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Abstract ideas and philosophies circulating in remote corners of academia 
often cross over to influence the world outside university campuses and 
think tanks. Such a world-changing diffusion happened in post-war Europe 
with a collection of closely related ideas that arose in small academic circles 
as a conservative, intellectual response to progressive, social welfare efforts 
by some governments in Western Europe and the United States. These ideas 
were adopted by the economic elite to shape the socio-economic policies of 
the state and mainstream culture in the advanced capitalist societies of the 
west. Because these ideas were an effort to revise and renew classic liberal 
ideas of the 19th century to make them better suited for modern times, they 
were collectively called neoliberalism. In the decades since the influence 
of neoliberalism has vigorously metastasized to profoundly impact most 
domains of social life and human experience in much of the world.

The range and depth of neoliberalism’s influence have been much bolstered 
by its protean ability to co-opt other powerful societal ideas, practices, and 
movements to further its objectives. Specifically, Fraser (2017, 2019) argues 
that neoliberalism has successfully co-opted powerful currents of social jus-
tice movements in advanced capitalist societies. The coming together of the 
seemingly incongruent social forces of hyper-capitalism and new social move-
ments has led to the emergence of a relatively new, euphemized variant of neo-
liberalism labeled by Fraser as progressive neoliberalism. Given the centrality 
of schooling in (re)production of advanced capitalist societies, progressive 
neoliberalism has also made its way into the schools with interesting albeit 
mostly regressive consequences that call for greater attention. This edited book 
explores the variegated, contingent manifestations of progressive neoliberalism 
in education, and offers a timely critique of the diverse ways in which pro-
gressive neoliberalism has blunted progressive efforts to improve education in 
North America. We hope that this book will indicate promising directions for 
future research and strategies for collective progressive action that disarticu-
late neoliberal hegemony and offer visions of alternative hopeful futures.

Chapter 1

Introduction
The Twin Motors of Neoliberalism 
and Progressivism

Ajay Sharma, Mardi Schmeichel, 
and Elizabeth Wurzburg

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003224013-2


4 Ajay Sharma et al.

This introductory chapter sets the stage for the diverse collection of the-
oretical and empirical investigations on progressive neoliberalism in educa-
tion that follow. We first outline the major features of both neoliberalism 
and progressivism in North America. Then, following Fraser’s lead, we offer 
a Gramscian framing of neoliberalism as a hegemonic bloc comprised of 
seemingly incongruent social forces of hyper-capitalism and new social move-
ments. This hegemonic bloc has been able to dominate policymaking and 
institutional structures by suturing together plutocratic, exploitative, capital-
ism with the politics of recognition-focused liberalism. Next, we outline the 
main objectives and rationale for the book by highlighting the gaps in scholar-
ship and outlining the theoretical space offered by the Gramscian framework 
for further research and efforts that can disentangle progressivism from the 
embrace of neoliberalism in education. We end the chapter by giving a brief 
overview of the organizational schema and different chapters of the book.

Progressivism and Neoliberalism: The Twain That Met
The naming of epochs is helpful and productive in analyzing the global 
sociopolitical landscape, particularly when parsing out manifestations of 
hegemonic and entangled, material and discursive impacts of neoliberal 
capitalism and the progressive movement. In view of the drastic and 
unprecedented degradation of most socio-ecological systems of the world 
by humans, it has become increasingly acceptable to unofficially label 
the current geological epoch as anthropocene. However, Buscher and 
Fletcher (2020) argue that given that the pervasive human impact on the 
nonhuman world has been caused not by some general “anthropos,” but 
by globalized hypercapitalism. As such, the current epoch might be more 
appositely referred to as capitalocene – a term coined by Moore (2016) to 
emphasize “capitalism as a way of organizing nature—as a multispecies, 
situated, capitalist world-ecology” (p. 6). We couldn’t agree more. In the 
capitalocene, we are indeed witnessing the inexorable ecological destruction 
of the world. Global capitalism further compounds this ecological ruin 
by causing increasing wealth and income inequality, weakening of labor 
protections and rights, and fraying of social safety nets that have made 
precarity an inescapable fact of life for the vast majority of the population 
in most societies around the world. Despite the widespread precarity of 
existence in the present and a foreboding dread of the future, it has been 
difficult to imagine how the world could be otherwise. Fisher (2009) 
memorably characterized this fatalistic acceptance of global capitalism and 
its unprecedented domination of the world as “capitalist realism.”

It is evident that capitalist realism rests on a normalized “common sense” 
understanding of the world that animates most policy as well as everyday 
discourses in advanced capitalist societies. Among the varied and complex 
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reasons for this normalization, one that stands out for its outsized role 
and sustained influence has been the dogged commitment of most members 
of the political-economic elite to defend capitalism and extend its reach 
to cover the entire world. To normalize the capitalism-friendly “common 
sense,” the elite have depended upon a set of related ideas about what it takes 
to build a prosperous society. We now recognize that these related ideas 
can be labeled as neoliberal. The neoliberal project has been enormously 
successful, as now there is nary a social domain where the “common sense” 
understandings of how things are or ought to be, have not been profoundly 
transformed by neoliberalism.

Unfortunately, over time neoliberalism has been so much (mis)used to 
depict diverse kinds of socioeconomic and political projects, institutions, 
policies, and practices that it has become “an all-purpose denunciatory 
category” for all sorts of ills afflicting the world (Flew, 2014; Schmeichel 
et al., 2017). Further, neoliberalism has been analyzed from diverse per-
spectives, with each standpoint offering its distinctive take on the phenom-
enon. Thus, it is difficult and also not particularly meaningful to offer a 
consensus view of neoliberalism. However, if there is one common thread 
running through different articulations, it is most likely “the sociopolitical 
positioning of individualized, market-based competition as the preferred 
governing principle for shaping human action in all areas of life both at the 
individual and collective, societal levels” (Sharma, 2020).

Neoliberalism and progressivism are incompatible, even mutually antag-
onistic developments. Yet, we find them coming together in North America 
and many other capitalism-dominated parts of the world as “progressive 
neoliberalism” to shape education and many other social institutions and 
structures in the capitalocene. As the different chapters of this book reflect, 
there is a remarkable heterogeneity to the context-specific manifestations as 
well as resistance to the influence of progressive neoliberalism in education 
in North America.

Further, in keeping with this diversity, we can understand these mate-
rializations from multiple theoretical vantage points, each with its own 
strengths and limitations. That too will be abundantly clear in the chap-
ters of this book. While this heteroglossic exploration uncovers the ten-
sions and contradictions between different perspectives, it also enables us 
a multifaceted examination of a phenomenon that shows itself in such 
varied manifestations. However, to set the stage for different situated 
manifestations and resistances, we offer a relatively wide-angle theoretical 
framework that can map the overall sociopolitical contours of the phe-
nomenon of progressive neoliberalism in advanced capitalist societies. We 
believe that Fraser’s analytic schema based on neo-Marxist, Gramscian 
notions of hegemony and hegemonic bloc is, particularly, well suited for 
this purpose and thus have framed the issue as such in this introductory 
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chapter. We elaborate on this theoretical standpoint by first giving a brief 
overview of both neoliberalism and progressivism.

Neoliberalism

It would be fair to say that critical scholarship has contributed most to 
understanding and critiquing neoliberalism both in education and society at 
large. Perhaps, this is because right from the beginning of the neoliberal era, 
critical scholars, especially Marxists and neo-Marxists, saw neoliberalism 
fueled marketization of society and weakening of the state-funded social 
welfare structures as a direct, sustained class offensive by the rich against 
the poor and the working class. According to Marxists, the rich are fighting 
this class war to “re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and 
to restore the power of economic elites” that they perceive to have lost 
during the post-war progressive heydays of the 1950s and 1960s (Harvey, 
2005; p. 19). Of course, as ever-widening income and wealth inequities 
reflect, elites haven’t really slowed down their pursuit of regressive transfer 
of wealth from the poor and the planet to themselves. Rather, facilitated 
by boundless commodification of everything living or nonliving and space-
time compression of the production-consumption cycle, this expropriation 
of wealth now occurs at a warp speed that few could have imagined in the 
pre-neoliberal times.

While most critical scholars today would probably agree that a purely 
materialist Marxist articulation of neoliberalism as an epiphenomenon 
of economic processes and thus a part of a society’s superstructure is not 
adequate to understand how neoliberalism impacts society and its relations 
of production. There is still a remarkable diversity amongst themselves on 
the nature of neoliberalism. For instance, Marxists, such as Apple (2006), 
Duménil and Lévy (2011), and Harvey (2005) frame neoliberalism first and 
foremost as a coherent ideological project of the ruling class “with clear 
and unambiguous origins, whose spread is sustained and circulated by an 
identifiable set of institutions” (Barnett, 2005, p. 8). On the other hand, 
there also exists a strong community of critical scholars who, dissatisfied 
with the articulation of neoliberalism as a top-down ideological project, 
have attempted to “reconcile a Marxist understanding of hegemony with 
poststructuralist ideas of discourse and governmentality derived from 
Foucault” (Barnett, 2005, p. 7). These scholars present neoliberalism as 
a hegemonic discourse “that can ‘shape pictures of reality’ from multiple 
institutional sites” and can “operate not only at the macro level of state 
power, but at the micro level of individual subjectivities and everyday 
routines” (Flew, 2014; p. 60).

Despite these differences, there appears to be a consensus in critical 
scholarship that neoliberalism has shaped our common-sense notions 
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about public and private life. For instance, in North America, few who 
study sociopolitical landscapes would contest the idea that the organizing 
structure of society today rests on the assumption that “human well-being 
can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms 
and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong pri-
vate property rights, free markets, and free trade” (Harvey, 2005; p. 2). 
This normalization has helped in generating consent for the status quo 
among the masses. In a Gallup poll conducted in January 2019, an over-
whelming majority of residents of the United States expressed satisfaction 
with the quality of life in their country, and also expressed the belief 
that a person could get ahead in life by working hard (Jones, 2019). The 
COVID pandemic did temper these views, but the majority of US resi-
dents still continue to express such sentiments (Saad, 2021). The fact that 
people continue to express such beliefs, despite increasing income and 
wealth inequality and poverty levels, is seen as evidence that as an ideol-
ogy, neoliberalism has been able to shape people’s subjectivities in ways 
that reify the hegemonic status of the ruling class (Brady & Parolin, 2020; 
Saez & Zucman, 2020). Critical scholars are also largely in agreement 
that because of neoliberal hegemony, the state in most advanced capi-
talist societies appears committed to preserving institutions and policies 
supportive of robust private property rights, free trade, and free markets 
matched with low oversight and regulation of private enterprise. There is 
a similar commitment among state actors to an increasing marketization 
of the society through the creation of markets in areas that historically 
and traditionally were either the preserve of the state or were seen as pub-
lic commons as we discuss specifically in relation to education here. Thus, 
critical scholars argue that neoliberal ideology has been able to shape 
public policy such that the social-material structures and institutional 
frameworks integral to social, economic, and political reproduction work 
more to facilitate a regressive transfer of wealth from the poor to the rich 
rather than to an equitable distribution of surplus value generated by the 
capitalist system.

As in many other fields of inquiry in social science, critical scholars 
have also made a significant contribution in understanding the impact of 
neoliberalism in education in North America. While it would be outside 
the scope of this introductory chapter to give a full account of this body 
of scholarship, it is worth noting that critical analyses of neoliberalism in 
education have helped us immensely by shining much-needed light on the 
creeping corporatization of all aspects of public education, normalization 
of market-based solutions to educational problems, and the positioning 
of parents and students as consumers in an educational marketplace 
animated by neoliberal virtues of choice and competition (Apple, 2017; 
Au & Ferrare, 2015; Giroux, 2014).
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Progressivism

Neoliberalism’s influence on education has been truly unprecedented, but 
not without contestation, from other powerful ideologies that have also 
been coursing through the body politic of advanced capitalist societies in 
modern times. One such ideology has been progressivism. This ideology 
emerged from several grassroots movements that sought to further social 
justice, women’s rights, LGBTQI, labor and civil rights, antiwar activism, 
and environmentalism in the 20th century. These collective struggles have 
largely been guided by the goals of the empowerment and equality of the 
marginalized, reinforcement of democracy in sociopolitical affairs, and 
positioning the government as a guardian of common good against cap-
italist greed (Halpin & Cook, 2010). Thus, progressive efforts in North 
America have tended to support public policy arrangements that lead to 
“a system of ‘universal’ social security broadly construed, a more or less 
orderly system of corporate labor relations, a co-optive and mildly reform-
ist social policy designed to ameliorate racial antagonisms and urban prob-
lems” (Isaac, 2019, p. 123). Historically, the progressive movements have 
tended to fall into two broad categories: those that mainly focused on social 
justice and individual rights issues and those that prioritized economic jus-
tice. Despite widespread recognition of intersectionality on different kinds 
of injustices and frequent collaborations among the activists, this split in 
the progressive movement persists and has hampered its ability to effec-
tively challenge and check reactionary, conservative forces and exploitative 
capitalism in advanced capitalist societies.

On educational issues, progressive efforts in North America have 
a long history of focusing on achieving social justice through “holistic 
personal and social development, and preparation of children for active 
citizenship, prioritising the educational needs of the least advantaged, and 
mediating the structural effects and consequences of capitalism through 
government provision of schooling that expands access and opportunity” 
(O’Neill, 2017; p. 8). In recent years, the influence of Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) movement in progressive efforts in education leading to launching 
of several grassroots efforts, such as the Abolitionist Teaching Network 
(https://abolitionistteachingnetwork.org/), have focused on radically 
transforming public education to achieve racial equity in schooling. There 
has also been a resurgence of teacher activism, especially in some regions 
of the United States, toward protecting and furthering the vision of well-
funded quality public education and teaching profession (Blanc, 2019). 
However, the collective impact of these and other progressive efforts on 
public education in North America is not yet clear. For instance, Labaree 
(2005) has argued that while progressivism has dominated the preparation 
of public school educators, and the “movement for progressive education 

https://abolitionistteachingnetwork.org
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was the primary force that shaped the modern American system of school-
ing,” most educational reform efforts in recent times have been decidedly 
unprogressive and have yet to produce widespread material changes in 
education in North America.

In a strange and rather unfortunate turn of events, the antagonistic 
ideologies of progressivism and neoliberalism have come together to 
constitute a hegemonic ideology labeled by Fraser as progressive neolib-
eralism. This has happened through co-option of some critical elements 
from the comparatively weaker progressive ideology by neoliberalism. 
We recognize this hybrid variant as progressive neoliberalism. Taking 
note of the attractive progressive sheen that this version of neoliberalism 
acquires through linkage with progressive elements, such as “consensus, 
inclusiveness, morality, modernization, national good, progress,” pro-
gressive neoliberalism has also been seen as “euphemized” neoliberalism 
(Au, 2016; Phelan, 2007). As documented by an emerging body of schol-
arship, there is clear evidence of this co-option in policymaking and 
institutional structures as well as mainstream culture in most advanced 
capitalist societies. For instance, Cummins (2020) has documented how 
mental health policies in England and Wales have co-opted progressive 
rhetoric and ideas about community-oriented health service provision, 
empowerment, and choice in an overall structure that is committed to 
free-market and small state fiscal conservatism. As this book documents, 
in the educational sphere there is a closely corresponding bastardization 
of progressive ideals in the service of neoliberalism in public education 
in North America. In the mainstream culture too, it would be hard to 
miss a similar championing by progressive neoliberalism of liberal goals 
of empowerment, inclusion, LGBTQ rights, post-racialism, multicultural-
ism, post-feminism, post-sexism, and environmentalism. Unfortunately, 
this co-option had led to the neutering of the progressive potential of 
these liberal goals by relocating and articulating justice-oriented ideals 
within the overall political economy of financialized hyper-capitalism. As 
a result, struggles for equality have been reduced to neoliberal-friendly 
strategies like the framing of emancipation as self-responsibilization and 
self-enterprise, and the valorization of meritocracy.

Understanding Progressive Neoliberalism 
as a Hegemonic Bloc

As Fraser (2017; 2019) argues in her recent work, the co-option of progres-
sivism by neoliberalism and the resultant emergence of progressive neolib-
eralism can best be understood through recourse to Gramscian notions of 
hegemony and hegemonic bloc. The hegemonic explanation rests on the 
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recognition that though health and income inequalities have worsened since 
1970s, and precarity of life has become the norm for majority of people in 
the United States and many other advanced capitalist nations (Standing, 
2021), we don’t see much unrest among the people against the status quo, 
especially on economic issues. This begs the question: Why don’t the poor 
and dispossessed rise up against the moneyed elite and demand economic 
justice? According to Gramsci (1971), citizens do not demand change or 
rise up in revolt because the ruling class is able to naturalize its domination 
over the rest by shaping the society’s common sense such that it conforms 
to their own worldview. That is, it only appears natural to most people that 
the rich should get an increasingly larger share of the surplus produced by 
the economy, while the rest make do with just enough to survive and be 
productive for the economy.

Gramsci (1971) used the notion of hegemony to represent the state of 
affairs in which the ruling class has the consent of the rest of the society 
about the existing social order. More importantly, he also used hegemony 
to represent the political process through which this consent is achieved. 
When seen as a political process, the hegemony of the ruling class often 
involves “creating and maintaining a system of alliances by means of politi-
cal and ideological struggle” (Simon, 2015, p. 23). The ruling class is rarely 
so powerful that it can completely dominate the hegemonic project and 
structure it to exclusively serve its interests. In order for a hegemonic pro-
ject to succeed, the ruling class has to often negotiate with and accommo-
date concerns of other non-dominant social groups. This type of hegemonic 
process, which Gramsci (1971) called transformism, is often engaged in 
times when the elite are facing political or economic crisis. Transformism 
was evident, for example, during the 2007–2009 grand recession when the 
rich bankers and financiers were seen as the prime culprits and capitalism 
became a dirty word. Torfing (1999) asserts that transformism is a defen-
sive type of politics that involves

gradual but continuous absorption, achieved by methods which vary in 
their effectiveness, of the active elements produced by allied groups –  
and even of those which come from antagonistic groups and seem 
irreconcilably hostile … The preferred method of transformism is 
co-optation, or, in other words, the expansion of relations of difference. 
The goal is the formation of a passive consensus which neutralizes 
antagonistic political forces and disunites the masses … Transformism 
is thus a revolution without the people - a passive revolution. (p. 110).

Thus, the co-option of progressivism by neoliberalism, especially after the 
grand recession, is an ideological war of position engaged by the elite to 
ward off any threats to its hegemonic status through piece-meal recognition 
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and redress of cultural and racial justice related demands by the dominated 
groups. As Fraser (2017) contends, the legitimization of cultural and racial 
identity recognition centered politics and activism by the ruling class has 
been enough to “seduce major currents of progressive social movements 
into the new hegemonic bloc” (p. 4). Mukand and Rodrik (2020) found 
such contingent political bargains between the elite and other social groups 
to be fairly representative of the political economies of liberal democracies 
throughout the world. By making such compromises, the capitalist system 
becomes a little “woke,” creating just enough semblance of progress with-
out endangering the legitimacy of the hegemonic order.

Building upon these Gramscian insights, Fraser (2019) has offered a 
powerful analytic schema for understanding this phenomenon through 
her conceptualization of a progressive neoliberalism hegemonic bloc 
that has brought together seemingly incongruent social forces of hyper- 
capitalism and new social movements in ways that protect the mate-
rial interests of the ruling class in the United States and many other 
countries. The progressive neoliberal hegemonic bloc combines different 
elements of the economic structure, along with disparate components 
of politico-cultural superstructures, to form a complex and contrary 
ensemble that mirrors the fraught and contradictory alliances between 
elites and the hegemonized social groups. For instance, corporations, 
such as Amazon, Walmart, Nike, and Uber, who have enriched them-
selves at the expense of the working class and taxpayers, also lend their 
material and cultural support to Black Lives Matter (BLM) and other 
efforts devoted to furthering racial equity (https://www.cnet.com/
how-to/companies-donating-black-lives-matter/). In most cases, this co- 
option has been superficial and limited such that progressive ideals of 
diversity, racial equity, women’s empowerment and environmentalism 
have been reinterpreted and resignified to become “fully compatible 
with the Goldman Sachsification of the U.S. economy” (Fraser, 
2017, para. 11). Thus, it remains a moot point if Nike Corporation’s 
endorsement of Colin Kaepernick benefitted the BLM campaign as much 
as it bolstered Nike’s market value (https://fortune.com/2018/09/23/
nike-market-value-colin-kaepernick-ad/).

A particularly egregious case of progressive co-option, especially in edu-
cation, has been the resignification and reduction of equality as meritoc-
racy. As Fraser (2017) asserts, while neoliberal endorsement of equality as 
meritocracy and its embodiment in educational policy and structures might 
have diversified the ruling class a little bit by enabling a few “talented,” 
empowered, enterprising women and people of color to join those at the 
top, it has also further reified and strengthened the existing social–racial 
hierarchies and diluted social critique by misattributing personal failures 
and misfortunes as outcomes of individual pathologies.

https://www.cnet.com
https://www.cnet.com
https://fortune.com
https://fortune.com
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As the chapters in this book demonstrate, using progressive neoliber-
alism as an analytical tool has much to offer in the critically important 
task of understanding why despite an overwhelming leaning toward pro-
gressivism among teachers and teacher educators, there are only a few, 
largely symbolic, ruling class friendly progressive milestones in the history 
of education reform in North America. Of course, like any analytic lens, 
progressive neoliberalism has limitations and can only illuminate some 
aspects of ruling class hegemony at the cost of obscuring others. For 
instance, following Issar’s (2021) critique of neo-Marxist interpretations 
of neoliberalism, a case can be made that by treating racial injustice as an 
epiphenomenon and class struggle as central to contemporary capitalism, 
progressive neoliberalism may not fully account for the ways in which rac-
ism is integral to capitalism’s foundations. Further, it can also be alleged 
that the class-centered analytic schema of progressive neoliberalism may 
be less relevant for the current times when gig economy and temp-jobs 
have fractured the working class, diminished social solidarity, and made 
political mobilization very arduous (Isaac, 2019). These limitations are 
a welcome reminder that any perspective necessarily illuminates and 
obscures at the same time. Further, as Cox (2012) once said regarding 
critical theory, “theory is always for someone, and for some purpose” 
(p. 19). Thus, while we recognize that the issues of racial capitalism and 
fragmentation of the working class are very important, these issues are not 
central to the critical work this book hopes to accomplish. Belief in pro-
gressivism and its promise is strong among educators and teacher educa-
tors in America (Labaree, 2005). As we elaborate in the next section, this 
book is an attempt to reach out to them so that critical conversations on 
the co-option of their cherished ideology by neoliberalism can be enriched, 
and counterhegemonic efforts can be strengthened.

Why This Book?

There is an emerging body of scholarship that traces the footprints of pro-
gressive neoliberalism in diverse disciplinary fields, such as media stud-
ies, women’s studies, and social work (Cummins, 2020; Duffield, 2018; 
Rottenberg, 2014). This research has furthered our understanding of the 
oxymoronic, variegated, and contingent manifestations of neoliberalism 
while also highlighting promising spaces for theoretical (re)inventions and 
social change. Unfortunately, educational research has lagged behind in such 
efforts. While capitalism’s hijacking of public education in North America 
has been well documented and understood as a prime exhibit for neolib-
eralism in action, relatively less attention has been given to understanding 
how neoliberalism has co-opted social justice efforts to further meritocratic 
ideals and justify social efficiency goals in education. We believe Fraser’s 
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conceptualization of progressive neoliberalism as a hegemonic bloc is well 
suited for this purpose, and thus merited attention among educators and 
researchers interested in this issue.

This edited volume brings together leading educational researchers of 
neoliberalism for the first time to offer a much needed, wide-ranging, and 
critical overview of the diverse ways in which progressive neoliberalism 
has blunted progressive efforts and shaped education in North America. 
Recognizing the prolific diversity of perspectives, methodological orien-
tations, and agendas in the education community, as well as the lack of 
consensus on the nature or even existence of progressive neoliberalism, we 
expect this pioneering collection of original studies and conceptual analy-
ses to encourage vigorous dialogue and scholarly contestation in the edu-
cational research community both in North America and beyond. It is our 
hope that this book can contribute to a renewed focus on understanding 
the diverse, opportunistic ways in which the neoliberalism-led hegemonic 
bloc has been able to both deepen and widen its influence in education, 
especially in North America. Importantly, this book also illuminates prom-
ising directions for future research and action that disarticulate neoliberal 
hegemony and clear space for the building of alternative hopeful futures in 
education. As such, the chapters that comprise this book make a fitting and 
important contribution to the Routledge book series “Routledge Studies in 
Education, Neoliberalism, and Marxism.”

With the help of a diverse field of scholars, this edited volume presents 
conceptual and empirical analyses of progressive neoliberalism in educa-
tion to address the following objectives:

(A) Conceptual elaboration of progressive neoliberalism as a hegemonic 
bloc in education in advanced capitalist societies. Fraser (2019) used 
Gramscian notions of hegemony and hegemonic bloc to articulate 
progressive neoliberalism as the coalition of seemingly oppositional 
social forces of capitalism and social justice movements that have 
allowed the ruling class to naturalize their domination and world-
view in the advanced capitalist societies. Following Fraser’s analytic 
schema, the volume presents a conceptual analysis/review of the 
nature, scope, and influence of progressive neoliberalism as a hegem-
onic bloc in education.

(B) Map the variegated, contingent manifestations of progressive neolib-
eralism in education. The volume presents original empirical analy-
ses of progressive neoliberalism in action to help readers understand 
the socio-culturally and historically contingent ways in which diverse 
progressive projects, structures, and discourses in education have been 
co-opted and have become a part of the progressive neoliberalism 
hegemonic bloc in North American educational landscape.
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(C) Showcase emerging conceptual tools and political strategies that show 
promise in disentangling progressive efforts from the embrace of neo-
liberalism in education. At this moment, we are experiencing an inter-
esting interlude in the sociopolitical history of the world: the hegemony 
of progressive neoliberalism is under attack both from the rising reac-
tionary populism of ethno-nationalism from the right, and progressive 
populist forces from the left. It is especially important at this juncture, 
therefore, to identify promising conceptual tools and political strate-
gies that can help the education community to disjoin progressivism 
from neoliberalism while also creating the necessary resources and 
conditions for the emergence of a progressive counter-hegemonic bloc 
in education and beyond. The book makes important contributions 
toward this end as well.

Organization of the Book

We have organized the book in thematic sections that hew closely to the 
three aforementioned objectives. Thus, the first section focuses on con-
ceptual critiques of progressive neoliberalism in education. This introduc-
tory chapter sets up the context, outlines the theoretical standpoint and 
establishes the scholarly significance of the book. The second chapter, 
Progressive Neoliberalism and the Poverty of the Educational Imaginary 
by Graham Slater and Alexander Means serves as a timely critique of the 
educational imaginary centered on idealism, nostalgia, and denial that 
sustains the progressive neoliberal project in education. The authors make a 
powerful plea for engaging in a materialist critique of the political economy 
alongside conceptual challenges in the symbolic terrain of cultural politics 
for confronting the corrosive effects of progressive neoliberalism in educa-
tion. The next chapter Dreaming of Global Ecosocialist Futures: Possible 
Contributions from Science & Technology Education from Larry Bencze 
situates the critique of progressive neoliberalism in the ways it legitimizes 
and supports capitalism and capitalism-friendly science and technology 
education. This chapter also points to alternative educational frameworks 
in science and technology education that offer more hopeful and ecologi-
cally sustainable futures.

The second section of the book explores situated manifestations of 
progressive neoliberalism in North American educational contexts. First, 
we read an empirical analysis of teachers’ evolving teaching philoso-
phies and experiences while working within environments that espoused 
a neoliberal orientation in the chapter The Progressive Neoliberal Proxy: 
“Colonizing” Empowerment, Choice, and Equity in a Midwest Charter 
Network by Angela Kraemer-Holland & Alexandra U. Cruz. This chapter 
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brings to light the philosophical tensions experienced by teachers because 
of neoliberal policies and discourses that shape their work as well as their 
efforts to resist them. We move next to Andrew Miller and Elizabeth 
Keefe’s chapter Progressive Neoliberal Teacher Education: Antithetical to 
Social Justice Teacher Education? Here we see Miller and Keefe present 
evidence from a qualitative case study of a teacher preparation program 
to show how the program worked to instill progressive neoliberal beliefs 
about learning among its students. Their study points to the unfortunate 
consequences that follow when the progressive neoliberal vision is achieved 
in programs that prepare educators for public education. In the next chapter 
Teachers as Superheroes: Ethical Jeopardy and Progressive Neoliberalism, 
the authors Rachel Ranschaert, Ajay Sharma and Ruth Harman present 
a critical discourse analysis of the teacher evaluation systems to explore 
educators’ constitution as ethical subjects through such technologies. Their 
study highlights the ethical jeopardy that educators face when they are 
tasked to enact socially just pedagogy in neoliberal times. The exploration 
of progressive neoliberal discourse is continued in Kerry Ann McKeon’s 
chapter Reframing Progressive Neoliberalism: The Rhetoric of Education 
Secretary Betsy DeVos that focuses on the discourse analysis of the edu-
cation secretary during the Trump administration Betsy Devos’ speeches. 
Shifting away from the nodes of power in public education, we next turn our 
attention to the influencer culture in Mardi Schmeichel, Stacey Kerr, and 
Elizabeth Wurzburg’s chapter Postfeminism, Progressive Neoliberalism 
and Teacher Influencers. This chapter draws on postfeminist media studies 
to theorize prominent US teacher influencers on Instagram and to exam-
ine the ways in which postfeminism and progressive neoliberalism pervade 
teachers’ work on social media. Next, Stephanie Jones presents a critique 
of the United States President Joe Biden’s policy decision to uphold the 
K-12 mandate for state testing in her chapter Progressive Neoliberalism 
in Action: President Biden Sides with Capital in Mandating K-12 Testing 
in 2021 to illustrate progressive neoliberalism’s hegemonic position in the 
US education. In the last chapter of the second section, The Progressive 

The last section of the book focuses on the emerging tools and strategies 
to disentangle progressive neoliberalism and education. We begin with Paul 
Tarc’s chapter The Capture of Global Citizenship Education by ‘Progressive 
Neoliberalism’: Illuminations, Qualifications and Educating Beyond. Tarc 
analyzes recent representations of global citizenship education (GCE) to 
explore the influence of progressive neoliberalism in shaping the grounds 

Neoliberalism of Teach for America, authors Elisabeth E. Lefebvre, Katherine 
Crawford-Garrett, and Matthew A.M. Thomas present an updated cri-
tique of the Teach For America’s (TFA) to highlight the co-option of some 
elements of progressivism in its overall neoliberal approach to educational 
reform and fast-track teacher training.
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and possibilities of GCE, and point to potential strategies to destabilize 
or think beyond the horizon of progressive neoliberalism in GCE praxes. 
In the next chapter, Teachers Unions as Counterhegemony: Organized 
Resistance During COVID-19, Rhiannon Maton positions the Chicago 
Teachers Union as an example of how social justice focused groups can 
mobilize identity- and class-based discourses to advocate for the public 
good while constructing a counter-hegemonic bloc seeking to dismantle 
progressive neoliberalism. In the penultimate chapter, We (Re)Member: 
Progressive Neoliberalism and School Closure, we find Shakita Thomas 
Kpetay presenting a case study of the 2012–2013 school closures in 
Chicago to examine how progressive neoliberalism continues to wreak 
havoc on marginalized communities. She then explores how the intersec-
tionality and the Black Radical Tradition can offer conceptual tools and 
strategies to disentangle progressive efforts from neoliberalism and help us 
move towards a public education system that is anti-racist, anti-blackness, 
and steeped in the principles of social justice.

The book ends with a concluding chapter, Progressive Neoliberalism: 
Overview and Possible Futures, in which we summarize the major themes 
emerging from the chapters comprising the book. We interpret these 
themes through Fraser’s Gramscian framework to position education as 
a key site not just for the continual (re)construction and reification of the 
hegemonic bloc of progressive neoliberalism, but also for building a pro-
gressive counterhegemonic bloc that is free from the smothering embrace 
of neoliberalism. In the end, we speculate on possible futures of progressive 
neoliberalism in order to outline both an appeal and an agenda for further 
research and praxis along the themes highlighted in the chapter.
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