
 
 
 

The incorrect hanging of toilet paper and its repercussions. 

 

Venturing into a bathroom belonging to someone else is a process often fraught with 

danger. Unless you are of a particularly inquisitive disposition, your need tends to be 

fairly pressing.  Identifying the location can be problematic, very few people advertise 

their conveniences, they tend to be discreet.  

 

Upon arriving at your destination, you may be faced with a complicated lock 

mechanism or worse, there may be no visible means of securing the door. Despite 

successfully navigating these pitfalls your relief, at your relief, can be short lived.  

 

The toilet roll has been incorrectly placed on the holder! 
 

A broad spectrum of feelings can be engendered upon noticing the incorrect placing 

of the toilet paper. I would summarise the most common as anger, disgust, 

disappointment and disbelief. 

 

Whilst recovering from this broadside the most pressing decision is whether to 

correct this aberration. It is, after all, only the polite thing to do. To rectify your hosts 

error. 

 

At this point you may also begin to consider the terrible alternative…The placement 

of the toilet paper is deliberate. Someone, as unbelievable as it seems, may have 

intentionally displayed the toilet paper in this fashion.  It was not inadvertent; it was not 

accidental. It was done with malice aforethought.  

 

An even bigger question then rears its head. 

 

What kind of person, in full consciousness, would have undertaken this course of 

action? What kind of person could exit the bathroom and go about their daily business 

without being crippled by the need to re-enter and rectify this calamity? 

 



There are a small percentage of the population, who genuinely have no concept of the 

implications of toilet paper display. They are a rare breed for whom it is a matter of 

complete indifference. It is unusual to come across such a person and they do not 

welcome your pity. 

 

We are left then, with those who through some perversion either intentionally or 

operating under a delusion, believe they are acting correctly. 

 

So, when confronted by this deliberately obtuse sight what conclusion may we draw 

about the perpetrator? What character flaws, if any have been displayed? 

 

Well my initial reaction is often a disappointed head shake. Why? I thought I knew this 

person. Resignation and acceptance follow. Well, ok, that’s the type of person they are. 

 

It’s disappointing as friends normally share something in common. A common 

background, common experience, common views on the world. Common being the 

operative word.  

 

Some friends may have an odd relationship with their pet, be over fond of the word, 

‘tidy,’ despite not being Welsh, and make Maria Kondo look slovenly, but you are friends 

for a reason. Normally you can see a bit of yourself reflected in them, or, you see 

qualities that you admire and wish to attain. To have the metaphorical rug pulled from 

under your feet at such a vulnerable time is unsettling. 

 

Do you really know them? If they hang their toilet paper incorrectly what else are they 

hiding? 

 

These feelings of unease have been pervasive in Scotland and the UK since 2014. In a 

period of twenty- four months Scotland, and the UK, participated in two referendums. 

You may have heard tell of them. 

 

Referendums by their very nature polarize opinion. However, as both linked to 

national identity a strong emotional groundswell infused the intellectual debate and 

impacted on our levels of tolerance. 



 

Wellington famously said that being born in a stable would not make one a horse, but 

he was an Irishman trying to be English! 

 

National Identity is enshrined in us all. You will be on the Spectrum. You may not be 

the full blown, kilt wearing, Irn Bru guzzling caricature. It maybe that you overhear 

someone putting Scotland down and feel a bit miffed or find yourself manically cheering 

on a Scot gracing the field in some obscure sport. It is there. You share something in 

common with however many others born and raised within the same borders as yourself. 

 

During the course of the first referendum, friends, neighbours and work colleagues 

came to view one another in a different way. Often when engaging in any discourse a 

question could be seen ticker taping behind the eyes. Are you with me or against me? 

Toilet roll to the front or the back. 

 

A barrier went up when conversing with someone holding an opposing view. In some 

cases the arguments could be constructive. It is easy to sympathise with someone’s view 

when it is held in the pursuit of a better way. However, once the debate moved on from 

the abstract and became practical sympathies declined and views, unfortunately 

hardened. 

 

The referendums created conflict. As human beings we need to belong, to identify 

ourselves with and in others, to understand and feel that our behaviours are normal. That 

we, are normal. That we, are not alone. Not on our own. It’s collectivism. A shared 

experience, it creates a bond. We all hang our toilet paper the same way. 

 

Rather than embracing all that is different within that catch all, that diaspora, the 

referendum debate became more of an us and them, with us or against us. Judgements 

were made the instant an opinion was expressed. 

 

So why are we threatened by people holding opinions different to our own?   

 



We should be capable of listening to someone articulate their reasons for having a 

different position. It may not be persuasive but at least acknowledge that an alternative 

viewpoint exists. (Except obviously for the placement of the toilet paper.) 

 

As humans we are predisposed to making judgements. You see someone or 

something and it registers with your brain and you form a response. That response is 

influenced by external factors such as your family, upbringing, and culture, together with 

your own inherent character traits. 

 

Can we respond beyond our initial impulse to judge? It is the unknown, unusual and 

unexplained that cause fear and subsequently judgement. 

 

Fear is fabulous. It is our bodies way of alerting us to danger. It is primal, a great 

instinct to preserve our safety. It provokes a response; fight or flight. When we knocked 

about in caves, this was a fantastic and necessary design feature.  

 

Dinosaurs, mammoths etc. posed an immediate threat to man’s life. Running or 

fighting were both great options to enable us to keep breathing. But what threat does 

incorrectly placed toilet paper pose? 

 

As we have evolved these threats have faded. Our base instincts as humans have 

softened, but they are still underlying and can be readily exploited. Our fear is being 

ignited by different sources for their own ends. 

 

The Referendum debates moved from logical reasoned arguments to invoking fear. 

Fear over jobs, fear for family, fear about money, fear about lifestyle.  Alternative views 

were seen as a threat and responded to accordingly. We lost the ability to appreciate that 

someone can hold a different opinion, lifestyle etc. without it being a threat to our own. 

Opposing views can co-exist without causing friction. 

 

Understanding an alternative view does not mean accepting it, but it does help you 

appreciate why someone else might believe it. Understanding an alternative view takes 

away fear and allows discourse to progress. We should ask the question, why would 

someone put the toilet paper like that? 



 

As human beings we are more than one thing, we may have defining character traits 

but knowledge of one aspect of our personalities doesn’t make us an open book. We 

should not be defined by our admiration for ABBA alone. 

 

James Blunt has a very funny and self-depreciating twitter account. Stephen Fry, an 

intellectual, adores darts. We recently learned rock star and general, “lad”, Rod Stewart, 

builds model railways. We are all more than one thing and we should embrace this and 

allow diversity to flourish. Although I am unaware of their position, vis a vis, toilet paper 

hanging. 

 

Over the last few years the general public’s opinion has been a thing much sought 

after. Since 2014, in addition to the two referendums, we have been asked our opinion 

on who we wish to govern us, no less than three times. Added to these minor matters 

our opinion has also been sought annually to choose a Strictly Come Dancing champion, 

an X Factor winner, our favourite choir, an ice dancing couple, a Love Island Couple etc.  

 

 Unlike the referendum or the hanging of toilet paper we are given more than two 

options. As well as engaging with the contestants over a number of weeks we are guided 

by judges.  We listen to those experts in their field as we are not all qualified to correctly 

critique an Arabesque or a Pasodoble. It is recognised that we have more of an emotional 

response and can listen to experts before ultimately making up our minds.  

 

We are not even required to turn up at a municipal building between the hours of, 

7am and 10pm to make our mark, in the privacy of a replica of an early, rejected, photo 

booth design. We need venture no further than our sofa and utilise our landline, mobile, 

tablet or computer to convey our wisdom and be charged exorbitant pounds a minute to 

have our say. We take to Twitter to have our favourites trending. 

 

Twitter has become the debating chamber. Although, often, it is more of an echo 

chamber as we follow those in whom we are interested. Often, and its why we like them, 

it is shared interests. Therefore their posts reinforce our already held beliefs. The toilet 

paper must be hung correctly. This can entrench our position. Increase our intolerance. 

Where are the dissenting voices? Where is the balance? 



 

It is important to be exposed to all sides of a story or topic. Examining the alternative 

can strengthen your view or open you up to positive change. 

 

This places a big onus on the news services; particularly as the news services 

themselves are coping with so many changes. News sources are now eclectic given the 

access to the Internet. Information can be instantly accessed and shared. Blogs and 

information are widely disseminated.  

 

The problem again comes down to balance. Do the views of those providing the 

information, impact on the information provided. And if they do, how do we know?  

 

Reporters were previously trained, aware of source checking, having to run something 

by an editor. In other words, there were safety checks. Without these we are left with our 

own judgements or prejudices. 

 

I am not saying we shouldn’t make these judgements. We absolutely should. However, 

we need to be better informed. Holding an opinion is not wrong, it is our right. But 

understanding why we hold that opinion, the influences that have brought us to it, 

should make us stronger and less fearful when confronted by an alternative. It should 

make us more tolerant. 

 

When we understand the foundations of our thoughts and beliefs we can ensure they 

are solid. We can also recognize how they can shape and influence our opinions. We can 

recognize that our reaction to the incorrect hanging of the toilet paper is shaped not only 

by the aesthetic or practicality but our background. 

 

So, the toilet paper, to change or not to change. What is the etiquette? 

 

If something is wrong we have an urge to fix it, to make it right. From someone 

mispronouncing a name, to correcting a factual error. We tend to step in, albeit 

apologetically, to provide the correct answer. 

 



So, you change the toilet paper. Can you leave it at that, or do you have to inform 

your hosts of your actions, possibly receiving one of the following: 

 

a) A thank you with the words “We are so embarrassed by our error; you 

have saved our social reputation.” 

b) A terse thank you with the words “Thanks for doing something I would 

never have noticed and then drawing my attention to it. You freak!” implied. 

 

Or the worst.   

 

c) No thank you. The ‘thank you’ replaced by a rant. “How dare you. I don’t 

ask how you like your tea and then add milk and sugar anyway. I don’t make all 

he labels in your cupboard face forward. Why would you come into my home, 

and put my toilet paper round the wrong way?” 

 

Changing the toilet paper imposes your belief system on others, with no debate. Can 

you accept an opinion or action different to your own? Can you show tolerance to the 

behaviour of others? 

 

When confronted with a different belief or different opinion from our own, we 

should engage, try to clarify and gain a deeper understanding. Finally move on, shake 

hands amicably and agree to disagree. 

 

It is difficult however, when confronted with such blatant wrongdoing, to remain 

inactive? An error should be corrected. They must see sense! 

 

Regardless of your decision your opinion of your host has been irretrievably altered. It 

maybe fine on the surface. You may be able to continue your friendship as normal, but 

there will come a day when you will disagree or be disappointed in something they have 

done or failed to do and the light bulb will ignite…You will metaphorically slap yourself 

on the forehead exclaiming, “Of course they hang their toilet paper incorrectly! I should 

have known!” 

 



Changing the toilet paper is instinctive. It hits the crux of the issue. When we have 

time to be rational and engage our brains we usually emerge with a reasoned response. 

We behave with tolerance. 

 

Alas we are but humble human beings and we react instinctively to things, we get a 

gut feeling. We react with emotion and not rationale. These reactions should not be 

ignored, but they alone should not govern our behaviour. 

 

When disagreeing or being appalled by an alternative view or action we need to take a 

step back, digest and then move forward. 

 

It is the same reason we don’t allow those who have suffered to be directly involved 

in the punishment of the perpetrators. Why we press save and not send as we finish 

composing our reply/rant. 

 

It is likely that Scotland, within the next year will potentially be asked if we have 

changed our opinion on being part of the UK, since we were last formally asked six years 

ago. 

 

The last referendums have seen people adopt a position at the outset and become 

more entrenched over time. Debates have been visceral rather than intellectual. There is 

no middle ground and tolerance is in short supply. As with the hanging of toilet paper 

there is no alternative it’s the right way or the wrong way. Passions will again be high, 

and reason and tolerance may become casualties.  Our feelings can overwhelm our ability 

to reason. 

 

However sometimes, …sometimes, we must act on instinct. It’s just the right thing to 

do. 

 

The toilet paper must be changed! 

 

I know that you will have formed an opinion of me based on your reaction to what 

I’ve written. I know that you will be nodding your head sagely or shaking it in 

disappointment when I reveal which way I hang my toilet paper.  



 


