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where we began, when you bring American college boys to Peru
to show people how to really dig wells, you enact a caricature — a
fantastic caricature — of what we are talking about.
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FROM TOOLS TO SYSTEMS

cayLEY: In this conversation I'd like to revisit the question of tools,
and your claim that they acquire a distinct and independent exis-
tence only after the twelfth century.

1LLicH: A little while ago, I spoke about Father John Considine, the
Maryknoll priest who convinced John xxur to enlist the Church in
the Alliance for Progress. The idea of these missioners was to help
these poor people, and to help meant to provide those people with
means, with tools, that they didn’t have — with electricity, penicillin,
decent legal devices, instrumentally conceived knowledge. This was
taken for granted. It’s as difficult to put an epistemic parenthesis
around concepts like instrument, tool, device, technique, as it is to put
a parenthesis around norms or rules in ethics. As soon as we speak
about conscience, someone will invoke norms according to which a
conscientious man ought to act. And as soon as we speak about help,
as a result of my love for you, my benevolence towards you, we will
think about my empowering you by providing you with some device
or technique. Now what we discussed two years ago was the fact that
the very idea of the tool as a special type of causality has an histori-
cal beginning, that the idea of the tool takes mature shape in
Scholasticism in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. Almost
absurdly, but correctly, we then spoke about the discovery that angels
who are pure spirits require tools, which are planets, in order to act as
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God’s governors in the ordering of the world. We can consider
the time between the century in which I am so much at home, the
twelfth century, and today, by speaking of it as the epoch of technique
or tool-making — “tool” meaning something that incorporates,
materializes, or formalizes a human intention, and can be picked up,
or not picked up, by a person who wants to pursue the goal that cor-
responds to this intention. It is marked by its belief in the
omnipresence of instruments: eyes are instruments for seeing like
cameras, concepts are epistemic devices, laws are tools for the order-
ing of society. Thirty years ago it was very difficult to make anybody
even doubt the fact that the word “tool” refers to a natural category
without which we cannot intelligently think. Even the body becomes
a tool for the soul, or for the person, and, more importantly, the indi-
vidual organs become specialized devices to perform specialized
functions within the body. It becomes difficult for anyone except
heretics and homeopaths — and you notice how difficult it is for
medicine to swallow the existence of homeopaths — to conceive
of medical help except as the provision of instruments which interfere
in the malfunction of some organ. The fact that this instrumental way
of perceiving the world around us, and ourselves, has an historical
beginning is especially clear in the case of physicians because with
them a noninstrumental mentality survived much longer than it did
with lawyers, and philosophers, and theologians, and moralists, and
natural scientists, of course. As late as the eighteenth century the
typical doctor did not do any tests on patients. It was the great
- Frenchman Laénnec' who heard something nobody had ever heard
before when he made a roll of newspaper into a proto-stethoscope
and listened to the waves in the ocean of a pregnant woman’s belly. It
seems crazy, but in our Western society counting heartbeats is some-
thing which appears only in the nineteenth century. The doctor never
sought — until Paracelsus, which is a few hundred years earlier — for
the cause of disease in a person. He listened to a sick person, and to
S&mﬁ nature was telling that person — through his pains, through his
difficulty in breathing, through his anguish, through his bleeding, or
through his other juices. The doctor knew sick people; but the idea of
what medical history calls entitive diseases, diseases as distinct enti-
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tics, measles rather than scarlet fever, the idea that such things exist,
is post-Reformation. The possibility of really in some way defining
them hardly begins before the eighteenth century. Therefore, in the
case of medicine you can see very clearly what a change was implied
and brought about by the instrumental mentality. All traditional doc-
tors — in the Hippocratic tradition as much as the Galenic —
believed in people, their patients, telling them about their nature.
Nature was experienced, was felt, was smelled, was tasted by people;
and the physician was trained to feel the circumstances of the indi-
vidual in front of him who, in his human condition, had been caught
in some mess, in something contrary, which nature was trying to heal.
It was as if the physician were participating in a Greek tragedy, and,
like the spectator in the Greek theatre, reached out through mimesis,
sympathy, which became feeling the other. The idea of health didn’t
exist, but only of nature being more or less capable of constantly heal-
ing itself; and what he did as a doctor was, through counsel, through
sympathy, through the power of the word, the healing word, and per-
haps through ground corals or mercury pills, which were highly
poisonous, as we would say today, to encourage nature, to reinforce
nature to perform its own healing act. Today we can hardly think that
way about the function of the doctor. We always think that he uses
some tool of his profession, to do something to the system, or the
subsystem in the patient, which he knows about, and not the patient.
Therefore I find in medicine, in the history of medicine, an
extraordinary possibility of speaking about the transformation in self-
perception, and therefore also in the ego, brought about by the
certainty with which we accept the instrumental relationship of help

and assistance.

caYLEY: You have also argued also that this technological era is now

OVEr,

rLLicH: Yes . . . If any respectable, academically trained biologist,
microbiologist, medical technician, or diagnostician were sitting here
with us, he would say, Illich, we have turned back, we have taken a
major step back from this entirely technological and instrumental
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view of the human being. We now consider the human being as a sys-
tem, that is, as an extraordinarily complex arrangement of feedback
loops. And the fundamental characteristic of that system is to seek its
own survival by maintaining an informational balance which keeps it
viable. That’s the way they think about this rose here, and you, and
the cosmos. Each is a system that maintains informational v&wbon.
The age in which instrumentality was a key that increasingly opened
all doors lasted from the twelfth century to sometime during the life-
time of my audience. There’s nobody in my audience without one
»”ooﬁ in the age of instrumentality. And they are barely aware of the
fact that they have passed over into the age of systems, which I just
described, in which you can'’t speak about the instrument any more
This computer here on the table is not an instrument. It lacks a ?:..
.QmBE:& characteristic of that which was discovered as an
instrument in the twelfth century, the distality between the user and
the tool . A hammer I can take or leave, It doesn’t make me into part
of the hammer. The hammer remains an instrument of the _umnWOD
:oﬂ. the system. In a system the user, the manager, logically, by ﬂrm
logic of the system, becomes part of the system. As Enmbw von
Forster® said to me when we first began to discuss this thirty years
480, 2 man walking a dog is a man—-dog system — a cyborg, one
<.<o£m say today. Therefore, I would strongly stress that s&gw our
rmmﬁBn we have left the epoch during which the instrument
moh.d_:mﬁo& self-awareness, world-awareness, and philosophical expla-
nation of the world and language. But to interpret this as a return to
the lived and felt body would be an extraordinary mistake. The sys-
tems analyst imputes to the patient what he or she is, and in a SMP
that goes beyond what was possible under the domination of mrmgo,\w\
tools. The system analytic doctor imputes ever more complex feed-
back loops, most of which, if not all of which, he recognizes only on
the .Ummmm of probabilities. In the body perception of which I spoke
carlier, the doctor behaves like a good theatre audience at a Qmma
— through the complaint of the patient, he receives, gathers mbM
grasps the touching singularity of the sensual mm:q.wnnnnwmo“: of
the person sitting in front of him. The systems analyst is therefore the
opposite of the Galenic or Hippocratic doctor.
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EMBODIMENT AND
DISEMBODIMENT

cavLey: What is the connection between your interest in body his-
tory and your understanding of the Gospel?

1LLicH: Let me begin by telling you why I became so interested —
twenty-five years ago — in understanding what people meant in past
times when they spoke about body. As an historian, never mind as
a theologian, you just can’t get around the idea that Christianity,
faith, the New Testament, whatever you want to call it, begins with
verbum caro factum est, or logos sarx egeneto.’ If you look the Greek
word Jogos up in the dictionary, you'll find that it means proportion or
proportionality or fit before it means what we call a word. The word
of God was the relationship of God to himself, as theologians later on
said. But whatever is meant by this message, sarx quite obviously
means flesh. So there is something funny about even having to raise
the question, What does body have to do with Christianity and
Church? It’s fundamental. But it’s not the soma, the whole of the
body, that is spoken of, but its fleshiness. The absolutely unique and
crazy newness of the New Testament consists in God’s word becom-
ing flesh in the womb of a little girl, of a very young woman.
In order to get into the mood for talking to you this morning,
David, I may have done the wrong thing. During a pretty sleepless
night I picked up my Sergio Quinzio. Quinzio was a strange man
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from Pistoia,” a contemporary of mine. He was a man who had the
scholastic preparation to be a sergeant in the financial police of Italy,
but when his wife died and his daughter was an adult, he retired 8,
become a hermit. He studied Greek and Latin and became a non-
scholastic, nonacademic, high-level thinker. Before he died — we
never got together physically, unfortunately — he sent me his little
book about the mystery of God’s failure, and about the difficulty of
accepting the existence of a God who fails in his intentions and who
has, as far as we can judge it, limits to his omnipotence.® It is a book
which weaves together very carefully translated passages from the
New and the Old Testaments with passages from Nietzsche —
Vnnmwmm, in my opinion, the scandal of Christians believing in an
omnipotent God has never been treated as intensely, as violently, and
in as beautiful language as by Nietzsche. Nietzsche says, [ can’t accept
an omnipotent God when I look at the world as it is. He says this for
reasons of pride. Sergio Quinzio, this strange, hardly known Italian

EBEm.;oa says it out of deepest humility and a spirit of prayer and

.m&oB\:o:. When Paul speaks about the word being enfleshed, or

incarnated — we still speak about the Incarnation, the o:mmmr:hm:ﬂ
— he speaks about the emptying out of God, of God emptying him-
self out. The Greek word is Zenosis.

In earlier conversations I've indicated a number of possible
research themes. Each of them already has a scholarly foundation, but
none of them has been developed in the direction in which I <<MEE
like to see it flower. An example is my suggestion that an under-
standing of the consequences of the criminalization of sin is a
foundation for understanding the Western world. Our contemporary
@oaowmao: of self, of human relationship, so-called inter-personal
.n&mﬂo:mrwwv has been deeply corrupted. When norms are brought
into the “ought” through the criminalization of sin, the glorious side
of the encounter between the Palestinian and the Jew is hidden
What the Lord told the Pharisees with this story was this: it is o_oo:.
to m:%.o:a who walks down that road to move away from the road and
establish a relationship, a fit, a tie, with the man who is beaten up. To
mo. $0 corresponds to the nature of two human beings and permits
this nature its full flowering. The Samaritan has the possibility of

A
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establishing a proportion, a relatedness to the other man which is
entirely free and conditioned only by his hope that the beaten-up Jew
will respond to it by accepting this relationship. No doubt, as I said
yesterday, the Samaritan parable was scandalous for the Pharisees to
whom it was presented, because the Master told them who your
neighbour is is not determined by your birth, by your condition, by
the language which you speak, but by you. You can recognize the
other man who is out of bounds, culturally, who is foreign linguisti-
cally, who, you can say by Providence, or pure chance, is the one who
lies somewhere along your road in the grass, and create the supreme
form of relatedness which is not given by creation but created by you.
Any attempt to explain this “ought” as corresponding to a norm takes
out the mysterious greatness from this free act.

But, Ivan, you may say, I didn’t ask you to go back to the
Samaritan but to explain to me what Christianity has to do with the
body. And I told you first about the extraordinary words with which
the whole story begins: that God didn’t become man, he became
flesh. I believe, as I hope you do, in a God who is enfleshed, and who
has given the Samaritan, as a being drowned in carnality, the possi-
bility of creating a relationship by which an unknown, chance
encounter becomes for him the reason for his existence, as he
becomes the reason for the other’s survival — not just in a physical
sense, but a deeper sense, as a human being. This is not a spiritual
relationship. This is not a fantasy. This is not merely a ritual act
which generates a myth. This is an act which prolongs the
Incarnation. Just as God became flesh and in the flesh relates to each
one of us, so you are capable of relating in the flesh, as one who says
ego, and when he says ego, points to an experience which is entirely
sensual, incarnate, and this-worldly, to that other man who has been
beaten up. Take away the fleshy, bodily, carnal, dense, humoural expe-
rience of self, and therefore of the Thou, from the story of the
Samaritan and you have a nice liberal fantasy, which is something
horrible. You have the basis on which one might feel responsible for
bombing the neighbour for his own good. This use of power is what
I call the corruptio optimi quae est pessima. What is most glorious
but remains, as a possibility of thinking and experiencing, always
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somewhat in the shadow, somewhat in the clouds, is corrupted into a
very clear and powerful ideal of democracy.

God’s love is in the flesh, and the relationship between two people,
the mystery of the Samaritan, is inevitably a mystery of the flesh. This
becomes very difficult to explain, or even to say, in our generation,
during which T believe an extraordinary process, and an extraordinary
history of disenfleshment of our perceptions, our concepts, and our
senses has reached a high point. It has become very difficult, I know
from experience, to write about the enfleshment of God during the
late twentieth century. Funnily, the first great difficulty in speaking
about it is connected, for anybody who knows history, with a certain
monk, Berengarius,* at the beginning of the high Middle Ages, who
was interested in the interpretation of the Eucharist. Christians, fol-
lowing the teaching of the Lord, generated and celebrated their “we,”
in a ceremony that had two high points: one, of which we have already
spoken, was the conspiratio, the sharing of their spirits by a mouth-to-
mouth kiss, which went under the euphemism of peace; the other was
the comestio, the sharing of the same bread and wine, which, in their
opinion, since this was a commemorative service, were really the body
and blood, the alive flesh, of God. There is probably some historical
foreshortening involved in claiming that nobody ever questioned this
experience; but it is the case that for a thousand years hundreds
of thousands of faithful went through it in innumerable ceremonies of
celebration of the Eucharist, and then suddenly, precisely at that
moment where I sce the great break which we discussed in terms of
criminalization of sin, the experience became problematic. Is this

bread which we share really the body of Christ? How can this be?
How can something which looks like bread be flesh? Face it. There
seems to have been no difficulty for simple faithful or for theologians
for a thousand years, and suddenly it became an issue, which was
resolved purely philosophically by going back to the teaching about
categories in Aristotle and saying the substance is changed but every-
thing that is visible of the substance, which can be smelled, tasted,
touched, has the characteristics of bread.

This was an important crisis within Christianity, and yet for eight
hundred years after Berengarius — the guy with whose name one
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would usually connect doubts about the real presence of Christ in the
Eucharist — the understanding of flesh seems not to have changed in
the encounter between doctor and patient. That is why I was so
happy, through writing Medical Nemesis, to have gotten into the study
of the history of medicine, because there is sufficient documentation
to allow this encounter between doctor and patient to be studied.
Now if T think of such a medical encounter today, it usually has a
shape, which would have been unthinkable until my generation. I
call up the doctor and say, Doctor, T feel terribly tired. Well, Mr.
Illich, first you must go to the lab and have a blood test of such type,
and a urine test of such type, and excrements of such type, and, when
you come here, my assistant will make, because you’re an old man by
now, a cardiogram, and let’s hope he stops there. And then he’ll look
at the results and tell me what’s happening with my body. If he’s a
very well-trained modern doctor, he may go further and say, I'll give
you a few direct and indirect psychological tests as well, because you
are not a body only, you are a psycho-physical being. From earliest
childhood on, it is in this way that we are trained, or our mothers are
trained, to think about what we are made of and what the stuff is that
sits there and smiles or sighs. Nothing of this can I find in eight hun-
dred years of history of the medical encounter. The one thing the
doctor wants from the patient is that he tell him stories. He doesn't
have to solicit them because the patient will begin and say, “You
know, doctor, I'm so terribly tired, and I knew that this would be
coming now I'm a seventy-year-old man. Once, when I was a boy, I
walked along a cemetery wall during the night, and it was afterwards
that I felt this fatigue for the first time. Now, to say the truth, I feel
completely sandy, washed out, dry. I can’t connect with my bowels
and have to ask for a second or third cup of coffee or something even
better than coffee.” The doctor, as I suggested yesterday, had to learn
to accept that the flesh was something that was summed up in the
experience of it, in the experience of materiality, in the experience of
stuff, in the stuffiness, the gestalt, the shape of the stuffiness of the
guy sitting in front of him, which he, through hearing the story and
watching the man’s behaviour, language, gestures, way of sitting, diet,
could grasp. This sense of the body which is totally that to which the






