
“Menstruation is my business”

“I was participating at a Critical Incident workshop. The incident happened with another participant. 
We are neighbors, both live in the same housing project. This is a ´special´ building where the aim 
is the integration of young people. About 80 status holder refugees and 80 Dutch students / career 
starters lived together less than a year when the incident happened. At the workshop I was one of 
the female Dutch participants. The person triggering the shock (let’s call him Farid) is a Syrian 
participant. He is talking about a situation where he, as a social manager in the building where we 
live, needed to solve a problem between a Dutch woman and her Muslim neighbor. The woman was 
complaining about the loud music but her neighbor replied in an angry and irritated way. Farid told 
the story at the workshop to the participants that he was wondering whether it would have helped 
to solve the situation if he mentioned to the woman that the Muslim guy was fasting and that 
contributed to his irritation, ´just like when you have your period´ This sentence made me very 
irritated.”

Amsterdam, May 2019



  

 

 

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

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.

is a 26 years old Syrian man. He 
is married. He is a student. In 
this situation, he is a workshop 
participant, neighbor, social 
manager in the building.

THE OTHER PERSON(S)

is a 28  years old Dutch woman. 
She’s living with a partner and 
she’s a clinical psychologist. In 
this situation, she is a 
workshop participant, 
neighbor, social manager in the 
building. 

THE NARRATOR

Things that separate them are their gender, 
native languages, nationalities and legal status 
(Dutch citizen vs refugee with a status). Things 
that bring them closer are their position in the 
situation and in the housing project and they 
both speak good English.

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.

There were present 2 Dutch female participants, 
and the female Hungarian facilitator.

There was an interesting mixture of multiple 
female identities regarding menstruation: all the 
female participants were Western, middle class, 
white persons but they all had different personal 
relations to their periods. Their age also played a 
role: two of them were already in the menopause, 
one of them in pre-menopause while the narrator is 
a young woman.

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

The physical space was the workshop room. Safe and 
comfortable. The incident happened in the second part 
of the workshop when the group was already close and 
safe together. Taking that the facilitator dared to work 
with the incident when both the two protagonists were 
present.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

Participants already knew each other that is why they 
are more open about their feelings (even negative 
ones) towards each other. Everybody was honest but 
respectful. That also helped that it was a small group 
and they didn´t have time constraint so we could break 
the normal line of the workshop and devote more time 
to solve the incident.

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS
 

Both the participants are living in the same integration 
housing project where students and refugees live 
together. This is a ´special´ building where the aim is 
the integration of young people. About 80 status holder 
refugees and 80 Dutch students live together since 
2018. (Less for than one year at the moment of the 
incident). Everybody has his or her own small private 
apartment; one refugee next to a Dutch neighbor. 
There are also community spaces in the building like 
the washing place, community room, kitchen, 
managers´ office etc.  

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT

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

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.





FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR “ANOUK”

FEELING HURT

ANGRY

FRUSTRATEDCONFUSED

Bodily functions such as menstruation are private matter. 
We have to respect each other’s privacy with regards to these 
bodily functions and sexuality. If someone wants to talk about 
her own menstruation, it is okay but others don´t have the right 
to speak about someone´s period without her permission. 
Especially not in a public/half public space. If other people refer 
to my body (it can be other body function either) takes from me 
my autonomy over my body.  If he was a she it would be also not 
OK.  I am the only one who can refer to my body functions.

The other person (man) saying to the narrator (a woman) ´just 
like when you have your period´ to illustrate something. 

“Women are emotional”: Narrator is irritated by this 
stereotype. This could be part of the problem that 
menstruation was cited to explain why women can get 
irritated as if they could not control their emotions.Social proximity: Neighborhood doesn´t mean 

friendship. Just because we are neighbors we aren´t 
necessary friends.  Some subjects can be tackled between 
friends but not between neighbors.

Gender equality: The narrator speaks for the 
equal status for both men and women.  
Referring to a woman’s period to explain her 
actions or feelings amounts to reducing her to 
her body and hormonal processes. This is a form 
of gender-specific oppression, because men are 
not reduced to their hormones to explain their 
actions and feelings.

Don´t judge to fast!: Cultural patterns are not 
homogeneous, generalization induced errors: even if there 
is a general cultural tendency in a country, like freedom of 
speech and openness in Dutch culture, this does not imply 
that every Dutch citizen has the same preference towards 
openness and freedom of speech. Mindful communication 
is necessary to respect individuals’ preferences and 
boundaries.  

Professional communication: A social 
manager should keep the professional 
boundaries. In the communication s/he should 
stay official, not mentioning private issues.

Expectation towards assimilation: Refugees 
should adapt to the Dutch culture faster not to 
make such mistakes.  





The other person (a man) saying to the narrator (a 
woman) ´just like when you have your period´ to 

illustrate something. 

Value of science: Menstruation is a body 
function; he assumes there are scientific 
evidences how hormonal changes influence a 
woman´s mood.  We can talk about these 
issues in a neutral way, there is nothing 
personal about it. Bodily functions are not 
taboos for him.

Gender equality: He believes in the equal status 
of men and women. He thinks that we need to talk 
about body functions openly in order to get rid of 
gender inequality. He expected that in The 
Netherlands women were more open to talk about 
these issues. He, as a social manager, believes in 
gender-neutral communication – meaning that 
women and men can openly talk about women´s 
men´s issues without He sees his role as mediator 
in between cultures, many times in between men 
and women.

FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “FARID”

also present at the analysis (not hypothesis!)

Social proximity: Under certain circumstances with your neighbors 
and close colleagues you can mention such topics in a neutral way.  

Professional values: He thinks if the workshop is about 
intimacy and sexuality and participants are close 
colleagues than they could openly talk about topics 
such as menstruation. He takes his role as social 
manager seriously. For him it´s important to solve 
problems, to mediate, to avoid or solve conflicts is part 
of his professional tasks. He try to use all his knowledge 
to achieve this and also always using a neutral / culture-
neutral tone. In this case he thought that the ´language 
of science´ can be this tone.

Don´t judge!: He thought that he wouldn´t be 
easily judged in such a close group of his colleagues 
where is safety and trust among participants.Open-mindedness is a strong value for him. For 

him it is important to talk about sexuality openly, 
without taboos. He is surprised because he 
expected more openness regarding sexuality in the 
Dutch culture, especially in a professional context.

             SCHOCKED

FEELING HURT

CONFUSED

FEELING ATTACKED

FEELING 

MISUNDERSTOOD

Participants learned from the analysis that learning the culture of a new country can easily lead to misunderstandings. They realized how 
many preconceptions, expectations we have and how generalized way we tend to think about ´another culture´ as such. 

They also noticed that all the women present had totally different approach to menstruation although the similarities of their cultural 
background would imply it differently. 

They noticed how misleading can be if you feel you ´know´ someone. It is a safe and closed group but still there could even critical 
incidents happen in between people. On the other hand the level of safety and trust helped participants to cope with the challenge of 
understanding the tension around the incident and walk into a learning / negotiation process together.
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