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Throughout history, human waste ! has been a universal problem in need of social and
technological solutions. As an improvement over common “dry” earthen pits,? water-based
toilets are known to have existed at the dawn of civilization, 4,000 years ago in ancient
Sumer * (in what is now Iraq).

In ancient Rome, 2,000 years ago, public toilets commonly served as places for social
interaction. Romans sat next to each other on long benches of stone or wood with rows of
open holes, engaging in conversation while doing their business.” That was one way that
Romans would “do as the Romans do.” ¥ Thanks to Roman engineering, water flowing in
from aqueducts © carried the waste away and into public sewers.

Major improvements in toilet technology did not occur again until the mid-1800s, when
water-based flush toilets started to be installed in European and American homes. This
technology reached Japan around 1916, and by the end of the twentieth-century Japan was
the world leader in electronic washlet toilets, rightly considered a high-water mark of
civilization.

However, public access to toilet facilities has a mixed social history. In modern Japan,
public toilets are usually easy to find. In developing countries, on the other hand, over a
billion people today have no access to a toilet or even basic sanitation. In Japan, even
railway cars have toilets, some with advanced washlet functions, relieving travelers of their
toilet worries. In the twenty-first century, people in developed countries take flush toilets
for granted.

The United States (U.S.) has a mixed history of its own concerning public access to
toilets. Just over a hundred years ago, while visiting the U.S., the Austrian psychiatrist
Sigmund Freud ” had an urgent need to urinate but could not find a public toilet in time,
causing him to wet his pants. After such humiliation, Freud never visited the U.S. again.
Even today, the U.S. remains behind most advanced European and Asian countries in
providing public toilets.

In modern India, access to public toilets is also limited, with hygienic facilities in
especially short supply for women who must endure long waiting lines when away from
home. In response, since 2011 the highly successful Bollywood ¥ film actor and producer
Shar Rukh Khan ® has raised and donated funds to provide better access to public toilets for
millions of Indian women.

Khan has also served as a global ambassador for public sanitation and hygiene in
international projects backed by the United Nations (U.N.). Khan believes that better access
to toilets can make the world a healthier and cleaner place, particularly for poor women,
girls, and minorities. One of Khan’s most urgent concerns is the reality that somewhere in

the world a child dies every thirty seconds from preventable diarrhea. '©
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An early pioneer of better access to public toilets was Florence Nightingale, the
nineteenth-century British founder of modern nursing. Nightingale was deeply concerned
about health and hygiene in Britain and India, and she devoted herself to improving public
health conditions wherever she could. Nightingale’s contributions to medical care and
public health were notable in her own day and provided inspiring models for future public
sanitation reformers like Shar Rukh Khan and the U.N. itself. Relatedly, the U.N. has
declared November 19 to be World Toilet Day.
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