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The course allowed for discussions on the intersection of architecture and feminism, 
with a chosen infrastructural case study as a point of reference for reflection and 
analysis of the readings. Through the study of the infrastructure of public sanitation 
access in Stockholm, an attempt to understand the aspect of gender and its impact 
on the built environment was undertaken. It further allowed for an analysis of the 
different use, experience and perception of space, in particular the space of public 
toilets, in regard to gender, resulting in the compilation of this booklet.

The infrastructural case study of public sanitation access was chosen due to the 
tangible gender related issues of menstruation. Uterine carriers (people with uterus, 
regardless of their gender) have further specific demands on the infrastructure of 
public toilets, which has been studied through critical reading. 

The reading disclosed issues relating to the architectural support for menstruators 
within the public sphere. In summary, it became evident that the public sanitation 
access is unsatisfactory and fails to meet the demands of uterine carriers. The 
proposed architectural measures to undertake to meet the demands were derived 
from the feminist readings assumed throughout the semester. 
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public toilets of Stockholm



Amidst a few grills, each effusing different distinctive smells, a half-empty bike hire 
station and a glass entrance to a parking garage, sits a recognisible, yet quite rare, 
green structure. It is located in a rather appropriate setting, with the metro around 
the corner and several bus stops adjacent to it, ready for service for the commuters 
and others passing by. However, while the public toilet by Medborgarplatsen 
materialises the attempted initiative of public sanitation access in Stockholm, it also 
represents the skewed image of the body of uterine carriers.

In ‘Becoming-Infrastructural,’ Ross Exo Adams outlines the development of the view 
of the human body throughout history, as a way of finding form and organising 
space. He describes ancient traditions, where the body sought ‘its reflection in 
the perfection of the divine’, to more contemporary history where the body has 
been seen ‘as constantly in need of correction’. One might find (somewhat literal) 
correlations between what Adams describes in his essay and the problematic 
attitude across the globe regarding the menstruating body. 

While the degree of abomination in regards to the menstruating body varies a great 
deal around the world, one could argue that there is still a maintained taboo in the 
Western society. The reality for many menstruators is clenched fists hiding what is 
being pressed against the palm of the hand on the way to a restroom. It is avoiding 
white trousers when the cycle begins. It is desperately trying to find a toilet when 
the cup hasn’t been emptied or the tampon needs to be changed. It is the undefined 
blue fluid in ads. 

Although many uterine carriers have adequate access to sanitation in the West, 
many do not. The homeless or the displaced are often faced with additional 
challenges associated with menstrual hygiene. This bears implications for the access 
of public toilets and sanitary products. Menstruation carries a distorted cultural 
societal image, resulting in inadequate access of the above. Sanitary products are 
often regarded as luxury and taxed accordingly. Public toilets are seldom free of 
charge and the cleanliness is often questionable. The toilet by Medborgarplatsen 
may be a target of frustration, but it arguably manifests all the issues concerning the 
menstruating body. 
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bleeding frustrations
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The image illustrates the location of the 
public toilets in Stockholm that are in use 

and functioning.



The residents of Stockholm have called for a lack of public and accessible toilets in 
the city, according to several news sources. How come safe, hygienic, sanitary and 
comfortable public toilets are a rare find in Stockholm? 

In an article from 2017, the Swedish public television broadcaster reported on 
the inadequacy of free public toilets in the inner city of Stockholm as a result of 
the difficulties associated with obtaining a building permit for public toilets. David 
Helldén, the commissioner of building and traffic in the Stockholm City Council, 
confirms the challenges of obtaining permits for these green structures, attempting 
to give an explanation as to why there are so few. Helldén’s explanation arguably 
points to an issue of priority.

Judith Butler’s accounts on vulnerability and resistance resonates well in the issue 
of accessible public toilets in Stockholm for menstruators. Butler questions ‘what 
architectural supports have to be in place for each of us to exercise a certain 
freedom of movement, one that is necessary in order to exercise the right to public 
assembly.’ When considering a wider, more global context, the issue of adequate 
sanitation access for women and girls becomes very apparent when discussing the 
freedom of movement being inflicted upon as a result of the deficient infrastructure 
for addressing menstruation. SIDA, The Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency, reports on how many of these women and girls are forced 
to abandon their professional or educational commitments to stay at home during 
their menstruation because of the lack of architectural supports of an infrastructure 
attending to menstruation. The harmful stigma of menstruation in turn contributes to 
the restraint of movement, education, and so forth, for uterine carriers. 

Returning to the context of Stockholm, where uterine carriers and their freedom 
of movement is certainly not as limited, the issue remains complex. BBC reported 
last year on the lack of sanitary facilities for women in the West, resulting in the 
restriction of many women’s freedom of movement. Observing the public toilet on 
Medborgarplatsen a sunny Sunday, when the square is busy with people trying 
to get the very last bit of sun for the season, the toilet was rarely occupied. I can 
presume that many, myself included, fear the hygienic state of the toilet once they 
open the door. After a short hunt for some coins, I could confirm that the toilet was 
not satisfactory to say the least, with no soap or paper to be seen, and the floor 
being quite wet. Frankly, it was not a pleasant experience. 

The location seems to be exemplary in theory, with the metro, bus stop, garage, 
bike rental station, several bars and restaurants within close proximity, however 
(or because of) public toilets often do not meet the demands of hygiene, 
sanitation, comfort and safety. In addition, the square of Medborgarplatsen often 
accommodates public assembly, corresponding to associated issues raised in Butlers 
text. It is a platform for people to raise important issues. However, what happens 
to the uterine carriers that want to participate in the public assembly during their 
menstruation? Where do uterine carriers go when the cup needs to be emptied or the 
tampon changed? While most menstruators would have a plan for the management 
of their menstruation, I want to suggest it is because they have been taught to do so, 
because their built environment will unfortunately not facilitate their management.  
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Women’s presence in the public realm only arose as they were gradually enrolled 
to the labour market and department stores simultaneously became increasingly 
popular. Prior to this, women’s access to the public sphere was limited as the only 
participation deemed as appropriate for women was within the domestic realm. This 
attitude resonated in the building of public toilets, ‘as it was considered improper 
for women to use public facilities,’ according to Dr Clara Greed, emerita professor 
of inclusive urban planning at the University of the West of England in Bristol. She 
further explains how ‘public institutions, including educational buildings, workplaces 
and recreational spaces, were designed around the needs of men.’ Public toilets 
for women only became acceptable once women gained access to these public 
institutions.

Yet, according to Leslie K Weisman, a feminist architect and theorist, our built 
environment is arguably a male prerogative, meaning that most designers, 
engineers, constructers, decision-makers and so forth, tend to be men. As a result, Dr 
Greed maintains that there is ‘very little understanding of the sociological aspects of 
toilets.’ With the example of the public toilets in Stockholm, it is evident that much of 
what Dr Greed describes is reflected in the architecture of the infrastructure. Many 
of these characteristic structures have two sanitation facilities with an entrance from 
either side, one with a standard toilet and one with a urinal. As often recognised, 
urinals are not appropriate for uterine carriers, particularly those who menstruate. 
One might even suggest that the toilet to urinal ratio is annoyingly skewed in favour 
of urinals in many public sanitation facilities, due to, according to Greed urinals 
being less space consuming. Consequently, many are familiar with the long queues 
to the female toilets.

The interior of the public sanitation facilities perhaps also contributes to these long 
queues. The way each component operates in relation to each other is crucial and 
could either facilitate or impede menstruation management. One could suggest 
that there is a hierarchy of the components according to their extent they fulfil the 
demand of menstruators. The arguably most fundamental elements are the toilet 
and the sink as well as light and a lock. Following are the sanitary disposal, toilet 
paper and bin and finally the hand dryer and soap. Unfortunately, many public 
sanitation facilities fail to meet all of these demands. Toilet cubicles physically 
separate toilets from sinks, leaving the menstruator to the challenge of emptying their 
moon cup or taking out their tampon. The lack of light not only impedes menstruation 
management, but also can also contribute to menstruators feeling unsafe, especially 
at night time. Similarly, the ability to lock the door behind is essential for safety 
in such a vulnerable situation. Sanitary disposals are often sparsely placed, and 
many would rather flush their sanitary products in the toilet and risk to block them, 
than carry their tampon or pad out to the nearest bin. Toilets with no paper or soap 
compromises the hygiene and sanitation of menstruation management. 

These examples above are just a few of many potential issues that arise with 
inadequate public sanitation access. As a result, uterine carriers tend to seek the 
accessible toilets where one will have better luck with finding all element necessary 
for menstruation management, rendering menstruation to a disability? 
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bloody machinery
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‘Infrastructural love does not operate around normative 
constructions of romance, but happens in the immediate bodily 
response to repeated encounters with the environment’ 

– Hannes Frykholm and Olga Tengvall



The love letter is in the form of a Facebook message, where the receiver is the 
public toilets of Stockholm. This way of instant communication seemed appropriate 
and fitting in this context. Menstruators often encounter public toilets, whether they 
want to or not, as public toilets become a reliability. A facebook message is rarely 
written to a stranger, but rather someone one has some sort of a relationship with. 
The relationship between the menstruator and public toilet can be seen as a non-
mutual, destructive one. The anthropomorphic terms, the public toilet has been 
playing hard to get and has repeatedly let the menstruator down. However, it has 
not communicated that with the menstruator, making them believe it is their own fault 
by taking advantage of the taboo of menstruation. When writing the message, the 
menstruator realises that the public toilet needs to conform to their demands, rather 
than the other way around. The menstruator realises that their love was in vain, 
because it was, and always will be, unrequited, unless the public toilet changes.
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unrequited love
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While there are many that might agree that infrastructure and its functions and 
contributions are only noticeable at the moment of failure, and that otherwise there 
is an indifferent attitude towards it as it is often taken for granted, many would 
perhaps also agree that this is not the case for infrastructure of public sanitation 
access. Further, Sara Ahmed suggests that ‘objects that we encounter are not 
neutral,’ meaning that a preconceived idea is often in place as one encounters 
an infrastructure, and that the idea has an affective value that is either negative or 
positive. 

One might be familiar with the general affective value for public toilets, where 
there is often an expectation of the bare minimum. There is occasionally a pleasant 
surprise when, upon entrance to a public toilet, it appears to provide adequate 
hygiene and sanitation. The words of Eric Shouse seem to well describe one’s 
affective value and expectations of the experience as they are about to use a public 
toilet; ‘affect is the body’s way of preparing itself for action in a given circumstance 
by adding a quantitative dimension of intensity to the quality of an experience.’ 
Frustration, anger, disgust, as well as sadness, are some of the affects one are 
confronted with in the encounter of public toilets.  

Now, how come public toilets are embedded with such negative attitudes regarding 
the experience of the user, especially menstruators? One plausible explanation 
could be that most builders, engineers, architects are men, and women are excluded 
from the processes of decision-making and, perhaps most importantly, design. 
Exclusion from these processes results in inadequate access to comfortable, sanitary, 
hygienic, and well-located public toilets, much due to the lack of the perspective of 
uterine carriers. 

According to Schmitt et al, ‘the unique sanitation needs for [uterine carriers] are 
rarely accounted for during the design and construction of toilet facilities, including 
needs related to their physiology, reproductive health processes, prevalent social 
norms and their heightened vulnerability to violence.’ It is critical that decision 
makers, designers, constructers, sanitation practitioners and others involved in the 
process of design and construction of public toilet facilities, adopt ‘specific design 
measures which account for [uterine carriers] menstrual hygiene, personal safety 
and dignity-related needs.’

It becomes evident that feminist approaches in architecture and infrastructure are 
essential for the development a built environment. Uterine carriers’ experiences with 
public sanitation facilities need to be included in the design processes, including the 
early design stages. By mainstreaming the provision of public toilets that meet the 
demands of uterine carriers, it will, hopefully, lead to public toilets abandoning their 
negative affective value and rather obtain the affect of happiness. 
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Unicef, SIDA, UN Water, and many more, continuously raise the issue of inadequate 
sanitation access for women across the world. Evidently, the infrastructure of 
sanitation access in some parts of the world is insufficient, broken down, sometimes 
even non-existent. Stockholm’s issue with the lack of public toilets in the inner 
city becomes laughable in comparison, yet remains valid. When considering the 
question from a global perspective, it is clear to see the potential consequences for 
menstruators in the situation of an infrastructural break down of public toilets where 
they fail to meet the demands of uterine carriers. 

SIDA argues that there is a strong correlation between gender equality and access 
to sanitation and hygiene. They claim that ‘inadequate access to sanitation and 
hygiene disproportionally affect poor women and girls, as they are often faced 
with additional challenges related to menstrual hygiene, personal safety and 
sexual harassments and violence.’ If one tries to extend these arguments to the 
context of Stockholm, one can immediately identify the victims in a situation where 
the infrastructure of public toilets is broken down, namely the homeless and the 
displaced. Furthermore, with the absence of all public toilets that provide with the 
needs for menstruation management, uterine carriers would have to abandon all of 
their educational and profession commitments, and face the same reality as many 
uterine carriers globally, imprisoned in their own homes. 

To some extent the infrastructure of public sanitation access for menstruators in 
Stockholm is broken down, as it is not adapted to the needs of all uterine carriers. 
The Authority of Equality (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten), established in the beginning 
of the year, has formulated a so called ‘certificate of menstruation’. The purpose of 
the certificate is to reward offices that have created a working environment that is 
adapted to the needs of uterine carriers. One can interpret the formulation of the 
certificate as a reaction to the lack of provision of sustaining menstrual hygiene 
for uterine carriers at the work place. The certificate enables uterine carriers to 
participate in the professional labour market.
    
The inadequate public sanitation access in Stockholm does grant some optimism, 
as the devastating state of the infrastructure will hopefully highlight its faults. Peter 
Jackson’s idea of ‘broken world thinking’ offers some perspective on the matter. 
Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal reference him in their ‘The Politics of Collective 
Repair: Examining object relations in a postwork society,’ where they further 
suggest that ‘the breakdown of urban infrastructures is the moment when the 
systems supporting our existence become exposed, and that this exposure offers 
the opportunity to revisit them.’ Perhaps this somewhat disregard for menstruators 
in the built environment will lead to not just a working environment accommodating 
menstruation but also an urban plan adapted to uterine carriers and their needs.
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It is evident that the architectural support for uterine carriers and their maintenance 
of menstruation is crucial is essential, in order to avoid further exclusion from the built 
environment. Puig de la Bellacasa describes the importance of fostering our surrounding, in 
this case the built environment and particularly the infrastructure of public sanitation access, 
in order to provide us with satisfactory support. The presence and participation in the public 
realm should not be limited to the disability of the built environment to provide uterine carriers 
with the proper means of supporting our menstruation management. 

The lack of care for such architectural support, an unfortunate reality today, results in the 
maintenance of vulnerable people in vulnerable situations as well as the reaffirmation of 
the stigma associated with menstruation and the menstruating body. In Virginia Held’s text, 
many views and ideas that are applicable on the infrastructure of public sanitation access for 
menstruators are derived. Held describes how ‘the central focus of the ethics of care is on the 
compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs of the particular others for 
whom we take responsibility.’ In order to actively challenge the stigma regarding menstruation 
and take responsibility for all uterine carriers, architectural support that meet the demands of 
these people needs to be in place.

One can begin to define which supportive design components should be incorporated into 
basic standards to increase the access of public sanitation, as suggested by Schmitt et al. First 
of all, the mere number of toilets within the centre of Stockholm should be considered equally 
important, and should thus be increased as well as be made more accessible by making 
them free of charge. Secondly, the most fundamental components of toilet and sink have to 
be in place and the provision of water needs to be adequate and consistent. Furthermore, the 
spatial design needs to include measurements considering uterine carriers requiring assistance 
for maintaining their menstruation, such as uterine carriers with disabilities in a wheel chair. 
Finally, components catering to menstrual waste disposal need to be in place for sanitation 
and locks and lights should be maintained and function as intended for safety. Other general 
maintenance, such as regular cleaning of the space as well as keeping toilet paper in stock, 
are necessary for sanitary reasons. 

An excellent precedent is the infrastructure of public toilets in the city of Malmö, when 
considering the ethics of care. In Malmö, the provision of public toilets has become 
mainstream. These facilities are free of charge and they are cleaned twice a day. They are 
located considerately and caringly. If Stockholm would begin to adopt similar measures, one 
could imagine how the demands of menstruators within the public sphere would be met with 
great success. 

The analysis and discussion undertaken this semester has shown that mainstreaming adequate 
provision of public sanitation access for uterine carriers and their management of menstruation 
will have significant implications on addressing gender inequality in the built environment. The 
infrastructural case study may be located in Stockholm, yet the implications are applicable in a 
far wider context. 

mainstreaming menstruation
Infrastructural Care
Task 7
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‘Care includes everything we do to maintain, continue and repair 
“our world” so that we can live in it as well as possible.’ 

– Maria Puig de la Bellacasa  
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