To Hell with Good Intentions

by Ivan lllich
An address by Monsignor Ivan lllich to the Conference on InterAmerican Student
Projects (CIASP) in Cuernavaca, Mexico, on April 20, 1968. In his usual biting
and sometimes sarcastic style, lllich goes to the heart of the deep dangers of
paternalism inherent in any voluntary sen/ice activity, but especially in any
international service "mission."

Suppose you went to a U.S. ghetto this summer and tried to help the poor there
"help themselves." Very soon you would be either spit upon or laughed at.
People offended by your pretentiousness would hit or spit. People who
understand that your own bad consciences push you to this gesture would laugh
condescendingly. Soon you would be made aware of your irrelevance among the
poor, of your status as middle-class college students on a summer assignment.
You would be roundly rejected, no matter if your skin is white-as most of your
faces here are-or brown or black, as a few exceptions who got in here somehow.
Your reports about your work in Mexico, which you so kindly sent me, exude selfcomplacency. Your reports on past summers prove that you are not even
capable of understanding that your dogooding in a Mexican village is even less
relevant than it would be in a U.S. ghetto. Not only is there a gulf between what
you have and what others have which is much greater than the one existing
between you and the poor in your own country, but there is also a gulf between
what you feel and what the Mexican people feel that is incomparably greater.
This gulf is so great that in a Mexican village you, as White Americans (or cultural
white Americans) can imagine yourselves exactly the way a white preacher saw
himself when he offered his life preaching to the black slaves on a plantation in
Alabama. The fact that you live in huts and eat tortillas for a few weeks renders
your well-intentioned group only a bit more picturesque.
The only people with whom you can hope to communicate with are some
members of the middle class. And here please remember that I said "some" -by
which I mean a tiny elite in Latin America.
You come from a country which industrialized early and which succeeded in
incorporating the great majority of its citizens into the middle classes. It is no
social distinction in the U.S. to have graduated from the second year of college.
Indeed, most Americans now do. Anybody in this country who did not finish high
school is considered underprivileged.
In Latin America the situation is quite different: 75% of all people drop out of
school before they reach the sixth grade. Thus, people who have finished high
school are members of a tiny minority. Then, a minority of that minority goes on
for university training. It is only among these people that you will find your
educational equals.

At the same time, a middle class in the United States is the majority. In Mexico, it
is a tiny elite. Seven years ago your country began and financed a so-called
"Alliance for Progress." This was an "Alliance" for the "Progress" of the middle
class elites. Now. it is among the members of this middle class that you will find a
few people who are willing to send their time with you_ And they are
overwhelmingly those "nice kids" who would also like to soothe their troubled
consciences by "doing something nice for the promotion of the poor Indians." Of
course, when you and your middleclass Mexican counterparts meet, you will be
told that you are doing something valuable, that you are "sacrificing" to help
others.
And it will be the foreign priest who will especially confirm your self-image for
you. After all, his livelihood and sense of purpose depends on his firm belief in a
year-round mission which is of the same type as your summer vacation-mission.
There exists the argument that some returned volunteers have gained insight into
the damage they have done to others - and thus become more mature people.
Yet it is less frequently stated that most of them are ridiculously proud of their
"summer sacrifices." Perhaps there is also something to the argument that young
men should be promiscuous for awhile in order to find out that sexual love is
most beautiful in a monogamous relationship. Or that the best way to leave LSD
alone is to try it for awhile -or even that the best way of understanding that your
help in the ghetto is neither needed nor wanted is to try, and fail. I do not agree
with this argument. The damage which volunteers do willy-nilly is too high a price
for the belated insight that they shouldn't have been volunteers in the first place.
If you have any sense of responsibility at all, stay with your riots here at home.
Work for the coming elections: You will know what you are doing, why you are
doing it, and how to communicate with those to whom you speak. And you will
know when you fail. If you insist on working with the poor, if this is your vocation,
then at least work among the poor who can tell you to go to hell. It is incredibly
unfair for you to impose yourselves on a village where you are so linguistically
deaf and dumb that you don't even understand what you are doing, or what
people think of you. And it is profoundly damaging to yourselves when you define
something that you want to do as "good," a "sacrifice" and "help."
I am here to suggest that you voluntarily renounce exercising the power which
being an American gives you. I am here to entreat you to freely, consciously and
humbly give up the legal right you have to impose your benevolence on Mexico. I
am here to challenge you to recognize your inability, your powerlessness and
your incapacity to do the "good" which you intended to do.
I am here to entreat you to use your money, your status and your education to
travel in Latin America. Come to look, come to climb our mountains, to enjoy our
flowers. Come to study. But do not come to help.

