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Abstract

Bathrooms occupy a unique position at the intersection of public and domestic spatial
dynamics, challenging the binary of public versus private space. Traditionally gendered and
often reinforcing oppressive social norms, bathrooms have also been theorised as ambivalent
sites where regulation, vulnerability, and resistance coexist. This study examines the por-
trayal of bathrooms in HBO’s Girls, revealing that feminised characters, within a context
structured by whiteness, employ similar strategies to construct intimate spaces in both
public and domestic bathrooms. The paper introduces the concept of collective intimacy to
move beyond sexual or romantic frameworks, foregrounding practices of care, negotiation,
conflict, and solidarity. By reframing the bathroom, which is traditionally understood as a
private, individualised space within modern and colonial urban settings, as a site of social
interaction and shared emotional experience, the study challenges the entrenched ideal of
bourgeois privacy and highlights the political and relational significance of everyday spaces
for white feminised subjects.
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Resum. Aquestes Gitls necessiten espai: sobre lavabos, feminitats i la produccid de la intimitat
col-lectiva

Els lavabos ocupen una posicié singular dins les dinamiques espacials, ja que se situen en
la interseccié entre els ambits public i domestic i qilestionen alhora la dicotomia public/
privat. Tradicionalment generitzats i sovint associats al refor¢ de normes socials opressives,
els lavabos han estat també teoritzats com a espais ambivalents, on coexisteixen regulacié,
vulnerabilitat i resisténcia. Aquest estudi analitza la representacié dels lavabos a la serie
d’HBO Girls i mostra com els personatges feminitzats, dins d’'una economia represen-
tacional estructurada per la blanquitud, utilitzen estrategies similars per construir espais
d’intimitat en lavabos publics i domestics. L’article introdueix el concepte d’intimitat col-
lectiva per ampliar les concepcions dominants de la intimitat més enlla dels marcs sexuals
o romantics, i posa en primer pla practiques de cura, negociacid, conflicte i solidaritat. En
replantejar el lavabo, tradicionalment entés com un espai altament individualitzat i privat
dins els entorns urbans colonials i moderns, com un lloc d’interaccié social i d’experienci-
es emocionals compartides, I'estudi desafia I'ideal arrelat de la privacitat burgesa blanca i
destaca la rellevancia politica i relacional dels espais quotidians per als subjectes feminitzats.

Paraules clau: intimitat col-lectiva; lavabos; personatges feminitzats blancs; Girls; dicotomia
public/privat; espai doméstic

Resumen. Estas Girls necesitan espacio: sobre lavabos, feminidades y la produccion de la
intimidad colectiva

Los bafios ocupan una posicion singular dentro de las dindmicas espaciales, ya que se
sitdan en la interseccién entre los dmbitos publico y doméstico, al tiempo que cuestio-
nan la dicotomia publico/privado. Tradicionalmente generizados y a menudo asociados
al refuerzo de normas sociales opresivas, los bafios han sido también teorizados como
espacios ambivalentes, en los que coexisten regulacion, vulnerabilidad y resistencia. Este
estudio analiza la representacién de los banos en la serie de HBO Girls y muestra cémo
los personajes feminizados, dentro de una economia representacional estructurada por la
blanquitud, emplean estrategias similares para construir espacios de intimidad tanto en
banos publicos como domésticos. El articulo introduce el concepto de intimidad colectiva
para ampliar las concepciones dominantes de la intimidad mds alld de los marcos sexuales
o romdnticos y pone en primer plano pricticas de cuidado, negociacién, conflicto y soli-
daridad. Al replantear el bafio, tradicionalmente entendido como un espacio altamente
individualizado y privado dentro de los entornos urbanos coloniales y modernos, como un
lugar de interaccidn social y de experiencias emocionales compartidas, el estudio desafia el
ideal arraigado de la privacidad burguesa blanca y destaca la relevancia politica y relacional
de los espacios cotidianos para los sujetos feminizados.

Palabras clave: intimidad colectiva; banos; personajes feminizados blancos; Girls; dicotomia
publico/privado; espacio doméstico

Résumé. Ces Gitls ont besoin d’un peu d'espace : sur les toilettes, les féminités et la production
d’une intimité collective

Les toilettes occupent une position singuliere au sein des dynamiques spatiales, se situant &
Iintersection des spheres publique et domestique, tout en remettant en question la dicho-
tomie public/privé. Traditionnellement genrées et souvent associées au renforcement de
normes sociales oppressives, les toilettes ont également été théorisées comme des espaces
ambivalents, ol coexistent régulation, vulnérabilité et résistance. Cette étude analyse la
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représentation des salles de bains dans la série Girls de HBO, en montrant comment les
personnages féminisés, au sein d’une économie représentationnelle structurée par la blan-
chité, mobilisent des stratégies similaires pour construire des espaces d’intimité aussi bien
dans des salles de bains publiques que domestiques. L’article introduit le concept d’intimité
collective afin d’élargir les conceptions dominantes de I'intimité au-dela des cadres sexuels ou
romantiques, en mettant au premier plan des pratiques de soin, de négociation, de conflit
et de solidarité. En reconfigurant la salle de bains, traditionnellement comprise comme
un espace hautement individualisé et privé dans les environnements urbains coloniaux et
modernes, comme un lieu d’interaction sociale et d’expériences émotionnelles partagées,
cette étude remet en cause I'idéal enraciné de la vie privée bourgeoise blanche et souligne
la portée politique et relationnelle des espaces du quotidien pour les sujets féminisés.

Mots-clés : intimité collective ; toilettes ; personnages féminisés blancs ; Girls ; dichotomie
g
public/privé ; espace domestique

Summary

1. Introduction 5. Making intimacy work: Bathrooms,

2. Rethinking domesticity: Spatial and relational space, and feminised lives

gendered binaries in geography 6. Final thoughts: these Girls need some

3. Bathrooms, bodies, and intimacies space (of their own)

4. Materials and methods ~ Bibliographical references

1. Introduction

“Group meeting in the bathroom. Let’s do that”, says Marnie in the second-to-
last episode of Girls. The group of friends is disintegrating. They have met by
accident at Shoshanna’s engagement party and Marnie insists on fixing things
between them. What better place to do that than the bathroom? The smallest
room in the flat, where physical closeness encourages great conversation, and,
by extension, considerable intimacy.

Bathrooms are often associated with privacy and domestic space, which
feminist scholars have long critiqued for being construed as the primary
domain of women, reinforcing gendered divisions of labour and spatial hie-
rarchies (Friedan, 1963; Oakley, 1974). It has been argued that cultural norms
and institutional structures have imposed this association, devaluing domestic
space through its feminisation and positioning it as the ‘Other’ in relation to
the supposedly masculine-coded public sphere, which is traditionally framed
as neutral, rational, and productive (Massey, 1994; McDowell, 1999; Ahmed,
2004; Rose, 1993).

This binary framing is deeply ingrained in academic and cultural dis-
course, leading to the marginalisation of domestic spaces (and by extension,
bathrooms) in scholarly research. However, feminist geographers and socio-
logists have shown that bathrooms are sites of complex social processes that
merit critical attention (Longhurst, 2001; Doan, 2010). As Browne (2004:
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332) argues, bathrooms operate as “hegemonic places”! in which assumptions
g 8

about sexed embodiment are built into spatial design and everyday practice,
making binary gender appear natural, self-evident, and enforceable. Within
these constraints, bathrooms can function as sites of regulation and exclusion,
including forms of harassment and violence directed at those who transgress
normative gender legibility (Browne, 2004; Cavanagh, 2010; Doan, 2010).
Scholars such as Judith Butler (1990) have critiqued how such spaces regulate
gender through their material and symbolic configurations, reproducing rigid
ideas of hegemonic masculinity and femininity.

Not only have bathrooms been neglected in academic research, but they
have also been marginalised in mass media. Historically, bathrooms in film
and television have often been treated as purely functional settings, appearing
mainly at moments of disruption (such as humour, shock, humiliation, or
bodily excess?) rather than as sustained sites of everyday relational and embodied
life (Pheasant-Kelly, 2009). Here, marginalisation refers less to absence than to
a narrow representational repertoire (Fraiman, 2022). These representational
patterns are often shaped by the male gaze, which frames bathrooms as extraor-
dinary rather than mundane (Mulvey, 1975). However, with the emergence of
female and queer authors and creators, these intimate spaces are increasingly
portrayed as meaningful sites of everyday experience (Fraiman, 2022).

This paper introduces the concept of collective intimacy to account for how
intimacy is produced as a shared, relational practice among feminised characters
in Girls, beyond sexual or couple-based frameworks. Within this framework,
the series portrays both white cisgender heterosexual women and white cis-
gender gay men as occupying feminised positions, not on the basis of identity
or sexuality as fixed categories, but through how femininity is assigned and
negotiated within a representational field shaped by gender, sexuality and whi-
teness. This shared positioning makes it possible to analyse how these characters
produce spaces of vulnerability, care, conflict, and proximity together, while
also highlighting how whiteness conditions which forms of feminised intima-
cy can be narratively sustained without becoming unintelligible, excessive, or
punitive. In doing so, the analysis highlights how bathrooms blur the public/
private binary, challenging a gendered dichotomy that has historically reinforced
patriarchal control (Massey, 1994; Rose, 1993; Armstrong & Squires, 2002).

The paper continues with a theoretical discussion of domesticity and gen-
dered space, followed by a qualitative content analysis of bathroom scenes in
HBQO’s Girls. It concludes by returning to the public/private divide through

the lens of collective intimacy.

1. Describing bathrooms as hegemonic does not mean their meanings or effects are fixed.
Rather, hegemony names the structuring power relations that organise who belongs, who
is readable, and who is exposed to gender scrutiny.

2. Bodily excess refers to representations of the body that exceed normative boundaries of
containment, cleanliness, or control (such as fat, fluids, or other forms of corporeal “over-
flow”) often associated with abjection and the disruption of socially acceptable bodily limits
(Ringrose & Walkerdine, 2008).
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2. Rethinking domesticity: Spatial and gendered binaries in geography

Within mainstream geographical thought, domestic spaces are marginalised or
made invisible by an hegemonic epistemology that privileges masculine-coded
public domains and naturalises certain spatial arrangements and subjectivities
while silencing others. As Gillian Rose (1993), drawing on Michele Le Doeulft,
argues, this epistemology presents geographical thinking as universal but is, in
fact, grounded in the perspectives of white, middle-class, heterosexual men.

Feminists argue that geography’s epistemic foundations rely on a series of
interlocking dualisms (man/woman, public/private, rational/emotional, mind/
body) that not only structure thought but are also expressed spatially, associa-
ting public space with masculinity, political agency, and legitimacy, and the
private with femininity, domesticity, and emotional labour. This alignment
underpins the persistent devaluation of the domestic sphere relative to spaces
coded as productive and rational (Massey, 1994; Fraiman, 2012).

This public/private divide emerged alongside the material transformations
of industrial capitalist societies that intensified the gendered segregation of
social life (Boyd, 1997). However, feminist geographers have demonstra-
ted that this binary is neither neutral nor universal. Dominant narratives of
domesticity universalise the experiences of white, cisgender, heterosexual,
middle-class women, while marginalising othered experiences (Massey, 1994;
McDowell, 1999; Rose, 1993; Blunt & Dowling, 20006). As a result, domes-
tic space is often theorised as inherently oppressive rather than as a contested
terrain shaped by power relations, inequality, and differential access to safety,
care, and belonging.

Black and decolonial feminists offer important critiques to this dominant
framing. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of intersectionality demonstrates
how gender cannot be analysed independently of race, class, and sexuality, as
these axes of power intersect to produce different spatial experiences. Ien Ang’s
(1995) critique of feminist discourse similarly exposes how frameworks that
account for difference without displacing whiteness risk reproducing the white,
Western woman as the normative feminist subject.

Patricia Hill Collins (2000) argues that the public/private binary is itself a
racialised construction, reflective of white bourgeois gender ideologies. Within
Black communities, for example, private spaces often provide protection aga-
inst the violence of public life. Conflating private with domestic and assu-
ming both to be oppressive misses the complexity of spatial experience. Collins
asserts that these distinctions must be rethought through the lens of race and
power, cautioning against the over-generalisation of white feminist narratives.

Rita Segato’s (2015, 2016) work adds a crucial geopolitical and material
dimension to this discussion. She argues that while women remain symbolically
associated with the domestic sphere, this space no longer guarantees protection.
Instead, it has become increasingly permeated by patriarchal violence, reflec-
ting broader transformations in gendered power relations under coloniality and
neoliberalism. The feminist emphasis on access to public space, she suggests,
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has not been accompanied by sufficient revalorisation of the domestic, leaving
feminised subjects exposed to violence both inside and outside the home.

These critiques show that domesticity is produced through intersecting
regimes of power operating across spatial and cultural representations, rende-
ring spatial and gender binaries inseparable as a mutually reinforcing system
that normalises certain bodies, identities, and practices while marginalising
others (Butler, 1990; Halberstam, 2018; Doan, 2010). The organisation of
public and private space mirrors this gendered division, rendering non-binary,
queer, and fluid subjectivities unintelligible or out of place. Judith Butler’s
theory of gender performativity further shows how such norms are reprodu-
ced through repeated practices, with spatial binaries allocating legitimacy to
certain bodies and behaviours while marking others as deviant, excessive, or
inappropriate (Butler, 1990; Browne, 2004; Cavanagh, 2010).

Thus, spatial and gendered dichotomies function as disciplinary mecha-
nisms that regulate who and what counts. As Katherine McKittrick (2006)
argues, dominant spatial frameworks actively produce racialised and gendered
exclusions by defining which spaces and which lives are recognised as liveable.
From this perspective, the devaluation of domesticity is not simply a dis-
ciplinary oversight but a form of epistemological violence that marginalises
feminised, racialised, queer, and non-normative ways of inhabiting space and
everyday life (Butler, 2004; Halberstam, 2011; McKittrick, 2006).

Despite this progress, academia remains reluctant to fully engage with
intimate and bodily spaces. As Robyn Longhurst (2001) notes, bathrooms
and other intimate sites are still treated as “taboo” within human geography,
reflecting a broader discomfort with embodiment, emotion, and the suppo-
sedly non-academic. Often feminised or associated with queerness, these cate-
gories remain marginal within geographical knowledge production, which is
analytically and politically significant in cultural texts such as television series,
where domestic and intimate spaces are repeatedly used to negotiate norms,
identities, and power relations.

3. Bathrooms, bodies, and intimacies
[Hannah lies on her back on the bathroom floor, while Jessa sits on
the toilet, urinating]

JESSA: I love you. You're so fucking gross lying there on the
bathroom floor.

[Girls, SIE10]3

Bathrooms are marginalised not simply as domestic spaces, but because they
expose bodily processes that unsettle dominant masculinist notions of legitima-

3. From this point onward, seasons will be abbreviated as “S” and episodes as “E”. For exam-
ple, the reference cited here corresponds to Season 1, Episode 10 [SIE10].
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te geographical knowledge; what Longhurst (2001) conceptualises as politics of
Sfluidlity. It is precisely this disruption of normative boundaries that also enables

bathrooms to function as spaces of intimacy. Scholars investigating the inter-

section of bathrooms and privacy (Gershenson & Penner, 2009; Longhurst,

2001; Pink, 2004, 2012) underscore that these spaces offer more than physical

seclusion, for they can also afford intimacy in terms of communication, sha-

red presence and everyday embodied practices (Berlant, 1998; Kasulis, 2002;

Pink, 2004).

Bathrooms also reinforce binary constructions of masculinity and femini-
nity (Browne, 2004; Butler, 1990; Heyes, 2007) as they are “among the very
few openly segregated spaces in contemporary Western culture, [where] the
physical differences between ‘gentlemen’ and ‘ladies’ remains central to (and
is further naturalized by) their design” (Gershenson & Penner, 2009: 1). The
very architecture and cultural expectations surrounding bathrooms perpetuate
a surveillance infrastructure that upholds gender conformity, rendering these
spaces potential sites of harm for those who do not conform to societal norms,
especially trans, intersex and nonbinary communities (Browne, 2004; Cava-
nagh, 2010; Doan, 2010; Gershenson & Penner, 2009; Meadow, 2010; Hal-
berstam, 2017, 2018). These studies emphasize the importance of challenging
the naturalization of gendered spaces and suggest that resistance is possible by
reimagining them as sites of fluidity and multiplicity. However, other scholars
note how domestic bathrooms can also enable forms of transgression and the
exploration of queer practices (Pascual-Bordas, 2024).

Importantly, these dynamics are not only material but also representatio-
nal. Bathrooms have long been framed in visual culture as sites of abjection,
danger, humour, or disruption rather than everyday interaction. As Pheasant-
Kelly (2009) and Fraiman (2022) note, television and movie scenes involving
shock and humiliation are often set in bathrooms, reinforcing their status as
exceptional rather than ordinary spaces. Such representations contribute to
the cultural marginalisation of bathrooms, aligning them with what is deemed
inappropriate, embarrassing, or unworthy of sustained attention. Yet, as Frai-
man (2022) argues through the notion of bathroom realism, feminist television
has begun to reclaim these spaces as sites where the textures of embodied,
feminised experience can become visible.

Taken together, this scholarship demonstrates that bathrooms are far from
neutral spaces, and are instead multifaceted and politically charged. They com-
bine intimacy with exclusion and regulation, providing refuge for some while
perpetuating surveillance and violence for others. Understanding bathrooms
therefore requires attention not only to their material organisation, but also
to how they are represented, imagined, and mediated within cultural texts.

However, feminist and queer scholarship has long cautioned that intima-
cy is neither inherently private nor reducible to enclosed domestic interiors
(Berlant, 1998; Valentine, 2008; Oswin & Olund, 2010). Rather than a stable
spatial condition, intimacy emerges through situated practices of relational
proximity, vulnerability, disclosure and care that may unfold across a wide
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range of spaces, scales and temporalities. From this perspective, privacy does
not guarantee intimacy, nor does its absence preclude it. Instead, intimacy
must be understood as relationally produced, contingent, and often unevenly
distributed, shaped by power relations, normative expectations, and forms of
governance that exceed the boundaries of the private sphere.

Within feminist and queer geographies, intimacy is treated as a key lens for
tracing how global, political and economic processes are lived through every
day, embodied relations. Work on intimate geopolitics has demonstrated how
intimate spaces and relations (such as the home, the body, or affective attach-
ments) are deeply entangled with state power, violence and resistance (Pain
& Stacheli, 2014; Brickell, 2014) and governed through norms of gender,
sexuality and belonging that produce hierarchies of legitimacy and exclusion
(Oswin & Olund, 2010). Intimacy, in this sense, functions as a space for sub-
ject formation and regulation, where distinctions between the personal and the
political, and the domestic and the public, are continually blurred.

More recent geographical work has expanded the scope of intimacy beyond
co-presence and domesticity, foregrounding its emergence through mediated,
architectural and everyday practices. Studies of digital encounters show how
intimacy can be generated through fleeting or conditional forms of openness
among strangers, often outside traditionally private settings (Koch & Miles,
2021; Adams, 2024). At the same time, research on intimate architectures and
everyday encounters highlights how spatial design and proximity structure who
can access intimacy, under what conditions, and at what risk (Brookes, 2022;
Valentine, 2008). These contributions suggest that intimacy is best understood
not as a spatial property but as a relational effect that is continuously produced
through material arrangements, cultural representations and power-laden prac-
tices. This conceptualisation provides a framework for analysing bathrooms not
only as sites of privacy, but as spaces where forms of intimacy are negotiated,
enabled and constrained in ways that resonate with broader feminist and queer
geographical debates.

4. Materials and methods

Ethnographic research in intimate spaces raises significant ethical concerns
around privacy and consent (England, 1994). This study addresses this issue
by focusing on such spaces in media, examining bathrooms not only as mate-
rial spaces but also as visual and narrative constructions shaped by cultural
representation (Rose, 2001). Susan Fraiman’s concept of bathroom realism
is particularly useful here, as it captures how feminist television foregrounds
experiences typically dismissed as trivial or abject (Fraiman, 2022). This fra-
mework is especially useful for analysing Girls, a series known for its emphasis
on authenticity, self-exposure, and the aesthetics of failure that characterise
postfeminist media culture (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009; Fuller & Driscoll,
2015; Wanzo, 2011). Accordingly, this study employs a qualitative content
analysis of bathroom scenes, focusing on the series’ sustained attention to
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feminised experiences and its frequent depiction of bathrooms across public
and domestic contexts.

Girls (20124-2017) is an HBO production, written and directed by Lena
Dunham, who also stars in the show. Across six seasons, it follows Hannah
Horvath, a twenty-something aspiring writer, and her friends—Marnie, Jessa
and Shoshanna—as they navigate the precarities of post-college life in Broo-
klyn: juggling unstable jobs, fraught relationships, and unreliable housing
situations, albeit cushioned by middle-class privilege, as they often rely on
family support. It has inevitably been compared to Sex and the Cizy (1998),
another HBO series about four white heterosexual women in New York City’.
Girls marks a clear generational shift in economic conditions and societal
expectations with regard to the earlier series, but was equally criticised for its
systematic underrepresentation along racial and intersectional lines; a limita-
tion that is acknowledged throughout this analysis.

This article examines how the characters enact intimacy in both public and
domestic bathrooms, paying particular attention to how these spaces become
sites of individual and collective intimacy for feminised characters. Its explora-
tion of how bathrooms in Girls blur the distinction between public and private
space reveals this dichotomy as socially produced and deeply gendered.

The analysis is based on 61 bathroom scenes identified across the six sea-
sons. Following Schreier’s definition of a unit of coding as “those parts of the
material that can be meaningfully interpreted with a view to the respective
dimension” (2012: 76), these scenes were further segmented into over 90 units
of analysis (“quotations”) based on significant shifts in spatial configuration,
such as a character entering or leaving the bathroom, or a transition from
individual to multi-person interaction. A total of 146 pre-defined codes were
grouped into thematic families (actions, discourses, feelings, characters, how,
relationships, nudity, object engagement, place, and situation) and applied in
ATLAS.ti to explore patterns, co-occurrences, and relationships.

5. Making intimacy work: Bathrooms, relational space, and feminised lives

The primary aim of this section is not to reproduce the full coding process
or detailed quantitative outputs (such as code frequencies or co-occurrences),
but to develop the analytical implications of the findings in dialogue with
the theoretical framework. The analysis focuses on three interrelated issues: (1) the
depicted strategies through which intimacy is spatially produced in bathrooms,
(2) the emergence of collective intimacy among feminised characters, and

4. When Dunham was 24 years old.

5. Academic literature often compares Girls and Sex and the City, focusing on their shared and
divergent engagements with postfeminism and feminist discourse. Although both shows
portray a group of four white, heterosexual female friends navigating life in New York City,
their depictions of class, relationships and social contexts differ significantly. For a more
accurate comparison between the two shows, see Nash and Grant (2015). For an approach
on the difference in form, also see Ford (2016).
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Figure 1. Example of codification with ATLAS.ti. On the left appears the menu for the scenes
and codes. On the right, the pink line indicates the quotation, with its corresponding codes
ordered by categories. The scene being analysed in the image is S4E10, where Caroline gives
birth in her own bathroom
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(3) the blurring of the public/private divide. Since domestic bathrooms appear
more frequently in the dataset, the examples discussed below reflect this imba-
lance while still considering public bathroom scenes.

These themes are approached as spatial practices, in line with Massey’s
understanding of space as relational and produced through interaction.
Bathrooms in Girls are thus analysed as sites where intimacy is actively produ-
ced (through material arrangements, bodily orientations, and social relations),
rather than as pre-established settings for private life.

5.1. Intimacy strategies

[Jessa is in Marnie’s bathroom, urinating. The door opens and
Marnie enters)

MARNIE [closing the door after her]: T need to talk to you.

[Girls, STE1]

Across Girls, interactions with domestic and public bathrooms and the rela-
tionships that unfold within them are highly varied. Consequently, intima-
cy is variable, situational, and continuously renegotiated through a set of
recurring spatial strategies. These strategies intersect to shape how intimacy
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becomes possible in contexts marked by precarity, overcrowding, and emo-
tional instability.

These strategies need to be situated within the material and social context
of the series. The protagonists’ lives are characterised by precarious housing
arrangements, limited privacy, and frequent interpersonal conflict. Bathrooms,
often the smallest and most enclosed rooms in these shared spaces, acquire
particular significance as provisional sites for withdrawal, confrontation, and
connection. Conflicts, breakdowns, moments of vulnerability and other emo-
tionally charged situations are continually navigated in bathrooms, underscor-
ing their role in everyday survival rather than exceptional crisis.

5.1.1. Physical layout and material affordances
The first strategy concerns the physical layout of the bathroom and its material
affordances. The size of the space, the presence or absence of specific fixtures
(such as bathtub, shower, sink or toilet), and the arrangement of these elements
shape bodily proximity and interaction. For instance, bathrooms with bathtubs
frequently enable shared intimacy that exceeds typical expectations of privacy.
In scenes where characters sit together in or around the bathtub [Fig. 2; Fig. 6;
Fig. 7], the horizontal position of bodies and the slower pacing facilitate con-
versations marked by care, confession, and emotional exposure. The bathtub
becomes a place for rest, lingering, and shared presence.

By contrast, bathrooms equipped only with a shower tend to structure
intimacy differently. These spaces often emphasise verticality, enclosure, and

Figure 2. Hannah and her mother, Loreen, share a bathroom scene in which concerns about
breastfeeding give way to a more emotionally charged exchange about motherhood and
self-doubt, foregrounding intimacy within maternal relationships

Source: Girls, S6E10.
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individual use, limiting shared use and instead producing moments of inte-
rruption, surveillance, or tension [Fig. 8]. Public bathrooms, which typica-
lly lack bathtubs or showers altogether, further restrict bodily practices while
simultaneously enabling fleeting forms of collective intimacy (such as whispe-
red conversations, phone calls, or emotional disclosures) precisely because of
their transitional nature [Fig. 9]. Hence, physical layout does not determine
intimacy, but it does condition its form, duration, and intensity.

5.1.2. Doors, thresholds and permeability

The second strategy concerns doors and thresholds, which mediate access, visi-
bility, and vulnerability. Doors are not merely functional elements but devices
that actively organise intimacy through practices of segregation, control, and
exclusion. In many of the cases that Brookes (2022) examines in this regard,
doors operate as mechanisms through which harm is enabled or intimacy is
foreclosed, reinforcing existing hierarchies of power by regulating who may
enter, who must stay outside, and under what conditions proximity becomes
possible or dangerous.

In Girls, however, doors do not function solely as instruments of spatial
segregation. Their meaning is shaped by use rather than design alone. Doors
are rarely neutral boundaries: they may be left open, partially ajar, fully closed,
locked, unlocked, or violently breached. These configurations actively shape
how safe or exposed a bathroom feels. Scenes in which bathroom doors are
closed or locked create a temporary sense of refuge, while moments in which
they are forced open or broken down (most explicitly when Adam breaks
through a locked bathroom door [S6E1]) reveal how fragile this protection is.

Unlike the cases discussed by Brookes, Girls emphasises agency and reap-
propriation. Feminised subjects use doors strategically: ownership and fami-
liarity strongly influence these practices. In unfamiliar or threatening envi-
ronments, doors are closed or locked in an attempt to regain control [Fig. 8],
while in intimate or shared contexts they may remain open [Fig. 3; Fig. 5],
rendering intimacy visible and collective rather than secluded.

At times, doors are replaced altogether by improvised boundaries (such
as shower curtains or temporary partitions [S5E7]) further highlighting
the permeability and provisional nature of spatial borders. Metaphorically, the
door functions less as a fixed boundary than as a membrane through which
intimacy is negotiated. In contrast to architectural readings that foreground
the door as a separating mechanism, Girls shows how feminised subjects acti-
vely repurpose both domestic and public bathroom doors to create temporary
refuge and intimacy.

5.1.3. Ownership and sense of safety

A third strategy shaping intimacy is ownership; not simply in legal or domes-
tic terms but as a sense of belonging to the space. A domestic bathroom does
not automatically guarantee comfort or safety. In S6E4, Hannah retreats to
the bathroom of a famous writer’s home seeking relief from social anxiety, yet the
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space remains tense and alienating. By the end of the episode, this same location
is presented as threatening, as the owner of the house sexually assaults her. Con-
versely, in S3E2, Hannah appears relaxed and emotionally open while sitting on
the sink of a petrol station bathroom chatting with Marnie on the phone. These
contrasts show that intimacy and safety are shaped less by the public/private status
of a bathroom than by emotional context, power relations, and their relation to it.

5.1.4. Relationships and relational dynamics

The final strategy concerns the relationships between characters. Intimacy is
profoundly shaped by who is present, the nature of the relationship, and the
specific stage of that relationship. Being in a bathroom with a mother, for
instance, produces different kinds of closeness, care, and authority than being
with a friend, partner, or near-stranger [Fig. 2; Fig. 3]. At the same time, the
bathroom not only reflects relationships but can also transform them. For
example, the relational dynamics between Marnie and Hannah differ signifi-
cantly in Figure 5 compared to Figure 6, illustrating how shifts in emotional
context and interaction reshape intimacy even between the same characters.

These relational dynamics deeply affect how intimacy is depicted, unders-
coring the interplay between interpersonal connections and the physical and
situational context of the bathroom. Each configuration produces a distinct
form of intimacy.

Taken together, these strategies illustrate that intimacy in Girls is not
anchored to a specific type of space. Rather, it is produced through the
intersection of material layout, spatial boundaries, ownership, and relational
context. Importantly, the same strategies recur in both public and domes-
tic bathrooms, reinforcing the argument that the public/private divide is an
insufficient framework for understanding how, in this case, white feminised
subjects inhabit and produce space.

5.2. Collective intimacy and white femininities

(It is Shoshanna’s engagement party, and all four friends are in
Shoshanna’s bathroom. The door is closed and the space is small, so
Shoshanna is by the door, Jessa is sitting on the toilet, and Marnie
and Hannah are inside the shower with the curtain open]

MARNIE: I am feeling a lot of anxiety about the fact that we've
allowed our friendship to reach this place of aggression and isola-
tion. And I am proposing that- [Shoshanna raises her hand). Yes
Shos, and thank you so much for the hand raise.
SHOSANNA: If you don’t mind, I would like to take a step
back, and say that this is the reason that we cannot hang out
together anymore.

[Girls, SGE9]

Although friendship is the most frequently depicted relationship in bathroom
scenes, it is not the dominant topic of conversation. Dialogues more often
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Figure 3. Elijah and Hannah share a bathroom with Sandy, whose discomfort reflects tensions
around gender, sexuality and non-normative intimacy. Their close, emotionally expressive
bond in this shared, feminised space unsettles heteronormative expectations of friendship
and domestic relations

Source: Girls, S6E10.

revolve around emotions, bodily experiences, work, health, sexuality, growing
up, politics, and relationships with absent others. Beyond hygienic functions,
bathrooms in Girls host a wide range of practices®. When shared with others,
these practices consistently generate intimacy, highlighting the bathroom’s
role as a key site of relational and affective exchange rather than as a purely
functional space.

The question we therefore need to ask is why do certain characters repea-
tedly turn to these spaces to express feelings and manage relationships?

What unites these characters is a shared position of feminisation: being
socially associated with femininity through gender expression, sexuality, or
normative expectation. This feminisation is not neutral, but unfolds within a
representational field structured by whiteness. In Girls, the forms of intimacy
most visibly enacted in bathroom spaces (whether as relief, confrontation, or
connection) are largely articulated through white feminised characters, par-
ticularly cisgender heterosexual women and cisgender gay men. Characters
such as Elijah are culturally positioned as feminine within heteronormative
frameworks [Fig. 3].

6. These include arguing, shouting, bathing, childbirth, caregiving, laughing, interrupting,
showering, fainting, experiencing OCD, texting, hiding, brushing teeth, reading, regain-
ing composure, being honest, eating, accidentally self-harming, crying, sleeping, shaving,
vomiting, among others.

14  Documents d’Analisi Geografica 2026, forthcoming



These Girls need some space: On bathrooms, femininities and the production of collective intimacy ~ A. Pla-Rivas

Figure 4. Adam breaks through a bathroom door and shouts at Jessa

- Well, you're gonna make a!great
therapist because you're fuekinhg insane.

Source: Girls, S6E1.

Femininity is approached here not as a fixed identity, but as a relational and
spatial position that is both gendered and racialised. Within Girls, whiteness
shapes how vulnerability, emotional exposure, and bodily excess are rende-
red visible, tolerated, and even valued. The analytical category of “feminised
characters” developed in this paper therefore does not refer to femininity in
general, but specifically to its articulation within a white representational field.
This framing conditions which bodies can inhabit bathrooms as sites of inti-
macy, which forms of exposure are legible as authenticity rather than failure,
and which risks remain narratively containable.

By contrast, white cisgender heterosexual men appear relatively infre-
quently in bathroom scenes, which typically involve interactions with female
characters, often within heterosexual relationships, and rarely use these spa-
ces as sites for refuge or emotional processing’. When present, they tend to
engage in utilitarian activities or appear in contexts marked by tension or
the perpetration of violence—most notably in scenes involving Adam (S1ES;
S6E1) [Fig. 4], where his presence actively disrupts any sense of safety. These
moments underscore that the perceived safety of bathrooms is contingent,
fragile, and unevenly distributed, produced through gendered and sexualised
power relations that produce uneven spatial relations.

In S6E1, Adam’s violent behaviour forces Jessa to retreat into the only
domestic space that can be locked: the bathroom. Similarly, in S1E8, Hannah’s

7. There are two notable exceptions: in S3E11, Adam and Ray share a bathroom and engage
in a masculinist conversation about women; and in S3E8, Adam enters a public bathroom
and, with his mouth filled with paper, shouts in an attempt to expel his emotions.
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Figure 5. Marnie and Hannah have an argument, which starts when Hannah arrives, continues
through Marnie’s bedroom, then the bathroom, and ends in the kitchen/living room. This scene
exemplifies how bathrooms function as extensions of the broader domestic environment,
serving as sites of collective intimacy contingent on the contextual dynamics of the interaction

-You are the wound.
-You're the wound.

Source: Girls, STE9..

apparent safety in Adam’s shower is abruptly shattered when he urinates on
her, despite her repeated verbal protests. While the series remains centred
on white, middle-class characters, it reinforces Segato’s argument that although
women remain symbolically associated with the domestic sphere, this space no
longer guarantees protection or a sense of being at home (Segato, 2015, 2016).
Building on feminist critiques of women’s unease in public space (MATRIX,
1984; Massey, 1994; McDowell, 1999), Girls suggests that safety is not an
inherent property of space, but a relational effect produced through shifting
gendered power relations. As Hannah’s and Jessa’s experiences in the bathroom
illustrate, this sense of safety is always provisional and can be rapidly undone
through the actions of others.

At the same time, precisely because safety is not guaranteed, bathroom
scenes repeatedly show how these white feminised characters actively produce
spaces of their own. They utilise the inherent privacy of the bathroom as a site
for connection, solidarity and confrontation, where moments of shared vulne-
rability, care, emotional labour, and conflict unfold across the series [Figs. 2;
5-9]. These interactions exemplify what this paper conceptualises as collective
intimacy: a form of intimacy that is relational, non-romantic, and often situa-
tional, emerging through shared embodied experiences rather than through
sexual or couple-based bonds.

In Girls, intimacy shifts away from heteronormative romantic frameworks
toward the collective nature of friendships, co-worker relations, familial bonds,
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Figure 6. Marnie shaves while Hannah eats a muffin in their shared bathroom. As friends and
roommates, they discuss Marnie’s frustrations with her boyfriend, which led to her decision
to sleep in Hannah'’s bed that night

Source: Girls, S1E1.

and encounters between strangers. These relations are overlapping and con-
tingent, shaped by the emotional and spatial conditions of each scene. By
foregrounding white feminised characters interacting in private settings, the
series brings into view forms of intimacy that are relational, non-romantic, and
situational, foregrounding the significance of connections that exceed couple-
based or sexual frameworks.

This reconfiguration of intimacy is closely tied to the series’ politics of the body.
One of the most discussed aspects of Girls is its representation of Hannah’s body as
unruly, excessive, and non-normative within postfeminist media culture. Bathroom
scenes are central to this portrayal, showing bodies that leak, fail, rest, or simply
exist outside regimes of desirability and productivity.

Girls has been described as using abjection as an aesthetic and narrative
strategy, but this operates within a highly racialised representational context.
As Rebecca Wanzo (2011) argues, the series’ ability to frame excess, failu-
re, and discomfort as authenticity is contingent upon the whiteness of its
protagonists. In the bathroom scenes analysed here, abjection is not simply
displayed but mediated by the relationships between the characters. Acts such
as urinating, vomiting, or non-sexual bodily exposure are often shown in the
presence of others, where proximity, conversation, or silence modulate their
meaning [Fig. 1; Fig. 6; Fig. 7]. Rather than functioning solely as moments of
humiliation or disgust, these scenes show abjection being negotiated through
shared presence and emotional interaction. The bathroom is thus a space where
abjection is neither fully normalised nor entirely disruptive, but provisionally
reworked through intimacy.
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Figure 7. Jessa unexpectedly appears in Hannah'’s bathroom, distressed by the end of her
marriage, and the two bathe together. When Jessa blows her nose in the water, initial discom-
fort gives way to laughter and hand-holding, transforming abjection into collective intimacy

Source: Girls, S2E4.

This reclaiming of the bathroom foregrounds forms of collective intimacy
that emerge through shared, embodied experiences rather than individuali-
sed self-presentation. In Girls, bathrooms are not simply marginal spaces, but
sites where intimacy and abjection are negotiated, contested, and made visible
among white feminised characters. By situating these interactions within a
space typically coded as private or improper, the series invites a rethinking
of how intimacy, embodiment, and relational life are spatially—and often
collectively—produced.

5.3. Dismantling gender and spatial boundaries

HANNAH: I just want to say that you look beautiful.
MARNIE: Are you fucking kidding me?
[Girls, SSE1]

Building on feminist critiques of the gendered public/private divide, Girls can
be interpreted as dismantling both gendered and spatial binaries. While the
series is shaped by the privileges of its white representational framework, its
persistent focus on bathrooms contradicts the idea that femininity is anchored
to women or domesticity, and weakens the public/private divide.
Throughout the series, bathrooms function as sites where embodiment,
emotion, and identity are expressed through everyday practices such as brus-
hing teeth, bathing, sitting on the floor, or talking while urinating, as well as
through moments of conflict, care, and emotional exposure, often simulta-
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Figure 8. In her ex-boyfriend’s communal bathroom, Marnie encounters another woman.
Though strangers, they share a brief but intimate conversation about relationships, negotiat-
ing boundaries such as Marnie’s towel and its bodily proximity

1‘ \‘ N

e [
| fucking walked.
l )

=

Source: Girls, S5E7.

neously. This combination of the mundane and the intense questions conven-
tional associations between femininity, beauty, passivity, and privacy. Femi-
ninity here does not appear as a stable attribute or identity but as something
shaped by relations and situations, produced through collective intimacy
among feminised characters marginalised by gender and/or sexuality. In this
sense, Girls aligns with feminist and queer conceptualisations of both space
and intimacy as relational, processual, and continually negotiated rather than
fixed or private (Massey, 2005; Oswin & Olund, 2010).

This reworking of white femininities is inseparable from a parallel desta-
bilisation of spatial categories. Dominant audiovisual culture has tended to
portray public bathrooms as spaces of danger, surveillance, abjection, or comic
disruption, particularly for women and queer subjects, thereby reinforcing
the idea that public space is inherently hostile to feminised bodies (Pheasant-
Kelly, 2009; Fraiman, 2022). While violence does occur in bathroom scenes,
Girls does not treat it as intrinsic to the bathroom itself (whether domestic or
public). Instead, it emerges through gendered and sexualised power relations,
including who has access, who can interrupt, who can lock a door, who is
believed, and who is made vulnerable. Bathrooms are thus not fixed or neutral
containers, but spaces continually produced through hegemonic norms and
unequal entitlements to privacy, safety, and authority. What happens inside
them depends on social relations and power dynamics, and not simply on
whether they are designated as “public” or “private.”

This destabilisation operates in three interrelated ways. First, the strategies
that the characters employ to protect their intimacy are strikingly similar across
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Figure 9. In a workplace bathroom, Hannah tells her coworkers that her boss touched her
inappropriately; the conversation shifts between support, normalisation, and everyday inti-
macy as Hannah is offered unsolicited advice about dieting

-
Source: Girls, S1E4.

public and domestic bathrooms, suggesting that this distinction matters less
than might be expected. In Figure 9, for example, Hannah quietly raises an
instance of sexual harassment with her colleagues in a workplace bathroom,
using the space to gauge whether her experience is shared. The exchange reveals
a process of normalisation, as her co-workers acknowledge similar situations
while minimising their significance. In this sense, even public bathrooms can
become sites where forms of intimacy—however tentative or ambivalent—are
produced. The scene thus questions the assumption that intimacy is naturally
limited to private space.

Second, rather than being organised along fixed gendered divisions, the use
of space in Girls reflects shifting processes of feminisation that further destabi-
lise the public/private binary. Feminised characters consistently use bathrooms
as spaces for relief, confrontation, and care. Both white cisgender heterosexual
women and white cisgender gay men inhabit public and domestic bathrooms
in comparable ways, unsettling the conventional association of women with
private space and men with public space. This resonates with feminist critiques
of the public/private divide as a gendered power structure rather than a neutral
spatial arrangement (Fraser, 1990; Massey, 1994; McDowell, 1999).

Third, the very categories of “public” and “private” are further destabilised
through these dynamics. As Figures 8, 9, and 10 illustrate, Girls repeatedly
blurs these distinctions: a bathroom in a private home may function as a shared
or semi-public space, while a workplace or public bathroom may be a setting
for intimacy, care, or solidarity. What defines the space is not its architectural
location but the practices, relations, and power dynamics that unfold within
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Figure 10. Shoshanna is in a Japanese public bathroom with two of her co-workers, discuss-
ing themes such as love, sex, work and feelings of friendship and belonging

Source: Girls, S5E3.

it. The opposition between public and private is therefore inadequate for cap-
turing how space is lived and experienced.

Taken together, these dynamics suggest a dismantling of gendered and
spatial binaries. Femininity is not securely tied to women, domesticity, or pri-
vacy, just as intimacy is not confined to private space (Koch & Miles, 2021).
Instead, both gender and space are shaped through by everyday practices and
relations rather than fixed categories.

6. Final thoughts: these Girls need some space (of their own)

This paper argues that bathrooms in Girls operate as politically charged rela-
tional spaces where intimacy is actively produced through everyday practi-
ces rather than simply contained within private interiors. Across public and
domestic contexts, bathrooms are places where feminised characters negotiate
exposure, care, conflict, and unequal power relations, questioning the assump-
tion that intimacy is limited to privacy, domesticity, or couple-based relations.
By foregrounding both public and private bathrooms as spaces for interaction
rather than mere exposure or threat, Girls offers a subtle yet powerful critique
of the binary frameworks through which gender and space have traditionally
been organised. In doing so, the series opens up the possibility of thinking
beyond these binaries, showing how they fracture, fail, and become untenable
in the textures of everyday life.

Central to this argument is the concept of collective intimacy. Against domi-
nant heteronormative and individualised models that equate intimacy with
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romantic or sexual coupling, Girls presents forms of intimacy that are collecti-
ve, non-sexual, ambivalent, and often conflictual. Bathrooms are spaces where
intimacy is practised through shared presence, emotional labour, negotiation,
and mutual exposure, often under conditions of spatial constraint and affective
intensity. This capacity to generate intimacy across spatial divides underscores
how the public/private distinction is not an inherent property of space but a
relational and gendered construct.

Throughout the article, collective intimacy is shown to be spatially produ-
ced and contingent, shaping feminised individual and collective subjectivities
while disrupting established gendered categories rather than being anchored
in them. Intimacy appears first as a situated means of navigating moments of
uncertainty, distress, and exposure; it is then actively produced among femi-
nised characters through shared presence and affective labour; and finally, it
unfolds as a politically consequential force that unsettles public/private and
women/men dichotomies. Collective intimacy does not resolve tension or secu-
re harmony; instead, it operates as a fragile strategy through which feminised
characters momentarily sustain one another and make life more liveable in
the absence of promised safety or privacy. These observations contribute to
feminist and queer debates by framing intimacy as plural, relational, and unfi-
xed, produced through practice rather than secured by privacy, domesticity,
or couple-based norms.

These practices are neither abstract nor universally available. Feminisation
in Girls is shaped by exposure, care, and vulnerability, but also by whiteness.
The characters most consistently able to use bathrooms as intimate spaces are
white cisgender women and white cisgender gay men. Whiteness conditions
whose bodily excess is read as authenticity rather than failure, whose vulne-
rability can be made visible without becoming illegible, and whose exposure
can be contained within the narrative rather than punished (Wanzo, 2011).
As argued by Rebecca Wanzo (2011), abjection is therefore not a universal
feminist strategy but a racialised privilege. Although collective intimacy can
partially redefine abjection (by normalising bodily exposure through shared
presence and negotiation), it does so only provisionally and from within the
representational limits of whiteness.

By tracing collective intimacy across public and domestic bathrooms, this
paper contributes to broader feminist and queer geographical debates on the
instability of gendered and spatial binaries. In Girls, neither public nor domes-
tic bathrooms can be understood as inherently safe or dangerous; rather, their
meanings emerge through situated relations, power dynamics, and specific
situations. Femininity is no longer secured by women, domesticity, or privacy,
just as intimacy is no longer confined to the private sphere. Instead, both gen-
der and space are relational, contingent, and unevenly liveable arrangements,
continually made and unmade through everyday practices of intimacy.

Rejecting rigid binaries (public/private, masculine/feminine, individual/
collective) is therefore not merely a conceptual gesture but a political necessity.
Attention to mundane spaces such as bathrooms reveals how power operates
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through intimacy, affect, and spatial practice on the everyday scale. Girls makes
it apparent that what happens behind closed doors, at sinks, on bathroom
floors, or in shared silences is never apolitical. In reclaiming these overlooked
spaces, feminised characters not only inhabit them; they interrupt them,
rework them, and reconfigure their meanings through relational practices.
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