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To the women who came before,

Whose work made it possible to even name the patterns this book describes. The suffragettes, the second-wave organizers, the third-wave theorists, the fourth-wave reporters and survivors who refused to be quiet. This book stands on the foundation you laid. Any clarity it offers is borrowed from your labor.

To the women working now,

In labs and courtrooms and group chats and union halls, who are already building what the next wave will require. The researchers auditing models that were not designed to be audited. The lawyers translating algorithmic harm into legal language that judges can recognize. The organizers patiently making the case to people who have never read a feminist text. The mothers and aunts and teachers preparing the next generation for a world that does not yet have a word for itself. Your work is the book; this is only a notebook held next to it.

To my family and the women in it,

Who taught me, by example, what dignity looks like when no one is watching, what solidarity looks like across difference, and what it means to keep showing up. Every line of this book has your voices in it.

With gratitude,

J.J. Ramos
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The information presented in this book is provided in good faith for general informational, educational, and discussion purposes only. It does not constitute, and should not be construed as, professional advice of any kind. By reading this book, the reader acknowledges and agrees to the following terms.

No Professional Advice

NOTHING IN THIS BOOK constitutes legal, financial, investment, tax, accounting, medical, psychological, psychiatric, therapeutic, nutritional, educational, career, vocational, parenting, marital, child-rearing, or any other form of professional advice. The content is the author's analysis, opinion, interpretation, and commentary based on publicly available information, published research, journalistic reporting, scholarly literature, and the author's own perspective at the time of writing. Readers seeking advice about their specific circumstances should consult a qualified professional who is licensed, credentialed, or otherwise appropriately authorized in the relevant jurisdiction.

No Warranty of Accuracy or Completeness

WHILE THE AUTHOR HAS made reasonable efforts to verify the facts, statistics, references, names, dates, events, statutes, court decisions, and other information cited in this book at the time of writing, the author and publisher make no representation or warranty of any kind, express or implied, regarding the accuracy, adequacy, validity, reliability, availability, completeness, currency, or fitness for any particular purpose of any information herein. Facts may change. Research findings may be updated, retracted, or superseded. Laws, regulations, court decisions, and government policies may be amended or overturned. Products, companies, and services described in this book may cease to exist, change ownership, alter their practices, or be replaced. The reader assumes all risk arising from any reliance placed upon any information in this book.

No Liability for Actions or Outcomes

UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES shall the author, publisher, distributors, retailers, licensees, agents, contributors, editors, designers, translators, or any affiliated parties be liable for any direct, indirect, incidental, special, exemplary, consequential, punitive, or other damages whatsoever, including but not limited to loss of profits, loss of income, loss of employment, loss of business opportunity, loss of clients, loss of data, loss of goodwill, loss of property, financial loss, emotional distress, mental anguish, physical injury, personal injury, reputational injury, family conflict, marital conflict, loss of relationships, or any other form of harm or damage, arising from or in any way related to any reader's reliance on, use of, interpretation of, or actions taken in response to any information, opinion, prediction, forecast, framework, recommendation, suggestion, observation, or commentary contained in this book. This limitation of liability applies regardless of the legal theory under which damages are sought (whether in contract, tort, negligence, strict liability, or any other theory) and regardless of whether the author or publisher has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

No Guarantee of Results

THE AUTHOR MAKES NO guarantee, representation, or warranty, express or implied, regarding any outcome or result that may follow from any reader's interpretation, application, or use of the material in this book. Outcomes depend on countless individual circumstances, including but not limited to the reader's judgment, effort, skill, prior experience, resources, location, market conditions, social conditions, economic conditions, political conditions, family circumstances, health conditions, and many other factors entirely beyond the author's knowledge, observation, or control. Examples, anecdotes, case studies, and analogies presented in this book are illustrative and do not predict, guarantee, or imply future results in any reader's situation.

Forward-Looking Statements and Predictions

THIS BOOK CONTAINS predictions, projections, forecasts, scenarios, modeled outcomes, and forward-looking statements about technology, the economy, society, culture, institutions, demographics, politics, science, and related subjects. All such statements reflect the author's reasoning, analysis, and judgment at the time of writing and are inherently uncertain. They are not promises, guarantees, or warranties about the future. Actual future events may differ materially, and in some cases dramatically, from any forecast, scenario, or prediction presented in this book. The reader should not make any consequential decision in reliance on any prediction in this book without independently evaluating the underlying reasoning and seeking qualified guidance.

Third-Party References

THIS BOOK REFERENCES real public figures, companies, products, services, organizations, agencies, institutions, statutes, court cases, research studies, news reports, books, and historical events. Such references are used in their public, factual, journalistic, scholarly, educational, commentary, or critical capacity under recognized principles of fair use, news commentary, and scholarly discussion. No endorsement, partnership, sponsorship, affiliation, or commercial relationship with any third party is implied or claimed unless explicitly stated. References to third parties in this book do not constitute the author's endorsement of those parties, their products, their services, their views, or their conduct, nor do they imply those parties' endorsement of the author, this book, or any view expressed herein. The author is not responsible for the content, accuracy, availability, security, privacy practices, business practices, or actions of any third party, website, organization, product, or service mentioned in this book.

Composite and Illustrative Examples

WHERE THIS BOOK DESCRIBES general patterns or composite examples (such as "a parent in 2026 might...", "a junior associate at a major law firm...", "a woman applying for a mortgage..."), such descriptions are illustrative and do not refer to any specific identifiable individual. Any resemblance of such illustrative examples to actual persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental. Where real public figures are named, the references are to their public statements, public conduct, or publicly reported work, drawn from the public record.

No Professional Relationship

READING THIS BOOK DOES not create any doctor-patient, therapist-client, attorney-client, financial-advisor-client, accountant-client, coach-client, teacher-student, or other professional relationship between the reader and the author. The author is not, by virtue of this book, the reader's professional, advisor, counselor, mentor, or representative. Communication or interaction with the author related to this book is not confidential and does not create any privileged communication.

Reader's Independent Judgment

THE READER IS SOLELY responsible for evaluating the material in this book, for any decisions made in response to it, for any actions or omissions undertaken in light of it, and for all consequences of such decisions, actions, or omissions. The reader is encouraged to think critically about the contents, to consult additional and independent sources, to verify facts from multiple references, and to seek qualified professional guidance whenever a consequential decision is at stake.

External Links and References

IF THIS BOOK REFERENCES external websites, applications, services, or other digital resources, those references are provided for convenience only. The author has no control over and assumes no responsibility for the availability, content, accuracy, security, privacy practices, or commercial conduct of any external resource. Any external resource accessed in connection with this book is accessed at the reader's own risk.

Mental and Emotional Health

SOME MATERIAL IN THIS book may discuss difficult subjects, including but not limited to economic precarity, employment loss, social inequality, child welfare, gender-based harm, mental health, surveillance, political conflict, and societal change. The author has made reasonable efforts to discuss these subjects with care, but reading about them can nonetheless be distressing. If reading this book causes distress, the reader is encouraged to set the book aside and, if needed, to consult a qualified mental-health professional, a crisis line, or a trusted person in their life.

Reservation of Rights

ALL VIEWS EXPRESSED in this book are the author's own and not those of any employer, client, institution, organization, or affiliate with which the author may be associated. The author reserves the right to update, revise, correct, or amend any portion of this book in future editions or publications. Earlier or later editions of this book may differ in their content; the reader is reading the edition in their hands.

Jurisdiction and Severability

TO THE MAXIMUM EXTENT permitted by applicable law, the author and publisher disclaim all liability arising in connection with this book. If any provision of this disclaimer is held to be invalid, unenforceable, or contrary to law in any jurisdiction, the remaining provisions shall continue in full force and effect. This disclaimer is governed by the laws of the Republic of the Philippines, where the publisher resides, without regard to conflict-of-laws principles. Nothing in this disclaimer excludes or limits any liability that cannot be excluded or limited under applicable law in the reader's jurisdiction.
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BY CONTINUING TO READ this book, the reader acknowledges that they have read, understood, and accepted the terms of this disclaimer.
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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. The hiring algorithm. The medical AI. The credit decision. The image generator. The recommendation feed. The places where the old fight for liberation meets a new kind of opponent, one trained on the very inequalities the previous waves were trying to undo.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory 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.

Practical observations that explain why the strategies of the second and fourth waves are not enough on their own. Why the demand for "more women in the room" stops working when the room itself was designed by an algorithm. What the work of feminism looks like when the patriarchy you are arguing with does not have to listen, does not get tired, and does not change its mind.

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

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see how the algorithm actually shapes the world a woman lives in, you stop debating with the wrong opponent.

You start organizing for the right one.

And that is where the next wave begins.
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Most books on feminism and technology are written to make you feel one of two things.

They want you hopeful, that women in tech leadership will fix the problem from the inside. Or they want you furious, that the existing system is irredeemable and that the project of feminism has been folded into the project of capital. And while those framings are not wrong, they are incomplete.

Because they skip something uncomfortable.

The fight for women's liberation has moved.

Not entirely. Not for everyone. But for a growing share of what we mean by "the system that decides what women can do", the battleground is no longer the law office, the legislature, or the boss's desk.

It is the model.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working women are still being told that the answer is to win inside the existing institutions, when many of the most consequential decisions about their lives are no longer made by people sitting in those institutions at all.

They are told that the glass ceiling cracks if enough of them lean in.

They are told that representation in tech will produce more equitable tools.

They are told that the resume bot is neutral, the medical algorithm is objective, the credit decision is data-driven.

They are told that the previous waves of feminism solved the legal problem, and what is left is cultural, and culture is slow.

So when the AI denies them the role, the diagnosis, the credit line, the visibility, the bodily autonomy, and they have nowhere obvious to direct their grievance, no boss to argue with, no committee to lobby, they are unprepared.

Not because they are inadequate.

But because they were trained for a kind of fight that is no longer the central fight.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by abandoning the previous waves. The right to vote, the right to work, the right to be heard, the right to refuse, these are the foundation. But the foundation is not the building. The next wave has to be built, and it will be built, and the question is what it is built from.

Because the change is not really about technology.

It is about who designs the systems that shape what is possible for women.

It is about who owns the data that determines who appears, who applies, who is seen, who is heard.

It is about which parts of the patriarchy were always going to require a fight, and which parts a new kind of organizing can dismantle if we begin now.

The fifth wave is already underway.

It is being shaped right now, in code reviews and IRB meetings and Senate hearings and union halls and group chats, by women and men who often do not realize they are shaping it.

This book is for any woman who has noticed the patterns and wondered whether she was imagining them.

It is for any reader, of any gender, who suspects that the strategies of the past will not be enough for what is coming.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify.

Because clarity, at the beginning of a new wave, is the first and most important thing a writer can offer.
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Chapter 1: Four Waves and a Window
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❦

The assignment was simple, or had seemed simple when the professor wrote it on the board. Locate yourself in the wave you think you belong to. The student, a sophomore at a midwestern university, sat with the textbook open across her knees and read the chapter on feminist history for the third time. First wave, suffrage and the long road to 1920. Second wave, the kitchen and the workplace and the body. Third wave, the recognition that no single woman could stand in for all of them. Fourth wave, the hashtag and the digital uprising of the 2010s.

She read it again. She tried to mark her place.

The trouble was that none of the doors fit. She had grown up after #MeToo, watched the trials and the apologies on a phone that learned her face. She had typed her résumé into a system she did not understand and watched it disappear into a process that returned no signal, only silence. She had read about Roe and known, by the time she was old enough to vote, that what her mother had treated as settled was not. She had asked an AI chatbot what kind of jobs she should consider, and the answer had come back fluent and confident and faintly off, the way a photograph is off when the lighting is wrong and you cannot say what is missing. The chapter she was reading did not have a name for any of that. It ended in the 2010s with the hashtag, and then it stopped.

She closed the book. She thought, I am not in this story yet.

That gap, between the history a woman inherits and the era she is actually living through, is where this book begins. Every generation of women has had to make a similar reckoning. The suffragists who marched in 1913 did so because the world their mothers had accepted no longer fit the lives they intended to live. The women who read Friedan in 1963 did so because the postwar suburb had been sold to them as an ending, and they had found that it was not. Every wave begins with women noticing that the available vocabulary does not reach what they see.

We are at one of those moments. The wave is not yet named. But the conditions are in place, and the women noticing are already at work. Before we can describe what comes next, we have to be honest about what came before. Each of the four waves answered a question its predecessors could not. Each handed forward a question of its own. The fifth wave begins in the room those four built, and the room has a window.

The window matters. Through it you can see the path that brought us here, and through it you can also see something on the other side, something whose shape is still forming. To look through that window with clear eyes, you need to know what is behind you. The four waves are not a checklist of completed reforms. They are a record of what women noticed, when they noticed it, and what they were able to do about it given the tools and the language they had. Each generation's tools shaped each generation's victories, and each generation's victories shaped the next generation's tools. To understand what is changing now, we have to follow that chain.

The story starts long before suffrage. It starts with a woman writing.

* * *
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MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. She was thirty-three years old, living in revolutionary London, and writing in furious response to the French theorists who had just declared the universal rights of man and meant only men. Her argument was simple enough that it should not have shocked anyone, and shocking enough that it shocked everyone. If reason was the basis of human dignity, and women possessed reason, then women possessed dignity, and the laws and customs that treated them as ornamental property of fathers and husbands were not natural arrangements but historical ones, made by people, fixable by people. She did not call herself a feminist. The word did not exist yet. But the argument she made would echo for two centuries: the question of whether half the human species was to count, in the eyes of the law, as fully human.

It took a long time to be heard. Wollstonecraft died in 1797, eleven days after giving birth to the daughter who would later write Frankenstein. The book was attacked, then forgotten, then rediscovered. By the middle of the nineteenth century, women in the United States and Britain were beginning to organize around the questions she had named. In July 1848, in a Wesleyan chapel in Seneca Falls, New York, three hundred people gathered for what would later be called the first women's rights convention in America. They produced a document modeled deliberately on the Declaration of Independence. We hold these truths to be self-evident, the Declaration of Sentiments began, that all men and women are created equal.

The Seneca Falls convention was attended by, among others, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Frederick Douglass. Stanton had drafted the Declaration. Douglass, then editor of an abolitionist paper in Rochester, argued in favor of the resolution demanding the vote. The convention passed it. Most of the rest of America thought it was a joke or a scandal or both. It would take seventy-two more years to make the vote real.

The long campaign that followed is one of the most sustained acts of political organizing in modern history. Susan B. Anthony was arrested for trying to vote in 1872. Women petitioned, lectured, picketed, were jailed and force-fed during hunger strikes, were ridiculed in newspapers and beaten in the streets. In 1913, on the day before Woodrow Wilson's first inauguration, eight thousand women marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington. Spectators tore at their clothes. Mounted police arrived hours late. The march was a turning point in public sympathy, not because it succeeded but because it failed in such a public way.

The parallel movements abroad ran on roughly the same clock. New Zealand had granted women the vote in 1893, the first country to do so. Finland followed in 1906. The British suffragettes, more confrontational than their American counterparts, broke windows and chained themselves to railings; one of them, Emily Davison, stepped in front of the king's horse at the 1913 Epsom Derby and died of her injuries. The First World War, which pulled women into factories and offices in numbers no one could pretend not to see, broke the last of the political resistance. Britain extended the franchise to most women in 1918, fully in 1928. The Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution was ratified in August 1920.

What the first wave fought for, at its core, was a single thing: the right to be seen by the law as a person. Not as a daughter who became a wife who became a widow, not as a category whose property and earnings belonged to a male relative, not as a creature with reason but without standing. A person. The vote was the most visible demand because the vote was the most visible exclusion, but the project was larger. Married women's property acts. Access to education. The right to retain custody of one's own children. The slow and incomplete expansion of legal personhood across the second half of the nineteenth century and the first quarter of the twentieth.

It is worth remembering how recent this is. A woman born in 1900 lived under a Constitution that did not guarantee her the vote until she was twenty. Her grandmother had no such right at any point in her life. The legal personhood of women is, in the long history of the species, a young idea.

It is also worth remembering how partial the win was, even on its own terms. The Nineteenth Amendment did not enfranchise all American women in any practical sense. Black women in the Jim Crow South faced the same poll taxes, literacy tests, and outright violence that disenfranchised Black men, and would face them for another forty-five years until the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Native American women were not citizens of the United States in 1920 and would not be guaranteed the vote in every state until decades later. Women in American territories, women incarcerated, women whose languages were not English: the franchise reached them slowly or not at all. The first wave's language of universal womanhood papered over differences the third wave would later name. That papering-over was, in part, a strategic choice made by organizers who believed they could not win two fights at once. It was also a choice with consequences, and the women left out remembered.

The first wave handed forward an obvious thing left undone. Suffrage was not equality. The vote was a door, not the room beyond it. The wave that followed walked through.

* * *
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BY THE 1950S, THE ROOM beyond the door turned out to be a kitchen.

The image is unfair to the second wave's full sweep, but the kitchen is where the trouble most visibly began. After the Second World War, American women who had worked in factories and offices and as pilots and mechanics were eased, then pushed, back into domestic life. The suburb was sold as a reward. The marketing of the era promised that the educated, capable, ambitious young woman would find her fulfillment in matching appliances and well-behaved children. Some did. Many did not, and could not say so, because the language for the dissatisfaction had not yet been invented.

Simone de Beauvoir provided some of it. Le Deuxième Sexe appeared in France in 1949 and in English translation as The Second Sex in 1953. Its central insight, that one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman, was an act of philosophical demolition. Womanhood, de Beauvoir argued, was not a biological destiny but a social construction, a role assigned by a culture that took maleness as the default and femaleness as the deviation. Her book sat on the shelves of educated American women for a decade before it found its public translator.

That translator, in effect, was Betty Friedan. The Feminine Mystique came out in 1963. Friedan called the dissatisfaction the problem that has no name, and the phrase did the work no name had been able to do. She had surveyed her old Smith College classmates fifteen years after graduation and found a generation of accomplished women who had been promised that domestic life was the answer and had found that for many of them it was not. The book sold three million copies in its first three years. It changed how middle-class American women understood their own unhappiness.

The legislative wave that followed was extraordinary. The Equal Pay Act passed in 1963, the same year Friedan's book appeared. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 included, almost by accident of legislative tactics, the famous Title VII clause prohibiting employment discrimination on the basis of sex. Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 forbade sex discrimination in federally funded educational programs and quietly transformed American athletics, professional schools, and graduate education. In 1973, Roe v. Wade established a constitutional right to abortion. The Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974 made it illegal for a bank to refuse a woman a credit card in her own name. Until that year, women in much of the United States could not get one without a husband's signature.

The second wave fought on two main fronts at once: the body and the workplace. On the body, the question was whether a woman owned herself: whether she controlled her reproductive life, whether her pain was treated, whether her assault was prosecuted, whether her contraception was legal. On the workplace, the question was whether she could earn, advance, and lead without a glass ceiling thicker than the one her mother had not been allowed to look up at.

The wave produced enormous gains and enormous frustrations. Gloria Steinem became the public face of a movement that was much larger than any one face. Ms. magazine launched in 1972 with a cover that asked whether the country was ready for a woman president, a question that remained open more than fifty years later. Consciousness-raising groups spread through living rooms, then through corporate offices. The phrase the personal is political entered the language. Women who had been told their grievances were private and idiosyncratic learned that they were widely shared and structurally produced.

It is also true that the second wave produced its own backlash, and its own internal tensions. The Equal Rights Amendment, passed by Congress in 1972, fell three states short of ratification by its 1982 deadline. The reproductive-rights gains of the early 1970s would be steadily narrowed for the next fifty years and partially reversed in 2022. The professional advances were unevenly distributed: by the late 1970s, white middle-class women had moved into law schools and medical schools and corporate management in numbers their mothers would have found astonishing, while Black women and working-class women, who had always worked for wages, found that the new rhetoric of women's liberation did not always speak to their lives.

What the second wave fought for, at its core, was bodily autonomy and economic participation. The right to a job, a paycheck, a credit card, an education, a doctor who took your symptoms seriously, a court that took your assault seriously, a clinic that would not be shut down. The first wave had opened the door of the law. The second wave demanded that what lay beyond it, the economy and the body, be governed by the same standards of dignity.

The list of practical changes the second wave delivered is easy to underestimate from inside the world it built. Women who entered law school in 1972 walked into classrooms where they were ten percent of the seats. By 2000 they were half. Women who entered medical school in the same decade faced explicit quotas in some institutions. By the 2010s women were a majority of incoming medical students. The transformation of professional life across a single generation was as dramatic, in its way, as the transformation of voting rights had been across the previous one. Daughters and granddaughters of women who had been told they could not be lawyers, doctors, judges, professors, executives, or pilots became those things in numbers that would have seemed delusional to their grandmothers.

It is also true that the structures the wave entered did not reshape themselves to accommodate the new arrivals. The professional workplace women joined had been built around the assumption that workers had wives at home, and the wives that workers no longer had did not get replaced by any institutional substitute. Childcare, eldercare, the management of households, the emotional labor of family life: these remained, and remain, disproportionately the labor of women, whether or not they also held paying jobs. The second wave's economic victory created what one observer later called the second shift. It also left intact the structural problem that any subsequent wave would have to inherit: that the economy still ran on unpaid care work, and that the unpaid care work was still mostly performed by women.

It also handed forward a problem it could not resolve. The woman the second wave most often centered, in its books and magazines and litigation strategies, was a particular kind of woman: educated, white, straight, middle-class, looking up at a glass ceiling. The Black domestic worker who had been doing wage labor since childhood, the lesbian erased by a movement that worried about its respectability, the immigrant woman in a garment factory, the disabled woman whose body did not fit the standard arguments about choice, the trans woman whom many in the movement did not yet acknowledge as a woman at all: their lives did not map neatly onto the second wave's frame. The wave that followed would say so out loud.

* * *
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IN 1989, A LAW PROFESSOR at UCLA named Kimberlé Crenshaw published an article in the University of Chicago Legal Forum with a name for what the second wave had not been able to see. She called it intersectionality. The argument was, on the page, technical. The example she used was famous. Black women suing for discrimination had been losing cases because the law made them choose: they could sue as women, in which case the white women employed by the company served as evidence that no sex discrimination existed; or they could sue as Black workers, in which case the Black men employed by the company served as evidence that no racial discrimination existed. The combination, being a Black woman, fell through the gap between the two categories. The discrimination they actually faced was specific to that combination, and the law could not see it because the law could only handle one axis at a time.

Crenshaw's intervention extended what bell hooks had been writing for a decade. Hooks, in Ain't I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism in 1981 and Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center in 1984, had argued that the feminism most visible in the public sphere had taken the experience of a particular kind of woman as universal and had built its theory on that foundation. The result, hooks wrote, was a feminism that was unable to speak to the lives of the women who most needed it. Patricia Hill Collins, in Black Feminist Thought in 1990, would describe the matrix of domination that placed any woman's experience inside multiple, simultaneous systems of power. Audre Lorde, in essays collected as Sister Outsider in 1984, had already written there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives.

The third wave, which is usually located in the 1990s, took this body of thought and turned it into a public movement. The label itself comes from Rebecca Walker, who in a 1992 Ms. essay declared I am the Third Wave. The wave's signature contribution was a different relationship to the question of who counts as the we of we women. It was less interested in legislative omnibus campaigns and more interested in the question of whose voice was carrying the legislation in the first place.

The aesthetic of the third wave was different from its predecessor. It was younger, often more confrontational, more willing to use the tools of popular culture against the culture itself. Riot grrrl bands in the early 1990s made the punk scene a feminist site. Zines circulated outside academic feminism. Roxane Gay, later, in Bad Feminist in 2014, would name the permission the third wave had been quietly building for two decades: the permission to be inconsistent, to like things one's politics complicated, to be a feminist without claiming to be a perfect one.

The third wave also took on questions the second wave had handled poorly or not at all. Trans inclusion. The intersection of race and feminism. The recognition of sex workers as workers. The recognition of mothers and caregivers as economic actors. The recognition that woman was a coalition, not a category, and that coalition politics required listening to the people the coalition included.

The Anita Hill hearings of October 1991 sit near the start of the wave as a kind of public scene that crystallized what was changing. Hill, a Black law professor, testified before an all-white, all-male Senate Judiciary Committee about sexual harassment she said she had experienced while working for Clarence Thomas, then a Supreme Court nominee. The hearings were televised. Millions of women watched a woman of color attempt to describe harassment to a panel of men who, by their questions, seemed not to know what harassment was or why a woman would not have reported it instantly. Thomas was confirmed. Hill's testimony nonetheless changed the country's relationship with the word harassment. The next election was called the Year of the Woman because four new female senators were elected to a body that had previously had two. The hearings also did something more specific: they made publicly visible the intersection Crenshaw had described two years earlier in print. A Black woman testifying about sex discrimination had been read, by parts of the white press, as Black before she was a woman, and by parts of the Black press, as a woman before she was Black. Neither reading saw what she had actually said.

What the third wave fought for, at its core, was the legitimacy of the differences within woman. It refused the move that had let earlier waves speak as if there were a single female experience whose particularities could be filed under footnotes. It insisted that the footnotes were the material. The women at the margins of the previous waves were not a special case. They were the case.

Its critics, then and since, have argued that the third wave's emphasis on identity sometimes came at the cost of action, that it produced more position papers than legislative wins, that it lost the broad-based organizing energy of the second wave in the process of getting the theory right. Some of those criticisms are fair. None of them change the basic contribution. The third wave taught the movement, for the first time at scale, to think in plurals.

It also seeded something the next wave would draw on directly. The vocabulary that became common in the 2010s, around privilege and positionality and the listening practices that had to precede speaking, came out of third-wave classrooms and zines and feminist bookstores. The first hashtag campaigns of the early 2010s, which used Twitter to surface stories that the mainstream press had not run, were built by women trained on third-wave analysis. The fourth wave inherited from the third wave the conviction that there was no single story of woman and that any movement claiming to speak for all of them had to begin by listening.

It handed forward a problem of its own. Intersectional analysis was powerful as a tool of critique and uneven as a tool of mass mobilization. The third wave produced extraordinary scholarship and a generation of activists fluent in its concepts, but its public reach was limited compared to what came before. The mass movement returned in the 2010s, on a piece of infrastructure no previous wave had imagined.

* * *
[image: ]


IN 2006, A BLACK ACTIVIST named Tarana Burke began using the phrase me too with survivors of sexual violence she worked with in Alabama. She intended it as a small thing, a way of letting a young woman know that what had happened to her had happened to others, that the silence she had been living inside was not necessary. The phrase circulated quietly for a decade, mostly through community organizing work, mostly unnoticed by mainstream media.

On October 5, 2017, The New York Times published a story by Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey detailing decades of sexual harassment and assault allegations against the film producer Harvey Weinstein. Five days later, The New Yorker published Ronan Farrow's reporting on the same subject. On October 15, the actress Alyssa Milano posted on Twitter: If you've been sexually harassed or assaulted write 'me too' as a reply to this tweet. The phrase, which Burke had been using for eleven years, became a hashtag overnight.

Within twenty-four hours, me too had been used more than a million times. Within a week, it had been used in eighty-five countries. Burke, watching it all happen, found herself at the center of a movement she had named and had not started in the form it now took. She would spend the years that followed making sure the phrase's origins, and the survivors of color it had originally served, did not get written out of the story.

The fourth wave is usually said to have begun with the digital feminism of the early 2010s, but #MeToo in October 2017 is the moment that became unmissable. What it revealed was not new. Women had always known that powerful men used their power to extract sex from women who could not safely refuse. The hearings of the early 1990s, the lawsuits of the late 1990s, the steady drumbeat of public allegations across the 2000s, had all communicated the same information. What changed in 2017 was the infrastructure. Social media made it possible for women to verify, in real time, that the experience they had been told was personal and aberrant was in fact universal and systemic. The verification was the wave.

A great deal followed. Prominent men in entertainment, media, politics, restaurants, academia, technology, and finance lost their positions in a cascade that lasted years. Some of the cases led to prosecutions. Some led to settlements. Some led only to public knowledge, which turned out to be its own form of accountability for some perpetrators and no form of accountability for others. The Women's March in January 2017, which had preceded #MeToo by nine months, demonstrated that the digital public could move offline into the streets in numbers no organizer had ever assembled before. The two events, the march and the hashtag, together made it impossible to argue that feminism had ended with the 1970s.

The wave reached well beyond the United States. In Spain, the Manada case galvanized a feminist general strike. In Argentina, the Ni Una Menos movement, which had begun in 2015, used many of the same digital tools to push for legislative change against femicide and for the legalization of abortion, which the country achieved in 2020. In South Korea, online feminist communities organized against digital sex crimes including hidden-camera filming. In India, students used social media to circulate lists of professors accused of harassment when formal complaint
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