
“Hand on thigh”

“I offer drawing workshops on Saturdays in the leisure center, a living space for people living in 
emergency accommodation centers. I am with a group of young Senegalese men who have known 
me for two years and some of whom have become close friends. A young French man I know by sight, 
and who scares me a little, comes to the leisure center. He's never been to the workshop before and 
I guess he comes here for coffee. I'm sitting at a table. He sits next to me, and puts his hand on my 
thigh, towards my between legs, under the table, so that no one can see him. That day, I have short 
shorts with thin tights. I'm stunned and I don't dare say anything. This lasts a few seconds. I finally 
get up to end the scene and pretend that nothing happened.”

Paris, June 2017



  

 

 

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 23  years old heterosexual 
french man who's a potential 
participant in a workshop 
made by the narrator's 
organisation. He’s from a lower 
social class. 

THE OTHER PERSON(S)

is a 30 years old heterosexual 
french woman who's a trainer 
in an intercultural association. 
She's from a middle social class 
and doesn't belong to a 
minority.

THE NARRATOR

What brings them together are their sexual 
orientations and their nationalities. What 
separates them are they gender, ages, social 
classes and educations (she studied at the 
university and he took classes until the 
secondary school). 

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.

The group of usual participants in the art sessions, 
around 8 people. 

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

This Innovative housing project (from now on referred to 
as “the Site”) is an institutionalized squat where the 
space is distributed between homeless shelters, 
associations and artists.   Most people working on the 
site are from the dominant society (French) while most 
people living there are migrants.  

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

None.  

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS

The Site attempts to nuance the verticality of the 
relationships between the employees of the 
associations and resident.  The associations often offer 
beneficial activities to the residents, and residents 
volunteer to help out the associations. 
In this case the presence of the young men could have 
made it more difficult to find an “adapted” response, 
hence contributed to the narrator’s immobility and 
silence.  

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT
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Femininity: Camille’s representation of femininity 
includes a contradiction between an ideal of 
empowerment and strength with the internalization of 
traditional norms and values that point to the 
opposite (tender, weak etc.).

Consent: The two partners must 
agree on the physical contact. If there 
is a lack of consent, it is an aggression.

FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR “CAMILLE”

HELPLESSNESS

SHAME

PARALYSIS
FEAR

Gender relations: men have more power than women and often, without 
awareness both work to maintain this asymmetry. Women are not 
empowered, and they are not socialized to put and express limits in a clear 
explicit way. Men integrate and replicate non-conscious mechanisms of 
domination.

The hand of Jean placed on the thigh of the narrator for a 
couple of seconds during a workshop. She doesn’t react.

Physical contact can also become an 
expression of a power position that 
leads to domination and gender 
asymmetries.

Thigh and bare skin: thighs are an intimate part of the body, 
they can visible but cannot be touched without consent. Bare 
skin (no clothes) makes the transgression even stronger, 
because skin contact is even more intimate than if it were 
through clothes.

Sexuality: it can be dangerous if it 
is not based on consent. It can be 
a means for domination, to obtain 
a power on the other.

Role of animator\facilitator: in a 
workshop this role should give 
protection and power





Placing his hand on thigh (base skin) of a woman 
facilitator under the table.  

Physical contact is a mean to “get in touch”, 
to create intimacy, to show interest, and to 
seduce.  

What is visible can be touched: if Camille is not 
hiding her thighs it is because she does not 
consider it as an intimate part of the body, so it is 
OK to touch.

Gender asymmetries: Men have the right to 
touch a woman whenever they want that reveals 
the role of the gender in the incident.

Touch as a means to change power dynamics: Jean touches the 
narrator in a very specific situation, not when they just meet in the 
courtyard or in the cantina. In this context, when Camille is in her 
role of trainer the touch can also be an expression of domination 
seeking to reestablish the balance of power of which he has less as 
a resident of the immigrant’s shelter.  

Because it happens under the 
table: It is also a transgression, it 
has to be hidden, it is not a touch 
that is in line with the 
situation\relationship.

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



This document has been created as an Intellectual Output of an Erasmus+ project IRIS,  Intimacy, Relationships and 
Interculturality in Youth Work  in 2018.

This output is under the Creative Commons licence CC BY-NC-SA “AttributionNonCommercial-ShareAlike”

IRIS project benefited from the support of the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Commission. The European 
Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects 
the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the 
information contained therein


