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  Abstract
 This essay considers whether liberal political theory has tools with which to count gender, and so gender relations, as political. Can liberal political theory count subordination among the harms of sex inequality that the state ought to correct? Watson defends a version of deliberative democracy—liberalism—as able to place issues of social inequality in the form of hierarchical social identities at the center of its normative commitments, and so at the center of securing justice.
 
 
  Since the publication of John Rawls's Political Liberalism, the question of how to construct a legitimate democracy in the face of deep pluralism among citizens has reemerged as a central problem for democratic theorists.1 One dominant strain of democratic theory holds that political legitimacy is to be found through the process of deliberations among citizens committed to finding fair terms of social cooperation while respecting the deep philosophical and moral commitments that divide them and keep them from achieving full consensus over comprehensive values. Thus many scholars believe that some version of deliberative democracy or deliberative liberalism is our best hope for an account of political legitimacy and so for finding the grounds of toleration required for stability within pluralistic democratic societies.
 Central to the task of providing an account of deliberative democracy so conceived is supplying an account of reasonable political deliberation. Rawls's version of democratic deliberation demands that citizens offer only public reason arguments in the course of discussing the terms of social cooperation. Built into the notion of public reason is the requirement that citizens appeal to shared conceptions of political values, such as free and equal citizenship, as grounds for their public debates, rather than full-blown comprehensive [End Page 96] conceptions of value that cannot serve as a public justification given the fact of reasonable pluralism.
 Some feminist democratic theorists, notably Susan Moller Okin, are quite critical of Rawls's shift in thinking from A Theory of Justice (1971) to Political Liberalism (1993), on the grounds that political liberalism represents a step backward regarding gender justice. She argues that Political Liberalism gives "us mixed signals about Rawls's views on the application of his principles of justice to issues about gender" (1995, 24). Okin represents a feminist perspective that holds that deliberative liberalism may serve to further shield or marginalize issues of sex (in)equality. Okin urges those committed to issues of gender justice to adopt a full-blown comprehensive liberalism, as she sees it as having the internal resources to secure substantive sex equality.
 However, feminists have long been critical of liberalism on matters of sex equality. Catharine MacKinnon, in her critique of liberalism, identifies substantive commitments of liberal political theory that lead it to misdiagnose the nature and harm of sex inequality. First, political power is state power. That is, political power is the power of the government through state action to influence, effect, and coerce the actions of individuals. Second, the state ought to be neutral with respect to citizens' conceptions of the good life. Third, the legitimacy—understood here as rationality—of social (legal or governmental) categorizations of persons is determined by whether such distinctions find ground in an objective basis. Objectivity is understood, in part, as untainted by human perspective and subjectivity. Discrimination, as defined by liberal political theory and practice, has been understood as exclusion based upon arbitrary distinctions among persons. Differential treatment among persons or groups of persons is not itself sufficient to warrant claims of discrimination and, as such, neither is inequality per se tantamount to discrimination. Thus, inequality as such does not represent an affront to justice.
 These assumptions of liberal political theory combine, argues MacKinnon, so that "to liberal feminism, the problem of sex inequality is that law and custom divide the sexes into two arbitrary and irrational gender roles that restrict human potentialities" (1989, 117). According to MacKinnon, liberalism is best suited to address de jure inequalities, but liberal principles leave unaddressed much of the substance and reality of sex inequality. MacKinnon has provided detailed analysis and critique of the way in which a formal model of equality, as embodied within U.S. equal protection...
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