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LAURA LLEVADOT 

MASCULINITY, THAT DARK 
CONTINENT 

 
I will not speak on behalf of women. One can 
never speak “in the name of” without the risk 
of depriving the other of meaning and voice. I 
will therefore speak on my own behalf of 
something I have never been able to 
understand, suspecting that many of you have 
not understood it either, or that you have 
understood it, but preferred to ignore it and 
remain silent — or perhaps to make some petty 
profit out of the mess. I will not blame you for 
that. I will speak now, however, with the 
certainty that many sex workers share my 
astonishment and cannot believe what they see. 
And I, who don't usually talk to whores, no 
doubt owe it to Núria Güell to have felt so close 
to them, so close to their stupefaction, to how 
ridiculous everything seems to us: the stupidity 
of fetishes, of male desire, of the object of 
desire, of the effect we have on men, of the 
suffering that comes with not having that effect, 
of male heterosexuality always marked by the 
ghost of homosexuality, of the emptiness that 
surrounds sexuality as an unloading. In short, I 
will talk about how childish it all seems to me 
and about the persistent feeling that life, as 
Kundera said, is elsewhere. 

 
What is male desire made of? We suffer its 
effects, we sometimes take advantage of it, 
believing that we win when in fact we lose, but 
in any case, it is honestly hard to understand. 
Feminism and psychoanalysis have taught us 
that the exclusion of women from the public 
sphere goes hand in hand with their 
construction as an object of desire. This obscure 
object of desire is part of masculinity’s hoax, 
and some women embody it willingly while 
others embody it for a fee, though perhaps they 
all get paid for it in some way. Men desire the 
shop assistant, the pupil, the child, the 
prostitute, the one underneath who either 

doesn't know or can't tell them to their face what 
kind of lovers they are. Some men even lust for 
children, even if they are of their same sex, 
because this is not about homosexuality or 
heterosexuality, but about dominance and 
infinite loneliness, and, above all, a terrible fear. 
A fear of not being men enough, a fear of not 
existing. Virginie Despentes states in King Kong 
Theory (Random House, 2018) that many men 
desire women who have been raped or abused; 
their tragic air awakens in them a desire to 
protect. There is no goodness in that. It is also 
fear. A fear of failure, of not being somebody, a 
fear of facing a woman whose desire has not 
been cut off at the root. In paedophilia, in rape, 
but also in the lover protecting damaged lives, in 
the poet in love with his muse, the teacher in love 
with his pupil, the doctor in love with his nurse, 
or the producer in love with his actress, in all 
these places, it is fear that is at work. Men have 
to be sure that they will always come out on top, 
that they will always emerge victorious from the 
encounter, that their ego will come out stronger 
over and over again. Fear the protector; he 
always wins. This is exactly what the prostitutes 
tell us about, about a job that consists, rather 
than in providing pleasure, in making the man 
feel that he is finally somebody, that his phallus 
matters, that he does not exist in vain. Men pay 
to be told this. They pay to be lied to. Some don't 
even expect to be lied to; it's enough for them to 
humiliate and in that they find, as if by magic, 
the answer they have bought. 

 
So, listen to the whores. Don't victimise them. 
Don't think you are superior to them. Don't 
assume that they are doing our work for us. Do 
not seek to eradicate them. For the moment, just 
listen. They know things about masculinity and 
patriarchy that we never wanted to hear, and 
also about the role we women play as 
accomplices in this web of loneliness and 
domination. Accomplices and not saints. No 
one will be spared of their testimony. Neither the 
sad kerb crawlers who pay for sexual services, 
that is, who pay to feel like men at least once a 
month; nor their wives, who could never 
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imagine… Perhaps neither can you. At the very 
least, ask yourselves the question, because the 
statistics are shocking and these men can't 
always be “the neighbours”. Nor the whores 
themselves, who know perfectly well what they 
are in the eyes of their clients: always whores 
and nothing more, pure merchandise, 
merchandise that knows how to lie. We expect 
prostitutes to tell us their sad tales of 
exploitation, rape and mistreatment, the 
turbulent story of how they got there, so that 
we, bourgeois citizens convinced of our healthy 
sex life, might be filled with pity, take the side 
of abolition and the redemption of these 
miserable lives. But it turns out that what the 
whores have to tell is not the painful history of 
marginality, at least not only, but the very 
structure of the desire that pervades sexual 
difference in our own lives. It is worth listening 
to. 

 
Because... Are you sure that only whores lie? 
We have to face the problem head on. It would 
be naive to imagine that the construction of 
masculinity does not affect us, that the demand 
for virility and dominance articulating men's 
existence leaves women's lives untouched. We 
condemn the violence to which we have always 
been subjected since we were girls, at school, at 
work, in the public transport, the dread of 
walking down a dark street. We condemn the 
terror to which we are subjected by the violent 
assertion of masculinity, this vacuous way of 
overcoming their fear of a failed existence. And 
yet we do not condemn the violence we 
“perform” on a daily basis when we lie every 
day, when we make the other believe that his 
phallus matters, when in reality it matters little 
to us. The construction of women goes hand in 
hand with that of men; it is, if that is possible, 
even more humiliating. Woman is constructed 
within this phallic economy in which the 
assertion of the masculine self, its fallacious 
sovereignty, passes through penetration. In the 
worst of cases, through rape, as Segato states; 
in the best of cases, through seduction and the 
pursuit of jouissance. The masculine is defined, 
in any case, by impenetrability and the 

feminine by its condition of penetrable matter. 
But it is clear that this old metaphysical division 
of activity and passivity satisfies no one. The 
whores tell us that most of their clients demand 
to be penetrated — if not shat on and pissed on, 
something they would never dare to ask of their 
wives. Dildos of various sizes, umbrellas, fingers 
and other artifacts are part of the small arsenal 
that prostitutes keep for their clients in the 
drawer of the bedside table. The fear of 
feminisation, of penetrability, is constitutive of 
masculinity. This is what kerb crawlers cannot 
confess to their wives. However, the fact that the 
desire to be penetrated and passive, if not 
humiliated, is also there, always afraid to be 
expressed, lying and hidden more often than 
not, expresses the unsustainability of this model 
of masculinity that no man truly embodies. In 
the intimacy of the rooms for payment, many 
men dress up as women, they borrow the 
whores’ clothes, their fishnet stockings and 
heels, their little skirts and lace. And it is not 
clear whether these are repressed homosexuals; 
perhaps they are just men who over-identify to 
the point of paroxysm with their 
heterosexuality. The suspicion of one's own 
homosexuality plagues the lives of heterosexual 
men in a way that makes us women laugh. We 
really don't understand where the problem lies 
and why there is so much self-deception. 
Marguerite Duras learned it by dint of 
experience and disappointment; she didn't need 
to be a whore, it was enough for her to love some 
men to understand that “before being a plumber 
or a writer, or a taxi driver or a tradesman, or a 
journalist, men are first of all heterosexuals or 
homosexuals. The difference is that there are 
those who remind you of this from the moment 
they meet you, and others, a little later. You 
have to love men a lot. Very, very much. You 
have to love them a lot to love them. Otherwise, 
it's impossible, you can't stand them” 
(Practicalities, Grove Press,1993) 
 
In contrast, a woman has to have been very well 
trained in the heterosexism of our patriarchal 
system, she has to have identified very, very 
much with the role to which women are 
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relegated in our society for the question of 
homosexuality to be problematic for her, for 
heterosexuality to be seen as the only possible 
way of pleasure. In this sense, repression is 
more deeply embedded in masculinity, hence 
the cruelty with which so many men treat 
women. “Penis envy”, Freud said. It makes us 
laugh. It is rather envy of an untamed 
femininity, of a femininity free of its 
construction, that harms those men who, above 
all, decided once and for all and forever that 
before being plumbers or philosophers, they 
would be men.  
 
And yet, if there are still whores and self-
sacrificing mothers, women who lie to men 
about the decisive importance of their phallus, 
princesses who want to be saved and fake 
orgasms, students determined to make their 
teachers fall in love, women who only 
understand themselves as objects of desire 
throughout their lives until old age takes away 
their beauty and a young girl takes away their 
husbands — “poor girl!”, some of them think,  
“she’ll see, she'’ll see...” —, queens who need a 
man to obtain and defend their kingdom, lonely 
women steeped in failure because they have not 
been able to arouse male desire, it is because the 
phallic economy still rules, it has never ceased 
to exist, even if we are on the way to 
deconstructing it. We must continue to listen to 
the whores in order to understand and address 
it. They also tell us about voyeurism and 
fetishism, about how some men pay just to 
watch and, after a while, for one or two minutes 
of unloading. Two minutes of unloading and 
that's it! Even if they had paid for an hour. 
That's why, in the clubs, the clients stay those 
58 minutes they have left locked in the room 
chatting with the whore, lest their friends who 
stayed at the bar accuse them of having been too 
quick — even if they all, we suspect, had the 
same thing happen to them. Gentlemen: we 
bring you news; this is what happens when the 
other is treated as an object. Voyeurism, 
fetishism and unloading go hand in hand, no 
pun intended. One whiles away the time 
looking, fantasising, seeing the object in parts (a 

pair of tits, an ass, an ankle...) and, afterwards, 
everything goes very fast. Zizek tells us in The 
Metastases of Enjoyment. Six Essays on Women and 
Causalty how sexual relations are modelled on 
the ideal of courtly love. The elevation of the 
woman as an unattainable object, her narcissistic 
idealisation, her construction as an obscure 
object of desire, as if she embodied the traumatic 
real towards which men can only tend 
pathologically, her elevation and at the same 
time her subjection to the pathetic parameters of 
male desire (dressing up as a nurse to please him, 
for example); all of this, once in bed, is over in a 
flash. No wonder Lacan says that “woman does 
not exist”. Such a woman has never existed, 
since never has a woman been so limited as to 
consider herself only an object, a tit, an ass, a 
cunt or an ankle... and to give in to the male 
desire for objecthood. Or, at least, that's what I 
would like to believe. And if you were lucky and 
your companion dressed up as a nurse without 
being a professional, you can be sure that it was 
to extract some other benefit from you in 
exchange for her submission. It is normal for 
Lacan to say that “the sexual relation does not 
exist”, because that, the fact that someone treats 
another as an object of desire, is neither a 
relation nor sexual. 

What is odd about all this is that we only use 
the word prostitution for the relationship of 
economic transaction established between the 
whore — who makes herself available for an 
agreed and paid period of time as an object of 
desire — and her client. And yet the woman 
who dresses up as a nurse, as a schoolgirl, who 
plays dead, who lets herself be whipped, who 
submits to the orders of her partner, is 
considered an ideal partner, in the absence of 
whom her husband will go whoring to obtain 
what he does not have at home: submission and 
objecthood. The fact that some women also 
enjoy this, that they get off on being mistreated, 
humiliated or disguised, only reflects the 
success of the patriarchal structure, by no 
means a supposed masochism that is innate and 
natural to their femininity. Not only, as Simone 
de Beauvoir said, a woman is not born, but 
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made; one is not born a masochistic woman, 
but becomes one through a violence and 
submission that is deliberately learned. Female 
masochism is a construct of patriarchy. We 
should therefore ask ourselves whether 
prostitution is not really structural where 
objectual desire rules. For centuries women 
have faked orgasms, they have let themselves 
be penetrated when they did not feel like it, 
they have disguised themselves in the fetish of 
the moment to satisfy their partners, and all 
this within the sacred institution of marriage, 
the economic basis of which was the provision 
of sex, care and offspring in exchange for 
sustenance. Where women are not 
economically independent, or where they 
want more than they can get for themselves, 
they can be sure that the sexual relationship is 
prostituted in advance. But even if the woman 
is liberated and works, she undoubtedly 
derives some benefit, however emotional, 
from her carefully crafted and earned position 
as an object of desire. Not to be lonely, 
perhaps? To feel like a woman for being 
desired? To have succeeded in the big race to 
be the preferred victim of male seduction and 
protection? Fear of loneliness and of not being 
cared for, a fear analogous to that of the man 
who does not feel he exists when his phallus is 
not asserted, just as the woman on the verge of 
hysteria fears she will cease to exist if she is not 
desired. So, prostitution on demand on both 
sides of the ring. The founding violence of 
sexual difference dealt the cards so well that 
even the liberation of women in the world of 
work did not help. It is certainly comforting to 
think that only prostitutes lie, that whores do 
things that decent women don't do, when in 
fact what they do is so similar. Both agree to 
play the role assigned to them in exchange for 
some benefit, even if the whores do it in a more 
exposed and precarious way. Unfortunately, 
the world of femininity is full of self-sacrificing 
mothers who prostitute themselves to their 
husbands in exchange for sustenance and who 
deny them sex if they are not man enough to 
provide for their families. It is full of beautiful 
princesses who fake orgasms because they 

prefer to be desired rather than to desire, full of 
liberated women who have turned the tables 
and are now the ones who treat men as objects. 
All very sad and limited, true, but it all shows 
that prostitution is more structural than we 
would like to think and that it is not only on the 
margins of clubs, roads and streets where we 
would like to find it confined for our peace of 
mind. It is not only whores who are lying 
merchandise. Advocating for abolition is funny 
when you haven't had the guts to start at home. 
Wherever women have constructed themselves 
in the image and likeness of the object of male 
desire, wherever they recognise themselves in 
terms of their ability to generate desire, 
prostitution will always be guaranteed. And 
there is no need to be beautiful, or young, or 
charming. In fact, you don't even have to be a 
woman. It is enough to submit to the desire of 
the other, a really precarious desire for 
sovereignty. Indeed, even in homosexual 
relationships governed by objectual desire, 
prostitution is reproduced and any hint of a 
sexual relationship is purely imaginary. In 
saunas, many homosexuals call their partners 
“whores” and “bitches” as they penetrate them, 
and even rapes that are never reported occur. In 
some lesbian relationships, butch and femme 
gender divisions are practised, as if that would 
change anything in the relationship of desire, as 
if the phallus were not also, and above all, 
symbolic. In this sense, today's heterosexual 
men have nothing to fear from the 
commercialisation of the Satisfyer, the clitoral 
sucker that gives women so much pleasure. It 
was never that which tied them to their men, 
but the desire to be desired, protected, 
supported or exalted. Most women don't even 
have orgasms with their partners, so the Satisfyer 
will be an ideal partner for that model of the 
cosmic couple, where the man goes whoring or 
treats his wife like a whore, and she satisfies 
herself with those other, far more valuable 
things that her man provides. At most, the 
Satisfyer will compensate for the mediocrity of 
her lovers, but it will in no way break the power 
relations that sustain this odd couple, just as the 
existence of professional prostitution did not 
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break them either. 

What the whores tell us, then, is not the 
anecdotal oddity of their clients or the material 
conditions of their miserable work, but the 
standard that structures the traffic of desire via 
sexual difference. Sexual difference is not the 
failure of the symbolic, as Zizek and a certain 
Lacanism would have it; it is rather its 
battleground, the place that structures power 
relations between the sexes or between the roles 
of activity and passivity, of violence and 
masochism, of desire and objecthood, even 
between people of the same sex. Sexual 
difference is what ruins the sexual relationship, 
which does exist, of course, but outside the 
power structure that whores testify to and that 
ordinary mortals “perform” all the time. There 
is no sexual relationship without 
deconstruction of sexual difference. What the 
whores tell us is the ravages produced in each 
of us, men and women, homosexuals and 
heterosexuals, by patriarchy, by a phallic 
economy that constructs a model of masculinity 
and femininity that satisfies no one. Clients 
want to dominate and humiliate in order to 
assert their self-imposed and always failed 
virility; they want to be lied to and told that they 
fulfil their masculinity excellently; or they want 
to be penetrated, shat and pissed on; they want 
to dress as women, because they are fed up with 
having to play a manly role both in public and 
in the intimacy of their family or partner; or else 
they want to break into parts, to look long and 
hard at each one's fetish because it is the only 
way they can get it up, and then, quickly, to 
unload, because they have not been able to feel 
their body beyond their gender condition. What 
is so shocking about all this is that the clients 
are not an abnormal type of man, they are not 
a separate species. They are exactly the same 
men whom women love, respect and have 
children with; the same men with whom, in one 
way or another, as princesses, as queens, as 
lovers, as self-sacrificing mothers, they also 
prostitute themselves. Statistics reveal this 
uncomfortable truth that should not surprise us, 
because what goes on in a whore's bedroom is 

only the reverse, if more atrociously honest, of 
what goes on at home. 

 
They say that philosophy is born of 
amazement. The fact that whores are still 
amazed and laugh at the demands of their 
clients, that despite the daily nature of their 
work they have not become accustomed to it, 
that they still cannot believe what they see and 
what they are asked to do, is the only health 
index we have left in the face of such a disaster. 
I said I would speak for myself and so far I have 
only drawn the consequences of their 
testimony. Like Marguerite Duras, I did not 
need to be a whore to be amazed; it was enough 
for me to love some men. I was surprised by 
their fear of homosexuality, their fear of being 
penetrated, their way of treating the other as an 
object, their violence at times, their obsession 
with certain parts of the body, some demands 
to which I never agreed, because I honestly 
don't like being beaten or being made to play 
roles and turn my bed into a theatre. And what 
strikes me the most is that (since Freud) we are 
considered the dark continent, because for me 
what is really dark is that male desire that has 
been cut off and preformed, even if it is a 
homosexual woman who fulfils it. Whoever 
has not been astonished by this restricted and 
conditioned drift of desire is really trapped in 
the hereditary structures of patriarchy, much 
more so than prostitutes. The amazement of the 
whores, their amazed and ironic testimony, is 
perhaps the best way out of the predicament of 
sexual difference that destroys and makes all 
sexual relationships impossible. We know that 
sexual relationships exist, that there have 
always been sexual relationships, but we feel 
astonishment when at a certain point it is 
interrupted by an unusual demand, by a 
conditioned look, by a preformed gesture. We 
know that there is sexual relationship because 
we are still, like whores, astonished when there 
is not. That's why we have to thank Núria Güell 
for the artefact she has built to keep our 
astonishment alive, to find solidarities where 
we didn't think we'd find them, to unmask the 
mediocrity of the very structure of desire, 
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permeated by sexual difference and, therefore, 
prostituted beforehand. For this reason, listen 
to the whores. Before judging them, pitying 
them or saving them, please listen to them. If 
any of their amazement resonates with you, it 
means that the sexual relationship and the 
possibility of the meeting with the other is not 
yet completely ruined, and that life, if it is 
elsewhere, must be brought back here, right 
here where binary models are getting shattered 
and we are stopping playing the man or the 
woman that we are not.  
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