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Tara Brabazon

Welcome to this collection of presentations from the 2025 International Women’s Day Seminar, based in Palmerston North, Aotearoa New Zealand, but welcoming speakers and an audience from around the world.  Activated by Graduate Women Manawatū, these presentations and chapters have been gathered and shared to create and hold the space for regional, rural, and remote women.  The theme of this event – and this collection – is Building a Defiant Future.  The word ‘defiant’ has been chosen with intent.  In difficult times for individuals, families, communities and the environment, it is completely understandable that we – as citizens – live in fear, silence, confusion and worry.  We hide.  We cower.  We are overwhelmed by the onslaught and attacks on institutions, organizations, and beliefs that are the foundation for civilization, culture, compassion, and justice.

This collection of chapters walks a different path.  Indeed, the women and the chapters that follow build a pathway for consciousness, courage, life and community.  Together, our goal is to enable change.  In the pages that follow, educators and health care professionals, social workers and librarians, leaders and change agents, welcome you to join their struggle for purpose, meaning, perspective and transformation.  As individuals, we can be suffocated by fear and loss and confusion.  As a community, we can stand.  Enable.  Think.  Create.  Transform.

I thank the contributors to this seminar for their faith in me to share and disseminate their expertise.  Even more importantly, I thank these remarkable women for their leadership.  Their intellectual power.  Their contagious compassion.  Their defiance in building a better future for us all.

This is the first time these research projects have been published.  I look forward to reading further insights from these remarkable citizens as these projects develop.  It remains a privilege to collect this research for new audiences, to inspire transformation and change.

Kia haere tahi tatou - ki nga wa pai ake / Let’s go together – to better times.
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The centre is not the centre: Building a defiant future with Regional, Rural and Remote women

Tara Brabazon

We begin these conference proceedings with a story of women on the periphery, and how their silence is not only meaningful, but provocative, troubling and enabling of consciousness and change.  This is a Palmerston North story.  It is also a story that questions the foundational definitions of the periphery.

Palmerston North is a small, third-tier city in the Manawatū region of Aotearoa New Zealand.  Located on the Manawatū River, and enfolding a population 80,000 people, it is a service hub for agricultural industries, also housing some manufacturing and several higher education providers, including Massey University.  It has connectivity to major regional centres via a railway and an airport.  It also has an uneven international reputation, with John Cleese describing it after a visit during a tour as, “the suicide capital of New Zealand.”  He went further, “if you wish to kill yourself but lack the courage, I think a visit to Palmerston North will do the trick” (Cleese, 2006).  It also has a digital presence, with an array of Palmerston North communities on Facebook.  I try to support local businesses and enjoy events in the region, so I am a member of many of these groups.  As an Australian, I do not post or offer a comment, but I learn about the city and click ‘like’ to offer support.  

On Sunday January 26, 2025, I was scrolling through the Facebook group, Everything Palmy (2025).  A woman was requesting advice about a church in the area that was family friendly and with a woman preacher.

Anonymous Participant


I am seeking a family-friendly church with a preference of a female preacher or speaker for myself and my children. Thank you.



I am neither religious nor a church-goer, but I clicked ‘like’ to this request, to wish this woman well. I offered no comment, but just confirmed support, alongside nine other members of this Palmerston North online community group.

After cleaning the house on this particular Sunday, I saw a flashing notification for Everything Palmy on my mobile phone, which was unusual because I post nothing to the group.  The notification was from Nick Olas, who had named me in his comment, and made an odd statement.


Nick Olas.

Tara Brabazon I am not supporting your crappy feminist ideology, as seen from your news feed.  So don’t think my comment is in support of feminazism.



I do not know this man.  I have no connection to this man, except that we are members of a Palmerston North Facebook group.  I had offered no comment.  I had clicked ‘like’ to support a woman seeking a family-friendly religious environment for her children, and a woman minister.

What is fascinating from this digitized micro-event is why a woman clicking a ‘like’ button had triggered Nick Olas to search for me.  Upon locating my personal profile, he then felt confident and entitled to label and judge my “crappy feminist ideology,” and describe me as a supporter of “feminazism.”  This is the response and label applied to a silent woman who he does not know, but believes – from a position of ignorance – he has a right to label, judge and disrespect.

The reason for such entitlement is important to interpret, evaluate, and understand.  For this collection of papers to honour women and International Women’s Day, welcoming Regional, Rural and Remote women and locations around the world, it is important to understand this conversation, noting that this was a ‘conversation’ where one participant is silent.  It is also important to explore the education of women, and the men who fear it.

As women continue their education, to enable reading, writing, thinking and citizenship, we must transcend the labels of “crappy feminist ideology” and offer a different vision of a defiant future.  This is an important moment to summon an intervention.  Graduate education is changing.  In 2017, and for the first time in the United States, women dominated doctoral programmes (Whiting, 2018).  In 2022, and for the first time in Aotearoa New Zealand, women dominated doctoral programmes (Figure NZ, 2022).  Therefore, women are enrolling in higher degrees in greater numbers than men.  What is the consequence of this reality on men, masculinity, the patriarchy and misogyny (Brabazon, 2024; Brabazon, 2022a)?

One answer to this question emerges from regional, rural, and remote environments.  This introduction opens out these environments, acknowledging their specificity, strengths, and challenges.  On this intellectual journey, some French theory will be added to the remix, alongside some empowering voices that show that the margin is rarely marginal, and the centre is not central.
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RRR: taxonomies of difference

Every nation encases regional, rural, and remote locations and they occupy a specific role and relational function.  The people who live, work, play sport, enjoy leisure, make friends and build families in these RRR sites are framed by – and also attempt to transform - the unproductive binary oppositions of 

city / country, 

centre / periphery, 

exciting / banal, 

innovative / nostalgic.  

To add complexity to these simple divisions, the naming and categorization of areas as regional, rural and remote deploys colonizing language, imposing value and importance on urbanity, tethering it to modernity.  ‘Remote’ places are centres for knowledge, faith, memory and history for Indigenous citizens, First Nations and First Peoples.  They are only labelled as regional, rural or remote in relation to urban environments that are the hubs of commerce, finance, industry, and colonisation. 

Remote locations are not only configured through distance from a metropolis, but a lack of infrastructure. 

Indeed, they are defined through a lack, a difference, and a disconnection. Colonization continues to shunt these places as outside of modernity, and defined through extreme difficulty and absence.  Such definitions are coded through ideologies of urbanity and the metropolis.  The challenge with these locations is that health and education infrastructure is lacking.  The small population enables an active forgetting of these places by policy makers and politicians. These regional, rural and remote locations are imagined into existence by national policies, delivered from large cities.  They are reimagined through popular culture as backwaters, and are not only boring, but dangerous.  These iconographies, histories and geographies align, converge, chatter, disconnect and agitate.  Through the piling of binary oppositions to form ideologies, a culture of deficit, of less and of lack, is created.  

These theories and definitions that minimize rurality, regionality and the remote are available for transformation through the lenses of postcolonialism and feminism, alongside a sensitivity to the political economy.  From this theoretical foundation, an architecture of advocacy is constructed.  Women occupy specific but also connected social, political and economic trajectories in rural, regional and remote communities.  Women’s history and theories construct a pathway through drought, iterative pandemics, economic injustice, floods, climate emergencies, affordable housing advocacy, and equality in educational participation and success.  There is also the historic and tragically current concern with the women lost through domestic violence (Kaur and Garg, 2010; Magnus and Donohue, 2022).  The lack – the deficit - of support services, consciousness and visibility means that regional, rural and remote women ‘manage’ alone.  This survival is meaningful.  Their survival is meaningful.  The learning derived from this survival is meaningful.  

My words are not shaped by fear and anger. Instead, the goal of the research in this book is to excavate places and women often forgotten and frequently marginalized.  From these hidden, marginalized and demeaned places, a new model of leadership and learning emerges, opening the spaces of silence, disillusionment, fear, worry and hardship.  

As an extreme example, two-thirds of the Australian population live in major cities, making Australia one of the most urbanized populations in the world.  But Australia also has one of the lowest population densities outside of the major cities (ABS, 2016).  Therefore, most of the population can forget about the regional, the rural and remote.  These regions only acquire profile when issues emerge, such as drought or flooding, school and hospital closure, mental health and self-harming issues, or crime.  In terms of population size, regionality matters.  In terms of politics and social justice, the remote matters.  If we are interested in food security and health literacy, then rural locations matter.

There is also a powerful and important literature that offers a revision of urbanity from the RRR environment.  Third tier cities are in the regions, and they can be rural.  These are the small populations, one-industry towns, sometimes at the edge of global cities.  Consider the fan of cities outside of Sydney: Port Macquarie, Dubbo, Orange, Bathurst, Wagga, and Albury.  Sometimes, these cities are separated from a major city.  Palmerston North is separated from both Auckland and Wellington, let alone the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand.

Universities can also be present in these cities, like Palmerston North, Bathurst, Ballarat, Oshawa or Bolton.  As working environments, they present enormous advantages, including inexpensive housing and a small university, enabling a diversity of functions and colleagues.  The opportunity to experience a myriad of roles and tasks is important for early career researchers.  There is also a much more direct line between universities, industries, and local government.  The impact and engagement of research can be of a high order.

Third tier cities agitate the clean binary oppositions that construct and value urbanity.  The regional in most nations refers to the towns and small cities that exist beyond the capital cities of states and provinces.  Rurality is determined opposition to urbanity, based on agricultural industries. Remote locations are not only configured through distance from a metropolis, but a lack of infrastructure.  

It is necessary to offer a few more words about definitions, to scaffold the research in this monograph.  Rurality is an ideology, as much as a designation of a place.  That means the rural is defined as that which is not urban, but a series of assumptions attend that binary opposition, about modernity.  The ideology of rurality confirms an anti-modernity and anti-progressivism, being also boring and intolerant of difference.  Such an ideology is not factual.  It activates a series of connotations that have valued the urban experience as exciting, dynamic, a location where money can be made, and weird coffees are available to drink.  Some of those assumptions may have been true, but the changes to work and leisure, and housing and families, through the last couple of decades, and particularly since the Global Financial Crisis (Tett, 2009) and the pandemic, have created an opportunity for a rethink and revisioning.

A wider international theory frames and encircles our work on rurality, regionality and the remote that also frames my initial story from the Facebook group, Everything Palmy.  Jason Cervone published a remarkable monograph, Corporatizing rural education: neoliberal globalization and reaction in the United States (2017).  Beginning its research life as a PhD, Cervone argued that these rural and regional towns and cities have been buffeted by the waves of neoliberal globalization.  Market forces – corporations – have seen the brittle nature of the economy in these areas and moved in to exploit the situation.

Neoliberalism, at its most basic, is defined as the domination of the free market and the profit motive of all other motivations and priorities.  It is anti-state intervention and anti-regulation.  The challenges to health, education and public services like libraries – without regulation – are obvious.  The Global Financial Crisis in 2008 was the peak moment of this unregulated ideology, via unsecured loans and derivatives trading (Tett, 2009).  The international economy was treated like a poker game.  It was casino capitalism (Manno, 2020), and the consequences to the international economy and the global population were stark. This ideology has specific and damaging impacts on rural, regional and remote locations. The public good was parked for the free market. One result of this impact is the white working class in regional and rural areas voted for Donald Trump.  These “angry, white men and women,” as Cervone described them (2017), were not validated or addressed by any of the major political parties.  

Yet how neoliberalism has framed these regions is far more complex and damaging than any simple sociological explanation of Donald Trump voters may suggest.  Cervone argues that,


the corporatization of rural schools is based in the same ideology that has affected rural communities throughout US history, the ideology that shapes rural communities as backward and in need of modernization (2017, 16).



This is a powerful and important analysis.  Configuring the rural and regional as backward – summoning the cascading identities of redneck, yahoo, gronk or bogan (depending on the nation)  - opens these environments to market-driven and profit-motivated ‘programmes’ for modernization.  The rural and regional are configured through a deficit model, and the citizens that live in these locations are deficient, requiring the market economy – rather than public services – to rectify the weaknesses and lack.  Instead of public providers for health, education, libraries and correctional services, neoliberal corporations move into these rural and regional locations to extract profit.  

Therefore, ‘modernization’ is mashed with the exploitation of people, animals and the land.  Education is cheapened and public schooling undermined.  With an under-funded schooling system and few choices for alternative providers, the rural and regional citizens continue to have fewer choices and options than those from larger cities.  The labelling of ‘rednecks’ has nothing to do with the reality or lived experience of rural, regional or remote environments, and instead is a product of configuring these spaces and the people within them as lacking, underdeveloped and anti-modern.  

Actually, these identities of redneck or yahoo or gronk or bogan are an imagining of community (Anderson, 1991).  As shown by Hall, Winlow and Treadwell’s research (2017), when the extreme right is summoned in iconography and popular culture, it is a twisted, angry male face that assaults our vision (Brabazon, 2022b).  With women’s rights enmeshed in post-second wave feminist movements, the relationship with working-class men – often no longer in work – and social justice is unclear.  Certainly, gender is a significant variable in the perpetuation of inequality, masking women’s contributions to and for their communities (Alston, 2006; Crimmins, Casey, McIntyre, 2020).  Morell and Bock showed that when rural women are visible, they become “victims of the combined pressure of capitalism and patriarchy” (2008, 5-6). While the word ‘victim’ can be an obstruction to community-building empowerment and structural transformation, it is clear that women must fight to be visible in leadership roles that transcend the labels of ‘wife,’ ‘mother’ and ‘supporter.’ Their history and contributions to economic, social, and educational life are displaced, minimized, or erased. Women remain the farmer’s wife, not the farmer. They help. They do not lead.  This is, as Alston described, “the grass ceiling” (2000).  The ideologies of the regional, rural and remote also truncate, compress and cramp the capacities of women to stretch, stabilize and occupy.

There is justifiable anger, disappointment, despair and rage in regional, rural and remote environments. This context creates a “politics of resentment” in “rural consciousness” (Cramer, 2016). Through colonization, urbanity signified progress and modernity, with the regional, rural and remote wallowing in stories of depopulation (Johnson and Lichter 2019), reduction in health and education services (Maganty et al., 2023), suicide rates (Kõlves et al., 2012), and extreme political views, which Cramer described as “the
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