Ancient Greek Technology and Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality
In this talk I want to use a process that Ivan Illich calls counterfoil research. [SLIDE 2] Counterfoil research is “counter” to research and development. It questions development, the tools used to aid development, and what kind of development is helpful and desirable. Illich works in terms of the logic of tools, and how it is that we can be enslaved by our tools. Counterfoil research aims at the prevention of the enslavement of man to his tools, including education. I want to understand what tools ought to do for us, what education is, and what education as a tool ought to do for us. 
What is meant here by tools? [SLIDE 3]  Ivan Illich uses the word “tools” in a very broad sense, to include not only screwdrivers, power tools, phones, bicycles, cars, but also disciplines like medicine and law, systems like education and business and road systems. All of these are tools that are meant to help us live a happy life. Illich suggests that tools ought to be used by us to help us express ourselves in the world, to allow us to invest our world with meaning. We are consumers of tools, tools that are meant to enable us to have a happy life. 
What is meant by enslavement to tools? [SLIDE 4] Illich expresses the fear that our tools may enslave us. Tools enslave us by imposing conditions on us that require us to use the tool to solve a condition that was created by the tool. Anyone who has had a computer virus will know what I mean. One ends up spending more time servicing the computer than having the computer service us. Instead of working with tools for our own benefit, we may end up working for the benefit of the tool. 

The computer is a simple example of how tools can enslave us. What I want to discuss is that this deep logic of tools extends to more complex tools like education, business and road systems. 
Plato and Aristotle suggest that tools should be used to help us function well, they identify “functioning well” as having a happy life. Happiness means functioning well in the service of yourself. To be productive means to function well in the service of someone else.  We are happy with our body if it functions well, whether it produces something for someone else or not. We are happy with our mind if it functions well. If our mind functions well, it is capable of determining what we think, what we want, what we need. If a mind functions well, it is capable of investing our world with meaning. If our mind functions well, we perfect ourselves as rational animals. On the Aristotelian conception of happiness, all tools that function well function in the service human beings. This conception of functioning well involves doing what it is that you do best. The function of a human being, the thing that they do best, is thinking. And I don’t mean thinking about inventions, I don’t mean thinking about designs, I mean thinking about who you are as a human being. I mean investing your world with meaning.  But we cannot think well if we do not have an education system that allows us to do so and helps us do it. Education ought to help us think well, ought to help us function well as human beings. Thinking well would mean making tools that help us, not tools that enslave us. If education could help us think well, it would liberate, not enslave us. It would help us invest our world with meaning, meaning that we choose to give to it. 
More and more we use this tool, education, for this purpose of acquiring job skills. Of course having a job is in our own interest, but is it our only interest? If the whole task of education is preparing us to enter the job market, to be productive, will there be anything left over of the mind to allow it to function well in the highest sense? 
What I am talking about are two different conceptions of man. I would contrast man as a rational animal with man as a rational agent. [SLIDE 5]  A rational agent co-operates with the logic of some purpose that he does not freely design, whereas a rational animal attempts to understand and live according to his own purpose. 
When we are educated as rational agents, I suggest that we are getting education so that we can get a job that someone created for us to fill (even if we are self-employed). We consume education so that it will be a tool that we can use to get that job. The job that we do serves someone else, but the pay that we get helps us to keep us alive so that we may act as rational animals, so that we can think.  
When we are educated as rational animals, we are educated to use our minds in the service of ourselves, to understand ourselves and to invest our world with meaning, to shape our reality. 
There is a trade off here. The more we are educated as rational agents, (as potential job holders) the less we are educated as rational animals (potential humans). There is a danger here. If we identify education purely in the sense of producing rational agents – job-seekers - we will end up being educated for the benefit of industry at the expense of our own benefit. 
If education denies us the possibility of perfecting ourselves as rational animals, education will become merely a tool that we serve. If we are educated in the mindset of consumption, our ideas of accomplishment, of what is good, of what we want, will be defined not by us, but by people who have been educated to educate us about what we want. (I think we call that marketing.) We cannot imagine any other way to be, anything else to want and we lose what we need - our humanity. We lose our ability to shape our reality, to give it meaning, to recognize and state our own needs, to want, to be human, to look at things from the perspective of a unified self-determining mind.
The fear I want to express, Illich’s fear, is that we may be serving tools, instead of having tools that serve us. That is, we may be so far deep into the service of tools that it is impossible to think of our own good in any other terms than having better tools. Better tools starts with better education, better education means better ability to get better jobs in order to buy better things. Jobs require us to produce things (goods or services) for others to buy and to teach others that they ought to buy what we produce. Where is the good among all of these comparative betters? Why do we want what is better instead of what is good? What happened to good enough? What happened to enough? Why are we consuming all of these tools? To be happy. We  consider it foolish to identify happiness with consumption. If we accept that happiness requires the ability to think well, and that thinking well is what is good - and good enough to function well – we can see an end to our consumption, a goal to our production. But we need education to help us with this as well.  It doesn’t do it as well as it should. Now all of that is pretty theoretical. Let me turn to a concrete example, one that affects everyone in this room. You should bear in mind that I am merely following the logic of counterfoil research. I have no political agenda, no political party, no axe to grind. I simply want to understand.
You are a consumer. You consume education, and you are educated to consume. You may even be taught to educate others to consume.  This process of being educated to consume begins in primary school and never ends. In primary school, we consume basic skills, among them the ability to consume more advanced skills. These advanced skills, obtained at university, are geared more and more to getting a job. The purpose of getting a job is so that we can consume. We consume with the end of reaching a better quality of life. We are educated to think that a better quality of life is being able to consume more, to purchase, to have things. Is there an end outside of consumption? If our formative years, and our education is defined by a structure that is modeled on consumption, there is a danger that we may not be able to imagine a life that does not equate happiness with consumption. 

Why do I think that you are a consumer? Why do I think that we are educated to consume? 
In fact I don’t think that you are a consumer, Europe’s Commision on Higher Education does, and the World Trade Organization does. The Sorbonne Declaration of 1998 aims at facilitating a European area of higher education. The objective, and I quote is [SLIDE 6]  “to promote citizens' mobility and employability and the Continent's overall development.” Following on this, a year later, The Bologna Declaration of 1999 states that its objective is to [SLIDE 7]  “increase the mobility and employability of European higher education graduates”. First degrees should “be relevant to the European labour market as an appropriate level of qualification”. 

One of the key tools of the Bologna process is called the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS). This is a process of creating standardized educational modules, modules that allow students to move in and out of any university at the same level. That is, once the modules are in place by 2010, a third year student in France can simply plug him or herself into the third year module in Germany. The modules are geared towards employment skills. They assure standardized quality of education to companies throughout Europe. This is described in the Bologna Declaration in the following terms: “a system of easily readable and comparable degrees in order to promote European citizens employability and the international competitiveness.” 

ECTS is a marvelous educational tool to the extent that it makes international student exchange easier to accomplish. The benefits of foreign travel and exposure to different minds from different cultures is invaluable in developing healthy minds and healthy perspectives. This serves the ideal of a tool that helps us function well. However, if we look closely at the theoretical goal of ECTS it seems to involve increasing employability. How does this work? Nico Hirtt, addressing the 2003 European Conference on Higher Education, explains it this way: [SLIDE 8]
the economic leaders demand modular certificates for partial skills. They allow a more flexible, and thus less costly, labour market. This goes hand in hand with the attempt at making the "learner" more "responsible", namely by forcing him to choose those apprenticeships that are really important for the labour market, hence for the employers. 

We not only consume the product/service called education, but like other products and services, we must consume it responsibly. To whom are we responsible in our educational choices? Not to ourselves, but to businesses. If education is a tool that forces us to consume what we are told to consume we become slaves to the tool. 
One implication of using ECTS to guarantee standardization and quality is that education as a commodity, a service that we can consume, can be assessed by the World Trade Organization under the General Agreement on Trade in Services. As Thomas Fuller puts it in The Herald Tribune: [SLIDE 9]
a number of countries are putting the classroom on the agenda of the World Trade Organization...Under the WTO system, countries negotiate packages: The United States, for example, might agree to remove barriers to its educational market if Europe agrees to liberalize its transport.

That is we may be forced to increase the quality of our education, quality as defined by industry, in order to make it a better and better trading tool in the service of other industries. We have never considered what would make it good. This, according to one analyst is beyond human control: [SLIDE 10] “GATS has existed since 1995. It will not go away. Education is one of the 12 primary service sectors. This will not change.”

Are there no thinking beings in this process? Why won’t it go away? It sounds like a disease! She sounds like a robot. She sounds scared. This unstoppable force called GATS really requires a fast adapatble changeable, flexible workforce, if it is to be competitive. We must get better and better. Nothing is good or good enough. There really is no time to think, to function well as rational animals. There is only time to function as rational agents. We function as parts of a much larger global system that determines our needs and our modes of consumption. GATS will not change unless rational animals make it change. But rational animals will not make it change unless they are educated to act in favour of systems of education that help them be rational animals. That is how our tools may enslave us. 
But if it can’t change, and we can’t change it, that is if we have an education system that is subject to the unstoppable forces of globalization and trade, if we have an education system that is seen as a service provider, we have to ask what service it provides. On this model the service it seems to provide is job skills. So somebody requires this service, us, but we require this service because business requires it of us. We have to be responsible. Here is Nico Hirtt again: [SLIDE 11]
· the industrial and financial powers ask the political leaders to transform education so that it can better support the competitiveness of regional, national or European companies. 
· Adaptability of the work-force and of the consumers, to be able to produce and to consume in a fast changing and diversified technological, social and cultural environment.
· in order to sustain more efficiently the economic competition, in a threefold process : first, by educating the workforce and adapting it to the so-called "knowledge economy" ; 2nd, by educating and stimulating the consumers ; and third, by opening itself to the conquest of the markets.

Some questions:

Financial powers require the government to transform education? Why aren’t businesses training me directly? (It is cheaper for them to have someone else do it.) Why must I adapt to sustain more efficiently the economic competition? To be able to produce and consume? To educate and stimulate consumers? That is how I am enlaved by my tools.
Am I really being told that I must be stimulated into wanting things? If I am are these wants really truly mine? If there is no product that answers to my wants, do I really want it? Why am I being educated to consume? Why aren’t business being educated to produce what I want? Why am I being educated to want what they produce? 

The answer to the last is obvious. Says Hirtt: [SLIDE 12]
The school has not only to train the workers; it should also educate the consumers. The development of new mass-markets in the area of emerging technologies is only possible if the potential clients have the necessary knowledge and skills to use those products.

If you don’t educate me to realize that I need the things you make, you can’t make money by producing them. I am worried about placing our education system in the service of these goals, primarily because they have no purpose other than continuing a cycle of consumption, at the expense of our ability to think well, to invest our world with meaning. 
One of the responses to this inevitable unchangeableness  of expanding consumption is to make sure that student/consumers have access to lifelong learning, that they become lifelong consumers of education/skill via the internet. Here is a policy statement from the UK’s Department for Education and Skills. The vision of e-learning is: [SLIDE 13]
1. Raising standards 2. Improving quality 3. Removing barriers to achievement 4. Improving choice    5. Widening participation   
Preparing for employment skills: New qualifications for professional development in e-learning Higher Education providers: Education leaders must drive e-learning forward.  New breed of e-learning technologists. 
Strategic vision of Education: 1. Career development 2. Assessment 3. Financial reward   4. Better value for learners.  5. A professional workforce.

There is very little here that I regard as education in the sense of understanding who and what you are, very little here that speaks of education as anything but a tool of consumption. The problem runs deeper, and gets scarier. As publicly funded schools look desperately for ways to bolster dwindling resources, here is the response from the 1998 European Commission Report on Marketing in Schools:
[SLIDE 14]
with some safeguards, advantages of marketing will appear: advantages for school systems with a chronic lack of resources, but also advantages in educational terms because the penetration of marketing into schools opens them up to the world of business and to the realities of life and society.
Once equate the world of business with life and reality, your life and reality are simply BEYOND YOUR CONTROL!!! How did this happen? When did I lose my vote? Where did I lose my say? Can I have it back? Am I really being told by this European Commission that life and reality are beyond my control? Is there no more than business to life and reality? How can I invest my world with meaning? How can I think and function well?
I’ll go back to the beginning: 
[SLIDE 15]
You are a consumer. You consume education, and you are educated to consume. You may even be taught to educate others to consume.  

I have focused on education as a tool in this counterfoil research, because I think that education affects the way that we think about other problems. I suspect it conditions us into a particular mindset because it is conditioned into a particular mindset. What about other tools that force us to consume? I want to do a little thought experiment, another exercise in that counterfoil research methodology. Did you know that a large part of Manhattan as we know it was built using transportation speeds of under 32 kph? Phileas Fogg could have gone around the world in 40 days at a constant speed of 32 kph. If he visited 40 cities, He would still have time to spend a day in each place he visited. 

Ivan Illich, writing in 1970 makes the following claim:

If the world reduced the speed of all motorized transportation to 32 kph, that is, refused to produce vehicles that could not go any faster than this, ever, the following benefits would result:  [SLIDE 16]
· 1. The amount of energy required to supply everyone with a vehicle like this for life would be the same as what America uses in 1 year to keep its cars on the road.

· 2. There would be far less pollution, far less degradation of natural resources.

· 3. There would be far less deadly accidents 

· 4.There would be no road rage. 

· 5. People who choose to walk would not be in danger.
This of course can’t happen.

Why?

[SLIDE 17]
1. We would not get to Bilkent on time – there are not enough hours in the day.
But wait – would Bilkent have been built out here if there were no cars and service buses in the first place? The same might apply to ambulances that need to go faster to save lives. Would hospitals be so far away?
2. The rate of production would decrease.
But if the rate of production decreased globally, at the same rate, would you notice? Or have you been educated to believe that the rate of production must always increase? Educated to believe that you must invent new needs that you then need to convince others that they need and educate them how to use?

3. We would get bored, things would take too long. 
Why are we in such a hurry? Isn’t this the result of the rate at which we have been educated that we must live?
4. I simply don’t want to live this way. It’s primitive. We are advanced.
This objection, like the others, still succumbs to the logic of a system that imposes its conditions upon us. My suggestion is that we couldn’t possibly reduce speeds to 32 kph. The speed of our world is beyond our control. And when I say this, I am sure that I am saying it only because I have been educated to believe it. My mind is limited by what was offered me. I can think of it though, and when I do, I ask myself what is the primary reason why it seems so ridiculous? 
If I look out beyond the logic of my tools, I can only wonder at the fact that I am enslaved by a tool that was invented to serve me. Whether I drive one or not, I am a slave of the automobile. I am a slave of speed, and a system that uses the ability to travel faster to put things further apart than they should be. Bilkent would not be here if we traveled at 20 mph. I could walk to it. Like GATS, speed is apparently here to stay.

The purpose of this little counterfoil research is to show the danger inherent in all tools – that all tools have the potential to enslave us – cars that insist that we go a certain speed, from education as a tool in the service of industry, medicine as a tool to keep us alive longer and get sicker. We can consider architecture and law as tools that tell us that only a certain standard of building is acceptable, forcing us out of hand built homes and into housing that they design research, and profit by. We can consider computers as tools that require us to buy more software, and that, once they go wrong require us to invest more time in fixing them than using them. We can realize that architecture, once invested in AutoCAD as a tool is at the service of a tool that restricts the creative power of AutoCAD to what the architect can represent with it. We become slave of our tools.
It is not necessary that tools enslave us. But if they are not to enslave us, we need to think more carefully about the nature of tools. We need to be careful of their potential to impose undesirable conditions on us. We need what Illich calls convivial tools, tools that enable us to invest our world with our meaning, tools that serve us, that help us to be happy, not tools that tell us how to be happy, that tell us what we want. We need to think beyond the logic of tools and we need to be human in the face of our tools. 
My question to this group of engineers, my request, for I must live in the world that you make, is this: Can you design a tool that will not enslave me? Can you think of the engineer as not being responsible to the company, but as being responsible to humanity? Can you ask yourself what kind of tools these might be? Can you assess the tools you use and design from this point of view? This counterfoil research of mine suggests that tools made with this approach mind is the only way we can escape the enslavement of our tools, the only way we can make tools that truly help us.  
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