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A LOST INTERVIEW WITH IVAN ILLICH
Peter Harper

In the 1970s a book appeared with the title Radical Technology, edited by Godfrey Boyle and myself. It was created by the loose ‘collective’ around the magazine Undercurrents, dedicated to ‘radical science and alternative technology’. The book was systematically organised into eight thematic sections, each with a variety of articles, an illustration by the anarchist artist Cliff Harper, and an interview with a leading practitioner. It is worth saying that Cliff’s illustrations became far better known than the book, and were widely reprinted. The most famous of all was the celebrated ‘autonomous terrace’ shown here. 
[image: ]

Regarding the interviews, various members of the ‘collective’ undertook to find the relevant gurus and speak to them. My assignment was the famous Austro-Croatian intellectual Ivan Illich, whose critiques of modernity resonated strongly with the neo-primitivism of the time. His major works, De-Schooling Society, Medical Nemesis, Energy and Equity, and (especially) Tools for Conviviality became virtual textbooks of the ‘alternative’ approaches we generally favoured.

I did get to meet and interview Illich, but he would not let me record the interview. What emerged was more an essay on his work, much of which we discussed during our meeting. In the event however, there was too much material to fit into the book, so some things had to go. The curious chivalry of the time ordained that as an editor, the axe should fall on my own interview. It was typeset and ready to go, but was not included in the book. It then became lost, but a photocopy turned up among Godfrey Boyle’s papers following his untimely death in 2019. Here it is, published for the first time.

I have scanned the pages as typeset, and pasted them as images. They are reasonably legible, but the penultimate page has lost the bottom lines. It is probably fair to say it rambles on a bit, and perhaps it is just as well it was not included in Radical Technology. But it will doubtless be of interest to scholars of the period, and anyone interested in the life and work of Ivan Illich, a completely original, indeed uncategorisable, thinker.

Peter Harper
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Both techuigues are almost ideally convivial
Almost anybody can learn to use them, and for
bis 0w purpose. They use cheap materials
People can take them or leave them as they wish
They are not casily controlled by tird parties.

Some iustitutions are structurally convivial tools.
The telephone is an example. Anyone can dial
a person of bis choice if be can afford a coin. The
[telepbone lets anybody say what be wants to the
person of bis choice; be
\can conduct business,
express love, or pick a
Jquarrel. 1t i impossible —— 7~
Jor bureacrats to define
{wbat people say to each
other on the phone, cven
(though they can__
interfere with — o7
iprotect — the privacy of
| their exchange.
|
| “The telephone is
[feuriously ambivalent
|example for llich to use.
| What he says s true enough'(although he perhaps
glosses over the possibilitis of tapping and
surveillance too briskly). And it is worth
(remembering that the international telephone
system s a favourite case for anarchists arguing the
Ipossibility of & shared network with o sovercign
authority. But his customary sensitivity to all the
[possible faults of 2 tool scems here to have deserted
him. Others have insisted that the telephone is by
Ino means as ‘neutral” as llich thinks. David Dickson
for example (in Alternative Technology) points out
[that although the system could have been built to
llow many-sided intractions, it s specifcally
Structured to restrict conversations to individuals
rather than groups; it is ‘congealed ideology”. Even
more striking to me is that llich has failed 10 notice
fthat the telephone cxemplifies perfectly one of the
lcommonest ways by which manipulatory tools
finsinuate themselves into aceepted usage: by
imsidiously raising minimum acceptable standards
(i this case, expedience of communication) they
|force everybody to join the system and pay its
[various prices, or be left behind and pay other
Iprices. T know from personal experience that at
times when I have had casy access to a telephone I
have communicated less with friends who had none,
Isimply because of the effort and delay involved in

by involuntary comparison with the telephone.

Anyone today who has no phone, or who decides

| for the sake of peace of mind, economy, o
‘whatever, not to have one, experiences a different

kind of sociallife than they would have in a society

|withou telephones; The telephone does not change

{the lives of those who possess one as much s the

llives of those who do not.

| " itich should have written the last paragraph. It

does llustrate a typical form of his argument, and

Qurvision is so restric tea

thatany alternativeto

morejmass production

sounds like a return
(tb pastoppression ,

Isending letters which has been subjectively increased

[fordher cases will be encountered Tzt 1dwell on
the example because it indicates the limits of
suctural convivality. Probably Ilich i right in
|Suggesting that some tools are intrinsically
manipulatory no matter how they are used. But
doubt that there exiscs n analogous ‘sructural
conviviality’. Any tool can be misused, and only in
the context of a generaly convivial sociery can
[coots be decply convivial in operasion. But a totally
convivial society s sl probably umasainables

1 is possible that ot every |
ey
production in a post
industrial society would fit
the criteria of conviviality.
|1t s probable that even in
lan overabelmingly
convivial world some
communities would choose
greater affluence at

be cost of some restrictions|
Jon creativity,

‘This hardly suggests
‘Luddism, and Ilich insists that modern techniques
|are an essential part of his convivial world.

It s wow difficult to imagine a modern society
in which industrial growth is balanced and kept
in check by several complementary, distinct, and.
equally scientific modes of production. Our
vision of the possible and the feasible is 5o
restricizd by industrial expeciations that any
alternative to more mass production sounds like
areturn to past oppression or like a Utopian
design for noble savages.

O the contrary, ‘tools for a convivialand yet
lfficient society could not have been designed at an
arlier stage of history'. This gives the idea a heady
lpower, that it is necessary and desirable and.
‘opportune in these days to create a convivial
society. The echoes of Marx are unmistakeable,
‘when nieed, will and history are marching in harness.
e also invites comparison with Murray Bookehin's
|contention that ‘postrscarcity anarchism” is now
feasible in  vay it was notin the nincteenth

centu

\PRECONDITIONS FOR CONVIVIALITY-

llich’s conception of conviviality builds on, but,
goes beyond, the main concerns of environmentalists
(survival), the OId Left (economic justice), and the
New Left (sclf-managed work). These are absolute
preconditions of conviviality, and e to be
implemented in a ‘new politics’.

Such politics would limit the scope of tools as
‘demanded by the protection of thre values:
survival, ustice, and self defined work. I take
these valucs to be fundamental to any comivial
saciety, boweser different one such socicty
might be from another in gractice. Fach of these

e
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conditions for survival are necessary bt not
sufficient to eusure justice: people can sursive in
prison. The conditions for the just distribution
‘of imdustrial outputs are necessary, but not
sufficient,to promote convivial production.
People can be equally enslaved by their tools. The
conditions for convivial work are structural
arrangements that make possible the just
distribution of unprecedented poer. A
postindustrial society must and. can be so
||| constructed that no one person’s abilty to
xpress bim or berself i work will reguire as a
|| condition the enforced labour or the enforced

1‘ Bat ths dependency i reciprocal: ‘n an age of

| sciesfic tchnology, the covvil struceire of
|{to0ls 5 a necessity for surciselin full ustice wbich
lis botb distributive and participatory.

50 there is some kind of dialectic elation, which
{imparts the typical paradosical qualities of ;
|dialectis. O the one hand, f cach is 8 precondition
|of the other, by the Catch-22 principle, ve'll never
make it. On the other hand, a more optimistic
|interpretation justifcs premature’ attempts to
creat full alternatives and work on all fronts at
once, instead of doing everything in the proper
sequence gs liberals and Leninists would prefee —
first building the cconomy, then cconomic jusice,
|then partiipaion, and only then, ‘the realm of
frecdom’. Politcal, social and personl development
must be the basis of cconomics, not the other way
Iround. That this might be a practical programme on
| la massive scale is indicated by the development of

{China, the only country Iich has 2 good word o
say for, This is an old theme of anarchist theory,
| currently being rediscovered by cconomists 25
| residual factors'. iy a fraction of the productive
{effort need be ‘GNP work. The rest we could do
for ourselves, and in terms of overall economic
well-being (not to mention every thing clsc) we
‘would be the better forir. lich puts over the idea
inthis passage:

People bave a native capacity for bealing,

consoling, moving, learuing, building tbeir houses

and burying their dead. Each of thesé capacities

| meets aneed. The means for the satisfaction of

| these needs are abundant so long as they depend
primarily on <wbat people can do for themselses,

with only marginal dependence on commoritie.

These activties bave use-value without baving

ben given exchange-value, Their exercise at the

service of man s not considered labour

THE PATTERN OF TECHNOLOGICAL
DEVELOPMENT

(‘tn principle the distinction bessseen cousivial and

menipulatory tools s independent of the level of

techuology of the tool’ But this i only in principle.
encrally, liich scems to share the uni-dimensional

three values imposes its own limits on tools. The | simple,

Learning or the enforced consumption of another. |

‘model of technological development, from small

cificient, o large, comples, very efficient,
as in organic cvolution. But in ths scale, there aze
levels beyond which, in the subtle buman terms

| whih co Hlich are the only e values,

echnological systems become less effective,
self-negating o cven catasszophic,

Society can be destroyed when further growth of

mass production renders the milieu bostil, when
it extinguishes the free use of natural abilities of
Society’s members, when it solates people from.

‘aben it undermines the textire of community
by promoting extreme socisl polarisation and
splintering specialisation, or when cancerous
acceleration enforces social change at a rate that

| rules out legal, cultural and political precedents

| as formal guidelines to present bebasiour.

|

|, The crtical levels are marked by the yardstick of

“natural bumanity’,

i lfe which can serve a a framework for
evaluating man's relationship to bis tools. In each
of several dimensions of this balance it s posible
o identify a naturalscale. Wien a enterprise
grows beyond a certain point on thisscale it
Jirst frustrates the end for wbich it was originally
designed, and ther rapidly beconies a treat o
Saciety tself. These scales must be dentifed and
the parameters of buman endeavours within
which bunian lfe remains viable must be
explored.

lich bas explored these scales and identified in
'a mumber of specific cases ‘two watersheds' in the
development of technological systems. At the first
‘watershed, the introduction of science and bsic
improvements s a virwally unblemished good. But
development continues with diminishing returns
‘unil the second warershed, at which things start to
go seriously wrong. Tlich has identified this patterm

| /n education, the mails, social work, medicine,

wansport and civl engincering, and he obviously
hinks it s and must be universal:

At first, new knowledge is applied to the solution
o Lty et rebem e i
measaring sticks are applied to account for the
et effciency. But at a second point, the
progress demonstrated in' preotous acbicsement
s used as a ationale for the exploitation of
Society as a whole in the serice of a value wbich
s determined and constantly revied by an
clement of society. by one of tsslcertifying

|| froessional e,

“Thisis about as near as llich ges t0 2 conspiracy
{theory, the ‘sl certifying elite” being the vllins
{of the pcce. n this he s rathercloseto those uch
{25 Gorz, Margln and Dickson, who have argucd that
{ehe real function of technalogical advance i not
fmproved cfficiency 2¢ al, but improved socisl

each other and locks them into a may-made shell, |

... the concept of a multidimensional balance of |
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| control: new arrangements ate . potentially

more effective in the conditioning of job-bolders
land consumers in an industrial econonny. They are
\therefore more attractive for the managers of
present societies . .. * But generally his view is that
| the “mansgers’ ace themves akio vietims and we

are all deluded, convinced that what is wrong is
actually right, or merely a temporary setback, or a
worthwhile price to pay for progress. Ilich has
worked out a numbet of mechanisms to try and
explain this irational and paradoxical pattemn of
development.

THE MECHANISMS OF NEMESIS

‘Quite frankly, 1 find it hard to sort out these
‘mechanisms, partly owing to llich's ‘holographic’
style of writing, and partly because they do all
Jinteract, and none is logically prior to the others.
Many of them are versions of patterns well known
|elscwhere, although lich rarely draws paralicls with

syle of argument:

| be enviroumental crisis ... s rendered
superficial i it is not pointed out that

antipollution devices can‘only be effective if

I the total output of groduction decreases.
Otheraise they tend to shift the garbage out of
sight, push it nto the future, or dump it onto
the poor. The total remosal of the pollution
created locally by a large-scale industry requires
equipment, material and energy that can create

| scveral times the damage elscwhere. Making
antipollution devices compulsory merely

‘ increases the unit cost of the product. Tbis may

conserve some fresb air for al, because fewer
people can afford to drive cars or sleep in
airconditioned homes or fly to a fishing ground
at the weekend, but it replaces damage t0 the
physical environment with further social
isintegration. To shift from coal to atomic

| Making antipollution devices compulsory merely |
lincreases 'the unit cost of the product

ther writers, which is a pity. Before going into the
mechanisms in detail, 1 would like to draw attention
Ito three distinctions which Illich does not make
‘and which might cause confusion.

1. Some of the mechanisms (&) apply to
industrial socicties in their own terms and, if
substantiated, would nced to be taken seriously.
|1 They have to do, for example, with death rates,
| pollution, efficiency of transport, crime, etc. Others
(b involve Tllich’s personal values, which are not
| shared widely — autonomy, ‘authentic activity’,
the right to suffer nobly, simplicity, ctc. These tend
10 provoke the response, ‘So what?*
|| 2. Some (2) of the mechanisms only apply in an
{inequitable, competitiv socicty, and could be
(cared in principle by the institution of real socialist
structure. In fact this applies frequently end Tlich
makes too litte of it. Other mechanisms (b) apply
o jndusisl organisation a sch and requie ach
‘mére than formal equality

3. Some mechanisms (2) are physical or economic
|'and can be described in relatively bloodless
| “objective’ terms. Others (b) are psychological or
‘psychosocial and require empathetic understanding
110 grasp what he's talking about. In these cases it
is always open to sceptics to say, 'l don't know
what you mean’. Tlich makes lttl effort to reassure
them that it's worth persevering It i, though.
| Each of these requires a different method or
standard of judgement, but Tlich leaps nimbly
between them as if they did not exist. This is a hall-
| mark of his ‘method’. In cach case his most original
| contibutions have been in the (b) categorics.

(a) Biological degradation
‘The following passage not only represents flich’s
view of the scological question, bat s ysical of his

‘power replaces smog now with bigber radiation
levels tomorrow. To relocate refinerics overseas,

+ where pollution controls are less stringent,
preserves Americans — not Venezuelans — from
unpleasant odours at the cost of bigher levels of
world-wide poisoning,

This kind of argument is, 1 am sure, familiar;
lenthralling for the already converted but making no
| impression whatever on sceptics. I cannot go nto
all the questions this rases. It s enough 1o note
hat llich accepts the basic ‘imits to growth’
|argument, that there ean be no tecknical solution
0 the environmental problem that does not entzil
|grave social costs. He believes that it might be
Ipossible to ensure ‘buresucratically guaranteed
survival’ under 4 system of ‘manageril fascism’.

| 6) The magnification of inequaity "
Hlich belfeves thar Justice’ (that i, formal
quality in distribution and control) i & necessary
prerequisie of comvialty. In n unqual sociery
there is 2 sense of unfaimess which corrupts social
[soldarit,the ec-operative spiri and ordinry
igoodwill Unfairness (or inequity) tends to magify
Jiscl, and Ilich has tricd to show how
induseralised production and service systems ean be
| vehicles for ths process. I this I think he is
successtul, but he fiils to distinguish cases which
generate incquiy, cases which ampliy inequities
already present, and cases which mercly create
|temporary shiting inequities that do not induce
I¢he chroric sense of injustice which s so destructive
i incgalitarian socieries. This is how he outlines
| o s ety sl oyt

| The present organisation of tools impels
| societies to grow botb in population and levels of |

affluence. This growth takes place at the opposite
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ends of the privilege spectrum. The
e e
\veady privieged grow i ffluence. The
underprivileged thus strengiben their frustrating
clains, while the rich defend their presumed
rights and needs. Hunger and impotence lead the
po0r to demand rapid industrialisation, and the

| defence of growing lusuries pusbes tbe rich into

| more frantic production. Povwer is polarised, *

|| frstrtion s generalised, and the alernatve of

|

|

greater bappiness at lower affluence is pusbed
$nto the blind spot of social vision.

This frustrating sensc of unfuirmess is further
xaggerated by various other processes — relative
{deprivation effects, demonstration effects,
|deliberate obsolescing of formerly adequate tools,
{and 50 on. Butall these are characteristic of
|competicive class societes, and the solution seems
Itobe a political one in the ordinary sense, rather

| iz can be astempted. Reeping the maxipmuns
close o tbe minimum income s an even tougher
“way to stem personal nrichment through the
management of corporate power. But such curbs
on personal income will be effectioe only in
regulating private consumption. 1t bas no effect
o8 sl the g st sy essth '
|| society where the job bas become more
| important than the bome. As long as workers are
graded by the amount of manpoer capital they
|\ sepresent, those who bold bigh denominations
of knowledge stock il be certified for the use
of all inds of timesaving privieges. The
concentration of priileges on a few s i the
nature of industrial dominance.

‘Where genuine incquities are produced by, say,
s system, most people would I Srink

exploitation becomes ‘net transfer of lifetime’ from
the under to the over-priviliged

fhan  techno-ehical one i lich’s scose. His
lexsmples from transport are llustrative. e docsn't
Iscem to consider that a society might choose all*
sorts of trade-offs of benefics 1nd disadvantages in
rder to achicve the preeise patrern of mobiliy it
wants. A calculation of which he makcs great
sheorical use is that, i the total time spent
‘producing, maintaining and using the means of
ransportation in an industrialsocicty is compared
‘with the total distance wavelled, the average speed
‘works out at about four miles an hour — the speed
| of a peasant on foot. llich tries to imply by this

| that we have gon 0. great deal ofeffrt to no

| effect - and certainly, there is more than a itle in
| this — but he never mentions that it may be the

| distribution of specds rather than the average that

| people are after: they want to be able to go fast

| sometimes, which the peasant cannot do. In 3

| society where cverybody had equal access to

| not be atal irrational.

On the other hand, in an inequitable socicty,
lthe cffccts of industrial ranspor can be genuinely
grotesque. The very poor are totally excluded, and
he privileged move around very quickly (their
fime i 50 precious), requiring disproportionate
amounts of capital equipment and sewviee labour,
provided, again, by the poor. Thisleads Ilich to his
Jown variety of fabour theory of value, in which

ime i the medium of exchang, and exploitation

becomes ‘net transfer of lifetime’ from the under to
the over-privieged. This can occur even where great
ifforts have been made to overcome inequaliics of
Giswibuion:

The surfece effoctsof industrally concentrated
power can be oboiated by inconie qualisation
brogresive taxes without loopholes cn be

| supplemented by socisl security, income

[fudge Iich's sense of unfairmess to be over refined,
espoeially asit is rooted in his ‘eccentric’ valucs. It
s undeniable that the ansport infrastructures
change the topography of life. Communities are
divided by highways and railways; movement is
(channelled in certain directions; risk-patterns alter;
the noise-level goes up; the minimum accepiable
pace of travel s rised, and social expectations force
lpeopte o camply, and o on. Some peopte might
|find this intolerable, and they could hardly escape.
[Thi, 10 lic, i tslf intolerable. His rage i 1o
|enforced by the devaluation of walking and

(g s el i oty oo
|hese activites partake of the sacred eharacter of
native human capacity. I suppose that only those.
|who shared Ilich's vles would shed many tears
Jover this but if his more downto-carth points have
any validity, the ltimate fate of a socicty whose
|incqualities have been magnified beyond all

| supports, and equel welfare benefis for all
Confiscation of private capital beyoud a certain
1
|
|
|
|
|

| transport, and every body sharcd the work, this need | |disguising and concrerised by the structure of

Jtools, is, again, managerial fascism.

| @ e destruction of naura standands

| s i another aspect of faimess. In the ‘natural
state, fortune, llness and death strike very
unevenly, but ilthough a certain abstract
‘unfaimess’ is keenly felt, itis notsocilly
corrosive, because cleatly no other human party is
10 blame, Once pain and survival come to be scen
a5 depending on the decisions of other buman
beings nstead of acts of God, some new standrd
of fairess must be applicd of people feel wranged.
In the case of medicine, if 3 particular advance is
made and used in @ few cascs, it must be applied
t07ll cases. This ean be extremely costly, and, as
technical sdvances in specal areas pile up, greater
and greates effort nd expense is reqized o restore

| B ot vl of fincs. One ffckof i

| constantly to increase the number of people vith
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| congenital disorders living arcificial and costly lives

{{and 1o mark those who cither are not chosen or

{lcannot sfford the treatments, as worthicss. Illich

|t that it would be better o stick 1o ‘natural”

{|standards as far o5 possible and face the tremendous
human difficulties as bravely a5 we can, This kind
of suffering, he contends, is one that deepens the

| sense of life, in contrast with  falsely humane

| medicine which exchanges death for demeaning

| survival, and natural suffering for numbed

| consciousness devoid of any feclings at all.

(@) Economic mecbarisms

|| Poverty levels ise because indusirial staples

|| are eurued into basic wecessities and bave  wnit

| cost beyond what a mcjority could ever pay. The

radical monapoly of industries(ie totally

|| exclusive dominance) bas created new types of
demieaning poverty in societies of sometimes

| -profligate effluence, The former subsistence

| farmeris put out of business by the green

| vevolution. He carns more as a labourer, but be

|| camnot give bis childyen their former diet. More

|| importantly, the U'S citizen with ten times bis

| income is also desperately poor. Both get

| oreasinglylss o reaer ost.

i'l'his strikes me as nothing special, simply the

| consequence of capitalist economics, but it does

| form part of Ilich's total theory and links him

| with more orthodox radical critics. The green
revolution is a good case of  well-meaning,

| innovation generating economic forces against
which the victims are quite helpless, and
concentrating power into fewer hands. The new
grains can only be grown with the aid of high-capital
materials and equipment. The large farmers
therefore grow them successfully and the prices fall
Smal farmers are pushed out of husiness, foreed to
sell their land, and work for the large farmers or

| move to the city —where there is little hope of

| employment. Again an original measure of

| incquality is indefinitely magnified by industrial

| tools. ¥

(e) ‘The fetishism of commadities’

“This s another issue familir to socialists (that's
why [ use Marx's phrase’) an attempt to understand
some of the psychiological mechanisms of the power
of objects over behaviour. llich can be very

| eloguent on this topic. A mixture of respeet for

| science, belief in progress, veneration of the new,

| compeitive possession, the tying of status to

| things, a hope of ultimate perfection: a gallery of

| berzations in the Western mind that lead to willing
| compliance in all the absurdities of industrial

| culture. This aspect of Liich's work is similar to
|ccrtain ideas of (say) Gramsei or Reich, now part of
the conventional wisdom of the New Left: that
changing consciousness is important because the
1001s of oppression are in our heads. Industrialism,
says Ilich, ‘establishes a radical moropoly not only
Hover resources and tools but also orer the
Vimagination and maticational structures of people.”

‘Why this should be, 1 just don'c know. I cannot
work out why peaple should be so hooked on

things. But they are, and this passion links up with

ll the other mechanisms to keep them demanding, |
and supplying. When an ‘improvedversion of some
item is produceds it makes the others look less than |
adequare, Everybody becomes dissatisfied, They |
work hard 1o get the new. By the tme thenew. |
model is ubiquitous, a newer version has appeared |
and the whal thing starts again. It s socially
limpossibl to question the value of the rescarch

that produces the new models. Eventually, |
depending on the narure of the sociery, the new
{processes get solidified in lawi, custom or
Jinconveniences that are too demoralising to fight.
|Parts supplies for carlier models are discontinued,
|cutting off any ‘stick-in-the-muds’ and forcing them
into the mould. In this way, the fetishism of
commodities becomes crystallsed in the economic,
Isocial and systemic mechanisms already discussed:

The presence of a new school, a paved road, and
a glass-and-steel police station defines the
professionally-built house as the funtional it
and stamps the selfbuilt bome a shanty. The law
establishes this defiwition by refusing a building
permit to people who cannot submit a plan
signed by an architect . People are deprived

of their abiity to invest their own time with the
poser to produce use-salue, and are compelled
10 work for wages and to exchange their carnings
for industrially defined rented space. They are
deprived also of the opportunity to learn while
building.

Undeneath al this is 2 kind of ‘short circuit”
Iprocess, to which we are ll vulnerable, which
loccurs whenever the nawral, subtle, real, abundant
{and free is confronted with the clever, large,
well-packaged and costly: [The joy of istening to
|tbe neigbbourbood finch is easily over-shadosed by
stereophonic recordings of Bird Songs of the
[World" ; the walk through the park dowmgraded by
lpreparations for a packaged bird-uatching tour intc
he ungle."

Not only is our capacity to appreciate the ‘simple
|things of lfe’ extinguished — forcing s to pay for
their gaudy supplanters — but the extra work.
Inceded, the fear of falling behind, the obsessive
|orientation rowards the future, and the physical
ispeed-up of ffe creates a ‘scarcity of time’ which
|affects even the most privileged:

The richer we get in a consumer society, the.
more acutely we become aware of how many
grades of value — both of leisure and labrour —
we bave climbed. The bigher we are on the
pyramid, the less likely we are to gioe up time

10 simple idleness and apparently nonproductive
pursuits, It becomes difficult to economise

time when all commitments are for the fong run.
There s a strong tendency for s to ozer-commit
the future, so that when the future becomes
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resen, we seem 16 be conscious i the e of
g am acut scarcity. simply becase e base
conmitied aureelees to about thirty bors a day
instead of tenty-four. I addition to the mere
foct tha time bas compeitive uses and bigh
aginal ity inan afflent society, this
overcommituient creates a serse of pressure and

| bariedess.

In a sense, this is far from original. “Ihe best
things in fife are free.’ OF course.

What i lifeif, ful of care,
We bave no time to stand ard stare?

Indeed. The question is,are these merely matters

of personal choice, intrinsically private, or do they
have serious implications for the social order? The
problem is even more insistent wher we move from
what are at least nominally popular causes to lich's
“fundamental values’ of sclf-reliance, frugality and
falfilment through direct experience.

|

| Mich's concern with ageney — vouuntary, willing,
creative activity, even at the cost of social efficiency
a5 more conventionally understood is something he
sharcs with anarchists rather than Marxists. And
yethe is plainly distinguished from conscrvatives of
the rugged individualist kind by insisting on the
most rigorous curbs on any interference by
insctutions o individuals with public or private
well-being: This may be erying for the moon, but
ot least he s exploring the middle ground. The sense
|of agency s fragile, and needs to be stimulated by
|the social environment, which must emphasise the
personal, & opposed to the nstiwtional; and care,
a5 opposed to service, creating actors rather than
|consumers. Any process or institution that does
chings for people in an impersonal way rather than
giving personal help or stimalating selhelp,
|damages the ability to think, feel and act
|autonomously. Even ‘the institutjonalisation of
Enowledge ... makes people dependent on having
[their knowiedge produced for them. It leads to a
pavalysis of the moral and political imagination.”
Obviously no social form can guarantce such
‘agency: that would be a contradiction. The social
form can only support the individual's effores.
According to Ilch, this must invalve @ kind of
| positive restraint, which appears absurd if
| interpreted ss private sclf-denial, but becomes
meaningful in the proper social context: People
willdiscover the value of joyfi sobricty and
| iberating austeriy only f ey relear to depend
it cach ocher rather than on energy slaves.”
Personal iverdependence must be preserved and
xtended. Itis threatened by what fllch calls
‘radical monopoly’ — the total pre-emption of
practical and imaginable possibfties by institutions
imposing ‘compulsory consumption’

1

| The establishment of vadical monopoly bappens

| when people give up their native ability to do

| what they can do for themselves and for each

| otber, in exchange for sometbing “hétter” that
can be done for them only by a niajor tool.

Radical monogoly reflects the industsial

institutionalisation of values. It substitutes the

standard package for the personal response. By

depriving people of the abilty to satisfy personal

needs in a personal manner, radscal monopoly

| creates radical scarcity of personal — as oppased
1o institutional — seroice.

“To this many would answer, ‘So what?" If peaple
{frcly exchange the personal for the instiutions]
then it must be what they want. lich of course
docs not hink the choice is ‘free’, but s imposed on
| people n such a subtle way that they imagine it is

the only possibiliy. This is a condition similar to
that which Marx cailed ‘flsc consciousness', making
the majority accomplice to their own enslavenent.
It creates a fake consensus sbout “what everybody
really wants' which eventually becomes an
|unguestionabe part of socil ealiy. Any challenges
ltoit sound wilfully cccentic, or even a misuse of
language. This applies more 10 lich than any other
writen know, cspecialy when he i tlking about
this *fundamental valucs'. A casc in point s his
demand for protection against ‘compulsory
consumption's

" “Against bis radical monopoly peaple need
protection. They need this protection whetber
Consumption i fmposed by the private interess
of indertaers, by the gosernment for the sake
o bygiene, or by the self-destructive collusion
beriseen the morsician and the sursivors, who
want o do the best thing for thei dear eparted.
They need this protection esen i the majority s
ot sold on the professionals services. Unless

| the need for protection from radical monopoly

| s recogaised. iis mutiple implementation can

break the tolerance of man for enforced
inactivity and passiity

Itis mot always easy to determine what

constitutes compuisory consurption. The

| monapoly held by schools is not established.

| primarily by the latw that threatens punisbment
10 parent or child for truancy. Such laws exist,

but school is establisbed by atber tactics: by

| discrimination against the unschooled, by

| s e b i s convelof

| teachers, by restricting public funds carmarked
for babysitting to salaves for graduates from

normal schools, Protection against lews that

impose education, vaccination, or ife

frolongation i important, but it s mot

sufficient. Procedures must be used that permit

| any party who fecls threatened by compidsory
Consumption to claim protection, whateser form

the imposition takes. Like intolerable pollution,

| intolerable monopoly camnot be defined in
advance. The threat can be anticipatcd, but the

definition of i precise nature can result only

|

i
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| Jrom people’s participation in deciding what
‘ ‘may not be produced.

| “There is a certain oddity about this on first reading,
| underlincd by the knowledge that many hard
| struggles were fought to estabish these faws, and
| 10 move the services out of private hands and

into the public domain; to provide for each citizen
a5 of right, ithout prejudice or exploftation. lich
would certainly not wish the services back in the

ITHE TRANSITION.

New legal instruments are an essential part of Ilich’s

| proposed strategy for ‘inverting’ the existing

| institutions, together with the extension and

| application of a gencral theory of manipulatory
tools and their alternatives, and careful preparation

for the catastrophic breakdown which is the fruit

of industrial Nemesis. He says nothing of the

creation of premature’ convivial communities, and

convivial procedure appears corrupt ... to the bureaucrat |

hands of profiters and slf-<ertifying professional
guilds. He believes nother alternative s possible in
hich the social order protects and encourages
‘personal services on a basis of endogenous individual
and smallgroup initiatives.
" These last two parsgraphs of lich's llustrate
 something elc very common i his writing. When
|{he makes  positive recommendation, i i often
| lunclear in what sicuation i s meant 1o apply. 15,
e o e et
s ity s ST eoRuT Iy i & hostie
environment, now in the indiystrial sceting? It is
one aimed specifically at destroying manipulatory
instiutions, or creating the conditions for 4
ransition? O i it one that would be nccessary in
|2 convivial society? Sometimes Ilich secms
completely insenitive to these distinctions, or he
cxpects the reader of lstener £ infer his ntention
from the context. At other times however the
conflation scems deliberatc, as i he s rying to
propose processcs that have a multiple funtion and
help the comvivial sociey grow arganically
from the struggles with the old: The demand for
mechanisms of protection {rom radical monopoly
isa casein point.In the present industral miew
they are 2 matter of urgent necessty, and would be
Ixelised largel through new legal procedures. It
would be absurd to suppose that more than a
minority would claim this protection’ at frst,
but there would be considerable ideological power
in such a recedent, and the misority would play
an important role in the ‘inversion’ which Il
believes o be necessary. In an ultimate convivial
society, although there would be o need for the
rather desperate defensive measures curcently
required, some forms of due procedute for the
resolution of conflicts would be absolutely
necessary,since conflict is inevitable. There will
always be conlics between public and private
ierests, and conflcts of interest betwecn
individuals and groups. lich welcomes this 3s
Ianother opportunity of carning and growth,
provided that the conflictsare dircct and personal
rather than mediated through representatives, and
are bounded by sgrecd processes of lnw or custom
worked out through a history of active participation.
™A eynic would ask what would happen if an
loverwhelming majority claimed protettion from
Having to parcicipate. lich does not discuss this
one.

i
in this respect seems to be as anti-Utopian as the
| Marxistin-the strect. Although he believes that
| catalytic groups of people arc important, they
do not consitute a revolutionary party, having,
and being seen to have, no more power than
anybody else either before o after the breakdown:

| At the moment of the crash which s industrial
rather than simply financial, the transformation
[of catastrophe into crisis depends on the
confidence thgt an emerging group of
chear-thinkin and feeling people can inspire in
their peers. They must then argue that the
iransition to a corvivial socicty can be, and must
|| b the result of conscious use of disciplined
procedure that recognises the legitimacy of
Conflicting interests, the bistorical precedent out
of which the conflict arose, and the necessity of
abiding by the decision of peers.

In othier words, the main function of such a group.
i to ensure that the inversion is convivial in means
a5 well 25 ends, otherwise it wil get nowhere, or at
| ast nowhere worth going, Tlch’s thought here
Jisclose 1o recent non-violent revolutionary theorists
who reject vivlence not out of pacifist principle but
because it destroys exactly what we are trying to
reate (quite apart from the fact that, in any
tustral society, the opposition is a lot better at
| that kind of thing than we are). At all points
| scrupulous faimess must be ensured and rights
protected as far as possible. The recovery of the
proper use of law will play a vital part throughout
the transition, as a sybversive but convivial tool

The use of procedure for the purpose of
bampering, stopping and inverting our miajor
institutions will appear to their managers and
addicts as a misuse of the law and as a subversion
of the only order which they recognise. The use
of due convisial procedure appears corrupt and
criminal to the bureaucrat, eve one who

calls bimself a judge.

[But] the framework of due procedure can be
used as she most dramatic, symbolic and
comivial toolin the palicical avena. The appeal
10 law remains powenfil even swhere soeiety
makes access 10 legal machinery a privilege, o
|\ wbere it systematically denies justice, or where

|

|
|

|
|
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| it cloaks despotisni in the manle of show

| tribunals. Even when be who upbolds the formal
structure of ordinary language and procedure

earus the scor, ridicule and persecution of bis

fellow revolutionaries, the appeal of an

| ndividual to the formal structure embedded in
a people’s bistory remains the most powerful
instrument to say the truth and denounce the
cancerous indusirial dominance over production
as the ultimate form of idolatry.

[Such a use of law has been practised to some effect

{by the black Panthers in the United States and

{dissident inellectuals in the Soviet Union. ‘To say

the truch” remains the ultimate weapon. llich has

fewillusions about its pover, but it is il we have

|that will not corrupt our purposes:

1 feel almost unbearable anguish when faced by
the fact that only the word recovered from
bistory sbould be left to us as the posier for
stemming disaster. Yet only the word i its
weakess can associate the majority of people
in the revolutionary imversion of inevitable

| violenée into comvivia reconstruction.

Part of the ideological struggle will be the
spreading of a general theory of tols, analytic of
{the way they are, prescriptive of the way they
could be. Mlich's work is tself an example of such
theory, the practical limb of which Ilich calls

Fcounterfol rescarch’. This is an amalgam of the
ind of research into the strucure and operation

{of capitalistinstitutions which has been carricd

{out intensively in recent years by radical

professional groups from scientists to social

workers, plus what amounts to convivial

Technology Asscssment:

|

| Counterfoil research is concerned first with the

analysis of increasing marginal disutilicy and the

|| miiace o grovth. 1t then concerned it tbe

| discovery of generd systems of institutional
structure which optimise convivial production.

Counterfoil

Presaios

st clarfy and dramatise

*..our present institutions abridge basic
human freedom for the sake of

L 2 providing people with

more institutional
outputs

| to bold constantly before the public the
| resources that are available and the consequences
o their use in various <ways. It should impress
upon people the existence of any trend that
thieatens one of the rajor balances on which
life depends. Counterfoil rescarch leads o the |
identification of those classes of people most
immediately burt by such trends and belps
people identify themselves as members of such
classes. 1t points out how a particular freedont
aan be jeopardised for the menibers of various
 groups wich bave otberaise conflicting interests
Counterfoil rescarch involves the public by |
showing that the demands for freedom of any
group or alliance can be identified with the
implicit interest of all

Breakdown is caused not by the machinations of
|a revolutionary elite, but by cumulative failutes of
|the reigning system. T s likely to involve great
suffering and hardship. The politicsl use of such a
|stuation must be directed from below, exploicing
Ithe patterns of sclctive collapse and using them
|10 try out new arrangements in the limitation of
‘tools, flexibility, in the matri of due process:

|
| Toe transition from our present to a convivial
|| mode of production camnot be accomplished |
|| witbout serious threats to the survival of many.

|| people. At present the relationsbip between
people and their tools i suicidally distorted. The |
survival of Pakistanis depends on Canadian grain, |
‘and the survival of New Yorkers on world-wide |
exploitation of natural resources. The birth-pangs |
of a convivial world society will inevitably be
siolently painfu for bungry Indians and for
belpless New Yorkers. The transition from the
present mode of production, wbich is
overubelmingly industrial, towand coniviality
may start suddenly. But for the sake of the
survival of many people it will be desirable that
the transition does not bappen allat once. I agie |
that suroioal in justice is possibly only at the cost
of those sacrifices implicit in the adoption of the |
convivial mode of production and the wniversal |
renunciation of unlimited progeny, affivence, |
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“groups. This price cannot be extoried by some
espotic Leviathan, not elicted by social
engineering The frice for a comvival society
wil be peid only as the result of e political
process which reflects and promotes the
Society-wide imersion of present industrial
consciousuess. This polivical process will find
its conerete expression not in somie taboo, but
. series of temporary agreenients on one o
anorber concrete limilations of means,
constantly adjusted under the pressure of

|\ confticting insights and interets.

HOW DOES THE THESIS APPLY TO THE
THIRD WORLD?.

lich's work is foeused almost entirely on the
|| industrial world, but he occasionally uses Third
World examples. The obvious implication of his
thesis for non-industrial countries s to avoid the
| over-industrialised pattern and develop modern
convivial tools directly from the indigenous
techniques. In the final paragraph of Tools for
Conviviality he dircetly addresses the Third World
question. It is no likely to be popular cither on
the Left or the Right, but that is hardly new for
|lich. Here itis

S R

adopting a set of negative design criteria within
which their tools are kept, in order to advance
divectly into a post-industrial era of comviviaity.
The limits to choose are of the same order as
| those which byperindustrialised countries will
bave 10 adopt for the sake of survival and at the
| cost of their vested interest. Such social
reconstruction cannat be supported by a
bighpouered army,botb becawse e
|\ maintenance of such an army would foil
s me el
| be pouerful enough. Defence of conviviality
|is possible only if undertaken by the people
with t0ols they control. [mperialist mercenaries
can poison or maim but never conquer a people
| who have.chosen to set boundaries to their
| to0ls for the sake of convivality.

CONCLUSIONS.

Asa theorist of Radical Technology, Ilich has done
all that could reasonably be asked of him. He has
constructed an ambitious critique of contemporary
industrial technology, and given it a social context
by extending the meaning of ‘tools’ to cover many
of the major institutions of socicty. He has
Iproposed a vision of an alternative kind of

society, suggested new criteria for the choice of
wols and their control, and outlined some possible
strategies for institutional change. At virtually
every point of his work, links can be scen with
‘other important lines of contemporary thought or
with archetypal myths. Itis 2 unique mixture.

He shares with Marxists their concern for equity,
recognition of the need for political rather than
cconomic control, and the concept of  revolution
1 in which historical necessity provides the means

| but not the direetion for the achievement of the
| desired ends. With the New Left he shares

awareness of the importance of consciousness, and
a need to balance the political with the personal.
|With anarchists, he insists on individual sutonomy
Irealised throvgh mutual aid, favours radical
decentralisation, and affirms the creative uses of
conflict and disorder. With non-violent
revolutionaries he upholds the power of moral
witness and sacrifice in sharing the suffering
implicit in change, and the necessity of submission
10 the solemn decisions of peers. Like liberals (in
|the sense that Bertrand Rusel declared himeif a
|iiberal) he maintains the values of truth, tolerance
|and due process. Like many ecologists, he
recognises the importance of limiting population,
reducing consumption, and radically changing the.
|nature of technology. And, like many of these
|groups, he has an apocalyptic sense of inevitable,
| perhaps catastrophic, change.

“To ll this, lilich adds his own messianic elements

{of fulfilment through struggle, renunciation
|and reswaine,leading in » paradoxical way to

|2 high form of joyful interaction between people
and their world — ‘eutrapelia’, or graceful
|playfulncss. This s at the heart of his conception
|of conviviality, and is addressed to the question,
|‘After the revolution, after economic justice,

after participation, what then?” It is the opposite
o the ansestheised, afflucnt, air-conditioned,
safe, well-regulated, wish-fulfilling, stylish,
|instant comfort that isall consumer society, East
or West, can imagine.
| 1f this is a patchwork, it hangs together pretty
‘well, and points to a possibility that should gladden
‘our hearts: that coherent philosophies and praxes
|may unite she various dimensions f thought
|ertical of moder society, and open the prospect
‘f a truly{broad-based movement for change. This
is 2 movement that will not wait for the ultimate
revolution, but must build the foundations of the
Inew society in the shell of the old

The transition to socialism cannot be effected
without an inversion of our present institutions
and the substitution of consivial for industrial
10l If taols are not controlled politically, they
will be managed in a belated tecbnocratic
response to disaster. Freedom and dignity will
continue to dissolve into an unprecedented
enslavement of man to bis tools. At the same
time, the retooling of saciety will remain a piois
dream unless the ideals of socialist justice prevail
1 believe that the present crisis of our major
institutions ought to be welcomed as a crisis of
revolutionary liberation because our present
institutions abridge basic buman freedom for ibe
sake of providing people with more nstitutional
outputs. This world-wide crisis of world-wide
institutions can lead to a netw consciousness

about the nature of tools and to majority action
| for their control.

| Beter Harper

el r i L
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INTERVIEW
VAN ILLICH

Iuan Ilich, enfant werrible of the Roman Catholic
Churc, founder of CIDOC in Mexico (which fs bis
base of operations), autbor of many books icluding
Deschooling Sociery, Tools for Conviviality and
Snergy and Equity, bas becone widely known for
|| bis attacks ou the Westers way of ife and bis bighly
originel analysis of the role of technology in
lindastrial societics. Hi critigue bas wach in
|commion with those of socialists, anarcbists and
\ccolagists, but bis insistence o certain purposefil
renunciations, made ot out of necessity but joyful
choice, gives bis work an almost religious quality
and raises questions which are often binted at but
rarely confronted in the movenieut towards a new
socioty.

| lich's waterances bave a deceptive luciiy. 5
Alebough Engish st b bis fourth or i} e
| langaage, bis command o the language is 12
! extraordinary aud his rhctorie scitillating But % 7 s
rying 12 copasalse s houghs inta o serss of clear | THE WAY ILLICH WRITES |2
| satemens, or to apply i i pracice, 1 bate frund - !
| diffcuts, and 1 koiow T am ot alome in sbis. T spet | Before 1 starton the content of his ideas,  wosld
1 o witb bim in Edinbirgh, boping to geis | like to say one or two things sbovt the way Ilich
larification from the borse's mouth, but it didu’t | deploys them. He i not aspcil sientist or
quite work out as plened, | ilosopher in the Anglo-Ametican sene. Heis |
As we mit, e emarked it be bad scen e | cssentilly a moralist, o more exactly (1 Phillp
e et i
v large meeting in Cambridge sic months arler. | (actand value ae closey, perhaps inseparaly, | |
|| Tbis night have been simply a mistake, but I was | inertwined. Te docs not lay out the cements of |
ratber stunned by i 1 switched on the tape {his eheory in a seics of disrete and testable |
(recorder 10 begis the interviess, but be said be | lproposiions covering frs one matce the another
| [Gouid rdber T did'e i . i e s sify | i expostion 5 hojographic' ch undetying
| comsersation.  protested that I needed the tape for | message sabere n almost every paragraph. One
el el e S
s e R
| be described os verbal Rarate: ‘A man with ey ike | sepeatin, hilting persective, smpliying,
| yous wil miepresest i in us ey cha | oscsondlycontadicing pofting o ik ner
| ke’ switched offthe macbise and reached for my | xacly capturing some underying da thatis
wotebook. . [never, perhaps can never be described dirctly;
| e conversation was absorbing, often beated, | infinte vaiations on & theme which i just implicit
| \and very fust. 1 thought at the time dhat T was in the harmony somewhere, and cannot be whistled. |
| g coberent notes, bus wben 1 lovked at them | This theme i Hich's conception of the Naturaland | |
| afteruands they were teribly bard to understand. I | the Good. & |

|+ | o as if L bad beew under a spell, which allowed me | | An impressive amount of cvidenc is marshalled
0 grasp the elfin meanings of that enchanted world, | in support of the thesis, especialy in th fields

|| lbut in the cold light of day nothing could be |1lich has chosen to analyse in depth — education, |
|remembered. 1’s quite an esperience. Someone | |transport, medicine ~ but it always falls shortof ||
remarked that o comsrstion it lich i lkea | convincng poof, e s rarly a5 naveand crud |
sauna bath — you emerge dazed butrefvesbed. special pleading, but it begs enough questions for |
At thés potnt L faced with the dection the seepric 1o Sicape casly congh. And yecin some |« of
whetber to give up the whole thing, or take llich at | |ways the cvidence scems ircclevant. It s certainly |
| s wond, iell, b asked for i s0 ere s o | IRot he ease that lich has been forced kicking and 1
|| constructive misrepresetation, cobbled autof | stroggling to bis conclusions by the overwhelming
|| quotations (usually from Tools for Conviviality, the | weight of ‘stubborn, irrefutable facts”. On the
most general satement of bis thesis)or, where | | contrary, like many great thinkers e seems to
| Conidnot fid st otes, nerpreiations of | pereiv th quesrons and anwer drcedy, ad ‘
| myoun. | only then to seek conerete evidence. It is 45 if he
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s o ot wey of knoving dha ife in
iyperindustial soiety e hot ltomately i the bt
invercsts of huma bengs, bt fedsunableto. |

| 5 will aeept and understand.

|| This & essentially a rligious approach to the
problem, and 1 think 0 T s ost helpfal

e e

| alternative culture/libersarian socialism to explore
franily many of the plsnly morel o even

mciaphysial aspects of what e are ying

1
WHAT IS ILLICH GRIPING ABOUT?

1 ik there are a great many tools which
modern industrial mian takes unguestionably for
granted, but wbich, in fuct, are incvitably
estructive of man's traditional cosmic niche.
They do this by depletion, by pollution and
above al by distorting what I ake to be the

\! proper balince of life. They destroy the kind of
| buman being and the kind of social relations that _|
| Ihknow exist.

{Here i Tich granting the existence of physical
| problems, but asserting the preponderance of
|human problems, arising from modern industrial
|sociery. We shall sec later that his conception of
|[these human problems has a geat deal in common
wich the Classical Marxist critique of capitalism,
and with that of anarchists such 15 Kropotkia,
‘Goodman and Colin Ward. But what stands out in
|ehis passage is 2 conception of ‘natural humanity',
which can be used 2s & standard to judge social
{arrangements and technologies (‘deviees and
instrumentalities’) which 1llich designates by the
neral ferm ‘cools’. (This s similar to Jacques
Hul's broad term ‘technique’) A development of
tools which is compaible with the fulflling
| expression of ‘natural humaniy’, lich calls
|'convivial’s the opposite he calls ‘manipulatory”.
Manipulscory development ‘eads to specialisation
of functions, institutiondlisation of values and
centralisation of power and turns people into the
| laccessaries of bureaucracies or machines. " Ttis
{iechmically more feasibie but etbically less
tolerable ... more seductide for the people and
insidiously destructive of fundamental values."
{Convivial development, in contrast, enlarges the
range of cach person’s competence, control and
iitiative, limited only by otber individuals’ claims
0 an equal range of power and freedom.

Either pattern of development s fessible, but for
many ressons discussed later, the manipulatory
mode has come to be scen as incvitable and cven a
good in isscf, Although the distinction between the
‘two s basically 2 gualizative one, a characterisic of
manipulatory tools i unlimited extension of
|specialisasion, centralisation and power. They
| lgrow into a hyper-optimal statc and come 10 be.

distinguished from convivia tools also

|| constrints, but oy, because somewhere in

guantitatively. A characteristic of convivial tocls
s restraint within a framework of moral, political
{and operational principles.

| emphasis). The revelatory quality is

I the convivil society, this restaint flows from |
a voluntary poverty or, t use Tlich's even more
Strtling word, ‘sustrit’. Such a modulited
fragelity is an sbrolute precondition forreal
happiness, or to use Llich’s characteristic phrascs,
reeStublshing ‘man's raditional cosmic micht’,
ecovering ‘the proper blance of ife, and
{safeguarding the ‘andamentl valucs” This theme
{of ulfilment through resrain, renunciation,
Istruggle, even suffcring, is a paradox commonly |
encountered in mythic and relgious writing (1¢is
'harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
heaven than for  camel to pass theough the e of
2 needle; What shall it profit a man that he g
he whe world and lose his own soul” Ho that
shll s His e shall gain e cte). When Lich says
hat ‘the orgamisation of the economy towards the |
| “Better” life bas beconie the major cnemy of the |
good fife" we recognise that it is not simply 1
{entaciction. Indeed, the expression of this idea

in the contrast between ‘the standard of living’ and.
‘the quality of lifc’ has become commonplace,

even trite. But what this actually means for the
‘whole organisation of sociery, if it s to be realised,
s rarly explored. This is what Hlich has tried to do,
10 work outthe implications of a ‘conseious
politics of austcrity’ adopted not out of the
necessities arising from unfortunate cological

[here is the'key to personal fulfilment and theire
encration of the living tisue of human community.

HUB

ANDN;

lich implies two kinds of happiness, one spectacu-
ar and superfcial, the other subtle and profound.
They are antagonistic: in seeking one we destroy the
lother. In Medical Nemesis he implics two
[corresponding forms of suffering, onc tivial,
enfecbling and degrading, the otlir at times
awesome, but ennobling, and generating & capacity
0 experience suffering in a way that deepens the
|sense of life for all who undergo or witness it. The
‘axtempt to achieve total satistaction and completely
|avoid suffering and deach constitutes & form of
|Haubris,the Classicalsin of peide which aroused the
ljcalously of the gods. Hubris begets Nemesis, the
[retribution. While ilich has specifically uscd this
metaphor with respeet to medicine, it is @ basic:
pactern of his thought. 1 asked him whether he uscd
Jit mercly a5 an analogy. No, he replicd, the idea is
derived from myth and is an archetypal pattern.
" This mythic aspect of i’ thought is
important because it leads to a certain dogmatism
|which is Sometimes puzzling, Although he does seck
(vidence and explanations of bow Nemesis
lovercomes Hubris, he never doubts that in the end |
lit must, and that the mechanismos by which it
|spparently does so are all expressions of some other |
|underlying process, the decp reasons why the |
Isystewss of bealth, transport, education, botsing
\and even politics and lax e not working’ (my
best scen when
aure, He listens B

he is answering questions after
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[ with almost theatrieal aention, but ncver gives an
inch, never admits an instance sgainstbis Ucsis, is
{incapable of treating it mercly a5 a hy pothcos.
|Although he identifcs and docaments atleast six
|different ways in which the ‘srowth of tools®
{ldestroys the basis of reasonsble life, he never
} \wonders why they all happen to lead in the same
| eatastrophic direction; or mentions any mitigating
forces; or attempts to understand the positive
aspects of the values and processes he i attacking;
|or doube chat the esis
applics in cvery sphere of
|production and servicing. |
|suggesied to him that he
‘would be more convincing
|(t0°a Britsh audience
|weaned on piecemeal
empiricism if, quite cynic-
ally,Tie oceasionally affected
{not to know the answer o
a question, or pointed out
| R s in hisfwork.
inned broadly, gave
me & very penetrating look,
und changed the subjec
[THE NATURE OF convIVIALITY

flich tends to present conviviality by contrast with
its opposite. Here are some typical statements:

of

|| 1 belicve that society must be reconstructed'to

|| enlarge she contripution of autonomous
individuals and primary groups to the total
fectivenssof o e st of rodcion
desigued to satisfy buman needs which it aiso
determines. In fact, the institutions of industrial
society do just the opgsite. As the power of
machines incresses, the role of persons more nd
more decreases 1o that of mere consuniers.

opposite of industrial productivity. I intend it to

mean sutomomous and creatioe intercourse

|| ameng persons, and tbe intercourse of persons
with their envirohment; and this i contrass with

| the conditioned response of persons 1o the

| demands made upon them by otbers, and by
mar-made ensironment 1 consider conviviality

“

|

|
!
‘ L choose the term ‘comiviality” to designate the

10 be individual freedom realised in persoral
interdependence and, as such, an intrinsic etbical
walue. I belicoe that in any society, as
comvivialty is reduced below a certain level, no
@mount of industrial productioicy can effecrively
satisfy the needs it creates among society's
members.

A consivial sacicty should be designed to allow
all its members the most autonomous action by
means of tools least controlled by others. Peogle
Jel oy, as opposed to mereplcsur, 0 the
extent that their activites are creative; while the
growth of twals beyond a certain point increases
regimentation, dependence, exploitation, and
impotence

Tiurning basic institutions
upside down

s what the adoption

_ofa convmmoz

of production would
require

“These quotations contain many of Ilich's major
themes. Phrases such s ‘individually accessible
00ls"or ‘tools least controlled by others® have made
some accuse Ilich of unrestrained individuslism.

|[this i & mistake. In Miich's convivial socity, people
would be more dircetly dependent on each other

| than chey are now, when they resct only with
|institutions and roles. Conviviality is ‘individusl

||frecdom realised in personal interdependence. In

[artculating the triadic relationship between |

Jindividuals, tools, and a |
new collctivity, lich has |

{addressed himself 02 |

|crucial problem of any

[liertarian sociery: the

Itension between fndepend-

ence and interdependence,

[He has tied toshow how

[the two could serve each

JCET

The phrase 'z st

[of production designed
o satisfy human nceds
|which it also dezermines’
introduces lich's
|dialectical conception of social|and technological
interaction, whiich recognises the [conditioning |
effect of the ‘infrastructure” but ‘afirms the
| freedom to change it. “Turning basic istitutions |
upside down’ is[a phrase which |scparates |
[ich from those who, while recognising the ncd
| for technological changes, would mercly ‘re-tool’
the cxisting framework. ‘Jog, as opposed to mere
pleasure’ is an expression of his dual model of
human experience.

HOW DOES CONVIVIALITY APPLY 70 T00LS? |

|| People need not onty io obtain bings, they need

|| above all the freedom to make things among
which they can liv, to give sbape 10 them |

according to their own tastes, and to put them to

use in caring for and about others.

Tools foster consiviality o the extent to which
they can be casily used, by anybody, as ofien oy
asseldom as desired, for ibe accomplishment of |
| a purpose thosen by the user
Tying 2 b more peit, i prefrs o ety
| certin structures or deviees that are intrinsically
|lanti-convivial, and preseribe negative critera for the |
{lmitation of tools. Certain to0ls’, he says, ‘are
estructive no matter who otwns the, for cxample,
inecwiorks of mulilane highways, long range wide- |
bandwidth radio transmitters, strp mincs, |
compulsory school systems. On the other hand, he
docs occasionally mike posiive recommendations:
| hand tools, sewing machines, bicycles, ibrarics. For
lexample;
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A LOST INTERVIEW WITH IVAN ILLICH


 


Peter Harper


 


 


In the 1970s 


a book appeared with the title 


Radical Technology


, edited by Godfrey Boyle and myself. It was created 


by the loose 


‘


collective


’


 


around the


 


magazine 


Undercurrents


, dedicated to ‘radical science and alternative 


technology’. 


The book


 


was 


systematically organised


 


into eight thematic sections, each with a variety of articles, an 


illustration by the anarchist artist Cliff


 


Harper, and an interview with a leading practitioner. It is worth saying that 


Cliff


’s


 


illustrations became far 


better known


 


than the book, and were widely reprinted. The most famous of all was 


the celebrated ‘autonomous terrace’ shown here. 


 


 


 


Regarding


 


the interviews


, various


 


members of the ‘collective’ undertook to find the relevant gurus and 


speak to


 


them. My 


assignment 


was the 


famous


 


Austro


-


Croatian


 


intellectual Ivan Illich


, 


whose critiques of modernity 


resonated strongly with the neo


-


primitivism of the time


. His major works, 


De


-


Schooling Society


, 


Medical Nemesis


, 


Energy and Equity


, 


and (especially) 


Tools for Conviviality


 


became virtual textbooks of the ‘alternative’ approaches we 


generally favoured.


 


 


I did get to meet and interview Illich, but he would no


t let me record 


the interview


. What emerged was more an 


essay on his work, much of which we discussed during our meeting. In the event however, 


there was


 


too much 


material to fit into the book, so some things had to go. 


The curious chivalry of the time ordained


 


that


 


as an editor, 


the axe should fall on my own interview


. It was typeset and ready to go, but 


was not included in the


 


book


. It then 


became lost, 


but a photocopy


 


turned up among Godfrey Boyle’s papers 


following


 


his untimely death in 2019. Here it 


is, published f


or the first time.


 


 


I have scanned the pages as typeset, and pasted them as images. They are reasonably legible, but the penultimate 


page has lost the bottom lines. It is probably fair to say it rambles on a bit, and perhaps it is just as well it was not 


i


ncluded in 


Radical Technology


. But it will doubtless be of interest to scholars of the period, and anyone interested in 


the life and work of Ivan Illich, a completely original, indeed uncategorisable, thinker.


 


 


Peter Harper
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