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Abstract

Feminism is often blamed for having made the “wralegisions” on issues such as
work and care. This thesis argues that such judgenage based on a misperception of
how social movements exercise collective agencyileMeminist historiography and
social movement studies offer some insights, netlivectly address the question of to
what extent the directions taken by social movemeastn be shaped by high level
strategic decision-making. In answering this questithe research was informed by
philosophical pragmatism and by feminist theoriégesponsibility and reason. The
prevailing “movement CEO” image of decision-makwgs rejected in favour of an
approach directed to interpreting the past actminthe women’s movement without

neglecting its decentralised and collective nature.

| began by investigating the degree of strategyAustralian women’s movement
activism on work and care issues in two periods:itberwar years (1919-1938) and in
the 1970s and 1980s. These periods were chosemudeethey are often taken to
illustrate failures in feminist decision-making. &second-wave movement is said to
have failed women by over-emphasising access tbwaik at the expense of women’s
caring roles while the feminists of the early twetft century are said to have locked
women into mothering roles by relying on matertabsguments. The historical
research drew on primary sources including the roscareated by organisations and
individuals involved in the movement, together withal history interviews. The
historical studies found little evidence of capgditr, or orientation towards, high level
strategic decision-making in terms of the politiaall discursive risks identified in later
criticisms of feminism. The studies supplement taxis historical accounts by
illuminating the nature of organisational processathin the movement and the

reasoning used by participants.

| then developed a positive alternative to existingtional actor models of
decision-making, which avoids the assumption thatvements as such engage in
strategic decision-making but still allows for tpessibility of purposive collective
action. This “organisation-direction” model propsg&at collective intentions may be

formed in the more densely-organised nodes of aemewt field and may pull the



movement in certain directions without imposing Hilgvel strategic decisions.
Non-instrumental elements such as emotion and mermeknowledge are irreducible
parts of reasoned action, which only sometimes g assessing risks and
opportunities. Movement goals and means are gesteriat the course of practical
engagement rather than through a linear processlecfsion-making. The thesis
contributes to the social movement literature #@phasises the constitutive role of
non-instrumental elements of action by showing hbase are linked to goal-oriented
organisation. The thesis responds to the growinghasis on strategic choices in social
movements by exploring the nature and limits oftsiyy instead of assuming its

usefulness as an interpretive device.
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