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Sex appeal and the 'disorder of women'

I lecture in land law at
James Cook University

The Leader of the Opposition,
Tony Abbott, described Fiona
Scott, one of his party's
candidates for the forthcoming
federal election as 'young and
feisty' and that she has 'a bit of
sex appeal', The comments have
gone viral, and have been widely
reported in the mainstream
media in Australia and overseas,
Naturally, they have attracted
comment - both from those who
criticise his statements as sexist,
and also from those who believe
that the comments are at worst
harmless, and at best,
complimentary,
Did we get the vote so our sex appeal could be rated?"

Behind the discussion about the offensiveness or otherwise of the comments is what they
reveal about the place of women in public life in general, and political life in particular, It
is interesting therefore to view the comments according to how we conceive of and justify
civic participation,
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The social contract
The social contract is the theory that presupposes the equality of all individuals, and their
theoretical consent to be governed, The original 'state of nature' was uncertain and
insecure, So, the theory goes, inhabitants in this original state of nature would exchange
their natural freedom for protection of the state which would protect equal civil freedom,
This is the philosophical justification for the State,
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There are other accounts that begin with a paternal rule (the rule of fathers) and posit
that the natural subjection of fathers is cast off by sons, who replace paternal rule with
the consensual rule of the State, Either way, the notion of the social contract is a means of
explaining the creation of a new political society of equals, separate from the private
world of family,
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In her book The Sexual Contract, Carole Pateman examines the political philosophy that
constructs the social contract and finds that it is designed to exclude and to subjugate
women, She argues that civil freedom is not universal but that it is a masculine attribute
and that it depends on patriarchal right, The original pact is not just a social contract that
embodies freedom, but it is also a sexual contract that embodies possession and
subjugation - of women,
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The Enlightenment philosophers noted for their work on the social contract presupposed
the subservient and subjugated role of women, Locke, for example, suggested that
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