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I AM WRITING AS AN UGLY ONE FOR THE UGLY ONES: THE OLD hags, the dykes, the frigid, the unfucked, the unfuck- ables, the neurotics, the psychos, for all those girls who don't get a look in the universal market of the consumable chick. I'm making no excuses for myself. I'm not complaining. I would never swap places, because it seems to me that being Virginie Despentes is a more interesting business than anything else going on out there.
I think it's wonderful that there are also women who love to seduce, who know how to seduce, others who know how to get a husband, women whose perfume is sex and others who smell of home-baked cakes for the children's tea. Wonderful that there are very gentle women, women completely at home in their femininity, young, exqui site women, flirtatious women, radiant women. I am delighted, really, for all those women who are happy with the way things are. I'm saying this without the slightest irony. It's just that I am not one of them. Of course I wouldn't write what I write if I were beautiful, so beautiful that I turned the head of every man I met. It's as a member of the lower working class of womanhood that I speak, that I spoke yesterday and am speaking again today. When I was on unemployment I was not ashamed of being a social outcast. Just furious. It's the same thing for being a woman: I am not remotely ashamed of not being a hot sexy number but I am livid that-as a girl who doesn't attract men-I am constantly made to feel as if I shouldn't even be around. We have always existed. We are just never featured in novels written by men, who only create women they want to have sex with. We have always existed, and never spoken. Even today, when women publish lots of novels, you rarely get female characters that are unattractive or plain, unsuited to loving men or to being loved by them. On the contrary, contemporary heroines adore men, meet them easily, sleep with them after just a couple of chapters, come infourlines, andthey all enjoy sex. The character of the loser in the femininity stakes doesn't just appeal to me, she's essential to me, in the same way as the social, economic, or political loser is. I prefer the guys who don't make the cut for the simple reason that I myself often don't make it. And because generally speaking, humor and invention are to be found on our side. When you don't have what it takes to think highly of yourself, you tend to be more creative. As a girl, I am more King Kong than Kate Moss. I'm the kind of girl you don't get married to, the kind you don't have babies with. I am writing as a woman who is always too much of everything-too aggressive, too noisy, too fat, too rough, too hairy, always too masculine, I am told. And yet it's my virile, masculine qualities that make me more than just any old social misfit. I owe to my very masculinity everything I like about my life, everything that has saved me. I am writing therefore as a woman incapable of attracting male attention, satisfying male desire, or being satisfied with a place in the shade. It's from here that I write, as an unattractive but ambitious woman, drawn to money I make myself, drawn to power, the power to do and to say no, drawn to the city rather than the home, excited by experience and not content with just hearing about it from others. I'm not into giving a hard-on to men that don't make me dream. It has never seemed obvious tome that good-lookers are having all that great a time. I have always felt ugly. I put up with it and now I'm starting to appreciate it for having saved me from a crap life in the company of nice, dull, small-town guys who would have taken me nowhere fast. I like myself as I am, more desiring than desirable.

So I am writing from here, as one of the left-overs, one of those weirdos, the ones who shave their heads, those who don't know how to dress, those who worry that they stink, those who have rotten teeth, those who don't know how to go about things, are never given presents by men, those who will fuck anyone who'll have them, the fat tarts, the skinny sluts, those whose cunts are always dry, those who have big bellies, those who would rather be men, those who behave as if they were men, those who think they're porn queens, who don't give a damn about guys but who are interested in their girlfriends, the ones with big asses and thick, dark body hair they don't wax, brutish, noisywomen, who destroy everythingthat gets in their way, those who don't like perfume shops, whose red lipstick is too red, who haven't got the figure to dress like hookers and yet desperately want to, women who want to wear men's clothes and a beard in the street, those who want to show it all, those whose shyness is due to their hang-ups, those who don't know how to say no, those who are locked up in order to be controlled, women who are scary, pitiful ones, women who don't turn men on, those with flabby skin and a face full of wrinkles, those who dream of plastic surgery, of liposuction, of having their nose broken so it can be reset but can't afford it, women who look like the back of a bus, those who can only rely on themselves for protection, who don't know how to comfort others, who couldn't care less about their kids, those who like to get drunk in bars and collapse on the floor, women who don't behave. And in the same vein, while I'm at it, I'm writing for men who don't want to protect, men who would like to be protective but don't know where to start, men who don't know how to fight, those who cry easily, those who aren't ambitious, competitive, well-hung or aggressive, men who are fearful, timid, vulnerable, men who prefer looking after their home to going out to work, men who are fragile, bald, too poor to be attractive, men who'd like to be fucked, men who don't want to be counted on, men who are scared to be alone at night. Because this ideal of the attractive but not whorish white woman, in a good marriage but not self-effacing, with a nice job but not so successful she outshines her man, slim but not neurotic over food, forever young without being disfigured by the surgeon's knife, a radiant mother not overwhelmed by diapers and homework, who manages her home beautifully without becoming a slave to housework, who knows a thing or two but less than a man, this happy white woman who is constantly shoved under our noses, this woman we are all supposed to work hard to resemble-never mind that she seems to be running herself ragged for not much reward-I for one have never met her, not anywhere. My hunch is that she doesn't exist.

Indeed, if woman had no existence save in the fiction written by men, one would imagine her a person of the utmost importance; very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; infinitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some think even greater. But this is woman in fiction. In fact, as Professor Trevelyan points out, she was locked up, beaten and flung about the room.
Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own, 1929

 




FOR A WHILE NOW WE'VE BEEN REPEATEDLY TOLD ABOUT ALL the mistakes made in the i97os: how we took a wrong turn, and look at the mess we made with our sexual revolution, and do we think we're men or what, and what's happened to good old masculinity with all this shit the sort of masculinity Dad and Granddad had-men who knew how to die in a war and run a household with healthy discipline, with the law backing them up. We get an earful because men are afraid. As if it was our fault. It's astonishing, and modern to say the least-the oppressor whining because the oppressed isn't pulling her weight ... But is the white man really having a go at women here, or is he not just expressing his shock at the general downturn facing him? Whatever. The way we're being criticized, policed, and generally called to account is unbelievable! One minute we're playing too much the victim, the next we don't fuck right-too bitchy or too much in love-either way, we're not in tune-too pornographic or not sensual enough ... One thing is for sure: the sexual revolution was wasted on us; do not cast your pearls before swine. Whatever we do, someone is going to take the time to say it's shit. More or less that things were better before. Oh yeah?

I was born in 69. I went to a co-ed school. Right from nursery school I knew that girls were just as clever as boys. I wore short skirts without anyone in my family worrying about what the neighbors would say. I started taking the pill at fourteen, without any hassle. I had sex as soon as I could, and I really enjoyed it at the time, though twenty years later all I have to say about that whole era is "too cool for my own good." I left home at seventeen and had the right to live on my own without anyone making a fuss. I had always known I would work, that I didn't have to put up with a man just because he was paying the rent. I opened a bank account in my own name with no awareness of belonging to the first generation of women able to do this in France without the counter- signature of a father or a husband. I started masturbating quite late, but I already knew the word, having read it in books that were very explicit on the subject. Touching myself didn't make me some kind of antisocial monster, and what I did with my pussy was my own business. I slept with hundreds of men without ever getting pregnant, and anyway I knew where to get an abortion without anyone's permission and without putting my life at risk. I became a prostitute and walked the streets in low-cut tops and high-heeled shoes owing no one an explanation, and I kept and spent every penny I earned. I hitchhiked, I was raped, I hitchhiked again. I wrote a first novel and published it under my own, clearly female first name, not imagining for a second that when it came out I'd be continually lectured to about all the boundaries that should never be crossed. Women my age are the first to be able to live a celibate life without having to become a nun. Forced marriage has become shocking. Marital duty is no longer taken for granted. Foryears I was far from being a feminist, not out of a lack of solidarity or awareness, but because for a long time the fact of being a woman had barely constrained me. I wanted to live like a man, so I lived like a man. The feminist revolution had definitely happened. It's time to stop telling us that we were more fulfilled before. Whole territories have been brutally made available, horizons unfurled, and it's as if they had always been that way.

Okay, so today's world is a long way from the Promised Land for all of us. Neither women nor men are happy here. And this has nothing to do with the respect of gender traditions. Women going back to the kitchen, putting on aprons and producing kids every time they fuck would have no impact at all on the failures of work, free enterprise, Christianity, or environmental sustainability.
The women I know earn less money than men, hold less senior posts, and are used to not being acknowl edged. There is a slave's pride in having to struggle through life shackled, as if it were in some way useful, pleasant, or sexy, the servile delight in being used as a stepping stone. We are embarrassed by our strength. Constantly policed, by men who are still poking their noses in our business and pointing out what is good and bad for us, and especially by other women, through the family, women's magazines, and the prevailing public discourse. A woman's power must be played down, never celebrated: "competent" still means "masculine."

In 1927 the early twentieth-century psychoanalyst Joan Riviere wrote Womanliness as a Masquerade. She explores the case of an "intermediate" woman-heterosexual but masculine-who suffers from the fact that every time she speaks in public she is overcome by a terrible fear which completely unsettles her and results in an obsessive and humiliating need to attract male attention:
"Analysis revealed that the explanation of her compulsive winking and simmering ... was as follows: it was an unconscious attempt to ward off the anxiety which would ensue on account of the anticipated reprisals the father figures would lavish on her intellectual performance. The public exhibition of her intellectual proficiency, in itself a success, signified an exhibition of herself in possession of the father's penis, having cas trated him. The display once over, she was seized by horrible dread of the retribution the father would then exact. Obviously it was a step toward propitiating the avenger in endeavoring to offer herself to him sexually."

This analysis helps to understand the flood of "hookerchic" in contemporary popular culture. Whether walking around town, watching MTV or a talk show, or flicking through a women's magazine, you will be struck by the explosion of the outer-limits slut look-and very attractive it is too-cultivated by lots of young girls. It's a way of apologizing, of reassuring men. These kids in G-strings seem to be proclaiming, "Look what a hot girl I am, in spite of my independence, my culture, my intelligence, all I care about is pleasing you. I can do anything I want, but I choose to alienate myself through these efficient seduction strategies." We may feel astonished, at first, that these girls so enthusiastically adopt the attributes of woman-as-object, that members of this young generation mutilate and flaunt their bodies while buying into the notion of the "respectable woman," which is to say, distant from sex as lust. But in fact there is no contradiction. Women are sending men a reassuring message, "Don't be afraid of us." It's worthwhile wearing uncomfortable clothes, and shoes you can't walk in, worth having a nose job and your boobs inflated, worth starving yourself. Never before has society demanded as much proof of submission to an aesthetic ideal, or as much body modification, to achieve physical femininity. At the same time, never before has society allowed women so much physical and intellectual freedom. The overbranding of femininity is an apology for the loss of the masculine prerogative, a way of reassuring ourselves by reassuring them. "Let's be free, but not too free. We're happy to play the game, we are not after your male phallic power, we don't want to scare anyone." Women spontaneously put themselves down, hide what they have recently acquired, play the seductress, fit back into their role all the more blatantly since they know, deep down, that the whole thing has become a sham. Access to traditional male power brings with it fear of reprisal. Since time immemorial, leaving the cage has been brutally punished.

It is not so much the notion of our own inferiority that we have internalized-however ferocious the attempted control-everyday life has shown us that men are by nature neither superior to nor even that different from women. What has seeped into our very bones is the idea that our independence is harmful. This message is passed on relentlessly by the media: just think how many articles have been written over the last twenty years, about women who terrify men or who remain single, as punishment for their ambition, or eccentricity. As if being widowed, abandoned, alone in time of war or suf fering from violence were recent inventions. We have always had to manage by ourselves. Pretending that men and women got on better before the i97os is a historical lie. We just saw less of each other.

In much the same way, motherhood has become the essential female experience, valued above all others. Giving life is where it's at. "Pro-maternity" propaganda has rarely been so extreme. They must be joking, the modern equivalent of the double constraint: "Have babies, it's wonderful, you'll feel more fulfilled and feminine than ever," but do it in a society in freefall in which paid work is a condition of social survival but is guaranteed to no one, and especially not to women. Give birth in cities where accommodation is precarious, schools have surrendered the fight, and children are subject to the most vicious mental assault through advertising, TV, the internet, and so on. Without children you will never be fulfilled as a woman, but bringing up kids in decent conditions is almost impossible. It is essential that women feel like failures-that they be made to feel as if they've made the wrong choice. We are held responsible for a failure that is in fact collective and cross-gender. The weapons used against our gender are specific, but the method can be applied to men too. A good consumer is an insecure consumer.

A striking, and depressingly revealing fact: the feminist revolution of the i97os did not create any substantial reorganization of childcare. Nor of the domestic space. Voluntary work, therefore female. Politically as well as economically we have not moved into the public domain, we have not taken it over. We have not created the babysitting or childcare facilities we need, nor have we created the industrialized systems for housework that would have emancipated us. We didn't invest in these economically profitable sectors, either to become rich or to serve our own communities. Why didn't anyone invent the equivalent of Ikea for childcare or Mac for housework? The public domain has remained masculine. We lack confidence in our right to take over politics-it's the least of our worries, given the physical and moral terror to which our gender is subject. As if others will take better care of our problems, and as if our specific concerns and preoccupations weren't that important. Wrong. While power clearly has just as corrupting and filthy an effect upon women as it does on men, it is undeniable that certain areas of concern are specifically feminine. Neglecting the political arena as we have done indicates our ambivalence concerning emancipation. It is true that to fight and succeed in politics one has to be prepared to sacrifice one's femininity, ready to pull punches, to triumph, to show one's power. One has to forget about being sweet, pleasant, and helpful; one has to give oneself permission to publicly dominate the other. One has to man age without the other's approval and to use one's power head-on, without simpering or apologizing, because opponents who congratulate you on beating them are few and far between.

Motherhood has become the most glorified aspect of the female condition. In the West, it is also the area in which women's power has increased the most. The mother has long wielded total influence over her daughters; she now has it over her sons as well. We are told in every possible way that Mommy knows what's right for her child, as if she were automatically gifted with that stupendous natural ability. This is the domestic parallel to what is happening in public life. The increasingly watchful state knows better than us what we should be eating, drinking, smoking, ingesting; what is suitable for us to read, watch, understand; how we should travel, spend our money, and entertain ourselves. When President Sarkozy demands a police presence in schools or Segolene Royal instructs the army to patrol certain areas of major cities, they are not showing children a virile embodiment of the law but the extension of the mother's absolute power. She alone knows how to punish, to control, to keep children in a state of extended babyhood. A state that conceives of itself as an all-powerful mother is a fascistic state. In a dictatorship, citizens regress to infancy: they are swaddled, fed, and kept in the cradle by an omnipresent power that knows everything, can do anything and has utter sway over them, for their own good. Individuals are relieved of their autonomy, their freedom to make mistakes, or to get into danger. This is where our society is headed; perhaps because our era of greatness is already far behind us we are regressing toward models of collective organization that infantilize the individual. Traditionally, masculine values are those of experimentation, taking risks, breaking with the family home. And men would be foolish to delight in or feel protected by the fact that all manifestations of virility in women are now despised, fettered, and perceived as harmful. It's their autonomy just as much as ours that is questioned. In a free-market surveillance state, men are consumers like everyone else, and they should not have much more power than women.

The collective body works much like an individual body: if the system is neurotic, it will always create selfdestructive patterns. When the collective unconsciousvia instruments of power such as the media and the entertainment industryoverestimates motherhood, it is neither out of love for the feminine nor general kindness. The all-virtuous mother prepares the collective body for fascist regression. Power bestowed by a sick state is suspect by nature.
These days, one often hears men complaining that feminist emancipation has emasculated them. They hark back to a previous era, when their strength was rooted in the oppression of women. They forget that this political advantage they were given always had a cost: the female body belonged to men only to the extent that the male body belonged to industry in times of peace, or to the fatherland in times of war. The confiscation of the male body happened at the same time as that of the female body. The only winners were a few men up at the very top.

One of the most famous soldiers to have fought in the Iraq war is a woman. These days, governments send their poor to the front line. Armed conflict has become a mixed territory. The real polarization is increasingly along class lines.
Men fiercely denounce social and racial injustice, but are indulgent and understanding when it comes to male domination. Many of them try to explain that the feminist struggle is ancillary, a luxury sport of little relevance or urgency. You would have to be a moron, or else horribly dishonest, to think one oppression insufferable and another full of charm.
In the same way, women would do well to consider the advantages of men becoming active fathers, rather than simply to content themselves with having power bestowed on them politically through the exaltation of maternal instinct. The father's gaze on his child constitutes a potential revolution. For instance, it can show a daughter that she exists in her own right, outside the sexual marketplace, that she is capable of physical strength, has an enterprising mind, is independent; it can help her value these strengths without fear of imminent punishment. It can show a son that chauvinist conventions are a trap, a brutal restriction of emotions in service of army and state. Traditional masculinity is just as crippling a venture as the summons to femininity. What, in fact, is required of a real man? The repression of emotions and the silencing of sensitivity. Being ashamed of gentleness or vulnerability. Leaving childhood brutally and definitively behind, overgrown boys get bad press. Neurosis about the size of his dick. Being able to make women come without their knowing or being willing to share what makes them feel good. Not showing weakness. Gagging his sensuality. Dressing in dull colors, always wearing the same pair of drab shoes, not having fun with his hair, not wearing too much jewelry, or any make-up. Always having to make the first move. Without the slightest sexual education to improve his orgasm. Not knowing how to ask for help. Having to play brave, even while being a coward. Valuing strength, whatever his personality. Displaying aggression. Limited access to fatherhood. Being a success, so he can seduce the best women. Fearing his homosexuality, since real men must never be penetrated. Not playing with dolls when he was a kid, having to make do with little cars and ugly plastic guns. Not taking much care of his body. Subjecting himself to the brutality of other men without complaint. Knowing how to defend himself, even if he is a sweet person. Being cut off from his femininity, just as women abandon their masculinity, not in response to situation or personality but because society demands it. Thus ensuring that women continue to provide children for war, and men continue to be willing to get themselves killed to protect the interests of three or four shortsighted idiots.

Unless we step into the uncharted territory of the gender revolution, we know exactly where we will be regressing, an all-powerful state that infantilizes us, interferes in all our decisions for our own good and under the pretext of protecting us-keeps us in a childish state of ignorance, fear of punishment, and exclusion. The special treatment until now reserved for women, with shame as the primary tool for ensuring their isolation, passivity, and lack of protest, could now be extended to all. To understand the mechanics of how women have been made to feel inferior, and induced to willingly maintain themselves in this state, is to understand how the entire population is kept under control. Capitalism is an egalitarian religion in the sense that it demands general submission, making everyone feel trapped-as all women are.

In the United States and other capitalist countries, rape laws as a rule were framed originally for the protection of men of the upper classes, whose daughters and wives might be assaulted. What happens to working-class women has usually been of little interest to the courts; as a result, remarkably few white men have been prosecuted for the sexual violence they have inflicted on these women.
Angela Davis, Women, Race & Class, 1981

 




JULY 1986, I'M SEVENTEEN. THERE ARE TWO OF US, BOTH wearing miniskirts, I have on stripy tights and red Converse. We're on our way back from London, where we've spent all our money on records, hair dye, and a mass of studded accessories, so we are broke. Not a penny left for the journey home. Hitchhiking to Dover takes all day. Standing in front of the ticket office, we beg the cost of the ferry. Night has fallen when we get on the boat. During the crossing, we look for people with cars who would give us a ride. Two good-looking, weed-smoking Italians give us a lift to the outskirts of Paris-a gas station, somewhere on the highway. We decide to wait for dawn and the truck drivers to come along, so we can find one who'll take us all the way to Nancy. We hang about in the parking lot and in the shop. Summer night, it is not too cold.

A car. Driven by three white guys, classic 8os suburbia types, they offer beers and spliffs. We start chatting about music. We refuse to get in because there are three of them. They joke, talk, and make an effort to be nice. Convince us we'd be idiots to wait here, west of Paris, when they could drop us off on the east side where it would be easier to get a lift to Nancy. So we get into the car. Of the two girls, I'm the one who has been around, the loudmouth, the one who decides if it's OK. And yet, as soon as the doors close, we both know it's a crap idea. But instead of yelling, "We're getting out now!" for the few yards we still can, each of us quietly tells herself to stop being paranoid and seeing rapists everywhere. We've been chatting with them for more than an hour, they're just classic wankers. Not a bit aggressive. Since then, this proximity is logged in amongst those indelible things: men's bodies in a closed space, and us shut in with them but not the same as them. Never the same as them, with our women's bodies. Never safe, never equal. We belong to the gender of fear, of humiliation. The other gender. Masculinity, that legendary masculine solidarity is formed in these moments and is built on this exclusion of our bodies. A pact based on our inferiority. Guys laughing, sharing male jokes, the laughter of the crowd, of the strong ones.
While it's going on, they pretend not to know exactly what's happening. Because we're wearing miniskirts, and one of us has green hair and the other orange, we must "fuck like rabbits" and so the rape they are carrying out is not actually a rape. As with most rapes, I suspect. I don't imagine that any of those three guys now considers himself a rapist. Because what they did was something else. Three of them with a gun, against two girls they'd beaten to the point of drawing blood: not rape. Because if we'd really been determined not to get raped we would either have preferred to die, or managed to kill them. The assailants succeed in persuading themselves that the girls this happens to, if they get out alive, must not really mind all that much. This is the only explanation I've been able to find for the following paradox: since the publication of Baise-Mott I keep meeting women who tell me, "I was raped, at this age, in these circumstances." This has happened so often it's disturbing, and for a while I even wondered if they weren't making it up. In our culture, the testimony of a woman accusing a man of rape has been systematically called into question fromthe Bible and the story of Joseph in Egypt onwards. But I ended up accepting that it does happen all the time. It's a widespread act, across all classes, all ages, all levels of beauty and even all kinds of personalities. So, how shall we explain the fact that you hardly ever hear the other side of the story, "I raped so and so, on this day, in these circumstances"? Because men are still doing what women learned to do centuries ago: call it something else, euphemize, beautify it, above all not using that word to describe what they've done. They may have "pushed her a little," or "fucked up a bit," maybe she was "too drunk," or else a nympho just pretending not to like it. If it ended up happening, then the girl must have, at some level, consented. Never mind if they had to hit her, threaten her, get several guys to hold her down, never mind if she was crying before, during, and after. In most cases the rapist comes to an agreement with his conscience-there was no rape, just a little slut who didn't know what she wanted, and for whom a little persuading was all that was needed. Unless it's as hard to bear from the other side. But we don't know, since they won't talk about it.

To be called a rapist one has to be a total psycho who ends up in prison, a serial rapist who slices up cunts with broken bottles, a pedophile who attacks little girls. Because men condemn rape and despise rapists. What they do is always something else.
It is often said that pornography increases the incidence of rape. Hypocritical and absurd. As if sexual assault were a recent invention, which had to be suggested to people through films. On the other hand the fact that French males haven't been to war since Algeria in the i96os has certainly increased the number of "civil" rapes. Military life provided regular opportunities to practice gang rape "for the cause." This military strategy to enhance the sense of virility of the assaulting group while weakening the other through dilution of their race has been happening since the beginning of war. It's no good trying to convince us that sexual vio lence against women is a recent phenomenon, or limited to any particular group.

For the first few years, we avoided talking about it. Then, threeyears later, a friend of mine got raped onthe kitchen table of her own home in the Croix Rousse area in Lyon, by a guy who had followed her in from the street. The day I found out, I was working in an indie record shop in the old town center. Sunny day, pale orangey-yellow summer light on the walls of the narrow streets of the old town, on the burnished old freestone. On the banks of the Saone, the bridge, the bright colors of the old buildings. Fucking beautiful, it has always struck me, and that day more so than ever. Rape doesn't disturb the peace, it's already part and parcel of the city. I lock up the shop and take a walk. I was more outraged than I had been when it happened to us. Through her, I realized rape is something you catch, and can never get rid of. Infected. Until then, I had told myself it was something I'd dealt with, that I was tough and had more important things on my mind than to let myself be traumatized by those three assholes. Realizing that I was considering her rape as something after which nothing would ever be the same again, I was suddenly able to touch what I felt for us. The wounds of a war which must be fought in silence and darkness.
I was twenty when that happened to her. I didn't want anyone to talk to me about feminism-not punk enough, too straight. After she was attacked, I changed my mind and took part in a weekend's training run by the phone line, Stop Rape, which helps people talk after an aggression, and get legal advice. The course had barely started and I was already muttering away in my corner, why bother advising anyone to press charges? Going to the pigs for anything more than sorting out an insurance claim-I can't see the point. My instinct told me that declaring yourself a rape victim in a police station was like puttingyourself back in danger. Cop law is man's law. Then the facilitator says, "Most of the time, a woman who speaks about her rape will start off calling it something else." Inside, I am still grumbling, what a load of nonsense. This sounds damn improbable, why wouldn't they say the word, and anyway, what does this chick know? Does she think we're all the same or what? Suddenly, I see the light. What have I, myself, done up till now? The few times-mostly very drunk-when I have wanted to tell this story, have I used the word? Never. The few times I had attempted to talk about it, I'd skirted around the word "rape": "assaulted," "mixed up," "in a tight corner," "hassled" ... whatever. As long as the aggression is not called "rape," the attack loses its specificity, can be compared with other attacks, like getting mugged, picked up by the cops, held for questioning, beaten. This shortsighted strategy does have advantages, because as soon as you name your rape as a rape, the women-controlling mechanisms suddenly swing into action: Do you want everyone to know what happened to you? Do you want everyone to see you as a woman who has been subjected to that? And, in any case, you must be a total slut to have escaped alive. Any woman who values her dignity would rather die. My very survival incriminates me. The fact of being more terrified by the possibility of being murdered than traumatized by the thrusts of those three idiots starts to seem monstrous; I have never even heard it mentioned. Luckily, being a punk, I wasn't too concerned about my nice girl reputation. You're supposed to be traumatized by a rape-it brings with it a whole range of obligatory, visible scars: fear of men, of the night, of independence, disgust for sex, and all kinds of other delights. People keep telling you this: it's serious, it's a crime, if a man who loves you finds out, it will drive him crazy with pain and rage (rape is also a private conversation, in which a man declares to other men, I will fuck your women whenever I please). But the most sensible advice, for a whole slew of reasons, remains, "keep it to yourself." And therefore suffocate between the two commands. Die, bitch, as they say. And so the word is avoided. On account of all it conceals. The attacked, as well as the attackers, skirt around the word. Silence on both fronts.

Those first post-rape years brought with them a painful surprise: books could do nothing for me. This had never happened before. When I was hospitalized for a few months in 1984, the first thing I did when they let me out was read One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, When I was Five I Killed Myself, and AntoninArtaud's texts and essays on psychiatry, mental institutions, control, and adolescence. Books were there to keep me company, to make things bearable, sayable, shareable. Prison, illness, abuse, drugs, abandonment, deportation: all traumas have their literature. But this crucial and fundamental trauma-the very definition of femininity, "the body that can be taken by force and must remain defenseless"-was not part of literature. Not a single woman who had been through the process of rape had taken to words to craft a novel out of her experience. No guide, no companionship. Rape wasn't allowed into the symbolic realm. Women don't discuss rape with young girls, don't pass on any knowledge, or survival instructions or simple practical advice. Nothing.

199o. On the train to Paris for a Limbomaniacs concert, I am reading Spin magazine and come across an article by Camille Paglia. It attracts my attention and initially makes me laugh. She describes the effect footballers on the field have on her fascinating, sexy, aggressive animals. She starts her piece by describing this warlike rage and how it turns her on, this show of sweat and muscular running thighs. This leads her, gradually, to the subject of rape. I have forgotten her exact words. But it was something like, "It's an inevitable danger, a danger that women need to take into account and run the risk of encountering, if they want to leave their homes and move around freely. If it happens to you then pick yourself up, dust yourself down, and move on. If that's too scary for you, then you'd better stay at home with mommy and manicure your nails." At first, I was disgusted. I felt sick with refusal. After a few moments, a sort of great interior calm, I was dumbfounded. It was already dark when I arrived at the Gare de Lyon. Before heading toward the north of Paris to the gig, I called Caroline, that same friend, really excited. I had to tell her about this Italian American-and she had to read the article and tell me what she thought. It blew her mind, just as it had mine.

After that, nothing has ever been compartmentalized, sealed off as it was before. Thinking of rape in a different way for the first time. Until then the subject had been taboo. Rape is a minefield where no one dares to enter other than to say "how awful" or "poor girls." For the first time, someone was valuing the ability to get over it, instead of lying down obligingly in the anthology of trauma. Someone was devaluing rape, its impact and consequences. This did not invalidate any part of what happened, or efface anything of what we learned that night.
Camille Paglia is one of the most controversial American feminists. She was inviting girls to look at rape as a risk worth taking if you want to leave the house, an inherent part of being a girl. Wild freedom of playing things down. Yes, we had been outside, in a space that was not intended for us. Yes, we had lived, instead of dying. Yes, we were alone in miniskirts, unaccompanied by a man, at night, yes, we were stupid, and weak, unable to smash their faces in, weak as girls have learned to be under attack. Yes, that had happened to us, but for the first time, we understood what we had done: we had gone out into the wild because nothing much ever happened in Mommy and Daddy's house. We had taken the risk, and paid the price, and instead of being ashamed of being alive, we could choose to get back on our feet and get over it as best we could. Paglia helped us think of ourselves as warriors-no longer personally responsible for something we had asked for, but ordinaryvictims of what you have to expect you may endure if you're a woman and you want to venture into the wild. She was the first to represent rape as something other than absolute, unspeakable horror, that which must never happen. She made it into a political circumstance, something we had to learn to cope with. Paglia changed everything: it was no longer a matter of denial or collapse, but of dealing with it.

Summer 2005, Philadelphia. I am sitting opposite Camille Paglia, recording an interview. I nod enthusiastically at her words. "On campus in the 6os, the girls were shut into their dormitories at ten p.m., whereas the guys did whatever they liked. We asked, `Why should we be treated differently?' and they explained, `Because the world is dangerous, and you might get raped,' and we replied, `Well, we want the right to risk being raped."'

One of the many reactions to my story has been, "And you carried on hitchhiking, after that?" I hadn't told my parents, for fear of being put under lock and key for my own good. And yes, I did hitchhike again. Less dressed up, less attractive, but yes, I did it. Until some punk friends told me about skipping train fares, I knew of no other way to get to Toulouse for one gig on Thursday and then to Lille for another on Saturday. And at that time, going to gigs was the most important thing in my life. Worth putting myself in danger for. Nothing could be worse than staying in my room, far from life, when so much was happening. So I carried on traveling to cities where I didn't know a soul, waiting alone in train stations until they closed so I could spend the night there, or sleeping in between nearby buildings waiting for the first morning train. Acting as if I wasn't a girl. And although I wasn't raped again, I risked it a hundred times just by being outdoors a lot. What I experienced during that time, at that age, was unique, so much more intense than shutting myself up in school learning to be docile, or sitting at home reading magazines. Those were the best years of my life, the richest, the noisiest, and I managed to find the strength to deal with all the shit that came with them.
But I have also avoided telling my story, because I already knew that people would say, "Well, if you carried on hitchhiking after that, if it didn't make you more sensible, thenyou must have liked it." Because with rape, it's always up to you to prove that you really didn't give your consent. It's as if guilt obeys an unspoken moral pull toward the one who got hit, rather than the one who did the whacking.

When the film Baise-Moi was banned from the screen, lots of women (men didn't dare comment on that subject) stood up to publicly declare, "How revolting, we absolutely must not consider that violence is an answer to rape." Why not? You never see news items about girls alone or in gangs-biting off the dicks of men who attack them, or trailing their attackers to kill them or beat them lifeless. This only happens, for the moment, in films directed by men: Wes Craven's The Last House on the Left, Ferrara's Ms. 45, Meir Zarchi's I Spit on Your Grave, for instance. All three films open with more or less horrible rape scenes (rather more than less, in fact), and go on to depict in a second part the ultraviolent revenges inflicted on their attackers bythe women. When men create female characters, it is rarely an attempt to understand what the characters are experiencing and feeling as women. It tends instead to be a way of depicting male sensibility in a female body. I'll come back to this later on the subject of porn, which follows the same logic. So in these three films, you see how men, if they were women, would react to rape. A bloodbath of merciless violence. Their message is clear, "Why don't you defend yourselves more fiercely?" And it is in fact strange that we don't react in that way. A powerful and ancient political strategy has taught women not to defend themselves. It's a double constraint, as usual-at the same time making sure we know that nothing worse could happen to us, and yet that we must neither defend nor revenge ourselves. Just suffer, the sword of Damocles between our thighs.

But women still feel the need to say that violence is not the answer. And yet, if men were to fear having their dicks slashed to pieces with a carpet knife should they try to force a woman, they would soon become much better at controlling their "masculine" urges, and understanding that "no" does mean "no." I wish I'd been able to escape the values instilled in my gender that night, and slit each of their throats, one by one. Instead of having to live with being someone who didn't dare defend herself, because she's a woman and violence is not her domain, and the physical integrity of the male body is more important than that of the female.
During that rape, I had a switchblade knife in the pocket of my red and white varsity jacket-a gleaming, black-handled, perfect action, long, thin blade, polished, shining, and sharp. A switchblade I used to pull out at the slightest provocation, in that muddled time. I was attached to it, in my own way, I had learned how to use it. That night, the blade stayed hidden in my pocket, and the only thought I had about it was, "Please don't let them find it, please don't let them decide to play with it." I didn't even think of using it. From the instant I realized what was happening, I was convinced they were the stronger ones. A question of focus. Looking back on it, I am convinced that if they'd been trying to steal our jackets instead, my reaction would have been different. I wasn't rash, but often reckless. But at that precise moment I felt female, disgustingly female, in a way I had never felt, and have never felt since. Defending my own body did not allow me to injure a man. I think I would have reacted in the same way if there had been only one man against me. It was rape that turned me back into a woman, into someone essentially vulnerable. Little girls are trained never to hurt men, and women are called back in line each time they don't respect the order. Aileen Wuornos's death sentence was a message to all of us. I am not furious with myself for not having dared to kill one of them. I am furious with a society that has educated me without ever teaching me to injure a man if he pulls my thighs apart against my will, when that same society has taught me that this is a crime from which I will never recover. And I am most of all utterly enraged that, faced with three men and a gun, trapped in a forest from which we could never have escaped on foot, I still feel guilty today for not having had the courage to defend us with a little knife.

In the end, one of them finds the blade. He shows it to the others, sincerely surprised that I hadn't taken it out. "She liked it, then." Men genuinely have no idea of the power of this mechanism of female emasculation, no idea how everything has been so perfectly arranged to ensure that when men attack women, they will triumph without any real danger. Gullibly, they think that their superiority is due to their great strength. They have no scruples about fighting gun against switchblade. The blessed fools think it's a fair fight. That's the secret to their easy consciences.

I find it strange that today, when so many people walk around with tiny computers in their pockets-cameras, phones, personal organizers, iPods-there exists no object at all to slip into your pussy when you go out for a stroll that will rip up the cock of any fucker who sticks it in there. Perhaps it isn't desirable to make female genitalia inaccessible by force. A woman must remain open, and fearful. Otherwise, how would masculinity define itself?
Post-rape, the only acceptable response is to turn the violence inwards, onto yourself. Put on forty pounds, for instance. Withdraw from the sexual marketplace because you are soiled goods, take yourself out of the realm of desire. We don't kill women who've been raped, but we do expect them to have the decency to show that they are damaged goods, that they have been polluted. They may become hookers, or ugly, whatever, as long as they spontaneously exit the marriage market.
Because rape creates the best hookers. Once opened by force, they sometimes retain as a sort of skin-level burnish an edgy, blemished quality that men like, some thing desperate and seductive. Rape is often initiatory, it cuts into the flesh to create the available woman, who can never quite close back up again. I am sure there is a kind of scent, something that men can smell and which excites them even more.

We insist on behaving as if rape were extraordinary and isolated, outside of sexuality, avoidable. As if it only applied to a few people, to attackers and victims, as if it were an exceptional situation that had nothing to say about anything else. Whereas it's quite the oppositeit's at the center, the heart, the foundation of our sexualities. It is a central, sacrificial ritual, omnipresent in art since the beginning of time, represented in texts, statues, paintings-a constant throughout the centuries. Public gardens in Paris as well as museums are full of images of men forcing women. Ovid's Metamorphoses implies that the gods spend their time trying to catch women who don't want to be caught, trying to satisfy their desires through force. Easy enough, when you're a god. And when the women fall pregnant, they then have to bear the brunt of the gods' wives' revenge. The female condition, its code. Forever guilty of what is done to us. Creatures held responsible for the desire we provoke. Rape is a well-defined political strategy: the bare bones of capitalism, it is the crude and blunt representation of the exercise of power. It designates a ruler, and organizes the rules of the game to allow him to wield his power without restraint. Steal, snatch, extort, impose his will is obeyed without hindrance and he may enjoy his brutality, without the other party being able to show resistance. Enjoy the crushing of the other-her words, her wishes, her integrity. Rape is civil war, a political organization through which one gender declares to the other, I have complete power over you, I force you to feel inferior, guilty, and degraded.

Rape is the exclusive male domain. Not war, hunting, raw desire, violence, or barbarism, but rape, which women-until now-have never taken possession of. The masculine mystique must be created as intrinsically dangerous, criminal, and uncontrollable. As such, it must be rigorously controlled by the law, kept in collective order by the group. Behind the web, policing female sexuality appears the fundamental goal of the political: to educate the virile personality to be antisocial, instinctual, and violent. Rape serves firstly as a vehicle for this perception. Man's desire is stronger than his will; he is powerless to control it. You still often hear people say, "Prostitutes reduce the number of rapes," as if males couldn't control themselves, as if they had to unload themselves somewhere. They would have us believe this is a natural-instinctual-fact and not the created political belief it is. If testosterone really did make men into animals with uncontrollable instincts, they would kill just as easily as they rape. Which is not the case at all. The discourse on masculinity still contains leftovers from the dark ages. Rape, this condemned act that must never be mentioned, brings together a whole raft of fundamental beliefs about masculinity.

There's the rape fantasy. Asexual fantasy. If I really want to talk about "my" rape, I will have to go through this. It's a fantasy I've had since I was a child. I would say it's a remnant from the bit of religious education I indirectly received from books, television, kids at school, and neighbors. The women martyrs-those female saints who were tied up and burned alive-were the first images to provoke an erotic response in me. The idea of being handed over, forced to, made to, was morbid and fascinatingly arousing for the little girl I was at the time. Those fantasies have never left me. I am convinced that lots of women prefer not to masturbate-claiming it does nothing for them rather than admit to what arouses them. We aren't all alike, but I'm not the only one to have this fantasy. These rape fantasies, these fantasies of being taken by force in more or less violent situations, which have been present throughout my masturbatory life, didn't come to me out of the blue. It's a powerful and precise cultural mechanism that predestines female sexuality to climax from its own powerlessness-which is to say from the superiority of the other-and women to orgasm against their will, rather than as sluts who enjoy sex. In Judeo-Christian morality, it is much better to be taken by force than considered a bitch in heat; we have been told that often enough. There is a female predisposition for masochism, which stems not from our hormones, nor from prehistoric times, but from a specific cultural system, and this predisposition has disturbing implications for the way we exercise our independence. It may be voluptuous and arousing, but it also handicaps us; being attracted to that which destroys us keeps us away from power.

In the specific case of rape, it poses the question of guilt. Since I have often fantasized about rape, I am in part responsible for this attack. And to make things worse, these fantasies are rarely spoken of. Especially if you've been raped. There are probably lots of us in this situation, who have endured rape while having frequently fantasized about it beforehand. And yet on this subject, there is only silence, because what is unsayable is also completely undermining.
When that boy turns round and yells, "OK, the ride's over," as he hits me for the first time, it isn't penetration that's terrifying me, but the thought that they are going to kill us. So that we won't be able to talk about it afterwards, won't be able to press charges or bear witness. Because, basically, that's what I would have done, if I were them. I can remember very precisely that fear of death. A white fear-time stopping, no longer existing, already not existing. According to the books I've read this is nearer to war trauma than to rape trauma. It's the possibility and nearness of death, and our forced submis sion to their inhuman hatred which makes that night so indelible. For me the most striking thing about rape is its obsessive quality. I constantly come back to it. For twenty years now, every time I think I'm done with it, I come back to it again. With different, contradictory things to say about it. Novels, stories, songs, films. I always imagine that one day I will be done with it. Will have gotten over the event, emptied it, exhausted it.

Impossible. It is a founding event. Of who I am as a writer, and as a woman who is no longer quite a woman. It is both that which disfigures me, and that which makes me.

The paradigm of women serving/men paying corresponds to an unequal social exchange-an exchange I have decided to label "prostitutional" so as to render more explicit the concrete material basis of heterosexual conventions. Whether they are publicly sanctioned by the marriage ceremony or covertly negotiated in the sex industry, heterosexual relationships are socially and psychologically built on the premise that men have the right to women's work. Even those men who denounce denigration of and towards women rarely question male privilege in the sexual, domestic and reproductive domains.
Gail Pheterson, The Prostitution Prism, 1996

 




DOING WHAT SHOULD NEVER BE DONE: ASKING FOR MONEY for what must remain free. The decision does not belong to each adult woman, but is imposed by collective laws. Prostitutes are the only workers whose alienation moves the upper class-to the extent that women who have never lacked for anything are absolutely, smugly convinced that prostitution should not be legalized. The types of labor done by poor women, and the wretched wages for which they sell their time, are of no interest to anybody. It's simply their fate as women born poor. Sleeping in the street at the age of forty isn't unethical; becoming a beggar is a bearable degradation. Demeaning work, likewise. Selling sex, on the other hand, is everybody's business, and every "respectable" woman has something to say on the matter. Over the last ten years I have often found myself in stylish living rooms in the company of ladies who have always had their bills paid for them by the marriage contract, often divorced women living off substantial alimony agreements, and these same ladies explain to me, without the shadow of a doubt, that prostitution is in itself a bad thing for women. They know, intuitively, that that work is more degrading than any other. Intrinsically. Not "if practiced in particular circumstances," but "in itself." The statement is categorical, rarely qualified with conditions such as "if the girls aren't consenting" or "if they don't get to see a penny of the money they earn" or "if they are forced to work the streets on the outskirts of town." Whether they are high-class whores, occasional hookers, street girls, old or young, talented, dominas, crackheads, or mothers with kids, doesn't at first sight make the slightest difference. Exchanging a sexual service for money, even in good conditions, even of your own free will, is an infringement of female dignity. The proof is that if they had the choice, prostitutes wouldn't do it. Talk about an argument! As if a beautician applies wax or bursts blackheads out of pure aesthetic vocation. Most people who work would well do without it if they could. No kidding! And yet, in certain circles, they keep on saying that the challenge is not to remove prostitution from rough areas where prostitutes are heavily exposed to all kinds of assault (in which conditions, even selling bread would qualify as a dangerous sport), nor to create the legal work environments that sex workers are calling for, but to ban prostitution. It's difficult not to wonder whether what these respectable women are saying through their concern over the fate of hookers, is that they are in fact scared of the competition. Unfair competition because it's too direct and appropriate. If the prostitute were to ply her trade in decent conditions similar to those of the beautician or the psychiatrist, if all the current legal pressures she has to deal with were removed from her work, the position of the married woman would suddenly become much less attractive. Because if the prostitution contract became part of everyday life, the marriage contract would be shown up more clearly for what it is: a market in which for a bargain price the woman agrees to carry out a certain number of chores-notably sexual-to ensure a man's comfort.

I have already stated publicly in a number of interviews that I worked as an occasional prostitute over a period of about two years. And yet I have been struggling with this chapter ever since I started writing the book. I wasn't expecting that. Various entangled things hold me back. Telling my own story. Difficult. At the time, turning tricks was much less so.
The idea of prostitution first came to me in 1991, because of minitel, the French precursor to the internet. Developed in 1981, the monochrome teletext system, or minitel, quickly become a trusted outlet for people to conduct commerce. And since all modern communication methods are first and foremost used for selling sex, the minitel allowed a whole generation of girls to become occasional prostitutes in near-perfect conditions of anonymity, client choice, price negotiation, and independence. It was straightforward for those who wanted to buy and those who wanted to sell sex to make contact and agree on the conditions. Hotels paid for by credit card made the deal easy to close: the rooms were clean and reasonably priced, and you didn't bump into anyone in the foyer. My first minitel job, in 1989, was in fact to monitor one of the servers. I was paid to disconnect any user employing racist or anti-Semitic language, but also pedophiles and, finally, prostitutes. One had to be sure that the service wasn't being used by women who wanted to freely choose to use their bodies to make money, nor by men who could pay and ask openly for what they wanted without the obligatory preamble. Because prostitution must not become normal, or be practiced in comfortable conditions.

1991. First Gulf war, broadcast on TV, scuds landing on Baghdad, Noir Desir's "Aux Sombres Heros" constantly on the air, Professor Griff gets kicked out of Public Enemy, Neneh Cherry in stirrup leggings and massive sneakers. As for me, I am dressed as unisex as possible, which is to say like a boy. No makeup, nothing you could call a haircut, no jewelry, no girlie shoes. I don't feel concerned about these classic feminine accessories. I've other things on my mind. I work in a supermarket, developing photos. I am twenty-two years old. I'm not exactly the sort to end up in the sex trade. To start with, I really don't have the right look. Two years before that, when I did that monitoring job on minitel and saw "generous gentlemen" offering nearly a thousand dollars a go, I thought it was a trap, that they were offering such high prices in order to lure poor girls to their apartments where they could inflict all kinds of horrors on them before chucking their naked, damned bodies into the nearest ditch. I'd read Ellroy, seen a few films, the mainstream culture passing on the message: watch out girls, we also find your corpses very hot. When I finally realized that men were actually paying almost a grand a go, I decided that the chicks in question must be the greatest lays in history.

I hated working. I was depressed by all the time it took up, by the small amount of money I earned and the rapidity with which I spent it. I looked at older women, their whole lives spent working like this, only earning slightly more than the minimum wage and still, at fifty, getting bawled out by the floor manager for taking too many toilet breaks. I was beginning to understand, month after month, exactly what they meant by the life of an honest worker. And I couldn't see a way out. Even at the time, you were supposed to be grateful to have a job. I have never been very reasonable, I had trouble feeling grateful.

The computer we used to create the photo wallets had minitel capability, and I often went online to chat with a lover, a blond boy from Paris who worked as a "seductress" on one of the servers. I was used to minitel conversations. I chatted with lots of people in a casual sort of way. One conversation was more arousing than the others, the guy more convincing. The first date I arranged was with him. I remember his voice, remember that it was warm and sexy, that I wanted to go and see what he looked like, that I would have gone for free, that I was freaked out by the thing. I didn't go, in the end. I'd got all ready, I was nearly there, I chickened out, right at the last minute. Too scared. Too far away from me. Not part of my life. Girls who "did that" must have received some kind of education, some message from another dimension. I thought you couldn't just improvise being a hooker, that there was a precise initiation rite that I had missed out on. But I had a thirst for money, mixed with curiosity, with the urge to find a way to afford to get sacked from that supermarket, and the feeling that checking it out would teach me something important ... I made another date a few days later, with another guy. Not so sexy this time. Just a client, a real client.
For the first time ever I went out in a short skirt and high heels. A revolution hanging on a few accessories. My only similar experience since has been my first TV appearance on a prime-time show for Baise-Moi. You haven't changed anything and yet something out side has moved, and nothing is as it was before. Neither the women, nor the men. And you're not sure if you like this change, or if you understand all the consequences. Some American sex workers use the word empowerment" when talking about their experiences as hookers. A rise in power. I immediately loved the impact I made on the male population, with its exaggerated, almost farcical, dramatic change of status. Until then I had been an almost transparent girl, with short hair and dirty sneakers, and suddenly I had become a creature of vice. Classy. It reminded me of Wonder Woman spinning around and coming out of it as a superheroine; the whole thing was dead funny. But I was also immediately freaked out by just that importance, whichwent beyond myunderstanding or control. The effect the hooker look had on most men was almost hypnotic. Walking into shops or on the subway, crossing the road, taking a seat at a bar. Being incredibly noticed everywhere, attracting starved stares. Becoming the keeper of a desperately coveted treasure: my pussy, my tits, access to my body had acquired extreme importance. And the hooker effect was not only effective on sex maniacs. Almost everyone is fascinated by a woman who looks like a whore. I felt like a mobile Luna Porn Park. In any case one thing was for certain: I could do the job. There was actually no need to be the greatest lay in history or know all kinds of wild secrets to become a femme fatale, you just had to play the game. The femininity game. And no one could come out with "Watch out, she's a fake," because I wasn't-no more so than anyone else. Initially, I found the whole process fascinating. Having never given a damn about girls' stuff, I suddenly discovered a passion for stiletto heels, fancy underwear, and tailored suits. I remember how perplexed I was, those first few months, when I caught a glimpse of myself in a shop window. It's true that it wasn't just me anymore, that tall slut with heel-lengthened legs. The shy, thickset, masculine girl had disappeared in the blink of an eye. Even the masculine parts of myself, such as my way of striding out with confidence, became hyper-feminine attributes once I was wearing the costume. To start with, I liked becoming that other girl. As if I was going on a trip somewhere. To the same place, but another dimension. There was an immediate change as soon as I put on the ultra-feminine uniform: sudden confidence, as with a line of coke. Afterwards-again, just as with coke-the whole thing became much harder to manage.

In the meantime, I had grabbed the bull by the horns and done my first client, at his house; a guy in his sixties, who chain-smoked and talked nonstop during sex. He seemed lonely, and I found him astonishingly kind. I don't know if I come over as someone who's soft, or dull, or else intimidating, or whether I've simply been lucky, but my impression was confirmed by the other clients: in general, they were nice to me, attentive, and tender. Much more so than in real life in fact. If I remember correctly, and I think I do, it wasn't their aggressiveness that was hard to handle, or their contempt, or any of their preferences, but their individual loneliness, sadness, their pasty skin and unhappy timidity, the flaws they displayed under the mask, the weaknesses they showed. Their oldness, their desire for young flesh next to their old men's bodies. Their pot bellies, small dicks, flabby buttocks or yellow teeth. It was their fragility that made the thing difficult. The men you could despise or hate, in fact, were the ones you could do it with while remaining completely unaffected. Take as much cash as you could for as little time, and never think of it again, ever. But in my small experience the clients were heavy with humanity, fragility, distress. And it hung around afterwards, stuck on me like remorse.

And so the physical aspect-touching another person's skin, puttingyour own at his disposal, openingyour thighs, your stomach, your whole body to the smell of an old stranger, surmounting the bodily distaste wasn't a big deal. It was charity, even if with a price. It was so obviously important to the client that you should pretend to be neither disgusted by his tastes nor surprised by his physical defects, that in the end it seemed a worthwhile thingto do. I was discovering an entirely newworld, where money had a different value. The world of women playing the game. What you might earn in forty hours of thankless slaving was yours in less than two. Of course you also have to count the preparation time-waxing, highlights, manicures, buying clothes and makeup, the cost of stock ings, underwear, PVC gear. But still, the work conditions were exceptional. Men who can afford it like paying for women often. That's what I came to understand. Some of them like to go to whores in a strictly ritualistic way, cash in hand and with a prearranged scenario. Others prefer it to seem more like an affair, calling themselves libertines and wanting you to provide them with bills or tell them upfront what kind of present you want. A way of playing Daddy, in fact.

Gail Pheterson writes in The Prostitution Prism that: "Significantly, those who explicitly provide sex are defined by their activity as `prostitutes,' a stigmatized and/or criminalized status, while those who buy sex are neither defined nor branded by engagement in the same activity." To say that you have "done some hustling" is to marginalize yourself, and subject yourself to all kinds of fantasy projections. Not a small thing. Saying you visit whores is quite different. It doesn't make a man marginal, doesn't brand his sexuality, does not define him in any way. We expect prostitutes' clients to be diverse in terms of motivation and behavior, by their age and social, racial, or cultural background. The women who do the work are immediately stigmatized, they all belong to the sole category of victim. In France, most of them refuse to be openly interviewed because they know this is not something you admit to. You have to keep quiet. The same old system. These women have to be tarnished. And if they don't toe the line, if they don't protest enough about the harm done to them, if they don't cry about how they were forced into it, then you had better believe "they will be taken care of." The worry isn't that the women won't survive; quite the contrary. The worry is that they might come and say that it isn't such a dreadful job after all. And not only because all work is degrading, difficult, and demanding, but because plenty of men are never as affectionate as when they are with a whore.

I saw about fifty different clients over those two years. Every time I needed cash I would log on to minitel, on the locally based server of my city, Lyon. It would take me about ten minutes to collect several phone numbers from men looking to score that same day. They were often men travelling on business. In Lyon there were plenty of clients, which made it easier to be selective, and made the work more pleasant. When I talked about it with those who "came" often, they said it never took long to find what they were looking for. If the clients were numerous and quickly satisfied it's because those of us offering our services were also numerous. So occasional prostitution isn't all that unusual. The only unusual thing is that I talk about it. This work, which can be done in total secrecy, is nothing more than a well-paid job for a woman with few or no skills.
While working in "erotic" massage parlors and a few peep shows in Paris, I had time to chat with the other girls between clients. The women I met there were all very different, not at all what the collective conscious ness might expect for "that kind of work." The first time I was taken on in a massage parlor I had been hanging out in a very left-wing environment where I had always heard, and believed, that women turning tricks were victims, either reckless or manipulated but in any case up against it. The reality was very different. The black girl who opened the door to me was absolutely stunning, one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen up close. Difficult to feel sorry for or to pity a creature like that. When I got to know her better I found out she was a little younger than me, much more socially integrated, had already worked for several years as a beautician and was engaged to a man she adored. She had a great sense of humor and fantastic taste in music. I found her solid, hard-working, and determined. Clear-headed and with her feet well on the ground, compared to me or to other girls I knew. Nothing like the image I had of "pros." She was very much in demand and earned a fortune in cash every day, which she saved with care. A little brunette started at the salon at the same time as me. She was just back from six months of aid work in Yugoslavia. She was a business school graduate and had found herself a little bewildered when she started looking for a normal "job." She tried massage parlors by chance. She told her boyfriend that she was a secretary in a big company. She didn't count on doing it for long. We had long conversations on the strangeness of the job, which fascinated both of us.

The only common ground I could find between all the girls I came across, besides of course lack of money, was that they weren't open about what they did. Sex work is a woman's secret. Not shared with friends, family, boyfriends, or husbands. I think most of them did exactly the same as me-that kind of work on and off for a while, and then something completely different.
People like to look shocked when you tell them that you've been a prostitute, but it's just the same with rapea massive hypocrisy. If it were possible to do a census, you'd be stunned to discover the number of girls who have sold sex to strangers. Hypocritically so, because in our culture the line between seduction and prostitution is very blurred, and deep down everyone knows that.
For the whole of the first year, I really enjoyed the work. Because it was easy money compared to anything else, but also because it allowed me to try out, without asking myself too many questions and in the absence of all moral consideration, just about everything that had intrigued, aroused, stimulated, or fascinated me. Not to mention things I would never have thought of spontaneously, and might not have appreciated being asked to do within a relationship, but which were interesting to do at least once. I didn't realize the advantages of my position until I stopped. When, once I had become Virginie Despentes, I ventured into a swingers' club, I realized how much easier it would have been to go as a whore accompanying a client. No deep questions-I'm here because it's my job, I'm doing what women aren't supposed to do and I'm getting paid for it. Punk rock. Without money as a motive it was much more complex: Was I there to accompany a film producer, or simply for my own pleasure? Was I doing things there because I was hammered, or because they turned me on? Did I have the nerve even just to find out how I would feel the next morning? Unpaid and recreational, my sexuality seemed infinitely more confusing. I am a girl, the world of sex outside the couple doesn't belong to me. Occasional prostitution, with the power to select clients and types of scenario, is also a way to dip into sex without sentiment, to try things out, without having to pretend you're doing it out of pure pleasure, and without expecting anything other than money in return. When you're a whore, you know what you've come to do and for how much, and so much the better if you also get off or satisfy your curiosity. When you're a woman with free choice, it's a much more complicated deal, heavier, in the long run.

To start with, I enjoyed my new work all the better because everyone around me kept congratulating me and saying how great I was looking. A girl who becomes more feminine is publicly rewarded. That's the way it is. The people who asked me what was up were few and far between. As I've said before, I had never been interested in "girl stuff," but wearing these clothes gave me two or three important insights into men. When you're not expecting it, the effect produced by fetish items-sus penders, stilettos, push-up bras, or lipstick-seems like a huge joke. We pretend not to know this when we feel sorry for women as objects: boob-job remodeled bimbos or all those anorexic bionic bitches from TV. Fragility is actually on the men's side. It's as if no one has told them that Santa Claus doesn't exist-as soon as they see a red coat, they scramble to the fireplace with their wish lists. Since that time, I particularly enjoy listening to men holding forth about the stupidity of women who love power, money, or celebrity, as if that were more idiotic than loving fishnet stockings ...

In my case, prostitution was a crucial step in rebuilding myself after the rape. A business of dollarby-dollar compensation, for what had been taken from me by brute force. I must have kept intact whatever I could sell to each client. If I could sell it ten times in a row then it wasn't something that could be destroyed by use. My sex belonged to me only, it didn't lose value through being used, and it could be profitable. I was once again in an ultra-feminine position, but this time I was bringing in a profit.
What remains difficult, even today, is not the fact of having done it. Focusing on my past to write this chapter has brought back pleasant memories. The adrenaline rush, just before ringing a doorbell, bigger rushes as certain sessions got underway. As far as the sex goes, I'd like to be able to say something else, since when it comes to trashiness I've nothing much left to prove-but over all I did find it exciting. Being a whore was often great the desire was gratifying. It was also the time of my first proper shopping sprees, with my own money, amounts of cash I had never dreamed of possessing, blowing it all in one day. The experience of seeing men in a childlike, fragile, vulnerable light made them seem nicer, less intimidating, more endearing. And in fact accessible. I had discovered a recipe for attracting more attention than I could manage. More than I would have thought, it lessened my aggressiveness toward men, which I consider a good thing contrary to what people seem to expect. I get furious when I am prevented from doing or being something, but that is not because of what men are or do.

It's talking about it that is difficult. What it implies in people's minds, people I will have to face up to afterwards. The condescension, the scorn, the liberties, the uncalled-for conclusions.
When I moved to Paris, working as a hooker became much more complicated. Lots more girls, lots more white girls, from Eastern Europe, very pretty, and lots more dangerous clients. The minitel servers were more heavily policed, and it was hard to be as selective as before. I didn't know the neighborhoods I had to visit. And when I tried to move into massage or stripping, to protect myself, the percentages were pathetic, the rooms tiny, and the supply always greater than the demand, making for a shit atmosphere among the girls. And I was no longer single, so the lies began, and the feeling of bringing my filth back home. Loss of balance.

It's hard to stop. To return to normal work, normal pay, with normal treatment, as an employee. Getting up in the morning, having to spend all your time working. In any case, I tried everywhere but couldn't find a single j ob. It wasn't until I met someone who knew someone at Virgin Music that I managed to become a salesperson there for a few months. Working for the minimum wage was now a luxury-the market was tougher, and I'd become older in the meantime, and there were awkward gaps in my CV. My reintegration wasn't exactly self-evident. The only stable work I could find consisted of reviewing porno films for a soft-core publishing house. It didn't pay Paris rents. I looked after kids, at least I wasn't bored doing that, but it didn't pay enough to get by in a capital city either. There is a valid comparison between hard drugs and being a prostitute. It starts out great: feelings of having easy power (over men, over money), strong emotions, the discovery of a more interesting self, released from doubt. But it's a deceptive high-the side effects are painful, you carry on hoping, just as with junk, that you'll get back the initial rush. The complications when you try to give it up are comparable too. You give in once as a one-off, and then the next week, at the first problem, you go back to it one last time. And when you start to realize that you're losing more peace of mind than you're gaining, you do it again in spite of everything. What had been a brilliant strength, within your control, overflows its frame and becomes threatening. And what becomes appealing is the very idea of pulling the plug.

I stopped and started like that for a while, and then I became Virginie Despentes. The promotional part of my job as a celebrity author has always struck me as very similar to the act of prostitution. Except that when you say "I'm a whore," all the do-gooders flock to your side, whereas when you say "I'm on TV," all those envious turn against you. But the feeling of no longer quite belonging to yourself, of selling something intimate, of displaying that which is private, is exactly the same.
I still don't make a cut-and-dried distinction between prostitution and legal, waged work, between prostitution and female seduction, between paid sex and exchanged sex, between what I lived then and what I saw in the years that followed. What women do with their bodies as long as they're around men with power and money actually seems to me very near to prostitution. I still don't catch the subtle difference between the sort of femininity sold in magazines and that of the whore. And although they may not state their price openly, I'm under the impression of having met a lot of whores since then. Lots of women who aren't interested in sex but know how to draw profit from it. Women who sleep with men who are old, ugly, boring, or depressingly stupid, but socially powerful. Women who marry them and fight to gain as much money as they can when they divorce. Who think it's normal to have their bills paid, to be taken on vacation, to be spoiled. Who even see this as an achievement. I find it sad listening to women talk about love as an implicit financial contract. Expecting men to pay to sleep with them. It seems as sordid for these women, who give up all independence (at least once a whore has satisfied her client, she can do whatever she wants in peace), as for the men, whose sexuality is permitted only when they have the means to pay up. Because I'm middle class, there are some things I find hard to swallow, and I'm always lacking in subtlety. However, if I had to give advice to a kid I'd tell her to do things upfront and to hold on to her independence if she wants to make the most of her attractions, rather than get herself shacked up, married, knocked up, and stuck with some guy she wouldn't put up with if he didn't take her on vacation.

Men are happy to believe that what women love best is to seduce and unsettle them. This is pure homosexual projection-if they were female, what they would really find super- cool would be the power to turn on other men. OK, so it is nice to make them lose their grip with just a bit of cleavage and red lips. You can also enjoy entertaining kids by wearing a Mickey Mouse costume, but you can enjoy other things. For example, you might not want to work for Disney. Seduction is within the reach of most young women, as long as they agree to play the game, because it mostly consists of reassuring men about their virility by playing the femininity game. Making a personal profit from it demands certain skills, rare qualities. We don't all come from the upper classes, we have not all been taught how to get as much money as we can from a man. And there again, some of us prefer money we have directly earned. Contrary to a belief commonly held among men, not all women have the soul of a courtesan. Some, for example, have a taste for overt power, power of the kind that allows you to succeed without having to simper at three old men in the hope that they will take you on as this, or entrust you with that. Power that allows you to be unpleasant, curt, demanding. No more vulgar when practiced by a woman than by a man. Because of our gender, we are supposed to give up this kind of pleasure. Which is a lot to ask. You don't often meet a Sharon Stone in real life, just plenty of coked-up beauties, totally spaced out in their lovely dresses. Men adore pretty women-courting them, and bragging about it when they get one into bed. But what they actually love best is to watch them fall and pretend to pity them, or even openly delight in their humiliation. The proof is in their coarse jubilation as they witness the aging of those they never conquered, or those who made them suffer. What is quicker and more predictable than the fall of a woman who was once beautiful? Men don't need a lot of patience to get their revenge.

"What is transgressive for women is neither providing services to men nor is it receiving money or goods for sexual service; women's transgression is in explicitly asking for and taking money for sexual services," writes Pheterson.
Like housework and bringing up children, women's sexual services must be done for free. Money is independence. What upsets morality about paid-for sex is not the lack of female pleasure, but that the woman is out of the home and earning her own money. The whore is the "streetwalker," the one who takes over the streets. She works far from the domestic and maternal spheres, far from the family unit. Men have no need to lie to her, nor she to cheat on them, and so she runs the risk of becoming their accomplice. Traditionally men and women are not intended to understand each other, get on well or tell one another the truth. That this is possible is evidently frightening.
Media, documentary articles, and radio reports about prostitution always focus on the most sordid kind: street prostitution exploiting illegal immigrant girls. It has obvious spectacular impact: a spot of medieval barbarism on the fringes of the city certainly makes for arresting images. And it's good to peddle stories of abused women that make all the others feel lucky to have escaped. The women and men who work the streets cannot lie about their work in the same way as those who use the internet do. Reporters will look for the most sordid, and they find it without much difficulty because it is just that kind of prostitution that lacks the resources to remove itself from the public eye. Girls without work permits, without free consent, churning out clients, broken in by rape, numb on crack: portraits of lost girls. The more wretched it is, the stronger the man feels in comparison. The more sordid the images, the more emancipated the public feels itself to be. And then, moving on from these unacceptable images of prostitution worked in slavery conditions, they draw conclusions on paid sex in general. This is about as relevant as exploring work conditions in the textile industry purely through images of children working in black-market sweatshops. But it doesn't matter, because the important thing is to put across the idea that no woman may profit from her sexual services outside marriage. In no case is she adult enough to decide to make a business of her charms. She necessarily prefers an honest profession. Which is judged honest by the moral authorities. And not degrading. Because for women, sex without love is always degrading.

This particular image of the prostitute that we so love to display-stripped of all her rights, deprived of her independence and her capacity to decide-has several functions. Above all, to show heterosexual men who quite fancy a whore how low they will have to stoop. They too are thus brought back toward marriage, toward the family unit: everyone back home. It's also a way of reminding men that their sexuality is necessarily monstrous, that it creates victims and destroys lives. Because masculine sexuality must remain criminalized, dangerous, antisocial, and threatening. This is not an inherent truth, it's a cultural construction. When whores are prevented from working in decent conditions, women are not the only ones being targeted, men's sexuality is also being controlled. Having a relaxed heterosexual fuck when they feel like it mustn't be too easy or pleasant. Their sexuality must remain a problem. Another double bind: in our cities all images arouse desire, but its consummation must remain problematic, guilt-inducing.

The political strategy of victimizing prostitutes also serves this purpose of branding male desire and confining it in its own squalor. He can pay to come if he wants, but he'll have to rub shoulders with filth, shame, and poverty. The prostitution transaction-"I pay you, you satisfy me"-is the basis of the heterosexual contract. It is hypocritical to pretend, as we do, that this transaction is foreign to our culture. On the contrary, the relationship between the heterosexual male client and the whore is a healthy and explicit contract. Which is why it must be artificially complicated. When the Sarkozy laws banish street prostitutes from within the city walls, forcing them to work in the woods outside city centers (sexuality being literally pushed out of the domain of the visible, the conscious, the lit up), vulnerable to the whims of both cops and clients, it is not a political decision, based on morality. The intention is not merely to conceal this poor section of the population from city-center residents, the richest among us. The government is deciding to use the female body an absolutely essential tool in the political creation of the masculine mystique-to remove from the city raw male desire. If until that time, whores have often chosen to settle in upmarket neighborhoods, it's because that's where the clients are, stopping by for a quick blow job on the way back home.

In her book, Pheterson quotes Freud: "In only very few people of culture are the two strains of tenderness and sensuality duly fused into one; the man almost always feels his sexual activity hampered by his respect for the woman and only develops a full sexual potency when he finds himself in the presence of a lower type of sexual object; and this gain is partly conditioned by the circumstance that his sexual aims include those of perverse sexual components, which he does not like to gratify with a woman he respects."
The mother-whore dichotomy is mapped out in detail on women's bodies like the mapping of Africa through colonial borders-taking absolutely no notice of the actual terrain, only of the interests of the colonizers. It does not follow from a "natural" process but from political will. Women are condemned to be torn between two incompatible options. And men are trapped in a different dichotomy, that which gives them a hard-on must remain a problem. Above all, no reconciliation. Because a peculiar thing about men is that they tend to despise that which they desire, as well as despising themselves for the physical manifestation of that desire. In fundamental discord with themselves, they are ashamed of whatever gives them a hard-on. By banishing street prostitutes, who offer the fastest form of release, society makes problematic male sexual relief.

I remember a sentence from the time I was a hooker. It was repeated several times, by different men, after different kinds of sessions. They said to me, in soft, slightly sad or at least resigned voices, "It's because of guys like me that girls like you do what they do." It was a way of putting me back in my role of the lost girl, probably because I didn't seem to be suffering enough from the job. It's a phrase that also expresses the extent to which the private experience of masculine desire is painful: what I like doing with you necessarily produces unhappiness. Face to face with their guilt. The necessity of feeling shame about one's own pleasure, even if it is satisfied in a noninjurious setting that fulfills both parties equally. Male desire must hurt women, wither them. And as a result render men guilty. This is once again not an inherent construction, but a political one. At present, men do not seem intent on liberating themselves from these chains. Quite the opposite.

I am not trying to argue that in any conditions, and for any woman, this kind of work is innocuous. But with the modern-day economic world being what it is-cold and pitiless warfare-banning the practice of prostitution within an appropriate legal framework is actively preventing the female class from making a decent living and turning a profit from its very stigmatization.
I don't think I would have such positive memories of my years of occasional hustling if I hadn't read the prosex American feminists such as Norma Jane Almodovar, Carole Queen, Scarlot Harlot, or Michelle Tea. It is no accident that none of their books have been translated into French, that Pheterson's The Prostitution Prism is not widely available despite being a major work, or that Claire Carthonnet's J'ai des choses a vous dire is hardly read. The theoretical desert to which France has banished itself is strategic-prostitution must be kept in shame and darkness, in an effort to protect the traditional family unit.

I start working as a hooker in late 9 i, and write BaiseMoi in April 92. I don't think this is a coincidence. There is a real connection between writing and prostitution: freeing oneself, doing what isn't done, delivering up one's intimacy, exposing oneself to widespread judgement, accepting one's exclusion from the group. And, more particularly as a woman, becoming public. Being read by anyone, discussing what is supposed to remain secret, being exposed in the newspapers ... All obviously in contrast to the roles we are conventionally assigned: woman is private, property, half, shadow of man. Becoming a novelist, earning money easily, provoking as much repulsion as fascination: the public shame is comparable to that of the whore. Providing comfort and company to the unwanted, sharing the private lives of strangers, accepting without judgment different kinds of desire. We meet a lot of prostitutes in novels: Boule de suif, Nana, Sofa Semyonovna, Marguerite, Famine ... they are popular characters, antimothers in the religious sense of the word, women without judgement, inclusive, accepting male desire, damned, and liberated. When men dream of being women, they more easily imagine themselves as whores, marginalized and free to move around, than as mothers concerned with household cleanliness. Often, things are exactly the opposite of what we have been told, which is why we are told them so repeatedly and ferociously. The character of the whore is a good example: when you hear that prostitution is an "act of violence against women," we are supposed to forget that it is marriage and other things we put up with that are "acts of violence against women." We cannot ignore the fact that far more women die from domestic violence than from engaging in sex work. Women who are fucked for free must continue to be told that they have made the only possible choice, otherwise how can they be kept under control? Masculine sexuality is not in itself an act of violence against women, as long as they are consenting and well paid. It is the control exercised upon us that is violent-the power to decide on our behalf what is dignified and what is not.

Pornography is like a mirror through which we can take a look at ourselves. And sometimes what we see doesn't look pretty, and it can make us feel very uncomfortable. But how beautiful to take that look, to see (truth), and to learn. The answer to bad porn is not no porn, but to make better porn!
Annie Sprinkle, Hardcore from the Heart, 2001

 




ONE CANNOT HELP BUT WONDER WHAT EXACTLY THE PROBlem is with pornography, what it is that gives the world of X-rated films such blasphemous power. Show any number of people a waxed pussy being pounded by a fat cock, and they'll be squeezing their hands under their buttocks to stop themselves from doing the sign of the cross. Some claim wearily that porn's not interesting, but you only need to walk a hundred yards or so in any town center with a porn actress to be persuaded otherwise. Or read the antiporn literature on the internet. Those who take umbrage at the banning of a religious cartoon"How absurd, this isn't the middle ages"-aren't quite so forward-thinking when it comes to a clitoris or a pair of balls. The amazing paradoxes of porn.
Strange claims are circulated, all the more arrogant since unprovable. Pornography is responsible for everything from gang rape to domestic violence to rape in Rwanda and Bosnia. It is even compared to the gas chambers! The only certainty we can deduce from all this is that the filming of sex is not a trivial matter. There is a remarkable volume of articles and books dedicated to the subject. Serious research is less common. We rarely take the trouble to enquire into the reactions of men who use porn. We prefer to guess at what's going on in their heads rather than actually ask.

In his study Watching Sex: How Men Really Respond to Pornography, David Loftus does in fact interview a hundred men about their relationship to porn. They all report having discovered it before the legal age. None of the men in this sample say they found the experience shaming. On the contrary, the discovery of pornographic material was for them associated with pleasant memories, masculinity-forming in many ways; it was either playful or arousing. Two men are exceptions. Both are homosexual, and say that the experience was difficult at the time because they already vaguely knew that they were attracted to other men, but had not yet clearly grasped this. In both cases the sight of the pornographic material forced them to clarify what attracted them.
This remark is helpful in understanding the intensity of many people's fanatical, not to mention panicked, rejection of porn. Wild-eyed militants clamor for censorship and banning as if their lives depended on it. Their attitude is objectively surprising: is doggy- style in close-up really threatening national security? Antiporn websites are both more numerous and shriller in tone than those protesting against the war in Iraq, for example. An astonishing response to something that is really no more than a cinema genre.

Pornography hits the blind corner of reason. It directly addresses our primitive fantasies, bypassing words and thought. The hard-on or wetness comes first, wondering why follows on behind. Self- censorship reactions are shaken. Porn images don't give us any choice: here's what turns you on, here's what makes you respond. Porn shows us the buttons to press to turn ourselves on. And that is porn's greatest strength, its almost mystical dimension. And also what literally horrifies the antiporn crusaders. They reject being told directly about their own desire, reject being made to know things about themselves that they have chosen to suppress and ignore.
Porn poses a real problem: it lets the steam off desire, offering it release too quickly for sublimation to take place. As such, it's useful: the tension in our culture between excessive sexual stimulation (in cities, images relating to sex literally invade our brains) and over-rejection of sexual reality (we don't live in a huge, constant orgy, and the activities that are permitted and possible are in fact relatively limited). Porn comes in here to help us let off psychological steam, and balance the pressure. But what is arousing is often socially embarrassing. Rare are those who want to publicly own up to what gets them going in private. We don't always want to discuss it even with our sexual partners. What makes me wet is a private matter because the image it gives of me is incompatible with my everyday social identity.

Our sexual fantasies say a lot about us, in the same indirect way as dreams. They don't reveal anything about what we want to happen in real life.
It's obvious that many heterosexual men are turned on by the idea of being fucked by other men, or humiliated or buggered by a woman, in the same way that it's obvious that lots of women cream at the thought of being assaulted, gang banged, or fucked by other girls. We can also be upset by porn because it reveals that we're in fact a bit frigid, whereas we think of ourselves as insatiable nymphos. Whatever arouses us, or fails to, comes from dark, uncontrollable places in ourselves, and rarely fits who we would consciously like to be. Which is both the appeal of genre cinema, if you enjoy letting go into the unknown, and the threat of it too, if you're afraid of losing control.
Porn is too often expected to mirror the Real. As if it weren't cinema. For example, actresses are criticized for faking orgasms. That's what they are here for, and paid for, and have learned how to do. We don't expect Brit ney Spears to feel like dancing every time she performs. That's what she is on stage for and we have paid to watch her, so each of us is doing our job, without anyone grumbling, "I reckon she was faking it" on the way out. Porn is somehow supposed to be real-something we never expect of film, by its very nature a technique of illusion.

We expect porn to show us exactly what we dread about it: the truth of our desire. I personally have no idea why I find it so exciting to watch other people fucking and talking dirty. The fact is that it works. It's automatic. Porn crudely reveals this other aspect of human nature: sexual desire is mechanical, and hardly complex to set in motion. And yet, my libido is complex-what it says about me isn't necessarily what I want to hear, and doesn't always fit with who I would like to be. But I can choose to know this, rather than to turn away and say the opposite of what I know to be true about myself in order to maintain a respectable social image.
Pornography's detractors complain about the poor quality of X-rated films and claim that all porn is the same thing. They like to imply that the genre is not creative. This is false. The genre is divided into distinct subgenres: 35 mm films from the i97os are different from the amateur films made possible by video, which differ again from shorts shot on mobile phones or webcam, not to mention the various live internet performances. High class porn, alt-porn, post-porn, gang bang, gonzo, S&M, fetish, bondage, scat, films with a distinct focus-older women, big-breasted women, women with pretty feet, sensational asses, tranny flicks, gay flicks, lesbian flicks: each type of porn has its own terms of reference, its own history, and its own aesthetics. In the same way, X-rated German films have different obsessions from Japanese, Italian, or American porn-each part of the world has its pornographic specificities.

It is actually censorship that has shaped, created, and defined the history of Xrated films. Whatever is forbidden to be shown will soonturnup in the porn cinemas, which makes for an interesting exercise in transgression. With the more or less absurd consequences one might expect: in France, the cable TV networks define what can and cannot be shown. Violent or submissive scenes are banned, for example. Making porn that doesn't feature duress is a little like ice-skating without blades under your boots. Good luck ... The use of objects is also prohibited: no dildos or harnesses. No real dyke porn, or scenes of men being fucked. All this ostensibly to protect female dignity.
It's hard to see why female dignity should be particularly threatened by the use of a harness. Surely we can assume that women are smart enough to understand that watching a bit of S&M doesn't mean they want to be whipped when they get to work, or gagged while doing the laundry. In any case, you only have to turn on the TV to see women in humiliating positions. The prohibitions are what they are, justified politically (S&M must remain an elite sport-the masses wouldn't be able to understand its complexity, and would hurt themselves). So "women's dignity" is trundled out every time the state wants to limit sexual expression ...

The conditions in which the actresses work, the degrading contracts they sign, their inability to either control images of themselves once they've left the profession, or earn money from their use-the censors aren't interested in any of these aspects of female dignity. The authorities aren't bothered that there isn't a single specialist center where actresses can go to access the various pieces of extremely specific information pertinent to their work. One kind of dignity obsesses them, but they don't give a damn about the other. Yet porn is made with human flesh, with the flesh of actresses. And in the end, the only moral issue it poses is the political aggressiveness with which these women are treated-offstage.
We're talking here about women who decide to enter the profession when they are eighteen to twenty years old. That very specific age when the phrase "longterm consequences" has no more significance than ancient Greek. Middle-aged men have no shame about being turned on by girls only just out of childhood; they see nothing wrong with spanking the monkey while looking at barely pubescent asses. That's their problem, they are the adults, and they should take responsibility for it-for example by being particularly attentive and kind to the very young girls who agree to satisfy their appetites. In fact, not at all, they are furious that these girls should have dared perform exactly what they want to see. Masculine grace and coherence in a nutshell, "Give me what I want, I beg you, so that I can spit in your face for doing it."

These days the budding porn actress is made aware of this as soon as she enters the profession: she is told repeatedly, so she isn't under any illusion, that there will be no way back. Oh, we do like our women vulnerable, endangered, and branded. They pay a high price for having left the straight and narrow and for having done it publicly.
I experienced this first-hand when I co-directed Baise-Moi with Coralie Trinh Thi. That her amazing body left men in shock, that they remembered it with emotion, was not a problem. What was disturbing was how ferociously they then refused to believe that she could be capable of anything else. Her role as co-director could only be put down to caprice on my part. Whatever the argument put forward, she had to be dismissed as illegitimate within thirty seconds. She could not be a wicked, lustful creature, and then demonstrate creativity and intelligence. Men did not want to see the object of their fantasies step out of the frame into which they had put her. Women felt threatened by her mere presence, concerned about the effect her status was having on the men. But they all agreed on one important thing-she must be prevented from speaking, interrupted. Her words must be silenced, to the extent that, in interviews, her answers were often attributed to me. And I'm not talking about a few isolated cases-this was almost a blanket response. She had to be kept out of the public space-to protect male libido, which requires that the object of desire remains in its place, which is to say virtual, and most of all mute.

In the same way that it is a political necessity to frame the visual representation of sex within welldefined ghettos-clearly separated from the rest of the film industry, so that porn remains the lumpen proletariat of the film world-it is crucial that porn actresses remain framed in disapproval, shame, and stigma. It is not that they are incapable of doing anything else, nor that they don't want to, but that things have to be organized to make sure that they cannot.
Girls involved with paid sex, who gain concrete benefit out of their position as females while remaining independent, must be publicly punished. They have transgressed, have played neither the role of the good mother nor that of the good wife, still less that of the respectable woman-shooting a porn film must be one of the most radical ways of liberating oneself from these roles-and so they must be socially marginalized.
It is a class struggle. A message from our leaders to women who have wanted to ensure their social mobility through sheer determination. A political message, from one class to another. The only opportunity for social advancement for women is through marriage. The equivalent of porn for men is boxing. They have to display aggression, and risk destroying their bodies, for the entertainment of the rich. But boxers, even black boxers, are men. They have the right to that tiny slice of social mobility. Not women.

When French President Valery Giscard d'Estaing banned porn from mainstream cinemas in the i97os, he was not responding to a public outcry-people hadn't taken to the streets yelling, "We've had enough"-nor to an increase in sexual offenses. He did it because the films were too successful: the population was flocking to see them, and discovering the notion of pleasure. The president was protecting the French people from their desire to see good sex films at the cinema. From then on, porn was subject to murderous economic censorship. It was no longer possible to make ambitious films, to film sex as we try to film war, romantic love, or gangsters. The ghetto started to take shape, without the slightest political justification. What was protected was the moral notion that only the ruling classes should have access to playful sexuality. The masses, on the other hand, must be kept calm-too much lust would doubtless affect their work ethic.
It is not pornography that bothers the elite, but its democratization. When, in 2ooo, the Nouvel Observateur responded to the banning of Baise-Moi with the cover story, "Pornography: the right to say no," this did not refer to prohibiting scholarly access to the writings of the Marquis de Sade, nor closing the magazine's classified ads columns to well-heeled and randy readers. And no one would be surprised to see these virulent antiporn militants inthe companyof ayounghooker, or at a swingers' club. No. It was easy access to what must remain the domain of the privileged which the Nouvel Observateur was insisting upon the right to say no to. Pornography is performed sexuality, sex made ceremonial. And in a continuing conceptual sleight of hand that remains unclear, what is fine for some-here labeled libertinage-there becomes a grave danger for the masses, from which they must be protected.

One is easily lost in the meanderings of the antiporn argument: just a second, who is in fact the victim? The actresses, who surrender their dignity the moment we see them giving a blow job? Or the male viewers, weak and unable to overcome their wish to watch sex, or to understand that what they are watching is merely a performance?
The notion that pornography hinges solely on the phallus is astonishing. It's the female bodies you see. Often idealized female bodies. And what is more unsettling than a porn actress? We're no longer in the domain of the "bunny girl," the available, unthreatening girl next door. The porn actress is the liberated woman, the femme fatale, the one who turns heads, who always pro yokes a strong reaction, be it desire or rejection. So why are we so quick to pity these women, who are the epitome of the sex bomb?

Tabatha Cash, Coralie Trinh Thi, Karen Lancaume, Raffaela Anderson, Nina Roberts: what struck me during the time I spent with them was not that men treated them like dirt, or controlled the situation. On the contrary, I had never seen men so intimidated. If, as people are always claiming, there is no higher aspiration for a woman than to appeal to men, why must we insist on pitying porn actresses? Why does society insist on casting them as victims, when they are probably the most seductive women on the planet? What taboos have been broken to justify such a feverish endeavour?
Having watched hundreds of porn films, it seems to me that the answer is simple: in these films, the actress has male-type sexuality. To put it bluntly: she behaves exactly like a gay man in a back room. She is shown in the film as always wanting sex, with anyone, in every hole. And she comes every time. As a man in a woman's body would.
In heterosexual porn, it's always the female body that is in the limelight, displayed, and counted upon to produce the desired effect. The same level of performance is not expected of the onscreen male-he just has to get a hard-on, do a bit of thrusting and shoot his load. The work is done by the woman. The Xrated film viewer identifies more with her than with the male protagonist. As in any film you identify with the main character. Porn is also the method men use to imagine what they would do if they were women, how they would apply themselves to satisfying other men, what good sluts they'd be, what prick-devourers. It is often said that reality frustratingly doesn't live up to pornographic performance; the reality where men have to fuck women who aren't like them, or not often anyway. It is interesting to note that the "real" women who really exaggerate the feminine thing, those who repeat a dozen times in the space of one conversation how "womanly" they feel, and whose sexuality is most compatible with that of men, are often in fact the most masculine. The frustration of real life can be summarized as the necessary rejection by men (if they want to be heterosexual) of the notion of fucking men with the physical attributes of women.

Pornography, often denounced as making people uneasy about sex, is in fact a tranquilizer. Which explains why it is attacked with such ferocity. It's crucial that sexuality should frighten people. In porn films you knowthat characters will "do it," you don't have to worry about the outcome, as you do in real life. Fucking a stranger is always a bit nerve-racking, unless you're completely drunk. That's even the fun part of the whole thing. With porn, you can count on the men being hard and the women climaxing. You can't live in this performance society, crammed as it is with images of seduction, flirtation, and sex, without realizing that porn is a zone of safety. You're not involved in the action, at ease, you can sit watching others doing it, knowing how to. Here, the women are happy with the service rendered, the men get good hardons and produce jism in abundance, everyone speaks the same language-for once everything works out fine.

Why is porn a male prerogative? Why, when the actual porn industry has only been around for forty years or so, are they the ones who've made money out of it? The answer is the same as in every field: money and power are not valued for women. We are only supposed to acquire them via a man: be chosen as consort, and you can share in your partner's gains.
Men alone conceive of porn, direct it, watch it, and profit from it. And female desire is subject to the same distortion: it must only occur via the male gaze. We have only recently begun to get familiar with the notion of female pleasure. Perfectly unthinkable and steeped in taboo until recently, the female orgasm only became part of everyday language in the i97os. But it was immediately turned against women, in two ways. Firstly, by making us feel like failures if we don't climax. Frigidity has almost become a sign of impotence. The lack of female orgasm is however not comparable to masculine impotence: a frigid woman isn't sterile. Nor a woman cut off from her own sensuality. But instead of being a possibility, the female orgasm has been turned into a requirement. We must always feel inept in some way ... Secondly, by men immediately taking over this female orgasm: they have to be the ones that make the woman come. Female masturbation continues to be contemptible and secondary. The orgasm we are supposed to reach is the one given by the man. The man needs to have "knowhow." Just as in Sleeping Beauty, it is his job to bend over the beautiful woman and send her into ecstasy.

Heterosexual women take this message on board, and as usual do their utmost not to offend the vulnerable male. Which explains how, even today, you still hear young girls saying that they're waiting for a man to make them come. Now everyone is in trouble-the boys wondering how to go about it, and the girls frustrated that the boys aren't more expert than they are with their own bodies and fantasies.
Try talking to people about female masturbation, and check out their responses, "It's not very interesting on my own," "I only do it when I haven't had a man for ages," "I'd rather have someone look after me," "I don't do it, I don't like it." I don't know what they all do with their spare time but in any case, if they don't masturbate, I can see why they don't feel concerned with pornography: skin flicks are made for jerking off. I know that what girls do with their own clitorises in private isn't exactly my business, but this indifference to masturbation does bother me: if they don't touch themselves when they're alone, when do women connect with their own fantasies? How familiar are they with what really turns them on? And if you don't know that about yourself, what exactly do you know? What relationship can you have with yourself if you systematically hand your genitals over to someone else?

We want to be respectable women. We suppress any fantasies that seem dirty, disturbing, or contemptible. We are perfect little girls, domestic goddesses, good mothers, created for the well-being of others rather than to probe our own depths. We are programmed to avoid contact with our own wildness. Above and beyond all we must be agreeable, and satisfy our male partner. Too bad for all the rest that must be silenced within. Our sexualities are dangerous for us-getting to know them might mean acting them out, and all sexual experimentation by a woman leads to her exclusion from the group.
Until the i95os, female desire was completely ignored. The early rock concerts were the first time that women came together in great groups to declare, "We desire, we experience powerful, inexplicable urges, our clitorises are like cocks, they need release." The Beatles had to stop playing live because the howls of the female fans were drowning out the music. This was immediately despised as fan hysteria. No one wanted to hear what they'd come out to say-that they were on fire, full of desire. This major phenomenon was minimized. Men didn't want to hear about it. Desire is an exclusively male domain. It's extraordinary that one can despise a young girl screaming her desire when John Lennon strums his guitar, but find it amusing for an old guy to whistle at a teenager wearing a mini-skirt. There is on the one hand healthy desire-approved by society, encouraged, looked on with benevolence and understanding-and on the other a necessarily grotesque, monstrous, laughable appetite which must be suppressed.

A well-known example of this belittling is the classic psychological explanation concerning nymphomaniac women-that they multiply sexual encounters because they can't experience sexual satisfaction. This spreads the notion that a woman sleeping with lots of people is obviously sexually frustrated. In fact, this theory might better apply to men, frustrated by the poverty of their sexuality and their orgasm. It is men who put the female body on a ridiculous pedestal and then, when they fail to derive the dreamed- of pleasure from it, sleep with more and more girls in the hope of one day experiencing some kind of "real" orgasm. Yet again, what is actually true for men has been deflected to stigmatize female sexuality.
When Paris Hilton overstepped the bounds of morality by filming herself doing it doggy style, and then took advantage of the film being posted all over the internet to become an international phenomenon, her social class was more important to her identity than her gender. Witness an interesting scene on the set of a prime time TV show, when the young and hugely popular French comic Jamel Debouze tried to put Paris Hilton back in her place as a fallen woman, "I know you, I've seen you, I've seen you on the internet." He was talking on behalf of his gender, counting on his intrinsic superiority to put her in a vulnerable position. But Paris Hilton isn't your local porn actress-over and above being a woman whose pussy has been seen worldwide, she is the heiress of the Hilton hotels. For her, it is inconceivable that a man from a lower social class like Jamel Debouze should make her vulnerable, even for a moment. She doesn't blink, she barely looks at him. Not in the least bothered. And this has nothing to do with her particular personality. She is letting us all know that she can afford to fuck in public. She belongs to the historical class that has always had the right to create scandal, the right not to conform to the rules that govern the masses. Over and above being a woman, subject to the male gaze, she is a socialite queen, and as such able to deflect the judgement of the less privileged.

This indicates that the only way of getting rid of the sacrificial ritual of porn would be to bring in high-society girls. When the censorship imposed by society's leaders is destroyed, what collapses is the moral order built on the exploitation of the masses. Family, warlike virility, modesty-all the traditional moral values are intended to keep the genders in their assigned role. Men as soldiers for the state, women as the slaves of men. In the end we are all enslaved, our sexualities confiscated, policed, and normalized. There is always a social class which has an interest in maintaining things as they are, and which does not tell the truth about its deeper motives.

Man today represents the positive and the neutral-that is to say, the male and the human being-whereas woman is only the negative, the female. Whenever she behaves as a human being, she is declared to be identifying herself with the male. Her activities in sports, politics, and intellectual matters, her sexual desire for other women, are all interpreted as a "masculine protest"; the common refusal to take account of the values towards which she aims, or transcends herself, evidently leads to the conclusion that she is, as subject, making an inauthentic choice. The chief misunderstanding underlying this line of interpretation is that it is natural for the female human being to make herself a feminine woman: it is not enough to be a heterosexual, even a mother, to realize this ideal; the "true woman" is an artificial product that civilization makes, as formerly eunuchs were made. Her presumed "instincts" for coquetry, docility, are indoctrinated, as is phallic pride in man. Man, as a matter of fact, does not always accept his virile vocation; and woman has good reasons for accepting with even less docility the one assigned to her.
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1949 (translated by H. M. Parshley)

 




PETER JACKSON'S 2005 VERSION OF KING KONG OPENS AT THE beginning of the twentieth century. As modern, industrial America is built, people start giving up the old social rituals, such as burlesque theatre and touring companies, and welcoming the new forms of entertainment and control that are cinema, and porn.
King Kong tells the story of a lying, megalomaniac film director, a cinema man who loads a blonde woman onto a boat. She is the only woman on board. The place they are headed for is called Skull Island. It doesn't feature on the map because no one has ever come back from there alive. Primitive population, fetal creatures, little girls with tangled black hair, terrifying, toothless old women, all screaming in the torrential rain.
The population kidnaps the blonde woman, as a sacrifice to King Kong. They tie her up and an old woman puts a necklace round her neck before handing her over to the enormous gorilla. The previous humans bedecked with this necklace have all been munched like appetizers. King Kong has neither cock, nor balls, nor boobs. The viewer is never able to ascribe a gender to it. It is neither male nor female. It is merely hairy and black. This thoughtful, herbivorous creature has a sense of humor and a taste for displaying strength. There is no erotic seduction scene between Kong and the blonde. Beauty and the beast tame and protect each other, and are sensual and loving with each other. But in an asexual manner.

The island is crawling with creatures that are neither male nor female: monstrous caterpillars with slimy, penetrating tentacles, but moist and pink, like cunts, grubs that look like cocks that then open and become toothed vaginas to behead the crew. Others come closer to the iconography of gender, but within the domain of polymorphous sexuality: hairy spiders, and masses of identical grey brontosauruses, resembling a horde of clumsy spermatozoids.
In this film, King Kong becomes a metaphor for sexuality before the separation of the genders politically imposed at the end of the nineteenth century. King Kong is beyond male and beyond female. It is hooked on the link between man and beast, adult and child, good and bad, primitive and civilized, black and white. It is hybrid, before the imposition of the binary. The island in the film becomes the potential for ultra-powerful, polymorphous sexuality. Just what cinema wishes to capture, display, distort, and in the end destroy.

When the man comes to rescue her, the woman is reluctant to go. He wants to save her, to take her back to the city and to normalized heterosexuality. Beauty knows that she is safe with King Kong. But she also knows that she will have to leave its big, reassuring palm, go and live in the land of men and manage there alone. She decides to go with the man who has come to find her-rescue her from this safety-in order to return her to the city where she will once again be under constant threat. Slow motion close-up on the eyes of the blonde, as she realizes that she has been used. She was only bait to capture the animal. The animality. Her choice of heterosexuality, and life in the city, is the decision to betray her ally, her protector. With whom she shared a number of things. To sacrifice all that is wild and powerful within herself, the part of her that laughs and bangs its chest. That which reigns on the island. Something had to be offered as sacrifice.
King Kong is put in chains and displayed in New York. It must terrify the crowds while remaining securely tethered, so that the masses can in turn be subdued, just as by pornography. We want to touch the bestial, to get up close and tremble, but we don't want any collateral damage. There will inevitably be damage, because the beast will escape from his handler, as in the show. These days it is not so much the utilization of sex and violence to other ends that presents a problem, but rather the fact that the ideas shown in the film cannot be recuperated: violence and sex cannot be tamed through representation.

In the city, King Kong crushes everything in its path. The civilization being built at the beginning of the film is destroyed in no time at all. The force that was not tamed, respected, or left where it was, is too great for the city, which it crushes just by walking. With absolute calm. The beast looking for its blonde. In a scene that is more childlike than erotic: I will hold you in my hand and we'll skate around together, as in a waltz. You'll laugh like a child on a magical merry-go-round. There is no erotic seduction here. But a clearly sensual relationship, a playful one, where physical strength is not linked with domination. King Kong, or chaos before the gender split.
Then the men in uniform, the world of politics, of the state, intervene to kill the beast. Scaling buildings, fighting with mosquito-like airplanes. Only the sheer number of them allows them to kill the beast. And to leave the blonde single and ready to marry the hero. The director, wide-eyed next to the animal's body, photographed as a trophy, says, "It wasn't the airplanes. It was Beautywho killedthe beast." Typical lyingfilm-director's speech. Beauty didn't choose to kill the beast. Beauty refused to take part in the show, she rushed to find King Kong as soon as she found out it had escaped, she had fun in its hand as they skated over the park's frozen lakes, she followed it into the mountains where it was assassinated. Only then did Beauty follow her hero. She wasn't able to stop the men either from bringing the beast back, or from killing it. She puts herself under the protection of the most desiring, the strongest, the best adapted. She is cut off from her own essential power. That's our modern world.

When I arrived in Paris in 1993, my femininity was restricted to a few accessories for professional use. As soon as I stopped turning tricks, I was back in jeans, anorak, flat shoes, and minimal makeup. Punk rock is an attempt to destroy established codes, especially with regard to gender. Because even just physically, we avoid traditional notions of beauty. When I was hospitalized at the age of fifteen, the psychiatrist asked me why I had made myself so ugly. I thought he had nerve asking me that, since I thought I looked pretty damn cool with red spiky hair, black lips, white lace tights, and outsize army boots. He insisted, was I afraid of being pretty? He said that I had such lovely eyes. I didn't understand a thing he was talking about. Did he think he looked sexy, in that crappy suit with his few remaining strands of hair combed over his head? As punk rockers, we had to reinvent femininity because it went with hanging around in the street, begging for money, puking up beer, sniffing glue till you passed out, getting ripped off, pogoing, being able to hold your drink, taking up the guitar, shaving your head, coming home wasted every night, jumping around during concerts, yelling ultramale songs in speeding cars with the windows down, taking a proper interest in soccer, going on demos in balaclavas, looking for fights ... and everyone leaves you in peace. There are even lots of guys who love it, who will be your good friends and not try to change you. The whole point of punk is not doing what you're told to do. With the police it was the same as with the psychiatrist-in custody, a kindly policeman, I'm prettier than I realize, why do I live like this? I often get that one. Although I'm not even complaining in the first place. Being pretty: what would be the point of that, given that I'm not much good at it, and that my strategies to compensate work better than I could have dreamed? I was friendly to the boys, and they were friendly back, for the most part. In Lyon I cut my hair really short, and people called me "boy" in bakeries and shops. I didn't mind. There were occasional comments-"stop smoking your cigarette like a guy"-but for the most part, in the world apart of underground culture, I was left in peace. It must have been obvious that it suited me. Punk rock. My way. It didn't last forever.

In 1993, Baise-Moi was published. The first review was in Polar magazine. A guy's review. A three-page indictment. It's not that the guy doesn't think the book is good, according to his criteria. In fact, he doesn't talk about the book at all. His problem is that I'm a girl, representing girls in this way. Without a moment's hesitation-he's a man, so of course he has the right to tell me what I can do, according to the laws of propriety as defined by him this stranger tells me, and tells me publicly, I shouldn't do this. He doesn't give a damn about the book. It's my gender that counts. He doesn't give a damn about who I am, where I come from, what is important to me, who will read me, or punk-rock culture. Granddad is on the case, scissors at the ready, he will sort me out, deal with this cocksure attitude, deal with girls like me. Quoting Truffaut, "Films should be made with pretty women doing pretty things" which at least gave me an idea for a title. To start with I found this reaction so ridiculous I laughed. But I soon changed my attitude, when I realized I was being besieged from all sides on this issue alone: you're a girl, a girl, a girl. My pussy seemed to get in the way of my mouth. At that point I hadn't had much to do with the adult world, much less mainstream adults, and I was surprised for a while at the sheer number of them telling me what should or should not be done by a girl about town.

As soon as you become a public woman, all sorts of people are on your case, in a very particular way. But you mustn't complain. They don't like that. You have to respond with humor, distance, and take the punches with a good pair of well- attached balls. All those discussions to determine whether I had the right to say what I was saying. A woman. My gender. My body. In every article-and not in an unkind way. A male writer isn't described in the same way. Nobody feels obliged to write that Houellebecq is good-looking. If he were a woman whose books were admired by that many men, they would have written that he was handsome. Or not. But we would have known what they thought, in any case. Nine out of ten articles would have tried to get even with him and to explain, in detail, why this man was so unhappy on a sexual level. He would have been told that it was his fault, that he wasn't going about it the right way, that he had nothing to complain about. They would have taken the piss out of him, while they were at it, have you seen what he looks like? They would have been extraordinarily vicious to him, if as a woman he had said about sex and love with men what he has said as a man about sex and love with women. With the same talent, he wouldn't have received the same treatment. For a man, not loving women is an attitude. For a woman, not loving men is pathological. A not very seductive woman complaining that men are incapable of giving her a good orgasm? We would hear all about her body, and her personal life, her hang-ups and her problems, in the most sordid detail. It's no accident that after a certain age almost all women are, above all, concerned with not drawing too much attention to themselves. And don't try and make out that this is a question of personality or that the sort of person we are doesn't want to be provocative, or that women are happier at home, with the kids. Just take a look at what happens as soon as we say the slightest thing. Even the most way-out hip-hop guy doesn't get as badly treated as a woman. And yet, we know what whites think of blacks. There's nothing worse than being a woman judged by men. All the blows are allowed, starting with the ones under the belt. We are not even foreigners but we are constantly subtitled, because we don't know what we have to say. Or at least not as well as the dominant male, who has for centuries been writing books on the question of femininity and its implications.

It was around this time that I discovered, to my amazement, that any idiot with a prick feels he has the right to speak in the name of all men, of virility, of warriors, lords and rulers, and therefore has the right to lecture me about femininity. No one gives a damn if the guy happens to be five foot six, fatter than he is tall, or to have never displayed any masculine qualities whatsoever. He is one of them. And I was one of the other sex. And it only seemed to be me who was freaked out at being systematically put back in my female line. I was only compared to other women. Marie Darrieussecq, Amelie Nothomb, Lorette Nobecourt, anyone, as long as we were about the same age. And more importantly, the same gender. As a woman I'm entitled to a double ration of amused condescension. Extra humiliation, and tellings off. Who I see. Where I go. What I spend. Where I live. Under surveillance. Of all kinds. A girl.

And then came the film. Banned. But of course real censorship doesn't come from the courts. It's more like the advice you are given. And they make sure you hear it. So three porn actresses and an ex-hooker must be forbidden from shooting a film about rape. Even a lowbudget, genre film, even a parody. It's important. As if we were threatening state security. There would be no gang rape film where the victims didn't weep runny-nosed on the shoulders of men who would avenge them. None of that. With near-unanimous support from the press that famous right to say no. The three others and I were depicted as only in it for the money. Of course. No need to actually see the film, to know what you should think about it. If women get involved with sex, it must be to steal money from honest men. Sluts. Otherwise, we would obviously have made a film about wide open prairies with doggies cavorting on them, a film about women dedicated to seducing men. In fact, we wouldn't have made a film at all; we would have stayed in line. Sluts, of course. Karen's body on the front page. Typical. Sluts. Anyone has the right to use her belly to sell their newspapers since it was she who decided to show it off to start with. Sluts. And then a Minister of Culture, a woman, from the fashionable, subtle left wing, declares that an artist must take responsibility for his or her work. It's not the men who should feel responsible for ganging up in a threesome to rape one girl. Not the men who should feel responsible for using whores yet vote against laws that would allow them to work in decent conditions. Not society who should feel responsible for the fact that so many films depict women as victims of the most hideous violence. It's women who should feel responsible. For what happens to us, for refusing to die from it, for trying to deal with it. For speaking out. That same, worn-out old tunemaking us feel responsible for everything that happens. Some idiot woman, reviewing another book about rape in Elle magazine-a book completely unrelated to minefeels the need to emphasize the dignity of the writing, in contrast to my "wailing." I am too noisy a victim. This is important to point out in a women's magazine, as advice to the readers: OK, so rape is sad, but please don't wail, ladies. It's not dignified. Well, fuck you. In Paris Match another moronic woman used the same approach to tell Yves Montand's daughter that she would do better to keep quiet; another idiot underlines the classier reaction of Marilyn Monroe who knew how to be a good victim-soft, sexy, silent. Knowing how to keep her mouth shut, when she was made to parade through sordid sex parties on all fours. Women's advice to each other? The golden nugget: conceal your wounds, ladies, lest they upset the torturer. Be a dignified victim. That means one who knows how to keep quiet. Our speech so constantly confiscated. OK, we've got it, it's dangerous. Whose rest does it disturb?

What do we gain from our situation, to make it worth collaborating so keenly? Why do mothers encourage little boys to be noisy, while little girls have to keep quiet? Why do we still admire a son who stands out from the crowd, while heaping shame on a girl who draws attention to herself? Why teach little girls obedience, pride in their looks, and deception while male kids are shown that the world is their oyster, at their command, theirs to decide and choose? What is so beneficial to women about the way things are that we accept it so easily, and pull our punches so softly?

The thing is that those of us at the top are those of us who have become the allies of the powerful. These are the women most able to keep quiet when betrayed, to stick around when scorned, and to otherwise flatter the male ego. The women most able to accept masculine domination are obviously those given the top jobs because it is still men who admit or exclude women from the corridors of power. The most stylish women, the most charming, the friendliest to men. The women we hear speaking are those who know how to get on with men. Preferably those who think of feminism as a secondary cause, a luxury. Who aren't going to get too worked up about it. And good-looking to boot, because the most important thing is still for us to be pleasant to behold. Women in power are the allies of men, those of us the best able to submit, and to smile in their subjugation. To pretend that it doesn't even hurt. The others-the enraged, the ugly, the strident-are stifled, dismissed, and invalidated. Non grata amongst the snobs.
I've got a soft spot for Josee Dayan, a cigar-smoking woman, butch film director. I tingle with pleasure every time I see her on TV. Because all these other females you see-even the novelists, journalists, sportswomen, singers, chief executives, producers-feel obliged to display a hint of cleavage, a pair of earrings or a nice little hairstyle as proof of their femininity and pledges of their obedience.

We're all familiar with the syndrome of the hostage who identifies with his captor. That is exactlyhowwe have ended up policing each other, judging each other through the eyes of those who keep us under lock and key.
Around the age of thirty, when I stopped drinking, I started seeing analysts, healers, and other wise men. They didn't have much in common, except that they kept telling me, "You must reconcile yourself with your femininity." I always spontaneously replied the same thing, "Yeah, I haven't got a kid, but ..." and each time, they interrupted me, this wasn't about motherhood. This was about femininity. And what did they mean by that? I received no clear answer. My femininity ... I am not a pig-headed person, especially if something is said several times and with great conviction and obvious kindness. So I tried to understand. Sincerely. What I was lacking. I had the feeling I was saying everything, not trying to be more like this or less like that, being unrestrainedly myself. So what was this femininity business? The setting in which I saw these therapists was always comfortable, and I would be feeling calm and well disposed. I am not a full-time lout. In fact, I'm rather shy and retiring; since I've stopped drinking you couldn't even say I'm noisy. Of course, sometimes I crack up and go haywire. Admittedly in a not particularly feminine way although it does happen, surprisingly, to be quite effective. But on these occasions they weren't talking about restlessness, or aggression, but "femininity." Without being any more specific. I thought a lot about this. Did it mean I should be less intimidating, more reassuring, more accessible, maybe? Because even if I wanted to, that would be tricky. In the end, being the girl who made Baise-Moi is a kind of joke. Sometimes, it's simple, I feel as if I'm Bruce Lee. As he described in interviews how men were constantly tapping him on the shoulder, trying to pick a fight. They wanted everyone in the neighborhood to see that they were strong enough to beat Bruce Lee. In my case, it's the tiny-dicked local morons who feel obliged to challenge me, just to show their buddies how they dared put me back in my place. I won't go into what happens when these idiots realize that the chicks they'd like to fuck would all rather sleep with me. That really sets them off. Is it my fault if they've got less sex appeal than a rusty old Renault? They seem to think that if I didn't exist, they'd have bigger pricks. Not worth arguing about. In any case, from that point of view it doesn't matter whether it's me or some other woman, it's never enough. Whatever you do, it's always too much for the neighborhood dickhead and he has to get involved, to put you back in line.

The less manly the guy, the closer the watch he keeps on women. And conversely the more confident a man is, the better he can handle attitude in women, and female virility. That's why you're never as strictly and stridently called back into line as by the upper classes, where male masculinity is far from self-evident and females are required to play it ultra-submissive.
The "happy slapping" sequences they show over and over again on TV, in which some kid has got a friend to film him slapping a girl two feet shorter and a good deal lighter than him so he can show off to other guys, are presented to us with great distress and consternation, as if to say, "These Muslims, with their polygamous fathers, they've no respect for women! We've had enough." Except that this is precisely what a third of your white male literature describes. Showing off about how you've used your dominant status to abuse girls you've chosen from among the weakest; describing how you cheat on them, fuck them, humiliate them to look good in front of your friends. A cheap triumph. It would be so much more entertaining if the happy slapper bust up a guy four feet taller than him, so much more amusing if you laid into the fiercest of the tribe, or the worst-tempered woman. But that isn't what spurs them on. Cheap triumph, the weak man's strength. Look what they do to women in a third of contemporary white films. The triumph of the coward. Men must be reassured-that's what it's all about.
After several years of genuine, sincere, and rigorous research, I have come to the conclusion that femininity is the same thing as bootlicking. The art of servility. You can call it seduction to make it sound glamorous. But it is very rarely a skilled sport. For the majority of women, it's the simple habit of behaving as an inferior. Walking into a room, checking whether there are men in it, wanting to please them. Not talking too loud. Not being forceful. Not sittingwithyourlegs splayed to be more comfortable. Not speaking with authority. Not talking about money. Not wanting to claim power. Not wanting a position of authority. Not seeking glory. Not laughing too loud. Not being too funny. Pleasing men is a complex art, which requires that one should eliminate anything remotely concerned with power. While this is going on, men or at least those of my age or older-don't have bodies. They are never old, or fat. Any booze-reddened, bald, fat-bellied, dodgy-looking idiot can comment unpleasantly on a girl's appearance if he doesn't find her classy enough, or obscenely if he is gutted by not having any chance of laying her. Those are the advantages of his gender. They try to pass off the most pathetic dick-simpering as generous and impulsive. But few men are Bukowski, for the most part they are just your average fuckwit. As if, just because I possess a vagina, I might imagine I am as desirable as Greta Garbo. Being insecure-now that's femininity. Unassuming. A good listener. Not too intellectually impressive. Just cultured enough to understand what some asshole has to say. Chatting is feminine. Anything that doesn't leave a mark. Anything domestic, in need of redoing on a daily basis, unnamed. No great speeches, no great books, no great things. Little things. Sweet. Feminine. But drinking: manly. Having buddies: manly. Clowning around: manly. Earning lots of money: manly. Owning a fast car: manly. Slouching around: manly. Sniggering as you smoke joints: manly. Being competitive: manly. Being aggressive: manly. Wanting to fuck loads of partners: manly. Responding with violence to something that threatens you: manly. Not taking time to spruce yourself up in the morning: manly. Wearing clothes because they're practical: manly. Everything that's fun to do is manly, everything concerned with survival is manly, everything that gains ground is manly. Things haven't changed much, these last forty years. The only obvious progress is that we can now support them financially. Because the daily grind is too restrictive for men who are artists, thinkers, complex and terribly fragile creatures. The minimum wage is for women to earn. Of course, it's very important to also understand that being dependent can make a man violent or unpleasant. Don't think it's easy not being the one who brings the bacon back to the home when you descend from the great hunters. For men, life is cool with us spending our time trying to understand them. Because great despair has a gender, too. What we practice is plaintive complaining.

I am not saying that being a woman is in itself a painful constraint. Some women do it very well. It's the obligation which is degrading. Of course the great seductresses are right up there in terms of reputation. Figure skaters are pretty cool, too-but no one expects us all to be figure skaters. Horsewomen have their own special charm-but you don't get given a saddle and bridle the moment you want to exist.

Consider this: cable TV documentary on suburban girls. More precisely, on their disturbing loss of femininity. You see three good-looking girls swearing like troopers as one of them tries to grab hold of someone in a stairwell in the hope of administering a good slapping. Bad neighborhood, idle youth, kids who know they probably won't fare any better than their parents, that they'll get fuck all. Images-always a bit disturbing for someone my age-of a France that has become a thirdworld country. Extreme poverty juxtaposing obscene wealth. What is worrying the commentators, and they declare this without a trace of irony, is the fact that the girls never wear skirts. And that they swear. This genuinely surprises them. They complacently imagine that little girls are born into some kind of virtual rose garden and should naturally grow up into peaceful, gentle adults. Even in a hostile environment, where you'd better know how to headbutt if you want any kind of life at all. Women should take care of the nice things in life: watering flowers while humming sweetly. The only thing that really bothers these guys in everything they've recorded is that these women aren't like the women uptown, the kids in the magazines, the university girls. The journalist who wrote the script thinks that the kind of femininity that surrounds him is something that comes naturally, that femininity is not a question of race, of class, of political construction. He believes that if you leave women to just organically become what they should be, in a most respectful, poetic manner, they will turn into the kind of women who work and have dinner with him: wellbehaved, white bourgeois ladies.

It was not only my own deep nature, in its difference, roughness, aggression, and power that I began to subdue. I also learned to disown my class origins.
It wasn't a conscious decision. More a strategy of social survival. Restraining my gestures physically, opting for gentler movement. Speaking more slowly. Making time for things that weren't frightening to others. Going blonde. Getting my teeth done. Coupling up, with an older, richer, better-known man. Wanting a child. Behaving as they did. After the scandal of the film. Blending into their surroundings. Taking time to suss things out. Stopping drinking-as much to keep my looks as to avoid the disinhibiting effect of alcohol. The masculine behaviour that goes with it: sleeping around, clapping your neighbor on the shoulder, being rowdy, laughing too loud. I returned to my category, as defined by my new friends. Wore pink, and sparkly bracelets. Did my best to fit in. Really. It wasn't by accident. I consented to become a weaker person.

Luckily, along came Courtney Love. In particular. And punk rock in general. A taste for conflict. I rebuilt my mental health, in the shadow of that blonde persona. The monster in me had retained its grip. I got dumped, I didn't have a kid. The day I turned thirty-five, still dying to have one. Not sure if I was looking for proof, for something to show the world I was a woman like any other, since they were always telling me that I "hated all men." I had been hoping to prove them wrong. What a strange idea. Trying to prove that I was a loveable woman. Who even had kids. As the journalists recommended. But we lead the life that is meant for us, because none of that really worked for me. I am not sweet I am not lovable I am not a middle-class girl. I get hormonal highs that send me into peaks of aggression. If I didn't come from the world of punk rock, I would be ashamed of what I am. But I do come from the world of punk rock, and I am proud of not fitting in.

The first task of the woman writer is to kill the Angel in the House.
-Virginia Woolf, "Professions for Women," 1931

 




ON THE INTERNET ONE DAY, I COME ACROSS A LETTER WRITTEN by Antonin Artaud. A break-up letter or at least a letter aimed at making space, addressed to a woman he claims he cannot love. I do realize that from the inside his love affair must be complicated. But what you get in the end is this: "I need a woman who belongs solely to me, who I can find in my home day and night. I am desperately lonely. I am no longer able to walk into my room alone at night, without finding any of life's amenities at hand. I need a domestic life, and I need it now, and a woman who will constantly be looking after me in the smallest of things. An artist like you has her own life, and cannot do this. What I'm saying is terribly selfish, but that's how it is. I do not even need this woman to be very beautiful, nor do I want her to be excessively clever, and especially not to think too much. It will be enough for her to be fond of me."

Since averyyoung age, I have loved inverting things, just to see. "I need a man who belongs solely to me, who I can find in my home day and night." It has a very different ring to it. Man is not supposed to stay at home, nor to be possessed. If I should nevertheless need or desire a man who was mine and mine only, I would be urged from all directions to moderate my wishes and, on the contrary, be entirely his. It's not the same thing. Nobody has received the political assignment to sacrifice his life in order to sweeten my own. The usefulness factor is not reciprocal. In the same way I could never write, in selfish good faith, "I need a domestic life, and I need it now, and a man who will constantly be looking after me in the smallest of things." If ever I do meet such a man it will be because I have the means to pay his wages. "I do not even need this man to be very handsome, nor do I want him to be excessively clever, and especially not to think too much. It will be enough for him to be fond of me."
My power will never be built on the allegiance of the other half of humanity. One human in two has not been brought into the world in order to obey me, take care of my domestic life, bringup my children, please me, entertain me, reassure me about the power of my intelligence, provide me with rest after battle, worry about feeding me correctly ... and thank God for that.

In women's literature, examples of insolence or hostility toward men are extremely rare. Censored. I come from the sex that doesn't even have the right to be disgruntled. Colette, Duras, Beauvoir, Yourcenar, Sagan-a whole history of female writers who all took care to prove their harmlessness, to reassure men, to beg pardon for the act of writing by repeating how much they love, respect, and cherish men, and most of all don't want-whatever they might write-to create too much trouble. Because, as we all know, if you don't, the pack will certainly sort you out.
1948. AntoninArtaud dies. Genet, Bataille, Breton: men are crashing through the barriers of the expressible. Violette Leduc starts writing what will become Therese et Isabelle. A masterpiece. As soon as she reads it, Simone de Beauvoir writes, "As regards publishing this: impossible. A story of lesbian sexuality as coarse as Genet."
Violette Leduc tones down the text, but Queneau refuses it immediately, "impossible to publish openly." She has to wait until 1966, when Gallimard eventually decides to publish. I am of this sex, the one that must keep quiet, that is kept quiet. And that must take it gracefully, once again proving their harmlessness. Otherwise, you're wiped out. Men know on our behalf what we may say about ourselves. And if women want to survive, they have to learn to respect this order of things. And don't tell me that things have changed and that this is no longer the case. Not to me. What I put up with as a woman writer is double what any man would have put up with.

Simone de Beauvoir opens Witness to My Life with this first letter from Sartre: "Would you be so kind as to give my dirty linen (bottom drawer of the wardrobe) to the laundress this morning? I left the key on the door. I love you dearly, my darling. Your little face was so sweet, yesterday, when you said `Oh you looked at me, you looked at me'; when I think of it my heart melts. Goodbye, my little Good one." Let's change places, let's change everything's place, the dirty linen and the sweet little face. It helps make clear what sex we are; the one of other people's dirty laundry, and of sweet little faces.
As a writer, the political world has managed to slow me down, to handicap me-not as an individual but as a female. This isn't something I take graciously, philosophically, or with resignation. It is imposed on me, so I deal with it. Angrily. Humorlessly. I may bow my head and listen to all this stuff I don't want to hear, and keep quiet, because I have no choice. But I have no intention of apologizing for what is imposed upon me, or of pretending I find it wonderful.

Angela Davis, describing the black American female slave writes, "She had discovered through work that her female potential was equivalent to that of the male."
The weaker sex-that has always been a j oke. You can be as patronizing as you like when you see black women shaking their ass with disturbing efficacy in 50 Cent videos; you can pity them for letting themselves be used and degraded as women. But they are the daughters of slaves, they have worked like men, they have been beaten like men. Davis adds, "But the women weren't only whipped and mutilated, they were also raped." Impregnated against their will and left to bring up the kids alone. And they survived. What women have endured is not only the history of men, but also their own specific oppression. Extraordinarily violent. Hence this simple suggestion: you can all go and get fucked, with your condescension toward us, your ridiculous shows of group strength, of limited protection, and your manipulative whining about how hard it is to be a guy around emancipated women. What is really hard is actually to be a woman and to have to listen to your shit. The benefits you draw from our oppression are by their very nature spiked. When you defend your male prerogatives, you remind me of those servants at the five-star hotels who think they own the place, you're just arrogant flunkies.

When the capitalist world crumbles and fails to meet the needs of men-no more work, loss of dignity at work, absurdity and cruelty of economic constraints, administrative irritations, bureaucratic humiliations, knowing you'll be ripped off whenever you try to buy something we are once again held responsible. It is our liberation that makes them unhappy. What is at fault is not the political system, but female emancipation.
Wanting to be a man? I am better than that. I don't give a damn about penises. Don't give a damn about facial hair and testosterone-I possess all the courage and aggression I need. Of course I want it all, just like a man; and in a man's world I want to defy the rules. Overtly. Not tangentially or apologetically. I want to obtain more than I was promised to begin with. I don't want to be silenced. I don't want to be told what I may do. I don't want them to cut into my flesh in order to make my tits bigger. I don't want a slip of a girl's figure when I'm nearly forty. I don't want to flee conflict so as not to reveal my strength and thereby risk losing my femininity.
A hostage is freed, and on the radio she says, "I have finally been able to have a wax, and wear perfume. I am getting my femininity back." Or in any case that was the part they chose to broadcast. She doesn't want to go into town, see her friends, read the papers. She wants to get a wax? Fine, that's her business. Just don't tell me I should think it's normal. Monique Wittig says, "Here we are, back in the same trap, the familiar cul-de-sac of it's-wonderful -to-be-a-woman."' Frequently uttered by men. And relayed by their personal assistants, always eager to defend the master's interests. Men of a certain age love to tell us this. Neglecting to mention the specificity of their "it's-wonderful-to-be-a-woman": young, thin, and pleasing to men. Otherwise, there's nothing wonderful about it. You're just doubly alienated.

Men love talking about women. At least then they don't have to talk about themselves. How is it that in thirty years no man has produced the slightest innovative work on masculinity? They are so expert, so voluble when it comes to holding forth about women, so why this silence when it comes to themselves? We know that the more they speak, the less they say-of essentials, of what they really think. Perhaps they want us to talk about them instead? For example, perhaps they want to be told how their gang bangs look from the outside? Well, they look as if men want to see themselves fucking, as if they want to look at each other's dicks, to be together with their hard-ons; as if they want to get fucked themselves. It looks as if what they're scared to admit is what they really want: to fuck each other. Men love other men. They are always explaining how much they love women, but we all know they're fibbing. They love each other. They fuck each other via women. Many of them start thinking about their friends when they're still inside a pussy. They watch each other on the cinema screen, give themselves great roles, think themselves powerful, boast, and can't get enough of being so strong, so brave, and so handsome. They write for each other, congratulate each other, support each other. As well they should. But on constantly hearing them moaning that women don't fuck enough, don't like sex as much as they should, never understand anything, you can't help wondering, what are they waiting for? They should just fuck each other. Go right ahead. If it makes you happier, it's a good thing. But among the proprieties instilled in them is the fear of being a fag, the obligation to love women. So they stay on the straight and narrow. They grumble, but obey. In the meantime they hit a girl or two, furious at having to make do.

There has been a feminist revolution. Words have been spoken, despite decorum, despite hostility. And continue to be. But for the time being, on masculinity, nothing. The appalled silence of the sensitive little boy. We've had about enough. The supposedly stronger sex must constantly be protected, reassured, looked after, spared. Protected from the truth. That women are rogues, too, and that men are mothers and whores, all in the same bewildering boat. There are men better suited to fruit gathering, interior decorating, and taking the kids to the park, and women to scalping mammoths, making lots of noise, and setting traps. Each to their own. The eternal feminine is a massive joke. It seems that male identity depends on keeping up this lie ... femme fatale, bunny girl, nurse, Lolita, whore, kindly mother, or ball-breaker. All of it an act. A carefully choreographed and costumed production. And what comfort does it all provide? We don't know exactly what they fear, should these artificial archetypes collapse: whores are just average individuals, mothers are not intrinsically good or brave or loving, and the same goes for fathers. It depends on the person, the situation, the moment.

Liberating ourselves from male chauvinism-such a stupid trap, fit only for idiots. Admitting that we don't give a damn about respecting roles and qualities. A system of forced masquerade. What autonomy is so terrifying to men that they continue to remain silent, not inventing anything? Producing no new, critical, or creative discourse about their own situation? How long do we have to wait, for male emancipation? It's up to them, to you, to take up your independence. "Yes, but when we're gentle, women prefer brutes," grumble the teacher's pets. That's not true. Some women are attracted to power, don't fear it in others. But power is not brutalitythere's a big difference.
LEMMY ERIC CANTONA CATHERINE BREILLAT PAM GRIER CHARLES BUKOWSKI CAMILLE PAGLIA ROBERT DE NIRO ANNIE SPRINKLE JOEY STARR TONY MONTANA ANGELA DAVIS ETTA JAMES TINA TURNER MUHAMMAD ALI CHRISTIANE ROCHEFORT HENRY ROLLINS AMELIE MAURESMO MADONNA COURTNEY LOVE LYDIA LUNCH LOUISE MICHEL MARGUERITE DURAS DAVID PEACE CLINT EASTWOOD JEAN GENET ... it's question of attitude, bravery, insubordination. There is a kind of strength that is neither masculine nor feminine, a strength that impresses, terrifies, and reassures. The ability to say no, to impress one's views, to not sidestep. I don't care if the hero wears a skirt and has big tits or whether he sports a massive hard-on and smokes a cigar.

Of course it's difficult to be a woman. Fears, constraints, being commanded to silence, called to a longdiscredited line of order-a whole carnival of pathetic and sterile limitations. We are still the immigrants, who have to do the dirty work and provide the raw materials while keeping a low profile ... But compared to what it is to be a man, this is child's play ... because in the long run, we are not the most terrorized, nor the most helpless, nor the most fettered. Ours has always been the gender of endurance, courage, and resistance. Not that we had the choice.
Real courage. Facing up to what's new. What's possible. What's better. The failure of work? The failure of the family unit? Good news. They automatically throw masculinity into question. More good news. We're sick to death of all this nonsense. Feminism is a revolution, not a rearranged marketing strategy, or some kind of promotion of fellatio or swinging; not just a matter of increasing secondary wages.

Feminism is a collective adventure, for women, men, and everyone else. A revolution, well under way. A worldview. A choice. It's not a matter of contrasting women's small advantages with men's small assets, but of sending the whole lot flying.
And with that I bid you goodbye, girls, and a better journey...
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