European Journal of Alternative Education Studies

ISSN: 2501-5915
ISSN-L: 2501-5915
Available on-line at: www.oapub.org/edu

DOI: 10.46827/ejae.v6i2.5666 Volume 6 | Issue 2 | 2021

A RADICAL CRITIQUE OF MODERN EDUCATION:
A REVIEW OF "DESCHOOLING SOCIETY" BY IVAN ILLICH

Maria Grazia Viloba!
MA,

Faculty of Social Sciences,
University of Cartagena,
Cartagena, Colombia

Abstract:

Ivan Illich's Deschooling Society is a seminal work that challenges the very foundations of
institutionalized learning. This review delves into Illich's central arguments, his vision
for a deschooled society, and its relevance to contemporary educational discourse. By
comparing Illich's work with other critical thinkers such as Paulo Freire, Jacques Ellul,
Herbert Marcuse, Michel Foucault, and Neil Postman, this review highlights the
enduring significance of Deschooling Society and its potential to inspire future educational
reforms.
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1. A Radical Visionary and His Time

Ivan Illich, a polymath of the 20th century, emerged as a prominent critic of modern
institutions. His life and work were deeply intertwined with the social and political
upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. Deschooling Society, published in 1971, is a product of
this era, reflecting the growing disillusionment with traditional education and the rise of
countercultural movements. Illich's radical vision challenges the very notion of schooling
as the primary means of acquiring knowledge and skills.

2. The Critique of Institutionalized Learning

Illich argues that schools have become institutions of social control, rather than liberating
forces. They homogenize individuals, stifle creativity, and perpetuate social inequality.
The promise of equal educational opportunity is a myth, as schools often reinforce
existing social divisions. Furthermore, Illich contends that formal education hinders the
development of true learning, which occurs through direct experience, peer-to-peer
interaction, and self-directed exploration.
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Illich's critique of traditional education is rooted in his belief that schools are
fundamentally flawed institutions. They are hierarchical, bureaucratic, and inefficient.
They prioritize standardized testing and conformity over critical thinking and creativity.
As a result, schools often fail to meet the needs of individual learners.

3. A Vision for a Deschooled Society

Illich envisions a society based on learning networks, where individuals can share
knowledge and skills with one another, regardless of age or expertise. He emphasizes the
importance of peer teaching and self-directed learning, arguing that individuals should
be encouraged to learn at their own pace and in their own way. In a deschooled society,
libraries, museums, and other cultural institutions would become centers of learning,
accessible to all.

Ilich's vision of a deschooled society is not without its challenges. Critics argue
that it is overly idealistic and fails to address the practical realities of education. However,
his ideas continue to inspire educators, activists, and thinkers.

4. Comparisons with Other Critical Thinkers

Illich's critique of traditional education aligns with the work of other critical thinkers.
Paulo Freire, for example, shares Illich's concern for the oppressive nature of education
and the need for critical consciousness. Both authors advocate for a learner-centered
approach that empowers individuals to challenge the status quo. Freire's concept of
"conscientization" is similar to Illich's idea of critical consciousness, which involves the
development of a critical awareness of social and political issues.

Jacques Ellul and Herbert Marcuse, on the other hand, offer broader critiques of
technological society and consumer culture, respectively. Both authors highlight the
ways in which institutions, including schools, serve to maintain the dominant power
structure. Ellul's concept of "technical civilization" is relevant to Illich's critique of the
technocratic nature of modern education. Marcuse's analysis of "one-dimensional man"
highlights the ways in which individuals are manipulated into conforming to the
demands of the capitalist system, a theme that is also present in Illich's work.

Michel Foucault and Neil Postman provide additional insights into the
mechanisms of social control and the impact of media on society. Foucault's analysis of
disciplinary power sheds light on the ways in which schools shape individuals' behavior,
while Postman's critique of media culture highlights the decline of critical thinking and
the rise of superficial entertainment. Both authors offer important perspectives on the
ways in which power is exercised and knowledge is produced in contemporary society.

6. Conclusion

Deschooling Society remains a provocative and influential work that challenges the
conventional wisdom about education. While Illich's radical vision may not be fully
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realized, his critique of institutionalized learning continues to resonate with educators,
activists, and thinkers. By examining the limitations of traditional schooling and
exploring alternative models of learning, Illich's work offers valuable insights for those
seeking to create a more equitable and just educational system.

Illich's legacy is complex and multifaceted. He was a visionary thinker who
challenged the status quo and inspired countless individuals to question the role of
institutions in society. His work continues to be relevant today, as we grapple with the
challenges of globalization, technological change, and social inequality. By
understanding Illich's ideas, we can better understand the limitations of traditional
education and work towards creating a more just and equitable future.
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