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E REST RooM
AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

Harvey Molotciy
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At the risk of appearing disrespectful, let me
say that the best way to understand equal
DPP"”“““Y is to use the public toilet. Some-
times a gross approach can best clarify a subtle
issue. Through the example of how society is
organized to provide men and women with
the capacity to relieve themselves, we can
understand what it takes, as a more general
matter, to provide members of different social
groups with authentic equal opportunity.

In many public buildings, the amount of
floor area dedicated for the men’s room and
the women’s room is the same. The prevail-
ing public bathroom doctrine in the US. is
one of segregation among the genders, but
with equality the guiding ideology. In some
arisdictions, this square footage equality is
nshrined in law. Such an arrangement follows
he dictum that equality can be achieved only
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by policies that are “gender-blind” (or “color-
blind” or “ethnic-blind”) in the allocation of
a public resource. To give less to women (or
blacks or Hispanics) would be discrimination;
to give more would be “reverse discrimina-
tion.” Women and men have the same pro-
portion of a building to use as rest rooms.
Presumably this should provide members of
both genders with equal opportunity for deal-
ing with their bodily needs in a timely and
convenient way.

The trouble with this sort of equality is
that, being blind, it fails to recognize differ-
ences between men as a group and women as
a group. These differences are not amenable
to easy change. Part of women's demand for
bathrooms cannot exist for men because only
women menstruate. Women make trips to
the rest room to secure hygienic and socially
appropriate adaptations to this physical fact.
And because men’s physiology suits them
for the use of urinals, a large number of men
can be serviced by a relatively small physi-
cal space. Women in our society use toilets to
urinate, and toilets require a larger area than

urinals. By creating men'’s and women's Tooms
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. . ize, society guarantees th?t_md!*
:::lu!{‘: $T:)'::\t;'1:lf\eﬁl be \\-'grs%’.' off than individual
men. By distributing a resource equally, an
‘ t is structurally guaranteed.

The consequences are easily visible at inter-

mission time whenever men and women con-
gregate in theater lobbies. \‘"\'he:'.n thfa house 1s
full, the women form a waiting line in front of
the bathroom while the men do their business
without delay. Women experience ‘dlSCDm-
fort and are excluded from conversations that
occur under more salutary conditions else-
where in the lobby. If toward the rear of the
line, women may experience anxiety that they
will miss the curtain rise. Indeed, they may
arrive too late to be seated for the opening
scene, dance routine, or orchestral movement.
Their late arrival is easily taken by others (par-
ticularly men) as evidence of characterolcfgi-
cal slowness or preoccupation with primping
and powder room gossip. All these difficulties
are built into the structure of the situation.
Equality of square feet to the genders delivers
women special burdens of physical discom-
fort, social disadvantage, psychological anxi-
ety, compromised access to the full product
(the performance), and public ridicule.

An obvious solution, one I'll call the “lib-
eral” policy, is to make women'’s rooms larger
than men’s. Women’s bathrooms need to
be big enough to get women in and out as
quickly as men’s bathrooms get men in and
out. No more and no less. A little applied soci-
ological research in various types of settings
would establish the appropriate ratios needed

to accomplish such gender equality.

An alternative solution, one I'll call “con-
servative,” would be for women to change the
way they do things, rather than for society to
Fhange the structuring of rest room space. There
18 no need to overturn the principle of equality
of square footage among the genders. Instead,
women need_ tg use their allotted square foot-

age more efficiently. If women truly want to

relieve themselves as efficiently as men, they
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relieve themselves by squatting overa COmme,
trough. This would save sOme space—pery,,
enough to achieve efficiency parity with m(‘n‘

Women are not physically bound to use |,
t. It is a cultural issue, 354 \
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f women'’s culture. It is not PhYsiO]ogi_
cally given that each woman Shou_lfj have e,
own cubicle, much less her own toilet, o that

she should sit rather than squat.
This joins the issue well. Should Womey

be forced to change or should the burdep, be
laced on men who may have to give up sop,
of their own square footage so that womg,
might have more? The response from the |Jj},.
eral camp is that even if women’s spatial neeg;
are cultural, these needs should be recognizeq
and indulged. Cultural notions of privacy anq
modes of using toilets were not arrived at by
women in isolation from men. Men's cqp.
ceptions of “decency”—at least as much 4
women’s—encourage women to be physically
modest and demure. Men'’s recurring violence
toward women encourages bathroom segrega-
tion in the first instance because segregation
makes it easier for potential assailants to be
spotted as “out of place.” Providing women
with latched cubicles provides a further bit
of security in a world made less secure by
men. Thus, prescriptions of dignity and pro-
tections from assault come from the common
culture produced by women and men. What-
ever their origins, these cultural imperatives
have. become a real force and are sustained by
continuing pressures on women'’s lives. Until
this common culture is itself transformed, US.
women cannot become as efficient as Tiwi
women in their capacity to urinate in public
settings, regardless of the efficiency advan-
tages, On the other hand, altering the spatial
allocations for men'’s and women’s bathrooms

is relatively simple and inexpensive.
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jet stalls would belie such an assum Ot_ toi-
at the expense of the larger community? zBe
here again, the culture that men and ‘3’0 ut
have produced in common becomes l‘ele\rn-:e?
perhaps women “take a powder” to esc‘a;é
the oppression of men, using the rest room
as a refuge .from social conditions imposed
by the dominant gender? Perhaps the need
to look lovely, every moment and in every
way, is created by men’s need to display a
ublic companion whose make-up is flaw-
less, whose head has every hair in place, and
whose body is perfectly scented. Women are
driven to decorate themselves as men’s com-
modities and the consequence is bathroom
demand. Should men pay for this “service”
through sacrificing their own square footage
or should women adjust by waiting in line
and climbing all over one another for a patch
of the vanity mirror?
Again it turns on who should change what.
The conservative answer might be for women
to give up primping, but that would fly in the
face of the demand (also championed by con-
servatives) that women’s cultural role is to be
beautiful for their men. Although not because
they wished to increase rest room efficiency,
radical feminists have argued that women
should ease up on their beauty treatments,
precisely because it ratifies their subservi-
ence to men and deflects them from success
in occupational and other realms. But again
the liberal view holds appeal: at least until the
transition to feminism, the existing cul'turrfl
arrangement necessitates an asymmetric distri-
bution of space to provide equality of oppor-

tunity among the genders.
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As the issues become subtle, reasonable
people come to disagree on who should do
what and what community expense should be
incurred to achieve parity. Such controversy
stenl*us from the effort to provide equal oppor-
tunity for individuals by taking into account
dlf ferences among groups. The same problem
arises no matter what the issue and no matter
yvhat the group. If people commonly get their
job leads by word-of-mouth through friends
and neighbors, then black people—excluded
from the neighborhoods of employers and of
those employed in expanding job sectors—
will be at a labor market disadvantage. Black
people’s chronically higher unemployment
rate stands as evidence of disadvantage: their
longer queue for jobs is analogous to the lon-
ger line in front of the women's rest room.
Blacks can be told to work harder, to use their
meager resources more efficiently, to rearrange
their lives and cultures to better their job quali-
fications. Alternatively, their present plight can
be understood as structural—stemming from
a history of enslavement, Jim Crow segrega-
tion, and white prejudice that now results in
concrete arrangements that hinder individual
life changes. One must be color-sighted, rather
than color-blind, to deal with these differences.
But this is no reverse racism: it rests on per-
ception of social structural locations, not upon
inherent inferiority attributed to group mem-
bership. Such government mandated policies
as open job-searches, ethnic hiring targets, and
preference for minority vendors and subcon-
tractors can counteract structural biases that
hold down opportunities of women, blacks,
and other minorities. Affirmative action pro-
grams should be conceived as compensatory
offorts to overcome such structured disadvan-
tage (although the legal interpretation of the
statutes is usually drawn more narrowly).

Equality is not a matter of arithmetic divi-
sion, but of social accounting. Figuring out
what is equal treatment necessitates—in every

instance—a sociological analysis of exactly
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what it would take (e.g., square feet to gender
ratios) to redress the inequality.

Besides careful analysis, equality also
volves a decision as to who is going to cl
and in what way. These decisions m.‘
take from some and give to others. Thus -
have the two-pronged essence of action
behalf of equal Opportunity: sociological an

how it is that structures operate on people’s
lives. Besides rejecting the conservatives’
penchant for blaming the victim, liberal poli-
cies need a concrete analytic basis that goes

beyond good-hearted sympathy for the down-
trodden. As in the rest room case, we need to
specify how current patterns of “equal” treat-
ment of groups yield unequal opportunities to
individuals. We then should determine exactly  ysis and political struggle.




