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Abstract

This thesis analyses the traditional union conception of the ‘problem’' of women in the union
movement, and shows how this conception is wrong headed. The thesis makes an argument
that the focus on women, always women, in conventional analysis, and the failure to name male
advantage and resistance to women, have distorted our understanding of traditional unionism
and questions of gender within it. The thesis highlights the importance of keeping men,

women, and the relationship between the two in clear focus in any institutional study.

In its early chapters the thesis surveys some historical material, reievant feminist theory and the
state of Australian unions today, to set the discussion of contemporary Australian unionism in
context. This discussion is followed by three empirically-based chapters. The first of these
analyses data showing the systemic over-representation of men in the Australian union
movement, especially where power lies. The second examines the range of Australian and
international union responses to the 'problem' of women's under-representation throughout
unjons. The third analyses the nature of women's and men's activism in their unions, revealing
that many conventional explanations for women's lesser participation in unions are inaccurate
and misleading, and that the different circumstances of women's and men's private lives

underwrite the terms of their political engagement in public organisations like unions.

Finally, in theorising gender-relations in unions, the thesis argues for a much closer analysis of

male resistance to women in unions, and in other similar political institutions.
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