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For the women who came before,

The grandmother who could not vote, the mother who could not say, the aunts who knew, the sisters who tried. The named and the unnamed in the family line. The ones whose work I am still discovering, decades after they did it. Every line of this book has your hands in it.

For the women working now,

In rooms with children, in rooms with patients, in rooms with students, in rooms with each other. The mothers and not-mothers. The aunts and the godmothers. The teachers and the nurses and the lawyers and the friends. The ones who took the call at midnight. The ones who held the line when nobody was watching.

For the daughters yet to be,

Whoever they are, whatever they will be called. This book is a small attempt at honesty. I hope they read it one day and find it more useful than it is comforting.

With love,

J.J. Ramos
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, and the systems that decide who counts.

Not in the language of the seminar.

Not in the cadence of the manifesto.

In the plain words a reader can carry back into her life.

Her work focuses on what feminism inherits when patriarchy stops being a law and starts being a model, and on what the words and documents still defend when the institutions around them are being slowly rebuilt.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory, constitutional history, family life, and machine learning rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her work, a consistent idea appears:

The next wave is not a metaphor.

It is a different fight, against a different shape of power, and it requires a different set of tools than the ones that won the last fight — and a different conversation between the women who fought it and the daughters who will inherit the result.

A More Perfect Union is her ninth book under the Ramos name, following The Next Wave, After Patriarchy, What We Owe Our Daughters, Womanhood, Rewired, Synthetic Sisters, Code, Body, Power, She Will Be, and Reclaiming the F-Word. Where those books name, argue, reflect, hand the reader a method, project a future, and defend a single word, this one reads the American republic itself as the long civic argument the previous waves of feminism were always making, and asks what the union still has to become.

Ramos's work does not try to comfort the reader.

It tries to clarify.

Because once you can see that feminism has always been a civic project, you stop reading the country's history as a story about other people.

You start reading yourself into it.

And that is where the work of a more perfect union begins.
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Why I Am Writing This Book
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For most of my adult life, I have read two kinds of books about the American republic.

The first kind worries about democracy in general. It writes about polarization, institutional decay, the slow erosion of norms, the rise of strongman politics, the cracking of the civic floor under everyone's feet. It is a serious literature and it has taught me a great deal. It almost never treats feminism as one of its central subjects. Women's rights show up as a chapter or a paragraph, alongside voting rights, alongside immigration, alongside policing. A line item.

The second kind worries about feminism. It writes about the body, the workplace, the culture, the algorithm, the family. It has taught me even more. It almost never treats the structure of the American republic as its central subject. Democracy is the backdrop. The civic floor is assumed. The question is whether women's lives, inside that floor, are getting better or worse.

I am writing this book because I have come to believe that both libraries are missing the same point.

Feminism is not a subject inside democracy. Feminism is a way of doing democracy. It is the country's longest-running argument about who counts as a full member of the union — and the country has never had that argument settled.

The Constitution did not settle it. Seneca Falls did not settle it. The 19th Amendment did not settle it. Title VII and Title IX did not settle it. Roe did not settle it. The ERA never closed. Dobbs re-opened questions that some of us had been told were closed.

The argument is the work.

I am writing this book because I have been watching, for some years now, what happens when a country starts losing the practice of arguing about who counts. People give up on the argument and call it polarization. They stop showing up to the meetings and call it apathy. They retreat to private life and call it freedom. They invent new vocabularies that do not name what is actually being lost.

What is being lost, in slow ways and fast ways, is the civic floor itself. The shared understanding that the union belongs to all of us, that none of us are guests in it, that membership goes all the way down.

The feminist tradition has been arguing for that floor since before there was a country called the United States. It argued for it through Wollstonecraft and Stanton and Truth and Anthony and Wells and Paul. It argued for it through Ginsburg's careful courtroom strategy and through Crenshaw's careful theoretical strategy. It is arguing for it now, in school-board meetings and emergency-room intake rooms and union locals and statehouse hearings nobody photographs.

I am writing this book to put that tradition back at the center of the civic story, where it has always been, and to ask what it requires of us next.

I am not writing a manifesto. I am writing a reading.

A reading of the country we already live in.

A reading that takes the preamble seriously — to form a more perfect union — and reads it as a verb, not a destination.

This book is for the woman who has been showing up to the meetings, who has been writing the letters, who has been raising the daughters who will inherit what we manage to build. It is for the man who reads alongside her. It is for the reader who loves the country enough to argue with it, and who is tired of being told that the argument is over.

The argument is not over.

The argument is the work.

That is what this book is for.
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Chapter 1: The Republic She Walks Into
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❦

She leaves the house at seven-fifteen on a Tuesday in November because the line will already be forming, and she wants to be done before the kids need lunch packed. The polling place is a fluorescent room behind the gym at the elementary school where she used to drop off her older one, back when he was still small enough to hold her hand at the door. She has her license in her wallet. She has the small white card the county mailed her in October. She has, folded into the same pocket, a list she wrote on the back of a grocery receipt of the names she still cannot reliably keep straight, the down-ballot judges and the school-board candidate whose pamphlet came on a Wednesday and disappeared into the pile on the counter by Thursday. She joins the line. The woman in front of her, in a fleece jacket and the kind of sensible sneakers women buy after fifty, nods once and goes back to her phone. The man behind her clears his throat. The line moves.

This is the scene, more or less, in which the country happens to her. Not in a speech. Not in a courtroom. Not at the desk of a senator she will never meet. Here, in a gym that smells faintly of floor wax and pencil shavings, in front of a folding table where a retired teacher she half-recognizes from church is checking names against a printout. The clerk asks for her ID. She hands it over. The clerk looks at the photo, looks at her, and slides the license back, and in that small unceremonious moment, the country has confirmed that she is who she says she is and that the republic recognizes her well enough to give her a ballot. She receives it. She walks to the booth. The pen is the cheap kind with a fake-velvet sleeve glued to it. She fills in ovals.

Nothing about the morning announces itself as historic. Nothing about it announces itself as anything. The point is that it does not have to. This is what full membership in the republic is supposed to look like on a quiet weekday: ordinary, unremarkable, performed without a fuss by a woman who has already done four other ordinary unremarkable things before nine in the morning. It is the lowest stakes possible expression of one of the highest stakes ideas in the American story. And it is, if you stop and look at it the way you would look at any other inherited gift you almost forgot you had, almost unbearably new. Her great-grandmother could not have done this. Her great-great-grandmother would have been told, politely or otherwise, that the question did not concern her. The line she is standing in is younger than her family tree, and her presence in it is younger still.

She does not think about any of that. She thinks about whether she left the iron on. She thinks about the third name on the school-board ballot, the one she meant to look up last night and didn't. She thinks about the small ache in her lower back, the one that started after the second baby and never quite went away. She fills in another oval. She slides the ballot into the machine. The machine accepts it with a quiet electronic sound that is meant to feel official and mostly sounds like a printer warming up. The retired teacher at the next table hands her a sticker. She presses it onto her coat. She walks back out into the gray November morning, and the country, for the moment, has counted her.

Then her day goes on.

She drives to the DMV because her license expires in three weeks and the appointment was the soonest she could get. The DMV is in a strip mall next to a payday-loan office. She takes a number. She sits down. She watches the screen tick through the queue. The woman beside her has a stroller, and a toddler in the stroller, and a folder of documents on her lap she keeps checking the way people check folders of documents at the DMV, which is to say compulsively and without quite trusting that they are still all there. The woman is renewing something or applying for something, she cannot tell. They make eye contact once. They smile the small tight smile of two women in a waiting room who recognize that the waiting room is the same waiting room it always is.

When the number is called she walks up to the window. The clerk is patient. The form asks her sex. She marks it. The form asks for her current address, and she gives it, and the clerk types it in, and the printer behind the clerk warms up to print her new card. While they wait, the clerk says, gently, that the photo will be the photo, so she might want to look up. She looks up. The flash goes off. The card prints. She is, for the next eight years, officially permitted to drive in the state where she lives, and her face is, for the next eight years, officially what the state has on file as her face.

She is forty-one. She has been an adult, by any reasonable measure, for more than half her life. The republic has known her for forty-one years. And yet she walks out of the DMV holding a small piece of laminated plastic that is, in a way it would be embarrassing to say out loud, a kind of confirmation. The state knows her. The state will allow her to keep moving through the country in a car. The license is mundane. The mundanity is the point. The state's ordinariness about her is part of what membership in a republic is supposed to feel like, and most days, for most women in most parts of this country, that is what it feels like. The clerk was kind. The line moved. The card came out of the printer with her face on it. Nothing unusual happened, and that is the unusual thing.

Consider, for a moment, what the morning would have looked like a hundred years ago, almost to the year. The Nineteenth Amendment had been ratified in 1920. She, in a small town in some American state, would have had only a few election cycles to walk into a polling place at all. She would not have had a driver's license in any state that did not let her own her own property without her husband's countersignature, and there were such states. She would not have been on the school board, because school boards across most of the country still ran on the assumption that the women who taught the children and packed their lunches and walked them to school did not belong in the rooms where the budget for the children was decided. She would not have had a credit card in her own name, because the Equal Credit Opportunity Act would not be signed until 1974. She would not have had a checking account she could open without a male relative's signature, in most banks, until well into the postwar period. The morning she walks through now, with its license and its ballot and its school-board ballot line and its hospital intake form, would have been, in the year her grandmother was born, several different mornings she could not have walked through at all.

She does not, again, think any of this. She thinks about whether the milk in the refrigerator is going to last until Thursday. She thinks about whether her older one is going to start in the game on Friday or if the coach is going to put him on the bench because of the grade in algebra. She thinks about her mother's voice on the phone last week, sharper than usual, and whether her mother is starting to forget more than her mother is letting on. The country is, again, happening to her, around her, through her, without taking up the space in her head it might once have taken up. The space it does not take up is the gift the previous generations bought for her with seven decades of organizing she will never thank them by name for.

She gets back in the car. The new license goes in her wallet next to the old one, which she will throw away when she gets home and remembers to. She turns the key. The radio comes on midway through a story about a state legislature somewhere considering a bill she would, if she heard the whole story, want to have an opinion about. The signal cuts in and out. She turns it down. She drives.

* * *
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BUT THERE ARE DAYS, even in an ordinary week, when something not quite unusual but not quite seamless happens, and she notices, the way you might notice a thread pulled in a sleeve before it is a tear. The notice does not bring her to a halt. She continues her morning. She continues her week. The thread is filed somewhere in the back of her mind, where it joins other threads she has filed over the years without quite knowing what they add up to.

The hospital intake form, for instance. She has filled out a hundred of them by now: for herself, for her mother before her mother died, for her children when they were small enough to need her to sign and old enough to wish she would stop. The form asks her relationship status. The form asks the name of her emergency contact. The form, sometimes, asks the name of a spouse, and sometimes does not, and the version that asks for a spouse asks it in a way that assumes the spouse and the asks-for-permission are the same thing, which they are not. She has watched friends explain to receptionists that the woman they brought to the appointment with them is the person who needs to be told what the doctor said. She has watched the receptionist work that out, on the form that was not built for it, with a kindness that nonetheless takes two extra minutes and a small extra accommodation. The form is the document. The accommodation is what the document required because it had not yet been rewritten.

The school-board meeting, for another instance. She went, once, two springs ago, when the district was reconsidering which books to teach in the high-school English elective and the meeting moved from the small room with the chairs to the bigger room with the chairs because the small room could not hold the parents. She sat in the third row. The woman who chaired the meeting was a retired principal. The two women on the board's left flank had clearly carpooled. A father stood up to talk about a book his daughter had been asked to read. A mother stood up to talk about a different book her son had been asked not to read. The chair gaveled politely. The room negotiated, badly and slowly and with the strange democratic dignity of three hundred people who actually had to keep living next door to one another after this was over, what the republic was going to teach the next class of children about itself. She did not speak. She watched. She drove home thinking about how the room was almost entirely women and how strange it was that a room that ran the school district was almost entirely women and was nonetheless described, in the local paper the next day, as if it had run itself.

The courthouse, for another instance. She had jury duty in the spring. She had to take the day off. The judge was a woman in her late sixties, brisk and not unkind, who said good morning at the front of the courtroom in the precise voice of a person who had said good morning at the front of that courtroom for twenty years. The case was small. The case did not end up needing her. She was dismissed by eleven. On her way out she passed a courtroom whose door was propped open and inside she could see, briefly, a woman at the defendant's table, very young, and a public defender, also young, leaning over to whisper something the young woman was trying to listen to but plainly could not concentrate on. She walked past. She did not stop. But the image stayed with her for the rest of the day, the way the young woman's hands were folded in her lap and the way the public defender's pen hovered above the form, and the way the form, again, the form, was waiting to receive what the law had decided to do.

The citizenship interview, for another instance, although that one is not hers. Her sister-in-law came to this country at twenty-six and took the oath at thirty-three. She had memorized the hundred questions on the civics test, and the questions are the questions a sixth-grader is asked to remember, and her sister-in-law remembered them all. There is a question in there about who can vote. There is a question in there about the rights in the Bill of Rights. There is a question in there about what we owe each other under the Constitution, although it is not phrased that way. Her sister-in-law passed. She wore a navy dress to the ceremony. She cried, a little, when they sang. The little flag they hand you at the ceremony is now propped on her sister-in-law's kitchen windowsill, behind the basil. She sees it every Sunday.

What she notices, when she lets herself notice, is that the republic she walks into is not one republic. It is several. It is the republic of the polling place, where she is counted with full and easy formality. It is the republic of the DMV, where the state is ordinary about her and the ordinariness is itself a form of membership. It is the republic of the hospital form, where some of the people she loves still have to ask the receptionist to please write in the margin. It is the republic of the school-board meeting, where the room is mostly women and the paper describes it as if the room were no one. It is the republic of the courtroom, where a young woman with folded hands is finding out what the law has decided about her body, her child, her record, her name. It is the republic her sister-in-law swore an oath to and the republic her great-grandmother could not have voted in and the republic her daughter, if she has a daughter, will inherit and will, very probably, have to argue with again.

The republic is not one thing. The membership in it is not one thing. The work of full membership is not done. The work of full membership is, in fact, mostly invisible until you start counting the small adjustments that the previous generations made for you and the small adjustments the present generation is being asked to make for itself.

What I am asking you to notice is that the membership is granular. It is not a single yes-or-no question. The country has not, at any point in its history, looked at any group of its people and given them, in one motion, the entire bundle of rights and recognitions that constitute full civic standing. The country has handed out fragments. A right to property here. A right to a contract there. A right to a vote in 1920 that, in practice, was denied to whole regions of women on the basis of race for forty-five more years, until the Voting Rights Act of 1965. A right to equal credit in 1974. A right to be considered for a federal job without being asked, on the application, whether you intended to have children, which was not closed off until decades after the Civil Rights Act was signed. A right to be admitted to a state-run military college in the same year as the men who applied with you, which was United States v. Virginia in 1996, the case Ruth Bader Ginsburg wrote the opinion for. The granular, piece-by-piece nature of the recognition is not an accident. It is what happens when a country argues with itself about who counts and decides that the argument can be settled one adjustment at a time. The arguments add up. The adjustments add up. The membership, at any given moment, is the sum.

She is, again, not thinking about any of this. She is making dinner. She is asking the older one whether he has finished the history reading. She is checking the calendar on the fridge. The country is happening to her, around her, through her, all day, and she is mostly not noticing, and the not-noticing is itself a sign of how far the country has come and how far it has not.

There is a phrase I want to leave with you before we move on. The phrase is uneven membership. It is not a slogan. It is a description. The membership the woman in the gym carries with her through her morning is real and it is uneven. Some of it is fully delivered, in the form of a ballot accepted by a machine. Some of it is conditionally delivered, in the form of a card the state issues her in exchange for a photograph. Some of it is delivered in the margin of a form, by a receptionist who works around what the form did not anticipate. Some of it is delivered in a room where the people doing the work are mostly women and the credit for the work goes mostly elsewhere. Some of it is not delivered at all, and the people for whom it is not delivered will not appear in this chapter because their morning will look different from hers. The unevenness is the point. The book is about the unevenness, and about what taking the unevenness seriously as a civic question would mean for the country we are trying to keep.

* * *
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT what she is walking into. It is also about who she is, and what the country has, slowly and contestedly and with many false starts, decided she counts as, and what it has not yet decided. It is a book about the United States, about its founding documents, about the long argument the country has had with itself since 1776 about who is fully a member and who is not. It is a book that takes the woman in the gym and the woman in the DMV and the woman at the hospital intake desk and the woman in the school-board chair and the woman walking out of the citizenship ceremony with the small flag, and reads them not as separate stories but as one continuous civic story the country has not finished telling.

Let me say what this book is not, so that you know what you are reading.

This is not a book about culture wars. It is not a book about pronouns. It is not a book about whether feminism is in fashion this season or out of it. It is not a book about whether the word feminist still polls well in suburban focus groups, and it is not a book that will spend much time on the inside-baseball arguments about which generation of activists deserves credit for which slogan. Those arguments matter to the people inside them, and I respect that, and there are good books about them. This is not one.

This is not a memoir, although a small amount of my own life will appear in it where it earns its place. I am not the subject. The subject is the country and the long argument the country has had with itself about who counts. I am a writer who has spent twenty years reading that argument carefully, and I will be your guide through it, but the argument is bigger than me and bigger than any one writer and bigger, frankly, than any one decade, which is part of why it has been so hard to see whole.

This is not a manifesto. I have read manifestos. I admire some of them. I will not write you one. A manifesto tells you what to do. This book is asking you to look at something carefully and then decide for yourself what to do, which is, in my view, the only kind of civic argument worth making to a free people.

And this is not, despite the title and despite the woman at the polling place and despite the long American story I am about to walk you through, a book only for women. This is a book for citizens. The civic question of who counts as a full member of the American republic is not a question that women have ever been able to settle by themselves, and it is not a question men get to opt out of, and it is not a question only one party has a stake in. The argument predates both parties. It will outlast them. You can be a man and care about it. You can be a conservative and care about it. You can be a new arrival to the country and care about it. You can be a fourth-generation American and care about it. The book assumes you are paying attention to your country and would like to think about it more clearly. That is the whole audience.

Here is what the book is.

It is a reading of feminism as a civic tradition. Not a cultural movement only. Not a personal awakening only. Not a category of grievance, although there is grievance in it because there has been wrong done. A civic tradition, by which I mean a long argument, conducted across generations, about the shape of the polity and the membership it confers. The civil-rights tradition is the most familiar example we have in American memory of a civic tradition. The abolition tradition was another. The labor tradition was another. The disability-rights tradition was another. All of them argued, in their distinct registers and from their distinct constituencies, about who counted as a full member of the republic and what membership required.

Feminism is the same kind of tradition. It is the oldest of those traditions still in motion. It started before there was a United States and it has not stopped. It belongs, in my reading, alongside the others, and it has the same standing the others have, and the same claim on the country's serious attention, and the same obligation to argue not only for itself but for the shape of the union the country is becoming.

The book reads American history with that framing in mind. It walks from the founding compromise through the half-citizens of the nineteenth century, through Seneca Falls and the long fight for the vote, through the second wave and the legal architecture Ruth Bader Ginsburg helped build, through the intersectional contributions of the late twentieth century, and into the present, where an amendment has not yet closed, a court has rolled a right back, and the question of what the country owes the women inside its borders is being argued again, in real time, in courtrooms and statehouses and school-board meetings and on the line at the DMV. The book ends by asking what a more perfect union actually requires. The book is for readers who would like to ask that question together.

A few words about what to expect of me as your writer.

I will not condescend to you. I will assume you can hold more than one idea at a time. I will assume you can read a constitutional clause without having to be told what to feel about it. I will name what I think and I will tell you when I am not sure. I will draw on the historians and the legal scholars and the political theorists who have spent their lives on these questions, and I will name them, and I will leave you the option to read them yourselves. I have read Danielle Allen, and Heather McGhee, and Jill Lepore, and Linda Hirshman, and Ezra Klein, and Anne Applebaum, and Rebecca Solnit, and I owe each of them a debt for the way they have taught me to think about civic questions in a register that is patient, structural, and constructive. I have read Stanton and Truth and Anthony and Wells and Paul and Friedan and Ginsburg and Crenshaw, and I owe each of them a different debt, because they did the work this book is reading forward from. I hope the book honors them. I hope it earns the company.

* * *
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SO HERE IS THE THESIS of the book, in one sentence, before I take you any further.

Feminism is and has always been a civic project — a long American argument about who gets counted as a full member of the republic — and the future of the union depends on finishing the work the previous waves started but were not yet positioned to complete.

Read it slowly, because the sentence is doing more than it looks like it is doing.

The word civic is doing a lot of the work. I mean by it what Danielle Allen means by it when she reads the Declaration of Independence as a document about political equality, and what Heather McGhee means by it when she reads American political economy as a story about who shares in the public goods. Civic is not a synonym for political, and it is certainly not a synonym for electoral. Civic is the deeper thing. It is the question of what the polity is, what it is for, who is inside it, and what the inside of it owes the people who are inside it. Voting is one expression of civic life. So is the school-board meeting. So is the comment period at the city council. So is the mutual-aid network. So is the question of whose name appears on the deed, whose name appears on the form, whose voice is listened to in the room, whose body is protected by the law. Civic is a frame about membership. The question feminism has been asking, since the eighteenth century, has always been a question about membership.

The phrase who gets counted is also doing a lot of work. Counting is not metaphorical. The country actually does count. It counts citizens for the census. It counts voters at the polls. It counts heads in the House. It counts the people whose interests it weighs when it passes a law and the people whose interests it does not. Who gets counted is the question the country has been answering, and revising, and renegotiating, and sometimes betraying, for two and a half centuries. The feminist argument has, in every generation, asked the country to count more carefully. The feminist argument has asked, in particular, that women be counted as full members rather than as adjuncts to the men they belonged to in the legal sense. That argument has been won partially and unevenly and is, in some quarters of the country, being rolled back. The book is about that long arc and that present moment.

The phrase previous waves started but were not yet positioned to complete is the most carefully chosen one in the sentence, and I want to slow down on it. The waves of feminism that the country usually names — the first, the second, the third, the fourth — are not separate movements. They are stages of a single civic project that was always too large to be finished in any one generation. The first wave fought for and won the legal recognition of women as voters. The second wave fought for and won the legal architecture of women as workers, as wage-earners, as persons protected by equal protection. The third wave argued for the truth that the woman the previous waves were imagining had been narrower than the country needed her to be. The fourth wave argued for the work the institutions still had to do. None of them finished. None of them could have. The country was not, in any of those decades, ready to do the whole thing at once. The work was passed forward.

What this book is going to argue, in the chapters that follow, is that we have inherited the work. The previous waves were not failures. They were the only thing they could have been, which is partial. They handed the project on. The handoff has reached our hands. There is no fifth wave waiting in the wings to pick up what we do not pick up. There is only the woman in the gym, the woman at the DMV, the woman at the hospital form, the woman in the school-board meeting, the young woman in the courtroom, the woman swearing the oath, and the country they are trying to live in. The country is not finished with the question. The question is not finished with the country.

I want to say one more thing before I let you turn the page.

This is a constructive book. It loves the country. It is not naive about the country, and it is not going to pretend the country has been better to women than it has been, and it is not going to spare the country its accounting. But it loves the country the way you love a person you have decided to spend your life arguing with: with attention, with patience, with the willingness to tell the truth, with the refusal to walk away when the conversation gets hard. The country is worth that kind of love. The republic she walks into in the morning, the one with the polling place and the DMV and the form and the meeting and the courtroom, is worth it. It is the only republic we have, and it is not finished, and the question of who counts as a full member of it has been on the table since the first sentence of the first document the country wrote about itself.

She is, by the way, home now. She has put dinner in the oven. She is sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee she is not going to finish, looking at the small white card the county mailed her in October, the one that confirmed her precinct and her polling place, and she is not thinking about any of what I have just said. She is thinking that she needs to remember to put gas in the car before tomorrow. The country happens to her this way, mostly. The book is for her, and for the people who love her, and for the country she walks into every morning without thinking about it, because the country is the kind of thing that is supposed to be there in the morning when you go to vote and to renew your license and to fill out the form and to sit in the meeting and to take the oath, and the question of whether the country is, in fact, there in that way for everyone who walks into it is the question the rest of this book is going to spend its time on.

There is one last thing I want you to carry into the next chapter.

The woman at the polling place this morning, the one with the grocery-receipt list and the fleece-jacket neighbor in line ahead of her, is not, in this book, a metaphor. She is a person. The composite is a writer's device, because no single woman could stand for the whole country and the country is not made up of any one woman. But the device points at people who are real. The clerk who handed her the ballot is real. The retired teacher at the next table is real. The woman with the stroller at the DMV is real. The young woman in the courtroom with her hands folded is real. Her sister-in-law with the small flag on the windowsill is real. The women who chair the school-board meetings and the women who write the comments at the city-council comment period and the women who notarize the forms and the women who answer the phones at the legal-aid offices and the women who organize the carpool to the polling place on the days the weather is bad are real. They are the republic, in the precise sense that they make the republic run.

The question this book is going to spend its time on is whether the republic, in turn, has finished the long argument about what it owes them. The honest answer is no. The hopeful answer is that the argument has been going on for two and a half
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