
Pateman and the Feminist Critique of the Canon

1 The Sexual Contract

“Women have no part in the original [social] contract, but they are not left
behind in the state of nature – that would defeat the purpose of the sexual
contract! Women are incorporated into a sphere that both is and is not in
civil society. The private sphere is part of civil society but is separated
from the ‘civil’ sphere. The anatomy of private/public is another expres-
sion of natural/civil and women/men” (Pateman The Sexual Contract, 11).

“To tell the story of the sexual contract is to show how sexual difference,
what it is to be a ‘man’ or ‘woman’, and the construction of sexual dif-
ference as political difference, is central to civil society” (Pateman The
Sexual Contract, 16).

Questions: What is the sexual contract? Explain this concept with refer-
ence to one of the thinkers that we’ve looked at on the course. Explain
the public/private distinction. Why might exploring this be relevant to
feminist thinking?

2 Wollstonecraft’s Dilemma

“The extremely difficult problem faced by women in their attempt to win
full citizenship I shall call ‘Wollstonecraft’s dilemma’. The dilemma is
that the two routes toward citizenship that women have pursued are
mutually incompatible within the confines of the patriarchal welfare
state, and, within that context, they are impossible to achieve” (Pateman
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‘The Patriarchal Welfare State’, 196-7).

“On the one hand, they have demanded that the ideal of citizenship be
extended to them, and the liberal-feminist agenda for a ‘gender-neutral’
social world is the logical conclusion of one form of this demand. On the
other hand, women have also insisted, often simultaneously, as did Mary
Wollstonecraft, that as women they have specific capacities, talents, needs
and concerns, so that the expression of their citizenship will be differ-
entiated from that of men” (Pateman ‘The Patriarchal Welfare State’, 197).

Questions: Explain Wollstonecraft’s dilemma. How do you think the
dilemma should be resolved? What are some of the advantages and
disadvantages of each horn of the dilemma? How does your preferred
solution alter what we think feminism should aspire to?

3 Four feminist projects

In ‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of Political Thought’, Linda Zerilli
presents four different projects that feminists have undertaken when
engaging with the canon of political thought. They are: “(1) to expose
the absence of women from, or their denigrated status in, canonical
discussions of politics; (2) to integrate women into the very categories
of political membership from which they had been originally excluded;
(3) to show that women cannot be so integrated because their exclusion
is constitutive of those very categories; (4) to draw the consequences of
this impossible inclusion and reconstitute the categories of politics anew”
(106-07).

3.1 Expose the absence of women

“Feminists quickly discovered that what appeared to be the absence of
women in many canonical texts was often accompanied by a deep worry
about women’s supposedly disorderly nature and its influence on men
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and the public sphere” (Zerilli ‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of Politi-
cal Thought’, 108).

Questions: Explain this project with reference to one or two of the thinkers
we’ve looked at in the course. What is the significance of this exclusion?
What impact has this exclusion had on contemporary politics and policy?

3.2 Integrate women into the pre-existing categories

“Beveridge wrote that ‘the great majority of married women must be
regarded as occupied on work which is vital though unpaid, without
which their husbands could not do their paid work and without which
the nation could not continue” (Pateman ‘The Patriarchal Welfare State’,
194).

“Some thinkers have held that, although the citizen has been historically
gendered masculine, it is in principle neutral and universal; thus we can
expect, as with rights, the extension of social contract theory to women”
(Zerilli ‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of Political Thought’, 110).

Questions: What changes would have to be made to the social contract
tradition in order to reconcile it with feminist insights? How likely is it
that such changes can be made?

3.3 Demonstrate women cannot be integrated

“In general, until the 1960’s the focus of attention in the welfare state
was on measures to ensure that women had proper social support, and
hence proper social respect, in carrying out their responsibilities in the
private sphere. The problem is whether and how such measures could
assist women in their fight for full citizenship” (Pateman ‘The Patriarchal
Welfare State’, 196).
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“The notion that women, too, can be included as signers of a social con-
tract, however it is construed, fails to account for a constitutive if hidden
feature: namely, men’s property in women. According to Carole Pate-
man, the other story of the social contract is that of “the sexual contract,”
which secures the so-called natural basis of political society, namely, the
patriarchal family. Once we recognize this, says Pateman (1988), we will
understand why the contract is not a universal concept whose logic can
be infinitely expanded to include previously excluded groups.” (Zerilli
‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of Political Thought’, 110).

Questions: Is Pateman right that women cannot be accommodated into
the social contract tradition? What other moral concepts or categories
might have to be changed on Pateman’s account?

3.4 Reconstitute the categories

“Critique was expanded to include the more positive project of rethinking
what core concepts like authority, rights, equality, and freedom can mean
once we recognize the claims of women as political beings and reject
the private–public dichotomy that functions as the scaffolding of most
canonical political thought” (Zerilli ‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of
Political Thought’, 110).

“The point is not to declare canonical theory bankrupt, as some feminists
had, but to think of gender as a constitutive category of politics, a cate-
gory that, were we to take account of it, has the potential to alter what
we think politics is—especially democratic politics” (Zerilli ‘Feminist
Theory and the Canon of Political Thought’, 111).

“For some feminists, recognition of the problematic assumptions associ-
ated with the sovereign subject in political theory texts inspired attempts
to reconstruct concepts of political subjectivity that would be less de-
fensively gendered and more attuned to the interdependent nature of
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human existence” (Zerilli ‘Feminist Theory and the Canon of Political
Thought’, 112).

Questions: What is the sex/gender distinction? How might this distinction
help or hinder a revisionist feminist project? What resources might we
appeal to in order to reconstitute our political categories?

4 Further questions

• Do differences between women pose a problem for feminism as a
political movement?

• What should the conditions for full citizenship be?

• What are the similarities and differences of discussions surrounding
race and gender?
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