

DOES THE SOCIAL CONTRACT PRESUPPOSE THE SEXUAL CONTRACT?

In order to explore whether the social contract presupposes the sexual contract, one first must understand how these terms are defined. The social contract is a hypothetical concept originally put forward by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the 18th century as an explanation for government. It has been adapted and developed by many political theorists, and consequently this essay will also refer to the ideas of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke who are both equally as relevant. The social contract is deemed the mechanism for ‘rational progression’ of mankind - moving from an anarchist society in the state of nature, to civil society where all individuals enjoy equal rights. There are slight variations in the exact requirements for the social contract according to these different political theorists, but they all agree on the premise premiss that the social contract is a consensual exchange between people and government, whereby the people willingly give up select rights in free exchange for protection from the government. The sexual contract is a theory based on the social contract.; Pput forward by Carole Pateman (1988), the sexual contract it underpins the social contract theory and can be considered it’s the “suppressed gender subtext” of it (Fraser, 1993, 53). The subordination of women to men is the foundation of the contract. Pateman argues that this pre-dates the social contract in the beliefs of the above-mentioned theorists. It is her argument that the subsequent exclusion of women from the original contract process means they have been historically excluded from decision-making, undermining the ‘consensual’ and ‘equal’ exchange described in the social contract and instead creating a heavily patriarchal society. 



There is another key distinction between the two contract theories: the sexual contract is a theory put forward based purely on historic evidence, whilst however the social contract on the other hand is both historic and hypothetical, in that it can be analysed both as a concept itself and as a legitimate, practiced contract. In this essay I will analyse the social contract primarily as a historic account, exploring the beliefs of the classical writers behind it. It must be noted however, that, given the word limit on this essay, I will not be able to provide an go into as much detail as is needed for a more in depth exploration of this topic. The distinction between the social contract as historic or hypothetical is essential to my argument, as the answer to this question is dependent on your its definition. Although the social contract theory itself does not necessarily presuppose the sexual contract, the beliefs of the theorists who developed the social contract underpin it certainly do. It was the subsequent exclusion of women from the original contract that has created historic examples where women are excluded from everyday contracts and decision making, being made the subordinate to men in civil society. I will therefore, ultimately argue that the social contract does indeed presuppose the sexual contract. However, it must be noted that they can be viewed as one and the same; the sexual contract does not exist without the social contract, and the social contract does not exist without the sexual. In that sense, both the social contract and the sexual contract presuppose each other. 	Comment by Collins, Amy: should there be a sentence after this either saying a) what you’re likely to gloss over or b) why the essay is still worth reading? (ie however this essay will still provide us with the principle distinctions…)
	Comment by Collins, Amy: one and the SAME? or mutually exclusive?


This can be seen immediately through an idea held by the prominent liberal thinkers who invented the social contract: that women are not viewed as individuals. The social contract, as earlier explained, is designed to create a society where all individuals experience equality. This ideal is not itself predicated on any form of sexism, nor does it promote a sexual hierarchy or involve an exclusion of women. This is because, from a 21st century perspective, an ‘individual’ is considered to be any human – regardless of sex. However, as Pateman points out, this is not the belief of the 17th century liberal theorists behind the social contract (1988, 18). It is their belief, she argues, that only men are individuals; women are excluded from this definition (Pateman, 1988, 18). This distinction in the definition of the word ‘individual’ is essential to my argument, as it completely changes ones’ reading and understanding of the contract. Not only does defining ‘individuals’ as ‘men’ exclude women from the contract and remove their ability to consent to it, but it clearly promotes the promotion of men and the consequent submission of women. There is little evidence to suggest Hobbes or Rousseau subscribed to this belief however, contrary to Pateman’s argument, but it is prominent in the writings of Locke. For example, “only men have the natural characteristics of free and equal beings,” which highlights how women don’t have the capacity to be the free individuals outlined in the social contract (Weiss, 1987, 91). Additionally, communitarian feminists argue that the individual described in the contract does not align with the qualities of a woman; Locke’s version of the contract concerns an individual whose focuses are: self-preservation, the pursuit of rights and the accumulation of wealth - a lonesome individual (Walsh, 1995, 254). Feminists argue that this description does not correlate with the experiences of a woman, which revolve around a moral sense of collectiveness, brought about through the shared connectedness women feel as a result of their reproductive capabilities, and their historical role as nurtures (Walsh, 1995, 256). This emphasis on self-interest and individuality thereforen “eliminates the distinctly feminine voice from liberal political discourse,” excluding women from the liberal societies created by the social contract (Walsh, 1995, 257). It is this exclusion that stems from Locke’s own dismissal of women, that ultimately highlights how the social contract does presuppose the sexual contract, as it is a clear example of how the writers intended to create a society where women are subordinate.	Comment by Collins, Amy: is this quote from locke? if so ‘he writes, for example…’. if its not locke who wrote that then a little more contextualisation is needed 



Although Hobbes and Rousseau do not appear to exclude women from the notion of individuality, they do still promote them as subordinates to men, an idea at the core of the sexual contract. This can be seen firstly through close analysis of Rousseau’s ideas of rationality. Pateman argues that, using the idea of the state of nature, the authors of the social contract present entry into the contract as a rational act, despite failing to highlight the fact that, for all except Hobbes, a difference in rationality follows from sexual difference; thus, removing women from the contract process (1988, 84). Contrary to this, Rousseau argues that the sexes are equal in their mental capability and capacity. He does not however, endorse the “free and complete development of women’s rational capabilities” (Weiss, 1987, 89). He instead advocates for a society divided into sexual spheres, with traditional sex-roles: the men dominating the civil sphere and the women dominating the domestic sphere; the men encouraged to be strong and the women to be weak; the men dominating the women within the sexual hierarchy (*add author*, 1987, 92). This division does not come from some idea of innate male superiority then, as Pateman suggested, but because of the necessary and advantageous consequences that Rousseau believed would come of it (author?, 1987, 84). He believed in the importance of the sexes being taught differently, in a way that encourages women’s weakness - making it not the result of the social contract, but rather the intended purpose. It was his belief that this would encourage an interdependent society, where men and women are mutually dependent on each other (Schwartz, 1984, 138).


This does not make his vision of society more feminist however, as the men appear to rely on women purely for sex, or in other words: their bodies. It does, however, debunk an element of Pateman’s sexual contract by proving that not all theorists believed men to be naturally superior through their rationality. However, the fact that Rousseau’s advocacy for a “traditional, radically sex-rolled society” does not stem from a view of women as innately unequal or subordinate, does not eliminate him as evidence to support the sexual contract theory (Weiss, 1987, 81). Nor does the fact that his views appear to reflect that of 17th century Britain, which makes his sexual scheme “wholly normative, and not based on a deterministic view of sex” (Weiss, 1987, 84). Rousseau actively encourages a sexually hierarchical society through establishing a division of labour based on sex, where women are encouraged to be weak and men to dominate them in strength and therefore status. This is the very premises of the sexual contract. It is explicitly clear therefore, that despite Rousseau’s ideas surrounding the natural equality of the genders, an analysis of his beliefs directly aids my argument that the social contract presupposes the sexual contract. 


Similarly, despite Hobbes’ belief in the natural equity of women and men in the state of nature, he still promotes an unequal society predicated on sexual differences in the social contract. Hobbes does not refer in his descriptions of the state of nature to any kind of sex roles; instead he talks of the “natural affection” both parents feel towards their children, as well as the balance of sexual desire in both the sexes (Boucher, 2003, 28). This completely contrasts the “law of male sex right” that Pateman argues that is established in civil society through the social contract (1988, 44). Boucher argues that, for Hobbes, the origins of family are therefore in violence rather than in natural ties, establishing it as more of a confederation, existing of the conquered and the conqueror - the conqueror almost always a male (2003, 28). According to Pateman, this establishes men as being able to rule without paternal or fraternal right in the state of nature – “the law of male sex right” - which is then consolidated in the social contract and is thus protected by civil law (1988, 27).  This idea is supported further through Hobbes’ own recognition ofas women as “lords” over their children, which highlights his belief in their capability to be masters/ conquerors just as men are (2003, 26). Joanna Butcher is one of many scholars who critique “the law of male sex right” through a rejection of the misconception that Hobbes thought women to be naturally inferior (reference). She argues against Pateman by highlighting that Hobbes’ ideas, surrounding the creation of a society predicated on sexual hierarchy, were instead derived from his strong belief in indivisible sovereignty, which meant equality of the sexes and absolute power had to be mutually exclusive (2003, 30). Once again, although there is an alternate justification for Hobbes’ beliefs beyond the argument put forward by Pateman, it does not remove the fact that he promotes a sex-rolled society similar to that promoted by Rousseau. This vision of society clearly shows the sexual contract was prominent in Hobbes’ mind during the creation of the social contract, highlighting how the social and sexual contract both presuppose each other.  	Comment by Collins, Amy: should you have a reference here?


To conclude therefore, it is therefore undeniable that the social contract does presuppose the sexual contract. The foundations for this lie in the sexually predicated difference in self that is present in the ideas of all three key liberal theorists that I have discussed in this essay – the writers of the social contract. Whether they subscribe to the belief that women are inherently inferior – naturally less smart, less strong, less capable – or the belief that women should be treated as inferior despite their equality in capability, it is clear that the authors of the social contract all aimed to create a society where women are treated as subordinates to men. It is these sexist beliefs that, although not present in the social contract as a hypothetical theory, do in practice filter into the societies it creates.[footnoteRef:1] The sexual contract could not exist without these beliefs, proving not only that the social contract presupposes the sexual contract, but that the social contract is the sexual contract. The social contract is disguised as a contract for a society where all individuals experience equal rights, but is actually designed as a tool for female suppression and male domination in a society predicated by a strict sexual hierarchy. [1:  Given the word limit of this essay I will not be able to explore this further, but in a deeper analysis one would need to look at the liberal societies (such as the UK and the US) which have their foundations in the social contract. This would allow direct comparisons to further explore how the beliefs of the classical writers that I have explored in this essay have influenced real-life societies, and would support my argument that the social contract presupposes the sexual contract. ] 
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