
 

 

SENSITIVE ZONE: 

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC 

 
Conceptions of what is private, and public permeate our everyday existence. These conceptions regulate the 
way we treat our bodies (what part of the body can be presented in public and what needs to be hidden), 
how we use spaces (who can enter in what part of a building / house) what we do (what is acceptable to do 
in front of others and what needs to be done in isolation) and what we reveal of ourselves (what can be told 
to anyone and what needs to be kept a secret).  Ideas about private and public are not independent of other 
cultural norms and values, in fact they are very much related to what we perceive as decent, clean or polluted 
or even taboos. As we will see, questions of private / public also overlap with gender and power relations 
through the gendered regulation of the physical spaces and bodies. For instance, in certain cultures the 
domain of the household (private sphere) traditionally belongs to women and public spaces to men.  
According to nationality, but also age, religion, subculture different cultures will place the limit between 
private and public differently.  The six incidents we collected highlight how these considerations can become 
a source of tension in intercultural contact. We can distinguish the four key features.  
 
 
 

In the incident: 	The boyfriend (NL), the narrator does not 
realize how important it is for the young Syrian man to hide 
his homosexuality from a group of men from Syria, where 
homophobia is very present, homosexuality still being 
considered a taboo. The source of the confusion is that the 
young man has learnt to perform code-shifting in this 
matter:  being open about his sexual orientation when 
talking with Dutch people, but not disclosing it to Syrians.  
The narrator at first does not measure the importance of 
this difference and risks making a faux pas. 

 
 
 

 
In	Hungry (FR), a female facilitator is invited by one of the male participants of her workshop to eat something 
in his room, located in a shelter. However, there she finds the other resident men praying which is a great 
source of embarrassment and a sensation of transgression for her. First, she feels as an intruder in the 
religious space with an action not related to spirituality, and second because of the gender dimension: 
religious spaces during prayer are gendered in many 
religions (there is a separate space for women and men). 
Here, she is invited into a private setting that she does 
not know and feels forced to access it in order not to 
offend the participant who invites her; she adapts to the 
other but neglects to respect her own conceptions of 
private/public.  In the situation “Knocking on every 
door”(NL) a volunteer is accused of having knocked on 
the doors of the rooms in the social housing, which the 
volunteer refuses, as her conception of privacy does not 
let her knock on the residents’ doors.  Clearly, one of the 
residents does not share the same conception of privacy 
and considers it quite normal to knock without a previous 
appointment.   

Adjusting to different taboos in self-disclosure 

Different representation of spaces 
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In the situation: The mob and the whore (ES) members of a community wish to 
punish a young woman who posted naked pictures of herself on the web.  Her 
disclosure is not only a threat to her own integrity but to that of the whole 
community.  In When she has her period the male narrator is shocked by what he 
sees as the exaggerated reaction of female colleagues when he used the monthly 
menstrual period to illustrate a physical state. In Undressing (FR) a young Korean 
woman feels embarrassed when a young woman takes off her sweater during an art 
class: for her, the act of undressing even more than showing the bare skin of the 
arms should be hidden from the public space. Here also it’s worth to point to the 
gender dimension: different parts of the female body and male body are assigned 
to the “private sphere”.  
 

 
 
 
 
In both incidents	“Handyman” (NL)	and	“Mme can you find me a woman?” (FR), two professional contacts (a 
workshop participant and a resident in the housing project) cross the line between private and public by 
attempting closer contact with the narrators, making questions and requests related to the 
private/sentimental life of the narrator or their own love life.  This subject is addressed in further detail 
under the section “Professional identity”. 
 
To conclude, we can see that conceptions and expectations to what is public or private intersect continuously 
the management of our relations.  Furthermore, through the observation of forms and techniques of 
regulation of spaces and bodies we can gain information about the gender-related power dynamics in 
different groups or even in one particular relationship. A critical analysis of space and body regulations can 
help us to understand to what extent individuals or groups are satisfied with the current (power) dynamics 
and to what extent they have the potential to change by inventing new rules/norms regarding their own 
bodies or the spaces they use. We can also estimate the degree of intimacy of a relationship through the 
spaces where that relationship is permitted to exist. This seems to be obvious in the case of a very intimate 
relationship (we may be found in the same bed with our most intimate partners) but less evident and more 
informative in the grey zone of outer circles where ambiguity can reside.  
  

Private and public parts of the body 

Transgression from professional to private life 
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Incidents 

Title Country 

Knocking on every door NL 

Madame, can you find me a wife? FR 

Hungry FR 

The boyfriend NL 

When she has her period NL 

The mob and the whore ES 

When is the next training? HU 

Undressing FR 
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Created by élan interculturel with contributions from the IRIS team. The document is under the creative 
commons licence "Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike"  

which lets you	remix, tweak, and build upon our work non-commercially, as long as you credit us and 
license your new creations under identical terms. 
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