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For the women who keep showing up.

The poll workers. The registrars of voters. The candidates running for school board, water board, county clerk. The lawyers filing the brief at midnight. The organizers knocking on the door in the August heat. The journalists who would not stop asking the question.

The democracy is not the building. It is the people who keep showing up to it.

You are the writing of the next chapter.

This book is only the recording of what you already know.

With gratitude,

J.J. Ramos
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, democracy, 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 earlier books named what is happening now: the algorithmic patriarchy, the synthetic woman, the inheritance women carry, the reach of AI into the female body, the construction already underway. The Unfinished Republic is the civic argument in the shelf. It makes the case that feminism's most urgent work in the next decade is the repair of democracy itself.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory, constitutional law, and on-the-ground civic organizing rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her work, a consistent idea appears:

The republic is unfinished by design.

It has always been unfinished, and the feminist tradition has, from the start, been one of the steady currents finishing it.

Practical observations that explain why the women litigating in state courts, organizing the voter rolls, running for office, and building the new civic infrastructure are doing the central political work of the era, even when they are not labeled as feminists for doing it. Why the rights framework on which the previous waves were built has been hollowed out by the same anti-democratic forces that threaten every other minority constituency, and why the feminist civic work is now inseparable from the broader project of democratic repair.

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

It tries to clarify what is at stake, in plain language, so that more readers can see themselves as part of the repair.

Because once you see the republic as unfinished, you stop waiting for it to be completed by someone else.

You start to finish it.

That is where this book begins.
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Why I Am Writing This Book
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I have written several books about what is happening to women under the algorithmic patriarchy, what we inherit from the women who came before, what we are passing forward to the women who come after, and what is already being built.

This book is about something different.

It is about the republic that all of that work is happening inside.

I am writing it because the rights framework on which the previous waves of feminism were built has been hollowed out, and the hollowing was not done by feminism's old opponents alone. It was done by the slow corrosion of the democratic institutions that gave any right its meaning.

A right that depends on a court is not yet a settled right.

A franchise that can be redrawn around its holders is not yet a settled franchise.

A public sphere where women cannot speak without being threatened is not yet a settled public sphere.

A legislature whose composition systematically excludes the citizens it represents is not yet a settled legislature.

These are the facts of the present.

They are not the partisan facts of one moment. They are the structural facts of an unfinished republic, and the feminist tradition has, from the start, been one of the steady currents working to finish it.

I am writing this book because too many readers, women and men, have been told that the right to vote is settled, that the right to bodily autonomy is settled, that the right to be heard in the public sphere is settled, that the legal architecture of women's equality is settled, that the work was completed by an earlier generation and the only remaining task is to defend the gains.

They are told that the founding documents are protective enough.

They are told that the courts will hold.

They are told that the institutions will defend themselves.

They are told that the work is now cultural, gradual, downstream of the legal-political infrastructure that the second wave built.

So when the right is reversed, when the registration is purged, when the candidate is harassed off the ballot, when the judge is replaced and the precedent is gone, they are unprepared.

Not because they were inattentive.

But because they were assured the republic was finished when it was not.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by demanding the impossible. Not by writing as if the previous waves are now contemptible. The work the previous waves did is the floor we stand on, and it was real work. But the floor is cracking, and the next decade of feminist work cannot only be about decorating the rooms above it.

Because the change is not really about whether one party or another wins an election.

It is about who designs the system that elections run inside.

It is about whether the franchise is universal in practice as well as in theory.

It is about whether the judiciary is independent enough to hold a right against a determined majority.

It is about whether the public sphere is a space women can occupy as full citizens.

I am writing this book because the feminist civic work is, right now, the central political work of the era. The litigators, the organizers, the candidates, the builders of independent media, the founders of public-interest tech, the coalition workers across racial-justice and labor and pro-democracy movements — these women are repairing the republic in real time, and what they are doing is the next chapter of feminism whether or not they are labeled as feminists for doing it.

This book is for any reader, of any gender, who has watched the past decade and felt the foundation move.

It is for any woman who has organized a phone bank, knocked on a door, written a check, run for office, or stayed up too late refreshing the election returns.

It is for any reader who suspects that the work of saving the republic and the work of feminism are now the same work.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify what is at stake.

Because clarity, when the republic is unfinished, is the first thing a writer can offer the citizens who are still finishing it.
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Chapter 1: The Republic Women Inherited
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❦

In late March of 1776, while John Adams was in Philadelphia helping to write the founding documents of a new country, his wife Abigail sat down in Braintree, Massachusetts, and wrote him a letter. It is one of the most quoted letters in American history, and most people remember only the phrase. "Remember the Ladies." What is less often remembered is the rest of what she said.

She told him that in the new code of laws she supposed he and his colleagues would have to make, she wished that they would be more generous and favorable to women than their ancestors had been. She warned him not to put unlimited power into the hands of husbands. She reminded him, with the steady politeness of a woman who had grown up reading Locke and arguing with educated men, that all men would be tyrants if they could. And then she made the move that turned a private letter into a piece of political philosophy. If particular care and attention were not paid to the ladies, she wrote, the ladies would be determined to foment a rebellion of their own, and would not hold themselves bound by any laws in which they had no voice or representation.

It is a sentence that should be quoted in every American civics textbook and rarely is. She had taken the principle of the Revolution, the principle on which her husband and his colleagues were staking their lives, and she had pointed out, with calm precision, that it applied to her, too. No taxation without representation. No government without consent. These were the slogans on which the colonies were prepared to fight a war. She was saying that the slogans had a wider reach than the men carrying them seemed to notice.

John Adams's reply was affectionate and dismissive in roughly equal measure. He could not but laugh at her extraordinary code of laws. He told her that the men knew better than to repeal their masculine systems. He suggested, with the manner of a husband who has heard a wife say something charming and a little startling, that her letter had given him a good deal of amusement. He went on with the work of writing the Declaration of Independence and, the next year, with the work of the Continental Congress, and the country was founded without her code of laws and without her vote.

That exchange, in 1776, is the door through which this book enters its subject. It is not a complaint about John Adams. He was a serious republican and, by the standards of the men around him, a relatively progressive one. It is a record of the founding gesture. The American republic was being built on a principle that, taken seriously, demanded the inclusion of women, and the men building it heard that demand and laughed and went on without it. That is the inheritance. That is what the women who came after received from the founding generation: a promise large enough to hold them and a polity small enough to leave them out.

The Declaration of Independence, signed a few months after Abigail Adams wrote her letter, opened with one of the most spacious sentences in political history. All men are created equal. All men are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights. Among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The sentence has been the seed of every American expansion of citizenship since. Abolitionists quoted it. Suffragists quoted it. The civil rights movement quoted it. Every movement that has asked the country to live up to its founding has gone back to that sentence.

But the sentence used a word that was, in 1776, a contested word. Men. In some readings, the word meant human beings. In others, it meant adult male persons. The men who signed the document held property; many held human beings as property. They had wives who could not vote, daughters who could not inherit on equal terms with sons, and, in many cases, enslaved laborers who were not counted as persons at all. The universal language was not, in their hands, a description of who the polity actually included. It was an aspiration, or perhaps a rhetorical flourish, with an extremely narrow legal reality underneath.

When the Constitution was written eleven years later, in 1787, the same pattern repeated itself, more carefully and more legally. The Constitution does not say much about who is or is not a citizen. It does not, in its original text, define the franchise. It leaves voting qualifications to the states, which in 1787 meant, in nearly every state, white men who owned property. Women were not mentioned because they did not need to be mentioned. They were assumed out of the political community by the practice of the time, by the common-law doctrine of coverture under which a married woman's legal identity was absorbed into her husband's, and by the simple fact that nobody at the Constitutional Convention thought women's exclusion required justification. The silence was the argument.

There are historians who have spent careers tracing what the framers thought about women, and the answer is that they thought about women in the way that men of their class and time thought about women. They thought wives ran households. They thought mothers raised future citizens. They thought daughters needed protection. They thought women had moral influence over men and, through that influence, an indirect role in the public life of the republic. What they did not think was that women were citizens in the full sense, voting members of the political community, capable of self-government in the same way men were. That assumption was so widespread that it did not need to be written into the Constitution. It was the water everyone swam in.

The result was a founding document that contained a universal promise and a particular reality. The promise was the language of the Declaration. The reality was a polity restricted to white men who owned property. There was an enormous gap between the two, and the gap was the inheritance.

It is worth being precise about who, in 1787, was inside the republic and who was outside. Inside: white men who owned property, varying state by state in the exact threshold. Outside: women of every race and class. Outside: enslaved people, who were not citizens at all, and whose political existence was, in the infamous three-fifths clause, partially counted for the purpose of allocating representation to the men who owned them. Outside: free Black men in most states, who had no vote despite being legally free. Outside: Indigenous people, whom the Constitution treated as members of separate nations. Outside: indentured servants, who were not yet free. Outside: white men too poor to meet the property qualification.

The republic, in 1787, was a democracy for the few. It was a democracy with the language of democracy for all, and that was a powerful thing, because the language could be used to argue for the all. But the actual electoral community was small, white, male, and propertied. Everything that has happened in American democracy since has been, in some respect, a contest over the gap between the language and the community.

Abigail Adams, in 1776, was the first major woman to put her finger on the gap. She was not the only one. Mercy Otis Warren was writing political pamphlets under a pseudonym. Judith Sargent Murray was publishing essays arguing for the equality of the sexes. Phillis Wheatley, born in West Africa and enslaved in Boston, was publishing poetry that the founding generation read and praised, even as she remained legally the property of another person. There were women, in the founding moment, who were already articulating the argument that the founding documents pointed in a direction the founders themselves were not willing to follow. They have not always been remembered as part of the founding generation, but they were part of it. The founding included voices the founders did not record.

There is a habit of mind, common in popular American history, of treating the founders as if they were either heroes who can do no wrong or villains who can do no right. Neither posture is useful here. The men who wrote the founding documents were politicians who built the best political community they could build out of the materials they had, which included their assumptions about who was and was not a full member of that community. Those assumptions were, even by the standards of some of their own contemporaries, narrow. Abigail Adams thought so. So did Judith Sargent Murray. So, eventually, did her husband, who in his old age, after decades of further thought, would write more sympathetically about the question of women's standing than he had in 1776. The founding was not a single moment. It was a long conversation that began in the Continental Congress and that has never really ended. The women who carried the conversation forward through the nineteenth century, the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first were not introducing a new argument. They were continuing one that had been started, in part, by women in the founders' own households.

* * *
[image: ]


THE REPUBLIC THAT WOMEN inherited from 1787 did not begin to open to them until well into the nineteenth century, and even then it opened slowly, contested at every step. The story of the long opening is a story of small victories piled together over decades, and it is a story that does not run in a straight line.

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the most consequential legal change for women was not the franchise but a quieter set of laws, passed state by state, called the Married Women's Property Acts. Under the old common-law doctrine of coverture, a married woman could not own property, sign contracts, or sue in court in her own name. Her economic personhood disappeared into her husband's. Beginning in the 1830s and 1840s, states began to pass laws giving married women some ability to own property, keep their earnings, and act as economic agents. Mississippi, somewhat surprisingly, passed an early version in 1839. New York's much broader Married Women's Property Act of 1848 became a model that other states followed.

These laws did not give women the vote. They did something quieter and, in the long run, perhaps more transformative. They began the process of giving women a legal existence separate from their husbands. Without that separate existence, the question of whether women should vote could not really be asked, because a woman with no independent legal identity could not be the political subject of voting. The property acts made the suffrage argument possible. They did not win it, but they cleared the ground.

That same year, 1848, in Seneca Falls, New York, several hundred women and a few men gathered for what is generally counted as the first women's rights convention in American history. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who had spent years thinking about the question of women's legal status, drafted a Declaration of Sentiments modeled, line by line, on the Declaration of Independence. All men and women are created equal, it began. The document then listed grievances against men in the same form the Declaration had listed grievances against the King. It included a resolution demanding the right to vote, which was the most controversial item on the agenda and which passed by a narrow margin even among the women present.

It is easy, looking back, to make Seneca Falls sound like the obvious beginning of the women's movement, a clean origin point. It was not clean. The women who gathered there were mostly white and middle-class, mostly drawn from the abolitionist and Quaker communities of the Northeast, and the document they produced reflected their concerns and their blind spots. The fact that they were there at all, and that they wrote what they wrote, was an extraordinary act of political imagination. The fact that the convention's demands would take another seventy-two years to be partially realized at the federal level is a reminder of how slowly the gap was closing.

The early women's movement grew out of the abolitionist movement, and the two were entangled in ways that were both productive and painful. Many of the women who organized for women's rights had been organizing for abolition first. They had learned to write, speak, organize, and argue in public through the antislavery societies. Lucretia Mott, one of the organizers of Seneca Falls, was a lifelong abolitionist. Elizabeth Cady Stanton had been drawn into the work partly through her husband, Henry, who was active in the antislavery movement. The two causes seemed to many of their participants to be one cause: the cause of equal humanity, of dismantling the legal hierarchies that put some persons above others.

But the two causes did not stay easily joined. After the Civil War, when the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were debated and passed, the question arose of whether the new constitutional protections of citizenship and voting would extend to women as well as to formerly enslaved men. They did not. The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1870, prohibited denial of the vote on the basis of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. It did not mention sex. The omission was deliberate. The political coalition that passed it had judged that adding women would sink the amendment, and the choice was made to secure Black male suffrage first and to leave women's suffrage for another generation.

Some of the white women's rights leaders responded to this choice with bitterness, and some of what they said and wrote in that period was racist in ways that have rightly been part of the historical record ever since. The early women's movement was not a story of pure heroism. It was a story of a movement that, at a critical moment, allowed itself to be divided from its closest natural allies, and that, in the process, made arguments about who deserved the vote that were ugly enough that the documentary record still hurts to read.

It was not the whole movement, though, and it was not the only voice. Black women were already arguing, in the same period, that the question of women's rights and the question of racial justice could not be separated. Sojourner Truth, born into slavery in New York, freed herself, and became one of the most powerful public speakers of the nineteenth century. Her speech at the 1851 women's rights convention in Akron, Ohio, including the line later remembered as Ain't I a Woman?, made the point that any argument for women's rights that did not include Black women was not really an argument for women's rights. Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, a poet and lecturer who spent decades working for both abolition and women's rights, told an 1866 women's rights convention that the white women in the room were taking up the rights they had always had and were now demanding more, while she was asking for what no woman of her race had ever had. The Black women's tradition of pointing out that the movement's center was racially narrow has been there from the beginning. It was not invented in the late twentieth century. It was there in the 1850s and 1860s, in the voices of women who were part of the movement and who insisted, against considerable resistance, on being heard.

The first state-level victories for women's suffrage came in the West, and they came earlier than most Americans now remember. Wyoming Territory granted women the vote in 1869, the first jurisdiction in the United States to do so, partly because the territorial leaders wanted to attract settlers and partly because the small population made the change less controversial than it would have been in a populous Eastern state. When Wyoming became a state in 1890, it kept women's suffrage, becoming the first state in the Union to enter with women's votes already on the books. Utah Territory followed in 1870, though women's suffrage there was repealed by Congress in 1887 as part of the federal campaign against Mormon polygamy, and restored when Utah became a state in 1896. Colorado adopted women's suffrage in 1893. Idaho followed in 1896.

By the early twentieth century, a patchwork map had emerged: in the western states, women voted; in most of the rest of the country, they did not. The federal amendment that would settle the question was not ratified until August of 1920, seventy-two years after Seneca Falls. The amendment is short. The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex. That is the operative sentence. Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation. That is the rest.

Seventy-two years. Two full generations of organizing, lobbying, petitioning, marching, going to jail, being force-fed in prison cells, being mocked in newspapers, being told that voting would coarsen women's natures and destroy the home. The amendment, when it finally came, was the work of an enormous coalition of women who had spent their lives on it, many of whom did not live to see it pass. It was a hard-won victory and a partial one.

Stanton herself did not live to see it. Susan B. Anthony, who had been arrested in 1872 for attempting to vote in Rochester and tried in a federal courtroom whose judge refused to let the jury deliberate, did not live to see it. Lucy Stone, who had kept her own name after marriage and made a career of public lecturing in an era when women rarely spoke in public, did not live to see it. The generation that organized Seneca Falls handed the work to the generation that took it through the Civil War, which handed it to the generation that founded the National American Woman Suffrage Association in 1890, which handed it to Carrie Chapman Catt and Alice Paul and the women who pushed it across the finish line in the years around the First World War. Each generation believed it was close. Each generation died with the work undone. The pattern of generational handoff, of work begun and not finished and passed forward to the next set of hands, is the pattern this book will return to many times. It is the pattern of every long democratic project. It is what unfinished business looks like over a long time horizon.

To understand how partial the 1920 victory was, we have to look at what citizenship actually meant in that year for women who were not white.

* * *
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THE 19TH AMENDMENT, ratified in 1920, made it unconstitutional for any state to deny the vote on account of sex. It did not make it unconstitutional for a state to deny the vote on account of race, because the Fifteenth Amendment had already said that, and the Southern states had, by 1920, spent fifty years developing a sophisticated apparatus of poll taxes, literacy tests, grandfather clauses, white primaries, and outright intimidation that systematically prevented Black citizens from voting despite the constitutional prohibition. The poll taxes and literacy tests applied to women as well as to men. Black women who tried to register in the South after 1920 found themselves facing the same barriers Black men had been facing for half a century. The franchise that the amendment extended on paper did not extend in practice to large numbers of women whose race put them on the wrong side of the apparatus.

This is not a marginal note. It is a structural fact about the suffrage settlement. The 19th Amendment was a victory for the women who could already vote in the Western states and who could now vote everywhere else, which is to say, primarily for white women in regions where the racial barriers to voting were either absent or less aggressive. It was, for most Black women in the South, a constitutional change that did not change their actual ability to cast a ballot. The history that treats 1920 as the moment American women got the vote is a history written from the perspective of the women whose vote it actually secured.

For Asian American women, the situation was even more constitutionally explicit. Throughout much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, federal law restricted naturalized citizenship to white persons, and later to persons of African descent. Asian immigrants were classified as ineligible for citizenship through a series of court decisions and statutes culminating in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Immigration Act of 1924, which together prevented most Asian immigrants from becoming citizens at all. A Chinese American woman born in the United States was a citizen by birthright under the Fourteenth Amendment, but the Cable Act of 1922 stripped American women of their citizenship if they married men ineligible for citizenship, which meant that an American-born woman who married a Chinese immigrant could lose her own citizenship by the act of marriage. The Cable Act was partially repealed in 1931 and fully repealed only in 1936. The naturalization barriers were lifted gradually through the 1940s and 1950s, with the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 finally removing race as a category in federal naturalization law.

For Native American women, the picture was different again. The Constitution had treated tribes as separate nations, and Native people were generally not considered citizens of the United States until the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 made all Native Americans born in the United States citizens by law. Even after 1924, several states continued for decades to prevent Native Americans from voting through state-level disqualifications, residency requirements that excluded reservations, and other techniques. New Mexico did not allow Native Americans to vote in state elections until 1948. Utah did not until 1957. The federal grant of citizenship and the actual ability to participate in state elections were, again, two different things.

For Latina women, the patterns varied by region and by the legal status of the population. In the Southwest, Mexican Americans whose families had been on the land since before American annexation were, technically, citizens under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, but in practice they faced literacy tests, English-only ballots, and intimidation that limited their voting in many of the same ways Black Southerners did. Puerto Rican women became citizens by the Jones Act of 1917 but could not vote in federal elections from the island. Mexican American women in Texas, after 1920, were technically eligible to vote but faced poll taxes that were not eliminated for federal elections until the Twenty-Fourth Amendment in 1964 and for state elections until a federal court ruling soon after.

What this means is that the 19th Amendment was the first franchise for some women and not the franchise at all for many others. The second franchise, the one that brought a meaningful number of Black women into the actual electorate, did not come until the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which prohibited the literacy tests, federalized the enforcement of voting rights, and provided the legal machinery to break the apparatus of disenfranchisement the Southern states had built. The 1965 act was the result of decades of organizing by Black Americans, much of it led by Black women whose names are remembered now: Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, Diane Nash, Septima Clark, the women of the SNCC voter registration drives, and many others whose names did not enter the textbooks but who did the work of going door to door in the Mississippi Delta, in the Alabama Black Belt, in the Georgia low country, asking people to register knowing that registering could cost them their jobs, their homes, and sometimes their lives.

The civic story of the American republic, told honestly, is a story of two franchises. The first was the 19th Amendment of 1920, which opened the polity formally to women and practically to many of them. The second was the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which opened the polity practically to the women, and the men, whom the apparatus of Jim Crow had been excluding regardless of any constitutional amendment. The second franchise mattered enormously. Black women's voter participation rates in the South rose sharply after 1965 and have, in many recent elections, exceeded national averages. The women who carried the country through the moments that depended on that vote, including some of the most consequential national elections of the early twenty-first century, were the descendants of the women who had been kept off the rolls for the previous century.

The gap between formal citizenship and effective citizenship is the unfinished business of every democracy. In the American case, it has been particularly visible for women, and particularly visible for women of color, because the legal forms have so often been ahead of the practical conditions. A right on paper is not the same thing as a right in practice. The women who built the second franchise knew this. They had been told they were citizens for fifty years before they could vote in any meaningful sense. They were not going to mistake a piece of legal language for the reality of being able to walk into a registrar's office and cast a ballot without being threatened, intimidated, or turned away.

There is a vocabulary that historians and political theorists use for this distinction. Formal citizenship is what the law says. Effective citizenship is what a person can actually do in the political community. The two have never been the same thing in the American case, and the gap between them is not an unfortunate accident. It is the place where political fights happen. When state legislatures pass laws that make voter registration harder, when courts narrow the enforcement of voting rights, when local registrars close offices in particular neighborhoods, the fight is over the size of the gap between formal and effective citizenship. The fight is about whether the franchise written into the Constitution will actually reach the citizens it is supposed to reach. That fight has been going on, in some form, since 1870. It continues now. The women who are on the front lines of it are the descendants of the women who were on the front lines of it in 1870, in 1920, in 1965. The continuity is direct.

What this means for the framing of this book is that the question of women's citizenship cannot be told as a single story with a single resolution. It is a long story with many partial resolutions and many people excluded from each of them. The 19th Amendment was a real victory for some women and not for others. The Voting Rights Act was a real victory for many of those who had been left out, and an ongoing project for those whose access remained contested. The story is layered. Each layer is real. Each layer left work for the layer after it. The honest civic accounting is to name the layers and to refuse to flatten them into a single triumphant narrative or a single tragic one. The reality is both, and the work continues.

* * *
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THE REPUBLIC WOMEN inherited was a republic of promises that had not been kept and of victories that had not been completed. The promise of 1776 was that all persons were equal and that government rested on the consent of the governed. The reality was a polity that excluded women, enslaved people, free Black people, Indigenous people, and most of the working class. The slow opening of the polity over the next two centuries closed some of those gaps and left others open. The 19th Amendment closed one gap for some women. The Voting Rights Act closed another for many of those left out. Other gaps remain.

The point of beginning a book about feminism and democratic repair with this history is not to celebrate or to mourn. It is to be clear about what the inheritance is. The women who organized in the 1960s and 1970s for the rights of the second wave did not start from nothing. They started from the long chain of work the women before them had done. The women who organize now do not start from nothing either. They start from the chain extended by the second wave and the third and whatever the period after the third should be called. Every generation receives the work and adds to it. The American republic has been, from the beginning, a project that depends on each generation taking up the unfinished work of the last.

The word inheritance is the right word for what happened. An inheritance is something received from those who came before, something that includes both what they completed and what they did not. The women of the early American republic received a country whose founding documents pointed toward their inclusion and whose actual laws excluded them. The women of the nineteenth century received the gap and the abolitionist movement and the slow opening of property rights. The women of the suffrage movement received seventy-two years of organizing from the Seneca Falls generation. The women of the twentieth century received the 19th Amendment and the long work of trying to make it real for those it had not yet reached. The women of the late twentieth century received the second franchise and the rights revolution that the civil rights movement and the women's movement together produced. The women of the present moment receive all of it.

That inheritance includes victories. It includes the franchise. It includes the right to own property, to sign contracts, to serve on juries, to attend the same schools as men, to hold office, to compete in athletics under Title IX, to be paid for equal work under the Equal Pay Act, to be protected against employment discrimination under Title VII, and a long list of other rights and protections that did not exist when Abigail Adams wrote her letter and that exist now because women organized for them. The inheritance is real and substantial. It is not a complaint to acknowledge that it is also incomplete.

The inheritance also includes the gap. Every generation that has taken up the work has found that the formal rights are not always the practical rights, that the legal protections are not always the lived protections, that a right written into a statute or even a constitutional amendment can be eroded, narrowed, reinterpreted, or simply not enforced. The women working now to defend voting rights, to protect bodily autonomy, to challenge harassment in the public sphere, to build the legal and civic infrastructure for the next generation of women, are doing the work the inheritance asks of them. They are not finishing the republic, because the republic has never been finished. They are continuing it.

This book is going to argue, over the chapters that follow, that the central feminist work of the present decade is the work of democratic repair, and that the women doing that work are doing the central civic work of the country, whether or not they are recognized as feminists for doing it. The argument starts here, with the inheritance, because the argument cannot be made without the inheritance. Feminism in America has never been just about women. It has always been about democracy. It has always been about who counts as a citizen, who has a voice, who can vote, who can speak, who can hold office, who can walk into a courtroom and be heard. Every expansion of women's rights has been an expansion of the democratic community. Every contraction of women's rights has been a contraction of the democratic community. The two cannot be separated.

Consider the early twenty-first-century examples that any reader will already have in mind. The mobilization of women voters in the years after 2016 was not a movement for women's rights in the narrow sense. It was a movement for the integrity of the franchise, for the protection of the elections, for the accountability of public officials, for the maintenance of the basic procedures of democratic government. The women who registered voters in Georgia, who litigated in Wisconsin, who ran for office in Pennsylvania, who organized neighborhoods in Arizona, were doing democracy work. The fact that they were doing it as women, often with feminist commitments, often in organizations that grew out of the women's movement, did not make their work narrowly feminist. It made the feminist commitment and the democratic commitment the same commitment. That is the pattern this book is going to trace, and that is the pattern that the inheritance from 1776 onward set up. When women have organized for their own inclusion, they have organized for the expansion of the political community as a whole. When the political community has expanded, women have been among its principal beneficiaries. The civic argument and the feminist argument are the same argument seen from two angles.

The women who built the suffrage movement understood this. The women who built the civil rights movement understood this. The women who built the second wave understood this. The women who are now building, in the post-Dobbs period, the legal and political and civic infrastructure for the next phase understand this. They are not working in isolation from the larger democratic project. They are working at the heart of it. The republic is unfinished because every generation has to take up the work of finishing it. They are taking it up.

The chapter that follows will look more carefully at the suffrage settlement. It will look at what the 19th Amendment did and did not do, at how the second franchise of 1965 changed the practical political community of the country, and at what the limits of the suffrage victory have been over the century since. The story of the franchise is not over. The settlement of 1920 was a partial victory, and partial victories are the kind that history mostly produces. The question is what is built on them. The chapters that follow will trace what was built on the suffrage settlement, what has held, what has not, and what needs to be rebuilt now.

Abigail Adams, in 1776, wrote a sentence whose meaning the country is still working out. If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion. She meant it lightly. She meant it seriously. She meant that the principle of the Revolution applied to her, and to her daughters, and to the women who would come after. The country has been working, slowly and unevenly, on what that sentence demands ever since. The work is what this book is about. The work is what the women who carry it are doing. The republic women inherited is the republic we are
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