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The Breakdown of Schools: A
Problem or Symptom? Working

Draft of a Paper for Discussion
IVAN ILLICH

CHOOLS are in crisis and so are the people who attend
them. The former is a crisis in a political institution; the
latter is a crisis of political attitudes. This second crisis, the
crisis of personal growth, can be dealt with only if under-
stood as distinct from, though related to, the crisis of school

Schools have lost their un-questioned claim to educational
legitimacy. Most of their critics still demand a painful and
radical reform of the school, but a quickly expanding minority
will not stand for anything short of the prohibition of compul-
sory attendance and the disqualification of academic certifi-
cates. Controversy between partisans of renewal and partisans
of disestablishment will soon come to a head.

The breakdown of schools, since it affects all members of
the society, will become a fascinating and consuming preoccu-
pation of the public forum, As attention focuses on the school,
however, we can be easily distracted from a much deeper con-
cern: the manner in which learning will be viewed in a de-
schooled society. Will people continue to treat learning as a
commodity—a commodity which could be more efficiently pro-
duced and consumed by greater numbers of people if new in-
stitutional arrangements were established? Or shall we set up
only those institutional arrangements which protect the auto-
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nomy of the learner—his private initiative to decide what he
will learn and his inalienable right to learn what he likes rather
than what is useful to somebody else? We must choose be-
tween more efficient education of people fit for an increasingly
efficient society-—and a new society in which education ceases
to be the task of some special agency.

All over the world schools are organized enterprises de-
signed to reproduce the established order, whether this order
is called revolutionary, conservative or evolutlonary Every-
where the loss of pedagogical credibility and the resistance to
schools provides a fundamental option: shall this crisis be
dealt with as a problem which can and must be solved by
substituting new devices for school and readjusting the exist-
ing power structure to fit these devices? Or shall this crisis
force a society to face the structural contradictions inherent
in the politics and economics of any society which reproduces
iteelf through the industrial process.

The problem-solving approach to'de-schooling could serve
as a means to tighten the alliance between the military, the
industrial sector, and the “therapeutic” service industries. De-
schooling, as a merely administrative program, could be the
accommodation which would permit the present political struc-
ture to survive into the era of late 20th century technology.

On the other hand, the crisis of school could be understood
as a breakdown of the most important, respected, non-contro-
versial sector of society, the branch which employs 60 ot the
140 million full-time institutionally active Americans as either
pupils or teachers. '

In the U.S, and Canada huge investments in schooling
only serve to make institutional contradictions more evident.
Experts warn us: Charles Silberman’s report to the Carnegie
Commission, published as Crisis In the Classroom, has become
a bestseller. It appeals to a large public because of its well
documented indictment of the system—in the light of which
his attempts to save the school by manicuring its most obvious
faults palls to insignificance. The Wright Commission in On-
tario had to report to its government sponsors that post-
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secondary education is inevitably and without remedy taxing
the poor disproportionately for an education which will always
be enjoyed mainly by the rich. Experience confirms these
warnings: Students and teachers drop out; free schools come
and go. Political control of schools replaces bond issues on the
platforms of school board candidates and—-as recently hap-
pened in Berkeley—advocates of grassroots control are elected
to the board. On March 8, Chief Justice Warren E. Burger
delivered the unanimgus opinion of the court in the case of
Griggs et al vs, Duke Power Co. Inferpreting the intent of
Congress in the equal opportunities section of the 1964 Civil
Rights Act, the Burger Court ruled that any school degree or
any test given prospective employees must ‘“measure the man
for the job” and not “the man in the abstract”. The burden for
proving that educational requirements are a ‘“reasonable meas-
ure of job performance” rests with the employer. In this deci-
sion, the court ruled only on the use of tests and diplomas as
means of racial discrimination, but the logic of the Chief
Justice’s argument applies to any use of educational pedigree
as a prerequisite for employment. ‘“The Great Training Rob-
bery” so effectively exposed by Ivar Berg must now face chal-
lenge from a congeries of pupils, emplovers and taxpayers.

In poor countries schools rationalize economic lag. The
majority of citizens are excluded from the scarce modern means
of production and consumption, but long to enter the economy
by way of the school door. The legitimization of hierarchical
distribution of privilege and power has shifted from lineage,
inheritance, the favor of king or pope, and ruthlessness on the
market or on the battlefield to a more subtle form of capital-
ism: the hierarchical but liberal institution of compulsory
schooling which permits the well-schooled to impute the lag-
ging consumer of knowledge the guilt for holding a certificate
of lower denomination. Yet this rationalization of inequality
can never square with the facts, and populist regimes find it
increasingly difficult to hide the conflict between rhetoric and
reality.

Upon seizing power, the military junta in Peru immediate-
ly decided to suspend further expenditures on free public
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school. They reasoned that since a third of the public budget
could not provide one full year of decent schooling for all, the
available tax receipts could better be spent on a type of educa-
tional resources which make them more nearly accessible to
all citizens. The educational reform commission appointed by
the junta could not fully carry out this decision because of
pressures from the school teachers of, the APRA, the Com-
munists, and the Cardinal Archbishop of Lima. Now there will
be two competing systems of public education in a country
which cannot afford one. The resulting contradictions will
confirm the original judgement of the junta.

For ten years Castro’s Cuba has devoted great energies to
rapid-growth popular education, relying on available man-
power, without the usual respect for professional credentials.
The initial spectacular successes of this campaign, especially
in diminishing illiteracy, have been cited as evidence for the
claim that the slow growth rate of other Latin American school
systems is due to corruption, militarism and a capitalist mar-
ket economy. Yet, now, the hidden curriculum of hierarchical
schooling is catching up to Fidel and his attempt te school-
produce the New Man, Even when students spend half the
year in the cane fields and fully subscribe to fidelismo, the
school trains every year a crop of knowledge consumers ready
to move on to new levels of consumption. Also, Dr. Castro
faces evidence that the school system will never turn out
enough certified technical manpower. Those licensed graduates
who do get the new jobs destroy, by their conservatism, the
results obtained by non-certified cadres who muddled into
their positions through on-the-job training. Teachers just can-
not be blamed for the failures of a revolutionary government
which insists on the institutional capitalization of manpower
through a hidden curriculum guaranteed to produce a univer-
sal bourgeoisie.

This crisis is epochal. We are witnessing the end of the
age of school. School has lost the power. which reigned su-
preme during the first half of this century, to blind its parti-
cipants to the divergence between the egalitarian myth which
its rhetoric serves and the rationalization of a stratified so-



ILLICH: BREAKDOWN OF SCHOOLS 359

ciety which its certificates produce. The current collapse of
schools is a sign of disaffection with the industrial mode of
production. The dropout manifests consumer resistance, which
rises faster in the service industry than in the market for manu-
factured goods. The loss of legitimacy of the schooling pro-
cess as a means of determining competence, as a measure of
social value, and as an agent of equality threatens all political
systems which rely on schools as the means of reproducing
themselves.

School is the initiation ritual to a society which is oriented
towards the progressive consumption of increasingly less tan-
gible and more expensive services; a society which relies on
worldwide standards; large-scale and long-term planning; con-
stant obsolescence through the in-built ethos of never-ending
improvements: the constant translation of new needs into
specific demands for the consumption of new satisfactions.
This society is proving itself unworkable.

Since the crisis in schooling is symptomatic of a deeper
crisis of modern industrial society, it is important that the
critics of schooling avoid superficial solutions. Inadequate
analysis of the nature of schooling only postpones the facing
of deeper issues. Worse still, superficial reforms can ease pre-
sent tensions, only to promote a smooth transition from anti-
quated industrial forms to a post-industrial society which
would lack even the saving graces of the present system.

Most school-criticism is pedagogical, political, or techno-
logical. The criticism of the educator is leveled at what is
taught and how it is taught, The curriculum is outdated, so
we have courses on African culture, on North American im-
perialism, on Women’s liberation, on food and nutrition. Pas-
sive learning is old-fashioned, so we have increased student
participation, both in the classroom and in the planning of
curriculum. School buildings are ugly, so we have new learn-
ing environments. There is concern for the development of
human sensitivity, so group therapy methods are imported into
the classroom:.

Another important set of critics is involved with the poli-
tics of urban school administration. They feel that the poor
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could run their schools better than a centralized bureaucracy
which is oblivious to the problems of the dispossessed. Black
parents are enlisted to replace white teachers in the motiva-
tion of their children to make time and find the will to learn.
Still other critics emphasize that schools make inefficient
use of modern technology. They would either electrify the
classroom or replace schools with computerized learning cen-
ters. If they follow McLuhan, they would replace blackboards
and textbooks with multi-media happenings; if they follow
Skinner, they would compete with the classical teacher and
sell economy packages of measurable behavioral modifications
to cost-conscious schoolboards.

The pedagogical, the political and the technological critics
of the school system do not call the institution itself into
question. Nor do they recognize the most important effects
of schooling.

I believe that all these critics miss the pomt, because they
fail to attend to what I have elsewhere called the ritual aspects
of schooling—what I here propose to call the hidden curri-
culum, the structure underlying what has been called the cer-
tification effect. Others have used this phrase to refer to the
environmental curriculum of the ghetto street or the suburban
lawn, which the teacher’s curriculum either reinforces or vain-
ly attempts to replace. I am using the term hidden curriculum
to refer to the structure of schooling as opposed to what hap-
pens in school, in the same way that linguists distinguish be-
tween the structure of a language and the use which the
speaker makes of it.

THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM

The traditional hidden curriculum of school demands that
people of a certain age assemble in groups of about thirty
under the authority of a professional teacher for from 500 to
a thousand times a year. It does not matter if the teacher is
authoritarian so long as it is the teacher’s authority that
counts; it does not matter if all meetings occur in the same
place so long as they are somehow understood as attendance.
The hidden curriculum of school requires—whether by law or



ILLICH: BREAKDOWN OF SCHOOLS 361

by fact—that a citizen accumulate a minimum quantum of
school years in order to obtain his civil rights.

The hidden curriculum of school has been legislated in all
the united nations from Afghanistan to Zambia. It is com-
mon to the United States and the Soviet Union, to rich nations
and poor, to electoral and dictatorial regimes. Whatever ideo-
logies and techniques are explicitly transmitted in their school
systems, all these nations assume that political and economic
development depend on further investment in schooling.

The hidden curriculum teaches all children that economical-
ly valuable knowledge is the result of professional teaching
and that social entitlements depend on the rank achieved in a
bureaucratic process. The hidden curriculum transforms the
explicit curriculum into a commodity and makes its acquisi-
tion the securest form of wealth. Knowledge certificates—
unlike property rights, corporate stock or family inheritance—
are free from challenge. They withstand sudden changes of
fortune, They convert into guaranteed privilege. That high
accumulation of knowledge should convert to high personal
consumption might be challenged in North Vietnam or Cuba,
but school is universally accepted as the avenue to greater
power, to increased legitimacy as a producer and to further
learning resources.

For all its vices school cannot be simply and rashly eli-
minated: in the present situation it performs certain important
negative functions. The hidden curriculum, unconsciously
accepted by the liberal pedagogues, frustrates his conscious
liberal aims, because it is inherently inconsistent with them.
But, on the other hand, it also prevents the takeover of educa-
tion by the programmed instruction of behavioral technologists.
While the hidden curriculum makes social role depend on the
process of acquiring knowledge, thus legitimizing stratification,
it also ties the learning process to full-time attendance, thus
illegitimizing the educational entrepreneur. If the school con-
tinues to lose its educational and political legitimacy, while
knowledge is still conceived as a commodity, we will certainly
face the emergence of a therapeutic Big Brother.
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The translation of the need for learning into the demand
for schooling and the conversion of the quality of growing up
into the price tag of a professiona] treatment changes the
meaning of “knowledge” from a term which designates inti-
macy, intercourse and life experience into one which designates
professionally packaged products, marketable entitlements and
abstract values. Schools have fostered this translation; they
might not be its most effective agents. The new media people
might be able to distribute knowledge packages more ration-
ally, more efficiently and more intimately; many of them would
like nothing better than to eliminate school administrators out
of touch with the latest technology.

Personal knowledge is unpredictable and surprising with
respect to both occurrence and outcome, whereas official
knowledge must be anticipated and directed to measurable
goals. Personal knowledge is always incomplete, because there
are always further questions to be asked. Official knowledge
is always unfinished, because there are always newer packages
to consume. The progress of personal knowledge is governed
by intrinsic rules of inquiry. The acquisition of official know-
ledge is measured by compliance with extrinsic rules of atten-
dance. Personal knowledge is confident even while incomplete
because it obeys its own restlessness. Official knowledge rests
uneasy because its current value depends on institutional ac-
ceptance. Official knowledge only can solve puzzles within the
present framework—only personal knowledge can lead to in-
vestigation which aims at change.

Schools are by no means the only institutions which pre-
tend to translate knowledge, understanding and wisdom into
behavioral traits, the measurement of which is the key to pres-
tige and power. Nor are schools the first institution used to
convert knowledge to power. The Chinese mandarin system,
for example, was for centuries a stable and effective education-
al system in the service of a class whose privilege depended on
the acquisition of official knowledge, About 2200 BC the em-
peror of China is said to have examined his officials every
third vear. After three examinations he either promoted them,
or dismissed them forever from the service. A thousand years
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later, in 1115, the first Chan emperor established formal gen-
eral tests for office: music, archery, horsemanship, writing and
arithmetic. One in every hundred who presented himself for
competition with his peers—and not for competition against
some abstract standard—was promoted through the three de-
grees of “budding geniuses,” “promoted scholars” and those
who were “Ready for Office.” The selection ratio of the exams
to three successive levels was so small, that the tests them-
selves would not have had to be very valid in order to be use-
ful. Promotion to a scholarship rank did not provide entitle-
ment to any of the coveted jobs: it provided a ticket for a
public lottery at which offices were distributed by lot among
the mandarins. No schools, much less universities, developed
in China until she had to begin waging war with European
powers, Voltaire and many of his contemporaries praised the
Chinese system of promotion through learning acquired. The
first civil service examinations in Europe and the U.S. used
the Chinese system, directly or indirectly, as a model. Civil
Service testing was introduced by the revolution in 1791 in
France, only to be abolished by Napoleon. The English Civil
Service system began as a selection for service in India by
men familiar with the Chinese system. Congressman Thomas
Jenckes, one of the fathers of the U.S. Civil Service, sold his
program to Congress in 1868 by praising the Chinese system.

For a while, public schools parlayed the consumption of
knowledge into the exercise of privilege and power in a society
where this function coincided with the legitimate aspirations
of those members of the lower middle classes for whom schools
provided access to the classical professions. Now that the dis-
criminatory effects of the use of schooling for social screening
become more apparent, a new mandarin system becomes an
appealing alternative to many people. Christopher Jencks,
misread by uncritical followers, could easily turn “tuition
vouchers” into identification tags of the new mandarins. It
becomes equally tempting to use modern techniques for seduc-
ing individuals to the self-motivated acquisition of packaged
learning. This can be done without the protection of schools
in a society already trained to conceive of valuable learning as
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a commodity, rather than as an act of total participation by
an individual in his culture.

AN EXPANSION OF THE CONCEPT OF ALIENATION

Since the Nineteenth Century, we have become accus-
tomed to the claim that man in a capitalist economy is alien-
ated from his labor: that he cannot enjoy it, and that he is
exploited of its fruits by those who own the tools of production.
Most countries which appeal to Marxist ideology have had
only limited success in changing this exploitation, and then
usually by shifting its benefits from the owners to the New
Class and from the living generation to the members of the
future nation state.

Socialist failures can be explained away by ascribing them
to bad readings of Marx and Engels or to inadequacies of the
original theory. Then again, blame can be transferred to war,
blockade or invasion. Or it can be interpreted in terms of
inherited sociological conditions, such as a particular type of
rural-urban balance. Whatever the argument, however, Marx-
ist orthodoxies and revisionist heresies and value-free rebuitals
now put up smokescreens against independent analysis.

The concept of alienation cannot help us understand the
present crisis unless it is applied not only to the purposeful
and productive use of human endeavor, but also tc the use
made of men as the recipients of professional treatments, Lan-
guage reflects this alienation when it translates these verbs
into substantives, which make it possible to say that “I have”
leisure, learning . . . transportation, rather than that “I do”
enjoy, learn, move, or communicate. An expanded understand-
ing of alienation would enable us to see that in a service-
centered economy man is estranged from what he can “do” as
well as from what he can “make”, that he has delivered his
mind and heart over to therapeutic treatment even more com-
pletely than he has sold away the fruits of his labor.

Schools have alienated man from his learning. He does
not enjoy going to school; if he is poor he does not get the
reputed benefits; if he does all that is asked of him, he finds
his security constantly threatened by more recent graduates;
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if he is sensitive, he feels deep conflicts between what is and
what is supposed to be. He does not trust his own judgment
and even if he resents the judgment of the educator, he is
condemned to accept it ‘and to believe himself that he cannot
change reality.

The mutation of the concept of revolution cannot occur,
however, without a rejection of the hidden curriculum of
schooling and the correlative attitude toward knowledge, for it
is this curriculum and this attitude which turns out disciplined
consumers of bureaucratic instructions ready to consume other
kinds of services and treatments which they are told are good
for them. The converging crisis of ritual schooling and of
acquisitive knowledge raises the deeper issue of the tolerability
of life in an alienated society. If we formulate principles for
alternative institutional arrangements and an alternative em-
phasis in the conception of learning, we will also be suggesting
principles for a radically alternative political and economic
organization.

Just as the structure of one’s native language <an be
grasped only after he has begun to feel at ease in another
tongue, so the fact that the hidden curriculum of schooling has
moved out of the blindspot of social analysis indicates that
alternative forms of social initiation are beginning to cmerge
and are permitting some of us to see things {rom a new pers-
pective. Today, it is relatively easy to get wide agreement on
the fact that gratuitous, compulsory schooling is contrary to
the political self-interest of an enlightened majority. School
has become pedagogically indefensible as an instrument of
universal education. It no longer fits the needs of the seduc-
tive salesmen of programmed learning. Proponents of record-
ed, filmed and computerized instruction used to court the
schoolmen as business prospects; now they are itching to do
the job on their own.

As more and more of the sectors of society become dissa-
tisfied with school and conscious of its hidden curriculum,
increasingly large concessions are made to translate their de-
mands into needs which can be served by the system—and
which thus can disarm their dissent. I here describe some of
these atttempts under the general label of “cooptation.”
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As the hidden curriculum moves out of the darkness and
into the twilight of our awareness, phrases such as the “de-
schooling of society” and the ‘“disestablishment of schools”
become instant slogans. I do not think these phrases were
used before last year. This year they have become, in some
circles, the badge and criterion of the new orthodoxy. Recent-
ly I talked by amplified telephone to students in a seminar on
deschooling at the Ohio State University College of Education.
Everett Reimer’s book on deschooling has become a popular
college text, even before it is commercially published. Unless
the radical critics of school are not only ready to embrace the
deschooling slogan but also prepared to reject the current view
that learning and growing up can be adequately explained as
a process of programming, and the current vision of social
justice based on it—more obligatory consumption for every-
body—we may face the charge of having provoked the last of
the missed revolutions.

The current crisis has made it easy to attack schools.
Schools, after all, are authoritarian and rigid; they do produce
both conformity and conflict; they do discriminate against the
poor and disengage the privileged. These are not new facts,
but it used to be a mark of some boldress to point them out.
Now it takes a good deal of courage to defend schools. It has
become fashionable to poke fun at Alma Mater, to take a pot-
shot at the former Sacred Cow.

Once the vulnerability of schools has been exposed, it
also becomes easy to suggest remedies for the most outrageous
abuses. The authoritarian rule of the classroom is not intrinsic
to the notion of an extended confinement of children in
schools. Free schools are practical alternatives; they can often
be run more cheaply than ordinary schools. Since account-
ability already belongs to educational rhetoric, community
control and performance contracting have become attractive
and respectable political goals. Everyone wants education to
be relevant to real life, so critics talk freely about pushing
back the classroom walls to the borders of our culture. Not
only are alternatives more widely advocated, they are often
at least partially implemented: experimental schools are fin-
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anced by school boards; the hiring of certified teachers is de-
centralized; high school credit is given for apprenticeship and
college credit for travel; computer games are given a trial run.

Most of the changes have some good effects. The experi-
mental schools have fewer truants; parents have a greater feel-
ing of participation in the decentralized districts; children who
have been introduced to real jobs do turn out more competent.
Yet all these alternatives operate within predictable limits,
since they leave the hidden structure of schools intact. Free
schools which lead to further free schools in an unbroken chain
of attendance produce the mirage of freedom. Attendance as
the result of seduction inculcates the need for specialized treat-
ment more persuasively than reluctant attendance enforced by
truant officers. Free school graduates are easily rendered im-
potent for life in a society which bears little resemblance to
the protected gardens in which they have been cultivated.
Community control of the lower levels of a system turns local
school board members into pimps for the professional hookers
who control the upper levels. Learning by doing is not worth
much if doing has to be defined as socially valuable learning
by professional educators or by law. The global village will be
a global schoolhouse if teachers hold all the plugs. It could
be distinguishable in name only from a global madhouse run by
social therapists or a global prison run by corporation wardens.

In a general way I have pointed out the dangers of a rash,
uncritical disestablishment of school. More concretely, these
dangers are exemplified by various kinds of cooption which
change the hidden curriculum without changing the basic con-
cept of learning and of knowledge and their relationship to
the freedom of the individual in society.

The rash and uncritical disestablishment of school could
lead to a free-for-all in the production and consumption of
more vulgar learning, acquired for immediate utility or event-
ual prestige. The discrediting of school-produced complex
curricular packages would be an empty victory if there were
no simultaneous disavowal of the very ides that knowledge is
more valuable because it comes in certified packages and is
acquired from some mythological knowledge-stock controlled
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by professional guardians, I believé that only actual partici-
pation constitutes socially "valuable learning, a participation
by the learner in every stage of the learning process, including
not only a free choice of what is to be learned.and how it is
to be learned, but also a free determination by each learner
of his own reason for living and learning—the part that his
knowledge is to play in his life. .

Social control in an apparently deschooled society could
be more subtle and more numbing than in the present society,
where many people at least experience a feeling of release on
the last day of school. More intimate forms of manipulation
are already common, as the amount learned through the media
exceeds the amount learned through personal contact in and
out of school. Learning from. programmed information always
hides reality behind a screen.

Let me illustrate the paralyzing effects of programmed
information by a perhaps shocking example. The tolerance
of the American people to United States atrocities in Vietnam
is much higher than the tolerance of the German people 1o
German atrocities on the front, in occupied territories and in
extermination camps during the Second World War. It was a
political crime for Germans to discuss the atrocities committed
by Germans. The presentation of U.S. atrocities on network
television is considered an educational service. Certainly the
population of the United States is much better informed about
the crimes committed by its troops in a colonial war than were
the Germans about the crimes committed by its SS within che
territory of the Reich. To get information on atrocities in
Germany meant that you had to take a great risk; in the U.S.
the same information is channelled into your living room. This
does not mean, however, that the Germans were any less aware
that their government was engaged in cruel and massive crime
than are the contemporary Americans. In fact, it can be
argued that the Germans were more aware, precisely because
they were not psychically overwhelmed with packaged informa-
tion about killing and torture, because they were not drugged
into accepting that everything is possible, because they were
not vaccinated against reality by having it fed to them as
decomposed “bits” on a screen.
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The consumer of pre-cooked knowledge learns to react to
knowledge he has acquired rather than to the reality from
which a team of experts has abstracted it. If access to
reality is always controlled by a therapist and if the learner
accepts this control as natural, his entire worldview becomes
hygienic and neutral: he becomes politically impotent. He
becomes impotent to know in the sense of the Hebrew word
“jdh” which means intercourse penetrating the nakedness of
being and reality. Because reality for which he can accept
responsibility is hidden for him under the scales of assorted
information he has accumulated.

The uncritical disestablishment of school could also lead
to new performance criteria for preferential employment and
promotion and most importantly for privileged access to tools.
Our present scale of “general” ability, competence and trust-
worthiness for role assignment is calibrated by tolerance to
high doses of schooling. It is established by teachers, and
accepted by many as rational and benevolent. New devices
could be developed, and new rationales found, both more insi-
dious than school grading and equally effective to justify social
stratification and the accumulation of privilege and power.

Participation in military, bureaucratic or political activi-
ties or status in a party could provide a pedigree just as trans-
ferable to other institutions as the pedigree of grandparents in
an aristocratic society, standing within the Church in medieval
society or age at graduation in a schooled society. General
tests of attitudes, intelligence or mechanical ability could be
standardized according to other criteria than those of the
schoolmaster. They could reflect the ideal levels of profes-
sional treatment espoused by psychiatrist, ideologue or bureau-
crat. Academic criteria are already suspect. The Center for
Urban Studies of Columbia University has shown that there is
less correlation between specialized education and job per-
formance in specializad fields than there is between specialized
education and the resulting income, prestige and administrs.tive
power. Non-academic criteria are already proposed. From the
urban ghetto in the United States to the villages of China,
revolutionary groups try to prove that ideology and militancy
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are types of “learning” which convert more suitably into poli-
tical and economic power than scholastic curricula. Unless we
guarantee that job-relevance is the only acceptable criterion
for employment, promotion, or access to tools, thus ruling out
not only schools but all other ritual screening, then deschool-
ing means driving out the devil with Beelzebub.

The search for a radical alternative to the school system
itself will be of little avail unless it finds expression in precise
political demands: the demand for the disestablishment of
school in the broadest sense and the correlative guarantee of
freedom for education. This means legal protections, a poli-
tical program and principles for the construction of institu-
tional arrangements which are the inverse of school. Schools
cannot be disestablished without the total prohibition of legis-
lated attendance; the prescription of any discrimination on
the basis of prior attendance and the transfer of control over
tax funds from benevolent institutions to the individual per-
son. Even these actions, however, do not guarantee freedom
of education unless they are accompanied by the positive re-
cognition of each person’s independence in the face of school
and of any other device designed to compel specific behavioral
change or to measure man in the abstract rather than to meas-
ure man for a concrete job.

TOUCHSTONE FOR REVOLUTION

Deschooling makes strange bedfellows. The ambiguity
inherent in the breakdown of schooling is manifested by the
unholy alliance of groups which can identify their vested in-
terests with the disestablishment of school: students, teachers,
employers, opportunistic politicians, taxpayers, Supreme Court
justices. But this alliance becomes unholy, and this bedfellow-
ship more than strange if it is based only on the recognition
that schools are inefficient tools for the production and con-
sumption of education, and some other form of mutual exploi-
tation would be more satisfactory.

The insurmountable problems of inefficiency, consumer
resistance and political scandal which the school system can
no longer hide, could be solved by more rational, attractive and
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specific learning packages, the diversification of educational
procedures and a cloud-like dispersal of production centers. A
new educational lobby could even now be organized on behalf
of more effective training for jobs and social roles, more job-
related measurements and more benevolent cooperative accul-
turation. The hidden curriculum of schooling could be trans-
muted into the unseen mask of a therapeutic culture.

We can disestablish schools or we can deschool culture.
We can resolve provisionally some of the administrative prob-
lems of the knowledge industry or we can spell out the goals
of political revolution in terms of educational postulates. The
acid test of our response to the present crisis is our pmpomtmg
of the responsibility for teaching and learning.

Schools have made teachers into administrators of pro-
grams of manpower capitalization through directed planned
behavioral changes. In a schooled society, the ministrations of
professional teachers become a first necessity which hooks
pupils into unending consumption and dependence. Schools
have made “learning” a specialized activity. Deschooling will
only be a displacement of responsibility to other kinds of ad-
ministration so long as teaching and learning remain sacred
activities separate and estranged from fulfilling life. If schools
were disestablished for the purpose of more efficient delivery
of “knowledge” to more people, the alienation of men through
client-relationships with the new knowledge industry would
only become global. Deschooling must be the secularization
of teaching and learning. It must involve a return of control
over what is learned and how it is learned to persons, and not
a transfer of control to another, a more amorphous set of in-
stitutions, and its perhaps less obvious representatives. The
learner must be guaranteed his freedom without guaranteeing
to society what learning he will acquire and hold as his awn.
Each man must be guaranteed privacy in learning, with the
hope that he will assume the obligation of helping others to
grow into uniqueness. Whoever takes the risk of teaching
others must assume responsibiilty for the results, as must the
student who exposes himself to the influence of a teacher; nei-
ther should shift guilt to sheltering institutions or laws. A
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schooled society must reassert the joy of conscious living over
the capitalization of manpower.

The touchstone of mutation in education is the honest
recognition that most people learn most of the time when they
do what they enjoy doing. Most people are capable of personal,
intimate intercourse with others unless they are stupefied by
inhuman work or snowed under by treatment with programs.
Once this is admitted, we will understand that to increase
learning opportunities means to facilitate communication be-
tween the learner and his world, between the learner and his
fellows, between the learner and those who can point him to-
wards traditions and methods tested by their experience. Once
we take hold of the simple insight that personal knowledge is
always unpredictable but never unconnected, we will under-
take the real task of setting up institutional arrangements
which guarantee the freedom necessary for independent inqui-
ry. We will multiply the roads, bridges, and windows to learn-
ing opportunities and make sure that they are opened at the
learner’s bidding.

THREE RADICAL DEMANDS

Any dialogue about knowledge is really a dialogue abeout
the individual in society. An analysis of the present crisis of
school leads us, then, to talk about the social structure neces-
sary to facilitate learning, to encourage independence and in-
terrelationship and to overcome alienation. This kind of dis-
course is outside the usual range of educational concern. It
leads, in fact, to the enunciation of specific political goals.
These goals can be most sharply defined by distinguishing three
general types of “intercourse” in which a person must engage
if he would grow up.

Get at the facts, get access to the tools, and bear the res-
ponsibility for the limits within which neither can be used. If
a person is to grow up, he needs, in the first place, access te
things, places, processes, events and records. To guarantee
such access is primarily a matter of unlocking the privileged
storerooms to which they are presently consigned.
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" The poor child and the rich child are different partly be-
-cause what is a secret for one is patent to the other. By turn-
ing knowledge into a commodity, we have learned to deal with
it as with private property. The principle of private prdperty
is now used as the major rationale for declaring certain facts
off-limits to people without the proper pedigree. The first goal
of a political program aimed at rendering the world educational
is the abolition of the right to reserve access necessary for the
purpose of teaching or learning, The right of private preserve
is now claimed by individuals, but it is most effectively exer-
cised and protected by corporations, bureaucracies and nation
states. In fact, the abolition of this right is not consistent with
the continuation of either the political or the professional
structure of any modern nation. The end of property protec-
tion would mean the abolition of most professional secrets and
the consequent removal of the rationale for professional ex-
ploitation. This means more than merely improving the distri-
bution of teaching materials or providing financial entitlements
for the purchase of educational objects. The abolition of se-
crets clearly transcends conventional proposals for educational
reform, yet it is precisely from an educational point of view
that the necessity of stating this broad—and perhaps unattain-
able—political goal is most clearly seen.

, The learner also needs access to persons who can teach
him the tricks of their trades or the rudiments of their skills.
For the interested learner, it does not take much time to learn
how to perform most skills or to play most roles, The best
teacher of a skill is usually someone who is engaged in its use-
ful exercise,” We tend to forget these things in a society where
professional teachers monopolize initiation into all fields, and
disqualify unauthorized teaching in the ¢ommunity. An im-
portant political goal, then, is to provide ‘incentives for the
sharing of acquired skills.

The demand that skills be shared implies, of course, a
much more radical vision of a desirable future.” Access to skills
is not only restricted by the monopoly of schools and unions
over licensing. There is also the fact that the exercise of skills
is tied to the use of scarce tools. Scientific knowledge is over-
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whelmingly incorporated into tools which are highly specialized
and which must be used within complex structures set up for
the “efficient” production of goods and services for which de-
mand becomes general while supply remains scarce, Only a
privileged few get the results of sophisticated medical research,
and only a privileged few get to be doctors. A relatively small
minority will travel on supersonic airplanes and only a few
pilots will know how to fly them.

The simplest way to state the alternatives to this trend
toward specialization of needs and their satisfaction is in edu-
cational terms. It is a question of the desirable use of scien-
tific knowledge. In order to facilitate more equal access to the
benefits of science and to decrease alienation and unemploy-
ment, we must favor the incorporation of scientific knowledge
into tools or components within the reach of a great majority
of people. These tools would allow most people to develop
their skills. Any peasant girl could learn how to diagnose and
treat almost all the infections which occur in rural Mexico if
she were introduced to the use of techniques which are now
available but which were undreamt of by the doctor of a couple
of generations ago. In poor countries most people still build
their own houses, often using mud or the covering of oil bar-
rels. Now, we want to give them low-cost, pre-packaged hous-
ing—thus “modernizing” them into regarding housing as a
commodity rather than an activity. We would better provide
them with cement mixers. Certainly the tools used in learning
—and in most scientific research—have become so cheap that
they could be made available to anyone: books, audio and
video tapes and the simple scientific instruments in whose use
is learned those basic skills which form the basis for the sup-
posedly advanced skill required of the very few who might have
t6 operate an electron-microscope.

Insight into the conditions necessary for wider acquisition
and use of skills permits us to define a fundamental charac-
teristic of post-industrial socialism. It is of no use—indeed it
is fraudulent—to promote public ownership of the tools of
production in an industrial, bureaucratic society. Factories,
highways, heavy-duty trucks (...) can be symbolically
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“owned” by all people, as the Gross National Product and the
Gross National Education are pursued in their name. But the
specialized means of producing scarce goods and services can-
not be used by the majority of people. Only tools which are
cheap and simple enough to be accessible and usable by all
people, tools which permit temporary association of those who
want to use them for a specific occasion, tools which allow
specific goals to emerge during their use—only such tools fos-
ter the recuperation of work and leisure now alienated through
an industrial mode of production.

The development and wide dispersal of simple and durable
tools would discredit the special privileges now given to tech-
nocrats. The growth of science would not be jeopardized but
the progress of complex scientific technology at the service of
technocratic privilege would become scandalous. This style of
progress is now justified in the name of developing a necessary
“infrastructure.” A new style of research would reveal this
infrastructure as the foundation of privilege.

To recognize, from an educational point of view, the prior-
ity of guaranteeing access to tools and components whose
simplicity and durability permits their use in a wide variety
of creative enterprises, is to simultaneously indicate the solu-
tion to the problem of unemployment. In an industrial society,
unemployment is experienced as the sad inactivity of a man
for whom there is nothing to make, while he has unlearned
what to do. Since there is little really useful work, the prob-
lem is usually “solved” by creating more jobs in service indus-
tries like the military, public administration, education or so-
cial work. Educational considerations oblige us to recommend
the substitution of the present mode of industrial production
which depends on a growing market for increasingly complex
and obsolescent goods, by a mode of post-industrial production
which depends on the demand for tools or components which
are labor-intensive, repair-intensive, and whose complexity is
strictly limited.

Science will be kept artificially arcane as long as its re-

sults are incorporated into technology at the service of pro-
fessionals. If it were used to render possible a style of life in
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which each man can enjoy hoiising himself, healing himsell,
educating, moving and entertaining himself, then scientists
would try much harder to re-translate the discoveries made in
a secret language into the normal language of everyday life.

The level of education in any society can be gauged by
the degree of effective.access each of the members has to the
facts and tools which—within this society—affect his life. We
have seen that such access requires a radical denial of the right
to secrecy of facts and complexity of tools on which contem-
porary technocracies found their privilege, which they, in turn,
render immune by interpreting its use as a service to the maj-
ority. - A satisfactory level of education in a technological so-
ciety imposes important constraints on the use to which scien-
tific knowledge is put. In fact, a technological society which
provides conditions for men to recuperate personally (and not
institutionally) the sense of potency to learm -and to produce
which gives meaning to life, depends on restrictions which must
be imposed on the technocrat who now controls both services
and-manufacture. Only an enlightenment and powerful maj-
ority. can impose such constraints, .

- If access to facts and use of tools 'con_stitute the two most
obvious freedoms needed to provide educational opportunity,
the ability to convoke peers to a meeting constitute the one
through which the learning by an individual is translated into
political process—and political process in turn becomes con-
scious personal growth. Data and skills which an individual
might have acquired' shape into exploratory, creative, open-
ended and personal meaning only when they are used in dia-
lectic encounter. And this requires the guaranteed freedom for
every individual to state, each day, the class of issue which he
wants to discuss, the class of creative use of a skill in which
he seeks a match—to make this bid known—and, within rea-
son, to find the circumstances to meet with peers who join his
class. The right of free speech, free press, and free assembly
traditionally meant this freedom. Modern electronics, photo-
offset, and computer techniques in principle have provided the
hardware which can provide this freedom with a range un-
dreamt of in the century of enlightenment.  Unfortunately the
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scientific knowhow has been used mainly to increase the nower
and decrease the number of funnels through which the bureau-
crats of education, politics and information channel their
quick-frozen TV dinners. But the same technology cculd be
used to make peer-matching, meeting and printing as available
as is now the private conversation over the telephone.

On the other hand, it should be clear that only through
the definition of what constitutes a desirable society arrived at
in the meeting of those who are both dispossessed and also dis-
abused of the dream that constantly increasing quanta of con-
sumption can provide them with the joy they seek out of life—
can the inversion of institutional arrangement here drafted be
put into effect—and also with it, a technological society which
values occupation, intensive work, and leisure over alienation
through goods and services.



