/i THE ALTERNATIVE TO SCHOOLING
§ ILLICH, Ivan

The Triple illegitimacy

For generations we have tried to make the world a better place by
providing more and nore schooling, but so far the endezavour has failed.
That we have learned instead is

N that forcing 211 children to climb an opencnded education
ladder cannot enhance equality but nust favor the individual
who starts out earlier, healthier, or better prepared,

2k that enforced instruction deadens for most people the will
for independent learning,

G and that knowledge treated as a commodity, delivered in
packages, and accepted as private property once it is acquired,
must always be scarce.

Proposals for new educational institutions fall into three broad
categories:

1 s the reformation of the classroonm within the school system;
2 the dispersal of free schools throughout society;

15 and the transformation of 21l society into one huge class-
room.

But these three approaches - the reformed classroom, the free school,
and the worldwide classroon - represent three stages in a proposed
escalating production of education in which each step threatens more
subtle and more pervasive social control than the one it replaces.

The futility of "universal" education

I believe that the disestablishment of the school has becone
inevitable and that this end of an illusion should fill us with hope.
But I also believe that the end of the "age of schooling” could usher
in the epoch of the global school~house that would be dist?nguishable
only in name from a global madhouse or global prison in which education,
correction, and adjustment become synonyrous. I therefore believe that
the breakdown of the school forces us to look beyond its inminent demise
and to face fundamental alternatives in education. Bither we can work
for fearsome and pcsent new educational devices that fiﬁ a}l nen into a
world which progressively becomes nore opague and forbidding for man, or
we con set the conditions for shew era in which technology would be used
to mcoke society more simple and transparent, SO that 2ll men can once
agoin know the foets and use the tools that shape their lives., In short,
we con disestablish schools or we can deschool culture.

The hidden curriculum of schooling

In order to see clearly the alternatives we face, we nust first
distinguish education from schooling, which meons separating the
huricnistic intent of the te~cher from the inpact of the invariant structure
of the school. This hidden structure constitutes o course of instruction
that stays forever beyond the control of the teacher or of his school
hoard. It conveys indelibly the messoge that

e only through schooling can an individuol prepare himself
for adulthood in society,

23 that what is not taught in school is of little value, and
that what is learned outside of school is not worth knowinge.
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I c211 it the hidden curriculum of schooling, because it constitutes the
unalterable fremework of the system, within which 211 changes in the
curriculum are made.

The hidden curriculunm is always the same regardless of school or
place. It requires all children of a certain age to assenble in groups
of obout thirty, under the authority of a certified teccher, for some 500
to 1,000 or more hours each year. It doesn't matter whether the
curriculun is designed to teach the principles of faseism, liberalisn,
Cotholicism, or socialism; or whether the purpose of the school is to
produce Soviet or United States citizens, mechanics, or doctors. Hie
nokes no difference whether the teacher is authoritarion or permissive,
whether he imposes his own creed or teaches students to think for them-
selves. What is important is that students learn that education is
valunble when it is acquired in the school through a graded process of
consumption; that the degree of success the individual will enjoy in
society depends on the anmount of learning he consumes; ond that learning
about the world is more valuable than learning from the world.

It rmust be clearly understood that the hidden curriculum translates
learning from an activity into a commodity - for which the school mnonop—
olizes the market. In all countries knowledge is regorded as the first
necessity for survival, but also as a form of currency more liquid than
rubes or dollars. e have beconme accustomed, through Korl Marx's
writings, to speak about the alienation of the worker from his work in a
class society. We nust now recognize the estrangement of man from his
learning when it becones the product of a service profession and he
becones the consuner,

The more learning an individual consumes, the more "knowledge
stock" he acquires. The hidden curriculum therefore defines a new class
structure for society within which the large consumers of knowledge -
those who have acquired large quantities of knowledge stock - enjoy
special privileges, high income, ond access to the nore powerful tools
of production. This kind of knowledge-capitolism has been accepted in
all industrialized societies and establishes a rotionale for the distribu-
tion of jobs and incone, (This point is especially important in the
light of the lack of correspondence between schooling and occupational
conpetence established in studies such as Ivar Berg's Dducation and
Jobs: The Great Training Robbery.)

1t _futile proposal: alternative curricula

No matter how much each generation spent on its schools, it always
turned out that the najority of people were unfit for enlightenment by this
process and had to be discarded as unprepared for life in o man-nade world.

Fducational reforners who accept the idea that schools have foiled
fall into three groups. The most respectable promise better schools.
The nost seductive promise to make every kitchen into ~n alchemic lab.
The most sinister want to transform the entire world into one huge temple
of learning. Notable among the first group are those who believe that
schools, if they could somehow be improved, could also become economically
nore feasible than those that are now in trouble, and simultaneously could
sell o larger package of services. Those who are concerned primarily
with the curriculunm claim that it is outdated or irrelevent. So the
curriculun is filled with new packaged courses on Africon Culture, North
inericon Imperialism, Women's Lib, Pollution, or the Consumer Society.
Possive learning is wrong - it is indeed - so we graciously ollow students
to decide what and how they want to be taught. Schools are prison houses.
Therefore, principals are authorized to approve teach-outs, moving the
school desks to 2 roped-off Harlemn street. Sensitivity training becones
fashioncble. 50, we inport group therapy into the classroon. School,
which was supposed to teach everybody everything, now becomes all things
to all children,

Other critics emphosize that schools make inefficient use of
nodern science. Some would adninister drugs to make it easier for the
instructor to chonge the child's behaviour. Others would transfornm
achool into o stodium for educntional goning. Sti11 others would
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electrify the classroom, If they are simplistic disciplés of McIuhan,
they replace blackboards and textbooks with multimedia happenings; if
they follow Skinner, they claim to be able to modify behavior more
efficiently than old-fashioned classroom prractitioners can,

Most of these changes have, of course, some good effects. The
experimental schools have fewer truants. Parents do have a greater
feeling of participation in a decentralized district, Pupils, assigned
by their teacher to an apprenticeship, do often turn out more competent
than those who stay in the classroom, Some children do improve their
knovkedge of Spanish in the languape lab because they prefer playing with
knobs ¢f a tape recorder to conversations with their Puerto Rican peers.,
Yet all these improvements operate within predictably narrow limits,
since they leave the hidden curriculum of school intact,

Free schools, to be truly free, must meet two conditions: First
they must be run in a way to prevent the reintroduction of the hidden
curriculum of graded attendance and certified studénts stpdying at the
feet of certified teachers. And, more importantly, they must provide a
framework in which all participants - staff and pupils - can free them -
gelves from the hidden foundations of a schooled society.,

It is useful to distinguish between the hidden curriculum, which
I have described, and the occult foundations of schooling., The hidden
curriculum is a ritual that can be congidered thz offieial initiation
into modern society, institutionally establishedthrough the school,
It is the purpose of this ritual to hide from its participants the
contradictions between the myth of an egalitarian society and the class-
conscious reality it certifies., Once they are recognized as such,
rituals lose their power, and this is what is now beginning %o happen
to schooling. But there are certain fundamental assumptions about
growing up = the occult foundations - which now find their expression in
the ceremonial of schooling, and which could easily be reinforced by what
free schools do.

Among these assumptions is what Peter Schrag calls the "immigration
syndrome," which imyels us to treat all people as if they were newcomers
who must go through a naturalization process, Only certified consumers
of knowledge are admitted to ciltizenship.

The rhetoric of all schools states that they form a man for the
future, but they do not release him for his task before he has developed
a high level of tolerance to thc ways of his oclders: e RS
education for life rather than in everyday life., Few free schools can
avold doing precisely this. Nevertheless they are among the most
important centers from which a new life-style radiates, not because of
the effect their graduates will have but, rather, because clders who
choose to bring up their children without the benefit of properly
ordained teachers frequently belong to a radical minority and because
thelr preoccupation with the rearing of their children sustains them
in their new style, '

srd futile proposal: new technology

The most dangerous category of educational reformer is one who
argues that knowledge can be produced and sold much more effectively
on an open market than on one controlled by school, These people
argue that most skills can be easily acquired from skill-models if the
learner is truly interested in their acquisltions that individual
entitlements can provide a more equal purchasing power for education.
They demand a careful separation of the process by whic h knowledge is
acquired from the process by which it is measured and certified. These
gseem to be obvious statements. DBut it would be a fallacy to believe that
the establishment of a free market Ffor knowledge would constitute a
radical alternative in education.

Knarledsge - capitalising

The establighment of a_ frec market. would indeed abolish, what i
have previously called the hidden curriculum of presént wehooling = its

e=gpecific attendance at a graded curriculum. Equally, a free marg;t
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would at first give the appenrcnce of counterncting whot I have called
the occult foundations of o schooled society: the "irmigration syndrone, "
the institutional monopoly of tecching, n~nd the ritusl of linear
indtdation. But at the same tine ~ free market in educ~tion eould
provide the alchemist with innunerable hidden hands to fit each nman into
the nultiple, tight 1little niches 2 nore conplex technocrncy can provide.

Mnny decodes of relionce on schooling has turned knowledge into 2
corriodity, & marketable staple of o special kind. Knowledge is now
regorded sinultaoneously as 2 first necessity snd also ~s society's most
precious currency. (The transformation of knowledge into a commodity
is reflected in a corresponding transformation of languoge. Yords that
formerly functioned 2os verbs are beconming nouns that designate possessions.
Until recently dwelling and learning and even healing designated activi-
ties. They are now usually conceived as conrnodities or services to be
delivered. We talk a2bout the manufacture of housing or the delivery of
nediccl care., Men are no longer regarded fit to house or heal themselves.
In such o society people come to believe that professional services are
more voluable than personal care.)

4t present schools linit the teacher's competence to the classroori.
They prevent him from claiming man's whole life as his donain. The denise
of school will rermove this restriction and give semblonce of legitimacy to
the life-long pedagogical invasion of everybody's privacy. It will open
the way for a scromble for "knowledge" on a free market, which would lead
us townrd the paradox of a vulgar, albeit seemingly egolitorian, merit-
OCTOCY » Unless the concept of knowledge is tranformed, the disestablish-
nent of school will lead to o wedding between 2 growing neritocratic
systen that separates learning from certification and & society committed
to provide therapy for each man until he is ripe for the gilded age.

Present reforn tends to tighten technocrocy

For those who subsribe to the technocratic ethos, whatever is
technicelly possible must be made nvailable at least to a few whether
they want it or not. Neither the privation nor the frustration of the
najority counts. If cobalt trentment is possible, then the city of
Tegucigalpa needs one apparatus in each of its two nojor hospitals, at
~ cost thot would free an inportant part of the populction of Honduras
fron parcsites. If supersonic speeds are possible, then it nust speed
the trovel of some. If the flight to Mors con be conceived, then o
rationnle must be found to moke it oppear a necessity. —In the techno-
craotic ethos poverty is modernized: Not only are old alternatives
closed off by new monopolies, but the lack of necegsities is also
conpounded by o growing spread between those gservices thot are technolo-
gicolly feasible and those that are in fact available to the najority.

» teacher turns "educator" when he adopts this technocratic ethos.
H ¢ then acts as if education were a technological enterprise designed
to nake man fit into whatever environment the "progress" of science
oreotes, He seens blind 4o the evidence that constant obsolescence of
~11 cormodities comes at o high price: the mounting cost of training
people to know nbout then. He scems to forget that the rising cost of
Yools is purchased at a high price in education: They decrense the labor
intensity of the economy, noke learning on the job inpossible or, at
best, a privilege for a few, 211 over the world the cost of educnting
nen for society rises faster thon the productivity of the entire
econony, mnd fewer people have o sense of intelligent porticipation in
the cormonweal.,

NOT NEW EDUC.TION BUT .. NEW SET OF P DESIGN-CRITERIA FOR
TECHNOLOGY

Recover the power to learn

. revolution agoinst those forms of privilege ond pover, which
~pe bosed on clains to professional knowledge, nmust stort with a
tronsformation of conscilousness about the nature of learmning. This
neansg, cbove all, a shift of responsibility for teaching and learning.
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® Knowledge can be defined as 2 commodity only as long as it is viewed 2s
the result of institutional enterprise or as the fulfillment of institu-
tional objectives. Only when a nan recovers the sense of personal
responsibility for what he learns and teaches can this spell be broken
and the olienation of learning from living be overconc.

Tducational institutions - if they are at all needed - ideally
toke the forn of facility centers where one can get 2 roof of the right
sizc over his head, access to 2 piano or a kiln, and to rccords, books,
or slides. Schools, TV stations, theaters, and the like are designed
prinarily for use by professionals. Deschooling society means above
~11 the denial of professional status for the second-oldest profession,
nonely teaching. The certification of teachers now constitutes an
undue restriction of the right to free speech: the corporate structure
ond professional pretensions of journalisn an undue restriction on the
right to free press. Conpulsory attendance rules interfere with free
assenbly. The deschooling of society is nothing less thoan o cultural
mutotion by which a people recovers the effective use of its Constitu-
tional freedoms: learning and teaching by nen who know that they are
born frece rather than treated to freedon. Most people learn nost of the
time when they do whatever they enjoy; most people arc curious and want
to give meaning to whatever they come in contact with; ond nost people
are copoble of personal intinmate intercourse with others unless they are
stupefied by inhumon work or turned off by schooling.

The fact that people in rich countries do not learn rwuch on their
own constitutes no proofto the contrary. Rather it is 2 consequence of
life in an environment from which, paradoxically, they connot learn much,
precisely because it is so highly prograned. They ore constantly
frustrated by the structure of contemporary society in which the facts
on which decisions can be nade have become elusive. They live in an
environnent in which tools that can be used for creative purposes have
become luxuries, &n environment in which channels of communicotionberve
a few to talk to nmany.

% nodern myth would nake us believe that the sense of impotence
with which nost men live today is a consequence of technology that
cannot but create huge systens. But it is not technology that nakes
systems huge, tools immensely powerful, chmnnels of cornunication one-
directional. Quite the contrary: Properly controlled, technology could
provide each man with the ability to understand his environment better,
to ohope it powerfully with his own hands, and to pernit hin full in-
terconmunication to a degree never before possible.  Such an alternntive
use of technology constitutes the central alternative in education,

Access to things

If a person is to grow up he needs first of 2ll, access to things,
to ploces and to processes, to events and to records. He needs to see,
to touch, to tinker with, to grasp whatever there is in & neaningful
sebting. This access is now largely denied. When knowledge became o
cormodity, it acquired the protections of private property, and thus a
principle designed to guard personal intimocy became o rationale for
decloring focts off limits for people without the proper credentials,

In schools teachers keep knowledge to themselves unless it fits into

the day's progran, The media inforn, but exclude those things they
regord as unfit to print. Information is locked into s ecial

longuages, and specialized teachers live off its retranslation. Patents
are protected by corporations, secrets are guarded by bureaucracies, and
the power to keep others out of private preserves - be they cockpits,

low offices, junkyards, or clinics = is jealously guarded by professions,
institutions, and nations. Neither the political nor the professional
structure of our societies, Enst and West, could withstand the elimina-
tion of the power to keep entire classes of people from focts that could
gervce then, The nccess to facts that I ndvocate goes for beyond truth

in labeling, Access rust be built into reality, while nll we ask fron
~dvertising is a guarantee that it does not mislead. ‘ecess to reality

constitutes a fundamental slternotive in educ~tion to o systen that
only purports to teach gbout it.



sccess to facts

Abolishing the right to corporate secrecy - even when professional
opinion holds that this secrecy serves the common good - is, as shall
presently appear, 2 much more radical politieal goal thon the traditional
denond for public ownership or control of the tools of production. The
socinlization of tools without the effective socialization of know-how
in their use tends to put the knowledge-capitalist into the position
fornerly held by the financier, The technocrat's only clain to power is
the stock he holds in some class of scarce and secret knowledge, and the
best neans to protect its value is a large and capital-intensive organiza-
+ion that renders access to know=how formidable and forbidding.

Rondonl access to skillg

It does not take nuch time for the interested learmer to acquire
almost any skill that he wants to use. We tend to forget this in a
socicty where professional teachers nonopolize entronce into all fields,
and thereby stamp teaching by uncertified individuals as quackery.
There are few mechanical skills used in industry or research that are as
denending, complex, ond dangerous as driving cars, 2 skill that nost
pcople guickly acquire from a peer., Not all people are suited for
advanced logic, yet those who are naoke rapid progress if they are
challenged to play nathematical gomes at an early age. One out of
twenty kids in Cuernavaca can beat me at Wiff 'n' Proof after a couple
of weeks' training. In four months all but a sm2all percentage of
notivated adults at our CIDOC center learn Spanish well enough to conduct
ccadenic business in the new language.

Skill—exchange

A first step toward opening up 2access to skills would be to
provide various incentives for skilled individuals to shore their
knowledge. Inevitably, this would run counter to the interest of
guilds and professions and unions. Yet, nultiple apprenticeship is
attraoctive: It provides everybody with an opportunity to learn some-
thing about almost anything. There is no reason why o person should
not conbine the ability to drive a car, repair telephones and toilets,
act a8 2 midwife, and function as an architectural draftsman. Special-
interest groups and their disciplined consumers would, of course, clain
th~t the public needs the protection of a professional guarantee, But
this argunent is now steadily being challenged by consuner protection
assoclations. We have to tnake ruch more seriously the objection that
ccononists raise to the randical socialization of skills: that "progress"
will be inpeded if knowledge - potents, skills, and all the rest - is
denocratized, Their argument can be faced only if we denonstrate to
thern the growth rate of futile disccononies genercted by any existing
educational systen.

Transparent technology

ccess to people willing to share their skills is no guarontee of
learning. Such access is restricted not only by the nonopoly of
educational progrons over learning and of unions over licensing but also
by o technology of scarcity. The skills that count todoy are know-how
in the use of highly specialized tools that were designed to be scarce.
These tools produce goods or render services that everybody wants but
only o few can enjoy, and which only 2 limited number of people know how
to use. Only a few privileged individuals out of the total number of
people who have o given disease ever benefit from the rcsults of sophis-
ticn?id nedical technology, and even fewer doctors develop the skill to
use it.

The same results of nedical research hove, however, nlso been
enployed to crente o basic medical tool kit that pernits .‘rmy and Navy
nedics, with only o few nonths of training, to obtain results, under |
pbobtlefield conditions, that would have been beyond the cxpectations of
full=fledged doctors during Vorld War ITI. On an even sinpler level any |
pecsant girl could learn how to diagnose mnd treat rnost infections if
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nedical scientists prepared dosocges and instructions specifically for a
given geogrophic area.

111 these exanmples illustrate the fact that educational considera-
tions nalone suffice to demand 2 radical reduction of the professional
structure that now inpedes the mutual relationship between the scientist
and the najority of pcople who want access to science, If this denand
were heeded, 2ll men could learn to use yesterday's tools, rendered more
effective and durable by modern seience, to create tonorrow's world.

Unfortunately, precisely the contrary trend prevails ot present.
I know 2 coastal area in South .‘merica where nost people support then-
selves by fishing fron small boats. The outboard notor is certainly
t+he tool that has changed most dranatically the lives of thesce coastal
fishermen. But in the area I have surveyed, half of 211 outboard notors
thot were purchased between 1945 and 1950 are still kept running by con-
stont tinkering, while half the motors purchased in 1965 no longer run
hecausce they were not built to be repaired. Technological progress
provides the nmajority of people with gadgets they connot afford and
deprives then of the simpler tools they need.

Metals, plastics, and ferro cement used in building have greatly
inproved since the 1940s and ought to provide more people the opportunity
to crente their own hones. But while in the United States in 1948, mnore
thon 30 per cent of a2ll one-family homes were owner=bullt, by the end of
the 1960s the percentage of those who acted a8 their own contractors had
dropped to less than 20 per cent.

The lowering of the skill level through so-cnlled econonic devel-
opricnt becomnes even more visible in Latin ‘nerica. Here nost people
still build their own homes from floor to roof. Often they use rud, in
the form of adobe, and thatchwork of unsurpassed utility in the noist,
hot, and windy clinate, In other places they make thelr dwellings out
of cordboard, oil-druns, ond other industrial refuse. Instead of
providing people with sinple tools and highly standardized, durable, and
c28ily repaired components, all governments have gone in for the nass
production of low-cost buildings. It is clear that not one single
country can afford to provide satisfactory nodern dwelling units for the
nojority of its people. Yet, everywhere this policy nokes it progress-—
ively nore difficult for the najority to acquire the knowledge and skills
they need to build better houses for themselves.

Technology designed for non-professional use

Bducational considerations permit us to fornulote o second
fundonental characteristic that ony post-industrial society must possess:
o bosic tool kit that by its very noture counteracts technocratic control.
For educational reasons we nust work toward a society in which scientific
knowledge is incorporated in tools and components thot con be used
neaningfully in units snall enough to be within the reach of all. Only
such tools can socialize access to skills. Only such tools favor tenm=-
porary associations among those who wont to use then for o specific
occasion. Only such tools allow specific goals to cmerge in the process
of their use, as any tinkerer knows. Only the combination of guaranteed
ancecess to facts and of limited power in nmost tools renders it possible to
envisage @ subsistence econony capable of incorporating the fruits of
nodern science,

The developrnient of such a scientific subsistence cconony is
unguestionably to the advontage of the overwhelming nojority of all
people inpoor countries, It is also the only alternative to progressive
pollution, exploitation, and opagueness in rich countries. But, as we
have seen, the dethroning of the GNP cannot be achieved without sinultan-—
eously subverting GNE (Gross National Bducation -~ usunlly conceived as
nonpower capitalization) . in egalitarian econony connot exist in a
gocicty in which the right to produce is conferred by schools.
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g@ggggfsubsistence econony

The ieasibility of 2 nodern subsistence econony does not depend on
new scientific inventions. It depends primarily on the obility of a
society to agree on fundamentnl, self-chosen anti-bureoucratic cnd anti-
technocratic restraints.

These restroints can take many forms, but they will not work unless
they touch the boasgsic dinmensions of life. (The decision of Congress
ngoinst development of the supersonic transport plane is one of the rost
cncouraging steps in the right direction.) The substance of these
voluntary social restraints would be very sinmple natters that can be
fylly understood and judged by any prudent nan, The issues at stake in
ﬂﬁi SST controversy provide a good exanple. A1l such restraints would

chosen to promote stable and equal enjoyment of scientific know=how.
The French say that it takes o thousand years to educate 2 peasant to
deal with a cow. It would not take two generations to help 2ll people
in Iatin .nmerica or frica to use and repair outboard notors, sinple cars,
punps, nedicine kits, and ferro cenent nachines if their design does not
chonge every few years. .nd since a joyful life is one of constant
neoningful intercourse with others in a meaningful environnent, equal
enjoynent does translate into equal education.

% present a consensus on austerity is difficult to imagine. The
reason usunlly given for the impotence of the majority is stated in terms
of political or economic class. What is not usually understood is that
the new class structure of a schooled society is even nore powerfully
controlled by vested interests. No doubt an imperialist ond capitalist
orgonization of society provides the social structure within which a
rinority con have disproportionate influence over the effective opinion
of the majority. But in o technocratic society the power of a minority
of knowledge capitalists con prevent the formation of truc public opinion
throuzh control of scientific know-how ond the nedia of comrmunication.
Constitutional guarantees of free speech, free press, and free assenbly
were neant to ensure governnent by the people. Modern electronics,
photo-offset presses, time-sharing conputers, and telephoncs have in
principle provided the hardware that could give an entirely new-meaning
to these freedons. Unfortunately, these things are used in modern
nedia to increase the power of knowledge-bankers to funnel their progran-
pockages through international chains to nore people, instend of being
used to increase true networks that provide equal opportunity for
cncounter anong the menbers of the nmajority.

Deschooling the culture and social structure requires the use of
technology to nake participatory politics possible. Only on the basgis
of o mojority coclition can linits to secrecy and growing power be
detcrnined without dietatorship. Ve need o new environment in which
arowing up can be classless, or we will get o brave ncw world in which

Big Brother educates us all.

Tvon Tllieh founded the Center for Intercultural Docunentation (CIDOC)
in Cucrnavaco, Mexico, an educntional orgonization devoted to discussion
of ways for inproving the cultural and social environment of the Latin
aneriecan People. His nost recent book, Deschooling Society, is
published by Harper & Row.
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