women and men'—

47 May, Melbourne Streer Life, 97-99.

48  Anna Temby, “Not Every Person Who Waits Is Loitering”: Public Space, Public Order, and the
“Move On” Laws in Colonial Brisbane, 1889-1895." History Australia 20 (2022):1, 82, 85; Brisbane
Courier, 12 April 1901, 4.

49 Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1904, BCA0002, Brisbane City
Council Archives, 139; Brisbane Courier, 23 July 1985, 7.

50 Corrie, City of Brisbane Mayoral Report, 1902-03, 27.

51 Corrie, Mayoral Report, 1903-1904, 41.
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who then fell silent on the issue completely once in office.”> During the
Queensland Jubilee Show in 1909—an event intended to demonstrate the
‘phenomenal progress’ of Queensland in its first fifty years,*® temporary public
conveniences for women needed to be organised—housed in the recently-
constructed Lady Chelmsford Milk Institute at North Quay, the basement
of Foresters’ Hall in the Fortitude Valley, and the basement of a corset shop
in Brisbane’s ‘high street’ of Queen Street.” It was around this time that
the Women’s Progressive Club began writing routinely to the city council
requesting permanent facilities be constructed—a sustained but ultimately
lacklustre campaign. The club wrote to the council somewhat consistently
over the following twelve months, but the strenuousness of their petitioning
never appeared to increase. Another small act of citizen intervention came in
1910, in the form of a cheque for £50 from a Mr Norman Congeau to the
BCC intended to contribute towards the cost of constructing public ‘retiring
places’ for women and children.” The council moved to accept the donation,
and Congeau was congratulated for being ‘public-spirited’.”® Some aldermen
used the opportunity to highlight the ‘insurmountable difficulties” that had
been faced in the past in trying to provide ladies” lavatories, although little
evidence appears in council records that illustrates what these difficulties were,
particularly considering most of the ‘debate’ around the lavatories occurred
after 1910 when council began to actually lay plans for their construction.

The first site proposed for the construction of the public amenity was the
same busy intersection that has been the site of the ‘urinal debate’ thirty years
earlier—a prominent parcel of land at the junction of Queen and Eagle Streets.””
The BCC proposed the site in February of 1910 and by May that year they
had already received a petition from ratepayers opposing the establishment of
a lavatory on the site.”® A proposal to construct an underground facility at the
crossing of nearby Wickham and Brunswick Streets was ultimately rejected by
the City Engineer as being ‘unsuitable’.”” By June the council had abandoned

52 Brisbane Courier, 2 February 1903, 6.

53  Joanne Scott and Ross Laurie, ‘Celebrating Her First Half-Century: Queensland’s Jubilee
Carnival.” Queensland Review 16, no.2 (2009): 43—-56; Brisbane Courier, 12 August 1909, 9.

54  Brisbane Courier, 6 August 1909, 6.

55 Minutes of Proceedings, 1909-1910, 147. Norman Congeau is likely Naoum Kongos aka Norman
Congeau, husband of poet Emily Congeau nee Howard, who also wrote under the moniker ‘Hibiscus’.
£50 adjusted for inflation is 2021 equates to around $7276 AUD.

56 Telegraph, 25 January 1910, 3.

57 Minutes of Proceedings, the Council of the City of Brisbane, 1910-1911, BCA0002, Brisbane City
Council Archives, 62.

58 Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 50.

59  Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 46.
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the idea of a facility on the Queen/Eagle Street site—describing their plans
as having been ‘thwarted’—and having no other locations to recommend did
not raise the issue for the remainder of the year.®* Objections were also raised
to another proposal for underground facilities, this time in Albert Square—
another site afforded prominence by its adjacency to land reserved for the
future town hall (now Brisbane City Hall). In early 1911 Alderman Peter
Fleming suggested that a small parcel of Federal land adjacent to the General
Post Office might be requested for the purpose, although the suggestion was
never looked into or raised again and Fleming left office a short time later.®!
Eventually, in September 1911, the BCC was successful in securing a twenty-
year lease on a site owned by the state Department of Railways, opposite
Brunswick Street Station in Fortitude Valley.®> Another site—a small parcel
of council-owned land adjacent to the Customs House ferry on upper Queen
Street—was approved shortly after.®®

On paper, the opposition to the previously proposed sites—both the Queen/
Eagle Street and Albert Square reserves—had less to do with any associations
with women’s bodily functions and were rather a broader rejection of
such prominent sites in the city becoming home to something as taboo
as a toilet. It is impossible, however, to completely disentangle these ideas
completely—while it might seem possible that prestige and optics were the
key drivers behind public opposition, the negative associations with bodily
functions, which were particularly acute around the bodies of women, likely
formed part of the general aversion. This aversion is even reflected in both
the design of the facilities and the selection of sites. While no plans exist
of the Fortitude Valley amenities, the design of the Queen Street facility
(Figure 2), as well as extant plans for facilities built in the years following
(Figure 3), demonstrate a highly decorative and aesthetic approach to the
toilet’s design. The small, cottage-style structures—made of brick, with tiled
rooves—were described by Mayor Harry John Diddams as ‘ornamental” and
‘a pleasing addition to the architecture of the city’.* Despite the care taken
with the visual appeal of the buildings, both were accessed by small paths
which diverged from the main thoroughfares, visually removing them from
broader streetscape (Figure 4). While providing additional privacy to those
using the bathrooms, it also created a potential public safety risk.

60 Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 62.

61 Minutes of Proceedings, 1910-1911, 148.

62 Minutes of Proceedings, The Council of the City of Brisbane, 1911, BCA0002, Brisbane City
Council Archives, 101.

63 Minutes of Proceedings, 1911, 109.

64  Brisbane Courier, 11 September 1911, 7.
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Figure 2. Side elevation plan of the Custom’s House adjacent, Queen Street
Ladies’ Lavatory.

Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives.

Figure 3. Proposed plan for ladies’ lavatory for William Street, 1914 (detail).
This particular plan may not have been constructed but demonstrates the
aesthetic character of the proposed buildings and their relationship to
the architecture of the city.

Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives.
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Figure 4. Situation of the Queen Street site of a ladies’ lavatory in Brisbane.
While it is not visible in this image the facility sits on a slope down from
Queen Street towards the river, with minimal visibility from street level.
Underground convenience, Petrie’s Bight, Brisbane, 1911 (detail).

Source: BCA1017, BCC Archives.

By August 1912 the two facilities had finally opened to the public, although
the victory—albeit a modest one—was not for all. The conveniences were
only open from 7:30am to 9:30pm Monday to Saturday, and 9am to 7pm
on Sundays.®® There was a fee of one penny per person per use, a common
price for public amenities across the British Empire and likely the origin of
the popular euphemism ‘to spend a penny’.* While a seemingly modest fee,
it would have certainly proved exclusionary for some women, particularly
poor and working-class women. Perhaps part of the reason for the fee was
due to the manner in which public facilities for women were intended
to function. Prior to the construction of actual public amenities, when
bathrooms located within restaurants and department stores were the best
accessible option for middle-class and elite women, these facilities were often
constructed in a British and North American tradition that ritualised and
socialised the bathroom experience. Ladies’ retiring rooms, or just ‘ladies
rooms’, were designed to cover not just toileting but a range of women’s

65 Minutes of Proceedings, The Council of the City of Brisbane, 1912, BCA0002, Brisbane City
Council Archives, 66; Brisbane Courier, 15 August 1912, 15.

66 Brisbane Courier, 15 August 1912, 15. The one penny fee equates to approximately $0.54 AUD
adjusted for inflation in 2021.
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needs, often equipped with areas for socialising and rest, replete with a
bathroom attendant.”” Brisbane’s two newly constructed public facilities
both employed bathroom attendants, personally interviewed and hired by
the mayor.®® There is evidence to suggest that when public facilities were
constructed some attempts were made at maintaining or recreating the
experience of the ladies’ retiring room, such as the bathroom attendant,
which increased the operational cost of the public facilities, requiring a fee
for maintenance. A far more cynical, but also plausible, explanation is that
the inclusion of a fee was something designed to literally exclude certain
people from patronising the facilities, due to the past association of public
facilities with clandestine activity, such as sex work. Bathroom attendants
may have been provided ostensibly to see to the comfort of bathroom
patrons, but they were also able to act as agents of moral and material
surveillance, keeping both the facilities and its patrons in check.

Conclusion

While any allowance for the accommodation of women in the public
sphere in the early twentieth century can be perceived as a victory against
the highly gendered nature of cities, it is crucial to consider the context
from which they emerge. Two lavatories in a city as large as early-twentieth-
century Brisbane was an ultimately shallow victory, despite the considerable
impact it would have had on some women’s ability to negotiate public
space and the public sphere. The reality is that when the starkly gendered
delineations of urban space are removed on even a small scale, the sometimes
invisible classed boundaries become even more clear. This small victory also
did not account for all aspects of toilet experiences of female-sexed bodies,
with Carla Pascoe demonstrating it was still decades before technologies
around public toilets and menstruation were refined.” It is important also
to note that Corrie’s sudden desire to improve the situation for women
came in 1902, the same year that white women in Australia were first able
to vote in Federal elections. That the provision of public facilities came to be
understood as a symbol of good governance, and the ability of the BCC to
provide it—as a mother would for their child, to adopt Corrie’s metaphor—
means that they were still constructed, both materially and imaginatively,

67  Arvidsson and Pinto, ‘Public Toilets for Women’, 478.

68  Minutes of Proceedings, 1912, 66

69 Carla Pascoe, ‘A “Discreet Dance”: Technologies of Menstrual Management in Australian Public
Toilets During the Twentieth Century’, Women’s History Review 24 no.2 (2015): 234-251.



Immodest Successes

as extensions of a patriarchal assertion over city spaces. The all-male council
was ultimately responsible for deciding where and how they thought women
should relieve themselves in the Brisbane streetscape. There is a stark absence
of women’s voices and opinions from the work of the BCC in providing
these facilities—along with their other initiatives designed to ‘better’ the
civic participation of women. In Penner’s examination of London, she
demonstrates that this exclusion of women was purposeful, highlighting
a quote from Shaw which reads ‘the subject of sanitary accommodation
[was] one to which no lady should allude in the presence of a gentleman.””
By all accounts the BCC appeared to be taking a far more progressive
approach to that of the vestrymen of London and yet there is no evidence
of any attempt to engage or consult with women in the process of providing
conveniences meant to benefit them. Only in the moments when women
sought out the BCC with requests does it seem their opinions and thoughts
were considered and despite often being well-received, most requests for
initiatives designed to improve the lives and wellbeing of women were
completed either painstakingly slowly, or not at all.

There are several theories that could be posited as to why these initiatives
were either delayed or unsuccessful, varying in levels of cynicism or
practicality. Municipalities often operated on shoestring budgets that made
any improvement works difficult to negotiate and fund. The period of
Corrie’s mayorship was impacted by significant public health crises, such as
an outbreak of bubonic plague, that would have placed considerable strain
on the Brisbane City Council as the body cheifly responsible for public
health.”! It is also not unreasonable, with proper contextualisation, to
simply argue that the accomodation of women’s needs were not a priority at
the turn of the twentieth century—a sentiment that required rapid change
in the following decades as women’s public and economic engagement
increased in line with new modes of burgeoning modernity. However, the
increased need to accommodate women within a public sphere not designed
for them collided uncomfortably with longstanding gendered divisions in
our cities—divisions that many feminist geographers and urbanists argue
are still felt today. With increased understanding of the histories of these
spatial inequalities, our ability to recognise the often invisible boundaries
still extant today may be bolstered, and our opportunities to make equalised
urban spaces expanded.
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