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Abstract
Scholars have long criticised the feminist wave model and yet it 
still remains a part of everyday discourse on feminism. Rather 
than dismissing the model, which would perpetuate the erasure 
of marginalised women, we can instead challenge the model’s 
exclusionary assumptions by re-examining the power dynamics 
of feminist spaces and (re)centring the actions of women who 
supposedly do not fit. Although many feminist scholars have 
successfully taken up this call in the global context of second-wave 
feminism, the experience of Māori women in Aotearoa New Zealand 
has still been left relatively unexplored. This article examines the 
activism of Māori women throughout the 1970s, looking at the 
exchanges and tensions between Māori and Pākehā women, as well 
as the pioneering action of Māori women, both in mixed-gender and 
all-women activist groups. This directly challenges Māori women’s 
marginalised position in feminist history and underlines the 
continued oppression caused by settler colonial frameworks. I argue 
that female Māori action was crucial, not just for Māori women and 
society, but also for the development of the feminist movement in 
Aotearoa New Zealand as a whole. 

* * *
‘White Women’s Convention?’ read a banner held in protest outside the 
New Zealand United Women’s Convention (UWC) of 1979 in Hamilton.1 
This convention, the fourth and last to be held, intended to bring together 

1	  Marti Friedlander, ‘United Women’s Convention’ (Black-and-white photograph), Te-Ara, the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand (Wellington: Manatū Taonga Ministry for Culture and Heritage 1979), 
teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/27912/challenging-racism. 

http://teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/27912/challenging-racism


Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

52

women from all over Aotearoa New Zealand, along with international 
guests, to discuss women’s issues. Yet many Māori and other women of 
colour felt excluded from this dialogue, as the banner highlighted. The 
dissatisfaction displayed here reflected the feeling among many women in 
Aotearoa that the new wave had a white-focussed agenda. In official and 
mainstream narratives of women’s events in 1970s New Zealand, Pākehā 
women certainly dominate.2 However, this does not mean that Māori 
women were not there and fighting to be heard. 

The feminist second wave has often been characterised and criticised as 
white, middle-class, straight and liberal. The second wave lasted roughly 
from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, following the first wave, which 
gathered force at the turn of the twentieth century, and preceding the third 
wave that took place predominantly in the 1990s. Dominant narratives 
concerning the second wave often suggest that ‘other’ feminisms were 
only ‘added’ later,3 thus, the model of feminist waves involves problematic 
homogenisation along a Eurocentric timeline, erasing the voices of the 
many women who do not uphold this narrative.  And yet, despite many 
valid critiques, the wave model cannot be so easily shaken from discourse.4 
Jo Reger explores the concept of ‘discursive legacy’, a type of ‘ideological 
language’ that is recognisable to the broader public, showing that the wave 
model has persisted within feminist discourse despite its issues.5 Thus, 
simply rejecting the framework as irrelevant for women who ‘do not fit’ 
reconfirms assumptions that second-wave feminism was exclusively white 
and middle-class, serving to further exclude marginalised women from 
popular discussions and erasing many diverse experiences.6 We must engage 
with and challenge the wave’s discursive silencing powers, ensuring that 
marginalised women are instead brought to the centre of discussion. For 
Māori women this proves essential, as a group facing deep-rooted oppression 
within Aotearoa since the beginning of the country’s colonisation.

2	  Pākehā is a common Māori term used to delineate a New Zealander of European descent; Aotearoa 
is the Māori name for New Zealand (both terms are used interchangeably throughout this essay).
3	  Mary Holmes, ‘Second-Wave Feminism and the Politics of Relationships’, Women’s Studies 
International Forum 23, no.2 (2000): 239–240.
4	  Joan Sangster, ‘Creating Popular Histories: Re-interpreting “Second Wave” Canadian Feminism’, 
Dialectical Anthropology, 39 (2015): 384; Nancy A. Hewitt, ‘Introduction’, in No Permanent Waves: 
Recasting Histories of U.S. Feminism, ed. Nancy A. Hewitt (New Brunswick/New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 2010), 7.
5	  Jo Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History: The Discursive Legacy of the Wave Metaphor and Contemporary 
Feminism’, Feminist Studies 43, no.1, (2017): 194.
6	  Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History’, 220.
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The Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi) was signed in 1840 by the 
British Crown and Māori leaders, following first contact with Pākehā 
traders and missionaries from the 1790s, and was the founding document 
of New Zealand society. It thus formed a basis upon which Māori became 
dramatically dispossessed of land and power. In 1860, around 80 per cent of 
the land in the North Island was held by Māori. By 1939 this had decreased 
to approximately 9 per cent.7 The wording of the Te Reo (Māori language) 
version of the Treaty implied the maintenance of Māori sovereignty and 
was signed by over 500 Māori, including thirteen women.8 Contrastingly, 
the English language version stated that Māori would cede sovereignty 
to the British Crown.9 This and other mistranslations and ambiguity in 
phrasing have led to complicated legal interpretations and formed a basis 
for land disputes into the present day.10 Furthermore, Brendan Hokowhitu 
points out that The Treaty strengthened the breakdown of Māori social and 
gender structures, such as the assumption that a masculine person was the 
natural go-between for tribe and state.11 Parallel to significant land loss, 
the Māori population and health suffered severely. In less than fifty years, 
the number of Māori, as a percentage of Aotearoa’s total population, went 
from 50 per cent to around 5 per cent by 1900.12 Hence the colonisation of 
Aotearoa perpetrated a breakdown of Māori society and knowledge, while 
simultaneously entrenching misogyny against Māori women.

Nevertheless, the 1970s saw a Māori ‘renaissance’ take place—or, as put by 
Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, ‘a deliberate and forceful declaring of who we are’.13 
There was invigorated struggle to reclaim Māori land, including the 1975 
Land March, the occupation at Raglan Golf Course and the establishment 
of the Waitangi Tribunal, in all of which Māori women played a central 

7	  ‘Māori land loss, 1860-2000’, Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2021, nzhistory.govt.nz/media/
interactive/maori-land-1860-2000. 
8	  ‘Section 3: The signing of the Treaty of Waitangi,’ Waitangi Tribunal, 2016, waitangitribunal.govt.
nz/publications-and-resources/school-resources/treaty-past-and-present/section-3/. 
9	  ‘The Treaty in Brief: Page 1 – Introduction’, NZ History, 2017, nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/treaty/
the-treaty-in-brief; Sharon McKenzie Stevens and Lachlan Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa and the Rhetoric 
of Brown Power: Re-Situating Collective Rhetorics in Global Colonialism’, in Teaching Writing in 
Globalization Remapping Disciplinary Work, ed. Darin Payne and Daphne Desser, (Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2012), 23.
10	  McKenzie Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 23; Leonie E. Pihama, ‘Tīhei Mauri Ora Honouring 
Our Voices: Mana Wahine as a Kuapapa Māori Theoretical Framework’, (PhD thesis, University of 
Auckland, 2001), 124–128.
11	  Brendan Hokowhitu, ‘Producing Elite Indigenous Masculinities,’ Settler Colonial Studies 2, no.2 
(2012): 36.
12	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 23.
13	  Ngāhuia Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori (Auckland: New Women’s Press Ltd, 1991), 11.

http://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/interactive/maori-land-1860-2000
http://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/interactive/maori-land-1860-2000
http://waitangitribunal.govt.nz/publications-and-resources/school-resources/treaty-past-and-present/section-3/
http://waitangitribunal.govt.nz/publications-and-resources/school-resources/treaty-past-and-present/section-3/
http://nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/treaty/the-treaty-in-brief
http://nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/treaty/the-treaty-in-brief
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role.14 This increase in Māori activism coincided with an upsurge in political 
activism across the world, including the rise of second-wave feminism from 
the late 1960s onwards. Student protests, as well as Black Power, the New Left 
and anti-imperialist activism increased and expanded, including in Aotearoa 
New Zealand.15 Some of the key women’s groups in Aotearoa included 
Women’s Liberation, established in 1970, and the National Organisation 
for Women (NOW), founded in 1972.16 As a significant decade of activism, 
the 1970s provides a fruitful lens for investigation into both Māori and 
women-centred activism. I build on Na Tiopira McDowell’s research into 
radical Māori activism from 1968 to 1978 and Erina Okeroa’s investigation 
into the Black Women’s Movement in Aotearoa from 1978 to 1982 to 
explore further the intersection of Māori action and women’s organising, 
in order to destabilise some of the pre-established popular assumptions of 
this period.17 

Indeed, the long and rich history of Māori women’s resistance has often 
been recorded in parallel to or on the margins of Pākehā movements—an 
issue that persists today. Grace Millar’s study shows that from all articles 
published in the New Zealand Journal of History between 1993 and 2017, 
only thirteen incorporated Māori women actors, from a total of 71 that 
included historical women actors.18 Leonie Pihama also underlines how 
many academic frameworks deepen assumptions of Māori ‘otherness’ 
and maintain colonial knowledge hierarchies. For instance, through 
the prioritisation of the individual, many frameworks sideline Māori 
understandings of whakapapa (genealogy) as well as familial and social 
relationships.19 Therefore, I engage the concept of Mana wahine, to focus 
on (re)centring the Māori female experience and to resist a Eurocentric 
analysis of 1970s women’s activism. Although translating Māori terms risks 
superseding their multiplicate meanings with European cultural associations, 

14	  Leonie Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory: Transforming Theory in Aotearoa’, in Kaupapa Rangahau: 
A Reader, ed. Leonie Pihama, Sarah-Jane Tiakiwai, and Kim Southey, 2nd ed., (Hamilton: Te Kotahi 
Research Institute, 2015), 13.
15	  Hokulani K. Aikau, Karla Erickson and Jennifer L. Pierce, ‘Feminism, First-, Second-, and Third-
Wave’, in The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. Hilary Callan (John Wiley & Sons, 2018), 3.
16	  For a historical overview of many women’s organisations in Aotearoa see: ‘Women Together—Ngā 
Rōpū Wāhine o te Motu’, NZ History, 2018, nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together.
17	  Na Tiopira McDowell, ‘“Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi”: The Politics and Development of Modern 
Maori Activism, 1968–78’, (MA thesis, University of Auckland, 2007); Erina Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes 
of self-determination in Aotearoa New Zealand: The Black Women’s Movement 1978–1982’, (MA thesis, 
Victoria University of Wellington, 2012).
18	  Grace Millar, ‘Women’s Lives, Feminism and the New Zealand Journal of History’, New Zealand 
Journal of History 52 no.2, (2018): 3.
19	  Leonie Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory’, in Pihama et al., Kaupapa Rangahau, 10.

http://nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together
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Mana can be loosely translated to ‘authority’, ‘prestige’ or ‘power’ and wahine 
to ‘woman’.20 Mana wahine is often connected to Māori feminism, based 
on the intersection of ‘being Māori and being female’.21 Mana wahine can 
be realised in diverse ways, with a decolonising force that creates space to 
redraw narrative boundaries.22 By engaging with Mana wahine, I question 
the discursive boundaries of second-wave feminist action in Aotearoa New 
Zealand and place Māori women more centrally within this history. Due to 
the more comprehensive discussions of this topic in the context of North 
America, I also build on Native feminist theories, such as those explored 
by Maile Arvin et al. who also aim to centre Indigenous knowledge, and 
on research that seeks to reframe second-wave chronologies.23 These studies 
offer useful and versatile methods for examining the Aotearoa case.  

Broadsheet, a feminist magazine which ran from 1972 to 1993, provides 
a key source in this essay. The magazine made significant space for Māori 
women’s voices and activism, particularly towards the end of the 1970s 
and into the 1980s, despite the often ‘uncomfortable’ conversations this 
brought up.24 Yet, although it was a progressive magazine, Broadsheet was 
controlled and run predominantly by Pākehā women and largely remained 
aligned with mainstream feminist debates and patterns.25 The four New 
Zealand UWCs and their preparations, held in 1973, 1975, 1977 and 1979 
constitute another key source base. I view these sources through a Māori-
focused lens, in order to disrupt their often Pākehā-centred narratives as well 
as their commonly held assumptions about the second wave. I try to engage 
Māori voices wherever possible, however these are often limited to women 
who were/are significant within the women’s/Māori causes and thus more 
present within feminist/activist spaces.

20	  Naomi Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine: Decolonising Politics’, Women’s Studies Journal 25, no. 2 (2011): 
12-14; for a more in-depth discussion of the meaning and translation of Mana Wahine, see: Pihama, ‘Tīhei 
Mauri Ora’, 260–263.
21	  Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, 12–14.
22	  Pihama, ‘Tīhei Mauri Ora’, 258; see also: Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, in Pihama et al., Kaupapa 
Rangahau; Te Awekōtuku, Mana Wahine Maori, 11–25.
23	  Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck and Angie Morrill, ‘Decolonising Feminism: Challenging connections 
between settler colonialism and heteropatriarchy’, Feminist Formations 25, no.1 (2013): 8–34; Sangster, 
‘Creating popular histories’, 381–404; Becky Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism: Recasting the 
Chronology of Second Wave Feminism’, Feminist Studies 28, no.2 (2002): 337–452.
24	  Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 73; McDowell, ‘Riria te Riri, Mahi ate Mahi’, 167.
25	  Carmel Daly, ‘Broadsheet Collective: 1972–1997’, NZ History, nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/
broadsheet-collective. 

http://nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/broadsheet-collective
http://nzhistory.govt.nz/women-together/broadsheet-collective
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Discourses control knowledge—that is, what is chosen to be produced and 
circulated and therefore known—and it is thus vital to consistently question 
these knowledge sources and who they may be serving.26 We must engage 
with and challenge prominent assumptions to ensure that marginalised 
women are centred, particularly as settler colonial structures persist in the 
current day. In this essay, I weave together multiple strands of Māori action 
to critique Eurocentric understandings of feminism and reassert Māori 
women as fundamental to Aotearoa’s women’s and feminist history. The 
first section explores settler colonial structures further, particularly within 
feminist spaces, to highlight their destructive and silencing force. The 
second section takes a Māori-centred look at feminist interactions in an 
attempt to reconfigure the boundaries of who and what we consider part of 
the movement. Finally, I examine ways in which Māori women contributed 
to and shaped women’s causes through Māori activism, including in mixed-
gender groups. 

Spaces of Erasure
Examining spaces of Māori–Pākehā interaction is a productive way to 
challenge normative assumptions about feminism and to dispute the 
existence of simple North-to-South ideological transfer. However, these 
spaces can quickly become spaces of erasure, where rigid understandings 
of feminism go unchallenged. Indeed, feminism in Aotearoa has often 
furthered the marginalisation of certain groups of women who were already 
disadvantaged within settler colonial frameworks that prioritised ‘Western-
centred’ knowledge.27 Nevertheless, Sally Crawford’s research on media 
discourse highlights the nation’s continuing dominant narrative as ‘a global 
leader in feminism’.28 This makes critical examination into feminist spaces 
even more pertinent. In this section I demonstrate why alternative frames of 
reference are necessary, showing how Māori experiences become otherwise 
easily side-lined. 

Feminist encounters between Māori and Pākehā often affirmed knowledge 
hierarchies, with the white woman’s experience setting the defining parameters 
of oppression. Group hierarchies are maintained through the expression of 

26	  Sally Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card: Glorifying Aotearoa New Zealand feminism in “dangerous 
times”’, Women’s Studies Journal 30, no.1/2 (2018): 102.
27	  Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card’, 104.
28	  Crawford, ‘Playing the Trump Card’, 100–114.
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a ‘particular vision of social reality’ that supports the discourse of those in 
power.29 Thus, the dominance of white, generally straight and middle-class 
women’s voices within feminist spaces held a silencing power that in turn 
upheld assumptions of whiteness. Contemporary Māori activist, Hana 
Jackson, emphasised this issue, suggesting that Māori women who ‘never 
talk about themselves at all’ struggled to express their experiences within 
a Pākehā-dominated group of women, ‘who have not been conditioned to 
sit back, to listen, to observe’.30 The ‘invisible racialised subject position’ 
of these exchanges, enforced through colonial structures, reflects the 
unbalanced relations of power.31 Kaupapa Māori theory, contrastingly, 
‘is not about asserting the superiority of one set of knowledge over another 
or one worldview over another’, but rather about creating space for Māori 
understandings and ways of thinking.32 

These power dynamics can be observed in October 1978 preparations for 
the Hamilton UWC, to be held over the 1979 Easter weekend. A hand-
written report from three UWC committee members, who attended 
a Māori Women’s Welfare League (MWWL) meeting at a high school to 
promote the Convention, stated:

[W]e were greeted very kindly, and were asked many penetrating 
questions! I felt that initially some of the women there were against 
us, but after we had had 1½ hours of discussion, I felt that we had 
‘won them over’.33 

The committee’s suggestion that the Māori women present lacked an 
understanding of what feminism was and could offer, and had to be ‘won 
over’, appears patronising. From the view of the reporter, the conversation 
was hierarchical and one way, without a sense of mutual learning and 
understanding. When this Pākehā feminist narrative is taken at face value, 
it implies a North-to-South diffusion of knowledge, devaluing the position 
and knowledge of Indigenous actors.

29	  Tahu Kukutai and John Taylor, ‘Postcolonial Profiling of Indigenous Populations: Limitations and 
Responses in Australia and New Zealand’, in Pihama et al, eds., Kaupapa Rangahau, 131-142.
30	  Sharon Alston, ‘Hana Jackson,’ in ‘Talking to Polynesian Women Part I’, Broadsheet 12a (1973), 12.
31	  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘Whiteness Matters: Implications of Talkin’ up to the White Woman’, 
Australian Feminist Studies 21, no. 50 (2006): 246.
32	  Pihama, ‘Kaupapa Māori Theory’ in Pihama et al, eds., Kaupapa Rangahau, 12.
33	  Beryl Duff, ‘Meeting at Maori Women’s Welfare League, Melville High School, Mon 16 Oct’, Box 1, 
University of Waikato Archive (hereafter UWA).
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Ironically, the artwork for the same Convention’s poster featured a Māori 
woman with a baby on her hip.34 This was called out by the women 
organising the Convention’s ‘Women and White Racism’ workshop in the 
post-convention report, which criticised the poster as ‘patronising’, a notion 
that was ‘perpetuated by the lack of workshops for black women, and 
relevant workshops for all women to work together’.35 These contradictions 
suggest a  lack of awareness, on the part of the feminist organisers, that a 
corresponding Māori experience regarding women’s issues and feminism 
actually existed, and that there was a desire from Māori women to participate 
and engage in mutual exchange. The actions of the Pākehā organisers had 
the potential to imply that a full attempt at representation and inclusion of 
Māori women was achieved, supporting the contemporary narrative that 
New Zealand had ‘the best race relations in the world’.36 And yet, Māori 
women were treated as outsiders when it came to true dialogue. Māori 
experiences were taken by Pākehā feminists, when it suited, and framed 
within their own dominating positionings—giving Māori women a face 
but no voice.

Not all Pākehā women were against hearing Māori experiences, but often 
what Māori women expressed was incongruous with their understandings 
and created tensions. In 1978 Māori activist Ripeka Evans attended a 
Women’s Liberation conference held in Piha and presented a paper with 
Donna Awatere on the position of Māori women. She recalled: 

The women at the conference saw Maori women as a threat. While 
Donna was talking to the paper at the conference one white woman 
was yelling and crying at the top of her voice, ‘It’s not racism, Donna, 
it’s sexism.’ After the session the women were comforting her while 
she had hysterics. We just looked at each other. There were only four 
Maoris [sic] there at that thing, and no one came to comfort us.37 

Awatere’s understanding did not align with this white woman’s view 
of feminism and oppression and thus was rejected as false. The woman’s 
reaction reveals the ‘rhetorical shock to mainstream Pākehā,’ resulting from 
the expression of racist oppression within a feminist space.38 Presenting 

34	  Robin White (Artist), ‘United Women’s Convention’, Auckland Museum EPH-PT-3-112 (1979), 
aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_library-ephemera-18759.
35	  ‘Maori and Polynesian Women’, in United Women’s Convention 1979 Hamilton (Hamilton: United 
Women’s Convention, University of Waikato Hamilton, 1979), Box 1, UWA, 116.
36	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 17.
37	  Ripeka Evans, ‘Rebecca Evans’, Broadsheet 103 (1982), 14.
38	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 31.

http://aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_library-ephemera-18759
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herself as the victim of Awatere’s speech, which centred on Māori women, 
she recentred the ‘white woman’ and shut down any potential discussion on 
systemic racism. Fragility became weaponised through the woman’s tears. 
Paradoxically, the suffering of Māori women, who have been individually 
and collectively oppressed under the violent and destructive colonial system, 
was decentred and denied. 

Typically, Pākehā feminists’ understandings and focus during the 1970s were 
based on individual rights directly relating to the male position.39 For Māori 
women, feminism and women’s issues were never straightforward, with 
multiple oppressions and identifications at play. As Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí 
argues, despite being defined and practised as a universalising discourse, 
feminism has been informed by ‘Western’ understandings and questions on 
gender and therefore can be restricted to Eurocentric ‘tunnel vision’.40 In this 
vein, some of the issues facing Māori women were incongruous with Pākehā 
feminists’ beliefs. When women addressed issues other than sexism alone, it 
was often seen as ‘un-feminist’. Restricted understandings of feminist action 
thus pushed women who were fighting on multiple fronts—not just on the 
basis of gender—to the side as a ‘subcategory’ of feminism and removed 
their activist agency.41 

The continuation of colonial frameworks thus undermined Māori women’s 
lived experience, even in subtle ways. An important part of Māori women’s 
activism was therefore to foster feelings of positive identity and mutual 
trust. Mira Szaszy’s address to the MWWL Hamilton Conference in 1975 
emphasised this: 

We need an educational programme for awareness-building within 
ourselves—those positive feelings which pass on to our children 
(osmosis)—our search for an identity or self-respect needs a firm 
foundation. It must begin with the affirmation of self, of one’s 
Maoriness.42 

39	  Reger, ‘Finding a Place in History’, 202; Thompson, ‘Multiracial Feminism’, 337.
40	  Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí, Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 13.
41	  Benita Roth, ‘Introduction: The Emergence and Development of Racial/Ethnic Feminisms in the 
1960s and 1970s’ in Separate Roads to Feminism: Black, Chicana, and White Feminist Movements in 
America’s Second Wave (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 9.
42	  Mira Szaszy’s opening address in ‘Maori Women’s Welfare League Conference in Hamilton’, Te Ao 
Hou (June 1975), 13.
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Directed to a Māori audience, Szaszy’s address emphasised colonialism’s 
destabilisation of Māori culture and sense of self. Māori frames of knowledge 
directly challenged capitalist colonial assumptions about the individual, as 
isolated and overemphasised, and offered the potential to break open these 
structures through alternative ways of thinking.43 This example reiterates 
the importance of using Māori-centred frames of reference to re-evaluate 
historical events and question the silencing power of mainstream discourses. 
The prioritising of empowerment and positivity, in the conceptualising 
of who Māori women are and were prior to the brutality of colonialism, 
alongside an emphasis on community and group solutions that Māori 
women could and did bring to the table, provided an important platform 
from which to act against the patriarchy as well as racist structures. 

Without directly challenging racist knowledge hierarchies and imbalances 
of power, feminist spaces of the 1970s remained white—an impact that 
carries through to present-day analysis. Invisible ‘white privilege’ allows 
its possessors to remain oblivious to ways in which it trains them to exact 
hostility on ‘non-white women’.44 The act of searching for Māori feminism 
and action within Pākehā-centred frameworks emphasises hierarchical 
power relations and removes agency from the action of groups who did 
not adhere to the mainstream. Māori women are presented as outside of 
feminist history, and this outsider status is often simplified as a threat to the 
basis of 1970s female solidarity. 

Challenging Feminist Agendas
By examining feminist spaces and interaction through a Māori-focussed 
lens, it is possible to destabilise some of the assumptions about the second 
wave and Māori women’s relationship to feminist organising in this period. 
This approach also helps to contradict assertions of parallelism or one-way 
transfer of ideas. Both positive and negative exchange had the potential 
to influence ways of thinking about what feminist action should mean. 
Sharon McKenzie Stevens and Lachlan Paterson consider the importance of 
confrontation in activism in order to cause a ‘strategic clash of perspectives’ 

43	  Nishhza Thiruselvam, ‘Decolonising white feminism: A response to Anjum Rahman’, Women’s Studies 
Journal 34, no.1/2, (2020): 162.
44	  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘Theme: Whiteness, Troubling Business: Difference and Whiteness 
Within Feminism’, Australian Feminist Studies 15, no.33 (2000): 345.
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that encourages ‘consciousness-raising’, in turn reshaping relationships and 
knowledge.45 This occurred throughout the 1970s, as Māori women raised 
their concerns and asserted their own visions of women’s struggle and action.

A 1973 two-part series of Broadsheet interviews, ‘Talking to Polynesian 
Women’, printed the views of a range of mainly Māori interviewees about 
Women’s Liberation and its manifesto. Although the interviews were framed 
in a Pākehā structure and asked generalising questions, there is a noticeable 
pattern in that almost all participants suggested in some way that Women’s 
Liberation was ‘irrelevant’ to them and looked at women’s issues ‘only from 
a white perspective’.46 Claiming to be working for all women, one of the 
main aims of the Women’s Liberation movement was to ‘overturn the basic 
premises upon which rest stereotype [sic] notions about family and the 
roles of men and women’.47 Yet these were some of the very stereotypes that 
had been forced onto Māori society, and other Indigenous groups within 
settler colonies, by colonial governments in order to uphold the nation-state 
and control citizen behaviour.48 Small family units were incongruous with 
traditional whanau patterns, which consisted of much more than just parents 
and children, as were other colonially imposed categorisations and divisive 
concepts.49 Thus, aversion to white feminism stemmed not from a simple 
rejection of feminism itself but rather reflected the deeper and inherent 
connection between Western-dominated feminism and the domination of 
settler colonial knowledge.  Second-wave feminism, including the activism 
of Women’s Liberation, meant that this Pākehā-imported understanding of 
feminism became ‘uninspiring at best and disempowering at worst’.50 

Mira Szaszy, speaking at the first 1973 UWC in Auckland where she was the 
first and only Māori official speaker, articulated that: 

The work of Maori women in the future must still be geared to the 
basic needs of Maoris and the inequalities existing in our total society, 
and their aspirations cannot be other than those of the people as a 

45	  Stevens and Paterson, ‘Nga Tamatoa’, 18.
46	  Kitty Wishart, ‘Tilly Reedy’, in ‘Talking to Polynesian Women Part II’, Broadsheet 13a (1973), 7; 
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47	  Craccum 45, no.21, 16 September 1972 quoted in Raewyn Dalziel, ‘Political Organisations’, in 
Women Together: A History of Women’s Organisations in New Zealand Ngā Rōpū Wāhine o te Motu, ed. 
Anne Else, (Wellington: Daphne Brasell Associates Press, 1993), 64.
48	  Arvin, et. al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 14–15.
49	  Simmonds, ‘Mana Wahine’, 16; Okeroa, ‘Unfurling routes of self-determination’, 48.
50	  Thiruselvam, ‘Decolonising white feminism’, 162.
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whole. At this stage in our history, it is difficult to inspire women 
bowed down with misery and insecurity to look upwards at what 
appears to be middle-class based aspirations of Pakeha women.51

Considering the Pākehā-dominated audience at the UWCs, Szaszy’s speech 
can be read as both an explanation for, and an assertion of, specific Māori 
women’s needs. She expressed that the experiences of ‘women’ could not 
be homogenised and Māori women had to face other oppressive forces. 
The mainstream expectation of feminists to prioritise their identification as 
‘woman’ above all else was hence problematic.52 Szaszy’s speech challenged 
the assumption that feminism was inherently benefitting ‘all women’ 
and stressed that ‘sex equality’ was not necessarily the primary concern.53 
Indeed, centring gender as the ‘position that matters’ presented a colour-
blind perspective that overlooked the Pākehā privilege of living in a white-
dominated settler society.54

Māori women’s articulations of their multiple identities and experiences of 
racism became more substantial and unapologetic over time. The protests 
of women outside the 1979 UWC provide an example of productive 
‘confrontation’ in which norms were challenged. Despite the feeling that the 
Hamilton Convention ‘actively excluded Maori and Pacific Island women 
from full and equal participation by slotting [them] into “an aspect of the 
Women’s Movement”,’ it remained a ‘definitive moment’ in the expression 
of Māori women’s activism and protest.55 Māori women and other anti-racist 
supporters gathered outside the University of Waikato, where the UWC 
was held, with protest signs including the aforementioned banner: ‘White 
Women’s Convention?’ Face-to-face protesting, which was the medium 
for much Māori protest during the 1970s, ensured dialogical exchange.56 
In one response to the UWC, published in Broadsheet, Juliet Seule expressed 
being ‘ashamed’ about her ‘ignorance’ towards the ‘genuine oppressed 
minority group of the convention’, after she saw their ‘dignified’ protests of 

51	  Szaszy, ‘Maori Women in Pakeha Society’, 24.
52	  Arvin, et. al., ‘Decolonising Feminism’, 17.
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54	  Moreton-Robinson, ‘Theme: Whiteness’, 346.
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racism.57 Although the reference to Māori as the ‘minority group’ inherently 
marginalised these women and inferred their outsider status from Aotearoa’s 
feminist discourse, it highlights the impact of confrontation. Outside of 
the official channels within the UWC, free-flowing exchange of alternative 
viewpoints was possible.

In addition to this, activist Ripeka Evans was handed five minutes speaking 
time by Charlotte Bunch, the US lesbian feminist guest speaker, from Bunch’s 
closing speech. This was in response to the absence of any official Māori 
speakers at the UWC.58 The entirety of this closing address, unlike that of 
the second guest speaker, French feminist Martine Levy, is missing from the 
post-convention report due to ‘recording difficulties,’ but the report states 
that Bunch ‘voluntarily gave half of her time to Rebecca [Ripeka] Evans who 
spoke on white racism’.59 Collaboration between Pākehā lesbian separatists 
and Māori anti-racist activists could be observed at the UWC, particularly 
through shared feelings of marginalisation and rejection of ‘individualism, 
materialism, spiritual detachment and racism’.60 Becky Thompson notes 
that lesbian feminists were often among the first white women to support 
the idea of women as ‘both oppressed and oppressor’, as another group that 
was marginalised by the mainstream feminist narrative.61 The early 1970s 
has been labelled an important ‘new era’ of lesbian activism and organising, 
with influence from many Māori and working class lesbians already present 
in the public eye, as well as increasing confidence among lesbians to 
‘come out’ following the success of feminist movements such as Women’s 
Liberation and the dismantling of gender stereotypes.62 Whilst at Auckland 
University Ngāhuia Te Awekotuku formed the Gay Liberation movement, 
which quickly spread to Wellington and Christchurch universities, after 
she was denied an entry visa into the United States on grounds of ‘sexual 
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deviance’.63 Linda Jean Kenix and Suvojit Bandopadhyaya highlight 
the significant Māori presence within LGBTQ organising in the 1970s, 
which often resulted in a fusion of the two causes.64 On the margins, these 
important feminist connections are easy to overlook. 

Frictions and counternarratives are important for painting a broader 
picture of 1970s feminism. Many feminists in Aotearoa and in attendance 
at the UWC saw power as something that men possessed and women did 
not, with this shared oppression forming the basis of sisterhood.65 White 
New Zealand was a gendered society and thus this took precedence for 
Pākehā women. Evans’ response to the UWC highlighted the importance 
of exchange:

What came out of the convention was important and significant 
in that white women took responsibility for their own racism—for 
they still benefit and accept from their primary status of being white. 
The analogous situation in terms of sexism is that men too must take 
responsibility for their own sexism.66 

At the UWC, a Pākehā-dominated space, Māori women emphasised 
the capacity for women to also act as the oppressor. Any reaction to this 
assertion required engagement with these ideas and encouraged Pākehā inner 
reflection.67 By highlighting the direct interaction between the ideologies 
of anti-racism and anti-sexism, Evans outlined white women’s capacity for 
oppression as being in line with that of the men against whom they were 
fighting. This openly destabilised the second wave ‘sisterhood is powerful’ 
slogan and forced white women to consider its limitations.68 

Overall, the complication of multiple oppressions was and always had been 
a critical concern and often a point of contention, felt by Māori women. 
Rather, it was the ways in which these feelings were expressed that changed 
over time, with the counternarrative to the mainstream becoming more 
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clearly presented. Important dialogue was formed between feminists of 
different backgrounds, which presented competing understandings and 
frameworks that had to be critically engaged with, even if only to be refuted. 

Disrupting Chronologies
The wave model has been critiqued as constricting feminism to a ‘singular 
phenomenon’ and placing feminists of the different waves into oversimplified 
opposition with each other.69 As discussed, this simplicity and the resulting 
dominance of white middle-class understandings of feminism does not 
accommodate the multiple and dynamic identifications of Māori women. 
A way to counter this is through a disparate timeline of feminist action, 
illuminating ‘competing visions’ of liberation, dissension and definitions 
of feminism.70 Māori women had been addressing issues such as ‘anti-
racism’ and ‘intersectionality’ long before the mainstream third wave started 
to incorporate them in the 1990s. Thus, mixed-gender and women-only 
groups that focused on the Māori and anti-racist causes also provide an 
important space for analysis. Looking at Aotearoa’s feminist history from 
these contexts places Māori women at the centre, as opposed to on the 
margins or simply within parallel movements. 

The second wave is often seen to have begun with a relatively united 
sisterhood, then proceeded down a route of ‘fragmentation’, as newer types 
of feminism and a more diverse array of women joined.71 Yet this was far 
from the case. One of the most important all-female Māori organisations, 
the MWWL, was established in 1951 and is still in existence today.72 The 
League became an important official space for Māori women to express 
concerns and take action and, with the organisation’s direct connections 
to government, conferences became a crucial arena for addressing issues 
affecting Māori communities nationally.73 Writing in 1991, Te Awekōtuku 
conveyed the importance of the MWWL, ascribing its central place within 
feminism’s course in Aotearoa:
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What these women did [in the MWWL] preceded feminism, or 
women’s liberation, in the Maori world. Yet they were as much a part 
of my own feminist awakening as any book written overseas; they 
were, and are, mine, just like the kai arahi [leader], and they are part 
of my own understanding and herstory.74 

The MWWL underscores the central action of Māori women, fighting 
oppression throughout time rather than within Eurocentric confines, and 
importantly challenges the assumption of white women as the only pioneers. 
The MWWL provided a space for Māori feminist activism to grow, setting 
a precedent for female leadership and creating the ‘matriarchs’ of 1970s 
activism, such as Mira Szaszy and Dame Whina Cooper.75 

Huihuinga Wāhine Māori Anake also provides an important example of 
Māori women’s self-created space for discussion. This meeting of Māori 
women was held at Freeman’s Bay Daycare Centre in 1977, following an 
idea formed during a decisively all-woman sub-discussion at the Young 
Māori Leader’s Conference of 1977; at the hui (meeting) many issues 
including abortion, racism, alcohol abuse and traditional prohibitions were 
discussed.76 In her memories of the meeting, where no Pākehā and no men 
were allowed, Te Awekōtuku wrote:

Because it was such a major first and breakthrough for all of us 
there, we preferred to share the tremendous feelings of joy, solidarity, 
and womanpower together, knowing that once we found a base by 
trusting and being with each other, we can move out and begin to 
mobilize other women in the Maori community.77

This space to exist freely highlights the significant power of denial and 
hierarchy often present within Pākehā-dominated spaces. Their feelings 
of relief, with regards to the exclusivity and safety of the space, contrasted 
with the oppressions they endured in their everyday experience. The hui 
functioned as both a location of social acceptance and a cohesive base for 
political mobilisation. The importance of being seen, heard and understood 
is a fundamental part of Mana wahine; this sense of representation provided 
an opportunity to resist systemic and symbolic violence.78 As Arvin et. al. 
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highlight, aligning with feminism should not equal absorption into the white 
agenda but rather feminism should incorporate multiple identifications and 
needs in a way that challenges colonial frameworks.79 

Māori women also had a fundamental role within Māori nationalist 
movements, aside from spearheading women-only groups. Indeed, the fact 
that women were often at the fore of these mixed-gender movements is 
evidence of the long-standing Indigenous subversion of ‘heteropatriarchal 
norms’.80 The second-wave discourse often overlooks these spaces, partly 
due to the expectations that feminists worked only with other women.81 
For Donna Awatere, a Māori activist also prominent in feminist spaces, 
it remained ‘black unity before black/white unity, even where women 
are concerned’.82 Being Māori was, for most women, the dominating 
identification of their activism, yet this does not, and should not, devalue 
their place in women’s and feminist action. Furthermore, the activities 
of women within the activist group Ngā Tamatoa, and other anti-racist 
groups such as Polynesian Panthers, provided an important starting point 
for the development of more radical feminism.83 Hana Jackson recalled 
her awakening to sexism by joining Ngā Tamatoa: ‘I’d thought only racial 
discrimination existed until I learned about sexual discrimination … Sexism 
and racism seemed to go hand in hand.’84 Contrary to common narratives, 
motivation for separate Māori movements was not simply a reaction to 
the racism present within the white feminist movements, rather, it came 
from the need for Māori-oriented action that accounted for multiple 
oppressions.85 A history of feminism that ignores mixed-gender groups 
overlooks their importance in forming and strengthening feminist feeling 
and action among these women, as well as the way these groups show the 
unavoidable interwoven nature of oppressions.

Yet this did not mean that tensions were not present between Māori men 
and women in mixed-gender groups. Ripeka Evans indicated in a 1982 
interview, ‘[i]t seems old news to say that in Nga Tamatoa the women 
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did all the shit while the men did all the star turns’.86 These feelings were 
also echoed by Atareta Poananga, a member of political party Mana 
Motuhake, who felt that because women were ‘already at the forefront of 
Maori politics’ their ‘place in the mainstream needs to be recognised’ rather 
than forming ‘separate groups to prove themselves’.87 Her feelings that 
a ‘brown male club’ was created to balance the ‘white male club’ highlighted 
the paradoxical positioning of being Māori and woman within Aotearoa.88 
These complexities emphasise the interwoven issues facing Māori women 
in the 1970s, rejecting the ‘binary’ that has often been implied between 
‘women’s issues’ and ‘Indigenous issues’.89 Thus, Māori women were forced 
to navigate multiple fronts of oppression and push their cause in many 
complex ways. This must not be overlooked as action that was separate from 
second-wave feminism within Aotearoa, but rather seen as a central aspect.

It is also crucial to recognise the influence of overseas movements on Māori 
female action, especially those led by Black women. In the early 1980s, 
Ripeka Evans highlighted global connections and support, explaining that 
‘[o]ver the years we have built up strong bonds with other indigenous 
colonized people in the USA, Canada, and Australia. Where we can we send 
people to support them and they support us.’90 Within white-dominated 
feminist frameworks, these many national and transnational connections 
and interactions, especially informal, are easily overlooked. The Black 
Women’s Movement represented a global, particularly American, influence 
and the rising significance of anti-racist and anti-colonial thought within a 
specifically Māori female context.91 This movement came to the fore as Ngā 
Tamatoa died away, incorporating Māori women alongside Pasifika and 
some Indian women in Aotearoa. The Black Women’s Movement was most 
active from 1978, and although the starting point is unclear some believe 
it begun in the early 1970s.92 In an interview, Josie Keelan outlined that 
the Movement intended ‘to actually look at ways and means that we could 
organise Māori, and particularly Māori women, along the socialist path to 
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Māori liberation’.93 The appearance of this more radical feminist group, who 
were often portrayed in the media as mimicking Black Power imagery,94 
was in line with the establishment of other radical feminist groups within 
Aotearoa at a similar time, such as the Radical Feminist Network.95 This 
contradicts common assumptions that white groups emerged first with 
women of colour following their lead, an assertion that obscures much 
dialogue and the impact of global movements.96 

Applying a broader and more diverse temporal lens (re)centres Māori 
knowledge that was often otherwise marginalised. In a 1973 Broadsheet 
interview, Betty Wark asserted the enduring presence of Māori women and 
knowledge, despite the lack of recognition:

[y]ou’ve never had Maori women in the [Women’s Liberation] 
movement because it is a foreign thing to them. You should have 
started learning things from them years ago dear. You were brought 
up differently and that you’ll never change. It is very hard for you to 
understand us. We should recognise each other for what each other 
has to offer.97 

Contradicting assumptions that white feminism was the leading model 
from which other feminisms branched, Wark asserted the value of 
Māori knowledge. Her insistence that Māori women’s activism had been 
overlooked in the mainstream discourse, to Pākehā feminism’s detriment, 
is one that is still in many ways relevant. The ‘conceptual corruption of 
Māori philosophy’ through colonial force has led to an ongoing aggression 
towards Māori ways of being and understanding.98 Highlighting Māori 
epistemologies as significant and a part of the ‘ongoing project of resistance’ 
resists the mainstream timeline and ensures that Indigenous histories 
are viewed in their own right, rather than as ‘progressive’ continuations 
of colonisation.99 
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When we consider feminist action of the 1970s, it is important not 
to constrict analysis to women-only action, or action that is expressed 
singularly for women’s advancement. In the context of Aotearoa, this 
broader understanding of feminist action recognises the longstanding 
powerful force of Māori women and acknowledges the damaging impact 
of colonial structures. Furthermore, considering broader contexts shows the 
impact of transnational connections, such as the Black Power movement, 
whose theories and approaches were adapted to the specific Māori context. 
These global interactions provide a much more complex story than that of 
one-way transmission from Pākehā to Māori.

Conclusion
In this article I have reconceived the decade of abundant feminism in 
1970s Aotearoa, but from a Māori-centred perspective. This is pertinent 
to current-day contexts, as New Zealand continues to assert narratives of 
having leading standards of feminism. With the feminist waves metaphor 
persisting within the fields of feminism and history, it is important to expand 
the parameters of who and what is incorporated and discussed within these 
contexts. This helps to rewrite the narrative of feminism as middle-class, 
straight and white, to one that encompasses a diverse range of women’s 
action and lived experience. Nevertheless, simple inclusion of marginalised 
women is not the answer. In order to truly provide space for Māori women’s 
knowledge as validated and understood, a deeper analysis of the oppressive 
capabilities and privileged position of Pākehā women, as part of a settler 
colonial society, is vital. This goes further than sitting back and listening and 
should include an examination of white privilege as well as handing over 
power to Indigenous women.100 To this end, this essay has begun to analyse 
the persisting colonial structures within New Zealand, and the impact this 
has had on the way Māori women’s activism is viewed.

Mainstream Pākehā feminism presented for many Māori women 
a complicated paradigm, in which the agenda was tied up with colonially 
enforced norms and a simplified version of oppression that encouraged 
solidarity with Pākehā women over Māori men. I have demonstrated ways in 
which Māori women navigated these complexities, fighting on several fronts 
to engage with Pākehā women and bring attention to racist structures within 
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Aotearoa society, whilst simultaneously addressing sexism within Māori 
society. This multiplicity of Indigenous female activism is testament to their 
powerful impact and tireless action. Thompson calls this the ‘three-pronged 
approach’ of feminists of colour, being active (1) within white-dominated 
feminist movements, (2) mixed-gender groups, and (3) developing their 
own Indigenous women’s organisations.101 Māori women consistently 
challenged Pākehā women during the 1970s, particularly through direct 
dialogue and confrontation. In this way they were able to present viewpoints 
and understandings that were often at odds with that of Pākehā feminists 
of the time. Even denial from Pākehā women required crucial engagement 
and reflection and this dialogue was part of what shaped the development 
of feminist thought in Aotearoa. This contradicts assertions that Māori 
women’s activism was purely in reaction to mainstream movements.

The way we view history is crucial to the way we view today. When Māori 
experience is relegated to the margins of history, it supports a continuation 
of this position within current Aotearoa society. Feminisms must be 
understood as ‘in dialogue’ with each other, rather than just ‘reactive’, in 
order to gain a more accurate perspective of second-wave feminism and to 
better understand women’s issues today.102 In the early 1970s, Te Awekōtuku 
questioned the relevance of the sisterhood and addressed the white-focussed 
actions of feminism that claimed to be working for all: ‘That year, 1893, 
the vote for Maori women seemed an irrelevance. This year, 1972, the 
situation has hardly changed. What good has the present system done to 
alleviate the pressures confronting the modern Maori woman?’103 It remains 
to be asked whether the issues and experiences of Māori women are truly 
being addressed in a validating and expansive way, fifty years on. The aim 
of this article was to deconstruct and reformulate the feminist narrative, 
to highlight the central place and contribution of Māori women within 
the movement. To deny Māori women’s importance in the history of the 
feminist movement is to continue to preserve the colonial structures that 
rendered them oppressed in the first place. 
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