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The Global Context
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This book arrives at a moment the United Nations has called a crossroads for gender equality. According to the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law 2026 report, only four percent of women live in countries approaching full legal equality, and not a single economy on earth has achieved equal economic participation for women. The latest data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union and UN Women reveals that only 28 countries are currently led by a woman Head of State or Government, while 101 countries have never had a woman leader.

Women’s representation in government is not merely stagnating—it is regressing. Women hold approximately 22.4 percent of cabinet minister positions worldwide, down from 23.3 percent in 2024, marking the first reversal after years of gradual progress. The share of women serving as Speakers of Parliament dropped nearly four percentage points from the prior year—the first such decline in over two decades. Seventy-six percent of women parliamentarians report experiencing public intimidation.

At the 70th session of the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW70) in March 2026, the Commission adopted its Agreed Conclusions on strengthening access to justice for women and girls—but for the first time in CSW history, adoption was not by consensus. The United States voted against the text, while 37 of 45 member states voted in favor.

Human Rights Watch warned this month that authoritarian regimes consistently restrict women’s and girls’ rights more severely than rights-respecting democracies. Today’s rising authoritarian governments deliberately target gender and sexuality as declared enemies. The pattern is unmistakable: when women’s autonomy is denied, it signals the scale of authoritarian ambitions far beyond gender alone.

	
2026 Global Snapshot


•  Only 4% of women live in countries approaching full legal equality (World Bank).

•   No economy on earth has achieved equal economic participation for women.

•   Gender equality funding represents less than 2% of global philanthropy.

•   Women’s cabinet representation declined globally for the first time in years.

•   76% of women parliamentarians report experiencing public intimidation. 

•  CSW70 required a vote—the U.S. voted NO.
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Prologue: Drama Much?
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They told us we were being dramatic. In the summer of 2024, when we spoke about “administrative cages” and the erosion of the meritocracy, the word most often thrown our way was hysterical. We were told that the institutions were too strong, the guardrails too high, and the American “common sense” too prevalent for the clock to actually turn back. We were told that The Handmaid’s Tale was a cautionary fiction, not a blueprint.

But regression doesn’t always appear like a tornado, with major headlines of its destruction. It arrives in the fine print of a USDA rule change. It arrives in the “personnel shuffle” of a federal agency. It arrives when a woman at a voting registrar’s office is told her marriage license from 1998 isn’t a sufficient “linkage” to the girl on her birth certificate. Regression is a death by a thousand administrative cuts, designed to make the extraordinary feel like a routine Tuesday.

As we stand here in the spring of 2026, the “geographic lottery” is the new law of the land. Your safety, your medical autonomy, and your right to be called by your own name now depend entirely on which side of a state line you happen to be standing. We have watched the “Command Purge” hollow out the leadership we spent decades building, and we have seen the “Data Fortresses” rise in the very communities they are poisoning. The receipts are no longer theoretical. They are written in the empty desks of our classrooms, the dry wells of our farms, and the hospital parking lots where “compliance” matters more than care.

This book was not written to document a defeat. It was written to map the battlefield. We are currently in the “midpoint” of this movement. The 2026 midterms represent the first real opportunity to put the brakes on a backward slide that many thought was impossible. From the “Hellcats” trading their flight suits for the campaign trail to the Governors building “Shield States,” a new formation of protectors are rising. They understand what the architects of the regression forgot: that you can strip a woman of her title, her funding, and her paperwork, but you cannot strip her of her oath or her memory.
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Chapter 1: The Maiden Name Hurdle
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The first time most women realized the ground had shifted wasn’t during a grand political speech or a televised debate. It happened in the quiet, fluorescent-lit corners of local government offices. For the elementary school teacher who stopped by the registrar’s office after work to update her address, or the nurse trying to squeeze in a voter registration update between twelve-hour shifts, the shock was immediate. They walked in expecting a routine five-minute interaction and walked out realizing that their very identity was being treated as a question mark. This is the reality of the “Maiden Name Hurdle,” a centerpiece of the SAVE America Act that cleared the House of Representatives on February 11, 2026, and is currently being fought over in the Senate.

About eighty percent of married women in this country have changed their names at some point, which means nearly seventy million of us have a birth certificate that doesn’t match the name on our driver’s license or our professional credentials. Under the new rules, simply showing your ID isn’t enough anymore. You are now required to prove the “linkage” between the girl on that birth certificate and the woman standing at the counter. According to the Bipartisan Policy Center, fifty-two percent of registered voters do not have an unexpired passport with their current legal name, and eleven percent do not have access or a copy of their birth certificate. A Brennan Center survey found that more than nine percent of voting-age Americans—roughly 21.3 million people—do not have ready access to citizenship documents. The percentage rises to eleven percent among Americans who do not identify as white.

What makes this even more urgent is that many states didn’t wait for the federal government to act. States like Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Wyoming, New Hampshire, and Tennessee have already enacted their own strict identity requirements. Arizona has required documentary proof of citizenship for state elections since 2004. Georgia and Mississippi now require proof of citizenship at registration if a person’s status cannot be confirmed through databases. Wyoming passed a 2025 law requiring both new registrants and anyone updating their registration to provide proof of citizenship. Ohio requires proof of citizenship for anyone registering at a Bureau of Motor Vehicles. Alabama and Louisiana have proof-of-citizenship laws on the books awaiting full implementation.
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SAVE Act Died in the Senate, or did it?
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The SAVE Act was never just a single piece of legislation. It was a federal permission slip for states already itching to tighten the screws. It was initially introduced in the House by Rep. Chip Roy on January 3, 2025; it passed the house on April 1, 2025 with Democrats Jared Golden (ME), Marie Gluesenkamp Perez (WA), Henry Cuellar (TX) and Ed Case (HI) joining Republicans.
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