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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 woman 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, gender-based harm, mental health, surveillance, reproductive conflict, 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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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 becomes when the structures shaping women's lives no longer have a face. The hiring algorithm. The fertility market. The platform comment thread. The optimization regime. The places where the old fight for liberation meets a kind of opponent that does not get angry, does not get tired, does not change its mind, and does not have to be a man.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory and the political economy of modern systems rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her writing, a consistent idea appears:

Patriarchy was a word for a real thing.

It is not the right word for the thing that has replaced it. The next stage of feminist work is going to require a different vocabulary, a different diagnosis, and a different idea of what the fight is for. Not because the previous fights were wrong, but because the structures have moved, and a movement that does not move with them stops being a movement and becomes a memorial.

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

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see how the systems actually shape the world a woman lives in, you stop arguing with the wrong opponent.

You start building toward the right one.

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

They want you furious, that patriarchy is alive and well and as strong as ever, and that anyone who suggests otherwise is selling the project out. Or they want you reassured, that the war is mostly over, that women have won, that whatever residual unfairness remains will be cleaned up by time and the market and the next generation. And while both of those framings have something to recommend them, both of them are missing something.

Something uncomfortable.

The enemy has changed shape.

Not entirely. Not everywhere. There are still rooms in which a woman walks in and the men decide whether she gets the job, the loan, the diagnosis, the platform. Those rooms have not disappeared and this book is not pretending they have. But there is now another category of room, larger and growing, in which the decision has already been made before anyone walks in, by a system whose author cannot be located, whose logic cannot be argued with, and whose effects are reliably gendered even though no one in the room intended them to be.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working women are still being told that the central fight of their lives is against men, when an increasing share of the constraints on their lives are no longer being imposed by men in any meaningful sense.

They are told that the answer is more women in the room.

They are told that the answer is to confront the boss, the husband, the harasser, the legislator.

They are told that the answer is to name the patriarchy and refuse it.

They are told that representation will translate into outcome, that voice will translate into change, that the language of the last fifty years of feminism still names the world they actually live in.

So when the AI denies them the role, the algorithm denies them the credit, the platform denies them the audience, the market denies them the choice, the system denies them the recourse, 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 fight against an enemy who has, in many of the rooms that matter most, simply left.

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, the right to organize. These are the foundation. But the foundation is not the building. The next phase 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 shapes the systems that shape what is possible for women.

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

It is about which parts of the old fight a new generation of feminist work can finish, and which parts the new fight will have to invent from scratch.

The movement is at an inflection point that almost no one inside the movement is willing to name.

When the external enemy weakens, the internal fights surface. The disagreements within feminism, over class, over race, over age, over what the word woman names, over whether biology matters and how, over whether the project is liberation or inclusion or something else: these are not distractions. They are the shape of what comes next. They are the conversations the movement was always going to have to have once the unifying figure of the patriarch became less totalizing than it once was.

This book is for any woman who has noticed those conversations going badly.

It is for any reader, of any gender, who suspects that the slogans 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 end of one era and the start of the next, is the first and most important thing a writer can offer.
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Chapter 1: The Word That Stopped Working
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❦

The email arrived at 11:47 on a Tuesday morning. She was at her kitchen table, in a t-shirt she had slept in, drinking the second cup of coffee she had told herself she would not drink. The subject line was polite. Update on your application. She knew what the email said before she opened it, the way a person knows the weather without looking outside, and she opened it anyway because not opening it would have been worse.

The body was three paragraphs long. The first thanked her for her interest. The second told her that after careful review of her qualifications, the team had decided to move forward with other candidates whose experience more closely matched the requirements of the role. The third wished her the best in her job search and invited her to apply for future openings. There was a name at the bottom. A title. A company logo. There was no phone number, no direct line, no way to write back to anyone in particular.

She read it twice. Then she sat with her hands flat on the table and tried to figure out who she was angry at.

She was twenty-eight years old. She had a master's degree from a school whose name people recognized. She had four years of experience in the exact field the job description had described, and she had spent six hours on the application, including a writing sample they had asked for and a video interview that had been scored by software she had never been told the name of. The job paid what she made now plus eleven thousand dollars. She had been a strong candidate. She knew this in the way a person knows the cards in her own hand. She had been a strong candidate, and now she was not, and the question that had risen in her chest before she finished the second paragraph was the question she had been raised on, the question her mother had taught her to ask, the question every book she had read in college had told her to keep asking until the answer came clear: who did this to me?

She tried to picture him. That was the move. She had been taught the move. You picture the man at the desk who looked at your name on the resume and decided. You picture his face, his coffee, his wedding ring, his bias. You picture him and then you have something to push against, something to write angry sentences about in the privacy of your own kitchen, something to organize against if you are ambitious and something to grieve about if you are tired. The picture is half the point. The picture is how the feeling becomes politics.

She could not picture him.

She tried for a long time. She tried because she had been taught to try, and because the alternative felt unbearable in a way she had not expected. She knew that the company used an AI screening tool. They had been transparent about it in the application portal. Your application will be reviewed by our hiring team, supported by AI-assisted screening to ensure a fair and consistent evaluation process. She had clicked the checkbox. Everyone clicked the checkbox. She knew, in the way one knows the back of one's own hand, that her resume had been parsed by a model, scored, ranked against a thousand others, and dropped below the cutoff before any human eye had crossed it. She knew there had been no man at a desk. There had been a queue, and a model, and a threshold. The threshold had been set by some team in some city she had never been to, on a date she would never know, for reasons that were not personal because nothing about the process had been personal in the first place.

There was no one to be angry at. There was a feeling, and there was a system, and there was no face between them.

She closed the laptop. She opened it again. She read the email a third time, looking for the sentence she had missed, the one that would tell her something specific enough to push back on. There was no such sentence. The email was a fog. The fog was the product. The fog was what protected the company from a lawsuit and what protected the engineers from a phone call and what protected the entire process from the kind of inspection it would not survive.

She thought about calling her mother. Her mother would have an answer. Her mother had been a paralegal in the 1980s at a firm where two of the partners had hands and the women in the office had learned to angle their chairs and where the third partner had once told her mother, in front of a client, that she had a smile that could close a deal if she would only smile more often. Her mother had stories. Her mother had a vocabulary for the stories. Her mother had spent thirty years naming the men in the stories, and naming them had been a kind of survival, and naming them had also, slowly, changed the firms and changed the law and changed the country, until the woman at the kitchen table had grown up in a world where the men in her mother's stories were considered embarrassments rather than just how things were. That change was real. The change was the inheritance.

But the inheritance, the woman at the kitchen table was beginning to understand, did not cover her case. Her mother had names. She had no names. Her mother had been able to tell her stories about specific men in specific rooms on specific Tuesday afternoons. She had a story about a model with a score and a threshold and an opaque pipeline and a hiring team that would, if she ever reached one of them by phone, tell her in polite voices that the process was, in fact, designed to remove human bias from the equation. The process was the answer to her mother's problem. The process was now her problem. And the language her mother had taught her was the language for the problem the process was supposed to have solved.

This is the experience the rest of this book is about. The feeling is real. The constraint is real. The harm, by any honest measure, is real, and it is gendered in its effects in ways the data has been showing for years. What is not real, or not real anymore in the way it used to be, is the man at the desk. He is not there. He has not been there for a long time. And the word the movement has used for fifty years to name the structure that produced the harm, the word that lit up like a flare when a generation of women first heard it spoken aloud, the word that taught them to see the personal as political, has begun in this decade to slide off the experience like rain off a windshield. The word is patriarchy. The thing it used to name was real. The thing women are describing now is also real. The trouble is that they are not the same thing, and the gap between them is widening every year.

* * *
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THE WORD EXISTED BEFORE 1970, of course. It is old. It comes from the Greek patriarkhēs, the rule of the father, and it lived for centuries inside biblical commentary and inside the anthropology of kinship systems, naming the social arrangements of households in which property and authority passed from father to son. It was a technical word. It described a form of family organization that had existed in many places and many centuries, and it was useful in the way that any descriptive word is useful, which is to say it allowed scholars to compare one society to another without having to start the description from scratch each time.

That is not what the word does now. What the word does now, the work it has been doing in the English-speaking feminist conversation for the last half century, began in 1970, in two books published within a few months of each other, by two American women who were not yet thirty-five.

Kate Millett's Sexual Politics came out in the summer. It was her doctoral dissertation, lightly revised, and it argued that the relationship between men and women was political in the same sense that the relationship between any ruling class and any ruled class was political. It argued that what looked like private life, the bedroom and the kitchen and the dinner table and the hallway at the office party, was in fact the most thoroughly governed sphere in any society, governed by a system she called patriarchy, which she defined as the institution by which one half of the population, the female, was controlled by the other half, the male. The book was scandalous. It was reviewed on the cover of Time. Millett was put on the magazine's August 31 issue, drawn in profile, with the words the Mrs. Pankhurst of Women's Lib underneath. She hated the cover. The book sold.

Shulamith Firestone's The Dialectic of Sex came out in October of the same year. Firestone was twenty-five. The book argued that the original division of labor in human society, the division between the sex that gestates and the sex that does not, was the original political division, older than class, older than race, older than any of the categories the left had organized around in the century before. She called it sex class. She argued that the work of feminism was to abolish sex class the way the work of socialism had been, in theory, to abolish economic class. The book was, depending on which page one read, brilliant or unhinged or both. It was a manifesto. It was also a diagnosis. And the diagnosis was that the rule of the father was not a feature of human social arrangement but the deepest structure of it, the structure that organized every other structure, the one all the others depended on.

Two books. Both published in 1970. Both written by women who had been politically formed inside the New Left and had walked out of it, in part, because the men in the movement had treated them like coffee-fetchers and typists and bedmates and not like comrades. Both arguing, in different registers, that the categories the left had used to analyze power were the wrong categories, and that the right category, the one underneath all the others, was sex.

Neither book emerged from nowhere. Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex had been published in French in 1949 and in an abridged English translation in 1953, and the question Beauvoir had put at the center of her book, what is a woman, had been working its way through American women's heads for two decades by the time Millett wrote. Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique in 1963 had described the suburban housewife's condition as a kind of slow asphyxiation by domesticity, and had named the asphyxiation as a problem caused by something larger than any individual marriage. The National Organization for Women had been founded in 1966 with Friedan as its first president. The consciousness-raising groups had been meeting since the late 1960s in living rooms in New York and Boston and San Francisco and Chicago. The intellectual and political infrastructure for a structural account of women's situation had been assembling for a generation. What 1970 did was give the infrastructure a single word that locked the analysis in place.

The word patriarchy was already in the air when those books were written. Consciousness-raising groups had been using it. Pamphlets had been printing it. But it was not yet doing the work it was about to do. The 1970 books gave it that work. They turned the word into a diagnostic. They turned it into the thing you said to a woman when she was describing what had happened to her at the office and could not figure out why she felt the way she felt. That, you could say, pointing at the story, is patriarchy. And once you said it, the story changed. It stopped being a story about her boss being a jerk, or her husband being thoughtless, or her father being old-fashioned. It became a story about a system. The boss and the husband and the father were now footnotes in a larger structure. The structure had a name. The name was the breakthrough.

It is hard, from this distance, to feel how much that breakthrough mattered. A woman in 1970 who had spent her adult life believing that the trouble in her marriage was a personal failure, that the closed door at the office was about her own deficiencies, that the doctor's dismissiveness was something she had imagined, could pick up Sexual Politics or The Dialectic of Sex or, two years later, Millett's appearance on a panel in some auditorium, and find herself given a word that explained why none of those things had been about her at all. The word performed a relocation. It moved the source of the harm from inside her to outside her, from the personal to the political, from the bedroom to the system. That relocation was, by any measure, one of the great intellectual accomplishments of the twentieth century. It is not too much to say that the modern feminist movement, the one whose victories women now inherit, was built on the relocation. Title VII had passed in 1964, but it did not yet have the analytic frame that turned it into a movement. The frame arrived in 1970. The word arrived with it.

The point of starting here is not to argue with Millett or Firestone. They were right about the thing they were diagnosing. The point is to notice what kind of thing the diagnosis was, and what kind of thing it required. It required a face. It required somebody on the other side of the harm, somebody one could in principle point to, even if the pointing was conceptual rather than literal. The rule of the father was the rule of someone. The structure had agents. The structure was held in place by men, who benefited from it, who knew or could be made to know that they benefited from it, and who could, in principle, be persuaded or compelled to stop. The whole architecture of the second wave depended on that fact. You could not have organized a movement against a system with no one in it. You needed the someone.

* * *
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WHAT FOLLOWED FROM the word, once the word was in place, was every major feminist victory of the next twenty-five years.

Consider what the diagnosis made possible. A woman who had been told for her entire life that her exhaustion in the home was a private failure could read Friedan, could read Millett, could sit in a kitchen with three other women and a pot of bad coffee and discover that her exhaustion was the predictable outcome of a system designed to extract unpaid labor from her and to call the extraction love. That recognition was political. It was also, in the most literal sense, organizing. The consciousness-raising group was the unit cell of second-wave feminism, and the consciousness-raising group did one thing above all others, which was to take stories that had been told inside individual marriages and translate them into a shared description of a shared situation. The translator was the word. Patriarchy was the verb in the sentence that started, we are all describing the same thing.

The diagnosis made coherent the campaigns. The campaign against marital rape exemptions, which had been written into American common law since the seventeenth century and which were not removed from every state's statutes until the 1990s, made sense because the exemption was understood not as a quirk but as a feature of a system that treated women's sexual consent as having been pre-granted at the altar. The campaign for equal credit, which produced the Equal Credit Opportunity Act in 1974, made sense because the practice of requiring a husband's signature on a married woman's loan application was understood not as bank policy but as a single instance of a structure in which women's financial agency had been outsourced to a male relative for centuries. The campaign against workplace sexual harassment, which Catharine MacKinnon's Sexual Harassment of Working Women in 1979 had given the legal scaffolding for, made sense because harassment was understood not as bad behavior by individual men but as an enforcement mechanism, a way the structure reminded women whose space the office really was. Anita Hill, in 1991, did not need to convince the country that one man had behaved badly. She needed the country to understand a pattern, and the pattern needed a name. The name was patriarchy. The hearings were lost in the room and won in the broader culture, and they were won because the diagnosis was already widely enough shared that millions of women watching could fit what they were hearing into a frame that made sense.

The diagnosis made possible a generation of writing that the movement still draws on. Adrienne Rich's Of Woman Born in 1976 turned the same lens on motherhood. Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon, through the late 1970s and the 1980s, turned it on pornography and on the law itself. Audre Lorde and bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins, through the 1980s, complicated the diagnosis by insisting that the structure was not only gendered but raced and classed, and that any account of patriarchy that did not also account for white supremacy and capital was an account that served some women at the expense of others. Susan Faludi's Backlash in 1991 charted the cultural counterattack. Naomi Wolf's The Beauty Myth in 1990 charted the aesthetic one. Each of these books was, in its own way, an elaboration of what the 1970 turn had made possible. Each assumed, even when it disagreed with its predecessors, that the structure being analyzed was the structure the word patriarchy had named.

The diagnosis made possible the law. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned employment discrimination on the basis of sex; Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 did the same in education; Roe v. Wade in 1973 found a constitutional right to abortion; ECOA in 1974 ended the husband-signature requirement; the Pregnancy Discrimination Act in 1978 made it illegal to fire a woman for being pregnant. Each of these was an answer to a specific harm. Each was an answer that took the form of a prohibition on a kind of male decision. Don't refuse to hire her. Don't refuse to promote her. Don't refuse to fund her education. Don't make her get a husband's signature. Don't fire her because she's pregnant. The whole shape of the legal regime women now inherit assumes a decider whose discretion the law is constraining. The decider was a person. The person was usually a man. The law was written for the world the diagnosis had described.

It would be a mistake to be condescending about any of this. The women who built the legal regime of the 1960s and 1970s did not get everything right and did not pretend to. The Equal Rights Amendment failed in 1982 after a decade of fighting, and the failure mattered. The legal regime they built was full of holes that women of color, working-class women, queer women, immigrant women fell through, and the next generation of feminist thought, the one that produced Kimberlé Crenshaw's writing on intersectionality at the end of the 1980s and bell hooks's writing on the elisions of the second wave through the same period, did the necessary work of pointing the holes out. None of that diminishes what the diagnosis accomplished. Patriarchy did real work. It named a structure that had been invisible to the people inside it. It made a movement possible. It produced the most rapid expansion of women's legal rights in the history of any country, anywhere, in any century. The credit for that expansion belongs in part to a word that gave women a way to see what had been happening to them all along.

It is worth dwelling, for one more paragraph, on what the word felt like to the women who first heard it used the way Millett and Firestone used it. The accounts that survive from the early 1970s describe something close to a religious experience. A woman would sit in a circle on someone's living-room rug, would listen to the woman next to her describe a fight with a husband, would listen to the woman across from her describe a meeting with a doctor, would listen to her own voice describe an evening that she had been telling herself for months had been her own fault, and somewhere in the third or fourth hour of that circle the recognition would land. None of this is happening to us individually. All of this is happening to us as women. The pronoun moved. The us enlarged. The boundary between what she had thought was her private failure and what she could now see was a public condition dissolved, and on the other side of the dissolution was a movement, was a vocabulary, was a politics, was a future. The word that did the dissolving was patriarchy. It was the lever that made the relocation possible. It was the syllable count of liberation in the 1970s, and to write about it in the past tense, as this book proposes to do, is not to demean it. It is to acknowledge that some tools do their work, and then their work is done, and the gratitude one owes them is the gratitude one owes a teacher whose lessons have been learned.

That is the case for the word. It is the case the rest of this book takes seriously. The argument that follows is not that patriarchy was a bad concept. It is that good concepts have lifespans, and the concept's lifespan is ending, and the next phase of feminist thought has to honor what the concept did and then put it down.

* * *
[image: ]


NOW CONSIDER THE WOMAN at the kitchen table again.

The rejection she received on Tuesday morning is gendered in its effects. The research on this is by now extensive and not seriously in dispute among the people who study it. Hiring tools trained on a company's historical hiring data inherit the gender skew of that history. Amazon learned this in 2018 when it scrapped an internal resume-screening tool that had taught itself to penalize resumes containing the word women's, as in women's chess club captain, because in the data it had been trained on, men had been hired more often than women, and the model had reverse-engineered the rule. Apple Card learned this in 2019 when its credit-limit decisions came under regulatory scrutiny after several couples reported that the husband had been offered ten or twenty times the limit of the wife on identical financial profiles. The pattern is now well documented across hiring, lending, healthcare diagnostics, content moderation, and search ranking. The effects are gendered. The effects are real. The effects are, in the aggregate, large.

The question is what the woman at the table is supposed to say about the harm.

She can say patriarchy. She has the word available. Every book on her shelf taught her the word. But notice what happens when she says it. The word reaches for a face and finds none. There is no man at a desk. There is a model, and there is a threshold, and there is a team of engineers, most of whom are also men, who did not sit down one morning to design a tool that would screen women out and would in fact be horrified to learn that the tool had done so. The engineers are not patriarchs in any operationally meaningful sense. They built a system that ingested history, and history was patriarchal, and the system reproduced what it had been fed. The harm is real. The structure that produced the harm is real. But the structure does not have agents in the way patriarchy had agents. The structure has components. It has training data, model architectures, deployment thresholds, business owners, procurement contracts, terms of service. None of those components is a man at a desk. None of them can be reasoned with or organized against in the way a hiring manager in 1975 could be reasoned with or organized against.

This is the gap. The word patriarchy was designed for a world in which the structure had a face. It did its work by teaching women to see past the face to the structure behind it. The trouble is that in the world the woman at the kitchen table is actually living in, the face is gone, and the structure behind it has metastasized into something that does not require the face anymore. The structure has automated itself. The decisions that used to be made by men in rooms are now made by systems in data centers, and the systems are not patriarchs even when their outputs are patriarchal. The word reaches for an agent and grasps air.

One could try to save the word by stretching it. The patriarchy of the algorithm. Digital patriarchy. Algorithmic patriarchy. These phrases get used. They are not nothing. They preserve a continuity with the feminist tradition and they signal to the reader that the analyst is on the right side of the question. But they buy continuity at the cost of clarity. They paper over the analytic shift the situation requires. They allow the speaker to keep using the old word for the new thing, and the old word brings with it the old conclusions. If the harm is patriarchal, the response must be the response to patriarchy: name the men, change the men, replace the men, regulate the men. The whole grammar of the response is built on the existence of men whose decisions can be redirected. When the men are not there, the grammar breaks, and the response misfires, and the movement spends its energy on the wrong fight.

The argument is not that men have stopped being powerful. Men hold most of the senior positions at the companies that build these systems. They hold most of the capital that funds the building. They hold most of the seats in the legislatures that decline to regulate the building. The argument is not that men are blameless or that male power has dissolved. The argument is that the locus of the constraint on women's lives has migrated. The constraint used to live in the discretion of men whose decisions could be persuaded or compelled to change. The constraint now lives, increasingly, in the architecture of systems whose decisions cannot be persuaded at all and can be compelled to change only by the company that owns them, on a timeline of its choosing, in a manner of its choosing, with no public visibility into whether the change is real. The men who own the companies have not stopped being men, and they have not stopped being powerful, but the lever by which the older feminism reached them, the lever of persuasion and shame and organized pressure aimed at the individual decision, is the wrong lever for the systems they have built. The systems they have built are too big to be reached that way, and they were designed to be too big to be reached that way, because that is what industrial scale means.

Consider what the same situation would have looked like in 1975. A woman of the same age and the same training applies for a job that pays eleven thousand dollars more than the one she has. The application is on paper. The application is read by a hiring manager. The hiring manager looks at the name at the top of the resume, sees that it is a woman's name, glances at the line that says married, glances at the line that asks about children, makes a decision based on a set of beliefs about whether a woman of childbearing age can be relied on to show up for work the way a man of the same age can be relied on to show up. The decision is wrong. The decision is illegal, after 1964. The decision is also, in a sense, available to her. She can guess, with reasonable accuracy, what happened. She can describe the structure to her friends. She can join an organization that pushes employers to change their practices. She can, in some cases, sue. The path from the harm to the response is short and runs through a recognizable agent.

Now consider 2026. The same woman applies for the same job. There is no paper. There is a portal. The portal feeds her resume into a model. The model assigns a score. The score sits below the cutoff the company has set for the role. She receives the rejection. She cannot guess, with any reasonable accuracy, what happened. She does not know whether the model penalized her for the gap year she took. She does not know whether the model penalized her for the school she attended. She does not know whether the model penalized her, the way the Amazon model did in 2018, for some word in her resume that correlated in the training data with applicants the company had not historically hired. She does not know what the cutoff is. She does not know who set it. She cannot describe the structure to her friends in any detail beyond the AI didn't pick me, which is not a description of a structure but a description of an outcome. The path from the harm to the response is no longer short. It runs through a system that is not obliged to explain itself, owned by a company that is not obliged to answer her, regulated by laws that mostly do not exist yet, and analyzable only by a small group of researchers who have to reverse-engineer the model from the outside because no one is going to show them the inside.

A second-wave feminist could walk into a hiring manager's office and demand to know why she had not been promoted. The hiring manager would have to answer. The answer might be a lie, the answer might be a non-answer, but there was an answer, and there was a person obliged in some thin sense to provide it. The woman at the kitchen table on Tuesday morning has no such recourse. She can write a polite reply asking for feedback. She will receive, if she receives anything at all, a templated response thanking her for her interest and reminding her that the team is unable to provide individual feedback due to the volume of applications received. There is no door to knock on. There is no manager to corner at the end of a conference panel. There is no editor to write a letter to. There is the system, which has issued its decision, and which has no obligation to explain itself, and which would not understand the question even if it were asked.

The feeling she is left with is grievance without addressee. The structure of the experience is the structure of being harmed by something that has no face. The instinct she has been taught is to find the face. The face is not there. And the word she has been given to name the harm assumes the face she cannot find.

This is what it means to say the word has stopped working. Not that male power has ended. Not that women are now free. Not that the second-wave diagnosis was wrong when it was made. It means that the central diagnostic of the feminist tradition, the word that lit up consciousness-raising rooms and shaped half a century of law and made the personal political, was built for a world that is not the world the woman at the kitchen table is living in, and the word's grammar no longer fits her grievance. She can still say the word. The word will still get her nods of recognition from people her age who were trained on the same books. The word will not, however, take her to the thing she is actually fighting, because the thing she is actually fighting is not a man and not a council of men and not a culture of men in the sense the word was built to name. The thing she is actually fighting is the architecture of a decision that was made for her without her, by a process that does not know her name, on terms that no one in the company that runs it can recite to her in plain English.

There is, I want to acknowledge before going on, a version of this argument that conservative writers have been making for two decades and that I am not making. That version says: feminism won, the men have stepped aside, the constraints women describe are imaginary or self-imposed, and the movement should accept the victory and go home. That is not the argument of this book. The constraints are real. The data on hiring tools is real. The data on credit-scoring models is real. The data on healthcare diagnostics that systematically underweight women's symptoms is real. The data on the deepfake harassment that women on platforms now absorb at a scale men do not remotely face is real. Women are not imagining the constraint. The constraint has shape. The constraint has effects. The constraint is, in the aggregate, gendered.

What the constraint does not have is a patriarch. And the absence of the patriarch, the migration of the constraint from a face to a system, is the analytic fact this book is trying to take seriously. The conservative writers are wrong about the constraint having ended. The orthodox feminist writers are wrong about the constraint still being patriarchal in the structure that originally produced the word. The honest answer is the third one. The constraint persists. The patriarch is gone. The movement now has to figure out what feminism is for, in a world where the harm continues but the enemy concept does not name what is doing the harming. That is the conceptual project of this book, and it begins with the willingness to put the old word down, gently, and look at what is actually in front of us.

If not patriarchy, then what.

That question is the question Part I will spend the next three chapters answering. The answer will not be that there is a new villain to replace the old one. The answer will not be that women have it easy now and should stop complaining. The answer will be more disorienting than either of those, and harder to organize around than either of those, and more honest than either of those, and it begins with a story about where the men went.
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