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Rethinking Illich: Perspectives on Convivial Society

<Summary>
Kunihide Matsutani

The basic purpose of this paper is to rethink Ivan Illich’s criticism of industrial
society. In this paper, I shed some light on the synoptic framework of his social criticism
and try to explore the actuality of what he calls “convivial society,” the project which
INich presented in pursuit of necessary reform in modern industrial society. More
specifically, the leitmotif of the paper is to illuminate the ethico-anthropological frame of
reference that underlies his social philosophy.

The uniqueness of Illich’s social criticism is to be found in the fact that he questions
the basic dynamics of industrial society through the analysis of three particular areas
— school, medicine, and traffic —, while critically examining the problematique of
*productivity,” mainly at the level of “services.” Yet I argue that one can properly
evaluate the validity of his criticism solely by turning to his vision of “convivial society.”
IMich’s theory of convivial society needs to be understood as a vision for exploring an
alternative society, and it is worth reconsidering in that it clearly presents a perspective
for the “conversion™ of existing society.

I contend that the alternative perspective Illich presents is deeply based on a certain
ethical and anthropological foundation of his social philosophy. This foundation can be
articulated from three interrelated themes: 1) human autonomy, 2) “awareness™ and
“unplugging,” and 3) asceticism. First, the vision of convivial scciety is deeply rooted in
lich’s understanding of human autonomy. Although his argument that the recovery of

autonomy is imperative is generally valid, one also needs to be aware of the “limits” of
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human autonomy. Second, Illich’s view of human autonomy is concretized in the praxis
of “awareness™ and the "unplugging™ he implies. This llichean praxis is worth
reconsidering, for it makes us realize both the necessity of industrial development as well
as the necessity of its reform, although it does not entail an immediate structural shift in
that society. Finally, one is able to understand the essence of Illich’s ethico-social project
if one views it in the light of “asceticism.” Even if Illich himself has not thematized
“asceticism” in his theoretical perspective, one is able to surmise that the Illichean
project itself requires a certain vision of “asceticism,” an asceticism clearly aspiring to
liberation from the iron cage of labor, production, and consumption. In this sense, it leads
us to the task of recovering the ethos of “leisure” in contemporary society, wherein lies

the ethicality and actuality of Iliich’s challenge.



