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ABSTRACT 

Learning without Education: 

Ivan Illich and the Sanctuary of Real Human Presence 

b~ 

Daniel Henry Bogert-O'Brien 

Philosophical discourse on leamkg, or on any other human activity, may give but a generic 

human who is a nwbody. But this idea of a human is only ever a part truth, for every thought is a 

kind of exposition of a particular human face. In the case of a philosopher Iike Ivan Illich the 

particular human face is at the critical centre of the work. Illich questions the validity and benign 

heuristic value of theoretical, technical, or institutional devices for the focal practice of human 

leaming. It could be said that his position is his attempt to be obedient to "presmce" prefaced by 

the word "real." 

Illich is ultllnately proposing that the confusion and contradictions of contemporary life are 

the expression of a misplaced faith in rationalism, technology, and an accompanying disfiguring of 

human nature. Simply stated, Illich does not believe in educational, technologid, and institutional 

solutions or the capacity of calculative rationality to bring fitting and human leaniing. Illich argues 

that education and the technologid characta of contemporary life mask, pervert, and manipulate 

the somatic graviv of human encounters. 

Nich attends to the dilemmas posed by modemity because he wishes to remain loyal to an 

image of humanity as a somatic praence that is not dehed by either modem atomistic 

mdividualism or systematic coUecfvism, He seeks a spiritual austerity that couserves traditions of 

dependerice and communion in commURities of locally and sornatically felt conviviality. These 

local communities of fnendship may take new fonns, but they rexnain continuous with traditions 

that honour the &dom of past practices over the novelty of any "postmodem" devices. 



To move beyond the despair Illich's critique may inspire, this thesis sees hop for l e h g  in 

sanct-es for r d  human pnsence. in or outside educational institutions, sanctuaries must be 

found or be founded tbat encourage leaming built upon the virtues of niendship and in resistance to 

the values irnplicit in institutionalized and technicaiiy defined education. Bimchi, Borgmann, Otr, 

Berry, and Vanier give some clues for the founding and findiag of sanchiary. The image of 

sanctuary is a moàest constructive proposa1 appreciative of Iiiich's foundational critique. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Nulium hominem a me alienum puto: I am a man; therefore no other man do 1 
deem a strangertl 

Miguel De Unamuno, The T w c  Smse of Life 

The ChalIrne of Red Human Presence and the Work of Ivan Illich 

In the adventure of hurnan society, the dislodging of presupposed assumptions and the move 

fiom one pmdigmatic order to another requires the awareness of the contingency, if not the 

wreckage, of present orders.' That education is nearly universally assumed as the necessary social 

device for human leamhg in contemporary societies may be said to be a condition not unlike that 

of preCopeniican astroaomy. To question the need and necessity of education as a compulsory 

and justifiably cornplex and stratified institutional process is to c l a h  the contingency of what was 

assumed to be universaily present and necessary. I have an identity, for example, as a rniddleaged 

adult based upon the number of years counted since graduation fiom educational institutions. The 

measurement of human maturation, while not solely determincd by educational institutions, is in a 

large part determined, in most developed and in many deweloping nations, by the yean of 

attendance in a compulsory education system. Not many question this definition of maturation as 

Whiie it is possible to trace this rneasurement back to the cycles of the sun and moon, the 

growth of the body, and perhaps the natural maturation of a human being, it is not a device of 

universal or mvariable determination. The age meaSUTement of maturation is not an hstinctual 

pattern. The idea of the infant, child, and adult as measured stages in human deveIopment 

begmniag at a certain age and coming to an end at another age, with exceptions only proving the 

Miguel De Unmuno, Iho nagic &me of Life (London: Collinq 1962), 21. This Y Unamuno's re+ 
rendering of Terence, homo sum: nihif humani a me aliemmt puto. 

' A. N. Whitehead, l7ie Amtenture of I k ,  1st ed, (New York: The Free EVes, 1967). 7. 
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nom, are, as Phüippe Ariès has documentecl, one of modem derivation? The assumption of these 

measurements and the system of age divisions they suggest are part of the presupposed order of 

contemporary education. 

Illich tums on the presupposed contemporary systans of thought, age and maturatioa, 

institution and endless technological and economic advance, and imagines what Me would be ke 

without the hegemony of such systems of measwement, He looks to the p s t  as a minor to reveal 

the confines of contemporary üfe. He hims to the modern idea of education and suggests that 

schools are defined by the pmdigmatic idea of c h i l d h d  This idea, neither necessary nor shply  

natural, imposes a certain system or pattern upon human experience. Illich daims that the 

imposition, while intended to guarmtee wider access and thoughtfiil guidance to a11 the young, in 

fact predisposes them to understand aii human values and activities as products measured and 

defmed by institution and system. Education h o m e s  the nemais of leamhg as the reception of 

the real, undefhed by the global ideology of contemporary socicty. 

However, we might suggest that system and institution, education, childhood, and family are 

simply givens of human expaieme. Again, thm is much evidence to suggest that contemporary 

life as defîned by system, institution, chiidhood, and family is a unique creation of particular ideas 

and modes of activity that have corne into existence since the collapse of the Middle ~ g e d  The 

pmdigrns of education, consumer economy, endless progres, technical measurement, and planaed 

and engincaed processes, have historical origim and might one &y disappear. The assumptions 

that they rrpraent the end of bistory, its completion and the l og id  conclusion of rational inquiry 

is part of the myth or global ideology of the contemporary situation. To demythologize the 

conternporary situation is Illich's bdamental tasks He suggests not that we can tive without 

3 Philippe A&, C e W s  of ChiZrlhood (London: Jonathan Cape, 1962), passim. 

' Ibid.. passim. 

' Ivan Illich, Deschoollng h i e @  (New York: Herper and Row, 1971). 40. 
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mythic structure, but that a richer rnythic structure can ody be found outside the inadequate 

mythology of contemporary discursive techniques. His exploration of human leamhg and 

institutional structures leads him into the complex and immeasurable preence of the human other. 

Howeva, philosophicai discourse on lemhg, or on any 0th- human activity, may give but 

the idea of human presence. That is to Say, a generic human singularity with no social body, a 

heuristic "nobody". This idea may inspire hunane ideals. The ideopm of a universal humanity, 

for exampfe, has encomged concem for the plight of the poor, the ignorant, and the oppressed. 

But this idea of a generic humanity is only ever a part truth, for every thought is rooted in and an 

exposition of a particular human face! Thae is something too convenient about this generic 

construction. It saves us from the unsettling, uncertain, unsystematic business of encountering a 

living human otha by offering an efficient ideological shorthand But even more, the shorthand 

may h m  in its attempt to preserve order and bring symbolic logic to a complex encounter. In an 

attempt to bring the other into systematic consideration or into a plan for universal salvation, 1 may 

exclude or c h ~  di that makes her other. 

The o h ,  recalcitrant, resistant to tyranny, or amenable to altruistic authority, is always in 

fact a presence whose reality is specific, more than any generic idea. In the case of a p*bilosopher 

like Ivan IUich, the particular human other is at the critical centre of the work, In Iilich, "the man 

we have to do with is the man of flesh and borie."' 1Uich9s aim is to provoke and celebrate r d  

human presence in a time of deceptive a p p m c e s .  The celebration and provocation are part of 

his self-confa~ed religious vocation. His philosophy of eûucation, üke that of Josef Pieper, 

Jacques Maritain, Emmanuel Levinas, and Thomas Aquinas, is rooted in a reiigious and culturai 

. Franz Rosemmig, Frunz k e n z w i g :  Wu L@ and Thaght, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer (New Yak: 
Schockm Books, 1961), p. 67; and Alasdair Machtyre, Against the Sèrf-Imoges of tk Age (London: 
Gerald Duhmth and Co, Ltd, 197 I), 136156, The point made bere is not the weighty me of the 
&que of the to tdkhg  cIaims ofan objective rationality. Rather it is s SimpIer one, every known idea 
is h m  m and by a partidm human encornter, 

7 Unamuno, 21. 



tradition focussed on the particularity of the human face. The human other is the appropriate and 

certain incarnation of a Transcendent Other* 

The emphasis nlich places upon autonomy with regard to learning is not rooted in 

Roussauian or conternporary conceptions of absolute human fieedom. The problem is not that 

human beings are born fiee and social existence necessarily places them in cbains. The problem is 

that human beings are created as the imago Dei for convivial existence, or, as Aristotle suggests, 

political animalS. Attempts to -tee, simpii@, institutionalize, regulate and maaage this given 

conviviality have paverteci its course! The perversion of a convivial nature is the ailment not 

n e ~ s s a d y  of sacialkation but of "a world which worships an ontology of ~ ~ s t a n s . " ~  Illich seeks 

to savch out the roots of this perversion while hoping in the revelation of meaning in the art of real 

human presencee10 

The art of real presence is not a recovay of some n a d  but socially constrained autonomy. 

But neither is it a consequence of instructional or institutional altruism. Ratha its art is the 

somewhat aaarchic grace, sacrifice, and hospitality of niendship with others. When summoned by 

the presence of the other 1 am called to reply with my human particularity. Surnmoned by 

conviviaI being my autonomy is inter-subjective, in part unprecüctable, and responsive." Leaming, 

in this case, begins with receptive h d t y  before the mystery of an other. This is what A q u b  

has caiied the intelZecn<s.*' As Miguel de Unamuno once said, this human other "of flesh and bone 

David Cayley and Ivan Illich, Ivmi iZlfch In Corrversahon (Cmcord, ON: House of Anansi Res, tg%), 
243. 

'l Emmanuel Levinas, Orrtsick the Subject, ûans. MichaeI B. Smith (Stanfiâ, Caii€: Stanfmd UniYefSity 
Press, 1993), 116-125. 

l2 JosdPiepa. triwe, Z h  BBcn of Cdliurr, trans. Geraid Malsbary ( S d  Baici, Indiana: Augustine's 
Press, 1998), 11. 



is at once the subject and the supreme object of aii philosophy."u IUich d l  speak of Levinas' 

focus on the human face: 

Levinas set out to save "the face." The face of the other stands as the 
centre of his iife's work. The face which he speaks of k not my own, which 
appears reversed in the mirror. Nor is it the face that a psychologist would 
d e s m i  For Levinas, face is that which the eye touches, what my eye caresses. 
Perception of the other's face is never merely opticai, nor Ïs it silent; it always 
speaks to me. Centrai in what 1 touch and find in the face of the otha is my 
subjectivity: I camiot but except it as a gift in and nom the face of the other." 

Real prsence is not found in Émile's authenticity as a lack of sociaiization or in a self- 

consciously autonomous hdivid~alit~.'~ The art of presence is a spoken word in flesh, a caras, 

and never a matter of mae show or optics. It is never stnctly measumble or completely available 

to anaiysk. The density of a human prsence, not merely of abstractable data, communication, or 

systao. is somcthiag more or perhaps other than any scale can register. That this transcendent 

gravity of being is not universally aoted may be said to count as proof against its existence. Or it 

may be said to demonstrate the tragic or monstrous denial that the human face has any significance 

but as an opticai region or a bit of biological matter. 

How can the claims of this r d  presence be made certain? Lear seeks pmof of Cordelia's love 

and brings tragedy. 1 walk dong Sparks Street avoiding eye contact untii an old panhander looks 

me in the eye. In that moment I see his face as an impossible danand to honour the tragic divide 

between our presences. That human others, the pwr, the dapised, the aiemy, the slave, the 

foreigner, have presence has perennialiy been doubted in human societies. The debate as to 

whether women were paons  under Canadian law, or the racist rhetonc of Apartheid that 

" Baibara Duden, Ivan Illich and Mother Jerome, ïXe Scopfc Pm ancithe Eihics of t h .  Gme: A Pleufor 
the Ktstoricol ShLdjr of Wur Perception, cd. Lee HoMacki, Mence, Technology and Society Workmg 
Papas, no. 6 (University Park, PA: Science, Technology, and Society Studies Pennsyivania Scatc 
University, 1995), 23. 

" Jean-J~CQUCS Rousseau, Émile: or, On Eciucattfon, mtrd,  trans., and notes by AUan Bloom (New York 
Basic Books, 1979), passim. 



suggested black mai and women lacked something essential to real human preseace, are not 

anornaIous. These doubts of real presence sean  to be magnüïed by the devices of contemporary 

Me. Nearly ail aperience in urban Europe and North America is mediated by devices, 

institutional fitnctions, and economic exchanges. [n this way human behg k assumed to be a 

transmittable, if not a trammutable, communication, on a screen, in systems, as a bit of scientific, 

biological, economic, or sociological "life-data." Eerily, on the "information highway" it may not 

just be discounting the gravity of the presence of that panhandler that is a moral danger but 

discounthg the real presence of our closest neighbours and fneads, and perhaps, even ounelves. 

Illich secs the hope for real human presence in the pedagogical failure of contemporary 

expeztations. If human presence can be meesund, registered, and o f f d  unambiguously in a 

linear and predictable fashion, all human leaniing, not just of technicd or mechanical matters, can 

be o f f d  and consumeci in a closeû cum*cular package. Earnonn Callan has suggested that no one 

could seriously hold such a positiod6 Tbat is to Say, no one but the naïve betiever in, or those so 

damaged by, systaas of intellect, economy, pedagogy, technology, are so dulled to real human 

presence. The hype of the producers of certain electronic products and certain educators cornes 

close to such a view. Pahaps they do so cynically or delusionally. But the assumption that the 

whole of human pnsence is technologicaîly manageable or educable assumes the capacity to ftr 

and mam'pulate the human face at wül. The claims about education's centrality and scope have 

been, at least since Comenius, extraordinarily inflated" It is not unusual, in either the litnature or 

in public practice, to hear it claimed that education is asential, absolutely nefcssary, or 

fiindamental to a M y  developed humanity. 

'' Eamcmn Man,  Autommy mdSchooIing (Kingsîcm and Montreal: McGiU-Queen's University Re% 
1988), 4-5,8840. 

'? ~ o m c n i u ~ ,  Selections, mtductim by Jean Piaget ( Park  UNESCO, 1957), passim; and William 
Ideson Johnson, "Hametic Alchemy as the Pattern for Schoaling Seen By Ivan Illich in the Works of 
John Amos Comenius" m. D. diss., The Ohio State University, 1973), passim. 



These clairns have been met with cri t id  scrutiny. However, they still are convincing enough, 

if the passion and heat raised in any debate about public education counts for anything. Even if 

these concerns are largely mled by strictly utilitarim considerations (e.g., without proper 

preparation for the work force my son or daughter will not get a good job), education as an 

institutional proass seam to be ucpected to cany a great deal of the responsibility for human 

formation. This is not the same as claimiig that oniy education can teach or form an art of real 

human presence. It does indicate that there is something essential for survival or success in 

contemporary North American and European society that education provides. If this were simply 

data, information, and training for the work force, it is rernarkable how much the ,  money, and 

effort gocs into providing learning in activitis that are at best background information to the 

specific demands of driving a bus or daigning cornputer software. It is surely not reasonable to 

believe that education actually fûnctions in contemporary societies maely to prepare the child for 

mtry into the paid work place. Education is expected, even by the accounts of the moa workplace 

fixated govanm*,  to shape hdividuals who can fiinction in a social world, perhaps defined by 

econornics and work, but containing a great deal more* Minimally this means education m u t  

instill or r d o r c e  nonns of sexual family, and legal behaviour. There appavs to be a deepa 

airn in education, an aim to shape persons to the mythology of the contemporary situation. 

To recognize necessary limits to compulsion in the curricular scope of education and society 

is cornmonplace? Commody held assumptions about the dignity of human being, the multifaceted 

na- of human lifé, and the irreducibility of the real presence of the particular human face would 

seem to dictate some institutional modesty. Howeva, what if most of the exchanges in 

contemporary society and educationd practice subtIy and fundamentally diminish the capacity to 

imagme and appreciate the fidi dimensions of real human presence? What if the subotnictures of 



social practice, technical complexity, and communication involveci in the very idea "education" are 

rooted in a confusion so profound as to promote a cultural amnesia of the dignity and fiailty of real 

human presence? How would 1 proad ,  what would be my practice, if the problem were not 

simply bad management or cailous, seEserving, cynical paoos  and practices but root 

presuppositiom about human being promoted in contemporary life and learning? IUich sees the 

evidence of such a radical confusion. But d o a  he offa convincing, or at least some, evidence that 

the ''wwhat ifs" above are in fact the case? 

This is, given both his reticence and his tendency to offer conclusions or prophetic aphorisrn 

in place of argumentation, difficuk to assess. By noting the ernpirically supported facts, for 

m p l e ,  of Ivar Berg's analysis of the gap betweai schaoling and cornpetence in the workplace, he 

is not proviâing a conclusive argumenf only citing a piece of provocative evidence." Education 

from the perspective of the majority of the human farniiy (8Iack and Latino Chicagoans, Native 

Americans, the welfare recipient, the poor, the Chiapas peasant, and most women), delivers them 

only into a ~e~consciousness of being understood as inférior and dependent upon the mercy of the 

state, the educateû experts or the rich. Al1 of this suggests serious problems with the paradigm if 

not conclusive evidence of the radical roots of these problems.B IUich comments about the 

empiricaI evidence for his daims: 

We live in a strange society in which people believe that they act on 
mipincal evidence- But the empirical evidence, in relation to schooling is quite 
obvious and not only with respwt to justice- . . . Berg shows you that there is 
absolutely no connection between the subjects people have l m e d  in school and 
the &ectiveness of those penple in jobs requiring preparation in those subjects." 

l9 IW &rp, Ihe Gmat hrn'nmg Rob- (New Y& Raeger Pubüshem, 197% 38-61 and 85-105. 

" Illich, Tducaticm in the PefSpective ofthe Drapoan Bulletin of Sfime, Technology, mrd Srnie& 16 
(1996): 257-26 1- 



Berg's study is empirically convincing and has since been ratified in the surveys and midies of 

otha govefnmental, non-govemmental, and academic institutions.* The ernpirical evidence, in any 

case, is at least unclear as to the benefits of ducatioan Even aAer attempts at school reform and 

massive expenditures of human effort and money, three out of ten school children in Canada do not 

achieve high school graduation.24 Despite efforts at inclusion and expansion of educational 

opportunities, the sociaI conditions and statu of women in most "developing" and "deveIoped" 

nations has barely changed or even worsened in some cases over the Iast forty years? One could 

compile a List, debate the si@cance and b i s  of various studies, but thae is no convincing 

m*dence that education brings the justice and prosperity of which so many assume it to be capable. 

It may be that reform of ducationai institutions was iU founded or that education has been 

improperly applibd School reform, as B m w  sugge~ts ,~ or the limiting of compulsion within the 

school system, as Callan argus, might serve to ameliorate thse problerns.n But Illich is not 

satisfied to refonn or deschool or even disatablish schoois. He is rather, refushg to accept 

dropouts, the illiterate, the poor or the uneducated as human failures as defined by social plamers, 

educators, and theorists of education. He wishes to see ttiem as real human faces that demand of 

those around them uot more institutional or systernatic treatment but the attention any human 

preseace is due. His quaml is not with schooling, evm though it is the subject of much of his 

cnticism. He wishes, rather, to plea "for research on thc history of homo educandus. . . . of a 

- -- 

Centre far Research and Innovation, Edw:ation at a GZme: OECD Indcators (Patis: OECD, 1998). 
passim. This document assumes certain "inciicators" but is stiii statistically mppcxtive of Berg's work 

'' John Taylor, T&g the Red S c h d  Ropout Rate," Educrrtrion Leader 7, no. 6 (25 Mar& 1994): 3- 
12. In this article, using StatsCan sîatistics, the school dropout rate m Canada was estimateci to be 
30%. This is debated in the literaturc and some suggest it is closet to 20%. 

* Eciucation m a Glmre, 44 44; Jane Gaskell, hswsfir Women in Canadian Educatton (Ottawa: 
Ec~~omic CounciI of Canada, lm), 6-8. 

Robin Barrow, Radical Erhrc~nkrt, A Critique of Freachling d DeSchoalhg (London: Martin 
Robatson and Co. Ltd., 1978), 180. 



social reaiity withh which 'education' is perceived as a basic human need? Illich may inspire 

school reform, but he intends to cal1 for consideration of the implications of presuming the 

universal n d  for education, 

Wbat Iiiich is about in bis style ofwriting, his m a ~ a  of speaking, and 6is way of üWi& is a 

refusal, as fm as possible, to participate in those assumptions and practices of contemporary life 

that appear to him to mark a "disappmce of human decency." His refusal to be drawn into 

direct argument on certain matters is based philosophically on the assumption that certain 

p d e s ,  hidden presuppositions, and statements are logically and morally nonsensical to h u m  

decency. Wittgenstein suggested, "1 will my possessions to you after I die," is a nonsensical 

stcitcwnt and so beyond logical consideration. Sirnilariy, Illich locates certain fmres  of 

contemporary üfe as being outside moral and logical consideration. This he applies not just to the 

sophisticated waponry, implements of tome,  and industrial pollution of the "military-industrial 

cornplex," but to institutional and social practices that implicitly reduce human encounters to 

predictable instmitional, ducational, and economic exchmges. The moral mdness or illogical 

horror of assumiag al1 human needs can be or must be met by institutional hct ion  or 

technological devices suggests to him a disfigurement of the human face so profond as to require 

"a right to propagate a hocrifïed silence.* His startling comments on care only emphasize his 

refuoal to engage in wbat he judges to be demeanhg to love: "1 have absolutely no intention, if I'm 

sincere, of leaving this writing desk . . . or seiling that little antique Mexican sculpture . . . and 

taking that money tu go to the Sahel and take the chld in my amis. . . .Thinking that I care, fht, 

irnpedes me fkom remembering what love would be."' 

* Illich, In rhc M i r  of the Pcut (London: Marion BoyaR Ribiishers, Ltd, 1992), 113. 

" ibid, 30. 

30 Ibid., 31. 

Cayly and IUich, 217. 



For Illich, real human presence is close at hand and deman& a great deal more than 

instiMiona1 altruism. He refiises to compromise the deman& of "love of neighbour" to the 

"intermediary goais" of institutional pra~t ices .~ in some cases the force of his horrifieci 

indignation is lost because the reader or listena is not brought to see the fidi implications of thse  

bthtionalized f o m  of care. IUich has been viewed as a destroyer of civüity on behaif of an 

intellectuaily and utopian anarchistic elitisa In orda to address the deficiencies of his argument, 

if one wishes to remain tme to his h t m h  one cannot simply write the "how to manuai" for an 

"Iliichian revolution." His work of imagebreaking and ground-clearing is meant to prepare the 

muid and the self for the surprise, delight, and dernand, in the mystery of the human face as a 

palpable presence. He regards the attempt '?O insure, to guarantee, to regdate the revelation that 

at any moment we might recognize, even whm we are Palestinians, that there is a Jew lying in the 

ditch whom 1 ean take in my a m  and embrace," as corrupting the best intentions of Western 

~ulture.3~ We cannot do *out a tradition of compassion, but "its institutionalization is the root 

of an evil deeper than any evil 1 could have known with my unaided eyes and rnindnY 

Therefore, both in theory and in fact we must l e m  first by attendhg to the real presence of 

those others close at hd, those we can touch and embrace. This Iliich practices as a vocation of 

Ivan IUich did not speak oftai. He listens dramatically, his hawklike face 
intense. Sometimes he sits cross-legged on the fbor, chin cradled in hand, eyes 
k e d  on the hardwood boards. . . . A sudden bùdlike twist to the side signals he 
is about to speak. . . . In the course of speaking, he stops, searches, again makes 
the sudden bùdlike twist, utkrs the found word He swings his head to look at 
the different persom his enveloping statement addressa. Aftn the statement 
c o o s ~ ~ ~ ~ n a t e s  itself, he smiies widely, lovingly, e ~ ~ e c t a n t l ~ ? ~  

" Ibid, 218. 

* &id, 242. 

Ibid., 243. 
3s S. Leunard Rubinstein, "Thbgs have C0tlsequencqn Resemhl P m  Staîe 15, no. 1 (Sept. 1994), 23. 
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nüch intentiody provokes by attending with his human presence the human presence of 

those gathered in the seminar circle or those whom he imagines to engage with through the 

mediation of writing or other f o m .  Perhaps this is the reason so mucb of what he writes baffles 

or enrages those who seek in the written text or the method itself the source of bis argument. It is 

not there, he insists. It is here in the gulf and the süence that marks the meeting of one presence 

and another. This style rnay inhibit a certain kind of cntical thought, as Barrow sugge~ts." But 

then pahaps the inhibition in Illich's refiisd is a d i s c i p l i  intent to attend not to mahod or 

argument but to real human presence. If it is purity of method or even clarity of logic we seek 

above human presence, Illich would have u s  think cntically in another direction. 

Therefore, Illich's thought attends to real human presmce not the artifciiwn scaenicus 

(theatrical artifice) in a play of rational'ied systematics cast in the role "Everyman or 

Everywoman." Unfortunately, in Illich's view, this ari$fciurn has corne to dominate the 

contemporary imagination." Aristotle had insight into the hurnan political being (&iov 

I C O A ~ ~ K O Q ) ?  But sadly the builder of Arinotelian systems missa his point by creating the part 

"political animal". Rousseau gave us insight into the power of social formation. However, the 

"noble savage" who must play the d e  "social contractor" b a denial of the convivial nature of real 

presence." The Manchester School gave us the homo economieus, humanity as player in an 

econornic dramkq Educational theorists too often give us only the prima1 student or homo 

educandus, the arti!cium littero~n."' And now, at least for the moment, we have the "user" or 

the '%onsuma" of information systerns. interactive players in the virtually real world of 

36 Barrow, 194-197. 
" %id. 

Arisiotle, Poiitics, tram. Cames Lard (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). passirn. 

39 Rousseau, nie Social Contract (Markham. ON: Fitzhenry and W h i t e  1986). passim. 

" Unamuno. 21. 
Illich, In the Minor ofrho Pusf, 113-1 19. 



technology, economic system, and education. The attempt in each case is to Uiform, anhate, 

explain, and direct activity away from the confines of somatic presence and cultural particularity. 

W i y  thse d e s  were the creatïoos of what Thomas Aquiaas caiied the ratio, the 

measuring and comparative labour of the huxnan intellect? The ratio's application for him, and 

throughout much of Western thought, was as a prosthesis. It was intended to Iead to a fuller 

appreciation of presence sometims made doicult by various disabilitia. It was intended not to 

replace but aid human receptivity to the particular otha; as hearing ai& or eye-gisses assist the 

ears and eys. Untii the modem period, this fonn of reason was understood to be available and 

moral only becsuse it was peneûated by the intellectus or sirnplex intuifus. This penetration of the 

intellectus is what Heraclitus called a "listening-in to the being of th@.* Josef Pieper notes 

that, "not only the Greeks-Aristotle no less than Plat-but the gnat medieval thinken as well 

held . . .the path of discursive reason is accompanied and penetrated by the intellectus' untirhg 

vision, which is not active but passive, or better, receptive-a raeptively operating power of the 

intellect"'"' 

An Outline of the Thesis 

In the second chapta of this thesis a critical reading of Illich's work wül be made that argues 

for a contemporary recovay of the necessary morality of the relatiomhip beniveen the ratio and 

intellecîza Human knowledge, the activity of leaming, depends on the moral receptivity of the 

intellectus to a given othmess or dterity. Teacher and student are obligated not to system or 

institutional fùnction but primanly to a discipliwd awarenas of the real, beyond all attempts to 

cause the r d  to codonn to our expectatiom. The bombast and aphoristic density of Iiiich's work 

" Thomas Aguioas, Smmu nieologic4 tram. and noter Edmtmd Hill (London: Blad&an, 1964), Vol. 
1, 1. 

Heracfitus, Fragments, trans. and amnentary T. M. Robiason (Toronto: T m t o  University Press, 
199 1), hg. 1 12, 

JdPieper, L e h  th Bmfrof Culture, 11-12 



can be undetsfood as witness to truth available to human understanding only in a ratio penetrated 

by the gifb of the intellectus. What niich is atternpting to recover and cultivate as the heart of dl 

leaming is the art of a vira cuntemplatio (contemplative Me) coupled with the discursive ratio. 

This @ves bis Ucelebration of [an] awannss" prepared to accept the real liitations and 

possibilities of human presence. The leisure or scole (Greek and Latin mot of English "school") 

required in leaming is the disposition to, not the institutional rnask of, care or receptive 

understanding of and immersion in r d  human presence. Josef Pieper's work on leisure, as well as 

Thomas Aquinas, will be used as exegetiail ai& in drawing out the philosophical foundations of 

Illich's celebration of awareness. 

Where Illich questions the validity and benign heuristic value of institutional or technical 

devices it is on behaif of a richer awaraigs of human presence. He attempts to disembed and 

disrupt the smooth workings of the devices of ratio in so far as they are wooted in intellech~c, by 

o f f d g  an anaiysis using the tradition of real hurnan presence found in the classics of Western 

culture. By doing so he seeks to recover root meanhgs. 'ïhese root meanings are wt understood 

primarily as philologid studies but as jomeys into the intelligence of the vernacular and 

traditionai ongins of incamate presmce. The root meaniags are rooted in the "word made flesh" in 

an anthropology of a homo habilis (dwelling human). The root is in the somatic encounters with 

r d  presence that fin& appropriate dwelling, transcmding any prosthsis of technology or 

institution, in the reality of the flesh. "By going back to the origins. . . 1 hope to increase the 

distance between my resda. . .and the activity in which he [she] engages while reading me.*' 

in the thgd chapter a close radhg of Deschooling Society is given. The ritual device of 

schooüng is dscnacd as an "agespecific, tacher-relatecl process requiriag Ml-time attendance in 

-- - 

a Illich, In the Vmqymd of the T~II (Chicago: University of Chicago Ras, 1993). 2. 
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an obligatory curriculmA It is a way of training the population for labour in the contemporary 

systems of making, planning, and raising expectations for products and technicd processs. This 

is directly in contrast to the maturity of leisured practice requed for 1e-g as an art of real 

human presaice. The contrast lllich makes between the secvile life of making and the leisured Me 

of learning, dohg and beiig foilow on his theorio of incarnation. This theoriu brings him to the 

work of demyîhologizing the structures of contemporary life. This is the preoccupation of his 

seekbg to researîh and encourage others to rcsearch the history of needs reflected in conternporary 

education, technology~ health care, traosportation, sex, and vision. AU of this is on behaif of a 

recovery of a compassionate clarity and appropriateness in reception of real presence. 

Schooihg is used by Illich as paradigrnatic of the contemporary character of life, the modern 

Wtutional and technological dennition of human nature. Many of Illich's cntics have missed this 

point. He is not o f f h g  a plan for revolutionary social action. He fmds that contemporary life 

has beai schooled into accepting servitude to technical devices, processes, and institutional 

agendas. However' "neitha ideoiogical cnticism nor social action can bring about a new society. 

Only disenchantment with and detachment Çom the centrai social rituai and reform of the ritual 

caa brhg about radical changesd7 

IUich would later wggest that in much of this book he was "barking up the wrong tree," but in 

the last chapter he was stating the real problem. There the contrast is one between hop+ as trust in 

the surprise of the premce of the other, and expectation, as one's expected due fiorn a predictable 

technical pracess. The critical application of ratio, the genius of contemporary thought, must 

recover its moral and necasary relationship with the gifts and surprise of the intellectus, 



receptivity to and rwerence of the immeasurability of presence. Promethean planning must corne 

again to appreciate Epimethean hope. 

in the fourth chapter of the dissertation Illich's fiuther writings are shown as attempts to 

remver the leisw and gifk of human presence in the shadows of the institutionai, professional, 

sexual, and economic construction of contemporary life. As well, this chapter marks a shift in the 

strategy of the thesis. In the tim half of the thesis a rading of Illich's way of thinking was given 

and sorne remafks of his critics considered The emphasis was on two of his earliest published 

works in order to cite examples of his hermeneutic of contemporary life and educatioa In the 

second half of the thesis the attempt will be made to support a fiiendly, but alternative, proposal 

for schoollng that is inspired by Illich's various explorations in understanding the contemporary 

laadscape of institutional, educational, and economic systerns. The proposa1 is that the mode1 of 

"sanctuary," as a place of learning in real presence, may provide a constructive way beyond 

despair. 

Iliich has with consistent obedimce to real presence amcked the various c o ~ c t i o n s  of 

contanporary We that give a hyperreal artince and distract and pollute the perceptions of human 

nature. The emphasis implicit in his works, ffom 1973-1982 and beyond, upon transportation, 

medicine, and city planning, continues to be the conflict baween the celebration of incamation and 

the vernacular ingenuity of tradition, and the labouring and measuring s e ~ X t y  of life under the 

devices and processes of conternporary ~ i f e . ~  Illich rnakes clau his concern about the 

misperception and warping of human nature in a technological culture. In thinking about learning 

and presence Illich cornes to recopize with others the cripphg effect of professionalization upon 

learning in touch with rea1 human presence. As John McKnight M e s ,  in the book co-authored 

TooIsfor Conviviali@ (1973), Distzbting Professlom (Ign), Sb&w Work (198 f), and Gendér (1982). 
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with iliich and others, institutionaluation, professionali7ation, and technical processüig are ''the 

ugiy mask of  are.'*^ 

In Shdow Work tliich argues that the arrogant appropriation of the infonnal sectors of 

human activity and leaming by f o d  structures, devices, and professions creata the 

misperception of human nature as homo faber (coostructing human) rather than homo habilis 

(dwelling human). The resulting invasion cripples and pollutes human presence while being of 

c!early human constniction. Gender M e r s  work s ~ e d  in Shadmv Work. Illich explores how 

the construction of sex in contemporary life givs an education for a shallow and oppressive 

function for both womai and men. Some feminist writers were sharply critical of this work And 

yet féminists k e  Barbara Duden and Luce Irigaray can help show how Illich's defence of 

vemacular gender is an atternpt to recover the autonomy of real human presence and leanllng from 

a culture of oppressive biological su<, and move towards a gendered culture of dissymetrical 

differ ences. 

In the fifth chapter Illich will be shown, in the last 15 years of his life up to the prsenc 

explorhg the history of a catastrophic break with real human pnsence. This has involved his 

contemplation of a philosophy of technology in an ascesis of attendhg to real human presence. In 

the book ABC (1988), CO-authored with Barry Sanders, Iüich joins with Walter Ong, Manhal 

McLuhan, Miilmu Parry, Harold Innis, Albert Borgmaaa, Cari Mitcham and others, in explorhg 

how various technical devics (nom the phonetic alphabet of the Greeks to the modern screen and 

monitor), have carrieci with thmi the potentiai for and actual masking of real presence. He joins 

with Plato in waming the learner of a fake sense of mastery and teadency to a stultifjring technical 

manipulation. 

Jonathan Csplan, Ivan Illich, John McKnigùt, Hadey Shaikeu, end Irving Zda, DrSabIing Profwîom: 
I&as m Rogress (Dun Miiis, ON: Burns & UacEachnn, 1977), 25. 
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In his latest published work, In the Yineyurd of the Tm a commentary on Hu& of St- 

Victor, Illich makes clearer the roots of aii his thinkiog as his obedience to r d  human pmence in 

bis exercise of fiendship in a vitu contemplatio. His exploration of Hugh of St. Victor's guide to 

learnhg and reading gives a vibrant view of the meankg of bis own car- As one reads the 

working papa,  articles, introduction to other writers' works, and unpublished writings in the eight 

years shce its publication, his career seems to be achieving a clarity of vocation and thought. The 

centre of his own learning, as his joumey to his own death, has b a n  "a conversion to the human 

face of ~ o d . " ~  

The crisis in human leaming and to the human soul, perceived so long ago by Plato in the 

device of writing and the phonetic alphabet, is one Illich and Sanders see as central to the c u m t  

radical shif't fiom bookish culture to the video monitor and wirelas information technologies. The 

discipline of reading and learning, undemtood by Illich in conversation with his "friend" fiom 

twelfth century Paris, Hugh of St. Victor, is always impeded by the hubris of technique, rational 

mastery, and cldcal control. The radical sea change of Hugh's time is seai as a mkor rweaüng 

the dilemmas of conternporary information systems. The fifth chapter will show how these 

p a ~ t h l  works suggest disciplines for leaniing in sanctuary. 

In the concluding chapter it will be argueù that it is possible to discem in all of IUich's work 

the passion of a mind and a vocation exhiiiting faith in the rich Western tradition of real presence. 

This causes Illich to doubt and say "no!" to the tech-gnostic guarantees and promises implicitly 

made in contexnporary We. HU daily focal practice of the Christian Eucharisf and his loyalty to 

fnends past and prsent demonstrate Illich's vocation of renouncing dependence on conternporary 

devices in faithfl obedience and dependence upon the anarchic rd presence of othas. Illich sees 

salvation as the surprise in meeting the human faces of a transcendent altaity. 



Guarding the eye as it is seduced by various technologicd products and procases and 

releaming humaa proportions are the dominant concerns of Illich's philosophy of leLvning? His 

disciplined dissidence is a chaste anafchism with respect to institutional, politicai, technical, and 

pedagogical systems, and hope in voluntary simplicity and human proportion. The passion of his 

discourse, the prophetic thntst, is intended to draw humen attention back fiom the distractions of 

the giitîering contmponvy show of technique and artifice to the sweet and bitter reality of human 

presence. The joy and celebration at recovesing a prodigal human@ is itself an antidote to the 

addictions of consumption and production prevalmt in contemporary We. 

The difficulty Illich presmts, despite the joy and celebration he encourages, is the despair that 

can be promoted by a renunciation of the core faith of contanporary life. The dapair at the 

catastrophic break in contemporary üfe, the distwt and doubt of recovering a sense of rail 

presence, and sadness at the broken relationship with those who seek institutional reform can be 

overwhelming* However, Albert Borgmann, Josef Pieper, Barbara Duden, Herman Bianchi, David 

Orr, Jean Vania, and Wendeli Berry seem to offer resources for a response beyond such despair. 

Borgmann offers patience. Pieper offers leisured celebration. Orr offas a wider kind of litaacy. 

Vank offers a living community rooted in a tradition of compassion. Berry oEeis the loyalty of 

He in place as loving disobedience to the conforma1 violence of technology. Leanllng as obedience 

to r d  praence scems to requue patience, a living cornrnunity of tradition, and a lovingly placed, 

but not passive, resistance to the "powers and prhcipalities" of our technically educated age. To 

understand Illich's philosophy of leamllig is to s a  it as rooted in his spiritual vocation. To 

practice a similm vocation is to move past his impatient renunciation in obedience to receptivity, 

patience, community life and active resistance. It may be said to be about the construction of a 

- - - - - - - . - . - 

'' Ivan Ulich, Matthias Ri- Lec Hoinacki, and Joseph Mokos, P q e m  on Proporrionality, 
Science, Technofogy, and Society Working Paper, no. 8 (üniversi~ Park, PA, Science, Technology, 
and Socicty Program, I996), 



sanctuary for learning as a dwehg  with r d  presence. The reuniting of Prometheus and 

Epimetheus, of the ratio and the intellectus, provides the hope necessary to reskt and learn an art 

ofreal presaiee in a place of discipüned dissidence to the age of the ephemeral show of technique. 

Conclusion 

The whole of this study is written in critical appreciation of IUich as a prophetic gadfiy. HÛ 

has been a vocation, and not merely an academic areet, of learning and leaning into the chasm 

betwem one self and an otha. It haF given him sometimes to hyperboüc exaggeration and 

lamentation as brosd as Jeremiah's. But Iike Jeremiah, his work should be judged by his loyalty to 

a transcendent moral daim. Lee Hoinacki, a fnend and conversation partner of Illich, writes: "1 

thtrk that if you look at his writing in this perspectiv6-II1indful of his practices, the narrative 

structure of his life and work, and his faithfulness to the Christian tradition-you w i U  see that it 

continuaily points in one direction: toward making moral, prophetic judgments."* 

This makes his work more difncuIt to exegete. Real presence is assumeci as the basis for 

"making moral and prophetic judgments." He is not intending to provide proof for r d  presence. 

He is assuming none is necessary, or rather only necessary when the capaciv to contemplate 

(intellectus) r d  presence has been diminished by an unrooted ratio. Ratha, in showing what he 

takes to be the misplaceci faith of contemporary Me, he hopes to recover a way of Me that seeks a 

"fitting,, appropriate, propa or, in the concept used by Illich, proportionate" This 

concept of "proportionate," which Iliich develops nom Plato, Aristotle, Aquiw, and ~ o h r , ~  

refm back to his theoria of To be proportionate is to have a "fitting? life humbly 

learning in the r d  pnsence of the other. Illich's philosophical pmctice either dernonstrates or fails 

" Lee Homacki, %an Illich - A View of his Wmk,'' phottocapy, Bremen, Merch 16,1996,2. 

53 Ibid., 7. 

Y Illich, The Whdom ofteopold Kohr," in Papers on Proportio~u~Iity, 1-15. 

" W. I. O'Shea, 'Qrdinaticm in the Roman Eütt?,'' in Ncw CothoIic E&opedià, Isî ed; and Bernardin 
Goebtl, &ven Step to the Altm: Preparcbfonfor Priesiiaood (New York: 1963), passim. 



as a convincing narrative of such a proportionate me: "As a child of my tradition, I believe that, 

ultimately, 1 shall be judged as 1 have loved. . . . Thenfore, the subject of my meditation and 

teachhg is how the love of friendship, philia, cm be practiced under the conditions socially and 

symboiiçally engended by modem artifa~ts."~ 

In order to judge "as he has loved," the dissertation will move, d e r  clarifying its 

hermeneutical key, to see how his intellectual journey has dernonstrateci his faith in real preseace. 

It will try to see how "under the conditions socially and symbolically engendered" by the character 

of contemporary W, leaniing rnight be a disciplinai attention to the surprises of r d  ~resence." 

In the last part it will attempt to recover and construct a sanctuary for the leamhg of real praence. 

T h m  is no blueprint offacd To offer such would be to betray trust in real human presence. Any 

b l u e p ~ t s  must be tentative and corne fiom the vernacular and communal life of presence incarnate 

in d l  the particulanty of place. 

The dangers of building a philosophical argument on the metaphors of a particular religious 

tradition are recopized. However, Ilfich's use of these metaphon is intended not to close d o m  

conversation in dogrnatic assertions. Rather, he uses the meuiphon of incarnation, Real Presence, 

crucifion, and so on, as a way to approach philosophical conversation attuned to the significance 

of cultural, physical, philosophical, and religious difference. His rootedness in a tradition, its 

fallible and human face. is precisely that which opens him up to receiving the wûdom of the other 

human and vernacular tradition as farile with the pro& of wisdom and Wendship. His 

confession of "Christ cnicified and risen" is a conféssion that only in being radically available to 

the o k ,  admining the M t  and confines of one's own knowledge, somatic, and cultural 

formation, can deeper *dom be found. Like Socrates, he seeks niendship in clarQing 

IUich, "Philosophy. ...mc~.....Enendship," m Americun Caîholic Phihophicd AssocùIn'on 
Pmceedmgs LXX (1996), 9. 

Cayley, 5; and Miguel de barnuno, 51-53. 
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conversation, through an admission of his own ignorance of the fûii mystery of another's human 

presence- 

The immeasurable and ineffable depth of presence and human Eendship U affinned. The 

unique character of Illich's philosophy is that it promotes a convivial pattern without offering a . 

"system8ticsn of fiiendship as a device for producing awareness of human presence?8 It gives an 

ordering by a disciplined, if dissident, receptivity to an other never completely grasped. Illich, as 

he converses with Aquinas, Hugh of St. Victor, Heloise, Barbara Duden and other fnends and 

voices of his tradition, offers a focal practice and not a device to solve social problems. The 

viability of a traditional vocation of leaming rooted in a contemplation of real presmce cvni "under 

the conditions socially and symbolically engendered by modem artifacts" is demonstrated only in 

the quality of fiieadship and intensity of awareness. " There is no systemk completion. 

An evaluation of the explanatory power of Illich's vocation will be o f f d  along with a 

constructive proposa1 in the fonn of the idea of sanctuary. However, as with my consideration of 

IUich, the mcounts will Iîkely mean some revisions of Promethean forethought &y Epimethean 

hindsight? The surprise of the encounter will inevitably reveal Illich's and this Wnter's human 

face as an opening of Pandora's box, holding only to an embodied hope in expectation's fIight6' 

Then again, it may be judged to reveal oniy the sound and fury of an acaping yet futile rage at a 

predictable and necessary, if tragic, institutional orda- 

'* iilich, "The Educational Enterprise," as quond in Cayley, 56. 

'' Mach@+ @%se J~tice?, mich Rationdiiiy? (Notre Dame, hd: University ofNotre Dame Press, 
1988), 403. 

w e y i  9- 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE CELEBRATION OF AWARENESS 

Introduction: The Ratio and the Intellectus 

Erich Fromm, a fnend and neighbour of Illich in his early days at Cuernavaca, wrote in 

introduction to Celebration of Awareness, ". . . he has remained true to himself in the very core of 

his approach and it is this core that we share."' In identifjhg this core he suggests that Illich be 

called a radical h u d t  in the Western tradition. Radical means in this case, "de omnibus 

dubitundun; everything must be doubted, particularly the ideological concepts that are virtually 

shared by everybody and have consqumtly assumed the role of indubitable cornmonsensical 

axiorns."' Fromm makes clear that Illich is not thaeby expressing either an undisciplineci rebellion 

aga& tradition or an inability to live according to daply held convictions. Rather, Illich has the 

capacity, fiom his place within a particular tradition, to criticaily question the rationality and 

authority of the roles thought necssary, commonsaisical, and logical for contempocary life.' 

There arr, in Illich's judgment, commody held catainties about human nahue and reality that 

"undermine and obscure the most basic of human relations, fiieud to friend." In Socratic fashion, 

Ulich punues a dialogue with fiiends in order to demonstrate the richness and limitation of human 

awareness. The pursuit is in a vocation of loyalty to the rralitia of human presence, in 

compassionate appreciation for the uniqueness of each presence, cornrnunity, and place. in loyalty 

to human presmce and appreciation of its radical cultural diversity, he doubts the necessary 

superiority of contemporary technological and institutional devices and processa. Further, 

' Eric Fromm, mtroduction to Celebraion ofAwweneq by Ivan IUidi (London: Marion Boyars 
Pubiishers Ltd, 1970), 7. 

ibid 

' Cari Mitcham, The Argumeat of TooIsfot Conwbidity and Beyonci,'' Bulletin of Skience, Technology, 
andSoci@ 16, no. 5/6 (1996): 251. 



because of the real and unavoidabk distance between caIculative reason and the actual existentid 

experience of human presence, he trusts no tecbnical or intellectual advance as subtle enough to 

grasp the fidl weight and signifîcance of human others and cultures. Thae will always be human 

error and the need, therefore, for receptive and disciplimi attention to an ineffable yet somatically 

known other outside our own unconscious cultural projections: "This radical questionhg is 

possible only if one does not take the concepts of one's own society or even of an entire historical 

period-like Western culture since the Reaaissancbfor granted, and fwthermore if one enlarges 

the scope of one's awareness and penetrates into the unconscious aspects of one's thinking.'" 

The assmptions of contemporary life are rooted in the powers of a calculating intellect to 

make and manage the human environment. This is the ideal of a discursive intellectual power, 

what Medieval thinken called in Latin the ratio, fned from the prejudice and 1'rmitations of 

tradition and place. The ratio was understood by Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, and most of the key 

thinken in the Western tradition for over two millninium, to be only a part of the "spVitual 

knowing power" of humanityO6 The Greek tragedians, the Hebrew prophets, the fables and myths 

of Rome and Medieval Europe, and Shakespeare's tragedies, al1 speak of the tragic consequences 

for hurnanity whm the hubris of the ratio attempts to govern action by calculation alone. Oedipus, 

Job, and Lear, corne immediately to mind The inflated ratio creates havoc and despair when it 

pretends to have mastered the mystaious and never completely comprehaisible patterns of human 

relationships, nature, and the love of an other. 

The knowledge of the ratio, in iîs dculative and systematic method, was understood as 

having a necssary but M e d  hction. It provided, as Aquinas noted, the tool for "searching and 

' Fromm, 8. 
6 IosefPiepet, hI';M.e,  the B a 3  of Culiuq new trans. Geraid Malsby, with new introduction €y Roger 

Scnitcm (South Benci, Ind: St. Augustine's Ress, 1998), 11. 



researching, abstractiag, r e m  and concluding-'" This tool, üke ali tools, has Limited 

application. Wittgenstein, as William Banett points out, has demonstrated that the ratio "fails to 

daermine phü~so~h~. ' '~  IUich recognkes the failure, rooting his philosophy in the IiWig tension 

ôetween the ratio and the intellectus. in Illich, the ratio awakens the human mincl, as Heidegger 

might have put if to Being unmastacd by technique? 

The intellectus, the Latin name for the capacity to sirnply receive reality, is the necessary 

cornpanion of the ratio. Aquinas c a k  this the "simple knowing which takes place in higher 

natures, and [by which] we can thus conclude that human beings possess a power of intellectual 

vision."" Aquinas is not speaking of the calculative power of the intellect, what is assumed by the 

Engiish word "intellect". Rather, he is ref&g to an awareness, rather than a calculated 

dacriptiou, of Living beings, not the sum of parts or the predictable fiinction of systems. To 

become "aware" is in this sense to recognize the imducible reality of h u m  othen. Being aware 

of the human otha therefore Unplies an awareness diffaent fiom the rationai accounting of the 

characteristics of their parts or systernatic function. 

Human beings cm assume the power to speak with the infallible clarity of the go&. The 

demigoddery of ecclesial and politid leaders was a tyranny the wlightenment thidcers hoped to 

escape in their application of the ratio. History reminds us, the assumption to have corratly 

interpreted the human condition, in tradition and prsctice, is not innocent. The intellectus is a 

respatful awareness of depths that cannot be formaily penetrated, in contrast to a simple 

accounîhg of chsracterîstics. It gives an inteiiectuai "hospitality" to the "surprise" of the other 

beyond Ealculatioa The "data" it brings are literdy inexpressible because they are irreducibly 

' Wllliam Barra  Z k  iinltcn of Techniqtce (Oaden City, NY- Anchor Res Doubleday, 1978), d i .  

10 Aquinas, Disputed Questions on Wh, in Thomas ApQrcIm,  Sélected Writings, exL and transe Ralph 
Mcinany (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 1998), questim 15,1. 



unique iudividu8is. The intellectus is the mode of awareness that apprehends the irreducible 

hdividuality of others. 

Illich's philosophy, rooted as it is in this Western spirit, claims tbat the particular, sornatic, 

and histoncal limits of human existence require a modesty infonned by the tension betwcen the 

rutio and the intellectus. The assumption that the ratio, if fieed fiom the received l&ts of 

tradition and ignorance, could refa~hion reality at whim plagues contemporary Me. Over-extended 

expectations of the rmio ailow the manufacture of a world in which amoral development and 

technogenic diseases are accepted as inevitable. Al1 the images that human industry, institution, 

and technique are capable of producing are judged only by their calculable eficiency and not by 

their subtler e f f a  on the hgile yet complex patterns, and bouquet des ésprits, of hurnan presence 

and community." Everything, including the human image itself, may becorne just a resource to be 

re-fafhioned by technical devices and managed in a technical process. The dominance of the ratio 

in contemporary life causes Illich to highlight the gifts of the intellectus, the celebration of an 

awareness beyond cakulation. 

In the twelve asays and rnanifestoes gathmd in his first published work, Celebration of 

Awareness, Iiiich uses the discursive powers of the ratio to expose the inappropriate use of 

institutional and techaical values in the ecclesial, educational, and social developments that have 

irnpelled the contemporary world of technicd affluence. In the second essay "Violence: A Mirror 

for Amerr'c8~1s." Illich usa the ratio to uaearth the paradigrnatic assumptions heId by both the 

"hawks and doves" during the war in Vietnam. By standing at a distance from the culture of these 

North Americans, seing them thmugh the eyes of Latin American or Asian recipients of their good 

dI, he exposes an underlying assumption: "The compulsion to do good is an inaate American 

" niich, The Cubmtion of Conspiracy," photocopy, April1999,4. ItIich is speaking of "the scent those 
prcsent c c m t r i i  to a meeting." 
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Only North America~s scem to betiewe that they always should, rnay, and actuaiiy can 

choose somebody with whom to share their blessings. Ultimately, this attitude le& to bombing 

people into the acceptance of gifknu 

These hybrid Eure-Amerhm assume the powa to Save others by having them re-made to fit 

the institutional and technical devica and processes said to guarantee a certain Geedoa Illich 

wonden if the chaos and poverty of rejeaing these coertive "blessings" might not be preferable to 

the loss of dignity, diversity, and to the "intimcy of the human h m " *  He observeci the North 

American students and fnends he welcomed to his centre in Cuernavaca Mexico as they 

experienced a loss of fath in the capacity of their solutions, retigious, technical, political or moral, 

to solve the problerns of those "poor" othen: 

The study of violence in Latin Arnerica deeply toucha the life of the United 
States observer, but-for a mornent stili-alIows hirn to stay disengaged. It is 
always easier to see the illusions in one's neighbor's eyes than the delusion in 
one's own. A critical examination of the effect that intense social change has on 
the intimacy of the h m  heart in Latin America is a hi t ful  way to gain insight 
into the intirnacy of the human heart in the United states.14 

The loss of faith in the solutions of technical affluence has most oAen caused the affluent to 

see only the "iiiusions in one's neighbor's eyes" and seldom the delusion in one's own techniques 

or claim to moral superiotity. Thek pridenil compulsion to do g d  gives an acalation in the 

application and growing complexity of technically rehed solutions, a "bombing people into the 

acceptance of gif€s."" However, when one experiences the hstrating r d i  that these cbsolutionsn 

and "blessings" oftai create greater problmis, a modest examination of the nature of the 

relationships involved may bring one to a receptMty to the other, not as a pmblem, but as a real 

human presnice. This may slow and even stop the "bombing" by encouraging reflection upon the 

Illich, Celebrctnion o f A ~ s s ,  19. 

hi&, 28. 
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eEect such techaical, rnilitary, or social engineering, has on the largely incalculable cultural and 

persod weU-behg of a human other." 

The essays in Celebrution expose, in a particular t h e  and place, the violence inherent in 

assumllig that human ne& can be met by institutional solutions, and the technid devices and 

processes taken for granted in affluent conternporary society. It asks if the actual encounter with 

other human b e i i  and cultures may not expose the poverty and ignorance of technically and 

insfhitionally complex societies. What Illich suggests is that the technical and institutional 

efficiency of any society may bring a moral confusion. Over-extmded expectations of the ratio 

allow an insensitivity to the actual presence of particular othm on behalf of corporate guarantees 

of religious, social, educational or aonomic improvewnt 

This iosight is not easily understood by those who feel compelled to change the social 

conditions of Asian or Latin Arnerican peoples ''for their own good" through religion, politics, 

economic development or military intervention. It appears that the violence implicit in the work of 

rnilitary and ci* "do-gooders" who "bombn othas on behalf of sonomic or social 

improvment is difficult to see when the ratio b not disciplincd by a patient contemplation of the 

real predicament of human presence, the art of the intellectus. A co-ordination of the analytical 

ratio to the attentive, and never completed receptivity, of the intellectus resists the hubris of 

technical, institutional, economic, and educational systems as easy resolutions to perennial human 

ignorance and limitations. 

The work of the ratio without the intellecas, "becornes predatory, self-aggrandipng, one- 

sided, and, ultirnatefy, h d e s s , "  as it must whea others are considemi as statistial variables or 

&en groups, rathec tban as feliow human presai~es.'~ This is particularly dangerous when 

I6 Ibid., 28. 

" David Ciyly, introduction to Ivmr mieh rir ConversaîzOn (Concord, Ontario: Houx ofAnansi Res, 
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coupled with the sentimental compulsion to do good to those othem. The technical devices and 

processes of affluence distort the perception of human presence and the appropriate reach of 

technical hction. The compulsion to do good, by applying a technical or institutional procas, 

because one has received an anbiguous  divine mandate or sirnply has a "rational solution" to 

Save the o h ,  can itseif be predatory and self aggrmdizing. 0- the unonconf~rmity" of the 

other becornes sorn*hing to be eradicated in a "fkce violence against it" hidden behind the mask 

of care:18 

The man who can construct sentences with words and grammar may be much 
M e r  from reality than he who hows that he does not speak a language. 1 saw 
how intensely Puerto Ricans rejecîed the Ammcano who studied them for the 
purpose of "integrating them" in the city. They even refused to answer in 
Spanish, because behind his baievolence they sens4 the condacension, and 
oftm the contempt. A program was needeû to help Native New Yorkers to enter 
into the spirit of poverty.'9 

The leaniiag of the rules for a language of différence, a technique for speaking or writing 

across Iinguistic and cultural divides, is not enough. The ratio may expose the pattern of 

linguistic difference, poverty, heaith, or social order. These exposed patterns of d i f f i c e  may be 

calculateci only as another technicd detaii requiring the application or extension of institutional or 

technicd processes. However, the occasion of leamhg an other's living tongue can brin& with the 

inteIIectus, "a deep perience of poverty, of weakness, and of dependaice on the good will of 

a n ~ t h e r . ~ ~  The dificuit and disciplined work of the iniellectw requires the matunty and patience 

of codessing ignorance and a hard won awareness of the gulf between the other's unique 

experience and presence and one's own. 

The intellecîus encourages the patient attendkg, beyond despair, to the human other as the 



one who has a surprising gift to share? nücb spoke to his students of this patient aîtmding as 

"the silence beyond bewüdennent and questions; it is a süence beyond the possibiiity of an answer, 

or even referaice to a word which preceded"P This disciplineci attention, while it may prepare the 

p o w d  to be receptive by awakening doubts of the capacity to ever fully understand an other, 

must not end with despair or cynicism at the failure to solve or sa&@ aU human desues. Rather, it 

is aware of a paradoXical reality; only continued mutual engagement and tecogni*tion of failure and 

ignorance prevents even g r a t a  tragedy and tyranny. 

The discipline of attending to the real presence of the other is an overcoming of the fdacies of 

the human imagination by refusing to shape the other or construct the other in or as a technical and 

institutional procas. Illich's vocation is to real human presence as it cornes as a gift of an other 

who is outside the institutionaily or technically rnanaged This other is a gift, a given other, that 

maka the self. that saks only institutional or technical solutions, uncornfortable. The presence of 

this noncodorrning other is deconstructive, d i r b h g ,  and surprising, by being uncodmed by any 

logic of system, social organization or even as a product of some act of intentional individuation. 

Therefore, Illich's dissident vocation of fideüty to this other is not simply outward, to the 

correction of social organization and historical reifications, but inward, to fmd an antidote to the 

hubris of categorization, in fiiendship with the other. 1 cannot eesily reduce the other to a category 

or statistical variation when she is knom in all her unique humanity as a niend. This does not 

gumtee  just or humane treatment, but it does create a deeper resistance to the consumption of ha 

presence as a product. 

Friendship, and the awafetless t brings, does wt preclude calculation or analytical thought. 

Rather7 îiieadship is a celebration of a uniqueness that analysis can perhaps heighten but not 



reduce. W e  Eendship is offen trïvialized as a calculateci or prudent behaviour, ILüch sees it as a 

gift of a Living reeptivity to an other who is not an exchangeable value but a living being. 

Therefore, Illich daims the dichotomy between ratio and intellectus to be false ontologically, 

whilc having devastating consequences on human behg? There is nothing in human being and 

activity that necessarily separates work, measurement, cornparison, and manufacture, fiom leisure, 

celebration, creativity, and receptivity. There is a need for conceptual clarification and 

demarcation in order to have any succasful human engagement with the world From the 

gathering of food to the building of dweliings, the ratio is a required intelligence. But without the 

wider sensitivity to and mutual engagement with the otha and the othemess of the world, the ratio 

can both datroy the sources of sustenance and habitation, and mode the rich world of moral and 

cultural significance. Thus the Western tradition has, until the last 400-500 y m ,  always 

attempted a cosrdination of the powm of the ratio with the receptive vision of the intellectus. 

The essays in Celebration name the central crisis of contemporary life. Illich claims it is a 

crish due to the severing of the critically important relatiomhip between ratio and intellectus. The 

problem of contemporary education, thmfore, consists in the dichotornhtion and fiagmentation 

of two qualities whose intcraçtioas are necessary for any depth of human understanding. Illich 

celebrates an awareness of both mutual receptivity and conceptual demarcation, the intellectus and 

the ratioF4 It may be that Olich's own polarkation of institution, education, and curriculum, over 

egainst community, leaniing, and autonomy, maely continua, rather than challenges, through a 

via media, this dichotomization? However, his intent is to Say "No!" to the spirits of this age on 

Tm IUich, In the Minr,r of the P m  (New York and Landon: Marion Boyars, 1992), Part 1; and Illich, 
The Right to Us@ Unempbymenf (London: Marion Boyars Press Ltd, 1978), 65-95. In many places 
mch speaks of work as noble but Iabour or jobs as ignobiing, 
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behalf of those traditions of Western civi.Iization that have promoted a larger sense of human 

presence. He encourages the awareness of the "facts" of demarcation as lirnit and dependence on 

the unamidable and incalculable presence of the other? 

The essays of Celebration illustrate how the continuities of tradition, cornmunity, place, 

f d y ,  and niendShip. are viewed as encumbrances in the conternporary concm for progrss, 

educational advance, economic growth, and technical expansion. CIDOC in Cuernavaca, Illich's 

centre for the study of the impact and character of these changes, was meant to be a place for 

encouraging awareness of what change means to the "hart of the ~ther.''~~ Illich is intent on 

focusing attention on the presence of the other by recovering the discipline of the intellectus. Illich 

is not opposed to change. Rather, he is concemed that change is judged in contemporary society 

oniy by a ratio undisciplined and unnourished by the receptive patience of the intellectus: 

Neither efficiency nor codort nor affluence is a criterion for the quality of 
change. Only the reaction of the human heart to change indicates the objective 
value ofthat change. AI1 measures of change which disregard the response of 
the human heart are either evil or naïve. Development is not judged against a 
rule but a g h t  an experience. And this experience is not available through the 
study of tables but through the celebration of shared experience: dialogue, 
controversy, play, poetry-in short, seKr&tion in creative 1ekure." 

The ambiguous and inefficient "celebration of shared experiencen is for Illich the only place 

where anpiricd evidence is available to afEm the positive value of any change. The ratio is used 

as a tool to clear away the dangerous fmtasies of utopians, the delusional technical solutions of 

social agineers, and presuppositiorts of intelieaual mastery. When disciplined by the intellectus, 

one is sensitive to, without assumihg to grasp, the whole being of the other. This is an appraiative 

awareness that C O ~ S .  beyond ali the calculations of the ratio, in the creative interplay, fulfüüng or 

vacuous, damaging or healing, understood or wiseen, between presnices. The immediately felt 



shared qerience in human commwiities is the final court for evduating the ~ i ~ c a n c e  of any 

techical or social innovation. 

Seeking a healthy interplay between the intellectas and ratio, receptive appreciation and 

evaluation, celebration and effort, provides a way of exegaing and creatively rsponding to Ivan 

Illich's radical educational proposais and to his critics. Giving philosophical importance to 

celebration, leisure, and awareness d e s  clear what is sometimes obscured by the aphoristic 

sharpness of his bight It may be that, as Socrates has put it, "wise. we may not cal h" But 

as a lover of wisdom, as a philosopher, Iliich can be understood as unearihing the prauppositions 

of contemporary life. He exposes a fiaw in contemporary life's best intentions, tripping us al1 up 

by allowing a fren pursuit of w i s d ~ m . ~  Even if his own argument is inadquate it gives witness to 

needed rcconsideration of philosophical traditions and conternporary presuppositions. He gives a 

critical voice to a tradition in Western philosophy ignored by the more pragmatic and productive 

concenis of professional educators and philosaphm. This is the tradition of f?iiendship and the 

appreciation of the pif between human calculation and the ineffable and fmlly inexpressible 

reality of human presence. 

Much in this style of philosophy may not attend as closely as we might wish to the rules of the 

ratio. As we have seen, thinking that places in doubt broadly accepted pragmatic and productive 

considerations can appear to run counta to the rules of ratio. Howeva, by receptivity to rail 

presence thmugh the intellectus this thinking can provide an intellectual vision of tmubling yet 

compeLlYig hsight. To recover and place celebration, leisure, and coatemplative receptivity, at the 

hub of culture and le-g is as dien to contemporary sensibilities as was Socrates' distinction 

between the noble of birth, and the brave and wise, to his Listeners. Perhaps, in this sense, Illich's 

cal1 for a celebration of aweness is a continuation of a Western tradition in a contemporary 



dialogue. It may inspire a confession of confusion by the powerfûl in respect for, and perhaps 

niendship with, the nonconforming presence of human others. In Illich we see the curious 

juxtaposition of awareness and uncertainty, celebration and radical doubt. 

Celebration and Radical Doubt 

This "cal1 to celebration" was a manifesta jointly enunciated by and 
reflectkig the mood of a group of f?iends in 1967, among tbem Robert Fox and 
Robert Theobald. It was written at the t h e  of the March on the Pentagon. This 
cal1 to face facts, rather than deal in illusions-to live change, rather than reIy on 
engineering+s an attempt to re-introduce the word "celebration" into o r d i i  
~ n g l i s h . ~  

The reintroduction of a word that has lost its filler meaning is an apt way of viewing much 

of Illich's writing. While radically critical, he se& the recovery of a language of celebration and 

giR For the moment, gift will have the simple meaning of an uneamed surprise of presence rather 

than an expected outcome of applied technique. Gifb are &en freely, expressing the giver's 

relationship to the recipient, and not as a rault of the accomplishments of the recipient." 

To recover the word "celebration" means to recover a saise of the gifi as a symbol of 

relationship to an unavoidable presence. For Illich, celebration is another word for the action of 

the people and priest in the Christian Eucharist as they receive the Real Presence as Divine 

nonconfomity to m m  utility? It denota the thankfilness for the Real Presence of Christ in the 

elements and arnongst the gathered congregation. It is an action that has no other use or meaning 

than this M l  contemplation and fkast of Real ~resence? It is an act, therefore, of pure 

leisure, q o k e  (scole) as Aristotle has calleci it, bringuig one into intimacy with and disposing one 

'' Mcmica K. Heiiwig, "Eucharist," Tk Encyclopedia of Religion, editor in chief Miras Eliade (New 
York: MacMillan, 1987), 185. 



to receptive contemplation, &copia ( theda) ,  ofpresences that do not simply confonn to utilitarian 

exPeCtatï0~." 

This is to view human weU-beiag as dependent on gif&s given and upon the capacity to receive 

and creatively respond to their obligations and possibilities. To accept this means to corne to 

radicaiiy doubt that any construction, ecclesiai, inteUectuai, social, or technical, can ever guarantee 

the gift or a creative response to its possibilities. Celebration brings an awareness of the depth of 

dependence and the choice be$ween destructive or creative response. It is a festival that sees hope 

in the tension bnween receptive awareness and response. 

Illich sees contmporary institutional life as a destructive tsponse to the giR collapsing the 

tension into a technical process. For much of the cuItural hktoq of the West, and of other 

cultures, the appreciation of the ineffable mystery of human others is the "useful" awareness of the 

complex relational patterns of obligations and gifts found in shared hurnan experience. When the 

usefil became more narrowly defmed as a belicf, device, process, or object guaranteeing certain 

expected resuits, either in religion or social practice, thû larger meaning was diminished. 

The near insensibility to presence, whai human min& are only educated to technical and 

institutional roles and mcasurrs, tums fiom h o p  in human contact to expected and managed 

raults. Illich is warniag of the 1 0 s  of a sense of human preseme in the domination of the 

instrumental, institutional, and technical. In a straigh~onvard way, his thought nuis counter to 

those thinka of the Reformation, and later secuiar society, who called for the execution of a plan 

to achiewe human sa~vat ioa~~ in the tradition of St B m d ,  St Thoaas, Hugh of Saint Victor, 

and of his teacha and mentor Jacques Maritain, IUich re-daims the celebratory, and therefore the 

Y Aristotle, De Amniq cd and transe Sir David Ross (ûxfbd: ûxfôrd University Press, 1961), 43 lb. 
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gift as a radiai, yd orthodox, counter to the paüs of planned or predestined outcornes in a 

utiIitarian and devicefocussed cuIture: 

1 remember on my next trip to New York going to Princeton to see Jacques 
Maritain . . . [whose] imaginative Thomism maint a lot to me. . . . I talked to 
him about the question which bothered me, that in all hk philosophy 1 didn't find 
any access to the concept of planning. He asked me if b i s  was an English word 
for accounting, and I told him no . . . if it was for engineering, and I said no . . . 
and then at a certain moment, he said to me, "Ah! Je comprends, mon cher ami, 
maintenant je comprends." Now 1 fmlly understand "C'ette une nouvelle 
espèce du pkhC de pr6somption." Planning is a new variety of the sin of pride.x 

The diminishment of celebration, and lack of willingness to accept iimits to conceptual 

demarcation, impels an endless expansion and use of technical devices and processes to measure 

and bring fonh expeaed results. Illich is cntical of both the Generals at the Pentagon, who 

engineeted carpet bombing of Vi*namae paisants in order to "save" them fkom Communism, and 

of revolutionaries, organiang peasants with the idea of "planning" a just society? To celebrate is 

a cal1 '20 face the facts" of human limitation as a Illich is here refknhg to that discipline of 

the tradition of Bernard of Clairvaux and Thomas à Kempis, "to taste things as they really are." 

This is the acceptance of things as they are in order to receive them as a giR The labour necessary 

to human survivai is done, accepting the pain ami the joy, in order to have leisure to contemplate in 

an art of presaice the meaning of a11 labour. It k to, "believe that a conternporary art of living can 

be rrcovered. 1 believe in the art of suffiring, in the art of dying, in the art of living and, so long as 

t is in an austae and clear-sighted way, in the art of enjoyment, the art of 'living it up.'& 

36 Cayley and Illich, 6 1-62. 
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The rmvery of "a contemprary art of h g "  is expresseci in the clear refusal to manipulate 

or engineer aoy human others for any purpose including their own salvation. It is ais0 reflected in 

a refusa1 to imagine that any religious, utopian social arrangement or educational device is capable 

of solving human problems without creating more complac problems. If we see the other only as a 

manageable fiuiction of biologid, social, or institutiooal structures we fail to receive their gifi as a 

surprise of rra1 presnice. If they corne to us as only a measured quantity or a useful worker than 

we can ody l e m  fiom them their use or hction. However, if the others are presences, in some 

part undehed by institutional or technicd category, thai they may corne to us as a surprise, a gifk 

To celebrate, in Illich's estimation, is to radically doubt the capacity of any intellectual, 

technical, institutional, or economic advance to make redundant or pedect human awareness. Each 

of the asays in Celebration was written to expose "a deception embodied in one of our 

iristittxtions.""' The intellecntal territory covered in the asays is wide, and the depth of 

philosophical consideration is not thick or profound Howewer, the essays encourage the 

recognition that the ratio can bring "an acceptame of one's own nature and needs" without 

assuming one's nature or meds can find solution or full satisfaction in the prducts of an "ever- 

increasing production, consumption, timesaving, maximal efficiaicy and profit, and 

calculability." The leaming of the ratio afEords the awareness of social constructions and 

recognition of the profound diffculty in receiving an other as more than a projection of intellechial, 

institutionai, and technical interpretation. However, IUich does not give in to the inchation of 

much contemporary phüosophy to deny the possibility that human awareness cm have any 

uncomtructed appreheosion of the otha. 

'' LUich, Celebrutibn, 1 1. 
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illich is narning the confusion caused when the tension in human awareness betweea the 

ineffable presence of human 0th- and theù describuble face is imagined to be overcome. The 

known face of a niend brings to awaremss not simply my interpretation and measuring of her 

affkctive response. 1 am aware, in fiiendship, of being in contact with a you whose full measure is 

beyond the capacity of my ratio to measun. The temptation to define you by listing your physical 

fatwes, institutional or clinical condition, is naturaily feL to be less than what the mutuality of our 

fiiendship demands. Thaeby, the awanness of Wmdship gives the unresolvable tension of 

knowing, while celebrating as a gi9 a discemible you beyond the measure of the ratio's 

interpretive or calculative capacity. 1 celebrate the awareness of my fiendship with you by 

idmtifying and receiving your unique presence as in pari beyond my calculation. 

One cause for the celebration that IUich names b the application of the hurnan ratio as "our 

joint power to provide al1 human beings with the food, clothing, and shelter they need to delight in 

living." What IUich seerns to be speaking of is the power in modem modes of production to 

provide the necessities of üfe. This b a way beyond sav*ty and du11 passivity. Friendship can be 

more richly expaienced when the work of the ratio is jointly exercûed to provide relief from 

hunga and needias sufferuig. 

However, IUich sees this "joint power" as no more than a prosthetic aid to the "delight in 

living" in niendship? The next sentence a f k  this cali to celebrate '7he joint power to provide" 

speab of bcdiscovaing what we must do to use mankind's power to create the humanity, the 

dignîty, and the joyfiitness of each one of us.""' The word "discuvering" is in opposition to 

planning. It suggests that the way to use power is learned not by obedience to an ideological 



agenda or an economic plan, but by a mutual respect and deüght in living with others, discoverhg 

and acceptiag the meaning and redity of our human fïdty, dependence, and incompletion: 

We must therefore strive cooperatively to create the new world. . . .We are 
presently coostrained and driva by the impact of man's eva growing powers. 
Our existhg systerns force us to develop and accept any weapon system which 
may be technologicdy possible; our present systmis force us to develop and 
accept any improvement in machinery, quipment, materiah, and supplies which 
wül increase production and lower costs; our present systans force us to develop 
and accept advertking and consumer seduction" 

At f h t  glance, Illich can be clustered with otha left-leaning educaton. However, there is in 

dl the essays of Celebrntion an attack upon attempts to enginea or Whink our way to humanity."" 

It becornes obvious that political revolution is not his final cause. However, he does take a h  at 

those who defead the industrial or post-industriai capitalism of North Atlantic powers. He wntes 

of those who defend and seek to export this development: 

A vulgar example of the fint assumption is the RocknfelIer Report on the 
Americas. Its doctrine is aptly summed up by [then] President Nixon: "This 1 
pledge to you tonight: the nation that went to the m m  in peace for al1 mankind 
is ready to share its technology in peece with its neighbors." The governor, in 
tum, proposes that keeping the pledge mi@ require a lot of additional 
weap~nry .~  

Illich is equally uncornfortable with attanpts to engineer a perfectly just syam: 

We Med an alternative program, an alternative to development and to 
merely political revolution. Ld me d this alternative program either 
institutional or cultural revolution, because its aim is the transformation of both 
public and personal reality. . . . 

Culturai revolution is a review of the reality of man and a redefinition of the 
world in ternis which support this reaiity. Development is the attempt to create 
an environment then educate at great cost to pay for it? 

The "review of the reality of man [and woman]" is a philosophical enterprise that caUs into 

question îhe assumptions of the age. Ilch goa about such a review by exposing the diseases and 

" Ibid., 16. 

" fiid, 15. 
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confusion generated by the over-extension of institutional and technical appücatiom. By refwnce 

to Wie memories stored in the huma. community" and the ingenuity of local communities to Yesist 

machined might" Illich shows trust in the capacities of the rorio, if t is rooted in awareness of the 

signifïc8nce of communities of human presence beyond technical calculation? The argument is 

for a "celebration of awareness" of the irreducible gifh of human community within appropriate 

limits and with respect to the uniqueness of each human face. The celebration of awareness op= 

one to discover a fittiag place in niendship with others. Howeva, this argument for the 

celebratory is constnicted by mcouraghg doubts about the capacity of the ratio to offn a perfect 

social order or to master reality. 

The works of Plato, Aristotle, the Bible, the traditions of the Western Church in practice and 

text, the vemacular world of local Me, are ali crucial "texts" Illich offen as providing insights into 

and critique of contemporary Me. Howevef, by "celebration" Illich means nothing less than what 

is found in the feast of the Christian Eucharist, an awareeness of the tension between an ineffable 

preseiice and a measurable element Therefore, the festivity of this "cultural revolution", uniike 

Mao's totalitdan worker's revenge on the intellectual clms, is not about asserting a particular 

political c d  Illich may seek a transformation in public perception, but he does so by 

recognizing the limits to the power of political, ecclsial, technical, institutional, and educational 

devices in a celebrative awareness of human presence. 

Albert Borgmann would caiî this the power of a focal practice to transfonn perception, 

refaring to Capon's The Supper of the L m b  or Shahan's Running and ~eing." These focal 

practices, Like Illich's celebratioa and cultural revolution, are practices that "review the human. 

so Ibid, 134 and 174. 
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reality" by bringing it in to touch again, in a delicate viirancy, with somatic realities and Iirnits that 

cany the complex range of rneanings and encumbrances of human communion in place? The 

taste of bread, wine, sweat, the feel of han& and feet moving with the elements, the rhythm of a 

f d a r  joumey, the pattern of certain modes of speaking and music, al1 inter-act to brhg the 

participant into touch with the predicament of human presence, in somatic grace and gravity 

beyond technical manipulation. The change in sensibility is not available as an applied programme 

or technid process, "not in politics nor in philosophy in the prevailing idiom," but only as a focal 

practiceWa This change, as IlLich confesses, "cm only be lived." For exarnple, Illich writes of the 

Eucharistie feast: 

The ecclesio m e  to be through a public ritual action, the Iiturgy, and the sou1 
of this Iiturgy was the conspiratioo. Explicitly, corporeally, the central Christian 
celebratioa was understood as a CO-breathing, a con-spiracy, the bringing about 
of a cornmon atmosphere, a &vine milieu. . . . 

The other d e n t  moment of the celebration was, of course, the comestio, 
the communion in the flesh . . . but communio was theoIogically linked to the 
preceding con-spiratio . . . the strongest, claest  and most unarnbiguously 
sornatic expression for the entirely non-hierarchical creation of a fiatemal spint 
in preparation for the unifying meal. Through the act of eating, the fellow 
conspuators were transformed hto a "we" . . . shading into the "1" . . . Y 

With illich and Capon the Ianguage of the receptive and celebratory is expressed in the 

hospitality of a meal whae by CO-breathing "we shade" into each other's "1." This is illustrated 

beautifully in the visual contrasts and dramatic tension of the fih Bubette's ~ e a i r ~ ~  

Gabriel Axel's film tells the story oftwo pious sistas, Philippa and Martina, kind-hearted and 

devoted to their late fathers minisnies. Long ago, they both tumed dom the lova of theu lives so 

that they could maintain the religious community gathered about thw father's vision of a world 

Ivan Illich, The Cultivaticm of Co~lspiracy," 8. 
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transfigured by love. Yeas &er their father has passed away they receive a visitor with a letter 

fiom Achille Papin, a French opera singer who feu in love with Philippa. The letter explains how 

he has sent Babate to t h e b o t h  h a  husband and son had been killed. Remembering himseif to 

Phiüppa afts thirty-five years and rccalluig her own beautifid voice, he, in asking hem to accept 

Babette, Wntes that in pmdise Philippa "will be the great artist God intended her to be."s 

Babette enters their lire eom a mysterious pst linked to the passions of the artist, becoming 

theu servant. She e n t a  a religious community that has been reduced to backbiting, gossiping, 

self-rightaousnas, resentment, and depression. The tilm visually "contrasts two modalities of 

Christian apprehension: one [Philippa and Martina] which sees religiosity as prharily a matta of 

moral living, demeanhg sensual engagement in the created world; the other [Babate] which 

achowledges the "sacramental" texture and depths of the creakd order and discoven there the 

divine."" 

Under Axel's direction the füm "allows the viewer to apprehend reality contemplatively, to 

take a long, lovhg look at the real in such away that the hidden, sacred dimeasion of reality is 

revea1dd Babme's preparation of a sensuous thanksgiving feast occupies the screen, rich with 

ingrdents and human passion. 

Mer fourtan years as their servant Babette has won 10,000 francs in a Iottery. The sisters 

assume that with this windfali she will return to France. However, her only request is that she be 

allowed to prepare a feest that wül celebrate the 1Oût.h birthday of their deceased father. The 

sisters agree to this disruption to their morally comct  meals and üves of boiled fish and plain 

bread The scenes of the mival of the strange and opulent ingredients, French d e s ,  quail, and 

Wendy M. Wng6S %bette's Feast: A Rciigious Fi'' Tk Jourmi ofReigion and Filn 1, no. 2 
(1997) f i m a l  on-line] ; available &cm htipYhvww.unmahaedu/-* Intemet; accessed 9 
Septernk 1999. 
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sa- tude,  excite the senses and fears of Phüippa, Martha, and their congregation. They uneasily 

recaii their past loves and passions, and even the passion of their father7s vision of a new world 

permeated by divine love. We leam that Martina's old lover, now a gmeral, has retunied and will 

be a surprise guat at the feast At the fat, "wanned by the fine wùies and the genaal's example, 

the guests begin to respond, not only to the feast itself, but to one another. Old quarrels are healed, 

past sins genuinely forgiven. The gaieral rises and, echoing the deceescd pastor's words, 

acknowledges the reality of a world illuminateci by 10ve."~ 

Philippa and Martioa, adopting the sheer mechanics of recalhg their father7s vision, had 

starved themselves and theu congregation by merely recalling its measurable dimensions. In 

con- Babette practices and creates a sensuous celebration of human life, appreciative of its 

hidden gifts and surprising tums. The feast works its ma& reawakening in the participants a joy 

and w m h  lost in their bitter lives. We leam that Babette has spent al1 her money, and her 

satisfaction in the event was in the artisüy of preparing the f a t :  "With Martina and Philippa 

aghasZ she explains that she had given everything not simply for them but because within each 

artist's sou1 is the cry to be given the chance to be the best they can be. Philippa, echoing the 

words Achille Papin had spoken to ha, promises that in paradise Babette will be the great artist 

God intended her to be." AU are brought alive by the feast to the ambiguities, the "conspiring" 

entangiements, and, thereby, vibrancy of real human presence. 

The film, however, is not a simple parody of religious piety. Ratha, "one Evls sympathy for 

the sisters' -est and good-hmed efforts, yet one feels something has b a n  10% something is 

clearly lacking?' That which is lacking was there, we sense, in the initial luminous vision, and is 

movaed by Babette's focal practice of her art-a feast that is "an affirmation of the ultimate 



sacramentality of the created order." However, there is nothing romantic in the final scenes, the 

sistas are not whisked away by their old lova.  Rather, they continue in their iives, but now with 

an appreciation of hidden depths and beauties: "Grace maka no conditions, it takes al1 to its 

bosom and proclaims amnesty. That which we have rejected is p o d  out on us.* 

Beyond the narrative structure of Bubette 's Feast, Gabriel Axe1 and the film's actor's artistry 

demonstrates the consequmce of focal practice: 

Each concrete detail of the world in which Martina and Philippa live and the 
transfigurai world that Babette creates for them are dwelt upon with lovhg 
attentivcness. The artistry of Babette's filmmakers ailows us to gaze with 
contemplative awareness upon the world unfolding before our eyes. Raility has 
mealed its sacred depths. The fi& the bread, the wine are discovered to be more 
than they appeau. It is nothing Iess than a sacramental vision of the universe. 
And as such, the fih is profoundly religious.@ 

The focal practice of preparing a celebratory feast, makllig a fine movie, the pain and joy of 

running a marathon, or the attentive waik dong a well loved trail, give an awareness of the vibrant 

depths of common experience. However, Borgmam and Illich suggat there is also a hospitality- 

an opmess to the complex intertwining of human lives. These focal praaices are a kind of 

viscaal dialogue approaching the ultimate Whia incarnate in any rich buman experîence of 

shared value. Focal practices are the necessary activities of the intellectus, that open the self to 

receive the virtues of presenct. in part ineffabie, in reafity and the other. 

Illich and Borgmann agree, that it is precisely in somatic contact and practice that one 

uncovers a sensibüity that is dive to the presence of things and to the presence within things. Such 

focai practices, in a tirne dominated by technical fiction, accept a certain poverty of technical 

certain@ and dennition. However, this simplicity of a f d  practice opens the self to an 
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intercourse of rich and complex sigdicance. Focal practice aiiows us to be surpriseci by presence 

through stripping the self of pretensions to technically correct aad predictable results. 

The capacity for surprise is a gift of the intellectus. The abiiity to receive the other as a gifk, 

not as a familiar object or problem, is the focal practice of allowing as wediated a relationship as 

possible with reality. Tbis is contrasted with the manufactwed environment of ecclesial, 

institutional political, and tehnical devices, that seek to control or ovacome the tension in real 

pesaice, between a cognitive p p  and an ineffable given, in orda to guarantee the salvation of 

human society. However, what must be even mon punliag, to the political theorist and 

philosopher of education who hows only the idiom of the ratio, is Illich's refusal, on behalf of this 

celebration, to accept any political or pedagogical stnitegy that presents a solution as a force 

I can't let anybody insure either the matenal or the spirinia1 fuhve for me. . . . 
. . . I'm not condemning anybody who continues to think that democratic 

politics can be continued. in the tradition of the Western world 1, radically, in 
my roots, have chosen the politics of impotence. 1 bear witness to my impotence 
because 1 thinlc that . . . there is nothing else left, but also because 1 could argue 
that, at thip moment, it's the right thing to do. Today, politics almost inevitably 
focusses attention on intermediate goais but does not let you see what the things 
are to which we have to Say NO! . . . as, for instance, to care." 

By being too quick to rad  his proposais as political or practical strategies for education, the 

radical doubt his celebmtion brings to my political panacea or utopian plan for education can be 

Iost. Ench Fromm has poUued out that Illich holds, "de omnibus dubitandum; everything must be 

doubted, particularly the ideological concepts that are vittuaiiy shared by everybody and have 

consequently assumeci the role of indubitable cornmonsensical axiom? By choosing the "politics 

of impotence" IUich is claiming that trust in ideologicai, technical, and institutional devices is 

misplaceci. Radidy doubting the benefit of any institutional or technical manipulation of 

" CayIey and Illich, 218. 
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awareness, IUich tums to trust in the locally found ingenuity, practices, and presence in human 

commuity. His "political impotence" is a confession that no change is possible that is not found 

in the ineffable practices of fkiendship. The "cultural revolutionn he c a k  for is one of focal 

practices that give "somatic expression for the entirdy non-hiefarcbical creation of a fiatemal 

spiritd7 

Celebraîion is the political expression of those who radically doubt the "indubitable 

comrnonsensical axioms" of an over-extension of the work of the ratio. It is a practice that "faces 

the facts" of human dependence and ignorance by identifyin8 the limit, gift and the ineffable 

connections in human presence. The ratio 's interpreîative and constructive labour is chastened by 

the conspiratio of the intellecius, the conspiring of an awateness in the obligations and delights of 

fkiendship. The labour of calculation and intrusive assistance Û disnipted by the leisure of the 

intellectus, aware of the unique and incalculable presence of a fnend. Illich celebrates this 

awareness in order not to be deceiveci by the hard-working and intelligent hubris of the ratio. 

Joseph Pieper gives a clarifying elaboration of IUichts hope in the leisure of the inte2Zecfw. 

Josef Pimer's Theory of Leisure and Illich's Vocation 

In Leisure, the Basis of Culture, Josef Pieper outlines the "altered conception of human being, 

as such" in the contemporary ovadependence on the work of the rutiaq By aixnost eclipsing the 

leisure of the intellectus, the works of the ratio have made it difficult to trust in any hurnan 

presence that is not coostnicted by institutional, intellanial or technical artifice. The situation 

Western philosophy faces in the 1st half of the hventieth century is one of deconstructing 

interpreîive models to reveal their constructive ambitions-intelIectual, psychological, or 

idedogical. The aims are to demonstrate a mastery of andytical skills, the relative worth of one 

" Ivan Illich, The Cuitivation ofCoasplracy," 8. 
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construction over its rivals, the hidden rule of irrational appetites, or to illustrate the fieedom of the 

human will to construct itself and its world Few philosophers aim at awakening a receptive 

capacity to an other who is in some part undefieci by intellectual constructioa In fact, many 

doubt that thought can receive anything or any presence that is not a subjective or intellectual 

The situation faced by Western philosophy is often pomayed as one where the demands of 

technical prognss make thinking about the world and human presmce ptimanly an act of 

construction, deconstruction, or re-constniction. If Pieper returns to leisure as conceived by 

Arktotle or Aquinas, it is because leisure, as conceived there, is rooted in a receptivity, the 

intellectus, to real presence as found in the particular somatic occasions of a human Life. This is to 

suggest that, contrary to much in contemporary thought, it is possible to know the presence of 

another with more than the calculative or interpretive skills of the ratio. In contrast, Illich and 

Pieper, "in the traditional sense of Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas," practice, 

The philosophical act (as). . . a fundamenta1 relation to reality, a full, personal 
attitude which is by no rnanner of means at the sole disposa1 of the ratio; it is an 
attitude which presupposes siience, a contemplative attention to things, in which 
man begllis to see how worthy of vaiet=ation they r d y  are. h d  it is perhaps 
only in this way that it is possible to understand how it was that Plato's 
philosophical schooi, the Academy in A t h ,  was at the same tirne a sort of club 
or society for the celebration of the cultus."' 

The philosophical learning Pieper is speaking of and the practice Illich intends in his social 

criticimi is found in contemplation and in a v&ety of focai pnictices. The basis of human king, 

not merely its linguistic expression, is the fundamental issue Too oAen contemporary philosophy 

has, by either over-anphasizing linguistic analysis or the fkeedom of selfhdl in deconstruction, 

discouraged any hope in a 'means not at the sole disposa1 of the ratio." The erosion of the 

" Wtiiism Barrett, Tnc nlirsiun of Technique, passim. 
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imaginative, spiritual, and physical capacity of the intellectus is by a contemporary presupposition 

that the ratio and its labour are the oniy means to feshion or refashion human meaning, culture, 

and discourse." The loss or diminishment of "celebration" has brought a world of "total work" 

where human beings live for and as the icons of their own labour, revershg the idea in Western 

tradition thaî leisure, as the openness of the intellectus to reverence of the other and the world, is at 

the centre of al1 human meaning. 

Homo habilis is the lost image of a humanity contemplating and creating an appropriate 

dwelling with respect for and fitting to a certain place in creation. The turning away fiorn the 

Wtues of creating an appropriate dwelling in creation to the fabricating of a world of devica and 

processes marks a profound shift in hurnan identity. The tradition of the creative sou1 in Plato and 

Aristotle, or the imago Dei in Augustine and Aquinas, gives a homo habilis, contemplating and 

shaping a fittùig presence in creation. Work and fabrication (fabrico), corne only in s e ~ c e  to 

fitting oneself, proportionately, in a world of real presences. Leisure is the openhg to 

contemplation of r d  presence in a foundhg or re-founding of one's home in relationship to al1 

other presences. 

"It is very dficult to speak about things which seem to have been obvious and unquestioned 

during a thousand yean of Western traditi~n."~ The gap bawecn the present and the '?housand 

years of Western tradition" is not simply in the tools and techniques of contemporary Sie, but what 

those tools and techniques, and the culture they have given, Say about the meaning of human Ne. 

Pieper and Iliich are not just suggesting that new toois and techniques have redefud work. 

Ratha, the very basis of culture and h m  îdentity are now &en new meaning. The new idea is 

of h o  faber, of humanity as the fabricator of its owa world with reference to ail else as mmly 

71 Illich, Celebratron of Awwreness, 70. 
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resourcs for this fabrication, eveatualiy includiag humanness itself. Illich and Pieper agree that 

the techniques of an unrooted ratio threaten the very possibiiity of humanity, not merely physically, 

but as a spiritual sensibility. 

It is clear that Illich and Pieper allow the issues of contemporary concen+work tefhnology, 

scarcity of resources, education as a device to prepare students for a place in institutional careers, 

etc.-to corne under question as allegedly of perennial human concern. That leisure is the 

foundation of culture and of schooling is a clairn of much more consequeme than philological or 

historical objstivity. Iiiich makes the c l a h  as way of contesting what he perceives to be a 

contemporary half-tnth. This haKtruth is the claim that a human being should be understood as 

prirndy made by, for, and in work. A recovery of the art of living is sought as leisureci 

contemplation and awareness of the litnits and possibilitis of real hurnan presence: 

Now, the very fact of this difference, of our inability to recover the original 
meaning of "leisure", wil1 strike us al1 the more whm we realize how extensively 
the opposing idea of 7Hork" has invaded and taken over the whole ralm of 
human action and of human existence as a whole; when we realue, as well, how 
ready we are to gant aH clairns made for the person who 7vorks." 

Deeply rwted changes in self image are never easy to uproot In education, as Pieper points 

out, such a phrase as "intellectual work" taken as self evident actually indicates the end of a long 

historical joumey in presuppositions that make it easy "to p t  al1 clairns made for the pmon who 

works." Our economies, our education, and even our relationships, are things we work for or at in 

order to improve or make them and omelves more productive. There is somethkg disturbing and 

subversive about those who refbe or appear not to care for progress or an increase in production 

and quantity. The world of intellectuai activity was defineci before the rise of this contemporary 



pattern by Hugh of St. Victor as requirkig, "a humble mind, eagerness to inquue, a quiet l i f ~  silent 

scrutiny, poverty, a foreign ~oil."'~ 

The work and the ÿvorker" under consideration with the use of such phrases as "intellectual 

work" is not merely the proletarian. hther, what appears in this use is the "worker" as a general 

huaan ideal and anthropological definitioa7' The epistemological daims of a Kant or a Foucault 

suggest that howledge is always a labour of the will, always an attempt to orda, contml, or 

dominate? Thae Y no modest looking that is, as Aquinas has put if an "intellechral vision" of 

things as they are. To see is always to measure in orda to comtnict a category or to possas. 

Knowing is, for much of modem acadania, this hard labour of receiving nothing without the strain 

of torturous examination: 

To Kant, for instance, the human act of knowing is exclusively 
"discwsive," which means not "merely looking." . . . In Kant's view, then, 
human knowing consists essentially in the act of investigating, articulating, 
joullng, comparing, distinguishing, abstracting, deducing, proving . . . It is no 
wonder that . . . ail knowing . . . should be understood as workn 

Kant declares that if it is not work it is not philosophy.* This ethic of labour and difficult 

interrogation is an attempt to give philosophy secure footing in rationdy acceptable prem0sa. The 

ratio becomes the sole and merciless judge of adequacy. 

S o m  of the Romtics and some Posl~noder~sts counter Kant by an ernbrace of the 

irrationd. The work of rationai interrogation, acposed as dependent upon irrational, non-rational 

or extra-rational circumstanca, by the application of interrogation upon itself, ends in a Milton- 

like purgatory of interrogation. Others argue that the way out is through a human effort of self- 
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construction, stmhhg to create ourseives beyond any givens of the past. The seriousness and 

Saam on the face of intellechial workers who speak of analysis, deconstruction, reconstruction or 

interrogation, or even those who speak of a carnival of absurdity in a world of "no hope of escape 

from criticism," is reminiscent of the hardest manual labour, without its physical release." Too 

often endless mental labour, without leisurely contemplation, is celebrated as the best of educations 

in contemporary We. 

In contrast, Pieper and IUich w the tool of ratio in service to leisured awmess.  Neiîher of 

them denies the place of ratio. Pieper explains, 

But the simple act of intellectus is not work. And whoever thinks? along 
with the ancients, that human knowing is a mutual interplay of ratio and 
intelleciru; whoever a n  recognize an element of intellechial vision within 
discursive nasoning; whoever7 finally, can retain in philosophy an elememt of 
contemplation of being as a whol+such a person will have to grant that a 
characterization of knowing and philosophy as "work* is not only not 
exhaustive, but does not even reach the core of the matter . . . Certainly, knowing 
in genera1 and philosophical knowing in particular cannot take place with out the 
effort and activity of discursive reasoning . . ."O 

The demand placed upon leaming is in the insistence that it has value only as much as it is a 

measurable and difficult exercise of the ratio. School is a work place where value is measured, 

and not a place of scole or leisured contemplation of presence. Studemts are not encouraged to 

leisured receptivity but to arcolia, to busy examination. Learning is not for itself but for work, for 

the tasks of the work-place. Human knowing, solely understood as a discursive operation, commits 

itself to an acolia, unleisured duty. 

Again, the implication is not that ratio or work is to be done away with in a mysticai and 

utopian ernbrace of the contemplative life, Rather, the objection is to the idea that reliable 

knowledge is gained only by the labour of the ratio. If truth is a mae consequeme of discursive 



operatious, the more in strength of power or complexity the greater the truth exacted. Human ratio 

applied with Herculean effort, as Kant spoke of it, seems to parantee the yielding of sornething 

tme? The Cynic philosopher Antisthenes, a Eend of Plato, gave voice, long before Kant, to this 

contemporary fixation on Herculean strength Forgetting, as the Greek legends did not, its tragic 

limitations, he said, "effort is the gwd"a What hss o c c d  in the history of the West has been 

an "Antisthenian shift" Knowledge, once understood as receptiveness to the tmth of reality, 

through an obsessive and inflated belief in the capacity of human labour, has become a power of 

labour, and knowing without effort is dispamged: 

Antisthenes, by the way, was a surprisingly modern figure. He was responsible 
for the first pmdigm of the "worker"-or rather, he represented it h e l f  He 
not ody came up with the equation of effort with goodness, he also extolled 
Hercules as the Accomplisha of Superhuman Actions. Now, this is an image 
that still (or once more?) has a certain compelhg attraction: from the motto of 
Erasmus ["the labours of Herculeq to the philosophy of Kant, who used the 
word "Herculean" to praise the heroism of the philosophers, and to Thomas 
Carlyle, the prophet of the religion of Work: "You must Iabor Iike Hercules . . ." 
. . . Antisthenes h d  no feeling for cultic celebration . . . no responsiveness to 
Eros . . . a tlat realist . . . [no time for contemplation] . . . traits almost purposely 
designeci to Uustrate the very type of the modem "w~rkaholic."~ 

So knowledge is, as most a g a  in contemporary societies and amongst those so educated., just 

another name for a kind of power to do work. If so detamineci, knowledge is gained by the force 

of interrogation and regardd as "wak" or not trustworthy if received as a gift of the intellectus. 

Again, the logic of saying "effort is required for a grasp of the ûuthn does not preclude saying, as 

well, "the effort of the ratio without the receptivify of the intellectus ody gives a dangerous half- 

iruth." The intellectus is the discipline of focushg the labour of the rnind and han& in order to 

open the self to receive the other. 

" Ibid, 16. 

Diogenes Lacltiuq lk &os md Tecu:hings of the Phihophers, VI, 1.2. 

Pi- Lotwe, 16-17. 
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To know sams to always imply great labour. Howwa, there are those who seem to 

effortlessly gain hold of a ûuth. 1 recaIf the fine arts student in my Theology class who, never 

having read thedogy before, seemed to have an irnmediate grasp of its nuanced m h g s .  Many 

of the theologically trained clerics in the class worked bard, but seemed never to quite grasp what 

for her was, Eke h a  art, a matter of preparation to receive a giR Barbara McClintock tells how 

her practice of science depended on the leisure to look and to hear "what the material has to Say to 

you."" Ha greatest contriiution to cytogenetics appeared to have corne in the receptivity of a 

"feeling for the ~rganism."~ 

It is possible to be more guarded about the powers of the ratio, while appreciating its 

importance. We can say, while often great effort appears to be rquired to gain some truth about 

reaiity, that, if by ûuth we mean insight into something more than the workings of Our own mincis, 

receptivify is equally necessary. This is a proposition that allows for both effort and receptivity, 

ratio and intellecius. This will allow for trust in knowledge, not sirnply because of the effort 

involved, or the cornplexity of the technical apparatus used. Knowing and learning mean, in this 

way, that the real presence of things and persons cm surprise us with insight, dapite al1 efforts to 

preâict and make the real conform to a functional ideaL This state of creative uncertainty may 

come by an effort of identifying, stilling, or suspending the woriong of the ratio. Even more, it 

would suggest that there is nothing necessarily ethidy infaor in truths or insights that come as a 

gift in contemplation or as wisdom fiom a tradition of focal practices. 

There is, &O, nothhg to suggest that the work of discursive thinking is as opposed to the 

intellectus as has been supposd There is nothhg to suggest that school, technology, innitution, 

syotem, are ntfasary to or necessariIy in conflia with real human presence. The effort and 

Hcnneâte Keiker, "Endmatter A Faling fa the Future: The Roass of Change as Explaed by Fred 
Polak and Barbara McClinto~k,~ Zygon 3 1, no. 2 ( h e  1996): 369-370. 

ibia; and Evelyn Fox-Kelia, A Feelingfor fho OrgaiSm (New York: Freeman, 1983), passim. 
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struggie of ratio can give one to a focal practice, attention to what is for its own s&e* The ratiu 

can be the means-as Heideggm and Borgmann suggest-of exposing the emptiness of its own 

stniggle~.~ When the ratio exposes h own emptiness, the emptiness of technology, education, 

institution, system, without saioitivifl to human presence, it can serve the intellectus by drawing 

the mind back to the immeasurable and somatic gravity of human presence. 

The ernail notes behueen my niend Brian and 1 can easily feel like a subjective contrivance. 

However, our actual conversations when we are able to be physicdly together-the gestures, 

expressions, smells-give som*hing irreducible to subjective contrivance. The manipulation of 

technical and institutional process cannot eue  the pain or create the delight we share. By "leaning 

into the gulf" between our presmces we come to afocus, as Latin has it, a place at the "heanh" 

where presence mets  praence." We make an effort to come home and be at leisure in the 

Company of a s?ranger who is a fiend We celebrate an awareness, in vulnerability to the facts of 

Our relational entanglements, that requires a disciplined leisure, a stillness, and attentivmess of 

mind: 

Leisure is a fonn of that stiliness that is the necessary preparation for 
accepting reality; ody the person who is still can hear, and whoever is not still 
cannot hem Such stillness as this is not mere soun&essness or a dead rnuteness; 
it means, rather, that the soul's power, as real, of responding to the red-a co- 
respondaice. . . has not ya descmded into words. Leisure is the disposition of 
receptive understanding, of contemplative beholding, and immersion in the real.' 

Pieper recalls that any inteliectuai achievement or social weU-being in Western culture has 

been consequence of the "stillnessn of the intellectus anchoring the busy work of the ratio. Illich's 

vocation &as been one of celebrating the g i h  of the intellectas as a way of "facing the facts" of 

human dependaice on the unearned relational complexity of the world. These facts of the ratio, 

"Albat BorgmaM, 202. 
n Illich and Cayley, 56. 
a8 Pieper, LeiSÜre, 31. 



rooted in a complex dance of relational bappmiogs, is b a t  grasped in the ineffable gift of 

fnendship, its patient attending and leaniog toward the presence of an other. In touch with the 

human face of a fnead we c m  no longer be distracted fiom the entangiements of real presence. 

The dificult but leisurely conversation between fiends is a form of discipliied dissidence in a 

world sociatly distractecl by the show of techical achiwement. 

Disci~lined Dissidence: Leaniinn in touch with the Human Face 

James Adams was 82 yeers old when 1 £kt met hia The green eyes in hÛ heavily lined and 

weathered face attended closely to every face that came up the whart As 1 grew to know him- 

sitting ai his side on the weathered beoch-1 understood that his eyes and face w m  thmiselves 

sign of a life-long study of the Human Face. He attended to the speech, pattems of behaviour, and 

silent communications of others. If 1 wistied to know who 1 could trust in the village to attend to a 

task or to corne to the aid of another in need, James' knowledge was nearly infallible. He had 

lemeci how to read the strength of character potentially and actually present in every sou1 in that 

village of 600. Even more amazing was bis capacity to leam quickly what new-corners, myseif 

included, attempted to hide-their feen, incornpetence or weakness of character. He held no 

degree in psychology or sociology, but was expert at leaniuig the needs, the strengths and 

weaknesses, of each human face, 

Jmes had mastered the art of attaiding to r d  presence, Furtber he gave fnely, without 

bravado or need for showy demoustratiou, his own presence as a patient awareness and 

aigagmiait with any one or event that came to pass in his village. Howeva, he was not passive or 

compiiant. His character, like his face, was strongly üned by his aüegr'mca to a particth people 

and a particulat place. Unlüre the politically or inteUectuaUy ambitious, his power was palpable in 

its dissident witness agahst any device, pmcess, or behaviour that deceived or distracted from 

attention to the complex relational facts of the place and its people. He distnisted any speedy 



technid or institutional solution. He had leamed that human well-being is found only in the 

relatiod risks and dangers of life together- The important facts of that lie seemed not to be 

present on the agenda of the political and intellectual elite: "1 am here to argue for an approach I 

did not fmd on your agenda; I want to plead for recognition of the philosophy of technology as an 

essential element for ascesis. . . . By ascesis 1 mean acquisition of habits that foster contemplation. 

For the believa, contemplation means the conversion to God's human face."ag 

Illich wishes to encourage the "acquisition of habits that foster contemplation? These are 

habits James Adams embodied. This appears to those loyal to institutional agendas and clarity of 

intellecnial calculation "as a widespread, somewhat mindless attack on the very idea of institutions 

and a good deal of taik about abolishomg them altogether."" For example, Hook and Barrow 

defend the gains of institutionai structure against Illich's fuzzy appeal to human presence, 

ceiebration, tradition, and tnendship?' These things cannot be tnisted in to give an efficient and 

systematic training for technical expertise. These critics of Illich are absolutely correct in stating 

that he does not off'er a better method to train for institutiond and technical expertise. 

Iliich is a dissident who does not believe that technical improvement should be the main or 

dominant goal of human leamhg or a hurnan Me. W t  he fean most is the rduction of human 

community to a show of technical or institutional processes. This is easily done in an age that 

confusa technical and professional assistance with compassion and care. Illich, uniike James 

Adams, uses texts, inteUectua1 traditions, and academic seminan to encourage disciplineci attention 

to the particularity of the human face. 

" nüch, 'Thilosophy . . . Artifacts . . . Friendship - and the History of the Gaze," Amen'cun CelhoIic 
Philosophical Rrsocimon Proceedings LXX (1996), 59. 

9o John Cogley, The Stam More the Calm;" Cemer Magazine 5, no. 4 (July/August 1972): 3. 

9' Sidney Hoak, "IUich's Deschooled Utapia,'' Encofatter 38, no. 1 (Jan. 1972): 53-57; and Robin Barrow, 
Radicd Erliccatioc A CritiQue of Freeschling mtd Deschling (London: Martin Robertson and 
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However, like James Adams, Nich looks to see the real presence, not merely the show of 

expertise, of the human character. This means he is not concerned to defend doctrinal or 

systematic statements. However, Iilich's use of scholarly language, procedures, and his dogrnatic 

insistence on attendhg to the particularity and peculiarity of human presence, is, unlike James 

Adams, intellectually pretentious. Where he packs into short asays referenca to Aquinas, 

McLuhan, and Kepler there cm be a feeling of elitism and intellectual ovet-kill. However, even in 

this excess Illich is 

extremely wary whaiever someone cornes forward with a c lah  to have found 
the ultimate formula for the universe; it meam we must be on guard against 
every sort of "ism," be it existentidkm or Manrisrn or even Thomism. But 
guardednss and wariness are only one side of the coin, only half of the 
conclusion to be drawn nom the thesis that things are sirnultaneously knowable 
and incornprehensible. The otha side is an intrepid fkankness of affirmation, an 
enthusiasm for ever new explorations into the wondea of reality? 

Illich is indeed "intrepid" in his "fiaakness of affirmation" albeit sometimes with a geat deal 

of poaic license. The praences he anirms-<iod, the world, and the human other-are for him 

"knowable yet [in part] incomprehensible." His position is not Thomism or Anarchism or even 

IUichism. It is rather one of a vocation faithful to presence prefaced by the word "realn-not a 

mere subjeaive state. At his most convincing his use of the tools of Aristotle's ratio, logic, 

rational argument, and historical analysis, is in s e ~ c e  to the intellecrus. The intellecius Illich 

values is Aquinas' simplex intuitus or direct revelation of the other whose "essence is [always in 

part] unlaiown to u s .  This is in continuity with his priatly vocation as he sees i tW Long afkr 

" JO& Pieper, Gui& to Thomas Aquinas (San Francisco: Ignatius Ras, 1986). 160. 

91 Pieper, Leikwe, 1 1. 

9s niicb, Celebraizon, 7 1- 103; and Ivan IUich, The Church, C h g e ,  und mdelopment (Chicago: Urban 
Training Center Ress, 1970), passim, 



he refiised, in 1956, to officially "preside over a Christian congregation,"% his focal practice 

continueci to be in contemplative obedience to the r d  presence of the other: 

Obedience in the biblical sense means unobstructed listening, unconditional 
readiness to heu, untrammeled disposition to be surprised by the Other's word 
. . .Men I lista unconditionaily, respectfiiliy, courageously with the readiness 
to take in the other as a radical surprise, I do something else. 1 bow, bard over 
towards the total othmess of someone. But I renounce searching for bridges 
between the other and me, recognipng the gulf that separates us. Leanhg into 
this chasrn makes me aware of the depth of my loneliness, and able to bear it in 
the light of the substantial likeness between the other and myseKW 

This is a "reachingn that is not enginared or securely "bridged" by a systematic application 

of reason or doctrine. It is a p i s t e n t  form of attention, stripped bare of the pretensions of 

technical expatise. Attention may need the ratio to still its fear or distrust in order to "lean Uito 

the chasm" between presences. The self is found in the awareness of "the depth of loneliness" and 

bom "in the light of the likeness between the 0 t h  and myself." The real presence of the other is a 

"radical surprisen received and celebrated in awareness, not processeci or constmcted by the ratio. 

This is the core of Illich's theoria of Incamation, a stripping away of al1 artificiw scaeniczis 

(theaeical cunning) by a disciplhed awareness of an ineffable presence. 

However, this awareness-celebrated as a gift in the radiness to receive the surprise of the 

other-can be weighed down in Illich by his expectation that his own grounding in classical, 

medieval, and largely R o m  Catholic scholarship is comrnon knowledge. His assumption that his 

reader has had the sarne teachers too often gives his voice the sound, not of persistent attention to 

real presence, but of inteilechial elitism. 

Illich's reliance on the rwelation of fiendship should have made hlln more cautious of his 

own closure of dialogue in his g e n d  condemnation of modem institutions. This is the core of 

- - 
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Barrow's important criticism of Iiiich's workm The danger is that his own ratio, uprooted from 

the intellectus, gives the lie and the distortkg show of overcoming and abandoning the 

uacertainties of human institutions. The distortion he so clearly identifies as the mask of technical, 

educational, systematic, and discursive accomplishment, is not entirdy absent from his own work 

However, the reference to an intellectual tradition is for Illich defmce of an ultimate trust in hurnan 

presence, flawed and limited, blind or full of insigksP He remains a dissident voice by doubting 

that any religious, inteliectual or technical process, institution or advance can replace the care and 

conversation of fiiendship. 

What this means for education becornes clearer through study of the peculiar historical 

circumstances that give the idea of the necssity of education. Illich strongly doubts the eficacy of 

contemporary education and its existence as a natural given in all hurnan  culture^.'^ It is 

important to understand that he holds these doubts not because of some revolutionary or utopian 

scheme. Rather, he does not believe in education because he believes in the human other, and real 

presence as the foundation of 1-g. Leamhg that is vimious and fitting for a truly human life 

must be fmt anchored in an unconstnicted encounter with real presen~e.'~~ Any cumïculum or 

process of the ratio may serve only as an aid in attending to real human presence. Like James, 

IUich's fb.ndamental trust is in the intelligence of human dwelling known through each human face, 

hperfectly conceived and never a simple calculation. 

The problem, as Illich sees it, is that people are contained, and can no longer dwell as human, 

in the spaces of contemporary Life as technicaily, institutionally, and systematically rendered and 

" Robin Barrow, passim. 
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rnamged102 We "house" ourselves in sub-urban and urban spaces designed around the operation 

of institutions and technical firnctions. Discussion of the ratio Unplies that we fht "houe" 

ourselvs in conceptual categories. This has created not merely an outer artifcial environment but 

an b e r  imaginative poverty.lm For example, we know water only as a chernical that cornes to us 

through the purification plants and pipes of agineers, H20, a cleanhg fluid or resome to be 

managecl. Ody through a disciplined contemplation, historically at the centre of the Western 

tradition, uui we once again know the simcance of water for the human h a r t  and imagination: 

"H20 is a social creation of modem thes, a resource that is scarce that calls for technical 

management. It is an obsaved fluid that has lost the ability to miror the water of drearns. The 

city child has no opportunities to corne in touch with living water. . . it can only be imagined, by 

reflecting on the occasional &op or a humble puddle."'w 

Things and pmons are reduced to technique, function, and role. Illich contemplates human 

incarnation in a critical assessrnent and exposition of the history of the ideas presupposed in 

contemporary life as they cripple human sensibility to real presence. Just as the advance of 

technical space rnarked the "geometrization of human intimacy" so it m a t  the institutionalization 

and regulation of leaming by education to technical fun~tions.'~ In contrast Illich holds "our hope 

of saivation lis in our being surprised by the Other. La us learn always to receive fiuther 

surprises. 1 dccided long ago to hope for surprise until the final act of my l ifbthat  is to Say, in 

death itself."lo6 

'" ibici. 
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The touch, smell, sight, and h m  significance of the other is beyond utilitarian, technical, 

and geometric definition. The inner structure of Illich's argument retums to the surprise, the 

revelation of a depth of presence, that education, as a planned process or management of scarce 

leamhg resources, only unintentionally invokes and most oAen diminishes. The "gulf that 

separates" his thinking nom otha positions is exposed only if one sees his loyalty to human 

presence as its compelling force. He hopes in the surprise of a hurnan other as a gift of leaming 

that requires no institutional force. This hope is dissident with respect to the application of global 

institutional and technical processes on behalfof the maay faces of human presence. 

However, the unique and multiple expressions of human presence, in tradition, local practice, 

and physical characteristics, refiect for Illich a genaal principle.'a Illich argues that the 

particulanty of each culture, local practice, and human expience is universaiiy important.'@ Any 

universal reason that claims or attempts philosophical, institutional, educational, or technological 

comprehension, is suspect as a species of technical hubris. This is, as Francis Landy has put it, 

Illich's attunpt to identifjr "the haesy that imposa conformity."'" For Illich, the mistake is the 

belief that "salvation" cornes by global application of correct knowledge in a "ritual of education", 

rather than through disciplined attention to and celebration of the unique presence of each 

knowable and yet incompletely comprehended other. '11 

The gnostic and the technically educated identify the problems of humanity as lack of correct 

knowledge that those propaly educated have anallied'u Illich, in namllig schooling as "the central 

- - 
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myth-making nhial of industrial sociaies" portrays it as a "Gnostic-üke" ritual.'* Its central 

error, he thereby suggests, has to do with a misundetstanding of the humtui condition. Illich holds 

to the view that salvation is found, not in any secret knowledge, but in attention to the particular 

dilemmas of human incarnation. The "orthodox" position he takes views assumptions that 

education can reiieve, better, iibaate, or Save humanity fiom its condition as misplaced faith- 

illich argues it is not education that 6bsavesn but a living awareness of and hospitality towards the 

nel and many faces of the human   th et."^ Therefore, Illich resists a11 conternporary atternpts to 

replace the particular, nonconforming, tecbnically impafect human practice with the universal, 

standard, and technically c ~ r n ~ l e x . ' ~ ~  

However, the embracing of the h t ional  in order to be fieed of the oppressive power of 

rationality is not Illich's counsel. His way is an attempt to hold together the ratio and intellectus 

not in any f.urtber tcchnical dichotornization. The collapshg of gender, culture, IocaI communities, 

"Ieft and right," into a mononilar perception of reality deadens human sensitivity to the subtle play 

of pnsence. Therefore, Illich attempts an art of presence as a 

walking of the midde way, of the ideal of mesotes, of prudence in Christian 
terxns. 1 like to waik along the watershed and to how that left and right are 
profoundly different . . . As I w a k  along, thinking and exploring, I try to find my 
way between two ciissymetric but profoundly unlike fields. Once thinking 
becornes a moacnular perception of reality, it is dead? 

It is not across the quichand to an irrationai past or present that IUich walks but along a 

divide between the ratio and intellectus. It may be that he looks out at the conditions of 

and Schuster, 1989); and St. Irenaeus, Iremeus of Lpm versus Contemporqy Gtwsticbm: A Selecrion 
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contemporary üfe as a member, as he has put it, of an Ancien ~egirne."' However, unWre Cicero, 

who fought in vain to preserve the Old Republic, he fights to recover a richer way of bein& not 

because it b past, but because it is tme to the complexity of rd h u m  presence. in doing so, 

nüch makes no c l a b  to philosophical adequacy, only that what he witnesss to is something 

critically important for contemporary phüosophy. Adequate or inadequate in his thinking about the 

nature of contemporary Wk, he is attmding io it with the discipline and compassion of his 

vocatior+loyalty to a reason (logos) that is incarnate in each hurnan face. 

Howevn, the problem of waiking the divide when most are M y  on either side is that a via 

media is unintelIigi'ble to either side. Any hermeneutics that oniy carries across a message fiom 

side to side, when what is required is the human presence of meaning as found on both sida of the 

divide, wül not suffice. Illich does not care to step off the divide and offer an apologetics, for it 

appears to him to be a betrayal of faith in real presence as a non-monocular meaning and medium. 

Rather, and more precariously, he chooss to wafk on the divide in "faith" in human others: 

AU that reaches me is the 0 t h  in his word, which I accept on faith, But, by the 
strength of this word 1 now can trust myself to wak on the surface without being 
engulfed by institutional power. You certainly rememba how Peter just waked 
out on the waves of the Lake of Genesareth on the Word of his Lord. As sooa as 
he doubted, he began to go under."' 

Illich does not give an argument outside or against Western tradition. Rather, his is the 

argument for reai presence as defined in a tradition's narrative. It is a way of continuhg to affimi 

the Western tradition, whiie recognizing its faults and possible perversion. IUich, conscious of 

particular elements in the Westem tradition, appears to have a vantage point f?om which to see 

both sides of the divide in contemporary lifc Pahaps, and this is what will be argued in the 

following sections, there is no rnagnificent grand synthsis avaiiabla Al1 Illich can do is resist the 
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catastrophic break baween rorio and intellectru as a contemporary perversion of Western 

tradition The contemporary devica and processes that IUich critiques are viewed as the peculiar 

institutional fonns of this tradition. However, Illich continues to appeal to the Westem tradition 

and the revelation of compassion found there as his "foundation for understandimg cosmic 

re~atioos:""~ 9 live also with a sense of profound ambiguity. 1 can't do without tradition, but 1 

have to rezognhe that its institutionalization is the mot of an evil deeper than any evil 1 could have 

known with my unaideci eyes and mind."'m 

In Celebrution Itlich gives a sense of the ambiguity faced by any philosophy toyal to human 

presence. He suggests that this need not give a life of frantic activism or quietistic withdrawal, 

objective certainty or relativistic despair. There is a kind of paradoxical yes and no to tradition, 

contemporary conditions, and the human possibüities of objective certainty . If by objective one 

means the corutrual of methcd as an independent and invariable test without regard to the 

particularities of hurnan experience, thm Illich nevs a f f m  objectivity. in fact, he consciously 

intends not to be objective in this sense. Rather, if by objective one means, "critically sifted 

evidence . . .(and) a critical attitude towards cornmon-sensical premisa," then Illich is objective.12' 

However, hir objecîivity in questioning, for example, the necessity and meaning of schooling in 

Puerto Rico, while fiUed with analysis of the historical emcrgence of the idea, does so in his 

passionate cornmitment to his vocation and his theoria of Incarnation-trust in a reading of the 

hurnan face? 

'19 Illich, Tk Wu&m of LeopoZdKohr, Fourteenth Annuai E. F. Schumacfia Lechms (Great hringtcm, 
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Ulich wge~ that leaming in fnendship with and patient attention to human others is the path to 

well-behg." Illich's a r p e n t  for fieedom nom the unnecessary institutional, economic. and 

technicd management of human culture is on behaif of self-Limitation. Awareness of the mystery 

of death and the complexity of human inter-dependence is the only security agaiost tyranny and 

hubris. Rootedness in the real predicament of human dwelling gives an, 'awareness of lying in the 

hands of another, of contingency, and of being myself because I'm constantly king created and 

s ~ e d . ' ' l 1 4  

Mortality, the reaiîty of human somatic limitation, is not an illness in need of cure, but the 

given tnith of hurnan rootedness in &'the hands of another."" The real presenca of human 

experience do not give a will or identity in isolation but ody in the contingency and dependence of 

relationships. Te~bnical accomplishment, if it ignores the true conditions of human life, gives a 

religious-like beüef in the final technical acape from the real ciilanmas of contingency. Learning 

an art of real presence û growth in awareness of the contingency, dependence, and celebration of 

"being created and sustained" in a world of presences. If one no longer sensa this depth and 

possibiiity in the face of particular others, one has already b a n  educated to rootlessness and bas 

Iost something essential to a full humanity. 

Using BorgmaM's categories, Illich's work can be said to expose the technical devica and 

processes that distract hurnan lives from focal attention to real human presence.u6 If philosophy is 

a history of disputed orimting f& Illich wishes to be counted as one who remtins centred in 

obedieace to the truly human, whatever the cost. His definition of the tmly human involves him in 

a critique of the contemporary character of life and a recovery of a traditional practice. However, 

" Ivan Illich, "Ftom Fast to Quick," tmpublished photompy, 1996.1. 

*' COylcy and ILLich, 198. 

us Ibid; and Ivan Illich, Limits to Medich (London: Marion Bayan, 1976), passim. 
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65 



this practice is not an anempt to i m i t e  a golden age but to emulate past fnendships in a 

contemporary art of fiiaidship, where "the spark of uniqueaess [rooted in the han& of another] . . . 
must be cherished."" 

In di cases, his talk of tradition, faith, heisy, obedience, and the past is meant to show his 

focal practice in contrast to technical processes and devices. Illich makes clear in Celebration, for 

example, that what he is addressing is a contemporary "rinial behaviour" or religious practice that 

attempts to instiii in the mident a "universal catechism."'* This catechism is a confssion of belief 

in the institutional, educationai, technological, consumptive, and ritual devices of contemporary 

life. This is a belief in universally applicable devices that can, in New York City or Old Crow, 

NWT, be applied with equd disregard to the particulanty of the human beings, traditions, 

Iandscape, and somatic Iimits involved. The attempts to universaiiy educate on behaif of the 

agenda of 'propssn do not necessady correlate with social or political compassion or evm 

rationality: "We now reelize that extrema of collective hysteria and savagery can coullsts with . . . 
Mer development of institutions, bureaucracies and professional codes of high cult~re."'~ 

Increasing the level of universal ducation parantees oniy the fsurthering of institutes and 

bureaucracies dedicated to guaranteeing the future of those constructs. Illich can be said to tdce up 

the practice of a tradition as a discipiined dissidence with regards to faith in contemporary 

univers al^.^ This "orthodox dissidence" is bis "chosen trajectory that runs from his birth to his 

approaching death."*' This trajectory of practice, narrative, and tradition exposes a key to 

understanding the rneaning of each of his works. However, the key cannot, unless Illich is exposed 

ln CayIey and lllich, 78. 

[Uich, CeZebmnon, 1 1 1; and Illich, Deshooling Socieiy, 34-52. 

Ocarge Steiner, In Bluebeatd's CmtIe (London: Faber and Faber, 1971)- 63. 
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as simply an ideologue or apologist for a religious system, be maely an opportunity for 

systematics. In awareness of "the surprise of the other," Illich's dissidence is "what Zen Buddhism 

cails a begï~er 's min& A beginner's mind cannot be feigned or deployed as a Socratic technique 

that dows you to arrive "dialectrkally" at whae you knew you were going all dong. It mut  arise 

out of g a i n e  curiosity and a gaiuine-disregard for one's own positions. IUich has this ab i l i t~ . "~  

Socratic practice, rather than a "Socratic technique9" is the intellectus receptive to the words 

and prsence of the other. To put Illich's own word to what Cayley calls a "begimer's minci," t is 

hope rather than expeztation: "Hope, in its strong sense, means husting faith. ..(in) a person from 

whom we await a gifi. Expectation looks forward to satisfaction fiom a predictable pracess which 

will produce what we have a right to c ~ a i r n . " ~ ~ ~  

If Illich pradces hope he daes so in radical discontinuity with the contemporary character of 

institutions and human life. Illich sees education, economics, consumption, self-conscious 

individuality, and technological devices as indices of and central forces in the construction of 

expectations fFom predictable processes. In contrast, Illich seeks to practice a disruptive obedience 

to the human other as the oniy hope of salvation. Theoretically, thereby, he achews constructeci 

expectation for this radical h o p  in the gift of real human presence: "I cannot be except as a g i f f  in 

and nom the face of the ~ ther ." '~  This places, as with Whitehead, Levinas and Rosenmeig, 

ontological and existential priority upon the encounter with the ~ ther ."~  

Radical educatioml theory can include any approach that refuses the normative boundaries of 

the discipline and contemporary üfe. OAen associated with Anarchism, Manllsm, Fmiinism, 

Cayley md iiiich, xiv. 

Illich, Deschooling 105. 
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Socialism or left wiag Freudiaaism, it in al1 cases looks to learning or education as a force in the 

achiwment of radical social chaageœu6 It may do so by seeking to dislodge irnplicit or explicit 

cUmcular or pedagogicai patterns within existing educational institutions, or seeking the 

establishment of alternative schaols, or by advocating the abolishment of educational institutions. 

What is apparent Ui ali radical approaches is the testing or questionhg of the normative boundaries 

and language of the disciplineœ It is in this last sense that Illich is most clearly a radical. Howeva, 

his radical questioning is located paradoxicaiiy in his orthodoxy: "For one, I did not want to Say 

anything theologicaily new, daring, or controversial. Ody a spelling-out of social consequences 

can make a thesis as orthoâox as mine sufnciently controversial to be discussed . . ."'" 
In the categories philosophers of education have used to defme their territory, education is 

accepted as the ahistorical device required to teach whatevei should be knom in a particular 

culture. It is assumed that wherever îhere is a human culture there is also a systern of knowledge 

that mut  be implantai in the next genmition. Education as a device is nearly univenally accepted 

as existing, either fonnally or informally, in every human society. Illich questions both the 

necessity and the rquired existence of the category "education" as a way to understand human 

learning. He agnes that ueûucation" rnay be descriptive of a certain institution that has deeply 

marked the character of contemporary We. However, it c m  neither prove helpfùl in understanding 

human leaming outside this contemporary character nor in radically transforming the social order. 

It is on th& radical ground that Illich argues for the relative adequacy of real presence as the focal 

practice of learning in contrast to education as a tcçhnical device and process embedded in the 

normative practices of contemporary He. 

'36 John Elias and Sharan Menüm, PhiIosophical F o d m  of A& Ehucation (Maiabar, Fldda: 
Robert Eœ Krieger Publishmg Company, 1980), 1 1. 

" IIlich, Celebratton of Awmness, 70- 

68 



lllich's spiritual vocation uses the ratio as a tool in the living of a viro contemplatio. The 

limits of the ratio, of education, of ecclesial system, of contemporary Iife are celebrated in the 

intellectus, the receptivity to the güt of real presence in human comrnunity without the deceptions 

of manufactured expectatiom. These expectations are viewed as the addictive products of the 

manipulations of education and contemporary lifé, of an impropaly used ratio.13"he ratio is a 

g d  but this good is perverted in the hubris of attempting to logically guarantee, manage or make 

the conditions for human experimce. To corne to radically doubt such an enterprise, such an 

utopian and gnostic fantasy, is the cause for the celebration of human awareness as the leaming of 

and loyalty to the endless alterity of the hurnan other. This discipline of dissidence is of the ratio 

serving the intellectus, the disciplined leaming of the surprise of real presence* 

Conclusion: The Awareness of Real Presence 

Celebrating an awareness of real human presence does not presmt a thesis of certain ends or a 

controlled curricular pattern. Illich does not think that virtue or presence cm be taught, only 

developed and n u m i r d  Contemporary educatoa appear to think that every tbing can and must be 

taught. Learning must be guaranteed by institutional process and an endless adaptation ta new 

technological processes is necessary for human weii-beîng. For Illich this reverses the order of 

things. The virtuous Me may be supported by technical process and institutional form, but virtue 

mwt guide form. For many modern ducaton training to a role as defmied by techno10gical 

innovation and instmitional form is primary* 

Wch believes that human presence and Whie transcend all instinaonai forms. Institutional 

roles are not to be served and are only faint remiflders of the niendships and obligations of rd 

human presence. The alipsing of real presmce by technical processes and institutional agendas is 

the centrai danger faced in contexnpomry Me. Loyalty to the ratio and the intellectus incamate in 



human presence giva Illich what Fromm called a radical humanist view. It is, as the mxt chapter 

will illustrate, an Epimethean hope to trip-up Promethem ambitions. Illich insists on the 

signifimce of d human presence, in ail its cornplex ambiguity and gravity, against the clarity of 

technical description. This is not in an attempt to avoid difnculties of thought but rather to suggest 

that real presence is beyond the grasp of even the most sophisticated thinl<ing of the ratio. 

nie awareness Illich celebrated in the late 1960's and early 1970's was coloured by his smse 

of the radical hope the times presented. In his attention to the particular cultural practices of that 

era, is t h m  some enduring vision for human leaming? Are there, in his insisteme on the 

significance of the uniqueness of each hurnan presence. clues for the sustaining and craition of 

sanctuaries for learning the dissident practice of a celebration of awarmess in a society "mon and 

more dominated by technique?"'" 



DESCHOOLING THE RATIO: LEARNMG BEYOND THE RITUAL DEVICE OF 

EDUCATION 

Many students, especially those who are poor, intuitively h o w  what schook do 
for them. They school them to confuse procas and substance. 

Ivan Illich, Deschooling Society 

Introduction: The Absurd Utopia of Real Presence 

Deschooling Society provokes an examination of education and schooling as institutional and 

technical devices. Some, Sie Matt Han, have taken it as a manifisto for political anarchism and 

the end of educational institutions.' men, Iike Barrow and Callan, dismiss its rnetaphorical 

excessa but attend to what they see as its defence of the value of human autonomy.' Given these 

critical views, is it possible to rezontextualize its arguments and reveal a deeper and still relevant 

criticisrn of education as a rnanipulative force? 

In this chaptn, the argument of Deschooling wül be revûited in Iight of the two poles of the 

Western intellectual tradition, ratio and intellectus. In the spirit of the times, Illich intended to 

encourage counter-cuItural behaviours in hope of a cultural revolution. However, the cultural 

transformaiion enîouraged is anchored in a tradition of real presaice, a theoria of Incarnation. 

The recovery of a traditional ascesis of the intellectus-the disciplhed receptivity to the real 

presence of the human other-would ground the skiils of the ratio. If the contemporary mind is to 

receive somethiog tmly "other" it must limit its expectation of technical and institutional solutiom. 

Iusi as with Celebration of Awareness the book nameci Deschooling Sociev ngds  to be 

understood in its historical and existentid context It absorbs some of the energy of the social 

- -- 
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activism of the late 1960's and early 19703, while attempting to expose a hidden captivity to 

institutional expectations. IUich consistentIy resists the notion that a correct educational mode1 or a 

particular revolutionary scheme can guarantee the passage into a promised land. The suggestion of 

social engineering in the title of the collection identin~ed as Deschooling was not Nich's choice or 

intention. Illich explains: 

During the nine months the manuscript was at the publishers, I grew more and 
more dissatisfied with the text, which, by the way, did not argue for the 
e l i i t i o n  of schools. This misapprehension 1 owe to Cass Canfield Sr., 
Harpa's president, who named the book and in so doing misrepresented my 
thoughts. The book advocats the disestablishment of schools, in the sense in 
which the Church has been disestablished in the United States, . . . 1 called for 
the disestablishment of schools for the sake of improving education and here, I 
noticed, lay my rnistake. Much more important than the disestablishment of 
schools, 1 began to see, was the reversal of those trends that make of education a 
pressing need rather than a gift of gratuitous leisure.' 

It is tme that to disestablish the school was one of the book's intended aims. However, 

Illich's own nitique of the book published in Satirrday Review argueci that the problem was not 

schaols, p a  se, but the cultural idobtion of technical devices: The ratio-masuring, 

mana&, and evaluating-that proceeds undisciplincd by the receptivity of the intellectus, 

assumes a power to solve and contain the mystery and gravity of real presence. Illich speaks 

agaiainst the hubns of presuming to be able to manage and engineer human leaming. Education is 

leamhg that takes place under the assumption of the scarcity of means to prduce it, thereby 

requiring tahnical intervention and manipulation5 The proposal Illich makes is that society must 

be "deschoo1edn fiom its faith in technical procasa and its acceptance of educational needs as an 

historiai given of humm nature: 

When I wrote Deschooling Society, the social effêcts, and not the historical 
substance of educatioq were still at the core of my interat I had questioned 
schooling as a desirable means, but I had not questioned education as a desirable 

Illich, fonwad to DeschtwIing Olp Liws. vii-vüi. 
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end 1 still accepted that, fitndamentally, educational needs of some kind were an 
historical given of human nature. I no longer accept thk today! 

While the emphask in Deschooling is upon the doubtfil desirability of the means, it is not 

quite true that Illich d a s  not suggest his Iater doubts about the "historically given." In the last 

chapter of the book, in the discussion of the Epimethean myth, he is already indicating the need for 

what he later would cal1 a history of homo educandus? The world of educational expeztation 

encourages a view of humaa nature as an institutional artifice. Iilich does suggest that 

disestablishing schooling would introduce a greata awareness of this onesided view of human 

nature, and a greater awareness of the need for a paradigmatic shiA: 

So 1 wrote an article in which I basicaliy said that nothing would be woae 
than to believe that 1 considercd schools the ody technique for creating and 
establishing and anchoring in souls the myth of education. There are many other 
ways by which we can make the world into a universal classroom . . [that] 1 
consider the main cnticism of my booka 

This seff-criticism illustrates Illich's intentions and method. Illich takes seriously the dilemma 

of human presence and leamkg, but questions the social conditions dictated by the technical devke 

of schoolhg and the manufacturing of the neai for education. He is offaing a report of concm 

for particular human othas and an analysis of the impact the devices of education have on human 

uniqueness and autonomy. 

It was, as so much in his thinking, "meeting the nght person at the right moment and being 

beniended,'' that gave him to the conversations that took the form of the book? He writes, 

1 owe my intuest in public education to Everett Reimer. Until we first met 
in Puerto Rico in 1958.1 had never puestioned the value of extending obligatory 
schoohg to ail people. . . . 

Ivan Iüi& n i e  History ofHomo Educanduq" In the Mmr of the Pm (New York and London: 
Mancon Boyars, 1992), 1 13-1 8. 
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. . .Valeatine Borrernans, the director of CIDOC, aiso joined our dialogue. 
. . . This book reflects her conviction that the ethos, not just the institutions of 
society ought to be udeschooled.". . . 

On Wednesday momings, dirring the spring and summer of 1970, 1 
submitted various parts of this book to the participants in our center's pro- 
in Cuernavaca. . . .Paulo Freire, Peter Berger, and Jose Maria Bulnes, as well as 
Joseph Fitzpatrick, John HoIb Angel Quintero, Layman Allen, Fred Goodman, 
Gahard Ladaa, Didier Piveteay Joel Spring, Augusto Salazar Bondy, and 
Demis ~ulivan.'~ 

It becorna clear that the book is a consequence of ninidships, conversations, and 

circimistances of learning. Its text is a piece of these human exchanges, and Iliich's method is the 

"ptuitous leisure" of huiaan presence, cwiosity, and conversation. His upbringing had not givai 

hirn to sexiously consida school or education. Diagnosed, on his first encounta with school in 

Vienna, as too retarded to be enrolled, he continued leamhg by reading the books in bis 

grandmother's library and explorhg his world." He wmt to school, "but only by bits."" Later he 

would write of bis early preparation to doubt the benefits of compulsory schooling: 

This man who speaks to you was born 55 years ago in Vienna. One month 
&et hiF birth he was put on a train, and then on a ship and brought to the Island 
of Brac. Hae,  in a village on the Daimatian coast, his grandfatber wanted to 
b1ess him. . . . On the same boat on which 1 arriveci in 1926, the fint loudspeaker 
was landed on the island As enclosures by the lords increased national 
productivity by denying the individuai peasant to keep a few sheep, so the 
encro8chment of the loudspcaker datroyed thet silence which so far had given 
each man and woman his or her propa and equal voice.* 

The compulsion to educate destroys "the gratuitousn in leaming, just as "the enclosures of the 

lords" and "the mcroachment of the loudspeaka," d l  technical improvements, brought the loss of 

a commoas and a vemacular. Unique human presences are the conceru of Illich's cntical study of 

&cation. He spealrs of Reirner, and notes the otber frziends and conversation partners involved in 

'O Ivan Illich, Descbling Socieq (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1971), ix-ia 
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the writhg of Deschooling, but the issue is not just a coliaborative style of writing. [Uich has, 

fiom his earliest experiences, a distrust of technical solutions to imputed human needs. 

Illich becornes interested in schooliag because of the people he had grown to know in New 

York and Puerto Rico. Their lively tongue and particular faces were badly smred and distorted by 

the &os of a schooling society. A schoohg society is not content to keep the poor in poverty or 

to tolaate the nonconfonning presence. It rnust educate and absorb al1 in its own patterns of 

consumption and production. Peculiarities of human presence are to corne under the control of 

educational technique, Compulsory schooling is a device to manage ratha than deepen awareness 

of différence. 

In examining leamhg under the conditions of conternpomy schooling, Illich livs in hope of a 

practice of (scole) leisure, where leaming cornes in the fkee contemplation of the human face and 

its world This cannot be compelled and orchestrateci, or it becomes yet another tezhnical process, 

rather than a receptive and leisureci awareness of the difierences of being. This is not a 

consequeme of planning or the expected outcome of social engineering. in this sense it is not a 

utopian practice at ail, it does not strive for the perfection of a world system. Ratha, its desue is 

for a clair reception of the human odia. This other can ody be received when the self has a 

disciplincd rezeptive capacity. This discipline is of the intellectas, it can only be distracteci by the 

appanitus of most schooling, which seeks a linear, graded, and plsanecl prognss. The intellectus 

waits upon, and trusts, m the uwords in the flcshw of a human other. 

This aaïe trust in the differences of being, is what Barrow, Hook, and Callan have identiftecl 

as an unreasonable utopian response to the serious systematic needs of society. Illich questions 

these "needsn on behalf of the reality of embodied human experimce. However, Iilich is not 

unaw~ve of the difficulty fa& He has, after ail, seen, in Puerto Rico, New York, Chicago, and 

Mexico, the faces of the poor whose poverty was unaddressed, and ody compoundd, by the law 



of compuisory s~hooling.~~ He has been threatened and beaten by para-military thugs, attacked by 

left wing critics as elitist, found himseif tried by his own church for heresy, and al1 the while 

maintainhg that no institution, systexn, revolution, or ecclesid refonn can guarantee what is 

necessary for the leamhg of real hwian presence. . 

Nothing suggests what he hopes for in Deschooling more than the witness of his own career. 

He was capable of ecclesial advance to the upper levels of Rome, and yet his choices and loyalty to 

Wends moved away from such caret  advancement to a vocation of resistance. He discovered that 

Ieaming an other's tongue, not simply the grammatical conventions of a linguistic system, "is one 

of a deep experience of poverty, of weakness and of dependence on the good will of an~ther."'~ It 

is this expaieme of poverty before the living speech of another that guided his career of learning- 

His rage is against all that would absûact, distract from, or seek to manage, this living speech- 

The nsks and sacrifices Illich made were in hope of leaniing, and encouraging others to lem, 

an other's tongue. His language schools, in New York Puerto Rico, or Cuernavaca, had the 

sinplar purpose of aiiowing the human ear and heart to receive the other as o h .  His teaching of 

Spanish, to the Arnerican priest, rabbi, social worker, or administrator, attempted to have these 

figures of ecclesid or saular authority leem how to hear the living tongue of the other, and depend 

on this living contact as the fundamental rbot of any M e r  attempt to care or leam, He is aware 

of the vision of Comenius-a universal education for human saivatioebut cannot turn his head 

fiom seing how this has often beai used to trample and cripple particular human facesi6 The 

" wÜiiam Ferree, Ivan Ilüch, and Joseph Fitzpaûick, &., Spiritual cure of P m o  Ricm Migrants (New 
York: h o  Press, 1980), passim. 
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native residential schooi, the schwl of the Amencan ghetto, and the Pnissian Volkîsehule have 

been arnbiguous achievements of compulsion in schooling. 

The coming of compulsory schwiing was not simply a democratic impulse, but an attempt to 

control and to fit the native dwefler, the immigrant, the poor, and that alien creahue, the child, into 

a social order. Barrow celebrates this fitting of üves into a given institutional order as the form of 

justice Plato introduces in the ~e~ubl ic . "  One could Say this education was for the good of those 

0 t h .  How else would they survive, fïnd employment, or be acceptai into the dominant society. 

There is good sense in what Barrow proposes. 

However, as in Socrates' dialogue with Protagoras, Illich opposes such prudent Protagorian 

teaching on behalf of a iarger leaniing." It is a learning of what might be called the '%emacular of 

the other." This is the other who brings a tradition, a living way of dwelling, that is not already 

managed or packageci as a dominant institutional value. It is in the befkiending of this other where 

we might leam how to care and offer assistance. This kind of leamhg requirts a focal practice 

that opens the self to the other. This opening is not to the other as a social value, or a player in an 

institutional or economic system, but as a compelling human face. The learning of this fallible, yet 

persisting, human presence takes place in a web of inter-relationships. The argument for this web 

of leamhg is not in its efficiency or its ability to fit the ieama to the market or into an information 

system. If an argument can be given it can be only as a compassionate reach towards 

understanding an other's immeasurable rcal presence beyond all artifice. This is the distinction 

between education as a funneling device and learning as a webbing of focal practices. 

" Robin Barrow, Plato, UtiIitaria&m and Educmfon (London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1975), passim. 
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Illich celebrates the "poor" as rich with the wkdom of focal practice~ of human presence. 

Their son@ and stories, their rituals of community Me, their care for young and 014 have a depth 

and somatic profundty missing m g s t  many "rich" North Axnerican lives. Their problem is not 

ignorance but lack of access to and exclusion fiom the use and development of convivial tools. 

The demand that these poor be educated impiies that they lack some piece of knowledge that 

could free them Eorn their bondage. Illich sees this idea as a tech-gnostic heresy. It is a belief that 

the human problem is ignorance of essentiai technical knowledge. The development bureaucracy 

of the Puerto Rican and U.S. governments, the United Nations, and even the Vatican, seem to have 

faith that human problerns can be solved by the importation of doceinal or technical howledge 

and eeonornic management. The idea that the Latho peasant needs to be taught by gringo experts 

how to pray, fish or fana, when for generations she bas wonhippeâ, caught fish in the Iakes and 

sea, and survivecl by f-g marginal lands, should seem ludicrow. That they now need to be 

taugbt how to swive  in a global market place whose rules act to exclude and elirninate their 

unique presence in Ïts calnilations, should s#m obscene. 

The poor have more than adequate awareness of how to s u ~ v e .  That they are pushed to 

farm marginal lands by Geneial Foods, or that mercury and lead poison, or the depletion of stocks 

by industrial 6sh mining, has meant ülaess and starvation, hanlly indicates their problern is 

ignorance. A more likely culpnt is others' educated greed, economic expansion, and insatiable 

learned appetite for more and more produn The substitution of technical and institutional devices 

for convivial tools and patterns encouraged by "development education" only insures that the poor 

too can leam the frustration and deadening habits of dependaice on products and never ending 

consumption to meet needs manufacnved by the corporate and iastitutionaI production machine. 

The following section wili begin by offerîng an example and then move to offn a theory for 

understanding the distinction between technical howledge and devices and leaming r d  presence 



by f i  practice. The work of Albert Borgmam provides a suitable theoraical outhe." There is 

nothing conclusive in the examples or the theory. It offen a way of seing and not a total system 

with expected nsults. Learning of real presence is an uncertain adventure, and not a utopian plan. 

It is an absurd kind of utopia, already present in the vulnerability of fiimdship and patient attention 

to the fallible patterns of human presence. 

Net, Drum and Paddle: Focal Practice and Fallible Human Presence 

From 1982-84 I lived in a smali native fishing village fourteen mila by sea fiom Tofmo, 

Vancouver Island. These Ahousaht people stili lived largely by fishing. As a young Li l -minded  

clerïc I thought it was to be my duty to help t h s e  people leam the meaning of the Gospel as a 

message of liberation and economic development. The village looked like so many reservations- 

houses with brokm glas, unfinished siding, holes in wak and floors. Social problems seemed to 

abound. Much deweloprnmt work and education seemed to be called for and 1 was to be its 

catalyst. Or so I imagined. 

Because I lacked courage to ann my convictions, I soon abandon4 my zeal to Save diese 

"poor ones of God" and found myself visiting, fishing, listenhg, laughing, eating, teasing and being 

teased. My wife joined in the womai's circle, pounding Chitin and tasting it as had generations of 

Ahousaht women. 1 found myself jumping into a herring skiff and senkig a net alongside Eddy and 

Bishop, and hauling in the silver scaleû sockeye. 1 leamed fiom elder James Adams patience, care, 

and the meanhg of human üfe on the shorehe between the wüd Pacific and the cathedra1 groves of 

cedars on the mountain side. What did they nced to l m  fiom my education? In what way did 

they lack human qualities or howledge my developed theological training could provide? 

" Aibert Bagmam, TechnoZogy and the Chmoeter ofConîemprary Li& A PhiZosophicd I q " y  
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1 might have taught them to trade in their "pagan" focal practices of centring on the world 

about th-their relatives and fnends-for expectations of salvation, products, and services 

coming fiom beyond the village. They biew how these things worked. Many owmd and used 

these devices and processes. Mer a!i the "gospel" of thse devices had bem preached by the 

Church, the Department of Indian Affairs, television, and the school system. In the end 1 could 

only give them my lack ofcourage and my doubt in this salvation. 

The devices 1 was familiar with, the telephone, the radio, the television set, the school, the 

church, 1 at fint clung to as secure outcroppings of my own culture. 1 recall that every household 

had at least three things 1 understood, radio, television, and telephone. It was remarkable to see 

theù use, like alcohol, as a distraction fiom the sometimes tragic blows of life. 1 compare these to 

the paddle, the net, or the cinim. 

The paddle, wheu useci, drew the paddler into a rhythm that seemed to c o ~ e c t  hirn to the sea, 

the tradition of the grandfathers, and the whole of his culture. It required inner discipline, but it 

meant vulnaabüity to patterns beyond the seK Sam Ir. and Little Mike could paddle and work 

their way h m  feelings of suicide or y d g s  for alcohol to a calrn disciplineci presenceaO In 

school neither seemed able to concentrate or willing to comply with the discipline of the teacha. 

Paddling they seerned to make a perfêct m * a g e  with ratio-a measwed, calculated, undentood, 

and uramined strok-and intellectus-an opemess to patterns and surprises beyond 

measurernent 

The net too seexned to require ratio and intellectus. 1 r d 1  elder James Adams sining on the 

f lo t  cepairing one of these nets. He COUI~, with precision, judge the tension required to make the 

right shed Ioop, while joking, singing or story telling. He sat with his eighty year old han&, a few 

hgers missing and half a thumb, d d y  working line and Me. His soft voice was ail the while 
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t e h g  tales or rsalling amazing catches and times of wonder, joy, and sadness. He could attend to 

the world about him and within him, repair the net, and narrate the rneaning of this activity without 

having any one tool or practice distract fiom the art of his full presence. But before the device of 

the television set he was silenced, his han& stilled, his sparkling eyes flat. 

The drum held as much knowledge as the text of the bible, the distance education kit, or 

cornputer accss at the North Island College. Its surface offen carried a toternic image, a 

significant sign of where and to whom the drum and dnunmer belonged. The cirieci deer-hide gave 

out a sound that reminded one of the surf pounding on the shore or that inner rhythm of the heart. 

The songs to emerge from its drummirig taught of peins and joys, and the intelligence of a human 

community. Its rhythm taught of the human place in the cosmos and its complex set of 

relationships, ody v a g u e  W at ÿt that word "ccology." Its network of relationships could 

cause a hall of a thousand to dance, to weep, to understand the meaning of speech, bah, death, and 

to viscerally grasp theY place in the cosmos. 

The examples above can easüy be dismisseci by saying, T e s ,  but these fnends would know 

nothing of Shakespeare, Quantum T b r y  or the Micro-Chip without education." The reality is 

more complex. Pacy Sr. loved ltalian opera, just as he loved playing the traditional gambliig 

game, Lahal. Miss Anne chose to beurme a ''land c ia i i"  Lawyer, whiie le-g how to dance 

the traditional potlatch dances. Their learning or ieanlligs came from their own desires and sense 

of identity. Each attempt to enfiorce education, to place them in a process of planned identity 

formation, was resisted, refuseci, or sabotage& Only when and how these people decided to leam 

did they leam. The attempts to compel or make fit, to grade or orchestrate, ody gave a host of 

disorders or courageous resistance, most oAen one being the quivalent of the othcr. 

Thae is, of course, nothing p h i l o s o ~  condusive or ethicalIy c b c u t  in the above 

observations. Aivin Duon, a netive buraucrnt, used to say t h  residential schooling was one of 



the greatest forces in building the Native Brotherhood, a political lobby network for native ri@. 

"Education" taught these leaders how the European system worked, its operating language, so that 

they could "hack" into its "ceatral processing mitn and get out of it what they wanted. However, 

al1 native persons unda its rule s u f f i  some form of Ioss or crisis of identity. Many, at times, 

bezame fundamentally distracted from the world about them. Some simply became passive 

aggressive clients of the processing mechanisms of govenunent and industry. What is striking is 

that even the most dysfirnctional in schooled society would corne alive with focus and intelligence 

when their han& touched the drum, net or paddle. 

The focal things, drum, net, and paddle, had a remarkably different leaming function than did 

school, television, alcohol, and church. The latter seemed to move along a continuum from use as 

devica to distract attention fiom the incarnate, the depth of lived experience, to opportunities for 

focal practice of awareness. Compulsory education very often discouraged attention to focal 

traditional activities and encouraged feelings of mger and guilt What was f'ially induced, in tao 

many casa, by education, as with television and alcohol was a passive-agressive stupor and an 

addictive appetite for more of the product. 

The drum, net, and paddle never seemed to b ~ g  such stupor, conhion or distraction. Al1 

three brought benefits school, television, aIcohol and chutch claimed to enable. AU three involveci 

participation in use, creation, and practice. The drum provided opportunities for entertainment, 

carryiag messages through tirne and space, teaching, spiritual comectiou, a contact with deep 

motional tones, and gave a profound music. The net gave food, meaning, community, and 

fiendship in its maintenance and use. The paddle gave a disciplineci motivation, a way of moving 

through the geography without looshg touch with its sigdicance. Al1 encouraged an intellectual 

and physicai subtlety m receiving the surprise and complexity of the world of theu application. In 

al1 three cases the discursive ratio was d e d  to a receptive and contemplative intellectus. 



Aibert Borgmann bas attempted to offer a theory to help understand how various practices 

fwiction to instiil an attitude towards or rooting in the worldZ1 The attempt in his work is to 

understand the contemporary fhction and power of technology: 

The advanced technological way of Ke is usually seen as rich in styles and 
opportunities, pregnaat with radical innovations, and open to a promising future. 
The problems that beset technological societies are thought to be extrinsic to 
technology. . . 1 consider this a serious misreading of our situation. I propose to 
show that there is a characteristic and constraining pattern to the mtue fabnc of 
Our Iives.* 

The "constraining pattern" is the dominant way in which contemporary society has taken up 

the world This B o r m  calls technology, with its most evident and concrete evidence being the 

plahora of devices that occupy modem life. These devices not only finction to rnake existence 

easier but tend to shape and constrain by dullig our awareness of the complex of relationships 

hidden by their artificiality. The convenience of central heating, for exarnple, may m m  1 awaken 

to a warm house, but 1 no longer have the cornplex significance of the heanhB That which is a 

gain in human convenimce, hides cornplex encumbrances and dependencies corn a~areness.'~ 

Borgmann examines a number of philosophical treatments of the technological: the 

substantive, the instrumentalist, and the pluralistx The substantive position argues that 

technology is the major force impelling and crippling conternporary life. Borgmann notes that 

without a sharp critical apparatus the insight is too eesily disrnissed. Without doubt technology is 

a substantive force tnuisformhg human experience. However, the technical device c m  bighlight 

the importance of focal practices for contemporary life? 
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The hstmmental view regards technology simply as a new and more sophisticated use and 

development of tools. The toois thanselves are neutral. The cornputer or hammer may be useû for 

evil ends, but of themselves they have no profound force. The tool is not the problem. The 

problem is the lack of political wiIl or the bad intentions of the user. Instrumental views may go so 

fat as ?O Say that human beings are changed in the process of using various tools. However, this 

change can be managed by political and ethical structures or is simply the inevitable cost of 

progras. The tool, the instrumentalist argues, is a mere means." 

On this point, Borgmam rexnarks that the idea of mere means is in fact a construction of the 

world of modem te~hnology.~* To rem11 the examples above, the drum was never a mere means to 

produce a beat, the paddie never a mere means ta move through the water, the net never a mere 

means to catch food. The encurnbrances and human relationships in their use were never 

understood as secondary or unrelatecl to their funaion. Being, the presence of relational depth, was 

aiways joincd with use. Alcohol, school, or television, are devices, in the context of the native 

community, capable of being abstracted fiom the relational depth of presence in their fùnction as 

means to an end. instrumentalism, the ideology of most who argue for the unlimiteci development 

and use of technology, appean shortsighted in its full grasp of the divide between contemporary 

imthtions and technologies and traditional structures and tools: 

Putting technology in the context of political purposes is itseif naive if one fails 
to consider trenchantly the radical transformation of d l  policies that technology 
m y  bring about . . . The challenge, briefly, urges that traditioaaily radical 
distinctions, Say, between socialism and capitalism, between union and 
management, have been eroded by modem technological or economic 
developments. Politics, then, is no longer the undisputeci master science; it may 
well be in the thrall of a cadidy new and different force." 



Borgmann's key insight is that the instnimentalist view wd to defend the fiee o p t i o n  of 

technical systems and devices exposes a "radicdy new and dinerent force*" This force Borgmann 

calis the technological. By that he means the composite and complex system of devices and 

processes that have become so abstracted from human presmce and aicumbrances as to appear as 

ment means? The instrumentaikt view appears naïve in its lack of appreciation of the formative 

y& dichotomitlig force of this new meam. The technological means, a p p e a ~ g  as abstractable 

from the complex of relationships and ends, is a force resbaping the natural and social world 

The third approach to technology Borgmann calls the pluralist view. Here the complex of 

various interactions between evolving f o w  and continuities creates a sense that no dominant force 

can be identifid There are always counter examples. The bad use of a particular device cm be 

balanced by pointing to its benefits. Advances in technical control rnay mean an increase in 

abstraction from others, but who is to Say the advance is not worth the cost? In this view no 

overall pattern becomes visible and ali sustainhg values or v h a  are relative and cm be shown to 

be so by counter examples. Borgmann objects to this view: 

Technology, in fact, does not take shape in a prohiiitively complex way, where 
for any endeavour there are balancing countemdeavours so that no striking 
pattern becomes visible. It is iatuitively apparent that in modem technology the 
face of the earth is transfomed in a radicaliy novel way; and that transformation 
is possible ody on the b a i s  of strong and pavasive social agreements and by 
way of highly discipümd and coordinated efforts." 

An example ffom the hehhg vülage immediately cornes to mind In the year 1984 the 

Iapanese industrial fish-mining fleet went on strike. These ocean going ships, with their ten mile or 

longer dragnets, use a highly organized technology to mine the ocean for fsh just outside the two 

hundred d e  M. The catches ofthe 20 to 34 foot low-technology trawlers of my fishing Inends 

haci, up until this year, gremiaiîy diminished. Durhg the time after the strike, catches in al1 fleets, 



trawlers, seiners, and gül-netters, suddenly retunied to levels unseen for years. Whüe careless and 

gr- trawlers could have theù impact on declining stocks, their eight or t m  pola and lines never 

could efficiently, and with technical accuracy, eümlliate whole fisheries. A radical and new force 

was minhg the sai and changing its nature in ways unseen ever before. This radical new force 

was "possible ody on the basis of strong and pervasive social agreements and by way of highly 

disciphed and caordinated e f f~r t s . "~  

Borpann goes on to offer a theory that attempts to off" a sharper distinction between the 

paradigm of technological devices and that of focal things and practica. His examples of focal 

things and practices-the great feast, the m e r s  disciplid route, the contemplative waik-are 

shown to be in con- to technological devices in their capacity to centre the participant in 

somatic reality with real presence. These focal practices and things have neither the presumed 

accuracy nor the efficiency to be untoucheci in their means by other relational realities and the 

complex of ends. Focal practice, in its fallibility, infallibly leads to a complex awareness of real 

pmence. The focal thing never accomplishes a single task without the complications of human 

stories, han&, and faces. 

What is helpful in reading Deschooling is the dennition Bor- offen of a technological 

device This is helpful because what Illich intuitively and imprecisely skaches is a theory of 

school as a device and education as its ideological or technological engine. The school and 

education, like al1 technological devices, "promises to brbg the forces of nature and culture under 

control to l i i t e  us fiom misery and toü, and to enrich our lives.* Its promise is as a seductive 

mne means, uncomplicated by political, social, or traditional encumbrances. 

The importance of the f i l  thing is that it resists the reduction of the world and human 



presuice to m a e  instruments. The patkrn of technology, as it defuies contemporary life and 

education, can sirnplii awarmess in the direction of instnimentalisation. Human faces, aspects of 

the naturd world, literature, religious traditions cm al1 be reduced to systems, tecimical processes, 

and devices. F d  practices are important because they bring awareness of the complex and 

subtle relational depths of presence. When one usa a device Iike a computer without sunoundhg 

focal tbiags and practices, experience can be flatîened and the human face cm be reduced to a 

biotic fomula. Focal practices reform technical devices and processes by deepening awareness of 

the human dependencies and preseaces involved. When my use of the computer is smunded by 

conversation and fiiendship it can baomes a prosthetic aid to contact a niend not physically 

present, and imaginatively allowing her to enter my livng conversation with othen. 

Eco, Borgmann, Higgs and others, have pointed out that the preponderance of the artificial 

and the simulateci, the world of the v h a l  the duplicated, and the classroom, can, whem exceeding 

a certain Iimit, encourage an insensitivity to the sornatic complexity of real üfe? This is the cause 

of that plastic existence they have calied hyperredity, where the artificial is prefmed and accepted 

as natural? There is a cost to human life in community degradation, loss of meaning, corruption 

of moral charader, ecological decay, and inhiinhibition of nchly experienced real presence: 

This is the nason for this joumey into hypmeality, in search of instances 
where the. . . imagination dernands the real thing an4 to attain it, must fabricate 
the absolute fake; where the boundaties between game and illusion are blmed, 
the art muoeum is contaminated by the fireak show, and falsehoad is enjoyed in a 
situation of "fuhess", of horror vacui? 

The fear of being empty (horror vaai) and insubstantial mates, ironicdiy, the substantid 

fake and simulation. The argument Borgmm d e s  is that the devices of technology have very 

S. Leonard Rubinstein, 'Thmgs have Collsequences," ResearcNPenn State 14 (Sept. 1994): 25. 
3s Umberto Eco, Duvek J% Ifyperreality (San Diego, New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
PbL, 1986), 18; see also, "Things have C~~l~eque~lces," 25. 

'' Eco, 8, 



specific and discanible characteristics that make them distinct fiom other tools and artifacts in 

their capacity to hide the depths of soaatic complexity. The device masks encumbrances beyond 

its own specific fimction. The h m  cited above, for example, reveals the "encumbrances" of a 

skilied player, a community gathering, a totemic design, the lore of other dnrmmers and elders. 

The drum machine mash its mcumbrances behind the electronic panel and the "sknple" capacity 

to flick a switch. 

The d m  machim intentionally hides a host of complex feahres and necasary 

mtanglernents. It hides from the ears everything fiom the marketing representative to the micro- 

chip and circuit-board, and k designed to give to the ear only the sound of the b a t .  The dnim 

gives to the ear, the eye, the and the heart a whole complex of rneanings, from maker, to 

player, ( o h  the sarne person) on to audience. Even the invisible aspects of its visceral beat, the 

meaning, feelings, stories, it carri*& were not intended to be disguised, or forgotten about, but 

participated directIy in the audible and visible dance and Song at its beating. 

The technological device can change its parts, its metbod of construction and production, 

without threat to the identity and function of the devican The CD player may produce an audibly 

more pleasing sound than the Sony Waikman or the old tunitable, but the sound of Miles Davis' 

"Khd of Blue" is stili reproduced. The three radicaily different processes and devices a11 aim at 

doing the same single thing. They al1 reproduce the sounds of that music, each using a more 

complex tecbnology than the other. The concealment, the intentional hiding of the works, is rneant 

to disburden the hearer fiom the effort to heer and the distance between Mües Davis' performance 

and the disc player. 1 cm "play" his hom's solo while I drive in my car or bmh my teeth without 

neecling to attend to the effort or character of Mies Davis. Its just a wondemil sound, music, that 

effortlessly, and without a human face, can be heard here or there. However, had I been there at 



the sessions the music would be an uhavoidable focal thing and practice giwig more thaa the 

recording levels registered on the "Sony" three track recording machine." 

The point B o r p m  makes is that focal things and practices seek to conceal nothing. Focal 

practics are studies in the complexity of reality and real human presence. They necessarily reveal 

encumbrances. They are patterns of participation in complex reelity. The encumbrances-the 

human han4 the black experience, the hom players emotional state, the drummer's relatives and 

place in the tradition, the child nianing across the hall-are al1 participants in the focal practice. 

Focal practice is not an atternpt to avoid the unpredictable, the immeasurable, or even the 

dimirbing aspects of reality. It is a disciplining of attention to allow the trip-ups of real praence 

to centre and prepare the self with real presence in, to, for, and with, the world. Fouil practice 

gives the attentive and receptive "Jazz" as a music of presence, unrepeatable, and unique. The 

ratio is applied to open the self to the receptive capacity of the inteflectus, rrespondiag to presence 

in the contingencies of the moment. 

This is how focal things and practices M e r  as tools nom technical devices. There are many 

things that appear to have the capacity to be used in both ways. Using Borgmann's defuitions too 

tightly can hamper a subtler undexstanding. However, the point Borgrnann makes is that the 

technical device, because it m u t  engage in some form of deception, can distract and seduce the 

user into beüeving that artificial forms cm simply replace the benefit and cost of real presence. 

The over-arching pattern of techwlogical culture acts to mode the deeper cultural sigaificance of 

focal thiags by conceshg social intercomections and simpiifying them as commoditia and 

mechanical procases. Focal practices and things bave a cost and are fahile, but never hide their 

cost and falhiility fiom view. 

'' Robert Palmer, "Kmd of Blue," liner notes for Miles Davis, Kind of Blue, Reisue on Columbia CK 
64935,1997, Compact Disk; and Büi Evans, "Improvisation in J a q "  her notes for Miles Davis, 
of B k ,  Columbia CL 1355,1959, Long Play R#xlrdMg. 
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The CD player, now filhg my ears with Miles Davis, can foo1 me into belinring 1 have 

expetienced the full sigdiuuice of those recordoig sessions, some forty years ago. 1 can ako 

ignore the fm that the ~anaskic  factory has poiluted the earth, watn, and a u  with various heavy 

metais and ch&& h the production of my PCMCIA KXLD720, as weil as forced labourers in 

Chma, Mexico or Korea to accept industrially damaged liva. 1 c m  ignore Ontario Hydro's 

increased sulphur emissions and heavy water spills. However, because 1 know the focal practice of 

human music, the tension and release of artistic performance, I can experience the deeper music the 

CD, in al1 its digitally remastered and cornputed accuracy, hides. 

With focal practice the device can encourage me to listen for a muted presence. T w  often, 

however, the sound, even of Davis' genius of presence in his hom playing, is, through these 

earbudç, but a pleasant sensation distracthg me from encounters with the disturbing music of real 

presence. The ambiguity in using a technical device is always b*ween ease of method, and 

abstraction fkom the real cost to human presence. The ambiguity of focal practices and things is in 

the natural relatiomhip between effort and ease, pain and joy, found in the human awareness of 

immeasurable presence. 

Deschooling seeks to bring awareness of the hidden costs of using the device called "school." 

The book exposes the dissonance between social practices end devices, and stated social a h .  

IUich's aim is to encourage webs of focal practice and aîtention to the presence of human othen. 

This is not a utopian plan for technical or social paféction. It is the modest claim of focal 

pradces. in a union of the dissymetricai powen of the ratio and intellecius, necessary for a 

humbler and ncha human 1e;uning. Illich encourages an art of real human preseuce raovering the 

CO-cespondence, the human ''Jazz" played, baweai the fahile ratio and the fiagile intellectus. 



Ecclesiolo~ as the Study of Devices and Focal practices 

Ecclesiology is the disciplined study of focal practica and iostitional devices and how they 

structure an ecclesia, a living community. Ecclesiology looks to uncover the origins, nature, and 

development of an ecclesio in its practices and devices. Specifîcally, it has been the study of the 

praaices and liturgies of the Christian church. For example, the study of liturgy exposes not 

merely a spoken and discursive thedogy but the lived and practiced belief of the cornmunity. The 

music, gestures, posture, objects, touch, and words, al1 participate in the creation of a "communal 

atmo~phere,"~ Ecclesiology cm expose a dissonance between this social reality and the stated 

doctrinal or social aim. 

When Reimer draws Illich's attention to public education, Illich examines it using his ecclesial 

and liturgical instincts. He looks to understand the communal atmosphere. It rnay be, as Barrow 

indicates, that his religious language prevmts understanding. Illich's ecclesial and Iiturgical 

analysis may stretch a point beyond its capacity to spring free any new hsight However, 

schoaling appean to communicate in its institutional practices, just as other institutions, a 

particular set of values. The dissonance between these values and stated social aims is Illich's 

topic, 

There hes always been a temptation in any cornplex soîiety to collapse the dense and 

multilayered signifiaince of personal focal practices into a less encumbered universal device. The 

demand for wide application and cwrdination of diverse local communities was hown in the 

Medieval Church and the Holy Roman Empire, When Illich contra- the search for new and 

better "educational fÙnneisn with the "search for their institutional inverse," he is applying an 

ecclesial crkicism applied n(sl to these pre-modern institutions." For example, the stniggie for 

39 Ivan Wch, The Cultivaticm of CmspÎracy," (a translateci, edited, and expanded version of an adciras 
g i m  cm the occasion ofhis receiving the Culture and Peace ke, Bremen, Germmy, 14 ûctober 
19981, photocopy, 8. 



Episcopal control over the liturgical diversity of the early church was an institutional device 

anempting to manage the veneration of the Real Presence in local communities. 

By contrast to these attempts at institutional conformity the metaphor of webbbg Iliich 

introduces is meant to suggest the focal practices of local communities. The participation of 

leamers in the shaping of their own communal atmosphere and focal practices is held as a critical 

part of leaming an art of rad presence. Iliich's web is meant to suggest a responsive practice 

where many presences "conspire" and "commune" in a living whole in contrast to the values of 

institutional conformity and techaical efficiency." 

In identifyuig the problem in schools and education as the paradigm of b e l s  over that of 

webs, he is repeating what he said in the "Disappearing ~ l e r g y m a n . ~  Care and concm for 

leaming, when understood as locked into the sustainhg and expansion of institutional structure, is 

pmnrted by a ternptation to power. The school as the church, if it is to be a place of encountering 

the full meanhg of real presence, must renounce coercive powa and be disestablished. Its very 

formation as a b e l  of authority m u t  be decoostnicted If it is to be a place of learning, it mut 

be entered h l y  as a sanctuary for focal practices, "heightening the opportunity for each one to 

~ansform aich moment of his living into one oflearning, sharing, and caring? 

Iilich, es a student of liturgy and ecclesiology, is not suggesting that learning requires no 

social structure. The institutional hubris of education and its device, compulsory schooling, gives a 

social structure that is without the discipline of focal practice. Mitutional values are promoted 

that make the lamer into a consumer of products. The social conditions whereby Ieamers corne to 

a mature and restraÏned use on behalfof conviviality require a differait kind of social structure. 

I L  Ivan Illich, The Cuitivaticm of Conspiracy," 8. 
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nüch is not suggesting that human beings are necessarily damaged by all  social influences. 

Rather, he is counseüng that the convivial nature of human beiags means that learning must be a 

consequence of the linkages, the meetings, the niendships between one and an other. This is the 

plea for a culture of reaI presence that modestly uses focal practices and things, and understands 

the temptation in and difficulty of ail technical devica and processa. Technically complex 

societies need to discipline over-developed ratios to the saisitivity of the intellectus open to a 

nonconfomllng other. 

The modem compulsory school is used by Illich to reveal the institutionalized hart of 

contemporary l i k  The substance of learning is, in the meeting of reai presence, an mcounter with 

the real as it exists as more than a simulation, artifice or example. The artificial processes to 

consûuct Ieaming are confused in schooling, as we now know it, for the substance of leamhg 

itself. The pupil is schooled to prefer and confuse the profe~sional tacher, compulsory attendance, 

and the classrmm with the events of leaming. The substance of leanllng, which arises in the 

relationship b a ~ e e n  presences, is thought to consist in products that can be connimed. Leaming 

hence becomes an a r t i f i d  process of hgesting products when they are serveci. 

The inversion of reality where signs, diplomas, grade advancement, attendance records, and so 

on, are mistaken for the key meanings or substance of learning, is the mistake of attempting to 

guarantee a certain institutional standard. It is an idea that c m  be said to exhibit a noble concem 

that dl be saved fiom ignorance and poverty. However, the impact of such an altruistic aim, when 

the good is sought imspective of the particdar reality of esch human life of Ieaming, is that 

1e-g becomes a fùnction of institutional @ormance. The institutional device hides its own 

inner workings, but these workings end by governing the world of the user. That which was to 

serve an imputed human need, cornes to dictate and shape those needs. The pedagogicai device 

defines the student. 



The task IUich urges be taken up is one of research into the ongins of the institutions, 

processes, and devices that mask and school us in distraction fiom the fhII possibilities and 

encurnbrances of real presence. Illich seeks to understand the ongins of educational 'device- 

dependence" in orda to recover focal practices that can rnake more h u m  the technologies and 

institutions we might choose to create. The recovery of m l  human encounten, webbings and 

bodies, in meetings of real presence, is a way beyond the manipulations and funnehg of a schooled 

servilitty to institutional values. 

IUich is w t  attempting, any mon than Socrates was, to prompt the end of civil Me. Rather, 

he is suggesting that the civil is best known in convivial, leisureci, focal practices and things that 

bring us from device orientation to an orientation in the hospitable reception of immeasurable 

others. In these essays "school" is not meant as the only problem or even the p ~ c i p a l  reason why 

devica dominate contmporary life. However, compulsory schooling is a central factor in the 

confushg of process with substance. Schooüng is a normalking ritual that shapes the imagination 

to see products and devices as substitutes for presence and focal practics. 

The ritual device distracts, es Borgmm suggests, nom the complex depth of human 

presence. We are Ied away fiom the human encounters that give a learning of subtle, complex, and 

integral meaning to exchanges of discomected bits of idormation, spewing fiom the complex and 

hidden workings of an educational device. We are taught to be unreceptive to the complexity of 

human presence, and to simply isolate the "key facts." 

Deschooling begins by asserting that schooling is an icon of contemporary life. It operates to 

initiate the student into the institutional patterning and technological functioning of the age. It does 

not primarily fiinction to help the student sa that this present paradigm is one of many possible 

paradigms. Rather, its ritual processes give it to an impiicit reading of reality as institutionaliy 

deked, a raw resource for supplying human needs. This is the ecclesiology of schooling. It is a 



titurgicai praaice, a ritual, that r d o r c e s  and generates a particular "faith" or way of seeing and 

being in the world. 

IUich suggests that contemporary Me is schooled in the rituals of a tech-gnostic (technical 

knowing) liturgy, expressing and forming the social reality of modern personr. Illich suggats that 

education and schoohg are key forces in the contemporary construction of reaky as a technically 

rnanaged mi*stence. Borgmann shows that the devices of everyday We, in a tirne defined by 

techwlogy, tend to distract and khi'bit attention to focal practices and things, the disciplines of 

presence, contemplation, critical thought and religion. So Illich suggests that schoolimg is a device 

that inhibits the subtie learning and awareness of the real pains, the joys and complexity of human 

presence. 

There is a consistent vision in Illich's analysis. He looks at the institutional activities and sees 

the workings of an ecclesial and liturgical structure. The devices, the institutional behaviours and 

routines, demonstrate the communal atmosphere of the age. Like the time before Galileo, of the 

flat earth and dome of heaven, the devices and practices of contemporary life are cqually 

illusbative of the social construction and faith of contemporary life. Non-conforming focal 

practices threaten to give another shape to the world 

Illich's argument is not the same as other radicalS. His use of the ecclesial model, seeing how 

an institutional function engenders and minors a certain root belief about reality, is central to hk 

consavative view of the potential of any technique to nd h d t y  of the tragic and ambiguous 

dimensions of human existence. The technical way educational devica function is contrasted with 

the encmbrances and h d t y  of focal practice. Mich sees school as being a ritual leamhg of 

techmcal complexity bringing insensitivity to the complexity and subtlety of human presence. 



Disestablishina and Disernbeddinp; Ritual Practices and Devices 

Focal P d c e  has a powerfûl place in the formation of identity. Whether we look to the 

potter's apprentice, Buddhist meditation or the celebration of a weddhg f a t ,  focal practice is an 

activity of recognkhg relatiohal t i s  and forming identity. These formative practices, expiicitly 

religious or not, an practices that $ive structure? direction, and stability to human identity. Illich 

calls for the disestablishuig of any focal practice that is made univmally compulsory. The 

compulsory force of schooling both privileges certain focal practica and rnakes them appear to 

have unrealistic capacities. Compulsory schooüng cm confuse, therefore, the appetite for 

institutionally managed devices and achievements with the patient and persona1 leamhg of focal 

practice. 

Illich dws not attack school as a tool for leamen to gain a particular skX Indeed, Illich 

a h  school as a place where the leisure, the absence of laboured compulsion, is given in order 

to assist concentration on certain practices. However, in contemporary compulsory schooling, "the 

pupil is schooled to confuse teaching with learning . . .'* The pupil begins to believe in her own 

inatia and his own nad  to be manipulateci by extemai stimuli in order to leam. The leamer must 

be aaed upon or, if she acts upon th@, it must be circumscribed by a certain cunicular agenda. 

The meeting between one and an other, between a self and the world, must be mediateci by a 

professional pcdagogue and the interaction monitored and planned by administraton. The 

exchmges if not regardeci as crudely the consumption or use of ducational products are at least 

conceived as a managed and highly orchestrateci activity. 

From Dewey and Piagct on, ducaton, teachers, and curricular plannen have attempted to 

buiid in the spontaneity? the r a l  desires, and motivations of students. However, Illich is suggesting 

that Wtutional attempts to induce "spontaneitf' betray a lack of trust and reverence for the depth 



of na1 praence. Too easily, the inter-subjective and unpredictable focal practice of learning 

between living presences gives way to the umncumbered operations of a device or managed 

process. 

These operations all have the fiuiction of convincing the student that human presence is 

dehed prharily as the pnfomiance of institutional duties and the use of technical devica and 

products. The educational device, as Borgmann suggests, shapes the usa  and hides from view a 

host of interactions and meanings. The device, while appearing to simply be the logical and 

efficient way to organize behaviour, distracts and abstracts the leamer fkom the world of complex 

presences. 

The culpnt is not schools per se, but the desire to make routine and technically efficient the 

leaming of certain curricular ssentials. In so doing the device, the technique, and the curriculum 

define the needs and desires of the student. The altniistic a h  of schmling and education is 

perverted by its attempt to guarantee and manage certain and specific raults. The will to free 

human Ulteliigence from technicd imperfections only hides the greater tragedy of diminished 

sensitivity to human differeoce in technical accomplishment. 

Ilich's task is to reveal the device, the institution, and their managers and ownen as 

inappropriately invasive of the autoaomy of leamers as real presences. The appropriate 

relationships of tool to user and of apprentice to master are not unda question. Rather, the 

concern is that real human presence has in fact become servile to the technical device and the 

institutional fiinction. What Illich seeks is a recovcry or miergence of values, exchanges, and 

behaviom that are not denned by institutions, economic systems, technologies, corpontte 

managers, and iastitutional agendas, but by real human presence. This is not about geniag rid of 

civil institutions but of recovering civil society as a convivial place, a commoas belonging to no 



one but shared by aii. Technologies or institutions are not viewed as necessady dernonic, but are 

caîied upon to serve conviviai purposa and to encourage focal practics. 

Contexnporary life is under the pedagogy of devices, managem, and professionals. Those 

things and person who were to be in service to human n e d  have corne to dictate and manufacture 

needs. The pnest who was to be the servant of ali hinis out to demand servility. Taken h m  the 

complex of organic relationships, the aicumbrances and complications of real presence, we are 

delivered up to the control of technical devices and technicians. The modem condition combines 

the lack of power over circumstances with a loss of personal meaning. We now live in a the,  

Borgmann illustrates, when devices are mere means and thereby personal ends can be 

abstractable? Meaning, once found in the rich interconnections of personal tool use and 

creatior+sociai, religious, famifiai-is muted in a world where devices are manipulateci as mere 

means. The ever changing complexity of technology, institutions, and professional life, takes 

power away fiom pmons and rnakes them dependent on technical processa that have no personal 

meaning. 

The cool efficiaicy of devices and regularity of institutional forms are seductive. With best 

intentions parents insist on schools and schooling for their children in order that they might get 

ahead in a technicaliy sophisticated environment. The child is htroduced thereby into a pattern of 

consumption and mer expanding desire for the services and products, technical devices and 

processes. Hophg to have our children gain access to knowledge, we only expose them to the 

fiusttating and shaping of their needs and desires by institutional products and processa. If we 

truly focusseci on access, on an open contact with the masters and things that provide leamhg 

moments, we would be forced to disestablish the social structures that constrain or limit access. 

Olich ~ggests that compuisory schoaling "sets and holds in place the patterns of n o m  and 



behaviours which protect and sustain the other  institution^.^ As such, it must be disestablished 

dong with these other devices and institutions: There are two aspects to deschmling: deschooling 

education and deschooiing societv. It is not just education but social reality which has been 

schooled, and not just education but society which needs to be deschooledd7 

This is precisely the difnculty Gintis, Barrow, and others see in IUich's proposal. Without the 

buffa of schoolig, they suggest, the wom aspects of uschooled society" would operate without 

check upon the most vulnerable. Barrow ponden the question as a chicken and egg conundrumU 

He suggests that it is ody confbing to dmonize an institution that could be changed. Gintis 

suggests Illich, by couwlling the disestablishment of schools, is deflecting the revolutionary 

vanguard fiom the real work of changing the system." Disestablishment would further disable the 

poor, ensuring their continued marginalkation and disempowerrnent. The schooling system must 

be changed in orda to provide qua1 accas and consciousness raising. Illich replies, 

[to] Mr. Gintis 1 would Say, "You are womed because the poorer part of 
Americans. . . don? get enough schooling to know what's good for them and so 
remain independent. Poor people &op out of school before they can fa11 into 
your han& and be told that you know what's good for themen 

Illich answers his critics by warning of the impact of too easily assuming to know an other's 

nads. The "indian" residential school system and the use of napalm on Vietnamese villagers were 

said ta be on behalf of a good Institutional altruism rnay be wone than apathy. However, Illich, 

as Barrow p o h  out, seems to thLik that simply by tiddhg cornpulsory education as a demand 

upon the poor they will expdence a new-found mdependence nom consumer society. This itself 

" Le!onard I. Wak~, "Reconttexhialiring Illich's Deschooiing Society," Bulletin of Science Technofogy 
a d  Society 16 (1 996): 263. 
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seems too simple a solution. The school may provide, as Gintis suggests, a "liberated zone" 

empowering the poor. 

Barrow's critique talcs all of Illich's proposais to task for their extreme and careless 

assumptions. At each tum, whether it be the assumption that compulsory schooling fails to teach 

students reading or that graded c ~ c u l u m  is necessarily an evii, Barrow offers arguments that 

indicate that compulsory schooling is neitha as bad nor as confining as Illich indicates: "mis 

argument] is astonishing in its naivett: it has no bearing at al1 on the question of whether schools 

do d e  a contniution towards developing literacy or could make a betta one.'"' 

Barrow is correct Much of Illich's argument against compulsory schooling does not ask, 

even given its many citable deficiencies, if schooling is better than any proposed alternative* 

However, Illich's purpose is not the defaue of an alternative, but a plea that alternatives be 

considerd Schooling rnay do some good, but making schooling compulsory and education 

necessary, assumes that it does everyone the most good. The arguments for schooling are premised 

on a presupposed universal need. 

The purpose of the essays in Deschooling are to introduce doubt and encourage research into 

the common assumption that compulsory schooiing is the natural and most eficient way to 

organize learning. What Illich is not atiempting to do is to prove that he has a better plan for 

le-g. Rather, he is suggesting that any plan is faulty and exhibits a large degree of hubris. The 

metaphors "webbing" and "network" an intendeci to counter the ova-planning of ducational 

devices. Webbing is a metaphor for personal focal practices-subtie linking, relational 

complexity, improviseci responses, and a respezt for the immeasurable gifts of r d  pmence. 

Barrow recognUes that Illich's anaiysis illustrates the logic of a hidden curriculum. IUich 

argues that, despite the content of the curriculum, îts ecclesiology "makes them [students, teachers, 

" Barrow, 135. 



and parents] beiieve . . . that leaming can be rneaswed and pieces cm be added one to the other; 

that learning provides value for the objects which then sel in the market." Barrow contends that 

none of this is necessarily an evii. The hidden curriculum of schooling provides training and ski11 

development that is socially relevant and euables advancement in the dominant culture. Illich 

Nowhm else does the treatment of poverty promote such dependence, anger, 
fiutration, and M e r  demands. And nowhere else should it be so evident that 
poverty-once it has become modemized-has become resistant to tnatment 
with dollars alone and requires an institutional revoluti~n.~ 

Illich is concemed that the practical results of compulsory schooling in poor communities are 

not as advertiseba gradua1 lifting up of the poor to be on qua1 footing with the rich in accessing 

the tools of socim. The practical result seans to be a fiustrating dependence on further 

mstitutional interventions and an expanding cycle of consuming products and services. For 

example, the three biilion dollars expended in the United States bween 1965 and 1968 on 

upgrad'ig the disadvantaged did not produce the predicted results." While resources were and are 

not equally distri'iuted between rich and, the problems the poor face are not reducible to a Iack of 

ducational opportunity or knowledge? 

Berg's well-documented empirical evidence suggests that the amount of money expended on 

education does roughly correlate with higher salaries." However, his study d o a  not indicate a 

high degree of correlation between years spent in educationai innitutions and cornpetence. Illich 

argues, usiag this and other studies, that universal schooling c m t s  as many barriers for the poor 

and ~~l in sociw as t deviates. Illich argua that compulsory schooling introduces a ritual 

Illich, Deschooling 4. 

" Tbid 
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'' Iver Berg, Echrcaîion d J i i b s :  l7ie Gmaî Training Robbery (New York: Ptaeger hblishers, 1970), 
19-38. 



that disables awareness and sensitivity to gifk and wisdom found in the vemacular sphere. It 

d e s  it dinicult to imagine cornpetence and learning without the incursion of educated experts, 

products, and institutions. 

Barrow, one of Illich's sharpest critics, points to problans in Illich's argument He does not 

object to IKch poiating out that contemporary schooüng has hidden airns and a ritualking function. 

He argus that there is nothhg new in this insight nor is it particularly aIarming. Schools must 

inculcate the values and perspective of the society in which they exist. Howewr, they do so 

flexibly: "lust as we accept without argument the point that there is a hidden curriculum, so we 

reject the speific suggestion that we are taught this and that as if it admittesi of no exception and 

every child must have irnbibed the same cultural vaIueCM 

1s Barrow saying that conternpowy schooüng does not se& to inculcate every child with 

common "cultural valus" or that it does so impcrfectly? The frst half of the sentence accepts a 

hidden cum*culum, but the second rejests the idea that the school explicitly teaches this cumculum. 

He appean to be saying that schooling gives these hidden cultural values without explicitly seeking 

to imbue every child with them If so, this is in agrament with Illich. 

The ritual procas operats despite what is explicitty taught. It may not imbue every child 

with "the same cultural values" but it touches every child. Some have successful strategies of 

resistance and othas do not. Obviously it does not imbue every child without exception, and again 

this is Illich's point. His book begins by pointhg out that "Many students, specially the poor, 

intuitiveIy h o w  what schools do fcr them? Many students, not ail, intuitively resist or s a k  to 



sabotage the biddeo cum*culum. Perbaps many caring teachers, such as John Taylor Gatto, resist 

as wekY Illich indicata the pdcament if such teachers later on in the book when he wcites: 

The "classroorn practitioner" who considers hunself a liberal teacher U attacked 
fiom d sides. The heschool (and dPschool) mvement, coafusing discipline 
with Utdoctrlliation, hac painted him iato the role of a destructive authoritarian. 
The educational technotogist consistdy demonstrates the teacher's infaority 
at me85uring and modifyiog behaviour. And the scbool administration for whom 
he works forces hùn to bow to both Summerhili and ~ k i n n a . ~  

The utamples do date the work, but today's profes~iod tacher is caught between many new 

rocks and many new hard places. Barrow seenis to have miçsed the cl- grasp Illich has of the 

ambiguities of the educatiooal situation This is ia part what makes Banow's objection unclear. h 

would have beai cleam to have asked whether the "hidden cumculum" which Barrow accepts as 

part of al1 schooling, and which Illich accuses contemporary cornpulsory schooling of infiicting on 

its students, has virnie or is as Illich descnies t. Barrow, at first, simply appean to agree that the 

hidden cuniculum as outlinal is basically the operative one and suggests that it is not such a bad 

thg.' Later, in his "Appendix*, Barrow seems to draw back and indicate a disagreement with 

Illich's assumption about the nature of this curriculdl  

Barrow suggests that Illich's thinking places control of the hidden curriculum outside 

consideration. He argua h t  since a "hidden curriculum" is a natural consequaice of any social 

arrangement, naming schools as the sole culprit tends to hide consideration ofother institutions that 

may cany such a "hi& curriculum." It b unclear if he intends to show thû as counter to 

Illich's thought or against ail "radicals." In any case, he s c e w  to be remalang Illich's point, ratha 

58 John Tayior Gatto. Drrmbing Us a0m: the HiciiIen Cwridum of Compulsory Schooling (Philadelphia 
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than offaing a countex argument. School is a paradigm of the hidden cUmculum of contemporPry 

institutions. Illich begins with it b u s e  it is a compuisory and universally pnsent institution that 

touches e v q  üfe dinctly. U m e  the stock exchange or even the multi-national corporation, the 

school is nearly univenally accepted as necessary in shaphg human lives. The other institutions 

may baM as much influence and power, but they do not make claims to behg universally 

beneficial. 

Barrow does meke clear that schools, training studma in the rutb, can aid critical thought by 

teaching the steps involved in coming to various conclusions. It, thereby, could awaken critical 

reflection on the process itself, exposing its hiddm assumptions. However, as Borgmann notes, 

the= tends to be a safe-guard ogainst such reflcxive criticism built into the operations of technical 

devices-the abstraction ofknowledge into techical and professional reserves that inhibit a critical 

review of the whole procas of ducation. 

The prolifération of educational jargon, policy statements, professional associations, and 

devices hes made teaching and learning appear to be scarce and dependent on iristitutional 

management. The more compulsion and institutional standardization was deemed to be necessary 

the l e s  teaching and learning could be understood as natural to maturation and leamhg a 

Livdihood Leaming came to wpn submission to a professionally planned cwricular and 

institutional proCsS. The growth in educatiod instinitions in part "explains why neither Canada 

nor the United States have good apprenticeship programs. why so meny parents have given up on 

parenthg COh the school wiil teach that!") and wby most corporations-from newspapers to 

mining companies-are cavalier about on-the-job-training? 

An- NilOfaulg Tacts and Arguments: Ivan Illich's 24 Year-old Critique of Cumpuisory Schooling 
Still Rings Truc,= Tire Globe ond Md, 22 July 1994, M O .  



Schooling can encourage an hmsibility to the deman& and obiigations of family, fnendship, 

and place. Seeing leaming as a managed and pdictable process, cm convince the leamer that 

human üfe is just a matter of choosing fiom a list of packaged products, and not a matter of deep 

obligations and sometimes difficuh and ambiguous moral decisions. This may be thought of as an 

"educatsd" toleraace for the erosion of human communities, traditions, presence, and human touch, 

in an acceptance of the inevitable a d  endless expansion of device orientation and tecùnicai 

progrcss. 

Barrow and others of Illich's critics do have an important critical point when they suggest that 

nothing Illich hopes to attain is prsluded by the reform of schools." This is what Callan and 

Gintis suggest, pointing to spccifc item of illich's critique of schoolig. Leaming autonorny and 

the raising of political and cultural consciousness are not precluded i?om schools. For Callan the 

good of autonomy is responsibly sccureù alongside other gcods in the refom of cumcuium and 

pedagogiml ~tn ic ture .~  In Gintis this refonn is ntkr  iike the stages of Manrist theory where 

"The Dictatorship of the Prolctariat" is a step in the revolution towards the cschaton of the 

stateless community? The recognition in both writers is that some practical compromise, some 

mediation between contlicting ne&, values, and des id  aims, is required i fmy  usefiil change is to 

take place. 

To dislodge the domination of the large bureaucratie institutions, the market place and of 

technological devices, schools must surely become différent khds of places. Illich does not 

disagra. Illich seeks the end of compulsion in schoohg as one way to awaken us to 

contradictions otherwise hidden by technical devices and processes. However, Illich would issue a 

6s Eamonn Callan, Autonomy crPtdSchiooling (Kingston and Montreai: McGilI-Quec~l's Uni-ty Press, 
1988), 4-5,M-90. 



note of caution that "planninf ami "manipulation" are not far apart and doubt about the 

naturalness of "educational nacds" is more critical in deschooling society than reforming the 

device: 

if thae were one thing 1 would wish for the readers (and some of the 
writers) of Deschooling Our Lives, it would be this: if people are seriously to 
think about descboolhg th& lives, and not just escape from the corrosive eEects 
of mmpulsory schooling, thy could do no Mer ihan to devdop the habit of 
setting a mental question merk beside ail discourse on young p p i e ' s  
"edudonal n e "  or "learning needs." or about Mir need for "preparation for 
Me." t would Iie <han to d e c t  on the historicity of these very ideas!" 

The above was writtm long after Doschoolùrg and in reflection upon the use of his book by 

refomins who "fesl impelkd to con* almost everything which characterizes modern s c h o o l t  

and at the same t h e  propose new schools"6a The "cognitive dissonance" of such reforma was 

greeted in 1970 by Illich as markmg the emergmce of an alternative pmdigm. He usa the 

insights of Thomas Kuhn to speak of this dissonance as the hallmark of the coming of a new 

paradigm.@ What he did not thm understand, but he later came to understand, was the strnigth 

and transmutational capacity of the old paradigm. He did not comprehmd how easily the 

grneration that spoke of revolution, and of the dissonance and contradictions of contemporary tif% 

could not only continue to live with such dissonance, but could have their aspirations for radical 

change s u b v d  by the proâucts ami operations of institutions and technologies once resisted. In 

short, Illich was not yet significantly aware of the powcr of contmrpomy dences and processe to 

consume and pervert evai good intentions in an escalation of theu own operations. 

It is mie, as Barrow and others have pointai out, that Illich does sacrifice clanty for prophetic 

indignation. Howevn, the deepest critickm is that the book d o a  not reckon with the capacity of 

people shaped by the cult of a techgnosticism-technid lmowledgbto continue to [ive with a 



deafening dissonance. As iliich put it in his own critique of the book, "the alternative to schooling 

was not some otha type of educational agericy, or the design of educationat opporhinities in every 

aspect of life, but P Society which fosters a différent attitude of people towards t ~ o l s . " ~  What 

Illich did not count on was the plastic capacity of devicefocus to subdue the awareness of focal 

praetict. He writes of this in Deschooling. 

The capacity to pursue incongruou g& requires an explanation. 
According to Max Gluckman al1 socicties have procedures to hi& such 
dissonances from their mtmbers. . . this is the purpose of rihial. Rituds can hide 
fiom theu participants ewn discrepancies and conflicts between social principle 
and social organiration. Ac long as an individual is not explicitly consciou of 
the rihial character of the process through which he was initiated to the forces 
which shape his cosmos, he cannot break the spdl and shape a new cosmos.n 

The point Illich is making is a point of ecclesiology. The devicefocus of contemporary life 

p o w d l y  maintains and imbues certain beliefs. He is suggesting that More any revolution in 

social reality can occur, the rituals and the deepest myth-making activitis of device-focus must be 

exposai. The expcrienced dissonance in contemporary life is a sign of the discrepancy bmnem the 

rd i ty  monipulated by device and process anci the rai1 limitations expsed by focal practice. To 

resist or mage fiom this dissonant social nality requins a radical demythologiMg of its myth 

Education and Promess 

The acpaasion of educational dmces is ofim defded as a sign of human progress ova 

ignorance. In contrast, IlIich spcalcf of a "lifestyle" of focal attention to othen as presences that 

are aiways more than inteilatud con~tructs.~ There is an inteilectual modesty necessary that has 

not forgotten human obligations and will resist definition by technicd manipulation. The convivial 



nature of human life is affinad and this is to be trustai as fiindamental to leamhg. Institutions 

and deviccs too often encourage hubris and discourage a convivial modesty. 

The institutional spectium Illich inttoduces arrays institutions along a continuum from 

convivial to manipulative." The manipulative institution anempts to convince the client to be 

shaped to the institutional workings and disaust human prosence. The complex worhgs and 

bureaucratic structure seek to convince the client of the ned for the product or trcatment king 

off& Compulsory schooling appears to communicate the message, "Without king forted to 

attend schooI we cannot be tnisted to leam, or at l e s t  not weii enougb." In order to be successfi~l 

in contemporary society wcryone must be educated in proficiait use of institutional processes and 

technical devices. 

Illich s a s  schoohg promoihg a "üfesîyfe which only aiIows us to make and unmake, 

produce and consume. . ."" Schoding, by conhising the process of instruction, the making and 

storing of information in the shident, with the active presence of a temer, reinforce and 

conditions the student to production and consumption. Leaming in school has an end other than 

growing cornpetence in humui p r ~ ~ e . n  It attends to institutional processes and technical 

devices as the critical values. In contrast, Illich secs the highest human virtues as ways of acting 

that show a decpa ceceptivity to human presence.x We may bring to the making and storing of 

information an ethicai concem, but the vimious life is a matter of a meditative prmis, and not of 

technicul &ce or product: 

The word whkh Aristotie ernployed for mPl<ing wpc "poesis," and the word ha 
employed for king, "praxis." A move to the right implies tbat an institution is 

" Aristotle, Nicti0mw:hem Ethics. tram. F. K Peters (London: Kegan Paul, Traich. T ' e r  and Co. 
Ltd., 1893). 1 140. 

'' Ibid. 



being restructured to increase its ability to "make," while as it movs to the le& 
it is behg restruchtnd to d o w  increased "&*hg" or "pfaxiSfaxiSnn 

Contcmporary schooihg moves to the right where it restructures for the progressive makllig of 

educationaf praducts anci institutionid values. The rightward res!ructuring places the ratio et the 

cultic centre. The rmio no longa ai& the intellectus to a w m e s s  of real human presence, but 

tums on the values of its own &ce. lllich is atternpting to rehabilitate the ru t i~easur ing ,  

making, and consuminp-by rooting it in the arts of the nitel2ectu~-receptive action, 

contemplation, and fiiendship. 

It is not thBt the ratio can be abandoned or ignore& m e r ,  it is that al1 its ''rnaking" shouId 

be done proportionately, to fra the self for a convivial praxis. Right-lening institutions tend to 

restructure to increase speed, eficiency, measurability, and quantity of product. The goods made 

promote an appdte for more product. The problems they mate are thought to be signs of the 

need for cxpanding, making more efficient and speedy, and seldom as signs that appropriate limits 

have been exceeûed. " 
In con- Iilich wishes to promote clarity and simplicity in use of the tools of the ratio. 

Leamhg must focus attention on the subtk and complex relational realities in a prmis. The critical 

ski11 of the ratio must encourage the usa  to a convivial pr& that nquires contemplation and 

attention to the difficulty of virtuow living and not praote the myth of progres away fiom the 

obligations of conviviality- 

Barrow conctly criticizcs lllich for claimllig schools cm simply be descnbed in tenns of 

production, iilstitutionalization of values and commodincation." Public Schools are aot perfect 

modds of the fiee-market, despite the desires of the Fraser institute. They are complex social 



orgaoismP that express social cooceni for the e d u c a t i d  progress of children and their success in 

later l i k  Expressing the expectation that the values of institution, technology, and market place 

represent human progress, thqr act to &value other pmctices and p a t t e f ~ ~ ~ .  

It is not that teachen or administrators look at children and set only raw resources r a d y  to be 

packaged and finished fot the market place. The at the School Board me*inepafomencc 

indicators, boîîom h e  behaviour codes, surveying client nsponse, listenhg to aU the "stake 

holdas", information transmission-is hard to distsiguish fim that at IBM, but its intention is the 

bettement of chiidren. The accepted and acceptable view is that school is a place for making 

m i d m  learn and producing results on behatf of progress. It is not a place for leisurcd 

contemplation, unlas tbat too bas a masurable or manageable result. 

Would any goverment or parent feL at ease supporthg a school whose purpose was nothing 

more than providing a leisurcd space whae fnmdship, thought, and Wtuous behaviour could be 

cultivated? Parents worry thaî vim>ws behaviour alone does not give a successfbl career in the 

cornpetitive global ecunorny. The seductions of passive and seif+earred consumption is readily 

recognized in parentai objections to too much television and cornputer-gaming. However, few 

parents would risk personal career advancement for encouraging learning of focal pnictices and 

convivial disciplims. 

Illich and Socrates defend the disciplined and patient attention required for a virîuous and rich 

human existence against the speed of an immodcst Protagorian curricular plan. Illich is c o n c d  

that schooLing, as it is currently practiced, in fact duainisha the discipüned capacity to attend to 

the Unmessurable subtleties of human experiencam Further, he is comenied diat the curricular 

plan, by manipulating and manufacnuiag expected nsults, teaches that discipüne is something 

a p p W  externaiiy and made by attending to tcchnicai values rather than the virtues of humon 



presaice. Discipline U a technique applied. ratber than a seLf-limiting of expectation and 

manipulation in order to receive the tmth of the otha. Discipline is not seen as the hein fer1 

p d c e  of a master of a partinilar art, but as technique applied to make the student leam. 

This kind of schooling has made it difficult to imagine human projps  as anything other than 

a measurable institutional a~complishment~ Discipline, as an inner consûaint and focus of desires 

and enagies, is not entirely lost or unadmired, but it is not the main quality deerned necessary to 

success. The capability to manage a lifé, to produce measurable nsults, and to dernonstrate self- 

worth is the desued end of much in contemporary education. The contemplative, the receptive, and 

hospitable capacities of the intellectus are valued only in so far as they support the industry of the 

ratio. 

Imagine Jenny, a bright inquisitive chiid drawn to the study of bird ffight. Her buy 

professional parents, one a cornputer aigineer and the other a doctor, are devastated to fmd their 

child has been expelled from school because of unaplained absences and days late. Good parents 

that thcy are, they imrnediately try to discover if Jenny may be participating in extra curricular 

behaviour that is dangerous or a signal of some deeper probletn. What they discover is thet J e ~ y  

has been skipping class to go to the local lagoon whae she has carefblly docummted the fm 

attempts of a pair of young eagla at fiight They are relie* but diû, they Say, is no excuse. 

What about your fututt? Without school you wiii neva d e  it as a profasionai. 

This is a faky tale of course. Most young abstainers fiom school have intctests that draw 

thgn into use of illegal substances or k i t  but mind-numbing attention to technical devices. 

However, suppose the fajr tale to be tniee Jenny's p d c e  g ivs  a wide web of Iearninpthe 

dynaxniics of bird flight, the ecology of the lagoon, the impact of human habitation, and so on. 

However, Jmny wil l  not ôe aflowed, ercept in institutiOtlEilIy cootrolled circumstatlces, to explore 

h a  passion. The pmrdained institutionai process is regarded as better and s u r a  thaa ber self- 



motivated study. Afta d, her parents wouid say, you would severely limit your weer  

possibilities without graduation. Institutional responsibility, in this uise, cornes before Jenny's 

dissident form of leaming. 

The discipüned h idence  of focal practices, Borgmann reminds us, hefficiently but 

organically involves a complex of relationships that mach out in webs to a wtiole world? On the 

other band, the s c h d  is designed as an dficient institutional device to brin$ about a measured 

effect. Focal practice is not intendeci to b ~ g  a measured effect, but, rather, to b ~ g  a living 

understanding of the world, the seE and the otha. Schools radically recoaceived and 

demythologized may support focal practics. However, such schools, at least to Jemy's practical 

parents, are hard to imagine. The prudence of securing J e ~ y ' s  future in an institutionally defued 

world seems in conflict with care for her presence. 

While it is possible to learn without professional or institutional devices, these f o m  of 

1-g are regarded, in the fitual of schooüng, as primitive and unrel.iablca ïhe self-taught 

person is a romantic or crudely shaped figure. The educated pemon is w m t e d  and refined by 

institutional tests to be al1 and more than this rustic figure. The schooled imagination regards the 

non-schooled as in some way always inférior or las sophisticated. Illich writes: 

Once a man or a woman bas accepteci the need for school, he or she is easy 
prey for other institutions. Once young people have allowed their imaginations 
to be formeci by curricular instruction, they are conditioned to institutional 
planning of evay sort. "Instruction" srnothers the horizon of their imaginations. 
They cannot be betrayed, but only short-changed, because they have ban taught 
to substitute expectations for hope. They will no longa be surpriseci, for gooci 
or ill, by other people, because they have been taught what to expect fiom every 
other person who has been taught as they were. This is tme in the case of 
another penon or in the case of a machineo 



What nüch suggests k that curricular instruction inhibits the dl~llensions of human experience 

by reducing it to expectations met or unmet. Protected fiom experiencing betrayal, or the depth of 

niendship, 1 can grow to be less sensitive to the disturbing presence of the other, except as he or 

she meets or d o a  not meet my expectations in satisfaction of institutionally conditioned and 

expected rights. This cm go so far as to reduce human activity to expected and deterrnined 

inst'itional responses. Illich contrasts this guarantee of institutional n o m  with the surprise and 

dangers of an art of real pramce. 

Again, it is not necessary to argue that ali sensitivity to fnendship or betrayal is lost in a 

world governeci by educated expectation. It is suEcknt to understand we are dulled in our 

capacity to receive the surprise and the full wonder of an other, by living in a world dominateci by 

institutionalized values. Many feel confuseci and disenchanteci with institutional patterns because 

they transgress the uniqueness of human presence by offering calculated responses and products. 

There is a feellig of Ioss when we are forcecl, by innitutional values, to down-play the complexity 

of human touch for the tecbnically sophisticated and calculated exchange. 

The ritual of seeing the world and othen as oniy communicable as measured quantities may 

allow that the masure is subjective or randoa However, loss of confidence in the analytical tools 

of the enlightenment by the deconstruction of theu objective centres of interpretation does not 

necessarily mean a recoverrd tnist in human presence. It ofien has memt a retreat fiom trust in 

real contact with others for obsessive consideration of interpretive techniques. 

Dapite an aweness of interpretive pretensioas to objectivity, desire for "performance 

indicators" stiii dominates public education. The recent change of report car& in the Province of 

Ontario was driva by parents' desire to see at a glance the nurnbers and letters judging the 

performance of their c m "  The report card should be, so the argument went, as easy to interpret 

a4 The Harris governent has made universai and "simplificd" the report card in the IegisIaticm of 1997-8. 
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and as unencumbered by commentary and relational irrelevancies as a bank statement? This is 

one part in Mting children for the "cornpetitive job market." Premier Harris has consistentiy 

argued that any education funded by the Province should have direct relevance to the market 

Few parents, teachen, or students question the demand for market relevance. The Ontario 

Provincial Govemment, and evidently a majority of voters, agree that education and students are 

b a  judged by "market relevance." Moral character, compassion, curiosity, passionate inquiry, 

and sensitivity, are reduced in such a communal atmosphere to shadow values supporthg market 

relevance. This conformity is not because of evil designs. It is because of a desire to guarantee the 

best results for our children. 

Barrow suggests that there are rnany places where schools do not behave stnctly as places of 

commodity exchange." Schools, as al1 places of human encouter, do not function as simple 

techniques or simply to satisfy the stated aim. The factory floor, or the floor of the stock- 

exchange, or the mathematics classroom rnay du11 or inhibit awanness of human presmce, but they 

cannot entirely eliminate the unpredictable or spontaneous expression of presence. However, the 

a h  of these devices and processes is increased efficiency of measurable exchanges and a maxim 

level of commodity production and consumption, not a deepening of human awareness. 

The same can be said to be true of schools. Affection, compassion, curiosity, inquiry or 

unique expression are seen to be in aid of the production of an educatcd student. Compulsory 

public schooiing is expected to be the production of measured results through the application of 

curricular devievices. School is, in ali respects, a serious business. It operates by offering a package 

as Ottawa Citizen, 12 û c t o k  1997, Al. 

ibid. Premier Harris, m ddcnce ofhis policies on education, has again and again r e f d  to the 
"common sense ofthe market place" as the ultimate measure ofits efkct. 

" B ~ o w ,  196497. 



of values and a set of commodities: "It is a bundle of planmd meanings, a package of values, a 

commodity whose 'balanced appeal' makes it marketable. . . consumen are taught to make their 

desues conform to marketable values.* 

Thae is now something less startling about the above staternent as appüed to education than 

there was thirty yean ago. Now, most accept that schools should in some way prepare students as 

marketable quantities. The point to be made again and again is not that educators are evil. In mon 

cases, they want what is best for student. However, this is now translated hto the efficient 

production of markctable values. The chiid must not be over sensitive to the feeiings of othen. He 

or she must not feel too much guilt at the cost career success exacts on human community and the 

inevitable degradation of the world The educator's care for the feelings of the student educated for 

market evaluation masks moral coafusion and inhibits the maturation of a disciplined and careful 

participant in hurnan cornrnunity. Even the best of teachers find it difficult not to give way to the 

forces of instructional effciency. 

The myth of progress, now changeci by the products and technical devices thought to be the 

ends of human progess, supports a determination by market values. The restless demand for ever 

expanding speed and detail in measuremeot has brought a seme that the I a t a  technologv, the latest 

product, is needed to keep the economy going and to keep h m  life moving ahead. The student is 

tau& to seek the aewest, the most up-to-date information, to coostantly seek "upgrading", and at 

graduation to seek never-ending consumption and expansion of educatioml oppominities. Each 

change in curriculum is an improvememt. Last year's graduates are, by this logic, inferior to this 

yean because they were fed on old product and old technology. Open-ended consumption of 

educational products, just as open-ended consumption of aIi products, is thought to be the m a u r e  

of human progress. 



This coasumptive pattern is the d t y  each North American, who is not wealthy enough to be 

unconcemeci or pmr enough to be byond caring, faces each day. Education is required to attain 

the special skih promoted by a system of escalahg and manufactureci needs. This gives a 

centxifbgal force to a cycle of dependence and addiction to devica and manipulative skills. The 

idea of human growth as the opnimded expansion of production, technical complexity, and 

iristhutional size gives the system of rituals that consaias much of contemporary life? "But 

growth conceived as open-ended consumptio~eternal pmgms-can never lead to matunty. 

Cornmiment to ualimited quantitative increase vitiates the possibility of organic devel~~rnent"~' 

The distinction between organic development to maturity, and plsullled consumption of 

educational goods, is not easily understood for thinkers deeply shaped by the mythology of 

contemporary Me. Illich is attempting to show that Ieaming dependence on educational production 

promotes an immature reliance on artifice rather than growth in a practice attentive to the complex 

organic relationships of ceal presence: 

Illich sees each of these myths as obscuring the differmce between a life of 
realizing om's personal meanings through self-defined action and a life of 
passive expectation and joyless consumption. In the passive life, the pemonal 
good becomes rodefined as possession of unequally distributeci cornmodities and 
services. Power over living is transfmed fiom persona1 han& to manipufative 
institutions controlled by elites, and life is rduceci to mdless consumption of 
industrially produced products and services, leadiig to irrevasible 
environmental degradation.n 

Iliich is clearly contrasting self-defined action and passive consumption. However, Illich 

understands autonomy not as defîned by institutional or mmly subjective expectation. For Illich 

autonomy is an expression of an active leamhg in the rn- and or@c connections betweni 

" Illich, Dexhooling 39. 

Waks, 264. 

9' Illich, kchooling 43. 

W&, 264. 



reaI pnsences: 'The relational structures we need are those whïch a b l e  aich man to defme 

hinûelf by leamhg and by conhibuting to the leaniiag of  tha as."^^ 

Liberated fiom the services offéred and products produced by establisbed profssionals and 

institutions, a confusion of human voices may be ali that is heard." A cornplex, fully mcumbered 

learning, that places convivial contact at its centre o f f a  no institutional certainties. Its relational 

structure means it is not a guide for institutionaI management Social confusion, Illich's critics 

warn, is whet Deschooling gumntees and not entry into a utopian pomised land Illich offen the 

recovery of smaller, locaily codïgured, retatiod Mia. Itlich suggests, h o p  for human progress 

does not r a t  in any technical or institutional tix but only in ihe patient attention to the structures 

and limitations of real human presmce. Hope rests in attending, acrws a silmt gulf, to the words 

of the other's ineffable presence. In that hope, his critics tell us, is IILich'o foHy a d  wisdoa 

The Conclusion of Deschooling: Leanring as the O&a of Pandora's box 

The fuial chapter of Deschooling $ one of the two that Illich hopeû would receive most 

attention. He begk that chapter by contrasting two "boxcs," the closed box of educated 

expectations and Pandora's open box: 

Our society cesembles the ultimate machine which 1 once saw in a New 
York toy shop. It was a metal casket which when you toucheâ a switch, snapped 
open to reveal a mechanical haad Chrorned figers mched out for the lid, 
pulled it down, and locked it h m  the inside. It was a box; you expected to be 
able to take something out of it; yet aU it containeci was a mechanism for closing 
the cover. This contraption is the opposite of Pandora's "box."s 

Education appearo in contcmporary life as the closed box of well managed fritures. John 

Carse speaks of tbis as being prepareû against the fûture? Education trains us to "look forward to 

" John Carse, Finle md &finite Gams: A Vision ofl;& as Play and Possibiiiiy (Nnu York: The Free 
Press, I986), 19. 



satisfaction fiom a predictable process which will produce what we have the right to A 

schooled society lives, in this way, by trust in technical management and not in human presence. 

Focal practice opens the box to the surprise of presence. There are always dangers, obligations, 

vuinerabilities, and ineffable depthsm The closed box diminisha openness to âevetoping 

entanglements, moral and ecological, on behaif of predictable institutional processa. Opening the 

box is like the art of a Wayne Gretsky, where saisitivity ta entanglements creates the great play: 

It is not an Openness as in candor, but an openness as in vulnerability. It is not 
a matter of exposing one's uuchanging identity, the tme self that bas always 
been, but a way of utposing one's ceaseks growth, the dynamik seifthat has yet 
to be. The infinte player doa not expect to be amused by surprise, but to be 
transformed by if for surprise does not alter some abstract past, but one's own 
personai put? 

The schooled mind seeks to finish a completex! self and pas& the lesson leamed, in a future. 

The " in f î ie  playa," continues a journey of discovery, not endimg a self-defîition, but growing in 

personal awarrners and vuhb i l i t y  to the other beyond definition. The schooled mind sees 

reality as a place for fmal definition, roles, titles, and outcoma in a technically rnanaged runire.lm 

Illich looks behind the preteme of technical eficiency, exposing the closed box of self-perpetuating 

consumption. 

Education almost guarantees learning. Ahost, but for the dropout and the dissonance of 

resisting presences and surprises. This "almost gu8f8nteedn may be wekomed as an avoidance of 

trouble, inconvenience, and the slow Pace of focal attention ta real presence. The "almost" is seen 

as the need for more products and processa. However, learning as an "infite player" hopes for 

somahing unexpected. It is w h b l e  tc the unexpected developments of real h m  praeuce. 

Death, üiness, h y a i ,  and the tirnits of human sight were released when Pandora's box was 



opened. This world of r d  presence is of chaos aod order. There is an unrealistic expectation that 

the ratio can close Pandora's box again. The best planning will ever be sabotaged and perverted 

by the unpredictrtbility of r d  inaviduals. 

The real achievements of compulsory education oftm hide a loss in inner discipline, a capacity 

for patient attention to the always difficult fd piactice of leaming. A society schooled by device 

orientation is impatient with the immeasurability of humen response Education as a device 

attexnpts to make tesportses confonn to the measure and powen of human technique. If it fails, it 

insists on the need for improved techniques, the inclusion of a more ecological design, or greater 

force in application of past plans. Disenchantment with technical management, Illich urges, offers 

leamhg as the pmctice of patient attention to the real presence of the other, so as to receive 

without destmying dfleten~e,'~~ 

The hurnan heart has always f a e d  the unpredictable. In modern times education was created 

as a device to forward the advance of intellectual and technical mastery over the mysterious. There 

has always been a temptation in modemity to beiieve that mastering the cosmos might be possible. 

Various techniques, rituai behaviours, and religious practices have been imogined to gain such 

control. However, the contemporary p e r d  is remarkable in its success in alterhg the face of the 

world on behalf of the desire for the pdec t  device. As complex technologies hide encumbrances 

from awarenas they become icons of  aspirations to completeiy manage reality. However, in the 

speed of technological change and aonomic advance, the patient quickrning of local and focal 

practice is 10% 

Took are now transmuted from their potential as focal things. What once brought us into the 

creative teosion between order and chos assumes authority over prescncc Our unencumbnod use 

of technical devices has created chaotic patterns-weather patterns that have gr- extrema, 



growth in profits almgside decpening poverty, ignorance of human presence almgside complex 

intellechial fomulatioos. What used to bring us into contact with the complex orden and 

spontaneous fiow of real presences, our tools, are now more ofien devices to hide £hm our eyes the 

cost of living in the ÿimiallyn real. 

What are the ongins of this gnat shift fiom tool to device, fiom leaming as focal practice to 

schooling in management techniques? Certainly the origh U in the always present fear of the 

fiiture, of the unpredictable nature of reality. Certainly it is, as well, in the perversion of 

compassion in the myth that our own planning may guarantee our own and others salvation fiom 

suffering. .Illich writa: "The original Pandora was sent to Earth with a jar which contained al1 ills; 

of good thmgs, it contaM only hope. Primitive man lived in this world of hope."lm 

Illich sees that our most primal experience is oae wt of a "jar" of devices to help us m t e r  

the world but of h o p  in human presence. Hope is open to the surprise of a presmce "fiom whom 

we await a Hope k wherability to the intricacy of relational patterns within human 

limitations. In hope the ratio focusses on the ski11 needed with a w m e s s  of dependence. 

However, the pewersion of ski11 is found in the pnde of teclmical accomplishment. Illich notes, 

"classical Greeks began to replace hope with expectations. In their version of Pandora she released 

both evüs and g d .  They remembered her maidy for the ils she had unleashed. . . . most 

significantly, they forgot that the AUGiver was also the keeper of hope." 

The Greek story is focussed on two brothers, Prometheus, or foresight, Epimetheus, or 

hhdsight Prometheus wams 6is duller brother to leave Pandora alone. tnstead, Epimetheus 

her. Prometheus fears Pandora, AU-Giver, whose giffs are good and evil. Pandora is a 



presence that is not manageable. Prometheus fears her because, in her presaice, his skill is 

confiised by the ambiguities ofreal prrsence: 

In classicd Greece the name "Ephetheusn which means "huidsight" was 
interpreted to mean "duil" or 'dumb." By the time Hesiod retoM the story in its 
classical fom, the Greeks had becorne moral and misogynous patrïarchs who 
pmicked at the thought of the fint woman, Thy b d t  a rational and 
authoritarian Society. Men e n g i n d  institutions thmugh which they p l a d  to 
cope with the rampant ills. They became conscious of their power to fashion the 

their own netds and the future demands of th& children to be shaped by their 
artifacts. Io$ 

Plato recalls the aicounter bebveen Socrates and Protagoras as one of a disagrment over the 

possibility of training for the vimious life.I0l For Protagoras the tnie human, the citizen, was a 

male shaped to the artifacts of sociw. Prudmee required training to the role as detùied by 

institutional fonn. Socrates taught that this idea of training for WNe as an institutional artifact 

reverseci the order of things. Virtue, he conchdes, camiot be tau@ in this way. Vimie cornes 

before and afla any institutional fonn. It can be developed, as Aristotle and CalIan point out, by 

practicq but is never guaranteed by a certain pedagogicai 

In recalling the binh of human Iife from Pandora's womb, Illich is suggesting a s i m k  

distinction. The Promethean Greek sees human birth as a khd of misfortune of bad planning. 

Planning must ovacome nature m order to give order to hurnan He. Production must overcorne 

reproduction. Promethean skiii must refashion the raw ptodua of nature into predictable 

?O the primitive the world was govemed by fate, fact, and necessity. By 
steaiii fire fiom the go&, Prometheus turned facts into problems, caW 
necessity hto qutstion, and defied fatr Classical man h e d  a civilized context 
for human perspective. He was aware that he could de@ fatenature 
enviro~l~llent, but ody at his own risk. Contemporary man goes further; he 
atternpts to create the word in his image. to build a tdally man-rnade 

'O4 Ibid., 106. 

Plato, Prdrrgorar, 3 19& 

'O6 Caiian, 147, 



environxneat, and then discovers that he can do so only on the condition of 
constantiy remking himseif to fit it * 

The over-extension of the ratio in contemporary iife is in an attempt to craft a world of purely 

human design. This educates for a fining of humaa presence to human artifice. Human artifice 

and ratio are to be served by the resources of the world and h d t y .  The temptation to create 

the perfect device has, siace the tower of Babel, bem alive in human cultures. Illich wam, if 

unguarded by a modest receptivity to presence, human technical accompliihrnent may so mute the 

sense of human meaning as to d u c e  it to "playing a part in a [plamed] world game."'" Such 

expectation gives the illusion of safety in an educated sterility. Illich fears "the contemporary ideal 

is a pan-hygienic world: a world in which aii contacts between men, and between men and their 

world, are the rsult of foresight and manipulation. School has become the planned process which 

tools man for a planned w o r ~ d . " ~ ~ ~  

Conclusion: From Deschoolina to Sanctuary 

Illich promotes a disenchantment with compulsory schooiiig as a closed box of expectation, 

not with any ordered attempt to l e a .  His critics hold that the advances gained by institutional 

manipulation outweigh any Ioss. The hidden cumculum of the device is defensible because it 

creates members of the social order able to function in a world of technical complexity. 

Compulsory schooling, with perhaps some minor alterations, is simply the best of any other 

alternative. 

Barrow and Callan are feamil of disestabiishing schools in the contemporary situation. 

C d a n  appreziates Iliich's evaluation of the threat to human autonomy in present curricular 

structures. He argues that compulsory schooling ne& not militate against autonomy, and may be 



restructureci to allow for some student autcmomy in curriculpr matters. Callan would have schods 

reflect in their treatment of students the values of a certain tradition in liberal dem~crac~ .~ '~  Callan 

does not suggest that other alternatives might not work, just that under the conditions we cumntly 

face, reform is the best way to encourage the development of a competent autonomy. 

Callan provides a criticism that attempts to promote participatio& conviviality, and 

autonomy. The focus of his criticism, however, is on the development of autonomy and not on the 

more troubling questions of technolog., human identity, and the recovery of the intellectus. Illich 

views human autonomy as a consecpence of p e r s d l y  shaped focal practices that attend to the 

entanglements of real presence, not just as the self s fieedom tu choose between technical means 

and processes. 

Illich would appreciate C a b ' s  attempt to use Aristotle's understandimg of vVNe as 

developed in practice as a defence of a dûciplined autonomy. Callan and Illich look with favour on 

the Aristotelian idea that the practice of virtue is the best tacher. However, Callan insists, such 

practice of virhie, if lefi to the whims of the Deschoolers, would have no effective opportunity to be 

nurtured or developed for the whole of the civil order. At this point m e  can agrce with Callan, but 

wish to conclude by suggesting that following Illich's critical thinking beyond Deschooling may 

provoke another way. This other way would be to reconstruct schools using, in part, Callan's 

suggestion of greater student participation. However, key to the rsonceiving of schools is their 

recovery as scole, places of leisure whm focal practices are nurtured. 

Schaol neeàs to be reconceived as a place of smctuary. Sanctuary is understood as a place 

for focal practice, reconcüiation, and apprehmsion of r d  human presence. Ali its productive or 

administrative activity is intendeci to support the leisurd and disciplined reception of the real 

presmce of others. There would necessarily be leamhg of skills and a sharpening of the ratio. 



However, ski11 would be leamed in order to bring the participants to the intellectus, a patient and 

constant opening to an ineffable otha beyond manfmanfpdation. The L'Arche communities of Jean 

Vanier, the "Free House of Lemming" of Franz Rosenmeig, and the community of Mary and 

Nicholas F a m  suggest some possible ways of conceiving of thip pmdigm of smctuary. 

In following chapten sanctuary is o f f d  as a critical but deeply appreciative appraisal of 

Illich's developing thought. It is not offered as a blueprint to an educational utopia, ody as one 

possible dwelling for convivial leamhg. The idea of sanctuary suggests that Promdhean planning 

can guard but not parantee Epimethean hope by giving birth to convivial institutions. Sanctuary, 

as conceiveci in the following sections, is critical of the e1itism of thosc who despise the labour of 

the ratio, and counsel the recovery of the "classical education" of a leisured class. Allan Bloom 

cornes immediately to d"' 

Rather, sanchiary builds on trajectories of Illich's thinking on real praence and leamin& with 

a nod in the direction of proposais counter to ~ l o o r i l ' ~ ~  Schooling as sanctuary is hope in a 

recovery of tools as focal things and practics that bring the ratio to the gih of the intellectus. 

Schooling as sanctuary offen a needed shift to focal practics, preparation, and the mesure of the 

ratio as a way to the leisured receptivity of le-g. The school as sanctuary could be a place 

fostering the cuittual mrolution Iliich calls for in a living community and not a rewolutionary 

agenda. 

Selfkliscipiine is required to guard the eye fiom being dazzied by the hyperreal and the 

complu< techical display. This discipline is gained best in a place protected fkom the 

manipulative tendencies of right-leankg institutions and the technologicdty sophisticated A 

schooi, a place of scole, nccds to be found in communities, but not as another way of moldimg 

students m a trained prudence. This sanctuary has aii the qualities of the "beloved cornmunity" 

'" Ailan Bloom, 2 7 ~  Clmhg of ihe A m C m  MUlCi(New York: Simon and Schusta, 1987), passim. 
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WendeU Berry calls a "cornon experience and common effort on a common ground to which one 

williogly be~ongs."'~ IUich may distrust the compulsion to build structures, but in a t h e  of 

perverse social habits, breakkg such habits requires some cornmuna1 organization, if not some 

hope of convivial tools. 

'" David ûrr, Ecolugictzf Lirerq (Albany, W. State University ofNew York Ress, 1992), passim. 

'13 Wendeii Berry, B%at me People For? (Sm Francisco: North Point Ras, 1990), 85. 



CHAPTER 4 

HOPE IN CONVIMAt TOOLS: LEARNING IN SANCTUARY: 

Dear sou& do not stnve f i  immartal He, but exhaust the resources of the 
faible* 

Pindar 

Introduction: Sanctuw as a Convivial Tool 

In previous chaptm the focus of study was primarily on providing a fresh reading of Illich's 

critique of education. That Iresh rading had to do with recovaing the creative inter-play between 

the ratio and the intellectus in an awareness of human presence. This gave a critical appr6sal of 

the manipulative force of contanporary social devices. As a way of moving fiom critical appraisal 

to constructive hope, the convivial tool of sanchiary was proposed. 

Illich's critique of techlogy, manipulated needs, and conternporary configwations of human 

identity, rats on hope in a locally practiced convivial and vemacular culture. This is fbrthered by 

the idea of sanctuary. Sanctuary is a tool for recovering the ratio as a practice of convivial tools 

on common ground for a common good.' As such it is a place markedy différent from the schoals 

or institutions of contemporary societies. 

The sancniaris of antiquity and the medieval period were places structurexi by highly 

diiciplined practices but fiee fiom the mlhg forces of socie!ty. Until the sixteenth century, 

sanctuary was near1y universally rspected: "Violation of sanctuary, even by a hg, was 

considered a great crime.n2 The gradua1 universalizing of the authorïty of secular law and social 

devices destroyed the boundary of sanctuarîes.) The practice of sanctuary was deemexi 

' Andrew NilOtonik, khool's Ouc nie Catastrophe in Public Eduemon and Whm We Cm Do About 1 
('ïofo~lto: Macklane Walter and Ross, 1993), xii. 

* Haman Bianchi, JtrrttCe or Sancnimy (Bloomhgton and Indianapolis, Indiana: Indiana University 
Press, 1994), 143. 

John Chades Coq î7re SÙnctumrtumres d l ronc tucay  S e e h  of Mediaevd EngZd(Loadoa: George 
AUen and Sons, 191 L), 1-33 and 3 19-33, 



untlecessacy because of technicai, le& and institutional progrésS. This was expressed 

dramatidy in the law of the citizen in the French revolutionary convention where it is written, 

"the right of asylum [sanctuary] is king abolûhed in France, for it is now the law that is the 

asylum [sanctuary) of the people." 

In using the word sanctuary for places of learning in and of rra1 human presaice, the hope is 

to re-sensitize thought to meanings hidden by the assurnecl benefits of progress. Human üfe is 

distorted when leaming is understood as the progressive application of social devices. Sanctuary 

encourages a convivial competence in practices sensitive to the vernacular structures of interaction 

only partly grasped by progress in technical and institutional structures. It is a place of 

contemplative rest 6om the Pace of social and cultural change and fragmentation. 

In the wisest expressions of the Western tradition, technical competence was always an 

ancillary goal? In contemporary Western societis it has become the means and ends of nearly al1 

educational institutions. It is proposeû that competence in real human presence can oniy happen in 

a sanctuary defmed by the patience and modesty of focal practice and not the ease of technical 

application. The fugitive fiom the punitive judgment of past tyrannies could find asylum in 

recognized places of sanctuary. The fugitive leamer? seeking asylum fkom the tyranny of 

contemporary technical obsessions, could find asylum and discipline in a place focussed on 

comptent conviviality: 

A sanctuary used to be a holy place where a fiigitive was regarded as a protégé 
of another authority, usually of dobine nature. The deity was believed to protect 
the locality. The sacred nature of the locaiity conferred a certain inviolability on 
a fiigitive, who was made holy by religious associations and therefore 
untouchable by worldly powed 

' Aristotie Poetics, ed. and tram. T. A. Moxon (New Yak: J. M. Mt, 1947), passim; Augustine Z%e 
Ciiy of God, trans. Marcus Dods, mtro. Thomas Merton (New York: Random House, Inc, 1950), 
passim; and Aquinas Sunmcl TireoIogica, tram. and notes Edmund Hill (London: BIaCkfiiars, 1964), 
passim. There are many examples. 



Historically these "holy places" were set aside in order to honour the tnie nature of the 

higitive and the m g e r  as in the imago Dei. The devices and processes of "worldly powers" did 

not invade the sanctuary because of reverence for the sacred and ineffable nature of the place and 

the person. The powers of society, church, and state o h  suffer fiom a willful amnesia of the 

ambiguity of human accomplishment. h i d e  sanctuary, focal practices and things are used to cure 

this "amnesiam by direct experience of the encumbrances of human presence. 

Sanctuaries were a multipurposed but common ground housing saint and sinner alike.' They 

were offen whole towns, including a@cuItural land, apothecaries, potteries, and other areas 

necessary for the feeding and dwelling of its inhabitants. The sanctuary was rooted in its place by 

both physical necessity and its smctum, its understandimg of being at a threshold between spheres. 

The presmce of the ineffable was anchored in the particular structures of interaction. 

The founding of a smctuary, whether the six sanctuary toms of ancient Israel, or the 

monastery of Beverly Mioster in England, involved a ritual of foundation. The ritual Uivolved 

something B e  the Greek con-templatio. This was done by focusing on the heavenly ternplunt, the 

cosmic order, and placing it on the ground through a con-sideratio: 

In this con-templatio the heavenly templum takes its this-worldly outline. . . . 
But con-templatio is not mough. The outline of the tmplum cannot settle 

upon the earth unlcss it is propaly con-sidend, aligned with the stars (sidus). 
C on-sideratio folIows con-taaplatio. Con-sideratio aligns the cardo (the axa) of 
the ternplum with the city's "star." The cardo was originally a "hingen with an 
explicit, concrete, mascu l ine - fee  symbotism. . . . 

. . .The founder himself must paform the wedding between this dissymetrk 
templum and the landscape. . . . 

For this ceremony two white oxen are hitched to a bronze plow, the cow on 
the inside, drawing the plow. . . thus engraving the ternplum into the soil. . . . 
Like the walls that will rise on it, it is under the protection of the go&. To cross 
the furrow is a sacrilege. To keep the circle open, the plowman üfts the plow 
when he reaches the spots where the city gats wil l  be.* 

' ibid, 139-40 

Ivan Uüeh, &O und the W a t m  O/Frge@ness (Berkclq Heyday Rcn, 1985), 13- 14. 
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Whiie Iiiich's account is of the founding of a classical city, it captures the elexnmts of the 

founding and meaning of sanctuary beyond the classical world The templum is placed on the 

ground Thus grounded, the dissymetrical forces, the irreducible real presnices of the place, are 

hinged by the c d o ,  axes, in a landscape. The aiigning of the cardo, the axes of the place, is made 

to a star, a bacon of the particularity of the place in the harmony of the cosmos. 

The consideration of place involves the aligning, not the synthesis or management, of 

dissymetrical presaices in a bounded landscape. The boundary is opened by the breaks in the 

hvrow made at its founding where the gates are meant to be. Through these openings, and not by 

breakhg the line of its unique conrideratio, the fugitive, stranger, or seeker is welcomed into the 

hospitality of presences definicd by the boundary. The inauguration requins the contemplation of 

the founder, the insight of the augur, the alignment of consideration, and the physical "engraving" 

of a boundary on the earth by the founder. These are al1 focal practics, as Borgrnann suggests, 

creating a particular place of hospitality. Focus is key in the practics of sanctuary: 

The inauguration is concluded by the naming of those parts of the city that 
will be nght and leA, fiont and back, and by providing a content for the spaca 
thus aivisioned, fwig  (de-signatio) the place for a mundus, or mouth of the 
underworld, which opens near the focus, the focal (fie) gate to the other world. 

The f o m  is the hearth whwe the tire marks the gate (mundw or rnouth) to the other worId(s). 

Focus, in English, came to m m  the optical practice of bringing something fiom lack of clarity into 

clarity. The viewed thing or penon is seen in its relationship to a horizon, the edge where visible 

presence mats invisible presence? When a new person entas the door of a sanctuary they are 

extended hospitaiity and oriented (deicgnatio) by the focur of the place. The sanctuary is a place 

of leamhg focal practices that respect the ciifFerence de-signat-ed by thefaas shared in a place." 

9 Lem Batista Alberti, On Painting (London: Penguin Books, t 99 l), passim; and John Berger, About 
h b g  (London : Writers and Readers, L980), passim. 

10 The ChcfordLatm Dictio-, S.V. "cor, cordis." 
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The doorway, or pria,  of the place, Illich reminds us, was not guarded by the imrnortals but 

by human diligence shaped by care for place. The doorway was open& or closed only by the 

fallible application of intelligence informeci by the ratio. The open gate of sanctuary was entry into 

a place convivially disciplined by focal practices and thingdt Sanchiary was never intended to be 

a place of licence for every conceivable practice. The structure of interaction in the place gives 

particular focal practices. 

The focal practices of saneniaries "provide a center of orientation . . . [wheze] our retations to 

technology become clarifïed and well-defined."12 From word division, bwk binding, to various 

agricultural practica and devices, the sanctuaries of antiquity developed and used technologies. 

However, change came only organically and gradually as the necasities of conviviality and 

orientation âictated. The rule of focal practices clarified and defuied the appropriate lixnit and 

relation to technical innovation and managed social processa. 

The caution given in this discussion is the tendency to romanticize the sancniary or the focal 

practice. Heidegger's romantic search for "simple and minent things" drew hirn to easily embrace 

the fascist obsession with "blood and nature."" In a tirne when technological process and devices 

dominate the social imagination 

there are two ways we must go beyond Heidegger [and dl those who maintain a 
romantic nostalgia for the irrational and prernodem]. One step [is beyond] . . . 
Heidegger's reflections that we have to seek pniechnological enclaves to 
encounter focal things . . . Rather we must see any such enclave itself as a focal 
thing heightened by its technologicd context The second move beyond 
Heidegger is in the direction of practice . . . What must be shown is that focal 
things can prosper in human practices only." 

'' Martin Heidegger, The %gin of the Work of Art," and, 'The Thing," in Poeny, Lungmge, niought, 
trans. AEed Hofhdter (New York: Harper and Row, 197 t ), 15-88 and 163-1 86; Heidegger, Extstence 
and Betng (Londm: Vision Press, 1949), passim. 



As George Grant put it in his own readiag of Heidegger, "we can hold in our min& the 

enormous beneh of technological saciety, but we cannot so easily hold the ways it may have 

deprived us, because technique is ourselves."" The hope of recovery is in the exposure of the 

diffiçulties of human encumbrances." The exposed encumbrances may bring into awarmess the 

deprivation suffered when the dmm machine replaces the human drummer or the central heating 

plant replaces the hearth. This means that focal practics and things "attah a new splendor in 

today's tcchnological conte*" by revealing difficulties." The sanctuary is not a pretechnological 

enclave but îs a place d e f d  by focal practices. In such a place any technical device assumes an 

ancillary finction to human practices. 

The focal practics of sanctuary are its defhhg and sustaining characteristics. It is, as Illich 

suggests, only in such practices that leaniiog can recover a deep reverence for presence, and tum 

fiom technical mastery to the austerity of friendship." The leanhg of real presence requires living 

practice, and not merely educational application. Focal practice brings leamkg to the convivial 

limit and place of the self s powers in orientation to the truth of the structure of interactions that 

make up a place. Sanctuary hinges, in its incarnate and limited form, the local practice of 

friendship and earr for place to a pattern never quite visible or measurable. 

The hospitable practice of human hands and min& creats the community of sanctuary. With 

such practices the discipline of receiving the other, as a gifk, precedes and gives deeper meaning to 

the irreducible givens of self existence. Focal practice does not isolate the wili or rnake it the sole 

beara of being. Focal practice opens the self to othaness and, like the marathon m e r ' s  practice, 

compels the self into an acceptance of the givens of nature, the body, and "the good will of 

'' George Grant, Technology md Empire (Concord ON: House of Anansi Ress, 1969). 137. 

'6 Albert Batgmmn, 199 fE 
" IbicL, 200. 

" IUich, T i f i r  ConMvali@ (New Yak: HarpP and Row, 1973). k 
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spectatoa and feiiow mers ,"  beyond WU and measure." 

The obsession with self image and identity, so cornmon in technologica11y driven cultures, is a 

problem of the will over-extendhg its powers. Enraptured by the feeling of power and ease, the 

user of a technid device c m  forget the obügations of culture, place, and family. The tnincated 

identity of technical cornpetence sacrifices human loyalties in its onesided pursuit of cornpetence 

and acquisition. In an endless cycle of escalating consumption and growth of complex technical 

procases, there is a refusal to accept any interaction as beyond technical calculation? 

Sanctuaries make one aware of this cycle and of its human costs. Sanctuaries bring into view 

the challenge of human mortality and dependence. The focal h h g s  used, bring aw8teness of the 

ecological uniqueness and diversity within the place, and a sense of complex outer entanglements. 

The focal practice of sanctuary gives a disciplined attention to the complex entanglements of 

physical and social reality on a specific ground. It seeks to encourage the gmwth of competent, 

placed, self-lirniting, and morally responsive persons. 

The history of those places called sanctuary reveals a social vision at odds with contemporary 

expectations of retribution or benefit fiom the application of technical processes and devices." 

The sanctuary, while bounded and secured fiom the invasive power of the state or church 

hierarchy, did not d o w  the refiigee to abandon the consequeme of past behaviour. However, 

retriiution was and is not the intent of smctuary. Rather, the intent was and is the bringing of 

conflicting parties back into the right relationship. This is not a final synthesis, but an aligning that 

keeps alive diffeience within a larger structure of interactions. Sanctuary does not seek application 

of a technical solution, but a diligent practice aimai at health of relationship. 

" kgmaun, 202. 

" Illich, In the Mmor of the Pmt (New York and London: Marion Boyars, 1992), 226-23 1. 

" Co%, passim. 
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Foucault, Cayly, and Bianchi, have outlined a history of the loss of smctuary in the birth of 

the modem prison systetaP Foucault and Bianchi have explod how a punitive reason has now 

corne to dominate modern society. The technid rules of contract, and the consequential rmards 

and punishmeats, domhates the social world and imaginatioa The logic oisanchiaries represents 

a quite différent view of social relations and the woricl. 

Bianchi recalls that sanctuary was not founded upon the ideab of technicd control or 

retriibutive justice. Sancîuary is founded upon a radically Werent conception of social order 

rooted in the Hebrew Tsedeka, "not an intention but the incessant diligence to rnake people 

e x p h c e  the genuine substantiation of confmned truth, rights, and dutia." The sanctuary is 

comtituted by the practice of an "incessant diligence" and not by technical plan, intention or 

abstract reason. By such practices, intelligence h attuned to the particular place, as it hinges 

human and non-human participants to the truth of a structure of interactions. Bianchi goa on to 

point out: 

Tsedeka has been accomptished, for example, if no one has beai  given a 
stone for bread; if people have not been appeased, cajoled, or placated with 
empty or unretiable promises; or deluded with false hopa neva to be 
substaniated This means by implicatior. tbat human beings can never decide 
upon their own righteousness, never conf î i  their own authenticity. The 
conclusion is up to the others concemed . . . As such the concept is other- 
orientecl. Nobody will ever know about himself, everi by way of s ~ a l l e d  inner 
conscience. A real tsedek penon (a tsaddik) is never aware of king one, 
according to old rabbinic wisdom" 

The focal practices and things of uuictuary are not a self-obsessed search for authenticity. 

Authenticity in sanctuary is found in the tmth of interactions with 0th- in a shand place. The 

claim of self-sdfïcient identity and mastery is exposed by the "real tsedeK' as an immodest 

fmtasy. The îruth and the way to buth are incarnate in f d  practices that are "other-orientd" 

M. Foucault, M h s  md CivilMion (New Yakt Pantheon Books, 1965); and Cayley, nie 
Qxzndlng h o n  (Concord, ON: House of Anansi Ress, 1998). 

* Bianchi, 23. 
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The truth found in focd p d c e s  is not an object but a relational e m t ,  codhmed only by 

practice. Sanctuary gives truth as the structure of interactions. This "concept of truth . . . is a 

relational one. . . impl[ing] that truth is aiways and everywhere a social notion, part of a structure 

of interaction. Relational truth is not subjective truth or relative tniWu Rather, it "exists 

between people and is always a dam to be activatecl? 

Tnith is the relational ground of dialogue and it requires participation. Thereby, tnith found 

in smctuary is in the reliability and congmence of its practices, not primarily in technical 

measurement. There is an orda of alignmmt, but this is a living practice of Tsedeko, found by 

bringing conflicting presences into a harmony that reconcila without diminishing their différences. 

Sanctuary has as its central characteristic a refusa1 to hide encurnbrances from view. Furtha, 

sanctuary is a place of continual focal practice intent on some practical expression of justice as 

witnessed by others. It has an understanding of its own limit and continually must reconsider al1 its 

niles with incessant diligence for a "humane and sustainable future."x It is geagraphically placed, 

with no h i o n  at giWlg a univenally applicable technique. Its members are free from technical 

hubris by awareness of the diffïculties of prsctice. Thus, they l e m  togetha the art of living well 

in the limits of a place. 

Sanctuary is not intended as a utopian scheme. Rather, its practices M t  al1 enjoyrnents and 

devices that distract fkom or destroy persona1 relatedness? It trusts that individual lives so 

discipüned will fïnd W o m  in self-Limitation as an art of r d  presmce. The mediating institution 

and practice of sanctuary is a work of "revitalizing and sensitiring. . . [such] original meaniag."28 

Iliich se& the convivial tools needed for this mediating construction. 

Ibid., 24. 

* lbid 
26 Ibid 
* Acphas, Smm Theologica , Vol. II, quesîicm 5 and 6. 

Bianchi, 141. 
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Educated Deprival: Tools, Austerity, Conviviality, and Sanctuaw 

Alternative devices for the production and marketing of mass education are 
technically more feasible and ahicaliy less tolerable than compulsory graded 
schools. Such new educational arrangements are now on the verge of replacing 
traditional school systems in rich and in poor countries." 

The rernarkable thiBg about the above statement is that it was made before the ment 

prolifération of desk-top, laptop, or palm held computers. It was W-ritten before being on the 

"information highway" meant electronic tapping into "cyber-space*" Illich wrote it as a statement 

of the awareness the research of his CIDOC institute had corne to in the early years of the 1970's. 

The dangers of the traditional school system were eclipsed by the power of new devices: 

Society cm be destroyed when M e r  growth of mass production renders 
the milieu hostile, when it extinguishes the fk use of the natural abilities of 
society's memben, when it isolates people from each other and locks them into a 
mm-made shell, when it undermines the texture of community by prornoting 
extreme social poiarization and spliitering specialization, or when cancerous 
accelaation enforces social change at a rate that rules out le@, cultural, and 
political precedents as formal guidelines to present behaviour. 

Thert has been a radical shift in post-industrial culture, The shift has not only been from the 

rnechani*cal to the electronic or from manufacninng to data processing. It has been in the 

undeminhg of the "texture of communityn in the Pace of change in mass culture and technology. 

As with his arguments against contemporary patterns of schooliing, Illich recognizes the 

danger in proposing alternatives. Alternatives appear "like a return to past oppression or like a 

Utopian design for noble ~ava~es . ' '~  What ILüch seeh is a society of convivial tools where 

modem technologies serve the interactions of real presence? He seeks this rather than the deprival 

of a fiiler sense of presence in the compulsive use of the latest technical devica and processes.* 

" Ivan lllich, Toolrjbr Comrivirrlity, xxii. 

30 M., ICUÜ. 
31 Ibid, xxiv. 

3f Ibid 



Convivial bals are ooes that bring human awareness of the mwmbrances of preseace. This 

involves the austerity rcquind of fiendShip. Illich a r p b :  

"Austerity," which says somahiog about people, has also beai m d e d  
and has acquind a bitter taste, wMe for Aristotle or Aquinas it marked the 
foun&tïon of fiieadship. In the Summn meologiur il, II, in the 186th question, 
artide 5, Thomas dalo with discipüned and creative playfulness [euhupeiia]. 
In his third response he d e f i  "austerity" as a Whie which does not exclude all 
enjoyments, but ody those which are distracting frmn or destructive of pasonal 
relatedness. For Thomas "austerity" is a complementary part of a more 
embracing Wtuq which he c d s  fiiendship or joyfulnas. It is the h i t  of an 
apprehension that thUIgs or tmls could destroy rather than enhance eutrupelia 
(or graceful playfuiness) in persona1 relations? 

Aquinas, Aristotle, and the classical philosophers undastood the inter-play between 

intellectus and ratio in the grace of fnendship. Discipline, a measured appmpriateness, was 

penetrated by the pceful  receptivity of case. Leamhg in fiendship came as a consequence of the 

eutrapelia, graceful play, of ratio, muinue, and inteIZectw, receptivity. The austerity of learning 

was the exclusion of any process or dence that might distract from or destroy this eufi-apelio. The 

graceful play of measun and receptivity in niendship required learning to l i t  the will. 

The serious business of uidustry, information packaging, transmissioq and marketing 

becomes deadly without the austerity of the inter-play between intellectils and ratio. It becomes 

lockcd into its own self preoccupations. The austerity of eutrapelia is in the refusal to take too 

seriously the tools and labour of the ratio by cultivating a celebrative spirit. Josef Pieper 

comments, "Leisure is not the attitude of one who intavaes but of the one who opais himself; not 

of someone who seizes but of one who Iets go . . . aga* the exclusiveness of the paradigm of 

work as effort, leisure is the condition of considering things in a celebrating spirit."Y 

The austerity in the use of convivial tmls cornes h m  the recovery of a leisured place of 

celebration, a smctuary from the compulsion of a world of usefilness and efficiency. There would 



be a recognition that technical knowledge (tech-gnosis) and processa are incapable of solving 

problems without introducing y& M e r  problems. This means a decision for a relative poverty in 

the products and devices of technology. It expresses faith in and celebration of convivial tools and 

relatiomhips. Piepa outlines a culture of austere leisure, or place of celebration in sanctuary, by 

speaking of a disruption of technicd efficiency: 

it is not the same as the absence of activity; if is not thc same thing as quiet, or 
even as an inner quiet. It is rather like the stillness in the conversation of lovers, 
which is fed by their onmess. . . . 

. . . The lover, too, stands outside the tight chain of efficiency of this 
working worlâ, and whoever else approaches the margin of existence through 
some dap,  existential distwbance, or through, say, the proximity of death? 

Standmg "outside the tight chah of edXciency" is the convivial tool and practice. Just like the 

net or pddle, discussed in the previous chapter, a convivia1 tool places the user in a world of 

complu< relationships and presences. SkiU in use brings awareness of human entangiements. The 

chain of eficimcy encourages a busyness of technieal manipulation with an accompanying 

slothfbhess in attention to human presence. The daalmg display of technical eficiency makes 

obsolete particular practices in ignorance of the cmt to m l  presmce. 

With such devices and procases the connections and dependencies, so real in the use of 

convivial tools, between self and other, human and worfâ, immanent and transcendent rneaning, 

become prdctable and sterile. The complexity of convivial tools and their arts is a m e  

inefficieacy in a world dominated by institutional technology. This marks a catastrophic break in 

contemporary society between the ratio and intellectus, calculative and receptive intelligence. 

Technical &ions and speciaiizations have given us the benefits of extended, healthier, and 

less s d e  lives. Howewr, in this age, when abovc di else the potential of technique is celebrated 

35 lbid., 33 and 68. 



as an absolute, there are signs of a deeper deprivai. George Grant vurites of the dinculty of 

disceming this deprival: 

1 am not speaking of those tanporary deficiencies which we could overcome 
by better cdculatiom . . . Nor do I mean chose recognitions of deprivation fiom 
the dispossessed . . . 

. . .in listening for the intimations of deprival either in ourselves or others 
we must strain to distinguish betweea dS&g notes: those accidental deprivals 
which tell us ody of the distortions of ow own psychic and social histories, and 
those which suggest the loss of some good which is aecasary to man as man? 

It is difficult to accept limitation as appropriate and meaningful. Contanporary societies are 

preoccupied with fiedom h m  al1 limitatioas. The power of technology and the potential of 

technical manipulation are undentood simply as devices for improving human life. Acceptance of 

physical limitation, and attaching meaning to living within appropriate Iimits, is understd as a 

betrayal of the human spirit or a nostalgie retreat £iom the inevitable advance of technical mastery. 

The m~ulty is "we can hold in our mincis the enormous benefts of technological society, but we 

cannot so easily hold the ways it may have deprived us, because technique is ourselves."fi: 

It is not easy to see how the technical devices or processes with which we surround ourselves 

deprive us of some asential facet of OU humani*ty. The defining characteristics of contemporary 

life are built upon presupposing that technical mastery, an h o d e s t  claim for the powen of the 

human raîio and wiil, is relatively uaambiguous in its accomplishments. Then is a danger that 

focushg on deprivation may ody invoke another round of technical or curricular expansion in en 

atternpt to repücate or compensate for a missing dimension of human qerience. 

In con- focal practice and sanctuary exist as living relational practica, requiring diligent 

attention to others as presnices known in interactions. The use of the language of prsence will 

necessady appear amchronistic to minds educated to d t  in tshnological progress: 

--- 

36 George Grant, TectUioIogy d Empbe, 139. 

'' Ibid, 137. 



Despite the noblest modern thought . . . the exaltation of potentiality above 
al1 that is (presence), has anyone been able to show us conclusively h u g h o u t  a 
cumprebaisive account of both the human and non-human thùigs, that we mut  
discard the idea of a pmaice above which pofentiality cannot be exalteci? 

The forces of aatms, the hwicane, earthquake, and winter stom, still plague and 

technical devices. Human behaviour fails to respond to the rationality of the market place, the 

socially engineered process, or socialist plan. The world is a web of interactions that can never 

give the certain formal c~rrespondences technical "potentiality" demands. Illich studies the 

implications of beüef in unencumbered technical potential. Automobiles, medicine, and education 

are cited as examples of how contemporary devices and systems act to exclude convivial patterns 

and behaviours by introducing and privileging technical routims: 

The exclusion of mothns, aunts, and other nonprofessionals fiom the care 
of their pregmnt, abnomial, hurt, sick, or dyhg relatives and fiiends resulted in 
new demands for medical services at a much faster rate than the medical 
establishment could deliver, As the value of services rose, it becarne almost 
impossible for people to "tare?* 

Illich is not suggesting that bmefcial practices or tools be spumed because they are new, like 

the technophobe and the personal cornputa. Rather he is making a plea that practices and tools be 

evaluated in their full meaning for human conviviality. He ash if certain devica exceed the limits 

of conviviality and generate iatrogenic illnesses and the idoliPng of theu own powers. Illich is 

srguing that al1 technical devices and processes should be judged by theu capacity to deepm or 

prohibit cdvial i ty .  The b a t  "defme of conviviality is . . . undertaken by the people with tools 

they control. hperialist mercenaries can poison or maim but never conquer a people who have 

chosen to sa boundaries to their tools for the sake of convi~iality."~~: 

Subtly and dstnictively contemporary irnperialism may use and consist in being a systexn of 

technological devices and processes. A people who have the strength to continue to Live in 



sanctuary, or found new sanctuaries, face a ditncult foc Surrounded by the lure of technological 

ease and convenience, the choice for the austerity of the ümited yd convivial life in community U 

not so easy. To live in a k l y  chosen place and limitation k something that requires extraordinary 

courage in a t h e  of compulsory technological advance. 

Most of us who live in the developed West instinctively know we have sold out conviviality to 

the Empire of technical efficiency. The problem is that Illich's view does not help us to recognize 

that conversion to convivial tools requirs trust in convivial means. This is to say what is 

tautological and obvious, w one cm be convivial alone. The choice for a more austere and 

convivial lifestyle, lirniting the use of technological devices and processes, requires the acceptance 

of dependence on the structures of human interaction. 

For Illich the individual is the originator of change. He is concerned that the autonomy of this 

unique presence not be lost. Ironically, it is often the very language of autonomy, in the 

technologically driven culture and politics of the developed nations, that promotes the loss he 

moums. The way past this is by reclaiming the convivial nature of human autonomy. In the 

ecology of sanctuary, autonomy, or at least authentic autonomy, is found in a Iife turned to 

reconciliation with the othed" 

ObvÏously this cannot counter the arguments of those who would absolutize individual 

autonomy. Ayn Rand and her disciples are not the only example of such an absolute view. 

Immodest daims for the absolute autonomy of selves who are technically proficient are common in 

technically sophisticated societies. The austere life, raogninng pmonal dependence and 

Limitation, in a continuing convekatim of ethical interactions and traditions, is a consavatism rare 

among the technicalIy sophisticated. 



What is the relatioaship between the authentic and the autonomous Me, if to be human is to be 

a convivial presence? The idea that to be fully human is to be in some way dependent and 

convivial, if s i q l y  accepted, as Illich does, requires attention to the desirability of convivial means 

and ends. This means that the other, as the self. must not be cornpellecl to convivial being. That 

would itself be a contradiction, Authentic humanity is the limit of freedom given in the ricbness of 

convivial practices. We know, as Bianchi suggests Ui his discussion of Tsedeh, Our autonomy as 

authentic beings only by the fniits of interaction with others. To put it another way, hurnan 

autonomy is authentic in asmuch as it is a practiced conviviality with others in a place. 

The thnet to the practice of convivial autonomy is in the idolizing of self-sufficient 

technological devica and processes. This is the inauthentic autonomy of consumer or product 

choices, but it is also the inauthentic autonomy of technical mastery of others and the world. In the 

first, the shallow and constraining aspects of consumer choic-McDonalds or Wendys?-are 

obvious. In the second, technical mastery, the lack of authentic autonomy is more dificult to 

p s p ,  because of the seductive feel of power involved. Buber has called this the reduction of 1- 

Thou relationships to I-I~.~' George Grant has called this the depnval suffered whai the technically 

'possible is exalted above what is!A2 

Sanctuary is a place where persons expaience autonomy in the authenticity of seElimitation 

in convivial praciices. Autonomy is defied as the acceptance of interdependence, not as the 

demand of a technical master or contractual construction, but as the somatic weight of human 

encumbranca. Autonomy is the creative act of attuning our iiique presence responsively in the 

interaction with other pnsaices. The facal praetice of this interaction of autonomies constitutes 

the particularity of place, and thus conneaing it, and each constitutive presence, to every other 

" Marini Buber, I d  Thor trans. and Rologue by Walter Kautinam (New York: Charles S c n i ' s  
Sons, 1970), passim. 

42 George Grant, Technoogy and Jtcstce (Concord, ON: House of Anansi Ress, 1986), 34. 
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place. Sanctuary appears, in Light of Illich's mlysis of the crisis faced by the hegemony of non- 

convivial tools, as a nezessary mediating institution for authentic human autonomy. 

Illich sees two transition points in the emsion of authentic autonomy. The nnt is when the 

technique or technical product over-takes previous nonprofessional practices or ''vernacuular" twls. 

He notes, by example, that the year 19 13 marked such e transition point in the practice of modem 

medicine: "Around that year a patient began to have more than a fifty-fiQ chance that a graduate 

of a medical school would provide him with a specificdly effective treatment."u 

The second transition point is rcached when a complex techaical and professional order 

redefines hurnan relationships. The convivial practices of the traditional healer were meant to re- 

establish appropriate relationships. The physician was consulted as an aid and support in 

recovering and accepting an appropriate persona1 balance of forces. The second transition point 

redefines the self as a technical process to be repaired and improved upon. Physical limitations are 

not a reminder of the unique balance of well-being, but si- of the need for greater technical 

manipulation. 

This is an inner erosion of an ernbodied confidence in tools and means that are convivially 

found Once the cure or tool originating and widely accessible in the particularity of place, is 

totaliy displaceci by technical means, the autonomy of the professionally accredited intervention 

replaces the autonomy of human interactions. There are benefits to certain medical procedures, but 

beyond a certain tbreshold technical means erode trust in convivial practices and twls. 

At thû second transitional point, technicd processes and devices begin to c'techno-generate" 

problems aad needs assumeci to be solved ody by more vigorous application of technical processes 

and devices. More medical intervention, more educational design, wider use of economic force, 

mon efficient industrr*al production, greater use of cornputer technology, faster and more efficient 



traasportation, are seen as solutions to problems and needs these very devices and processes have 

created Illich is suggesting that limits be placed on the growth of these institutions and devices on 

behalf of healthy convivial ~ommunities.~ 

nlich does not advocate a différent kind of technical activism To prevent the well meaning 

yet imperialist "compulsion to do good" Illich proposes convenion to convivial tools." In al1 of 

his constructive proposais he is adarnantly not o f f e ~ g  a blueprint for revolutionary social 

engineering. The Unmeamrable encumbrances and arnbiguities of human life are not ineniciencies 

or primitive fiinctions to be replaceci by technical processes. They are the reai places of sanctuary 

from the tyraany of systems and devices abstracting human lives fkom vitai contact. Illich 

envisages "a modem society, bounded for convivial living . . . generat[mg] a new flowering of 

surprises beyond anyone's imagination and hope. 1 am aot proposhg a Utopia but a procedure 

that provides each community with the choice of its unique social arrangements." 

If a community is to decide upon its "unique social arrangements" it must be somethhg more 

than a collection of smart consumas. Their cleverness is in the speed of their consurnptive and 

productive manipulation of products, devices, and processes. This b d  of clever busyness 

distracts fkom the patient practice required in attending to real human presence. The community 

Illich speaks of would semi to have more in comrnon with a Chiapas village. These poor f m e r s  

are grounded in loyalty to each other and their place. They are shaped by a tradition that has 

grown from the v h e s  of attending to the encumbrances and obligations of living in a particular 

place. Words and tools are grounded in shared experience and common practice? 

Car1 Mitcham, "Toolo for Convividity and Beyond,'' Bunetin of Science? Technology andSixiety 16, 
NOS. 5-6 (1996), 246-25 1. 

'' Illich, Celebration of Awureness: A C d f o r  f ~ t u t i u m i  RmoIun'on (Berkeley: Heyday Books, 1970), 
19. 

'" Illich, Tmk, 14. 
47 Ivan Illich, Blospheqy, A M i c d  Critique of TechnoIogrCd C~Iture~ Science, TechnoIogy, and Society 

Warkmg Papa, No. 2 (University Park, PA: Science, Technology, and Society Rogram, 1994), 
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Wendeli B q  d e f w  comwiity as all of the inhabitants and physical features that together 

inter-act to create the particular living pattern of a place. Auman commuaity is the somatic 

reality of human lives witnessing to their dependence as a comrnon ground It is ultimately 

witnessed to by "faith that al1 things connect-that we are whoily dependent on a pattern, an all- 

inclusive form, that we partly under~tand.'~~ 

Technical devica and processes surpassing a certain Ievel of complexity abstract human 

beings h m  this larger pattern in appearance, but not in fact. By contrast, focal things and 

practices are "e~~gagement'~ tools that give awareness of a pattern partly understood." Focal 

practica are disciplines that reveal participation in a structure of human interactions. Sanctuary is 

a comrnunity pattemed by convivial-practices of engagement in a wide web of connections. 

Sanctuasy and Recomîmdngtbe Convivial 

Illich considers how to reconstruct conviviaf practices, &en the crossing of certain thresholds 

in the acceleration and dependence upon technical devica and processes. There is evidence of a 

high degree of dependency, and sshping of desires, by technical devices and processes in 

contemporary s o c i ~ .  A cultural inversion of the decp structure of tools is requued: 

The crisis can be solved only if we leam to invert the present deep structure 
of tools; if we give people tools that guarantee their right to work with high, 
independent efficiency, thus sirnultaneously eliminating the need for either slaves 
or masters and enhancing each pason's range and kedom. People need new 
tools to work with rather than ta& that work with them? 

The institutions of technologicai society have becorne more and more shaped by devica. This 

range of participation is manipulateci by the technicd devices, their managers and marketers. For 

example, education as a technical device grnerates learning and the needs and the choices available 

-- 

a Wendeil Berry, Home Eéommics (Saa FmcisCO.. N d  Point Press, 1987), Ut and 54 -75. 

49 Zbid., k 
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for learning. As well it generates the image of the dropout, the underachiever, and the ignorant 

The distinctive character of contemporary technical devices is that they have progressively 

encomged their own use over sustained human Technical devices abstract people 

each other's presmce, and nom the demnds and joy of dwelling with others in a place, the 

Me of community. If we Live in a modem city we live, perhaps daeived by the green spaces, in an 

environment almost entirely planned, constructesi, and made by technical devices and procasa. 

Each tr- green space, or house is planted where it is because of technical agency. 

The ideology of ever escalating development, "more technology, more science, more political 

management, even more information and interdisciplinary researcbis not the solution,'' but part 

of the problem? Ilüch is not attempting a postrnodern turn to the irrational, or a r e m  to some 

prcindustrial golden age, or a political agenda for a utopian age of iastitutionless anarchism. He is 

speakiag of a politics of convivial tools: 

The individual's autonomy is intolerably reduced by a society that defuies 
the maximum satisfaction of the maximum nurnba as the largest consumption of 
consumer goods. Altemate political arrangements would have the purpose of 
pennitting al1 people to d e h e  the images of the5 own funue. New politics . 

would aim principally to exdude the design of artifacts and rules that are 
obstacles to the exercise of this personal fieedom. Such politics would limit the 
scope of tooh as demanded by the protection of three values: survivai, justice, 
and selfdehed work 1 take these values to be fhdamental to any convivial 
society, however dinerent one such society might be from another in practice, 
institutions, or rationale? 

Limitation upon consumption and production is on behalf of survival, justice, and self-defined 

work. The a h  is the transition fiom "the present politics of tools which promotes the expansive 

and virtuaiiy unlimited developmmt of what might be tameci autonomous tmls to a more austere 



conviviaiity of engagement to~ l s . "~~  This is the opposite of the expansion of economies and 

technical "systemsn to solve the problerns generated by expansion. There is a 1 s t  to institutiond 

complexity that exceeded reduces the cornpetence and rich te- of engagement. It may be that 

"a society whose members know what is enough might be poor. Men with industrial trained mincis 

cannot grasp the rich texture of personal accomplishments . . .much less do most of our 

contemporaries experience the sober joy of the life in this voluntary though relative poverty that 

lies within our grasp." 

The illusion of autonomy, created by technical proficiency, masks a destructive cycle of 

dependence. Dependence upon universal cornpliance, exponential expansion in the consumption of 

resources, and the inevitable degradation of complex environmental and human relationships, is 

hidden by the easy use of devices and processes. The practices of swival, justice, and selfaefmed 

work, are necessarily inter-relationai. Illich assumes the word "autonomy" Uifm a disciplined and 

convivial selE However, the image of autonomy popularly promoteû is the skilled manipulator of 

devices. 

IlLich hopes to awaken us, from cornplacent consumption and use of technical devica, to an 

awareness of the damage and perversion they bring. The over-extended tool narrows life to the 

detenninants and measure of artifacîs and techniques. The h u m  intellectual capacity to 

articulate and make rational systerns and devices is a great gift. If undisciplined by the deeper 

connections of creation, the subtle appreciation of the interplay of prsaices, it cornes to be a 

curse. The skilied manipulator gains autonomy at the loss of convivial disciphes. Autonomy as 

convivial discipline is sensitivity to the other as a presence beyond the definition of process or 

device. 



Sanctuary is a place whae devices and processes are ümited by a profound grasp of the 

complexity and limitations of rail human presence. The "reai" is not reduced to a mae resource 

for the construction of human artifacts. Rather, reality is viewed as a complex order of presmces 

whae self-limitation is found in a convivial practice of attending to the structure of interactions. 

Sanctuary is not necessarüy without any technical application, but it is necessarily without any 

technical application that detracts or distracts fiom the truth of the structure of interactions. 

Bianchi rerninds the modem reader that sanctuary was never historically a place of absolute 

fiedom where any practice was permitted. He notes that "in present-day English the term 

sunctziary has received a secondary connotation of a place where everything is all~wed."~ If Illich 

appcsrs to argue for a maximum of personal fieedom in the design of things, it is not in order that 

human life rnay praceed without self-control or redress of evils. For Illich autonomy is humin 

engagement free from technicd manipulation. The word convivial expresses precisely his 

recognition of the inter-dependent nature of human autonomy in community. 

Sanctuary is a place of conviviality where the f a c m  is upon the encumbrances of m l  

presence. sanctuary is for leanhg the disciplines (focal practices and things) of the intellectus. 

bringing respect and revemce for aich person and the natural world The focal practices of 

sanctuary bring awareness of human limits and the unique beauty present in each place. The 

present structure of tools promotes uniformity and erodes cultural Merence: 

The use of industrial tools stamps in an identical way the landscape of 
cities. . .Highways, hospital wards, cIassrooms, office buildings, apartments, and 
stores look everywhere the same. Identical tools JO promote the development 
of the same character types. Policemen in patrol cars or accountants at 
cornputers look and act ake  ail over the world, while theù poor cousins using 
nightstkk or pen are diaerent fiom region to region? 

Herman Bianchi, 14 1. 

s8 Illich, Tm&, 15. 



The human use of technical devices encourages an insnisibiiity to cultural cornpldty. The 

McDonald fianchises, by technical efficiency, reduce the character of its staff to smiling cybernetic 

clones fiom Beijing to the Gaspé, not to mention the bland predictability of its products. The local 

characteristics of politics and culture are pas6 in a technology drivai "global" economy. 

Technical devices and processes "make or ûansform users as much as makers or u s a  transfonn 

technologies or the w o r ~ d " ~  The technical force of the over-extended ratio homogenizes the user, 

the world, and the other, in an illusion of seamless artifice and process. This inhibits the further 

growth of rich, albeit unpredictable, human cornmunities and presences. 

The force of technical process cannot be countered by the political reshuming of consumptive 

patterns. What is requind is a "retooling of society" by liited, but convivial, focal th@ and 

practices. This "r~ooliig," of the imagination as well as the body, can only occur in places of 

sanctuary, where human communities can recover the disciplines of conviviality in a voluntary 

simplicity. 

Automobüe use, for example, is a causal factor in so many problems, fiom global warming, 

respiratory disease, to cornmunity hgmentation. The social encumbrances and limitations of 

convivial alternatives are replaced with the construction of space and human motion defuied by the 

device. It is easy to se the implicit and dangerous contradictions the continued dependence on this 

device and process b ~ g s .  Local üfe is destroyed by the pollution, express-ways, and the 

weakening of loyaltia and obligations brought on by auto-mobility. 

However, take the laptop computa on which 1 am currently t y p a  It too is W e d  into a 

whole pattern of destruction promoted by the device paradigm. It exceeds the Iirnits of conviviality 

in a number of ways. It is not equally accessible to ali human beings, nor can 1 fix or repair its 

inner worbgs, nor evni vaguely undastand how the micro-chips hction. It is a magic box into 



which 1 enter type. It dows me to dit, add footnotes, and highlight, with an eese 1 never knew on 

my old Cotona Portable. Do 1 return to this more direct method of rendering text over the ease and 

flexibility of the laptop? Would this be an act of voluntary simplicity that supports the 

development and heaith of a convivial cornrnunity? 

The question becornes less easy to answer because this device, uniike the automobile, hides 

more successfully the contradictions of exceeding certain convivial limits. In its use 1 have become 

aware of the complex and subtle connections of human presence. However, I am aware only 

because 1 have sunounded its use with focal practices-reading, conversation, jogging and so 

forth. The proper balance between tool and human involvernent is threatened not by a single 

mouse click, but by the re-configuring of reality by over-depmdmce on devices. Car1 Mitcham 

fites,  "There are no purely manipulative or convivial societies. The crucial issue for citizens 

living with technology in society is to consider the balance between convivial and manipulative 

tools, to admit the existence of the latter, and to strive to foster and protect the former.& 

The idea of sanctuary is not to reconstruct an Amish commune, Rather it is to found a pIace, 

sheltered from a technologicaily defïned society, whcre manipulative toals and processes are 

exposed and rnorally considerd alongside convivial things and practices. The sanctuary does not 

necessarily exclude any particula.r device or procas. However, it does necessariiy limit the 

invasive and domiaating use of technique and technical devices. The idai that there are necessary 

Limits to institutiod fiuictiom, technical mastery and innovations might appear radical in a culture 

that pIaces a high value on these devices. 

A crisis in culhval identity, moral confusion, technological complexity, and ecological decay 

is widely recognized. Attmpts to address the crisis ayr ironically, most offen calls for increases in 

treatrnent by those very devices and procases that have gaicrated its most chronic fmtures. The 



idea of sanctuary is intended as a way of conceiving of places where communities may become 

aware of the failure of manipulative devices to resolve human problems. Human problems rquire 

convivial means and ends. 

Work in sanctuary is defined by the convivial nature of human presence, the necasary 

dependence upon others that is not a form of servitude. The other is not an encumbrance, but a 

fact of Being. If we seek to move beyond savikity, we can do so only if we recognke that the 

world is a structure of interacting presenca and not simply of resources, human and non-human* 

If we move beyond s e ~ l i t y  it is not in an esdation of our atternpts to mani*pulate others and the 

world. Rather fieedom is found what we "celebrate it [the world] by using as little as possible . . . 
[at a] dinna table where aliveness is consciously celebrated as the opposite of [the manipulation 

of] life.'*' 

The greatest tyranny is to live in a world where others have ceased to exist save as technical 

means and measures: "Hel1 is to be one's own!" It may not be a heaveniy paradise to choose to 

live austerely in the obligations and the structure of the interactions of fnendship. However, Iiving 

in such a place of na1 presences and convivial tools bits the tragic distortions of technical hubris. 

Sanctuary is not a utopim device but a convivial tool bringing awareness of its limitations. 

The Frade Balance of Care 

It may be essumed that Illich, and the ancient sources he relies upon, do not appreciate the 

power of technology to ameliorate suffaing. Howewr, Illich and the ancients have an appreciation 

for the suffering that ensues when the human ratio assumes to have absolute rnastery over the 

fata. The novelty of the current situation is in the power of technical devica not in a novel 

capacity to i d e  with the suiFering. 

'' Cayiey and IUich, 282. 
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The capacity to meliorate human suffering is a hc t ion  of compassion. Compassion is not 

analfical knowledge but an awareness of and identification with another being. Where technical 

devices domhate, Being is identifid only as a resource to be analyzed and shaped. "It is in this 

seme that it has bem truthfiilly said: technology is the ontology of the age. Western peoples (and 

perhaps soon ail peoples) take themselves as subjects confionthg othemess as objects-objects 

lyhg as raw material at the disposal of knowing and making subjects.* 

When technology is understood as an "ontological given," calculative and analytical knowing 

can operate as insensitive to presence. It is not that a techical measure does not tell us something 

about the r d .  Nor is it that our instruments are just not fine enough. Rather, what is made of the 

other in calculation never is equivalmt to their real presence, no matter how accurate or sensitive 

the device. The ratio can infonn and enlarge the &ta set, but its artifice of calculation is never 

coteminous with understandimg real presence. 

Neither Illich nor the ancients discount the validity of making, memuring, or cakulating. The 

precision of technique or facility with tools is not under question. Rather it is the "ontological" 

assertion that knowing is soIdy constructeci by the ratio. This assumes that making, invention as 

Piaga has called it, is a sufficient way of knowing ~eing." The balance between making and 

knowing, receptivity and calculation, is lost in the dominance of technical devices and processes. 

Even among opponents to the expansion and use of technicd manipulation, the concem is most 

The opponents of the research could not pass beyond the hnguage of specifiable 
dangers, because any possible long range intimations of deprival of human good 
could not be expmsed in the ontology they shed with their opponents. The 
ontology expresseci in such tnms as 'the ascent of Me', 'human beings making 

64 Jean Piaget, To lhmhfadhg i3 to Imtent: The Futtae of Ehucation, trans. George-Anne Roberts (New 
Yak Penguîn Books, 1976), passim. 



their own m e ' ,  'the prognss of knowledge', 'the necessity of intaféring with 
nature for human good' couid not be wd i t ~ e l f . ~  

The proliferation of technical devices and knowledge is understood as the moral necessity of a 

free human will. However, the unlimiteci production of devices and processes, when it exceeds 

certain ümits, creates demands and problems that only escalate and do not retard an erosion of the 

balance of care. Care requires an awareness of the limits beyond which we cannot control an 

otha, even for th& own good The equilibrium of care for the unique character of the other is 

disrupted by a technical manipulation intent on uanalyzing'' and "fwng" the otha by the 

application of a device or procas. 

This tipping of the balance is exploreci by Illich in his attempt to construct a history of the 

manufacture and endlas expansion of ne&. In Tools he is just at the beginning of this larger 

project. The construction of needs by the technical process creates the cycle of dependence on 

technical devica. Illich names six ways dependence on mecessarily cornplex technical devices 

and processa threatnis real human presence: 

(1) Overgrowth threatens the right to the fùndarnental physical structure of 
the environment with which man has evoIved (2) Industrialization threatens the 
right to convivial work. (3) The overprogramming of man for the new 
environmcnt deadens his creative imagination. (4) New levels of productivity 
threaten the right to participatory politics. (5) Enforced obsolacence threxitens 
the right to tradition: the recouse to precedent in language, myth, mords, and 
judgment. . . . (6) Pewasive frustration by means of compu1sory though 
engineered satisfaction comtitutes a sBah though more subtle threat. 

The fint threat is one identifieci as ecologica1 decay. This is the logic of exceeding the limits 

of the biologicai world by treating it and its patterns as W e l y  malleable. The disregard of the 

world as a structure of interaction betwan presenca has given the fmtasy "that somehow hurnan 

action can be enpineered to fit into the requirements of the world conceived as a technologid 

" Grant, Techndogy d Jtcstr'ce, 33. 



totality."? The crisis is not solved by more of the sarne, but by limits placed upon the expansion 

of technical manipulation. 

The threat to convivial work Illich speaks of b in a radical monopoly of devices and 

processes. Wi& the monopoly of technical process, "people give up their native ability to do what 

they can do for themselves and for each other, in exchange for something 'bater' that can be done 

for hem only by a major tool.*' This means that what was once locally defined, and the 

expression of personal relationships and dependencies, bornes  the expression of professionaI 

expertise, institutional processes, and technical devices. 

The radical monopoly, of technical processa and devices, is not easy to detamuie or rsist. 

In the example of automobiles, the argument can be made that no one is compelled to own an 

automobile. However, the mental and physical landscape of contemporary He assumes human 

movement is a function of technical professes. Local and less invasive alternatives to modem 

trampornition, education, and medicine are not just difficult to find but dBïcult even to imagine. 

"Monopoly is hard to get nd of when it has fiozen not only the shape of the physical world but also 

the range of behaviour and of imagination." 

Illich sees education as a radiai monopoly that uses technical processes and devices to over- 

programme persons to M technical processes. The danger in education is its capacity to tum even 

convivial practices and leanllags into curricular objects and technically measured outputs. 

Attempts to "educate" for conviviality would oniy tum the convivial into an institutional ritual and 

not give a living pracrice. Oniy focal practice in the structure of interactions betwem presences 



gives convivial lives: "It is impossible to educaîe people for voluntary poverty or to manipulate 

them into seEcontroLM 

Increases in productivity, celebrated as an economic and social good by politicians, 

economists, and ducators, are made at the cost of shrinking participation and diversity. Each 

Mexican village once had its own musicians and musical style expressed in a complex of integrated 

interactions and local patterns. With economic developrnent the village is no longer simply pwr, 

but is stripped of its local vibrancy and diversity. The local Cantina now plays the bands in 

Mexico City, Los Angeles or San Diego on its CD player. The Musician, now employed in the 

local CD production plant along with his wife, is too exhausteci and numbed by his monotonous toi1 

in the plant to play his guitar or sing. The wages they eam are used to purchase products produced 

in other such plants. The waste produced by the plant makes it unpleasant to live in the old 

neighbourhood, encouraging them to rnove and comrnute by bus. 

Their life bas changed, but they still are poor. Now, no longer having a sense that theù own 

participation counts, except as producm and consuma, they are not merely poor but have had 

their lives sûipped of the convivial and complex patterns of local participation. No wonder more 

and more tum %et-back" and cross the border. There are higher wages and more products 

northward for theu cheap labour to purchase. The caising of productivity, employrnent, and the 

creation of growth-oriented markets for cheap labour, has ban purchased at the cost of human 

dignity. Cheap labour has meant cheapemd and emptier iives: 

It does not much matta for what specifîc ptupose minorïties now arganize 
if they seek an equal share in consumption, an equal place on the pyramid of 
production, or quai  nominal power in the govanment of ungovemable tools. 
As long as a minority acts to increase Ïts share within a growthsriented society, 
the final result will be a keefler sense of infèriority for most of Îts members.m 



The argument Illich is puning forward is that the whole enterprise of contemporary life has 

been controlled by the expansion of technical processs and devices in education, economics, and 

politics. This has meant that the modes of production and participation have been narrowed to 

technical exchanges and device orientation. The loss of complexity in human encounters has not 

brought greater equity or increased participation, but, rather, flattened the ways in which people 

may participate in thecreation of political structura and culture. Women and mai, rich and poor, 

young and 014 are certainly ail regarded equally as consumers and users of products, devics, and 

processes. They are educated to accept an existence as producers, consumen or users. 

The priority is fitting the human face and presence into the devica or procasa of education, 

economics, and technology. If the hurnan face were recognized as an imducible presence, a social 

revolution would take place. The ontology of systems would be s h a h  if these faces began to 

recover or re-create local comrnunities that consciously limited consumption, use of devica, and 

technical processes, in favour of compassioaate exchanges and encounters. Learning as focal 

praaice, is locally defhed, austere, and Rch with human entanglements. Any sustainable and 

healthy society rquires a le-g of the appropriate limits to and veneration of the wisdom of 

panicular human hands, hearts, and min&, before any technicd innovation. 

However, this traasformation does not mean the abolition of ali technologies or industrial 

production. IUich writa: 

It does imply the adoption of labor-intensive tools, but not the regressioa to 
inefficient twls. It requins a considerable reduction of al1 kinds of now 
compulsory therapy, but not the elimination of teachiag, guidance, or heaüng for 
which indMduals take personal responsibility. Neither must a convivial society 
be stagnant, . . . In the present scherne of large scale obsolescence a few 
corporate centres of decision-making impose compulsory innovation on the entire 
society. Continued convivial reconstruction depends on the degree to which 
society protects the power of indMduals and of communities to choose their own 
styles of üfe through e f f h e ,  d s a l e  renewal." 



What illich is counting on is the resilience of traditions, individuals, and communities in touch 

with real human presence to r s i s t  the seductive and destructive powa of technical devices and 

processa. The patient. attendance to human presence, the somatic connections and traditions of 

compassion and fiiendship, cannot support the Pace of technicd change. Loyalties to family, 

niends, and place are secondary to, and mut be sacrificeci to the efficiencies of new technologies, 

economic redundancy, fashion, and progress in expanding technical mastery. 

The clear interconnections between the elernents above show how they are uot independent 

variables. Ecological decay is caused by work defined by non-convivial processes using non- 

convivial devices. The work, alienatd Born both place and community, requires educated persons 

sociaiized to imagine human life and knowing only as defineci by instruction, consumption of 

products, and technid procasa. The politics of such an educated consumption requires the 

abandoment of belief in locally found and practiced arts. Politics must be narrowed to 

management of economic and technological devices and processa 

The precedents of cornpassionate practice, the welLfomed thing or wisdom of tradition and 

culture, are cornmodifiai by a culture that creates the desire for change and the claim of 

obsolescaice. The gradua1 wearing out and evolution ofthings and practices must be replaced by a 

quick rejeaion and replacement of obsolete processes and devices by the new and technicaily 

superior. Conservation or preservation, tradition or the wisdom of the p s t ,  must be either 

confinecl to the ineffective reaim of aesthetic tane, embalmed in reactionary aninides and politics, 

or transfod by technical process into a novel product or sensation for consurnption, 

Illich understands the elements of the non-convivial to conspire in the inter-rdated character 

of contemporary fiusttations. Educated in one technical process, we swn discover we must be re- 

educated or d e  redundant by the latest techical developments. Having purcbased this years' 

Peatium Tbne we %d it is replaced by a Pentium Four or Five, and so on. Human bemgs must 



now spend most of their energics fitthg thexnselves to the Pace of technological change at great 

cost to their physical and moral well-being. Only the voluntary austerity of eutropelia, the 

gracefbl play of the ratio with the intellectus, cm bring a recovery of the limits and joy of 

friendship with 0th- in the sanctuary of place. 

Illich is against the privileging of technical management and devices over the common 

operations of human comrnunity. Leamhg that is shaped to see knowledge and expertise as 

products of professional and technical mastery forgets that hurnan beings are not statistical 

variables to be managed. The rnistake is believing that "knowledge and information are realities 

independent" of human livesR The recovery of conviviality depends on the capability to use 

language that reclaims human practice nom devices, procepses, and products. 

Illich recognizes that the crisis faced by human societies is not easy to clarify. Inter-locking 

technical problems, environmental degradation, poverty, moral confusion, and deepening human 

dspau, are seni as calling for ever grrater intervention of technical devices and procssa. The 

idea that these devices are part of the problem is difficult to see. It is increasingly difficult to 

betieve there are alternatives as more and more human activitia are d e f d  by technological 

processes and devices. IIlich writes, "The ody response to this crisis is a Fuli recognition of its 

depth and an acceptance of ineviDtable self-s imitation? 

The image of a sanctuary for leaming in convivial community raponds to the problem Illich 

outlines. Perrons who are practiced in the traditions and experîences of convivial communities 

understand the full implications of social and environmental manipulation. They, having "insight 

into old needs and new possibilities," s a  that only firruier social chaos and managerial fascisrn will 

corne fiom increased attempts at technical ~nanipulation.'~ We may have already reached that 

" Ibid 

" Ibid., 107. 
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point Poiitical choice is now viewed as a matter of selecting between various strategies for 

providing the most publicly palatable acalation in consumption and produnion. 

Car1 Mitcham has argued that in Tools one cm fmd the Rosetta Stone to r a d  al1 of Illich's 

writings? Five sigus of human imbalance emerge: ecological destruction, non-convivial work, 

confusion of leaming with educated expectation, the politics of managerial choices rather than 

participation, and the mle of obsolescence in tradition, culture, wkdom, and presence.76 Illich 

understands these imbalances as reflecting the undemuning of conviviality in techical means. 

"Over and over again in al1 his books, Illich attempts to disclose how the modern cornmitment to 

such technologies . . . cm undermine or obscure that most basic of human relations, friend-to- 

fiend."'" 

In Shadow Work (1980) and Gender (1982) Illich begins to explore how any past tradition of 

convivial relations between dissymetncal practices and identities is undennined in a society 

dominateci by technical processes. The differrnces of culture, gender, focal things and practices, 

are leveied by the assumption that technical devices and processes can aicornpass aU Work that 

was about convivial construction, the numiring of children, Gare and maintenance of the home, or 

the preparation of meals, becornes "toi1 which is not rewarded by wages and ya contributes 

nothing to the household's independence fiom the mark&"' Yet these domestic acts are the 

necessary shadow work for the wage earner or student to hction in the world of technical 

processes and devices. 

In Gender the troubling relations betwan sex, work, and identity are explorcd in an atternpt 

to reveal how dinerence has bcen reduced to technicaily defined biological distinctions." Like 



French fnninist Luce Iriganiy, Iliich intends to u n d  how enigmatic, cornplex, and particular 

differences have beai dmkd in the cornpetition, always favouring men, for technical mastery." 

The world of gender, where düferences in work, pmctice, and social reality, varied h m  one place 

to another, has ban replaced by the world of educated sex, where dXwence is merely in the 

technical fiinctiou of genitaiia. Iliich is, once again, trying to demyihologke contemponvy systems 

of thought in hopes of a convivial practice of valuing difference as a giR 

In ail of Iliich's books real presence is found as a gift of the interplay of difference and 

complementarity in convivial practices. Contemporary processes have reduceù this gift to the 

expectation of technical consequences. In the shadows of techoological dominance, and in the 

remnant cornmunitis of complemmtary and dissymetncal identities, the recovery of the surpnsing 

"caress of presence," as Irigaray has it, is a gift of a huaan intercoune using convivial tools." 

Dissrnetrical Identities: L d n g  as a Gift of the Vemacuiar 

Rather than Iife in a shadow economy . . . 1 propose unpaid activities which 
provide and improve liveiihood, but which are totally refhctory to any adys is  
utiluing concepts developd in formai economics. 1 apply the term 'vemacular' 
to these activities." 

Illich in Deschooling aîtempted to fmd language to suggest learning as an activity undefmed 

by the formal fundon of education. The language of web and network was used to suggest 

somethg lighter Uistitutionally, and primarily dependent upon human presence. In Shadow Work 

Illich introduces the word vernacular. This is rneant to "designate any value that was homebred, 

homemade, derived fkom the cornons, and that a person could protect and defnid though he 

UI Luce Irigaray, Ingmq~ Re*, ed Margaret Whitfid (Mid, UK and Cambridge, USA: 
B1ackwei.i Pbl., 1997), passim. 
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neither bought nor sold it on the marketns The vemacular spheres of farnily, fnend, and 

neighbourhood are shaped by the meanings and obligations of gifts. 

Marcel Mauss undertook a study of the gift in pre-industrial societies." In his work the gifi is 

show to be the primary way in which these peoples undastood their relationship to each other and 

the world. The gift cannot be measured by rational devices or technical eficiency. It expresses a 

relational intimacy that transcends technicai measurernent. Mauss examines Kwakiutl potlatch 

socidies and other triial and preiadustrial societies. He concludes that the development of 

monetary systems is the introduction of a technical disinterest in relational encumbrancesu 

Any simple explanation of gifts as strïctly monetary, utihrian exchanges, or hidden ways of 

purcheshg the good behaviour or services of an other, seem instinctively to ring false. We seem to 

lmow that, when a gift is given as mere cover for an exchange of goods and services, it is not quite 

a giR We also kuow, that even gifts given in this way, do not necasarily cause the hoped for 

behaviour or response. Therefore, the gift tells of an interaction that is more cornplex than a 

technique for the extraction of expected results and resources. 

Leaming for Illich, and in this thesis, is nat primarily a technicai procas. It is best 

understood as a play between the ratio and the intellectus, found alive in the convivial practica 

and things of human community. In the construction of a world of assumed technical rnastery, 

leaming is the expected product of education. It is, as was stated eariier, the serious business of 

pedagogical technique and application, hardy a gifL Illich iosists on learning as primarily a gifî of 

the surprise of the other, as opposed to a technical expectation. 

Maml Mauss, The Gif: Fom mrd Fzinctions of Exchange in Archczic Socieiies, trans. Ian Cimnisou, 
with miro. by E, E, Evans (London: Cohen and West Ltd., 1954). 

LI m, 74. 



The gift is not easily explained by the rules of an economic systern. The retued businasman 

who works in the food bank and says, "1 receive more than 1 give," is surely not referring to an 

another of his business deals. The volunteer at the Folk Festival, who stays long &et the event 

cleaning the grounds, sams to be engaged in giving somdhing more than fair exchange for fiee 

admission. CaW and Godbout write: 

It is not simply a complnamt to the market or the state for it is even more 
fundamental and primary than these otha systems, as we can see in countries 
that are in chaos. In the East or in the Third World, where the market and the 
state are in shambles, there still remains, as the last resort, that network of 
interpersonal relations consoüdated by the gift and mutual ai4 which alone 
enabls one to survive in a rnad world The gift? It is perhaps what is there 
whm al1 has been forgotten and before anything has been ~earned.~ 

The question that Godbout and CaillC then ask is, "why is such a widespread and important 

phenomena not more visible and bai= recognjzed?"" The striking resonance with Illich and the 

main arguments of this thesis become quite evievidentt The paradiptic hold of technical sufiiency 

and mastery makes discussion of the gift almost impossible: 

"You can't be serious, you want to wRte about the gift? You want to study 
charity, good de&? Or generosity? Now that's a topic! Unfortunately, it just 
about ceased to &" Or perhaps fortunately, in the opinion of most. One may 
deplore the fact that the gift has given way to cold ealculation and mercantile 
exchange . . . But no one cornplains that law has taken the place of charity . . . 
Where these [lavis] are concerned, if the gifi no longer exists, so much the 
better? 

The denial or strong doubt that gaine  gifts can exist, or properly should exist, in a world 

govemed by technical process and mercatile archange argua against it as a subject of proper 

mquiry. This is eitha because g i h  are seen simply as incomprehensible or as hidden devices of 

commodity exchange. The anaapt in the Refomtion to remove experiences of grace from human 

'6 Jacques T. GOdbOUf in coiiabaratim with Alain Caillé, l%e WorZd of the Gj9. trans. Donald Wmkier 
(McGiU-Queea's University Press, 1 W8), 15. 
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society and nature, and relegate than 90 the outer Iimits of transcendence," begins an inteiiectual 

deprival.* This, coupled with the utilitarian reeding of every human encounter as expressible in 

some contractual behaviour, has exiled the güt "to some 0 t h  world or its rduction to profane, 

too profane, [emphasis mine] self~iterest.''~ 

Utilitarianh+umkrstood as methodologicai individualism or rational choice theory-and 

various versions of nihilism that see humans as natural egoists or as interested only in powa have 

prmcupied attempts to understand human behaviour? This is not to suggest that these do not 

explain certain fzatures of human behaviour. However, even when sesinterest is involved in the 

giA there are always more complex entanglnnents of relationship. The whole of the social 

relationship involved, while not necessanly dictating individual behaviour, appears to be far more 

complex than the dominant intellectual modes can maintain. 

Tradition is assumed by modem Wers to privilege various social relations and closed 

societia. The Ianguage of the gift represmts the traditional bonds of communities, unregulated by 

the rationaiity of marka place or state. The exploitation, lack of social mobility, domination of 

various classes and families, and lack of openness to new ideas are judged to be the niling qualities 

of aU traditionai social ma~~gements. Gift, as language associated with tradition, is rejected as 

containiag ail of the negative fmtures associated with tradition. As modan thinkers dehed 

themselves ''first and foremost by [their] absolute refusal of tradition, it is not surprishg that . . . 

[they think they] can assert [their] W o m  by ridding [themselves] of a language that seems 

coextensive with tradition, the language of the gifVn 



Godbout and Caillt argue that gift laquage can be abstracted fkom the negative aspects of 

tradition. Further, they point out that the gift stül fiinctions in nontraditional societies as the 

primary basis of relationship. Secondary to this primary basis of se~understandiig are the 

technical processes of market and institution. A society without the meaning and narrative 

structure of @ exchanges would be intolerable for human üfe. There are more basic connections 

and inter-dependencies in human society than market exchangs, poütical competitions, 

exploitation or technical mastery. 

Godbout and Caillé attempt to recover a dimension of Western cultural tradition rnany 

contemporary thinkers ignore. However, they go on to Say that the destruction of the particularity 

of tradition by the market economy and modem bureaucratic state is because of "the growing 

modan horror of closed communitia bound together by obligatory g i h  that confinn traditional 

hierarchies." The horror of tradition, thus defineù, is quite naturaily expected. Its destruction is 

certainly a l i h t i v e  ectMty. 

What Godbout and Cd16 are attempting to do is to distance thanselves fiom a romantic or 

totalitarian attempt to raassert "traditional hierarchies." They rescue the idea of gift in an attempt 

to a s s a  that there is a region of vemacular activity undefmed by strictly utüitarian exchanges that 

is primary to human learning and relationship. Thae cultural practices of giving, receiving, and 

reciprocating, create the human conditions for any social order. Without the gift, and its cornplex 

narrative of meanings, the social mlity is nothing more than a calculus of power and monetary 

exchange. TheV analysis is not intendeci to discount power, sut ,  or wealth, as forces in social 

formation. Ratha, they suggest that a deeper cultural health depends on the giving and receiving 

of g i f b  beyond the measure of consumption. 



They cite the example of a grandmother taking care of her grandchild They suggest that even 

if the parents give to the grandmother a gift for such activity, it is signXcantly Werent than the 

salary given a professional day care worker." It is possible to reduce the exchange to a market or 

contractuai one, but thk is understood as a reduction of a mon intimate structure of @As. The 

gifts of love, trust, and care, when guaranteed by the state or as the sign of a monetary exchange, 

seem somehow cheapened and l e s  than the gift of hunen relationship. A strictly utilitarian 

interprdation, Traditio&t, Ma- Ferninist or Free-Market, appears oot to be able to account 

for a deeper narrative of meaning that beloags to thse primary gifts of human lie. 

The giA is understood k t  in a narrative structure. CailIC and Godbout join Illich in being 

critical of narrow calculative mterpre!tations of human experienceOw The narrative of human 

relatiomhips and culture are not systematically foundational or detenninative facts, but a 

"stnicture of interactions."% Its "tnith" involves the interpretative acts of many in the living 

narrative of a culture. The giff points to this namitive of intimate exchanges as the f i h g  of 

meaning in the surprise of interactions. The originating gift is our birth, involving a narrative 

given beyond our control. The closing gift is of our deatb, involving yet again a nanative given 

beyond our control. The gift is the given of a reIational narrative, of "what is there when ail has 

bcen forgotîen and before anything has been 1e8fned."~~ 

Unlike Cailit and Godbaut, IUich usa tradition to mean this organic pattern of gift giving and 

culturai relationship between dissymetrical yet culturally entwined human identities. It is a pattern 

suseainiag meaning and livelüiood in a subsisteme culture keyed to maturity of relationship with 

regard to human and non-human others. Its prirnary structure is a narrative one and not a measure 

%id. 
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of the ratio. It is not that the rcrrio hes no role to play in this tradition of meaning and subsistence. 

Rather, it serves the deeper inclination of the intellectus, receptivity to the encurnbrances of human 

Me as a deep pattm of meaning. However, like Caili6 and Gadbout, Illich is not calling for a 

retum to "traditional hierarchies:" 

1 do not oppose growth-oriented societies to others in which traditional 
subsisteme is stnictured by immemorial cultural transmission of patterns. Such 
a choice does not arist Aspirations of this h d  would be sentimental and 
destructive. I oppose to the societies in the sewice of economic growth . . . those 
which put high value on the replacement of both reproduction and consumption 
by the subsistencaorieated utilization of cornmon environments. 1 thus oppose 
socides organized in view of homo economicur to societies which have 
recoveral the traditional assumptions about homo cirtifu:, s ~ ~ ~ s t e n s . ~ ~  

Illich's analysis of contemporary life is rooted in a tradition, but this rooting causes him to 

doubt any systematic attempt to reduce human presence. The sentimental reconstruction of 

"traditional subsistence as struchired by irnmemorial cuItural transmission of patterns," is as 

damaging to human presaice as commodincaîion. ft is his a h ,  in constnicting a critique of 

education and contemporary We, to recover a cornplex and multifaceted presence from its 

narrowed expression in contemporary society. He does so with an awareness of the ecological 

damage, the serfdom of women in domestic "shadow workn, the deepening gap between rich and 

poor, the technoiogical and economic power of industriakation, and other conternporary political 

and social problems: 

These new vanguards conceive technical progres as one possible 
instrument to support a new type of value, neither traditional nor industrial . . . 
express a criticai seme of beauty, a phcular experience of pleasurr, a unique 
V ~ M  of life cherished by one group, understood but not nsessarily shared by the 
next. They have found that modem tools makc it possible to subsist on activitia 
which permit a vari*y of evolving Me styles, and relieve much of the dnidgery 
of old-time subsistence. They struggie for the fieedom to expand the vemacular 
domain of their lives9' 



This vaoguard Lives out a tradition tbaî looks to the particularity of the "vvaaacular" as a 

place of somatic complexity. Limits, subsistence, and austerity, are quslities of the art of real 

presence attuned and vital with sensitivity to a world of localiy lmown praences. The gift, Illich, 

Caillé, and Godbout agree, is always complex and multi-layered. The atternpt to take away its 

complex entangiements brings a "stupeQing and panilyzing enrichment," in technical devics and 

processes.'" It crestes an dienation of human beings f?om theu creative possibilities by reducing 

the gift to a "havîng" in rational exchanges. The unlimiteci expansion of technical devices and 

processs, of non-convivial twls, threatens the physical reality and cultural diversity of human and 

non-human life. 

For Illich recovering "traditional assumptions about homo artzyi, subsistensn is recovering 

cuItural narratives that give modes of1Xe m'que, creative, and yet, self-limitai by sensitivity to the 

complex entanglements of presence. Learning is in the limits of a vital sanctuary of complex 

cultural connections. It is "unpredictable to the bureaucrat" in its diversity of gifts and 

"umnanageable by technicd hierarchies" in its use of convivial to~ls.'~' Technical devices and 

processes are limited on behaIf of rich human interaction. 

This "commodity-independent Life style must be shaped anew by each srnall community, and 

not be impsed."'Ol As üvhg narratives, and not historical theme parks, new patterns evolve in 

continuity with accumulated wisdorn in the subsistence of cultural creativity. Leaming in this kind 

of sanctuary is idormed by past traditional practices while attending to emerging creative patterns. 

Limits to technical and ecunomic growth are made on behalf of a rich cultural narrative of pnsence 

in a particuiar place. 



Jerome Brunet, the psychologkt and philosopher of educatiou, suggest that without being 

Merate in the patterns of a specific cultural m t i v e  there is no humanly accessible tnithLm 

Counter to the narrow measure of behaviourists and the current cybemeticaily-oriented cognitive 

theorists, Bniner fels cultural m t i v e  is necessary for any hurnan understanding. The gift of 

leaming is given as a relational mith, not merely subjective or relative.. The gift is the "truth [that] 

exists between people and is always a d a m  to be a~tivated."'~ This tmth is the structure of 

interactions between presences. 

Illich is, with Bruner and others, concerned that this relational tmth is lost in an age 

captivated by the gloss and show of technical meamremnt and process. He encourages the 

recovery of tradition as a narrative structure that exists between people through tirne in a particular 

cultural landscape. Hope is in the recovered tradition of the ratio and the intellectus as necessary 

elernents of a human life of cnative and meaningful participation in diverse comrnunities. 

Illich has been criticized for his defmce of cultural diversity by thase who seek liberation fiom 

traditional patriarchal hierarchie~.'~~ In Gender, he llaments the loss of the power of women to 

defme, create, and work within a distinct cultural sphae known in gendered societies, while 

opposing the entrapment of women in the shadow work of the domestic. His is aot a reactionary 

attempt to rehim to the hierarchical distinctions of class and gender. He offen an analysis in hope 

of recovering a complex world of dissymetrical but complementary identities: 

1 shall explain how aU economic growth entails the destruction of 
vernacuZar gender (chapters 3-5) and thrives on the exploitation of economic sex 
(chapter 2). I want to examine the economic apartheid and subordination of 

103 Jerome S. B m a ,  The Culhue of Edtacunon (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press. 1996), 
passim; and Jerome S. Bnmer, On M n g :  fisaysfor the Le# Hiand (Cambridge, MA: Behap  Press, 
1962), 17 fE 
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women and yet avoid the socio-biologkal and structuralkt traps that explain this 
discrimination as 'naturauy" and "culturally" inevitable.'06 

The task he takes on is exposhg the origins and meaaiag of sexual identity in contemporary 

techno1ogical society. This identity is not shaped by a tradition of encornter between human 

presences, place, and diversity of vernacular cultural practices. Rather, it is an identity dependent 

upon the definitions of technical process and devica, professional techniciam and technical 

The set of key words in all modem industrialized languages is homologous. The 
r d t y  they interprrt is everywhere fùndamentally the same. The same highway 
leading to the same school and office buildings over shadowed by the sarne TV 
antemas trsnsforrn dissimilar landsapes and societies into monotonous 
uniformiity. In much the same way, texts dominated by key words translate 
eesily nom English into Japanese or ~ a 1 a y . l ~  

Using Raymond William's work on key words, IIlich becomes aware of the tyranny of 

technical processes and devices in contemporary societia as they erase or level all difference to 

consumer or trivial choices.'" The rich connections of meening and power, found in soîieties of 

different but complementary gih, are contrastai with the flat and hierarchically configurecl world 

of technical sexual identities. Women may gain entry as producm with reproductive biological 

equipment, but the diff'ce is eitha a handicap, a pleasant but nivolous addition, or transformed 

into a commodity for manipulation. Illich is arguing, not so much for a retum to a particular 

gendered society, but the recovery of the value of non-technically defmed and founded human 

Feminist historian Barbara Duden, for example, describes women's loss of their own bodily 

identity through technical invasion." She is one of the sources IlIich recognizes in his work. They 

'O" Illich, Ge& (Berkely: Heyday Books, 1982), S. 

" Iùid., 6. 

'08 h p m d  Wfi8m~, &ywrds: A Vocrrbulay of Cvlhm mrd&ciety (London: Fontana Paperbacks, 
1985), passim, 

'" Barbara Duden, Distmbo&ing Women; Perspectives on hgnuncy and the Unbom bans. Lee 
Hohcki (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uaiversity RCSS, 1993), 
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later ca-author a working papa that argues the need for a disciplinhg of the eye in an age 

dominated by technical shows of domimnce.'" Duden argues, as Illich, that conternporary life has 

particularly constrained women. Through medical technology it has technically defined and 

exploited women's bodies as objets of medical definition and receptacles for the new generation of 

consumer/producers. Women's bodily identity is shaped by the technical devices and processes to 

which they seek qua1 access. 

The subtlety and complexity of the shaping of women's bodily experience by the male 

dominateci world of medical and market technology is profound. In Duden's study of women's pre- 

modem, early modem, and modem experience of pregnancy and birth she notes a set of transitions 

that have placed the definition of women's bodies more and more in the power of technical devica 

and processes."' Womm once defineci the moments whm life q u i c k d  in theù own bodies. In 

contrast, she descrïies how a well-educated pregnmt fnaid understood the developments in her 

womb as a reality defmed by ultra-sounds and other technical rneasu~ements."~ 

Illich and Duden see the loss of the particularity and autonomy of gendered experience as a 

reduction of nch cultural narratives to technicai descriptions and the "shows" of technical devica. 

Both seek a technical modesty and austenty in h o p  of recovering the centrality of the somatic 

presence and gift of the other and the self. They encourage a tactile refovery of complex embodied 

existence in resistance to the singular unisex consumer/producer. in their co-authored work they 

speak of protecting the eye fiorn the temptation to technically rape or d u c e  the other by 

"O Babara Duden, Ivan Illich, and Mother Jetome, O.S.B. B. Scopic P m  a d t h e  Ethics of the Guze, 
Science, Technology, and Society Working Papa, no. 6, ed. Lee Hoinacki (University Park, PA: 
Science, Technology, and Society Program, 1995), passim. 

Il1 hiden, 10 fE 
l2 Ibid 



recovering a modest hsitancy before "the tactile gaze of your face where 1 discover myself as a 

Duden and Illich r d o r c e  the argument of learning as an art of r d  presence. Red prsence 

is not easily understood in a culture that has reduced itseif to technical measure, as either 

biological, sexual, or monetary cumncy. Gendered cultures, for all theu entrapment of women in 

culturally determined space, at leest had meanings and practices shaped and controlled by 

grandmothers, mothers, sisters, and f e d e  fiiends, independently nom, but complementary to, 

men. The dominance of men in particular gendered societies, or the violence of men a g a k t  

women, carmot be denied. On the other hancl, there is evidence that some gendered societies neither 

fatured male dominance nor accepted male violence against women.'14 

However, Illich is not recomrnending a return to past traditional practics, which is, he 

declases, impossible. Ratha he is suggesting that richer patterns are discoverable beyond the 

technical dominance of unisex commdication. He is claimhg that the meaning of biological 

experience is found in communities where birth, orgasm, work, and family Me are üvhg narratives 

(traditions) of womai and men, and active as relational structures between dissymetrical identities 

and not as unisex technical defuiitions. 

A faninÛt like Luce Irigaray speaks of a similar recovery and new shape for a culture of 

diffaence. Her critical work, like Barbara Duden's, cites the loss of awareness of the meaning and 

power of women's culturai embodiment: 

One of the distinctive features of the f d e  body is its toleration of the 
othn's growth within itseif without incmhg ühas or death for either one of the 
living organisms. Unfortunately, culture bas practically inverted the meaning of 
this economy of resw for the other .... Whereas the female body mgenders with 

Babara Duden, Ivan iiüch, and M a h a  Jerom% 24. 

"4 HeIen Diner, M o t h  andAmaui11~: The First Feminnle Hisîoty of Culture, transe fohn Phüiip Lundia 
(New York: Julian Ress, 1965), passim; and Margaret BIackman, D-g A@ Erne: FIorence 
Erlirttshav Daviikon (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982), passim. 



respect for difference, the patriarchal social body constructs itself hierarchically, 
acluding diffaence. ."" 

Irigaray is commenthg on the mle of the male, defined in contemporary technical culture as 

the master of nature and the %eeY' consumer and produca of devices and processes. lrigaray 

identifies the culturally received notion of "male idaitity" as an abstract technical operator that 

dominates the otha, oren if this technical dominance is said to be in savice to o t h e d 6  What 

Irigaray names as patriarchy Illich sces in the pattern of non-convivial tools.'" She is asking, with 

Illich and Duden, for the recovery or founding of a culture of diffaence. The gift as the caress of 

the other, is the embodied hospitality to diffaence. This is an "econorny of respect for the other," 

that does not confom to the efficiencies of nonconvivial t~ols."~ 

Conclusion: Sanctuarv and Difference 

Sanchiary is meant to be a place of focal practice and things giving awareness of 

entanglernents with the other in an "economy of respect." Sanctuary is a place of leaming, as 

Irigaray has characterizai the fernale body, in somatic touch with the other. Focal practice in 

sancniary seeks the reconciliation between diffaait and non-unifonn human presences. The 

convivial tool seeks not to create a monoculhue, but a culture of difference on a common ground. 

In such sanctuaries the mental clichés of the technically competmt are disrupted by the 

presence of the other. Any technical cornpetence is in service to cornpetence in the reception of real 

presence. The focal praaices and things of sanctuary are modest and austae in awareness of the 

- - - 

"* Luce Irigarayy Je, Tu, Nm: Towmda Culhm of D@èmce, trans. Ali= Martin (New York and 
London: Rbutledge, 1993), 45, 

"' Franr Rosaizwcig, & Star of ReCiiOmption (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Wm~on, 1971). 1 1- 15. 
Rosaizweig deveiops a metaethicai t h q  where the human caunot be totalized in any systematic 
Whok 

t l B  Itigarayy Je, T'i Nous, 45. 



imducible difference of living others. The deaial of tmths found in the "structures, of an 

interaction" is a mistake philosophically and ethicaiiy that puts at risk al1 that dweli in a place.'" 

Illich joins with those who identify the gif€ of others and the gift of self as something not 

encompassible in a philosophy that values only the technical measure and the life of an industrious 

ratio. Illich suggests that education is too oAen understood as an attempt to deny the leaming of 

diïerence, gendered, culturai, or traditional, by totaliring or universaliPng it in an institutional and 

curricular technique. The measured graduation of identity, according to the subject's grasp of 

technical maisure and use of inanimate devices and processes, is the technical fùnctioning of what 

Illich calls the non-convivial unisex society. Education is the process that teaches the acceptance 

of such measulcments and processes as definllig human being. Thus ernerges the idea, along with 

homo econominrr, of homo educundus, humanity as a product of education. 

irigaray speakp of thk society as a space whae "Reality appears as an always already [made] 

cultural nslity, linked to the individual and collective history of the masculine subjed"' The 

living contact with, and the evolution fkom and into corporeal meetings with others, is viewed as an 

exchange of pre-made cornmodities. Irigaray shows that the fernale, the somatic experience of a 

hospitable mat& for diffaence, is but an object to be studied. The dissection, d e f h g ,  and 

control of women's bodies in the medicalization of conception and birth, as Duden has 

documented, is but one example of the meaning of technicd education as a device disembodying 

and subduing the other? 

What if leaniing, as Luce Irigaray has characterized the fanale body, is a somatic embrace of 

the other that seeks not the exclusion of diffaence but niendship in an ongoing structure of 

Il9 Mary Catherine Bat- P e n p M  mium: Leming Along the Ww (Ncw York: H a r p e r C o b  
PubIishers, I994), 13. 



hteractions?" This would be to begin learning and philosophy itself nom, what Franz 

Rosemveig called, the "new thinking" of the "manifold and parti*cular" realities of the other as 

opposed to the repeatable, generabble and universalizable ideals of technical process and 

device? This is to leam in an art of non-interchangeable real presence. The call for a sanctuary 

encouraging such post-patriarchal, post-technological focal practices, and the cal to identify whae 

such sanctuaries exist, a f h  Illich's analysis. 

The other or autrui, as Levinas has cded him/her, is a vibrancy that exceeds any 

encompassrnent in cornprehension by the hurnan gravity of h i s k  praence. The inquiry a f k  

human presence is a cal1 for focai practice. In this practice Illich uses language carefully as a tool 

for attending to the actual inquiries of living beings. He will not use technical language as in any 

way a substituîion for the living and vemacular conversation and activity of human presence. The 

embodiment of meaning in human lives and practices, the modest way of niendship with others and 

the earth, necessarily means the use of tools. However, the recognized need for iimits on technical 

process and devices is a cal1 to root the tool in the receptive modesty of the intefIec~tcs. 

It is modesty before real hurnan prsence, found in Illich and Ingaray, that disnipts claims to 

be technically comprehensive. Technique without such modesty manipulates oeed and human 

images. It is, af€a ail, you as the autrrci, in al1 your existential specincity, that calis upon me. 

This demands a modesty of responsc 1 must take account of you not as a calculable fact, but as 

somethhg exceeding any calculation, no matter how sophisticated its systematic deductions. You 

are a living intelligence that inquires ofrny being. 

" Luce Irigaray, Je, Tq N m ,  45. 

" F m  Rosenzweig, Ihe Star of Reclémption, 1 1-15. RmeDMig deveIops a metaethical theory whae 
the human m o t  be totaiized m any systcmatic whole. 



The work of IUich and the various philosophers and dialogue partners engaged in these pages 

gives an invitation, as R o s m e i g  once stated it, to return through "the gate into ~ e . " ' ~  This, 

Illich insists, can only ever be an invitation and not an institutionai command or guarantee. The 

manipulation of the gifi of presence, its display in institutional system or on v i d a  monitors as a 

measured quantity, is a deception that cripples the human imagination. To recover and receive the 

gift of the other, in an intelligent response to a non-interchangeable presence, is to ground the ratio 

in the intellectus. It is articulated here as a call to recover a sanctuary for learning in an art of real 

presence, limited by a 6eeIy chosen austezity of technical devices and procasa, but rich with 

relational contact and meaning. 

Sanctuary encourages learning as focal practice. These are practices that rub up against real 

presence, perhaps as registered by the ratio, but requiring its discipline to be receptive to its own 

limit through the intellectas. The complex narrative structure that gives meaning to the 

entangiements of focal structure must be participated in, not merely observed. The participant 

adds to the narrative by discipliwd attention to "euth [that] exists b*wan people and is always a 

datum to be activated."" A show of technicd mastery is oftm demonstration of ignorance of the 

entanglaneats of real presence. The interactions of real presence precede and exceed any technical 

advance, 

The anempt in the discussion above was to offer the idea of sanctuary as a mediating social 

construction of convivial associations. The exploration of the world of the gift illustrates the 

continuhg existence of a sphere of cultural activity outside the definition of market, institution, and 

political management Mauss, Caii6, and Godbout have successfilly demonstrated the existence 



and power of the giA. Smctuary is a place that fùnctions primarily in a world of the gift. There is 

no guarantee of response, but there is no reduction of the autrui to technical process. 

The world as defined by technology, by technical devices, processes and theù marketable 

products, is a world educated by calculated expectation. It seductively gives the reality and 

semation of ease, mastery, and dominance, without counting the cost to relationship and human 

presence. To confonn to the patterns of technical identity, and the endless growth of technical 

devices and processes, is to (ose touch with the leamhg that cornes by the uncalculable pleasure of 

the touch of r d  human presence. Technical identities know "nothhg of communion in pleasure 

[with an ineffable other]. . . Of pleasure neitha mine nor thine, pleasure transcendent and 

immanent to one and to the ~ ther . " '~~  Irigaray speaks as Pieper and Illich do, of the surprishg 

disturbance of love and fnendship with the other." Illich, when faced with the depriva1 of 

presence in much of contanporary social intercourse, speaks of the redernptive surprise of the 

I have M) stratcgy to offa. I refuse to speculate on the probabilities of any 
cure. . . . 1 strongly suspect that a contanporary art of living can be recovered, 
so long as our austere and clear-sighted acceptame of the double ghetto of 
economic neuters then moves us to renomce the cornforts of economic sex. The 
hope for such a life rats  upon the rejection of sentimentality and on openness to 
susprise. '" 

Irigaray articulates somcthmg which Illich does not ever dwctly speak. Perhaps it is 

containeci in the silence of the surprise he speaks of as the oniy hope of redemption in a "fght 

aga* s e x h  [that] converges with efforts to reduce environmental destruction and endeavours to 

challenge the radical mowpoly of goods and services over needsng W i t .  due respect to the 

'% Luce irigaray, Tho Mgmay M, ed. Margaret Whitfmd. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publ. hç, 
199 t), t 80. 

" Pieper, hisure, 68. 

Iilich, W. 179. 

U9 Ibid 



cornplexity and the dangers of speaking in this tirne of easy technical cwpting, Irigaray does oEer 

a compehg somatic vision: 

Is what 1 am descniing here only my pleasure as a wornan? My pleasure 
with the lover of my fiesh? In an act in which neitha cari be substituted for the 
other. We cannot be interchangeabk, in so far as he is a man and I am a 
woman, and in so far as he is he and 1 am 1. And because we are not 
interchangeable, pleasure is no longer proximity nor duality, neither loss nor 
regression, nor more or Iess infantile perversity, nor failure of communion or of 
communication etc Pleesure is engendering in us and between us, an 
engendering assaciated with the world and the universe, with which the work of 
the flesh is never ~ n ~ ~ ~ e ~ t e d  . . . pleasure is a unique and definitive creation. In 
this sense, it is tirne. It is ineffaceable, unrepeatable . . . 130 

Where IUich is reticent to speak in specific detail about the intimacy of encounter with the 

other, Ingaray gives it an erotic language that is beyond genderless technology and the unisex 

market. Perhaps she speaks too openly of these intimate surprises, giving them too defuite a 

configuration. Pleasure, so defmed, is a gift of mutual presence beyond interchangeability and not 

measured in "proximity nor duality, neither loss nor regression, nor more or l a s  infitile 

pervenity, nor failure of communion or of communication ac.""' The engendering of time 

through the pleasure of giff-giving is a learning of presence far outside any hold of technical 

comprehensioa Lrigaray is o f f d g  a phenomenologica1 account of the nature of this openhg to 

surprise outside the territory of educated devices and values. She is giWig a somatic origin for the 

gifl, Godbout, Caillé, and Mauss identify in theu scholarly work. 

IUich is not willing to d o w  the other to become merely the expezted and predicted prduct of 

any system, no rnatter how liierated. Illich is hesitant to speak of Eros in a time of economic sex 

whae "people appear ravaged by a . . . compulsion to consume . . . the other, preferably an 

attractive ~ ther . " '~~  He look to a maturing of the self into a Eendship with the other, beyond the 

U0 Luce Irigaray, The Mgarqy Re&, 18 1. 

*' Ibid. 
13' Lee Hoinadci., =A Statement on Tools," unpublished papa (Bremen, Germany Novanber 19,1998), 2. 



compulsion to consume the other. This maturity is hospitabb to a particular other, through the 

unpredictable touch of human presence. It is not deceived by abstractable sensations. It patiently 

seeks companiooship with a unique human face, unreachable by any projection of technical 

process. In a recent summation and continuation of IUich's thought his Gnend of nearly forty years, 

intqreter, and coliaborator Lee Hoinacki writes: 

Pahaps history c m  actually teach me someihing . . . slight, weak insights 
. . . which are, nevertheles, hue. . . for utample, hmds are made to caress, but 
also to work; the sou1 d r m ,  but the body calls for toü; ambition tempts, but 
modesty is lovely. . . . 

I now know that there is, index!, an absolute in human social history: As I 
increase the speed and power of my tmls  1 also Mer violate the other, every 
other below me in the natural and constructed hierarchy of speed and power. . . . 

To the extent 1 participate in the conventional pattem of consumption, 1 
direct& destroy the only livable niche we know; 1 also &te my Uieradicable 
epitaph: 'Wecrophilia was his niling passion."la 

Every advance in technical masfery, "speed and power", is made at a cost to others and to the 

"only livable niche we know!' The ecological realities of a world of presmces, of complex 

interdependencies, implies that any pattern that immodestly clairns mastery and behaves without 

due regard to this complexity diminishes the quality of the whole and destroys the life of some 

identifiable others. One can proceed ta create more sophisticated techniques, but their side &ects 

are impossible to predict. 

The destructive reality of our technical advance is o f h  hidden fiom us in its show and sheen. 

Its regulating of expexience hides colIateral damage in the shadows-the growing gap between rich 

and poor, the continueci violence against women, the destruction of wiiderness and cornons aliie, 

and the triviaking of cultural meaning and diversity. IKch recommends a limiting of technical 

advance, seeing only B this modesty an openhg to the non4nterchangeability of the other. To 

proceed with unlimited technical and economic growth with no restraint, is to value any potential 



over my presence. Iliich wams of. in this culture of necrophilia, the death of contact with the 

presence of the other in the predictable and cold touch of technical calculation. 

Sanctuary is intendeci as a metaphor for a place of actual sornatic dimensions in human 

praence. It is found wherever a culturai narrative is üvely and not forced by technical procas or 

device, either traditionalist or technomtic. The health of sanctuary is in its capacity to sustain a 

history of interactions that encourages diffnrnce in fkiendship and a modsty of technical claims. 

Sanctuary is outside the power of church, state or industry to order. Sanctuary encourages 

diversity and particularity in relationship to the physical realities and limits of place and culturally 

appropriate patterns. Gender, race, and the rich dEerences between cultures and traditions, are 

not subverted or rduced in attempts to overcome hem by a singular hierarchical system of 

tradition or technid progress. 

The destntction of divmity, of marked and meaningfbl difference, is the destruction of "the 

only livable niche we [can] kno~. ' ' '~ Within sanctuary, as in its extemal relations, respect is given 

to diversity of human presmce. However, limits are recognized. No practice or t b g  is 

universally applicable as a device or process. Multiple ways of leamhg and working cm be 

honoreci, if they do not attempt to subvert, distract, or disrupt the practice of another or to fence in 

the commons as a possession or commodity. The dimensions of the sanctuary are bounded by the 

fieely chosm practica of a comrnunity learning how to live together in a particular place. 

Sanctuary is a place to leam the patience. focal practices, and things necessary to move 

beyond the pride and dapair of a lie educated to endlss expansion of technical devices and 

processes. The sancniary is a place whae awareness of the gi. of presence leads to a modat hope 

of reconciliation beyond all technical expectation. This is not a utopia, but a recovery of the gft 



and dilemmas of somatic existence, There is no guarantee in the sanctuary, only the promise of 

discipüned attention to the complexity of real presence. 

In the final chaptm of this thesis the idea of sanctuary will be explored not as a cure to a 

disease, but as a place of rehabilitation. In the iast years of illich's writing (he is now il1 and has 

great dificulty in writing) he has explored the art of rra1 presence as the art of accepting the gift of 

one's mortal tirnits as the place of access to the richness of others." His thought has become 

focusseci on the vanishiug sensitivity to presence. What he maintains is that the age we live in, 

deeply addicted to shows of technical mastery, can ody be countered by acts of modesty and 

friendship. Sanctuary is a place for modest practice in the vernacular of fiendship. 

*' in a letter written to the author a d  dated Janu~ly  30,1999 Lee Hoinacki reports that "Ivan is not vezy 
well, and has great mcuity writing." 



CHAPTER 5 

THE CATASTROP HIC BREAK: DISEMBODIED EDUCATION 

Introduction: The Efficiency of Language and the Endannered Tonme of Friendship 

Unlike flora and fauna, discourses do not enjoy the protection of any 
'endangered species act.' Discourses are 'fair garne' for the forces of repression, 
which often take very subtle forms. Subtle or not, these forces threaten the sort 
of divemity that provides a sort of ecological balance to a healthy discursive 
cornmunity by forcing certain transgressive discourses into a state of near 
extinction. ' 

David Gabbard, Silencing I v ~  Illich 

The discussion of the last chapta, as it examined the subtle repression in technid advances, 

introduced Illich's use of the word vemacular. The vernacular, a word having its etyrnological root 

in Roman law, is used to mean the heterogeneous practices of subsistaice relationships not 

conforrning to the marketplaca2 In premodern Europe, these practices wae the dominant forms. 

The "transgressive discourses" of thse vemacular practices have been forced, by the expansion of 

technid processes, "into a state of near extinction." 

On August 18, 1492, Meai days &er Columbus had s a  sail, Nebrija published GrurnOtico 

Cartelha, attempting to give order to the vemacular tongue. He wrote in "the six-page 

introduction to the Grm6ticu . . . a concise and powcrnil argument why the new age, dawning 

when Columbus departecl, called for the replacement of the vemacular speech of the people by a 

languagban "artifact"-that all people m u t  henceforth be taught." 

It mut  be remembered that the p ~ t i n g  press was already actively producing texts that 

approxmiated on the page Whe unbound and ungovermi speech of the peopleon' What Nebrija 

' M d  Gabbard, Sihcing h m  Rtichr A Fouanddian AnaZysiF of Inteltectual &cltaion (San Francisco: 
AustM and Wdeld, 1993), üi. 

' Illich, Genrb. ( k k e l q  Hqday Books, 1982), 68. 

' Illich and Sanders, ABC: The A@habetküiion of the PopUlm Mnà (New York Vitage Books, 1989). 
65, 



proposed, at first rejected by Queen IsabeUa, was the replacement of this chaos of the vernacular 

with a bureaucratidy regdateci language and text Whiit IsabeUa undentood was that the 

vanacular tongue was, in the natural order of the cosmos, beyond the reach of the monarch's 

authority. What she became convinced of was the efficacy of taming the wild speech and tex& of 

her subjects. Nebrija put into play a force to level differences and control the vemacular through a 

centraUy created and controlled grammar. 

Before lhis time, the living tongves of people were uniquely vocalized structures of 

interaction. The speaking of people was not govemed by unifonn linguistic systems, but by shared 

and convivial practices. There were M i e n t  tongues for trade and home use, wonhip and love- 

making. The monolingual device, the idea of spealang a single regulated language without regard 

to activity or person, was not yet considerd the n o m  The commoner and the noble in pre-modem 

Europe spoke with more than one tongue. 

ABC: nie Alphabetization of the Popular Mind midies the danger technid devices have for 

the heterogeneity of vernacular practices. Sanders and Iilich fear the vernacular of "what c m  

happen between you and me" is threataied by the invasive powa of technology.' If it is tnie that 

"since the middle ages one can always avoid picking up the pen, but one cannot avoid behg 

dacribed, identified, catified, and handled iike a t e a n  now one caanot avoid being "described, 

certified, and handled" iike a system of information bites! 

ABC begins with the praliterate staryteiler, the guslm7 and rhapsode. Her word took flight, 

not captive to the string of words on a page. Her speech was a practice of ha presence. Her 

particular voice gave "a nmtive that unfolds, not in accordance with the rules of art and 

laiowledge, but out of divine enthusiasm and deep motion." Her thinking was done not as an 

Ibid 

Ibid, r 

' nid, 4. 



Uina cogitation of an indolent min& but as an active engagement with the world: 6bThinking itseif 

takes wing; inseparable fiom speech, it is never there but always gone, üke a bird in flight."' 

The original text was seen as the attempt to record the flight. It attempted to breakdown into 

words the flow of narrative, the active engagement of thinking-speech, and to string it out in line 

and verse upon a page. The original text drew closer than any other textual commentary to that 

presence that had long since spoken and flown on the wind. To r a d  was to hear a voice of a fnend 

s i h g  close by, feeling her w a m  breath and the heat of ber body. 

Writing was a technique attempting to freeze the. It was an attempt to guarantee the 

continuance of certain words beyond their speaker. Only the historian as writer attempts to record 

the relational flight of t h e  as "source material for his de~cmdants."~ The technical development is 

not m d y  an increase in the accuracy of rhythm, rhyme, drum beat, or taiiy stick, to bring a 

certain vocalization back to the lips. Writing, as Plato warns, brings a new level of technical fixing 

that abstracts, from the particularities of voice, bits of sounds, and reines these bits in the 

foundation of the system of language. Words corne to be, without the audible contours of speech, 

the master of the tongue. The logos becoma the "grammatical building block, before and aAer 

which our pen breaks contact Wt& the paper."1° 

Education as a technical process cornes ody with the Wfitfen word Before the technique of 

literacy there is no possibility of teachen transmitting information f?om the storage space on the 

page to the storage space in the student. Before writing there is no content or meaning distinct 

fiom the happenings of speech, no words or information that can be a text entrusteci to profasional 

teachers and acquùed by pupüs. 

' Ibid 

Ibid 

'O Ibid., x 



The phenornenon of speech is itKLfradidy a l t d  by literacy. Speech, for those of us at the 

end of the long development of social literacy, is the use of language. It is, as such, another 

expression of texts. We becorne, in this seme, t a h g  books. Speech is irnagined as the speaking 

out toud of some inmr text. Our speech is understood as accurately recorded on the other's inner 

text or not The words can be copied with no smse of their meanhg in speech. 

Speech that has corne unda the control of laquage is controlled by a leveling device. Men 

and women, the French and Chinese, speak more and more aW<e when words rule their t a k g .  

The voice and the rhythm of particular human voices can be valued as they resemble a tahnically 

measured nom. If the measure is suficiently abstracted, sufficiently neutered, it is understood as 

a faim measure. Howewr, such memurernent carries the cost of aoding the authority of somatic 

speech and presence in favour of universal and professionally achieved technical comrnUNcation. 

The lossa and gains of "the jurnp fiom the pure time of speech into the permanent, spatial 

dimension of script," are not easily weighed." There can be no retum to the aboriginal purity of 

oral culture. IUich and Sanders are not writing to encourage a retum to a pre-literate tribal society, 

rather they are suggesting that the alphabehtion of the vernacdar gives novel opportunities for 

Iearning Li fkiendship. The self and other may have new identities when reading and text dominate 

the cultural I d c a p e ,  while the limits of vellum, scroll, page, and book are easily grasped and 

palpable. 

The creation of the North Semitic alphabq amund 1400 BC, introduces a device that can 

take the "almost infinite variety of souads . . . with men and women, chüdren and dotards, singas 

and mgmen aii  sounding different-[and reduce them] to a limited number, each of which is then 

labeledmn 



In the Hebrew the '%eely voiced qualities of breathiag," were not yet indicated? Its root 

consonants rquired the voice to give its bones breath and flesh for meanhg to come alive. It is 

when the Greeks took the Semitic alphab& and allowed four of its lettas to stand for vowels that 

the technical device for recorciing the sounds of speech on the page is perfected. Now the reader 

can replay the record of sounds and search for the invisible ideas in the replaying of the sounds. 

Milman Parry's research work in the 1930's provides Illich and SanQR with a way to 

understand the full significance of these techniques.'' The idea that memory and knowledge are 

deposited and stored is generaily accepted as an epistemological given. Debats have largely been 

over how and where thae things are stored or ananged. Pany's work questions the applicability 

of this metaphor of storage beyond the limits of literate culture. There is a wide gulf, he Uisists, 

between oral culture and Iiterate culture that cannot be bridgexi by descriptions of human 

experience tout court. The page as definecl by a complete phonetic alphabet cannot express the 

sound or fael of oral culhire* With üteracy a new world, if not a new humanity, is b o a  The way 

of knowing in literacy places human beings in a Merent relationship to each other and their world. 

The Parry research was an exploration in the creation of Homeric verse. His dissertation 

argued that the niod could not have come into being except through oral recitation. In the 1930's 

Parry provided lMng evidence of bis thesis. in the Serbian hills he recorded and studied a number 

of foiksingen whose rwts went deep into the oral traditions of the Balkans. What he, and after hû 

death Albat Lord, documenteci was the singing and telling of tales and Odes to the rhythms of the 

gusla. ThesegtlsIars, so named after the uistrument with which they told their taies and sang their 

odes, never repeated the same epic word for word Every performance was the rendering of 

something new built upon the tradition of tales. 

'' Ibid 

" Milman Pany, The M&g of H o ~ e n è  Verse, ed Adam Parry (Oxford: Oxford University Raf 
1971), passim. 



Oral tradition is a continuous relationship of novel p a f o m c e s .  It is a place of spoken 

improvisation, where meaning is not stored and applieà, but is found in the act itseK There is no 

distinction in oral tradition between speaking and thinking. "We are so used to drawing a 

distinction between speaking (and the language that we speak) and thinking (and the language in 

which it is clothed) that we are no longer capable of composing doud by irnprovisatio~ This 

difficulty did not exist for the bard: He was composing and reciting simultaneo~sly."~~ 

Parry shows that Homer's art is more like the Jazz of Miles Davis, improvisation with a 

theme. No performance is strictly repeatable, while repeating certain phrases, certain rhythmic 

patterns, and certain thematic devics. Oral culture is thliking that occurs in the structure of oral 

interaction, not behind the scenes in the inner language of thought. Thought, like the particular 

jazz concert, requires presence. *Yeu had to be there, man!" b as much a statement about the 

happening of a thought in oral culture as about the last concert Davis ever played. Thought in 

literate culture is reflection upon or an abstraction nom events of speaking. "Homer, in contrast 

with Vigil was not ody word-les, but also language-less . . . No object remahs fiom his 

performance. The art of Homer consisteci of fluent improvisation within strict1 y lirnited means."'6 

The ski of the bard like the Jazz musician needed to be well honed for performausce. Each 

performance was an "origllial" living thought in a continuing relationship. Simulation or 

duplication was not possible. The performances of the Iliad by Homer were unique occasions that 

were present to the next, not as an artifact, but as a lived event carrieci sornatidy by hearen and 

@ormers who attended past performances. Learning came by direct presence, never by 

duplication in the student ofabstractable data. 

" E c h  and Sanders, 19. 

I6 Ibid. 



This realization came to Parry as he studied how the guslar's apprentice came to leam the art. 

He noted, "From our literary point of view this is aimost a startling thing: the singer embodies the 

tradition. and what is hue of one is tme of the oother."" The discovery is that tradition is not a 

device or process internalized by the singer. Rather, it is the presence practiced by succgding 

grneratious of guslars. Oral tradition is not a body of information but is the embodiment in 

various improvisations of a continuhg practice. 

With the written text the fl uid tradition becornes fiozen on a page. The recitation of the page 

and its storage requkes no practice. It is now a stored word, dependent on the fiuency of a writer 

and resder to record and repeat. In textual variants and rhythrnic prose the past ewcations are 

echoed, but the divide is a profound technical development of undentandimg. In Greek culture, 

Illich and Sanders point out, the t h e  of Plato marked the coming of mCting as a predomuiant 

pedagogical force. This largely oral teaching fïrst came to be shaped by the rnemorization of 

repeated text and thm to be p e ~ e d  down in taught script, copying an original text. 

Howeva, there is no clear line that marks the end of oral culture and the emergence of ütnate 

culture. Textual culture did not suddedy destroy orality. Writing slowly came to dominate and to 

shape human identity even as the two existed side by si& For example, mich and Sanders speak 

of the Classical perîod as holding two f o m  of knowledge and memory : "Thus in the Classical 

period mernory beçame divided into two sorts: The natural-that which was bom simultaneously 

with thought-and the an inc i6 tha t  which could be improveû, through precise techniques, or 

devices, and exacise~."'~ 

The danger in the "second sorfWthe artifTcid, is that it encourages a technical hubris. Plato 

recopized this threat as one to "the lovuig meditation that leads to wisdo~n."'~ In the Theuthian 

" Milman Parry, 450. 

" Illich and Sandas, 26. 

l9 Ibi6,Z; and PIato, ~ p i u m ,  tram. F. Andasai (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Medl, 1956), pssSim. 
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invention of letters Kiog Thamus sees not just a new meam but a new kind of end. The artifice, 

fiterahire as technique. has the power tu tnck the user into thinking that dl that is presmt in an 

event is fonfinsble and manageable by a human technique. The lettas Uwül rnake souk focget 

because they will no longer schaol thanselves to meditate. They will rely on  ett tas."^ Forgetting 

how to attend to the living speech between fkiencis, they forget how to seek the "immortal s t r m  of 

tnith,"21 

The distinction Plato is making is diffcult to grasp in an age educated to regard making and 

doing as synonymom. Dohg is the activity of being. 1 do my being. Any practice of doing is 

focusseci on clarifjkg, receiving, and responding to what is, not in order to change it, but to be 

Uwith it" Doing is the continuous action of leamhg how to dwell in the limits and cornplex 

intertwinings of iiving with others who are presences and not resourca, information, or biological 

codes. Doing is not a passive act, but mtim a responsive openness, the being of a relational 

presence is its expression in doing. 

The "second sort" of knowledge, the artifice of the appüed technique, curies the promise of 

remaking the world and recreating the self. It does so, however, only when presence is understood 

as nothing more than making and having. Whai presence is nothing more than what someone 

d e s  with what they have, thni presence is desmi as having what is made Classical memory 

had an appreciation of the creative art of doing as king, the activity of a receptivity to a preJmce 

The diiculty in writing of presence is in the presumption of text to isolate fiom presence an 

e d y  defuied meanhg Text &es the impression of fieezing on the page the knowledge of 

pmence. The eqyation of text and memory, to view the mind or the sou1 as a tabla or page 

Plata, P h h ,  tram. W. K D. Roue in The Great LXdoguosof PImo (New Yark: The New 
Amcrican h'brary, 1956), 274. 

'' Ibid. 



containing the account of deeds, words, and past thoughts, is to bring to birth a new understanding 

of the self by UitcrnaliPng a w ~ c d  device. Illich and Sanders argue that without alphabetic text, 

what is maiot in contemporary life by the "self" did not exist: 

The selfis as mucfi an alphabetic coastruct as word and memory, thought 
and history, lie and narration. . . . The idea of a self that continues to giïmrner in 
thought or mexnory, occaîionally retneved and examined in the üght of day, 
c m o t  exist without  ta^ When there is no alphabet, thae can neither be a 
memory conceived as a storehouse nor the '1" as its appointed watchmsn? 

The lack of this self that passases knowledge, memory, ego, and a body in oral cultures is 

hard to imagine. It is a category that anchon analysi and understanding of aii previous worlds 

and, seemingiy, al1 possible worlâs. This self is the Cartesian final judge of the veracity of a claim. 

Whae oral cultures developed sophisticated word-plays, verbal fëigning and p u s ,  the modern 

"Lie" presupposa that thought c m  detach itseif from speech. This possible contradiction beîweai 

The histary Ilüch and Saadas attempt to tell is one whae a rich and interior world b bom 

through the opnations of literacy. They tell this history not as a romantic plea for the retum to a 

more innocent timc What they see, however, is that such a development can tempt a Nebnja to 

extend bureaucratie cnitrols or bring the death of living language in the codified and technically 

applid The self of the modern world is a splendid creation, a nch way of King in the world. The 

danger is the expansion of the art@itnn-the market, technoIogy, education, medicine, and so 

on-so that the inna world is rducible to a firnction of its technical opnations. 

For Illich and Sanders the recovay of niendship in a post-iîterate era is not in a retum to an 

oral culture. Rather, h Û in the m v e r y  of language that is rooted in self and in world The 

endangering of niendsnips that take language and use it as a way of being present to anothn h 

carhg speech, cornes because of a daire to nd the world of anas that are not "improved" by 

%ich and Saaders, 71. 



technical measures. Howcver, seeking to improve and record everyihing by exposing ail to the 

tight endangers the living tongue andcaress of niendship. 

The Hope of Recoverina Silencehm Unisuack 

Illich and Sandas while showing the history of the alphabetization of the popular mind are 

aware that technid advance is replacing the alphabet. As they trace the development of the 

üterate self from Homa to Eliot and beyond, there is an undercurent of despair at the 

diminishment of the ambiguous, the diverse, and the "nirry, partly incongmous cornplementarity 

that can be understood only by means of metaphors . . . as the mot of culturd"' 

For Illich, the relational complexity of each instance of prescnce meeting presaice is not the 

expression of some ptalictable systematic pattem or ducible to a contracted exchange between 

two legaiiy constituted partners. Ambiguity in definition denotes that the duality cannot be 

dissolveci in a homogmeous pattern, but ever remains as a relational tension between two 

Exchange, in contrast, implies a nlationship between saciai acton, and a 
cwvnon bond thet is independent of their actual interchange. Exchange drives 
partners toward an ever clearer fit, (homogeneity and not ambiguity) whose 
asymmetry therefore tends toward h i m h y  and dependence. . . . Where 
ambiguity constitutes the two entities that it also relates, arnbiguity engenders 
new partial incongniities . . . constantiy upsetthg any tmdency towards 
hierarchy and dependence? 

Sanders and Illichare pointing towards the danger of the independence of language nom the 

amal mtachange of speech ft is not so much that human beiigs must stop building instihtions 

or dculating systems, dictionmies and grammars, but ltam to recognk the ambiguity of the task. 

The rage for systematic cmtabties brhgs new biaarcbies and mer endangers the ecology of 

dissymetricd interchanges. By stretching words and systems beyond their limited w they becme 



a plastic enviromnent in which dependence and hierarcby can masquerade behind "amoeba-words 

and the vocabuIary they coudtute, ~ n i ~ u a d d " '  Language, no longer grounded in a somatic 

sense, can take any shape, Iike an am& Its over-extended plastic reach allows the 

particulanties of human expience to be subsumed by the IinguiStic manipulations of techic-. 

What Illich and Sanders an mdicathg is tbat when communication is understood as 

information exchange, its language has Iost a 8  consciousnas of mots in the heducible encounters 

of presence. When computational consideration is added to a sensitivity towards the ambiguity of 

achial interchange, the precision of science is made possible. However, when the attempt is made 

to substitute a cornputatonal certainty for the arnbiguity of actuai human encounters words are 

"usai neither with c m o n  sme, nor with the senseless precision of science, but ahost like a 

subli i inic gmnt-a nonsense word"" Thse words are prastic in theïr capacity to absorb a11 

meanings and in the difficulty to anchor than in prccisely S i e d  fields or in common experiaice. 

Uwe Poerksen has devised a set of identimg markers for these "plastic words" that can be 

found across North Amenfan and Eumpean tanguages? Poerksen, one of the conversation 

parhiers Illich and Sanden note in their text, gives a clear way of identifying and evaluathg the 

consequence of using plastic words. The word communication, for example, had both the touch 

and feel of the embodied and comrnon nrperience of eating and participating in a Holy f a t ,  the 

Eucharist Migrating in and out of the sciences to speak of  various intra-species and extra-species 

interactions, it cornes back into the vemacular, without the precision or the original contextual 

focus. Howeva, its scientific migration gave it the aura of being an independnt nom. It became 

no more thana "staeotypen9 withno necessaey conmction to focal practices and thin# 



The stemtype or plastic word has metaphorical powers in linkiag the "hard facts" of science 

with the ambigu@ of evexyday life The deception ofthe stereotype is in this half truth. The 

stereotype of a "drunkni Indian" hides the face of this suffering other behind an abstraction and a 

gmeraiization. Plastic words as stereotypes have none of the depths of feeiing metaphon contain. 

They are devices, that unlike focal practices and thmgs, do not evoke the images of relational depth 

or origins, but mther offer apparent explanations. The more distracted the usa is fiom the on& 

and implications of the words, the more they dominate commonseme and become background to 

our thinking. "This d e s  their capacity to alter and iiiuminate their objects even more powemil. 

The less obvious th& metaphorical characta, the l e s  it is noticed and the more e f f 've ly  it 

works. These words become cornmonsense, background concepts to our thinking."2g 

The scope of plastic words is expanded as it is more and more abstracted fiom its specific 

metaphorical connections and reinforced by its quasi-scientific stereotype. The word sexuality, as 

an example, has squeezeci out a wealth of expressions and nuances. It has corne to wan 

werything and nothing whüc assuming a fluuiüity to deke  ail human interactions. The deticate 

différences and shadmgs of meanhg in human touch, which have similarities, are now thought as 

expressions of a scienM1caily defuicd region. The idea of synonyms, with its appreciation for 

cornplex and suMe Mercnca in m e h g  and behavîour, is replaced by m m e d  equivalmce or 

approximation. The vemacular tongues divene speech and focus on the ambiguity of 

"comp~ementary dissym*ry" is di but lost in the plastic of a textual uniqusck "They [plastic 

wordsl squeeze out and replace verbum propriun, which precisely fi@ in a given conte% with a 

aonspecific ~ o r d . ' ' ~  



The tactless innation of the plastic words of uniquack Nls the silence and delicacy of human 

touch and encounter with the stereotyped gennaIities and technicd devices of sexuality and 

communication. Migrating and mutating across heterogenems communities and cultures, they give 

a d o m  and oddly Orwellian genderless "flexi-sa" and "communications-code" thai can be 

reüied as a cmsumerpmdua and technical accomplishment and sold in the market. Plastic words 

poilute the divasity of human speech and touch with the same devastating sameness as the toxins 

of industry dumped into a lake. A dead lake and a dead linguistic culture no longer viarate with 

multiple living forms below a living surface. Everything can now be eesily calculated but nothing 

can bring the imagination aiive with surprise at an other. 

The content of plastic words and the world of uniquack exhibit the law of inverse 

proportionality. The larger their scope and extension of supposed explanatory power, the t h h e r  

their content Less mesning-bhgs more possible application, but not, as noted above, any I û s  

mystification to min& focussed solely on technical devices and processes. "They put forward a 

univend clah, with a rcduced and impoverishcd content."' 

For example, to speak of "glucational needs" maks human learning as it occurs in particuiar 

places and cultures more diffrcult to grasp. Education, as a plastic word, cornes "to nsemble the 

concepts of postclassical physics: purely imaginary, meaningless, ~e~referential, and hinctioning 

ody as stackable poker chips.'" The plastic words attempt to be technically logical but directiy 

hamper the indirect and subtle contacts of learning presenca. 

The universal appücation of plastic worb such as education, economics, prognss, 

communication, and smuaiity, abstracts t6em fiom their historicaiiy contingent development It is 

assumeci that these name forces not oecessariiy embedded in a particular time or pkce For 



example, philosophas of education most ofien assume that ancient Greece or Pem, tfi%ibal societies 

or post-indutrial ones, had somahing caiied "educaîiotln The plastic word may elimlliate deeper 

questions about the existence and actud benefits of the forces m e d  unda its over-extended use. 

The "counterfeit enIightenmentn ofplastic wor& becomes apparent whm it is recognized that 

they denote no single t h g  or evait but connote an unlimiteci technical proces? The use of the 

plastic word "progrss", for example, gives a kind of automatic mas assent to various technical 

developmeats: The television is better than radio, radio Mer than conversation or storytelling, 

cornputers are bette than professioaal teachers, professional teachers M e r  than lay people. In 

this way the plastic word cuts off dissent by fiinctimbg as a factual certitude in discourse as it 

moves away hm any depth of meaning* 

The creation of needs by application of plastic words k consequaice of their naniralization 

into the vemacular and their abstraction from contact. The need to be "educated" to sp& make 

love, relate, t b k ,  and an uifinite list of human interactions, foUows fiom the assumption of 

educatian as a U n i v e r s a L ~ n  fnt a series al cornplex hurnan practica and behaviours. 

Plastic words erect technical n o m  in place of felt and known human particularities and ecological 

ciifferences, and introduce a definition of needs according to these categories. 

By appearing to be "asocial and ahistoric8ln plastic words are assumed as "many-sided 

generalities" bringing a consensus that convinces by its apparent valueneutral statu. Y Plastic 

words educate for a mass acceptance of devices and procasa that take no account of the places, 

things, and practices of human cultures iivhg weii in particular places, Plastic words make my 

lover equivaleat to a "semaipartna," a Iullaby sung to my child a "parental communication", and 

the rich fa1 for the h d t h  of soii passed to me by my f a k  substitutabIe by an "agricultural 



education." The careless and hedess action can, with plastic words, assume the mask of 

technical necessity and conceptual efliciency. 

The use of plastic words, iike the accent of the British upper class, is a way of demonstrating 

social prestige. To Say, "we had communications," is to indicate that one participates in a social 

reality of technical sophistication a niag above those who might "talk things over." The "use of 

information" sounds more scientifically sophisticated than reading, thinking, or discussing. Plastic 

words are pregnant with technologid implications and marketing strategis. Here is an endless 

array of words to be used to encourage consumption or use of some device in hope of gaining 

sophistication, sex appeal, happiness, or prestige. 

The aura of these words is created by their association with scientific uobjectivity and 

universality" des pite science's recognized cultural and social limitations. S uch an aura ITIaks 

these plastic words an international force that extends beyond the t h e  and place of dissemination. 

No locaüzed gesture, tone of voice, or practice can make clearer the plastic word. Their 

c'uniqunik" cannot be replaced by the touch or fa1 of a human hand3' It is a vocabulary that feeds 

on its own circular logic and technical processa. Focal practices and things, the diciplineci 

attention to the ambiguitia, complexities, subtleties of human presence in a world of presence? is 

replaced by the devices and processes of plastic words and the show of technical effecu. 

The coming of plastic words into vemacular use was perhaps foreshadowed by Nietzsche in 

his Untinzely Meditutions where he speaks of the "illness of language." The ongin of the crisis 

Nietzsche maintains is in the over-extensioa of language: 

Language haJ continually had to clirnb up to the highest Ievel it could reach, in 
order to grasp the domain of thought, and has therefore had to move as far as 
can be fiom its profound impulse simply to correspond 6th  things as they are. 
Thus, in the short space of contemporary civilization its strength has been 
exhausteci by this excessive effort, It can no longer accomplish precûely that 

" Sand- and nii& 106 107. 



purpose for which alone it exi*sts: to emble suffering people to understand one 
another's most basic troubles? 

The over-ex$ension of laquage, its scope, cornes as the multiple tongues of human speakiog 

are absorbed into s uniforni and plastic language, uniquack. Poerksen traces the over-extension of 

language to the "highest level it could reach" to the last years of the Middle Ages. The end of 

Latin c u b  and the extension of vanacular tongua into the scholarly, reiigious, and political 

marks the "gradua1 evolution, violently contested, of a comrnon language of ed~cation!'~' 

Nietzsche views the extension of the common language of education as a unifonnity that enchants 

with its abstraction." Words become a power unto themselves that no longer corresponds with 

feelings but "grabs people with ghostiy amis and forces them into places where they don? even 

want to 

Nietzsche, Poerken, mich, and Sanders are not caiiïng for a retum to the imperial force of 

Latin. Ratha, the origin and use of particular unifom and highly abstracted language, a mark. of 

contemporary iife, is shown as a new tyranny of holbw educated language that ignores the 

vibrance and poignancy of human joy and sutTering? This tyranny has its 0rigî.m in the collapsing 

of local tongues and cultures into linguistic systems and nation States. The collapsing and o r d e ~ g  

of tongues into grammaticaily controlled Ianguage had the side-effect of creating a unifonnity of 

speech and an expecration that al1 e ~ p ~ e n c e s  could correspond to particular key words and 

concepts. 

36 Fredrich Nietzsche, Untrntrme& Meditaions (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 
19973, IV, 5. 



The emergence of plastic words b ~ g s  not only a fundamental alteration of a classical world- 

view, in more general and d o m  categdes, but an increasing degree of abstraction. Democracy, 

citizenship, W o m ,  state, progress, development, and need, grew to become universal phrases 

having greata and gr- abstraction as necasary forces controlling peoples and places. They 

became slogans and propaganda tools rather than expressions of particular peoples and 

cornmunities. Abstracted from particular cornmunities and people, Reedom or democracy could 

mean the destruction of locak communities or the trivial choice beîween Burger King or 

McDomld's. 

However, as Poerksen points out, the evolution of uniquack and plastic words cornes through 

the unredistic extension of the idealistic a h  of democracy and education. Education has the 

ambition to name and bring into to a technïcaI processes every human encounter that involves some 

growttr, change, or advance in human cornpetence or undentandhg The high aims of such 

uedueation" become not maely impractical but onerous dernands. If it can be said that some 

things can not be tau& some people best not incorporated into univaal ducation, or l e d g  

better conceived beyond the idea of education, then education may be viewed as a peculiar cultural 

practice. 

If education was no longer held as a miversal paradigrnatic concept, attention might be given 

again to particular, local, and heierogeneous practices, and their appropriate lunits. This would 

main neither a compulsion to escalate the institutional or expand plastic compounds in order to fit 

d i t y  into a assumed nemssary pattern of needs and processes. Learning, rre0g-g the danger 

in verbalgeneralizatioos, wodd be recognked to have no necasary uniforrn institutionai shape or 

pacW@%- 

Wbt mrch and Sanders are pointing out is that the code and signs of science, the forma1 

"languagen of their dîscipüne, has value only in a limited application. The plastic word "is not a 



part of a conspiracy" but the overextension of the work of the rrcltio: "A physicist limiteci to the 

use of his technicd vocabuiary wouId be totauy speechles in a bedroam or kitchen, but his 

gibberish would pot be [Owellian] Newspeak" 4' The unintendeci fdl-out of ever expanding 

technical management and devices is the tmdkncy to use technical Ianguage and categories to speak 

about al1 areas of human experiaw. Plastic words, like the effluent fiom mdustry, l i i t  the 

capacity to see the diffanice between technical production and human contact: 

There is, however, an Unportant, indinct way by which the proliferatiotioo of 
special codes contriibutes to our growing tendency to speak at dinner as if we 
were in the psychology or sociology lab. We increasingly use ordinary wards 
that have ban  picked up by one or several "codes" and to which technical 
meanings have been attached. . . . Good strong words used in this technical way 
in ordiinary speech generate a following of amaba-words, which can be made to 
mean anything, like a mathematician's "E." And this fallout then fosters the 
attitude towards m a g e  that we have calleci Newspeak. These waste products 
nom technical word-factoria are akin to pollutiaa4 

The ambiguity of the somatic reality of presence maks  thinking, wrking, speaking, and 

reading more difficult. The anempt to control the vernacular by Nebrija, the Basic Ianguage 

invnited by William Empson in the 1930's that reduced Eaglish to 800 words, and the atternpt to 

encompass al1 in a "communication theory", are not the major threats to huma. conversation. . 
Rather. it is the migration in to cornmon speaking and the crosion of the imagination, by plastic 

words that does most violence to the capacity to receive the diverse tmths of human incamation. 

IIiichwith Sanders insists that what we have to deal with is the flesh and bone, the particularity of 

Sanders and Ulich an not speahg of a plot by technologists or educaton to take powa o v a  

verrmcular speech and behaviour. Rather. the problem is the cycle of dependence, and the 

a d d i c h  patterns that plastic wor& mask. The technical device has becorne an "ideological 

'' Sanders and IIIich, 1 17. 

Ibid. 
Miguel de Unamimo, Ik Trqgiic Sense of Li# (London: C o h  Press, 1962), 2 1. 
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[concept] that ris] nmially shared by everybody and consequently assumed the role of [an] 

indubitable cornmonsensical [axiom]. Thereby, Ianguage, and the social imagination, begh to 

be deficient in the subtledy of complex human encounters. This is difficult to see when al1 

altematives appear as degrees of technical cornpetence. 

Illich and Sandas close th& book by refusing to speak of the hture. Theù profound 

eppreciation for the blcsshgs of Iiteracy, the beauties of the imaginative but f thg  word of the 

t m  is muted by concern that the- worst tendency of the alphabdcal mhd, the reduction of worck 

to codes for technical processes, may be the fate of a post-Iiterate age. They have recalled the 

immediacy before gnunmar, language, and alphabet, the primal speech of the prc-literate. 

However, the gates of that Eden are forever barred They suggest the silence of fiendship as a 

bulwark against the noise of plastic words: 

Just as much as the word, silence is a creature of the alphabet: the pause 
between word and word, the silent contemplation of the text, the silence of 
meditative thought, are all fonns of alphabeîic silence. Even m our silence we 
are lettacd . . . Most of us have, at best, ody an inkling of the silence before 
words . . . 

We are not fools enough to propose, even as a joke, to retum to ethnic 
silence. the süent CO-presence before words, language, and text came into being. 
We are children of the book But in our sadoess we are silly enough to long for 
the one silent space thai remains open in our examinai lives, and that is the 
silence of fiiendshipU 

The possibility of speaking of the co-presence of "we", of fiendships that are not merely 

utilhian or t e~h~ca l ly  ananged "interfaces", is in the gift ~Pniendship. This is in contrast to the 

plastic %eY' that is used to trample down heterogeneous diffmncs in a compulsion to simplify the 

ambiguities of human d g .  "We ail agree diat education is a universal human need," is 

greeted as a statement of such an abstract Uwe" füled with the hubris of technical simpticity. 

GMng a single anci unifonn atlswer involves an extension of words, lîkely more plastic 

J41bid 
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compounds, that endmgers the possibility of any critical examination or hospitality to the others 

encompassed by "we." However, na word alone can take in al1 there is in the presence of the 

fnend. Hugh writes, "1 accepted what I could, and weighed down with this precious gift, I did not 

feel any burdën, because my full hearî sustained me. And now, having made a long joumey, I €id 

my h m  stilt warmed, and noue of the gift has b a n  lost: For charity never ends.'J6 

The word chmitas, translateci as ch-, is oAen rdered as Love. Hugh is of course 

referrhg to that portion of Pad's [mer to the Co~th ians  that speaks of the practice of love. Love 

is the regard for the other that patiently and humbly attends their presence, studies its cornplexity, 

not in order to master if but in order to better receive with hospitality. This is the learning of 

niendship in wordsp a study that draws close in order to be open to the surprise. The sanctuary 

where nimdships rnay be found with such facal practice needs to lirnit the use of plastic words, 

a m  of their sadly comic hubris to universal explanation. 

Beyond alphabetization Illich traces the dangers to friendship in the plastic "irrterface" with 

the techrücaiiy manageci shows. It is to the surprise, the hope, and the promise of iiterate niendship 

that Illich turns for an art of r d  presence in a tirne of hyperreal artifice. In trying to defme the 

place ofsanchiary, this literate niendship can be drawn on the ground as a boundary for convivial 

cornrnunities. The limit is a focal practice that restrains expectations by the reality of human 

existence living in finmdship in a particular place. There is no guarantee of results, only a leamhg 

by charity's patient attemtion to the ambigu* ofwords and textual presences, "accepting what we 

can" in humility. 

- 

Hu& of St. Victor, "Epistola prima ad Ranulphurn de Mauriaco," Poires Lmini vol. 176, col. 10 1 1A; 
translated in foatnote 53, Ivan Illich, In the Frneywd of the Tart (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993), 26-27. 



In the V i a r d  of the Text: Clues for a Learniap: of Presence 

ui seeking awarenas of pnsaice in "book culturew, Ulich concentrates 6is attention on the 

transition in the Medieval world when "the page was suddenly transfomeci fiom a score for pious 

mumblers into an optically organized text for logicai thinkns?' If certain qualities of Semitic, 

Greek, and Roman culture, vanacular tongues, monastic discipline, and technical practices, had 

come together with différent emphasis or force, book-culture would not have taken its particular 

It was more than a wens by which those who became expert at it could claim 
middle-class privileges for thexmelves. As long as bookish reading was the goal 
of initiation for Catholics, Protestants, and assimilated Jews, of clerics and 
enlightened anticlericals, of humanists and scientists alike, the formalities 
involved in this one kind of readiig def* and did not just nflect, the 
dimensions of social topology?9 

Just as the coming of words, Ianguage, and tex& came to define and create the self, so this new 

kind of reading came to defhe a new social and cultural iden*. This new kind of readiig, which 

Steiner cdls boobhness and Illich calls scholastic, grew from the alphabetkation and the logic of 

letter, word, and other structural divisions of text. The phenornenon of scholastic reading cornes as 

one mode among many of interacting with the page. Illich in describing and interpreting the 

technid breekthrougbs of 1150. three hundred years before movable type came into use, is 

attanpting to bring into view other modes of reading and writing: "In order that a new ascetickm 

of reading may come to flower, we m u t  fm recognize that the bookish "classical" readiig of the 

last 450 yean is oniy one among several ways of using alphabetic techniqueswM 

" Illich, ln the Vineyard of the Tert. 2. 
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Illich is not interesteci in differmt modes within the dominant paradigm. Rather, he is 

speaking of something quite other, and found only in sanctuaries that have maintained these other 

discipiines: 

With George Steiner 1 cire8111 that outside the educational system which has 
assurned entirely different fwictions there might be something Iike houses of 
reading, not unlike the Iewish shul the Islamic medena, or the monastery, when 
the few who discover their passion for a life centred on reading would find the 
necessary pidance, silence, a d  complicity of disciplined companionship needed 
for the long initiation into one or the other of several "spiritualities" or styles of 
celebrating the book5' 

Illich dreams of a sanctuary for the disciphed companionship of leaming. It is a place of 

initiation into a particular focal practice of "celebrating the book" Perhaps, it is modeled in 

Rosenzweig's Freies Juedisches Lehrhaur, and its practice of speech-thinking, or in Jean Vanier's 

L'Arche communities, where reading is in compassionate companionship with others who are 

regarded as deficient by the n o m  of consumer society? This way of reading attends to the gifi of 

presence in words beyond any utilitarian or technical function. 

Illich sees fundamentai human learning as initiation into an art of living. This art may have 

necessary technical skills, the disciplined use of the ratio, but its locus is in the Aquinian 

intellecius, the receptive and celebrative "coming together with every living being" by a particular 

practice, in a particular place, and as a particular human body? Illich studia the Didarcalicon, 

the fw book written on the art of reading, as: "Hugh's ors legendi as an ascetic discipline 

focussed by a technical objecte Our meditation on the suMvai of this mode of radhg under the 

Franz -g, Oir J d h  Learning, ed. Nahum Norbet Glatza (NY: S&ocken Books, 1965); and 
Jean Vanier, An Arkfir the P m  The Story of L 'Arche (Toronto: Novalis, 1995). 

n A e a s ,  w o n e s  dUpuratae aé potentià Dei, in Thomas Aquinas, Tloomcrs A p i m s ,  Selected 
Writings, d and trans. Rdph McInerny @hmondsworth: Penguin, 1998), question S article 10; and 
Joseph PÎeper, Lekwe: The B a &  of Cdhm (South Bad, Indiana: St. Augustine Press, hc, 1998), 
93-5. 



aegis of the bookish text led us to enter upon a historical study of an asceticism that faces the 

threat of cornputer 'literacy.' " 
The ars legendi is the art of real presnice, an attending to the depths and complexity of living 

associations. Illich is here descnbing the focal practice of Hugh of St Victor: 

Of all things to be sought, the fmt is that Wisdom in which the Form of the 
Perfect G d  stands fwed Wisdom illuminates man so that he may recognize 
himself; for man was Iike al1 the other animais when he did not understand that 
he had ban  created of a higher order than they. But his immortal mind, 
illuminated by Wisdom, beholds its own principle and recognizes how unftting it 
is for it to seek anything outside itself when what it is in itself can be enough for 
i P  

The words in Hugh's incipit, echoing Boethius, express the intent not to master the object of 

its focus, but to grow to understand the fitting and just relationship betwem reader and fucus. 

Illich identifia this as a long tradition of readhg giving a humble acceptance of presence "[whm] 

what it is in itself can be enough for it."" The ultimate goal of leaming is wisdom in the fitting 

form of human presence. 

Illich is afternpting to recova Hugh's art of reading as a remedial practice that liberates the 

self fiom dependence on devica that distract fkom a humble study of the human s i t~a t ion .~  These 

devices are temptations to the gnostic fantasy that salvation is guaranteed by a dis-incarnate 

knowledge, outside a fieshîy praence. Leamhg must be disciplineci by hurnility: 

Now the beginning of discipline is humility. Although the lessons of 
humüity aie many, the three which follow are of special importance for the 
student: firsf that he hold no knowledge and no writing in contempt; second, that 
he blush to learn £tom no man; and third, and that when he has attained leaming 
himself, he not look down upon everyone e l ~ e ? ~  

" ofSt Vidor, Tk Didmea[ieon. tram. with an introduction and nota by Jerome Taylor (NNY 
Yok Columbia Univefsl*ty Ress, 199 l), 46. 
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Humility guards agaiast accumulation of knowledge for the purpose of controlling and 

appearing to have powa ova others. This is to recognize the "dignity of our nature which al1 

naturally possess in equal maure, but which all do not equally undersbnd?" The problnn is 

humanity has "forgotten what it was, and, because it does not remember . . . believes that it is 

nothing except what is seen?' Humüity is not a tomued attempt to escape the human condition 

but rather to recover its unseen dignity. This k a dipity known with the acceptance of frailty and 

death in an art of reading as the art of reai presence to al1 of hurnan experience. 

Hugh views each of the virtues necessary for reading as practice intent upon clarifying the 

three reaims involved in the human art of real presence. Fust is the act of creation as a Divine act, 

the final cause of existence. This is the "doing" that is before and after any artifice, the existential 

ground of Being itself. Second is nature, the parti*cular f o m  and practices thet fittingly express 

the final cause. Third, is the work of human hands-books, cathedrais, cornputers, and so on. 

These may distort or clarify the relationship between nature and creation. Focal things and 

praaics bring understanding of the fitting place of human life. Distorthg devices manufacture 

aivironrnmts that are "fitly calleci "mechanical," diat is to Say adulterate."' When such devices 

dominate they encourage belief in nothing but their own efficient causation as final. 

Hugh is not dismisshg the "corruptible workn of hurnan han& as somahing unworthy of 

con~idmtion." Rather, whm human artifice too tightly constrains the imagination in the habits of 

civil or instihrtional structure it is "purely mechanical and adulterate." However, artifice as focal 

praaice can bring "the decipherment of reality by which the reader, üke the rnidwife, bbrings forth 



. . . . the sense with which ail tbings are impregnated." Learning a certain kind of reading brings 

an appreciation of things as they stand in the truth of a structwe of interaction. 

Humility, patience, stiliness fiom busy distraction, and a sense of detachment from habituai 

classificatious are the qualities necessary for this kind of reading. The practical counsel of 

knowledge (scientio) presses on in this kiad of reading to a deeper understanding (intelligentiu). 

Hugh speaks of reading that stnves ''aRer restoration of our nature," a fining place in the structure 

of interactions that is the cosmos." Those ans which "miPister to the necessity of this Wq" m u t  

correspond to this practice of fitting relationship or they hrher distort understanding." 

"The üght, which in Hugh's metaphoric usage illuminates, is the counteifoü of the eighteenth- 

cmtury light of r a s o p  Hugh is speakhg of 'an activity by which the reader's own "self" will 

be kindled and brought to sparkle*' It is the art of recovering the h e r  stillness of receptivity to 

the real that "shines out and not on.* The analogy is not the dissecting scalpel exposing organs to 

the light. Rather, it is a rnodest cleaning of the l m  to allow the light of existence to shine out and 

in. It is hope in e saene reception and not an aggressive interrogation:@ 

In leisure, there is, nirthermore, somethbg of the smnity of "not-being- 
able-to-grasp," of the recognition of the rnysterious character of the world . . . 
thae is in it somahing of the "tnist in the hpmtary, that forms the very life 
and essence of history." The same journal entry of the p a t  Konrad Weiss, fiom 
which that last quotation was taken, speaks of Ernst JiInger's precise style of 
thinking and writing, which, with its "fanaticisrn for the True and the Official," 
puaues things as an act of aggnssion, to steal their secret Erom them and thni to 
place than unda inspection . . .is like an idleness pushed to a sublime level of 
exactitude. . . lethg everything go by i n M i c e .  

" Illich, In the K.yw4 124. 
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The idteness of mhd that is busy categorizing, consuming, reducing to resources and 

Imowlodge, needs the discipline of stillness to attend to the üghts of presence, "a blossoming rose, a 

sleeping child, or divine mystery."" This heightened attention is not mae passivity. Rather, it 

requins a discipüned attention that seeks to be "active and cooperative in the business of the 

worldnn This activity, however, is not an aggressive steaüng, manipulation, controllmg of secrets, 

but a participation in creation that "sparkles" with an inaa light as it attmds to the shining out of 

the lights or presence in the world. 

Again it is difficult to recover this mode of attention in a time where interrogation is 

undemtood as the nonnetive device for gainhg insight. Illich contrasts Renaissance art to the 

twelfth-century "illumination" Hugh of St. Victor would have ben farniliar with: 

These PenaiSsance] painters give the impression that they have created a dark 
world of things which would still be there evai if the light they add were to be 
extinguis hed. 

Early twelfth-century miniatures, however, continue in the tradition of the 
icon used in the eastern Christian Church. Following this tradition, the painter 
neither paints nor suggests any light that strkes the object and then is refiected 
by i t  The world is repnsented as if its beings al1 containeci their own source of 
tight. Light is immanent in this world of medieval things, and they reach the eye 
of the beholder as sources of their own Iwlunosity. You féeL that if t h ,  their 
luminosity, were extinguished, what is in the p i c m  would not just case to be 
visible, but would case to exist a11 together? 

The world was created as a place of divine luminescence, by nature humanity has the light of 

the inte1Iectu.s to receive the lights of mation. Human eyes lose th& transparency and their 

luminescence through pride in devices. However, reading may be a rernedial art. Reading, rooted 

in the intellectus, receives the Iight fiom the page.'4 In the light of the page the self could recover 

its own created nature fiom obscurity: "Ln the page the reader will acknowledge kif not in the 

" lbid., 32. 
Heraclitus, Fragment 75. 
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way others see h h  or by the tities or niclmames by which they cal1 him, but by knowing himself by 

~ i ~ h t . ' ' ~ ~  

What Iilich s e s  Hugh teaching is a new technique of silent reading as continuation of a 

hadition of real presence. He gives "the idea of a self estrangeci fiom ali conventions of worldly 

definition, on a pilgrimage to recover an obscured Reading is a way to recover the sight 

of creation 60x1 the illusions of worldly conventions. It is a pilgrimage, whae the reader could 

remah in a local communify, and yet take a journey to a foreign land fiom which each locality 

could be more clearly understood. This joumey is into the light not only of outer understanding, 

but of the inner light of the self. 

Hugh speaks of the pursuit of wisdom called forth in readlig as an enlightaiment that grows 

Rom the "fiiendship with that Diwiity that first befnends the souP bringing it back to its pmper 

place and clarity of nature? Friendship is attracîion to the light of the other as it shines out fiom 

the page motivating sttdium: 

When Hugh in the DidascaIlion explains the appeal of wisdom, he c m o t  but 
use the metaphor of fiendship which ultimately motivates studium. 

. . . He himself could not avoid interpr*ing the ultimate aim of studium in 
terms of this expaimce. The ligbt of wisdom which envelops the mind of the 
student cails and draws hirn back to himseif in such a way that he aff- the 
other always as fkiend? 

Illich h& in the work of Hugh a learning that draws the self back to its me nature. This 

true nature is found in g r d g  the other as a friend Frîendship's journey is not a quick ascension 

to the Holy, it is a step by step maturation of an inner self. One moves, step by step, "grounded in 

things small, you may safkly stnve for all."" This leaming attends to the details on a step by step 

lS rbid* 23. 
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jomey. Thae is no technical short-cut to firiendship. It depends on attention to things peat and 

s m a P  

Thus, the inner lXe is not an efficient mechanism or an ordered system. Hugh uses the 

metaphor of an inner dwelling or treasure chest with many compartments contaiaing many 

treasweû objects. He encourages students to aquire a rich imaginary inner space and to move in 

that space: "The child's mind was trained to build the memory mazes, and to establish the habit to 

dart and retrieve in them. Remembrance was not conceiveci as an act of mapping but of 

psychomotor. morally charged acti~ity."~' 

This inner world was not mapped out or in a catalogue index. It was a place of mares and 

symbolically charged focal things and practices. To move in it was to corne in contact with these 

many focal things as they brought focus on the particular connecting passages. This three 

dimaisional place of memory was Nled with living associations and connections. Images of fsh 

and birds, unicorns and gryphons, Mary and Mer, emanated a light that spoke of complex 

presence leading dom otha hallways. 

This technique recalls the flowing comective memory of oral antiquity. In the long 

development of lettas, words, language, and texts, this living contact, Plato wamed, could become 

the Wess  repetition of details. The living house of memory could by technical plan become the 

"script-bound skiil'' of the sophiaQ The technique Hugh adopts is one that roots itself in living 

contact. The radical new elernent is the dent technique of the eye. Hugh movs fiom oral roots to 

the construction of an iMer self in a structure of interaction he calls h i s t o ~ i o , ~  



The historia is not arbitrarily invented. It is the structure of time and place as given in the 

encounters between ~resences.~ The recreation of this structure, this community of associations, 

is what gives a pattern to the inner house of memory. The inner self is then to be ordered through 

the "activity which Hugh calls reading" as a mediation between the rnacrocosmic and the 

"rnicrocosmic of the raider's persona1 intimacy," an ber sanctuary." The inner life is an 

incarnatkg of a pattern of associations. 

The "reading" Hugh teaches is a way of building and enrichhg an inner ~ommunity.~ It is 

intended to bring a meditation that is not bound by any of the niles or precepts of reading." 

Rather, this reading b ~ g s  the rneditative art that "delights to range along open ground, where it 

hs  its fke gaze upon the contemplation of truth . . ." Reading begins the leaming but 

meditation is its consummation. The inner life has consummation in its historia when it has left the 

business of utility for the free hospitality of fnendship." However, this is not an activity of 

dispassionate obsewation but of delight and pleasure: "Wisdom is of great beauty, like the maiden 

in the "Song of Song." To be as close to the Sunamite woman as was King David is a delight 

And wisdom will not relinquish her 10ver.''~ 

For Hugh reading will "funiish the sou1 with knowledge, drench it in joy."'. It is "a plucking 

and eating of h i t  fiom the vineyard of the text" " The reader is fiee from "earthly business" to 
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taste of the "sweetnessn of &anal presence." This eternal presence is not only on the page but is 

known in the "book of creation", the book of the self. and the book of the other? To have the 

leisure of this readhg is to be brought to a physical and spiritual f a  

The reading that dominates fiom nearly the begllining of the thirteenth cenhiry to the present 

claims that knowledge acquisition by the expert is the best of rading. Hugh is concemed with 

reading for a greater reasoo, the recovery of human presence. The particularly giffed must use 

their innate capacity not to isolate thanselves, but to bring them to an exemplary life of humility 

and patience. The "form of living* encouraged by monastic readiing should give birth to a light that 

attracts the light in al1 others? This is in contrast to the specialized activity of the scholarly 

monks of the thirteenth century who "by their def'uiition as clerical professionals, are not an 

edifYiog example for the man in the s tnnm% 

Hugh's order was founded on the rule of St. Augustine, and not Bernard's reforrn of 

Benedictine orders along feudal lines. The rule of St. Augustine encourages the cloister as "a 

metaphor for the recollection of the reader in his own in te r i~r i t~ ."~  Hugh develops an 

understanding of reading as an activity where the interior life is developed as a mord shaping of 

selves that attend in niendship to the light within the other. The monastic reader does eminently 

what al1 are called to: "By contemplating what God has made we realize what we ourselves ought 

to do. Every nature t e k  of God; every nature teaches man; every nature repraduces its essential 

form, and nothing in the universe is infécund" 
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Reading is for Hugh eminently a social activity developing an inner world. It is social, Illich 

notes, for it is a liturgical act The words on the page were not codes for technical deciphering, but 

notes for the human body to sing or somaticaily sound before othns. The interior development of 

the reader was in a "Lectio drvina . . .coram, in the face of, someow-God, angels, or anyone 

within earshot."" For Hugh reading, as it leads to an exernplary liie and as a social activity, 

contains a duty to attain a clarity of sight and a hospitality to presence." 

Hugh üved in the vineyard of the text. Later gaierations would live in the catalogued storage 

rmm of ideas. The cataloguing, the ordering, and divisions of the book came so that information 

could be exttacted with ease. The scholastic reader does not wander the rows of a textual vineyard 

plucking h i t ,  but looks for the reference marks. This change in technique fostend "new ways of 

conceiving reality."'O' 

Iliich is once again seeking to understand how a particular tool or set of tools shapa the 

"axioms by which social reality mierges."'m The page was a living skin fl owing with a design that 

a voice was calied to bring to life. As the page was t h e d  out, no longer skin, it became a surface 

smoothed for the geom*nDc projections of a mind. With the techniques of superscnpt and 

subscript, clear divisions of text, commentary, and illustration, the ambiguities of organic accretion 

were subdued by a mechanical order: &'The visible page is no longer the record of speech but the 

visual npresentation of a thought-through argumen~"'~ 

- -  -- - - 
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Hugh's historia is trammuteci to Lombard's quick indexing of an argument? The patient 

quickening of meditation, where the wisdom of the other is sought in a fiendship that matures with 

coutact, is replaîed by the speed of accessing the correct argument and detail on the correct page. 

Hugh's intention to bring the reader to "sparkle with an inner light" in the Company of fkiends 

whose light is equally divine is an art for which the scholar has little tirne. 

Illich points out that the printing press only took what by the middle of the thirtemth cmtury 

it found and standardized in shape. This symbolic object provides "a powaful mold for a new 

literary and scientific ~orldview."'~~ The changes brought about &or a change in the mind-set 

of European c~l ture . '~  The mechanical reproduction of these scribal devica took the emphasis on 

"the materialkation of abstraction" in the hand copied book and cast it on an easily ditributed 

page.'m As the book beuime the place of recording thought it began to lose its symbolic power to 

point to nature and the real presmce of wisdom 'Wttenn in creation's book: 

This ontological status of the book yields the key to an understanding of 
Christian monasticism as a life of reading. The reason why . . .[disciplineci 
reading] is an effective and infellible search for wisdom is founded in the fact 
that al1 things are impregnated with sense, and this sme only waits to be 
brought to üght by the reader. Nature is not just like a book; nattsre itself is a 
book, and the man made book is its analogue. Reading the man-made book is an 
act of midwifery. Reading, far from being an act of abstraction, is an act of 
incarnation. Reading is a somatic, body  act of birth attendance witnessing the 
sense brought forth by ali things encountaed by the pilgrim through the pages.'w 

IUich r d  the development of silent reeding , just as the ernergence of thc alphabetic rnind, as 

a set of technical developments. These register in social configurations that shape Our 

understanding of the self, the other, end the world The technical devices of silent reading abstract 

Io< Giies Coastable cd, The ktters of Peter the Venercrble (Cambridge, MA: Hanrard University Ress, 
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attention from presence as the "sense [with] which aii things are impregnated.n'Og Illich is 

suggesthg that the time might be right for a recovery, in a new form, of the organic relationship 

between s p d h g ,  writing, and reading as acts of the patient midwiféry of fiendShip. 

Most experience l e d g  in the sanctuary of fnendship as a refuge fiom the chatter of 

"information bites." Hugh's instruction, resting as it does on a Medieval Christology, may not 

appeal. However, hû intuitions of the fecundity of the word as an analogue of diverse presenca is 

a way of readîng the meaning of human communities in various ecological landscapes. The 

sanctuary for such a reading is home for the development of the disciplines of hospitality, critical 

appraisal, and modesty required to learn a convivial awareness in a t h e  of swift technical advance. 

Generative Axioms and The Face of the Other 

. . .I wanted ta suggest that ody in the mirror of the past does it bmme possible 
to recognize the radical otheniess of our twmtieth century mental topology and 
to become aware of its generative axioms that usuaiIy remain below the horizon 
of contemporary attenti~n."~ 

The cumnt "mental topology" moves with certain "generative axioms" hidden from its own 

attention. Illich has sought to bring into view these axioms. Illich understands one of its 

"generative axioms" to be the necessity of technical advance. The argument he has is with 

attempts to guarantee the satisfaction of univenally defmed needs and dislodge human beings fiom 

the Ioyalties and obligations of local practica. Needs measumi as technically and univenally 

arranged are self-generative and highly manipulative. Michael Ignatieff writes: 

The problem is not to defend universality, but to give these abstract individuals 
the chance ta becorne r d ,  historical individuais again, with the social relations 
and the power to pmtect themselves. . . . The people who have no homeland must 
be given one: they cannot depend on the uncaiain and Wul  protection of a world 
conscience defending than as examples of the universal abstraction Man. . . . 
Woe Mde any man who depends on the abstract humanity of another for his 
food and protection, Woe betide any person who bas no *te, no family, no 

'O9 %id., 124. 

"O Illich, In the M i r  ofrhe Past (London and New York: Marion Boyars, 1992). 10. 
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neighbourhood, no community that can stand behind to enforce his claim of 
need"' 

IgnatiefT is recognizing that the abstraction of needs are anotha way of stripping hurnan 

beings of culturaI, social, personaI, obligations and @S. Stripped of these blessings and 

aicmbrances "there is nothing at a11."" We recopize mutual humanity, the pain of the other, 

otdy by acknowledging the signifïcance of our ciifferences. Once these have been swept aside, it is 

aiready too late for compassion. Hatred of dinaence may cause genocide or war, but no implied 

universal need can stop the fist or the bombs. Ignatieff and Illich an suggesting that ody whm 

there is a rich and complex world of social gifts and obligations, of shared joy and pain, are the 

ewils of hatred, gr- and jealousy arneliorated by nienâship, family, and obligation. 

IUich is consistent in his attempt to articulate the Mts of any technical device. If he critiques 

education or econornics it is not because he has hold of a perfect pedagogy or economic order. 

Rather, he is attempting to demonstrate their limited uses and applications. Illich's hope is in 

complex relationships with identifiable human beings whose faces have meaning as friends, 

partners, neighboun, and not as abstractions. He wishes not to forget that the blessings of human 

presence are complex, hgi le  and subject to acts of cruelty. However, no technique, device or 

social arrangement, cm replace the obügations of niendship with a guaranteed education or 

satisfaction of basic needs. 

Illich, in his examination of Nebrija's Grammar or Comenius' universal schooling, is offering 

a critical &or in which ta see conternporary presuppositions. To avoid the unnily and 

"variegated changes" of the Castilian, Nebrija pianned to "tum the Castilian language into an 

artXact,'"* His aim, as Comenius, was to find a device that would guarantee certain results: 

"' Miehael Ignatia Ine Nee& of Strangers (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), 52-53. 

'12 Ibid., 52, 
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Please note how Nebrija proposes to substitute for the vernacular a 'device,' an 
'artificio.' Unruly speech shall henceforth be substituted by standard coinage. 
Ody 200 years eariier, Dante had stiU assumed that any language that had been 
leamed and that is spoken according to a grammar could never corne alive. . . . 
Nebrija wants to teach people the language of clerics, to tighten their speech and 
to subject their uttefances to his rule.'" 

The 'uniquack' of plastic words identifieci by Poerksen, Illich, and Sanders expands the mle 

of educated language by transplantkg words from the vernacular into professional use and then 

back into popular speech. The technological devices that now dominate the social world promote a 

unifonnity and universal control Nebrija and Comenius codd not imagine. That Chiapas villagen 

and New York fashion models are said to %eed information", "have communications," and live in 

a "global economy," is to presume the domination of an artrpcio beyond any past aspirations. 

Illich no longer s c a  that classrooms are the main danger to the integrity of human cultures. 

The devices for education in a culture of limitless economic growth, exploitation, and social 

control, are spread throughout the social order. Illich tells the story of two young college teachen 

and their children: 

Their children had to grow up without parents-because these two adults, in 
every word which they addresseci to theù two sons and one daughter, were 
'educating' them. And since they considercd thanselva very radical, off and on 
they made atternpts at 'raising the consciousness' oftheu children. Conversation 
has tunied far thern into a form of rnarkct inpf  acquisition, production and 
sale. They have words, ideas, sentences; but they do not speak any more."s 

The expansion of that peculiar fonn of speech and behaviour calleci "educationn displaces 

vrrnecular behavioun such as speaking and caring. What Nich argua is tbat not only is 

education a "concept sui generis" to modem western cultures but that it orders human life towards 

consumption, codormity, and information exchange.'" 

'" Ibid 

'" Illich, In the ff imr of the Pm, 142. 

'16 Ibib, 115. 



Illich insists that tbis is not a universal reality. It is not the case that wherever there is human 

culture thm is also "a knowledge stock that must be traasmitted fiom generation to generation."l" 

The idea of a "knowledge stock" is common oniy in cultures shaped by certain technical devices 

and advances. There is no artifact outside of Western tradition that cm be called "education" 

without reducing those other phenornena to subspecies of ducation. Illich recognizes that 

education is a social construction of the last four or five hundred years and not a fact of human 

nature. 

Iilich's point, irrespective of any evaluation one rnight make of education, is one of categorical 

clarification. The disciplines of history and philosophy of education need to come, as economics 

and religious studies have, to recognize the limitations of their own categoris. Louis Dumont, for 

example, awakeneû economic theorists to the hcterogeneity between traditional cultures and 

economic cult~res."~ Illich is asking that ducational theorists do a similar study of the emergence 

of educated culture. 

Illich does not suggest Dumont's recognition has had a major impact on constraining the 

thought of economûts or imagining alternatives to economic society. It does provide room, 

however, for both such developments. Educational theory, once it accepts bbeducational needs, 

leamkg, scarce resourcs, etc." as correspondhg to a pecuiiar cultural phenomma, might have 

deeper thcordical in~ight."~ This theoretical insight is important, IlIich argus for two distinct 

Fkt ,  this wouId allow comparatists to limit their research to phenomena that do 
have common phenomenological fatures. This self limitation would make the 
dûcipbe into a more legitimate undertaking. Second, the recognition that the 
discipüne deah with an odd, modem social phenomena would make it possible to 

'lu Louis Dumont, F m  M ~ i l Z e  to Mm: Genesis d Triumph of Ecomrnic I&oZogy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977), passim. 
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engage in disciplineci cornparison between education and other social features 
that are heteronomous to education and, therefore, cannot be reduced to it? 

The f'rst rason is one that anyone concerned with the study of education rnight embrace. It is 

a simple plea for cl* of definition and limitation. The second point appean equal1y b d g n ,  but 

in fact holds the key to IUich's radical attack upon education as a necessary technical process. If 

education is an "odcl, modem social phenomena," it is not a necessary element in al1 human 

Illich usa the d o g y  of Kepler's revolution in astronomy for the needed change in 

educational theory. Up until Kepler astronomy was guided by the assumption of heavenly spheres. 

Ptolemy, Copernicus, and Brahe continued to assume the existence of heavenly sphere~ which they 

adjusted to their d*ailed observations. Their observations, correct in meamment, were used 90 

fit a redundant paradigm.""' Educational theonpts move or redefie, or "add new epicycles" like 

Brahe within the heavdy spheres of education. Few, like Kepler, risk abandonhg taik of spheres 

of education, formal or informal, for an appreciation of a cornplex and heterogeneous reality of 

Vnducible phenornena and prsences: 

And whni such educational policy alternatives pretend to be fundamental, the 
relationship of the educational to the other sphers takes prominence as an issue. 
. . . S h d  the school system remain at the centre? Or shall school be one adjunct 
to the education that goes on, for example, [before a cornputer monitor]? . . . 
How shall we rank the different tools of education? Or how shall we relate the 
sphaes of education, health, welfarr, research, finance, economics, politics? 1 
think that research on the mode1 of Copemicus is not what we need in 
edu~ation.~ 

Tragically, Illich is ignored, or silenced as David Gabbard has called it, where he wishes to 

encourage a heterodox conversation in educational theory." Gabbard points out that Illich calls 

" Ibid., 117-1 18. 
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into doubt not simply an idea w i t h  a discourse but the interpretive power of the discourse itself 

Iliich is excluded when he tramgressa the intellecnial discourse by questionhg its reasoning 

p ~ e r . ~  He has b a a  considered as a radical educational theorisf a deschoola, a leamer-centred 

theorist, or a defendn of autonomy in educational choice, but seldom as a Kepler-like advocate for 

a radicaily altered understanding of leaming uncontained in the "spheres" of education. 

In the last yem of his career, it becomes more apparent that Iilich advocates a Kepler-like 

shiR. The recovery of the intellecius requires a Keplerian cevolution, where human reality is not 

seen as a code containhg resourca and information but as a place of presences that move in 

complex orbits ddermined by the various attractions and repulsions of 0 t h  presences. The mode1 

of Copernicus, the lust for a singular general theory, the seeking for universal rights or 

characteristics, miss the beauty of the chaotic patterns, the local dissymetrical complementarity, of 

presence, in culture and place, befiend'hg presence. Even more, as Michael Ipatieff points out, 

when we corne to depend on such general and spherical abstractions, it is already too late for 

compassion. 

Illich has spoken of his position as blasphemy in the face of the nuidamental belief in the 

inadLaustiile capacity of intelkectual system and technical measure to explain and provide life for 

humanity. "To heu with [it]!", he writes in 1994.'~ Excusing his dCBmatic style, the point he 

makes at the head of this essay "of radical critique of technological culture," is profoundly 

disturbing? The discourse of contemporary Me, he judges, has become so nanowed as to be 

unable to admit questions about its own meaning: 

What 1 did not understand at the the is that beyond pain, disease, 
impairment and death having been expropriatecl, somethbg even more orninous 

" Ibid 
" Illich, Blasphemy: A Raûïcd Critique of Technologicccrl Culture, Science, Technology, and Soci*y 

WorkMg Paper, no. 2 (hiversity Park, Pk Science, Technology, and Society Program, 1994), 2. 
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has happened: People in highly capitalid countries have acquired iatrogenic 
bodies. They perceive their bodies as doctors desmie them. . . . 

. . .One heen this expressed by people who say, "My system can't take it," 
or, "I'm not gating the ri@ inputs," or "1 have to watch the baby inside me with 
ultraround to see how that system is working." More and more people, ever 
more deeply, interpret what they take to be their bodies according to the mode1 of 
the computedn 

The catastrophic break which cornes in the tradition of western understanding of the self, 

cornes not so much with an hdividuaiism that mages fiom the silent rading of the te& but with 

the definition of the body encouraged by technical devices and processes. The quickening of life in 

the womb, the sense of well-being a f k  a good meal, the exhaustion felt &er physical exertion, are 

more and more interpreted by the technical device and pmcess. Somatic presence, the leamhg that 

comes with embodied encounters, are replaced by technically managed processes and technically 

measured advancement. Illich's curse is of an age that defmes leaming, self, body, and human 

presence as technical processes and no longer as the touch and arnbipous depth of somatic 

experience. 

The attention Illich gives to the past is in ords to bring into awareness both the origins and 

consequeme of this catastrophic divide. The study of alphabetization and monastic readiig have 

brought Illich to see the trajectory of changes brought to self undentand and the body from the 

twelf&h century to the present. The stabilization of the text and "a new certainty about the body" as 

a dissectable and divisible objects are inter-related technical events.'" Together they open the 

possibility of the disinmation of information, the reduction of the body to mae biological 

fùnction, and the hterpretation of human experimce as a measurable technical process prevalent in 

contemporary educated S i  Illich uses his study of particular historiçal developments to more 

clearly see the odd character of modem experience: 



I wmte to higblight the institutional, social and cultural effécts of the medical 
system. At the centre of my aoalysis stood the iatrogenic reshaping of pain, 
disease, disability and dying, as these phenornena are experienced by the subject. 
I was interested in cultural comtraints, and the symbolic impact of medicine on 
tbese exmences. 1 found that medicalization destroyed or undermined the 
patient's art of suffering, and subverted people's abiüty to bau their uniqueness 
by telling them that they were abnomial and required correction or 
improvement . . . U9 

The shift to a technicdly defined body, a "system," occun beyond the expropriation of health. 

The educatioa to medical process brings the seKunderstanding of the body as a system to be 

technically rnanaged Education as a technical procas can shape human identity to view al1 things 

as information-bearing systems. The educated device and process is used not to focus on the 

complex and ambiguous reality of presences beyond any information, but to extract information 

and then to see presence as nothing more than a manageable Uiformation system The device and 

process may now constitute human reality. Technical dwices and processes, on achieving a certain 

density and universality of use, forrn a structure that shapes self-identity and ways of viewing 

And it came to birth in only one place and the: in Christian Europe. in this 
historical experience, a radically otha h d  of human condition evolved, coming 
to be through the Church's midwifery. This new type of behg human has corne 
to full fruition only in the technological system. So, technological society, in 
which health is to be defineci today, is explicable only as a perversion of 
Christian ideals. Conscious engineerin~onsciousness about means which 
have the ability to become efficient elements-is a comrnon rcmt of both 
technology and o u  understanding of sacramental theology. Sacraments, 
according to Chnstian thinking before Catholics and Protestants sepuateci, are 
efficacious signs-they inevitably effat what they ~yrnbolize.'~ 

The power of technological society to name reality and manipulate experience Û a perversion 

of the compassion Illich believes to be at the heart of Christian revelation. The managers and 

producers of technology act as a new priesthood by atternpting to engineer htures, social orders, 



culture, and the naturai order. The full impact of dependence on technical devices, now as in the 

past, is the loss of semitivity to the human presence of the o h a .  Illich c l a h  that the human other 

is not a convert, a üfasystern or a resource but a particulas face, a presence beyond measure. 

n k h  suggests that the iconography of the West, the representation of presence in images, has 

moved fiom a "bi tant  gazen before the sight of visceral things and practices to "distracted 

staring'' before the show of abstract and intellectualired devices and t e~ lmi~us . ' ~ '  When the word 

on the page was no longer understood as a place of contact with imducible presence, but of 

religious instruction and information storage, "hesitancy vanished among most western 

believers."" When the image of the 0 t h  could be viewed without hesitancy as a measurable 

substance, presence began to lose its somatic gravity. 

At the close o fa  jointly m*tten working papa, Duden, IUich, and Mother Jerome wn*te of the 

human face in the post-existential philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. They recognize in him not a 

student of Husserl or Heidegga but of the Talmud and Torah. What they see and celebrate is his 

discipiined hesitancy, in the Talmudic tradition, before the face of the other. Levinas' philosophy 

rooted in a hesitancy of the gaze resUts "the dominant trends of visualization: the disembedding of 

vision fiom synaesthesis, the dismibodyhg of the eye by interpreting it as a built-in amcorder or 

an abstract su< organ; and, thirdly, the dissociation of the gaze from love*"'33 W r d h g  with 

Heidegger's attempt to recover ontology, Levinas r e t u .  to the tradition of the ethical demand of 

seeing the face as the perception of being: 

The face is not the men assemblage of a nose, a forehead, eyes, etc.; it is al1 
that, of course, but takes on the meaning of a face through the new dimensions it 
opais up in the perception of a being. . . . This temptation to murder and this 

U1 Barbsra Duden, Ivan Illich, and Mother Jwme,  O.S.B., Inc Scopic Pmt md the Ethics of the Gmo. 
Science, Tecbnology, and Society Working Paper, no* 6, ed, Lee Hoinacki (University Park, PA: 
Science, Technology, and Society Program, 1995), 2-5 and 23. 
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impossibility of muder constitute the very vision of the face. To see a face is 
already to hear 'YOU shall not kill' . . .lx 

To gaze on motha's face is already to have heard a summoos of presmce. The relation with 

the other who has a face is never a matter of maely letting be. The comprehemion of the other 

who has a face is "inseparable from his hvocat io~~" '~~ Levinas insists that this invocation, the 

reception of yoiu presaice as a summons, is never a matter of w r e  ratio, calculated 

comprehemion. The being of you as 1 see your face before me is not just an abstract being 1 record 

as another acample of universal Being. By seeing your face "1 do not only think that jyou are]" 

but 1 have relationship with a particular presence that summons me.'" 

This face is not a mere spatial desiption. Levinas, not uniike Illich, concludes that it "is as 

a neighbor that a human being is accessible-as a face."" It is not just that the categories of a 

static, inert, and determineci ontology should be replaced by the categories of a procasive, 

durational, and relational one. Rather, "it is above all a rnatts of fmding a place where the human 

no longer concmis us nom the perspective of the horizon of being, that is to Say, no longer offea 

itseff to our powers."M The violence of assimüating the other in an intellectual system is not 

remon's end but its failun. The ratio that dominates the human imagination fails the inteZZectur. 

Your face shouid corne to me as a summons that cannot be reduced to, educated, or subjugated by 

any abstraction or system. "When I have grasped the other in the openhg of being in generd, as 

Emmanuel Levinas, D t ~ c u l t  Freeubm: &ays on JuciaLsm , tram. Sein  Haad (Baltimore John 
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 8. 
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Pepcnak, S. Critchiey, and R Bernasami (Blwmington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Ress, 
1996), 6. 

" Ibid, 7. 

13' Xûid, 8. 

Ibid. 



an element of the world where 1 stand, where I bave seen him on the horizon, 1 have not looked at 

him in the face, 1 have not encountaed his face."" 

Levines argues that reason understood as the trick or trap of the hunter aisoaring "al1 that 

[particular facs] contain of strmgth and ineducibility" in a universal orda is inadquate to 

"constitute a human ordeP1" The "resistance of beings qua beings* in the particularity of the 

face is not understood by a reason intent on breaking the particularity of the other into standard 

and measund uni~ersals.'~~ The other is undmtood by reason ody "in a situation where one 

 chat^."'^ Friendship is that condition whm you and 1 corne together leaming in a sociality not 

ceducible "to some propaty revealed in the gi~en."'~ 

The disciplineci hesitancy of the gaze is in service to the intellectus as reception of the face of 

the other. This face of youn addressa me "in its exquisite delicacy and impenetrability . . . 

forever in an ethical waynIu The address gives identity to me, it cab me, to use the tradition 

Illich and Levinas share, into being-with-you, fiiendship. The dmial of niendship in an immodest 

and rapacious vision and show oftechnidly manage4 educated and manipulateci images is not the 

abnormaiity of the perverse voyeur in contemporary society. It is the nom of an eye educated to 

consume al1 it can in order to be "well infomed." 

Levinas and Illich suggest there is great danger in the attempt to bring h m  being into a 

singular ratioaal'i. So intent with computing the "many variables in a system" contemporary 

technicd reason has forgottai the significance of the one who is a human face: 

The "face of the other" in the writings of Levinas is not sornething tbat could be 
made the subject of a phenomenological description, and by this route given 

-- - 
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seme and meanhg. L e v h  admires Heidegger. But in explicit opposition to 
him Levinas says that my face cornes to life from the face of the other. What the 
face of the other does in its exquisite deiicacy and impenmbility is to address 
me forever in an &cal way. As he puts it: Y cannot but hem the face of the 
other in spite of the profound asymmetry between our faces." Again and again, 
Levinas repeats, "You see and hear as you touch.'"" 

Afta all of the attempts to enüghten the mind by exposing the dark corners of reality to the 

Light of a calculated reason, the impenetrable face of the other pa ins .  After all the attempts to 

educate and train the seif to sa the world as a calculable system, problems needing solution, there 

remains the irreducible distance between Çiends. To critically care for presence is not to feel 

cornpellecl to educate or draw the other into view as a universal human being. To critically care is 

to ptactice hospitality and provide a sanctuary where the 0 t h  can be met in the somatic and 

&cal touch of a hesitant gaze "where I discova myself as a gift from you."'M 

The Proportionate L m e r  and the Limits of Words 

IUich in an address given to the Schumacher Society in 1994, and later revised as a Science, 

Technology, and Society Working Papa in 1996, addresses the question of the proportions of the 

human face as raiseci by his friend Leopold Kohr: 

His vision of a decent common We was prdcated on modesty, not on 
plaity. A native of the village of Oberndod near Salzburg, he began with the 
propensiv of Salzburg folk to trust and enjoy the local ways distinctive of each 
valley. He saw truth in th& suspicion of universal values. He perceivexi how a 
good life could be comipted. Kohr mains  a prophet today because even those 
social theorists for whom smalî is beautifid have not ya discovered that the ûuth 
of beauty and goodness is not a matter of ske, nor even of dimensions or 
intemity, but of prop~rtion.'~' 

When a particular word fi& a particular nuance of meaning the word is in proportion to the 

peculianties and uniqueness of pesons and occasions. The word communication, for exarnple, fits 



the particular action of receiving the cup and bread in Holy Communion. When "communication" 

is extracted corn this particular focal practice to become a word meaning a vast range of human 

experiences it is no longer proportionate but, in its plastic fiinction, ignorant of âny truth of 

particularity. When human thought, language, and deeds fit into a complex of relationships found 

in the particularity of a place, then they are proportionate and modest. When universal values, 

global technologies, and d o m  language are said to be good for all, the immodesty of the clairn is 

distrusteci by those who still value human proportions. 

Illich is consistent in his resistance to either the altruistic aims of universal educators or the 

less rnorally appealing gr& of global capitalists. The hurnan face in al1 its divme and culturally 

bounded uniqueness must be defended against any attempt to Mate, guarantee, or destroy it in 

uniform technical processes. The proportions of the face if stretched too far by technical or 

institutional devices rnasks the particularity of human presence. The educational experts, social 

agineers, and global fiee markden, share the cosmology of disproportionate growth based upon 

expanding expectations. What Illich admires in Kohr is the insistence upon the limits of 

proportion: 

1 was impressed by this in the 1950's when 1 found Puerto Rico a Mecca for 
plannllig, amacting Young Turks nom Princeton to Tel Aviv. These brash 
technical advisors looked upon "Operation Bootstrap," an econornic development 
scheme for the island, as a grand oppominity for social engineering. Kohr, 
living and teaching in Puerto Rico at that time, was a familiar figure in a hillside 
slum at the edge of the Rio Piedras campus. A sugar-cane cutter expressed what 
1 felt: "Unlike the profasors, party workers, and priests, this A h a n  d e s  us 
think about what out neighborhood is, not about how to carry out the experts' 

Iiiich is encouraging a re-exaxnination of the modern social construction of nads and scarcity 

on behaifof Kohr's gewiss, the certain limit and particular beauty of a human face. "Certain, as 

used here, is as distant fkom "certainty" as "appropriate" is nom uefficient"'4g To leam the 

" ibid, 2-3. 
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"certain" is to be imrolvd in focal practices that bring one into face to face encowters without the 

distraction of technical devices. The human social condition is, when proportioaate, '?bat ever 

unique and boundary-making limit with which each community cm engage in discussion about 

what ought to be allowed and what ought to be exc~uded."~" 

Cornhg to know another human being, comiag to know the certainty of a human place in a 

world, is an art of presence that fits a "specific human p a o n  within a given human c~ndition.""~ 

Then is an ethical character formed, a proportionate leamer, that seeks to fmd identity in the 

abundance of a world of impenetrable presenas, by opmess to the sociality of being, while 

limiting the temptation to consume and tecbnically manage these othm. This is the leaming of 

friendship that requires a rejection of al1 economic or technical masten for the real presence of the 

other. 

Illich usa the language of economics to speak of the technical education that dominates 

contemporary socie!ty. When &CS became solely concerneci with technical measurement, 

economic distribution, contractual arrangements, and so on, it marked an historical Fracture with a 

tradition through Plato, Aristotle, the Hebrew Prophets, the early Christian Church, that sought the 

moral path of seeking the beauty and goodness of a life of a certain and proportional beauty. 

Proportion means the right relatiooship b*ween various contributhg elernents. The relative 

proportions w m  not attained by cornparison to a standard text or measure, but by bringing or 

regainhg an appropriate relatiooship and achieving a just maisure. 

The break 6th proportion came as the mechanid and technical measme of things grew to be 

tnuted and relied upon. The technical meesure is a fixed standard, like the text or geometric 

object, against which thhgs are wasured. The proportionate, is the appropriate relatiooship 

lso Ibid 
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"betwpn macro- and mic ro~os rns .~~  This is an ethical state of üviug, the tsedekha of Hebrew 

scriptmes or the Greek tonos, with the just measure of difference and complementarity. What 

Illich is aiming at is the recovery of the deeper intuitions of niendship or right relationship in a 

world of presence: 

Such an etternpt is not romantickm nor a tunllng back of the clock and certainly 
not a renuaciation of social justice. On the contrary! We want to recall that 
'tonos' w k h  was silenced in the course of Enlightmment progress as a victim 
of the growing mathematkation of science and the desire to quanti@ justice. 
Therefore, we face a delicate task: to retrieve something Iike a lost ear, an 
abandoned ~ensibi l i t~. '~  

The distinction baween measurement and proportionality, is one between those who h o w  the 

statistics of affluence and those who recognize the srnile of a k d ' s  contentment. The sensibility 

to be regained is one that can recognize that what is appropriate in one particular &os or dwelling 

place is inappropriate in another. It k not that one abandons all measure, technical advance, or 

scientific Uisight. Rather one recognizes the limits of al1 utilitarian, efficient, and standard 

measufernent by attending to what is certain and appropriate for a community, ethos, and fiend. 

The attempt to comtruct standards, measured centres, texts, words, and laws to govem every case 

and contingency equally, is to break with the sensibility of tsedeAha and tonus: 

To speak of a tonal centre or a tonic in this context would be false. "Tone" 
in Plato's tirne was not a measure. Proportion wu implicit in the two segments 
of one string An individual tone was unthinkable, as would ais0 have been one 
nation-wide messurement for length and weight In place of ton-implyhg a 
tonal center-it would be bette to speak of modes'? 

The various modes of being, the variety of tensions between local and cosmic harmonies, were 

held together by a sense of proportion as an constitutive principle or logos. The constitutive 

p ~ c i p l e  of logos, just as the tsedekha of Hebrew Prophets, is a living concord between modes of 

LR Ibid, 1 1. 

ln Ibid., 12. 
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being. "This inherent dissymetry, resulting from the ordered viiration of two strings soundiig 

agahst each other is The certain sound of a community or a self was finding an 

appropriate expression in a larger concord To be out of pitch did not mean not holding a 

measured note, ratfier it meant not "sounding against each other in certain and appropriate 

relationship." This did not require tuning to the standard pitch of a cosmic piano but finding the 

appropriate niration for and in the ethos and place of being. 

To leam in fiendship is to gain "awareness and feeling a certain semitivity to the 

appropriate.'"" The proportionate leamer suspects any standard m a u r e ,  any technical procss or 

device, that explains or attempts to guarantee care for the particularity of human conditions. 

Nothing can replace the wisdom of local and immanent proportion. No "communication" or 

"system of care" cm s u b s t i ~ e  for the appropriate touch of the tFiend. Ethically, once value 

becornes solely measured as a standard of use or resource, the search for the good of appropriate 

relationship is exthguished in the demand for solution to problems. Illich is anxious that the 

disappearance of a sensibüity that appreciates the specitic timbre Mting for a particufar hurnan 

being in a specinc community is lost in a discussion of values: 

in ethics, valus are as opposed to an immanent, concrete proportion as are 
the sounds of Helmholtz. Like them, values run counter to 'tonos', the specific 
tension of a mutuality or reciprocity. As timbre separated fkom tone, so that one 
could play a violin's part on the piano, so an ahics of value+with its misplaced 
concreteness-allowed one to speak of human problems. If people had 
problerns, it no longer made sense to speak of human choice. People could 
demand solutions. To find them values could be shifted and prioritized, 
manipulateci and maxllnized. Not only the language but the very modes of 
thinking found in mathematics could mm the r e a h  of human relationships. 
Algonthms "purifie&' value by filtering out appropriateness, thereby taking the 
good out of ethiu." 



The good is not a standard maure but is the living of a Life with the appropriate timbre, tone 

and mode, a reciprocity in difference locally felt 'Value' and 'problem' are the laquage of 

transposition and exchange and should be ümited in use. The common sense of proportionate and 

appropriate leaming is suspect before "the danand for protection through operationally verSeci 

ciaims 

The proportionate Ieamer is one who has corne to understand the necessary limits of words, 

practices, and things. The sanctuary for this kiad of Ieamer is a place where a modest and hesitant 

gaze is cultivated in appreciation of the fitting place of diffaence and complementarity. The social 

mutations of plastic words, of over-extended markets, institutional forms, technical devices and 

processes, can be viewed in contrast to the focal practices and things of sanctuary. In sanctuary 

the exploration of appropriate and proportionate relationship in touch with the certain faces of the 

place is the primary discipline. 

Sanctuary encourages foeal practics that understand the distinction between the speed of 

technical devices and the quickening of patient relationship. The patient and gradua1 focal 

ptactice, acquainted with the limits and frailty of human lifé, brings a wisdom of modest 

assumptions in a world of ambiguity and complementarity. The eye, shaped by focal practice, does 

not believe it can or will ever be abte to see everything. Rather it carefully gazes, knowing its own 

limits as a discipline of deep appreciation for the dign@ and impnieîrability of the gift of a living 

other. 

In sanctuary it is recognized that mt ev-g will or a n  be known, and what is known 

brings a sense of dependence on the fiiendship of othen. The proportionate tearner recognizes the 

catastrophic break of a disembodied leos that assumes technical calculation can and should peer 

into and at all things. The sanctuary recognizes ümiu to the rutio by rccalling the human 



dependence upon receptivity-the intellectus-to others in a world beyoad the making of human 

The utopian urges of contemporary society based on the accomplishments of technical 

calculation are, in sancniary, understood as precisely u-topia, a neplace. Place always involves 

ümit, relationship, s h e d  meaning, and Ianguage. This does not brhg the satisfaction of every 

imsgined desùe. However, without limit, relationship, shared meaning, and language, there may be 

no human place, only the calculations of our devices and procases or the bmtality of a limitlas 

cornpetitive consumption 

Illich sees the need to be specific rather than abstract when speaking of proportionate leaming. 

The universal is understood, and only ever partially, through incarnate practice. Practice is always 

in a particular place held in cornmon, even if the comrnonness is denied, fmced in, or trampled 

upon by technical mastery and calculatioa Smcniary is an attempt to recover the shared comrnons 

by giving specific dimensions and place to Illich's concern for proportionate learning. 

Illich sces that wor& that have becorne uprooted fiom place and human flesh speak of the 

immaturity of certain social conditions. This condition gives choice of "the piety and violence" of 

technical mastery or the ''temitory wherc we remain fk of adulthood and community 

obligati~n."~~ Wendeii Berry speaks of Twain's Huckleberry Finn as a metaphor for the 

contemporary condition, "We want to be fie; we want to have rights; we want to have power; we 

do not yet want much to do with resp~mibility."'~ 

The individual unconditioned by a cornmon society is not fiee in nature but an immature, 

badly distorted and disproportionate creature. Berry gives an exampIe: 

Some t h e  a p  1 was with Wes Jackson, wandering ammg the experimental 
plots at his home and workplace, the Land hstitute in Saliaa, Kansas. . . . Wes 
pointed ta a Maximilian sunfiowa growhg alone, apart fiom the others, and 

lS9 Weudell Berry, W h t  me People For? (Sm Francisco: North Point Press, 1990), 76. 
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said, "There is a plant that has 'reaiized its hiil potentid as an individual' " 
And clearly it had: It had grown very tall; it had put out many branches heavily 
laden with blossoms-and the branches had broken off; for they had grown too 
long and too heavy. The plant had reached its full potentid as a Maximilian 
sunfiower. We could say that its full potentid es an individual was this failure. 
It has failed because it had lived outside an important part of its definition, which 
consists of both its incüviduality and its community. A part of its properly 
realirable potemial lay in its commwiity, not in itself.16' 

What Iliich is speakiag of in his language of appropriateness and certainty is precisely what 

Berry offus in his ucample of the sunflower. The achievements of technical mastery have allowed 

for the dislocating of individual development nom the meanhg of community. What Berry is 

speaking of is the achievement, in the mature hurnan being, of a certain tonos that carries both the 

limit and the uniqueness of life in the community of reality. 

What iiiich and Berry offer is a recovery of the Western tradition that saw tieedom and 

solidarity as necessary elements of any truly mature humanity and civilkation. This is found in 

Plato, Ariktotle, the Hebrew Prophets, Jesus of Nazareth, Augustine, and Aquinas. Berry takes 

this tradition and offm the concrete metaphor of the Great Economy: 

The Great Economy, like the Tao or the Kingdom of God, is both hown and 
unknown, visible and invisible, comprehmsible and rnysterious. It is, thus, the 
ultimate condition of our expni*ence and of the practical questions Ning from 
our experience, and it imposa on our consideration of those questions an 
extremity of seriousnas and an extremity of h ~ r n i l i t ~ . ' ~ ~  

Much üke Illich's insistence on the impenetrability yet knowability of the other, the word 

"economy" refm to something "comprehensible and mysterious." Berry uses it to speak of both 

the region of the ratio, '?he closed circle of what can be managed by the use of our wits," the little 

economy, and those regions of experience too complex and subtle to be registered by the r a t i ~ . ' ~  

Practicaiiy, the small economy must rely on local wits, thîngs, and processes, more than experts 

and devices fiom outside. However, aii local achievements depend on immeasurable contacts. 

16' WendeU Berry, H o m  Economics (San Francisa: North Point Res, L987), 115. 
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This is not to utterly refuse, as IUich might be viewed as advishg, to construct any 

institutional process for learning or social practice. Rather it is to constnict, aware of the 

unknowable in the "Great Economy" of presences. The scale of the construction is made modest 

by its awareness of the larger meanings, personal, culturai, historical, and ecological, on which any 

practicd practice relies. The size of this small economy must truly be manageable by "the use of 

our wits," but this brings awareness of greater entanglements. "If you want to be universal, shg 

your village."'& 

The proportionate leamer understands that mystery is a necessary word to speak of the 

ignorance of the lem& Leamhg that lives aware of an beasurable pattern, of its own 

ignorance, as a necessary definition, seeks to found and live in a sanctuary that adMts to patterns 

beyond its own malong. Sanctuary is amuiesi to the small aonomy, in al1 its practical and 

individual necessity, in focal practices that bring awareness of the patterns of a Great Economy. 

The discourse Illich has encouraged and participateci in the lest part of his career transgresses 

the assumptions of an expansive education, perhaps even that of saactuary. His is a p h  for the 

vernacular leamhg of words and a m  of an appropriate and certain size that fit the fnendship 

between human 0th- on a cornmon ground. The subtle and not so subtle f o m  of repression in 

conternporary l i i  "msume(s) that each one is barn as an individual into a contractual society that 

must be undnstood before it is livd"'" For Illich, the best learning is found in the niendship and 

use of conviviaI tools. He wrote in 1996: 

I do not plead for some new fom of institutiondzed havea; rather, I think of 
niches, fne spaces, squatter arrangements, spiritual tents which some of us 
might be able to offa. This is not for the "dropout in generaln but for a small 

- - -- 
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"üst" of others, who through the experience of mutual obedieace, have become 
able to renounce integration into the system" 

The idea of sanctuary is implicit in Illich's comment. However, his fear of an "institutional 

haven" is rejected in this thesis by offering something more than his "squatter arrangements" or 

"spiritual tent" Pahaps this is attempting to build a too substantial home for the "Ark of the 

coveaant" of fnendship and proportion. However, Berry's comment about Twain seans to warn of 

a biindness in Illich: 

There is, then, sornahing stunted in HuckZeberry Finn. 1 have hated to 
think s e f o r  a long t h e  1 trieci coosciously not to think s e b u t  it is so. What 
is stunted is the growth of Huck's character. When Mark Twain replaces Huck 
as author, he does so apparently to d e  sure that Huck remains a boy. Huck's 
growing up, which through the crisis of his fidelity to Jim ("Ali right, then, 1'11 
go to hell") has been central to the drarna of the book, is suddedy thwartd f h t  
by the Tom-foolery of Jim's "evasion" and then by Huck's planrieci escape to the 
"Territory." The reai "evasion" of the 1s t  chaptm is Huck's, or Mark Twain's 
evasion of the community responsibility that would have been a natural and 
expectable next step af€er his declaration of loyalty to his niend?' 

Iiiich has brilliantly outlined the narrowing of the modem imagination. His use of the past as 

mirror of the deficimcies, and the catastrophic break in languap and practice, has brought 

attention to the grouadhg of l e d g  in the body of a place of fricnâship. Howewx, the analysis is 

stunted because, like Twain, he evades the necessary structures of responsibility required for social 

It is not that Illich is unaware of the need for discipline and structure. He appeals, for 

example, to those who shape the University to teach students an ascesis and a renunciation of 

modem cerîainties on behalf of the other, a presence ineducible to the display and show of 

technical d e ~ i c a . ' ~  He looks to Hugh for a guide to training in the discipline of reading with such 

an ascesis of the heart. However, he is reticent to speak more filly of the design of a place for this 
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leamhg of convivial disciplines. Reading Illich one could fd that W<e Twain he goes "deepa and 

deeper into grief and horror" in bitter outrage at the cruelties and injustices of h i ~ t o r ~ . ' ~ ~  Like 

Twain, IUich can attack attempts to found new f o m  with a sarcasm that leads only to despair. 

The idea of sanctuary is intended to suggest that fiiendship and the leamhg of presence does 

not occur by accident. Berry's attempt to speak of a "smd cconomy" is precisely the limit 

required for a structure for learning a proportionate language and üfe. The attuning to fiiendship 

in place, that the srna11 economy takes as the a h  of its focal practices. is like Lewis Mudord's 

regional survey: 

Regional survey must begin with the infant's fint exploration of his 
dooryard aad his neighborhood; it must continue to expand and deepen, at every 
successive stage of growth until the student is capable of seing and experiencing 
above all, of relating and integrating and diuezting the separate parts of his 
environment, hitherto unnoticecl or dispased. ln 

Murdord is speaking of a curricular design that he sees as overcomuig the "abstract 

intelligence," ratio without intellecius, with the "cooperative and generative functions of life."171 

The hubris of "the fragment of the full human personality," as it dominates contemporary life, is 

detennined to "make the world over in its own ovenimplified tm."'* While IUich hesitates to 

suggest any shape for a convivial dwelling, M d o r d ,  Orr, and Berry, to name only thtee, offer 

some guidance for the augur's wand 

In the concluding chapta Illich's critical work will be summed up as "leaming of presence 

without education." As a critical move beyond IiIich's curse and renunciatiou, the idea of 

sanctuary wil i  be reviewed as a development of his analysis. What will be presented is not a 

'69 Berry, Whm um People For?, 78. 
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blueprint or a currïcular design. Ratha, t is a suggestion of what taking Illich seriously might 

mean for those who are concerned for focal structure, things, and practices. 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION: LEARNING WITHOUT EDUCATION 

Disintepration and Education 

At the present rate of progression since 1600,it wüi not need another century or 
half ceutury to tip thought upside down. Law, in that case, would disappear as 
theory or a priori principle and give place to force. Morality would become 
police. Explosives would reach cosmic violence. Disintegration would 
ovacome integration. 

Henry Adams, A Letter to Henv Osborne Tqyhr, 1905 

The attempt to educate in a systan of schools that are an embryonic form of the surroundhg 

society is a comrnon practice of conternporary public education. Dewey proposed a c ~ c u l u m  

that gave to the student an experience of al1 the "types of occupations that reflect the life of the 

larger society."' He did so for the same reason Murnford was cntical of an abstracted intelligence, 

in order to encourage a cooperative, grnerative, and "liberating source of unpredictable and 

uncontrollable creativity." This language expresses the hope Illich holds for leamllig in the 

presence of othets. 

However, the school stnictured to be an embryonic fom of present society wiIl continue the 

progress of disintegration. Illich agrees fully with Adams, conternporary Iife has introduced the 

disintegrative force of formaIized techtiical masures. In so doing, Illich stands solidly in "the 

western tradition that begllis, roughly, with the Greeks, fin& a certain perfection in the person and 

teaching of Jesus Christ, and an inteiiecntal flowering in the hi@ Middle ~ g e s . " ~  He is a defader 

of the tradition of tension between the intellectus and the ratio, pointing to the disintegrative 

impact of the over-extension of the artifacts of the ratio. 

' John Dewey, 'The School and Social Progres,'' quoted in David Chr, EcoZogicaZ Literrrcy: Eüiic~direoun 
a d  the Transition to a Postmorli.rn World (Albany, New York: SUNY Press, 1992), 127. 
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As Eric Fromm commented, Illich is a radical humanist who reskts the "progression of 

disintegration" on behalf of human "growth and fidl unf~ldin~. '~ This involves for IUich a 

proportionate leerning appropriate to a certain human place in the cosmos. Technical devices and 

processes are dangers because, when exceeding ümits, they desensitize awareness to the 

proportions of human praence. Without the discipline of fiendship, the self can pretend to 

technical mastery and !ose somatic vitality. The fantasy of technical mastery consumes others and 

mation, forgetfid that hurnan lcnowledge can never completely measure the tmth of the structures 

of interaction, 

Illich speaks in defaice of the vernacular, particular, and locaily known. This deface is made 

with full recognition of the tragedy of poverty, conflict, and lack of gumnteed comforts. The 

choice for Ilîich is not between a utopian world of planned satisfaction of every imagineci desire, or 

the backward ways of the rustic. Rather, the choice is between lives of leamhg in self chosen 

proportions, limiteû by fnendship's obligations, or ones of manufactured desires, limitless greed, 

and unsustainable consumption. 

Illich defends, and seeks to recover, the Western tradition of the cosmic and the unknowable 

mystery of presence. He is Socratic in his a f f i t i o n  that wisdom is the c l a h  of the 

knowledgeable that they are ultimately ignorant about the full workings and rneasure of vîrtue and 

presence. Science may be able to more fmely measure certain aspezts of reality than ever before, 

but each measwernent only underlines the hgility of human Me, and iîs dependence on patterns 

beyond the grasp of the human ratio. 1 may h o w  my cbild's heart rate, blood pressure, and grade 

point averaga, but 1 can never know her mind, 

' Eric Fromm, mirodudicm to IUich, CeIebratiion ofAwateness (London: Marion Boyars Fubüshers Ltd, 
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If one bas no ear for proportionate learning, for l ivs  that seek to h d  ways of living that 

respect presence as beyoad value, then no argument can convince, or manufacture a law of human 

diguity. For Illich, Adams is prophetic when he nota that her moral sensibility "will disappear 

as theary or a priori principle and give place to force" when law is not founded on an awareness of 

appropriate and certain proportions. This is the drift of those who support an unlIlnited 

technological expansion as the solution to human problerns, and of those who argue that only 

institutional force fan guarantee compassionate treatment of the weakest m n g  us. Human law 

and human powa, when they urceed certain iimits, exhibit the hubris that brings, as in Greek 

tragedy or Old Testament Prophecy, the chaos of destruction. 

The problem, then, of the d e s s  expansion of educational cumculurn or of production and 

consumption, is in the continuation of a tragic and ancient hubris. If scholastic readig reduced 

reality to a text to be scanned for correct information, the icons of Bill Gates's Windows has the 

force to seduce the eye, from a hesitant gaze at the face of the other, to a staring at and consurning 

of a show of "technogenic mirages." 

Then 1 began to get the point of Illich's asay[s]. His struggle to articulate 
an ethics of the gaze directly confionted the disembodied distortions of Wired. 
Without ever having seen the magazine, Illich understood the character of its 
militant promotion of a senselers world Like M W ,  W i d  is simply one more 
adveriisement for the latest technological gimmicks in algorithmic visualization. 

. . . . Illich stands in the position which says that the senses are involveci in 
the act of knowing, are indeed integral to one's being. The important questions 
in t6c territory of Wired do not revolve around some new kind of pop 
pomography, for example, . . . sex in vittual reaiity. Rather, these technologies 
challenge traditionai understandings about the metaphysics of reality. Do 
persons rn exist today? 

When Illich speaks of homo educundus, or this Wired humanity, he is asking, in both cases, if 

human persans of r d  prcsence can exist in a world dominated by manufachncd devices and 

-- - - - - - 
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processes. Human sensibility and ambition are educated to expect technical etficiency. The design 

and manufacture of a Whial reality of institutionai devices and processes is substituted for the 

unpredictability of somatic encounter. The contemporary personality is educated to be restless 

before any discomfort of nature or slow quickenhg of presence. Illich holds fast to hope in the 

surprise of a somaticaiiy felt 0 t h .  

David Gabbard in a recent essay has called Illich's position "an environmentai 

postmodeniism.n' In doing so he conectly identifies Illich as one who "proffend serious 

challenges to the legitimacy of the Modern ~roject" He, using Wyschogrod's "impulses of 

postmodernity," identifies Illich as a postmodern thinker? However, while Illich f'tures these 

impulsa in his work, it does not mean he is best read alongside other postmodern critics. What 

Gabbard seems to forget is Illich's rooting in a spiritual tradition that is discontinuous with the 

modern project. 

Illich is "postmodern" only if postmodernity can rnean the continuation of a spiritual tradition 

that is prernodern in origin. IUich attends to the dilemmas posed by modemity because he wishes 

to remain loyal to an image of hrrmanity as a somatic presence that is not defuied by either modem 

atomistic individualism or systematic collectivism. He practices a spinnial austerity that seeks to 

conserve traditions of dependence and fùndarnentd communion in communities of locally and 

somaticaily felt convividty. These local communitia of fnendship may take new forms, but they 

remain continuous with tradition and honour the wisdom of past practices over the novelty of any 

"postmodem" devices. 

' David A. Gabbard, "Ivan Iltich, Postmodemism, and the Emaisis: Reintroducing a WId" Discourse," 
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The "postmodeni impulses" Iliich demonstrates are rooted in the spiritual practice of attending 

to the human condition, respecthg its limited and fitting position in particular ecologia. The 

cosmic order is only known for Illich in the particular &os of a somatidly bounded community. 

It is best received, not in an over-extension of the ratio, but in the receptive humility of the 

intellectus hospitably fwusing on the gift of the otha. The ords  of things is not the truth as 

discerned by a universally applicable rational methd The ratio is a force properly limited to an 

ancillary position in providing tools for fitthg human beings in a particular place and &OS. It has 

no power to reveal a grand system or theory that explains a11 the details of a generic humanity. 

Rather, its use is in rerninding humanity of its fiuidamental relationality and dependence. 

The diEerentiaiity in reeson Born community to community that Wyschogrod associates with 

postmoddty is for Illich the prmodern wisdorn of hurnility before the mystery of relationality. 

For Illich this is to honour the Westem tradition of Incarnation as a fredy chosen austwity of 

technical devices in respect for the altaity of others. The other "postmodern impulses" of Illich, 

his focus on the somatic, the radical alterity of others (past and present), the empowerment of local 

communities, the use of modern tools to subvert modem purposes, his decentralized democratic 

instincts, corne fkom his attention to the force of Incarnation. This is an understanding of the 

human as a being of relational depth and complex interdependence that in conviviality transcends 

any tezhnical or institutional accomplishment. 

As Gabbard does indics* and in contrast to many postmodem thinken, Illich does not make 

absolute the discontinuous aspects of self, o&sr or ~ o r i d ' ~  The "ohen", whether they are other 

selves in a particular cultural location, ancestors, the "othei" within ourselves or the "other" as a 

face of nature, are in IUich's ethical view to be convivialiy engaged This brings Illich to critically 

evaluate my attcmpt to merely place the devices of technology and consumption into different 



han&. The difflcuity with such proposais is that they do aot challenge a deep moral confusion 

about the natwe of seifhood, For Iliich the self is best uuderstood as a preswce that is relationally 

complex in its entangiements with a past, a world, a culture, and the natural order. To reckon with 

these entanglements would b h g  a leaming of epistemological limitations and technical modaty. 

Gabbard wishes to equate this technical modesty with CherryhoLnes' description of a critical 

pragmatism? This is a communal process of decision making about what constitutes the gwd, the 

beautifid, and the me. It has no refaence to rationally derived "universal n o m  that produce 

'dennitive' and 'objective' dec~ions."'~ Episternological, aesthetic, and *hical decisions are made 

in the pragmatic attempt to M e r  the convivial life of a community grounded in a place. 

However, for Illich "the radically distorted view of what human beings can have and want," 

requires a cultural revolution that awakens the self to the ineffable and mysteriously complex, but 

nevertheless always present alterity of ~ e i n g . ' ~  WhiIe Illich respects the initiative of local 

communities and individuals, thae are real spiritual and physical limitations that if exceeded by 

communities and individuals destroy conviviality and the physical conditions for human life. 

Illich cannot be easily clusterai with other pos tm~de~s ts ,  ecologidly ininded critics, or 

critical pragmatists. His work and thought is sensitive to the differentiality and alterity of the 

postmodern, but does not follow its positive evaluation of marly ail that is rsdicdy dûcontinuous. 

He is concemed that the pragmatic considerations of community not be lost in the application of 

global technological solutions. However, he hmts that each local pragrnatic consideration is 

enmeshed in larger, and not ever hUy measutable, cosmic patterns. His critical view refuses both 

simple pragrnatic soiutions and universaiiy applicable techniques. He is passionately concerned 

" Cleo CherryhoImes, Poiwrr d Critich: P ~ s t r u c ~ o l  Invesiigatiom ni Educatrbn (New York: 
Teachers Cokge Rcss, 1988), 179. 
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that human leaming not be nduced to training in consumer and corporate techniques or to a 

hgmented individuaiism. 

The constructive difnculty is that Illich appears to be unconcemed that, while the best 

legislation, school, or community cannot make a self compassionate and austere in the use of 

technical devices and processa, some places have to be identifid or founded that provide 

protection and a commons where this sensibility is fostered and encouraged. W e  people cannot 

be educated to deeper appreciation of presence, mystery, and surprise, they can leam and recover 

this depth in places where boudaries reflect particular somatic limitations and complexity. 

in Tools for Comiviality Illich makes clear, that past certain limits, devices and processa 

create more dificulties and illnesses than they relieve. As prosthetic tools, the artifacts of human 

making should have precise objectives. They should be as unencumbered by distracting technical 

complatity as possible. They must be made accountable in use to the user, and not a pmfessional 

elite. Convivial tools encourage local sornatic comrnunity relations, and consume as little of 

creation as possible. Technical complexity has discourageci local, somatic, and cornmunity 

relations. Those so educated are fit, not for leaming of limits in convivial relations, and acceptance 

of naiities beyoad human manufacture, but for further consumption of educational products, and 

expanded professional hubris. 

Illich cites evidence that this is the impact of understmding 1e-g as a consequence of 

"education." However, evm if one is unconvinceci of the totally negative impact of education in 

contemporary W i  at least his wamings about the theoretical over-extension of the word 

"education" should help clarify a discipline. Illich, in counseling a study of the history of the idea 

and use of the word "education," is awakening the field of philosophy of education to a study of 

presuppositions at least as revolutioaary as Kepler's move fiom the paradigm of havenly spheres 

to that of orbitai patbs. 



Education properly nams a technical and institutional process, historically unique to the 

Western world of the last 400-500 years. It grew fiom the techniques and practice~ of hting, 

reading, and Uzstniction developed fiom Greek and Semitic alphabetical tools through the 

scholastic reading developed by late Medieval monastics. The technical and institutional 

formaikation of these various techniques provides the structure for the unique institutional process 

calleci "education." Education should be studied as an btorically unique phenornena whose orbit 

brings certain pnsuppositions that c m  be examineci critically. 

Iilich suggests that education as an historically peculiar device has damaged and distorted the 

proportionate leamkg of human presence in local commwiitis dependent on pattern beyond 

technical measure. He takes for granted that his readen have sensed a disintegration in ecological 

and hurnan communitis. If the reader has no smse of the disintegration of convivial paths, Illich 

has little hope of convincing him of the meaning of the deprival. To "go under" by no longer 

trusthg in the somatic gravity and surprise of real hurnan presence is only prevented by niendship 

as trust in a Living otha.I4 

In Borgmann's language, focal practice and things clmi@ the simple patience of those who 

seek the joy of a certain appropriate place in the complex entanglements of locality, cornmunity, 

and within human limitations." He adds descriptive clarity to Illich's convivial tools. He contrasts 

focal practice with the use of complex devices and the over-growth of technical processa that give 

the illusion of simplicity and ease. Borgmann fin& practica that are focal-the path of the 

d i i c e  m e r ,  the Eucharistie meal, the game of pick-up baîi at the neighbourhood ballpark-can 

. - 

" David Cayiey and Ivan Illich, han ZZtich In Conversation (Coucorci, ON: House of Anansi Press, 1992), 
243. 

" Alkrt Boigmann, TecMogy md the Character of Contemporary LjCe (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, I984), 19û-5. 



fhe the self. awakening awareness of the place a particular beiag holds in a comrnueninty or 

Leaming that cornes of focal practice is not bound to ducation, or co&ed to technically 

managed outcows. The m e r  may be discipliwd to a measured path, but each run brhgs ber to 

the edge of herself and into a new insight about the rhythms and flows of her body as it is present 

to the complex world in which she rum. The üturgy of the Eucharist is a certain and well wom 

tex& but it intends to brbg the cornmuni~8nt in touch with a community and preseace physically 

and locally tasted, but cosmically affective. The game of pick-up bal1 is a playhg by familiar niles 

and with familiar faces, but, freely chosen, it draws one into a game of seeing the complex 

relationships between pesons, skills, and innate somatic limits. Borgmann does not simply 

renounce al1 attempts at ordered praciice. He patiently attends to existing signs of presence, and 

places of focai practice, even in a world dominated by the force of infîated educational expectation 

and technical hype. 

The construction of the place, an inna or outer sanctuary, where such focal practices and 

convivial things can h emgendered and founded, is broadly spokm of in Illich and Borgmann. 

Borgmann is more confident in giving voice to constructive observations than Illich. There is a 

need, with Borgmann, to go beyond the theoretical and critical to suggest, no matter how 

tenutively, how sanctuaries might be drawn on the ground of an educationally defined sociw. If 

large institutional structures and devices, with global capacities to dehe  and standardize leamers, 

are not accepted as the defining theoretical pattern, alternatives m u t  be imagineci that incarnate the 

convMa1 and agenda focal practices. 

Illich has cleared the p u n d ,  but has not marked a new outline upon it. It was never his 

intention to do so, for fear of assuming tbc power to guarantee salvation in ya another round of 



formalized techniques and institutional devices. Sanctuary is intended, as chapters four and five 

suggested, as a place where institutional and technical hubris are discouraged by a range of focal 

practices and fnendships on a common ground. Sanctuary is intended as a place ordered less by 

govanment, market, institutional form, and technical process and device, and more by the 

relationships between presences in a common place. 

Illich's cntics suggest his rhetoncal displays exceed his grasp of the complexity of social 

mechanisms. Education defined as the social device and institutional force promoting progress in 

skills of the ratio has provided access and benefits to its students and to sociq. However, Illich 

draws attention to the need to see education as a unique form of leaming under the assumption of 

the scarcity of means and the narssity of technical devices for its promotion. It should not be 

imputed upon past social practices or other cultural patterns. Illich wishes an examination of 

educetion as a unique social construction, that is neither necasary nor inevitable in any cultural 

configuration. 

Ratha than concludig this thesis with this assessrnent of fllich, a safe and conventional 

encüng, the challenge is taken up to suggat alternatives to education as conventionally understood 

One existing rnodel, the L'Arche communities, that imperfectly exhibits sorne of the proportions of 

sanctuary d l  be cited. Some specific suggestions about schools and curriculum, that are in ways 

consonant with IIlich's views, will be offered, as culled from the work of David Orr and Wendel1 

Berry. The intent is not an exhaustive survey but to place a fnu markers in the relatively 

unexplored temitory of philosophy of learning for real presence. In critique of Illich it is suggested 

that there is no place in a world of presencs that escapes the limit and demand of some 

institutional form for conviviaiity. 



L'Arche and the Dangers and Possibilities of L d p ;  

The Western tradition that Iilich is deeply rooted in inspirecl Jean Vania to imagine the 

creation of a community cdled L'Arche. The very name connotes sanctuary, a place guarded from 

the corrosive powers of chaotic political and mercantile hubris. The original L'Arche was intended 

as a place, Vanier writes, "that rises above prejudice and fear of difference, a family witnessing 

that the only way to buiid peace and unity is to recognize our own poverty and out need for 

others."" Vanier unashamedly says that this was done naïvely, he did so not realizing the 

diiculties. However, as a professor of Catholic moral phnosophy he is not without credible 

L'Arche was intended as a hospitable place where o r d i  gestures of are, unmediated by 

professional or institutional fiuictions, could defme a sanctuary. People with various mental and 

physical handicaps lived with those who recognized "their own poverty and neai for others." The 

legal dmiands for a society were met to satisfy the civil authorities, but the h e r  practices were 

dictated by the need for the self to be in community with 0th- in order that a meaningfùl identity 

might be found. The homes are not ideologically structurecl, while religious ritual is a focal 

pmctice in a11 of the homes. Ratha, L'Arche is stnictured around the human n a d  for convivial 

tools, practices, and relations: 

Through all these questions and difficulties (and there were rnany!) 1 began 
to see more clearly the role of people with handicaps, and thus the specific 
vocation of L'Arche. Viiitors wae stmck, as 1 myself had been, by these men 
who, although they w m  so poor and rejected, wae such bearers of life and love. 
They are so diffèrent fkom intellectuals or people who have pown, who ofien 
live behind rnasks or think they are superior and hide their htarts. . . . Their 
thint for fnendship, love and communion Ieaves no one hMerent: either you 
barden your heart to th& cry and reject them, or you open your heart and enter 
into a relatiomhip built on trust . . . Hidden in those who are powerless is a 
rnysterious pown: they attraa and awaken the heartl' 

" Jean Vanier, An Arkfir the P m  n>e Stoty of L 'Rrche ~ormto: Novaiis, 1995), 1 1. 

" Ibid, 26. 

245 



Vanier is not speakhg of some unambiguou g u m t e e  of professional help or some univenal 

danand to solve the problems of human-bd. Rather he is speaking of the certain and appropriate 

response to aa otha in need This "awakening of the heart" is the receptivity of the intellectus to 

attend to the other, not as projection of our ego, but to a particul= otha. This may take the 

expression of offiering bread, but its profoundest expression is in niendship and Li the domatic 

tasks of creating a dwelling place whae niendship can be sustained. L'Arche, in contrast to 

profe~~ionally nin institutions, is informeci by the ratio, the measure of our abilities and 

disabilitia, but hm a focal practice of attendiig, within that measure, to the other with the depth, 

receptivity, and obligation of a fiiend The toois used are to the m a u r e  of the human other. They 

are viewed oniy as prosthetics to aid huaan expression and not as solutions or substitutes for a 

human touch. 

Vanier is unashamedly Christian but says of L'Arche "that it wants to walk humbly with 

diffment traditions, not create its own church with its own rules, wonhip and ~ i t u r ~ ~ . " ' ~  The 

communities of L'Arche are found in a variety of cultures, fiom Asha Niketan in India to the 

largely Roman Catholic homes in France. There is no universal L'Arche, only the relationships 

between each partïcular home as each anmipts to annid to the particular challenges of friendship 

and community life in theu specific location. The universal principles of hospitality and hurnility 

are expaienced in local cornmunities: "if you want to be universal, sing your vi11age.''~ 

What L'Arche is an example of is a society defied by convivial practices and things. It is 

clearly limited and each home has certain and appropriate dimensions. It irnpresses on its stronger 

members th& need to lem fiom the we9ker. The weaker are givm the confidence and tools fittuig 

their needs. There is an austerity and simplicity of forms and yet a richness and joy of presence. 

'O Leo ToIstoy quoted m Bill McKi'bben, Hom Hunum and FWif(New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
I995), 115. 



Compulsion is minimaIiy felt and has to do with the direct fiinctioniug of the dwelhg that dl share 

and not the demaads of market consumption or ducational accreditatioa While thae are tragedies 

and recognizcd mon,  the cornrnunity d a s  not run away ftom facing these by grasping at an 

institutional prucess or an hproved technical device. Rather it faces human fhilty by accepting 

"our need and poverty" and seeking the ody relief possible, forgiveness that "restores us to a 

community and its ancient cycle of loss and grief, hope and j ~ ~ . " ~ '  This is a leaming of the limit 

and gift of human presence. 

If one has experienced a L'Arche cornrnunity one has known a pattern that, as Borgmann 

suggats of focal practices alongside technical devices. "shines by its exampk" The homes are not 

without human pain and confiict, but they are places where there is a resonating compassion, a real 

spe!alcing, a vemcular tongue that is untrained by institutional demand but alive with Eendship. 

They are not a panacea and they do not praend to be. They are sanctuaries of real presence, where 

shared poverty fmds joy in learning how to h d  £iiendship with a particular othei in a particular 

place. They dlow the tyranny of endless techaical improvements, economic expansion, and 

educationd advance, to be revealed viscedy. Iliich's important intellectual work may draw the 

mind to see the crisis in contemporary i i i  but L'Arche practices a modest alternative. 

The moral thoory and philosophical vision of L'Arche is one that undastands human presence 

to require belonging and diffêrence. Belonging is not a smooth mecbanisrn or found in a place fie 

of al1 ambiguities. a Disneyland for the soul. Belonging "is a terriile place. It is the place where 

our limitations and our egoisrn are revealed to us."P This is in a sanctuary where reconciliation 

with human fraiIty is sought The r d  presence of human pain cornes as a recognition that t h m  is 

no escape fiom belonging m the force or violence of technical rnastery or institutional management. 

" Wendel1 Baiy, lVhm me People For? (San Fmcism Nath Point Ress, 1990). 79. 

Vanier, Comnmity and Growik ûur PiI 'mage  Together floronto: Grifnn Ress Ltd, 1973),1. 
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Belonging means living with our own and other's specinc Limitations and gïf&s. in L'Arche's 

sanctuary the human capacity to forgive and find meanhg in a shared life hopes in the surprise of 

encounta with the difference of the other, we learn by apprefiatbg difference. 

Realisticdy, it is recognized, this diffaenee cornes as both gift and uncornfortable challenge. 

The point Vanias, and Illich, make is that you cannot have an art of joy in belonging without an art 

of suffering clifference. The attempt to avoid the particular by living in generalities or in a vimially 

real system only makes meeninglss the unavoidable suffeting of dinerence that living in the real 

world brings. The attempt to deny the challenge of difference and to be rid of all arnbiguities 

through attaining a "pafect koowledge," is an encumbrance to leaming the necessary art of 

belonging day by day in a world of difference. Socrates' wise codesrion of ignorance is concretely 

practised by leaming about one's self through the challenges of the other's difference. 

L'Arche is a concrete example of a community that attempts to limit technique and 

innitutional procas* as Illich would have hoped, on behalf of fnendship with the other. 

Imperfdy, but concretely, it embodies hope in an austerity that is receptive to the dificulties and 

gifb of human prsence. Not a place of solution, it is a living community of I e h g  through 

difierence the appropriate and unique contours of life together on a comrnon ground Surprise, 

hope, proportion, language with roots in particular experience, limit, and celebration are lived out 

in these unique and never dupücated places of sanctuary. 

The mission of L'Arche admllably and simply States what so much of IIIich's writing and 

historical analysis aims human Ke towards: 

1. To create homes whae fathhl relationships based on forgiveness and 
celebration are nurtured; 

2. To reveal the unique value and vocation of each person; 
3. To change society by choosing to live relationships in community as a 

sign of hope and love? 

The mision statement of L'Arche, 1999. 



The first statement is clear and noninopian. Homes, not merely storage spaces, are placa 

where pain is felt and acknowledged, conflict known, forgiveness necessary, and celebration at the 

reunion of differace. The focal practices of such places are ones that bring a recognition of 

human limitation as receptivity to the other and the complex particularity of hurnan life. Faiffil 

rehtionships are ones of focal practice thaf through pain and coatlict, seek forgiveness and 

celebration of difference as the oniy meaningfbl home for human belonging. The art of real 

presence is, in these sanctuaries, not perfectly practised, but always returned to in üust as the only 

hope for human leaming. 

The language of the second statement recovers the word "value" by placing it with the word 

"vocation." Value is not memt as a masure of economic exchange, its contemporary defuiition. 

Rather, value is linked to the dignity of each as found in the person's vocation. It is not what each 

one produces or lcnows, but rather the characta and particular human face shaped by practice in 

response to others. The vocation of human being is to fmd the fitting place that is peculiarly ona 

own. L'Arche is a place of proportionate leamers who seek to find their inner character in focal 

practica appropriate to their certain vocation in a world of inter-related others. 

This does not mean technical accomplishment, although it ofim involves learning certain 

cornpetencies. Howeva, these cornpetencies are not reflective of a managed institutional or 

technical standard. Rather* they are standards that have to do with acceptance. forgiveness, and 

appropriate practices. They are vocational values that are rooted in a shared life together. For 

some this mains Iearning to hold a fork or spoon and beiag at the table For others this mauis 

interpreting Aquinas. The M m n c e  in vocation is appreciated as the place each holds, unique in 

dignity and Iimitation, in a h g  community. Each one's value and vocation has in this way both 

ha meaning and o u t a  signiI?cance. These values and vocations are revaled by the praaices of 

the conmiunity7 the He s h e d  togaha. 



The third point of L'Arche's mission is remarkably similar to Illich's c d  for a cultural 

rwolution.. It does not pnsuppose that L'Arche has a political agenda that others must adopt It 

does not imply that L'Arche will in any way engage in political activism, or atternpt to socially 

engineer a revolutioa Rather it hops for social change, as Illich has wnttea, by "IiWig these 

changes."24 L'Arche commuaities, by facing the facts of human frailty with patience and love, 

have created a sanctuary of celebration where human beings are provided not just with shelter and 

food but have the dignity and joy of fnendship. By living this community life L'Arche is mgaged 

in a "cultural revolution," not one dictated by idcological or institutional force, but by the practices 

of phcular human behgs. 

The various L'Arche communitia recognize, as Illich does, the need for cultural 

transformation. However, the mission statement d e s  it clear that the territory a particular 

culture or community can attempt to encompass is limited Over-extension creates plastic words, 

slogans, and instiMions that are shallow in meaning and often intolerable menaces to local 

creativity. The work of social activists unrooted in the limits of community practice, are at b a t  

slogans and moralktic exampla. At worst these pasons and movements seek to control local 

creativity, to engineer the behaviour of ohers, to "educate" the masses, and often encourage the 

production and conswnption of disembodied distortions. In contrast, L'Arche anbodies a 

commuaity that lives out the changes it se&, aware of the iimits, m o n ,  and arnbiguitis of life 

together. 

There are dangers in L'Arche. CommWiity life always lives in the tension between the 

appropriate and the unique. Certain behaviours can tcar apart the social solidarity of community. 

Some acts are obvious abuses of power. More difncult are the atternpts within to expand or 

transform comrnunity We to include behaviours once thought taboo or unriattual. What are the 

Illich, CeZebrofi'on of Am~enssr  (BPkely: Heyday Books, 1970), 15. 
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limits to change before one must lave a certain community and found another? L'Arche does not 

pntend to have an amwer' but rather seeks to encourage a continuhg compassio~te joumey to 

üve with diffaence and to also live in common. Novel fonns will emerge as human communities 

find ways of having rneaaingfùl life togahrr as r d  presmces. 

The modesty of learning that cornes in such a sanctuary is in stark contrast to the hubrk of the 

educated. The educated claim to have achieved a certain innitutional standard of knowledge that 

ailows thern to exercise controlling powers. The L'Arche membm recognize that 1-g is 

precisely that action of coming to face the Iimits of one's powen in the uniqueness of another's 

gih. A completed education is not requind to participate. but endlas leaming is integra1 to 

participation. If one has particular technical knowledge or skiil it has its meaning and power only 

as it is made accessible to others. Technical cornpetence if isolated fiom the common life, the 

particular limits and gifk of human üfe together, is a dangerous illusion of self-suficimt control. 

L'Arche offas an altemative cultural pattern that neither attempts a pre-modern anti- 

tezhnologicd purity nor a utopian technical perfection. Rather' it begins with the practical and 

limited realities of life togaha; and next asks what tools for learning are proportionate and 

maxirnize participation and awareness of d'ierence. L'Arche communities do not blueprint an 

altemative, but suggst that aidless expansion of educational institutions and economic production 

are not the only alternatives to human ignorance and poverty. Living within the lhits of a shared 

iife in Wendship may give the fieedom of proportionate Ieaming. 

Illich's raponse to present institutions has moved h refonn to a renouncing curse. 

Howevet9 the facts are that idtutional life is inescapable. Iliich has üved in institutions of 

education as a professor. making space within for communities of @ed students for reading and 

conversation that is subversive of the institutional ends. L'Arche suggests a mode1 for reshaping 

human institutions beyoad this intellCCtual eiite. 



L'Arche is pahaps of l i e d  use in changing educational insthtions. However, L'Arche 

practices a form of speaking, reading, and writing that U highly disciplincd in receptivity to 

presence and the ambiguity of üfe in community with imducible Meraices. These practica are 

guided by a hesitation to think only systemically. L'Arche homes encourage a moden desire to 

leam, recognirllig the somatic and linguistic limitations of human life and the impossibility of 

viewing and measuring all the patterns of the cosmos as know in a place. Wendel1 Berry opens 

the discussion of such modest dwelling to the meaning of words and place. 

Sanctuary: Learning to Stand by Words and in Place 

Wendeil Berry has writtm in essay, short story, and poem of a way of living and speaking that 

has its roots În place and community üfe. He writes of the "epidemic ilhases of our times" as 

being expressions of the disintegration of a conmion language rooted in particular voices and lives 

lived in paaicular cornrnunities and places. Berry, as he teaches literature at the University of 

Kentucky and f m  in Es local comrnunity, has been concerneci for both the accountability of 

language and the accountability of the u s a  of language. This accounting is necasarily internai, 

concerne- with how tining the words are to a subject, and extemal, how fitthg they are to a "larger 

~ornmunity."~ 

If words only have esoteric and subjective content then they do not participate in a larger 

community and are hermeneutically crippld However, "that kind of Ianguage rarely exists alone, 

but I is accompanied, in a complex relationship of both cause and e f f i  by a language diminished 

by objectivity, or so-called objectivity (inordinate or irresponsible ambition), which ends in 

confuSiod"' 

- - - 

Wendeii Bary, Standing &y Words (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1983), 25. 
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What Berry points to are the two sides of what Poerksen and Illich have d e d  modular 

language or plastic-words. This is laquage which has al1 the appearance and weight of scientinc 

precision, but has only the vague ernotional power to configure and shape desires for an mdiess 

=y of proassa aad products. For example the sentence, "education teaches communication for 

a better He." The slogan operats by having no real subject, direct object or indirect object that 

exists as a particular somatic f o m  Yet it invites beüef in this faceless process because it teaches 

an equaly faceless process claimeci to be the bettement of somahing cailed "üfe." Such sentences 

are commonly spoken and oAen passionatdy defended as profound or moral truths. However, they 

are referatially closed systems, namiog nothhg specific under a confuseci appeal to everything in 

The sentence, "We in this culture teach Our childm how to write and speak with clarity so 

that they may better be able to understand each other," is less compact but says s o r n a g  opai to 

discussion. What is it about writhg and speakhg clearly that requires it to be taught? h teaching 

writing and speaking any longer necessary? Are children taught these skills just in order that they 

can better understand each other? The first sentence closed discussion by allowing the real 

ambiguity of a cultural situation to go unnoticed behind the assurnption of the baidicial work of 

vague and abstract processes. The second sentence in* consideration of particular 

circuiilstaaces and persons. It is certainly narrower in scope. Thmefore, it can be brought into 

acîomt because it is both more prsise and clearly states its goals: 

1. It m u t  designate its object precisely. 
2. Its speaker must stand by t :  must believe it, be accountable for it, be 

willing to act on it. 
3. This relation of speaker, word, and object must be convmtional; the 

community must know what it is? 



These three points encourage a modesty about the power of genaalization. Berry insists that 

there is necessarily a relation of writuig and speech to specific communities and places if it is to be 

a f f d v e  for human weil-being. Whüe there is a profound modesty about the universal application 

of any academic statement or writing, the writer or speaker "mut beliewe it, be accountable for it, 

be willing to act on t" This, Berry reminds us, is the "common assumption of private 

con~ersations."~ Without these assumptions fiendship and rneaning are eroded. It is precisely 

this lack of "standing by wor&" that undennines social solidarity and trust. What Berry sees is 

that educational institutions and acadanic discipiines have hcreasingly, through specialization and 

abstraction, made "these common assumptions" uncommon. The attempt to eliminate fiom study 

all extra-disciplinary values and "the issue of quality," has impoverished academic disciplines and 

made their language separate fiom any larga habitat. B m y  speaks of linguistic science as an 

Mr. Winterowd's linguistic "science" thus views language as an organism that 
has evolved without reference to habitat, Its growth has been "arbitrary," 
without any p ~ c i p l e  of seIectivity. 

Agaht  Mr. Winterowd's defmition of litmature, it will be instructive to 
place a defînition of Gary Snyder, who says of poetry that it is "a tool, a net or 
trap to catch and present; a sharp edge; a medicine, or the little awl that unties 
knots." It will be quickly observed that this sentence enomously complicates 
Mr. Winterowd's simplistic statement-message d i c h o t ~ r n ~ . ~  

What Berry and Snyder are encouraging is a view of language that has evolved and should be 

r e c o v d  as a convivial tool uniquely fitting and meaningful in a habitat. Beyond any 

dichotomization of statement and message, of abstraction of substantive meening fiom pmctice, 

words should recover their cornph place in human communities. Like "the awl that unties knots" 

words do so not because they have universai application, but because they have specifïc meaning in 

-- 

%id. 

2e Ibid., 28; W. Ross Wmterowd, The Contempormy Wdter (New Yark: Harcourt Bracc Jovanovich, 
1975), 29 1-303; and Gary Sn*, "Poetry, Canmunity, and Climax,n Field 20 (Spring 1979): 29. 



a community of use. This is to suggest that words must be rooted in the complex world of somatic 

encumbrances, men ifthey attempt to speak of mystery or patterns that are not strictly containesi in 

the somatic. Even when speakhg of ulthate things, words must not pretend to be able to leave the 

incarnate behind When words hesitate and are modest befon any impulse to commaad universal 

meaning they admit a difficulty unresolvexi by any impulsive fluency of technical manipulation. 

Berry is encouraging a standard of words in educational practices that refuses to pretend to be 

"objective" ifthat means isolateci fiom common practice. This is to encourage an ethical concern 

that research and acadernic writing should be required to be honest, which means an "indispensable 

connection between language and deeds."* What B q  is saying is that educational institutions 

should teach research that recognkes the ahical limit of abstraction and disco~ection fiom social 

consequeme and habitat. The intemal accounting of disciplines must not be sevaed From the 

extanal accounting of common practices and place. Language should be accountable for 

"possibilities opening both inward and o~tward."~' If the study of economics, for example, 

proceeds without awarenas of the real human faces and places that are "subject" to its research it 

is dishonest. Berry writes of how such hubris forgets the incarnate at the peril of meaning, 

practice, and human community: 

This community speech, unconsciously taught and lemed, in which words 
live in the presence of their objects, is the very root and foundation of language. 
It is the source, the unconscious inheritance that is canied, both with and without 
schooling, into consciousness-but never aII the way, and so it rernains rich, 
mysterious, and ealivening. Cut off f?om this source, language becomes a paltry 
work of conscious purpose, at the service and the mercy of expedient aims.* 

Berry is pointing out that academic or poetic language, when it loses its raot in the ongoing 

and complex üves of a human community LMng in a particular place, can pretend to either 

'O Berry, S t d n g  By Wordr, 3 1. 
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tninscmd the lirnit or to "impose [a] desired responsanD The manipulative cornpliance or 

technical simpüfication, that is unquickened by niendship and companionship, and has some 

speedy simplistic "expedient aim", is empty of any regud to the ambiguities and real limitations of 

somatic existence. These easy moraiisms or technical manipulations seek efficient predictable 

outcomes in place of r d  presence that requires constancy, loyalty, and patience in £%endShip. 

Ignoring the real presence of othen as of inherent worth, it either idealizes the passions, the 

extremes of romance, or reduces human community to researchable phenornena 

The language f o m  B q  wishes to limit and draw back fiom are "the sickly beauty of 

gmeraiized emotiooalism," the gibberish of the "press release" and the immorality of ''technical 

abstraction? Beyond the sickly, the purposefully reductive and specidist babble is a disciplined 

language "many times more trying, dinicult," and realistically modest? It does not hope in a 

precision of technicd devices to vanquish ail ambiguities but rather in the precision of practices 

rooted and limited in use by human communities and places. On the other hand, it does not give up 

al1 human meaning to general'zed ernotionalism This is precision that is not of the ego-obsssed 

subject, academic specialist, or of technical manipulation. This is the tension between the resl 

complexity of human e ~ p ~ n i c e ,  where nothing is absolutely bad or g00d, ordered or chaotic, and 

the attempt to speak and act with some consistent and moral sofidaritydarity 

Educational institutions g o v d  by Berry's thne conditions would necessariiy require al1 

students and faculty to be discipliied by writing and speaking that reflected a comrnunity life of 

practice in "the complexity, the cross-grainllig, of real e~perience~"~ The inward accounting of a 

poem, a piece of litexanire, an academic monogmph or piece of research must be made accountable 



to extanal virtues and behaviours. The speaking and writhg of the acadernic would not pretend to 

"precise coatrol ova  objective reality."37 The researcb or writing would not pretend that academic 

f i d o m  or cesach  can escape fiom the ambiguity and difficulties of moral consideration, 

fiendship, and human ~ommunity?~ 

This would provide raistance to the tendency of acadernics to think of the human crises and 

realitia involved in studyhg Homer, Cornputer Technology, Ecology, Economics or Cloning, as 

technical problems or studies for specialists. If these things require a complex language it should 

be a laaguage strong and fine enough to inspire moral actions and engage a human commwiity 

beyond any pu& of technical discipline. Language in educational institutes, if it were guided by 

Berry's three conditions, might have a greater capacity as a living discoune encouraging actions of 

fnendship guidcd by modesty and concem for the well-being of specific human communitis. 

Berry suggests that this standard of language, rooted in human community and place, does not 

give "grand and paf& dre8msn or pure technical e f i ~ i e n c ~ ? ~  Rather its measure does not forget 

what Illich so profoundly affirms, the particular human other. Not forgetting but hahg  the faces 

of the othas in their particular places always in min4 the academic, the poet, the social actiwt, or 

the educator cannot easily commit the evil of over-extending and abstracting care. The modesty 

and the admission of being m b l e  to manage or maure a global technology, culture, or economy 

refuses %e technological and a totalMan ideal" of a global village on behalf of place 

People and otber creatures would be known by their nams and histories, not by 
theV numbers or pacentages. History would be handed d o m  in songs and 
Stones, and not reduced to evolutionary or technological trends. Generalizations 

" Ibid, 37. 

ibid. 38. 

" Ibid., 60. 
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would exist, of course, but they would be distilleci fiom experience, not projecteû 
Eom statistics? 

David Orr has taken this concern for the honest relationship between language and deeds and 

specincally applied it to the curriculum of the University. To stand by words means, for On, 

specific changes in the academy that aliow for a focus upon place. Place is not easily dehed. [t 

does not make for neat inteUectual divisions. Yet, place cm easily be brought to mind for it is the 

physical and social habitat that is mort immediate and at hand It requkes no heavy technical 

device to scan, in most cases it cm be waiked through or cycled in a day. Place is complex and 

requires a high degree of emotional and intellestual responsibility, sensitivity, and sophistication. 

This is to take Illich's cmcial observations about the over-extension of education, and to 

suggest that human somatic raiiities must always begin and end with life on a particular ground. 

Attempts in philosophy or economics, cornputer technology or biology, theology or sociology, to 

operate outside the boundaries of place bring the mors of over-generaiiition and have had 

devastahg impact on ecological and hwnan communities. If place, as the only healthy ground for 

hurnan presence, was at the centre of pedagogical practice, educational institutions would harbour 

sanctuaria for human presence in community. 

Orr's suggestion will be used ha+ not as a detailed solution, but as a way of more concretely 

envisionhg what some of the implications of Illich's work might be if one attempted to transfomi 

what he regards as beyond sa* This may be a betrayal of IUich's work, but it is intendeci as a 

niendly criticism. 

O n  points out that consideration of place always involves a natural integration of thinking and 

dohg that ncc~ssariiy respects inherent wortb. Place is a complex of cultural politicai, ecological, 

histoncal forces that somatidy are hown in the very things eaten and touched, the persons in 



close proximity, the immediate institutional and natuml patterns as thcy limit and give richness in 

somatic experience: T h e  study of place involves complementary dimensions of intellect: direct 

observation, investigation, experimentation, and skiil in the application of lai~wledge.'"'~ Orr is not 

discounthg in any way inte11ectual ngour. Rather, he is suggesthg that a study of place brings 

excellence of insight: 

There is a coordihation of senses and thought, and also a reciprocal intluence 
between brain activity and material creaîive activity. In this reaction the han& 
are peculiarly important. It is a moot point whetha the human hand created the 
human brain, or the brain created the hand CertainIy, the connection is intimate 
and reciproca~.~ 

The specific things, people, and landscape of place are critical to mind for its own well-being. 

Whitehead, one of the greatest metaphysicians of the twmtieth century, insists that the local and 

particular are fiindamental and reciprocal elements in the work of the mind The abstraction that 

never touches earth, the mechanical act that never reflezts on the presmces it touches, are signs of 

the lack of awarmess of the intimate connection between any finmess of thought and action. In 

place the discipline is recovered and discovered w k e  knowledge loses much of its abstractness 

and acts must account for the ambiguities and dificulties of real presaice. The easy 

compartmentaI'ïtion of technical specialization, theory fiom practice, ethics fiom technical 

process, are chailenged in the intimate to and fio of place. Life in place may not be easy, but it 

disciplines thought and action to attend to al1 the subtlety and interplay of human presence. Well- 

being in place requires acts of fnendship and care that have reflected on the deep connections 

between culture, nature, tradition, power, and meaning. 

Place, if t wae at the centre of curricular study, would not alow for the over-specialization 

that s t i l l  affècts most contemporary processes. Thrmciag in place requires that the shidy of 

-- 

42 M d  ~ K T ,  & ~ ~ ~ @ c d  Literacy, 128. 
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religion, society, history, agriculture, econornics, or literature, be seen as interrelateci aspects of a 

human community attempting to live well in a place. Thinking in place, as it involves al1 of these 

elements in "intimate and reciprocd" relationship, encourages modesty of specialization. Mer  di, 

place "cm be understood only on its tamo as a complex mosaic of phenornena and problems?' 

The educationai institution shaped by concem for place would not encourage the developwnt of 

s p e c i a h  who regard their discipline as fiet fiom d l  moral constraint or attention to the human 

faces affeeted by research. The technical devices and processes studicd and developed would have 

as theù larger measure the well-being of a human comrrdty living within the moral dernanàs of 

place. 

The need for broadly infonned human judgrnent is inescapable in any leamhg concerned with 

living well in place. The view of leaming as proportionate, introduced by Illich, is a teference to 

the traditional understanding of knowing as organic, unified, comprehensive, connective, and 

moral. The narrower view of most educational institutions-technical speciallation and division, 

institutional standards and abstraction fkom local concems, and preparation of specialists-ignores 

the wisdom of this long held view. Place requires both a fnenss of appreciation and a broadness 

of judgment informed and morally shaped by concm for the well-being of a particular locality. 

The educational institution infonned by place would be concerned not just for the creation of 

specialists but for providiig a place for the developing moral character of its faculty, staff, and 

students. The broadly idormed human judpent required in place, would draw al1 specialization 

and all language back to roots in a human community atternpting to Live well in a specific 

landscape: "The necasity for words and facts to retum to their objects in the world describes one 

David ûrr, Eéologicd Literasy, 129. 



of the boundaries of a univenity, one of the boundaries of book learning anywhere, and it descnies 

the need for humility, restraint, exacting discipline, md high standards within that bo~ndary.~~ 

In order to understand a poem or a star, a tree or a person, we must hold togaha all our 

urperieafes, inherited wisdom, obsavation, reading, and contact. To treat a human, no Iess than a 

star, as ody a detd  for the exegesis of some specialiit study is to cut short meaning and infomed 

judgment. When we cal1 a p a o n  by m e  or indicate a star, we are "at once in the company" of 

this person or thing and surrounded by "ancestral voica c a b g  out to us al1 that [these things] 

have b a n  and Knowledge abstracted from this vkceral chin of being and Unagination is 

a paltry thing ignorant of the *bcondition of king human in this worldd7 The study of place would 

necessady bring richness and moral subtlety back into the study of the arts and sciences. 

Within the present public schooliig system both this concem for the study of place and 

L'Arche's emphasis upon respecthg the gifts and limits of presence was recently iliustrated to me. 

I was invited to speak to my daughters "gifted" class. On arriving 1 noticed the raport, care, and 

easy way the teacher greeted and allowed each person in the class to both be grounded in the place 

and open to leam fiom the comments of others. It was refreshiag to experience a place, a 

sanctuary? in the large institutional setting where the ritual practices opaied up the teacha and 

student into an encounter, both limitecf and cornplq that honoured with exacting discipline each 

human presence. The teacher moâeled a "disciplineci dissidence" that allowed for the heedorn of 

each person to explore end learn in a s h a d  place. 

Place would catainly brin& as Illich and Berry have suggested, "humility, restraht, exacting 

discipüne, and high standards," but it would dso bring an appreciation of the fecundity in the 

cornplex occasions of cornmon meaning and existence Human meaning is necessarily 

WmdcU Berry, Home Economics (San Francisco: North Point Ras, 1987), 80. 

Ibid., 80. 
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heterogeneous and cross-fertilized. Whüe generalizations fiom speciahtions are inevitable, the 

gmeralizations are most profound when made, as Whitehead suggsted, in recognition of the real 

solidarity in the occasions that make up human r e a i i f ~ . ~  Generaiization be@ and ends in the 

compla solidariîy of the occasions of place. 

Ian MacLaren, a Professor of Canadian Studies and English at the University of Alberta, has 

bis students join him in a came joumey on the North Sakatchewan. He sees that this experience 

has slowed his studeats down fiom information gathering to attending to place. They begin to read 

"the world beyond both the anthropocentnc and t e~hno lo~ ica l .~~  The cross-fatilization and 

heterogeneity of plact, convivial tools (came and paddle), and cornmunity allowed for a richer and 

subtler 1eaniUig. 

OIT, like Dewey and Whitehead, reminds the ducational purist that leamhg should not stop 

"at the point of mere inteilectual comprehension."" Leaming is practice in a world He has 

workcd to modify curriculum by considehg the physical realities of a campus, its use of mergy, 

food, waste production, and relationship to surroundhg communities. The student who is 

challengecl to tW about the meaning of Lear's tragic hubris as it illustrates the practical politics 

of a place, or how certain chemicals produceci by the electrical generating plant near campus are 

present in the air and soil, would be motivated to act. Projects that involve the student in the wider 

commuaity, in all the ambiguities of ascertainhg a mord act, responsible use, and richness of 

community life are the core of a curricuIum guided by attention to place. 

IUich identifies much of the pathology of contemporary education and life as the disintegration 

of identity rcmted in the diverse and sustainiag ground of fiiaidship. in speaking of place, Bnry 

A N. Whitehead,. h e s s  and Reuiiy: un Laay in CosmoIogy, eds. David Ray Ori5  and Donaid W. 
Sh-e (New Yak Free Press, I W8), 1 8 E  

" Ian MacLaren, Y Heard the Aspen Tremble," Mupeunu Reviau VaIl, 1995): 38. 

'O David ûrr, Ecological Literocy, 129. 
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and ûrr recall the need for appropriately sized commuaities living convivially in a locality. Orr 

writes of the development and use of convivial tools and skilis tbat have clear purposes in an 

identifiable and ecologicaily viable community. He praents a cumculum of practice in human 

community as a place for conviviaiiy learning the art of living well by using as little as possible. 

Conclusion: Leamhg Without Educated Answers 

This thesis has argued that contemporary education and life are tao narrowly defmed by 

technr*cal dm*ces and processes. Illich was introduced as a thinker who made a plea for the 

incarnation of human presence as an obligation to lirnit al1 technoqua and institutional f o m  in 

care for the unique but fiagile gifb of human being. Education, as long as it r d o r c e s  the 

dominance of institutional values, consumption, and production, cannot a a  as a place encouraging 

the Wtua and art of real hurnan presence. 

Illich rnaintains, as Hugh of St. Victor did in the twelfth cenhiry, that learning in fnendship is 

the only antidote to technical hubris. In or outside educational institutions, sanctuaries must be 

found or founded that encourage le-ng built upon the vimies of fiiendship and in resistance to 

the values implicit in Uistionalized and techniatlly defied education. Sanctuary, however, 

requires a constructive vision that needs more than the cune or the jeremiads with which Illich 

concludes much of his analysis of contempomy life. Human hope is never without some 

expectatioo of building a dweliing in the world 

This is why this thesis has attempted in its concluding sections to both a f f i  Illich's deepest 

insights and to be critical of his lack of constructive proposals. His most important critics have not 

been enemies who wish to defend the values of a contemporary tech-gnosticism, but fnends and 

fellow travelers who seek a constructive response. Borgmanh Berry, Vania, and Orr have been 

fatured in various ways as extending, clarifyhg, and offaing strategies to counter the evïis Illich 

ha9 namd Saactuary has been suggested as a metaphor for a constructive alternative. Bianchi, 



Berry, Vanier, and Orr have beni extensively used to attempt a tentative ou the  of places that 

engender real human presmce. 

If we are convinceci by Illich to curse and resist the technical dkintegration of the art of r d  

preseace, it is not enough to sirnply respond by echoing his, "To Hel1 with it!" Constructive work 

m u t  follow, no matter how modcst and cautious. The hope of Hendship is not merely in the 

e i h d  but in joint projects to build dwelüngs in which convivial patterns can flourish. Some 

technical skills, appropriate and modestly attuned to fiiendship and place, are needed To leam of 

red human presence without education, a meeting house mu t  be found to shelter human 

conversation, 

Signs of a saactuary for human presence can be found even in the "strategic plan" of such 

hovative school boards as the Calgary Public School Board, whme we read: 

The Calgary Board of Education wiU foster a cümate where individuals, 
groups and our cornmunity continually strive toward enhancing quality 
relationships. Our Ieaniing organization will encourage a collaborative 
mvironment characterized by active listening, respect and caring in 
understanding our purpose."' 

While Illich may distrust this "planned comrnunity" and expansion of the school system, such 

statements may provide oppomullty withh institutional structures for sanctuaries for leaniing of 

human presence. The act of listening, respecthg and caring foundational to such marginal 

communities as L'Arche c m  be expressed by the teacher who taks seriously the rheîonc of the 

school board. The learning place may becorne a diverse community where we learn to live with 

"responsibility and accountabiüty" in the mutual discoune of fYiaidship on a common gro~nd.'~ 

This may provide the opportunity for a paradigrnatic shift ffom institutional definition to convivial 

practice. 

" Calgary Board of Education, Shafegic Plun 1998-99. (Calgary Board of Educaticm, 1998). 
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The discourse of fiendship may originate out in the open air, as Socrates walked with 

Phaedras dong the banks of the Illissus. However, the c h t e  of our historical position is such 

that stroik by the Illissus are not enough, if they ever were. The hard work of founding and 

sustainhg dweüings that an appropriate to the place and particular traditions of Kendship may 

not be Illich's prophetic calling. However, an augur must engrave the ground or no smctuary WU 

be buiit to sustain fiendships and give hope to r d  human presence. Leaming without education 

requins the handicdt of human han& and min& shaping a dwelliig in the modest practice of 

fiiendship. 
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