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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The relationship between neoliberalism and Western women’s movements 
is complicated because neither of them are monolithic nor simplistic phe-
nomena, and they have influenced each other in multiple ways. This book 
takes a closer look at this relationship and aims at entangling those com-
plications with the purpose of explaining how women’s movements—as 
social justice movements—work and survive within a political environ-
ment that is not in their favour. Aotearoa1/New Zealand is an interesting 
place for such investigation. Neoliberalism—despite being a heteroge-
neous project that developed different factettes across different national 
and historic contexts—affects all feminist movements situated in the 
Global North and beyond. Aotearoa/New Zealand’s rapid and radical 
introduction of the neoliberal project in the mid-1980s and its later shift 
to the ‘Third Way’ (which was claimed to reduce social inequalities pro-
duced by neoliberalism but arguably reinforced them) resulted in particu-
larly pronounced changes of the women’s movement’s agency, strategies 
and challenges. Moreover, being a bicultural nation (i.e., Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi/the Treaty of Waitangi officially recognises European and Māori 
culture as equal) that also hosts a large population from the Pacific and 

1 Aotearoa is the Māori name for New Zealand and is commonly translated into ‘long 
white cloud’. I employ both names in this book.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-95523-6_1&domain=pdf
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from different parts of Asia, issues of postcolonialism and intersectionality 
are an inherent part of Aotearoa/New Zealand’s women’s movement’s 
history and practices. Both postcolonial and intersectional perspectives 
have become crucial components of analysing any feminist movement 
situated in the Global North. This book’s case study links intersectional 
and postcolonial struggles of the movement with its neoliberal opportuni-
ties. It also makes use of the current situation, in which Aotearoa/New 
Zealand’s neoliberal era is, perhaps, not over, but considerably slowed 
down. The change in government in 2017 represented a political cut that 
promised to move away from and undo (some) neoliberal policy making 
of the previous three decades. Thus, I can offer a tentative retrospective 
that takes stock of the effects neoliberalism had on the women’s move-
ment to this point.

My aim to investigate Aotearoa/New Zealand’s women’s movement 
under neoliberalism takes a broad approach. There are multiple dynamics 
that have changed the political opportunities and the character of feminist 
work in Aotearoa/New Zealand on several levels, and I intend to address 
them by looking at the movement on several interconnected levels: the 
micro-level of individual feminists, the meso-level of women’s organisa-
tions and the macro-level of state feminism. Such an approach does not 
allow a detailed examination of each of these levels but that is not my 
intention. Other authors have already provided useful in-depth studies of 
various selected aspects of Aotearoa/New Zealand’s women’s movement 
during neoliberalism. For example, Grey (2008a, 2009) explored devel-
opments of feminist grassroots activism and its changes between the late 
1960s until 2000, and Vanderpyl (2004) and Aimers (2011) explained 
women’s organisations’ struggles to maintain autonomy in neoliberal 
times. Aotearoa/New Zealand’s state feminism has been discussed by 
Hyman (2010) and Curtin (2008), who provided insight into the work of 
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MWA)2 and the importance of the 
Labour Women’s Council (see also Curtin & Teghtsoonian, 2010), and 
Teghtsoonian (2004) analysed the opportunities of gender mainstream-
ing. Simon-Kumar (2011) and Kahu and Morgan (2007) investigated the 
feminist character of neoliberal policy, and while McMillan et al. (2009) 

2 In 2014, the Ministry’s name was changed to Ministry for Women. For consistency rea-
sons, I will use the old name throughout the book, as it was the official name during the time 
of my study and therefore, also my empirical sources refer to it as the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs.

  J. SCHUSTER
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offered an insightful account of women’s political involvement ranging 
from activism to representation in Parliament, they primarily focussed on 
the institutionalised side of feminism.

Rather than replicating this work I want to provide a comprehensive 
perspective on Aotearoa/New Zealand’s women’s movement during the 
neoliberal era that discusses individualised, organisational and state femi-
nism as well as the relationships between them and to offer an explanation 
as to how feminist activities on the three levels complement each other. 
My approach of investigating the macro-, meso- and micro-level simulta-
neously allows a discussion of the different roles that these levels have in 
the women’s movement. As I will show, feminist activities on all three 
levels were shaped by challenges and opportunities within their specific 
contexts and only a perspective that examines all three levels can unpack 
how they, together, constituted a women’s movement that persevered 
through neoliberal times.

Yet, the story is more complex than a narration of how neoliberalism 
limited the opportunities for feminism and co-opted feminist attempts to 
change politics. Using Wendy Brown’s (2006, 2015) concept of neolib-
eral rationality, I will also argue that, over the course of 30 years, neolib-
eral values have become hegemonic in Aotearoa/New Zealand, infiltrating 
all of society, including feminist circles. Rather than a simple neoliberal 
co-option of feminism, my study shows that feminists have battled against 
neoliberal challenges but they also have taken some aspects of neoliberal 
rationality and re-applied them for their purposes. On the one hand, the 
women’s movement struggled to withstand the challenges posed by a 
neoliberal political environment, which limited feminist agency and advo-
cacy mainly at the meso- and macro-levels of the movement (e.g., restricted 
funding and outcome-specific government contracts silenced the political 
voice of women’s organisations). On the other hand, neoliberal values also 
encouraged individualised approaches to feminist engagement and they 
shaped the strategies feminists themselves applied to tackle challenges 
based, for instance, on the acknowledgement of differences among 
women. Aotearoa/New Zealand’s colonial heritage and the way that neo-
liberal approaches dealt with this heritage, added to these challenges for 
the movement. In conclusion, I will suggest that the women’s movement 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand became fragmented and appeared to be ‘invis-
ible’ under neoliberalism; however, according to Sawer’s (2010) defini-
tion of women’s movements, these changes did not end the movement, 
they just altered its ways.

1  INTRODUCTION 



4

Before this book delves into its main discussion, this introductory chap-
ter sets the scene for my analysis. It clarifies what a women’s movement is 
on a theoretical level and it discusses how political opportunities can be 
understood to impact on a movement’s rise and decline as well as on the 
strategies social movement actors apply to achieve their goals. It also intro-
duces the empirical study on which my findings are based. Subsequently, 
this chapter offers a brief summary of Aotearoa/New Zealand’s history of 
neoliberalism and colonialism, because the latter is important to under-
stand the impact of the former on feminism in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Women’s Movements and Their 
Political Opportunities

Women’s movements vary significantly in the ways they are constituted, 
organised and do their work, and it is hard to squeeze them all into one 
definition. Some scholars distinguish between women’s movements and 
feminist movements (Beckwith 2001; Dann, 1985; Lovenduski, 2008) 
and argue that women’s movements are those which promote women’s 
issues and are under women’s leadership. Theoretically, these movements 
can have any kinds of women’s issues as their goals, including right-wing 
and anti-feminist ones. Women-led pro-life movements are examples of 
such anti-feminist women’s movements. According to this approach, fem-
inist movements are only those subsets of women’s movements that are 
informed by feminist beliefs and pursue the goal of challenging or even 
abolishing patriarchy.

I do not subscribe to this differentiation between women’s movements 
and feminist movements because I firmly believe that the aims and goals 
of women’s movements are always feminist. Anti-feminist movements do 
not have the interests of women at heart, some only claim to do so. Pro-
life movements, for instance, defend the assumed interests of the foetus, 
not of women. Moreover, a definitional distinction between women’s and 
feminist movements fails to acknowledge the well-documented reluctance 
of many women to identify with feminism while supporting the pursuit of 
gender equality (Baumgardner & Richards, 2003; Baumgartner & Morris, 
2010; Buschman & Lenart, 1996; Kamen, 1991; Riley et  al., 2010; 
Williams & Wittig, 1997). ‘Feminism’ is a loaded term that is not used 
across cultures and is sometimes misinterpreted to carry connotations of 
extremism and hatred of men (Bulbeck, 2006; Edelstein, 2007). 

  J. SCHUSTER
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Consequently, an explicitly feminist label will be rejected by some wom-
en’s movements that challenge patriarchy even though they still meet the 
criteria of being feminist on a theoretical level. Therefore, I follow authors 
such as Rosas and Wilson (2003) and apply the terms ‘women’s move-
ment’ and ‘feminist movement’ for the purpose of this book 
interchangeably.

The fact that the term ‘women’ does not include all people active in 
feminist movements is, admittedly, problematic. Men and other genders 
are not excluded from (most) feminist communities, they are feminists 
and do valuable work in the fields of women’s empowerment and gender 
equality. Most importantly, there are also feminist movements that are not 
women’s movements (e.g., queer movements). Yet, for the purpose of this 
book, I was only interested in the perspective of women on women’s 
movements. The movement was started by women trying to liberate and 
empower women, and I was interested in the opinion and views of women 
about this movement because their political interests were historically at 
the heart of the movement. To be clear, when this book refers to ‘women’, 
everyone identifying as a woman is referred to, irrespectively of their bio-
logical sex. While other perspectives and perspectives on other feminist 
movements would without doubt have offered additional and interesting 
insights, they were not in the focus of this project.

Conceptualising Women’s Movements

Lovenduski (2008, p. 175) stated that women’s movements are consti-
tuted by both ‘a form of collective behaviour and the ideas that inspire 
that behaviour’. This is quite a broad description but I use it as a starting 
point that suggests a women’s movement consists of people engaging in 
actions that aim for social change and of some form of ideology (femi-
nism) that guides this behaviour. Sawer (2010) offered a more detailed 
definition that I find useful for my purpose because it provides a clear 
structure to guide my assessment of the neoliberal impact on the women’s 
movement. She identified three characteristics of women’s movements: 
first, they are mobilisations of collective identity as women; second, they 
sustain the challenge of women-centred discourses even through periods 
of abeyance; and third, they make claims on behalf of women. When 
related to Lovenduski’s definition, this third part of Sawer’s definition 
suggests that making claims on behalf of women includes achieving social 
change through collective behaviour that is in the interest of women. 

1  INTRODUCTION 



6

Sawer’s way of framing this point does not imply that all claims are made 
on behalf of all women at the same time, which acknowledges different 
needs among women. Neither does it suggest that only women can make 
such claims, which opens women’s movements to participants of all 
genders.

The second part of Sawer’s definition—sustaining women-centred dis-
course through periods of abeyance—is important for Aotearoa/New 
Zealand’s women’s movement under neoliberalism because it clarifies that 
a movement still exists as a movement even though it may be in abeyance. 
It establishes the idea that keeping women’s issues on the political agenda 
is part of the work of a women’s movement. While women’s issues are dif-
ficult to define, I follow Sapiro (1981) who suggested three categories of 
women’s issues: those in which women have more interest than they have 
in other issues, issues in which women have more interest than men (or 
other genders) do and issues in which women have a special interest 
because of their particular viewpoint. Of course, not all women share all 
their interests. Thus, it is important to understand these varying interests 
in relation to the first part of Sawer’s definition of women’s movements—
the mobilisation of collective identity as women—because this relationship 
clarifies how a diverse group of women can share a common identity.

Collective identities are a crucial component of political mobilisation 
(Katzenstein, 1990; Melucci, 1989; Whittier, 1995, 1997). Whittier 
(1995) explained, for example, that a feminist identity is a collective iden-
tity. Through adopting such an identity, a group creates a distinction 
between insiders and outsiders and takes on a certain political conscious-
ness. While their meanings can change over time, collective identities can 
only exist when individuals agree and act on them. Thus, conceptualising 
a collective identity is a political process in itself, because it determines 
who belongs to a group and who does not (Bacchi, 1999; Ferree & 
Mueller, 2003; Whittier, 1995).

Drawing on this conceptualisation, I understand the collective identity 
of women as a political category. It reflects those political interests that 
women share as women. This does not imply that all political interests of 
all women overlap. Nor does it deny the many instances when political 
interests of women as women are considered less important than, or con-
tradict, political interests of women as individuals who hold other collec-
tive identities, for example those based on race, ethnicity, age or class. But 
it does assume that some political claims can be made on behalf of women 
because they are structurally disadvantaged in many social areas.

  J. SCHUSTER



7

Returning to Lovenduski’s approach of conceptualising women’s 
movements, I need to add some final qualifications to the understanding 
of collective behaviour. So far, I have addressed the actors of a movement 
as individuals. But within women’s movements, individuals also organise 
themselves into groups, formal organisations and within government 
institutions. Ideally, they form alliances between these levels and build 
interpersonal networks (Dobrowolsky, 1998; Ferree & Mueller, 2003; 
Katzenstein, 1990; Sawer, 2010). Aotearoa/New Zealand scholars have 
confirmed that a feminist presence on all three levels is vital for the survival 
of feminism (Curtin, 2008; Hyman, 1994). Therefore, I understand 
women’s movements to situate their collective behaviour within the 
micro- (individual), meso- (groups and organisations) and macro-levels 
(government and state) of society.

Political Opportunities

The development of social movements can be explained through different 
theoretical lenses. As I am interested in the influence of neoliberalism on 
the women’s movement, I need an approach that takes the political con-
text of the movement into account. This can be achieved using the politi-
cal opportunity structure model (Meyer, 2004; Peoples, 2019), which 
situates and explains the rise and decline of a social movement as well as its 
choice of strategies within the political climate created by institutional 
politics. This theory assumes that movements use windows of political 
opportunity that are available to them at a given time for their purposes. 
They adapt to their environment. This explains, for example, why the suf-
fragists chose institutionalised strategies like petitions to influence 
Parliament (because those were the most promising political strategies 
available to women at the time) or why the Second Wave movement lost 
force after failing to win ground on the hoped-for abortion law reform 
(because it was demotivating to see a window of opportunity closing). 
Most importantly for my purpose, this theory allows for taking into 
account the effects of neoliberalism on the development of Aotearoa/
New Zealand’s women’s movement after 1984.

The political opportunity structure model belongs to social movement 
theories that understand movements as ‘contentious politics’. This school 
of thought first developed the ‘resource mobilisation model’, which argues 
that movements are not driven by unreasonable and emotional motiva-
tions, as earlier theories suggested, but represent rational political 

1  INTRODUCTION 
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intentions and it asks how and under what circumstances enough financial 
and human resources are mobilised to address social conflict through a 
social movement (Dahlerup, 2013; Edelman, 2001; Jenkins, 1983; 
Kuumba, 2001; McCarthy & Zald, 1977; McDonald, 2002; Melucci & 
Avritzer, 2000). ‘Political process’ scholars (e.g., McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 
2011) adopted these ideas and argued that movement activists choose 
their goals and strategies within a given political context that is deter-
mined by mainstream political actors (Della Porta & Diani, 1999; Kuumba, 
2001; Meyer, 2004). McAdam (1982, p.  20), however, defined social 
movements as ‘rational attempts by excluded groups to mobilise sufficient 
political leverage to advance collective interests through noninstitutional-
ized means’. This definition stands in contrast to earlier resource mobilisa-
tion approaches since it emphasises political activities outside of institutions. 
Similarly, Tilly (1984, p. 306) defined social movements as a ‘sustained 
series of interactions between power holders and persons successfully 
claiming to speak on behalf of a constituency lacking formal representa-
tion’. Pointing towards these interactions, Tilly highlighted the reciproc-
ity between activists or organisations and mainstream political actors.

Eisinger (1973) developed this theory further and was the first to use a 
‘political opportunity’ framework, which examines the political climate 
created by political institutions in a similar way to political process 
approaches (Meyer, 2004). However, this theory argues that the willing-
ness with which political institutions and governments respond to the 
demands of a social movement and political dissent helps or hinders the 
movement’s development. Thus, the political opportunity framework 
evaluates how much impact collective action can or will have in a given 
political context (Eisinger, 1973; Staggenborg, 1998; Tarrow, 2011). 
According to this model, movements will form, if and when there is an 
opportunity for it to be successful. This does not mean, however, that 
social movements only form when the political environment is friendly 
towards its aims. People engage in forms of protest precisely when their 
political demands are not met by institutionalised politics. Put simply, 
when there is an abundance of political opportunity, there is no need for a 
movement. Yet, when there is no chance to be successful, emerging pro-
tests will not get enough support to form a new or maintain an existing 
movement. Thus, according to the political opportunity structure model, 
it ‘is in the middle realm—some political opportunity, but not unfettered 
access—in which social movements are most likely to form and have suc-
cess’ (Peoples, 2019, p. 27).

  J. SCHUSTER
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Political opportunity theory and its predecessor, the political process 
model, have received some criticism (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004). Several 
scholars argued that these theories explain how political environments cre-
ate or inhibit opportunities for social movements but leave the question 
‘opportunity for what?’ unanswered (Cornwall et al., 2007). Others have 
argued that the ‘political opportunities’ concept has been stretched to 
become synonymous with ‘environment’ or given so many different mean-
ings, that the concept has become empty (Goodwin & Jasper, 1999). 
Addressing the first concern, I am interested in the political opportunities 
of a women’s movement in neoliberal Aotearoa/New Zealand for surviv-
ing and for creating new approaches of feminist activism, despite adverse 
conditions. In relation to the second critique, I can clarify that the political 
opportunities I describe refer to the avenues and possibilities for feminists 
to pursue their political agenda. These opportunities differ for individual 
women, women’s organisations and state feminist institutions because of 
their different work priorities as well as their different positions in relation 
to political institutions and government. However, for all three of these 
levels, neoliberal rationality adopted by institutional entities such as gov-
ernment and the mainstream media has shaped these opportunities con-
siderably. Framing such changes in a positive way, Newman (2012, p. 139) 
even argued for the British context that under the influence of neoliberal-
ism, feminists ‘generated new things: new pathways, new policies, new 
public conversations, new organizational practices, new governance foci, 
and new ways of understanding and practising politics’.

Empirical Foundation

This book is based on my dissertation project, which I conducted between 
2010 and 2014 at the University of Auckland. At the time of the project, 
I did not know that the Fifth National Government would be replaced by 
the Sixth Labour Government in 2017, changing the course from neolib-
eral to more welfare-orientated politics. As I am finishing this book, I do 
not know for how long this type of governance will last. What I do know 
is that my empirical work was conducted during the early period of 
Aotearoa/New Zealand’s Third Wave movement. For the purpose of this 
book, this was an ideal time, as generational and ideological shifts between 
the Second and Third Waves could be observed in detail and the impact of 
neoliberalism (and the Third Way) on the movement had reached its peak.

1  INTRODUCTION 
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My study rests on three empirical data sources. First, it incorporates 
diverse feminist voices via 40 qualitative interviews with members of 
Aotearoa/New Zealand’s women’s movement. Second, it draws on 
insights from a content analysis of websites of 20 Aotearoa/New Zealand 
feminist/women’s groups and organisations, and, as a third data source, 
on a content analysis of seven documents that were issued by Aotearoa/
New Zealand government departments. Combining these data sources 
allows relating individual, organisational and state feminist perspectives to 
each other. Together, they offer personal points of view as well as official 
representations of organisations and institutions. It is my aim to connect 
those levels with one another.

Interviews

As my main method of collecting empirical data, I interviewed 40 self-
identified women,3 who either called themselves feminist, engaged in 
political activities focused on or related to women’s issues of any kind, 
and/or worked for an organisation/group/institution involved in work 
concerned with women’s issues.

For reasons I explained earlier, I only interviewed women. Still, diver-
sity was a main aim in selecting interview participants. The final group of 
40 women interviewed consisted of 28 Pākehā4 women, 8 Asian women, 
5 Māori women, 4 women of other European decent (e.g., recent immi-
grants) and 1 Samoan woman.5 They were between the ages of 20 and 70 
(although 28 of them were younger than 40 years). I did not ask about the 
women’s sexual identities, but 38 of the participants referred to it them-
selves during the interview. Most (25) identified as heterosexual, 7 as 
queer, 5 as lesbian and 1 as bisexual. The Appendix offers a table of my 
participants’ occupations and involvement with women’s institutions, 
organisations and groups (Table A.1).

I adopted a slightly altered version of qualitative ‘problem-centred’ 
interviews, a concept developed by Witzel (2000). In this interview for-
mat, participants are invited to narrate their views but, in contrast to 

3 The group of participants consisted mainly, but not exclusively of cis-women, that is, 
people who identify as female and are biologically female.

4 New Zealander of European descent.
5 These numbers add up to over 40 because some of the women identified with two or 

more ethnic groups.

  J. SCHUSTER


