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Neoliberalism, Cities and Education in the Global South and North edited by 

Kalervo N. Gulson, Thomas C. Pedroni, New York, Routledge, 2014, ix + 125 pp, 

US$85.00 (Hardbound), ISBN 9780415717878 

 

 Much has been written about neoliberalism, global cities development and 

educational reforms. The contribution of this book lies in its ambitious investigation of 

the interplay of globalisation, neoliberalism, cities, and cultural politics in a variety of 

national and geospatial contexts. Examining local contexts and relating these to the 

wider globalised context, the book harnesses the views of various authors examining 

diverse locales such as Hyderabad, Detroit, Chicago, Porto Alegre, Vancouver and 

South African cities, and shows how cities are being reshaped by neoliberal forms of 

globalisation with education contributing to urban restructuring. This wide focus 

shows careful reflexivity that does not advance a dominant metropolitan theory but 

develops a voice of the Global South without fetishizing it. This book defines 

neoliberalism within public policy as the use of market efficiency to marketise 

significant areas of human life. Rather than treating neoliberalism as monolithic, its 

diverse nature is shown from its various forms of experimentation in creating ‘global’ 

cities. The authors however warn that such neoliberal experimentation often 

exacerbates race, ethnic, language, gender, class and access inequalities.  

 In the first chapter, David Hursh and Joseph Henderson show the ills of global 

neoliberalism and suggest alternative futures. Despite various financial crises and 

increases in the rich-poor divide, neoliberalism often acts as the guiding philosophy 

towards the push to achieve a global city focus.  This is because neoliberalism is 

seen as the inevitable evolution of capitalism and as a technical and apolitical 



response to economic and political issues. However, the adoption of neoliberal 

policies often displaces the poor, particularly in black neighbourhood. Citing Chicago 

as an example, Hursh and Henderson show how reform efforts like Chicago’s 

Renaissance 2010 fits into the political and corporate elite’s plan to remake Chicago 

into a global city. While there is growth in centre-city condominiums, retail stores, 

and tourism, poorer residents are displaced where their homes have been replaced 

by upscale and more profitable housing. Hursh and Henderson criticise 

neoliberalism’s mono-dimensional focus on education for economic growth as well 

as neoliberalism’s sense of ‘inevitability’ which further limits public discourse leading 

to a narrow conception of social justice based on market access. In terms of 

neoliberal subjectivity, the authors argue how the logic of individualism and 

entrepreneurialism is normalised where individual freedom is reductively equated 

with self-interested choice thereby treating citizens as consumers. The authors 

suggest the contestation of neoliberalism on three levels: the discursive, political and 

pedagogical. They recommend on focusing on how neoliberalism’s sense of 

‘inevitability’ can be contested, how power is problematically concentrated in the 

hands of a few, how pedagogical questions can be asked of climate change, 

environmental sustainability, and how communities can be rebuilt in a socially just 

manner. 

 In the second chapter, Sangeeta Kamat argues how local social hierarchies 

are articulated with state policies and global capital to make Hyderabad a global city. 

While Hyderabad desires to be a global information technology hub, the interplay of 

issues such as caste and class politics, migration, and uneven IT integration lead to 

changes in culture and identities. In particular, agrarian class identity is transformed 

into an urbanised professional and bureaucratically powerful class identify stemming 



from the advantage of higher education. While Hyderabad is well integrated, its 

surroundings remain underdeveloped and disconnected from the triumphal narrative 

of Andhra Pradesh as a global economic hub. Furthermore, the selection of only 

certain areas for development capacities only acts as a form of wealth and resources 

concentration while perpetuating a sharper rich-poor divide.  

 In the next chapters, Thomas Pedroni and Pauline Lipman analyse the effects 

of neoliberalism on Detroit and Chicago respectively. Pedroni employs Lipman’s 

framework for investigating continuities among urban government, neoliberal 

globalism, race and education. Detroit’s redevelopment plan includes ‘downsizing’ of 

neighbourhoods and schools through federally-subsidised purchase offers and the 

discontinuation of public utilities to entice residents to leave. However, Pedroni 

describes Detroit’s urban shrinkage as a performance of whiteness and a form of 

racial containment. This shrinkage arises from Detroit’s repositioning as part of a 

geospatial global reorganisation that is fraught with contradictory and contested 

cultural politics that problematically yearns for white nostalgia. Similarly, Lipman 

shows how Chicago is racially restructured through managerial and neoliberal 

governance of the public sphere. The operationalization of neoliberal thought into 

discourses and practices becomes particularly effective when managerialism seeps 

into public discussion and the fabric of schools at all levels. Discourses of 

obsolescence, pathology, and rejuvenation resonate with the public due to the 

perception that there are no viable alternatives. Also, such discourses are accepted 

where the weak and oppressed may tactically ally with elements of the dominant 

agenda. This is seen in how minority parents pragmatically engage in school 

charters. However, school choice is seen only to benefit a select few who can afford 

them and the aggregate results redefine democracy as a consumer choice which 



furthers atomises and disempowers people. Lipman concludes by calling for a new 

social imaginary of inclusion and democracy of urban commons. 

 While the preceding chapters and indeed the rest of the book detail the ill 

effects of neoliberalism on the development of cities and education, Luis Armando 

Gandin’s chapter is a refreshing contrast. This chapter offers a view of globalisation 

from below in the counterhegemonic example of Porto Alegre’s democratic 

governance, particularly through the use of participatory budgeting, which is the 

deliberative form of allocating the money available for investment in the city. 

Counter-hegemony is not seen as an alternative hegemony but as emancipation 

from the point of view of the subordinated and of their need to renegotiate their 

hegemonisation. While being fully aware of the challenges still facing Porto Alegre, 

Gandin traces the city’s efforts to promote eco-sustainability and human welfare. The 

larger policy for the city of Porto Alegre seeks to provide material improvements 

through sanitation and education through participatory budgeting directly involving 

the populace; educative processes forging new democratic organisations and 

associations in the neighbourhoods; and the re-education of state agencies from 

technobureaucracies to technodemocracies involving active participation of the 

citizenry in planning and monitoring. This re-education involves state agencies’ 

technical personnel learning to communicate with the lay population so as to enable 

people’s real participation and efficient deliberation and monitoring. The section on 

knowledge in the citizen school should appeal to practitioners and theorists given the 

focus on emancipatory knowledge to establish the curriculum of each school that is 

specific to the needs of each community. A ‘thematic complex’ is used as a method 

to build curriculum and to deal with serious challenges to society and environment. 

Thematisation also aims to help students construct new knowledge in the process of 



dialog and problematization between local and official knowledge. This curriculum 

focuses on producing Freirean ‘scientific’ knowledge which is not of the positivist 

kind but of the linking of theory and practice for the gaining of critical consciousness 

in grasping aspects of class, race, and sexuality within education and social 

formation to understand the complexity of relationships producing such situations. 

Countering the so-called inevitability of neoliberal policies, Porto Alegre serves as a 

viable model for involvement offering impoverished communities spaces for different 

approaches to flourish. 

 The last two chapters focus on the notion of school choice. Ee-Seul Yoon 

discusses the case of ‘mini schools’ in Vancouver while Kalervo Gulson and Aslam 

Fataar deal with the impact of school choice in South Africa as a whole. Yoon 

effectively uses an interdisciplinary multi-sited ethnography based on Foucauldian, 

cultural and spatial studies to analyse discourse anthropologically. While mini 

schools are part of public schools, they offer alternative and upgraded curriculum 

which includes accelerated and enriched learning, more frequent and extensive field 

trips, and special courses such as Advanced Placement or the International 

Baccalaureate. Entrance to mini schools is competitive with the selection criteria set 

by the district and each school. Given that mini schools have their own emphasis 

and its own adaptation of the notion of ‘community’, Yoon argues that these schools 

splinters public schools where the notion of ‘moving up’ leads to spatial and 

community segregation as well as antagonistic relations of students with their own 

neighbourhood. Similarly, Gulson and Fataar argue that school choice in South 

Africa is form of racial neoliberalism. As a neoliberal governmental policy, school 

choice enables the particular desiring and desirable subjectivities through the politics 

of aspirations. Such aspirations to become the idealised middle class consumer is 



part of the state’s governmental effort to govern from a distance using technologies 

like apparatuses, techniques and tools as well as authorities such as the education 

ministry, school districts and urban planners. While the marketised realm of policy 

and aspiration appears to be colour blind, Gulson and Fataar show that some racial 

groups are more unlikely to be represented at the top tier and that school choice 

reinforces disparities through the reproduction and consolidation of racial 

differentiation. 

 Overall, the authors argue their cases passionately and provide strong 

scholarly contribution to our understanding of the impact of neoliberal influence 

within education policies. However, while policies are scrutinised in detail, empirical 

evidence, especially from social actors implicated within such policies are omitted. 

Especially where common sense is asserted to be aligned with neoliberal through, 

quotes could have been provided from social actors and research participants. With 

prolonged analysis on the ills of neoliberalism, the overall tone of the book may read 

as polemical in parts. This prolonged analysis also crowds out the offering of 

possible solutions which in this book, is mainly restricted to notions of ‘social 

democracy’ and ‘social justice’ that perhaps could have been more fleshed out. Such 

difficulties however remind readers interested in educational change and innovation 

that there is a daunting task at hand to deal with the issues of neoliberalism.  
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