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Part | Sexual D ifference and Sexuate Rights

L iuYan: When | was conducting my doctoral research in Hong Kong betveen 2000 and
2003, | read a lot of faminist theories in an attanpt to find a proper theoretical foundation for my
disertation At the same tmewhen Iwas bewildered, like many other researchers, | believe, by
the varietiesof feminist philosophies | becane gradually impressed by your purauit of an egalitari-
an sexual politics based on mutual regpect for sexual differences W hy does your attempt in initia-
ting sexual equality beginwith the definition of fenale sexuality? W hat do you see as the danger of
smply asking forwaman’ sprivileges over man’ s?

Irigaray: W e know that in human cultures an alternation has existed betveen matriarchy and
patriarchy. A part of wamen today would like t overthrow again patriarchy for restoringmatriarch-
y | think that it is preferable for us o relinquish conflicts and alternance betveen genealogies
The mportant thing is © place ourselves in relation o our double genealogy without favoring one
o the detriment of the other W e are born fran amother and a father and we have © situate our-
slveswith regect  our wo ancestries and their repective values This mplies thatwe situate
ourselvesfram the very beginning in relation © wo different sexes Butwe cannot remain only de-
scendents of o genealogies W e have to become adultswith a ecific sexuate identity  And if
wewant © build our societies and communitieson newv foundations that are more just and more fa-
wvorable © the becaming of humanity, wemust start again from our real and adult identity Al that
has been added  our natural identity is already dependent on constructions more or less influ-
enced by sme or other powver Furthemore, our tak is today © build a global and pluricultural
world To succeed in this wemust base its elaboration on universal and damocratic values Our
sxuate belonging is the real from which we can all start again This sxuate belonging is, fram
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the beginning, a bridge between nature and culture Being born aman or awaman anounts o be-
longing o a relational identity that constitutes the basisof a cultural world proper o each s2x Be-
ing born as different parts of humanity al® means that we have each one t consider ourselves as
only a part of humanity, a thing that entails not © am at being the all but at treating, at any mo-
ment, with the part that the other is In fact, the only equality women must first ask for is that of
being them slveswhile repecting the difference of the other

L iuYan: Aslcan se, repect for differences iswhat you have been enphasizing again and
again in your works A s regards sxual differences, the starting point is probably the recognition
of the differences in physiology. Therefore, you devote pages o the definition of fanale sexuality
in an attampt © avaken people’ s avareness of wamen’ s physiological features that have been
wiped out in hisory Only when we have acquired sexuate identities can we fully regpect differ-
ences | se thisasyour development of the kind of faminist thought that argues for sexual equali-
ty on the basis of the negligence of sexual differences Different from other theoretical schools,
feminisn embraces auch diversity within itself that smetimes contradictions of ideas are found a-
mong various arguments On discussing the diversity of faminisnsworldvide, scholars tend
classify the main trends into* Anglo-American” and* French”. W hat convenience aswell as Iim-
itations does such classification impose upon researchers? If there is such a thing as' French femi-
nign” , what are sme of its canmon theoretical foundations and what are its chief argunents?

Irigaray: | do not think that these o trends really exist, and | could not define the theoret-
ical foundations and the chief argumentsof French feminisn. | do not knov honv and why such a
classification has energed And it was suprising for me o discover my nane together with the
names of other French theorists on this occasion because | do not understand what could be the
reaon for this gathering gpart fram the fact that all of us live currently in Paris This does not re-
present a theoretical foundation, | an afraid And, for justifying such a gathering, certain people
do not hesitate o attribute to mywork cultural references that have nothing o dowith it All that
is really strange, and does not favor development of a culture in the faninine

The main wo trends that exist in all theworld are probably: one trend that more focuseson
equality and another trend that more focuseson difference But such a division must be overcome,
in my opinion W hat has to be reached by wamen is equality in difference or, better, equivalence
of rights for o different subjects On thispoint, my position and that of Smone de B eauvoir are
aimost opposite  Simone de B eauwoir considers the second sex as being lowver with repect o the
first sax and she claims for equality © the only sex to which value isgranted She cannot imagine
that it could exist o different subjects o whom equivalent value and rights could be recognized
| think that Smone de B eauvoir hasworked for a faminine liberation in her epoch but that it is
necessary o @ further It is epecially crucial © overcame the stage of criticisn of past culture
and values 1o elaborate and affim values that suitwomen in order o construct aworld culture re-
ectful for wo different sexuate subjects, this difference being the most fundamental paradign for
treating the other differences

L iu Yan: | share your argument that Smone de Beauvoir’ spursuit probably auits her epoch
better and thatwe have  move further than that non. And | regard your purauit of sexual eguality
based on the regect for differences as your major contribution o feminist movanentworldvide
I, oo, find the division of faninisn into Anglo-American and French groups o be problematic
since it obscures the differenceswithin each group and it fails to include feminist ideas in other
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partsof theworld Interestingly, the word” feminisn” in Chinese has acquired o translated
versions throughout hisory: the first Nvguan Zhuyi (female rights-isn) and the second N vxing
Zhuyi (woman-isn). The fomer appeared at the beginning of the 20th century when the idea of
feminisn was first introduced into China duringM ay 4 Movament (1919) tgether with a large
group of trandlations of foreign literatures and philoophies whereas the latter gopeared around
1990swhen the -called thirdwave feminist philosphers and their theorieswere introduced into
China after the country adopted the open-door policy in 1980s The change in the Chinese transla-
tion, asfar as | can e, marks an avareness anong Chines scholars about the changes of the
major concerns of feminisn throughout the century, A sa faninist philosopher yourself, do you se
changes in faninisn in the past 20th century? Do you think feninisn has already transcended the
stage of asking for equal rights for waman (as seen in the disgppearance of* rights’ in the Chi-
nese transation) ?

Irigaray: There are probably only tvo main trends in the past 20th century and still today:
the first aks for rights forwomen equal © those of men: rights relative t public and private life,
and al® work and ovnership. From the -called” cultural revolution of 68, " wamen—and a-
mongst then myself—ask for rights not only equal o those of men but gopropriate to wamen as
auch This clam has not been understood by wamen claiming for equality Now it is esential for
allowing wamen t pass fran a natural status © a civil status (cf “ Donning a Civil Identity”, in
I Love to You) and b become really full citizens For example, if awaman must obtain a pemis-
sion © abort—or not 1o abort—dhe is still considered  be aminorwho is dependent on the power
of the family or of the state In order to become a full citizen, waman must enjoy a liability for ow-
ning and controlling her owvn body. | an afraid that such a right does not yet gppear in many civil
coded Now it isthe basic right thanks to which awaman does not ramain a state or fanily owvn-
ership. Holding a public function and having o ask for aborting—or not aborting—is still one of
the main contradictions that paralyse the development of wamen, butmore generally of humanity,
becoming Faworing sme secondary rightsover the right  enjoy a full civil identity as awaman
prevents each people, but al® all the peoples, fram building a human democratic ciety or com-
munity No doubt, wamen need other rights egecially cultural rights gopropriate to them. But
the first right they need is the right to enjoy a full civil identity The basic equality o be estab-
lished is an equality b be awaman and not o enjoy [ the] same rightsasaman: thus the right to
be different and  enjoy rights gopropriate o this different identity.

L iuYan: Youmake a distinction betveen sexuate rights’ and® sexual rights ” Once again
| find this very important since it aks for recognition of the basic differences betveen human be-
ings before anything else  In securingwaoman’ s sexuate identity, you argue for the establidment
of a female genealogy based on a healthy mother-daughter relationship. In the processof reading,
| have became particularly fascinated by your observation that matricide is the founding myth of
W estern culture  How do you evaluate the mportance of theMother in establishing a fenale cul-
ture? You have noticed the dilanma of the daughter in establishing fanale subjectivity, as vividly
expresxd in her difficult stepsand slov movement in* And theOneDoes’ t Stirwithout the O th-
er”. What role do you think the mother should play in constructing a healthy mother-daughter re-
lationship, hence a fenale genealogy?

Irigaray: | comment on that in a really practical way in the chapter* The Culture of D iffer-
ence” (Je Tu, Nous Routledge, 1996), in which | al® explain that cultivating the mother-
daughter relationship is the firstmanner of getting our of the vicious circle of the patriarchal order.
| suggest that the motherwould teach the daughter o regain the regect for the mother and for na-
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ture that a patriarchal tradition deeply neglected In the chgpter on Hegel, in Speculum (Comell
UP, 1985), | already explained on regpecting the values of maternal genealogy presupposed from
Antigone’ spart, consideration for the livingworld, notably for air, for sun, for all the living be-
ings Inour times, tuming back o a cultivation of nature that does not anount © exploitation is
urgent, asyou know. And this takespart in values of faminine genealogy.

It is alo esential to give the daughter attractive representations of feminine genealogy. | do
not know what hgppens in China, but inW estem cultures imagesof faninine genealogies are al-
most never present in public places | thus suggest o the mothers that they arrange magesof both
natural and cultural feminine genealogy at least in their hame

| alo suggest that the mothers develop dialogueswith their daughters, using gecific gran-
matical foms and themes that suit them. It would be mportant too for mothers and daughters to
find ormake’ objects’ that they can exchange betveen then  that they could get a dialogue be-
tween an* I’ and & you” in the faninine, and $ overcome any fusion or competition

Itwould be al® helpful if, fram an early age, mothers taught daughters regpect for a non-hi-
erarchical difference betveen the xes “ he” means’ he” ,“ e’ means’ dhe”, and he” and

“ che” cannot be reduced o opposite of canplementary attributes or functions but correpond o
different identities

It ssamsalo critical o learn © the girls o lay out an extemnal ace around them in order
be able o preserve, but alo © build, aworld of their ovn | indicate in the text that | already
guoted, but al® in the text’ The Gesture in Psychoanalysis’ (in Sexes and Genealogies Colum-
biaUP, 1996) some means for girls, and al© wamen, 1 succeed in preserving and building a
Pace of their ovn, a crucial thing for developing a proper identity and entering into relation with
the otherwith repect both for thisother and for oneself The role of the mother is esential for the
development of a faninine aubjectivity that has 1o take into account its ecific belonging and the
repect for the pecific belonging of the other.

L iuYan: A tendency has been developed in recent years o assert autonamy by writing the
female body M any Chines female scholars, upon reading sme of the French feminists argu-
ment for I &riture féninine, have developed a particular fondness for body writing A large group
of Chinese fanalewriters devote pages in their sories to the description of the female body and fe-
male sxuality In your understanding, does® body writing” mean® the writing of the body” ?
M any writers and scholars believe that the writing of fanale sexuality and fenale body isaway
challenge patriarchal values However, at the same time when they expos and (re-) write the
neglected her-siory in human history, they are al® in a dangerous situation of placing the fenale
body under themale gaze, thusa possibility (and an opportunity, o) of being objectified W hat
should fenmale scholars and writers bear inmind in order not © fall ino the trgp of patriarchal val-
ues a soond time?

Irigaray: | frequently repeated that when wamen put the stress on the body, they run the
rik of remaining their traditional role: the body on the side of wamen and the Pirit on the side of
men | think thatwemust go further, and that each sx has  cultivate both its body and its ir-
it Besides the sparation of the body and the irit isan artificial sgparation that results from the
imposition of dichotomic logic on the living real Each body isalready a cultural site as it belongs
o a pecific relational world Each body is from the very beginning, animated by feelings, de-
sires, intentions words and gestures that can be conscious or remain unconscious, that can be
explicit or reamain implicit And intending to write one’ sown body is al® a little ingenuous be-
cause thisbody is aweaving of relationswith others—beginning with the mother—and with the
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world W riting what they call their body, wamen are probably trying to protect them slves fram
being violentated by the gaze of the other But, asyou note, they run the risk of falling back into
that which they wanted o awoid, above all if they resort 1o a traditional discourse and logic for ex-
pressing thanslves In away, they excgpe submission o amere natural status through reaching a
pervert behavior, as it has been often the case in human sexual sory. Perversion, in fact, does
not take into account the duality of people involved in sexual attraction It distributes the roles be-
tween activity and passivity: t© see and © be sen, for example Showing her own feelingsor ex-
periences anounts, forwomen, to evade their traditional role t be sen It isin part b take
the traditional role of man It is not yet to overcame an artificial dichotomic distribution of man
and waman in o opposite polarities in order to reach a sharing of desire in difference for which
both man and woman are longing

Part 11M an-nature Relationsand the Respect for Cultural D ifferences

L iu Yan: In ancient Chinese philosophy, one of the many pairsof oppositional concepts that
have been developed over the years to describe the nature of things is yin and yang W hereas
yang represents the sunny, the positive, the active, and therefore male and masculing; yin repre-
Ents the hadowy, the negative, the passive, and therefore fanale and feninine A nother dimen-
sion of the dichotomy is often neglected, however, i e , man contains both yin and yang ele-
ments, except that yang elenents dominate; and waman, 100, contains both elenents, except
that yin elementsdominate To make the situation more dialectic, the yin elamentswill trander
the opposite yang elements if conditions allow; and vice versa Do you find this explanation close
to your argumentation of the relationship betveen the wo sxes?

Irigaray: The human relationship beiveen the sxes ismore, or ought o be more, mysteri-
ous than amere camplementarity The attraction betveen the sxes does not only am to fom a
gain a one—or aOne—thatwe would have lost but o reach a transcendence with regpect © the
onewho each of us is The other as other represents a beyond with regpect © us, © our ovn
world Themain characteristic of a human being isperhgps longing for transcendence The attrac-
tion betveen the o different sexes takes part in desire for transcendence that is o often disgp-
pointed because of a lack of culture of our sexuate belonging

How could we understand the pair of contrasting notions yin and yang in Chinese philosophy
in relation o the difference betveen the sexes? First, Iwould like o say that | an careful about
all pairs of opposites in relation o the difference betveen man and woman | an afraid that such
pairs—inW estern culture, but perhgosal® in Chinese culture—are already used © reduce sme-
thing of the irreducible difference betveen the sexuate identities | al® think that the yin and the
yang refer 1 a natural energy that could be modified when it participated in a human culture
But, even at amere natural level—if this really would exist—what hgppens, for example, when a
waman is pregnantwith a boy? Or even, when she shares energy with amale partner in love mak-
ing? And yet in feeling desire for aman? | think that it is al9 really mportant to distinguish the
level of the manifestation of energy from the one of inner energy Sometimes, reversals could,
then, appear betveen the sxes

L iu Yan: Talking about energy, | have observed that in such writings asB etween East and
West, Denocracy Begins Betveen Two, and Why D ifferent?, you explain what you have gained
fram practicing yoga In recent years in China, many people regularly practice yoga, but mostly
for the sake of physical exercise and kegping fit Could you explain further the mportance of
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breathing in pramoting man-waman relations? And the mportance of silence?

Irigaray: It isabove all inBetveen East andW est, one text of Luce Irigaray: KeyW ritings
and some intervievsof W hy D ifferent? that | began o gpeak aboutmy practice of yoga For a long
time, | kept thispart of my life outside of my texts and my public life Butmore and more this
everyday practice had an impact on my existence and my way of thinking Such an influence be-
came clear after ten yearsof practice No doubt, my thoughtwas ready o receive an oriental con-
tribution: | already was attentive o life, 0 energy, © relation © nature In fact, | began practi-
cing yoga after a rad accident and because | had no choice But little by little | discovered what
change thispractice brought o my life It alloved me  gain a real autonamy by my<elf without
asking others for grantingme freedom. | undersiood that becaming autonomous needs breathing by
my<elf and cultivatingmy ovn breath more than having goods and money. Of course, we need o
eat, o drink and o shelter fram bad weather Being able © satify these needsprovides uswith a
certain autonomy but not yetwith the autonamy necessary for freeing is from culture, from lavs
customs and discourses that are not gppropriate © us and affiming our own values | experienced
hov havingmore energy could help me o create my life according to my desirewithout stopping at
criticizing a life that has been mposed on me by others People talk a lot tbday about the exhaus
tion of energetic resources, but not enough, in my opinion, about the exhaustion of energetic re-
urcesof human beings Now it is an mportant and urgent problen © be ®lved A's | caonment
in a nev book, A Nev Culture of Energy, Beyond East and West (forthcaming) we must care a-
bout a new culture of our human energy in order © face up to the challenges of our tme

The mportance of breathing in man-woman relations is to preserve our autonany the onewith
repect o the other in order  awid fusion, damination or subjection, gppropriation or possession
and o ramain wa Our first gesture toward autonamy is o breathe by ourselveswhen caming into
theworld But, to often, we forget this elenentary way of becoming autonamous and the necessi-
ty of cultivating breathing not only at a vital level but al9 at a cultural and relational level W ith-
out trandoming our vital breath into love, listening, talking, and thinking, we cannot reach hu-
man relations regectful for our mutual difference(s). Being able © keep silent—amongst other
things thanks o a cultivation of breathing—is al® crucial formeeting the otherwith regect for his
or herworld and constructing together a third world that does not belong to the one or the other but
corregponds b a cammon creation thatwe can share

L iuYan: You have definitely described an active relationship betwveen human beings and
the natural enviorment in which we are living in  In many of your writings, to, you express a
strong desire for the establidment of a hamonious relationship with nature | find this egecially
impressive since man-nature relations have been a central concem with ancient Chinese philoo-
phies Chuang-tzu (369BC? —286BC) was believed o be the first to put foward the ideaof* u-
nity (or hamony) of heaven and man” in Chinese history, arguing thatman isan integral part of
nature How do you evaluate the shift in your theoretical canon fram gender relations to man-na-
ture relationship? W hat is the unigue significance of the enphasis on man-nature relationship in
the 21st century?

Irigaray: To stress gendered belonging and relations is to bring back human beings o them-
slves and their natural context Thematter is not only of establishing hamonious relationship be-
tween man and nature, it isfirst of recognizing thatwe are ourselves nature and we have o culti-
vate ourselves starting fran our natural belonging and not against it W emust discover theway
be faithful to our naturewhile cultivating it Any culture needs difference for its elaboration This
difference exists in nature itself if we consider that our sexuate belonging is not only of use © re-
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produce other living beings—as is the case for all living beings—but t construct a culture with
regpect for difference(s). Instead of ramaining at the level of instinct—of self-preservation, of
possession or gopropriation, of submission, of procreation—attraction betveen us can become a
urce of cultural creation This requires us b assme the partiality of our human belonging In
tem s of W estern philooophy, egecially in terms of Hegelian philosophy, this requires us o take
charge of the negative A s | repeatmany timesin | Love to You, notably in the chapter* YouW ho
W ill Never BeconeM e NorM ine, ” we have o recognize the irreducible difference betveen the
one who belongs to another sex and ourselves | cannot become the other, subgtitute for the other,
campletely understand the othemess of the other, and such Imits allov me © cultivate my owvn
sexuate belonging and o enter ino relationswith the other without confusion, domination or sub-
mission, or return o mere instincts For lack of taking into consideration enough the importance
of our sexuate belonging for our becoming humans we sop at differentiation with repect o the
mother-nature, and we do not reach our becoming adults responsible for humanity and our natural
envirorment

L iu Yan: We are now living in a globalized world In this age of globalization, it seans that
people on the earth depend on each other © much thatwe have to caremore for our conmon natu-
ral enviomment From the repect for sexual differences to the repect for differences in race, eth-
nicity, nationality, language, location, and other cultural agppects | see your attempt in trying to
build bridges betveen different cultures and the shift in your academic concern W hat do you
think is the crucial point in realizing such an am? W hat role do you think the Chinese people
(should) play in thisprocess?

Irigaray: Itistrue that, inmy last books, Imore elaborate on difference of cultures, of tra-
ditions, of generations But | stresson the fact that difference betveen the sexes is the most basic
and universal difference and the one that allovs us 1o deal easier with other differences Thus |
do not leave the difference beiveen the sexes o one side, but | develop an agpect of itspossibili-
ties that | had not yet developed | think that constructing aworld culture needsus o retum to our
natural and universal identity, a universal that is henceforth twvo and not only one W e have o re-
tum 1o our natural identity in order to defend our life and all the livingworld against exploitation
and submission by money and all ortsof geculations W e have o disover the mportance of sex-
uate difference as a reource of human energy but al© as ameans o regulate at every mament
both our owvn energy and the cial or canmon energy.

Another thing If we recognize that the culture of each sx isa full culture, al our relation
o the ablutewill become put into perpective Therewill no longer exist one only ablute—one
A bslute—that organizes a sciety or a culture and can differ fram another ablute—A bolute—
and create conflicts and wars betveen scietiesor conmunities structured by then. This could re-
present an mportant step towards peace and world coexistence

Chinese people is a great part of humanity If this people adopts a good cultural politic re-
garding sexuate difference, this could have an important mpact on aworld culture Chinese peo-
ple has a past tradition more regpectful for nature than W estern culture And this could be of help
to elaborate a culture that more takes into account the o sexeswithout submitting one o the oth-
er Can the Chines people oppose b domination and exploitation of nature, to conamption of
natural reurces, © industrial cgpitalisn and o subjection t money? Iwould like o believe that
this possibility exists

L iuYan: In the recent United Nations Clmate Change Conference held in Copenhagen
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(Decamber 2009) , an Accord has been reached to cagp temperature rise, reduce emissions and
raise finance Nonetheless, much remains © be done o stimulate a healthy relationship betveen
the human world and the natural world A hamonious relationship betveen human beings and na-
ture, instead of man’ s exploitation of and damination over nature, is crucial © the living condi-
tions of human beings, and thus remains crucial © the very existence of mankind A s far as this
agect is concemed, every human being should take apart The Chinese culture which cherishes
a tradition of regect for nature should continue constructing a healthy man-nature relationship.

Thiswould grow out of the repect for differences, and probably sexual differences to begin with
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