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1 ABSTRACT 

The aim of th;s thes;s is to try to bring sorne clarity and 

perspective into the controversy generated by Ivan Illich's theory of 

the necessity for a deschooled society. Furthermore it attempts to 

elaborate on how Illich's concepts originated anc evolved. In this 

respect, it strives ta present al1 of the elp.ments which have had an 

impact upon Illich's intel1ectual formation and his subsequent 

religious, social, and educational philosophy. 

The method of inquiry for my thesis is to investigate the various 

experiences, ineluding definite influences, which contributed to 

shaping Illich's attitudes towards society, technology, and formal 

education. Sinee all of these factors eventual1y contributed to his 

famaus theory of deschooling, this paper attempts ta describe how 

Illich developed inte1lectually fro~ his younger days until he 

coneeptualized his notion of a fre€ education in the Centre 

International de Documentation. In addition, this study analyzes the 

reaetions of the major critics and commentators who either criticized 

or supported Illich's theories. 

The thesis eoncludes by presenting the reactions of the author to 

both Ivan Illich's thearies and ta the views of his major critics and 

cammentators. 



RESUME 

Le but de ma thêse est d'essayer d'éclaircir la dispute engendrée 

par la théorie de Ivan Illich promouvant une société sans école. Dans 

cet ouvrage je tente d'expliquer comment les opinions de Ivan Illich 

sont nées et de quelle façon elles ont évoluées. 

A ce sujet, mon oeuvre s'éfforce de tenir compte de tous les 

éléments qui ont pu influencer la formation religieuse et sociale de 

Ivan Illich ainsi que ses idées sur 1 '~ducation. Ma méthode de travail 

consiste dans l'étude des faits et des facteurs qui ont contribué ~ la 

formation de Illich depuis sa tendre jeunesse jusqu'au moment dans sa 

vie quand il a concrétisé sa théorie sur l'éducation libre dans son 

école Le Centre International de Documentation. En continuant, ce 

papier fait l'analyse des critiques les plus importantes qui ont été 

faites pour et contre les dites théories. 

Cette thèse termine en soumettant les idées de l'auteur sur Ivan 

Illich et ses théories, ainsi que son opinion sur les différentes 

critiques émises a ce sujet. 
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PREFACE 

The objective of th1s thes1s 1s to try to shed some l1ght upon the 

deschooling controversy. In other words to try to discover what Illich 

1s say1ng as well as what his major cr1tics are saying about his 

theories. By analyzing Illich's intellectual development 1 will try to 

unravel the factors which led Illich to his idea of deschooling and how 

this concept developed over the years in his mind. 

In the first chapter 1 will ~resent Illich as a person, who has 

been subject to a variety of influences, in order to be able to 

describe in the following chapters how his personal1ty and convictions 

evolved until he proposed the eradication of the school system. 

In the second chapter, 1 will describe how Illich inter-reacted 

with his early intellectual environment and how different occurrences 

and ideas shaped his philosophy of life. 

In the third chapter 1 will present, as a startin9 point for his 

theories, the final product of III ich's intellectual evolution, namely 

his beliefs in religion and education, as well as his social 

phl1 osophy. 

In the fourth chapter l will present sorne of Ill1ch's most 

representativ~ critics. By this presentation 1 intend to put into 

perspective the whole controversy over Illich's theories. 

In the fifth chapter ! will offer my own commentary on Illich and 

his cr1tics by presenting my own reaction to their commentaries and 

critiques. 
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In the s;xth chapter 1 will try to sum up and evaluate Illich's 

1deas by analyzing the;r strengths and weaknesses. 

1 hope by this the~is to offer a clearer p1cture of the problems 

debated by Illich and his opponents, as well as to offer a greater 

understand1ng of the influences that shaped his 1ntellectual 

perspecti ves. 
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CHAPTER 1. 1 NTRODUCTI ON 

Of te" important worldw1de events have unpredictable consequences 

that can affect the whole of mankind. One such unpredictable event was 

the rapid growth of population at the end of the second Wor1d War. The 

baby boom~ occurr1ng after th~ second World War, seemed to create an 

important imbalance in the overal1 composition of society. This 

imbalance was probably due to the fact that a very large segment of 

society was composed of very young people, who outnumbered the1r 

elders. The education of these youngsters, because it was too heavy a 

bu rd en for their fam1l1es, was left, in many cases, to the schools. 

Under thes e pres sures, the schoo 1 system fa 11 ed t 0 meet the genera 1 

expectat10ns of society. People learned of some high schoo1 graduates 

who could neither read nor wr1te. Some parents even sued their local 

schools for not prov1d1ng an adequate education for their children. 

There were many s1gns of a malaise in the system and wel1-known 

educators started giving alarm signals through the ~edia. Articles 

were published and conferences were he1d as more and more educational 

thinkers jofned in. Finally this problem reached the public at large 

and it became a general concerne 

At th1s point in time, Ivan Illich, who was virtually unknown by 

the professionals in educat1on, produced a book entitled, Deschooling 

Society.l In this book, Ivan 111ic~. proposed to do away with the 

school system as such, denounc1ng the school as detrimental to 

lIllich, Ivan D., Deschooling Society, N.Y.: Harrow Books 
(1972). 
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democracy and unfair to those who did not fit the system. ~oreover, 

III ich's book seemed to respond to what looked like a pressing need at 

that time, and was proposed as an answer to the concern cf many 

intellectuals. Furthermore, it came at the right time and therefore 

provoked a violent reaction worldwide. It seemed that every person 

involved in the educational field had something ta say regarding 

Illich's theories. 

Some people agreed with Il1ich's ideas, a fp.w agreed on1y in part, 

yet many others took an opposing position. To some, Illich was a 

dE'luded "visionary"; to ethers he was a "prophet or a mystic ll
; to a 

third group he was an "agitator" and "wrongdoer", and to yet another 

group he was "just a passing fad".2 In fact, so :nany people reaeted, 

in suer a variety of ways, to Illich's rationale and proposa1s, that 

the basic issues became blurred. 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine carefully all the 

influences which contributed to Illich ' s personality and life 

experience. This author feels that there was a close relationship 

between :l1ich's upbring;ng, his ideas and '1is tf,eor;es. Moreover, the 

thesis author bel ieves that Illich ' s personality and intellectual 

ability played an important role in his development as well. 

In arder ta be able to have a comprehensive idea of the causes influ-

encing Illich's philosophy, this author believes that we should begin with 

his personal history and the factors that influenced him t~roughout his 

2Didier J. Fiveteau, "Illich: Enemy of Schools or School S!1stem?" 
Educational Review, '101. 82:3, p. 394 (."fag, 1974) • 
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life. In this respect, the questions one must ask in order to clarify 

this subject are: 

a) Who is Ivan Illich? 

b) In what kind of env;ronment did he develop? 

c) What was the source of his social, economic and political 

philosophy? 

d) What social and intellectual influences molded his way of 

thinking? 

e) How did he arrive at the conclusion that schools should be 

abolished? 

These questions will help to portray Ivan Illich as a real persan 

and to clarify his views about society and education. 

Due ta the scarcity of biographical information about Ivan Illich, 

this paper is only a beginning to what could be done in terms of a more 

comprehensive study of this subject. The actual profile of Ivan Illich 

as presented by many writers has not necessarily depicted Illich as he 

really is. In other words, this thesis is just a tentative analysis of 

Illich's character, sources of belief, and philosophy. Tt daes not 

pretend to be a definitive study of Ivan Illich. Vet, this author 

bel;eves that it ;s very helpful to take a look at IlliCh as a persan 

;n a comprehensive way. 

Ivan Illich is described by the people who meet him as a lanky 

figure with a long face having aquiline features, with a beak nose, 
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brown eyes, and exuding an aristocratic, Hapsburgic air about him. As 

a person, he displays a very complex personality. As a consequence he 

1s sometfmes difficult to understand. Hence, 1t is pract1cally 

impossible to categor1ze him, because he is not following any common 

pattern of behaviour; therefore, he can be considered in the final 

analysis as "unpredictable". 

According to many people who have met h1m, Illich displays 

"charisma". "charm", and an almost "hypnotizing" personality. Yet he 

can also be sarcastic as wel1 as withdrawn, mystic, even cryptic or 

en1gmatic. Often he may act as a charm1ng, na1ve and tender person, 

showing a great deal of humi11ty, but he 1s also able to be tough and 

cynical, almost rude, and even insulting. Moreover, Illich exhibits a 

mi xture of profound p fety, combi ned w1th dfplomacy and "savai r faire", 

blended together with defiance and outspoken m1litancy. Furthermore, 

Illich 1s labelled, and probably rightfully 50, as an "arrogant 

ar1stocrat" who nevertheless, has an obvious concern for the poor. 3 

Some of his act;vities 1nd1cate that there is a profoundly 

relig10us and mystical side to his character. For instance, sometimes 

he has prayed ent)re nights and has often fasted, gone on retreats, and 

pllgrimages. Another interesting aspect of his personality 1s his 

continuous effort to prove h1mself, which according to people who know 

h1m, borders on masochism. III 1ch seems to strike the peopl e he meets 

as a brilliant person, h1ghl1 educated, with an enormous background of 

knowledge. Seing fluent in many languages, he has no problem in 

3 DuPlessis Gray, Francine, Divine Disobedience, N. Y.: New 
Yorker (1971), p. 282. 
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communicating with people. This unusual amalgam of features results in 

granting Illich a "sui generis" mien, wh1ch is consistent w1th the 

position of intellectual dissident he holds in the international 

commun1ty of educational thinkers. 
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CHAPTER II. IVAN ILLICH'S INTEllECTUAL DEVELOPMENT 

a) Early life and schooling 

Ivan Illich was born in Vienna in 1926, the son of a weaHhy 

landowner and engineer. He comes from a titled Dalmatian family, and 

accerding to Illich, his origins are: Spanish, German, Jugoslav and 

Jewish. From such a background, Illich inherited a facility to speak 

foreign languages; he actual1y speaks fifteen of them and he learned 

Portuguese in only three weeks. In addition te his linguistic 

aptitude, he inherited also a brilliant, inquisitive mind. His native 

intelligence was developed even further by the fact that he was born 

into a "nest" of intellectuals. His family evolved in a hi9h1y 

intel1ectua. milieu composed of artists, scholars, progressive thinkers 

and thoughtful people in general. Rudolf Steiner and Reiner Maria 

RiHe were friends of his farr.11y. Since early childhood he had a very 

close relationship with Jacques Maritain. Maritain exerted, according 

to Illich, a great influence upon his formation. 

From his younger days, through his readings and home influences, 

Illich acquired a religious orientation with a marked preference for 

the medieval religious philosophy. Fol1owing his religious penchant, 

Illich went to Rome where he was trained to be a priest, and where he 

earned a master's degree in theology and philosophy at the Gregor1an 
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University. He a1so went to Sal zburg where he studied crystall ography 

and history. While in Sa1zburg, as part of his history studies, he 

wrote a thes1s on Arnold Toynbee's work, The Cyc11c Theory of 

Civ111zat1ons, which 1nfluenced him throughout h1s life. 

Due to his bri11iant studies and language skills, he was 

recommended by the Holy See for The Collegi0 Di Nobili Eccles1ast1ci, a 

training school for Vatican diplomats. Instead of 901n9 to this 

coll ege, III i ch chose to go as an assistant pastor to a predomi nantl y 

Puerto Rican parish in New York. 

b) 1111ch's early intel1ectual development 

In order to give an account of Ill1ch's intellectual development, 

l believe that the best way i5 to scrutinize the ideas and points of 

view which under11e his philosophy. These ideas were 1ikely acquired 

the conventional way, either by personal contact w1th thinkers and 

ph110sophers, or through readings. Of course, the fact that he grew up 

in an intel1ectual environment he1ped him to acquire many concepts from 

his early childhood. Nevertheless, reading seems to have been the 

activity which stimulated young Illich's imagination and provided h1m 

with food for thought for further intell~ctual exploration. Ivan 

Illich was an avid reader sinee his very younger days and this played a 

vital role in his attain1ng a high level of erudition. Of course, all 

the acquired elements of knowledge were processed by his brill1ant mind 

1nto a var1ety of concepts wh1ch formed his ph110sophy of life. Many 

-- -----
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of these ideas can be traced back to some of the thinkers who 

contr1buted to Illich's intellectual development. 

Ill1ch's relig10us orientation appears to be a major factor in the 

development of h1s philosophy of lffe. The monastic component of Ivan 

Illich's relig10us orientation points to St. Bernard de Clairvaux, who 

transmitted to him the idea of withdrawal of the Church from secular 

life. Illich a1so integrated St. Bernard de Cla1rvaux's monast1c ideas 

1nto his religious vision. 

Dante Alighieri in his Duo Ult1ma procla1med that relig10us 

regeneration leads to salvation, through membership 1n a religious 

community. This ~dea is entrenched in Ill1ch's ph11osophy, and Dante's 

wr1tings may be at its origine Illich ma1nta1ns that happ1ness in th1s 

world can be achieved through the conv1v1al1ty of a rel1g1ous 

community. 

The idea of the superior dign1ty of the Church through exerc1s1ng 

her pervading inspiration, comes probably to Illich from his lifetime 

friend Jacques Maritain. Maritain, as well as Henri Bergson, atta1ned 

this concept from Thomas Aquinas. The relig10us commitment to freedom 

for the individual comes most probably from the same sources, Maritain 

and Bergson being firm believers in 1t. 

Illich's idea of blind faith may come partially from several 

thinkers and philosophers l1ke Buddha, Socrates, Rousseau, and 

Spengler, who be1ieved that religion 1s a l1ved experience. 
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From his younger days then, Illich forged for himself an ideal 

concept of the medieval religious life, as he declares: 

WI am theologically profoundly conserva Live. l 
could teacb with deep relish a course in pre
conciliar theology. l would like to have lived 
in the middle ages, one of the high points of 
man's spirit. "4 

Ill1ch's rel1gious orientation is apparently sa strongly embedded in 

his philosophy of life that his views on education and society in 

general are pervaded by his spiritual beliefs. His constant reference 

to the Catho11c Church seems to indicate this facto 

Regarding some of his social concepts, we can presume, due to the 

s1milarity of ideas, that Tolstoy, as well as Rabelais, Montaigne and 

Rousseau, may have had an influence on Illich's 1deas. Furthermore, 

h1s n paternal", tolerant attitude towards the poor was most 1 ikely 

1n1tiated in h1s upper class fam1ly and social env1ronment, possibly 

conf1rmed by read1ng Tolstoy and others. With this kind of 

1ntellectual background Illich went to Salzburg, for higher studies. 

In Salzburg, another important element influenced the development of 

Il1ich's ideas. This new element was Arnold Toynbee's work The Cyclic 

Theory of Civi11zations. Toynbee h~ been influenced by Oswald 

Spengler's book The Decline of the West. Spengler, a great admirer of 

Isaiah and Heracl1tus, wrote a thesis on declining civilizations, 

1ncorporating sorne of these thinkers' ideas into his book Der Untergang 

4 Idem., p. 275. 
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Des Abenlandes. Here, Spengler investigates the background and origins 

of our civilization. In this work, the recurrent theme advanced by 

Spengler is that a given c1v1lizat~on develops until it reaches a 

certain point. Then, the very same components wh1ch have contributed 

to the growth of this civil1zatfon became 1mpediments to further 

development. The said civilization experiences an arrest in growth and 

starts declinfng until it dfsappears completely. 

Toynbee, impressed by Spengler's theory, extended his research and 

studied twelve civilizations, arriving at the same conclusions, but in 

a much more documented manner. Ivan Illich wrote a thesis on Toynbee's 

work, internalizing some of its concepts in the process. Moreover, 

Illich seems to believe that our c;v111zat1on 1s on the verge of facing 

an arrest of growth, and that the 1mpeding elements respons1ble for 

this hindrance are our current institutions. Therefore, the logfcal 

conclusio~ drawn by Illich is that society should do away with these 

institutions. Toynbee also believes that in growing civilizations, due 

to the extensive development of agriculture and commercial enterpr1ses, 

a characteristic byproduct 1s the rise of nonproductive !11tes, 

supported out of the econom1c surplus. This may provide sorne basis for 

Ill1ch's idea of social inequality throughout the world. This concept 

which is repeated over and over again in 1111ch's writings, may also 

have some roots in Toynbee 1 s theory that the human achievements in the 

t1.-~nical sphere have created, over time, enormous differences in the 

standard of living of individuals, as well as nations. 

• 
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Another important idea advanced by Toynbee, which may have 

influenced Illich, is the concept of the mechanicalness of mimesis. 

Toynbee dedicates a section of his book to this concept, the theme of 

manipulation of man by man, a theme which became one of the mainstays 

of Illich's social philosophy. Also, the idea of one elevating himself 

to a neutral, international level, may have also come from Toynbee, who 

says: "For the historian, his ancestral standing ground is an 

accidental impediment to seeing the global panorama in its true 

proportions. IIS Finally, one more common point which Illich shares 

with Toynbee i5 this obsessive concern with technology, especially the 

hatred of machines. 

In order to pursue his studies and because of his religious 

inclination Illich went to Rome to be trained as a priest. During his 

training, he acquired a masterls degree in theology and philosophy at 

the Gregorian University. While in Rome, Illich must have noticed that 

the Catholic Church also had its human side, which somehow did not fit 

his medieval religious image. This idea seems to be the reason why 

Illich went as a priest to New York, instead of joining the Collegio Di 

Nobili Ecclesiastici. While discussing the conditions of a priest's 

life and aspirations, Illich was challenged by sorne of his peers at the 

University for not being able to "make it" in New York. Out of a 

spirit of contradiction, as well as a drive to prove himself, but 

probably mainly due ta his disenchantment with the religious life in 

5 Toynbee, Arnold, A Study of Hist;ory, N. Y.: American Heritage 
Press (1972), p. 10. 
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~.) 6 ., Rome, Illich took the challenge. The more logical step for Illich ta 

fol1ow was ta have joined the Col1egio, and then to pursue a bril11ant 

career as a Vatican diplomat, in conform1ty w1th his h1ghly 1ntel1ec

tual background, as well as his cerebral potential. 

This unusual move to New York seems to suggest a possible conf11ct 

between the mundane aspects of the daily life of the Vatican diplomats 

and Ill1ch's h1ghly idealistic views of the Church. Interestingly 

enough, some of the people associated with the Vatican pride themselves 

on their special mentality, which they call Romanita. This mentality 

did not seem to suit Illich's idea of the clergy, because follow1ng his 

departure from Rome he begins to attack the Church establishment. 

The U.S. author1ties, recogniz1ng the patent;al danger of an 

eventual communist takeover in South America, dec1ded to turn Puerto 

Rico, which had the status of a commonwealth associated with the U.S., 

into a showcase for Latin America. As a result, Many U.S. companies 

opened branches in Puerto Rico and many Puerto Ricans emigrated to the 

U.S., mainly to New York city. When Illich arrived in New York, a mass 

of Puerto Rican emigrants formed a sort of ghetto around Fordham 

Square. At that time, the re11gious center of this enclave was the 

parish of the Incarnacion, which was under the spiritual guidance of a 

few American priests. These priests were mostly of Irish descent and 

could nct understand the menta11ty of the se latin newcomers. The 

pr1ests were annoyed by these par;shioners who were not used to 

arriv1ng in time for the mass, who did not take official pa pers 

6 l' . DuP eSS1S, op. Clt. p. 243. 

• 
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seriously, and who had a fatalist1c outlook on life. The priests from 

Incarnacion tried to force the American way of life upon the new 

immigrants and the consequence was that the Puerto Ricans deserted the 

Church. The hierarchy of the Cathol ic Church was concerned with thi s 

situation and did not know what strategy to use in order to re1ntegrate 

the Puerto Ricans into the parish. 

Illich, the newcomer, understood the situation and took the s1de 

of the new immigrants. His original disappointment with the clergy in 

Rome grew to such an extent that he openly sided with the Puerto 

Ricans. The attitude of the American-Irish priests towards the new 

parish10ners shocked Illich and compelled him to take action. From 

being a rebel without a cause, he turned 1nto a fervent supporter of 

the Puerto R1cans. In a very short period of time he learned Spanish 

and did everything possible to get acquainted with his par1shioners. 

Moreover, he published articles denouncing the prejudice of the 

Incarnacion clergy against the Puerto Rican people, for whom he had 

developed a strong empathy. Seing an immigrant himself, he readlly 

understood the predicament of these people. They were poor, 

disoriented, and were facing a way of life they did not comprehend. 

Through personal contacts, Illich absorbed as much as he could of the 

Puerto Rican culture. In order to become more familiar with the Puerto 

Rican way of life, Illich spent his ho11days in Puerto Rico hitchhiking 

through the island and talking to the people. As a consequence of 

these activities, Illich became the Puerto Ricans' champion and spokes-
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man in the Catholic Church. His greatest accomplishment in this 

respect was the establishment of the Puerto Rican day in New York, La 

Fiesta Patronal de San Juan, wh1ch was a tremendous success from the 

very beg1nning. The fact that many Puerto R1cans rejo1ned the Catho11c 

Chureh was largely attr1butable to Illieh's efforts. 

Ivan Illich became a natural1zed U.S. citizen and made many 

friends in that country. Moreover, Illich was appreciated by Cardinal 

Cushman of Boston and ga1ned the sympathy of Father Fitzpatr1ck and his 

Jesu1t colleagues at Fordham University. Cardinal Spe1lman, noticing 

the reviva1 of faith among the Puerto Rican immigrants, put Illich in 

charge of the department of Hispanie affairs of the archdiocese. 

Furthermore, Illich was e1evated to the rank of Monsignor, and in 1955 

was sent to Puerto Rico as vice rector of the Catholic University. In 

h1s capacity as vice reetor, Ivan Illich real1zed that there were many 

problems existing in the educational field and became interested in 

th1s field. During this period of time Everett Reimer was also in 

Puerto Rico and was probab1y instrumental in initiating Illich into 

certain problems of education. During his stay in Puerto Rico, Illich 

had a chance to get acquainted w1th the so called South American 

reality. By living every day with the Puerto Rican people and by 

ta1king to his students, he further ref1ned his knowledge and 

understanding of their prob1ems. rurthermore, Illich read a book 

wr1tten by Father François Houtard and Father Emile Pin, entitled 

·Sociologiea1 Survey Of The Situation In latin Amert~~'. This book 

• 
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probably planted in Illich's mind the idea of the ideological 

colonization of Scuth America by the U.S. This was a logical extension 

of the situation witnessed by him at the Incarnacion parish in New 

York, where the Puerto Ricans were forced by American priests into 

adopting the American waj of life. As a consequence, Illich published 
7 

The Seamy Sid~ Of Charity, in the Jesuit magazine America,condemning U.S. 

intrusion into South American affairs. Furthermore, he established The 

Institute For Intercultural Communication, which had as an objective 

the introduction of American prlests to Latin American culture. 

Unfortunately, Illic~'s avant gardist ideas were noticed by the Puerto 

Rican clergy. Consequently, when he supported the pro-abortion 

position of the governor Marin ~onoz, he was ordere~ out of Puerto Pico 

by Bishop McManus of San Juan. 

c) Realizing the crear, 

From Puerto Rico, Illich went to his Jesuit friends at Fordham 

University. After a short period of teaching at Fordham University in 

New York, Illich decioe~ to follow his dream of estahlishing a free 

school according to his ideas. In order to find a suitable place he 

travel1ed a10ng the western coast of South America until he met Bishop 

Mendez Arceo in ~exico. ~ith the Bishop's help, Illich established in 

Cuernavaca, Mexico the Centro Cultural de Documentacion. This center 

was initially conceived with the idea of preparing the Amer;can 

missionaries for the;r work with the South American people. This 

7DUPlessis, op. cit., p. 291. 
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preparation was supposed to consist mainly of language training and 

also of introducing the missionaries to the South American mentality 

and way of 1 He. III ich turned the center into a forum for progress ive 

thinkers, especia'ly in education. 

At the Centro Cultural de Documentacion Illich met many 

progressive personalfties and his reformist opinions became more 

solidlyentrenched. The Centro became a means of fight1ng against the 

cultural colonization of South America, a "de-yankeefication" place, 

.dt!,: the aim of dissuading all antiprogressist missionaries from 90;ng 

to South America. The orientation of the new establishment attracted 

the attention of the Catholfc clergy in Mexico, as we'l as the concern 

of the local authorities. Due to a strong opposition to the curriculum 

and the general atmosphere of the s~hool, Catholic pr1ests were barred 

from attending it. Later on, Illich was summoned to the Vatican in 

order to answer charges that through h1s writings and lectures, he had 

fostered an anti-Church movement at C.I.D.D.C. 

In 1968 he went to the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith in 

Rome to answer these charges laid aga1nst h1m by the officials of the 

Catholic Church in Mexico. The subsequent inquiry ended inconclusively 

and later on, the Church investigators were relieved of their function. 

Illich felt vindicated and his bel1efs grew even stronger. Consistent 

with his principles, he resigned voluntar11y from priesthood and asked 

the Holy Father in a letter to be allowed to continue h1s vow of 

celibacy and to retain the pr1v11ege of read1ng h1s brev1ary daily. 
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More recently, Illich turned his attention to the problems created by 

our industr1al society. These problems are raised in his last book H20 
8 And The Waters Of Forgetfulness. Accord1ng to the latest available 

information, Ivan Illich is currently lectur1ng at the University of 

Gottingen and also holds the position of Associate Director of the 

Centro Cultural de Documentacion in Cuernavaca, Mexico. 

8 . 
Ill~ch, Ivan D., 820 and the Waters of Forget-fulness, London: 

Marion Boyars Publishers Ltd., 1986. 
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CHAPTER 3. IVAN ILLICH'S BELIEFS AS A PRODUCT OF HIS ENVIRONMENTAL 

INFLUENCES AND HIS DEVELOPING IDEALS 

It ;s common knowledge that every person draws his convictions and 

beliefs, first from the 1mmediate environment, fam11y and family's 

friends, later on from school e.g. peers, teachers, and finally from 

life experiences. These beliefs may have an indefinite form at the 

beginning, shaping up due to one's life experiences, and finally endin9 

as firm convictions when the individual reaches the stage of 

intellectual maturity. 

For an active, inquisitive mind, this process of reassessirg one's 

beliefs never ends, and this seems to be the case with Ivan Illich. 

Being an avid reader since his younger days, Illich perused a lot of 

religious, philosophical and social writings during his formative 

per1od, which developed into mature concepts as a consequence. 

However, a definite characterist1c of Ill1ch's personality is that he 

is what K. Bereiter and L. Kaufmann from O.I.S.E. refer to as an 

"authentical man". In other words, Illich's mind decides which 

information has to be pursued, and to what extent, he processes this 

information in his mind without interference, and only when he arrives 

at a genuine conclusion, does he act upon it. This method combined 

with his unusual background and his brilliant intel1ectual capacity 

contributes to Illich's uniqueness and places him in a special category 

which is philosophical1y difficult to label. 
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In order to bring sorne light into this matter, 1 will focus on the 

following aspects of Illich's personality and be11efs: 

a) Ill1ch's rel1gious beliefs; 

b) Illich's social philosophy; 

c) Illich's views on education. 

a) Illich's religious beliefs 

Due to the influence of St. Bernard de Clairvaux, and other 

thinkers, Illich was confirmed in his religious beliefs wh1ch focused 

on the medieval ideal of the Church and its role in the community. 

Furthermore, being p~rhaps a firm supporter of Clairvaux's monastic 

conception of religion, Illich probably realized that things were 

somewhat different in reality when he went to Rome to be trained as a 

priest. His subsequent attitude and writings as well as h1s departure 

to New York, suggest that his conception of the ro1e of the clergy was 

not satisfied by the actual organization of the Church. Furthermore, 

the situation he witnessed in New York at the Incarnation parish forced 

h1m to take a stand. At that period of time, he wrote: "What is 

preventing authentic religious life from taking place is the 

bureaucratization of the Church and the existence of a class of 
. 9 professl0nal churchmen." This violent reaction of Illich's suggests 

a deep frustration engendered perhaps by the discrepancy between his 

religious vision and the existing situation. 

9Elias L" John, Conscientization and Deschoo1ing, 
Philadelphia: The Westminster Press (1976), pp. 26-27. 
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Being a profoundly relig10us man, Illich found himself many times 

g01n9 aga1nst the trend and at odds with t~e Catholic Church. He 

declares: 

"The modern humanist does not need the gospel as a 
norm; the Christian wants to remain free to find 
through the gospel a dimension of effective sur
prise beyond and above thezlfumanistic:: reason which 
motivates social action." 

In order to further scrutinize Illich's re11gious beliefs, we 

should perhaps investigate his religious vision. Ill1ch's religious 

vision provfdes a basis for aIl his crfticism of modern institutions, 

1ncluding the Church. In the monastic tradition of St. Bernard de 

Clairvaux, Illich envi~ages a Church which d1sregards human weaknesses 

and turns towards "the kingdom of Gad". In all h1s wr1t;ngs regard;ng 

religion, Illich, in his prophet-11ke style appeals to the churchmen to 

go back to the basics of the Christian fa1th. He also envisages for 

the future a Church which serves small commun1ties, run by ded1cated 

indiv;duals who are interested in an authentic religious life. Hence, 

in his opinion, these communities will be united and maintained by 

fa1th. In Il11ch's view, the Church i5 the mystical body of Christ, 

providing the basic force for soc;al cohesion. Moreover, the Church's 

strength should reside only in its powerlessness. In this respect, 

Illich warns that the Church's self understanding is her unique mission 

lOIlliC::h, Ivan, Celebration of Awareness, New York: Doubleday & 

Co., Inc. (1970), p. 102. 
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,1 and a program of action woul d assoc1ate the noti on of the Church with 

that particular program. Hence, non1nvolvement 1s advocated for the 

Church by Illich, in order that it can acquire and maintain 1ts supreme 

moral authority. 

As for the priest, Illich sees him presiding over the celebration 

of the sacraments, 1nstead of be1ng involved in social action and 

commun1tyaffa1rs. Furthermore, Illich thinks that for the priest to 

perform other funct ions i s mos t probabl y to "fe1 gn competence" because 

a priest is not trained and in most cases not prepared to assume 5uch 

tasks. Being a Christian humanist, Illfch's overwhelming confidence in 

man's potentia11ty to do good runs throughout his religious vision. 

Illich v1sualizes for the future a man whom he calls the 

"Ep1themean man" as opposed to the "Promethean man" who is at the base 

of the actual institutions. In his ideal1stic vision, Illich refers 

constantly to the "Promethean man" who tri es to control the envi ronment 

through different devices and ends up being controlled by these very 

dev1ces. The opposite of the Promethean man, the Epithemean man ;s 

conceived by III ich as a man who lives in harmony with nature. 

Accord1ng to Illich, the Epithemean man will emerge w1thout outside 

intervent1on. Obviously, Illich thinks of the two sides of man in a 

very 1dealistic way. The concept of the Epithemean man looks very much 

1 ike the Oyoni sian man of Ni etzsche who was as well accorded 

1dealistically supernatural powers. One cannot refrain from thinking 

that perhaps Illich was 1nfluenced in h1s vision by the German 
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philosopher. 

l11ich's religious vision includes also the notion of man's 

freedom s1milar to the line of thought of Tolstoy and more espec1ally 

Jacques Maritain. Moreover, Illich's image of man 15 full of 

expectation and hope, although, at the same t1me, he crit1cizes all the 

bad things created by man, espec1aTly human institutions. In his 

reproach of these institutions, Illich's main charge 1s that in our 

society man 1s man1pulated; he loses his freedom and he 1s also 

al1enated from his work. In judging these human institutions, Illich 

uses the cr1terion of nWhat is best for man". Every institution 1s 

examined from this standpo1nt of conv1v1ality and according to Illich, 

they all fatl the test. In Illich's opinion our current social 

institutions hinder man's capacity for greater aliveness and joy, due 

to the manipulative tendenc1es of our current institutions. Instead of 

these manipulative institutions, Illich sees the Church as providing a 

cohesive structure through the religious faith, which will help in 

re1nstating a convivial society. In the final analysis, Illich's 

religious vision seems to be der1ved from the Medieval ideal of the 

Church, as Timothy Reagan says: 

WThese religious metaphors and dozens like them, 
show the extent to which his religious faith 
permeates Illich's life and though~. Not only 
is this compatible with the medieval ideal, but 
is actuallg quite 110se to the mcnastic ideal of 
the medieval era. w 

l1Reagan, Timothy, The Foundations of Ivan Illich's Thought, 
Educatlonal Theorg, Vol. 30, No. 4 (Fall, 1980), p. 2. 
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b) l11ich's social philosophy 

As we have noted, Illich's social views are pervaded by a 

religious element which ;s omnipresent in his concept of the world. 

This re11g1ous component carries a medieval touch which is also as we 

have seen an integral part of Illich's philosophy. 

Illich interprets the dichotomy of the individual versus society 

according to his medieval social philosopt,y. He attempts to solve the 

difficult task of maintaining the rights of the individual while 

asserting the rights of the cOllectiv;ty as well. Illich, in his 

social philosophy, sees the community as a cooperative endeavour of 

individuals who are accepted as having their independent existence 

within this community. Moreover, the ideal society envisioned by 

lllich ma1ntains the role of religion as an inherent component of 

social and individual life. Religion, according to Illich, is a 

necessary part of society and its role is to comfort and heal the 

individual in need, while it offers a cohesive frame which holds the 

community tog~ther through faith. 

In rllich's view of society the social institutions should be 

convivial, meaning that these institutions should contribute to the 

well-being of the individual, instead of "oppressing" and "alienating" 

him.
12 

Illich would like to develop, through these institutions, a 

real concern in the individuals for each other in the tradition of St. 

Thomas Aquinas (Love thy neighbour as thyself.). 

12 
Illich, Ivan, Tools for Convivia1ity, N.Y.: Harper & Row 

(1973), p. xii . 
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Illich's whole concept of social 11fe has obvfously a medieval 

flavor. Timothy Regan says that Illich's descriptfon of "learning 

webs", wh1ch play a major role in his conception of the deschooled 
13 

soc1ety, calls manorial life to mind. Fina11y, Illich deplores the 

actual s1tuation 1n society where man becomes the servant of h1s own 

creations, namely the social institutions and technology. As an end to 

this state of affafrs, Illich pred1cts an fncreased sp1rituality in 

mankind's human1ty, along with dignity and joyfulness. 

ln all his critiques Illich uses a d1alect1cal approach. He 

1nsists on the contradictions between social equality and continued 

1ndustr1al growth which in turn results in loss of freedom for the 

fnd1vfdual; and ends up by offer1ng hfs own solution. According to 

Illich, the only cure for the actual deplorable state of affa1rs in 

society 1s to return to the basics. In th1s respect, Illich attracts 

the critic1sm of many people in the educational field who believe that 

he oversimplifies the problem with h1s proposal of liberation from 

affluence and dependence. 

Many thinkers believe that the relationsh1p between the individual 

and the group is not adequately stud1ed by Illich. By declaring that 

the individual is good and the institution fs bad, Illich eradicates 

the possibility of further dialogue 0, compromise. Moreover, be1ng 

idealistic, Illich disregards the animal fn man; therefore, he arrives 

at false conclusions because he does not take fnto account al1 of the 

components. In his vision, Illich stresses the need for social 

13R 't eagan, op. C~ ., p. 299. 
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ta cooperation with emphasis on individual personal responsibility. 

Therefore, Illich trusts the individual to make ethical decisions 

accord1ng ta the moral law. By the same token, by allowing 1ndividuals 

to.have their own moral guide, the moral rights of the community over 

the individual become limited. 

c) Ivan Illfch's views on education 

Illich was sensitized to the educational problems by Everett 

Reimer, whom he met in Puerto Rico. At that time, Illich was Vice 

Rector at the Puerto Rico University. As mentioned previously, when 

Illich started to look 1nto the matter of educational problems, he soon 

discovered that the same pattern of weaknesses found by him in the 

organ1zat10n of the Catholic Church 1s reproduced in education. 

Therefore, he proceeded to examine the contemporary educational 

process, according to his former experiences with the Catholic Church. 

All the drawbacks experienced by Illich in the Catholic Church are 

found by him in education as well. 

Ivan Illich is an educator whose analysis of the existing system 

of education as well as his extreme solution to improve this system 

makes him one of the most controversial figures on the contemporary 

educational scene. Illich ably elaborates sorne of the d1fficulties 

undermin1ng the school system as we know it as he delves into the area 

where education meets econom1c and sociJl reality. He;s attacked by 

his critics on the grounds that the good points of his ph1losophy are 

• 
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often obscure. Also, many people in the field of education resent his 

boldness and extremism in regard to his alternatives to education 

including his advocacy of deschoo11ng as a remedy for society. 

Illich presents his theory of education in a d1alect1cal way. In 

the first place he begins by stressing the shortcom1ngs and problems 

encountered by the existing system. Then he elaborates on these 

shortcomings, and as a logical consequence of his critic1sm he calls 

for the eradication of the school system. Furthermore, in order to 

fill the void created by the abolition of th1s system, he offers an 

alternative to it. 

The main points of Illich's critic1sm of the school system are: 

1) The school fails to deliver what it promises. It confuses 

teach1ng with learn1ng, grade advancement w1th education, a diploma 

w1th competence, and fluency with the ab1l1ty to say someth1ng new. 

2) It perpetuates the myth that only the school system can provide 

education to the people, uses all the resources ava11able, and tries to 

crea te for itself a monopoly of education. In Illich's own words, 

"School appropriates the money, men, and good will available for 

education and in addition discourages other institutions from assuming 
14 

educational tasks." 

3) As with any other institution, the school system tends to 

create the need for more such institutions. Schoo11ng becomes a 

sc1entifically produced commod1ty, wh1ch is 1ncreas1ngly neede~, in 

14 
Illich, Ivan, Deschoo1ing Society, p. 11. 
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order to produce more "educated people" who, in turn, want more schools 

in order to "educate" their own ch1ldren. 

In his criticism of the school system, Illich believes that the 

school can be analyzed in terms of the following functions: 

a) Custodial care 

Illich states that in the actual operation of the school system, 

the excess population is taken from the street, family, and labour 

force. This funct10n may serve some social need of the existing 

society, but falls short of fulfill1ng the school's main purpose, which 

is to educate. 

b) Stratification of society 

This is done on the basis of schooling. The school system, 

through a deliberate, planned sorting, promotes a social role 

selection, based on the ideology of merit. This stratification 

contr1butes further to injustice in society. 

c) Indoctrination of the young into the social order 

The social order 1s seen by Illich as fundamentally unjust, sinee 

1t is based on acceptance of social conformity, consumerism, and the 

1deology of merit. According to Illich, all these elements 5erve to 

perpetuate social ills. 
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d) Education of the young 

In Illich's opinion, this should promote the personal growth of 

the student. However, Illich argues that instead of promoting personal 

growth, the school goes through a mechanical process of passing facts 

and information to the students, therefore merely indoctrinating them, 

instead of teaching them. 

In the context of education, Ivan Illich be11eves that students 

feel oppressed in schools for a number of reasons. Some of the se 

reasons are: 

1) Compulsory attendance 

This, in Illfch's opinion, is opposed to man's innate drive for 

freedom. Illich views compulsary attendance as having no positive 

function. According ta Illich, ft has the negative effect of 

perpetuating itself. Illich also thinks that the compulsory school 

tends to divide society into two groups: 

a) The educated, who benefit from all the advantages of modern 

society, because of their education, and 

b) The non-educated, who are subject to all the disadvantages that 

this lack of education entails in the ex1st1ng social framework. 

In addition this situation leads ta a grad1ng of the nations of 

the world, according to an international caste system. Countries are 
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rated by the average years of schooling of their cit1zens. 

2) A fixed curriculum 

Students feel oppressed because they are subjected to a fixed 

curriculum. Over this curriculum the students have no control, nor 

say. According to Illich, not everyone wants to learn the same thing. 

Even if all students do want to learn the same thing, they don't want 

to learn it at the same time. Therefore, the fixed curriculum destroys 

the individual's desire for independent learning, and it is detrimental 

to self-realization. 

3) A h1dden curriculum 

The students also feel oppressed because they are subjected to a 

hidden curriculum. This hidden curriculum serves as a ritual of 

initiation into a growth-oriented consumer society for rich and poor 

alike. Values and myths are conveyed by the school ta the students, 

through the hidden curriculum, that ;s, without being part of any 

course. 

The school, in Illich's opinion, covertly teaches us to gauge the 

worth of an idea primarily or exclusively by referencp ta ils 

pract1cality. In this manner, the hidden currlculum serves as a ritual 

initiation to society. According to Illich, there is an inescapable 

connection between school and the hidden curriculum. Schaols, as the:' 

ex;st today, cannot avoid the inculcation of the hidden curriculum, and 

lS Idem., p. 48. 
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the effects of such a curriculum are necessar1ly unwholesome. Along 

the same line of thought, Illich be1ieves that "school a150 teaches 
16 

chl1dren ta confuse education with learning". According to Illich, 

this confusion actually tran5cends all strata of society, being 

communicated as a hidden message throughout the school system. In' 

addition, the hidden curriculum crea tes alienation of the student. The 

students are alienated by the schools through the imposed curriculum, 

through the grading system and also through the structure imposed on 

the1r aval1able time. This 15 done w1thout their consent or will. 

Illich believes that the result of this alienation is that the students 

are molded according to other people's requirements, contrary to their 

drive for self-realization. Illich elaborates further on this 

alienation process saying that "school makes al1enation preparatory for 
17 

11 fe" • 

In other words, schools are pre-alienating the students in order 

to have them accept class distinction and further al1enation in 

society. The h1dden curriculum 15 viewed by Illich as carrying a 

subliminal message that institutions, especially the ex1sting ones, are 

absolutely necessary. Hence, the general reluctance to question the 

necessity of the ex1sting institutions. Finally, Illich thinks that 

the school system as we know 1t, became a manipulative tool for the 

benefit of certain elements in society. All these weaknesses of the 

institutional system of learn1ng exposed above, are cosidered by Illich 

as conducive to his conclusion that the schocl system should be 

j 6 Idem., p. 1. 

17 Idem., p. 67. 
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abolished. Moreover, Illich believes that schools are chiefly 

responsible for producing the demands that can be satisfied by 

industry. "Therefore," he says, "abolish schools and you abolish the 

demand that keeps the capitalist enterprise alive."18 

Continuing his argument, Illich says that school prepares for the 

alienating institutionalization of life by teaching the need to be 

taught. And at the same time schools isolate (young people) from the 

world of work and pleasure, mak1ng it impossible for them to grow in 

independence and to find relatedness attractive. In other words, 

Illich feels that young people are robbed of their freedom by the 

hidden curriculum. Hence, deschooling is at the root of any movement 

of liberati~j\. 

The Alternative 

In order to fill the void left by the eradication of schools, 
19 

Illich proposes an alternative. He believes that education should be 

an nunhampered participation in a meaningful setting". He conceives of 

a system which is liberated from the accesses to education by 

abolishing the control exercised ov~r it by present administrators and 

experts. Illich considers every individual as a separate entity, who 

is free to decide the course and direction which he wants to take in 

life. He wants for every individual the freedom to teach as well as 

the right to call meetings and to choose the teacher of his choice. 

18 
Manners, Robert A., Ivan Illich: Schooling and Societ~, 

Teachers College Record, Vol. 76, No. 4 (May, 1975). 

19 Idem., p. 103. 



Page 32. 

It In order to implement his educational theory, Illich advocates the 

establishment of a network of educat10nal webs. These webs will take 

the form of educational centres where all those who want to share their 

knowledge are allowed to do so. All those who want to learn will have 

access to the available resources, such as tape recorders, televisions, 

computers, films, mOdels, peers, and also elderly experienced people. 

In addition, Illich advocates reference services through educational 

objects, skill exchanges, peer matching (through a communication 

network with telephone, computer, ads, etc.), and reference services to 

professional edueators and resource persons. 

Illich's alternative conta1ns a1so a system of reference persons 

who can direct the individuals the same way today's reference 

librarians function. In these webs, people will learn in companies, 

without restraints such as attendance, grades, etc. This will break 

down the dependence of the students on a bureaucratie system by which 

they are indoctrinated. 

The deschooling of society is considered by Illich as a necessity, 

in order to bring people back to authenticity and equality. He 

stresses the need for the individual in society to function as 

independently as possible, and he also emphasizes self-realization for 

this individual. Illich cons1ders that the only drawback for his 

alternative 15 the fact that the very people who were brought up in 

sehoDls, would have to be the ones ta oversee the "deschooling" of 

society. 
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CHAPTER IV. MAJOR CONTROVERSY OVER IVAN ILlICH'S THEORIES 

The controversy over Ivan Illich's theor1es reached a very high 

level, due to a variety of factors, according to his critics. In th1s 

controversy, the most inflammatory among these elements was the 

boldness of his attacks and sorne of his unsubstantiated assertions. 

Moreover the main factor that provokes all the se critiques is the fact 

that Illich 1nsists on being overly extreme and assertive. There are 

many points where Illich disagrees w1th everybody. Actually, many 

people think that Illich goes against the trend. He is not a 

socialist, not a Marxist, not an anarchist, and not a capitalist 

either. He is unique. Therefore many crit;cs have an "ax to grind" 

with h1m. 

Among his strongest crit1cs 1s Herbert Gintis who represents, in 

this context, the western Marxist point of view. Gint1s is thorough in 

his criticism of Illich's theories and debates them point by point. 

a} Herbert G1ntis' commentary 

In h1s article, "Towards a Political Economy of Education: A 

Radical Critique of Ivan Illich Deschooling Society",20 Herbert 

Gintis descr1bes Illich's work as an attempt to discover and analyze 

the roots of "decay", as he call s 1t, of the advanced i ndustri al 

societies. According to Gintis, Illich's theories provide the social 

scient1st (Gintis was probably think1ng of the Marxist theoreticians) 

20 
Gintis, Herbert, Towarà5 JI Political Economy Of Education: JI 

Radical Critique of Ivan Illich'5 Deschooling Society, Harvard 
Eàucational Review 42, N.l (February, 1972), pp. 70-96. 
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with an opportunity to consider, 1n an organ1zed way, our contemporary 

social context and advocate a radical change for the future. Moreover, 

Gint1s appreciates Illfch's work as a genu1ne attempt to l1berate the 

learning technologies, while presenting an avant garde picture of a new 

phil osophy in the impl ementation of the educational process. In 

general, Gintis agrees that Illich's description of modern society is 

sufficiently critical, but he "as some re5ervations. He says: 

"It 1s crucial that educators and students who 
have been attracted to hi.m (Illich) for his 
message does correspond to their personal frus2 tration and dis111usionment, move beyond him." l 

The main quarrel Gintis has with 111ich l s theories 15 t~at Illich 

does not consider the malaise of soc1ety 1n depth. Therefore, instead 

of finding the real causes of this malaise, Illich addresses himself to 

some external effects of thase causes. Hence the result of his 

find1ngs 1s a distorted view of the flaws w1thin the social process and 

their sources. In Gintis' opinion Illich's th~ories fall short of 

encompassing the magnitude of the need for structural reforms in 

society. Furthermore, according to Gintis, Illich mis-locates the 

sources of the social problems and value crisis of modern society, in 

the need t~ reproduce alienated patterns of consumption. In Gint1s' 

opinion, these are merely manifestations of the deeper workings of the 

economic system. 

?l - Idem., p. 18. 

• 
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Gintis states that rl11ch ' s overemphasis on consumption leads him 

to a very partial understanding of the functions of the educational 

system. Therefore Ill1ch ' s educational alternatives are ineffective 

and his strategies for implementat10n are untenable. In other words, 

Illich misses the point, due to his failure to understand the situation 

as a whole. Moreover, Gintis maintains that the deschooling theory is 

relevant only when it is part of a total process of social 

reconstruction. Otherwise, says Gint1s, the deschooling exercise is 

operating in a vacuum. 

On the other hand, Gintis gives Illich credit for realizing that 

the internal 1rrationalities of modern education are a ref1ection of 

society. Hence, Illich sees the schools as exemplary models of 

bureaucracy geared towards the indoctrination of docile and malleable 

consumers. Furthermore, Gintis accepts Illich's contribution to the 

fight aga1nst the existing social setup and he declares that Illich 

extends the idea of addictive manipulation ta the realm of service and 

welfare bureaucracies. In Gintis ' opinion, Illich is right when he 

asserts that these two kinds of institutions create the demand for more 

institutions of the same kind. Continuing his argument, Gintis 

cons1ders Illich's model of consumption-manipulation as 5ubstant1al1y 

incorrect for the following reasons: 

1} Illich locates the source of social decay in the autonomous 
22 

manipulat1ve behav10r of corporate bureaucracies. 

22 Iàem., p. 10. 
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Gintis argues that the source of social unbalance is built into 

the normal operation of the basic economic institutions of capitalism. 

According to Gintis, in the western econom1c system, the accumulation 

of capital and growth of marketable services preva11s over the healthy 

development of society in terms of education, environment, and social 

equality. Moreover, stopping the manipulation wh1le maintaining the 

basic capitalistic institutions, won't cure the illness. 

2) Illich believes that the source of consumer consc1ousness lies 

1n the manipulative socialization of the individuals by d1fferent 

agencies subservient to the big corporations. These agencies lure the 

1nd1viduals away from their real needs and persuade them to appropriate 

needs in conformity with the interest of welfare bureaucracies:3 

G1ntis mainta1ns that the soc1alization agenc1es are not 

generating the "so-called commodity fetishism"; they merely capitalize 

upon 1t. Instead of manipulating the people, these agencies are 

reconfirming the individuals in their induced values through their 

daily activities and experiences. Hence, the disappearance of the 

addict1ve propaganda will not have as a result the l1beration of the 

people from manipulation. Once again, Gintis insists that the ev1l 

l1es in the pattern of social processes. Moreover, argues G1nt1s, the 

"corrmodity fetishism" i5 functionally necessary to motivate people in 

order to participate in the system of the al1enated production. Due to 

the myth of "commodity fet1shism" promoted by capitalistic institu-

"'3 - Idem., p. 1 O. 
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tions, people follow the general trend and sell their creative 

ab1lities to the said institutions, and bear allegiance to an economic 

system which is detrimental to their well-being and freedom. According 

to Gintis, without eradicating the wanton institutions of capitalism, 

it is useless to stop the manipulation of values, as Illich advocates. 

With reference to rllich's idea that institutions should be changed 

according to the criterion of non-addictiveness, Gintis reiterates his 

ax10m that manipulation and addictiveness are not the source of social 

decay, and therefore the whole exercise of abolishing these pract1~~~ 

in society would be futile. Furthermore the idea of implementing the 

more convivial forms of welfare and service agencies does not cure the 

basic illness of society. Moreover, Gintis argues that these agencies 

being part of the capitalist institutions, Illich by the mere fa ct of 

intending to use them, explicirly accepts these institutions. In 

conclusion, Gintis states that I11ich ' s criterion must be replaced by a 

system whereby, through a democratic participation in a11 forms of 

social outcomes such as factories, sChools, media, etc., people reta1n 
24 

control over their lives. 

Many crit1cs accused Illich of making unsubstantiated allegations. 

While he criticizes Illich, Gintis falls into the same trap, by making 

statements without proof. Regarding the unalienated production, Gintis 

states that this must be the result of the revolutionary transformation 

of the basic institutions. 3y the same token, Gintis asserts that 

Illich agrees with this tenet, by virtue of his theory of deschooling. 

24 Idem., p. ! 1. 
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Illich's theory that public service bureaucracies are at the root of 

social problems is cont~sted by Gintis. Illich holds that service 

agencies (including schools) fa;l because they are manipulative and expand 

because they are psychologically addict1ve. Gintis declares that public 

services do not fail. They expand because this 1s a primary 

characteristic of the system and not a result of addiction. Their fallure 

to deal with the causes engenders the social problems. Moreover, Gintfs 

pretends that the normal operation of the basic capitalistic institutions 

aggravatesthe social problems. Therefore it requires the expansion of 

these institutions even further. 25 

W1th regard to the problems of consumption, Gint1s refutes Illich ' s 

emphas1s on "institutionalized values". In Gintis' opinion, the 

indivfdual's acquired attitude towards consumption prevails as social 

expression among other alternatives. Furthermore, G1ntfs states that what 

Illich sees as an irrat10nal preoccupation with inceme and consumption, 

actually is the only substitute to work satisfaction and mean1ngful social 

relationships (which are no longer possible). Hence, says Gintts, 

"commodity fetishism" remains the on1y practicable option to community 

activities which are already extinct. 

Concluding his argument, Gintis reiterates that this excessive 

con5umption 15 not an aberration induced by man1pulat1ve agencfes, as 

Illich pretends, but a mere replacement for human activities which are no 

more in effect. 

"5 - Idem., p. 12. 
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Illich asserts that the main problem of contemporary society is the 

psyehologieal impotence of the individua1. Accord1ng to Illich, this 

psychologieal impotence is due to the "addictiveness" generated and 

maintained by the corporate and state bureaucraeies. Furthermore, Illich 

reasserts his criterion of "non-addictiveness" as the on1y cure against 

man; pul at i on. 

Gintis argues further that the criterion of non-addictiveness ;s 

perhaps working with regard to services, but it falls short of being 

effective when applied to the complex problems of contemporary society as 

a whole. In Gintis' opinion, the individua1s, by participating in their 

contemporary social forms, change themse1ves, in order to conform to the 

requirements of society. Therefore, he thinks that the actua1 social 

context turns people into docile creatures who never reach their full 

potential because they have to bow to the needs of the very society to 

which they be1ong. 

Illich is attacked by Gintis on the grounds that, in 111ich's theory, 

work is not addictive because 1t 1s only a means for the ;ndividuals to 

provide for their consumption needs~6 Therefore, according to III ich, in a 

capitalist context, work not being addictive, poses no threat to the 

workers' freedom. In Gintis' opinion, work is necessarily addictive in 

the larger sense because it defines the position of the individual in 

society. This is one more example of Gintis' assertion about Ill;ch's 

theories that he does not cover the entire spectrum of the matter, 

arriving sometimes at a distorted conclusion. Furthermore, Gintis asserts 

26 Idem., p. 13. 
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1 that there 1s no "human nature" prior to sochl experience. Therefore he 

d1scards Illfch's concept of the individual (or his human nature for that 

matter) as nonsense. In Gintis' opinion, the individuals develop soc1ally 

only after the1r interaction w1th society. In other words, according to 

Gint1s, society changes the indiv1duals through this process of 

interaction. 

Moreover, Gintis recognize5 that Illich 15 r1ght in his bel;ef that 

the developing technology may help either the oppression or the liberation 

of the people. However, Gint1s does not agree with Il11ch's idea that 

ideal developments of technology and institutions will occur simply by 

remov1ng the add1ct~ve element. Also, Il11ch's proposal to leave the 

control of developfng technology to a few indfviduals 1s not applauded by 

G1ntis. Moreover, G1ntis argues that the concept of leaving the 

develop1ng technology in the hands of a few individuals has proven to be 

undesirabl e in the capita11 st system. In Ginti s' idea, in a system like 

that, the consumers are left at the mercy of a small êlite, who decide 

what should be developed and in which way. In that case, the citizens 

have no choice but to assume a passive role and select what suits their 

needs, among the options offered by the system. In this matter, Gintis, 

who is consistent in his idea of radical change, proposes to substitute 

Illich's criterion of left convivial1ty with the criterion of unalienated 

social outcomes. According to th1s criterion, ind1viduals assume direct 

control over technology and influence their immed1ate environment and 

develop in this manner a better understand1ng of their needs in the 
27 

process. 

"7 .. Idem., p. 1 4. 



l 

Page 41. 

Regarding the problem of deschooling, Illich sees the school as a 

reflect10n of the society at large, with all the drawbacks of the other 

social institutions. According to h1m, the school, l1ke any other 

institution, 1s manipulative, and obstructs the way for education outs1de 

the system. Moreover, the school fails by its very nature, like any other 

institution in our society, and becomes more expensive, but the more it 

fal1s, the more it expands, and the more society depends upon it. In 

Illich's words: 

"The escalation of the schools is as destructive 
as the escalation of weapons but less visibly 50. 

Everywhere in the ",orld school costs have risen 28 
faster than enrollment and faster than the GNP." 

Gint1s argues that Illich fails to realize that schools are useless. 

On the contrary, Gintis says, Illich just affirms that school s create 

passive people who are easy to manipulate. Furthermore, these people, 

once they agree to the idea of school being necessary, accept the whole 

system as a package and will comply w1th all the institutional 

requirements of society, re11nquishin~ their freedom and authenticity in 

the process. Illich insists on the effect of the hidden curriculum and 

its long-lasting influence. Furthermore, w1th the hidden curriculum, says 

Illich, the school introduces the student to the social relations and the 

myths of the society at large. 

28 
Illich, Ivan, Deschooling Society, p. 14. 
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G1ntis argues that Illich misconceives the actual role of the hidden 

curriculum. For Gintis, the hidden curriculum does not reproduce the 

social relations of consumption, but the social relations of production, 
29 

and the latter are important in regard to the hidden curriculum. 

Furthermore, 1t was mentioned by econom1sts that the school prov1des the 

labor force with the necessary introduction to the youngsters. In the 

same line of thought, Gintis asserts that 1ndustry and other capitalist 

enterprises reward economically 1ts workers accord1ng to the1r degree of 

schooling. Continuing his argument, G1ntis explains how the hidden 

curriculum eases up the students in their further act1vities in the labour 

force: 

1) The students are rewarded through grades 1f they d1splay attitudes 

cons1dered suitable by the cap1talist system. 

2) The organization of the school dup11cates the ex1sting situation 

in society, stratifying the school population accord1ng to their learning 

abil1ty and 1ndoctrinates the students to adopt a similar situation in 

society. 

3) The school system generates a labour force pre-molded 

psychologically in arder ta satisfy the needs of the capitalist society. 

29 Idem., p. 15. 
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As a conclusion to his argument, Gintis declares that while Illich 

can describe the flaws of contemporary education, his obsession with 

consumerism impairs his ability to understand how the ~ystem works. 

~intis fights Illich's theory that deschooling is the beginning for 

human tiberation by arguing that school 15 just a preparation for further 

social activ1ties. In Gintis' idea, the individual has to be oriented 

towards his future activity in society and learning webs have to be 

created. This has to be done, according to Gintis, through a special 

section of education, controlled by masters as well as students, 

eventually in the form of learning webs. Gintis characterizes Illieh's 

notion of learning webs as anarchistic, probably because it does not 

include the idea of joint control of the masters and students as well. 

Another aspect presented by Gintis in this matter is the concept of 

the "transitional society". As it is suggested by its name, the 
30 

transitional society eontains a mechanism whereby a process of changing 

over 1s in effect. That means that the technologieal and cultural forms 

of the capitalistic society will eventually evolve towards forms in 

accordance w1th the ideal society, w1th no flaws. This major change will 

require, in G1ntis' opinion, the cooperation and active participation 

between the managers, who are interested in the overa1l development of the 

enterpr1se, the technicians, who are 1nterested in the log1stics of 

production, and the workers, who are concerned with the influence of these 

changes over the job quality. Gintis believes that the contemporary 

educational system is not geared to develop in the students the neeessary 

30 Idem., p. 16. 

1 

-



Page 44. 

sk1lls required in order to be instrumental in changing the actual social 

relations in production and society. 

G1nt1s cr1ticizes Il1ich's alternative for the actual educational 

system on the grounds that it does not cons1der the necessary struggle 

among the elements involved in the process of restructur1ng the system. 

Moreover, Gintis states that Illich s1mply avoids any reference to the 

task of prepar1ng the students for the struggle of restructuration of the 

school system. Furthermore, Illich 1s crit1cized by Gint1s for the 

slenderness of h1s vision in the realm of education and gives as an 

example Cuba and China. Accord1ng to G1ntis, Illich fails to consider all 

the variables in the context and simply states that these two countries 

have failed in the1r educational reform because they have not deschooled. 

G1ntis argues that these countries were virtually deschooled before their 

respective revolutions. Illich, in Gintis' view, correctly assesses the 

importance of interrelations between different elements in education, but, 

because he falls short of counting all the variables, his theo~y does not 
31 

apply in these cases (Cuba and China). 

Gintis further attacks Illich on the premises that deschooling alone 

is inconceivable and even if it 1s implemented, th1s concept 1s 

inefficient. Elaborating on his allegations, G1ntis explains that in 

order to remedy the shortcomings of American education one has to be able 

to assess properly al1 the dynamics acting upon this process. Here again, 

according to G1ntis, we have a clear implication that Illich did not 

understand the complex makings of the American educational system. 

31 Idem., p. 17. 



1 

Page 45. 

Furthermore, Gintis expands on h1s theory that a drastic change in 

the educationa1 system could happen on1y if the fo1lowing steps are 

observed: 

1) An assessment has to be made regarding the inconsistencies 

existing in the economic life of society and their influence over the 

educationa1 system. 

2) A climate of awareness has to be fostered among people about 

the inconsistencies existing in society in order to prevent 

manipulation of the masses by the capitalist ru1ers. 

3) A revolutionary movement has to be created in order to reform 

the present educational system, a movement which has to have its roots 

of understanding in the contradictions preva1l1ng in the cap1tal1st 
32 

society. 

In Gintis' opinion, these steps represent the basis of an 

1mmediate strategy required in order to implement effective educational 

reforme In other words, Illich's theory of deschooling 1s not 

effective if it 1s confined ta the school system alone. 

Furthermore, Gintis states that the actual contradictions in 

society are due ta: 

a) The black people being moved to large urban concentrations fram 

independent rural areas in a different wage labor system. 

32 Idem., p. 17. 

---------------
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b) The young people with aspirations towards entrepreneurial 

endeavors, the highly educated white collar youngsters and the 

professional and technical school graduates confronted with the 

extinction of opportunities for individual initiative, the 

standard1zation of production and the banalizat10n of work in 

factor1es. 

c) The women being victimized and segregated upon a system which 

is geared towards achievement and industrial output only. 

Moreover, Gintis agrees that his theory is schematic and that the 

matter has to be 1nvestigated further in order to shape up an efficient 

program of schocl reforme In his opinion, the on1y criterion for an 

effective strategy is formulated by the question: Is this strategy 

1eading to a trans1tional society? 

Returning to I1lich ' s theory of deschooling, Gintis argues that if 

implemented, thfs concept will eventually provoke social chaos, but it 
33 will fall short of generating a new equ1tab1e social system. 

Therefore, it will not cure the real cause of malaise in society. 

Furthermore, Gintis thinks that this argument over the efficiency of 

the deschooling concept 1s futile because this process will never take 

place. Schools are an essential l1nk in the capitalist social process, 

accord1ng to Gintis, who refutes on this basis Illich's argument that 

1nd1v1duals are responsible for and can implement a deschooling 

programme. Gintis th1nks that schools represent the only avenue 

33Gintis, op. cit., p. 17. 
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1eading to social wel1-being, therefore a major revolt against schools 

will never happen. 

Following the same line of thought, Gintis rejects Illich's idea 

that schools are not organized against attacks and can be liberated 

without blood being spilled. "A frontal attack on institutionalized 

education wou1d not necessarily spill over to attacks on other major 

institutions"~4says Gintis. Hence, he declares that Illich's idea is 

"no more th an whistling in the dark".3~ 

Ending his argument, H. Gintis explains that, in his opinion, what 

has to be done in th;s case is exactly the contrary of what Illich 

advocates. In other words, Gintis believes that in order to liberate 

the schools, the students should be encouraged ta struggle for more 

power from their teachers and the teachers should be encouraged to ask 

for more power towards the administration of the schoo1. This process 

may prove to be beneficia1 for a11 parties invo1ved because it trains 

the participants for further struggle in society. 

3-1 Idem., p. 17. 

3S 
Idem., p. 17. 
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b) Carl Hedman's commentary 

Among those agreeing with Illich is Carl G. Hedman. In his 

article, "The Deschoo1in1 Controversy Revisited: A defense of r1lich's 

part1c1patory soc1alism",36 Hedman takes a position for Illich, 

aga1nst what he characterizes as a Marxist critique by Gintis. 

Carl Hedman points out that Ivan Illich does not accept the basic 

economic institutions of capitalism, as Gintis pretends, but has his 

misgivings about hierarchical socialism. Moreover, says Hedman, 

Illich, in Tools for Conviviality, develops a critique of both systems, 

cap1talism and hierarchical soc1al1sm al1ke. Therefore, Hedman argues, 

Illich does not accept the basic capitalist institutions, as Gintis 

asserts. On the contrary, Hedman continues, Illich calls for new 

economic arrangements, and for changing the existing social structures. 

Along the same line of thought, Hedman explains that Illich ca1ls for a 

real worker democracy, a part1cipatory socialism in the true sense and 

that explains his qualms about a hierarchical socialism. Moreover, 

Hedman finds Gintis' assertion unfounded that Illich naively envisages 

a presocial human nature, which will take over once the forces of 

oppression are removed. What Illich really advocates 1s a 

soc1alization mechanism developed ~i ~he people in a participatory 

fashion, without being imposed by a radical êlite. 

Continuing his argument, Hedman argues that Illich's deschooling 

idea takes a normative connotation when it 15 presented as a "key to 

36Hedmanl Carl G., The Deschooling Society Revisited: JI Defense 
of Illich's participatory Socialism, Educational Theory 29, N.2 
(Spring, 1979). 
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human liberation". Moreover, according to Hedman, Illich presents the 

changing of actual structures as a precondition to deschooling. As a 

result, Hedman 'n~siders Gintis' critique as redundant because in the 

final analysis Illich says the same thing as Gintis, only he says 1t in 

a different way. 

In support of his defense of Illich, Hedman mentions the fact that 

Illich warns those who are seeking a working alternative for schools 

that substantial progress should be made in the normative sense of 

deschooling before any change in the school system is attempted. 

Otherwise, says Hedman, more vulgar learning may result, intended for 

immediate utility or eventually prestige. Contrary to Gintis, Hedman 

infers from Illich's writings that Illich calls for a total change in 

society and his educational theory is only a part of the complex attack 

against 1t. Moreover, Hedman thinks that Illich attacks the school 

system because he believes that this is the place to start. 

In Hedman's opinion, Illich is very careful not te be labelled as 

a "socialist", or "capitalist". Illich, according to Hedman, Just 

seeks an equitable social order and considers that deschooling society 

is a start in that direction. Moreover, Hedman points out that whi'e 

Gintis cr1ticizes Illich from the Marxist point of view, which favors 

state socialism, Illich leans towards a participatory social ism, more 

in line with left-wing anarchists like Peter Kropotkin and Emma 

Goldman. Kropotkin and Goldman, says Hedman, are disappointed with the 

outcome of the Russian revelution, which failed in their opinion 
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because of the state idea. Instead of having a l1bertarian spirit 

which permeates all activities in society, a fanatical government 

mo~iiied the principles of Marxism, support1ng the principle of the 

state controlling society. In this respect, Goldman says that: 

"It 1s only when the libertarian spirit permeates 
the economic organizations of the workers, that 
the manifold creative activity emerges, workers 
can manifest themselves, aj~ the revolution 1s 
safeguarded and defended." 

This is more in line with Jllich's thoughts in social philosophy. 

The second important charge of Gintis against Illich 1s that the 

latter envisages a good nature of the humans that will take over, once 

the oppressive powers are removed. Hedman reasserts that Illich does 

not "naively" trust good human nature, but he objects to a social 

system imposed by a rulir.g êlite. Accord1ng to Illich, whether this 

êlite may well be capitalist, technocratie or state socialist, the 

result will be the same. Therefore, Hedman states that Illich means to 

give the controls of society to the people in order to avoid a 

situation where the revolution becomes an institution. 

As for the Cuban educationai experience, Hedman defends Illich on 

the grounds that he i5 misunderstood by Gintis. Illich sees the Cuban 

sehoo1ing system as a fai1ure, says Hedman, because the meehanism of 

the hidden curriculum exists a1so in Cuban sehools. This hidden 

curriculum contributes to the production of a "new Fidelista", but 

3~oldman, Emma, My Further Disillusionment in Russia, Garden 
City: Doubleday (1972), pp. 345-346. 
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nevertheless it illustrates Il11ch's idea of the schools manipulating 

the students. 

As a conclusion, Hedman postulates that Illich 1s not understood 

by Gintis, who does not realize that they both agree upon the same 

principles in different ways. The only difference between Illich and 

Gintis, says Hedman, is that Illich does not present his critique of 

society and the school system in a standard Marxist fashion. 

c) Brian Birchall's commentary 

Brian Birchal1 is another important critic of Illich. In "Sorne 

Misconceptions in Ivan Il1iCh",38 Birchall argues that the alleged 

contradiction between the institution of schooling and education is a 

misconception that can be found in Rousseau's "Emile"; this implies 

that Illich is influenced by the French thinker. Moreover, Birchall 

argues that schools are not as manipulative and opposed te education as 

Illich seems to believe. In regard to the anti-institutional stand 

taken by Illich, Birchall's perception is that Illich does not object 

to all institutions invoived in the educational process because he 

proposes, as an alternative, the learning web wh;ch is technically an 

institution. Therefore Birchall deduces that Illich is opposed only to 

institutions of a certain character. Moreover, addressing himself ta 

the problem of manipulation of the students by the schools, Birchall 

maintains that the institutional features of the schoel are not 

manipulative. Accerding te Birchall, what makes the schoel 

38 
Birchall, Brian, Some Misconceptions in Ivan Illich, 

Educational Theory, V.24:4 (Fall, 1974). 
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man1pulative is the soc;a1 movement that institutes these sChools, not 

the schoo1 features. 

The first argument in Birchall l s article deals with compulsory 

attendance. Accord1ng to Illich, this 1s one of the ev11s of modern 

education because it is opposed to human freedom. At this point, 

B1rchal1 debates lllich's conception of freedom which means, accord1ng 

to Illich: "To be free from all constraints". B1rchall refutes this 

idea on the grounds that, according to some psychologists, including 

Sigmund Freud, many human activ1ties are governed by compulsive 

rat10nal1zation. Therefore, Il11ch ' s concept of freedom means 

unrestra1ned compulsiveness. Consequently, in Birchall l s view, 11l1ch 

confuses freedom with free compulsiveness. This confusion inva11dates, 

according to Bircha", lllich's theory of compulsory attendance by 

being incompatible with the concept of 1ndiv1dual freedom. As a 

conclusion, Brian Birchall asserts that the school does not impinge 

upon students' freedom, as Illich ma1ntains. On the contrary, Birchall 

argues that: "By making attendance compul sory, the educat i onal 

authority provides the opportun1ty for the child to be placed in 

circumstances other than his home life.~9This freedom from the 

narrowness of the "home mentality" gives to the child the opportunity 

to see 1ife from a different perspective. Moreover, compulsory 

attendance, according to Bircha11, frees the chi1d fram the part1cular 

social c1ass to which he belongs. Compulsory attendance al10ws the 

chi1d to sociali?e with other children, regardless of non-educationa1 

39Idem., p. 416. 
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JI criteria such as wealth, race, social status, etc. 

By the same token, Birchall claims that by attending "learning 

webs", the student will lose the advantages of the compulsory 

attendance in school. Another disadvantage of the free attendance of 

learning webs is that some children may not be able to make an informed 

decision in this respect. In this case, these children may attend some 

"dub1ous authority" classes, advert1sed through Illich's learning webs, 

and the results can be only detrimental for the student. Illich, 

according to Birchall, does not seem aware of the importance of the 

compulsory attendance in school. Regarding the hidden curriculum, 

B1rchall agrees with Illich that the schools are much more effective in 

teaching the so-called "hidden curriculum" than the overt curriculum. 

Moreover, Brian Birchall argues that the hidden curriculum, which is 

unavoidable in a school situation, is not necessarily detrimental to 

education. Only a special kind of hidden curriculum, says Birchall, 

may be deleterious to the process of learning. 40 

Furthermore, Birchall disagrees with Illich's claim concerning the 

"h1erarchy through certification" allegedly established by the school 

system. According to Birchall, Illich claims that, as part of the 

hidden curriculum, certification promotes a hierarchy in society, which 

is discrim1natory and unjust. He argues that segregation in education 

should be based on intellectual status, without compromising the ideals 

of democracy because not everybody is equal with respect to learning. 

Otherwise, in order to have a true democracy, says Birchall, the 

40 Idem., p. 418. 
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educators will have to lower school standards to the level of the less 

able student. 

Another issue debated by B1rchall over Illich's theory 1s the 

matter of student part1ci~at1on. Illich pretends, says 81rchall, that 

"what appears as learn,~g is mere instruction -- the passive acceptance 
41 

by the student of whatever the teacher says". B1rchall d1scusses th1s 

point by expla1n1ng that, in his opinion, the student in class accepts 

the teacher's presentation at face value due to the obvious difference 

in knowledge. The information imparted by the teacher 1s ass1m1lated 

by the student, who processes it through his own probing assessment. 

Furthermore, B1rchall mainta1ns that the student 1s act1vely involved 

by the very fact that he gradual1y sorts in h1s m;nd the provided 

information into a coherent body of knowledge. Even if the teacher 

transmits the information, the digesting process should be done 

1ndiv1dually by every student. Therefore, the students are not passive 

recip1ents, as Illich pretends, but active participants, maintains 

81rchall. 

With regard te the overt curriculum, Birchall dismisses Illich's 

cla1m that "not everyone wants to learn the same thing"~2 This claim is 

not valid according to Birchal1 on the grounds that: "education is a 

distinctive exerc;se of mind, acqu1red through exercising one's m1nd 

upon specifie subjects and acquir1ng items of knowledge that develop 
43 

one's capacity to acquire items of knowledge". According to Birchall, 

Illich's assumption that education 1s exercising one's mind upon any 
41 

Idem., p. 419. 

42 
Idem., p. 4~O. 

43 
Idem., p. 4~O. 
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subject area and acquiring any items of knowledge is 1nvalid because 

Birchal1 believes that some knowledge 1s more relevant to the teaching 

process than knowledge acqu1red according to one's whim. In B1rchall's 

opfn1on, the fact that some students do not w1sh to learn some of the 

items dispensed by the teacher denotes only that these students refuse 

to be educated. Furthermore, in the debate over curriculum, Illich 

presents an overwhelming objection, namely the question of interest. 

Birchall declares Illich's theory of interest superficial and very 

feeble with regard to the psychological aspect. Birchall proceeds with 

his own theory of 1nterest, stating that a student may develop interest 

in the very process of learning. The fact that the student ;s 

1nitially not interested does not necessarily mean that the student 

will not learn. Moreover, there may be external factors which may 

contribute to his lack of interest, like an unhappy home l ife. The 

problem of the right time to learn as well as the question of interest 

is debated by Birchall along the following lines: 

a) A child cannot decide if he should learn or not and what he 

should learn because he does not have the matur1ty nor the necessary 

comprehension entailed by such a dec1sion. 

b) Contrary to what Illich believes, the interest may come after 

the student is engaged in the process of learning, due to the 

development of his knowledge and also due to the development of his 

capacity to learn~4 Asserting that in young students the finding of 

44 Idem., p. 421. 
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objects of interest comes ma1nly through environmental influence, 

B1rchall concludes h1s argument w1th the statement that: "It 1s not 

exercising educat10nal respons1b1l1ty to refrain from any attempt ta 
4~ 

influence the ch1ld w1th educational 1nterests or objects". 

Pursuing further the feature of 1nterest in education, B1rchall 

asserts that Illich believes that education should involve interest in 

a certain subject. Furthermore, Birchall elabarates on the notion ()f 

1nterest by explaining that interest in a certain matter 1s necessary 

for education, but not sufficient. Moreover he declares that interest 

May lead to the atta1nment of expertise in a part1cular field, but 1t 

should not be regarded as a mastery of that subject. 

On the same topic of interest, Birchall mentions that the concept 

of cr1tical inqu1ry, which 1s suggested by Illich 1nstead of a f1xed 

curriculum, 1s tantamount to a get-together wfth students who as~ 

questions, which is an exercise without real meaning. Elaborating 

further on this matter of crit1cal inqu1ry, 81rchall 1nsists that in 

order to develop a system which processes efficiently the ava11able 

information, one needs first to acquire a certain amount of knowledge. 

This process, whfch is called by 8irchall "cr1tical 1nquiry", requ1res 

a continuous assessment of the acquired knowledge leading eventual1y to 

more knowl edge bei ng ass imll ated if 1 t i s to be an educaticlna 1 process. 

Moreover, he believes that this development of critical 1nquiry is 

called education and calls for a f1xed curriculum in order to equip the 

student's mind with the necessary elements leading to a balanced 

45 
Idem., p. 421. 
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capacity of judgment. Therefore, says Birchall, how can the f1xed 

curriculum be opposed to education, as Illich maintains, when it 15 the 

actual means of becoming educated. Furthermore, Birchall mentions the 

fact that several alternative def1nit10ns of education are offered and 

the word education embraces different meanings for d1fferent people. 

B1rchall ' s idea of education appears to be: "Education is a 

permanent capacity or set of attitudes, a way of living or thinking, a 

way of being 1nterested, not an unrelated host of items of knowledge 

stored away in the tabula rasa"~6 Many other theories of education are 

considered by B1rchall as being "relativistic". One of those theor1es 

15 that education 1s whatever one wants to do or become. According to 

Birchall, this def1nition is relativistic, because a pers on can become 

knowledgeable in a specifie field without being able to deal 

1ntellectually w1th general issues. According to Birchall, this fact 

contrad1cts d1rectly the concept of critical inquiry. Another theory 

ment10ned by Birchall as relativist1c 15 the theory that: "education 

is whatever thinki.ng fits in with a given society. or is in accordance 
47 

with that soc1ety ' s character". 

In order to illustrate his point, Birchall assumes, as an 

experiment, that one lives in a society which is absolutely pragmatic. 

In this kind of society, one can "fit" perfectly by adopting the 

mentality of that society, but that does not guarantee at all that this 

person can be considered as educated. Therefore, Birchall concludes 

the argument by asserting that only "a non-relativistic definition of 

'46 
Idem., p. 422. 

47 
Idem., p. 424. 
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education" can serve the purpose. Moreover, B1rchall declares that 

Illich's theory may seem as if 1t carr1es a fair amount of cred1b1lity. 

Nonetheless, upon str1cter exam1nat1on Ill1ch's theory presents certain 

weaknesses, such as specifically undocumented affirmations as well as 

erroneous ideas about democracy, freedom and education. B1rchall 

agrees w1th Jacques Barzoun who, in "The House of Intellect", states 

that these views go with the philanthropie or miss10nary attitude. 

Finally, Birchall ends his critique with the following statement: 

"Illich is neither a radical nor a deep thinker. Essentially he 1s a 

moralist who, in many instances, lpts his concern get in the way of his 
48 

v1ew of the f~cts." 

d) Michael Macklin's commentary 

Macklin 1s one educator who does not agree w1th B1rchall in h1s 

critique of Illich's theories. In h1s article "Those misconceptions 
49 

are not Illich's", Macklin beg1ns by declar1ng that he is not in 

complete agreement with Illich's position. Nevertheless, Macklin 

states that Illich's theory has its merits and it presents a valuable 

addition to the current educational debate regarding this subjeet. 

Moreover, Macklin asserts that Birchall's argument fails to grasp the 

real1ty of contemporary schools, which is a reality fully understood by 

Illich. 

Macklin mentions that Birchall does not specifieally attack 

Ill1ch's main cla1m that schools are basically man1pulative or that 

48Idem., p. 414. 

49 
Hacklin, Michael, T.hose Misconceptions Are Not Illich's, 

Educational Theor~, V.25:3 (Summer, 1975). 
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they have achieved a monopoly in their realm, and they turn their 

handlers into people incapable of chang1ng the schools. 50 
Mack11n 

1nstead addresses h1mself to one of Birchall's arguments which suggests 

that Illich operates under the idea that education does not take place 

if it fosters an atmesphere of constraint. Therefore Birchall seems te 

believe that Illich advocates a system of education totally free from 

any constraints. Macklin insists that Illich criticizes only some 

forms of constraint, but recognizes that there is a need for limits. 

Accord1ng to Macklin, Illich is against these kinds of constraints 

which are opposed to education, specifically when students are forced 

to learn items of no concern for them whatsoever. Moreover, it seems 

to Macklin that Birchall finds that only attendance is compulsory in 

school. In this respect, and probably rightly so, Macklin points out 

that Illich 1s fighting the obligatory curriculum. For Illich, 

1mposing a certain curriculum means imp1nging upon the student's 

freedom. Furthermore, Macklin maintains that Illich is right when he 

blames a system which ignores the eventual development of people if it 

cannot be attained through the regular channels of the scheol. 

Continuing his argument, Mack11n explains that, in his opinion, the 

educational system can only present the opportunity to learn to the 

ch11ri, witheut determining at what point in time and what will be 

learned. Along this line of thought, Macklin states that he would l1ke 

to demand that Birchal1 establish parameters specifying what has to be 

learned and when, so that it can be assessed how valid his claim 1s. 

50 Idem., p. 323. 
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Moreover, Mack11n expla1ns that Illich does not dispute the value of 

learning per se, as Birchall pretends~l He is just concerned with 

eth1cal considerations such as the ch11d being forced to learn items 

which are not of 1nterest to him. Macklin agrees with Illich that the 

school has to provide for the student the necessary conditions required 

by the learning process, instead of impos1ng a certain set of elements 

to be learned. In this case, Macklin agrees with Illich that the 

school fails to live up to public expectation. Birchall's critique of 

Illich 1s again contradicted by Macklin when he asserts that school 

discr1minates among its students. Birchall maintains that the school 

rightly d1scriminates between the students on the basis of acquired 

knowledge. In Birchal1's mind, those who fail to attain a certain 

level of knowledge are solely respons1ble for the1r failure in school. 

Macklin argues, agree1ng with Illich, that the selection in school 1s 

made through a system of assessment which is geared to determ1ne the 

amount of knowledge learned from the school curriculum. According to 

Illich and Macklin, this system of evaluation has enormous consequences 

in the sense that it has an impact upon the individual's role in 

society for the rest of his natural 1 ife. 

Stating that the grading system is not infallible due to 1ts lack 

of flexibility, Macklin points out that the school exams are seeking to 

find out how much of the curriculum taught 1s ass1milated by the 

student, 1nstead of how much the student really knows. Therefore the 

selection made by the school ;s not totally va11d, but nonetheless it 

51 ~d 321; ... em., p. ~. 
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contributes to bolster the enormous socioeconomic range which exists in 

our society. These differences grow even further, says Macklin, 

because the wealthy people can prov1de the1r offspr1ng with better 

living conditions as well as better stimuli such as films, plays, 

trips, books, and so on. Birchall, by supporting the ideology of 

merit, does Ilot take these elements into consideration. Therefore, in 

this respect, Macklin believes that Birchall 's critique of Illich is 

invalide 

Another point advanced by Birchall in his critique is that, 

"Illich seems ta be operating on the assumption that education is 

exercising one's mind upon any subject and acqu;r1ng any items of 

knowledge".52 Macklin contradicts this assertion of Birchall 's 

stating that Illich alleges that it i5 wrong to view education as the 

acqu1rir'g of items of knowledge. Furthermore, Mack1in explains that 

!1lieh, in support of his theory, presents an analogy, called by him 

"the supplier consumer analogy". Illich explains his analogy as 

foll ows: The supplier teacher delivers a prepackaged knowl edge and the 

student consumer learns to react to such knowledge rather than the 

reality from which this knowledge has been extracted. Furthermore, in 

Macklin's opinion Birchall considers ecucation as a commodity which can 

be used on the market in exchange for money or other goods. Macklin 

states that, contrary to Birchall, Illich considers knowledge as a 

commodity only when the said knowledge 1s used for a specifie 

institutional purpose and 15 the product of an institutional corpora-

52Birchall, op. cit., p. 414. 
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tion. Thus, in I11ich's opinion, the school is Ç'li1ty of producing 

knowledge which may be used as a commodity. Macklin points out that 

Illich avows the value of knowledge per se. Moreover, says Macklin, 

III ich's quarrel with the school is that tric school system is mainly 

concerned to provide that kind of knowledge which can be used by the 

student as a commodity, rather than pure knowledge. This changes 

completely the perspective of education, Illich maintains. Along the 

same line of thought, Illich contends that this kind of education 

reinforces the consumer society and provides a rationale for it. 

Therefore, says Macklin, "Illich does not operate under the assumption 
53 

attributed to him by eirchall". 

Macklin states that Birchall attributes to Illich the theory that 

education i~ confined to a certain curriculum. On the contrary, states 

Macklin, Illich believes that the school '5 interests should not be 

rigid for he is concerned ~ith the technological values imDortant to 

the educational process. 8y technological values, III ich understands 

the values pertaining to material abundance. Moreover, in Illich's 

concept, asserts ~acklin, the school is subservient to the social class 

which benefits the most from this materialistic orientation. 

Furthermore, as a consequence of this dependence, the school constantly 

promotes a system whereby the privileged group prospers at the expense 

of other segments of society. In order to alter this state of affairs, 

the school has to undertake a drastic change in its orientation. 

53M.'1cklin, op. dt., p. 328. 
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However, due to its ancillary position vis-a-vis the ruling group, 

it cannot initiate nor support such a change. The above theory is 

ascribed by Mack11n to Illich as a proof that Birchall is wrong in his 

critique. Macklin concludes that the misconceptions in Illich's theory 

mentioned by Birchall, are in fact Birchall's own misconceptions. In 

Macklin's own words: "The misconceptions Birchall attributes to Illich 
54 

are, in real ity, Birchall' s own". 

e) Ignatio L. Gotz's commentary 

Ignatio L. Gotz is another important critic of Ivan Illich and his 

theories. Illich's position in the educational field i5 considered by 

Gotz as being a "radical trend". Moreover, Gotz states that Il1ich ' s 

aim to eradicate the schools on the grounds that they are totally 

1nadequate, sounds foolish to many Americans. Gotz believes that sorne 

criticism aimed at Illich is extremely superficial, although he 

mentions that some of this criticism is worth considering. 
55 

In his article "On man and his schoo11ng", Gotz begins by 

elaborating the role of the social institution. In this respect, he 

states that in the pursuit of a social need, society organizes these 

structures called institutions. Moreover, the changing conditions in 

society require alterations in the above-mentioned institutions, in 

order to pursue these in a more adequate and eff i cient manner. These 

necessary changes, says Gotz, can be done within the confines of these 

institutions, without eradicating them completely. Therefore, 
54 

:dem., p. 329 . 
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Theory, V.24:l (Winter, 1974). 



. , Page 64 • 

according to Gotz there are two methods of change in society: one, 

advocated by Gotz, which consists in making changes within the existing 

structures, and another method sustafned by Illich, whfch calls for the 

total elimination of these structures, once they are believed to 

outl1ve their purpose. rllich's method 15 called "ant1-institution

al1sm" by Gotz who, in turn, explains that Illich proposes other 

structures to replace the existing ones. Therefore, at f1rst sight 

Illich contradicts himself with his "anti-fnstitutionalist" theory. 

Gotz does not be11eve that Illich contradicts himself because the 

anti-1nstitutionalists see these institutions only as means used in 

order to liberate man. Consequently, one can use whatever means or 

changes seem necessary in order to arrive at the ult1mate goal.
56 

Gotz continues his examination of Illfch's argument by discussing 

the rad1calism of the deschooling movement. In this respect, Ignatio 

Gotz argues that sinee some schools are good they should not be 

eliminated. Moreover, the alleged school abuses are not taking place 

to the extent alleged by Illich. The main evll of schools, c1aims 

Illich, ;s the hidden curriculum. Therefore, according to Illich we 

should do away with the school s in order to eradicate the h1dden 

curriculum. Gotz explains that in 11lich's theory, the school ;s evil 

because it alienates man from h;s free nature. Consequently, the 

better the school, the greater the evi'. This idea of III ieh 1s 

presented by Gotz and other think~rs as "the pedagogie paradox" of 

Illich. Gotz addresses himself to some objections raised against this 

56 Idem., p. 87. 
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concept by other people. Sorne of the thinkers in education, says Gotz, 

pretend that to deschool society is too much of an undertaking and that 

the proposed alternative is not viable. Gotz refutes these objections 

on the grounds that i t i s not necessary to foresee the consequences of 

such action to the last detail. The fine alterations can be done "ad 

hoc" in order to meet the difficulties which may arise. Moreover, Gotz 

pretends that this critique against deschooling proves that the school 

does a very good jOb in indoctrinating the students,that it is the only 

possible dispenser of education. In the final analysis, this argument 

of feasibility is cons;dered by Gotz as a reformist theory which can be 

supported only by people who believe in the sacrosanctness of the 

social institutions. Gotz also mentions Carl Bereiter's idea that 

Illich's proposal is unrealistic because there are net enough teachers 

trained to deal with a deschooled society. In his opinion, Gotz 

bel ieves that Bereiter' s argument about teachers has sorne merit, but he 

considers it as a challenge which can be eventually met by the people 

in the educationa1 field. 

Gotz agrees with C. Bereiter and T.F. Green about the fact that we 

set highly humanistic goals for our schools, while assessing the;r 

efficiency with very material istic standards~7 The actual deplorable 

situation in education is viewed by Gotz as previding an incentive te 

all the people of good will te work towards Illich's ideal of promoting 

a more humane form of education. Birchall' s accusation that III ich is 

promoting élitism as a by-product of deschooling ;s rebutted by Gotz in 

57 Idem., p. 91. 
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the sense that ever if Vie deschool, that does not mean we have to de 

away with the teachers. The objection against deschool ing is that the 

privileged classes have an advantage in a deschooled situation because 

they can provide their children with tutors and also teach these 

h '1 d h .. h 1 58 Cl ren t rough expenslVe, prlvate sc 00 s. 

Gotz ends his rebuttal of Birchall's arguments aga;nst Illich, and 

turns to the Marxist attack on deschooling, especially that of Gintis. 

Accarding ta Gotz, Gintis rraintains that since schools are a reflection 

of the socioeconomic structure, by eradicating them, as Illich 

advocates, it would rrean addressing the effect and not the root proble~ 

or the cause, which ;s the very socioeconomic structure itself. In 

Gintis' opinion, the socioeconomic structure should be changed, and 

then, as a result, the schools will also change. Gotz believes that 

Gintis is wrong in his allegation. because the schools today are also 

part of the soc;oeconolT,ic structure and by attacking the school s l'le are 

attacking only a part of the system. Moreover. the teachers are part 

of the social mass, fightinç like every other l'Jorker for their salaries 

and better working conditions, as well as for their students who can be 

considered a part of the proletariat. Therefore, Gotz d;sagrees with 

Gint;s on the grounds that Illich, by attacking the schools, is dealing 

with the cause, not \oJith the effect, as alleged. 

Continuing his ana1ysis, Gotz notices that, in his argument, 

Gintis misses an important point. The missed point is Gintis' failure 

to appreciate the fa ct that Illich does not condemn the schools for 

58 rdem ., p. 92. 
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being manipulative. Illich's quarrel with the schools is that, through 

manipulation they alienate man fram his freedom, therefore preventing 

him from reaching h1s full potential. 

Gotz explains that the anti-institutionalist position is not so 

much opposed to institutions as much as it is in favor of man. 

Moreover, Gotz agrees with Illich that any schooling institution 

conveys to the student more than what ;s described in the official 

curriculum. Even if the hidden curriculum does nat occur as a 

consciously planned consequence, it takes place just the same. Gotz 

accepts the inevitable result of the hidden curriculum but questions 

whether this hidden curriculum is necessarily wicked, as Illich 

maintains. 59 Illich's argument for deschooling is presented by Gotz in 

a dialectical way, as follows: 

1) It is established that schools inevitably generate a hidden 

curriculum as a by-product of the educational process. 

2) This hidden curriculum is necessarily evi' because it 

contradicts the very essence of man as being perfectible. 

3) Because the school cannot function without producing this 

hidden curriculum, the school should be abolished in order to eradicate 

this unwanted result. 

For Gotz, 11lich's concept of "paidea ll illustrates the continuous 

effort of man to enhance his humanity. In arder to arrive at a certain 

59 Idem., p. 95. 
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level of fulf111ment, man has to transcend the previous level. 

Therefore, by subtly conveying to the students that it is not 

transcendable, the school opposes man's perfectibf11ty. Gotz, as well 

as Illich, infers that schools are actual1y in the way of man's 

education, because they are opposed to the individual's growth to his 

full potential. In III ich's own words: "We should g1ve each one of us 

an env1ronment in which we can celebrate our potential and discover the 
60 

way into a more humane world". 

In conclusion, Gotz recogn1zes that by argu1ng on the basis of 

man's perfectibility, one exposes himself to the counter-argument that 

any institution replacing the ex1sting one will end up by doing the 

same thing, because it is the very nature of any structure to be 

a11enating. Moreover, Gotz supports Illich when he ma1ntains that he 

15 not seek1ng absolute perfection. He is just attempting to achieve 

an 1mprovement in the actual situation, 1n line w1th a theory of man's 

perfect i bil ; ty. 

60 
Illich, Ivan, Celebration of Awareness, p. 15. 
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f) Francis Schrag' s commentary 

Francis Schrag participates in the deschoo11ng debate without 

completely disagreeing with Ignacio Gotz. F. Schrag argues that the 

problem in hand is not about having or not having structures. The 

actual question is, what kind of structures are there? Furthermore, in 
61 

his article, "Reply to Gotz and Deschooling", Schrag argues that 

the family is a structure as well as the supermarket, but nobody even 

thinks to do away with them. Also, Il11ch's 1dea that schools promote 

êlitism by support1ng a caste society is disputed by Schrag. In this 

respect, Schrag concedes that institutions have a self-perpetuating 

tendency, but he argues that in countr1es like Peru, where schools are 

barely existent, the caste system i s just as strong as in modern 

America. "Therefore, the school 15 not the main culprit", Schrag 

concl udes. 

Another point raised by Schrag is that structures are necessary 

for human development. The reformist believes in them, while the 

anti-1nstitutional1st only uses them for his own end which ;s the 

development of man. Moreover, w1th regard to Gotz's belief that 

schools are only means in the process of human growth, it i5 nct clear 

to what extent Schrag woul d agree ta either abol; sh or to reform them. 

In this respect, Francis SChrag thinks that the move to reconstruct the 

educational system depends on the assessment of the positive 

contribution of the school in any society weighed against any ev;l 

effects it may engender. 

61scnrag, Francis, Reply to Gotz on Deschoo1ing, Educational 
Theory, V.24:4 (Fall, 1974). 
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In conclusion, Schrag brings up the question which natural1y 

arises about the deschoolers, how come that the ant1-1nst1tutionalfst 

15 usually highly educated and sometimes 15 even assocfated w1th 

univer5ities? The subsequent question deriving from the initial one 

1s: how can an individual exposed for so long a time to the hidden 

curriculum still have a neutral perspective in this regard? Schrag 

presents another interesting point, that the deschoolers ignore the 

fact that schools exi5t in every culture, 1rrespect1ve of differences 

in the way of life or social setting. Moreover, this institution of 

schoo1ing has survived a11 kinds of advers1ties throughout the years, a 
62 fact which in itself is a proof of 1ts viab111ty. 

62 
Idem., p. 411. 
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CHAPTER V. AN ANALYSIS OF AND REACTION TO IVAN ILLICH AND HIS 

COMMENTATORS 

Illich has been criticized by so many in so many ways that 1t 1s 

hard to arrive at a coherent picture of a general criticism of his 

philosophy. My original intention, stated as the aim of this thesis, 

was to try to shed some light on the "Illich controversy". Therefore, 

l will offer my personal assessment of some of the critiques, while 

asp1r1ng to clarify a few elements in this polemic. 

63 
a) On Herbert G1nt1s' commentary 

G1nt1s beg1ns his critique by prizing Illich's work as an attempt 

to discover the roots of "decay", as he calls it, of the advanced 

industrial societies. He blames Illich for not consider1ng the malaise 

of society in depth, and for not trying to unveil the roots of this 

11lness. In other words, Gintis thinks that Illich falls short of 

assessing the social situation as a whole. In my opinion, Illich 

addresses h1mself to a definite weakness in society, namely the quality 

of contemporary education. Even if he goes 50 far as ta advocate the 

eradication of schools, he does not encompass in his radical concept 

the whole spectrum of the social establishment. It seems to me that 

Illich is not a radical in the true sense of the word; he is just a 

theoretic1an who tries to diagnose the troubles in education and also 

tries to find a cure for them. Gintis is partly right when he claims 

63 
Gintis, Herbert, Towards A Political Economy of Education: A 

Radical Critique of Ivan Illich 's Deschoolinq Societ}j. 
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that Illich wrongly blames the affliction of society on the need te 

reproduce alienated patterns of consumption. In my opinion, Illich 

espec1ally at the beginning analyzed America with his inherent European 

frame of reference. Coming to a new world, he had to interpret a 

multitude of stimuli which sometimes were poorly decoded by him. 

Illich, as a European immigrant, was unaccustomed to the American 

phenomenon of consumption. Therefore, since he was not able to 

integrate this new element into his social background, Illich 

consfdered consumerism as the great ev;l of society. Hence, he blamed 

the malfunction of society on this habit of consumption. Even if it is 

true that certain elements in American society use consumption for 

their own advantage, nevertheless, as Gintis stated, they merely 

capitalize upon it. 

Gintis' claim that Illich's theory is operating in a vacuum 

because it 1s not part of a total process of reconstruction is 

incorrect. Illich's theory provides us w1th a transcendent vehfcle in 

order to explore all the pros and cons of the social and educational 

situation. By pushing his exploration of the state of education to the 

extreme, Illich presents us with a whole range of poss;bilities. It;s 

up ta the thinkers in education ta assess the validity of Illich's 

claims and ta find a viable remedy and workable alternative for the 

problems. 

Gintis 1s correct when he says that in our western society the 

accumulation of capital and growth of marketable services prevail 

over the healthy development of society. But, on the other hand, we 
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have witnessed what the Communist rêgimes have done for their people. 

In the light of the latest political events, an honest pers on cannot do 

otherwise than concede that in China, the U.S.S.R., East Germany, 

Czechoslovakia, etc., those political rêg1mes are nothing but a 

lamentable failure. G1ntis blames Illich for locating the source of 

social imbalance in the manipulative behavior of corporate 

bureaucracies. According to Gintis, the basic capitalist institutions 

should be changed. Personally, 1 would challenge Gintis to provide us 

w1th a viable alternative to these institutions. 

Illich believes that the source of consumer consciousness lies in 

the man1pulat1ve socialization of the individuals by different agencies 

subserv1ent to the big corporations. Gintis maintains that Illich is 

wrong because these agencies are merely reconfirming the individuals in 

the1r 1nduced values, but 1 think that both of them fail ta consider 

the realities of our modern society. In order to be competitive and to 

be able to produce goods affordable by the masses, the manufacturer is 

forced to follow a certain pattern of production. This special pattern 

results inev1tably in alienating the worker from the product. 

Therefore, the worker seeks other forms of gratification and this leads 

to consumer1 sm. 

Illich keeps thinking of the Middle Ages, when there was no 

manufacturing process and every craftsman took pride in his skills. 

Gint1s does not know or does not want to admit that nowadays workers in 

the U.S.S.R. are just as alienated from the product as their American 
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counterpart. Bath Illich and Gintis should understand that no body can 

afford to go back to the old days of production and be successful. In 

this regard Gintis specu1ates about a system where the people will 

participate democratically in all forms of social outcomes, including 

production in factories. Persona11y, 1 wou1d like to see such a system 

be;ng implemented but 50 far, s;nce the Greeks invented democracy, it 

has never happened. Probably this is wishful thinking on Gintis' part, 

but because of human nature I don't think that a true democracy will 

ever exist. 

In order to generate a situation where production is unalienated, 

Gintis envisages a radical change of the basic process. 8y the same 

token, he believes that Illich agrees with him by virtue of his 

deschool;ng theory. In this respect, l believe that Gintis 

appropriates III ich's theory to help his own view of society. Illich 

does not claim that the social system should be abo1ished, he just 

tries to find a workable alternative te sorne flaws ;n the system. The 

cure proposed by Illich ;s very far from the Marxist ideal. 

Moreover, in my opinion, Gintis overextended his statement by 

inc1uding Illich in the Marxist outlook. Illich states that service 

agencies (including schools) fail because they are psychological1y 

addictive. Gint;s proposes that public services do not fail and that ex

pansion is an integral part of the normal operation of social institutions. 

Furthermore these agenc;es aggravate the social prob1ems, and therefore 

they have to expand even more. In my opinion, the institutions in 
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question do not fai1 at a11, but their prob1em lies in the fact that 

changes occur very rapidly on the social scene. The said institutions 

cannot cope with these rapid changes. Therefore, in many cases, they 

provide a very questionable service. Moreover, a11 institutions have a 

built-in need to grow because they are trying to follow the development 

of society. Of course, this expansion should be under some sort of 

control or it takes on exaggerated proportions. 

With regard to the problem of consumption, it is my belief that 

Illich, as well as Gintis, fail to see the reality. In my opinion, the 

truth is that societa1 institutions including schools are a reflection 

of corltemporary society. Hence, both Illich and Gintis are looking at 

the wrong end of the problem. The industrial revolution initiated the 

process of goods being produced in bulk and later on with the advent of 

organ1zed mass production this process gathered mamentum. A 

consequence of these new changes is that the worker became tota11y 

a1ienated from the product. SUbsequently the working people shifted 

their values towards the abi1ity of producing money in arder ta 

accumulate and exhibit as many goods as possible. The ownership of the 

said goods was a proof of success in 1ife and carr;ed with it as a side 

effect, an induced respect from one's peers and the pUblic in general. 

Therefore, the phenomenon of mass-cansumption appears as a logical 

consequence of mass-production. Moreover, if the process stops, the 

economic cycle would break with catastrophic results for the people 

participating in that system. 



1 
Page 76. 

Illich's assertion that the problem of contemporary society is the 

psychological impotence of the individual due to "addict1veness" is 

contradicted by Gintis. The solution to "anti-addictiveness" offered 

by Illich is not effective when applied to contemporary society. It is 

not effective because the individuals try to accommodate the society 

they live in, as they turn into docile creatures according to Gintis' 

v1ew. In this respect, l think that people living in society cannot 

reach their full potential due to the very fact that individuals have 

to respect sorne restraints imposed by that very society. In other 

words, we cannot blame a society for imposing certain requirements on 

its constitL:ents. Living in society requires some compromises and 

these concessions might constitute a hindrance to the fulfillment of 

the individual. living as a recluse might lead to spiritual growth and 

self-realization, but it has as an obvious prerequis1te the 

renunc;at;on of a comfortable life. In these days not many people are 

prepared to make such a sacrifice. Therefore many individuals choose 

to.-1ive in society, making the best of their lives. Furthermore, this 

"addictiveness" is part of human nature, and very few humans go through 

life without trying to amass earthly belongings. It has been proven 

time and time again that the human species has as one of its 

characteristics the drive to gather as many goods as possible. There 

are rnany examples in literature and history to this effect, and 1 would 

say that this drive is nct confined only to humans. Many animals, e.g. 

squirrels, dogs, birds and cats hoard objects of value for themselves. 
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One of Gintis' major critiques of Illich is in regard to the 

"addictiveness" of work. Illich maintains that work ;s not addictive; 

therefore i t ; s not a threat to human freedom. On the other hand, 

Gintis states that work ;s addictive in a broad sense because it 

establishes the position of the individual in society. Personally, l 

be11eve that work provides the individual with a needed structure. 

This structure gives humans a purpose and meaning in life, meanwhile 

offering to the individual a chance to demonstrate his creativity and 

ability. The structure supplied by work i<; beneficial in many aspects. 

Moreover, the human body profits from the habit of waking up at a 

certain time, eating regularly, and if nct exercising at least moving 

around, as any kind of work requires from a person. Furthermore, the 

exercise of the mind, necessary in any field of work cannot do any 

harm. On the contrary, it helps the mind to devel()p even further. In 

many types of work one can demonstrate his ability, sometimes 

chal1enging his peers, silently or otherwise, to match his or her 

performance. Also, one of the mast rewarding aspects of work is the 

function of being the pravid~r in the f~mily. Lastly, work accords a 

certain identity to a person asserting his/her place in society. 

Except for the wo~k done in some industrial situations, many workers 

develop in their task, by exhibiting their capabllities and fulfilling 

in this way their needs for self-realization. One cannat refrain from 

thinking that Illich as well as Gintis probably never worked manually. 

Otherwise they would never arrive at these conclusions. 
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Gintis also makes the very interesting assertion that there is no 

such thing as human nature, which Illich maintains, exists prior to 

social interaction. r would maintain that there is a human nature 

prior to social contact because the proce.~s of socialization can only 

change some human attitudes and eventual1y some convictions, but the 

basic human nature can hardly be changed. Moreover, it seems to me 

that it is true that Illich's Epithemean and Promethean man exist in 

every one of us, but in most cases one of the two usually predominates 

in our attitudes and actions. As an example, during a war, a man 

changes his outlook on life and eventually kil1s his fellow man. As 

soon as this special condition ends, the human usually becomes again a 

peaceful creature and reverts to his original human nature. 

In the matter of developing technology, Gintis and Illich agree 

that people might be either oppressed or liberated by this process. 

Neverthel~ss, Gint;s thinks that addiction is not the determining 

factor in this development as Illich seems to believe. In my opinion, 

addiction occurs after the fact; in other words, the goods are produced 

and then the advertising media incite the individual to buy the goods. 

It i5 true, 1 think, that a few individuals control the developing 

technology, but it also seems true that Gintis proposes to give the 

control of the development of technology ta other individuals. In this 

case the control of the developillg technology will merely be in the 

hands of another kind of selected élite. Gintis· idea seems to 

reiterate the saying that in a capitalist system man exploits man, 
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\."hile in the Commullist systerr., it is exactly the reverse. 

Gintis disagrees with Illich on the theory of de5chooling because, 

says Gintis, Illich grants the schools the task of creating passive, 

easy to manipulate people. Therefore, according to Illich, the schools 

have an indirect effect on society, while Gintis claims that the 

schools are in every way ~etrimental. 8y granting the schools a 

function, Gintis thinks that Illich implicitly accepts the lnstitution 

of schooling. But, there is no way that 50 many individuals can be 

educated without schools. ~oreover, even Illich's alternativE 0& wohs 

cannot work because the individual needs constant guidanc9. Such a 

magnitude of information necessary for a reasonahle ecucatlon cannot he 

assimilated by an individual in a relatively short period of time. If 

a person will educate r,imself, at will, without guidance, it \"111 take 

this person a lifetime to study and even so, many imp0rtant e1ements 

'T1?y be ignored cy this individual. 

Furtherrnore, th.e so-called "manipulation" by the school is .1 

normal process of socialization which occurs in any societj. Th'? hurnan 

being, as soon as he agrees to live in society, has to go trrolH;h a 

"conformization" process whereby he has to relinquish a part of hlS Ovin 

authenticity. As a matter of fact, Gintis should know that hlrn'iplf 

because it is a well-known fact that the most conformist and 

manipulative societies are Marxist. 

Gintis criticizes Illich for misconceiving the role of the h;~den 

curriculum because the schools do not reproduce the social relations of 

consumption. In Gintis' opinion the school reproduces the social 



1 

Page 80. 

relations of production. Neither of them, 1 believe, is right becùuse 

said schools are an integral part of society and they reflect that very 

society, with all its features, good and bad. Besides, if the 

youngsters are enrolled in any contemporary institution, the result is 

exactly the same. 

Gintis ' assertion that industry and other capital ist enterprises 

economically reward their workers accorJing to their degree of 

schooling is simplistic to say the least. In my opinion, in our modern 

society, schoolinç is a ~ust and therefore it is only normal that a 

professional engineer is better paid than a construction helper, or 

that a doctor is better paid than a nurse. Without the knowledçe 

provided by the school, an ind;vidual cannot contribute to the common 

effort to the sa~e degree. Hence, the differe~ce in financ;al 

remuneration, which, in turn, also plays the role of an incentive to 

the students. 

The argument that Illich presents that the school stratifies its 

population according to the students ' learning abilities seems 

futile to me. Morecver, the human species is by natural ability 

stratified, and if there is school or there is no school, every 

individual still takes his place in a given society according to his 

ability. What Gintis and even Illich fail to realize is that every 

human is different and functions at a different level. In my opinion, 

men look equal, being physically equipped with the same organs, but the 

capacity of the se organs, including the brains, encompasses a wide 

range of indivldual differences. The stratification of society is done 

according to onels personal ability and the school eventually helps 
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this stratification, but it does not initiate it. 

Gintis dec1ares that Il1ich's obsession with consumerism impairs 

his abi1ity to understand how the system works. Gintis is right in 

this respect but nevertheless Gintis' obsession with Marxism impairs 

his understanding of the system as we11. 

Gint~s introduces into his critique of Illich his notion of the 

transitional society which in his opinion is a necessary step towards 

the idea1 society. Gintis criticizes Illich for nct irc1uding in his 

theorya "transitiona1 society" whereby the teachers together with thp 

administration and the students control the school. Furthermore. ir 

Gintis' opinion, this transitional system will eventua1ly leacl te- iln 

idea1 system of education. This argument indicates that Glntlc, tI'l" 

lost contact with rea1ity. Since human beings have 1 ived in common. 

there is no record in history of an idea1 society. 

On the same question, Gintis criticizes Illich for not envisa~ln~ 

the necessary struggle in the process of restructuring the system. 

According te his Marxist credo, Gintis be1ieves that a ~trugg1e is 

necessary for any change and therefore he thinks that Illich should 

believe the same thing. In order to better things in society, Gintis 

can see on1y the Marxist way which has, as a prerequ;site for change, a 

struggle among the var;ous social classes invo1ved. Furthermore, 

Gintis does not envisage a way to improve the state of education, h~ 

just cr;tic;zes Illich for not conforming to the Marxist standard. 
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G1nt1s' critique of Illich w1th regard to Cuba and Ch1na seems to 

be valid. tend to agree with G1'ltis. The schools in the two 

above-mentioned countries were virtually nonexistent prior to the 

change in their social system. Therefore their educationa1 reform did 

not fail because they did not deschool. Their failure 1s due to a very 

complex situation and Illich did not contemplate properly the dynamics 

playing on this process. !n this case 1 have to re1terate what 1 have 

already said, that the schocl 1s just a reflection of society and if 

that society has certain deficiencies, the school reproduces these 

weaknesses in its day-to-day function. Moreover, it is true that 

Illich falls short of counting all the variabl~s, but so does G1nt1s. 

Gintis' Marxist perception of society impairs his understanding of how 

the system works as a whole. For Gintis, a radical change for the 

better in education can take place on1y if: 

1) "An assessment is made 1n order to identify the conflicting 
64 

situations existing in the economic life influencing education." All 

this is true, in my opinion, providing that inconsistencies existing in 

the economic life of society influence the educational system the way 

Gintis bel ;eves. Furthermore, l bel i'1:!ve that the educational system 

responds te sorne needs of society, but not necessarily to the needs of 

some capitalist;c elements as Gintis seems to be11eve. 

64Gintis, op. cit., p. 17. 

• 
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2) A climate of awareness has to be fostered among people about 

the inconsistencies existing in society in order ta prevent the 

manipulation of the masses by the cap1talist rulers. l think that 

ordinary people are aware of the conflicting situations prev10usly 

mentioned and the masses are already educated about manipulation by the 

media and by their own unions. Therefore, nowadays it is very hard to 

manipulate people the way G1ntis thinks. 

3) A revolutionary movement is created in order to change the 

present educational system; a movement which has to be initiated by the 

understanding of the discrepancies reigning in the capital ist society. 

Unfortunately, a revolutionary movement cannot be created in our modern 

society because very few people will consider the incons;stencies of 

our society so stringent that its condition calls for a radical change. 

The present capitalist system has its part1cipatory aspects ;n the 

sense that every contributor to the common effort can manage ta have a 

part of the benefit. Moreover, this share of the benefit, called 

salary, bonus, commission, etc. entitles the participant to lead a 

decent 1ife, enjoying the ownership of a house, car and so on; as well 

as providing for family needs. Along the same line of thought ordinary 

people with relatively modest incomes succeed in partic;pating in the 

capitalist game by the ownership of bonds or of all kinds of incarne 

generating shares in industry or other kinds of financ;a1 venture. Of 

course, all these allegations are open to discussion, but nevertheless 
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in North America one can hardly find grounds to begin a revolutionary 

movement. To link an educational reform to a revolution of the actual 

North American society 1s tantamount to relegate this reform "ad 

kalendas Grekas". 

Gintis insists that the actual contradictions in society are due 

to: 

a) The black people being moved to large urban concentrations from 

independent rural areas in a different wage 1 abor system. It 15 my 

be11ef that the fact that black people were moved from rural ta urban 

areas does not change their situation in society. The same black 

people who used to live in rural areas ln very poor conditions live now 

in city slums, therefore the1r situation just involved a change of 

place. 

b) The young people with entrepreneurial aspirations, as well as 

the educated ones, are confronted with the extinction of opportunities 

and the banalization of work in factories. At thls point, Gintis 

contradicts himself because he implicitly recognizes the capacity of 

the school ta educate. By statlng that young educated people face a 

scarcity of jobs in society and lack of opportunity, Gintis places 

h1mself in an awkward position because it is a well-known fact that the 

North Amer;can industry favors the young over the old. Moreover, th;s 
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unsusta;ned allegation of Gintis' ;5 not necessarily true because the 

official statistics do not support ;t. Furthermore, the current 

appearance of a new class of very successful youngsters of both sexes 

in society, comrt1oflly called Yuppies, totally eradicates Gintis' claim 

in this regard. 

c) The women being victimized by d system which is geared towards 

achievement and industrial output anly. This allegat;on of Gintis' 

does not need any elaboration, especially now, as the human riçhts and 

the women's liberation movement have changed many aspects of our 

society. Incidentally, the changes in women's status in society is a 

superb example of change without revolution (Quod erat demonstrandum). 

Obsessed by the idea of a final revolution and a complet~ change, 

Gintis strongly believes in the need for a transitional society. In 

his opinion, this is the next step from the capitalist society towards 

a "worker paradise". Therefore, any criticism or attempt to change the 

actual social set-up is assessed by Gintis according to the following 

criterion: Is this rnove leaèing to a transitional society? In my 

opinion, Gintis is handicapped in his appraisal of society by his 

prevalent Marxist preconceptions and Illich has much the same problem 

due ta his rel igious medieval idea of social structure. 

In regard to Illich's theory of deschooling Gintis believes that 

if it were implemented, this theory would eventually create social 

chaos without correcting the flaws of the capitalist system. Moreover, 

• 
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Gintis believes that a deschooling process will never take place 

because schocls are an integral part of soci~ty. 1 believe that Gintis 

is right when he believes that deschoo11ng will never take place. As 

Gintis says, the schocl is a vital link in society and even if it has 

some drawbacks, it still performs efficiently enough to avoid 

discarding it. With a11 its shortcomings, the main purpose of the 

school is to educate. The schocl has many detractors, but it still 

provides an education to the youngsters; therefore it is far from being 

useless. 

Gintis criticizes Illich's idea that schools are not organized 

against attacks and so can be liberated. In Gintis' opinion, an attack 

on schools will net necessarily trigger a "domino effect ll spreading to 

other institutions. 8ecause Gintis cannot conce1ve that flaws in 

society can be corrected without a radical change he thinks that 

Illich's theory, if i~plemented, will be an isolated occurrence. This 

assertion contradicts cirectly his former statement that abolishing 

school will provoke social change. 

Finally, Gintis sees a different way of remedying the state of 

affairs in schools. According to Gintis, the struggle should be 

encouraged in schools between students and teachers as well as between 

teachers and the school administration. Moreover, according ta Gintis, 

this struggle will train the participants for future struggles in 

society. At this point, l would like to contradict Gintis because in 

my opinion, struggle can on1y be detrimenta1 to the educational 
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process. Instead of cooperating towards the common goal which 1s to 

enhance the educational level of the students, a lot of 

counterproductive energy will be spent in unnecessary squabbles. 

Gintis discusses Illich's theory point by point. Hewever, in my 

opinion, it seems very inconclusive. Gintis fails, 1 feel, because he 

does not address himself to the core of the problem. In other words, 

Gintis does not present a clear, coherent idea of whether we should 

deschool or note Moreover, it is not clearly demonstrated in his 

critique if the school has a certain role in society or note At one 

point he declares school to be useless but in another of his arguments 

he claims that educated youngsters cannot find jobs. By this 

assertion, he implicitly grants some value ta education and 

sUbsequently to the schools. His whole critique seems te be total1y 

dependent on a Marxist theory of deschooling. According ta Gintis mast 

of the weaknesses in Illich's theory reside in the arguments where it 

does not conform to the Marxist standard. Conversely, Gintis accords a 

few positive points to Illich only as long as it coneurs with the 

Marxist theory. Therefore, in his critique Gintis only presents the 

Marxist point of view vis-â-vis Illich's ideas without contribut1ng 

anything else that is positive to the debate. 

65 
b) On Carl G. Hedman's commentary 

Hedman attacks Gintis' critique claiming ~hat Illich does not 

accept either the communist or the capitalist system. According to 

Hedman, while being against the capitalist system due to some o·ç its 

65 Hedman, Carl G., The Deschooling Controversy Revisited: A 

Defense of Illich's Participatory Socialism. 
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shortcomings, Illich rejects a1so hierarch i ca1 social1sm with all its 

flaws. While he defends Illich, Hedman repeats the same mistake, by 

foreseeing a participatory type of socialism. In participatory 

socialism, a class of workers emerge from their political passivity and 

take charge of their own destiny. 

Persona 11 y, l bel i eve that Hedman does not take i nto account the 

human species which, in my opinion, contains many more followers than 

leaders. In my viel'I, Hedman's idea that Illich does not want to 

destroya political systenl in arder to change it for another, is 

probably correct. Illich, in Hedman's opinion as well as mine, wants 

to change the obviously bad aspects of the capitalist system, without 

gai n 9 t 0 the ex t r e me 0 f dis po sin g 0 fit . l 11 i ch, fait h f u 1 t 0 h i s 

medieval concept of society, wants to change the actual social set-up 

in a different way. 

Hedman's assumpricn that Illich says the same thing as Gintis is, 

in my opinion, highly exaggerated. Hedman defends Illich against 

Gintis ' critique that Illich "na ive1 y" trusts good human nature to 

develop and take over society. Moreover, Hedman explains that Illich 

rejects any élite, socialist or capitalist, which exerts control over 

society. l believe that this negative assumption of Illich's may be 

right but will not generate a cl ass of 1 eaders among the ordi nary 

people, by the mere fact of rejecting the élites. 

Hedman defends III ich a1so in the matter of the hidden curriculum 

being active ;n Cuban schools. In this respect, Hedman claims that 

III ich ;s misunderstood by G;ntis because the Cuban schooling system is 
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considered by Illich as a failure due to the existence of the hidden 

curriculurr. 1 differ ir this matter with Hedman and Illich because l 

believe that the hidden curriculum is a by-product of any kind of 

social set-up. The school as a reflection of Cuban society inherently 

reflects Castro's political dogma in its hidden curriculum. 1 tend to 

agree with Hedman's conclusion in regard to Gintis' critique of Illich, 

exce~~ for one point. Hedman concludes that Gintis is not dware of the 

fact that both are asking for changes in society in their different 

ways. My point 1s that in education, Gintis reflects the Marxist 

position and rejects any other stance in this matter, while Illich i5 

genuine in his theory and does not favor any ideology. 

c) On Brian Birchall' s cornmentary 66 

Birchall defenàs the schools against Illich's attack claiming that 

they are not as manipulative and opposed to education as Illich 

pretends. In my opinion, the hidden curricu1urr. appears to be 

unavoidable not only in schools but a150 the society itself has a 

hidden curriculu~ as a by-product. Furthermore, it would be naive to 

believe that youngsters who never went to school and who go straight te 

the work,force will not be affected by a certain hidden curriculum 

which is a by-product of their life in society. In this respect, r 

think that schoo1s have il beneficial introductory ro1e, becau5e an 

individual who lives in society has to comply with its hidden code of 

rules anyway, notwithstanding the educational precess. 

66 
Birchall, Brian, Sorne Misconceotions in Ivan Illich. 

1 
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As far as the argument for compulsory attendance ;s concerned, l 

tend to agree with Birchall in regard to Il1ich's view of freedom as 

unrestraineà compulsiveness. Furthermore, Birchall's argument that 

compulsive attendance provides the student with a break in the narrow 

circle of home life, seems very valide By attending sChool, thf' child 

has the opportunity to call into question the val ues and myths êl.~ '_l'lireci 

at home. Moreover, the student's outlook in life might I,w changee! by 

the confrontation with other "home philosophies" -- hopefully far the 

better. 

8irchall's attack on Illich's theory of the "hierarchy throu9h 

certification" seems well founded because there has to be a natural 

selection in society. Men may be created equal but their intellectual 

capacity differs, and this is a facto Therefore, the best equ;ppe~ 

people should lead in their respective fields. The school merely 

faci1itates a process which will continue throughout life. 

Il1ich ' s c1aim that students are passive recipients while the 

teacher is imparting the knowledge is rightly debated by 8irln~11. The 

information offered by the teacher falls on deaf ears, if not processed 

by the students' minds. Therefore Birchall correctly believes that 

education involves participation. Of course, there has to be ail 

interaction between teacher and class in order ta have a viable 

instructional process. Therefore, Illich ' s cla;m to the contra:-y is 

not acceptable. 

Birchall a1so debates Illich's claim that "not everyone 'lIants to 

learn the same thing". Birchall;s right in th;s respect because the 
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developm~nt of the human mind ;s a fine art which entails dispensing 

certain ele~ents of knowledge at a certain time. Moreover, this 

process permits the mind to absorb, digest and reflect upon the said 

elements of knowledge in view of further development. A child without 

experience cannot assess the educational value of certain items of 

knowledge and decide on their priority in the educational process. 

Birchall maintains that a child cannot decide if he should l~arn or nat 

and what he should learn because he does not have the maturity, nor the 

necessary comprehension entailed by such a decision. Birchall calls 

the capacity of assessing the available information "critical inquiry". 

In order ta attain this critical inquiry one has to learn a fixed 

curriculum as a prerequisite. 

l believe that 8irchall ;s right in his critique, that there is a 

need for a person's mind ta acquire basic knowledge in order ta be able 

ta process more knowledge. In arder to achieve this task in the 

shartest per;od of time ;n a structured way, only a fixed curriculum is 

necessary. Consequently, Illich's claim that a fixed curriculum is 

against education ;5 invalid. Therefore, the fixed curriculum is an 

integral and necessary part of education. 

Birchall i s absol utely right when he states that contrary to 

Illich's idea. students may develop interest wh11e they are engaged in 

the process of learning. Moreover, r strongly bel1eve that an individual 

wants to learn only after he has learned to learn. The student has nI) 

intent to learn until he acquires a certain ability to learn which may 

lead to cur;osity and eventually to a desire for further learning. At 
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the beginning, the average student goes through the motions of learning 

in order to satisfy different ex1gencies 1mposed on him by h1s family 

and teachers. Only in the process of learn1ng can the student develop 

an interest which will motivate him to study even further. 

8irchall is also correct in rejecting Illich's idea that students 

are indoctrinated in school and therefore that they exhibit no interest 

in learning. 

d) On Michael Macklin's commentary67 

In his critique, Macklin takes Illich ' s side against Birchall. 

believe that Macklin has a valid point in his criticism against 

8irchall when he points out that Birchall fails to address himself to 

Illich's main argument aga1nst schools. Illirh's main argument against 

schools 1s that they are manipulat;ve, they t Je their function into 

a monopoly, and they brainwash the students turning them into people 

incapable of reforming the schools. 

Macklin seems to be correct when he points out that Illich does 

not advocate a school free of all constra1nts. He is opposed only to 

the constraints hindering education. 1 think that the main problem 

would be, in arder to avoid Ifi1sunderstanding, to define which 

constraints are harmful ta education and which are not. For instance, 

the theory advanced by Illich that the school encroaches upon the 

students' freedom by forcing them to learn a f;xed curriculum, ;s 

accepted by Macklin. In my oo1nion, there are necessarj educational 

67 
Macklin, Michael, Those Misconceptions Are Not Illich's. 
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elements which have to be developed in the student's mind l1ke 

linguistics and arithmetic basics. This would be a clear case of 

inculcation which is absolutely necessary for further education. To me 

there is a fine line to be observed by teachers between education and 

dr1l1ed inculcation but nevertheless every educator has to perform th1s 

delicate balancing art. 

Macklin agrees with Illich that the blame should be placed on the 

educat;onal system whicr ignores any education not acqu1red through the 

regular channels. l believe that this ;s incorrect, because an 

individual who reaches a certain level or background of intellectual 

knowledge, ;s accepted ;~ society as such. Through ~onferences, 

publications an~ interviews one can reach a public intellectual stature 

without 90ing throush the reçular academic channels. Many writers and 

composers succeedeè in achieving excellence on the social scene without 

school credentials. In the case of profess;onals l1ke engineers, 

pilots, lawyers or Goctors, r am against Ill;ch's theory which is 

supported by Macklin, specifically because of the need for a fixed 

curriculum. A professional ;n the exerc;se of his dut Y may need at a 

certain point in time certain specifie information. This information 

is part of his professional background, acquired through the fixed 

curriculum, and the lack of it may have serious consequences. 

Furthermore, Macklin, in Illich's defense, challenges Birchall to 

establish parameters with regard to what has to be learned and when. 

It is true that it is very difficult to tailor a curriculum which will 
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suit every individual 's intellectual need. Nevertheless, the experts 

have already determined that within a group of roughly the same age, 

give or take a few years, certain items of knowledge can be profitably 

dispensed. 

As far as the ethical aspects of learning are concerned, there ;5 

again a fine equilibrium to be observed between the ~ill of th~ child 

to cooperate and the teaching ability of the teacher. The parents 

force their children to wash against their will, but this seems 

perfectly normal in society. Macklin is correct when he agrees l~ith 

Illich that the school must provide the necessary Elements to the 

learning process, but it is also true that the school must insist that 

the student internalize the Elements absolutely necessary for further 

development. Unless these necessary Elements of knowledge are 

assimilateà by the student, the whole exercise is void. The formative 

aspect of education is crucial. 

In the matter of theory advanced by Illich that the school 

discriminates amans it~ students on the basis of acquired knowledge, 

~acklin contradicts Birchall '5 view that the failure Jf some students 

is due to lack of uncerstanding. In my opinion, M~cklin may be 

partially right in the sense that sorne of the students may not have 

that particular frame of mind or ability which may enable them to 

incorporate different items of knowledge in the;r intellectual 

background. Moreover, some of these students do not lack intelligence, 

nor intellectual capacity, but their way of understanding and 

interpreting is incompatible with the way the school is presenting sorne 
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items of knowledge. 

In this matter of items of knowledge, there is further controversy 

between Macklin and 8irchall over Il1ich ' s theory of supplier-consumer 

analogy. In this theory, Illich states that the teacher presents 

prepackaged knowledge to the student, conditionin~ him to react ta this 

kind of knowledge by rote instead of actual understanding. Macklin 

uses this theory in support of his argument that Illich is nct 

considering education as just acquiring items of knowledge. l think 

that education acquired in one part of the world in school or out of 

school never appearec to be in conflict with education acquir~d in 

another part of the world. Therefore this universality of the 

knowledge acquired by the students contradicts Illich ' s theory of 

conditioned response. 

Macklin defends once more Illich against Birchall, who contends 

that education is confined to a certain curriculum. On the contrary, 

says ~acklin, Illich is flexible in this respect but is concerned with 

the technical values prominent in the educational process which 

pertain to material abundance. Tt seems to me that the school should 

be the factor which facilitates the introduction of the individual in 

society. Therefore, the main task of the school ;s to prov1de the 

individuai with the necessary knowledge which eventually will help this 

individual to perform in society. Il1ich ' s theory, sustained by 

Macklin against Birchall, that only one segment of society gains from 

this materialistic orientation of the school appears to be untrue. 

l believe that the first beneficiary of the education acqu;red in 

school is the student who will be rewarded for his knowledge by a good 
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salary. Nowadays, in my opinion, anybody willing to learn regardless 

of his social class, has a chance of better working conditions and a 

better salary, because of his sCholarity. Moreover, the idea of a 

special group taking advantage of other groups exists only in the 

imagination of Illich and Macklin. It is very true that in society 

there is fierce competition for higher positions and better 

remuneration. Ne't'ertheless, there are no organized groups in this 

respect. Family connections and personal social relationships may help 

one to climb the social hierarchy, but only up to a certain extent. If 

this social back-up is not sustained by a strong ability and 

intelligence, the results will be unexceptional. This is the situation 

regarding scholarly degrees and organ1zed groups in society, without 

delving into political and other considerations. 

Another idea of Illich's, supported by Madlin, is that the school 

should change its orientation but cannot init1ate such a moye due to 

its dependency on a privileged group in society. Macklin;s 

disregarding the fact that the school is supported by all segments of 

society, everybody seeing it as a means for their children to get ahead 

in 1ffe. 

e) On Ignatio Gotz's commentary68 

Ignatio Gotz is, in my opinion, one of the most balanced critics 

of Illich. His approach is true ta his canservative stand and he stays 

away from exaggerations. Gotz begins his critique by stating that he 

68 
Getz, Ignacio L., On Man and His Schooling. 
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considers Illich's educational theory as a radical trend and that such 

a theory aç;pears eccentri e to many Americans. l personal1y support 

Gotz's alternative to Illich's pro~,osa1. In his alternative, he is 

opposed to Illich's proposal to disband the schools; Gotz wants to 

modify these schools in order to better serve society. Furthermore. 

Gotz explains that there is no point in disposing of the existing 

institutions in arder ta rep'ace them with other structures. 

In regard to Gotz' s concept of the pedagogic paradox that the 

better the schools, the greater the harmful effect of the hidden 

curriculurr, 1 woulc ~eg to differ. My opposition to this idea is 

addressed first to Illier and then to Gotz. This hidden curriculum far 

from alienating serves the students as an introduction to society. 

What Gotz and Ill~':h fail to realize is that the weakness of human 

institutions lies in the fact that they are human, not because they are 

institutions. ~s long as there are institutions in society, these 

institutions will earry the effects of human weaknesses. These 

weaknesses are built into and inseparable from human nature, as the 

hidden curriculurr seerr,s ta be unavoidable because it is part of the 

same human nature. T~erefore this hidden curriculum will appear in all 

human institutions and will affect all human endeavours. 

Gotz recognizes the radicalism of I1lich's proposal but contrary 

to those who declare 111ich's alternative unworkable e.g. Bereiter, he seems 

to believe that deschooling ;s feas;ble. At this point, 1 would like to 

ask the question why Gotz is in favor of disbanding a system which 
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obviously wor~s. The fact that this system works is confirmed because 

it produced so many educated people; while the proposed alternative to 

this system has never been tried, therefore it involves a high ris~ 

quotient. 

Moreover, Gotz defends Illich's alternative against Bereiter's 

criticism that there are not enough teachers trained to deal with a 

deschooled situation. In the case of a lack of experienced t~~chers 

Gotz believes that a substitute for experience can be found as neoc 

arises, on the spot, so to speak, by the empowered people. But, r 

think that there are not many persans in society able to deal wlth ~ 

deschooled situation. cannet envisage a state of affairs ir wrlch 

al' of the youngsters are turned loose, without supervision ar~ left 

alone most of the time to guide their Qwn destiny. Especially at this 

moment in tirr.e when the school is very much alive and there is an 

outcry from the public because the young are unsupervised, and 

undisciplined, with drug abuse, teenage gangs, teenage cri~es and bad 

behaviour in general. 

Gotz is also against 8irchall 's accusation that III ich promotes 

êlitism through deschooling for the obvious reason that only wealthy 

parents could afford individual instruction and guidance. In this 

case, the children of a poor family would be left completel; without 

education, with no chance for the future. This is a very sound 

argument, and if the schools were to be abolished, many underprivileged 

parents might succumb to the temptation of having an extra income for 

the family by sending the teenager to work. In the present set-up, 
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every child has an identity as a student, a raison d'être so to speak. 

His lifestyle and aims are set. A change of the magnitude of the 

deschooling proposal could disrupt many youngsters' lives as well as 

that of their parents. Moreover, there is a strong possibility that 

the young may be tempted to jo~n criminal elements in society because 

being without skills or education crime may look to some of them as a 

tempting alternative. 

Ending his rebuttal of Birchall 's critique against Illich, Gotz 

turns against Gintis' critique of Illich's theories. In the first 

plar,e, Gotz sees that tre schools are a reflection of society, which is 

a well-founded vie~. Furthermore, Gotz points out that the students 

and the teachers are part of the social mass. Consequently, 1 think 

that Gotz correctly assesses that the schools are an effect of the 

socioeconomic structure and not the cause, as Illich and Gintis seem 

to believe. As 1 havE mentioned before, Gotz with his analytical mind 

seems to analyze t~e w~cle question of deschooling in a very logical 

fashion. 

Moreover, Içnatic Got: shows that Gintis fails to realize that 

Illich is fighting for the Christian principle of the right of man to 

freedom. Illich is nct against schools or manipulation, he is against 

whatever prevents man from reaching his full potential. If we con

sider the situation from Illich's perspective, the deschooling theory 

appears to be valid, on the grounds that schools are alienating man 

from h;s freedom and preventing man from striving for perfectibility. 

The weak point of this theory is that the problem should be 
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consideree in its sociël context. In my opinion, in reality society 

itse1f through a11 lts ag~nc;es can a1ienate man from ris fre~do~ and 

often prevent him from attaining his full potential. Illich and Gotz, 

as well as Gintis, fai1 to envisage the problem of education in its 

entire magnitude. 

f) On Francis Schrag's commentary69 

Schrag begins his argu~ent with the problem of structures in 

society. 7~ese structures are necessary, argues Schrag, but oç cours~ 

they have so~e dra~~acks since they are r.reated by humans. Ir Sc~rag's 

opinion, the difficulties ~ith these structures are avoidable an~ if is 

up to the humans to a~eliorate them and adapt t~em ta their needs. In 

regard to the êlitisw al1ege~ly promated by the schools, Schrag argues 

that in countries wit~ virtually no schoo1s the él ites are stronger 

than in countries witr organized schools. 

Francis Schrag ;5 a~solutely right when he states that it is 

important to see what kind of structures there are in society, 50 that 

we should imple~ent a ~rocess of screening in order to see which Jnes 

are efficient and which are detrimental ta society. As an exa~ple, the 

automobile is built by man and can be a direct killer as well as a 

heavy pol luter, but, at trc same time, it may also be a major 

contributor ta human progress and well being. Therefore, the 

socioeconomic structures should be carefully examined and altered in 

order to contribute as effic;ently as possible to the humane strugg1e 

for "paidea". 

69 Schrag, Francis, Re~ly to Cotz on Deschooling. 
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In general Schrag does not take a firm position for or against 

Tllich's theories ir. t~is debate. think that Schrag represents the 

conservative ~ajority who take the middle road in this dispute. He 

concedes that the institutions have sorne drawbacks but appreciates the 

fact that they are necessary for society in order to function. r 

subscribe entirely to Franc;s Schrag's view in this respect and a1so 

agree with his proposal to scrutinize carefully the schools in order te 

determine their efficiency as well as their weaknesses. 

Moreover, while promot;ng moderation on the deschooling issue, 

Schrag repeats the ObV10US question which cornes to everybody's mind:-

How is it that ~any deschoolers are highly educated and how can a 

persan bp. neutral after years of being exposed to the hidden curriculu~ 

in schools? These t~o questions qualify Schrag as a conservative, yet 

pragmatic and lucid critic of Illich. 
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CHAPTER VI. CONCLUSION 

III ich thinks that education is a very important, dynamic factor 

in the community and he tries to use it as a means to improve or change 

the malaise of contemporary society. He is concerned with the unrest 

exhibited by society, and especially by the "reallties", as he calls 

it, of Africa and Latin America, with which he is very familiar. 

Ivan Illich attributes the source of social problems to the need 

for societies ta reproduce al ienated patterns of consumption. He 

states that our actual institutions are creating the need to make the 

process more important than the end. In his opinion, the actual 

institutions are creating the need for more institutions (services) 

with all their inefficiencies. In his book Deschooling Society, he 

focuses on the school as one of these institutions which, in his 

opi nion, confuses teachi ng with 1 earni ng, grade advancement witt, 

education, diplomas with competence, and fluency with tre ability to 

say something new. 

Illich has an important contribution to mare in the pursuit of the 

"ideal formula" for education in the sense that he tries to envisage a 

working structure of the school. Unfortunately he is o!:>sessed with 

this phenomenon of consumption, which is one of the characteristics 

of a capitalistic society. He believes that consumption leads to more 

consumption, and that all society's institutions create the need for 

more institutions (services), thus establishing a vicious circle, and 
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turning the means into an end, with the people caught in the process. 

Il1ich's main quarrel with the existing educational s:'stem is that 

he sees the school as a materialistie too1- He considers the sehool in 

the North American society as being just one more institution in which 

the needs of the people which the school 1s supposed to serve, are 

considered secondary to the needs of the growth of the institution 

itself. Illich believes that the school, as an element of social 

control, is partly respensible for this situation. He is concerned 

with the fact that t~e school promotes "ideological propaganda", which 

is manipulated by external interests. 

One of Illich's ~ain arguments against the school is that it 

fosters a "hidden curricululT'". In his opinion, threugh the "hidden 

curri cul um", the schoo 1 ; ndoctri nates the student to accept the current 

social setting. According to Illich, this "hidden curriculum" is 

responsible for the transmission of trad1t1enal values te the 

youngsters. By the same token, ~y this means the students are 

initiated into the customs and rituals of their contemporary society. 

Furthermore, the "hidden curriculu~" inculcates a complete philosophy 

and way of life te the student. This way of life ranges from the 

passive acceptance of the discrepancies in wealth and social positions, 

to the acceptance of different myths transmitted by the school, such as 

the myth of scholarity and competence. 
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However, 1 believe that sCholarity 1s not a myth; 1t 15 a real 

fact because the school prov1des 1ts students with a perspective in 

1 ife which can hardl y be matched any other way. Illich wants to revamp 

the social establishment and he beg1ns w1th the school which, in h1s 

opinion, is at the base of any social structure. According to Illh:h, 

the school indoctrinates and maintains, especially through the "hidden 

curriculum", the status quo in society. Therefore, the school is the 

vital point to be attacked and changed in order to change society. 

Hence, his attack on the actual educational system. 

The school as an institution serves society. Hence, the school 1s 

a reflect10n of that very society in wh1ch 1t functions and if 

"manipulation" or "guiding" or "direction" is impressed upon the 

students by the school, it is because the school's purpose 15 to serve 

society, by develop1ng the intellect of the students. There 1s a 

balance between s,,:iety's needs and individual interests in education 

which have ta be maintained, and th1s can be accomplished without going 

to the extremes of deschooling a society. 

1 would say that Ivan Illich is living proof that schools work 

because if he is able ta assess the effects of school upon society, 

even if he does so in a biased way, this is due to his intellectual 

background, which he received mostly from his institutional education. 

The school has, to be sure, many shortcomings, but knowledge and 10g1c, 

which lead ta further develooment, have ta be learned in an organ1zed 

way. This has to be done mainly in a structured environment such as 
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the school. In my opinion, schools are effective, but discretion 

should be applied by the empowered people re: attendance, curr1culurr., 

educational attitude, etc. We cannot discard a working rea1ity like 

the sChoo1, based on the hope that some ether hypothetical structures 

will be able to supersede and function better than the ones we dismiss. 

Ivan Illich1s idea of abo1ishing the school system appears to be 

confused, but probably he airned at decreasing the bureaucracy ef the 

system with a11 its drawbacks. 

Sorne of 111ich l s proposa1s seem to be better formulated than 

others. His proposal to al10w individuals to teach without 

demonstrating the;r co~petence may have unwanted consequences. Some 

highly questionable characters may take advantage of "loopholes" in the 

system. They may turn the educationa1 process into a mockery and spoil 

the system for well-intentioned educators as well as for the students. 

Illich1s proposal to institute referral services for educational 

purposes seems to ce very usefu1, but l think that these services would 

be much more effective if they complement a structured system lHe the 

schoo 1 . 

Neverthe1ess, l firmly be'jieve that people in education shou1d 

take notice of this proposal and envisage a way to implement this 

concept. After a carerul assessment of Il1ich'5 alternatives, l agree 

that he appears to be as liberal in his views as Tolstoy or Rousseau. 

Moreover, in the same spirit, he considers every individual as a 

separate entity, free to decide the course he wants to take in life. 

Contrary to other thinkers like Plato and Skinner, Illich 

bel ieves that society should be "destructured", in arder to 
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fu1fill human needs. He stresses the need for the individual in 

society to function as independently as possible, and to real1ze h1s 

full individual potential. 

In v1ew of 1111ch ' s theory, 1 th1nk that in order to arrive at a 

maturity on one1s 1ntellectual capacities, one has to have some logical 

basis, as well as a certain background of knowledge which cannot be 

acquired in a short period of time, especially i~ unstructured 

conditions. The educational process provided by the school, leads to 

an 1ntellectual maturity of the spirit. Moreover, this process can 

take place only at certain periods, with elements of knowledge being 

dispensed according ta a certain intellectual ability to comprehend at 

a certain point in time. Piaget and KOhlberg, as well as Thorndyke, 

among others, demonstrated that one is ready to acqu1re certain given 

notions and to perform certain judgments only at a certain point in his 

intellectu~l development. Ta leave this, as Illich advocates, to the 

discret10n of the individual, is tantamount to leav1ng a sick 

individual to treat himself, using doctors only as "reference persons". 

Actually, Illich, like Socrates, advocates emphasizing "process" over 

"content" in education. He discards direct learning as "indoctrina

tion". 

In the educational process, a certain equilibrium, 1 bel1eve, 

should be observed between teaching and indoctrination, by the teaching 

persan, otherw1se we either "reinvent the wheel" every time we are 

teaching or we are passing data and information through a mechan1cal 
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process denounced by Illich as indoctr1nation. Moreover, r personally 

think that sorne indoctrination of this sort 1s an integral part of the 

educational process; it can be beneficial even necessary if not abused. 

An important flow in Illich's theory is that he applies the same 

formula to South America and North America. This 15 definitely not 

appropriate because Illich is superimposing some of the South American 

problems on the North American context. 8y trying to imp1ement sorne of 

his theories which may be valid for South America within the North 

American situation, he defeats his own purpose. 

As a matter of fact, Illich's experience with the North American 

system seems to be very 1 i mited. In New York, where he stayed just 

long enough to obta;n American citizenship, he had persona1 contact 

most1y with his Puerto Rican parishioners who were recent immigrants. 

After he 1eft Puerto Rico, in his teaching days at Fordham University, 

he dealt only with a specific segment of the North American population, 

namely university students. Furthermore, "he cou1d not establish a 

real intellectual contact with his North American students who did not 

relate ta the proble~s presented by him", according ta Francine 

DuPlessis Gray. Actually, it seems that he did not acquire any 

experience in this area while he was at Incarnation Parish.
70 

While l am noting Illich's weaknesses, r cannot help but think 

that illich, because of his rich intellectual background from his 

chi1dhood, mistakenly assumed that everybody begin5 his life with the 

same "subliminally inherited" academic knowledge. This i5 not the case 

70DuPlessis, op. c;t., p. 267. 
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for many students, due to the lack of an intellectual environment in 

their family. Therefore, in the event of a deschooled society, many 

students would be deprived of a great deal of necessary knowTedge which 

could have been attained in school. 

On the other hand, Illich's knowledge of South American people 

seems to be much more advanced. In this respect, 1 think that Ill1ch's 

stay at the University of Puerto Rico, as well as his contact with 

Paolo Freire, Sergio Mendez Arceo and ether South American personal

ities, contributed to Illich's knowledge of the South American life. 

Moreover, Illich's travels through Puerto Rico and Soutp America, in 

general, must have helped h1m to develop an understanding of the South 

American people. Therefore, 1 find h1s theory of deschooling ta be a 

reaction to the South American situation, such as the learning webs 

which seem to be much more applicable to South America. Moreover, in 

South America there is little money for schools; therefore makeshift 

buildings, eventually webs, can easily suit the purpose. In order to 

accommodate the North American scene, Illich conferred on these webs 

all kinds of modern instructional aids l1ke tape recorders and 

computers. Nevertheless, the web can function very well without this 

technical paraphernalia espec1ally in the South American contexte 

Moreover, the South American society, due to 1ts low industrial level, 

1s still at the stage where it needs many craftsmen and artisans. Such 

people can be easily trained by experienced master crdftsmen who have 

no formaT education but great ski'l and experience. Furthermore, a 
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deschooled situation is much more suitable te countries where there are 

still many rural settlements. In North America, to deschool society in 

massive urban concentrations like New York or Los Angeles is 

practically unthinkable. 

In conjunction with the theory of deschooling, there is a 

possibility that Ivan Illich, like Winston Churchill and Albert 

Einstein, among others, developed a different frame of mind than the 

average student. Since the curriculum was tailored for the average 

person, some bright students seemed to have difficulties due to their 

inability to follow the slow learning pace of their curriculum. 

In conclusion, 1 think that it is conceivable that Illich holds a 

resentment against the school due to his early negative experiences as 

a student. Moreover, there is also the possibility that Illich was net 

aware of the origins of his anti-school drive. Furthermore, if this 

should be the case, Illich's whole theory of deschoolir.g takes on the 

aspect of a late vendetta of Illich versus the school system. Illich, 

who was brought u~ in an aristocratie ~ilieu, may resent the new 

societal hierarchy promoted by the school. These days a lot of 

youngsters go to universities and become successful professionals who 

disregard the old establishment of society. 

Besides, according to his biography, Illich never actually taught 

in a regular elementary of high school. Therefore, it is hard to 

believe that he can real1y assess the actuality that is taking place in 

such a school. In order to have an intimate knowledge of the effects 

of the hidden curriculum, one should spend a few years teaching day 
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after day. Moreover, no matter how much persoicacity one possesses or 

how much one reads about the hidden curricu1um, without dai1y 

experience in the field, one will acquire on1y a superficia1 view of 

the whole matter. 

The same perspective app1ies, in a way, to Illich's efforts ta 

protect South American people from the Yankee influence. It is true 

that Illich has a working knowledge of South America, but does he 

really know what its people want? Furthermore, Illich instituted the 

Centro de Documentacion in ~exico, but people who attended its courses 

maintain that: "He seems to be a house revolutionary presently running 
71 

a school for affluent Americans who have f1 unked Spanish." 

There is another aspect of Tvan III ich that seems ta be very 

intriguing. By his actions and beliefs, Illich demonstrated clearly 

that he is a man of high ethics, especially when he renounced his 

priesthood. The rationale for his abdication from the priesthood was 

that he believed that the controversy over his theories would harm the 

Church. In my opinion, it is very hard to reconcile this high ethical 

morality with the fact that as a naturalized U.S. citizen he went ta 

South America ta fight his own adopted country, for he struggled for 

the de-yankeefication of South America. 

In conclusion, it is my opinion that the school, with all its 

drawbacks, is the only suitable environment for study. Education is 

too important a matter ta be left ta the whim of individuals in 

society. In the final analysis, Ill1ch shows concern for the way his 

71 Ozmon , Howard, The Schoo1 of Deschooling, Phi Delta rappan, 
v. 55 (November, 1973). 
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contemporary society functions and provides positive suggestions which 

should be considered. However, 1 bel1eve that discret10n should be 

appl1ed in assess1ng h1s proposals w1th regard to the1r val1d1ty and 

possible implementat1on. 

.. 
~ 
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