AIAYA

Rezaei, M., Matoor, M., Abbasi, M. (2026). From the Minimal
State to the Market-Oriented School: A Critical Analysis of the
Relationship between the Political System and School Education in
Hayekian Neoliberalism. Philosophy of Education, 10(1), 158-192. Biannual Peer-

Reviewed Journal

Philosophy of
Education

From the Minimal State to the Market-Oriented School: A Critical
Analysis of the Relationship between the Political System and School
Education in Hayekian Neoliberalism'

Mehdi Rezaeiz ~ , Masoumeh Matoor: =~ , Mohammad Abbasi*

Abstract

The relationship between the political system and the school education system is
one of the fundamental issues in the philosophy of education that has increased
in recent decades, along with the global spread and influence of neoliberalism. In
the meantime, Hayek's ideas, due to their roots in epistemological,
anthropological, political and economic philosophy, have played an important
role in redefining the state, the market and education. However, his independent
works in the field of education have been less systematically examined.
Therefore, the aim of the present study was to explain the relationship between
the political system and the school education system from the perspective of
neoliberalism using educational ideas and analyzing its consequences, which was
done with conceptual understanding and philosophical inference. The research
information sources included Hayek's original works as well as analytical and
critical sources related to neoliberalism, philosophy of education, educational
policy-making and political economy, which were selected as samples by
purposive sampling from 6 Hayek's sources, 4 sources from commentators and 6
sources of critics. Data were collected through documentary study, systematic
note-taking, and source analysis and analyzed based on criteria of scientific
validity, relevance to the research problem, and capacity to infer educational
implications. The findings showed that Hayek's thought, emphasizing the
limitation of human rationality, spontaneous order and limited government, leads
to the strengthening of market mechanisms, competition, freedom of choice and
reducing government intervention in the organization of education. As a result,
the school is shifting from a public and state-oriented institution to a competitive
and choice-oriented institution. A critical evaluation of these implications also
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showed that this approach, along with potentials such as decentralization and
increased institutional diversity, is accompanied by challenges such as
commodification of education, weakening of educational justice, reduction of
government responsibility, and widening educational inequalities. Therefore,
utilizing the potential of this approach requires striking a balance between
freedom, efficiency, educational justice, and public responsibility of the
government.

Keywords: Friedrich August von Hayek, Neoliberalism, Minimal State, Market-Oriented
Schooling, Critical Analysis, Political System, School Education



Extended abstract

Introduction and Purpose: The relationship between the political system and the school
education system is a fundamental issue in the philosophy of education, as a society’s
conception of the state, freedom, the individual, justice, social order, and the common
good directly or indirectly shapes the aims, structure, and functions of educational
institutions. In recent decades, this relationship has entered a new phase alongside the
global expansion of neoliberalism and its growing influence on public policy. Within this
context, the thought of Friedrich August von Hayek occupies a distinctive position
because of its coherent epistemological, anthropological, political-philosophical, and
economic foundations. However, Hayek did not produce a systematic work devoted
specifically to education. Therefore, the educational implications of his thought cannot
be reconstructed merely by identifying explicit statements about education. The central
problem addressed in this study is how Hayek’s theoretical foundations shape the
relationship among the state, the market, and school education, and what consequences
this relationship entails for the aims, structure, and functions of schooling. Accordingly,
the purpose of this study was to explain the relationship between the political system and
the school education system from a neoliberal perspective, with particular emphasis on
Hayek’s thought, and to critically analyze its educational implications.

Method: This theoretical-philosophical study was conducted within the field of
philosophy of education using conceptual analysis and philosophical inference. Since
Hayek did not develop an independent theory of education, the study was designed as an
inferential inquiry in the philosophy of education, whereby educational implications were
derived through the logical reconstruction and analysis of the foundations of his
intellectual system. The information sources consisted of two main categories: first,
Hayek’s primary works on epistemology, political philosophy, social order, economics,
and liberty; and second, analytical and critical sources addressing Hayek’s thought,
neoliberalism, philosophy of education, educational policy, and the political economy of
education. Through purposive sampling and based on criteria including direct relevance
to Hayek’s thought, relevance to its theoretical foundations, scholarly credibility,
usefulness for deriving educational implications, and capacity for critical analysis, six
primary works by Hayek, four interpretive sources, and six critical sources were selected
as the core analytical sources. Data were collected through documentary study and
systematic note-taking and were analyzed through a multistage process involving the
identification of fundamental concepts, conceptual analysis, reconstruction of Hayek’s
internal theoretical framework, reconstruction of the relationship among the state, the
market, and schooling, inference of educational implications, and critical evaluation. To
enhance the credibility of the analysis, the findings derived from Hayek’s primary works
were compared with interpretive scholarship and examined in light of contemporary
literature in the philosophy of education.

Findings: The findings were organized around three main dimensions. First, analysis of
Hayek’s intellectual foundations showed that the limits of human knowledge, the
dispersion of knowledge, his critique of constructivist rationalism, and the theory of
spontaneous order constitute the epistemological and social core of his thought. From
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Hayek’s perspective, the complexity of social order and the dispersion of knowledge
among individuals constrain the capacity of any centralized authority to design and
comprehensively direct social institutions. At the level of political philosophy, these
premises lead to an emphasis on individual liberty, the rule of law, limited government,
and constraints on centralized planning; at the economic level, they support market
mechanisms, competition, and decentralized processes of social coordination.
Accordingly, the reduction of centralization and the expansion of choice and institutional
diversity can be regarded as important educational possibilities that may be inferred from
Hayek’s thought.

Second, the findings indicated that transferring these premises to the field of education
transforms the relationship among the state, the market, and schooling. Within this
framework, the state moves away from directly administering all dimensions of education
and toward a regulatory role centered on establishing and safeguarding general rules. At
the same time, mechanisms such as freedom of choice, competition among providers,
institutional autonomy, organizational diversity, and non-governmental participation
acquire greater significance. Consequently, schools tend to move from predominantly
state-centered institutions toward institutions characterized by greater autonomy, choice,
and competition. Nevertheless, this implication does not entail the complete withdrawal
of the state from education, since even within a Hayekian framework, general rules, the
rule of law, and certain public responsibilities remain necessary for maintaining social
order.

Third, the critical evaluation of these implications revealed that an emphasis on
decentralization, freedom of choice, and institutional diversity may create opportunities
for greater school autonomy, flexibility, and responsiveness. However, extending market
logic to education also entails significant risks. The most important include the
commodification of education, the reduction of educational aims to economic efficiency
and market value, the weakening of the state’s public responsibility, widening inequalities
among social groups, and diminished attention to the cultural, ethical, and civic functions
of schooling. From the perspective of contemporary philosophy of education, schooling
cannot be reduced to an institution for producing human capital or responding to
individual demand; it is also a public institution with responsibilities concerning
democracy, justice, identity formation, and the common good.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that the educational implications of Hayek’s thought
cannot be reduced to a simple endorsement of privatization or the replacement of the state
by the market. Rather, these implications derive from a theoretical chain connecting the
limits of human knowledge, the critique of centralized planning, spontaneous order,
liberty, limited government, and market mechanisms. Hayek’s thought therefore offers
significant resources for questioning excessive centralization and strengthening
institutional autonomy and diversity in education. Nevertheless, the direct extension of
market logic to schooling may conflict with the public and justice-oriented functions of
education. The fundamental issue, therefore, is not a binary choice between the state and
the market, but rather the determination of the appropriate scope and conditions of
intervention by each and the development of an educational governance model capable
of balancing freedom and choice with educational justice, the common good, and the
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public responsibility of the state. Accordingly, drawing on the potential contributions of
Hayek’s perspective to educational policy can be justified only when freedom and
economic efficiency are situated within the requirements of educational justice, equality
of opportunity, and the preservation of the public and civic functions of schooling.
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