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Virginia Held has argued that western thinking is in the grip of contractual thinking. 
From marriage, to prenuptial agreements, sales agreements, classroom relationships, 
authors, diplomats, and more, it seems that the social contract has had inescapable effects 
on philosophy and the wider society. The social contract's modern exposition is closely 
associated with Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan and John Locke's Second Treatise of 
Government. It is also shown to have been given a reinvigorated momentum with the 
publication of John Rawls' A Theory of Justice, but has in recent years come under fire 
by feminists and others who attempt to show the social contract is an incomplete picture 
of our moral and political lives largely because it is anthropocentric: it ignores the 
experiences of women; or worse, it relies on the subjugation of women. Contemporary 
commentators attribute this insight to the emergence of modern feminism. This claim is 
itself a commentary on the masculinity of political thinking since these criticisms were 
first voiced by a female contemporary critic of Locke and Hobbes-Mary Aste 11, ( I 666-
1731 ). Astell's criticisms were largely ignored, even by feminists, until very recently. As 
Penny Weiss observes, the feminists' criticisms of the social contract are not new at all: 
"Just as Wollstonecraft is still among the most profound critics of Rousseau ... so Astell 
gave us a head start on Hobbes that we still have the opportunity to learn from" (81 ). 
Astell argues that both Hobbes' and Locke's work are representative of the absence of 
women in the political equation and reveal an Achilles heel in the idea and the appeal of a 
social contract by undercutting the liberty of women and worsening the condition for half 
of humanity; moreover, Locke's myopia about the importance of the female and the 
family undermines Locke's arguments for property and against absolute authority-both 
important ways in which Locke tries to improve on the social contract and differentiate 
himself from Hobbes. 

Hobbes' social contract is the result of men's passions that incline them toward a state of 
war. The brutality that is the state of nature (man outside of society) and the desire for 
commodious living eventually combine to encourage men to contract with each other to 
tum over the peace keeping to an absolute sovereign who will force men to honor their 
promises, cooperate with each other, and generally make possible liberty for all. 

Locke's view of human nature is such that he does not see the need for an absolute 
authority. Men outside the state are essentially decent and flawed only by the tendency to 
prefer their own case, especially in the area of property which Locke has defended. The 
inconveniences that occur from this tendency eventually move men toward the social 
contract which preserves their property (wealth and well-being) and lives and secures 
liberty for all. 

Critics of the social contract have argued that the contract reveals an important weakness 
in that it does not provide for the liberty of women. According to Carol Pateman' s 1988 
book, The Sexual Contract, what changes is not the liberty of individuals, but the liberty 
of male individuals. Women who are dominated by men in the state of nature remained 
dominated by men in the state, only now this power is a part of the contract. Pateman 
makes the case for the contractualization of power over women in at least three kinds of 
contracts. Pateman's arguments are not so much the issue here as the fact that her 
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