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Paul Kennedy 

Welcome to IDEAS. I’m Paul Kennedy.  

 

On December 2nd, 2002, in the north 

German city of Bremen, Ivan Illich died. 

The obituaries that followed in 

newspapers throughout the world gave 

some measure of his brilliant, but 

uncertain, reputation. Priest turned 

philosopher, provocative religious 

radical, culture critic, revolutionary, 

prophet — these were just a few of the 

epithets he was given. He was called a 

“pioneer of liberation theology” and a 

“precursor of the anti-globalization 

movement.” Some patronized him as a 

utopian relic of the 1960s. Others 

treated him as a holy man or a 

magician. The Times of London even 

claimed that he had acquired a fluent 

knowledge of Greek in a single day from 

a hotel gardener and that he had lived 

most of his later life in a mud hut just 

outside Mexico City. 

 

Who was the man whom this strange 

soup of praise, legend, dismissal and 

outright misinformation was meant to 

describe? IDEAS can claim a certain 

privilege in trying to answer that 

question. Our own David Cayley was a 

close friend of Ivan Illich, and, over the 

years, David presented a number of 

programs about him. He began in 1989, 

with a weeklong series called “Part 

Moon, Part Travelling Salesman: 

Conversations with Ivan Illich.” That was 

followed by a single hour called “Life as 

Idol,” in 1992, and then in the year 2000, 

by another five-hour series called “The 

Corruption of Christianity: Ivan Illich on 

Gospel, Church and Society.” Tonight, 

he will draw on those programs to 

provide a distillation of his friend’s life 

and legacy. “Ivan Illich in Memoriam,” by 

David Cayley. 

 

David Cayley 

Sermons, according to Danish 

philosopher S¢ren Kierkegaard, should 

not be preached in churches, where 
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their testimony remains remote and 

disconnected from the world. Their 

place, he says, is in the street, in the 

midst of life’s reality and in conflict with 

worldly interests. Kierkegaard’s words 

could serve as an epitaph for Ivan Illich, 

whose vocation it was to try to think and 

to live his Christianity in the thick of 

modern ideas and institutions. Such a 

vocation is as surprising and upsetting 

today as it ever was, even among 

nominal Christians, and it helps to 

explain, I think, why so many obituary 

writers took Illich’s stance for utopian 

sociology rather than Christian witness. 

 

van Illich was born in Vienna in 1926. 

His father was a diplomat from a 

landed and titled family, whose estate 

on an island off the coast of what is 

today Croatia went back to the Middle 

Ages. His mother’s family were well-to-

do German Jews who had settled in 

Vienna. His father’s career required him 

to move around, and much of Illich’s 

childhood was divided between the 

homes of his grandparents. Then in 

1938, Austria was absorbed by Nazi 

Germany. 

 

Ivan Illich 

During the later ‘30s, my place of 

ordinary residence was house of 

grandfather in Vienna, where I got stuck 

as a half-Aryan, with diplomatic 

protection, which being the son of my 

father afforded to protect my Jewish 

grandfather until he died of a natural 

death [inaudible] in his own house in 

’41. At that time, I’d ceased to become a 

half-Aryan and had become a half-Jew, 

according to the law, and we had to go 

underground more or less, slip out of 

then [inaudible] Germany, and I spent 

from the age of 15 on mainly in Italy, in 

Florence and Rome. 

 

David Cayley 

With your parents. 

Ivan Illich 

My father was dead by then, and I took 

care of my mother and my two smaller 

I 
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brothers, who are twins, who stayed in 

Florence. 

 

David Cayley 

After the war, Illich did advanced studies 

in history at the University of Salzburg 

and in philosophy and theology at the 

Gregorian University in Rome. He was 

ordained a priest. His intellectual 

brilliance and his aristocratic 

background might have led to a career 

as a prince of the Church, later some 

even said a Pope. But instead, he left 

Rome for the United States. 

 

Why did you move to the United States? 

 

Ivan Illich 

I wanted to get away from Rome. I didn’t 

want to get into papal bureaucracy, so I 

thought I would do a post-doctoral 

thesis, what they call a Habilitazione in 

German, because there’s an alchemy in 

Albert the Great. There’s some very 

good documents in Princeton, but then 

on the first day in New York, [inaudible] 

the first evening with some friends of my 

grandfather, I heard about Puerto 

Ricans, these people telling me, “We 

have to move out because all these 

people are moving in here,” and then 

the black cook saying about her family, 

old Southern blacks, “We have to move 

out of Harlem because Puerto Ricans 

are coming in.” So, I spent the next two 

days up in the barrio beneath the tracks 

of New York Central, where they had 

their market, and afterwards went to 

Cardinal Spellman’s office and asked an 

assignment to a Puerto Rican parish. 

That’s how I got stuck in New York. 

 

David Cayley 

The Puerto Rican migration to New York 

was then in full spate, and the older 

immigrant groups, like the Irish and the 

Italians, who then dominated the 

Church, were reacting to the newcomers 

with the same prejudice that they had 

formerly experienced. Illich became a 

voice for the integration of the Puerto 

Ricans in the Church. The late Father 
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Joseph Fitzpatrick, a professor of 

sociology at Fordham was allied with 

Illich in this effort. 

 

Father Joseph Fitzpatrick 

He was profoundly revered. He became 

an outstanding figure. The people in the 

parish just loved him, and the thing that 

they always remarked was the devotion 

with which he said his Mass. They were 

most impressed at the evidences of 

great devotion at his Mass. And, 

secondly, he was very much involved in 

their lives in a way in which I would say 

very few priests were involved in their 

lives at that particular time. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich’s work with Puerto Ricans in New 

York led to his appointment in 1956 as 

vice-rector of the Catholic University in 

Puerto Rico. There he came into contact 

for the first time with an enterprise that 

was to become an object of intensive 

analysis for him: mass, compulsory 

schooling. His position at the university 

made him a member of the board which 

governed the island school system, and 

the more he learned about it, the more 

curious he became. He noted, first of all, 

a strange discrepancy between the 

claims made for schooling and its actual 

results. Schooling is said to generate 

social equality, but Illich came to believe 

that it actually concentrates privilege in 

the hands of those whose background 

has equipped them to jump through its 

endless hoops and puts the poor at a 

new disadvantage. 

 

Ivan Illich 

In Puerto Rico, schooling was so 

arranged that that half of the students 

who came from the poorer families had 

a one-in-three chance to finish five 

schools of elementary education, which 

were compulsory. Nobody faced the fact 

that schooling served, at least in Puerto 

Rico, the native poverty of that half of 

children with a new interiorized sense of 

guilt from not having made it. Therefore, 

I came to the conclusion that schools in 
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any [inaudible/tabliara] are a system to 

produce dropouts, to produce more 

dropouts than successes, because 

since the school is open to 16 years, 18 

years, 19 years of schooling, it never 

closes the door on anybody — a few 

successes, and a majority of failure — 

that school really acted as a lottery 

system in which those who didn’t make 

it didn’t just lose what they had paid in, 

but, for their life, they are stigmatized as 

inferior. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich began to ask himself how a system 

with such perverse consequences could 

attract and hold people’s allegiance. 

Drawing on his knowledge of 

ecclesiology, the study of the Church as 

an institution, and liturgy, the ritual 

which creates the Church, he came to 

the conclusion that school must be a 

kind of secular church. 

 

Ivan Illich 

I began to engage in a 

phenomenonology of schooling. At first, 

I asked myself, what am I studying? I 

am not studying quite definitely what 

other people told me this was, namely, 

the most practical arrangement of 

imparting education or of creating 

equality, because I saw that most of the 

people were stupefied by this 

procedure, were actually told that they 

couldn’t learn on their own, became 

disabled and crippled. And, second, I 

had the evidence that it promoted a new 

kind of self-inflicted injustice. So, I came 

to the conclusion that this was a 

mythmaking, a mythopoetic ritual. 

Lookman, was my hero at that time, 

says rituals are forms of behaviour 

which make those who participate in 

them blind to the discrepancy which 

exists between the purpose for which 

you perform a rain dance and the actual 

social consequences which a rain dance 

has. If the rain dance doesn’t work, you 

can blame yourself for having danced it 
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wrongly. Schooling I increasingly came 

to see as the ritual of a society 

committed to progress and 

development, creating certain myths 

which are a requirement for a consumer 

society, for instance, making you believe 

that learning can be quantified, learning 

can be sliced up into pieces and can 

become additive, that learning is 

something for which you need a 

process, within which you acquire it. But 

in this process, you are the consumer, 

and somebody else organizes the 

production of the thing which you 

consume and interiorize, which is all 

basic for being a modern man, for living 

in the absurdities of the modern world. 

 

David Cayley 

The idea that modern institutions are the 

site of secular rituals was one of Illich’s 

most fruitful insights, and, during the 

1970s, it would bear abundantly in 

books like Deschooling Society, Tools 

for Conviviality and Medical Nemesis. 

Increasingly, he came to see the Roman 

Catholic Church as the template, not 

just of the school, but of all the great, 

modern, secular bureaucracies, 

promising professionally managed care.  

 

Illich, from the very beginning of his 

priesthood, had distinguished two forms 

of the Church. To the Church as the 

repository of tradition and the living 

embodiment of Christian community, he 

was, and always remained, deeply 

committed. The Church, in this sense, 

he said, is “that surprise in the net, the 

pearl, the mystery, the kingdom among 

us.” But the Church is also a self-serving 

worldly power, and, to this Church, he 

was a thorn. Serious conflict began in 

1960, when he publicly opposed the 

intervention of the local hierarchy in 

Puerto Rican politics. 

 

Ivan Illich 

The two Irish Catholic bishops in fact 

(inaudible) themselves into politics by 

threatening excommunication for 

anybody who would vote for a party, for 
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any party, which wouldn’t proscribe the 

sale of condoms in drugstores — this 

around a month before the nomination 

of the first Catholic to the candidacy of 

the Democratic Party, Kennedy. I 

wanted to support Kennedy. I felt that it 

was highly unsound to allow the 

religious issue to creep back into 

American policy because the only place 

where American Catholic bishops had 

an absolute Catholic majority, in theory 

at least, is where subjects they would 

intervene in this phony politics, 

especially when they simultaneously, 

with assistance from the papal nuncio 

responsible for the area, had sponsored 

the creation of a Christian Democratic-

like party on the island. So, I felt that I 

had to do something, and since most 

people didn’t take it seriously, and those 

people who took it seriously didn’t want 

to intervene, I attracted to myself the full 

audio of exploding that situation, and 

knew that I sacrificed my possibility for 

many years to do anything publicly in 

Puerto Rico without being mixed up with 

the memories of that political 

intervention. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich was ordered off the island and 

landed in the Mexican city of 

Cuernavaca, where he established the 

Center for Intercultural Formation, later 

the Center for Intercultural 

Documentation or CIDOC. Eventually, it 

comprised a Spanish-language school, 

a library, a publishing arm and a sort of 

free university. It was founded in 1961. 

That was the year in which US 

President John Kennedy unveiled his 

“Alliance for Progress,” an ambitious 

development-assistance scheme for 

Latin America, the year in which Pope 

John XXIII called on the North American 

Church to send 10 per cent of its clerical 

strength to Latin America as 

missionaries, and the year in which the 

Peace Corps was founded. The so-

called “development decade” was 

beginning. And Illich set up his centre 

with the explicit purpose of subverting it. 
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He ridiculed the Peace Corps, called the 

Alliance for Progress an “alliance for the 

progress of the middle classes,” and 

sowed doubt in the minds of the 

missionaries who came to him to learn 

Spanish. 

 

Ivan Illich 

I wanted to look at what volunteers 

state, volunteers in development, in a 

completely different light. I asked 

myself, what happens when not the 

average bureaucratic, little puppet, as 

most of these missionaries and papal 

volunteers and Peace Corps people 

were sent to Peru, people who just seek 

experience, avoid the draft, look for 

adventure. But when the serious, the 

good ones, the responsible ones get 

there, they’re coming to a village, 

admirable for everybody, try to live like 

the people, four or five wells are dug. 

After three years, the guy goes home. 

Very few people stayed three years in 

the same place. Something like 5 per 

cent of the [whole labour volunteer 

gang?]. Everybody remembers Johnny 

or Catherine with whimsical pleasure, 

but everybody also learns that for 

digging wells, he knew how to do it 

because he had gone to Harvard before. 

The volunteer becomes a demonstration 

model for high levels of service 

consumption. I mean, you send him to 

Latin America. I wanted to point out the 

damage in volunteerism, damage to the 

person who goes there, sense of 

superiority, establishment of the saviour 

complex to the people down there and 

to the image of what poor countries are 

in the United States — an image now, 

not only dependent on journalists, but 

on people who claim that they report 

with much more knowledge of local 

situations in the light of these people 

needing us. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich’s campaign against imposing “high 

levels of service consumption” on poor 

countries made him one of the most 

prominent public thinkers of this period. 
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His essays led The New York Review of 

Books and the Saturday Review. In 

1970, when he addressed a Toronto 

teach-in on development, which I had 

helped to organize, we had to turn 

people away because the 600-seat 

auditorium we had hired would not hold 

everyone who wanted to hear him. He 

continued his public criticism of the 

Church. In an essay called “The 

Vanishing Clergyman,” he portrayed the 

Church as a bureaucratic dinosaur and 

called on it to renounce power in favour 

of Christian witness. “A critical attitude,” 

he wrote, “is one of the ways in which 

Christian love for the Church can 

develop.” His stance was typified by his 

withdrawal from the Second Vatican 

Council, which sat in Rome between 

1962 and 1965.  

 

Ivan Illich 

During the Vatican Council, a man 

whom people then knew, Zoonance was 

his name — he was cardinal of Malinne-

Bruxelles — and the Pope asked him to 

be the president of a group of four 

cardinals to moderate the council. Mr. 

Zoonance had known me through a 

variety of circumstances much, much 

earlier and asked me to come to Rome 

as one of the direct advisors of this 

committee. We met every day for the 

second and third session. I remember 

one morning I asked him if we could 

have a cup of coffee together. Cardinal 

Zoonance got there from Darné. They 

were staying in a little Belgian college. 

And I said to him, “I’m leaving now. 

Since yesterday, you proved to me that 

this council is incapable of facing the 

issues which count, while trying hard to 

remain traditional.” The day before, in 

the Ola of St. Peter’s, the bishops had 

kind of accepted the fact that the 

document which would come out on 

Church and World would say that the 

Church cannot as yet condemn that 

governments keep atomic bombs — for 

the moment — that is, that they keep 

genocide tools. It was a wise decision, 

world-wise. And I left him with a little 
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caricature which somebody had drawn 

up for me. In that caricature, you see 

five Popes with their characteristic 

noses, one behind the other, pointing 

with one finger at two objects standing 

there: an already slightly flaccid penis 

with a condom filled with semen hanging 

on it, and an atomic rocket ready for 

takeoff, and the balloon saying, “It’s 

against nature.” I am proud to have 

been, and to be, associated and loyal to 

a world agency which still has the 

courage to say, even today, “It’s against 

nature.” The finger might be pointing at 

the wrong object. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich became a more and more 

controversial figure within the Roman 

Catholic Church. CIDOC, his centre in 

Cuernavaca, became a target for the 

Catholic right in Mexico. An editorial in 

an Opus Dei paper called Gente 

described him as a “strange, devious, 

slippery personage, crawling with 

indefinable nationalities.” He was 

physically attacked. And in 1968, he 

was summoned to Rome to appear 

before the Congregation for the Doctrine 

of the Faith, the modern descendant of 

the Inquisition. He had become, 

according to the document drawn up 

against him, an “object of curiosity, 

bewilderment and scandal to the 

Church.” Illich refused to answer the 

charges, which he felt to be ridiculous 

and knew had been cribbed from CIA 

reports which he had seen. The 

following year, the Vatican placed a ban 

on CIDOC, forbidding all priests and 

religious from going there. At this point, 

Illich publicly withdrew from the 

priesthood. His religious views, he 

insisted, were orthodox, his behaviour 

correct, his devotion to the Church deep 

and unfeigned. But he was unwilling to 

carry on in the atmosphere of scandal 

and notoriety created by the Vatican’s 

proceedings against him. With a 

sadness that I think he felt for the rest of 

his life, he brought his career as a 

churchman to an end. 
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n the public letter of resignation which 

he wrote to his bishop, Ivan Illich 

announced his “irrevocable decision 

to resign entirely from Church 

service, to suspend the exercise of 

priestly functions and to renounce all 

titles and privileges due to me as a 

cleric.” At the same time, he reaffirmed 

in this letter what he called his “decision 

to live as a Christian.” For him, this 

meant the attempt to live by the light of 

a redemptive, but powerless, divine 

love, a love which leaves each one of us 

entirely free in relation to it. During the 

early ‘70s, this vocation drew him into a 

series of “campaigns,” as he called 

them, against contemporary institutions. 

At the root of these institutions, he found 

a “belief that man can do what God 

cannot, namely, manipulate others for 

their own salvation. Modern persons,” 

he said, “were entangled in a more and 

more comprehensive net of 

administered salvation.” Establishments 

like medicine and education no longer 

merely offered services, but had 

become what he called “radical 

monopolies,” with the power to define 

and inculcate the needs they purported 

to serve. Technology had become a 

tyrant, dictating its own ends. He 

described the way tools had turned 

against their users in a 1973 book called 

Tools for Conviviality. 

 

Ivan Illich  

Tools, when they grow beyond a certain 

intensity, inevitably from means turning 

to ends and frustrate people’s ability of 

the achievement of an end. I tried to 

establish the concept of counter-

productivity, the fact that a given tool, for 

instance, a transportation system, when 

it outgrows a certain intensity in its 

intent, inevitably removes more people 

from the purpose for which this tool was 

created than it permits to profit from new 

advantages. Accelerated traffic for 

commuter purposes — that is, 

compulsory traffic — inevitably 

increases for the great majority in 

I 
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society the time which every day they 

have to spend going from here to there, 

and only a few people get the privilege 

to be almost omnipresent in the world. I 

analyzed medicine as a tool, coming to 

the conclusion that once you medicalize 

expectations, experience beyond a 

certain point, medicine inevitably 

generates more misery, more pain, 

more disability and decreases the ability 

to engage in the art of suffering when 

the art of dying, precisely by its having 

become counter-productive. That’s what 

I did in Tools for Conviviality. 

 

David Cayley 

Tools for Conviviality was as close as 

Illich ever came to making a 

programmatic political statement. He 

argued that the inherent tendency of 

tools to tell us what to do must be 

counteracted by what he called a 

“constitution of limits,” and he called for 

a new emphasis on tools that respect 

natural scales, enhance relatedness and 

foster competence and autonomy, 

rather than mystification and 

dependence. The book addressed a 

social mood in which radical change 

seemed within reach, and during those 

years, he tirelessly promoted the 

possibility. He lectured constantly, 

goading bureaucrats, stirring up the 

professions and using the access his 

eminence gave him to counsel 

presidents, kings and prime ministers, 

including Canada’s Pierre Trudeau. But 

the more he went on, the more he 

recognized how deeply rooted the 

assumptions he was attacking really 

are. He came to feel, for example, that 

his call for deschooling was somewhat 

beside the point in a society well on its 

way to becoming what he called a 

“universal classroom.” 

 

Ivan Illich 

I had become blind to the fact that the 

educational function was already 

emigrating from school, that increasingly 

other forms of compulsory learning 

would be instituted. It would become 



IDEAS                                                                                             Ivan Illich in Memoriam 

compulsory, not by law, but by other 

tricks, making people believe that they 

are learning something from TV. It 

compelled people to attend in-service 

training in many forms, making people 

pay huge amounts of monies in order to 

be taught how to prepare better for 

intercourse, how to be more sensitive, 

how to know more about the vitamins 

which they need, how to play games, 

that, therefore, the idea of acquiring and 

the compulsion of acquiring an 

education, not satisfied by schooling, 

would become a wide market in modern 

societies. This made me understand 

that my criticism of schooling, on which I 

wrote in fact this pamphlet, 

“Deschooling Society,” might have 

helped people like yourself to reflect that 

[inaudible] are climbing up the wrong 

tree, that I should ask myself, how can 

we understand better the fact that 

societies get addicted, like to a drug, to 

education?  

 

And then during the ‘70s, most of my 

thinking and reflection — I put it very 

simple with the question — how should I 

distinguish the acquisition of education 

from the fact that people always have 

known some things, many things, might 

have had many competencies, 

evidently, therefore, have learned 

something? And I came to define 

“education” as learning under the 

assumption of scarcity, learning under 

the assumption that the means for 

acquiring something called “knowledge” 

are scarce. At this point, my reflection 

wasn’t rabblerousing anymore. No one 

in the camp was disgusted. I tried to 

bring it into the educational research 

associations. Completely failed. And 

even five years later, I could barely see 

a response here and there. 

 

David Cayley 

There is a touch of self-mockery in 

Illich’s description of his deschooling 

campaign as “rabblerousing,” but the 

shift in emphasis from schooling to what 
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he named the “myth of education” was 

typical of his thought as a whole. Illich 

had begun a new phase, digging deeper 

for the origins of the gripping, taken-for-

granted assumptions, the “modern 

certainties,” he said, that had frustrated 

all efforts to turn Western societies 

around. He spent considerable time in 

Southeast Asia, India and Japan, 

exploring new cultural horizons, and he 

returned to one of his first loves: the 

study of history. His teaching, and later 

his writing, focused on a period whose 

writers had always held a special 

attraction for him: the 12th century. 

 

Ivan Illich 

I try to get people to understand how 

immensely distant the mental world is in 

which the 12th century authors moved. I 

do this in order to pull the students out, 

away from their typewriter, their felt-tip 

pen, the telephone, which we have to 

grab, in order to give them the sense of 

a trip between two space-times: ours 

and that other time. I then try to keep 

them for a while, becoming aware how 

much they are strangers, how little they 

can use their own concepts, their own 

modern German or English or French 

words to translate these Latin texts, and 

prepare them then to re-enter the 

modern world for [?] the crucial question 

about it, and, at the moment of re-entry, 

to become aware for a moment what 

different universe they enter, when they 

enter their own certainties, the world in 

which they feel at home. So, I worked 

on teaching history, some people said, 

using it as if it were a drug. I said, no, 

cultivating disciplined states of altered 

awareness, cultivating daydream states, 

rooted thoroughly in what has been in 

the past recovered by good historical 

method. 

 

David Cayley 

Illich’s historical research pushed him 

towards a conclusion that he had 

already begun to form when he first 

investigated schooling in the 1950s. 

Everything that he found uncanny, 
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unprecedented and horrifying about the 

modern world, he came to feel, could be 

understood as a corruption or 

perversion of Christianity. He summed 

this idea up with an old Latin proverb: 

Corruptio optimi pessima (The 

corruption of the best is the worst). The 

“best” for him is the revelation that 

human beings share in the life of God 

through their free and loving response to 

one another. The “worst” occurs when 

this love is made a source of power. 

 

Ivan Illich 

I do believe that with the Christian 

message, an entirely new level of 

surprising flowering has become 

possible for knowledge and love since 

Christians believe that we can love the 

Biblical God in the flesh. St. John says, 

Let him put his head…a table on his 

shoulder, that he has touched him, 

heard him, smelled him, and he has said 

that whoever sees him sees the Father, 

and whoever sees his brethren or loves 

his brethren loves him in David Cayley. 

An entirely new dimension of love has 

become possible which is extremely 

ambiguous because it explodes the 

universal assumptions about the 

conditions of love being dictated 

[inaudible] people into which have been 

born, the family in which I grew up. 

Because it makes it possible for me to 

choose anywhere whom I will love and 

thereby destroys or deeply threatens — 

that’s better — the basis for ethics, 

which always has been ethnos, a 

historically given “we,” which precedes 

any pronunciation of the word “I.” So, I 

believe that with the Christian message, 

with the New Testament, loving the 

other, love, gaze and knowledge are 

possibly on an entirely new horizon. But 

also a new danger exists: the attempt to 

manage, to ensure, to guarantee this 

love by institutionalization, by submitting 

it to legislation and making it law, by 

protecting it through the criminalization 

of its opposite. So, I believe that with the 

Christian message, an entirely new 

ability in the self of giving, giving one’s 
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self, has become possible, but also an 

entirely new exercise of power, which is 

principally the power of those who 

organize Christianity, that is, Church 

and churches, to use this vocation to 

claim their superiority as social 

institutions, as social organization. 

 

David Cayley 

The Gospel, as Illich understood it, 

introduced an explosive and 

revolutionary possibility. Men and 

women had previously been shaped and 

held by the horizons of their own place, 

customs and culture. God’s appearance 

in the flesh announced a new possibility 

of unlimited love. But this expanded 

horizon for love was ambiguous 

because it could also found a claim to 

an entirely kind of power. Illich found an 

example of this misapprehension of the 

Gospel in the way in which Christians 

have usually understood the well-known 

parable of the Good Samaritan. The tale 

is told in the Gospel of Luke, when 

Jesus is asked, “Who is my neighbour?” 

He responds with a story about a Jew 

who is rescued by a foreigner, a 

Samaritan. To Illich, the parable 

perfectly illustrates the subversive 

possibility Jesus wanted to hold out to 

his listeners, but this is not, Illich said in 

this 1996 interview, how the story has 

usually been understood. 

 

 

 

Ivan Illich 

Some 30 years ago, I went into sermons 

from the early 3rd century into the 19th 

century, dealing with the story of the 

Samaritan, and I find out that most 

creatures, when we comment that 

passage, comment it in order to show 

how we ought to behave towards our 

neighbour. But, in fact, this is the 

opposite of what Jesus, who tells that 

story of the Samaritan, wanted to point 

out. The Pharisees came to ask him, 

“Master, teacher, tell us, who is my 

neighbour?” They didn’t ask him, “How 

does one behave towards a neighbour?” 
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They asked him — point blank — the 

question, “Who is the guy whom you call 

‘neighbour’?” And he, as the story told 

— remember — the man was going 

down to Jericho, fell among robbers, 

was beaten up and left wounded. A 

teacher goes by, a priest goes by, sees 

him and walks on. And then an outsider 

comes along, this original enemy, and 

turns over to…there’s an internal 

turning, and picks him up, takes him into 

his arms, and brings him to the inn. So, 

he answers him, “My neighbour is whom 

I decide,” not “whom I have to choose.” 

There is no way of categorizing who my 

neighbour ought to be. This doctrine 

about the neighbour, which this guy, 

Jesus, brings into conversation is utterly 

destructive of ordinary decency, of 

ethical behaviour, and to say this today 

is as surprising as it is also the 

beginning. 

 

David Cayley 

The parable of the Samaritan is 

destructive of ethical decency because 

ethics depend on categorization, on 

obedience to a universal rule or norm. 

The relationship between the Samaritan 

and the Jew is entirely personal. It is a 

free, unconditioned, bodily turning of 

one to another. To attempt to regulate 

such a relationship is to betray it. It was 

Illich’s belief that the early Christians 

were aware of this volatility in Jesus’ 

teaching. They knew that the 

unprecedented good they had been 

given could become an unprecedented 

evil, which they called “anti-Christ.” 

 

Ivan Illich 

How come that the first two generations 

of Christian communities, each had their 

prophet? They insist that each 

community needs a prophet to be a 

good community. There is somebody 

who spends biblically in the tradition, in 

some way in the tradition, of the 

prophets of Israel, people deeply 

convinced that God’s word was taking 

flesh in their mouth, and around this 

enfleshment of God’s word, the people 
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of Israel could come into existence. Now 

God’s word didn’t have to come 

anymore from the mouth of a prophet, 

after it had become flesh in the womb of 

Mary. Prophecy, in the strict sense, 

didn’t fit anymore into the life of Jesus of 

the early Church. So, what did these 

prophets have to say to the Church, 

which the teachers and preachers were 

clearly distinct from [?] mentioned in first 

Christian documents did not do? I think 

they had to announce a mystery, the 

mystery of evil, mysterium iniquitatis. 

They announced that the Church, 

wherever, was the milieu in which the 

anti-Christ could nest. They announced 

— and that’s biblical — the mystery of 

evil, a final evil, which will bring the 

world to an end, being already present 

and, at the very same time — you just 

have to read the New Testament — 

being held back for the moment. The 

impressive thing about the transition 

from the third, fourth generation to 

Western Europe is that this mystery of 

evil with which the Church was 

pregnant, which wouldn’t have found a 

place to nest in the Old Testament, 

disappeared from the Church’s 

teachings as a concern of most. You 

find it again and again in the prayers, 

writings and sermons of mystics and 

reformers. But the Roman Church, but 

also most of the Reform Churches, do 

not centre faith on its existence. 

David Cayley 

Christians, according to Illich, gradually 

forgot that their faith had a terrible 

shadow. By the time of the Council of 

Trent, in the 16th century, the Roman 

Church had come to think of itself as 

what this Council called a “perfect 

society,” where love was the law. And 

this Church, for Illich, was the modern 

state in embryo. The secular institutions 

which now claim power in the name of 

care are its direct descendants. What 

Illich saw in these institutions was a 

counterfeit and a corruption of 

Christianity, a mask of love, as his friend 

and colleague John McKnight once 

called it. Institutional care deprives the 
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neighbour of his unique and 

unpredictable quality and replaces it 

with a hierarchy of needs, and the more 

pervasive professional service 

becomes, Illich argued, the larger its 

caseload grows, the more difficult it is to 

see others as unique at all. He called it 

“taking the surprise out of the face of the 

other,” and he was a man who 

cherished surprise about all. This was 

evident in the range of his friendships 

and in his willingness, even as an old 

man, to make new friends. Once, late in 

his life, when someone called him a 

prophet, he turned the word aside and 

said that he preferred to think of his 

vocation as that of a friend. This 

vocation was evident in all he did. It 

shaped his writing, which usually began 

in conversation, and it shaped the way 

in which he conducted his studies. 

 

Ivan Illich 

I thought this might have to see in which 

way intellectually [?] loving truth, the 

disciplined and methodical joint pursuit, 

clear vision can be so lived that it 

becomes the occasion for the kindling of 

philia. Let me use the word philia 

instead of friendship because it has 

such funny implications today in 

different modern languages. How, 

therefore, it would be possible to create 

truly, deeply committed human ties on 

the occasion and by the means of 

common investigation. And, second, 

how precisely the search for insight. I’m 

using the word because the search for 

truth, many people whom I have dealed 

with, make them smile. You sit back 

somewhere in an old… I do. How the 

search for truth can be pursued in a 

unique way precisely by being 

conducted around a dining table, around 

a glass of wine, and not in the lecture 

hall. How, therefore, the lecture hall, the 

public forum, whoever offers mere 

chance for it — when I was young, I 

grabbed it — can serve for bringing 

people together, who then say, “May the 

three of us come to see you?” And I say, 

“Yes, but why don’t you come when the 
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other two, whom I would like you to 

meet, are also there?” Therefore, 

integration can immediately happen. So, 

my idea was that in order to search for 

truth, the growth of philia is the 

presupposition of it. This philia must find 

an atmosphere in which it may but and 

cannot be assumed to be the outgrowth 

of civic virtues. It must be very carefully 

non-restructive, always candle-lighted, 

with the certainty that there is somebody 

else who will knock at the door, and the 

candle stands for him or her. God knows 

who comes to the door. In order, 

however, to give to friendship that is to 

the growth of an open group of people 

who are moved by fidelity to each other 

as persons and there to maintain fidelity, 

even if the other one becomes a heavy 

burden. 

 

David Cayley 

Fidelity to other persons was Ivan Illich’s 

watchword throughout his life. It was the 

centre of his teaching and the centre of 

the way in which he tried to live. His 

work will now be carried on by those 

who had the good fortune to be his 

companions and to share his 

conversation. I know that I will always 

have him with me as the most surprising 

and touching of friends, a friend I would 

not have known how to wish for. I think it 

possible that the Church which rejected 

him will think better of him in future, and 

I believe that as the world grows darker, 

his flame will burn more brightly. 

 

Paul Kennedy 

On IDEAS tonight, you’ve listened to 

“Ivan Illich in Memoriam.” The program 

was written and presented by David 

Cayley. The studio director was Dave 

Field. David Cayley’s book Ivan Illich in 

Conversation, published by House of 

Anansi, is available in bookstores. 

Tapes and transcripts of David Cayley’s 

earlier IDEAS series about Ivan Illich are 

also available. The Executive Producer 

of IDEAS is Bernie Lucht, and I’m Paul 

Kennedy.  
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