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Contesting Borders. Towards a Gender Analysis of

Secessionism

Historical and Political Science Perspectives

Gulay Caglar and Jessica Gienow-Hecht

ABSTRACT

The present essay asks how the principle of collective self-de-
termination translates into imagined borders and identities.
To this end, we examine, first, gender as an analytical cate-
gory for border studies; second, the literature on gender and
the history of separatism; third, two possible solutions, one
historical and contemporary case studies, drawn from the US-
American Civil War as well as Catalan separatism. We argue
that self-defined minorities who present liberal projects po-
se a gendered challenge for liberal societies, and, often, th-
reaten to turn the liberal script intentionally upon itself. That
said, the historical record shows that this mechanism entails
neither a destruction of the nation nor the script. Instead,
gendered challenges have the potential to become an asset
of strength, depending on how actors define, deal with and
solve the plot.

1 INTRODUCTION?

This essay reflects upon the question of how the
principle of collective self-determination trans-
lates into imagined borders and identities. That
research question is at the core of the project
“Gender, Borders, Memory” (GBM), in which we
analyse the specific case study of Catalan seces-
sionism.

The desire for secession constitutes a profoundly
nationalist project. Secessionist movements his-
torically seek to redraw territorial borders and to
establish self-determination within the new ju-
risdiction. This goes along with processes of oth-
ering — the demarcation of an “us” and a “them”
- by which actors define and produce community

1 We would like to thank Tobias Klee and Johannes HeR for their
valuable inputs in synthesising the project results, which have been
instrumental in the creation of this Working Paper.

membership. Borders, then, were and are at the
centre of nationalist projects, not only as lines of
territorial demarcation, but particularly as mark-
ers of distinction. Both carry a great deal of sym-
bolic meanings about membership and belonging
(Newman 2011; Paasi 2011; Yuval-Davis et al. 2019).

Secessionist movements often mobilised (and
continue to do so), “national identity narratives”
(Paasi 2011: 23). They did and do so by drawing
on repertoires of memory which foster a shared
sense of history and identity, and which legitimise
their cause for independence. The broader litera-
ture on secessionist movements addresses exact-
ly this interconnectedness of territorial boundary
and the politics of belonging. Authors probe the
ways in which collective identities are constructed
and emotions of belonging are mobilised. Stud-
ies typically focus on identity constructions along
ethnic lines. Yet, as Maria Rod6 Zarate (2020: 608)
notes, “[d]ebates on nation, self-determination,
and nationalism tend to ignore the gender dimen-
sion, women's experiences, feminist proposals on
such issues”. Indeed, when it comes to gender and
the history and politics of separatism, the field re-
mains markedly bare. We find this surprising be-
cause there is, after all, plenty of separation both
in history and in the present. Regions, cities, and
nations split up, secede, and divide all the time.
What is more, gender politics frequently play a
significant role in these processes.

We believe that Gender and Borders constitute
principal if seemingly contradictory categories of
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the liberal script. The individual freedom to cross
borders collides with the state’s policy to man-
age, secure, and even shut down borders. Gender,
in turn, encourages an understanding of borders
that does not merely frame the same as lines to
cross or block but as historical and contempo-
rary areas and situations to live in, live with, and
live around, as well as a way to examine narra-
tives of belonging and un-belonging. Complicat-
ing the analysis of borders as immaterial and us-
ing the case of Catalonia’s quest for secession,
the project exposes how narratives linking bor-
ders, gender, history and liberalism have mould-
ed and continue to shape both arguments for and
against territorial and mental secession.

The project GBM asks how the principle of collec-
tive self-determination translates into imagined
borders and identities. At GBM, we have come to
believe that self-defined minorities who present
liberal projects pose a gendered challenge for lib-
eral societies at large. When they do, in a gesture
to German poetry, the liberal script turns upon
itself, so to speak — not coincidentally but inten-
tionally. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 1797 well-
known poem, “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice”’s pan-
icked exclamation “The spirits that | summoned
/ 1 now cannot rid myself of again” often serves
to connotate a person who has invoked a tool,
a mindset, or even an identity (magic in the po-
em) that goes out of control and eventually turns
against him or her.

In this paper we aim to take stock of the project
and show how gender, history, and memory can
be conceptualised as analytical categories to be
used in analysing secession. How can we make
sense of secessionism as national projects from a
gender perspective? What role did and does mem-
ory play? To this end, we provide examples from
both the contemporary and historical secessions.

The paper is structured as follows: We first start
with introducing gender as an analytical category.

Second, we reflect upon the literature on gender
and the history of separatism. Third, we discuss
what we perceive as a solution to the evident
research gap that our project can fill, by draw-
ing both on two case studies, one historical and
one contemporary: divorce discourses during the
US-American Civil War and gendered discourses
of Catalan separatism. These case studies show
case how gender and memory can be utilised as
analytical categories for analysing secession. Fi-
nally, we reflect upon what the meaning of the in-
terplay of gender in the history of separatism, and
what such an introspection can do for us at GBM,
in the Research Unit Borders and in the Cluster
of Excellence “Contestations of the Liberal Script
(SCRIPTS)".

2 GENDER AS AN ANALYTICAL CATEGORY

The topic of nationalism, Jill Vickers (2006: 85)
states, seems to be rather an object of “fear and
scorn than of systematic study”. Feminist scholars
emphasise the negative repercussions of nation-
alism on women. The predominant view is “that
[nationalisms] deny women agency, use them as
reproducers, and manipulate them as bound-
ary markers between nations controlled by men”
(Vickers 2002: 250). In this context, there are im-
portant scholarly contributions on the constitu-
tive character of gender in the construction of na-
tionhood. This literature particularly focuses on
the role of gender in, for instance, the biologi-
cal, cultural, and symbolic reproduction of the na-
tion (Anthias/Yuval-Davis 1983; Yuval-Davis 1996).
What is missing is a systematic inquiry of gender/
nation relationships and a thorough examination
of secessionism through a gender lens.

In response to our research question outlined
above, we put forth the argument that our an-
alytical gaze changes depending on the ways in
which we theorise and conceptualise the catego-
ry of gender. That means, the object of analysis



and the questions we ask in regard to secession-
ism change depending on how, exactly, we em-
ploy gender as an analytical category. We want
to introduce three ways of conceptualising gen-
der as an analytical category - that is gender as
an empirical category, gender as a structural cat-
egory, and gender as a process category. Our aim
is to illustrate how we might use each of these
conceptualisations for making sense of gender/
nation relationships and to systematically anal-
yse secessionism.

First, using gender as an empirical category ba-
sically seeks to make women or (feminist) actors
visible. Such analyses are descriptive in charac-
ter and focus on adding women into the picture.
There is some literature referring to gender dy-
namics by explicitly focusing on women as ac-
tors, for instance, within movements of national
liberation in the Global South (Herr 2003; Kwiat-
kowski/West 1997). In these studies, women do no
longer constitute mere passive subjects in seces-
sionist movements and victims of violence. Rath-
er, they are active agents who challenge larger
political systems of inequality and struggle for
liberation. Using gender as an empirical catego-
ry here, is valuable on a descriptive level, though
it does not explain the gendered patterns of se-
cessionism.

Second, conceptualising gender as structural cat-
egory means to account for “gender [as] a con-
stitutive element of social relationships based
on perceived differences between the sexes, and
[as the] primary way of signifying relationships
of power” (Scott 1986: 1067). Understanding gen-
der as a structural category means placing gen-
der relations as a relationship of inequality at the
centre. The assumption here is that the category
of gender as a social construct “shapes the for-
mation and institutionalisation of all social rela-
tions” (Dolling 1999: 20; own translation) and al-
ways produces gender-specific hierarchies. This
means that the category of gender is regarded as
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a principle of social order or as a “factor that gen-
erates inequality” (Dolling 1999: 20; own transla-
tion), which justifies the social marginalisation of
women as a social group. Analysing secessionism
by using gender as a structural category aims at
explaining the reasons for and the structural con-
ditions of gender inequalities and oppression in-
herent in secessionism. Another important aspect
of a structural analysis is to examine the condi-
tions under which women engage in nationalist
projects. important questions in this context are,
for example: What connects feminist projects and
nationalist projects at a structural level? What do
these projects identify as oppressive and what
kind of power relations do they fight against? In
other words, here the attention shifts from a de-
scription of how women engage in national proj-
ects to the analysis of structural conditions for
women'’s engagement in national projects and se-
cessionist movements.

Third, gender as a process category focuses on
processes of becoming and meaning-making. This
entails the ways in which we become gendered
subjects and how gendered meanings find them-
selves assigned to political objects. The focus in
regard to secessionism is the focus on the consti-
tution of a shared national identity as well as gen-
dered representations of secession and nation-
al identity. Much of the work to date is based on
constructivist and post-structuralist theories. Un-
derstanding gender as a process category means
not simply assuming gender-specific asymmetries
as given, but getting to the bottom of how they are
created. The focus here is on questions about the
construction of gender and the discursive produc-
tion of national identities as gendered identities.
Such analyses therefore probe the ways in which
gender identities are produced in the course of
national projects.

In our project, we are interested in both the gen-
dered meanings that are assigned to secession
and the factors that link feminist projects and
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national projects. The first employs gender as a
process category and is exemplified by the histor-
ical case of the US-American Civil War. In the case
of the US-American South during, we can retrace
the impact of both female actors as well as di-
vorce-related discourses on visions of secession.
The latter focuses on gender as a structural cate-
gory. Scholars such as Ranjoo Sedou Herr (2003)
distinguish between national projects that rely on
exclusionary visions of ethnic homogeneity and
national projects that are emancipatory libera-
tion struggles, for instance in post-colonial con-
texts. Vickers, in turn, shows that “[w]Jomen are
more likely to organise to insert feminist goals
into national projects if the project is open and
pluralistic, than if it is committed to militarism/
fascism” (Vickers 2006: 95). The case of Catalo-
nia (see below) is particularly interesting in this
context. Feminist activists employ an emancipa-
tory frame when arguing for independence from
the colonial and patriarchal oppression of Spain.
Thus, they envision Catalonia as a gender equita-
ble and just nation.

3 RESEARCH REVIEW

Research into the interplay of gender and sep-
aratism in history and memory studies has con-
centrated upon specific areas or separatist move-
ments, particularly in a post-colonial context.
Most prominent, it seems to be, are three regions:
Africa, India, and the Balkans. The way in which
they are being dealt with, however, is very dif-
ferent. For Africa, much of the literature focuses
on the nationalist trope of patriotic motherhood
in separatist movements in a postcolonial con-
text (Makana 2017). Another strand of research ex-
amines how women contribute to political “cohe-
sion” in secessionist movements (Mougoué 2018).

Even more prominent in the literature appears
to be India: a dissertation from 2008 looks at
the intersection of social transformation and

the militarisation of a secessionist movement
in the north Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir
by drawing on women'’s subjective experiences.
Seema Shekhawat (2014) outlines how Kashmi-
ri women supported the movement even though
they were not at the frontlines; She argues that
although military conflict can alter gender norms
for a limited amount of time, it does not neces-
sarily revolutionise them. Others have explored
Tamil separatism and how women try to reshape
gender politics in a secessionist context (Ra-
maswamy 1998). Recently, comparative research
has emerged that draws attention to similarities
in different locales, such as, for example, Indi-
an and Irish separatist movements in the context
gender analysis (O’Halpin 2023).

A great deal of literature has also been produced
on the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the 1992 to
1995 war in Bosnia. Some of it focuses on narra-
tives of feminised victimhood in a male politi-
cal environment, yet also how these notions have
been challenged by women themselves (Helms
2013). Others have focused on women'’s resistance
to nationalist agendas (Stojsavljevi¢ 1995). Julie
Mostov (1999) focuses on gender in a more ab-
stract form and argues that the ethnocratic poli-
tics of national identity “eroticise” the nation yet
also employ strategies to uphold repressive gen-
der norms and a patriarchal culture.

What these projects have in common is that even-
tually, the focus is typically more on nation-build-
ing than the secession itself. What divides them
are the way gender is addressed here: In Africa,
we find much research on symbolic motherhood;
in India, the focus is on women’s militarisation;
in Yugoslavia, in turn, historians have been more
experimental when applying theories of gender
to local conflict.



4 CASE STUDY: THE US-AMERICAN CIVIL
WAR

We start by exemplifying the role that gender
plays in assigning meaning to secession and na-
tional identities. One the most prominent sepa-
ratist conflicts in world history interweaving gen-
der and the nation, is the US-American Civil War,
from 1861 to 1864, often titled the “War of Seces-
sion”. It pitched the Confederacy (the South) that
sought to secede against the Union (the North).
It's central contention regarded the expansion of
slavery to western territories that were newly ad-
mitted to the territory of the United States.

While women played a key role in the conflict,
curiously, there is very little research on wom-
en on the side of the Confederacy. What there is
appears somewhat predictable: In DeAnne Blan-
ton and Lauren M. Cook’s book “They Fought like
Demons. Women Soldiers in the American Civ-
il War” (2002), the authors question the notion
of women as non-militant contributors on both
sides of the Civil War. According to them, in nu-
merous instances, women disguised themselves
as men and picked up weapons to fight them-
selves. Marilyn Mayer Culpepper’s book “Trials
and Triumphs. Women of the American Civil War”
(1991) more broadly covers women’s experiences
of the Civil War and how their roles changed due
to the war effort. Yet, there is little research in-
to how women'’s experiences of the Civil War and
how their roles changed due to the war effort. Fi-
nally, there is little research done relating gender
to race and the nation. Jennifer Fluri and Lorraine
Dowler (2004) have examined women'’s agency in
white separatist movements in the United States.
They study, in particular, the Ku Klux Klan since
the 1920s and women'’s role as “reproducers of the
white nation” (Fluri/Dowler 2004: 69).

To conclude, the literature concerned specifical-
ly with women and their roles in separatist move-
ments is scarce. Most studies are concerned with
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a certain area or conflict but, as yet, there seems
to be no overarching theory of women'’s roles in
separatist politics or movements in general. Con-
nections between similarities in movements are
also frequently missing. Some, more generalising
ideas can be found whenever the literature about
secessionist movements intersects with discus-
sions about nationalism and nation-building, yet
these are generally more broadly applied.

Our research so far, left us puzzled. Why, we
thought, is there so much research done on gen-
der and the nation in history yet so little on gen-
der and separatism? Thus, we decided to change
the parameters and look for related themes and
topics. Inspired by our research on the history of
Catalan separatism, we became interested nota-
bly in the juxtaposition of separatism, divorce,
and the family as a metaphor for the nation.

In “The Divided Family in Civil War America”, Amy
Murrell Taylor (2005) looks at something we have
often taken to be mere rhetoric, i.e. the idea of the
CivilWar as a war of relatives turning against each
other. The War, Taylor (2005) argues, turned hus-
bands against wives, daughters against fathers,
brothers against sisters. She argues that for par-
ticipants, this imagery was meaningful because it
transformed the conflict from something abstract
into something very real and tangible. Tellingly,
Taylor (2005) studies more than 200 families in
five different border states (borders between ab-
olitionist states and slaveholding states): Mary-
land, Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri.
What she finds is that the ambivalent and often
contrasting national loyalties of men and wom-
en challenged the corner stones of the very foun-
dations of what marriage and family in the Unit-
ed States, in the 1860s, were all about: Authority.
Emotion. Honor. Hierarchy. Deference.

The surprising find is this: On the one hand, there
were family ties and loyalties that simply broke
because they could not withstand the pressure of



SCRIPTS WORKING PAPER NO. 47

divergent political views. In the majority of cas-
es, however, marriages and families did not break
up. In fact, these “ligaments”, as Taylor (2005) calls
them, were able to resist the pressure of political
separatism over many years. What is more, and
in many cases, they even served to reconcile po-
litical opposition.

And there was something else: the image of divid-
ed marriages and divided families became a met-
aphor for Civil War-Americans to make sense of a
completely unprecedented era and a set of truly
overwhelming questions: How could a nation be
one if it was cut into two? How could citizens of
one and the same country turn against and kill
each other? How come that US president Abraham
Lincoln’s “House Divided” - title of an address
delivered in June 1858 - became such a powerful
metaphor for parties on both sides of the divide?
We know from newspaper accounts and popular
literature how Unionists in the North and Confed-
erates in the South repeatedly used the imagery
of marital dysfunction and family scandal to proj-
ect themselves as a nation state that was divided
and, at the same time, still united.

In the context of our project, we found this one
of the most important insights: Family historians
have pitched and continue to portray marriage
and the family as something very meaningful but
also very private. Take any Wikipedia entry re-
garding a prominent person, and you will see how
authors and editors always distinguish between
“early” and “personal” life on the one hand, and
professional career, accomplishments, and legacy
on the other. That is even more true for historians
writing in the nineteenth century than for those
who focus on the 20th century. It is curious, in-
deed, most of all because none of us function in
that way, least of all prominent historical actors.

The meaning of this for our research at GBM, then,
is this: What we can learn from the history and
memory of divided marriages and families in the

US-American Civil War is that in times of seces-
sionist desire, gender and family metaphors craft
a common language that help individuals, cou-
ples, families steer their way through the maze of
meanings related to separatism, belonging, and
loyalty. Put differently, gender norms, marriage
norms, and family norms have the potential to
be the nexus between both the very symbol and
the reality of the world that people live in. In oth-
er words, the Gender gaze makes separatism and
conflict, its challenges, its confrontations, real
and tangible and comprehensible.

In the 1860s, marriage and family both served as
a metaphor and a reality, that showed the entan-
glement of culture and politics, the public and
the private, the separation and its consequenc-
es, on the level of the home and on the level of
the nation. Here is an example: The state of Ken-
tucky was a slave state on the border to the South.
Kentucky chose to remain in the Union (one rea-
son was that Abraham Lincoln himself was from
Kentucky and that the Republican Party had been
on the ballot in Kentucky in 1861). We know today
that women in Kentucky had quite unique ideas
about nationalism and slavery. We know that their
Weltanschauung was very much framed by race
order but that it was also very much tied to patri-
otism, the nation, and the cause of the Union - a
nation undivided. Many Kentucky women were re-
luctant to go to war and convinced that a compro-
mise could somehow save the Union. One could
even argue that they thought they could have the
cake and eat it, too: act like a separatist and si-
multaneously exhibit state loyalty to the union.

When the Civil War was over, when slavery was
abolished, when a new post-slavery economy
kicked in, Kentucky women were extremely dis-
appointed. Above all, they felt betrayed by the
Union’s postwar strategy and what they regarded
as injustice. The memory and long-term ramifica-
tions of this perceived betrayal were significant:
After the Civil War, the vast majority of Kentucky



women began to identify more and more with the
South, with the “Lost Cause”, and with utter resis-
tance to all things northern. Families remained
divided for decades. One feud, between the Hat-
fields and the McCoys, became legendary, re-
ceived national attention, and eventually landed
before the Supreme Court in 1888. Which is an-
other way of saying: Kentuckian women and Ken-
tuckian families became and lived the separatist
cause after the war of secession had been lost
(Willet: 2008).

5 CASE STUDY: CATALAN NATIONALISM
AND THE CATALAN INDEPENDENCE
MOVEMENT2

Conceptualising gender as a structural category,
we now turn to the case of Catalonia. After Spain
had lost its last colonies to the US in 1898, Span-
iards experienced anxieties about losing their
manliness (Cleminson/Vazquez Garcia 2007: 176-
177). Parallel to the fears surrounding the collapse
of the empire arose the fear of national disinte-
gration. Emergent Catalan nationalism was the
main object of these fears (Miguélez-Carballei-
ra 2017: 110). The proposed solution consisted in
the reinvigoration of Spanish masculinity (Mi-
guélez-Carballeira 2017: 113). Such a masculine
reinvigoration necessitated, of course, a strong
leader who would preserve national unity. This
ideological climate eventually gave rise to Fran-
co. Spanish fascism represented an overcompen-
sation both for the loss of empire and the loss of
masculinity.

The memory of this loss of masculinity is still very
much present in Spain today. The Spanish con-
stitution, result of a negotiated transition with
Franco’s military and ideological elite, affirms
the indissoluble nature of the Spanish nation (la

2 We want to thank Johannes HeR and Tobias Klee for the synthe-
sis of the project which is the basis of this Working Paper.
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indisoluble unidad de la Nacién espafnola). It al-
so recognises its internal diversity only as “na-
tionalities” (nacionalidades), clearly subordinate
to Spain (Guibernau 2014: 12). When the Spanish
Constitutional Court rejected the redrafted Cata-
lan Statute of Autonomy, in 2010, the descriptor
“nation” for Catalonia emerged as one of the most
prominent sticking points (Guibernau 2014: 16). Al-
though the use of masculinity as a shorthand for
power appears less overt now, the images contin-
ue to be present, especially on the Spanish right.
VOX, the most radical party on the Spanish right,
likes to style itself as the virile, masculine defend-
er that stands against the invading forces of gen-
der, communism, and, crucially, the Catalan in-
dependence movement (Enguix Grau 2021: 232).
While it may be the most overt voice of anti-Catal-
anism, VOX is certainly not the only one: the Parti-
do Popular (PP) was part of the legal challenge of
the 2006 Statute of Autonomy. In short, to Span-
ish conservatives, possession of Catalonia is an
integral part of Spanish identity.

While Spain maintained a discourse over the loss
of its masculinity at the end of the 19th centu-
ry, Catalan nationalists created their own no-
tions of masculinity. After 1898, Catalans gained
a new self-confidence, according to which Catalo-
nia could provide precisely the masculinity Spain
was lacking (Krauel 2013: 148). Catalan intellec-
tuals formulated a new version of nationalism,
charged with raw Catalan virility. This national-
ism styled Spaniards as less European, therefore
racially inferior to Catalans, thus problematising
migration to Catalonia from other parts of Spain
(Domingo 2012: 17-19). At the same time, Catalans
sought to detach themselves from the shameful
memory of failed Spanish imperialism, present-
ing themselves as the spearhead of a new, Cata-
lan-led Iberian empire (Krauel 2013: 159-160). This
particular recipe for nationalism very much re-
sembled that of other patriarchal European na-
tions, notably those with a history of imperial de-
cline.
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With the loss of the Spanish Civil War, Catalan na-
tionalism found itself defeated. The Franco dic-
tatorship suppressed the Catalan language and
Catalan organisations. Many Catalans (and oth-
ers who had fought in the Spanish Civil War) were
executed or went into exile (Guibernau 2004: 50;
Lladonosa 2013: 91). The modern Catalan indepen-
dence movement often commemorates this histo-
ry of suppression in the same breath as previous
historical instances of Spanish violence against
Catalan identity, such as the Reaper’'s War (from
1640 to 1659), which figures prominently in the re-
gion’s national anthem; or the Siege of Barcelona
during the Spanish War of Succession (from 1701
to 1714), nowadays the Catalan national holiday.
These two emblematic symbols both focus on Cat-
alan defeat as well as loss of autonomy. They do,
however, not actively recall nor venerate the im-
perialist origins that allowed Catalan nationalism
to flourish at the beginning of the 20th century.
In many ways, such a position is emblematic for
the selective memory of nationalisms. As Ernest
Renan noted in his 1882 treatise “What is the Na-
tion?”: memory as well as forgetting are both key
for the forging of a nation.

This dual structure of remembrance and forget-
ting is crucial for explaining the positioning of
feminist and LGBT+ actors within the contempo-
rary independence movement. Notions of gen-
dered power have long formed the basis of how
Catalans and Spaniards conceptualise their rela-
tionship with each other. The memory of suppres-
sion allows the Catalan nationalist movement to
ally with feminists who see in “macho” Spain’s
suppression of their region, a parallel to their own
suppression as women at the hands of the pa-
triarchy. In recent years, other liberatory strug-
gles, such as LGBT+ groups, have also allied with
the pro-independence camp, for the same reason.
The language of emancipation from a masculine
oppressor unites feminist and nationalist groups
and allows Catalan pro-independence feminists

10

to conceive of their oppression in intersectional
terms (Rodo-Zarate 2020: 17-18).

The case study shows that memory and gendered
notions of the self and the other lie at the heart
of nationalist movements, and, in doing so, legit-
imise the existence of the nation as a communi-
ty. For much of the 19th and 20th century, the im-
ages underwriting this legitimacy were masculine
in nature (Nagel 1998: 249). Today, stateless na-
tions seeking statehood must find new ways of le-
gitimising their claims (Arrighi 2019: 293), far away
from the lingering imagery of imperial masculini-
ty. Feminism, LGBT+ rights, and other progressive
policies may constitute a powerful tool to that
effect. But each one requires amnesia - forget-
ting the nation’s masculine past in order to draw
in those movements who desire a genuine trans-
formation of society.

6 CONCLUSION

What do the findings mean for the interplay of
gender, memory and separation, in both history
and the present? Oxana Shevel (2011) has stud-
ied the challenges of memory in divided societ-
ies, very much along the lines described above
for the state of Kentucky. Shevel (2011) compares
the Spanish case post-Franco with the Ukraine
post-Soviet Union and asks to what extent a na-
tion state requires a unified national memory. Her
findings in respect to Spain are quite remarkable
because what she finds is that the Spanish state
refused to craft a common historical memory for
Spanish society. Instead, it officially recognised
the pluralism of personal and family memories: a
“democratisation of memory”. The important part
here is this: Shevel’s (2011) concerns are both the-
ories of nation building as well as social reali-
ties of commemoration. Her plea, and one that
we share, is that based on the historical record
national unity often assumes but, really, does
not need a shared collective memory nor even a



cultural nation. Unity in a liberal democracy, that
is, can be built on many other foundations (Shev-
el 20M).

This echoes the key argument at which we have
arrived in our project. We do believe that self-de-
fined minorities who present liberal projects pose
a gendered challenge for liberal societies at large.
And when they do, the liberal script turns upon
itself, so to speak - not coincidentally but inten-
tionally. At the same time, the historical record
shows that this does not yet entail a destruction
of the nation nor the script. Gendered challenges
can be an asset as much as a force of destruction
and it is up to the actors on the scene how they
define, deal with and solve the plot.
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