
“Hot dress”

“Since about two years, I’ve been working as a volunteer language teacher in the neighborhood center. While I 
was teaching a class to this very diverse group of about 12 women (different ages and ethnic origin), a small 
group of women kept on whispering and laughing. At some point I noticed they were laughing and making 
remarks in Arabic about the dress that one of the younger (Slovakian) students was wearing. The dress was 
very tight and revealed quite some skin. I couldn’t see if the student with the dress was aware that others were 
talking and laughing about her. I got a bit upset and disturbed and didn’t know what to do. Since I thought the 
student didn’t notice I ignored the laughing, smiled at everyone and pretended like nothing was happening so 
we could continue the class more seriously, which happened. Yet afterwards I started feeling very insecure 
about the way I handled the situation.”

Amsterdam, 2018



  

 

 

is a 65 years old Egyptian 
woman. She is a housewife, 
retired and she is a student in 
this situation. She is a widow 
with three kids. 

THE OTHER PERSON(S)

is a 35 years old Dutch woman. 
She works as a teacher and she 
is a group leader in this 
situation. She is married, has 
two kids. 

THE NARRATOR

What brings them together is their gender, 
sexual identity, mother status (the student’s 
kids are the same age as the narrator, the 
narrator´s mum´s age is the same as the 
student). They both love learning about each 
other´s culture. Both are connected to the Islam 
culture (narrator´s husband is Muslim).  What 
separates them is their nationalities, native 
languages (Dutch for the narrator and Arabic for 
the other person), their job status (teacher vs 
unemployed) and also their places in the 
situation. 

SIMILARITIES / DIFFERENCES

CONTEXT

is a single 32 years old algerian 
who's been in France from a 

year or two. This incident takes 
place at a party after a 

worshop in which the narrator 
is a trainer and the other 
person is a participant.

6 other students were present. 4 out of 6 students were 
Muslim and North African. 

1 other (Ukrainian) was just trying to follow the lesson 
and the Slovakian lady is the one the group is making 
jokes about. Her dress is different from the others, very 
tight and revealed quite some skin. All the Muslimas are a 
bit bigger, the Slovakian girl is skinnier than the others. 
She is about in her late twenties, lives in The Netherlands 
since 3 years, highly educated.

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

They were in a neighborhood community center in 
Amsterdam. The community center looks a bit like a living 
room. The name ‘Buurtkamer’ also implies it’s like a living 
room for all inhabitants.

Since lately the group started growing the big group has been 
split in two. The smaller group, only women, were sitting with 
the lead of narrator in a cozy corner of the big room. The rest 
of the group was working in another side of the room with 
another teacher. Four North African women were sitting at the 
same corner, close to each other, opposite the Slovakian lady, 
a bit separated.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

They meet every week for the class in their free time. The 
group is only for women, very informal, friendly. They know 
that the husband of the teacher is a Muslim man which makes 
the connection even deeper in between the teacher and the 
Muslim women.

Since this group was divided in two only recently there could 
be a new group dynamic forming. 

A smaller group feels more informal.

They could feel a bond and they love chatting amongst 
women. A living room feels informal and could feel like a 
space in which you can just chat and laugh.

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS
 
The narrator represents the municipality but she teaches 
and organizes Dutch classes as a volunteer language 
teacher. 

Although it is a teaching environment, so dynamic around, 
“school” is somehow present; with teachers, and students 
that behave “good or wrong” with its codes regarding 
dressing and behavior. The narrator sees herself as the 
teacher, even if it is in a relaxed way, and she asks herself to 
behave as a teacher role, for instance: protecting certain 
students from the other laughing or keeping a learning 
atmosphere in the group.

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT

IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK



SHAME
INSECURE

HUMILIATED

ANGER

Individualism: The narrator 
believes in the freedom of 
choice, in the freedom of self-
expression. According to her 
this is a right for everyone. 
Dressing is one way of how we 
express ourselves, our 
individuality and that is unique 
in every human being.

Small group of students in the corner laughing and 
making remarks in Arabic about the revealing dress that 

one of the younger (Slovakian) student was wearing.

Respect for diversity: For the 
narrator it is important to 
respect otherness. People 
should not be judged for how 
they dress. Not only because of 
the dressing but also because 
we associate certain dress 
codes to values, religions, and 
moral codes and these values 
should be respected not 
imposing the own ones to 
others.

Respect others: 
For the narrator 
making fun of each 
others’ looks is 
insulting. It is a 
basic value for her 
respecting others 
as human beings.

Openness and transparency: For the 
narrator it is important to keep the 
communication open and transparent 
in every social context. It is unfair to use 
a language that not everybody 
understands, or only one part of the 
group understands. It is not allowed 
and not polite to speak in Arabic in a 
small group when the majority doesn´t 
understand. Also not OK to keep 
whispering when there is a class and 
others want to work.  

Threat of professional identity: According to the narrator 
the teacher should ensure order, respect and safety for all 
students, yet in this case she does not succeed in her own 
interpretation. She is frozen, and does not intervene, while 
according to her values she should have, to protect 
individual freedoms, to maintain transparency and protect 
the ones that are weaker in a certain situation, like the 
incident, it is part of the teacher’s role.

Collectivism vs individualism – conflicting values: For the narrator it’s as important 
to respect the dress code of the Muslim women (covered) as for the Muslim women to 
respect the code of the Slovakian one. The narrator herself belongs to two different 
communities. Her husband is a Muslim man. When she is with the family of her husband 
she follows the values of her Islamic family which does not encourage women’s 
individual self-expression in a way it  is in The Netherlands. In the incident she seems to 
be in conflict about where she belongs to; to the individualist society or to the 
collectivist one regarding the dress code. The narrator can understand the attitude of 
the Muslimas to keep the community rules, while she’s trying to protect the Dutch values 
of individualism and free self-expression. This inner conflict might come up when she 
feels herself hypocrite saying « I also cover my body and hair up when I visit my Islamic 
family in law. And I also slightly adapt my clothes to the group when I teach. »

Importance and respect of official 
rules/roles: The students have to 
respect the rules of the class; pay 
attention to others, the teacher, listen 
and do not make a group of chatting 
people when we are supposed to 
work together.

DISSAPOINTED

´HYPOCRITICAL´ - ´I also 

cover my body and hair up when I 

visit my Islamic family in law.´



FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR 



Small group of students in the corner laughing and 
making remarks in Arabic about the revealing dress 

that one of the younger (Slovakian) students was 
wearing.

Collectivism: The person triggering the shock 
most probably believes that there are social 
norms and conventions, which deserve to be 
respected, and whose respect is more 
important than the satisfaction of individual 
desires. In a public space it is not welcome to 
dress sexy and individualistically. The Slovak 
girl is breaking the dressing code of the class. 
The teacher is not addressing it so they are 
addressing it with their comments.

Chastity and modesty: If the North African ladies follow Islam, they have 
to respect the prescription to cover with clothing what are considered the 
intimate parts of the body (“awrah” in Arabic). The definition of which body 
parts qualify as intimate varies according to the different branches / 
schools of Islam. But there is a general agreement in the requirement of 
dressing “modestly” and not using dressing, exposure of skin as a means to 
attract attention. The effect of a sexy dress following curves, uncovering 
skin can be compared to the effect on westerners of a dress leaving the skin 
of the ass appear. It provokes surprise, embarrassment and most probably 
giggles.  If a woman does not cover the intimate parts of her body she is not 
presenting herself in a respectable way, she may be interpreted as trying to 
raise attention with her looks and provokes sexual approaches from men.

The small group´s behavior implies 
that it is okay to behave in a 
discriminative way with someone 
who does not belong to our group. 
Their behavior says: it is Ok to 
remember the rules when those are 
broken by someone, and the way to 
show it is by stating this person does 
not belong to the group by making her 
ridiculous. So if someone in the group 
does so, she will go through the same 
process and be expelled.

FRAME OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT

Acculturation: Their reaction might also have had something to 
do with the idea (value?) of a healthy and beautiful female body. 
Their reaction may derive from the big difference how they look 
and how it is different from the ideal female body they might 
have in mind. Even though traditionally in Middle-Eastern 
cultures the body ideal is not as skinny as in contemporary 
Europe; round curved and shapes are very much welcome, it 
seems that for them, a beautiful and healthy woman is defined in 
a more Western like way (skinnier, sporty, etc.).
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