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ABSTRACT
The emerging literature on neoliberal feminism appears to signal 
the revitalization of the study of feminist ideologies, suspended 
since the mid-1980s. However, it is argued here that scholars tend to 
conceptualize neoliberal feminism in a way that inhibits ideological 
analysis, as exemplified in Nancy Fraser’s Fortunes of Feminism. They 
take classifications of feminist political ideologies from the 1980s as 
representative of the only true feminisms, and thus view neoliberal 
feminism as a perversion, rather than an outgrowth, of earlier 
feminisms. This account of the emergence of neoliberal feminism is 
both historically inaccurate and politically problematic: it positions 
feminists as passive in the face of an overpowering neoliberal agency, 
and limits feminists’ capacity to imagine themselves as agents of 
political and ideological change. Building on Michael Freeden’s work 
on political ideologies, an alternative account of neoliberal feminism 
is offered, one that locates feminist agency in the production of new 
feminist ideologies.

The end of feminist ideology studies?

While throughout the 1970s, feminists inside and outside of the academy attempted to 
identify and classify different feminist political ideologies, enthusiasm for such work appears 
to have waned in the mid-1980s. Consequently, both feminist scholarship and the literature 
on political ideologies are hobbled by outdated categories that reflect the state of feminist 
political thought some thirty years ago, as if feminist ideology had since ceased evolving 
into new formations.

Perhaps the first attempt to develop a typology of feminist political ideologies was 
Elizabeth Diggs’s 1970 essay, ‘What is the women’s movement?’1 In this brief article, Diggs 
distinguished between three ‘main political tendencies’ of feminism expressed in move-
ment activism in the United States at the time: liberal, radical (or what she preferred to call 
‘cultural’) and socialist.2 Although she did not invoke the language of political ideology to 
describe these three ‘tendencies,’ Diggs offered an analysis of their features that today we 
could recognize as an account of distinct ideologies. She carefully demarcated how the 
three political tendencies, while all feminist, differed from one another along five axes: 
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(1) the enemy or ‘source of women’s oppression,’ (2) the ‘political objectives’ or form of 
government supported by the view, (3) the ‘strategy and tactics’ employed, (4) the group 
of persons ‘primarily appealed to’ and (5) the ‘doctrine and spokeswomen that represent 
the political perspective.’3

Subsequent feminist authors further developed and refined these categories and the 
analysis of their distinctive ideological features, most notably Alison Jaggar in Feminist 
Politics and Human Nature.4 These feminists variously added to the list anarchist feminism, 
separatist feminism, conservative feminism, libertarian feminism, ecofeminism and others.5 
However, the interest in maintaining a comprehensive typology of feminist political ideol-
ogies seems more or less to have come to an end in the mid-1980s, leaving feminists thirty 
years later working with the same categories established long ago by the likes of Diggs and 
Jaggar. Feminism as a family of political ideologies, it would seem, had fully developed all 
of its possible configurations somewhere around 1985.

Curiously, though, while feminists seem to have stopped adding new political ideologies 
to their typologies of feminism, they never stopped classifying different kinds of feminisms. 
Other additions to the list of feminisms make reference to academic or theoretical schools 
of thought (e.g. postmodern feminism, psychoanalytic feminism, intersectional feminism); 
or more descriptively to who is doing the feminism in question (e.g. Postcolonial feminism, 
Third World feminism, black feminism, queer or lesbian feminism); or in some cases to 
both simultaneously (as in the mysterious category of French feminism). Yet another way of 
classifying feminisms refers to when the feminism is being done: e.g. millennial feminism, 
Third Wave and Fourth Wave feminisms, post-feminism – although feminist scholars have 
been hard-pressed to identify any particular views shared by all of those who are classified 
by the same temporal label.6 While these different forms of classifying feminism have their 
merit, none of them identify political ideologies – that is, clusters of ideas about politics 
that motivate particular forms of political action, and that have a broader appeal beyond 
academia. Indeed, many of these newer categories of feminism are used to distinguish 
families of academic theorizing about feminism, which need not reflect any corresponding 
ideology manifest beyond the rarified world of academic scholarship.

Feminist scholarship has thus shifted away from this earlier interest in analysing differ-
ent feminist political ideologies, while scholars of political ideologies, rather than filling in 
this gap, themselves have relied heavily on the pre-1985 typologies in order to characterize 
feminisms.7 And where the earlier typologies analysed feminist politics and the writings of 
feminist activists in order to categorize political ideologies, later classifications often entail a 
shift from the streets to the academy.8 Rather than looking to feminist politics to categorize 
new feminisms, scholars have tended to look inwards at their own theoretical disagreements 
for material. Consequently, scholars interested in feminist political ideology have fallen 
out of the habits of examining political actions, political rhetoric and political organizing 
for insight into whether and how new feminisms are emerging. Indeed, when scholars do 
examine contemporary feminist politics, rather than developing new categories of ideology 
to describe new patterns of thinking, they often describe contemporary activism merely 
in terms of its relationship to the already existing categories of liberal feminism, socialist 
feminism, radical feminism and so forth. That is, scholars of feminism lack both the skills 
to recognize new ideologies and the conceptual freedom to develop a new vocabulary with 
which to describe them.
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In this context, the burgeoning scholarship on ‘neoliberal feminism’ might appear to 
signal a revival of interest in feminist ideology studies.9 The label neoliberal feminism fits 
the model of many earlier typologies, which qualified each type of feminism with the name 
of another political ideology. So where liberal feminism is a feminism inflected by liberal 
political ideology, we might expect that neoliberal feminism would be a feminism inflected 
by neoliberal ideology.10 Moreover, unlike much of the classificatory work of the past three 
decades, discussions of neoliberal feminism do not locate it primarily in academic or  
theoretical texts, but rather in popular culture and popular feminist discourse. Yet since we 
have not witnessed a self-described neoliberal feminist manifesto, or a group self-designated 
as neoliberal feminist, scholars must necessarily engage in interpretive analysis when they 
claim that a set of cultural and political phenomena are evidence of something they call 
neoliberal feminism. Consequently, we have many reasons to expect that scholarly work on 
neoliberal feminism will look like an interpretive analysis of a political ideology that takes 
political discourse and political action as its subject matter, much as we can find in Diggs’s 
or Jaggar’s analysis of feminisms, or in Michael Freeden’s work.

However, on closer examination, this scholarship does not actually involve ideological 
analysis. This new literature tends to treat neoliberal feminism not as a newly emergent 
variant of feminist political ideology, but rather as an impostor. Indeed, the central pre-
sumption (if not the explicit claim) of much of this literature is that ‘neoliberal feminism’ is 
a perversion and cooptation of feminism to serve the interests of an amorphous agent called 
‘neoliberalism.’11 The analysis of neoliberal feminism is thus premised on the notion that 
it is not really a feminism at all. It is not within the range of ideas that we can permissibly 
interpret as feminisms, not because it is sufficiently different from other feminisms that it 
is a distinct ideological formation, but rather because it deceptively appears to be a version 
of feminism, when it is actually anti-feminist. We might understand this as a claim that 
neoliberal feminism is an ideology, but in the Marxist sense: it obscures and deflects our 
attention away from true feminism. Consequently, this new literature on neoliberal femi-
nism does not represent a revitalization of the study of feminist political ideologies, but its 
opposite: it consolidates the already existing categories of feminist political ideologies as 
the only true feminisms, such that neoliberal feminism is properly seen as a perversion of 
these true feminisms, rather than a development from them.

In the following section, I critically analyse Nancy Fraser’s influential work on neoliberal 
feminism, which typifies and lays bare the problematic features of the emerging scholarship 
on the topic. Through a reading of her recent Fortunes of Feminism, I show how she concep-
tualizes neoliberal feminism as an uncanny impostor, the product of neoliberalism’s cynical 
cooptation of true feminism. This narrative frame inhibits analysing neoliberal feminism 
as an emergent feminist political ideology. Yet more than just conceptually problematic, 
Fraser’s narrative is politically troubling: she represents feminists as passive and helpless in 
the face of the seemingly irresistible and omnipotent force of neoliberalism. The dominant 
account of neoliberal feminism exemplified by her work is thus one that limits feminist 
capacity to imagine political alternatives.

I then turn to ideology studies, and Freeden’s work in particular, in order to sketch out a 
critical analysis of neoliberal feminism understood as a political ideology. I argue that this 
interpretation of neoliberal feminism is conceptually superior to Fraser’s, but more impor-
tantly it is politically superior in that it opens up space for feminist political imagination. The 
revitalization of the study of contemporary feminist political ideologies that I call for in this 
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essay is thus not only an intellectual project of encouraging scholars to study ever-evolving 
feminist ideas, but also importantly a political project that uses ideology analysis in order 
to enable our capacities for collective action.

The attack of the blob: Fraser on neoliberal feminism

Fraser’s analysis of neoliberal feminism is typical of much recent work on neoliberalism, in 
that she leaves neoliberalism relatively undertheorized and undefined, and yet attributes to 
it extraordinary powers. Neoliberalism functions like the Blob, absorbing every competing 
ideology in its path, and contorting them so as to suit its own purposes.12 Fraser recounts 
the past thirty-odd years of feminist history in the US as a period in which ‘neoliberalizing 
forces succeeded … in defusing the more radical currents of second-wave feminism.’13 With 
the resuscitation of free-market ideologies in the 1980s, ‘neoliberalism’ (the scarequotes 
are Fraser’s) undercut feminist – and especially socialist feminist – attempts at change. 
She explains, ‘Feminist movements that had earlier taken the welfare state as their point 
of departure, seeking to extend its egalitarian ethos from class to gender, now found the 
ground cut out from under their feet.’14 This led feminists to shift their political focus from 
questions of redistribution to questions of recognition, a shift that helped to fuel feminism’s 
‘dangerous liaison’ with neoliberalism.15

Fraser describes feminism as an unknowing accomplice to neoliberalism: ‘second-wave 
feminism has unwittingly provided a key ingredient of the new spirit of neoliberalism,’ 
namely, a set of ideals that ‘have served to legitimate a structural transformation of capitalist 
society that runs directly counter to feminist visions of a just society.’16 Feminism is passive 
in this history: feminist ideas ‘were conscripted’ in a ‘selective enlistment.’ Neoliberalism, 
by contrast, is active: it ‘dramatically changed the terrain on which feminism operated’ 
by ‘resignify[ing] feminist ideals.’17 Feminists, on Fraser’s account, were reduced to mute 
bystanders as their ideas were selectively reworked to serve neoliberalism’s nefarious pur-
poses. Feminists ‘watched the neoliberal onslaught instrumentalize our best ideas.’18 During 
the welfare reform debates of the 1990s in the US, ‘feminists watched helplessly as Bill Clinton 
triangulated their nuanced critique of a sexist and stigmatizing system of poor relief into a 
plan to “end welfare as we know it.”’19

The result of neoliberalism’s resignification of feminist ideas is that feminism is now 
accompanied by ‘an uncanny double that it can neither simply embrace nor wholly disavow’: 
neoliberal feminism.20 Feminists now have to contend with the reality that their ideas do 
not always signify as they would wish, because neoliberalism has given them new meanings 
that operate to support policies and practices that are decidedly nonfeminist. But – even 
though feminism unintentionally supplied the material from which neoliberalism formed 
this uncanny double – feminists themselves, she assures us, are not ‘to blame for the triumph 
of neoliberalism.’21

Setting aside the question of the historical accuracy of Fraser’s narrative, how does this 
narrative frame our understanding of the relationship between feminism and neoliberalism? 
It positions feminism as a victim of the actions of ‘neoliberalism.’22 Feminism is relegated 
to the sidelines, watching others like Bill Clinton take action, but unable to act itself. And, 
while feminism provided ideas that have supported the rise of neoliberalism, and while 
feminism has been ‘conscripted’ in its service, feminism is not responsible for anything 
done by its uncanny double, neoliberal feminism. Feminism’s hands are clean.
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I am troubled by this narrative about the origins of neoliberal feminism for several 
reasons. First, it sets up a dichotomy between feminism (an originary, pure feminism) and 
its uncanny double, neoliberal feminism (the corrupted, co-opted version that is not truly 
feminist). This narrative obscures the complexity of relationships between feminism and 
neoliberalism, and renders unintelligible any attempt to expose how feminists and feminist 
ideologies have enabled, invited and accelerated the rise of neoliberal feminism. This is a 
compelling frame, to be sure, because it allows us to recognize a connection between ‘femi-
nism’ and ‘neoliberal feminism’ – but without having to take any responsibility for the latter.

Second, Fraser’s narrative characterizes neoliberalism as a kind of all-powerful bogey-
man, capable of taming feminism, yet somehow smart enough to pick out only those ele-
ments of feminism’s ideas that can be resignified for its own purposes, without accidentally 
importing anything that might subvert them. That neoliberalism is awfully cunning! By 
contrast, feminists are reduced in this narrative to the role of victims, incapable of action 
(and indeed incapable of subversion, of turning the uncanny double against neoliberalism). 
This is a politically demoralizing and demobilizing frame: feminism is easily rendered mute 
by the neoliberal behemoth. Fraser gives us no resources to conceptualize what it would 
mean for feminists to resist this cooptation: indeed, how can we resist a force so totalizing, 
so clever, so amorphous as neoliberalism?23 Her narrative recounts the recent history of 
feminism as one marked by political passivity, and so makes it hard to envision what fem-
inist agency might look like.

Fraser is presuming a particular view of what political ideologies are, how they emerge, 
and how they function, that – while appealing – is ultimately politically paralyzing. In 
order to move beyond the predominant view of neoliberal feminism as an illegitimate and 
irresistible cooptation of ‘real feminism,’ we must recognize and challenge the assumptions 
about political ideology that are implicit in this view. Note first that Fraser treats ideolo-
gies as if they have distinct identities that are clearly identifiable to the careful observer. 
Neoliberalism and feminism are objectively different from one another; while neoliber-
alism may appear in a feminist guise, it is only ever a ‘shadowy double’ of real feminism. 
Neoliberalism’s cooptation of feminist ideals does not alter feminism’s distinctive identity; 
it only makes it less readily apparent. Ideologies maintain their distinctive identities even 
when they encounter one another: their difference is preserved; they are not and cannot 
be transformed by the other.

Indeed, the distinctive identity of political ideologies on this view seems to be ahistorical 
and unchanging over time, irrespective of whether one ideology comes into contact with 
another.24 Feminism’s true identity, as Fraser presents it, has been consistent for decades. 
As I put it at the outset of this essay, the categories that described the range of possible fem-
inisms in the 1970s and 80s are the only categories we need: all ‘real’ feminism is already 
captured by these classifications. Feminism has not shifted or developed from what it once 
was; the only shift is that neoliberalism now has produced an impostor that poses as a 
kind of feminism, but is not truly one. This constancy is characteristic of neoliberalism as 
well, which is presented in Fraser’s writing as an ahistorical ideology: while it emerges at 
a particular moment in history, once it has emerged, neoliberalism seems to persist over 
time as self-same and unchanging.

Fraser treats ideologies not only as having a single, consistent identity over time, but also 
as if they are agents, capable of action (and capable of inaction). She presents neoliberalism 
as wholly agentic, and feminism as wholly passive. The hegemony of neoliberalism is thus 
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the result of its ability to co-opt other ideologies, like feminism, and twist them to suit its 
own purposes.

Taken together, these three assumptions about ideologies – that they have a clear identity, 
one which persists over time, and that they are agents establishing (or failing to establish) 
ideological hegemony – produce political paralysis. There is no place in this account of 
ideology for human agency; instead, people find themselves in a world characterized by 
fixed sets of ideas that compete with one another for dominance. Fraser’s description of neo-
liberal feminism is not neutral in its effects, but on the contrary can function to demobilize 
feminists as agents in reconfiguring neoliberal ideologies. Our capacity for political imag-
ination – for seeing ourselves as political agents capable of creating change – is dependent 
on how we see the political world, and how we understand ourselves as agents or as victims 
within that world. To move beyond her analysis and towards an understanding of neoliberal 
feminism that affords feminists a role as agents in resisting and undermining its seeming 
hegemonic force, we require a different conception of political ideology. In the following 
section, I turn to Freeden’s work on political ideology, although I am not completely faithful 
to it, in order to develop a conception of ideologies that is both more empirically plausible 
and more politically enabling, insofar as it allows room for feminists to view themselves as 
agents in interpreting, developing and resisting ideologies.

Towards understanding neoliberal feminism as a political ideology

How we conceptualize political ideology has political effects. Our beliefs about ideologies 
– whether they are merely assumed and left inarticulate, or whether they are meticulously 
theorized – have consequences for how we think about ourselves as political actors, and 
for whether we have the freedom to imagine alternative ways of configuring our political 
ideas. For example, if we believe that ‘feminism’ must refer to an unchanging set of beliefs, 
and that the possible permutations of feminist ideology are fully captured by categories 
established decades ago, then as scholars we will not look for new variations on feminist 
ideology, and as political actors we may become dogmatic: insisting that others conform to a 
narrow range of ‘true’ feminisms, and unwilling to entertain new ideas. Or if we believe that 
neoliberalism is a discrete and powerful agent, capable of absorbing and perverting other 
ideologies like feminism, then we may find it difficult to imagine how as political actors 
we might be capable of resisting and counteracting an amorphous set of ideas. The beliefs 
that ideologies have a distinctive and unchanging identity, independent of the humans who 
subscribe to them; that ideologies are fixed and unchanging; and that ideologies have agency 
and exert power in the world – all of these are anti-political beliefs about ideology, insofar 
as they limit our capacity for political imagination and political action.25

We can think about ideologies in a way that eclipses the role of individual agency, or we 
can think about them in a way that highlights the role of human action in creating, sustain-
ing, displacing and changing dominant ideologies – thus enabling our capacity to imagine 
ourselves as political actors who have the ability to alter the world in which we live. Freeden’s 
theorization of political ideology can be helpful as a starting point for developing a more 
political view of ideology, but to see this in his work requires working both with and against 
his own purposes. Freeden call on scholars of political ideology to carefully distinguish their 
task – interpreting and analysing ideologies – from the task of political judgement. As he 
puts it, ‘The aim of the student of ideologies is to reveal and decode patterns of thinking 
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rather than to argue with, promote, defend, or reject substantive ethical and intellectual 
positions.’26 The study of political ideology is thus for Freeden a practice that is neutral and 
non-partisan.27 Yet it is also political in the sense that I have been developing here: even 
when eschewing partisanship, Freeden’s approach to the study of political ideologies opens 
up space for political imagination.

Briefly, then, here are three crucial features of the theory of political ideology I adopt, 
derived in part from Freeden’s work. First, ideologies are interpretive constructs.28 It is 
improper to understand ideologies as agentic, as political actors capable of co-opting and 
perverting other ideologies. Rather, ideologies are the product of human activity. Human 
agents may create ideologies directly when they write and disseminate manifestoes, propa-
ganda, and advertising aiming to articulate and spread a set of political ideas.29 Yet human 
agents may also be said to create ideologies indirectly when as academics they analyse a 
variety of political phenomena, and offer an interpretation of how these phenomena express 
a particular ideology. It takes a human being like Fraser to look at phenomena in the world 
and isolate the features of something she could call ‘neoliberal feminism.’ Neoliberal femi-
nism is not a discrete object in the world, waiting for a scholar to come along and identify 
it; rather, it must be brought into being as a concept through interpretive analysis. While 
neoliberal feminism, like other ideologies, is not a pure product of imagination – it has 
empirical, material, observable reality – the grouping together of empirical phenomena, 
and the assigning of meaning to this grouping are activities that require human agency.30 
That ideologies are interpretive constructs is perhaps more apparent in the case of ideol-
ogies like ‘neoliberal feminism’ that have no self-professed adherents, no manifestoes or 
party platforms – than it is in the case of an ideology like Marxism or liberalism, where 
we can point to organized political activity and central, defining texts. Yet even where we 
have canonical texts, it is still a matter of interpretation to read them, and to read them as 
expressing an ideology. The upshot here is that an ideology such as ‘neoliberalism’ cannot do 
anything. We are mistaken to say that neoliberalism has co-opted feminist ideas for its own 
purposes: neoliberalism can no more co-opt another ideology than it can have purposes. 
Instead, what we should say more precisely is where and how we observe human agency at 
work, whether with or without intentionality and conscious purpose, reframing feminist 
policies or rhetoric along neoliberal lines.

The second important feature of political ideologies I wish to highlight is that ideolo-
gies are in flux. ‘All ideologies,’ Freeden writes, ‘because they are constructed from many 
texts—are in a continuous process of restatement.’31 And while particular statements of 
an ideology may remain stable (for example, a party platform or a pivotal speech), the 
meaning and significance of the ideas expressed in a single text changes over time and 
in different contexts. This is in part due to the reality that ideologies arise and develop in 
the context of other ideologies; they do not exist in isolation from one another. Ideologies 
emerge through the interactions of multiple individuals, groups and other ideologies, and 
within shifting material and structural contexts. While one ideology may change more 
rapidly than another, no ideology is fixed in time. We should not be surprised to see that 
an emergent neoliberal ideology draws on features of already extant ideologies: liberalism, 
neoconservatism and, yes, feminism. We should also not be surprised to see that feminist 
ideology adapts and changes in response to the arrival of neoliberal ideology. That we can 
observe the features of a new ideology – neoliberal feminism – is not a sign of the perver-
sion or cooptation of feminism, but of the interaction and evolution of political ideologies 
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over time. Indeed, even though we may be able to identify common patterns of thinking 
and action that we label ‘neoliberal feminist’ across context and time, we may also note that 
neoliberal feminism in the US may differ from neoliberal feminism in the UK; and that 
neoliberal feminism in 2017 may look different than neoliberal feminism in 2007 or 2027. 
This is true even of ideologies that we imagine to be hegemonic: their predominance does 
not make them immune to alteration.

Third, the power (or even the perceived hegemony) of a political ideology arises from a 
multiplicity of factors. If ideologies are not agents, then how can we explain how their logics 
can shape human thought and behaviour? How is it possible for neoliberalism to appear 
to be hegemonic, if not through its own actions? I contend that this happens in a variety of 
ways. First, ideologies may increase in power because of the direct use of agentic power to 
suppress or to promote certain ideas – whether through explicit shows of institutional force 
(such as violent suppression or legal prosecution), or through less overtly coercive means 
(such as rhetorical framing or advertising). Second, they may increase in power because 
of a lack of political imagination on the part of those persons who would wish to resist its 
power: that is, human agents may not be able to imagine alternatives to a dominant ideology, 
or at least may not be able to imagine viable alternatives, and so may falsely presume that 
the dominant ideology is irresistible or simply true. Third, the power or dominance of an 
ideology may be reinforced by structural or cultural factors. In the context of the US, for 
example, the long-standing and widespread appeal of a particularly American flavour of 
libertarianism underlies the appeal of neoliberal feminism.

Recognizing that the appeal of a particular ideology arises from a multiplicity of factors 
enables us to see ideologies as neither irresistible nor inevitable, but as contingent. If we 
can identify these kinds of factors that contribute to the power and perceived hegemony of 
a particular ideology, then any one of them could become the site of intentional political 
action by human agents who wish to resist the ideology’s hold on a given group. Here, I 
take my cue from Ludwig Wittgenstein: our ideological views are not held in place by any 
one thing, which if cut away, would render the entire ideology unstable. Rather, successful 
and hegemonic ideologies are like Wittgenstein’s thread: deriving its strength not because 
‘some one fibre runs through its whole length,’ but through the ‘overlapping of many fibres,’ 
any one of which could be severed without compromising the integrity of the whole.32 
Therefore, if we want to resist a particular ideology’s hold on us or on others, then we need 
to understand more about what the multiple contributing factors are that help to reinforce 
the power of that particular ideology. Neoliberal feminism is therefore not only resistible, 
but potentially vulnerable in multiple locations – although it may take a multi-pronged 
attack to successfully release its hold.

These three features of political ideologies – that they are interpretive constructs in 
constant flux whose strength derives from a multiplicity of factors – facilitate a political 
understanding of political ideologies. Our conceptualizations of political ideology can be 
political or anti-political; they can close down our capacity to imagine ourselves as agents 
capable of effecting change, or open it up. I invoke Freeden’s approach to studying political 
ideologies, then, not only because I find that this is a more descriptively accurate way to 
understand what ideologies are and how they function, but also because I believe that this 
way of understanding ideologies has important and valuable political effects: namely, it 
positions human beings as agents who participate in the construction, the alteration and the 
rejection of ideologies, rather than as passive beings thoroughly controlled or manipulated 
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by them. Given the propensity among some academics today to represent neoliberalism 
and neoliberal feminism as irresistible behemoths, this way of conceptualizing ideologies 
may also give us insight into our agency in bringing ideologies like neoliberal feminism 
into being, and our capacity for agency in altering and undermining their hold on our 
thinking and behaviour.

For a political conception of neoliberal feminism

Let me offer here a brief sketch of what it looks like to study neoliberal feminism as a polit-
ical ideology, drawing on the political conception of ideologies I have just outlined.33 This 
means thinking about neoliberal feminism as a cluster of political concepts – a pattern of 
political ideas – that exist in relation to one another, and in relation to other contempora-
neous ideologies. To do so requires resisting the tendency to view neoliberalism feminism 
as an uncanny double, or as wholly Other to feminism (exemplified in Fraser’s work). 
Instead, I suggest we must take neoliberal feminism seriously as a variation of feminism, 
as an emergent political ideology to be theorized alongside of the extant categories of fem-
inist political thought that were established in the 1970s and 1980s. We must accordingly 
reject the view that there is an ‘authentic’ feminism or feminisms from which neoliberal 
feminism represents an illegitimate deviation. Understanding neoliberal feminism as arising 
in a context that includes other feminist political ideologies means seeing both feminisms 
and individual feminists as playing an important role in its development. This decenters 
the role of neoliberal ideology as the singular agent in the rise of neoliberal feminism, and 
instead places neoliberal ideology into a broader context in which feminisms and feminists 
(among many other ideas and actors) also play a role.

As I noted earlier in the essay, it is especially challenging to study neoliberal feminism as 
a political ideology because it does not have any self-professed adherents. No one claims to 
be a neoliberal feminist; there are no neoliberal feminist t-shirts, bumper stickers, political 
parties or manifestos. While academics have converged on identifying some texts as exam-
ples of neoliberal feminism,34 none of the authors of these texts identifies themselves or 
their ideas as neoliberal feminist. How then do we know that there even is enough empirical 
evidence to justify constructing a concept of neoliberal feminism as a political ideology?

The approach I take (inspired by Freeden) is to seek recurrent patterns of thinking 
that manifest in widely different areas of life concurrently, and so indicate the presence 
of a political ideology: a set of beliefs that shape thinking and behaviour across multiple 
dimensions of society. In particular, I seek to identify distinctive patterns of thinking that 
are neither captured by earlier categorizations of feminist political ideologies, nor captured 
by theorizations of neoliberalism: if it is to be helpful to say that neoliberal feminism is an 
ideology, this can only be because it differs meaningfully from other ideologies we have 
already identified as useful interpretive constructs for making sense of our political world.

Moreover, such an ideology must have a significant impact on thinking and behaviour 
to be worth studying. If a given pattern of thinking is only manifest in one, small part of 
public life (say, it only shows up in rhetoric justifying abortion policy under one particular 
party’s leadership), this would not be sufficient evidence to establish that this is a political 
ideology; it might simply be a framing strategy that has no further hold on how people think 
and act. Similarly, if the pattern of thinking were manifest in just a few books by a small 
circle of authors, but did not show up anywhere else, that could be a sign that it functions 
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as a political ideology for a tiny community, but not that it has emerged as influential on 
the thought and behaviour of a larger portion of society. In order to be certain that these 
patterns are not merely incidental, I check to see whether they emerge in a wide variety 
of contexts. In particular, I have looked for these patterns in US presidential politics, in 
US foreign policy rhetoric, in feminist activism, in popular feminist writings, in academic 
feminist writings and in US popular culture more broadly understood. By presenting my 
findings in other countries and to an international community of academics, I have also 
checked my findings against what other scholars report, particularly in the UK and in 
Canada. Yet what I offer is only ever an interpretation; its validity rests in the capacity of 
the interpretation to provide a persuasive explanation of the patterns that we can observe 
in the world. An interpretation of a set of phenomena as constituting a distinctive political 
ideology must, therefore, be continually tested to see if it is the best explanation, and the 
interpretation that can account for the most observable phenomena.

The particular pattern of thinking that I identify as neoliberal feminism is a set of three 
political beliefs that recur together across a wide variety of contexts, thus forming the core 
concepts of the ideology. First is individualization of persistent gender inequality: any gender 
inequality that persists today is conceptualized primarily (if not entirely) as a consequence 
of individual choices. Neoliberal feminism thereby renders invisible structural analysis of 
gender. Second is privatization of political responses: since the problems have individual 
causes, it follows that the solutions must also be individual. There is no need for collective, 
political action to address inequality; in its place are calls for individuals to alter their beliefs 
and/or behaviour. Third is liberation through capitalism: the ultimate expression of women’s 
liberation is seen in terms of women’s successful participation in capitalism – whether in 
terms of women’s capacity to consume freely, or in terms of women’s capacity to compete in 
the capitalist workplace. The unbridled free market is the institutional mechanism by which 
we liberate women and ensure gender equality. The feminist is the entrepreneur, capable 
of competing alongside of men, and winning or losing in the marketplace according to her 
individual efforts and the vicissitudes of the economy.

I also trace the multiple conditions that have contributed to the rise and dissemination 
of neoliberal feminist ideology. Among these are structural shifts, such as Ronald Reagan’s 
defunding and demotion of offices devoted to women’s issues and gender equity during 
his Presidency,35 or the stagnation (and in some sectors, decline) of male wages in the US, 
leading women’s wages and integration into the capitalist workforce to become increasingly 
important even in heterosexual families with relatively traditional gendered divisions of 
labour.36 Yet, there are also cultural shifts – ideas that emerge and are combined with fem-
inisms in ways that contribute to the development of a neoliberal feminism: the rise of the 
self-help movement, the do-it-yourself movement, the development of alternative cultures 
that embrace self-objectification (neo-burlesque, roller derby and the like). And there are 
problems and contradictions experienced within feminist politics that contribute to its 
development: most notably, the conflict over second wave feminism’s purported37 exclu-
sions of lesbians, women of colour, sex workers, trans persons, etc., produced a tendency 
to individualize feminism.38 While at certain moments I can identify particular feminist 
actors who make significant contributions to the development of neoliberal feminism (as 
when the Feminist Majority teamed up with the George W. Bush administration to help 
sell the Afghanistan invasion to the American public as the liberation of Afghan women 
from barbaric, Taliban men)39, in much more subtle ways feminism has contributed in 
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theoretical and practical fashions to the development of its neoliberal variant. Tracing the 
multiplicity of influences on neoliberal feminism is useful to illustrate how very complex 
the story of the rise of a new political ideology is, and how far it is from a simple story of 
neoliberalism repurposing feminism to suit its own ends.

Finally, I offer an account of why neoliberal feminism has been so appealing to so many 
people. Neoliberal feminism can only exercise a strong hold on the political imagination 
because it offers its adherents something that alternative ideologies do not, or do not any 
longer. I have argued that a great deal of its appeal lies in the pleasures it offers: the pleasures 
of avoiding conflict, of indulging in consumption and financial success, of getting along with 
other people.40 Any ideology that would aim to supplant the power and influence of this one 
must address this question of pleasure: what alternative pleasures can be cultivated? What 
alternatives are there for addressing the problems that neoliberal feminism appears to solve?

We are currently at a moment when there has been a failure of political imagination 
among many feminists. In some cases, this is because feminists are captured by neoliberal 
feminism. Such feminists view this ideology as a kind of authentic feminism, and cannot 
imagine an alternative to it. In other cases, it is because, like Fraser, feminists are captured by 
a view of neoliberalism as an irresistible agent, and of feminism and feminists as its unwitting 
victims. They cannot imagine how neoliberalism is to be resisted, and they cannot imagine 
themselves as possessing agency sufficient to unseat or alter a seemingly hegemonic ideology.

In response, I approach the study of ideology as a problem of the political imagination. 
Studying ideologies is a way of denaturalizing them, loosening their hold on us, and opening 
ourselves up to alternatives already available to us, or alternatives not yet imagined. In calling 
attention to feminists’ abandonment of the project of studying evolving feminist political ide-
ologies, and to the anti-political assumptions implicit in the emerging literature on neoliberal 
feminism, I am diagnosing this failure of feminist imagination. If we adopt a political conception 
of political ideology, we can reveal neoliberal feminism to be perhaps the latest in a long tradition 
of evolving and changing feminist ideologies, rather than as either an authentic or inauthentic 
feminism. By contextualizing and historicizing neoliberal feminism, we may reveal feminist 
possibilities that are occluded by the hegemony of neoliberal feminism in the mainstream fem-
inist imagination, and so point to alternatives that feminists might pursue.

This means in particular that we must attend to how feminists and feminist ideologies 
have contributed to the production of neoliberal feminism; importantly, feminists are not 
passive victims, but active producers and reproducers of neoliberal feminism. This is cause 
for hope, not despair: if feminists can contribute to the development of an ideology that 
they reject, this means they have the agency to contribute to its transformation. Indeed, no 
feminist ideology is truly hegemonic, but is always subject to variation, contestation and 
change (even if that change is slow or imperceptible to the political actor). The fact that 
ideologies change and develop opens up room for political imagination: even if a path to 
resistance is not immediately visible, this characteristic of ideology allows for the hope of 
a shift, even if it cannot be perceived, predicted or planned.

Notes

1. � Elizabeth Diggs, ‘What is the women’s movement?,’ Women: A Journal of Liberation, 2 (4), 
(1970), pp. 10–13.

2. � While at the time Diggs wrote, feminists proclaimed themselves ‘radical feminist’ or ‘socialist 
feminist,’ they used the term ‘liberal feminist’ to label their feminist opponents. ‘Liberal 
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feminist,’ like ‘neoliberal feminist’ today, was not a label claimed by its adherents, at least not 
when the term was first coined.

3. � Diggs, op. cit., Ref. 1, p. 10.
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See her ‘Third-wave feminism and the defense of “choice”,’ Perspectives on Politics, 8 (1), 
(2010), pp. 255–261.
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included by each of these authors under these different labels, but there is a general overlap 
in agreement on the characteristics of neoliberal feminism, as outlined in this essay.

10. � Despite the careful delineations of different feminist ideologies decades ago, the term ‘liberal 
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24. � It is especially peculiar that Fraser does not view ideologies as historical and changing since 
she locates herself within the tradition of socialist theory. Surely she is aware that ideologies 
change and would concede the point readily, but this does not seem to inflect her narrative 
about neoliberal feminism.
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particular interpretation of neoliberal feminism, and so I can only assert it here. I refer the 
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neoliberal feminism to feminist ideas and politics, see Michaele Ferguson, ‘Choice Feminism 
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are not an interest group”: the issue of women's issues in the 2012 presidential campaign,’ 
Theory & Event, 16 (1), (2013); and Ferguson, op. cit., Ref. 25. I discuss manifestations of 
neoliberal feminism in US popular culture as well in Michaele L. Ferguson, ‘Choice Feminism’s 
Honey Trap,’ https://contemporarycondition.blogspot.com/2014/03/choice-feminisms-
honey-trap.html; and ‘Validating Women, Judging Men: The Therapeutic Non-Politics of 
Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In,’ https://contemporarycondition.blogspot.com/2013/11/validating-
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(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013).
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Press, 2003), pp. 177ff.

36. � Thomas B. Edsall, ‘The increasing significance of the decline of men,’ The New York Times, 
March 16 2017.
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to feminism in a particular historical period, includes a wide variety of feminist political 
ideologies, only some of which were exclusionary on some dimensions at certain times. In 
other words, not all feminists who could be classed as ‘second wave’ were exclusionary, in 
the same ways and at the same times.

38. � See Ferguson 2010, op. cit., Ref. 33.
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