
[image: ]


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Women's Republic: A Civic Feminism for the Communist Century

Dedication

Copyright © 2026 by J.J. Ramos

Disclaimer

About the Author

Why I Am Writing This Book

Chapter 1: The Word “Republic”

Chapter 2: What a Women's Republic Would Govern

Chapter 3: Why “Civic”

Chapter 4: Why “Communist Century”

Chapter 5: The Care Domain

Chapter 6: The Reproductive Domain

Chapter 7: The Household Economy

Chapter 8: Bodily Safety

Chapter 9: Ownership

Chapter 10: Law

Chapter 11: Constituency

Chapter 12: Enforcement

Chapter 13: The Existing Models

Chapter 14: The Coalitions

Chapter 15: The Obstacles

Chapter 16: The Women's Republic

The Women's Republic

A Civic Feminism for the Communist Century

J.J. Ramos

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


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, political, electoral, civic, organizational, 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, regulatory actions, 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, electoral outcomes, and government policies may be amended, overturned, or reversed. Organizations, coalitions, parties, candidates, and movements described in this book may cease to exist, change leadership, alter their positions, 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 professional standing, 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, political consequences, electoral consequences, organizational consequences, 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 and structural circumstances, including but not limited to the reader's judgment, effort, skill, prior experience, resources, location, market conditions, social conditions, economic conditions, political conditions, electoral conditions, organizational conditions, legal 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 or in any jurisdiction.

Forward-Looking Statements and Predictions

THIS BOOK CONTAINS predictions, projections, forecasts, scenarios, modeled outcomes, and forward-looking statements about institutions, the economy, society, culture, demographics, politics, electoral outcomes, organizational behavior, legal developments, 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, organizations, coalitions, parties, candidates, court decisions, statutes, regulatory bodies, agencies, institutions, research studies, news reports, books, historical events, and political movements. 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, their candidacies, their platforms, 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, political conduct, or actions of any third party, website, organization, party, candidate, product, or service mentioned in this book.

Composite and Illustrative Examples

WHERE THIS BOOK DESCRIBES general patterns or composite examples (such as "a woman at a parent-teacher meeting," "a daughter in a hospital corridor," "an organizer in a union hall"), 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, organizer-member, candidate-constituent, or other professional or representative relationship between the reader and the author. The author is not, by virtue of this book, the reader's professional, advisor, counselor, mentor, organizer, or representative. Communication or interaction with the author related to this book is not confidential and does not create any privileged communication.

Political Views

THIS BOOK ARGUES FOR a specific political-institutional program. The arguments, recommendations, and frameworks presented are the author's own views at the time of writing and are offered for the reader's consideration, evaluation, and critique. The reader is under no obligation to adopt, endorse, support, vote in accordance with, organize around, or act upon any view expressed in this book. The author does not endorse any specific political party, candidate, official, or government, and any references to such entities are used factually for commentary, analysis, or illustrative purposes only. Readers in jurisdictions where the discussion of certain political topics is regulated or restricted are responsible for ensuring their own compliance with applicable law.

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 violence against women, sexual assault, domestic violence, reproductive coercion, caregiver burnout, family conflict, financial precarity, and the documented institutional failures around bodily safety. 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, party, 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.

Acknowledgment

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, institutions, and the political forms a self-governing society actually has to build.

Not in the language of the seminar.

Not in the cadence of the manifesto.

In the plain words a reader can carry back into the meeting she is about to walk into.

Her work focuses on the unfinished civic infrastructure under women's lives. The boards that govern the buildings where the labor is performed. The licenses that decide who provides the care. The statutes that exist on paper and the institutions that fail to enforce them. The constituencies that have not yet organized themselves into a political bloc with the weight to force the enforcement. The places where the abstract category of "rights" meets the concrete bodies of the courts, the agencies, the regulators, and the workplaces that decide whether the rights actually function.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Care-economy scholarship, democratic-theory writing, organizing literature, and the journalism of institutional decay rarely sit in the same room. Her writing tries to put them there.

Across her writing, a consistent idea appears:

The work is institutional.

The legal forms are largely in place. The representational gains have largely been made, at least on paper. The unfinished work is the institutional form that owns, governs, and enforces the parts of the economy that women already carry. Not metaphorically — concretely. The board. The license. The statute. The constituency. The enforcement infrastructure. The civic feminist project is building that form, and the next century is when it gets built or does not.

Practical observations that explain why the strategies of the previous waves are necessary but not enough on their own. Why representation without governance is symbolic, recognition without ownership is performative, rights without enforcement are rhetorical. What feminism looks like when its central object of effort is the political form itself.

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

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see that the unfinished work is not winning the argument but building the institution that holds the argument up, you stop asking whether feminism has succeeded.

You start asking what would have to be built next.

And that is where civic feminism begins.
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Most books on feminism are written to make you feel one of two things.

They want you reassured, that the legal equality work is done, that the laws are on the books, that the representation is rising, that what is left is mostly cultural and will sort itself out over time. Or they want you outraged, that the patriarchy is everywhere, that every institution is hostile, that the situation is structurally fixed and the only honest response is anger. And while both of those framings have something to recommend them, both of them are missing what is actually happening.

The legal forms are largely in place.

That is the first thing this book wants you to see. The civil-rights statutes exist. The equal-pay statutes exist. The reproductive-rights infrastructure, however damaged, still has a legal frame that can be reconstructed. The domestic-violence statutes exist. The discrimination remedies exist. The complaint mechanisms exist. The agencies exist. The complaint forms exist. The case law exists. None of this is hypothetical. None of this is missing on paper.

The enforcement is largely missing.

That is the second thing. The statutes do not produce outcomes by themselves. They produce outcomes when an institution with the authority, the personnel, the funding, and the political will to enforce them takes them seriously. In the four domains this book is about — care, reproduction, household economy, bodily safety — that institutional infrastructure has been, by turns, captured, defunded, retrenched, or never built in the first place. The complaint that lands at the agency desk and goes nowhere. The civil suit that is settled with a non-disclosure and never makes the record. The restraining order that is granted and not served. The Title IX office that is staffed by one part-time person and a stack of unread files. The eldercare facility owned by a private-equity firm that has restructured the labor force into precarity. The OB/GYN who left the state after Dobbs and was not replaced.

The ownership is largely elsewhere.

That is the third thing. The buildings where the labor is performed are owned by other people. The boards that govern the institutions where female lives are spent are populated by other people. The licenses that decide who provides the care, the law, the medicine, the protection are held by other people. Where women have been allowed in, they have been allowed in as employees, as plaintiffs, as patients, as constituents. Rarely as owners. Rarely as governors of the institutional form itself.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working women are still being told that the work of feminism is mostly cultural now, that the institutional gains have already been made, that the unfinished work is changing minds.

They are told the laws are on the books.

They are told the gains are largely won.

They are told the work is changing the culture from here.

They are told to organize around hearts, not around boards.

So when the agency does not enforce, when the case is dropped, when the clinic closes, when the shelter loses its funding, when the eldercare facility is sold to private equity, when the school district fails Title IX in practice, when the restraining order is not served — the framing she has been given does not name what is happening.

Not because she is naive.

But because the framework she was given treated the institutional form as solved, and the framework does not bend to fit what she is actually living through.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by sentimentalizing the past wave's gains. Not by dismissing them. By naming the unfinished work for what it is, by walking through the four domains where the gap between law and outcome is widest, and by sketching the institutional form that would close it: female-majority governance of the institutions that touch female lives, backed by ownership, law, and organized constituency.

Because the change is not really about whether women have rights.

They do.

It is about whether the rights are enforced, whether the institutions that enforce them are owned and governed by a constituency with the political weight to demand enforcement, and whether the next generation inherits a civic form that works or a paper architecture that does not.

It is about what we owe each other, as members of a polity that has been running on the unpaid and underpaid labor of half its population while denying that half the institutional governance the labor would justify.

This book is for any woman who has ever, after a long day inside an institution she does not own, asked herself what would actually have to change.

It is for any reader, of any gender, who suspects that the gap between the rules and the outcomes is not an accident but a feature.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify.

Because clarity, at a moment when the institutional forms are being eroded faster than anything is replacing them, is the first and most important thing a writer can offer.
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Chapter 1: The Word “Republic”
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❦

A folding table in a school cafeteria on a Tuesday night. Eight women, one man, the smell of cleaning solution rising off the linoleum, a sheet of butcher paper taped to the wall with last meeting's action items in three different handwritings. The chair is a woman who has been chair for two years not because she sought the role but because she was the one who kept showing up. She has a manila folder open in front of her. Inside the folder are the budget for the spring book fair, a printout of the district's revised reading curriculum, a complaint letter from a parent whose seventh grader has not received accommodations promised in writing, and the minutes from the last meeting, which she typed up at her kitchen table on Sunday afternoon while her own child watched a screen in the next room.

The meeting opens at six-thirty. The chair calls the room to order in a voice that does not raise. Someone passes around photocopies. The treasurer, a nurse who has come straight from a twelve-hour shift and is still wearing her scrubs under a fleece jacket, reads the financial report from a spiral notebook. The room listens. Questions come. A motion is made to allocate four hundred dollars to a new set of dictionaries for the third-grade classrooms. The motion is seconded. The room votes. The motion carries.

This is governance. Not metaphorical governance. Not governance-in-spirit. Governance with offices, terms, a budget, a constituency, a record of decisions made under recorded procedure. The chair holds a position with limits. The treasurer is bonded. The minutes are the official record of what the body decided. If the chair were to walk out of the room tonight and never come back, there would be a vice-chair to step in, and an election in the spring, and the body would continue to exist. The body has existed in this school for thirty-one years.

There are, in this country, more than eighty thousand parent-teacher associations and parent-teacher organizations, governing budgets that together run into the hundreds of millions of dollars, electing officers under bylaws, holding regular meetings, keeping minutes, raising and spending money on the institutions that touch the lives of children. The membership and the leadership of these bodies are, by every reliable account, overwhelmingly female. Not exclusively female. Overwhelmingly. This pattern is not an accident of which Tuesday night you happened to walk into.

Walk five blocks east of that school and into the basement community room of a community health center. A different table, a different meeting, a different folder. This is the patient-advisory board of the clinic. Around the table are women who use the clinic and who have been elected by other women who use the clinic to advise the medical director on how the clinic actually functions. One of the women on the board is the daughter of a patient who died here last spring. She is here because her mother liked this clinic, and because the next clinic over closes at four, and because somebody has to be in the room when the medical director presents the quarterly numbers. The board does not pretend to run the clinic. The board governs a specific slice of the clinic: the patient-experience layer, the complaint process, the prioritization of the wait list, the language services. The board reviews the data. The board votes. The medical director reports back.

A few miles north, in the back office of a storefront on a commercial strip, a smaller meeting. Six women, a folding chair short, a laptop open on the desk showing a spreadsheet. This is the steering committee of a domestic-workers' local. The women are nannies, housekeepers, home health aides. The spreadsheet tracks the contract terms negotiated by members in the past quarter: rates, hours, sick days, the language of the written agreements the local has drafted as templates. The steering committee meets once a month. It has officers. It has a treasury. It has a relationship with the city council member whose district holds the largest concentration of members. It has a relationship with the immigration legal-aid clinic two doors down. The committee is not a metaphor. It is a body.

Across town, at a teaching hospital, the shared-governance council of the nursing department is meeting in a conference room on the fourth floor at seven in the morning. Charge nurses from each unit. The chief nursing officer is present but does not chair. The agenda includes the rollout of a new medication-administration protocol, the staffing plan for the upcoming holiday weekend, and the unresolved question of whether the night-shift nurses' written objections to a recent scheduling change will be carried up to the hospital's executive committee. The council has bylaws. The council has elected positions. The council has the authority to set certain nursing-practice standards within the institution.

Every one of these bodies has the same structure. Constituency. Office. Term. Procedure. Budget or scope. Record. Enforcement, in the narrow sense that the decisions of the body are decisions, not suggestions. Every one of these bodies is governed by women. Every one of these bodies is governing institutions that touch female lives.

The book in your hands is built on a single noticing. The form is already there. The form is small, partial, scattered, undercapitalized, and politically unconnected. The form is also working. Women already know how to do this. The unfinished work is not learning to govern. The unfinished work is scale.

There is a habit, in the writing about women and politics, of treating women as the people who need to be represented, included, given a seat, brought into the room. The habit reads like generosity. It is, on closer inspection, an admission that the room belongs to someone else. The PTA chair does not need to be brought into her own room. She built her room. She brought herself in. She brings other people in. She is, in the working sense, sovereign over the small territory the body governs. The same is true of the chief steward in the domestic-workers' local, the chair of the patient-advisory board, the senior nurse on the shared-governance council. The political vocabulary that treats women as guests at the table they themselves have set is the wrong vocabulary.

Sit a little longer in the school cafeteria. The chair calls for the next agenda item. A parent has written to ask why the school has stopped providing free menstrual products in the upstairs bathroom. The supply, it turns out, was funded by a small grant that ran out in October. Nobody told anybody. The girls have been bringing their own products from home, or going without, or going home. The chair turns to the treasurer. The treasurer turns to the laptop. The room asks whether the body can absorb the cost out of its general fund through the rest of the school year. The answer is yes, just. A motion is made. The motion is seconded. The motion carries. By eight that night, the chair has emailed the principal. By Friday, the products are back in the dispensers.

Nothing about that decision was important at the level of the state. Nothing about it would appear in a newspaper. It is not the sort of thing the political journalist covers. It is also, in the working sense of governance, a complete cycle: a need surfaced by the constituency, deliberated by the body, decided under recorded procedure, funded out of the body's treasury, executed by the chair, and tracked through to outcome. Everything an institution has to do, this body did. In one hour. With volunteer labor. With a treasury that fits in a manila folder.

The cafeteria is not the only room. Every weeknight, across the country, in school cafeterias and church basements and library meeting rooms and union halls and the back offices of clinics, the same kind of cycle is being run. In numbers that nobody has ever properly counted. By bodies that nobody has ever properly named.

* * *
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THE PTA. THE CLINIC patient-advisory board. The domestic-workers' local. The nursing shared-governance council. None of these is news. They are all old institutions, in the sense that they have existed in something like their current form for decades or longer, and they all share a curious sociological property. They function. They function in the ordinary, unglamorous sense that meetings happen on schedule, money moves under recorded authority, decisions get made, and the institution continues to exist year over year through changes in personnel.

They also share a second property: nobody calls them governance. The dominant vocabulary for what these bodies do is volunteer work, civic engagement, community involvement, advocacy. The word that fits, when you sit in the room and watch the body in motion, is government. Small government. Domain-limited government. But government in form.

Begin with the parent-teacher associations. There are, conservatively, tens of thousands of them in the United States. They write bylaws. They elect officers. They hold meetings under parliamentary procedure of some variant. They keep books that, in many cases, are subject to small-nonprofit reporting requirements. They make decisions about where money goes inside the schools their children attend. The cumulative budget of the PTA system runs into the hundreds of millions of dollars. The cumulative governance reach touches almost every public-school district in the country. The leadership is, by every measure, female-majority by a wide margin.

Move to the nursing units of American hospitals. Shared-governance councils, sometimes called professional-practice councils, exist in most accredited hospitals as a condition of certain accreditation pathways, especially the Magnet program through which nursing units demonstrate clinical and organizational excellence. The councils sit between the bedside nursing staff and the chief nursing officer. They write nursing practice standards. They participate in staffing decisions, scheduling decisions, equipment decisions, protocol decisions. They have voting members. They have terms. The nursing workforce of the United States is roughly eighty-five to ninety percent female. The leadership of nursing shared-governance bodies tracks that demographic closely.

Move to the domestic-workers' organizing infrastructure. The National Domestic Workers Alliance, founded in 2007, is a federation of local affiliates that has built, in roughly two decades, a piece of organized political constituency where almost none existed before. The affiliates run worker centers. The worker centers train members in negotiating contracts. The worker centers run elections for steering committees. The federation runs national campaigns. State-by-state, the alliance has shepherded the passage of what are known as Domestic Workers Bills of Rights, extending labor protections to a workforce historically excluded from the National Labor Relations Act. The membership of this infrastructure is overwhelmingly female and overwhelmingly women of color, many of them immigrants. This is not informal organizing. It is institutional organizing with offices, payroll, dues, and recorded decisions.

Move to the community-health-center network, originally seeded by the federal Title X family-planning program of 1970 and later expanded through federally qualified health-center designations. Many of these centers have community boards, patient-advisory boards, or both. The composition of those boards varies, but in the field of reproductive and maternal health, the boards are predominantly female because the patient population is predominantly female. The boards have advisory or governance authority over the clinics' patient-facing operations.

Move to the domestic-violence shelter network. The country's shelters were largely built by women's organizing in the 1970s and 1980s, and the staff and governance of those shelters remain overwhelmingly female. Boards. Executive directors. Case workers. Volunteer corps. The shelters operate as small institutions with budgets, intake protocols, partnerships with law enforcement and the courts, and ongoing internal governance.

Move to the mutual-aid networks that proliferated and matured in the years following 2020. Many of them are loosely organized. Many of them are not. The more durable ones have steering committees, recurring meetings, treasuries, and recorded decision-making. The participants and leaders skew heavily female.

Move, finally, to the tenants' associations and neighborhood councils that operate in many cities. Their composition is more mixed than the others. But where they have managed to function as durable bodies rather than as episodic flare-ups, the women in the room tend to be doing the work of holding the body together. The chair who keeps the agenda. The secretary who keeps the minutes. The treasurer who keeps the books. The member who calls the absent members the day after the meeting to keep them in the loop. The body persists because someone takes responsibility for the body persisting, and the person who takes that responsibility, in body after body, tends to be a woman.

A second observation, equally important: these bodies are not pretending to be something they are not. The PTA chair is not auditioning for higher office. The nurse on the shared-governance council is not building a political career. The steward in the local is not running for Congress. The women in these rooms are doing the work because the work is what they have agreed to do for the institution. The labor is not strategic. The labor is institutional. That is one of the marks of a working body. The people in the offices are doing the office, not using the office as a stepping stone to something else.

A third observation, which the rest of this book will return to: these bodies share resources, even though they are not formally connected. The PTA chair sends her child to the pediatric clinic where the patient-advisory board meets. The nurse on the council lives in the same neighborhood as the steward in the local. The members of the tenants' association are patients at the community clinic. The constituency, in other words, is not a list of mutually exclusive groups. It is one population, governing in many capacities, in many small institutions, with very little communication among the bodies. The lateral connections do not exist as institutional fact. They exist as latent potential. The political work of the coming decades, the work this book is trying to describe, is in part the work of building the lateral connections among the small republics that already exist.

The cumulative picture is striking. In every domain where the institutional life of the country touches women in their capacity as caregivers, patients, workers, or residents, the small-scale governance is already female-majority. Not by ideology. By the patterns of who shows up, who keeps showing up, and who carries the institutional memory.

A skeptic at this point will say: are these really institutions of government, or are they merely civil-society bodies? The skeptic is right to ask. The distinction has a long history. Government, in the classical sense, has the police power. Civil society does not. Government can tax. Civil society can only ask. Government enforces against the unwilling. Civil society can only persuade.

The honest answer is that the small bodies just described sit on the line. They have authority within their domain. They do not have the police power. They cannot compel anyone outside the membership of the body to obey their decisions. The PTA cannot make the school district hire a reading specialist. The patient-advisory board cannot fire the medical director. The steering committee of the domestic-workers' local cannot raid an employer who is in violation of the local's contract template. The shared-governance council of the nursing unit cannot overrule the hospital's executive committee.

That gap, between the authority the body has within its domain and the authority it does not have outside its domain, is precisely the gap this book is interested in. The bodies are real. The form is real. The enforcement reach is too narrow. The question is what the same form looks like at a scale at which the enforcement reach is wider. What does the PTA look like when it has the standing of the school board? What does the patient-advisory board look like when it has the standing of the hospital's executive committee? What does the steering committee of the local look like when it has the standing of a labor-relations board for the care economy? What does the shared-governance council look like when it has the standing of a state nursing-practice board?

These are not abstract questions. The forms exist already. They have to be scaled. The constituency has to be organized. The institutional standing has to be granted by law, by ownership, or by the political weight of an organized bloc. The form of self-government women already practice in the small is the form the book argues should be granted standing at the scale of the institutions that actually govern female lives.

So begin with the picture clear: a republic in miniature. It is fragmented. It is small. It is local. It is undercapitalized, undercoordinated, and almost completely invisible in the national political conversation. But it has the form. The offices, the terms, the procedure, the budget, the record, the enforcement of decisions within the small domain over which the body has authority.

The question this book is asking is whether the form scales. Whether what women already practice in the school cafeteria, the clinic basement, the back office of the domestic-workers' local, and the nursing council can scale to the level of the institutions that govern the entire care economy, the entire reproductive medical system, the entire infrastructure of household economy, the entire infrastructure of bodily safety. Whether the form, in other words, scales from micro to macro. From the building to the system.

The argument of the book is that it can. The argument is also that this is the unfinished work of the century. Not because women have failed to do the work. Because the work, where women have done it, has been confined to a scale at which it cannot govern the institutions that, at a larger scale, are shaping female lives whether or not women are in the room.

* * *
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WHERE DOES THE WORD republic come from, and what work has it actually done?

The Latin is res publica. The public thing. The thing that belongs to the public, that the public owns, that the public is responsible for. Not the private household, not the king's household, not the lord's household. The res publica is the thing held in common by the political body, governed by the political body, enforced by the political body. The form of the word matters. It is a thing. It is not an idea, an attitude, or an aspiration. It is the object of common ownership and common governance, the building or institution or office that the polity has decided to hold and to run together.

The Romans gave the word to us with a specific institutional content: officers elected, terms limited, powers divided, decisions made in assemblies and councils, the boundary between the private household and the public thing held firmly. When the Republic gave way to the Empire, the language survived for centuries as a kind of nostalgia, an echo of a form that had been displaced by something else.

The American founders, eighteen hundred years later, reached back to that vocabulary deliberately. They preferred the word republic to the word democracy because they were trying to distinguish what they were building from the simple rule-of-the-many. They wanted offices. They wanted terms. They wanted divided powers and limited mandates and enforceable rules. They wanted, more than anything, a form. The Federalist Papers are full of the word republic. The word does work in those papers that no other word does. It names a political form with internal structure, not a political mood.

That is the meaning of the word the book is reaching for.

The word has, over time, also picked up another set of uses. We speak of a republic of letters: an imagined community of writers and readers and correspondents who share certain norms of discourse and certain commitments to truth. We speak of a republic of conscience: an imagined community of moral actors who hold themselves accountable to something higher than the laws of any particular jurisdiction. We speak of the republic of women, sometimes, to mean a kind of imagined sisterhood, a felt community of solidarity across distance.

These uses are not wrong. They are figurative. They borrow the dignity of the political word and apply it to communities that do not, in the strict sense, have offices, terms, procedures, or enforcement. A republic of letters has no chair. A republic of conscience has no treasury. A republic of women, in the figurative sense, has no recorded decisions and no body that can be voted out.

The book is reaching past the figurative uses to recover the working sense of the word. A republic is a political form in which a constituency owns the institutions that touch its life, governs those institutions through bodies with offices, terms, and procedures, and enforces the decisions of those bodies against actors who would otherwise ignore them. A republic is not a mood. A republic is not a metaphor. A republic is a building plan.

The recovery of the word matters because the figurative uses have crowded out the working sense in ordinary speech. When a contemporary writer says a republic of women, the listener is invited to imagine a feeling of common cause. The listener is not invited to imagine a body with the authority to set licensing standards for nursing homes, to certify the curriculum of medical schools, to issue regulations on the household-economic disclosures required at the dissolution of a marriage, to control the budget of the local domestic-violence shelter, or to enforce labor standards in private homes.

But that is what the working sense of the word names. That is what the form is for.

Look back at the room in the school cafeteria. The PTA is, in the working sense of the word, a tiny republic. The constituency is the families whose children attend the school. The body is the elected officers, the standing committees, the general membership meeting. The procedure is the bylaws. The ownership is the modest treasury and the institutional standing within the school. The enforcement is the budget power and the moral authority within the district.

The school district itself, one level up, is also a republic in form. The school board is elected. The superintendent reports to the board. The administrative offices are accountable to the superintendent. The budget is set by the board with public input. The decisions are recorded and reviewable. The composition of the school board in many districts is roughly half female. The teacher workforce is majority female. The administrative staff is majority female. The students who will become the next generation of voters are equally distributed by sex.

One level up again, the state and federal infrastructure that touches schools, and that determines the conditions under which the local republics in the cafeteria do their work, is not female-majority. Far from it. The governance of curriculum standards, of teacher certification, of school finance formulas, of the federal department that oversees civil-rights enforcement in education, is mixed at best, male-majority at the highest levels. The republic in the cafeteria sits inside an institutional structure whose upper floors are not run by the same constituency.

This is the pattern this book is naming. The small republics are female-majority. The large structures that constrain and shape them are not. The form scales conceptually. The form does not scale, yet, politically.

There is a contrast worth holding alongside the word republic: the word democracy. The two words are often used as if they were synonyms. They are not. Democracy, in the strict sense, is rule of the many. Democracy is a principle. A democracy can exist in many forms, some of them brittle, some of them durable, some of them tipping toward demagoguery, some of them tipping toward oligarchy. The word does not, by itself, specify the institutional architecture. A monarchy can hold democratic elections. An autocracy can hold democratic plebiscites. A people's-democratic-republic can be neither democratic nor a republic.

The word republic does specify the architecture. A republic has offices that are filled by procedures specified in advance. A republic has terms that limit the holding of office. A republic has powers that are divided across institutions so that no single office accumulates the whole of the authority. A republic has rules for how the rules themselves can be changed. A republic, in short, has structure. The structure is what gives the body its capacity to function across generations of personnel.

The recent literature on democratic decline, the books by Levitsky and Ziblatt, by Anne Applebaum, by others working in the same vein, has done the political world a service by reminding readers that democracy is not a mood and is not safe. Democracy can erode. Democracy can be hollowed out without ever being formally abolished. The institutional form can persist on paper after the substance has drained out. The lesson of those books for the present argument is twofold. First, the form matters, because the form is what is being hollowed out. Second, the form is vulnerable precisely where the constituency that owns the institutions is disorganized, demobilized, or has been persuaded that the institutions belong to someone else.

The women's republic, as a working political form, is the answer to that vulnerability inside the institutions that touch female lives. Not as a substitute for the broader democratic infrastructure. As an organized constituency that owns specific institutions inside that infrastructure and that can defend those institutions when the broader form weakens. The PTA chair, the nurse on the council, the steward in the local, the patient on the advisory board: each of them is doing, in the small, the work that the democratic-decline literature says has to be done in the large. Holding the institutions. Keeping the body functioning. Defending the form against erosion.

To say a women's republic, then, in the working sense of the word, is not to invoke a feeling of sisterhood. It is to name an institutional form. The form has offices. The form has terms. The form has constituency. The form has enforcement. The form would own, govern, and enforce the institutions that touch female lives, at the scale at which those institutions actually operate. The form is what women already practice in the small. The form is what women have not yet built at the scale of the country.

This is the word the title is using. Not the literary one. The working one.

There is one further clarification worth making before moving on. The word republic in this book does not mean the United States of America. The American republic, in its specific constitutional form, is one example of the working sense of the word, with a particular history and a particular set of institutions. It is not the only one. The book uses republic in the broader sense that the Romans gave us and that political theorists since have refined: a constituted political form with offices, terms, divided powers, and enforcement. A women's republic, in this sense, could sit inside the American republic, could overlap with parts of it, could borrow some of its forms, could disagree with others. The relationship between the women's republic and the broader American republic is the subject of later chapters. For now, the word stands on its own.

* * *
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A WORD NOW ON WHAT the rest of the book is going to do.

The argument is structured in four parts.

Part I, of which this chapter is the opening, takes the word republic and works it free of its literary uses. It then names what such a republic would govern: care, in the paid and unpaid forms; reproduction, meaning the full medical and social infrastructure that surrounds the choice and the experience of bearing or not bearing a child; household economy, meaning the unit in which the daily sustenance of life is produced and reproduced; and bodily safety, meaning the infrastructure of police, courts, hospitals, and shelters that determines whether women live free from interpersonal violence. Part I also explains why the word civic sits in the title, and why this book is willing to use the phrase communist century in the subtitle without flinching.

Part II is a field guide to the four domains. Each gets a chapter. Each chapter does the same work: who currently owns the institutional infrastructure of the domain, who currently runs it, what the documented patterns of female labor and female cost within the domain look like, and what female-majority governance of the domain would mean in concrete institutional terms. The field guide is not abstract. It is about buildings, licenses, boards, budgets, statutes, and the people who actually sit in the chairs.

Part III names the four mechanisms. Ownership: who holds the title, who sits on the board, who controls the license. Law: what statutes and regulations are on the books, what the gaps are, what the enforcement vacuum looks like. Constituency: who is in the room when the decisions are made, who is organized, who can be mobilized, who has political weight. Enforcement: the central concept of the book, the place where rights become real or evaporate. The argument of Part III is that the four mechanisms together are the working form of the republic, and that the absence of any one of them collapses the others.

Part IV is the constructive program. What has been built, where, and what can be learned from it. Iceland after the 1975 women's strike. Rwanda after 1994 and the long story of its female-majority parliament. The Nordic care-policy infrastructure in its actual operation, not its postcard form. Quebec's universal-childcare program. The Domestic Workers Bills of Rights as they have moved state-by-state in the United States. Then the coalitions: who joins, who does not, how the class tensions inside the project have to be managed, on what terms men enter the project. Then the obstacles, named honestly: the capture of eldercare and childcare by private equity, the post-Dobbs retrenchment of the reproductive medical system, the organized opposition, the intramural conflicts inside the feminist project itself. Then a closing chapter that returns to the title and tries to earn it.

What does the reader have at the end of the book that she did not have at the start? A working definition of the word republic she can use the next time a politician deploys it as decoration. A map of the four institutional domains that govern her life, regardless of whether she has ever sat on a board that governs one of them. A vocabulary for the four mechanisms of governance, so she can ask, of any institution she encounters, who owns it, what laws govern it, what constituency is organized around it, and how its decisions are enforced. A list of working models from elsewhere in the world that show the form is not utopian but specific. And a sentence, at the close of the last chapter, that she can carry into her next conversation about what the next century of feminist work is actually for.

The book is not asking the reader to feel anything new. The book is asking the reader to look at what is already in the room and to name it correctly. The PTA chair in the school cafeteria is not a volunteer. She is an officer of a small republic. The nurse on the shared-governance council is not an extra layer of bureaucracy. She is a representative of a constituency that holds a portion of the working authority over an institution that determines whether patients live or die. The steering committee of the domestic-workers' local is not advocacy. It is organized labor in institutional form. The patient-advisory board of the community clinic is not a courtesy. It is, in the proper meaning of the word, governance.

A note, finally, on what the book is not.

It is not a manifesto. The manifesto is a literary form with its own history and its own pleasures, and it has done some of the most important political work of the past two centuries. It is not the form this book is using. The manifesto raises the temperature of the reader. This book is trying to lower it. The manifesto declares. This book describes. The manifesto demands. This book proposes a building plan.

It is not a memoir. The author is not the subject. The subject is the institutional form. There are scenes in this book, drawn from the kinds of meetings that take place every weeknight in every American city. The scenes are generalized. The chair in the cafeteria stands for many chairs. The nurse on the council stands for many nurses. The book is not trying to introduce the reader to a particular woman whose particular story will move her. The book is trying to show the reader the form, and to do that the scenes have to be generic enough that the reader can recognize her own meetings inside them.

It is not a survey of feminist theory. The book has its sources, and it names them where they earn the naming: Arendt on the right to have rights, Okin on the household, MacKinnon on the state, Tronto on care, Poo on the dignity of the care worker, Manne on the enforcement gap between norms and outcomes, Criado Perez on the systemic invisibility of women in institutional design. The book is in conversation with that literature. The book is not trying to map it.

It is also not a partisan argument inside the present American political map. The institutional form the book is describing does not belong to a single party, a single faction, a single side of the present political divide. It is not, in its essence, a Democratic project or a Republican project. It is a constituency project. The constituency is female-majority and crosses class, race, and party. Where the existing parties will help the project, the book will say so. Where they will not, the book will say so. The form is the form. The parties are tools.

What the book is, finally, is an attempt to describe a building. The building has four wings: care, reproduction, household economy, bodily safety. The building rests on four foundations: ownership, law, organized constituency, enforcement. The building has been designed in fragments by the women who have been keeping the small republics functioning for decades. The fragments are everywhere. The fragments have not yet been assembled into the larger structure. The book is the description of the larger structure, drawn as a working plan.

What women practice in the small is already a republic. The work of the next century is to build it at scale.

That is the argument. The book begins now.
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