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Cultural Memory in the Present

Hent de Vries, Editor


For Benno and Elias, and for Yasemin


This vicarious responsibility for things we have not done, this taking upon ourselves the consequences for things we are entirely innocent of, is the price we pay for the fact that we live our lives not by ourselves but among our fellow men, and that the faculty of action, which, after all, is the political faculty par excellence, can be actualized only in one of the many and manifold forms of human community.

HANNAH ARENDT,

“Collective Responsibility”
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Introduction

From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects

This book emerges from a belief that our understanding of power, privilege, violence, and injustice suffers from an underdeveloped vocabulary. In particular, we lack adequate concepts for describing what Hannah Arendt called “this vicarious responsibility for things we have not done”: that is, for the manifold indirect, structural, and collective forms of agency that enable injury, exploitation, and domination but that frequently remain in the shadows.1 As a contribution to such understanding, I offer here the category of the “implicated subject” and the related notion of “implication.” Derived from the Latin stem implicāre, meaning to entangle, involve, or connect closely, “implication,” like the proximate but not identical term “complicity,” draws attention to how we are “folded into” (im-pli-cated in) events that at first seem beyond our agency as individual subjects.2

Implicated subjects occupy positions aligned with power and privilege without being themselves direct agents of harm; they contribute to, inhabit, inherit, or benefit from regimes of domination but do not originate or control such regimes. An implicated subject is neither a victim nor a perpetrator, but rather a participant in histories and social formations that generate the positions of victim and perpetrator, and yet in which most people do not occupy such clear-cut roles. Less “actively” involved than perpetrators, implicated subjects do not fit the mold of the “passive” bystander, either. Although indirect or belated, their actions and inactions help produce and reproduce the positions of victims and perpetrators. In other words, implicated subjects help propagate the legacies of historical violence and prop up the structures of inequality that mar the present; apparently direct forms of violence turn out to rely on indirection. Modes of implication—entanglement in historical and present-day injustices—are complex, multifaceted, and sometimes contradictory, but are nonetheless essential to confront in the pursuit of justice.

An approach based on implication and implicated subjects can help illuminate a wide range of social and political struggles, as this book will attempt to illustrate, but such an approach has a particular affinity to questions of race and racism, as many of the case studies below will also attest. Forms of violence and inequality premised on racial hierarchy take shape in small-scale encounters and large-scale structures; they are also instantiated repetitively in the present yet burdened with active historical resonances. Focusing on the position of the implicated subject allows us to address these different scales and temporalities of injustice. In order to demonstrate more concretely the conceptual specificity and analytical purchase of the implicated subject—in contradistinction from the perpetrator, the victim, and the bystander—I begin with responses to one of the most infamous recent cases of racial violence: the 2012 murder of Trayvon Martin in Florida. Together with an unfathomably long list of killings of black Americans by police officers, vigilantes, and white supremacists, the murder of Martin helped spark a major political movement: Black Lives Matter.3 That long list of murders should also inspire thinking about collective responsibility among those positioned as implicated subjects—that is, those who occupy the histories and structures of racial privilege and white supremacy.

“We Are Not Trayvon Martin”

On the evening of February 26, 2012, Trayvon Martin, an African American teenager, was killed by a neighborhood watch vigilante while returning from a convenience store to the home of his father’s fiancée in a gated community in Florida. A year and a half later, the killer, George Zimmerman, was acquitted on all charges in the death of the seventeen-year-old high school student on the grounds that he was acting in self-defense. Among those outraged by the killing and subsequent acquittal, a first response was to express solidarity with Martin through acts of identification. Since Martin was killed while wearing a hooded sweatshirt, the “hoodie” quickly became a symbol of the case and of the racist power dynamics that made both the killing and the acquittal possible. Thousands of people posed in hoodies and posted their images on the internet, frequently with an accompanying slogan that declared “I am Trayvon Martin” or “We are all Trayvon Martin” (fig. 1).4

Such expressions of solidarity-via-identification have an honorable history in political discourse. In May 1968, for instance, French students expressed their solidarity with the allegedly foreign activist Daniel Cohn-Bendit with the slogan “Nous sommes tous des juifs allemands” (We are all German Jews).5 More recently, in a very different context, thousands of Turkish citizens adapted the slogan to the struggle against extreme nationalism and genocide denial by chanting the name of Hrant Dink, the murdered Armenian-Turkish journalist: “Hepimiz Hrantiz, hepimiz Ermeniyiz” (We are all Hrant, we are all Armenian). Meanwhile, the slogan “Je suis Charlie” (I am Charlie) swept the world after Islamists murdered journalists associated with the Parisian satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo, and many people in the US protested Donald Trump’s 2017 executive order barring citizens of several Muslim-majority countries from entry into the country by declaring, “We are all immigrants!”


[image: ]

FIGURE 1. The logic of identification: “We Are All Trayvon.” Trayvon Martin rally, July 20, 2013, Manhattan, New York. Photograph by The All Nite Images, retrieved from https://www.flickr.com/photos/otto-yamamoto/9361288107. Used under Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/).



Such acts of solidarity-as-identification can successfully mobilize participation and attract attention, but they have limits and frequently come under criticism. The claim to universal immigrant status in the US, for instance, has been seen as erasing the presence of indigenous people and distorting the experience of Africans deported to the Americas in the slave trade. “No ban on stolen land,” a counterslogan to “We are all immigrants,” was coined by indigenous activists to mark the injustice of both Trump’s “Muslim ban” and the ongoing fact of settler colonialism. When taken up, as it has been, by some nonindigenous speakers, the slogan tacitly acknowledges the speaker’s own implication in settler colonial dispossessions. In the case of Trayvon Martin, it was not long before criticism arose regarding white Americans’ identification with the murdered teen.6 White people, the convincing argument ran, do not in fact experience the kind of profiling and “justified” violence to which black people are daily exposed, nor can they necessarily comprehend easily the history of racialization and unfreedom—including slavery, Jim Crow, and lynching—that many see as lying behind contemporary experiences.

Those who took this critique seriously sought other means of expressing their outrage and solidarity. In abandoning—or shifting away from—the discourse of identification with Trayvon Martin, such public rhetoric might have taken up another possible slogan: “We are all George Zimmerman.” Such an articulation would have offered one means of taking responsibility for the murder of Martin and the widespread existence of racism. Although less common than alignment with victims, other examples exist of claiming identification with perpetrators as a mode of resistance and solidarity with the victims. In the wake of the Abu Ghraib revelations during the Iraq War, for instance, the journalist Mark Danner asserted, “We are all torturers now.”7 Such assertions stay within the logic of identification but shift its focus from victim to perpetrator. Yet, as Timothy Kaufman-Osborn argues in response to claims like Danner’s, “such invocations of collective accountability” can end up granting legitimacy to what one seeks to criticize because they “help to manufacture the sort of popular sovereign, the ‘we,’ that is required in order to sustain the apparent legitimacy of [the] regime.”8 In any event, whether or not such an argument could also be made in the case of a racist murder, this option was not often taken up in the wake of Trayvon Martin’s murder—at least not in antiracist discourse.9

Instead, in response to the critique of over-identification and appropriation in the claim “We are all Trayvon Martin,” a new slogan appeared that briefly attained prominence: “We are not Trayvon Martin.” This slogan, like “No ban on stolen land,” starts to move us toward recognition of the position of the implicated subject. Over the course of the days and weeks following the acquittal of George Zimmerman in July 2013, a website named “We Are Not Trayvon Martin” published hundreds of short autobiographical texts, sometimes accompanied by photographs (fig. 2).10 Those declaring themselves “not Trayvon Martin” were a diverse group: many of the texts and images came from white Americans recounting experiences of privilege or dawning awareness of being part of a racist society, but there were also posts by black women that drew attention to the gendered dimensions of racism and vulnerability and many posts that raised issues of class and geographical region.


[image: ]

FIGURE 2. The logic of nonidentification: screenshot of “We Are Not Trayvon Martin” website. http://wearenottrayvonmartin.tumblr.com.



As a slogan, “We are not Trayvon Martin” seems at first to flirt with a discourse of disidentification that distances its speaker from the victimized teenager. Such a framing also risks keeping the concerns of white people at the center of attention instead of offering a space for people of color to share their experiences. But beyond the fact that the website created a platform for a range of voices and was not meant to displace other possible responses to the events, its mobilization of an explicitly antiracist rhetoric transformed the potential distancing from the victim into something else. Rather than understanding this enunciation as an act of disidentification, I read the slogan as a way of resisting appropriation that has the potential to open up a new political space for examining unwelcome forms of implication.11 At least in this context, asserting “We are not Trayvon Martin” brings the speaker into proximity to both Martin and Zimmerman without stepping into the shoes of either.

This alternative strategy differs from acts of disidentification, which distance speakers from the murder and leave them floating in an unmarked position of privilege.12 But it also diverges from acts of identification with either the victim or perpetrator that grant the speaker a clear, delimited location. Neither identification nor disidentification, the slogan “We are not Trayvon Martin” becomes an occasion to mark another kind of belonging: the speaker’s implication in the conditions that contributed to Trayvon’s murder. For instance, one post on the website declares, “I am not Trayvon Martin—I am the poster girl for White privilege.”13 This fairly typical contribution illustrates that “We are not Trayvon Martin” is not just a negative enunciation; rather, it creates the opportunity to claim a kind of responsibility for Martin’s death and for the deaths of many others like him. Yet, it is a kind of responsibility that does not fit neatly into the victim/perpetrator binary that frames so much mainstream discussion of racist violence.14 Indeed, contributions to the “We Are Not Trayvon Martin” website testify to how complexly situated many people are in relation to the racism and racial violence that killed Martin. Consider the comment of another woman on the website, who leads with “I am not Trayvon Martin because I pass”: “My father’s family is from the Caribbean. My grandmother is of mixed African Descent. I have the privilege of sharing my family history when it feels safe to do so. When it will make me seem interesting and exotic.”15 In this case—but especially for the many self-identified white contributors to the website, including the one cited above—the particular form of responsibility at stake involves enmeshment in the hierarchies of racial privilege and white supremacy.

Claiming that “we are not Trayvon Martin” can become an opportunity for acts of self-identification. Nevertheless, as the negative formulation under which those acts take place suggests, a clear vocabulary for describing political responsibility beyond that of the criminal perpetrator or direct agent of injustice does not come immediately to mind. Mainstream vocabulary remains limited by the individualist and legalistic assumptions of liberal culture and inadequate to the systemic forms of violence that surround us and become visible in cases such as that of Trayvon Martin—especially when his death is considered alongside those of Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Tamir Rice, and a whole host of other black Americans championed by Black Lives Matter who have died at the hands of police, vigilantes, and white supremacists. As a slogan, “We are not Trayvon Martin” is an attempt to break with those liberal assumptions, but its act of negation also suggests the limits of political imagination and organization beyond a legalistic, individualist framework.

The Martin case—as well as the others that have preceded and followed it—indicates the need to reflect on modes of responsibility and justice that exceed the legal frames in which crimes are usually adjudicated. It also demands that we take into account legacies of violence that spread beyond the stable categories of what I call “the victim/perpetrator imaginary,” a conceptual framework that anchors most explorations of traumatic violence.16 The acquittal of George Zimmerman heightened the injustice done in the murder of Trayvon Martin. But even if Zimmerman had been convicted on criminal charges of murder or manslaughter, that conviction would in no way have addressed the scope of the problems of race and injustice in the US that Trayvon Martin’s murder exposes. A limited focus on the trial and the criminal justice system fails to reflect on the figure of political responsibility brought to light by the “We are not Trayvon Martin” campaign, a figure who is neither the criminally responsible agent nor a mere innocent bystander to violence, namely, the implicated subject. This is not a subject who could be indicted by a court; rather, the implicated subject is an analytical category that can help us understand the kind of society that makes George Zimmerman and Trayvon Martin possible. As the historian and journalist Jelani Cobb wrote in a column reflecting on the causes of deadly police violence against African Americans, “The police [become] simply the final and most lethal vectors of a much broader public suspicion” of black people.17 Within this broader, suspicious public can be found those who are neither Trayvon Martin nor George Zimmerman but whose “suspicion” and conscious or unconscious investment in white supremacy enabled the deadly scenario that unfolded on February 26, 2012, and continues to unfold daily. If there is a politics to “We are not Trayvon Martin,” it begins here: in making visible the way implicated subjects reproduce the everyday conditions of possibility for systemic racism and thus enable the “lethal vectors” of perpetration.

To be sure, simply declaring “We are not Trayvon Martin” on a website does not constitute an adequate politics, but such a declaration can open up a space of reflection that exceeds what arises from a sole focus on victims and perpetrators (as important as those positions remain). Thinking about the case beyond the focus on its two most familiar protagonists leads us into the realm of implication: a realm where people are entangled in injustices that fall outside the purview of the law and where the categories into which we like to sort the innocent and the guilty become troubled. Indeed, implication consists precisely of those discomfiting forms of belonging to a context of injustice that cannot be grasped immediately or directly because they seem to involve spatial, temporal, or social distances or complex causal mechanisms. It goes without saying that contexts of injustice are multiple and often contradictory, and that categories such as “perpetrator,” “victim,” and “implicated subject” are abstractions that serve analytical purposes but do not describe human essences. That is, it is best to think of the implicated subject (not to mention the victim and the perpetrator) as a position that we occupy in particular, dynamic, and at times clashing structures and histories of power; it is not an ontological identity that freezes us forever in proximity to power and privilege.18 In other contexts—with respect to other histories and other structures—we might also (or instead) be perpetrators or victims or descendants of victims. I call the coexistence of different relations to past and present injustices “complex implication” and focus on them especially in Part II of this book. Forms of implication are difficult to grasp not only because they are complex and shifting, however, but also because they are frequently rendered obscure by forms of psychic and social denial.19 Implicated subjects need not be conscious of their implication.

The Trayvon Martin case illustrates in addition how the kind of entanglement implication names almost always has a diachronic (historical) dimension that intersects with a synchronic (contemporary) structure. I use the language of synchronic and diachronic implication throughout this book to signal an analytic distinction between forms of participation and responsibility that are keyed to present-day or to historical injustices, respectively. While this distinction clarifies the variety of ways in which implicated subjects find themselves entangled with power and violence in both past and present contexts, the two dimensions or axes are in reality inseparable. In Chapter 2 I introduce the concepts of “genealogical” and “structural implication” to name two different ways in which the past and present may entwine. Without a link to the present, historical injustices do not implicate us; they remain of strictly antiquarian interest. At the same time, what we consider the present is itself the outcome of historical processes that have created the world in which we live. As the theorist of history Berber Bevernage argues, how we think about the relation between past and present is the product of a politics of time: social practices that create different regimes of historicity, different relations between past, present, and future.20 Bevernage’s account of the “irrevocable” nature of certain violent histories—histories that remain unresolved and thus trouble the distinction between a fully “absent” past and a fully “present” present—influences my approach to the relation of the synchronic and the diachronic: there is neither strict continuity between past and present nor a clean break between the two temporal dimensions. Rather, implication emerges from the ongoing, uneven, and destabilizing intrusion of irrevocable pasts into an unredeemed present. Nowhere are such intrusions—and the consequent entanglement of the synchronic and diachronic that follows from them—more visible than in the differential vulnerability of racialized subjects such as Trayvon Martin.

Part of the reason that a legal approach to racist violence fails to bring out the full dimensions of such cases is that it can focus only on a discrete, recent act (the killing of Trayvon Martin) and cannot easily address the collective, historical legacies of racism that frame that singular event: the echoes of lynching and Jim Crow, for instance, that Martin’s killing evoked. Indeed, debates about racism today have an unavoidable diachronic dimension to them. The resurgent interest in—and lively controversies around—reparations for trans-Atlantic slavery signals the burgeoning awareness of the historical dimensions of contemporary race politics.21 A phenomenon that connects various locations across what Paul Gilroy has called “the Black Atlantic,” the debate over reparations focuses attention on the problem of how to calibrate responsibility for a transnational system of chattel slavery that was eliminated more than a century ago but that—like the more recent histories of lynching and segregation—continues to shape today’s unequal social relations.22 An approach through the idea of implication allows these different temporal dimensions to come into focus by drawing attention to the simultaneously historical and contemporary production of the scene of racialization and racial violence.

In the wake of Trayvon Martin’s murder and George Zimmerman’s acquittal, there is a need for mourning and there is a need for accountability. Mourning involves the recognition and remembrance of victims—not just Trayvon but also the legions of others who have fallen victim to racist violence and the impunity that too frequently follows it. Accountability, for its part, demands reckoning with perpetrators, whether through courts, truth commissions, or other social and political mechanisms. Victims and perpetrators are rightly part of our vocabularies for responding to violence.

But beyond the unavoidable categories of victims and perpetrators there is the need for a larger reckoning with both the structures of power that undergird such cases and the histories that continue to resonate as afterlives. Such a reckoning with what Lauren Berlant calls “the ordinary of violence” cannot take place if the conversation remains limited to victims and perpetrators, to attitudes of mourning and indictment.23 Those of us who are white residents of the US—but also many others—possess another kind of responsibility: a responsibility to reflect on and act against our implication in a system of racial hierarchy that we enable and a history of aborted justice that we benefit from in manifold ways. Such forms of implication rarely rise to the level of indictable offense, but confronting them constitutes one of the most urgent political tasks for our time.

Such insights about the relation between racism and implication are not new, although they have not yet been elaborated at length. The rhetoric of implication appears, for instance, in the Report of the National Commission on Civil Disorders (1968)—the so-called Kerner Commission Report, written in the wake of the urban uprisings among African Americans and others in the 1960s. In its opening assessment of the situation that led to the uprisings, the commission writes: “Segregation and poverty have created in the racial ghetto a destructive environment totally unknown to most white Americans. What white Americans have never fully understood—but what the Negro can never forget—is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, and white society condones it.”24 The report brings into focus three dimensions of my argument in this book. First, as the authors stress, implication does not require consciousness of one’s entanglement in injustice—in fact, implication is often unconscious or denied. Second, the report signals that implication is produced and reproduced diachronically and synchronically: segregation has a history, and overcoming it will require not just an end to policies of discrimination in the present, but also an active reconstruction of the historically sedimented layers of society. Third, in this struggle against the conditions that produce implication, memory can serve as a resource. African Americans’ memories of victimization—what they “can never forget”—can help make implication visible, especially when they are embraced as well by those who are implicated in that victimization and usually disavow their responsibility.

The Kerner Commission Report did not achieve its ambitious goals—neither politicians nor most white Americans were ready to take up the report’s recommendations or their own implication in the conditions that produced the unrest. For that very reason, a recent commentator notes, “some of the report’s assessments could—eerily and depressingly—have been written yesterday to describe America’s recent racial disturbances, in locales ranging from Ferguson, Missouri, to Baltimore, Maryland.”25 The unequal conditions that the Kerner Commission highlighted—and that recent cases such as those of Trayvon Martin, Rekia Boyd, Mike Brown, and Freddie Gray confirm still exist—call for an approach attuned both to the urgencies of the present and the way that the present preserves and reproduces injustices past.26

At its core, then, this book argues that the category of the implicated subject can help us conceptualize and confront both the legacies of violent histories and the sociopolitical dynamics that create suffering and inequality in the present. The category can help us understand both slavery’s ongoing impact and the systematic, structural racism brought to the fore by Martin’s killing and the Kerner Commission Report, but the book is by no means limited to the hugely complicated problem of racial slavery and its aftermaths in the US. Instead, The Implicated Subject also addresses other situations where contemporary and historical problems of responsibility intersect, such as the legacies of the Holocaust, the experience and aftermath of South African apartheid, struggles for national liberation in Vietnam and Kurdistan, and the persistent crisis of Israel/Palestine.

The wager of this book is that an approach based on implication can illuminate heterogeneous cases of historical and contemporary violence and injustice, including many pressing cases that—due to limitations of space and expertise—only receive passing mention here. For example, the workings of contemporary capitalism at a global scale depend on relations of exploitation that systematically produce inequality as well as psychic and physical harm. Privileged consumers in the Global North are not, however, best described as “perpetrators” of exploitation, but rather as implicated subjects, participants in and beneficiaries of a system that generates dispersed and unequal experiences of trauma and well-being simultaneously. Such an approach also helps us conceptualize collective responsibility in the age of what many have called the Anthropocene: we citizens of the Global North are not precisely perpetrators of climate change, yet we certainly contribute disproportionately to current and future climate-based catastrophes and benefit in the here and now from the geographically and temporally uneven distribution of their catastrophic effects.27 Many other current examples whose analysis would benefit from such an approach come to mind as well, including sexual harassment and gun violence—examples where there are, of course, victims and perpetrators, but where perpetration is often facilitated by a network of implicated subjects (co-workers, friends, family members, lobbyists, politicians, etc.). An engagement with implicated subjects alongside victims and perpetrators in these and other contexts can lead not only to a rethinking of the dynamics of violence and injustice, but also to new ways of thinking about political solidarity. Indeed, a notion of “long-distance solidarity”—that is, solidarity premised on difference rather than logics of sameness and identification—constitutes the horizon toward which this work tends.

Figures of Implication

Moving from a discourse of victims and perpetrators to one of implicated subjects helps open up a broad, worldly terrain for thinking about social and political responsibility in the shades of gray that Primo Levi identified even in the Nazis’ “concentrationary universe” in his famous essay “The Gray Zone” (an essay I discuss in the first chapter). Within that terrain we find multiple implicated subject positions, multiple figures of implication. In the following chapters, several different avatars of implication will emerge—as they have already begun to do in this Introduction. We will reflect on the descendant, the beneficiary, and the perpetuator, along with those who—like the internationalist—seek to overcome implication (if often with mixed results). The point is not to replace those other terms and roles (just as the point is not to do away with the categories of victims and perpetrators), but rather to demonstrate that common problems of (in)justice unite a disparate set of historical and contemporary concerns and that different modes of implication frequently converge and overlap. The implicated subject serves as an umbrella term that gathers a range of subject positions that sit uncomfortably in our familiar conceptual space of victims, perpetrators, and bystanders.

The term closest—semantically and etymologically—to implication is “complicity.” Sharing implication’s sense of folded-togetherness, complicity refers first to “being an accomplice” and to “partnership in an evil action” (OED). It carries with it a strong sense of legal wrongdoing, as in the Merriam-Webster definition, “helping to commit a crime or do wrong in some way.” Complicity, in other words, operates in proximity to notions of criminal guilt. In recent years, however, scholars from a range of fields from law to literature have opened up the concept of complicity in ways more fitting to its second definition as “states of being complex or involved” (OED). In the field of memory studies, Debarati Sanyal makes an especially strong and nuanced case for this alternative understanding of complicity as a “structure of engagement that produces ethical and political reflection across proliferating frames of reference.”28 Kaufman-Osborn ably summarizes this recent work: complicity is not considered in the terms of “liberal legal doctrine” as “abetment and even collusion,” but is rather “predicated on a relational understanding of conduct, one that reminds us that human action is always implicated with as well as conditioned by the actions of others.”29 As this quotation from Kaufman-Osborn suggests, various forms of the word “implication” appear frequently in contexts relevant to my concerns. All the same, however, in contrast to concepts such as complicity, “implication” generally remains an unmarked and thus untheorized term.30 My use of this term shares the relational understanding of human action articulated by Sanyal and Kaufman-Osborn. Yet, despite the important work undertaken with the concept of complicity, I suggest that implication is both a more capacious and a more fundamental term for describing the forms of indirect participation illuminated here in this book. Complicity presupposes implication, but implication does not always involve complicity.

Two fundamental features distinguish complicity from implication, one relating to synchrony and the other to diachrony. First, complicity, as Iris Marion Young has remarked, remains too closely tied to legalistic models of responsibility in which causality functions in relatively direct ways. In this model, responsibility is understood as liability; but such an understanding is less illuminating for structural problems in which indirect agency and complex causality are at play. As Young writes, responsibility for structural injustices is not simply “an attenuated form of responsibility as complicity . . . but rather a different conception of responsibility altogether.”31 My concept of implication seeks to map that different conception of responsibility. But equally significant from my perspective is the diachronic issue: complicity works best as a term linked to unfolding processes and completed actions (such as the perpetration of a crime), but it works less well for describing the relationship of the past to the present. We are implicated in the past, I argue throughout this book, but we cannot be complicit in crimes that took place before our birth.32

To capture the diachronic transmission of implication I take inspiration from those such as Marianne Hirsch and Gabriele Schwab who have thought about the transgenerational impact of traumatic histories.33 Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” has galvanized work across the humanities that focuses on the experience and cultural production of second (and subsequent) generations in the wake of a traumatic event. Hirsch focuses primarily on the legacies passed down, whether consciously or in more indirect, somatic ways, to the descendants of the victims (as well as to those who affiliate with the victims). Postmemory is not generally used to characterize the divergent experiences and memories of descendants of perpetrators, and I follow that convention here. While scholars have taken up the dilemmas of the heirs to and descendants of societies that have perpetrated genocide, colonization, expulsion, and other forms of extreme violence, these “haunting legacies,” in Schwab’s resonant phrase, demand further theorization. As with other modes of implication, we do not yet have an analytically illuminating name for those who occupy the position of the latecomer to histories of perpetration.

One way to capture diachronic implication is to speak of the beneficiary, a category that also illuminates synchronic contexts. The beneficiary profits from the historical suffering of others as well as from contemporary inequality in an age of global, neoliberal capitalism. In his vigorous critique of post–Cold War human rights discourse, Robert Meister argues that contemporary discussions of mass political violence have paid insufficient attention to the position of the beneficiary. Recent human rights discourse, in particular, “focuses especially on the relations between former victims and perpetrators after an evil regime has been defeated” and occasionally includes discussion of “the justifiable anger former victims feel toward bystanders,” but it involves “very little discussion of the role of victims . . . in relation to the structural beneficiaries, those who received material and social advantage from the old regime and whose continuing well-being in the new order could not have withstood the victory of unreconciled victims.”34 The “omission of the victim/beneficiary relation,” Meister suggests, “is not accidental” (26); to the contrary, it testifies to the antipolitical nature of contemporary human rights discourse. By privileging reconciliation over justice, human rights discourse demands that victims give up their claims on material redistribution and settle instead for a “moral victory” that declares that evil has already been overcome: “the cost of achieving a moral consensus that the past was evil is to reach a political consensus that the evil is past” (25).35 Egregious perpetrators may be punished, but beneficiaries are given assurance that their inherited advantages will not be contested. For Meister, human rights discourse and the programs of transitional justice that accompany it thus represent “the continuation, by more benign means, of the counterrevolutionary project of the twentieth [century]—to assure that beneficiaries of past oppression will largely be permitted to keep the unjustly produced enrichment they presently enjoy” (31). In contrast, focus on the beneficiary can illuminate the nexus of past and present modes of implication and signal the need to resist closing the books on the past, instead keeping open questions of social justice.

Meister’s critique of post–Cold War human rights and his focus on the beneficiary help us conceptualize the implicated subject, but Meister himself would almost certainly refuse this category, since it emerges from a distinction he finds suspect: human rights discourse, he observes, “reinstate[s] the distinction between perpetrators and beneficiaries that revolutionary politics denies” (24). For Meister, it is only by refusing this distinction that a possibility of redistributive justice can emerge: the association between perpetrators and beneficiaries keeps alive material claims that would otherwise be relegated to the moral sphere and to the past. It thus follows that, from Meister’s perspective, insisting on a distinction between the two groups—one of the basic arguments of this book—entails taking part in a “counterrevolutionary” project.

Although I find Meister’s critique of contemporary human rights discourse powerful and support his insistence on redistributive justice beyond the terms of truth and reconciliation commissions, I believe that his desire to collapse the distinctions between beneficiaries and perpetrators is wrongheaded and unnecessary for the formulation of radical political projects.36 As Bruce Robbins writes in his account of the beneficiaries of global economic inequality, “If in a sense all of us are sinners, I’m not sure that ‘perpetrator’ is the most useful category in which to put us.”37 Mahmood Mamdani, whose work stands behind Meister’s critique of reconciliation, also relies on the distinction between perpetrators and beneficiaries in reflecting on problems of justice. Adopting a comparative perspective on postapartheid South Africa and postgenocide Rwanda, he asks: “What would social justice mean in the South African context, where perpetrators are few but beneficiaries many, in contrast to Rwanda, where beneficiaries are few, but perpetrators many? Which is more difficult: to live with past perpetrators of an evil, or its present beneficiaries? If perpetrators and victims have a past to overcome, do not beneficiaries and victims have a present to come to terms with?”38 As these questions suggest, Mamdani shares Meister’s concern with the problem of beneficiaries, but by keeping the category of beneficiaries distinct from the category of perpetrators Mamdani is able to illuminate a number of postconflict dilemmas and the plurality of means necessary to achieve justice. In other words, historical violence and ongoing inequities demand a more differentiated analysis than that afforded by a collapse of beneficiaries into perpetrators; I open up a space for such analysis through the figure of the implicated subject.

The specificity of the beneficiary as a category is, as Robbins rightly notes, that it suggests a particular kind of causal relationship, a specificity that distinguishes it from humanitarian frameworks (a concern analogous to Meister’s critique of human rights).39 While humanitarian concern for the suffering of others need not involve reflection on one’s own position in the story, Robbins argues, the “discourse of the beneficiary” fosters recognition that our well-being is contingent on others’ suffering and impoverishment and that the world is connected by “causal and therefore moral relationships” (Beneficiary 6). In combining synchronic and diachronic dimensions, the category of the beneficiary provides a rich terrain for exploring the two intertwined axes of implication.40 Yet, as with the case of complicity, I find that the semantic range of the concept does not cover all the cases that concern me as examples of implication. For instance, as much as acts of genocide can produce beneficiaries who profit from the dispossession and murder of others, I do not believe that, say, contemporary Germans are best understood as “beneficiaries” of the Shoah, even as they remain implicated subjects responsible for the deeds carried out in the name of their nation. Nor is the case of diasporic implication in long-distance nationalism (of the sort that I explore in relation to Israel in Chapter 5) best described through the category of the beneficiary, although, again, the category is not wholly irrelevant, either. Diasporic nationalist subjects don’t (just) benefit from links to their homelands (or purported homelands). They help to perpetuate nationalist projects that are based on the subordination of others. The causal factors in these latter two cases diverge from those in the stricter case of beneficiary status—global inequality—that concerns Robbins.

The wager of putting forth a broad category like that of the implicated subject is that it will illuminate convergences—as well as contradictions—between different dilemmas: namely, the entanglement of the diachronic and synchronic, the impure positionings that render subjects fundamentally complex, and the way different forms of power interact and build on each other. Because it allows us to survey a large array of cases, using a broad category paradoxically enables a high degree of differentiation within an overarching force field of power.

The Stakes

The realm of implication is broad and deep, and the position of the implicated subject can help illuminate a range of historical, theoretical, and structural dilemmas and cases of injustice. But the stakes of this book are also deeply personal, even if my preferred mode of writing is not autobiography and I often choose to approach these questions from oblique angles. The matter of implication emerged for me decades ago—and long before I had a word to name it—when I contemplated what my position as a white Ashkenazi Jewish descendant of early twentieth-century immigrants to the US implied about my responsibility for the foundational crimes of genocide and slavery that had taken place on the North American continent, crimes perpetrated in the centuries before my ancestors arrived here fleeing poverty and antisemitism in Eastern Europe. I found myself arguing against peers with similar backgrounds—sometimes more recently arrived—who claimed what the German chancellor Helmut Kohl once described as the “mercy of late birth”: a seeming exoneration from responsibility based on belated arrival at the scene of the crime.

Such responses, it seemed clear to me even then, confused two forms of responsibility: direct and indirect. When I later discovered the writings of Karl Jaspers and Hannah Arendt, it became easier to see that at stake was the difference between what Jaspers called “criminal guilt” and what Arendt called “collective responsibility” (see the discussion in Chapter 1). But not even the category of collective responsibility, premised as it is on mere membership in a polity, accurately captures the unevenness of our relations to the past and present, the differentiated nature of our social positions, and the ironies of belatedness that mark cases such as these. The racial hierarchies that define the contemporary US entail that even people fleeing from traumatic histories may find themselves implicated in the “distant” crimes of slavery and genocide, especially if they are able to benefit from inclusion in the category of whiteness. Such questions of responsibility are by no means limited to the US context, of course. The Turkish-German writer Zafer Şenocak, for instance, famously posed the dilemma of “guest workers” brought to post–National Socialist Germany by asking, “Doesn’t immigrating to Germany also mean immigrating into Germany’s recent past?”41 Despite the fact that most such immigrants are not accepted into the ethnic and racial categories of the dominant majority, Şenocak still thought that a responsibility to acknowledge history came with the fact of being in Germany so soon after a genocide perpetrated in the name of the nation.42

My desire to confront what I would eventually call implication did not arise only from reflection on what it means to be white in a society still shaped by settler colonialism and the aftermaths of slavery. A very different question began to trouble me as well: what it means to be part of the Jewish diaspora in the face of the ongoing struggle over Israel and Palestine. My critical perspective on Israel will soon be apparent—especially in Chapter 5—but I also believe that Jews of opposed political persuasions (and of course many non-Jews) feel a similarly strong sense of implication in this political conflict. The sources of this implication are surely different from those noted above with respect to slavery and settler colonialism: here it is less a matter of being a beneficiary (though that is not entirely irrelevant given the Israeli “right of return”) and more a matter of our ideological interpellation as Jews into relation with the State of Israel and of the affective bonds that accompany such interpellation. In addition, a more material form of implication characterizes those of us—of all religions, ethnicities, and political persuasions—who pay taxes to the government of the US and thus help to fund the Israeli army and its occupation. As taxpayers, we are indeed all implicated in the actions of our government, whatever our ideological opposition to or affective disengagement from particular policies. The powerful—or as it sometimes feels to me, uniquely powerful—affects that accompany the question of Israel and Palestine, especially but not only in the Jewish diaspora, also highlight one feature of implication’s complexity: the fact that most of us feel torn by our relation to divergent, intersecting histories—in this case, histories of antisemitism, genocide, and occupation. A theory of implication allows us to retain our sense that situations of conflict position us in morally and emotionally complex ways and yet still call out for forms of political engagement that cut through complexity to remain on the side of justice.

Recognizing ourselves in the position of the implicated subject—even in the multiple positions of implication that many of us occupy—will not automatically make us better people; such self-reflexivity can indeed become a form of narcissism or solipsism that keeps the privileged subject at the center of analysis.43 Self-reflexivity alone will not lead directly to a political movement that can dismantle the conditions of implication. The burden of history will not simply evaporate once we see our place in its long- and short-term legacies. Precisely because it involves negotiating with the past, the confrontation with historical violence is ongoing, its expiration date uncertain. Nor will systemic forms of violence and exploitation precipitously collapse because of a revolt of implicated subjects. Still, acknowledging one’s implication is a necessary step in refusing “violent innocence,” which Carrie Tirado Bramen describes as “the psychological mechanism necessary to create a white Christian settler nation, where innocence is regenerative and disavowal represents a habitual mode of thinking.”44 This book argues that the insights derived from the lens of implication outweigh the risks of narcissistic forms of self-reflexivity and that it is worth training our analytic powers on a terrain that too often remains invisible yet is central to the production of injustice.45 Still, the most basic questions remain: What can a theory of implication provide? What does it offer to the theory of collective responsibility and the practice of politics?

The primary contribution I hope to make to a just politics is a reorientation of the conceptual vocabulary with which scholars and activists (and scholar-activists) approach injustice and historical and political responsibility. In place of a primarily binary design—perpetrators versus victims or similar terms—and in place of the weak triadic model that sometimes supplements it with the category of “bystanders,” I expand the conceptual field by joining those who are theorizing figures such as beneficiaries and accomplices. I offer the new umbrella category of the implicated subject, the one who participates in injustice, but in indirect ways. Above all, this figure contributes to analysis and critique: it gives us a more complete picture of the workings of violence, exploitation, and domination by teaching us how “the things we are experiencing are ‘still’ possible” despite our collective memory of injustice.46 That is to say, a fundamental argument of this book is that such things are “still” possible not because some restricted group of demonic individuals continues to perpetrate extreme evil, but because most people deny, look away from, or simply accept the benefits of evil in both its extreme and everyday forms. Implicated subjects are often versions of the obedient and complacent “mediocre” subjects theorized by the philosopher Simona Forti in New Demons.47 The things we are experiencing are “still” possible as well because most people refuse to see how they are implicated in—have inherited and benefited from—historical injustices: synchronic and diachronic injustices are intertwined. Collective memory that avoids such a sense of implication tends toward empty rhetoric and platitude, but what I call the “multidirectionality” of memory can also facilitate awareness of implication in the present as well as the past. Multidirectional memory describes the way collective memories emerge in dialogue with each other and with the conditions of the present; such dialogue can create solidarity even as it reveals implication.48

I hope that the analytical clarity provided by a theory of implication can carry over into unresolved real-world scenarios of injustice. Besides providing an alternative footing for discussions that—in academic as well as nonacademic contexts—often turn on binarized identities and the victim/perpetrator imaginary, the framework of implicated subjects can open up a space for new coalitions across identities and groups. It has the potential to do this, I propose, because it does two things simultaneously that stand in tension with each other: it both draws attention to responsibilities for violence and injustice greater than most of us want to embrace and shifts questions of accountability from a discourse of guilt to a less legally and emotionally charged terrain of historical and political responsibility. If the former action seems to increase our ethical burden, the latter loosens the terms of that burden and detaches it from the ambiguous discourse of guilt, which often fosters denial and defensiveness in proximity to ongoing conflicts and the unearned benefits that accrue from injustice. By foregrounding the “impurities” that characterize all identities, the framework of implication de-moralizes politics and encourages affinities between those who are positioned as victims and those who have inherited and benefited from privileged positions. A politics of implicated subjects will necessarily take part in what Robbins has called “the paradox of empowered dissent.” “The process of global democratization,” Robbins writes, “cannot afford to do without the input of those who are empowered (that is, who are beneficiaries) and yet who also dissent from and even denounce the system that empowers them.”49 I would not argue that an implicated politics of “empowered dissent” is the only politics we need, but I agree with Robbins that by taking advantage of opportunities to redirect power against the systems that produce it, such dissent can serve as an important complement to more familiar and still necessary forms of politics from below. Recognizing collective responsibility, in other words, can lead to new versions of collective politics that build on alliances and assemblages of differently situated subjects.

If I identify the pursuit of justice as the aim of such collectivities, I do not seek to offer a fixed, unitary, or holistic definition of what justice would amount to; rather, I suspect that such aims need to emerge out of particular struggles and against the backdrop of particular conjunctures and histories. Still, I derive a few points from the theory of implication and implicated subjects. It should be clear by now that the particular angle such a theory offers is one primarily focused on neither perpetrators nor victims. Although it does not propose abandoning the field of criminal justice, the theory of implication does underline the radical insufficiency of that field and the consequent necessity of broadening justice beyond matters that can be laid to rest through a focus on indictable perpetrators. Additionally, as I discuss in the conclusion to Chapter 2, I follow Meister’s proposal to shift from a “loss-based” to a “gain-based” theory of redress, that is, from a primary concern with how to compensate someone for loss to how to assess what beneficiaries and other implicated subjects owe (see Meister 234–35). Thus, without discounting either the claims of victims and their heirs or the need to reckon with perpetrators, an approach to justice derived from an account of implication foregrounds instead the responsibilities of more ambiguously situated participants and descendants.

Implication, however, comes in multiple forms, and even within any single scenario, injustices are rarely singular. Nancy Fraser—whose ideas will play a role in Chapters 2 and 3—provides a useful grid for mapping multiple forms of (in)justice: she distinguishes between injustices of distribution, recognition, and representation, and thus between realms of material wellbeing, culture and identity, and political organization, respectively. Like the distinction between the synchronic and the diachronic, these are analytic distinctions that lend clarity to what the Combahee River Collective describes as interlocking systems of oppression (see Chapter 1). Framing implication broadly so as to encompass questions of race, exploitation, colonialism, ecological destruction, and more allows us to perceive the clashing, “abnormal” scenarios of injustice that Fraser identifies and to seek in response more “reflexive” modes of justice.

Outline of the Book

Foregrounding the role of implicated subjects does not mean reproducing an exclusive focus on privileged subjects who would then be kept at the center of concern to the detriment of those who typically remain out of view. First, as a relational methodology, the analytical lens of implication necessarily keeps in view differently situated subjects, including victims and perpetrators. Second, because implicated subjects are subjects who occupy particular positions at particular junctures in space and time, the implicated subject is not an ontological category and does not always or necessarily correspond to our stereotypical images of privilege (the “straight white cis-gendered man,” for instance). The implicated subjects considered here include survivors of genocidal violence and artists and intellectuals of color along with more expected avatars of privilege. Even so, the theory of implication does not relativize structures and histories of power. Instead, it reveals the way power functions through complex and sometimes contradictory articulations, through the construction of what Primo Levi called “gray zones.”

The Implicated Subject traces a conceptual arc from what Part I calls “Long-Distance Legacies” to what Part III calls “Long-Distance Solidarity,” that is, from the varieties of implication to their self-conscious exploration in projects of internationalist activism. Throughout the book, the focus remains primarily on how we conceptualize different forms of implication and different figurations of the implicated subject. In a short conclusion meant to set the stage for further debate, I synthesize the argument of the book in eleven theses while reflecting on what it means to think of implicated subjects as “figures.” This is not a sociological or historical study, but one grounded primarily in engagement with cultural materials—including philosophical reflections and aesthetic productions along with some activist projects (such as the “We are not Trayvon Martin” social media campaign). I do not treat these cultural materials as “evidence” of implication, but rather as implicit or explicit theoretical acts that help us advance thinking about political responsibility and solidarity.

Especially in the aesthetic realm, revealing the conceptual contributions of these materials entails reading them closely: their most powerful contributions to conceiving and responding to implication emerge not primarily from their content but from their form, whether it be a mode of literary address, a particular technique of animation or sound recording, the manipulation of still images, or a video montage. Although there is no single formal feature that dominates the explorations of implication I discuss throughout the book, several of the chapters focus on aesthetic projects whose political purchase emerges from the way the endeavor unfolds across a series of works and often across several media (see Chapters 3, 5, and 6 on William Kentridge, Marceline Loridan-Ivens, and Hito Steyerl, respectively). Exploring implication is a messy business, and the form of the serial project allows these artists to grapple with several things: historical change, the possibility of political error and the consequent need for recalibration, and the difficulty of unseating entrenched powers of state and capital.

Although I approach the question of implication from a cultural angle, The Implicated Subject draws on and is in dialogue with thinkers from a variety of fields—from legal studies and political theory to critical race studies and memory studies. Since the concepts I develop here are new ones—although growing out of and engaged with important precedents—I hope that the field of investigation I sketch will be taken up, revised, and advanced in further theoretical work as well as empirical case studies.

Part I begins with a theoretically oriented reflection that offers a genealogy of thinkers who have helped me give definition to the concept of the implicated subject. In Chapter 1, “The Transmission Belt of Domination: Theorizing the Implicated Subject,” I draw on the black feminist theory of intersectionality (in particular the Combahee River Collective Statement) as well as several thinkers deeply influenced by the experience of National Socialism and the Holocaust (Primo Levi, Karl Jaspers, Hannah Arendt, and Simona Forti). A key role is also played by the political theorist Iris Marion Young, who, in her final book, Responsibility for Justice, developed a theory of responsibility for cases of structural injustice. This chapter argues that the concept of implication allows us to grasp the subject as a “transmission belt” of domination (to use Forti’s term), and to respond to an apparent gap—identified by Mamdani, Meister, Robbins, and Samuel Moyn, among others—between movements for human rights and those for social and economic justice.50

Chapter 2, “On (Not) Being a Descendant: Implicated Subjects and the Legacies of Slavery,” continues the theoretical exploration begun in the previous chapter by turning to the aftermaths of transatlantic slavery, a field of violence that powerfully condenses problems of historical and present-day implication. Here I explore what it means not to be the descendant of slaves but instead to “inherit” the legacies of slave ownership, whether one has genealogical ties to slavery or not. I work with the database of the innovative Legacies of British Slave Ownership project, spearheaded by historians Catherine Hall and Nicholas Draper, and I put that database into dialogue with Jamaica Kincaid’s acerbic essay A Small Place. Usually read as a critique of tourism and neocolonial relations in Antigua (and, by extension, the formerly colonized world), A Small Place also forcefully addresses white readers in a way that mobilizes the discomforting memory of slavery. Kincaid offers a paradoxical account of what it means to be (and not to be) a descendant of slavery as she creates an awareness of implication that goes beyond cognitive models and encompasses bodily sensation. Read together, Kincaid’s text and Hall and Draper’s project help us reflect on—and distinguish between—the genealogical and structural forms of implication that constitute the legacies of slave-ownership. In my account, genealogy and structure name different “mixtures” of diachronic and synchronic implication.

The two chapters of Part II, “Complex Implication,” focus on cases in which subjects implicated in histories of perpetration also possess genealogical connections to or postmemories of victimization. In Chapter 3, “Progress, Progression, Procession: William Kentridge’s Implicated Aesthetic,” I consider the provocative visual connections that emerge between slavery, apartheid, and the Holocaust in the work of the South African artist William Kentridge. These connections illuminate the ambiguous position of South African Jews caught between varieties of racism and vacillating between accommodation and resistance to the apartheid regime. Focusing especially on Kentridge’s unusual, hand-drawn animated films, I trace how the artist’s minimal narratives figure what it means to be implicated in the transition from an overtly racist state to a formally democratic but structurally unequal society. I read Kentridge’s open-ended film series Drawings for Projection as simultaneously a reflection on the possibilities and limits of transitional justice in postapartheid South Africa and a grappling with deeper histories of violence, including slavery, the Holocaust, and structural racism. Besides reflecting on the phenomenon of simultaneous implication in historical and contemporary forms of injustice, Kentridge also explores the complexities of shifting modes of implication. Through the creation of dual alter egos, Kentridge addresses in an indirect but illuminating way what it means to be Jewish in twentieth-century South Africa. As with the “We are not Trayvon Martin” campaign, Kentridge’s art does not occupy the position of the oppressed through identification, but rather marks the artist’s privileged distance from the suffering of the masses. In his work of the last few decades, he often uses the form of the procession to stage the implicated subject in proximity to—but also at a distinct distance from—the mobilized masses.

Chapter 4, “From Gaza to Warsaw: Multidirectional Memory and the Perpetuator,” further explores questions of complex implication by turning to the Israel/Palestine conflict zone. I argue that implication provides a productive framework for thinking especially about the relation of diasporic Jewish communities to the Israeli occupation of Palestine: the kind of “long-distance nationalism” (Benedict Anderson) often expressed in diaspora constitutes less an active perpetration than a form of indirect and distant participation. Many Jewish intellectuals, activists, and artists who are critical of such forms of implication engage with contemporary events against the memory of the Nazi genocide of European Jews—that is, like Kentridge, they make multidirectional links between a current crisis and a past trauma. In this chapter, I return to some of the material I explored in Multidirectional Memory and argue that there has been a persistent mnemonic connection between the Warsaw Ghetto as a site of memory and other histories of racialized violence. I then zero in on more recent connections made between Nazi-occupied Warsaw and the occupation of Palestine. Critically engaging with diverse articulations of the Warsaw/Palestine trope allows me to distinguish different reverberations of multidirectional memory on a grid that maps an axis of political affect (solidarity vs. competition) against an axis of comparison (equation vs. differentiation). In the hands of intellectuals and artists with a desire to intervene politically, multidirectional memory work of this sort can explore personal and communal implication from a “complex” perspective—one that recognizes both past victimization (a form of postmemory) as well as present affiliation with perpetration. Implication, I conclude, offers a more productive framework for confronting the Israeli occupation from a diasporic position than either that of shared “precarity” and “vulnerability” (as exemplified by the work of Judith Butler) or that of critical identification with the perpetrators (as in the work of Ariella Azoulay). The implicated subject, in this case, is a “perpetuator” of injustice rather than a perpetrator or precarious subject.

As Part II suggests, the multidirectionality of memory appears in The Implicated Subject as an arena of possibility, but also an arena of danger: the potential for creating a differentiated solidarity is buffeted by temptations to move toward antagonistic competition, toward facile equation between different experiences, or toward versions of politics that drown the ambiguities of memory in the dogmatism of a presentist program.51 Thinking in terms of implication also helps draw further attention to how practices of memory—even multidirectional practices—intersect with power dynamics, forms of complicity and distancing, and risks of forgetting. Yet, tracking the multidirectionality of memory also illuminates the position of implicated subjects, because the border-crossing nature of remembrance alerts us to unexpected layerings of history and indirect forms of responsibility.

Without ignoring the difficulties of creating alliances in an uneven world, Part III, “Long-Distance Solidarity,” explores possibilities for internationalist allegiance forged through activist aesthetics. In Chapter 5, “Under the Sign of Suitcases: The Holocaust Internationalism of Marceline Loridan-Ivens,” I return to filmmaker and Holocaust survivor Loridan-Ivens (1928–2018), whose Algerian War–era testimony in Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s Chronicle of a Summer inspired the concept of multidirectional memory. I follow Loridan-Ivens’s trajectory as she leaves behind the position of surviving victim and fosters surprising new multidirectional forms of solidarity, though at some political and psychic cost. I focus in particular on one of the films she made with her partner, Joris Ivens, the Dutch communist documentarian, as well as on some later autobiographical writings. In The 17th Parallel, filmed under falling American bombs during the Vietnam War, Loridan-Ivens repurposes some of the cinematic techniques deployed in Chronicle of a Summer to serve as vehicles for the testimony of Vietnamese villagers fighting against the Americans. Although she came to cast retroactive doubt on some of her socialist commitments, the film represents an extraordinary attempt to shift positions from victim to ally in an internationalist struggle. In her memoir Ma vie balagan, Loridan-Ivens finds a nonredemptive metaphor through which to combine the various facets of her lifelong testimonial project. Describing her life as lived “under the sign of suitcases,” she concatenates the deep imprint of trauma and the itinerancy of long-distance solidarity.

Remaining with the theme of internationalism as a form of self-conscious implication, the final chapter, “‘Germany Is in Kurdistan’: Hito Steyerl’s Images of Implication,” considers an ongoing, multimedia project by a leading contemporary artist and theorist from Germany. In 1998, Hito Steyerl’s friend Andrea Wolf was murdered while fighting with Kurdish militants in southeastern Turkey. Renamed “Sehît Ronahî” (Martyr Ronahî), Wolf has been transformed into a lieu de mémoire of the Kurdish cause and of socialist internationalism through the production of books, posters, and videos and the dedication of a massive tomb to her memory in the region near Van where she died. In a series of videos, texts, and performances over the past decade and a half, the artist Steyerl has both participated in these acts of memorialization and created a countermemory of Wolf by interrogating the processes of remediation and heroization that followed her death. Simultaneously a personal act of mourning and the occasion for a complex reflection on internationalist politics and the contemporary regime of “traveling images,” Steyerl’s work illustrates how art and political violence are implicated in each other. In the Wolf series, both the artist and her friend are implicated subjects, and the interrogation of their implication leads Steyerl to develop a critical internationalism that rigorously examines failed elements of the socialist project while committing to new forms of solidarity in Kurdistan and beyond.

The murder of Andrea Wolf by the Turkish state could not be more different from the murder of Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman, but I use these two cases to frame my discussion of the implicated subject because both cases expose the complexities of historical and political responsibility. Like the “We are not Trayvon Martin” campaign, Steyerl’s Wolf series exemplifies how the possibility of solidarity can accompany the exploration of ongoing implication along with the recognition of some subjects’ radical vulnerability in the face of violence. The Kurdish cause for which Andrea Wolf fought—and the geography in which she fought for it—remains contested to this day. The ongoing nature of the conflict is primarily of human and political concern, but it also raises methodological questions about how to think about and respond to implication amid rapidly changing, still-unfolding events. The as yet unanswered Kurdish question provides an appropriate terminus for this book excavating the implicated subject. Caught between various secular nationalist and religious projects of domination, the Kurds remain among the largest populations of people without a state. Yet, despite a recent romance with the autonomous zone of Rojava and the struggle against ISIS, the international public remains mostly silent about their predicament. I thus cannot suppose that most of my readers will be deeply knowledgeable or concerned about the Kurdish cause. Nor is the history of the Kurds a history of pure innocence and permanent victim status—consider, for instance, the complicity of Kurdish perpetrators in the Armenian genocide or the violent and dogmatic leftism of the older PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party). At the same time, the Euro-American world is not innocent of implication in the plight of the Kurds, either: to the contrary, US and European policies continue to exacerbate the Kurds’ vulnerability. It is out of such political complexity, with which we may be intertwined even without knowing it, that a new politics must emerge: one that admits implication in collective scenarios of violence, recognizes the asymmetry of vulnerability, and builds differentiated solidarities across and beyond nation-states.


PART I

Long-Distance Legacies


1

The Transmission Belt of Domination

Theorizing the Implicated Subject

In a critical reckoning with the rise of the international human rights movement, Samuel Moyn charts how a concern for the lives of distant others became detached from a concern for social and economic justice. Despite the terms of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was “chock-full of economic and social rights”—albeit “only for those with citizenship”—the triumph of “globally minded organizations like Amnesty International” thirty years later “focused not on a broad set of economic and social rights but on human survival.”1 In this paradoxical situation, increasing cosmopolitan sentiment came to coexist with growing inequality: “As the notion of human rights spread, people found it easier to identify with strangers across borders. Yet at the same time, the liberalization of markets, the reliance on free trade, and the mission of governance to institutionalize both created vast gulfs of inequality. Human rights became our highest moral language even as the rich seized ever more power and wealth” (“Human Rights” n.p.). Moyn’s historicizing account points to the possibilities and limits of cosmopolitan solidarity within the framework of human rights: “the ideal of human rights . . . has left the globe more humane but enduringly unequal” (Not Enough 11).

Moyn confirms the skepticism of Robert Meister and Bruce Robbins, who focus attention on beneficiaries in order to counter the inability of contemporary human rights and humanitarian movements to address economic inequality.2 Although I agree with Moyn, Meister, and Robbins on the need to relink questions of social and economic justice with humanitarian and human rights concerns, the question of how to make such a link remains fraught. While Meister seeks to collapse the beneficiary with the perpetrator in order to bring inequality back into view, Robbins seeks to foreground the specificity of the beneficiary as a key category of analysis and potential political mobilization. Through the beneficiary, Robbins wants to extend and expand what he sees as a “concern for global justice [that] is in fact anchored in ordinary moral intuitions” regarding “causal linkages between the lucky and the unlucky” (25). My perspective rejects the conceptual collapse Meister proposes while building on the kinds of intuitions toward which Robbins directs our attention.

Yet, if the category of the beneficiary helps considerably in clarifying questions of economic inequality, it alone cannot bridge the divide that Moyn describes, because of the multiplicity of factors at stake in the striving for global justice. Robbins seeks to narrow his concerns to economic inequality between “the lucky and the unlucky” in the present; he thus largely eliminates the diachronic axis of beneficiary status, polarizes and homogenizes North/South relations, and excludes other markers of difference and inequality beyond the economic. Moyn, in contrast, calls for activists and thinkers to “supplement human rights with other ideals and projects” (“Human Rights” n.p.; my emphasis)—a formulation that leaves more room for a nuanced approach to intersecting forms of injustice and for alternative political visions, even as his focus remains, like Robbins’s, on re-centering economic (in)equality.

Because it does not submit to the either/or logic of the zero-sum game, an approach based on implication and the implicated subject keeps questions of economic inequality in view without sidelining other struggles and dilemmas. Such an approach reveals that the divergence Moyn maps between human rights and social justice derives, at least in part, from the implicit investment of human rights and humanitarian discourses in an “un-implicated” subject of concern who confronts a binary field of victims and perpetrators. That is, there is a difference between those proponents of human rights and humanitarianism in the Global North who see themselves as “disinterested spectators” of acts of victimization and those who recognize that they may be implicated in events that are happening to others (a point made powerfully in the work of William Kentridge, which I discuss in Chapter 3 and contrast to narratives of transitional justice). Implicated subjects possess multiple political, economic, and moral linkages to allegedly faraway injustices (as well as those closer to home). Positing an implicated subject thus opens up the possibility of understanding injustice and claims to justice from a multidimensional perspective. This chapter theorizes such a perspective by working through a genealogy of thinking on intersectionality, complicity, and responsibility. In offering that genealogy, I focus especially on work that brings questions of subjectivity, structural inequality, and histories of violence into conversation. While my approach is primarily analytical and conceptual, the purpose of positing the category of the implicated subject is to open up possibilities for solidarity across social locations. A clear understanding of one’s own implication in multileveled conditions of violence and injustice is not a sufficient condition for social change, but it may be a necessary step for the creation of alliances among differently situated subjects, an issue I return to especially in the last section of the book.

Although many of the cases I consider throughout can certainly be classified as responses to human rights violations—including genocide, slavery, colonial occupation, and the persecution of minority populations by nation-states—my focus is not primarily on human rights as such. I do, however, return to that topic explicitly in the final two chapters of the book. In Chapters 5 and 6, on Marceline Loridan-Ivens and Hito Steyerl, respectively, I suggest that human rights discourse constitutes an important form of internationalism, but also clarify its limits by contrasting it with socialist and anticolonial internationalisms and by putting forward an alternative framework based on implication. By shifting from human rights to implication, I move beyond approaches based on mere “human survival.” Those latter approaches tend to posit innocent victims, demonic perpetrators, and “caring” but detached bystanders. My intervention does not discount those subject positions (or the real gains that a human rights perspective offers), but rather involves placing a predominant focus on implicated subjects—a focus that does not rely on positing innocence, demonic evil, or detachment. In contrast to the ideal victims, perpetrators, and bystanders of humanitarian and human rights dramas, implicated subjects are morally compromised and most definitely attached—often without their conscious knowledge and in the absence of evil intent—to consequential political and economic dynamics. Because the position of the implicated subject has largely remained unnamed and unexplored, our accounts of trauma, violence, and power also remain incomplete; theorizing implication helps us explain how historical and contemporary forms of violence can be simultaneously pervasive and persistent, and yet so difficult to pin down and eradicate. Opening up the more ambiguous space of the implicated subject between and beyond the victim/perpetrator binary paradoxically provides a more precise picture of the production of damage and a better starting place for thinking about responsibility for historical and contemporary injustices than can clear-cut categories of guilt and innocence, not to mention detachment and disinterest.

My thinking on this ambiguous space has been shaped by a variety of thinkers who chart the zones of implication, even if they do not name them as such and generally have very different projects in mind. The heterogeneous genealogy that follows suggests that although the theory of implication illuminates the role of subjects who experience relative privilege in different contexts, the theoretical resources that help us formulate that account often derive from the experiences of relatively unprivileged subjects and from those who seek to think from their standpoints. Indeed, far from being epistemologically privileged, implicated subjects suffer from what the philosopher Charles Mills calls “structural group-based misrecognition,” that is, from forms of ignorance shaped by occupying privileged subject positions (according to race, gender, class, etc.) in unequal social systems.3 For Mills, whose primary focus is “white ignorance,” such forms of misrecognition are not “contingent,” but that does not mean they are inevitable: “there are typical ways of going wrong that need to be adverted to in the light of social structure and specific group characteristics, and one has a better chance of getting things right through a self-conscious recognition of their existence and corresponding self-distancing from them” (59). In other words, interrogating the position of the implicated subject offers epistemological and, eventually, political advantages precisely because it helps us access realms of social ignorance that are built into systems of power and privilege. I do not assume that most implicated subjects will “get things right,” in Mills’s terms, but rather proceed from the assumption that liberatory political projects emerging from any social location will benefit from taking the logic of implication into account.

In theorizing implication, I draw extensively on a tradition of reflection on victimhood, perpetration, responsibility, and memory that has emerged in my primary area of research, Holocaust and genocide studies, and supplement it with recent philosophical approaches to structural injustice. An important first step comes, however, with the black feminist theory of multiple oppressions, now commonly known as intersectionality. Intersectional thinking does not itself focus on the implicated subject—in fact it tends to foreground a standpoint far from that position—but its account of the social reveals the political necessity of working through questions of implication. In the following section we will see how the fact of implication arises from what the Combahee River Collective calls the “interlocking” nature of “systems of oppression.” Primo Levi makes that insight explicit by revealing how, even under the most extreme conditions of subjection imaginable, structures of power produce implicated subjects as a necessary effect. Reflecting on societies that give birth to such conditions reveals the need to think about responsibility beyond legalistic and individualist models, a task in which we are assisted by the German philosopher Karl Jaspers’s typologies of guilt. Hannah Arendt’s rethinking of guilt as collective responsibility then allows us to shift the temporal axis of analysis and grasp how unresolved historical injustices also reproduce implication and implicated subjects. Iris Marion Young illuminates the different forms of responsibility that attend structural and historical injustices, and Simona Forti reveals why the subject remains an essential category for thinking power even at the systemic scale and thus helps clarify why this book makes the category of the subject so central. What unites these very distinct thinkers is their commitment to thinking political and social dilemmas complexly—that is, beyond a monocausal frame—and to situating violence and injustice, even when it takes extreme forms, in shared institutions and everyday relations.

Drawing on these diverse sources allows me to formulate a theory of implication and the implicated subject that offers an alternative to the usual accounts of human rights violations and their aftermaths. Foregrounding implication instead of victimhood or perpetration allows us to emphasize the dynamic interplay between subjectivity, structural inequality, and historical violence; supplement absolutist moral ascriptions with more nuanced accounts of power; and above all, leave behind the detached and disinterested spectators who dominate discussions of distant suffering in favor of entangled, impure subjects of historical and political responsibility. The implicated subject, we will see, is a transmission belt of domination.

Intersectionality and the Problem of Coalition

Intersectional theory proves essential for theorizing implication because its account of the social helps us avoid the split between human rights and social equality that Moyn describes. Although the legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the concept of intersectionality in the late 1980s, its genealogy goes back much further.4 It has historical sources that date at least to the late nineteenth-century intellectual Anna Julia Cooper, but something close to what would later be called intersectionality received its first full articulation in “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” drafted by Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith, and Demita Frazier in 1977.5 Central to the statement is the insight—now widely shared, but revolutionary at the time—that “the major systems of oppression are interlocking” and require “the development of integrated analysis and practice” (15). The need for such an analytical perspective stemmed, according to the authors, from a dramatic gap in knowledge: “No one before has ever examined the multilayered texture of Black women’s lives” (20). Out of this analysis of the interlocking nature of oppression and the as yet unexplored texture of black women’s lives, the authors derive a radical politics: “We might use our position at the bottom . . . to make a clear leap into revolutionary action. If Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all the systems of oppression” (22–23). Here we arrive at the collective’s most powerful insight, as well as a problem for political analysis and organization. The “position at the bottom” has proven essential to thinking the complexity of power and can be a springboard for politics from below, but it also necessitates an expansion of alliances beyond that particular position: “The fact that individual Black feminists are living in isolation all over the country, that our own numbers are small, and that we have some skills in writing, printing, and publishing makes us want to carry out these kinds of projects as a means of organizing Black feminists as we continue to do political work in coalition with other groups” (25–26). In other words, a position at the intersection of multiple forms of oppression represents both an epistemologically powerful standpoint and a location from which to conceive politics, but the practice of politics nevertheless requires translocal organizing and coalitions with differently situated subjects. As collective member Demita Frazier later wrote, “We understood that coalition building was crucial to our own survival.”6

Such coalition building comes with intrinsic difficulties, however. As the statement details, solidarity with black men is essential to fighting racism, yet “we also struggle with Black men about sexism.” Conversely, if feminist solidarity is essential for tackling sexism, white women are often bonded with white men in a “negative solidarity as racial oppressors” (19). Although the collective’s statement originates the concept of identity politics—the idea that “the most profound and potentially most radical politics comes directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression” (19)—it also implies the need for a political vision that joins with others in the creation of politically effective alliances to confront one’s own oppression. To translate back into my own terms: the forging of solidarity necessarily entails alliances between subjects who are differentially implicated in the interlocking systems of oppression that the Combahee River Collective identifies.

Precisely because systems of oppression are interlocking, most people do not occupy the isolated “position at the bottom” that the collective illuminates, but, rather, more ambiguous, mixed positions in proximity to different vectors of power. Thus, while holding on to the fundamentally intersectional vision that the statement articulates—which is then developed by Crenshaw and many others in the following decades—I find it necessary to supplement this theory with an approach that starts from a different position, that of the implicated subject. The impure position of implicated subjects does not provide grounds for a “clear leap” into revolutionary politics, but it can be analytically and politically productive: it offers a position through which to understand the kinds of “negative solidarity” that the Combahee River Collective finds in subjects who acquiesce to power, and it helps to clarify the unevenness that must be confronted in the creation of political coalitions of differently situated subjects. The negative solidarity of implicated subjects is the building block of white supremacy and patriarchy; confronting white supremacy and patriarchy thus also involves the coming to consciousness of at least some of those implicated subjects. As the Combahee River Collective writes, “Eliminating racism in the white women’s movement is by definition work for white women to do, but we will continue to speak to and demand accountability on this issue” (27). In other words, confronting implication is the job of implicated subjects who need to be held accountable for their relations to histories of violence and current hierarchies of power.

In the Gray Zone

As the Combahee River Collective’s brief references to the ambiguous positions of black men and white women imply, subjects who can in certain positions be termed victims can also in other contexts become enmeshed in hierarchies of power. A few years after the collective’s statement first appeared, this insight received a significant elucidation in a very different context. In his final collection of essays, The Drowned and the Saved (orig. pub. 1986), Holocaust survivor and writer Primo Levi describes a space of complexity and ambiguity that bears an affinity to the space of implication and that he names “the gray zone.” Like the authors of the Combahee River Collective Statement, Levi was interested in the way degrees of privilege operate within starkly hierarchical relations of power. His primary focus was not the everyday, structural forms of oppression diagnosed by the Combahee River Collective, but the exceptional world of the “concentrationary universe.” Yet, Levi’s approach to that universe was one that put it in dialogue with more familiar operations of domination. As he wrote in the preface to The Drowned and The Saved, “The Lagers constituted a system that was widespread, complex, and deeply ingrained in the daily life of the country. This system has been described, correctly, as the ‘univers concentrationnaire,’ but it was not a closed universe. Large and small industrial firms, farms, and weapons factories took advantage of the almost costless workforce provided by the camps.”7 In addition to describing how human rights violations are inscribed in larger economic relations, Levi’s attention to the “open” nature of carceral spaces proves useful in thinking power in the context of implication.

Furthemore, Levi calls for an approach to the Nazi genocide and camp system that breaks with the simplified, moralistic framework that has defined the dominant cultural memory of the Holocaust. To this day, such conventional understandings seek “clarity and sharp distinctions,” tend to “divide the field between ‘us’ and ‘them,’” and “separate evil from good” (2431, 2430). In contrast, Levi points to the “incredibly complicated internal structure” (2435) of the Nazi-created camp world:

The network of human relationships inside the concentration camps was not simple: it could not be reduced to two blocs, victims and persecutors. . . . What made the entry into the camps such a shock was, instead, the surprise that came with it. The world into which you felt you had fallen was indeed harrowing, but it was also indecipherable. It did not resemble any model. The enemy was outside but also inside. There was no clearly defined “us.” There were more than two contenders, and, rather than one border, there were many blurred borders, perhaps countless, one between every person and every other. (2431)

Anatomizing the “indecipherable,” “blurred” spaces of the Nazi camps, Levi’s essay is concerned primarily, though not uniquely, with the impact on camp inmates of being submerged in a world of arbitrary but total violence (hence the Italian title of Levi’s work, I sommersi e i salvati—which we could translate more literally as “The Submerged and the Saved”). The impact of that experience of the camps, as Levi repeatedly asserts, was not ennobling; it was instead corrupting. The camps were set up to make victims complicit in their own victimization and thus to blur the distinctions that have buttressed simplified understandings of the Nazi era—hence Levi’s reference to “gray” as opposed to “black and white” as the emblematic color schema of the camp experience. To understand the gray zone is to understand that the process of victimization in the camps does not only produce victims who are clearly set against perpetrators, but, in addition, creates a whole cast of characters marked by shades or degrees of complicity who are not easy to place on either moral or juridical maps. In breaking with stereotypical notions of the “innocent victim,” the gray zone troubles not only conventional morality but also legal judgment and historical understanding.

Dedicated “to explor[ing] the space that separates the victims from the tormentors (and not only in the Nazi Lagers),” Levi uses the gray zone to name a phenomenon grounded in the specificities of the Nazi camp system and to open up a field of inquiry whose relevance exceeds the twelve years of National Socialist terror (2433).8 His essay anatomizes power and domination—not genocide as such—as they unfold in situations of “extreme duress.”9 In this sense, the concept of the gray zone can transcend the Holocaust and take on a broader reach related to the exploration of implication and implicated subjects. Yet, like all concepts, the gray zone has its limits, which derive in particular from the kinds of spaces and subjects Levi is dedicated to exploring.

Levi’s imagination of space is multidimensional and characterized by heterogeneity. Yet, at the same time—and for obvious reasons having to do with his subject matter—Levi’s primary concerns are with ostensibly exceptional spaces such as camps and ghettos and with the model (or perversion) of power that accompanies such spaces. To what extent does that spatial configuration remain pertinent today? On the one hand, it seems obvious that concentrationary structures continue to abound in our world and perhaps have become even more common: from the extensive prison system in the United States that locks up a breathtaking number of people of color to the refugee facilities around the world that hold millions of people in search of better living conditions. I would not call these situations genocidal (though some would), but they are certainly sites where highly policed spaces combine with “extreme duress” and the possibility of death; they are thus likely to produce versions of the gray zone despite their considerable differences from the Nazi camps Levi described.10 On the other hand, despite continuities, systems of power have certainly changed since the construction (and destruction) of the Lager (the German word Levi favors for naming the camps). According to the philosopher Gilles Deleuze, we have moved from the dominance of disciplinary societies based on “vast spaces of enclosure”—like the factories, prisons, and schools considered in the path-breaking work of Michel Foucault—to the more fluid dominance of “societies of control.”11 In Deleuze’s words, “Enclosures are molds, distinct castings, but controls are a modulation, like a self-deforming cast that will continuously change from one moment to the other” (4). Writing in 1990, Deleuze captures something important about the transformation of power in the late twentieth century, but today it is hard to overlook the fact that prisons have proliferated rather than disappeared. Thus, instead of relegating Levi’s discussion of the Lager to an outmoded system of power, it might make more sense to suggest that Levi’s model captures the overlap of discipline and control that we find in our world: he focuses on spaces of enclosure, but he talks about them in terms that suggest the modulations Deleuze associates with contemporary configurations of power.

A similar double-sidedness marks Levi’s discussion of the figures or subjects who inhabit the gray zone. An important outcome of Levi’s focus on enclosures is that the range of subjects he discusses seems to fall on a continuum between victims and perpetrators. On the one hand, this continuum is complex, and people can occupy multiple positions at the same time (as victims, perpetrators, and collaborators, for instance)—a multiplicity fundamental to what I call “complex implication.” On the other hand, however, the focus on camps and ghettos almost inevitably leaves out individuals and groups who played key roles in the Nazi system and genocide, but were not so often found in the spaces of enclosure themselves and cannot necessarily be counted among either the victims or the perpetrators. We might expect those conventionally called bystanders, for instance, to be central to discussion of the kind of ambiguous morality that characterizes the gray zone—especially since Levi references such figures in the preface to his collection—but they remain outside his purview in the essay. Connecting the gray zone to contemporary problems of power and domination brings the issue into even greater relief: certainly today, power and domination function at scales well beyond the closed spaces Levi anatomized and increasingly without obvious, direct perpetrators. In this context, the category of bystanders is insufficient.

Because of its intensive nature as a highly concentrated space of duress, the gray zone does not map perfectly onto the space of implication. Yet, as with the Combahee River Collective, there is much we can take from Levi’s investigations: we can hold on to the sense of moral ambiguity that does not fall into relativism; the recognition that subjects can occupy multiple positions simultaneously or in succession (a recognition also present in the collective’s consideration of black men and white women); the insight that power and domination work precisely by co-opting their targets; the non-purist approach to victimization, which does not require victims to remain innocent in order to claim justice; and the sense that different modes of power, such as discipline and control, build on each other. While Levi helps us especially to rethink the position of the victim, he does not explore in any detail the position of the dominant subject aligned with power who remains outside the direct lines of perpetration.12 A theory of the implicated subject draws inspiration from Levi’s nuanced vision of power, but puts those subjects aligned, however indirectly, with power at the center of analysis. Such a theory also supplements Levi’s focus on the enclosed spaces of disciplinary society with attention to the modulations that connect dispersed subjects in a world where power does not require enclosures to produce its perverse effects of contamination. Systems of what Deleuze calls control produce implicated subjects in more subtle and far-reaching ways than do disciplinary systems. Finally, the theory of implication twists the temporal axis, so that the kinds of in-between spaces Levi finds in the Lager can be claimed for an approach to historical responsibility as well.

From Guilt to Responsibility: Karl Jaspers and Hannah Arendt

Writing of the Sonderkommandos, those teams of mostly Jewish prisoners forced to work in and around the gas chambers and crematoria, Levi concludes: “I ask that the history of the ‘crematorium crows’ be pondered with compassion and rigor, but that any judgment of them be suspended” (2449). In the face of prisoners suffering the extreme circumstances that define the gray zone, it makes sense to suspend judgment and to bracket considerations of responsibility. Here lies yet another difference from the cases of implication explored in this book. Implicated subjects may of course experience degrees of coercion, but the realm of implication is above all a realm of conscious and unconscious consent, a place where privileges are enjoyed and historical legacies shunted aside, whether through deliberate denial or through what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick calls “the privilege of unknowing.”13 The realm of implication is also a site from which to launch a new consideration of collective responsibility.

Although the concentration and extermination camps do not lend themselves to facile translation in matters of judgment, Nazi Germany, the society that created them, has served as a focal point for some of the past century’s most important reflections on legal, moral, and political responsibility. Reflections on Nazi society travel more easily to other contexts than those focused uniquely on the camps because the former are forced to address the widespread everyday complicity and indifference that accompanied the Nazis’ construction of a racial state along with the genocidal projects that followed from it. Such complicity and indifference do not constitute “unique” characteristics of German society. Indeed, histories of the Holocaust have now begun to use a wider lens to track the European dimensions of the moral and political collapse that enabled genocide. My concerns are even broader, however, for similar social dynamics accompany the production of suffering and death when the latter take less extreme—or simply different—forms than what the Nazis perpetrated. Some of these post-Holocaust reflections provide rich conceptual materials that can help orient explorations of implication farther afield, but they need to be supplemented as well by approaches that start from other historical and political scenes.

An important opening occurs in the series of lectures the German philosopher Karl Jaspers gave just a few months after the defeat of the National Socialist regime. In these lectures, which became the basis for his 1946 book Die Schuldfrage (The Question of German Guilt), Jaspers directly confronts his fellow countrymen’s resistance to the Nuremberg trials being staged by the victorious Allies.14 He partially acknowledges the grounds of that resistance when he argues against the notion that Germans share an undifferentiated “collective guilt” in the wake of the criminality of the Nazi period.15 This notion was not the presupposition of the trials, although it was in the air and may have been fostered by other Allied policies. At the same time, however, Jaspers seeks to conceptualize the distinctive forms of guilt that attend the perpetration of collective violence in order to convince his compatriots that they do possess a share of responsibility for the catastrophic events that had just taken place. In order to “clarif[y] the meaning of the charges” being brought against Germany and Germans, Jaspers famously distinguishes between criminal guilt, political guilt, moral guilt, and metaphysical guilt. Criminal guilt refers to individually committed crimes that “violate unequivocal laws” and are “capable of objective proof.” Because criminal guilt is tied to the identifiable actions of concrete individuals, it cannot be abstracted into a notion of all-encompassing collective guilt. Political guilt, in contrast, supposes that “everybody is co-responsible for the way he is governed,” a form of responsibility that “results in my having to bear the consequences of the deeds of the state whose power governs me and under whose order I live.” The concept of moral guilt returns us to the individual because it involves taking responsibility for “all my deeds, including the execution of political and military orders.” Finally, metaphysical guilt derives from “a solidarity among men as human beings that makes each co-responsible for every wrong and every injustice in the world, especially for crimes committed in his presence or with his knowledge” (25–26). Such a metaphysical notion of guilt can be seen at play in the versions of human rights and humanitarianism explored critically by Moyn and Robbins; it opens up a cosmopolitan realm of concern without specifying the forms of social, political, and economic causality that materially link the “guilty” to those who are suffering.

These four forms of “guilt” can be grouped together in different ways.16 We might say for the sake of clarity that in contrast to criminal guilt, the other three categories are best understood as forms of responsibility that extend beyond the jurisdiction of the law. Yet, moral and metaphysical responsibility resemble criminal guilt insofar as they concern individuals qua individuals; political guilt, in contrast, is Jaspers’s only category that treats individuals as members of collectives, an important prerequisite for thinking about implication. If we distinguish how the four categories correspond to either public or private concerns, a different pattern emerges. Jaspers argues that criminal and political guilt involve charges brought “from without”—by courts or by the victorious powers—while moral and metaphysical guilt involve charges brought “from within, by [the guilty party’s] own soul” (33). This public/private distinction has consequences for what follows from these charges. Accused individual criminals, such as those in the docks at Nuremberg, can be punished by imprisonment or even death. Those collectives marked by political guilt, such as German citizens at the time of the Nazi regime, are subject to “liability” (Haftung; also, accountability and responsibility); they may be obligated to make reparation (Wiedergutmachung) or find their “political power and political rights limited” in a version of what scholars of transitional justice call lustration (30). Instead of leading to punishment, reparation, or lustration, moral and metaphysical charges that come “from within” demand penance and self-transformation (30). Jaspers was most interested in these latter, internal forms of guilt, while my interest lies primarily with public and collective forms of responsibility, that is, with versions of “political guilt.”

Jaspers’s typology was an important counterpoint to apologetic German discourses of the early postwar period. As Anson Rabinbach comments, “Among German intellectuals [of the time] he was practically alone in publicly acknowledging” the extent and seriousness of National Socialist crimes (130). Although situated in the very particular climate of immediate postdefeat Germany, Jaspers’s approach also remains a useful, if limited, resource for thinking about responsibility and implication in broader contexts. Negotiation of the forms of guilt enumerated by Jaspers characterizes the processes of transitional justice and postconflict reconciliation that have proliferated in recent decades but that received important impetus from the Nuremberg moment upon which the German philosopher was also reflecting. Simultaneously, by moving discussion of responsibility beyond the sole category of criminal guilt, Jaspers helps us understand the limits of the Nuremberg model, which, as Mahmood Mamdani argues, does not translate well to other situations of transition.17 With its distinct but interacting categories, The Question of German Guilt draws attention to the problem of how to think about people who are implicated in events in which they may not be directly involved as active, criminally culpable participants.

Yet, numerous shortcomings characterize Jaspers’s discussion, including his splitting of public and private responsibilities and his appeal to metaphysical, religious conceptions; together, these characteristics of his thought risk resulting in a depoliticized notion of guilt, as Hannah Arendt wrote to Jaspers in a well-known letter from 1946.18 In that letter, Arendt points to other limits in the applicability of “criminal guilt” to the Nazi genocide, asserting that these “crimes . . . explode the limits of law”: “this guilt, in contrast to all criminal guilt, oversteps and shatters any and all legal systems” (Correspondence 54). Whether or not a notion of criminal guilt is at all adequate to genocide, further questions of responsibility remain that apply equally to situations less obviously monstrous. A key limit of Jaspers’s approach for understanding implicated subjects is the foreshortened nature of his conceptualization of guilt. That is, since he was writing in the immediate and overwhelming aftermath of the war, his analysis does not extend to the question of responsibility for events that are distant in time, although, as Rabinbach notes, he did believe that “any future German state would become responsible for the crimes of the former, and that political responsibility . . . would be an integral part of postwar Germany” (164).

Arendt, who was also interested in illuminating the problems of judgment and responsibility in the face of extremity, returned to these questions in the wake of the Eichmann trial.19 At that point, she both shifted her perspective toward a greater emphasis on accountability and broadened her concerns by opening them onto more everyday matters. In the lectures “Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship” (1964) and “Collective Responsibility” (1968), she is at pains to distinguish something like what Jaspers called criminal guilt—which she now sees as essential to holding perpetrators responsible for their actions—from forms of collective, political responsibility (which are related to what Jaspers called “political guilt”). She writes, “There is such a thing as responsibility for things one has not done; one can be held liable for them. But there is no such thing as being or feeling guilty for things that happened without oneself actively participating in them.”20 Arendt is wrong from a psychological perspective: it is possible to feel guilty for things in which one has not actively participated. Indeed, the semantic ambiguity of “guilt,” situated as it is between emotion and law, has consequences for coming to terms with implication, and analysts need to keep in mind the power of such “mistaken” emotions. Nevertheless, Arendt’s responsibility/guilt distinction is useful in clarifying both synchronic and diachronic forms of implication.

On the synchronic side, Arendt’s distinction illuminates people’s relationship to events that are unfolding around them but in which they do not necessarily participate directly. Thus, in describing the “moral problems” posed by the National Socialist regime, Arendt writes of a situation that echoes the Combahee River Collective’s notion of negative solidarity among black men and white women: “What disturbed us was the behavior not of our enemies but of our friends, who had done nothing to bring this situation about. They were not responsible for the Nazis, they were only impressed by the Nazi success and unable to pit their own judgment against the verdict of History, as they read it.”21 In other words, the “complex political problem” posed by Nazism engendered a moral collapse that tore apart the preexisting solidarities and friendships of everyday life. In such a situation—the “intrusion of criminality into the public realm”—a broad form of implication arises: “whoever participates in public life at all, regardless of party membership or membership in the elite formations of the regime, is implicated in one way or another in the deeds of the regime as a whole” (“Personal Responsibility” 33). Arendt’s opening up of this realm of implication complements the notion of “the gray zone” that Levi would later describe. While Levi’s primary concern was the way that victims were incorporated into and contaminated by the construction of a concentrationary universe that sought to blur the distinctions between victims and perpetrators, Arendt inverts the angle of vision: she allows us to see how a dictatorship draws privileged subjects into forms of implication that differ from perpetration and criminal guilt but are nevertheless essential to the catastrophe of absolute power.

Although Arendt conceptualized these distinctions between different forms of guilt and responsibility by reflecting on life under dictatorship—and under National Socialism in particular—she also opened up a more general issue that has a diachronic, or historical, dimension as well. As her comment about “feeling guilty for things that happened without oneself actively participating in them” (my emphasis) already suggests, Arendt was not only thinking about everyday life in Nazi Germany, but was simultaneously confronting questions of responsibility in the aftermath of political violence. In her essay “Collective Responsibility,” this line of thought starts from reflection on the confluence of a contemporary problem—the fact that “so many good white liberals confess to guilt feelings with respect to the Negro question”—and the historical problem of the legacies of extremity in a re-normalized political culture: “the cry ‘We are all guilty’” by post-Holocaust Germans (“Collective Responsibility” 147). Arendt’s discussion bears on all societies. Her worry is that by confusing guilt (something that can only pertain to one’s own deeds) with responsibility (which can pertain to things one has not done), the claim that “we are all guilty” “only serve[s] to exculpate to a considerable degree those who actually were guilty. Where all are guilty, nobody is” (147). Guilt, then, is always contemporaneous with the life of the perpetrator of a deed. In contrast, responsibility not only encompasses those implicated at the time of the events without directly participating in them (the disappointing “friends” referenced above), but also political communities that are transgenerational in nature. Arendt’s example is Napoleon Bonaparte, who on becoming ruler of France declared (in her words), “I assume responsibility for everything France has done from the time of Charlemagne to the terror of Robespierre” (150). In this political realm, we might indeed be called upon to say that “we are all responsible,” but the “we” in this formulation differs from the “we” in “we are all guilty”: in Jaspers’s terms, we have shifted from (a misconstrued) criminal guilt to (a justly embraced) political guilt. With her example of Napoleon assuming France’s history, Arendt specifies that responsibility is a diachronic as well as synchronic phenomenon: “We are always held responsible for the sins of our fathers as we reap the rewards of their merits; but we are of course not guilty of their misdeeds, either morally or legally, nor can we ascribe their deeds to our own merits” (150). Although not guilty of what precedes us, we remain captive to a communal responsibility by virtue of our participation in a collective way of life.

Arendt uses an ironic metaphor to describe misapplied political guilt: we inherit “the sins of our fathers.” In doing so, she reveals the familial and ultimately ethnicizing tendencies of the model of collective guilt. The reason white liberals’ claim that “we are all guilty” or “we are all George Zimmerman” fails as a response to structural racism is that it ends up reproducing the very racialized structure of society that lies behind the problem. In contrast, political responsibility understood as implication has the potential to break with such homogeneously imagined collectives. Indeed, Arendt’s implicit example of how responsibility and guilt do not line up—and cannot be imagined along the lines of families or ethnicities—is the outsider or immigrant who joins a new national collective: “We can escape [our] political and strictly collective responsibility only by leaving the community, and since no man can live without belonging to some community, this would simply mean to exchange one community for another and hence one kind of responsibility for another” (“Collective Responsibility” 150).22 Unlike guilt, which for Arendt is strictly individual, responsibility does not derive primarily from personal characteristics, but rather from our nature as social beings. Arendt makes this clear in the passage I have used as an epigraph to this book: “This vicarious responsibility for things we have not done, this taking upon ourselves the consequences for things we are entirely innocent of, is the price we pay for the fact that we live our lives not by ourselves but among our fellow men, and that the faculty of action, which, after all, is the political faculty par excellence, can be actualized only in one of the many and manifold forms of human community” (157–58). Since we live among others, our models of responsibility must leave behind the individualist assumptions of liberal legal culture and its emphasis on individualized guilt and consider instead what it means to act collectively—which also means indirectly and at a distance—both for good and for bad.

This distinction between guilt and responsibility allows us to see again, but in slightly different terms, the productivity of the enunciation “We are not Trayvon Martin,” which we discussed at length in the Introduction. Defined negatively, the slogan acknowledges the force of racial categorization but does not reproduce its categories—hence, not only white Americans embraced the slogan, but also immigrants, women of color, and others. Arendt’s discussion of the distinction between guilt and collective responsibility helps us see that in order for the category of implicated subjects to map injustices in a meaningful way it has to acknowledge the efficacy of dominant imaginations of group belonging (e.g., race) without simply repeating them. Implicated subjects neither possess an identity nor arise from a process of identification (“we are all X”). Rather, to be an implicated subject is to occupy a particular type of subject position in a history of injustice or structure of inequality—a history or structure one may enter, like an immigrant, long after the injustice at issue has been initiated or, like a beneficiary of global capitalism, far from its epicenter of exploitation. Just as the subject positions any given person occupies are necessarily multiple, the forms of implication in which people find themselves are frequently crosscutting. Although some people are consistently and systematically privileged (or deprivileged) by the intersectional nature of social categories (the focus of the Combahee River Collective), most people find themselves caught between legacies and actualities that project more complex and ambiguous patterns of power. To paraphrase Primo Levi, the zone of implication possesses an “incredibly complicated internal structure” (2435).

Attending to this complex structure requires tools such as those developed by feminists of color for the purposes of intersectional analysis; such analyses track the ways multiple categories, such as race and gender, inevitably interact and condition each other and thus cannot be thought in isolation. But the wide compass of Arendt’s notion of collective responsibility and the particular internal structure of the Lager described by Levi—the hybrid positioning of some prisoners as implicated in the terrors of the camps—also highlight a potential pitfall of intersectional approaches. As Jasbir Puar has warned with respect to queer intersectional analyses, attending primarily to the concatenation of multiple forms of oppression may lead to the positing of “an impossible transcendent subject who is always already conscious of the normativizing forces of power and always able to subvert, resist, or transgress them.” Such analyses “may fail to subject their own frames to the very critique they deploy.” They may end up, in other words, denying their own implication in power: “It is precisely by denying culpability or assuming that one is not implicated in violent relations toward others, that one is outside them, that violence can be perpetuated. Violence, especially of the liberal varieties, is often most easily perpetrated in the spaces and places where its possibility is unequivocally denounced.”23 A theory of implication takes on board the complexity of social categories first articulated by intersectional feminism, but it follows Levi, Arendt, and Puar in drawing attention to the uneven intersection of those categories: the fact that—except for some fantasized ultimate victim or resistance fighter—most subjects find themselves enmeshed in histories and structures of violence they may not realize they inhabit and help prop up. In Arendt’s terms, they may not be guilty of inaugurating those histories and structures, but by virtue of inhabiting them they are politically responsible. Analysis of implication refuses a moralization of politics by remaining skeptical of assertions of purity.

From Subject to Structure and Back

Arendt’s notion of political responsibility helps open up a broad, worldly terrain for thinking a politics of implication in the shades of gray that Primo Levi identified in the more restricted space of the Lager. Arendt, however, leaves underdetermined the prerequisites for ascriptions of responsibility, because she focuses primarily, as did Jaspers in his discussion of political guilt, on the mere fact of membership in a nation-state. In Iris Marion Young’s last, posthumously published book, Responsibility for Justice, the political theorist engages with the strengths and limits of Arendt’s thought in order to make an argument for structure as the subject of justice and for a “social connection” model of responsibility.24 By focusing on structural injustice, Young seeks to develop a way of thinking about the politics of justice that provides an alternative to a strict focus on individual responsibility—a framework in which Arendt largely remains, despite her emphasis on the importance of living in community. The theory of implication and the implicated subject foregrounds entanglements between subjects and social structures; Young provides essential resources for the movement from subject to structure.

Young draws fundamentally, but critically, on Arendt’s distinction between guilt and responsibility (see esp. 75–93). For Arendt, as we have seen, guilt is always individual and imagined as direct criminal responsibility (or negligence) leading to a harm. In cases of guilt—as in Jaspers’s “criminal guilt”—a linear mode of causality links a guilty agent to a crime or injustice. In cases of responsibility, Arendt posits, mere membership in a group already suffices to connect one to an injustice; one need not have taken any linear, causal action. (Note the phrase “things we have not done” in my epigraph passage.) Young builds on this distinction but argues against Arendt (and, I would add, Jaspers) that mere membership in a group, such as a nation-state, does not entail responsibility. Rather, responsibility (as opposed to guilt) arises in situations where one’s actions contribute to structural injustices—a somewhat narrower range of situations than those that Arendt imagines with her more encompassing notion of membership as leading to responsibility. In the situations Young envisions, injustice derives not from distinct individual actions, however, but rather from the sum total of complexly interacting behaviors that indirectly and inadvertently produce some sort of harm.25 One is responsible insofar as one contributes to that sum, not simply because one is a member of the polity in which the injustice takes place: “responsibility in relation to injustice thus derives not from living under a common constitution, but rather from participating in the diverse institutional processes that produce structural injustice” (105). An important corollary of Young’s revision of Arendt is that it allows us to think beyond the nation-state when we think about participation in injustice, since “institutional processes” are not limited to such a narrowly defined terrain; this represents a necessary advance for dealing with the kinds of implication that characterize a globalized world without resorting to a metaphysical notion of guilt such as that offered by Jaspers or to the disinterested spectators of humanitarianism and human rights.

Young further distinguishes guilt from responsibility by virtue of their respective temporalities: guilt always points backwards toward a crime to which an agent is linked and for which that agent must be held accountable; responsibility involves commitment to transforming structural injustices in future-oriented actions: “one has the responsibility always now, in relation to current events and in relation to their future consequences” (92; see 108–9). The types of remediating action necessary also distinguish guilt from responsibility; while retributive or restorative forms of justice in which individuals are held to account for their deeds characterize situations of guilt, responsibility always involves collective action, because the injustices it seeks to address are structural and not “event-like” deeds (109–13). In the final chapters of this book, on Loridan-Ivens and Hito Steyerl, I explore the possibilities and limits of internationalism as one future-oriented model for addressing injustice in collective forms.

The diffusion of agency in structural injustices calls for a shift in thinking about politics and morality away from the assignation of guilt and toward a broader conception of what it means to participate in and be responsible for injustices. Instead of isolating perpetrators via judgments about liability (which continues to be relevant in more straightforward cases), the social connection model of responsibility illuminates shared responsibility, brings “background conditions” into the conversation (instead of assuming that crimes are “deviations” from otherwise just conditions), and looks forward toward new kinds of collective action in the name of justice (see esp. 105–13). Young does not suggest that isolating guilty perpetrators as causal agents of injustice is never valid; rather, she argues that many pressing injustices involve structural conditions that we cannot adequately explain through reference to what I call the victim/perpetrator imaginary. Her approach thus opens up space for thinking the implicated subject. The social connection model helps move the discussion of justice beyond criminal guilt toward questions of structural injustice and the more complicated notions of causality that come with it. It also helps clarify the basis for the notion of implication and, as we have seen in the Introduction, allows us to distinguish implication from complicity, which, Young argues, is generally modeled on liability.26

Young focuses primarily on present-day injustices through examples such as vulnerability to homelessness and sweatshop labor. The former serves as an example of a nation-based injustice that may involve particular criminal acts (such as discriminatory landlords), but primarily results from an amalgam of structural features that would be present even if all relevant agents acted ethically. The example of sweatshops allows Young to parry claims that relations of justice must be restricted to the territory of the nation-state. Rather, the global apparel industry connects people and corporations across borders and—although certainly marked by unscrupulous actors at various levels—produces injustices for workers that cannot be explained simply by the liability model or individualized modes of guilt.

In addition to this focus on present-day injustices, Responsibility for Justice also includes a brief—and incomplete—discussion of historical injustices, which Young sees as equally illuminated by the social connection model. Here her primary example is the legacy of slavery in the United States, but she apparently intended to include further discussion of the legacies of colonialism in Africa and the dispossession of indigenous peoples in North America. Young argues convincingly that the liability model does not adequately describe historical injustices of these kinds because often the original victims and perpetrators are no longer alive, and thus no one exists who could be declared guilty. Yet, unlike those who draw the conclusion from this inaccessibility of the original agents that the past is therefore irrelevant to contemporary injustices, Young proposes that historical injustices contribute to the structural conditions of the present and seeks to apply the social connection model to these historical cases: “An account of the continuities of present with past injustices is important . . . for understanding how the present conditions are structural, how those structures have evolved, and where intervention to change them may be most effective” (181–82).

Thinking about historical injustices in terms of the social connection model instead of the liability model has consequential implications for the elimination of injustice. Young opposes reparations as a remedy for structural injustices such as slavery in which neither perpetrators nor victims remain alive because such a remedy relies on the liability model to attempt to correct what are today structural legacies of past policies and actions.27 Shifting from liability to social connection in confronting historical injustices allows her to argue both that history matters—any “society aiming to transform present structures of injustice requires a reconstitution of its historical imaginary” (182)—and that politics involves a broadly shared societal responsibility to take collective action in the present to transform institutions and conditions that propagate the aftereffects of unjust histories. Historical injustice itself cannot be undone; but this “irrevocability of unrepaired past injustices makes those of us in the present responsible for facing up to its facticity.” We must “deal with [that past] as memory” (182). Although predominantly focused on the present and the future, Young also echoes Bevernage’s theorization of the “irrevocable” and makes the case for the entanglement of diachronic and synchronic axes. Yet, if Young offers one of the most powerful accounts of structural injustice and thus of both synchronic and diachronic implication, she does not have as much to say about the forms of subjectivity that accompany and enable implication.

Against the Dostoevsky Paradigm: Mediocre Demons and the Question of the Subject

In asking us to think about political responsibility in structural terms, Young helps fill in the political space between perpetrators and victims: she shows how the production of injustice and processes of victimization do not necessarily result from deliberate acts of evil or a particular will to violence, but rather from an accumulation of distinct, dispersed actions. In focusing our attention on the structural production of harm, she implicitly continues the work of the Combahee River Collective, which focused similarly on interlocking systems of power. She also moves us beyond what the philosopher Simona Forti calls the “Dostoevsky paradigm”: a belief that evil happens in scenarios featuring absolutely diabolical perpetrators and absolutely innocent victims in which the “abyssal freedom of a subject who had taken the place of God” plays itself out in “the perverse jouissance of the death impulse.”28 Yet, if Young implicitly shares Forti’s critique of radical evil, she does not go on to describe what kinds of subjects are necessary to the production of structural injustices. Although she is critical of Arendt for privileging “mere” membership in a nation-state as the basis of collective responsibility, Young leaves vague both the nature of those structures as well as the subjects who inhabit them. Forti helps to fill in the latter gap in Young’s uncompleted argument. Urging readers to put aside the “demonic” account associated with the Russian novelist Dostoevsky, Forti focuses instead on “mediocre demons”—those normative subjects who contribute to the production of violence and the propagation of power through less dramatic, everyday behaviors. Although her examples come primarily from extreme historical experiences such as the Holocaust, Forti grounds these experiences in processes that echo Young’s account of structural injustice and that take inspiration from Levi’s account of the gray zone. Indeed, Forti describes the degradation in the Nazi camps as the result of “a dense but ordinary weave of intentions, actions, and objectives whose weft proved fatal” (308).

In addition to Levi, Forti draws significantly on Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality and Foucault’s exploration of biopower to put forward a theory of power and violence that focuses on obedience instead of transgression. Forti points to continuities between Christianity’s pastoral power and modern systems of democratic government: “pastoral power establishes the value of passivity as a general rule of conduct, a value that becomes a universal virtue in a democracy” (227). Passivity, consent to authority, and the “normativity of nonjudgment”—all aspects of obedience—serve as the “carrier[s] of political evil, as its effective transmission belt” (179). Supplementing this focus on obedience with Foucault’s work on biopower allows Forti to assert that the potential for evil resides not in a nihilistic death impulse but rather in the “maxim[ization] of the value of life—its preservation, the increase of its intensity, its duration, the optimization of its production capacity” (176; my emphasis). If obedience derives from a commitment to life, then power works through this commitment to enhance forms of domination. This provocative argument finds fulfillment in Forti’s original analysis of the gray zone as the paradoxical site of such a commitment: Levi’s essay investigates, she argues, “how, in certain circumstances, the thousand threads of the desire for life and the many faces of consent to authority provoked by the desire for life bind themselves together to the point of fusing into total domination of man over man” (308). In other words, because Levi’s hybrid “prisoner-functionaries” are bound to life, they end up enlisted in the production of death.

Most important for the project at hand, Forti combines (in a way that Young does not) focus on the subjective dimension of desire and consent with attention to the structural level, the “dense but ordinary weave of intentions, actions, and objectives” (although her attention to structure is less sociologically grounded than Young’s). The forms of domination that derive from the structural and subjective problem of obedience, as Levi already noted, cannot be submitted to “dualistic theories” of victims and perpetrators, even if that insight comes “at the painful, disturbing price of discovering that the status of victim does not in itself confer a certificate of innocence” (Forti 309). Crucial to the project of theorizing the implicated subject, however, Forti clarifies that the rejection of a binary schema of opposed figures does not lessen the importance of the subject, but rather heightens the need to take subjectivity into account. In Forti’s words, “when dualism—both political and moral—is abandoned, it is subjectivity that calls out to be investigated: not only and not so much because it is the bearer of wicked dispositions, but because it very often serves as the involuntary support of domination” (310; my emphasis). We thus arrive at the position of what I call the implicated subject. Emerging from a densely woven zone of interaction, the implicated subject is a “support of domination” that cannot simply be identified as a bearer of wickedness or an agent of violence. In this scenario, as in Levi’s account of the gray zone proper, ambiguity is productive: it is precisely the difficult-to-locate position between victims and perpetrators that makes implicated subjects useful to power, that makes them, in Forti’s words, “transmission belts” of domination.

Conclusion: Implication, Memory, Human Rights

Forti’s understanding of the subject as a support and transmission belt of domination is especially clarifying for forms of implication that are still unfolding in the present. Is it equally helpful in illuminating diachronic implication? Although each form of implication has its specificities, synchronic and diachronic forms are almost always entangled. On the one hand, diachronic implication involves what Robbins calls the “ongoing” relevance of the past in the present (148–49); a past that is cut off entirely from the present does not implicate contemporary subjects. On the other hand, contemporary structures are themselves always outcomes of diachronic processes; economic inequality is not simply a synchronic phenomenon, but the result of history. As we have already seen, Young proposes that “an account of the continuities of present with past injustices is important . . . for understanding how the present conditions are structural, how those structures have evolved, and where intervention to change them may be most effective” (181–82). Although I am not sure that recourse to “continuities” is the best way to describe this past-present relation—Bevernage’s notion of the irrevocable suggests instead a more uneven form of “nonspatial proximity” (4)—I agree with Young that present conditions always possess (and are possessed by) a historical dimension. But does that mean, as Young implies, that reckoning with history is necessary to their solution? In his account of the beneficiary, Robbins is skeptical; he believes that too much of a focus on past atrocities can “sidetrack” the quest for justice in the present (146). Robbins is right that a risk exists of “inward-turning paralysis [following] all too naturally from seeing oneself as the beneficiary of atrocities in the past, atrocities that can never be erased” (147). But the opposite risk is equally pressing: that ignoring those past atrocities will only help contemporary structures stabilize themselves and accommodate superficial changes.

Here we return full circle to the intersectional approach forged by the Combahee River Collective. The interlocking nature of systems of oppression clearly involves very contemporary forms of domination, but those forms are built on historical legacies that extend back centuries in some cases. While addressing the kind of economic inequality that concerns Robbins in The Beneficiary, the Combahee River Collective also describes the need for a more encompassing approach to change: “We are socialists because we believe that work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work and create the products, and not for the profit of the bosses. . . . We are not convinced, however, that a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and antiracist revolution will guarantee our liberation” (19–20). Although the collective does not put it precisely in these terms, part of the reason that a socialist revolution would not guarantee the abolition of gendered and racialized oppression is that those forms of oppression would likely persist, and that persistence signals the historical nature of those wrongs. While certainly material and structural in their expression, gendered and racialized forms of domination also involve processes of meaning making and subject formation that sediment historical legacies—both for those who are disadvantaged by such legacies and for those who are advantaged by them (i.e., implicated subjects).

The persistent and historical nature of these processes does not entail that the structures and subjects they have produced are unchangeable (or that they are, in this sense, radically different from class relations). It does suggest, however, that part of what it will take to overcome structures and subjects that express relations of domination will be working through historical wrongs, even those that seem faraway or distant and especially those related to genocide, colonialism, and slavery. Genocide, colonialism, and slavery involve the destruction or disruption of collectives, societies, communities—groups of various types and scales—and they produce radical discontinuities that cannot simply or immediately be undone by the cessation of killing, formal independence, or emancipation from bondage (as much as those represent obvious and necessary steps). They also demand working with and through the past—a transformative version of remembrance, broadly understood, that would include aspects of reparation, restitution, commemoration, and historical education. The intimate link between race and collective forms of discontinuity helps explain why there seems to be an elective affinity—albeit not an exclusive one—between questions of race and questions of implication.

The field of memory and historical justice is a large one that has, in fact, occupied a great deal of the political and social space in recent decades—consider, for instance, the global commemoration of the Holocaust, the many truth and reconciliation commissions around the world, ongoing controversies in the US and elsewhere about the commemoration of difficult pasts, waves of state apologies, and claims for reparations in many different spheres. Yet, discussions of memory and historical justice have almost always revolved either around victims—mourning their deaths, working toward material and symbolic restitution—or around perpetrators whom one hopes to bring to justice in one way or another. However one evaluates this global movement for historical justice—and I would argue it has had both successes and shortcomings—one obvious lacuna stands out: it has not yet, in most cases, even attempted to address implication and implicated subjects. Here I side with Mamdani against Robbins: the beneficiary is (also) an important diachronic figure of implication whose illumination can open up new forms of memory work that are necessary to confronting the material and symbolic dimensions of inequality.

This hypothesis also takes us back to the paradox identified by Moyn with which we began this chapter: the growing inequality that has accompanied the takeoff of a human rights framework in the last several decades. The memory boom is surely an expression—or at least a parallel tributary—of the same forces that brought about the human rights boom.29 Despite their global prominence and the many advances that accompany their rise, memory and human rights frameworks also share similar conceptual and political limits: each has largely remained within the victim/perpetrator imaginary and failed to put pressure on the position of implicated subjects. Nevertheless, even if dominant versions of the cultures of remembrance and human rights have avoided the problem of implication, this does not mean that the problem has simply remained in the dark, surrounded by a wall of silence. To the contrary, as this book illustrates: numerous significant artists, writers, and intellectuals have been investigating the problems of implication in recent decades in a variety of media and idioms. Grouping them together here—and reading them through the lens of implication—refocuses discussion of injustice and offers possibilities for a new politics beyond the victim/perpetrator binary that has shaped dominant discourses of memory and human rights.

In the next chapter, I turn to the complex problem of historical implication by considering one of its most controversial and consequential exemplars: the long-distance legacies of transatlantic slavery. Reflecting on redress for slavery will help us refine our understanding of the entanglement of the past and the present: for those of us who are not the descendants of slaves, the afterlife of slavery manifests itself in what I will call genealogical and structural implication.
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On (Not) Being a Descendant

Implicated Subjects and the Legacies of Slavery

How can violent histories find redress? All forms of restitution prove incommensurable before the brute facts of injury, death, and dispossession. As time passes, questions of responsibility also tend to grow more tenuous or more tangled. Despite such dilemmas of diachronic justice, however, redress remains imperative in cases where “irrevocable” traumatic pasts continue to echo in, imprint, and interrupt the present. Working through the example of transatlantic slavery, this chapter argues that, in addition to questions of commensurability and temporality, the aftermaths of violent histories demand that we address a third problem: the question of subjectivity. Like other traumatic histories, but with its own significant specificities, slavery poses fundamental challenges not only to the commensurability of trauma and justice and the temporality of redress, but also to the imaginary of victims and perpetrators that animates discussion of restitution and reparation.1 Because it weaves subjectivity into structures and histories of power, the theory of the implicated subject can make an important contribution to thinking posttraumatic redress, both for the case of transatlantic slavery and for other histories of violence and expropriation.

Thus far, most discussions of redress for slavery have focused on the descendants of enslaved people. But, as Ta-Nehisi Coates argues, slavery is a “crime that implicates the entire American people”—and, we might add, many other peoples as well.2 We need then to account for a diffuse and heterogeneous set of subjects when addressing slavery’s legacies. The position of the implicated subject helps us broaden the focus to reflect also on questions of memory, justice, and responsibility in relation to those not descended from enslaved people. This is an ethically and politically urgent field of inquiry, but intervening in it requires the kind of category of historical responsibility that I have been developing here: one that describes the implication of people in events that are temporally and/or spatially distant and in which they have not played or do not play a direct role as perpetrators or victims.

I begin this chapter by considering what the concept of the implicated subject can lend to the debates about historical redress, restitution, and reparations that have accompanied attempts to confront the long-distance legacies of slavery. Next, in order to assess those legacies, I reflect on the very word “legacy” along with its conceptual kin. Legacies have to be thought in the plural if we want to bring descendants and nondescendants of enslaved people into the same frame, because those legacies are asymmetrical. In a third section, I turn to a literary example, Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place, in order to think further about how the category of descendant functions in the aftermath of traumatic histories. Kincaid’s powerful polemic provides a visceral and affectively charged example of what implication might mean for the beneficiaries of slavery’s legacies. Finally, I take inspiration both from Kincaid and from Catherine Hall and Nicholas Draper’s Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project to distinguish between two forms of implication: the genealogical and the structural. Whatever justice for slavery means a century and a half after abolition, it will mean grappling with different forms of genealogical and structural implication. These two forms of implication are not discrete, however, and the overlapping nature of structural and genealogical implication renders the afterlife of slavery simultaneously diffuse and intimate. Redress in the face of that afterlife will need, in turn, to transform both the impersonal structures that make us who we are and the intimate subjectivities with which we confront those structures.3 The theory of implicated subjects can help us account for the simultaneously structural and intimate conditions of possibility for injustice and its propagation in the aftermath.

Restitution and Implication

The debates and struggles that ensue over the terms of restitution and reparation in the wake of violence frequently take place in a context structured by a discourse of victims and perpetrators.4 As Elazar Barkan writes at the beginning of The Guilt of Nations, his landmark exploration of the global dimensions of restitution, “the novelty of the discourse of restitution is that it is a discussion between the perpetrators and their victims. This interaction between perpetrator and victim is a new form of political negotiation that enables the rewriting of memory and historical identity in ways that both can share.”5 Although the discourse of restitution emerges necessarily out of a history defined by perpetrators and victims, however, that binary language of identity quickly reveals itself as inadequate. The inadequacy of the “victims and perpetrators” rubric is already signaled in Barkan’s description when he characterizes the horizon of successful restitution processes as involving the negotiated creation of a “shared” memory and history. In others words, even as it draws upon those categories, restitution seeks precisely to move beyond them. Yet, even putting aside this essential horizon of restitution discourse, the rubric of victims and perpetrators is more critically limited in at least two other ways as well.

First, few collectives that could take part in the granting or receiving of restitution possess the homogenized membership implied by the term “victims and perpetrators.” That is, the scope of restitution cases for collective historical injustice necessarily transgresses the limits of such simplified identity categories and comes to include subjects who are neither victims nor perpetrators, but still somehow caught up in the events. Societal participants who are not active perpetrators of human rights abuses, for instance, may still benefit from such abuses in direct or indirect ways or may have refrained from resisting abuses when they were in a position to do so. In drawing attention to such gray zones of restitution, I am naturally not implying that we should halt efforts at reparation or downplay the guilt of perpetrators, but rather that we should try to shift our efforts to a conceptual terrain in which participation and membership might join perpetration and victimization as the salient terms.

A second complication further troubles the discourse of perpetrators and victims: to the extent that a negotiated form of restitution is not achieved, an injustice persists across time, even across generations. There is a diachronic dimension to participation in a group that must be factored in. Since the contemporary category of restitution is a recent phenomenon—Barkan traces it to reparations for National Socialism and distinguishes it from earlier forms of war restitution—such a situation of unrepaired injustice has been the rule for most of human history (although it was probably not generally considered in those terms). The results of this common situation are paradoxical, especially once an international norm of restitution has been established. On the one hand, in the absence of some form of negotiated justice, injustice might be said to proliferate across eras, thus creating ongoing or additional future claims for restitution; this would certainly be the case in the US, where the abandonment of Reconstruction and the creation of subsequent forms of racial domination have propagated the injuries of slavery across the centuries (not to mention the dispossession and genocide of indigenous people). On the other hand, the future generations related genealogically to the original injustice are not easily categorized as victims and perpetrators in many cases. Even in the case of postslavery racial injustice to which I have just alluded, I am not sure that a discourse of victimization is the most historically accurate or politically efficacious; the discourse of victimization tends to re-objectify contemporary subjects and strip them of agency in the present. Furthermore, even the language of “future generations” can be misleading, since many contemporary subjects facing the legacies of the past have no genealogical connection to the events; this is true, for example, of immigrants and their descendants, including even black immigrants.

Marianne Hirsch’s notion of postmemory has been influential in thinking about the transmission of trauma and memory to the children and grandchildren of victims of historical injustice, and more broadly to “future generations,” but, with the exception of a fine essay by Nicole Immler, the relation between postmemory and claims of justice remains unexplored.6 Immler highlights the importance of affect in the process of restitution and suggests that “being angry about the compensation [offered parents and grandparents] seems to be a fundamental element in the constitution of family memory regarding the Holocaust” on the part of the second and third generations (276). The performance of anger “grants the post-memory generation identification and solidarity with their parents,” but it “may also prolong dichotomous thinking about the victim-perpetrator dialectic,” thus thwarting processes of dialogue and reconciliation and eclipsing the specificity of the subject position of the postmemory generation (276, 278). While some scholars, including Erin McGlothlin, have brought the postmemory generation together with the second generation of perpetrator collectives, and others, including Gabriele Schwab, have focused on the “haunting legacies” of perpetration for children and grandchildren, the question of responsibility and restitution on the side of the descendants of the perpetrators also remains a knotty and controversial problem.7 In popular discourse, that problem manifests itself in resentment (e.g., among young Germans) about being held responsible for events that preceded one’s own birth. In both cases—later generations on the side of the victims and the perpetrators—the “dichotomous thinking” Immler references proves inadequate.

The aftermath of transatlantic slavery provides a particularly charged terrain for reflecting on these dilemmas of restitution and memory because it possesses two characteristics seemingly at odds with each other: significant temporal distance—since the end of the slave trade and the emancipation of slaves in Europe and the Americas took place across the nineteenth century and no living witnesses remain—and undeniable yet sometimes indirect legacies that mark former slave-holding and slave-trading societies across that distance, since questions of race, (un)freedom, and property remain unavoidable nodes of social stratification, producing both advantage and disadvantage.8 Perhaps slavery’s uncanny presence in contemporary Atlantic societies derives from this double temporality that combines distance and constant renewal, not to mention new and ongoing forms of racialization, enslavement, and exploitation.

Thinking through the categories of legacies and descendants can play a central role in addressing this context of implication. But what is a legacy, and who is a descendant?

Paradoxical Legacies

To speak of the legacies of slavery is to confront a tightly bound knot of concepts.9 Indeed, some of the problems involved in addressing the aftereffects of slavery are already present in the words we use to assess those aftereffects. The English word “legacy” is derived from the Latin legatus, the past participle of legare, meaning to send as a deputy or to bequeath. The first meaning of the word establishes a link to the problematic of representation in the political sense—a legate is a representative, delegate, or stand-in. This now mostly obsolete usage of the word is relevant to my analysis, since it suggests a connection between legacy and implication: implicated subjects are in certain ways stand-ins for the perpetrators to whom some degree of responsibility has been delegated, yet the indirect nature of that standing-in and that delegation remains to be determined. The link between legacy and slavery is even more salient in the contemporary meaning of legacy, which involves, like slavery itself, the question of property. A legacy is a “sum of money, or a specified article, given to another by will,” as well as a more generalized bequest: “anything handed down by an ancestor or predecessor.” A legacy is then an inheritance, a concept that brings along its own semantic field involving “property, right, privilege, rank, and title” as well as a notion of “natural descent.” Those who inherit legacies are descendants, and what they inherit are either the legacies of property, privilege, and right or the negation of those legacies.

The concepts of legacy, inheritance, and descent seem to promise direct lines of connection between past and present, but in practice the process of inheritance across generations rarely goes so smoothly. Not only are legacies and inheritances frequently contested at the level of the family, but at the level of society matters of descent become even more complex. Social legacies are rarely transmitted clearly or cleanly. Ubiquitous forms of social change, such as the demographic transformations catalyzed by migration, proliferate ambiguously situated implicated subjects. In the wake of trauma in general and slavery in particular, questions of familial and social inheritance become especially fraught.

Treating people as property, chattel slavery produced morally tainted legacies of wealth for some at the same time that it stripped other classes of people of property, privilege, and right. In Slavery and Social Death, Orlando Patterson conceptualizes what he calls “natal alienation” as a “constituent element of the slave relation.”10 Natal alienation describes the fact that slavery sought to turn the enslaved person into a “genealogical isolate” who is “socially dead”: “Not only was the slave denied all claims on, and obligations to, his parents and living blood relations but, by extension, all such claims and obligations on his more remote ancestors and on his descendants. . . . Formally isolated in his social relations with those who lived, he was also culturally isolated from the social heritage of his ancestors” (5). While we know that enslaved people and their descendants have always struggled against this logic of depropriation and have re-created forms of kinship in defiance of it, Patterson’s insight nonetheless helps us to think through one of the paradoxes of our topic. From the perspective of enslaved people, the legacies of slavery involve the impossibility of legacies: the attempted prevention of social inheritance through the enforcement of a radical, racialized notion of biological inheritance or “natural descent.” This is the bifurcated legacy of slavery for descendants of the enslaved: the inheritance of a blocked inheritance. That paradoxical legacy manifests itself today in the persistent salience of race as a determining social category for both descendants and nondescendants of slavery, one that continues to distribute property, privilege, and right in radically unequal patterns. As Best and Hartman write, the descendants at stake here are not “the slave’s potential heirs, but . . . the actual recipients of the slave’s negative inheritance—the ongoing production of lives lived in intimate relation to premature death (whether civil, social, or literal)” (13n6).

This paradoxical situation has led to distinct strategies among those forced to confront the ongoing effects of this past. On the one hand, many members of the African diaspora have emphasized the continuities between the period of slavery and the postslavery present and have created movements meant to secure some form of redress in the form of reparations, apologies, and other forms of restitution. In the words of Marcus Garvey, “We are the descendants of men and women who suffered in this country for two hundred and fifty years under the barbarous, the brutal institution known as slavery. You who have not lost trace of your history will recall the fact that over three hundred years ago your fore-bearers were taken from the continent of Africa and brought here for the purposes of using them as slaves.”11 Embracing the position of descendant, Garvey asserts a strong mnemonic link both to slavery and to the preslavery geography of Africa, a link that had clear implications for the political movement he mobilized. At the cultural level, this perspective has led to works of art and literature—Toni Morrison’s Beloved is exemplary—that depict slavery in a haunting present tense that lives on beyond its apparent death and continues to interpellate diasporic subjects.

On the other hand, some members of the African diaspora have sought to evade the paradoxical and negative inheritance of slavery through the assertion of a break with the past. The sociologist Ron Eyerman calls this the “progressive narrative” and cites a telling 1928 passage from the American writer and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston: “Someone is always at my elbow reminding me that I am a granddaughter of slaves. . . . Slavery is sixty years past. The operation was successful and the patient is doing well, thank you” (qtd. in Eyerman 165). In light of the dire conditions in which many black people live in the US today—a situation the legal scholar Michelle Alexander calls “the New Jim Crow”—it may be difficult to maintain Hurston’s optimistic assessment of such an operation.12 Nevertheless, new versions of the discontinuity thesis have continued to emerge, even as they jettison the progressive narrative.

In a 2012 essay called “On Failing to Make the Past Present,” Stephen Best writes explicitly against the “melancholic historicism” he associates with Beloved and finds widespread in contemporary African American intellectual culture. Instead of seeking explanations for contemporary problems in the mirror of slavery, he proposes to think about the “black political present” from the perspective of the “radical alterity of the past.”13 Turning to Morrison’s 2008 novel A Mercy, Best finds a historical model that differs greatly from that of ghostly haunting: “Where Beloved calls us back to witness in the mode of melancholic historicism, A Mercy abandons us to a more baffled, cut-off, foreclosed position with regard to the slave past” (472). In this more recent work by Morrison, writes Best, abandonment takes the place of haunting and “throws into question the idea that the slave past provides a ready prism through which to apprehend and understand the black political present, by refusing to make the slave past the progenitor of the existential condition of black people, or of black people alone. Morrison invites us to think about what it means to be held in the grip of slavery but not of race” (473). Best does not by any means argue that we have reached the end of racism, but rather suggests that “the logic of racial slavery does not fully describe or capture racial injustice in the present” (474).

I can understand the value of Best’s provocation as a challenge to thinking about the black political present. But what about the political present of non–African diaspora subjects, people who, for the most part, have been happy to abandon memory of the slave past? Best’s critique of claims to continuity with slavery’s past makes for a productive juxtaposition with historian Nicholas Draper’s 2010 book The Price of Emancipation and Draper, Catherine Hall, and their colleagues’ project Legacies of British Slave-Ownership, which, contrary to Best, do seek to trace potential lines of connection out of the past. An obvious and crucial difference between the object of Best’s critique and the project of Hall and Draper, however, is that while Best focuses on the legacies of enslavement, Hall and Draper focus on the legacies of slave-ownership. Yet, the Hall-Draper project also does not operate in the mode of melancholic historicism and ghostly haunting to which Best objects. Rather, by attending to the financial compensation of slave-owners that took place in Britain at the moment of slavery’s abolition—the only kind of compensation that has yet been granted!—their project seeks to make visible the material chains of transmission that connect profits from slavery to Britain’s slavery-era and postabolition economy, politics, and culture. Perhaps a moment of connection also exists in Best’s hesitant assertion that the shift from continuity to abandonment “refus[es] to make the slave past the progenitor of the existential condition of black people, or of black people alone” (my emphasis). This last qualification suggests that “what it means to be held in the grip of slavery but not of race” will have implications for people across racial categories and, in particular, for those who have inherited the cultural capital of whiteness (and non-blackness more generally), if not financial capital itself, from the slave-owners and their heirs.

A project on slave-ownership and its aftermath helps us to think of slavery’s legacies as not just about “black people alone”—a possibility of the most urgent contemporary political importance. Hall and Draper make available an archive that can be the starting point for thinking empirically about the production of implicated subjects through the transmission of actual inheritances. As Draper writes, the slave system “was an economic system that continuously recruited new participants in the metropole through inheritance and legacies; almost invariably, those recruits retained rather than renounced their inheritance.”14 As this process of recruitment through inheritance and legacies took place, slavery was—paradoxically—both diffused through British society and rendered more intimate. According to Draper, “the abolition of the slave-trade in 1807 did not end Britain’s intimate relationship with slavery. Slave-ownership had been converted into financial property and conveyed between generations and sexes by the full range of available techniques of management and control governing other types of property” (3). After the compensation program of the 1830s and the end of slavery in the British Empire, this process of conversion of property in human beings to other forms of capital continued. Although impossible to trace precisely, because of the fungible nature of currency, the process of conversion continued through the use of compensation capital to generate surplus from wage-laborers and financial markets, with obvious but uncertain implications for tracking slavery’s ongoing legacies in the metropole.

The simultaneity of diffusion and intimacy that Draper and the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project reveal can inspire reflection that moves beyond the immediate aftermath of emancipation as well as beyond the empirical transmission of slave-owning legacies. Their project can thus help us address the central dilemma of implicated subjects in this context: What does it mean to inherit the legacies of slavery across significant distances of time? What does it mean to be implicated in slavery when you are not a descendant of those who were enslaved? Unlike the kinds of questions provoked by Legacies of British Slave-Ownership about the material forms of transmission, these questions directly call upon the work of the moral imagination. Because such inheritances and experiences of implication exceed those that are traceable in the archive, they must be given form through acts of representation in order to become perceptible. Literary narratives—and other forms of aesthetic production—provide avenues of access to legacies of slavery and questions of justice that intersect with but cannot be reduced to empirical history and material claims.

Just Human Beings

Rather than attempting to settle definitively the conundrum of how to think restitution for slavery, Jamaica Kincaid’s A Small Place makes claims on white (and other implicated) readers by refusing to settle; that is, it refuses to put the past behind us or to offer a definitive answer about what would constitute proper restitution. Instead, Kincaid’s 1988 work takes white readers directly into the moral and temporal confusions wrought by the histories of slavery and colonialism and their paradoxical legacies. In provocative and sometimes disturbing ways, Kincaid reveals—like Draper—the diffusion and intimacy of slavery’s legacies in a globalized world. Yet, even as A Small Place brings us into proximity with the figure of the implicated subject, the deliberate contradictions and tensions Kincaid stages suggest that the conceptual vocabulary for mapping implication remains difficult to access. Instead, she provokes us to experience what implication feels like.

At the end of A Small Place, a generically hybrid, nonfictional work, Kincaid’s narrator provides a condensed and provocative historical account of her homeland, Antigua. Generally—and correctly—read as a vitriolic indictment of tourism, colonialism, neocolonialism, and postcolonial corruption, A Small Place is also a reflection on the legacies of slavery in a nation that was a significant site of slave-based sugar cultivation starting in the seventeenth century. In the final paragraph of the text, Kincaid both reiterates many of the motifs that constitute the “argument” of A Small Place and seems radically to undo the very terms of that argument. Here is the full final paragraph:

Again, Antigua is a small place, a small island. It is nine miles wide by twelve miles long. It was discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1493. Not too long after, it was settled by human rubbish from Europe, who used enslaved but noble and exalted human beings from Africa (all masters of every stripe are rubbish, and all slaves of every stripe are noble and exalted; there can be no question about this) to satisfy their desire for wealth and power, to feel better about their own miserable existence, so that they could be less lonely and empty—a European disease. Eventually, the masters left, in a kind of way; eventually, the slaves were freed, in a kind of way. The people in Antigua now, the people who really think of themselves as Antiguans (and the people who would immediately come to your mind when you think about what Antiguans might be like; I mean, supposing you were to think about it), are the descendants of those noble and exalted people, the slaves. Of course, the whole thing is, once you cease to be a master, once you throw off your master’s yoke, you are no longer human rubbish, you are just a human being, and all the things that adds up to. So, too, with the slaves. Once they are no longer slaves, once they are free, they are no longer noble and exalted; they are just human beings.15

Like the entire text of A Small Place, and much of Kincaid’s other work, this passage is characterized by deliberately hyperbolic claims, abrupt shifts in voice and address, and parenthetical reflections that disrupt the linear movement of the discourse. While the first few sentences mimic a European colonial narrative of discovery and its consequent rhetoric of condescension, Kincaid then quickly turns the tables and provides a morally polarized counterdiscourse that condemns the colonizer while idealizing the enslaved. The terms of this reversal are amplified by a parenthetical interruption, but the text also (inadvertently?) continues unvoiced aspects of the colonial narrative by glossing over the destruction of preexisting indigenous inhabitants of the island who “discovered” it—and indeed fought over it—long before Columbus or the slave trade. Kincaid’s elision of that history—ironic or not—suggests the degree to which settler colonialism inevitably produces generations of implicated subjects. Next, the narrator’s invocation of the ambivalences of emancipation and decolonization, which she deliberately conflates, partially displaces the discourses of colonialism and anticolonialism: “Eventually, the masters left, in a kind of way; eventually, the slaves were freed, in a kind of way.” By describing decolonization as an experience of masters and slaves, Kincaid makes slavery the “master” code for understanding colonialism and its continuation “in a kind of way” into the era of formal independence.16 In the passage’s subsequent approach to the postemancipation, postindependence moment, however, a further and final reversal occurs: the anticolonial counterdiscourse of rubbish and nobility gives way to an apparent leveling in which both former slaves and former masters are redefined; now they are “just human beings.”

In this concluding passage, Kincaid echoes Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, a text that rethinks Hegel’s master/slave dialectic in order to account for the end of slavery in Martinique from the perspective of the moment of (aborted) decolonization. Because the slave “was set free by his master” and “did not fight for his freedom”—and therefore gain recognition through struggle and work, as in the Hegelian dialectic—Fanon argues that emancipation has failed: “The Negro has not become a master. When there are no longer slaves, there are no longer masters.”17 Kincaid’s account of postcolonial Antigua confirms Fanon’s diagnosis of the failure of decolonization in the departmentalized French Caribbean colonies even as she also charts the emergence, decades later, of new domestic and foreign neocolonial masters.

In concluding A Small Place with this series of reversals and displacements, Kincaid situates the entire text in relation to a question about implicated subject positions that she never explicitly poses but is also central to Fanon’s investigations thirty-five years earlier: What does it mean to be a descendant of slavery? This question addresses both those called here “the descendants of those noble and exalted people, the slaves” and those who would be the descendants of “human rubbish,” the masters. At the same time, Kincaid’s mode of address also encompasses those who would be the genealogical descendants of neither group while still living in slavery’s shadow. Through the text’s most evident rhetorical techniques—the expression of unbridled rage and the direct address to a reader explicitly evoked as a white European or North American tourist—Kincaid aggressively situates her audience among the descendants of human rubbish, while locating herself among the descendants of slaves: “we Antiguans,” she writes several pages into the text, “for I am one” (8). Indeed, throughout A Small Place, the rhetoric of address serves as a powerful means of making implication in the racialized legacies of slavery a palpable experience for readers.18 This mode of address continues into the text’s last paragraph, where the implied—or better, implicated—white reader is imputed to have only a thoughtlessly casual relation to the existence of Antiguans.19 But here the text’s structure of address is unsettled, if not undermined, by Kincaid’s final rhetorical twist: the suggestion that perhaps descent is an inadequate explanation for the sources of subjectivity in a postcolonial, postslavery world. How can we make sense of these twists and turns, and what do they tell us about being a descendant implicated in the legacies of slavery?

The contradictory ending of A Small Place and the retrospective rereading of the text as a whole that it provokes suggest the dilemmas of making sense of slavery and evoke the force of a double bind in confronting its legacies: either one foregrounds a particularistic identity premised on the I/we versus you distinction of the text’s mode of address—a version of the victim/perpetrator discourse—or one moves in the direction of a universalizing liberal humanism (we are all “just human beings”). An instance of a much broader dilemma concerning how to confront stigmatized identities, neither of these options seems satisfactory: the particularistic version, because it risks reproducing what Wendy Brown has called “wounded attachments” that reify subordinate subject positions; the universalistic version, because it risks foreshortening history and thus prematurely foreclosing claims for justice made on behalf of legacies of suffering.20 Kincaid, however, refuses the blackmail of the double bind, which also echoes the contrast between the continuity and abandonment perspectives I discussed earlier. Instead of choosing a side or seeking the articulation of a moderate middle ground, Kincaid’s solution is to present both sides in equally overstated terms. Drawing on the resources of literature, which need not obey the logic of noncontradiction as must normative discourses of law or philosophy, this rhetorical strategy has the advantage of situating all descendants of slavery on the same moral plane while still demanding awareness of an unexpiated crime. At the same time, the need to resort to contradiction and paradox suggests the difficulty of addressing slavery’s legacies when the category of the implicated subject is missing from our conceptual vocabulary.

The paradoxes of that reading of the text’s conclusion can be supplemented by a further move. An alternative interpretation opens up if one emphasizes Kincaid’s description of emancipation from both slavery and colonialism as having taken place “eventually . . . in a kind of way.” The temporal and notional vagueness of Kincaid’s phrasing here suggests that the final turn toward “just human beings” may describe not an achieved actuality but a future possibility—that horizon beyond victims and perpetrators toward which restitution discourse also gestures, in Barkan’s account. Once the masters truly throw off the master’s yoke they will no longer be “human rubbish,” the narrator claims, but she supplies no evidence that such a divestment has actually taken place. Rather, she presents readers with a process of neocolonial “surrogation” that has ensured a quasi-continuous chain of mastery from the British colonizers to US hegemony and “foreign” (primarily Syrian and Lebanese) capital, which dominate postindependence Antiguan politics and economy together with corrupt local politicians.21 As the text’s focus on corruption suggests, the legacies of perpetration persist even as the descendants of slaves are no longer easily categorizable as mythic victims, as “noble and exalted human beings from Africa.” An asymmetry has set in: the era of decolonization contains neither the clear-cut distinctions of the age of slavery and colonialism nor the erasure of race and class distinctions that a true emancipation would promise. A Small Place suggests that the histories of slavery and colonialism have produced a proliferation of rubbish that continues to characterize the actions of the powerful but also contaminates the relatively powerless.22 Refusing to shelter descendants of victims from implication in the waste of neocolonialism, Kincaid offers an especially pessimistic view of history.23 Indeed, in a reading of another passage in A Small Place to which I will soon turn, Bruce Robbins describes Kincaid herself as a kind of implicated subject, a beneficiary, in the terms of his argument: “Like her readers, she is herself a beneficiary. And that is why . . . she is unable to denounce without also denouncing herself.”24

In the shifts, contradictions, and provocations of Kincaid’s A Small Place, I want to locate both a dilemma and a possible step forward. The dilemma involves recognizing the paradoxical demands that histories of slavery and colonialism leave behind after formal emancipation: the need to recognize the persistence of tainted inheritances and legacies as well as the need to break the logic of natural descent that stands behind those inheritances. The step forward involves reading Kincaid’s paradoxes as a contribution to theorizing a new kind of responsible subject out of the rubbish of the post-slavery moment. The conceptualization of the implicated subject is a way of naming that in-between space evoked—but not yet named—by Kincaid, a space that is not adequately described by either the universalistic shedding of difficult pasts (“just human beings”) or the maintenance of violence-determined subject positions inherited wholesale from history (the exalted vs. rubbish). Additionally, in blurring the differences between slavery, colonialism, and neocolonialism in A Small Place, Kincaid also blurs the relation between the temporal and spatial axes of implication, between the legacies of the past and the unequal relations of the present. While such a strategy provocatively jettisons claims to historical specificity (at a price that one must still reckon), it also allows us insight into cases such as slavery in which the original “protagonists” are no longer present even as their impact lives on and cases such as capitalist globalization in which the chain of what Paul Ricoeur calls “imputability” between agents and outcomes is rendered unimaginably complex.25

Through her address to an implicated reader, Kincaid seeks to make visible and visceral the “monstrous intimacies” that Christina Sharpe sees constituting the legacies of slavery. Sharpe is no doubt correct—if somewhat hyperbolic—when she argues that, “while all modern subjects are post-slavery subjects fully constituted by the discursive codes of slavery and post-slavery, post-slavery subjectivity is largely borne by and readable on the (New World) black subject.”26 Precisely because white people have not had to bear that burden, the bringing to consciousness of white implicated subjects after slavery requires fundamental anamnestic work. Sparking such work might be seen as Kincaid’s project. She does not take for granted or abstractly theorize implicated subject positions; rather, even as the category of implicated subjects seems absent from her work, she evokes the category rhetorically through a mode of address that sometimes elicits an uncanny degree of embodied affect.

In a famous passage, Kincaid offers a vivid suggestion of what it might feel like to be an implicated subject caught between the currents of the past and the present. Early on, the narrator interrupts the white tourist’s Caribbean idyll by speculating on the passage of human waste from the hotel toilet into the sea:

You must not wonder what exactly happened to the contents of your lavatory when you flushed it. You must not wonder where your bath water went when you pulled out the stopper. You must not wonder what happened when you brushed your teeth. Oh, it might all end up in the water you are thinking of taking a swim in; the contents of your lavatory might, just might, graze gently against your ankle as you wade carefree in the water, for you see, in Antigua, there is no proper sewage disposal system. But the Caribbean Sea is very big and the Atlantic Ocean is even bigger; it would amaze you to know the number of black slaves this ocean has swallowed up. (13–14)27

This passage not only evokes one of the central tropes of Black Atlantic critique—“The Sea is History,” in Derek Walcott’s phrase—and confirms the sense of a society literally awash with refuse; it also produces a bodily frisson of implication in a present defined by neocolonial relations and ecological disaster.28 In Timothy Morton’s terms, Kincaid stages an encounter with earth and sea as “hyperobjects.” Morton deploys the concept of hyperobjects in his philosophy of ecology to describe phenomena of overwhelming presence—like global warming—that seem distant but in which we are in fact already immersed.29 At one point, he illustrates his concept by describing a scene that strongly resembles Kincaid’s hotel lavatory:

A baby vomits curdled milk. . . . The parent scoops up the mucky milk in a tissue and flushes the wadded package down the toilet. Now we know where it goes. . . . Instead of the mythical land Away, we know the waste goes to the Pacific Ocean or the wastewater treatment facility. Knowledge of the hyperobject Earth, and of the hyperobject biosphere, presents us with viscous surfaces from which nothing can be forcibly peeled. (31)

Writing a few decades after Kincaid, Morton describes the “viscosity” of hyperobjects as something we already know. In fact, however, despite that rhetorical move and similar to Kincaid, he ultimately writes against the fetishistic denial that marks humans’ relation to waste. Morton seeks to decenter the human in a radical way and to situate human beings on the same flat plane as other objects; as he asserts, “the being of a paper cup is as profound as mine” (17). Like Kincaid, he imagines the toilet as part of a waste-removal system in order to provoke an acknowledgment of what I would call ecological implication.

If, in evoking the vastness of the “hyperobject” Atlantic, Kincaid pretends at first to minimize white subjects’ implication in the dirt of the present, she then quickly changes course and ends up immersing them in further historical contamination. Perhaps because race remains a decidedly human experience of dehumanization in the aftermath of slavery, Kincaid’s evocation of the implicated subject does not seek to decenter the human as radically as does Morton, nor does it stop at a present- and future-oriented indictment of ecological devastation: it also goes a step farther in linking this pollution to the history of slavery and thus to questions of diachronic justice. In moments like this, A Small Place charts the viscous, polluted terrain of memory and the diffused but intimate legacies of slavery beyond the certainties of victims and perpetrators. The graze of the ankle marks a bodily encounter between contemporary freedom (the tourist’s “carefree” wading) and the waste of unfreedom—past, present, and future—that unsettles the reader and locates her in the position of the implicated subject.

Legacies of Slave-Ownership: Genealogical and Structural Implication

How can we think simultaneously about Kincaid’s literary performance of implication and the sociohistorical question of redress? We can begin to answer this question by considering the one place where A Small Place and the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project intersect.30 In a particularly bitter passage, Kincaid recounts how a predatory and corrupt foreign capitalist has outbid the government of Antigua and bought the papers of the island’s most historically significant slave-owners, the Codrington family.31 The Codrington family papers would obviously be an important source for a project like Legacies of British Slave-Ownership, and sure enough, one Christopher Bethell-Codrington (1764–1843) figures in the project’s database as a major recipient of compensation.32 Son of a merchant in the West Indies and part of a family with long-standing links to the slave trade—and to the islands of Antigua and Barbuda—Bethell-Codrington inherited his family’s Antiguan plantations along with estates in Gloucestershire when the only son of his uncle Sir William Codrington was disinherited. From another uncle, Christopher Bethell, he inherited additional property in the West Indies and in Yorkshire. Bethell-Codrington served as a member of Parliament between 1797 and 1812, as did his son Christopher Willliam Codrington between 1805 and 1864. Among the legacies of the Codringtons’ implication in the slave trade is Dodington Park, the family’s Gloucestershire estate, built for Bethell-Codrington between 1798 and 1817 and occupied by his descendants until 1980. In an account of how the Codringtons and other “famous heirs to slave fortunes . . . sought to remake their social standing through the patronage of art and the mastery of taste,” Simon Gikandi writes that Dodington Park “reflected the neoclassical revival of the day. Here, as elsewhere, fashionability was enabled by the family’s income from its West Indian sugar holdings.”33 As Gikandi’s study makes clear, the legacies of slave-ownership filtered even—or especially—into realms like the aesthetic, seemingly at the furthest remove from the depredations of the chattel system.

The slave-owners’ compensation process in 1835, which the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project tracks, merely added to the benefits that had already accrued through the slave trade itself: Bethell-Codrington was awarded £30,000 for eight separate claims regarding the 1,916 human beings whom he had owned as slaves at the moment of emancipation. One of the claims for compensation involved the entire island of Barbuda, on which, according to project sources, two white overseers controlled 495 enslaved people. Another claim involved the plantation Betty’s Hope, which was the original seventeenth-century site of sugar production in Antigua and which included 299 enslaved people in 1835. The plantation itself remained in the hands of the Codrington family for almost three hundred years, until 1944, at which point it was sold to Antigua Sugar Estates Ltd.34

As this brief and very incomplete summary makes clear, it is not difficult to trace the diffuse legacies of slave-ownership in Antigua and Barbuda well beyond the moment of emancipation. During the bicentenary commemorations of the abolition of the slave trade in 2007, a BBC documentary of the program Inside Out West titled “From Codrington to Codrington” established connections between two towns named after the slave-owning family: the Gloucestershire town of Codrington and Barbuda’s sole town, also named Codrington. Yet, the short film made no apparent attempt to find current descendants of the Codrington family or to ask about their potential historical responsibility (although it did speak with one white Gloucestershire resident who may have had an ancestor who worked for the Codringtons on their plantations). To be sure, one can easily find detailed versions of the Codrington family tree in online genealogical sources that would allow us to identify particular individuals alive today related to this family of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century slave-owners. The goal should not be, as Catherine Hall made clear during a public presentation of the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project, “to name and shame.”35 Still, there is a need to think through questions of accountability. What are we to make of the continuities that we can find? And what should we make of Best’s argument that such apparent continuities distract from our abandonment by the past? While the Legacies of British Slave-Ownership project helps us understand the material chains of transmission connecting property in human beings to physical, cultural, political, and other legacies, it does not attempt to address the dilemmas of justice such chains of transmission raise, especially over the long run. For that, a final return to Kincaid may be illuminating.

Given its historical role in the Caribbean, it is not surprising that the Codrington family makes an appearance in A Small Place, most prominently in a passage where Kincaid refers to the efforts to build a museum and library in Antigua—a museum that was apparently founded in 1985, three years before A Small Place appeared.36 Kincaid sets her brief narrative of these efforts in the context of one of the text’s predominant motifs: the corruption of Antigua’s postcolonial government and its links to exploitative foreign capital. Here she draws attention to the role of one unnamed foreign businessman who was allegedly “wanted in the Far East for swindling a government out of oil profits” (48) and subsequently was involved in the building of a failed oil refinery in Antigua (67). Kincaid writes:

He has more plans. He wants to build for the people of Antigua a museum and a library. The papers of the slave-trading family from Barbuda (the Condringtons [sic]), the records of their traffic in human lives, were being auctioned. The government of Antigua made a bid for them. Someone else made a larger bid. He was the foreigner. His bid was the successful bid. He then made a gift of these papers to the people of Antigua. And what does it mean? The records of one set of enemies, bought by another enemy, given to the people who have been their victims as a gift. (67–68)

Kincaid’s barbed commentary illustrates several things about the long-distance legacies of slavery. It certainly manifests some of the risks of all returns to past injury: the cultivation of resentments and the fall into nativism. Indeed, Kincaid seems deliberately to stage those two risks throughout much of the text. Without minimizing the risks, I would nevertheless hold that we can also read the passage as productively allegorizing the scene of slavery’s inheritance in the contemporary moment. Besides the discussion of the family papers, the only other reference to the Codringtons comes earlier in the same chapter when Kincaid gives a capsule history of Barbuda: “Barbuda was settled originally by a family from England named Condrington [sic]; this family specialized in breeding special groups of black people, whom they then sold into slavery” (51). In these passages, Kincaid presents the Codringtons as linked to two kinds of historical legacies: on the one hand, they are the object of a tainted archival bequest transmitted to an institution of cultural memory (the museum) within the neocolonial circumstances of the present; on the other hand, they are the originators of a biopolitical project based on the manipulation of descent, a perverse variant of the already perverse production of natal alienation. (As far as I know, this latter history remains contested, but some documentary evidence for it does exist.)37 Once again, Kincaid provides a vivid illustration of the paradoxical legacies of slavery in which the event of an inheritance—either cultural or biological—repeats an earlier disinheritance.

My interest in this story of the Antiguan museum—and in the story of the Codrington family—does not lie only with its meaning for contemporary Antiguans (Kincaid’s concern) nor with what it might tell us about the responsibilities of descendants of Christopher Bethell-Codrington (relevant for questions of restitution and reparation), although these are both legitimate concerns. Rather, I am particularly interested in the broader allegory of implication Kincaid offers her readers, an allegory that once again reveals the entwinement of the spatial and temporal dimensions of implication. The historical burden of slavery, Kincaid shows us, is transmitted within the conditions of new crimes, and it is the moment of transmission that matters: the poisoned gift of the neocolonial present repeats the past with a difference. After Walter Benjamin makes his famous assertion that “there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism,” he continues: “And just as such a document is not free of barbarism, barbarism taints also the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to another.”38 The problem of transmission equally concerns questions of legacy, cultural memory, and slavery because each involves matters of property and ownership.

The juxtaposition of Bethell-Codrington’s Legacies entry and the fate of the Codrington family papers recounted by Kincaid illustrates the complementary contributions history and literature can make to thinking about the legacies of slavery. It also suggests the need to distinguish between two kinds of implicated subjects in relation to transatlantic slavery: those who are genealogically implicated and those who are structurally implicated.39 Both of these versions entangle synchronic and diachronic implication, but in different modes and ratios. In cases of genealogical implication we can trace particular lines of transmission of the sort made available by the Legacies project. As I have mentioned, readily available genealogical sources allow us to identify particular individuals alive today who are related to this family of seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century slave-owners. Those descendants are genealogically implicated subjects of transatlantic slavery: past injustice weighs heavily in this mode of implication, but its meaning for the present remains ambiguous. Kincaid’s foreigner, in contrast, stands in for those of us with a nongenealogical relation to slavery who nevertheless find ourselves entwined in its aftermath, either because of our racial privilege, our financial interests, our migration into a postslavery situation, or because we too, as scholars, trade in the archives of slavery. We are, like the foreigner, structurally implicated subjects, and our implication concerns the way the deeds of the past continue to shape the relations of the present. In Tessa Morris-Suzuki’s words, “We live enmeshed in structures, institutions and webs of ideas which are the product of history, formed by acts of imagination, courage, generosity, greed and brutality performed by previous generations. . . . Though we may not be responsible for such acts of aggression in the sense of having caused them, we are ‘implicated’ in them, in the sense that they cause us.”40 Structural implication implies that we are part of a society in which the legacies of slavery still matter, even if no continuous lines of transmission link us to that past.

The distinction between genealogical and structural implication brings with it a further paradox. To return to the terms provided by Nicholas Draper, genealogical implication is intimate, yet diffuse; structural implication, in contrast, is diffuse, yet intimate. On the one hand, in the case of genealogical implication, it is at least theoretically possible to use the family tree to trace precise links back to the event (of slave-ownership, of compensation for slave-ownership). In such cases, one can say “I am a descendant of slave-owners,” but the significance of that statement and the responsibility that accrues to that fact is diffuse: after four or five generations (or more), I occupy one of many branches of the family tree. I am connected through family—thus, intimately—to the past, but in a way that does not yet suggest specific forms of redress in the present. In the case of structural implication, on the other hand, there may not be an intimate link to the history of slavery; my connection to the past is discontinuous and diffuse. Out of that diffusion, however, comes an even more intimate determination than the one that follows from (mere) genealogical implication: my very subjectivity as a social being derives from the impersonal structures that surround and support me. These forms of determination are diffuse in the sense that they emerge from all corners of the social world rather than from the intimate networks of family. However, although diffuse, such determinations create us: subjects occupy a differential position at the intersection of impersonal forces that nevertheless make them who they are. Lacan’s concept of “extimacy”—in which the subject is defined by a Möbius-like continuity of inside and outside—captures the paradoxical diffuse intimacy of structural implication.41

It is likely that most of those who are genealogically implicated in a past such as transatlantic slavery will also be structurally implicated by virtue of race, class position, or geopolitical location in the present. The opposite is not necessarily true: one can occupy a structurally implicated position without a genealogical link to the events in question. Indeed, this latter possibility represents the most important contribution of a theory of the implicated subject: implication does not require the continuities of genealogy or the intimacies of the family. Implication derives from those continuities and intimacies in some cases, but also especially from a structural position in relation to groups, classes, and modes of production that makes some people the beneficiaries of histories “not their own” and disadvantages others regardless of their genealogical connection to the past.

Best and Hartman ask: “What is justice for the slave? What is justice for the slave’s descendants? Does the slave even have descendants? Who are the slave’s many descendants?” (3). A theory of the implicated subject does not provide a direct or easy answer to these questions, but it does suggest certain things about the descendants of slavery (as opposed to descendants of the slave) that can help us think through the question of justice. Rethinking descent as implication allows us to begin breaking with the logics of property and nature that continue to define the afterlives of slavery.42 At the same time, it allows us to recognize that such logics remain powerful both for those with a genealogical connection to the past and those inserted discontinuously into structures that propagate the past by diffusing it into all areas of contemporary social life. A theory of implication can help bring out the gray zones of slavery’s afterlife—complicity on the part of postcolonial states such as the Antigua indicted by Kincaid or collaboration by some Africans in the slave trade—but it also keeps the focus especially on those white beneficiaries of slavery and its aftermath, from the “compensated” slave-owners in the wake of abolition to those of us who benefit from the persistent hierarchies of the present.

Conclusion: Reframing Reparations

Although the theory of implication and implicated subjects does not provide easy answers to the problem of restitution, it can nevertheless help establish a framework for thinking about responsibility at a distance. What implicated subjects owe to those impacted by long-distance, transgenerational traumatic histories can never be as straightforward as cases in which easily identifiable perpetrators and victims survive—and even in these latter cases negotiating restitution is rarely a simple matter. The threads of connection between the original events and implicated subjects genealogically connected to perpetrators of the past wear thin after a few generations, even if in some cases, such as that of the Codrington family, continuities can also be traced over decades and centuries (e.g., in the ownership of particular pieces of property). To the extent that the genealogically implicated maintain positions of privilege, that privilege probably derives as much from shared, structural conditions of inequality as from determinate links to the past. Sharing a name and family lineage with a historical perpetrator does not make one a perpetrator, but it may create moral demands for symbolic reparation. Ultimately, the more consequential and difficult question involves how to address structural legacies of past traumatic histories, such as slavery. Symbolic forms of restitution count here, as well, but there ought to be room for redistributive measures in addition.

Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice, which attempts to take into account both symbolic and cultural forms of recognition and material forms of redistribution (along with political forms of representation), offers one way to address the long-term legacies of histories such as slavery.43 Fraser identifies a paradox at the heart of certain efforts of recognition and redistribution: they can end up maintaining the very abjected identities they set out to redress. To counter that paradox, Fraser argues for a form of socialism (as opposed to liberal welfare state policy) in the realm of redistribution and for a deconstruction of identities in the realm of recognition. In this context, socialism entails “deep restructuring of relations of production,” while deconstruction entails “deep restructuring of relations of recognition” (Justice Interruptus 27). The goal is to avoid reproducing structures of inequality in attempting to remediate them.

What would such a proposal mean for the aftermath of transatlantic slavery? Fraser’s discussion is aimed primarily at those who have suffered from injustices of recognition and redistribution, and her proposals seek to eliminate material inequalities, while blurring the boundaries of group differentiation between victims and beneficiaries of those injustices. The concept of the implicated subject is a way to negotiate the “deconstruction” of the subject that Fraser calls for on the side of the beneficiaries of slavery without deconstructing responsibility. The absence of the perpetrators and victims of the initial crime means that identity has been “loosened” from its historical moorings, even if the crime, as in the case of slavery, continues to haunt and shape the present. If this “looser” identity means recognizing that the criminally responsible are no longer on the scene (and, in fact, have escaped being brought to justice in almost all cases), it also entails a more encompassing notion of responsibility at the same time: even those who are not criminally responsible are still responsible in other registers (including political, economic, and moral realms).

Redress for slavery is an example of what Fraser calls “abnormal justice”—situations, prevalent today, in which no agreement exists about the matter, subjects, and forums of justice.44 Besides disagreement about how to render postslavery justice in the realms of recognition and redistribution, questions of political representation also arise. For Fraser, representation signifies the rules of membership that determine who gets a say about relations of justice and injustice with respect to recognition and redistribution: “Who counts as a subject of justice in a given matter? Whose interests and needs deserve consideration? Who belongs to the circle of those entitled to equal concern?” (“Abnormal Justice” 399). A situation of misrepresentation takes place when those who are impacted by a particular form of injustice do not have a voice to claim redress for the injustice—for instance, when corporate-caused environmental disaster has an impact in a region far from the “home” of the corporation.

Thinking about the aftermath of slavery in these terms allows us to expand Fraser’s theory in a direction she does not address: historical injustice. Her examples of abnormality in the sphere of representation primarily concern questions of jurisdiction at different geographical scales—she mentions local, national, regional, and global spheres—but she does not address the question of temporal difference (“Abnormal Justice” 401).45 In situations of historical injustice and diachronic implication such as slavery (or genocide), however, the initial victims are no longer alive and are thus a priori denied a voice in adjudicating the injustice they suffered; they have been “swallowed” by the ocean, in Kincaid’s evocative words. Misrepresentation and abnormality are a given. Recognizing this abnormality has a positive side, as Fraser points out: “decentering” assumptions about justice allows for “an expansion of the field of contestation, [and] hence the chance to challenge injustices that the previous [normal] grammar elided” (“Abnormal Justice” 402). In our case, that means taking seriously claims about the need to redress the injustices of the past that continue to resonate in the present even when the original protagonists of the history are no longer around. And yet, as Fraser continues, “overcoming injustice requires at least two additional conditions: first, a relatively stable framework in which claims can be equitably vetted and, second, institutionalized agencies and means of redress” (“Abnormal Justice” 402).

My argument is that positing implicated subjects as a relevant category in addition to victims and perpetrators can help in creating the kind of framework Fraser calls for. In the aftermath of slavery, all forms of remediation must start from the assumption that “normal” forms of representation have already failed and that new forms of contestation and new institutionalized agencies are necessary. In such a situation, the concept of implication can provide a way to think about justice after “direct,” “normal” representation is off the table. While the original victims and perpetrators are gone—and with them, “straightforward” solutions to the problem of reparations—groups remain who are implicated in that history. The question of redress involves determining the relation between differently situated groups—between those who have inherited or been otherwise denigrated by histories of victimization (postmemory generations) and those who have inherited or otherwise benefited from histories of perpetration (implicated subjects). Most disputes over reparations for slavery have centered on how to determine and assess the “loss” to African diaspora subjects by virtue of their ancestors’ mistreatment and its long-term impact. An approach based on the concept of the implicated subject starts from the other side: it asks how we can address the “gain” that beneficiaries profit from by virtue of a history that, in Morris-Suzuki’s terms, they have not caused, but which has caused them.46

Approaching reparations from the side of implication involves explaining—in terms borrowed from Arendt and Jaspers—how white subjects in former slave-holding and slave-trading societies are collectively responsible for the legacies of the past without being criminally guilty. It involves mobilizing both the historical lessons that a project such as Legacies of British Slave-Ownership can make available about the centrality of slave capital to capitalist society and the rhetorical power that Kincaid’s A Small Place uses to produce feelings of discomfort. An approach based on implication suggests the need for work both in the realm of recognition—the deconstruction of a white identity founded on denial of implication in historical injustice—and in the realm of material well-being, where some form of redistribution in the direction of equality would offset the persistence of ongoing inequities.47 Finally, it involves keeping in mind one of the fundamental truths of post-traumatic justice: we are all in danger of misrepresenting the victims, who are no longer around to speak for themselves. An implicated approach to restitution involves reflexively marking the impossibility of complete redress and knowing that that impossibility only makes justice even more urgent.
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Complex Implication
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Progress, Progression, Procession

William Kentridge’s Implicated Aesthetic

Living in the Interregnum

In 1990, the South African artist William Kentridge completed Arc/Procession: Develop, Catch Up, Even Surpass, a large drawing in charcoal and pastel created on eleven sheets of paper that together arch over an area of approximately 241/2 x 9 feet (fig. 3). The work is typically installed high on a gallery wall, its shape recalling the triumphal arches of the Roman Empire. Indeed, Kentridge may have had in mind a famous instance of triumphalist architecture, the first-century Arch of Titus in Rome, which depicts the bearing away of the booty of imperial conquest, including a menorah and other spoils from the sack of Jerusalem. In an often-cited theorization of the link between “documents of civilization” and “documents of barbarism,” Walter Benjamin implicitly evokes the same scene when he writes of “the triumphal procession [Triumphzug] in which the present rulers step over those who are lying prostrate.”1 Close in spirit to Benjamin’s reflections on history, Kentridge’s cryptic and decidedly nontriumphalist procession nonetheless involves not imperial booty, but rather the detritus of the dispossessed.

Most emblematically, on the far left-hand (or forward) side of Arc/Procession, the head and upper body of a hunched-over figure disappear beneath an indeterminate burden that includes cups and bowls, sacks and megaphones, all of which seem to be lashed around his body. A hobbling, one-legged man follows close behind. The feet of these two figures are hemmed in by low-lying barbed wire as they move toward a scarred landscape rendered in miniaturized, nonperspectival space at the left-bottom corner of the drawing. Following them in the procession we find a dense space populated by miners, a sandwich-board man, and male and female figures gesturing with despair, or perhaps imprecation, toward the heavens, along with abandoned cans, ladders, more megaphones, and two hyenas. Just to the left of center, three showerheads rain blue water on the proceedings—the only color in the drawing other than small triangles of green in the tiny landscapes at either corner of the arch. Meanwhile, imperfectly erased sketches at various points of the arch create an effect of layering, as do several human figures rendered in dark shadow.
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FIGURE 3. William Kentridge, Arc/Procession: Develop, Catch Up, Even Surpass, 1990. Charcoal, pastel on paper. Courtesy of the artist.



In reworking the Roman triumph, Arc/Procession gives visual form to Benjamin’s indictment of the violence embedded in progress narratives. Completed in the year in which the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of political organizations such as the African National Congress and Communist Party officially inaugurated South Africa’s transition from apartheid to an eventual nonracial democracy, Kentridge’s drawing cites—in order to ironize and even violate—a series of tenets of the progressive narrative of nationalism in its classical and postcolonial variants. As critics frequently note, Kentridge has taken his subtitle, “Develop, Catch Up, Even Surpass”—incorporated into the drawing in neat, cursive hand—from the political vision of the modernizing Ethiopian leader, Emperor Haile Selassie.2 Selassie, who titled his autobiography My Life and Ethiopia’s Progress, was an anticolonial hero and convener of the Organization of African Unity who believed that the country “must make progress slowly.”3 At the same time, he sought to incorporate aspects of European modernity while holding on to traditional forms of hierarchical authority, a double game that ultimately failed and eventuated in his replacement by a military dictatorship in 1974.4 The production of Arc/Procession in the midst of a massive civil rights struggle may also contain an echo of Martin Luther King’s oft-repeated dictum, “The arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice,” which continues to circulate in proximity to political change.

Yet, even as its title suggests an ambitious narrative of historical progress, Arc/Procession’s formal features complicate and undercut the progression at stake. Central to the piece’s impact is the tension between the large-scale narrative suggested by its subtitle and the minimally narrative content of the drawing: if a procession is most certainly an event, the depiction seems to lack both an explicit causal agent setting the movement in motion and the sense of an ending. Tension derives in addition from the way the viewer’s eye is pulled in two directions: while the procession moves from right to left, the drawn-in subtitle reinforces the tendency of Latin-alphabet users to “read” from left to right. Finally, the composition of imperfectly sutured panels give the arc a jagged line that doesn’t simply “bend,” as King’s phrase would have it, but rather stutters—and thus fractures the seamless continuity promised by the notion of progress.

Working at a moment on the verge of massive social change, Kentridge explores what his compatriot Nadine Gordimer has called “living in the interregnum.” In the 1980s, when she presciently saw change on the horizon, Gordimer twice cited Antonio Gramsci’s famous sentence from the Prison Notebooks: “The old is dying, and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum there arises a great diversity of morbid symptoms.”5 By staging progress as unresolved tension, Arc/Procession confirms what Gordimer also knows: that the crisis of the interregnum is also a problem of narrative and a challenge for implicated subjects. In this chapter, I explore some of the questions that arise from this conjunction of narrative form, subjectivity, and political transition. What challenges and opportunities attend narratives of historical responsibility from and in transition? What stories of collective transformation and improvement remain possible after the collapse of “grand narratives” of progress? If the old is indeed dying, how can its story still be told along with that of the emergent “new”?

In pursuing these questions, I turn not to more obvious purveyors of transitional narratives, such as Gordimer or the collective authors of the monumental Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report, but to Kentridge, an artist who works the edges of narrativity. Kentridge, a globally prominent artist who comes from a Lithuanian- and German-Jewish Johannesburg family of lawyers involved in the antiapartheid struggle, makes art that is weighted with political implication, yet, for the most part, indirect in its political critique.6 To be sure, Kentridge’s innovative films, drawings, and prints—created throughout the transitional period of the late 1980s, 1990s, and early years of the twenty-first century—appear as illustrations of what “living in the interregnum” means. They help make visible the “morbid symptoms” of that moment of transformation: betrayal, violence, and complicity, to name some of the most important themes of his work. Seen from the present, much of this work seems prophetic: it seems to anticipate the failure of the “new” South Africa to confront structural inequality and transform the country’s racialized political economy.7

Understanding Kentridge’s exploration of implicated subjects in the moment of transition requires delving into the varied, media-specific techniques he employs as well as the form, content, and context of his heterogeneous oeuvre. In this chapter, I take the open-endedness, indirection, and outmodedness of Kentridge’s implicated aesthetic as an inspiration for thinking more fundamentally about the narrative form embedded in what has come be called “transitional justice”—a politico-legal regime that has emerged in response to transformations like the one in South Africa.8 I thus begin by providing a brief introduction to what we might call the “narratology” of transitional justice.9 Drawing critically on the legal theorist Ruti Teitel, I suggest that transitional justice brings with it a fundamental narrative tension involving the negotiation between continuity and discontinuity, on the one hand, and implicated and disembedded subjects, on the other. This framework helps open up the narrative dimensions of Kentridge’s experiments in animated filmmaking, where—along with Arc/Procession—he first begins to explore the minimally narrative genre of the procession.10

Reading Kentridge in the context of work on the narrative form of political transformation by theorists such as Benjamin, Benedict Anderson, and Eric Santner brings to light several keywords that orient this chapter’s approach to implication: progress, progression, procession, and transition. This vocabulary is rich with narratological association, yet will appear here in defamiliarized form. To the extent that Kentridge creates a narrative of South Africa’s transitional moment, it is a narrative that rewrites the conventional liberal narrative of change, which is founded on a vision of disencumbered subjects progressing through “homogenous, empty time” (Benjamin 261), and forges instead an alternative chronotope and a different, implicated kind of protagonist. In the two final sections of the chapter we will see how Kentridge’s quasi-autobiographical exploration of implication opens up a deep, multidirectional history of race that is simultaneously postslavery and post-Holocaust. Moving from progression to procession in a transitional era, Kentridge provides resources for new forms of storytelling in the wake of racialized traumas and in the midst of a triumphalist capitalism.

Kentridge makes several linked contributions to the conceptualization of the implicated subject. His use of twin allegorical alter egos—Soho Eckstein and Felix Teitelbaum—helps craft an implicated alternative to the disembedded subject characteristic of human rights, humanitarianism, and transitional justice. Additionally, the “thick time” fostered by his aesthetic offers a formal correlate to the interlaced diachronic and synchronic axes of implication. Finally, through the multidirectional sensibility that some of his work exhibits, Kentridge provides an encounter with complex implication—the experience of occupying positions that align one both to histories of victimization and to histories of perpetration. While Kentridge’s work always emerges from engagement with ethical, political, and aesthetic complexity, it falls neither into a facile relativism nor into a banal equation of histories: Kentridge’s implicated aesthetic does recognize the artist’s genealogical relation to Jewish suffering in the past—a version of postmemory—but it responds above all to the evidence of his ongoing structural implication in irrevocable violence and stubborn inequality.

Transitional Justice as Narrative

At the same time South Africa was making its dramatic political transition—and in dialogue with that process—a new way of responding to and thinking about what Gramsci called the interregnum was taking shape globally under the rubric of “transitional justice.” Generally applied to states, such as South Africa, Argentina, and the former Soviet bloc, that have emerged from authoritarian or totalitarian rule into democracy, transitional justice involves the invention of contingent procedures and practices in the course of reckoning with particular past injustices. The institutionalized forms of transitional justice—often traced back to the Nuremberg trials and Germany’s post-Nazi reconstruction—include truth commissions, the payment of reparations, and the practice of lustration (the banning of politically tainted politicians and civil servants from public office). The goal of transitional justice is the facilitation of new democratic regimes that break with the past yet maintain social peace; the attainment of such a goal proceeds necessarily from compromise (see Bickford; Teitel, Transitional Justice).

For all the importance of its institutional forms, transitional justice also entails a potent cultural logic. In the words of one of its leading theorists, the legal scholar Ruti Teitel, “Transitional law is above all symbolic—a secular ritual of political passage.”11 As a rite of passage, transitional justice possesses a strong narrative dimension. Narratives associated with regimes of transitional justice can appear in a variety of media that traverse the fiction/nonfiction divide—including courtroom testimony, truth commission reports, and literary and cinematic works. Regardless of the medium in which they appear, such narratives give form to political transformation by helping shape the transitional era’s time consciousness, both its space of experience and its horizon of expectations.12

In her influential account, Teitel proposes that transitional narratives possess certain shared generic features. She emphasizes, in particular, their “contextualized and partial” nature: they are not “‘meta’-narratives but ‘mini’-narratives, always situated within the state’s preexisting national story. They are not new beginnings but build upon preexisting political legacies” (“Liberal Narrative” 241, 255). In other words, transitional narratives do not stand alone, but only exist in relation to past narratives of violence and violation. They “recategorize” key events from a nation’s past in the light of a new political dispensation (translating, for instance, “antiterrorist” measures into “crimes against humanity”), and they simultaneously “emplot” a vision of national history that projects from a tainted past into a different future (Teitel, Transitional Justice 85). As such, they combine continuity with discontinuity, recapitulation of a nation’s history with a will to break with that history.

A fundamental tension in Teitel’s account emerges, however, when she places transitional narratives under the sign of what she calls a “redemptive,” “liberalizing” project (“Liberal Narrative” 257). Teitel’s synthetic summary of the genre illustrates the risks of this subsumption:

Transitional narratives follow a distinct rhetorical form: beginning in tragedy, they end on a comic or romantic mode. In the classical understanding, tragedy implicates the catastrophic suffering of individuals, whose fate, due to their status, in turn implicates entire collectives. . . . In the convention of the transitional narrative, unlike that of tragedy, the revelation of knowledge actually makes a difference. The country’s past suffering is somehow reversed, leading to a happy ending of peace and reconciliation. (“Liberal Narrative” 252)

Despite their contingent origins, transitional narratives, in Teitel’s version, possess a strong teleological drive. The genre shift she identifies at their core—from tragedy to comic resolution—facilitates a parallel shift from contingency toward certainty: liberalizing transitional narratives become metanarratives or masterplots founded on a forgetful will to reconciliation.13 As masterplots, transitional narratives shed their contingent connection to “preexisting political legacies” and become much more conventional stories that take for granted the direction of progress: in this case, toward the closure of liberal democracy. In Robert Meister’s terms, such narratives risk slipping from the message that “the past was evil” to the consolation that “the evil is past.”14

While committed to the masterplot of transition as liberalization, Teitel does show awareness of its dangers and acknowledges that, “despite its appeal, its entrenchment as a story of unity could undermine its potential for a more revolutionary project” (“Liberal Narrative” 257). Yet, insofar as she emphasizes “the potential of individual choice” as central to the “liberalizing function” of transitional “narratives of progress,” her model becomes easily amenable to conventional, Hollywood-style plotting.15 Take, for example, Invictus, Clint Eastwood’s 2009 film about Nelson Mandela and the 1995 Rugby World Cup. There, the victory of the South African Springboks and the personal friendship between Mandela (played by Morgan Freeman) and the Afrikaner rugby captain Francois Pienaar (played by Matt Damon) become allegories of the “wholeness” and reconciliation transitional justice promises to the postapartheid nation (Teitel, “Liberal Narrative” 257). In this drive toward closure, well-meaning individualized stories triumph while structural implication in problems of race and class goes missing.16 Indeed, the truth of the Springboks is more complicated than the film can admit. A decade and a half after their World Cup victory, the team remained almost entirely white, and success in the sport remained strongly correlated with ongoing economic inequalities.17

Invictus is, of course, a blatantly Americanized version of South Africa’s transition. Yet, as such, it also emblematizes the transnational forces that are shaping the narrative of transitional justice today. As human rights scholar Paul Gready explains, “Globalisation as a whole is forging transitions and democracies characterised by continuity as well as change, by structures of inequality and patterns of conflict that are reconfigured rather than brought to an end” (Era of Transitional Justice 8). While predominantly a matter for political contestation, the limits of transitional justice in confronting such structures and patterns are also narrative limits, for, as Robert Cover has influentially argued, “no set of legal institutions or prescriptions exists apart from the narratives that locate it and give it meaning” (4). The generic conventions of the narrative of transition help install powerful ideological parameters that limit the field of possibility for new stories of transformation.

Although transitional eras are premised on a disruptive, qualitative break in political regime, liberal transitional narratives seek to install a more reassuring plot promising closure, as Invictus demonstrates. Central to the genre shift of transitional narrative, both Teitel and the film make clear, is a sense that closure is possible via a letting go of the past. While tragedy, in Teitel’s account, “implicates the . . . suffering of individuals” and, through them, “entire collectives,” the historical reversal that takes place in nontragic endings implicitly frees both individuals and collectives (“Liberal Narrative” 252; my emphasis). Disavowing the ongoing implication of individuals in collective contexts of suffering, such narratives take on not simply a liberal but a neoliberal guise and may become a form of what Eric Santner has called “narrative fetishism.”18 Writing about German attempts to “master” or overcome the Nazi past (known as Vergangenheitsbewältigung), Santner defines narrative fetishism as “the construction and deployment of a narrative consciously or unconsciously designed to expunge the traces of the trauma or loss that called that narrative into being in the first place” (144). A fetishistic narrative emerges out of a traumatic situation and may even, Santner proposes, “acknowledge the fact” of trauma, but it “disavow[s] the traumatizing impact of the same event” (150). In pointing to the need to preserve the traces of trauma’s impact, Santner implies that the problem of fetishism lies not only in a past disavowal—or a disavowal of the past—but in the ongoing production of disavowal through narrative. The genre shift of transitional narrative from tragedy to comedy-romance constitutes a disavowal of two forms of implication. What is disavowed is not necessarily the past trauma, the “fact” of which may remain in view, but rather, first, the hold of the past on the present, and second, the ongoing inextricability of individuals from collective, social contexts. The sociologist Stanley Cohen describes this process of disavowal as “implicatory denial,” a denial that the facts of the past continue to hold implications for the present.19

Regimes of transitional justice thus occupy a field of tension and remain poised at the intersection of conflicting demands. On the one hand, the drive for justice demands an account of subjects as implicated in histories of injustice and traumatic violence. On the other hand, the desire for social peace and progress diverts such a drive and seeks to create citizens for the new dispensation who are disembedded from past histories. Such contradictory demands play out in narrative form as a tension between continuity and discontinuity. The conventional transitional narrative seeks to deny continuities between past and present in order to forgo the need for a more fundamental break from previous social arrangements; it attempts to install moderate progress in place of qualitative transformation. At the limit, such a vision becomes a form of narrative fetishism, its version of progress built on disavowal of the ongoing production of trauma and inequality in the present—an ongoing production that is particularly marked in postapartheid South Africa, where a strong neoliberal turn accompanied the advent of nonracial democracy.

The thought of Walter Benjamin helps us to diagnose the problem of the liberal narrative at a more fundamental level—as a chronotope (Bakhtin)20—and to open up alternative possibilities for thinking transition as implication. Benjamin proposes in his reflections “on the concept of history” that the liberal (or in his time, social democratic) narrative of progress derives from an underlying gradualist temporality. As Benjamin famously argues, “the concept of the historical progress of mankind cannot be sundered from the concept of its progression through a homogeneous, empty time” (260–61). This same chronotope of progression lies at the heart of nationalist imaginings, as Benedict Anderson has demonstrated. For Anderson, the imagination of the modern nation becomes possible through the emergence of a new experience of temporal simultaneity, whose emblems are the novel and the newspaper, both of which present “the idea of a sociological organism [i.e., the nation] moving calendrically through homogeneous, empty time.”21 While the idea of the nation connects citizens to a horizontally conceived community as well as to that nation’s canonical history, the homogeneous, empty time in which that community comes into being establishes a terrain purified of collective implication in traumas past and present. Combining Benjamin and Anderson, we can propose that despite the peculiar, historically and socially heterogeneous circumstances in which the transitional nation necessarily emerges, the conventional transitional narrative that accompanies that emergence attempts to found the nation in this image of progression through homogeneous, empty time.

The notion of progression targeted by Benjamin is a much stripped-down version of the kind of progression that interests narrative theorists such as James Phelan.22 In place of the dynamic organization of beginning, middle, and end that Phelan reveals in narrative, Benjamin finds in progressive thought a reduced temporal imagination with a dangerous political impact. For Benjamin, this concept of time stymied opposition to fascism because it led progressive thinkers of the era to grasp fascism as an outmoded aberration bound to disappear of its own accord (257). In the transitional context, the stakes are different and involve not fascism but rather the sense of inevitability that accompanies the assumed link between democratic nation-building and capitalist marketization—an inevitability that some versions of transitional justice help to produce and reproduce.

The liberal narrative offers one way of managing the tension at the heart of the transitional era between desires for stability and justice, yet counter-forces are also at work in transitional contexts. Benjamin’s critique of progress offers a framework for thinking about such counterforces. When he writes that “[a] critique of the concept of such a progression must be the basis of any criticism of the concept of progress itself” (261), he suggests the grounds on which an alternative narrative of transition might emerge, one that is not indebted to a gradualist vision but remains true to the other demand of transitional justice for a reckoning with ongoing implication in historical injustice. But what would such a narrative look like?

William Kentridge’s Counternarratives

Just as South Africa’s transitional process was getting under way, William Kentridge embarked on a remarkable period of productivity that would bring him to international prominence and would include, among other features, a sustained exploration of the problems of time, narrative, and progress that are at the heart of the transitional genre and fundamental to the thinking of implication. In highly mediated and indirect form, Kentridge’s work depicts the contradictions and crises of narrative that accompany the long-wished-for moment of political change, a moment when the emancipatory possibilities of nonracial democracy run up against the persistence of entrenched privilege and material inequality. Well aware that the aesthetic production of one white South African artist could not possibly provide a totalizing overview of the era of change, Kentridge describes his approach as “trust in the inauthentic, the contingent, the practical as a way of arriving at meaning.”23 Infused with the contingent and the pragmatic, Kentridge’s work operates on the same terrain as transitional justice, yet pushes back in at least two ways against the subsumption of contingency to the masterplot of progress: in place of the homogeneous, empty time of progression, Kentridge models a “thick time” and a dynamic, variable space; and in place of the disembedded liberal subject of the transition, Kentridge evokes an implicated, embodied subject.24 In order to illustrate this alternative transitional chronotope, I will focus first on palimpsest and morphing—two techniques that emerge from what Rosalind Krauss calls Kentridge’s “reinvention” of the medium of animation—and I will connect those techniques to a recurrent narrative function in Kentridge’s films and other contemporaneous work: the procession of the crowd.25

These features (palimpsest, morphing, and procession) appear together for the first time in the Drawings for Projection series, an open-ended set of short animated films begun in 1989 and currently numbering ten.26 The films reference early cinema, Weimar painters like Max Beckmann, and contemporary African artists like Dumile, among other sources. They include evocative extradiegetic music and nonsynchronous diegetic sound effects as well as occasional descriptive and narrative intertitles and bits of text, but no dialogue or voice-over narration. Despite minimal use of language—and an ambiguous, associative style—the films do offer both individual narratives and a collective story arc. In fragmentary form, they tell the tale of the industrialist Soho Eckstein and the artistic Felix Teitlebaum. These two men physically resemble the artist and serve as his alter egos in a simultaneously comical and serious reflection on contemporary South Africa. The inhabiting of seemingly opposed alter egos constitutes a crucial dimension of Kentridge’s exploration of his own implication in apartheid and postapartheid South Africa.

The films recount a love triangle between the two men and Mrs. Eckstein, but also track the rise and fall of Soho’s business empire while alluding to South Africa’s history of racialized violence and the political struggles marking the transitional period. In coordinating intimate foibles with large-scale public events and transformations, Kentridge evokes certain conventions of the transitional narrative, as defined by Teitel. As she writes about the genre in general, “These tales of deceit and betrayal, often stories of longstanding affairs, appear to be allegories of the relation between citizen and state, shedding light on the structure and course of civic change” (“Liberal Narrative” 255). Like other transitional tales—including novels by the likes of Gordimer (None to Accompany Me), J. M. Coetzee (Disgrace), and Achmat Dangor (Bitter Fruit)—Kentridge’s Drawings for Projection explicitly narrate the morbid symptoms that emblematize the interregnum through stories of interpersonal deceit and betrayal. Yet, acutely aware of the nonrepresentative status of his primarily white “cast,” Kentridge also mediates the citizen/state allegory through the figure of the crowd, which appears in almost every film, albeit in different guises. As we will see later, he additionally includes an implicit reflection on his own implication as a Jewish South African.

Although the Drawings for Projection bear some obvious similarities to Teitel’s account of the transitional genre—not only in their foregrounding of personal betrayal but also in their construction out of a series of microstories—they lack the overarching narrative progression from tragedy to comedy that the legal scholar finds in the genre and move instead in largely aleatory fashion between different subgenres and subplots. Unfolding simultaneously with the events of the transitional era, the series weaves in and out of relation to historical change. While Kentridge himself has voiced the opinion that apartheid constitutes a “rock” that cannot be confronted directly and thus needs to be approached with indirect and figurative means, in fact the series sometimes mobilizes quite literal references to issues of race, class, and violence.27 Nevertheless, the “realist” and historically referential aspects of the Drawings for Projection still arrive mediated by experiments with form and aesthetic materiality. These experiments create the possibility of a new approach to transition by embracing the outmoded at the level of technique—Kentridge’s reinvented handicraft version of animation.

The unusual drawing and filming technique Kentridge develops in the series resonates with the larger historical moment of the films’ creation and constitutes his most original contribution to rethinking narration and implication in transitional times. Unlike traditional animation, in which the filming of a large series of images creates the illusion of movement, Kentridge works with a small number of drawings (typically between twenty and forty for an eight-minute-long film). His process of drawing for projection is based on marking, smudging, and erasure instead of the creation of an animated series.28 That is, he draws an initial image on a white sheet with charcoal—occasionally supplemented with blue and red chalk—and then walks across his studio to his 16- or 35mm film camera, where he shoots two frames of the image. He then returns to the drawing and amends it through additional drawing, smudging, and erasure, before shooting two more frames. The process of creation continues like this for a period of months and results in a film that—even after editing and transfer to video or DVD for projection on a gallery wall—preserves layers of residual charcoal dust, concatenates palimpsestic images, and thus bears traces of the artist’s bodily implication in his medium. In these palimpsests, traces of previous drawings remain on celluloid and in the final film, even as the drawings themselves that make up each frame disappear forever (except for the final image in each sequence, which is often displayed in exhibitions alongside the films).

Kentridge makes virtuosic use of the technique when he depicts, as he frequently does, newspapers fluttering through the air. The passage of the newspaper leaves a trail and thus supplements the ephemeral with the trace of persistence. If, as Anderson famously argues, the newspaper has served as a medium of national consciousness—figuring forth a simultaneity that would link citizens in an “imagined community” across the territory of the nation—in Kentridge’s hands the newspaper becomes a figure of flux and temporal drag. Such scenes may thus be understood as intervening in the homogeneous, empty time of the nation. Using the same palimpsestic technique, Kentridge also directly reveals the human consequences of such temporal drag, which stands in opposition to the disencumbered time of progress—notably, the burden suffered, in differential fashion, by the nation’s citizens and denizens, as in scenes from many of the films in which, recalling Arc/Procession, we follow the traces of a worker carrying a heavy load across a scarred landscape.

This technique of drawing/smudging/erasing, which makes possible the palimpsest with its layered persistence, also allows a form of morphing that highlights disappearance. The stakes of Kentridge’s work emerge at the intersection of these two tendencies. Felix in Exile, made shortly before the first democratic elections in 1994, registers the violence of the interregnum and the problem of land distribution (a problem that even today remains largely unaddressed). Here we find Felix in a Paris hotel room as he reflects longingly on his homeland, but with an acute sense of the losses that are accumulating in his absence. Alternating “European” and “African” music evokes the layered experience of exile. While the setting in exile emphasizes the problematic of distant suffering for a white spectator, Felix simultaneously receives messages about the continued political violence back home through the drawings of a black surveyor, Nandi, which spill out of Felix’s suitcase and flutter to the walls. Indeed, as Nandi appears opposite Felix in his mirror, Kentridge’s alter ego seems closer to black life in South Africa than he has when at home.

An object of desire and nostalgia, Nandi maps the landscape of the dead. In her drawings, palimpsest and the newspaper are associated with death. But the drawing/erasing technique also produces a supplementary narrative that uses morphing to correlate death with disappearance and forgetting, as Nandi herself becomes a victim of violence. In a rapid sequence, Nandi is shot by unseen assailants and forensic crime scene lines appear to cordon off her bleeding body; her corpse then morphs quickly into the landscape and loses recognizability, before finally giving way fully to Kentridge’s signature depiction of the postindustrial East Rand, a landscape dotted with disused mine pits and mine dumps.29 As Nandi disappears, the landscape preserves the marks of violation in the guise of ecological devastation—even as it obscures the evidence of murder. As Kentridge has written in a discussion of this film, “The landscape hides its history. . . . There is a similarity between a painting or drawing—which is oblivious to its position in history—and the terrain itself, which also hides its history.”30 Nevertheless, by creating “imperfect” works filled with smudged images and traces of what has been erased, Kentridge’s films and drawings seek to counter precisely this “hiding” or absorption of history by the landscape. Like Kincaid in her depiction of the polluted ocean, Kentridge both marks oblivion and replaces it with awareness of an ecological implication that links humans and the environment.31

In making time visible through a sculpting of drawn space, while working with a technique that simultaneously ensures disappearance and preservation, Kentridge brings together memory, mourning, and oblivion in an original, medium-specific chronotope whose production has ethical implications.32 The depiction of Nandi’s death indicates that the potential for trauma lies not only in political violence, but also in the erasure of that violence from human consciousness. Confronted with such a displacement, Kentridge avoids the perils of Santner’s narrative fetishism by narrating that very erasure and marking irrecuperable loss in a nonfetishistic way. This double movement of marking and erasure resembles what I have called “traumatic realism.”33 A counter to narrative fetishism, practices of traumatic realism index loss and the inaccessibility of what has been lost without redemptive acts of recuperation. By depicting both Nandi’s murder and the disappearance of her murdered body, Kentridge shows us why loss is unredeemable: not just because of the materiality of political violence but because of the temporal structure that accompanies it. The techniques of palimpsest and morphing make temporal progression itself an “actant” in the scene, both an experience Kentridge marks and a force against which his narrative struggles.

But Kentridge’s technique also has a further specificity. The simultaneity of continuity and rupture made possible by drawing/erasing calls forth not just trauma in general, but the layered temporal dynamics of political transition: the fact that a break in the historical narrative of the nation coexists with persistent violence and the persistent traces of past violence. Kentridge’s attention in Felix and other films to the obsolescent mine, together with his frequent representation of older technologies of all sorts—Bakelite phones, adding machines, and so on—counters what he calls “disremembering, the naturalization of things new,” a process that he associates with the rhetoric of the “new South Africa” (“Landscape” 127). Against the absorption of the problems of the interregnum and an unredeemed past into the forgetful language of novelty—into the “happy ending” of the liberal transitional narrative—Kentridge’s “outmoded” drawing and filmmaking techniques reinscribe transition back into landscape and memory.

In addition to challenging the temporal progression of the liberal narrative, the Drawings for Projection also undercut its disembedded subject. When Felix in Exile ends with the return of its protagonist to the scarred South African landscape, where he wades into a mine pit, Kentridge also suggests that the escape of exile is not an option in the face of unavoidable, embodied implication (another echo of Kincaid’s tourist). In addition, by foregrounding focalization through the presence of surveyors’ tools, such as the theodolite, and through mimicry of cinema’s “iris” lens, Kentridge implicates viewers in Felix’s gaze and in the violence projected on the museum walls. Kentridge’s innovative reinvention of the medium also furthers the sense of embodied implication. In Rosalind Krauss’s terms, “Kentridge’s technique constantly narrativiz[es] his own process” (Perpetual Inventory 53). This narrativization mimics but goes beyond the kinds of self-reflexivity made familiar by postmodern authors such as Paul Auster or Italo Calvino, who reference an authorial avatar in their fiction. As in the works of those authors, the Kentridge-like figures of Soho and Felix occupy the storyworld of the Drawings for Projection and, in works such as Journey to the Moon and 7 Fragments for Georges Méliès (both from 2003), Kentridge himself appears interacting with a drawn storyworld. But Kentridge’s work arguably goes a step farther: he renders the very medium of his narrative worlds—charcoal on paper captured on celluloid—as a narrative of implication: the medium itself indexes the artist’s body as it traverses the studio and bears the imprint of a story of material production and technique.

In a further twist, this story of technique folds back into the narrative discourse and shifts from the story of individual production to one of mass movement. Kentridge attributes the emergence of crowds in his films to the drawing/erasing technique. Referring to the opening of the third film in the series, Mine (1991), in which a crowd of miners spills out of a lift, he remarks:

[The crowd’s] origin has a huge amount to do with the particular technique I use. In a film using actors one would need a huge budget, thousands of extras, helicopters, an elephantine crew and a military administration to capture the huge crowds emerging from the ground. With this charcoal technique, each person is rendered with a single mark on the paper. As more marks are added, so the crowd emerges. The crowds draw themselves. It is far easier to draw a crowd of thousands than to show a flicker of doubt passing over one person’s face.34

In other words, technique—the marking of paper with charcoal—helps generate the actors and settings of the world Kentridge creates. It leads Kentridge toward the crowd and, finally, toward the procession. The procession represents the fulfillment of the drawing/erasing technique insofar as the movement of the crowd from the horizon (their usual point of origin in the films) involves both the additive qualities of marking through which the crowd accumulates and the subtractive qualities of erasing through which the crowd displaces itself across the sheet of paper and across the space of narration.

While Kentridge uses the example of his third film in the series, Mine, in fact the entry of the crowd into the Drawings for Projection takes place just after the midway point of the first film, Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris (1989), created at the same time as Arc/Procession (see Maltz-Leca 139). As the film irises out after an erotic scene in a swimming pool depicting the affair of Felix and Mrs. Eckstein, a postindustrial landscape fades in and fills up with a terraced terrain, light and sound towers, and a Hollywood-like sign announcing that this is indeed Johannesburg (and definitely not Hollywood!). Once the landscape is filled in, movement begins at the horizon, at the top of the image. A series of small black marks emerges and forms itself into a procession, which then snakes along an S-shaped path toward the front and bottom of the frame. As they approach the viewer and start to take on more human form, the film cuts to an apparent intertitle, which declares: “Soho feeds the poor.” However, the intertitle turns out, ironically, to be an inscription on the napkin Soho has tucked into his suit as he sits down to an enormous meal, the scraps from which he will then fling at the crowds outside his luxurious abode. This first film of the series ends with a fistfight between Soho and Felix, an event whose pettiness comes into sharp relief as the film irises out in its last seconds on a receding procession of the poor. Resonant of the forced removals of the apartheid era, the procession of the impoverished masses (which is in direct relation to Arc/Procession) thus occupies the narrative space between Felix’s affair and Soho’s greed—an indictment by editing of two versions of the implicated bourgeois subject and an indication that procession and not progression provides the key to Kentridge’s vision of transition. Here and in later films, the procession casts into relief the persistence of social antagonism and racial hierarchy at the moment of transition.

Although this early film from the series seems to position the masses as passive and resigned, the series as a whole also registers the becoming active of the people through public procession—a becoming that, as Leora Maltz-Leca has shown, is historically located in the new possibilities for political movement opened up at the tail end of the formal regime of apartheid (see esp. 150–51). Later films, especially Sobriety, Obesity and Growing Old (1991) and Stereoscope (1999), use the same drawing/erasing techniques to present processions as political demonstrations and often juxtapose the stagnant private worlds of Felix and the Ecksteins with the ever-metamorphosing public sphere of the transitional era. In Sobriety, for instance, Felix and Mrs. Eckstein look on passively as a politically mobilized crowd bearing signs and banners literally passes them by (fig. 4). The very blankness of the banners—unreadable except for an occasional, suggestive red tint—emblematizes the gap between politics and the private sphere in which Kentridge’s privileged white figures attempt to live, even in the midst of the transitional era. These juxtapositions suggest that if Kentridge’s particular technique leads him to the crowd, it would be misleading to imply, as he does, that he therefore foreswears the “flicker of doubt passing over one person’s face.” Doubt is, in fact, a powerful marker of the implicated subject, especially the white bourgeois beneficiary of racial and class oppression faced with the self-activation of the masses in procession and transition. Indeed, the mini-narratives of the Drawings for Projection focus predominantly on the flickers of doubt experienced by Soho and Felix, but the films ultimately draw their power from a double dialectic: that between the suffering and agency of the crowd and between bourgeois individual implication and the collective occupation of space.

Mining, Implication, and Multidirectional Memory

Kentridge’s Drawings for Projection mobilize an arsenal of visual narrative techniques that provide a powerful alternative to the liberal story of transitional justice. They move from progression to procession as a means of representing transition; from narrative fetishism to traumatic realism via palimpsest and morphing; from disembedded individual to implicated subject in proximity to the masses. In the works I’ve discussed, Kentridge presents the time and space of transition as thick and dynamic, not empty and homogeneous. He drills down into the sediment of history while also tracing movements across the surface of the earth. He innovates without fetishizing the advent of the new, and he does so at the level of narrative discourse and the aesthetic medium as well as in his approach to political change. But Kentridge’s narrative of transition is not simply the opposite of the conventional liberal narrative. Indeed, his work banishes neither the importance of individual responsibility nor the hope for progress (something that is also visible in his engagement with the utopian energies of the Soviet avant-garde, as in his Metropolitan Opera production of The Nose [2010]). Rather, Kentridge reworks responsibility in the direction of a broader notion of implication and depicts metamorphoses (political and otherwise) from a decidedly materialist and nonanthropocentric perspective.

At the same time that he broadens his notion of implication to encompass the structural implication of bourgeois subjects in a time of political transition, Kentridge also simultaneously expands the temporal horizons of historical responsibility and excavates a particularly autobiographical dimension of implication. These different features of Kentridge’s work—which combine synchronic and diachronic implication—appear in especially condensed form in the 1991 film Mine. Mine was created as the third of the Drawings for Projection, but Kentridge thinks of it as the second in the series and situates it between Johannesburg, 2nd Greatest City after Paris and 1990’s Monument. Johannesburg documents the creation of Soho’s empire, including the mining town we associate with the later film, while Monument shows Soho as an ostensible “civic benefactor,” erecting a statue in honor of the workers. Mine, in contrast, reveals the underside of Soho’s empire in no uncertain terms. In the film’s title sequence we see an isolated head that recalls both a fourteenth-century Ife bust from Nigeria and a miner with a lamp. This visual pun already suggests that the film is interested in histories that extend beyond the nation-state. As the sounds of Dvořák’s Cello Concerto in B minor build, resonant of the European Romantic tradition, the word “MINE” rapidly approaches the viewer through a darkened mine shaft. Soon we will realize that this title constitutes another pun, this time verbal, which refers not only to the source of Soho’s wealth but also to his proprietary relationship with the human and natural worlds (yet another level of meaning will emerge later). The brief title sequence thus begins to establish colonialist capitalism as its target while also deploying a dynamic aesthetic of juxtaposition and layered meaning that bears resemblance to an internationalist avant-garde.
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FIGURE 4. Looking on—the implicated subject. William Kentridge, video still from Sobriety, Obesity and Growing Old, 1991. 16mm film; video and laser disc transfer. 8 minutes, 22 seconds. Courtesy of the artist.



The film proper opens with a scene of metamorphosis in which an explosion in a mine disrupts the landscape and transforms the land into an image of Soho sleeping. (This is the scene that Kentridge describes as the origin of the crowd in his work.) The following sequence deploys montage to crosscut scenes of miners beginning their day with the mine owner Soho. Lying in bed, the smoke from Soho’s cigar becomes a bell with which to call his unseen household help, after which the cigar morphs into a coffee cup; later the pillows of the bed rotate around Soho and become a desk holding the tools of his trade, in particular the adding machine that spits out paper and then commodities, including the workers who produce his wealth and a set of Ife busts. The film moves between Soho’s domestic and work spaces—shown, through Kentridge’s drawing/erasing technique, to be variations on the same space—and the miners’ underground work and living spaces, which similarly bleed into each other, as if to demonstrate the workers’ complete subordination to the biopolitical regime of modern capitalism. This sequence bears some resemblance to Eisenstein’s Strike (1925), which begins with alternating shots of a laughing, corpulent industrialist and laborers at work in the factory. The signature use of charcoal drawing allows Kentridge to unite the spaces of capital and labor and thus to reveal simultaneously their dependent and radically unequal nature, as does Eisenstein’s editing. But Mine also reveals the magical metamorphoses made possible by Kentridge’s technique to be complicit with Soho’s power to control labor and nature: this is, then, also a portrait of the artist as implicated subject.35

Kentridge’s answer to the industrialist’s power to control time and space and the natural and human worlds consists not in a refusal of those powers but in their self-conscious appropriation. Kentridge makes visible what Soho “owns” but refuses to see. This rendering visible takes place most dramatically in a sequence that begins with Soho’s coffee pot—a cafetiere, as Kentridge calls it, or a French press, as we say in the US. When Soho presses down on the coffee plunger, it does not stop at the bottom of the pot, but continues its downward movement through Soho’s bed and into the mines below (fig. 5). The coffee plunger creates a miniature mine shaft that cuts into the living and work spaces of the miners, through their barracks and showers and into the cavernous mines themselves—the plunger even passes through the body of one worker, which starts a flow of blood that continues downwards. Once again, Kentridge reveals that his technique partakes of the violence it depicts, an implicit comment on the complicity of the artist in a world of structural oppression. The plunger becomes a kind of drill (and is associated with drilling performed by the miners as well as with the artist’s pencil), and as the drill cuts into the rock, a strange image emerges soon recognizable as the cross section of a slave ship (fig. 6). This first association is then overlaid with the growing sense that the iconography of the mine also resembles a Nazi camp. Indeed, the image of the mine workers’ compound seems to be modeled directly on a famous photograph from the liberation of Dachau (one that features a young Elie Wiesel), although Kentridge claims not to have had the Holocaust in mind at all (fig. 7). Regardless of the artist’s intentions, however, recognition of this modeling also casts a dark shadow over the images of miners in the shower, which can now be seen as punning on the habitual reference to the gas chambers as “the showers.”

Consistent with the entire series of Drawings for Projection, the film contains no clear narrative line or voice-over to guide interpretation of these multidirectional visual associations. If these are memories that are excavated from the formations of the mine, it is not clear whose memories they are. Out of this uncertainty at least two ways to read the sequence emerge, which correspond in turn to the two ways that multidirectionality arises in it: the unmistakable allusion to the slave ship emblematizes a collective memory of the larger historical transfers and correspondences between different forms of imperial violence connecting Europe and Africa (and theorized by the likes of Aimé Césaire and Hannah Arendt, among others), while the unconscious and ghostly presence of the Nazi camp suggests the peculiar psychology of domination and complicity of white and—perhaps more pointedly—white Jewish South Africans.


[image: ]

FIGURE 5. The coffee plunger. William Kentridge, video still from Mine, 1991. 16mm film transferred to video. 5 minutes, 49 seconds. Courtesy of the artist.



Regardless of whether the mine compounds actually resemble sites of slavery and totalitarian control, Kentridge’s work registers the layers of meaning that both popular and scholarly discourses ascribed to the mines during the apartheid period. As geographer Jonathan Crush has shown, the notion of “the African miner [as] a slave” living in “medieval conditions” characterized African Mine Workers’ Union discourse in the 1940s and reappeared in the 1980s in the rhetoric of the National Union of Mineworkers. In addition, Kentridge draws on a historical association of the word “mine”: the fact that one of the largest slave forts on the coast of Africa was located in Elmina, “the Mine.” Yet, the historicizing discourse of mining as “medieval” enslavement coexisted with—and was ultimately displaced by—Marxist and social historical accounts of the “modernity” of the mine that, in language resonating with the Nazi’s concentrationary universe, depicted the compound as a “total institution” and its manager as a “supreme dictator.”36
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FIGURE 6. The slave ship. William Kentridge, video still from Mine, 1991. 16mm film transferred to video. 5 minutes, 49 seconds. Courtesy of the artist.



In delving into the mines, Kentridge certainly evinces a strong interest in the forms of domination that the mine materializes and that various discourses have attempted to describe through historical analogies; the figure of Soho clearly stands as a metonym for those forces throughout the Drawings for Projection. But, as already noted, Kentridge’s approach to politics is never primarily—or simply—a matter of represented content. The nonexplicit—perhaps even unconscious—form of the Holocaust reference in Mine suggests that it must also represent something other than an explicit analogy between different forms of violence. Rather, to construct an alternative interpretation, we might begin by noting that the Holocaust’s ghostly presence in the film seems to reference the medium itself, the palimpsestic form of Kentridge’s work. Such a resonance between form and history suggests that the Holocaust reference involves a new level of self-reflexivity, just as earlier we observed that Kentridge’s metamorphic technique shares with capitalism itself the power to shape and exchange all manner of beings and objects.
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FIGURE 7. The barracks. William Kentridge, video still from Mine, 1991. 16mm film transferred to video. 5 minutes, 49 seconds. Courtesy of the artist.



If we take Soho’s name, Eckstein, and the modeling of his image on the artist’s grandfather as indications that he is of Jewish descent—indications that themselves remain indirect—a new message starts to emerge that strikes at the heart of what I call complex implication. The ghosting of the Holocaust may reference the similarity between German and South African racist regimes as well as the presence of the virulent antisemitism that accompanied Afrikaner nationalism, especially during the Nazi period in Europe. But it also draws attention to the vast distance of South African Jews from the Holocaust: despite possessing a broad ethno-religious or directly genealogical link to victims of the Holocaust, Jews who immigrated to South Africa either found immediate refuge from genocide or benefited from historical good fortune in escaping ahead of time from Europe (the case for Kentridge’s family, which immigrated to South Africa long before the Holocaust). To complicate matters further, the figure of Soho recalls the Jewish financiers who in the late nineteenth century fostered the growth of the mining industry. In the words of critic Claudia Braude, “The history of the Johannesburg Jewish community . . . is intimately intertwined with the history of the early mining town.”37 Soho’s creation of the mine thus becomes a kind of historical allegory for one strand of Jewish South African history, but the allegory is many-sided.

Given the associations created by the film Mine, Soho’s iconic pinstriped suit also becomes an ironic reminder of concentration camp uniforms—precisely what Soho never had to wear. The irony that, despite its racism and antisemitism, South Africa served as a refuge for Jews during World War II is noted by the South African–British writer Dan Jacobson in his memoir Heshel’s Kingdom, where he writes of his grandmother and her children, “In leaving Lithuania for South Africa, they had exchanged an anonymous death at the hands of murderers for life itself” (Jacobson 68). Even if, in Jacobson’s words, the Jews’ “prominence in the development of the diamond and gold fields had done nothing to make them popular among either Britons or Boers” (90), a vast distance still separates South Africa’s Jews from the fate of both their European relatives and the black populations among whom they now found themselves. Indeed, as Braude details, the post-Holocaust history of Jews in South Africa saw many in the community finding accommodation with the apartheid system and the ruling National Party—an accommodation that required what she calls “a profound suppression of memory,” the memory of antisemitism and Nazi influence in South Africa (Braude xliv).

Kentridge’s palimpsestic narratives of transition—along with the multidirectional legacies they evoke—thus register several things simultaneously. They uncover the specific dynamics of South Africa’s political interregnum, but they also demonstrate how the larger forces of capitalism, colonialism, and genocide have framed South African history over the longue durée. They draw attention to the specific transitional position of the country’s Jewish minority, yet also anticipate a more general return of suppressed memories that would accompany the end of apartheid. In other words, what the movement of the coffee plunger reveals is not simply a historical analogy between different sites of violence or Soho’s (or Kentridge’s) individual unconscious, but rather a complex, connective history of trauma, implication, complicity, and forgetting that defines a social group—South African Jews—caught in what Kentridge once wryly described as “an interesting position” between accommodation and marginalization.38 How can an artist address problems of injustice in such a historical context marked by divergent genealogies and ongoing structural inequalities? For Kentridge, at least, it involves shuttling between the claims of the past and the present and excavating evidence of individual and collective implication from sites layered with multidirectional memory. That project continues to this day.

Still Embedded: The Return of the Procession

A decade after Arc/Procession and after most of the Drawings for Projection series (thus far) had been completed, Kentridge’s interest in the procession exploded. In this new phase, he begins to multiply the media of his experiments. Processions emerge cast in bronze (e.g., Procession, 1999–2000) and printed onto the pages of atlases and encyclopedias (e.g., Portage, 2000). A 1999 film, Shadow Procession, uses ripped paper, pins, and light projected on a screen to evoke the same kind of burdened procession found in Arc/Procession and many of the Drawings for Projection. In 2016, Kentridge created an enormous frieze on the banks of the Tiber in Rome called Triumphs and Laments that, like Arc/Procession, refers to the Roman triumphal procession and, in Benjaminian fashion, links the glories of civilization with the “shamefulness” of violence.39

But among the recent pieces, it is perhaps most suggestively in a 2015 work, More Sweetly Play the Dance, that the issues raised in this chapter coalesce: the form of the procession and allusions to mining merge with the ambiguous multidirectionality of memory we find especially in Mine.40 A large-scale eight-screen video installation that runs in a fifteen-minute loop with sound coming from four megaphones, More Sweetly Play the Dance uses some images that could come straight from the Drawings for Projection: the familiar East Rand mining landscape serves as the backdrop for an extended procession. Yet, in contradistinction to the animated films, Dance uses live actors as well as cut-out paper forms that recall Shadow Procession and other recent works. A combination of back and side lighting during the filming creates processions in which the figures traversing the screens approximate silhouettes but also have a greater depth and range of color than mere shadows would offer.41

While the installation opens with a dancer twirling from right to left across the eight screens, the remainder of the work consists of a procession from left to right involving priest-like figures, a parade of “saints,” a marching band—the African Immanuel Essemblies Brass Band—that provides the sometimes mournful, sometimes exuberant music for the piece, and the usual assortment of dispossessed and afflicted people (including Ebola victims with IV drips) and hybrid human/nonhuman figures that we find in Kentridge’s works dating back at least to Arc/Procession. The pace of the procession shifts along with the music from the slow, labored movements of figures dragging bodies or carrying heavy loads on their heads to the more frenetic pace of dancing derived from South African church ceremonies (Kentridge, More Sweetly 30). The fifteen-minute projection ends with the dancer and choreographer Dada Masilo—who also collaborated with Kentridge on The Refusal of Time (2012) and Refuse the Hour (2012)—twirling and striding across the screens; she first carries a spade and then, en pointe, a rifle that she holds above her head before she disappears into the interstices between two of the screens. The spade represents another reference to mining, since “spade dances from Johannesburg [are used] to induct young miners into the process of mining underground,” while the rifle dance emerged from another project on the Chinese Cultural Revolution (Kentridge, More Sweetly 35, 47). The gaps between the screens ensure that the procession in Dance is discontinuous: the figures who pass by do not simply progress at a continuous pace over those gaps from one screen to the next, but rather disappear for variable amounts of time, often returning, but not always (the case for Masilo).42 In its foregrounding of discontinuity and asynchronicity, Dance continues the interruption of homogeneous, empty time we find throughout Kentridge’s processions. Created two decades after the birth of the “new” South Africa, the work—seen in dialogue with the Drawings for Projection—suggests, among other things, that the transition to an egalitarian society remains unfulfilled.

Like so much of Kentridge’s work, More Sweetly Play the Dance concatenates histories both local and temporally and spatially distant. As most commentators have observed, the procession recalls the medieval danse macabre—in particular, procession-like representations of it such as Bernt Notke’s fifteenth-century Lübecker Totentanz—as well as the contemporary flight of refugees and migrants, whether in South Africa, Europe, or elsewhere.43 Like the danse macabre—and, indeed, like today’s mass migration—Kentridge’s procession unites diverse classes of people and brings death and life, fatality and resilience, into proximity. Dance works with and from very local scenes and materials, but it also alludes to a far-flung set of cultural, historical, and geographical contexts. In Kentridge’s words, “The piece starts with ideas of the German Dance of Death, with ideas from [Berg’s opera] Lulu and Büchner. But in the musicians, in the actors, in the landscapes, in the figures they are enacting, it is rooted in the city of Johannesburg” (More Sweetly 42). The intertextual references gathered in this work could be unraveled almost indefinitely, yet there is one other important layer of meaning mobilized here that rhymes suggestively with our previous discussion: Kentridge has drawn his title from Paul Celan’s famous poem of the Holocaust, “Todesfuge” (“Death Fugue”).

In “Todesfuge,” Celan creates a fugue-like poetic structure that recounts a scene in a Nazi camp: a commandant brutally directs his workers to dig graves and orders a group of musicians to “strike up for the dance” (er befiehlt uns spielt auf nun zum Tanz), while alternately writing home to his beloved in Germany.44 Narrated from the perspective of the Jews in the camp, who famously drink the “black milk of daybreak,” the poem also ventriloquizes the commandant, thus creating a fugal counterpoint between the two perspectives. As it happens, Kentridge has taken his title from a famous line in which the commandant speaks through the mediation of Celan’s collective narrators. The poem’s “we” recounts: “He calls out more sweetly play death death is a master from Germany” (Er ruft spielt süßer den Tod der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland). Kentridge thus cites directly the formal word order of Michael Hamburger’s translation of “Todesfugue,” but also substitutes the word “dance”—transposed from earlier in the poem—for “death.”

Dance does not represent the first time Celan’s poem has been evoked by a South African artist: in Country of My Skull, poet and journalist Antjie Krog’s account of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Krog cites several lines from Celan in German and translates one of them into English and into the South African context: “Death is a master from Africa.”45 Krog’s citation takes place at the beginning of an imaginary dialogue that brings together the problem of representing the Holocaust with that of responding to apartheid (and also references Ariel Dorfman’s engagement with the dictatorship in Chile).46 Kentridge, in contrast—and in keeping with all of his work—proceeds much less directly. Yet, the Celan reference may ultimately function similarly in both works.

Dance includes no explicit comparison between the Nazi genocide and the procession it depicts, though knowledgeable viewers might be reminded of the death marches from the camps that the Nazis ordered in the waning months of their reign. Writing about the work, Kentridge himself situates the procession form in a long and heterogeneous genealogy: “The image of a procession goes back to Goya and his paintings of processions. It goes back more recently to photographs of refugees fleeing Rwanda. . . . All the movement that still exists across the continent of Africa. Further back to the images of the processions of people from the Balkans. The huge population movements of people at the end of the Second World War” (More Sweetly 25). More salient than this expansive, multidirectional vision, however, is the proximity of music, dance, and death in both Celan’s poem and Kentridge’s installation—a proximity that links multidirectionality to the problem of implication.

Despite being appropriated for educational and commemorative purposes—a normalization of his work that led Celan to disavow the poem in later years—“Todesfuge” represents a radical interrogation of the limits of aesthetics in the face of death: the function of music and poetry is put into question by the historically documented “instrumentalization” of music in the camps Celan evokes as well as by his allusions to German high culture in the title, structure, and text. (Celan references not only Bach’s fugues but also Goethe’s iconic love object Margarete.) Inspired by Celan, I suggest, Kentridge joins Krog in probing the relationship between representation and suffering. In other words, rather than primarily serving as a comparative reference to the Holocaust as historical event, the Celan allusion adds a self-reflexive dimension to Kentridge’s installation that involves the status of the artist and the audience.

As in the Drawings for Projection, Kentridge implicates himself in his role as artist by alluding to the complicity between the creation of beauty and the fact of suffering. The self-reflexivity signaled by the allusion to Celan suggests a different ethical position in the work from that identified by Homi Bhabha in his nuanced reading of Dance. Bhabha builds on a fragment from Kentridge’s Six Drawing Lessons to argue for an ethical dimension in Dance inspired by the French Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas. In the midst of a reflection on how to represent an historical and aesthetic “cacophony of excess” (what I would call multidirectionality), Kentridge constructs a list of subject titles that he wants to find a way to “put together.” In the list is the title that Bhabha extracts: “KEEPING ON YOUR FEET (THE ETHICAL DEMAND OF THE FACE OF THE OTHER)” (52). Bhabha sees here the conjunction of Kentridge’s processional form (“keeping on your feet”) and Levinas’s dictum that the face of the other represents an infinite ethical demand connected to the biblical injunction “Thou shalt not kill.” As Bhabha writes of the “anonymous load bearers of the world’s weight and its weariness” found in Dance, “the ethical demand of foot power, like the Levinasian appeal to the face, requires us to walk alongside, to identify with the ‘extreme precariousness of the other’” (236 [citing Levinas]). Bhabha recognizes the risks involved in “relations of proximity” to the dispossessed, and he does not facilely insert himself into the procession and submit to “an ahistorical, sentimental humanism” (236). Yet, it seems to me, in understanding Kentridge’s ethics as one of “walking alongside,” Bhabha overlooks the structure of spectatorship created in this procession and thus the problem of implication. The precariousness of the other is not in fact one with which we can identify (even though we sometimes share it!); rather, precariousness always stands in relation to the capacity to wound that defines implicated subjects, as I also argue in the next chapter, Chapter 4, on Israel/Palestine. It is that relationship between the capacity for violation and actually existing precariousness that Kentridge stages.

In More Sweetly Play the Dance, as in Arc/Procession and many of Kentridge’s other processional works, we viewers are not in a position to join the procession or even to walk alongside it; rather, we are situated, along with the artist, perpendicular to the procession that unfolds across the screens in front of us and outside its spaces of exile, mourning, or resistance. Although the spatial relations in Drawings for Projection function somewhat differently from those in the multiscreen Dance installation, we have already seen how Kentridge positions his alter egos, Felix and Soho, along with the viewer, outside the procession: in Johannesburg, Soho confronts the procession of the dispossessed workers with cruelty and condescension; in Sobriety, Felix and Mrs. Eckstein stand mutely and passively outside the political demonstration that signals the political transition under way. The point of such positioning is not, however, that the figures in the animated films and the viewers who look over their shoulders are utterly disengaged from the scenes in front of them, but, to the contrary, that they are ethically implicated in them, which is to say, participating in their very distance. This is obvious in the case of the industrialist Soho, but the suggestion is just as strong for Felix, whose apparent political passivity offers no resistance to the racial and class structures he observes. Like the Drawings, Dance also uses the procession to raise self-reflexive questions about art’s perpendicular relation to suffering and violence. In this recent work, it is primarily the invocation of Celan—in particular, the incorporation of the voice of the German “master”—that signals the self-reflexivity of the work: its questioning of what it means to depict mass migration and the suffering of refugees “more sweetly.”

One significant shift that has taken place in the movement from Arc/Procession and the Drawings for Projection to More Sweetly Play the Dance and other recent works such as Triumphs and Laments, however, is an expansion of scale and scope. While Kentridge has long participated in collaborative work—for example, with the Handspring Puppet Company—and has long worked with composers such as Philip Miller, the new work emerges necessarily out of a large-scale studio and involves multiple collaborators. The depiction of a highly personalized mode of implication that we find in the Drawings via the presence of Kentridge’s two alter egos (as allegorical as those alter egos surely are) thus opens out to a more collective vision here. The nature of the Holocaust references in Mine and Dance echo this shift in scope: from a commentary that seems to involve Kentridge’s individual and communal—genealogical—relation to the Holocaust in the earlier film to a larger statement about the structural role of art in relation to local and global suffering in the recent installation.

The recent work also expands the historical archive of implication even further. In the chapter of Six Drawing Lessons from which Bhabha takes the Levinasian slogan, Kentridge links this shift to the conditions of the studio. In that chapter, dedicated to “A Brief History of Colonial Revolts,” Kentridge describes the early twentieth-century genocide of the Herero as a history in which “we still are embedded”: “The Herero genocide is part of a continuing set of questions and actions, questions of seeing, understanding, and the use of violence, a set of questions reaching from Plato’s cave to where we are here, and the studio becomes an emblematic space for working with these questions” (39). Kentridge’s vision of implication—of being “embedded” in histories “where we are here”—is no fixed and homogeneous vision; rather, as he writes, it is “a continuing set of questions” that he explores in the collective and collaborative context of the studio. Those with whom he collaborates are themselves a heterogeneous group, not all situated in the same way that he is to the histories this work evokes. Framing his project in terms of embeddedness—what I call implication—functions productively: the framework of implication enables the questions of seeing, understanding, and violence that Kentridge mentions and links them to perennial philosophical concerns such as those raised by Plato.

By exploring implication—and not only guilt, perpetration, and victimization—Kentridge opens up an uneven but shared space of creation and spectatorship for interrogating forms of historical and political responsibility. He is not one to provide easy answers, but then, there are no easy answers in these realms. Situated at the intersection of complex genealogies and overbearing structures of violence, he helps shift our modes of perception in order to rework what Jacques Rancière calls the “distribution of the sensible” (le partage du sensible)—the nexus of aesthetics and politics.47 Such a reworking is an equally urgent agenda item in the next context we will explore: that of diasporic responses to the politics of Israel/Palestine.


4

From Gaza to Warsaw

Multidirectional Memory and the Perpetuator

Modes of Implication and Memory Conflict

In an October 2015 opinion piece for the Washington Post, two Jewish American scholars—and self-declared “lifelong Zionists”—published a stinging critique of Israel.1 The authors, Steven Levitsky of Harvard and Glen Weyl of the University of Chicago, survey the state of play in the Middle East and assert, “Israel has embarked on a path that threatens its very existence.” With the occupation of the West Bank having become permanent, Israel will find itself more isolated and less secure, they argue, and will imperil its claims to being a democratic state. Levitsky and Weyl thus “reluctantly but resolutely” declare their support for what has become known as “BDS”—the movement to boycott, divest from, and sanction Israel. In embracing BDS, Levitsky and Weyl do not abandon their Zionism; instead, they present their shift in attitude toward a rejection of Israeli policies as emerging from their Zionism: “For years, we supported Israeli governments—even those we strongly disagreed with—in the belief that a secure Israel would act to defend its own long-term interests. That strategy has failed. Israel’s defenders have become its enablers.” The authors then counter—by embracing—one of the most familiar critiques of the BDS movement: that it holds Israel to a higher standard than other states. They write, “Israel, of course, is hardly the world’s worst human rights violator. Doesn’t boycotting Israel but not other rights-violating states constitute a double standard? It does. We love Israel, and we are deeply concerned for its survival. We do not feel equally invested in the fate of other states.” Distinguishing their embrace of BDS from that of some other Israel critics, they continue: “We recognize that some boycott advocates are driven by opposition to (and even hatred of) Israel. Our motivation is precisely the opposite: love for Israel and a desire to save it.”

Levitsky and Weyl’s column illustrates how relevant, but also multivalent, the concept of implication can be in the struggle over Israel/Palestine. At least two forms of implication can be found in their essay. First, their change of heart emerges from a growing recognition that their own earlier attitudes and actions had not countered but rather enabled the political deadlock in the region: by defending Israel without exception, they became enablers and what I call “perpetuators” of an untenable position and thus implicated in the production of further injustice. We might call this “ideological” implication. In addition, they outline a version of “affective” implication, one in which strong feelings—here, of love—connect subjects to an apparently distant political scene.2 Levitsky and Weyl seek to break with the first form of implication while embracing the second. Although especially charged in the case of Israel/Palestine, these forms of ideological and affective implication are not unique to this case; indeed, they are common to various diaspora groups and to the forms of long-distance nationalism they often express.3

In the case of Levitsky and Weyl, an embrace of implication becomes the opportunity for a critical political intervention, but it also preserves an affective and ideological tie to the object of the critique: the State of Israel. In that sense, it reproduces one of the mechanisms whereby the state solicits implicated subjects for its simultaneously ideological and affective project: through its interpellation of “the Jewish people.” Starting with the 1950 Law of Return—which allows all Jews anywhere to immigrate to Israel at any time—the State of Israel has positioned itself as the representative not primarily of its citizens but of an ethnically and religiously defined people worldwide.4 The Israeli Supreme Court made this view explicit in 1972 when it stated, “There is no Israeli nation separate from the Jewish People. The Jewish People is composed not only of those residing in Israel but also of Diaspora Jewry.”5 In Saree Makdisi’s terms, “As a result, not only Jewish citizens of the state but indeed all Jews everywhere are classified by the organs of the state, on the basis of their racial identity, as having ‘Jewish nationality.’ Whereas non-Jews, although they may be citizens of the state, are explicitly not members of the ‘nation,’ that is to say, Jews all over the world (whether they want to be affiliated with Israel or not), whose state Israel claims to be.”6 The break between citizenship and nationality in the Israeli context constitutes a defining feature of the state and one of the most significant sources of the ongoing dispossession of Palestinians both within the pre-1967 borders of Israel and in the occupied territories. The 2018 Nation-State Bill (Israel’s fourteenth “Basic Law”) only further solidifies the status quo. Palestinians can be citizens of Israel, but they can never have Jewish nationality and thus do not possess numerous privileges (especially concerning immigration, residence, and landownership) that almost any Jew anywhere does possess. This concept of nationality, which underlies the state, also provides the legal and institutional infrastructure for the affective implication that Levitsky and Weil embrace.

Israel’s nationality/citizenship split—instantiated in the Law of Return and other laws and political institutions—creates a paradoxical situation of implication for diaspora Jews who may, like Levitsky and Weyl, want to stake out a critical position vis-à-vis Israeli policy: either they do so as Jews and thus risk reproducing the affective bonds to Israel that one finds in the Post column; or they put aside Jewishness in criticizing the state and thus risk granting the state a monopoly on the meanings of Jewishness. As “lifelong Zionists,” Levitsky and Weyl do not hesitate to embrace a Jewish identity affiliated with Israel (even as they embrace BDS, a radical opposition strategy that has since been deemed illegal by Israel). Other, more radical Jewish critics mobilize implication but do so without seeking to maintain such ties of love to the state—or they do so by actively seeking to break those ties.7 Levitsky and Weyl’s column demonstrates that no singular politics follows from recognition of one’s own implication in injustice. But it also reveals that Israel/Palestine represents a rich, if often depressing, terrain for exploring the political tendencies that accompany a grasp of one’s own entanglement in seemingly distant relations of power. One of the primary reasons Israel/Palestine represents such a terrain is the paradoxical situation of implication that Israeli citizenship and nationality law creates for Jews.

There are few political struggles more protracted and painful than the one that frequently appears under the name “Israeli/Palestinian conflict.” In Bashir Bashir and Amos Goldberg’s terms, the mainstream narratives of both Palestinians and Zionists “are narratives based on binary opposition. . . . Each side is convinced that it is history’s ultimate victim, while denying or downplaying the suffering of the other side in order to validate its own claim.”8 As my approach to Levitsky and Weyl’s column seeks to illustrate, the question of Israel/Palestine is also one in which multiple forms of implication coexist—and where the category of the implicated subject might offer a position from which to rethink the politics of the region beyond the binaries Bashir and Goldberg identify, especially but not uniquely for those who find themselves at a distance from the events on the ground. The struggle over Palestine certainly has identifiable victims and perpetrators (even if consensus about who those victims and perpetrators are might be hard to reach across lines). Yet, as Levitsky and Weyl’s column—and the recent debates about the BDS movement that it references—indicates, the conflict also involves a panoply of subjects beyond the most immediate participants. In the case of BDS, many of the disputes have involved academic boycotts considered by professional organizations such as the American Studies Association (where the boycott movement was successful) and the Modern Language Association (where it has not yet been). Proponents of the BDS movement might be seen as arguing that academics—both within and beyond Israel—are implicated subjects who significantly participate in the conflict despite their seeming remove from it. In response, opponents of BDS deny the kinds of links between the academy and the occupation that would entail implication or responsibility-at-a-distance. Yet, those critics—especially American (and other non-Israeli) supporters of Israel—also act out of a sense of implication in the situation in the Middle East. Like Levitsky and Weyl, but less surprisingly, these anti-BDS forces see their actions conditioned by “love” of Israel; they simply draw opposite conclusions about the meaning of that kind of affective implication than do the Post columnists. If an approach based on implication and implicated subjects does not provide simple or direct answers, it can nevertheless help illuminate the stakes and background assumptions of the BDS debate and the larger political crisis out of which it arises.

As if the situation were not already charged enough, there is a further feature of the politics of Israel and Palestine that cannot be avoided: the politics of memory. The contemporary conflict always unfolds against the backdrop of powerful memories of death and dispossession, namely memories of the Holocaust and memories of the Nakba and ongoing occupation.9 In such a context, the memories at stake are often conflictual, contested, and competitive. In Multidirectional Memory I put forward a framework for thinking about memory in situations of violence and struggle that seeks to avoid the framework of the zero-sum game: the belief that the public presence of one collective memory necessarily displaces or minimizes that of another.10 The dynamics of memory—I sought to illustrate through attention to intersecting memories of genocide, colonialism, and slavery—do not obey a zero-sum logic, but are instead generative: the conflict of memories produces more, not less, memory.

Yet, if public memory is structurally multidirectional—that is, always marked by transcultural borrowing, exchange, and adaptation—this does not mean that the politics of multidirectional memory come with any guarantees. Indeed, as the Israeli/Palestinian context illustrates, the articulation of almost any political position may come in multidirectional form. In response to the high stakes of proliferating memory discourses in situations such as this one, it becomes imperative to develop an ethics of comparison that can distinguish politically productive forms of memory from those that lead to competition, appropriation, or trivialization.11 In the case at hand, such a multidirectional ethics of comparison can also help us think through what I called in my discussion of Kentridge complex implication: the demands that are made by distinct but intertwined histories that position subjects in relation to both victimization and perpetration simultaneously (without necessarily making them either victims or perpetrators). Just as the previous chapter sought to bring together Holocaust memory with apartheid and the postapartheid condition, so this chapter also seeks to work through what it means to simultaneously belong to the postmemory generation—the second generation after the Holocaust—and be a structurally implicated contemporary of Israel’s ongoing dispossession of Palestinians. Although this is not the only route to understanding the affective implication of diaspora Jews like Levitsky and Weyl, the individual and collective “genealogical” memory of the Holocaust plays an indisputable role in connecting Jews around the world to the Israeli state project.

In the remainder of this chapter, I reflect on diasporic critique of Israel at the intersection of memory politics and complex implication. I take as the occasion for my discussion the barrage of mnemonic conflict that accompanied Israel’s December 2008–January 2009 offensive against Gaza, an assault that in three weeks killed 1,400 Palestinians, many of them civilians, and destroyed vast amounts of public infrastructure in a Gaza Strip already weakened by blockade. Thirteen Israelis were also killed during the conflict, ten soldiers (four as the result of friendly fire) and three civilians from southern Israeli towns that came under Palestinian rocket fire. The UN Human Rights Commission Fact Finding Mission that studied the conflict—headed by the respected Jewish South African jurist Richard Goldstone—found that violations of international humanitarian law had been committed by both sides, but the mission’s 575-page report made it abundantly clear how asymmetrical those crimes were in their human impact.12

My particular focus here will be a controversy that arose when a radical American sociology professor sent an email to his undergraduate students in which he declared that “Gaza is Israel’s Warsaw” and forwarded a photo essay with “parallel images of Nazis and Israelis,” several of which depict the Warsaw Ghetto. Because this controversy is by no means an isolated case, as the simultaneous controversy about Caryl Churchill’s Seven Jewish Children: A Play for Gaza (2009) indicates, it calls for a critical genealogy of memory discourses.13 Such a genealogy reveals that the reference in recent controversies to Holocaust-era Warsaw is not arbitrary. Indeed, as I will demonstrate, the Warsaw Ghetto has proven to be an enduring focus of multidirectional acts of memory that engage with the transnational legacies of colonial and racial violence. I thus begin by situating the recent controversy within a larger discursive field of Warsaw memory before returning to the specific dynamics of the Israeli/Palestinian question.

While that endemic conflict plays a significant role in my analysis, my aim is a more general mapping of the range of forms that public memory can take in politically charged situations in which complex forms of implication are at play. The bulk of the chapter consists of the mapping of this discursive field, after which I turn more explicitly to the conceptual resources offered by the theory of the implicated subject. Through mnemonic mapping, I arrive at a four-part distinction in which multidirectional memories are located at the intersection of an axis of comparison (defined by a continuum stretching from equation to differentiation) and an axis of political affect (defined by a continuum stretching from solidarity to competition—two nonsimple, composite affects) (fig. 8). Although schematic, such a map can provide orientation for an exploration of political imaginaries in an age of transcultural memory. More specifically, it leads me to propose that a radically democratic politics of memory needs to include a differentiated empirical history, moral solidarity with victims of diverse injustices, and an ethics of comparison that coordinates the asymmetrical claims of those victims. This conception of the politics of memory suggests in turn that memory discourses expressing a differentiated solidarity offer a greater political potential than those, frequent in the Israeli/Palestinian case, that subsume different histories under a logic of equation or set victims against each other in an antagonistic logic of competition.

As will be clear, my focus is not on indigenous Palestinian discourse, which would require a different set of interpretive tools. Rather, I aim at a sympathetic critique of transnational discourses of solidarity with Palestinians produced by implicated subjects—in this case Jewish intellectuals and artists of the diaspora. In a concluding section, I turn to two prominent Jewish critics of Israeli policy to argue that thinking through implication—rather than either foregrounding vulnerability or embracing the position of the perpetrator—represents the most productive avenue for solidarity. With the practice of occupation and blockade continuing apace, such solidarity is as urgent as ever, but the forms solidarity takes still demand reflection. The concept of implication, I argue, offers an opportunity to confront our role as perpetuators of injustice.
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FIGURE 8. Mapping multidirectional memory. Figure created by the author.



On the Ruins of Warsaw

The Warsaw Ghetto has always been a resonant symbol in public discourse and a multivalenced knot of memory. Established and then quickly sealed by the Nazis in the fall of 1940, the Warsaw Ghetto held approximately 400,000 Jews in a 1.3-square-mile area.14 Three features of the ghetto have shaped its memorial legacy: it was at once a place of almost absolute segregation and constriction where many thousands died; a way station from which hundreds of thousands of Jews were sent to extermination camps (primarily Treblinka); and a staging ground in 1943 for one of the twentieth century’s most heroic, if suicidal, resistance struggles. References to Warsaw draw selectively or inclusively on all of these characteristics of the ghetto and have anchored collective memories of many persuasions—liberal, communist, Zionist, and increasingly anti-Zionist, at the very least. In the poetry of Czesław Miłosz in particular “Campo Fiori” and “A Poor Christian Looks at the Ghetto,” both written in the shadow of the ghetto in 1943—we even get the perspective of a Polish implicated subject.15 In order to set the stage for the confrontation with the multidirectional remembrance of Warsaw and Palestine and its relation to the problem of implication, I focus here selectively on only one, albeit longstanding, strand of Warsaw memory—one that puts the ghetto into dialogue with problems of race and colonization.

I begin by offering two Warsaw examples taken from Multidirectional Memory that can provide a starting point for the mapping I have called for. In 1949, the African American scholar and activist W. E. B. Du Bois visited Warsaw, where he saw the ruins of the ghetto the Nazis had established there and then completely destroyed after suppressing the uprising. Three years later Du Bois wrote a short article recounting his trip called “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto.” At a moment when there was as yet no single English word to refer to what we today call the Holocaust, Du Bois reflected on the significance of the Jewish experience during World War II for the global problem of race. The result of his visit, he wrote, “and particularly of my view of the Warsaw ghetto” and of Nathan Rapoport’s sculpture Warsaw Ghetto Uprising,

was not so much clearer understanding of the Jewish problem in the world as it was a real and more complete understanding of the Negro problem. In the first place, the problem of slavery, emancipation, and caste in the United States was no longer in my mind a separate and unique thing as I had so long conceived it. It was not even solely a matter of color and physical and racial characteristics, which was particularly a hard thing for me to learn, since for a lifetime the color line had been a real and efficient cause of misery. . . . The race problem in which I was interested cut across lines of color and physique and belief and status and was a matter of cultural patterns, perverted teaching and human hate and prejudice, which reached all sorts of people and caused endless evil to all men.16

What is notable in Du Bois’s short piece is both the solidarity he expresses with Jewish history and his very prescient grasp of the relationality of different histories of racial violence. Moving beyond a conception of his own experience as “a separate and unique thing,” Du Bois comes to an understanding of race that is instead multidirectional. He draws on the material traces of the Nazi genocide in order to rethink his understanding of the African American past and present. Du Bois’s interpretation of the larger significance of the Warsaw Ghetto derives in turn from the very experience and memory of racism that he is reconceptualizing in this article. As he continues, “I have seen something of human upheaval in this world: the scream and shots of a race riot in Atlanta; the marching of the Ku Klux Klan; the threat of courts and police; the neglect and destruction of human habitation; but nothing in my wildest imagination was equal to what I saw in Warsaw in 1949” (14). It is important to emphasize that the asymmetrical understanding arrived at by Du Bois in 1952 revises his own earlier articulation of these issues, including his often-cited 1947 claim in The World and Africa that “there was no Nazi atrocity . . . which the Christian civilization of Europe had not long been practicing against colored folk in all parts of the world.”17 In contrast, Du Bois’s post-Warsaw vision brings black and Jewish histories into relation without erasing their differences or fetishizing their uniqueness. Proximate pasts are neither “separate and unique” nor “equal”; rather, a form of modified “double consciousness” arises capable of conjoining them in an open-ended assemblage.

About a decade after Du Bois published “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” the French writer Marguerite Duras also took inspiration from the ghetto to put forward a vision of solidarity against the backdrop of difference. In “Les deux ghettos” (The two ghettos), an interview-based article for the New Left newsweekly France-Observateur, published in 1961 in the wake of the October 17 massacre of peacefully demonstrating Algerians in Paris, Duras brought together a survivor of Warsaw and a pair of Algerian workers.18 While the title of the piece seems to suggest an equation between the ghettos that held Jews during World War II and those holding Algerians at a late stage of colonialism—an impression reinforced by the “parallel images” that accompany the article of an Algerian worker and a Jew bearing a yellow star—the actual answers provided by Duras’s interviewees suggest as many asymmetries as similarities. Like “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” Duras’s text demonstrates a multidirectional sensibility—a tendency to see history as relational and as woven from similar but not identical fabrics.

The examples of Du Bois and Duras, which come from two moments when the meanings of the Nazis’ Jewish policies had not yet solidified into the current, widely held understanding of the Holocaust as “a separate and unique thing,” help us begin mapping the field of multidirectional memory. While Duras’s article and many of the other invocations of the Holocaust in the context of the Algerian War look at first like forms of solidarity based on an equation of histories, they frequently join Du Bois in a vision of solidarity constructed through differentiated similitude. These examples provide us with the opportunity to observe a now almost-forgotten understanding of the Shoah in which its specificity was grasped at the same time that its potential links to other histories of racism were also in view. In moving to the present—and the Middle East conflict—it is important to recall both the multidirectional dynamic these acts of memory illustrate and the distance Holocaust memory has come since the 1950s and early 1960s.

“Gaza Is Israel’s Warsaw”

In early 2009 a controversy erupted at the University of California, Santa Barbara, when a sociology professor found himself threatened with disciplinary action because of an email he sent to his undergraduate class on the sociology of globalization. At the tail end of Israel’s bombing of Gaza—and on Martin Luther King Day—Professor William Robinson sent his students an email with the subject heading “parallel images of Nazis and Israelis.” In the body of the email he asserted, among other things, that “Gaza is Israel’s Warsaw,” and he forwarded a photo essay, taken from the website of political scientist Norman Finkelstein, that juxtaposes images from the Nazi persecution of European Jews during World War II and images of Israeli oppression of Palestinians. Among the Holocaust-era photographs are several taken from the so-called Stroop Report, a Nazi-produced document that “celebrates” the destruction of the Warsaw Ghetto.19 After receiving this email, two Jewish students dropped Robinson’s class. A few weeks later, after an intervention by the Anti-Defamation League and other pro-Israel groups, a university investigation of Robinson began.

There are many ways of approaching this case, which was subsequently dropped by the university but whose implications remain. That the case against Robinson was a deliberate attempt to restrict academic freedom is crucial to state up front, especially because it brings to mind too many other recent American cases in which scholars critical of Israel have been the target of campaigns orchestrated on distinctly nonscholarly grounds.20 Yet my approach brackets the urgent question of academic freedom as it does the issue of politically engaged pedagogy, an issue that is also one of the ultimate horizons of discussion. Instead, I read the Robinson case through its participation in the tradition of multidirectional Warsaw memory in order to continue mapping the politics of memory.

Warsaw has always figured conspicuously in the circulation of Holocaust memory in proximity to Palestine/Israel. In the period just before statehood as well as in the pre–Eichmann trial years, commemoration of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising in Israel condensed Zionist ambivalence toward the Holocaust. Zionist ideology celebrated the Warsaw “martyrs” while distancing itself from alleged diasporic passivity. As Idith Zertal demonstrates, the meaning of Warsaw was also integrated into the conflict with Palestinians and other Arabs in the region and instrumentalized as a form of Zionist legitimation.21 This was true from the earliest days, when Zionist settlers read the uprising as an imitation of their own struggles with the indigenous population (Zertal 25), up through the consequential period of the beginning of the occupation, when a kibbutz leader “argued that Israel’s 1967 Six-Day war was a continuation of the ghetto uprisings.”22 Already during the unfolding of the Nazi genocide, Gaza and Warsaw were implicitly associated. In 1943, the left-wing organization Hashomer Hatzair established a kibbutz within a few miles of what would become the border of the Gaza Strip; they named it Yad Mordechai, after the martyred leader of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, Mordechai Anielewicz, and later installed Nathan Rapoport’s sculpture of Anielewicz on the kibbutz, which today stands facing Gaza.

Of course, the centrality of the Holocaust and the Warsaw Ghetto to legitimation of the state has led critics of Israeli policy to appropriate the same tropes and reverse their charge. Thus, for instance, in June 2003, Oona King, a British Labour MP, traveled to Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories and then wrote an account of her trip for The Guardian. In the article by King, who like Robinson is Jewish, but also has an African American father, one sentence in particular ignited controversy. Reflecting on her first day in the Gaza Strip, a day in which an Israeli helicopter attack killed a woman and child and injured dozens of civilians, King wrote: “The original founders of the Jewish state could surely not imagine the irony facing Israel today: in escaping the ashes of the Holocaust, they have incarcerated another people in a hell similar in its nature—though not its extent—to the Warsaw ghetto.”23 Two years after her visit to Gaza, King faced an irony of her own—her support of the US-led war in Iraq contributed to the loss of her seat to RESPECT Party candidate George Galloway, who later regularly deployed a similar Gaza/Warsaw analogy during the January 2009 assault.24

In declaring “Gaza is Israel’s Warsaw,” William Robinson thus certainly joins a well-established analogical tradition. Robinson’s rhetoric mobilizes both verbal and visual means—it deploys a logic of linguistic equation and analogy, while supplementing that logic with the images of the photo essay. What drives this rhetorical strategy, which has proven so widespread? Perhaps most crucially, Robinson’s references to Warsaw and the Holocaust—both verbal and visual—engage in the political struggle Judith Butler describes in Frames of War over which lives are perceived as human and thus recognized as “grievable”: “It is only on the condition of certain embedded evaluative structures that a life becomes perceivable at all. . . . [I]t is only by challenging the dominant media that certain kinds of lives may become visible or knowable in their precariousness” (51). Robinson’s invocation of the Holocaust in the context of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict confirms Butler’s argument and suggests that a need exists to counter what Jacques Rancière would call the dominant “distribution of the sensible” (le partage du sensible) in order to render Palestinian lives visible and thus grievable.25 Like so many others outraged not only by Israeli aggression but also by the conditions of perception in the centers of global power, Robinson calls upon an established repertoire of images in order to render Palestinian suffering commensurable with the epistemological and affective frames that dominate media narratives. It is surely true, at least in the US, that a great inequity in the distribution of grievability exists whereby Palestinians are routinely rendered as less than fully valued human lives. But questions about this strategy remain.

The photo essay and brief accompanying texts Robinson also forwarded obey a logic similar to Robinson’s Gaza/Warsaw analogy and seem to literalize the desire to render Palestinian suffering visible. The essay begins with the title “Deutschland Uber Alles” and the explanatory subheading (all in capital letters) “The Grandchildren of Holocaust Survivors from World War II Are Doing to the Palestinians Exactly What Was Done to Them by Nazi Germany.” A vertical strip of images follows, with black-and-white photographs depicting Nazis and Jews on the left side of the page and color images of Israelis and Palestinians on the right. The images range from scenes of the construction of fences, walls, and camps to depictions of prisoners behind barbed wire, confrontations of soldiers and civilians, and gruesome images of corpses. While a similar use of parallel images accompanies Duras’s article “Les deux ghettos,” Duras’s text, as I have suggested, works against equation and symmetry, and even the images of the Algerian worker and presumed Warsaw ghetto inmate are separated by a very thin white border—a form of framing absent from the photo essay, where the images in each of the six sections abut each other without any gap. The lack of space in the photo essay between either the vertical or horizontal axes creates a continuous strip of images and suggests that the histories at stake blur into each other without remainder.

The images in the photo essay are artfully chosen to display various forms of visual matching (through the arrangement of figures, repeated gestures, etc.). The photo essay thus works to create identity out of difference and in doing so translates the work of comparison into the assertion of equation. This strategy of bringing Palestinians into view via stock images of the Holocaust points to limits in the struggle for recognition, since, as Butler points out, the categories opposite to invisibility and ungrievability are notions of visibility and grievability that are often themselves compromised. Even when recognition becomes possible for previously occluded subjects, “the very features that are ‘recognizable’ [may] prove to rely on a failure of recognition” (141). In much the way Butler’s analysis anticipates, the Robinson email and the photo essay draw Palestinian suffering into a form of recognition based on the thoroughly familiar features provided by a stereotypical rhetoric and iconography of the Holocaust. They thus suggest the likelihood that the forms of recognition they promote will also entail a failure of recognition—in this case, a failure to recognize the specificities of both the Palestinian plight and that of Holocaust victims. To give one of the most disturbing examples, in the section of the photo essay on “check points,” an image of an Israeli-established checkpoint at Huwara, near Nablus, is juxtaposed with a photograph from the ramp at Auschwitz-Birkenau.26 The latter image is not, of course, a checkpoint at all, but rather a depiction of a selection at which prisoners are about to be assigned to two groups—one that will remain in the camp and one that will be sent immediately to death in the gas chambers. We also need to recall the provenance of such images: almost without exception, photographs of the unfolding of the Holocaust are perpetrator images taken by the Nazis themselves, while journalists, international activists, and Palestinians themselves have produced a substantial visual archive of the Israeli occupation.27 Superficial visual similarity—and even more substantial similarities involving the regulation of space and dominated subjects—should not lead to the overlooking of such profound distinctions. Both a checkpoint and a selection point are “evils”—to adopt the language of the radical Israeli philosopher Adi Ophir—because they distribute unnecessary, “superfluous” damage and suffering through a socially instituted order. Such distributions are open to comparison, as Ophir demonstrates in his massive study The Order of Evils. But when careful comparison gives way to equation between the technologies of genocide and those of occupation, significant moral and political errors occur.28

The stakes of such error become especially clear when we look more closely at Robinson’s text. Despite the understandable desire to introduce Palestinians into a US public sphere that persistently denies and denigrates their suffering, Robinson’s rhetoric leaves the frameworks of the dominant political order intact and even mimics its reifying tendencies by eliding different forms of domination. While Robinson’s email might be seen as subscribing to Du Bois’s precept that no suffering should be considered “separate and unique,” it forgoes the important corollary specifying that different legacies of suffering are not therefore “equal”—which is not a moral judgment but a historical one with ethical and political consequences. A deep logic of equation runs through Robinson’s email, as can be seen when he writes: “Gaza is Israel’s Warsaw—a vast concentration camp that confined and blockaded Palestinians, subjecting them to the slow death of malnutrition, disease and despair, nearly two years before their subjection to the quick death of Israeli bombs” (email of January 19, 2009).29 At issue here is not the description of Palestinian suffering, which is well within the bounds of reasonable discourse, but rather the elision of the Warsaw Ghetto with a “concentration camp,” a confusion of forms of incarceration that is typical both of heated political rhetoric and our own theoretical moment when the camp has been termed the “nomos” of modernity—but the confusion is no less damaging for that.30 Part of the problem lies in the uncertain referentiality of the concentration camp itself, a site of political detention that is sometimes confused with extermination camps—places, like Treblinka, only established for the purpose of genocidal killing. The Warsaw Ghetto was neither a concentration camp nor an extermination camp, but rather, as I’ve stated, both a place of mass death and a way station for people slated to die in extermination camps.31

I offer these brief attempts at distinction not out of pedantry, but because they matter morally and politically. Several opportunities are lost in discourses that equate the Warsaw Ghetto with Gaza and the Israeli occupation. Besides obfuscating the fate of certain victims of the Holocaust—a moral wrong and an illustration of how easily forgetting accompanies apparent acts of memory—the reference to Warsaw obscures the conditions of Palestinian life and death in significant ways. For instance, the discourse of equation in Gaza/Warsaw analogies imports a dangerous model of victimization into Palestinian politics. As a key element of a genocidal machine, the Warsaw Ghetto ultimately offered no exit except the suicidal struggle that the resistance fighters waged in 1943. The situation in Gaza is dire, but still allows forms of politics beyond suicide. As historian Mark LeVine writes, “if Gaza is today’s Warsaw, then Palestinians have no hope.”32 In addition, while the Holocaust framework taps into a ready channel of public discourse, its evocation discourages thinking through the novel forms of domination being developed in the occupation and blockade that are distinct from industrialized genocide. The situation in Gaza is the result of forms of Israeli control not even feasible during the Nazi genocide as well as overlapping and clashing modes of sovereignty that encompass intra-Palestinian conflicts, local powers Israel and Egypt, and the global structures of empire underwritten by the US.33 Foregrounding those dispersed modes of power and sovereignty has the advantage of alerting us to the participation of a large number of implicated subjects—for instance, those of us in the US whose government and tax dollars prop up and perpetuate the occupation.

While the logic of equation in Robinson’s rhetoric is clear, also important is its competitive tonality. The equation at work in the text and images is not intended to create solidarity between two communities of suffering. Rather, the Gaza/Warsaw equation enacts an appropriative transfer of affect from past to present; the legitimate solidarity it seeks to create with oppressed Palestinians emerges at the expense of those whose lives supply the analogous affective charge—past victims who, the analogy insinuates, are either now victimizers or have had their victim status canceled by the later actions of others acting in their name. It is true that victimization of Palestinians has often, perversely, taken place in the name of “honoring” the memory of the Holocaust, but Robinson’s analogy maintains that perverse logic of moral property, citing the State of Israel as a kind of possessive individual when it speaks of “Israel’s Warsaw.” In the photo essay in particular, which emphasizes the “familial” link between Holocaust victims and Israeli perpetrators, equation becomes a form of competitive aggression at the same time that it represents a clear case of mimetic desire for another’s history of suffering. The possibility of recognizing the asymmetrical complexity of implication—which Kentridge accomplishes in bringing together apartheid, Holocaust, and slavery—goes missing in the symmetries of this discourse.

Recognizing the conjunction of equation and competition allows us to situate Robinson’s rhetoric on our map of multidirectional memory. It also puts him in surprising company. The same conjunction characterizes the Israeli right-wing “second Holocaust” discourse, which sees any move toward peace as setting the scene for another, more horrific genocide.34 Even more precisely, Robinson’s discourse recalls those Jewish Gaza settlers who, during Israel’s “disengagement” from the territory in 2005, sent their children out to confront Israeli soldiers in poses imitating the iconic Warsaw Ghetto boy. For them, too, Gaza was Israel’s Warsaw, and the suffering of the Holocaust was appropriated for contemporary political ends.35 Such a mapping of equation and competition also prompts us to plot an inverse but analogous position that Robinson no doubt intends to contest: that mixture of extreme differentiation and competitiveness that emerges in some sacralized and instrumentalized assertions of the Holocaust’s uniqueness. Here the affective transfer runs in the opposite direction: the potential affect of empathy is drained from all non-Holocaust victims and claimed as the unique property of a particular group whose suffering originated in the past.

Solidarity: From Equation to Differentiation

The two axes of our map—comparison and affect—are at least semi-autonomous; hence, equation cannot be limited to the competitive affect produced in Robinson’s analogy or the settlers’ provocation. To the contrary, the combination of equation and solidarity is a frequent permutation in the map I am sketching. While the mix of equation and competition concatenates desire and envy into a resistance politics rife with the potential for ressentiment, the combination of equation and solidarity produces a form of liberal universalism with multicultural accents. Such a combination can be found, for instance, in André Schwarz-Bart’s novels of Jewish and black diasporas, where a litany of shared suffering produces a strong form of empathetic identification. His novel A Woman Named Solitude actually articulates that identification by juxtaposing the ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto with those of a Caribbean slave revolt.36 Even in the highly charged Israeli/Palestinian context, such forms are frequent—and sometimes build on the very same materials deployed by Robinson.

Two of the images that appear in the photo essay distributed by Robinson reappear to different effect, for instance, in the Israeli-British artist Alan Schechner’s The Legacy of Abused Children: From Poland to Palestine, a 2003 digitally altered photograph and DVD projection. The photo essay concludes by juxtaposing the frequently reproduced photograph of a boy in the Warsaw Ghetto with his hands up—perhaps the most famous image from the Holocaust—with two photographs of Palestinian boys confronted by Israeli soldiers.37 In Schechner’s work, these photographs are no longer simply juxtaposed but set in motion. In the DVD projection, the camera zooms in on the Warsaw photograph to reveal that the boy, whose hands are empty in the Stroop Report image, is holding a photograph (fig. 9). As the camera gets closer, it becomes clear that this is a photograph of a Palestinian boy, who has apparently wet his pants in fear, being carried away by soldiers. As the camera zooms in on this image, we see that the Palestinian boy is himself now holding a photograph: none other than the photo of the Warsaw boy (fig. 10).

In folding the two images into each other, Schechner could easily be described as using a strategy of equation. In his own account of the piece, he confirms this reading but also adds nuance to this discourse by suggesting that it is not an equation of events that interests him, but rather the psychological condition of victimhood. As he writes, “Whilst I have no interest in comparing the two events (The Holocaust and the Intifada) to see which was the most horrific . . . I am interested in exploring the very real links between them. . . . In this project I am using the theory that abused children, unless treated, often become abusers themselves. By applying this to the current situation in Israel/Palestine where both Israelis and Palestinians are victims who replicate and repeat the abuse they have suffered[,] the possibility for constructing solutions to this terrible conflict become[s] more real.”38 While offering, like the photo essay, a genealogical explanation for the current conflict—that is, one based on a sense that today’s horrors are built on yesterday’s victimization and passed on from generation to generation—Schechner reverses the affective charge from antagonistic competitiveness to empathy. That is, the photo essay turns past victims into the ancestors of today’s perpetrators and tends to blur the distinction between those past victims and today’s perpetrators: “The grandchildren of Holocaust survivors . . . are doing to the Palestinians exactly what was done to them” (my emphasis). Notice not just the blatantly ahistorical “exactly,” but also the ambiguous pronoun “them,” which erases the distinction between the generations. Schechner, in contrast, might be seen to transfer the Holocaust suffering of the past onto both Israelis and Palestinians, who are portrayed in his comments equally as victims. If that were the case, then the work would seem to imply that solidarity requires a logic of equation, a requirement that stands in tension with the work’s obvious desire to reach across differences. While preferable to competitive discourses, this vision would also risk downplaying historical heterogeneity, with uncertain effects for political mobilization and moral vision. In Iris Marion Young’s terms, its promotion of “symmetrical reciprocity” would project too simplistic a vision of the world that reproduces the failure of recognition it sets out to oppose.39
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FIGURE 9. Still image from The Legacy of Abused Children: From Poland to Palestine, a looped projection by Alan Schechner. Courtesy of the artist.
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FIGURE 10. Still image from The Legacy of Abused Children: From Poland to Palestine, a looped projection by Alan Schechner. Courtesy of the artist.



However, if one reading of The Legacy of Abused Children places it securely in the equation/solidarity quadrant of the map of memory, a rereading of the work also suggests another possibility. Through its self-consciously manipulated form, Legacy undermines deterministic genealogical explanations that present an endless cycle of reciprocal violence and reproduce notions of two victim peoples. The digitally manipulated photographs ironize “realist” accounts of causality. Hence, even as the endless loop of the video suggests the circular nature of violence, it also subverts all claims to the morally justified originary position of the victim that frequently justifies violence—and certainly does so in the Israeli case, where Holocaust memory has been mobilized for just this purpose.40 The particular nature of the photographic manipulation is also crucial and leads us back to the question of implication: in placing a photograph in each boy’s hand, Schechner transforms an image of absolute innocence and abject powerlessness into one of solidarity, defiance, and constrained agency.41 Indeed, one might say that Schechner transforms the children from pure victims into victims who can also conceive themselves as implicated subjects. Their suffering is not canceled by being placed in relation to the suffering of the other, but rather recontextualized. If Robinson deploys an appropriative logic, this rereading of The Legacy of Abused Children suggests that analogy need not function in this way. By deconstructing the claims to origin that underlie much of the rhetoric of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict (in terms of land claims and suffering), the artwork offers the possibility that analogy can become part of a depropriative and transformative work of memory in which the juxtaposition of different histories reorganizes understanding of both. Ultimately, of course, the implicated subjects—and potential subjects of solidarity—at issue here are not the boys in the images, but the artist himself and many of the artwork’s viewers. Indeed, Schechner challenges viewers to consider their own implicated relation to the histories of violence depicted in the piece—and by analogy to other histories of victimized children.

In opening up a potentially differentiated solidarity along the lines illuminated by Du Bois, Schechner’s work begins to imagine the outlines of a new conception of justice—one in which transcultural comparison does not simply produce commensurability out of difference, but reconfigures the elements it brings together. Cultural memory and discourses on the past do not themselves constitute institutionalized agencies capable of redressing injustices. However, they can create arenas where injustices are recognized and new frameworks are imagined that are necessary if not sufficient for their redress.

Nancy Fraser, whose work helped us rethink redress for slavery in the previous chapter, characterizes the production of such new frameworks of justice as a two-step process: first, she argues, we need to recognize how many conflicts arise from situations of “abnormal justice,” situations similar to what Lyotard calls the “differend,” where no common language for articulating wrongs exists; but second, and contrary to Lyotard, we need to attempt to move beyond abnormality to a conception of “reflexive justice.” Reflexive justice involves in turn a dual commitment, writes Fraser: “entertaining urgent claims on behalf of the disadvantaged, while also parsing the meta-disagreements that are interlaced with them” (73).

Those who wield the Gaza/Warsaw analogy exemplify the first commitment to hear the urgent claims of the dispossessed, but too often they lack the flexibility of the second commitment to a reflexive parsing of meta-disagreements about what Fraser calls the “who,” “what,” and “how” of justice. Rather, Robinson and many others on both sides of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict who invoke the Holocaust attempt to reestablish a known frame in order to stake a claim in resolving the dispute or obtaining justice. The Nazi genocide is conventionally thought to exceed all “normal” conceptions of justice and to estrange familiar categories such as “guilt,” “punishment,” and even “the human.” Yet, invocations of the genocide in the context of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict tend to reference the Holocaust as the bearer of shared norms of human rights and clear-cut moral distinctions. In scenarios of equation, not only is the past anachronistically rewritten from the vantage point of a very different present (a rewriting that characterizes many acts of memory), but as a result, the present loses its potential as a locus of novelty. While the discourse activates a universalizing framework of recognition through which underrecognized subjects become visible as victims, this framework works not so much to acknowledge difference as to translate difference back into a reduced vision of sameness. That is, regardless of the complexities of the Nazi genocide as a historical phenomenon, the images of the genocide that circulate in the present reduce it—as well as the contemporary cases to which it is analogized—to a stereotypical scenario of good and evil, innocence and absolute power. A discourse based on clear-cut visions of victims and perpetrators or of innocence and guilt evacuates the political sphere of complexity and reduces it to a morality tale. Even in the case of genocide, a seemingly exceptional situation of polarized innocence and guilt, the most thoughtful responses have been forced to reflect on uncomfortable questions of complicity and ambivalence in “the gray zone” first described by Primo Levi. As Susannah Radstone has argued in relation to the photo of the Warsaw Ghetto boy, we need strategies of rereading the image that “wor[k] against the grain of identifications with ‘pure’ victimhood . . . by undercutting the sense of an absolute distinction between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ and by proffering, or even foregrounding potential identifications with perpetration as well as with victimhood.”42 I agree with Radstone’s call to go beyond good and evil, but suggest a different route to accomplish that. If a discourse that turns on absolutes of innocence and guilt can only anchor an absolutist, perhaps even apocalyptic politics, then acknowledging implication—as opposed to identifying with either victims or perpetrators—can put the conflict on another footing more amenable to transformation.

Ultimately, the goal of a radical democratic politics of multidirectional memory today is not only to move beyond discourses of equation or hierarchy, but also to displace the reductive, absolutist understanding of the Holocaust as a code for “good and evil” from the center of global memory politics. This task is time- and place-specific and demands a vision of reflexive justice: critical intervention today is necessarily different from what it was, say, in Du Bois’s time, when Holocaust memory was not yet as central to moral discourses. Today, even critical invocations of the Holocaust under the sign of equation keep in place Israel’s most potent legitimating symbol: a narrative genealogy of ultimate victimization coupled with absolute innocence. The displacement called for today does not entail a removal of Holocaust memory from the public sphere, but rather a decentering of its abstract and reified form. Resources for such a decentering can be found in the archive of multidirectional memory, including not just the work of Kentridge and Schechner but also the example of Marceline Loridan-Ivens, which is the focus of the next chapter. Decentering, in turn, does not mean relativization of the historical facts of the Nazi genocide. The persistence of Holocaust denial suggests that in certain arenas memory of the Holocaust can still play a progressive role. But working through the implications and particularities of genocides needs to be separated from a discursive sacralization of the Holocaust that legitimates a politics of absolutism. Such a sacralization has become so powerful and simultaneously so empty of meaning that it seems to exert a magnetic force even on those who seek to oppose the politics it legitimates.

There is no singular way of approaching the desacralization and decentering with the care and nuance that are necessary, but Schechner’s work—along with Kentridge’s—suggests that a focus on implication and the implicated subject can offer new avenues for thinking about reflexive justice and nonabsolutist morality. To be sure, Schechner’s depiction of the two boys as equally implicated in each other’s suffering is, once again, too symmetrical if read literally: the chronological and geographical distances that separate them make a “realist” notion of implication untenable, even at the “metaphysical” level of guilt posited by Jaspers. Yet, we can also consider that this depiction is meant as an expression of the artist’s solidarity with both histories offered from a position of complex implication. Schechner is, after all, a Jewish artist who earlier in his life emigrated to Israel and joined the Israeli army. His ongoing—often provocative—engagement with Jewish suffering in the Holocaust derives from his disenchantment with Holocaust memory’s role in legitimating Israeli domination.43 The Legacy of Abused Children responds to Schechner’s own implicated role in that history of domination as a member of the Israeli army, but it does not simply ironize Holocaust memory, as some of his other works do. Instead, it builds a case for differentiated solidarity from a position of complex, mutual implication. The artist, through his digitally manipulated avatars, seeks in this work to “hold” both histories together: simultaneously to recognize the legitimate claims to recognition that victims of the Holocaust and the Nakba make and to expose the manipulation of Holocaust memory that has been used to justify (or, as in the photo essay discussed above, critique) the oppression of the Palestinians. The reflexivity that we find in both Schechner and Kentridge—the ways that they place themselves figuratively and literally in the frame—reaches out toward the mode of justice theorized by Fraser: one in which incommensurability and complexity are acknowledged without sacrificing the need for forthright critique of injustice.

Conclusion: Perpetration, Vulnerability, Perpetuation

The famous picture of the Warsaw Ghetto boy has often functioned to provide a sentimental identification with the child, the absolute figure of victimization and vulnerability. As Radstone points out, however, the original image from the Stroop Report also offers another position for identification: that of the Nazi perpetrator, who faces the camera and is easily visible in Schechner’s video loop. Prominent critical Jewish voices on Israel/Palestine have in recent times used both positions—the position of vulnerability and that of perpetration—to offer counternarratives to the ongoing dispossession of Palestinians. While Schechner’s work does not rule out such strategies, I have suggested that its staging of complex implication provides a third avenue for critique consonant with the perspective I lay out in this book. In the remainder of this chapter, I put aside the question of multidirectional memory as it manifest itself in artistic projects like those of Schechner and Kentridge and return to the problem of implication in order to rethink the approaches of two influential theorists working on Israel/Palestine.

In confronting “the transformation of Palestine into Israel,” the Israeli theorist and curator Ariella Azoulay—now based in the US—takes up the challenge offered by Radstone to grapple with the position of the perpetrator. She describes the foundation of the State of Israel as a scenario in which “dispossession and the creation of new subjects of oppression were accompanied by the shaping of other subjects as perpetrators.”44 Azoulay writes incisively of the need to think perpetration and victimization together and to undo the history of dispossession by “[exercising] the right not to be perpetrators”: “The formation of a class of victims went with the formation of a class of perpetrators. . . . Isolating victims and their vulnerability is therefore problematic, not because it is the history of others that we are not allowed to narrate so as to give a voice to the oppressed but because the oppressed do not have a history apart from our own—apart from my own” (n.p.). This desire to work through the co-creation of victims and perpetrators is crucial, but Azoulay’s argument loses its sharpness when she turns to the legacies of those founding dispossessions: “In this history, we citizens—and I—are perpetrators, descendants and heirs of perpetrators; in this history, we—and I—were made perpetrators, inherited, naturalized, and transmitted modes of perpetration” (n.p.). In Azoulay’s discussion, “perpetrators” and “descendants and heirs of perpetrators” are identical, and they are opposed in binary fashion to victims. In making this move, we could say that Azoulay collapses Jaspers’s notions of “criminal guilt” (which refers uniquely to active, individual perpetrators) and “political guilt” (which encompasses all citizens). This slippage between perpetrators and their descendants is clearly deliberate—an admirable attempt to take on the burden of responsibility for the foundational and ongoing crimes of one’s polity. In the case of Israel, which has near-universal conscription, it is also the case that a large number of citizens will have taken part in quite direct forms of perpetration against civilians or have participated in the everyday work of occupation.

But is the translation of citizens into perpetrators—a new iteration of the collective guilt thesis that Jaspers, Arendt, and others set themselves against in the post–National Socialist period—the best way to think about the legacies of nation-state formation in a settler colonial context? Even if the occupation and the denial of the right to return to Palestinians carry forward the trauma of the Nakba—the ongoing Palestinian catastrophe out of which Israel was born—conceptualizing citizens as perpetrators strikes me as the wrong way to diagnose the situation; it turns a political question into a legal case and implies the need for prosecution instead of transformation.45 I would argue, in contrast, that the descendants of perpetrators are not perpetrators—at least, not of the same deeds as their ancestors—but rather implicated subjects who bear a real, although different, responsibility distinct from that of those who came before them. In the case of Israel and other settler colonial societies, the better term may be “beneficiaries,” but “beneficiary” does not capture equally well all the subjects of societies that have perpetrated extreme violence—hence the need for a more capacious notion of implication that extends beyond the material realm into that of cultural and symbolic politics and calls for various forms of working through the past.46 The responsibility of such heirs may be, precisely, to stop perpetuating and instead undo the deeds of their ancestors, but the need for such an undoing—decolonization, considered broadly—implies neither that the implicated subjects are guilty of the original crimes, nor, inversely, that their acts of decolonization could ever exonerate the perpetrators who committed the original deeds (an additional risk, it seems to me, of collapsing the generations). The deeds of perpetrators and those who come after them cannot be considered according to the same criteria of judgment or made subject to the same forms of remediation; they derive from overlapping but relatively autonomous scenarios. Confusing perpetrators with their descendants—beneficiaries and perpetuators of the system, or even perpetrators of new deeds, though they may be—muddies the boundaries between the legal, moral, and political realms. Perpetrators should be held responsible—in whatever fashion—for their deeds; implicated descendants, as Iris Marion Young might say, have a future-oriented responsibility to repair and remake the world their ancestors created and from which they (may) continue to benefit (see Young’s Responsibility for Justice).

This distinction between perpetrators and implicated subjects becomes even more pronounced, of course, when we consider the diasporic Jewish subjects who are my primary concern in this chapter. In that case, the position of perpetrator loses the plausibility and critical edge it still retains in Azoulay’s discussion of Israel proper and thus obscures more than it illuminates. Yet, many diasporic subjects are surely perpetuators in both material and ideological ways that deserve interrogation and critique.

The shift from perpetrators toward implicated subjects understood as perpetuators is also illuminating when we start from the other side: from the question of vulnerability. The most prominent theorist working through the category of vulnerability in recent years has been Judith Butler. In a series of texts over the last decade, Butler—whose work has helped frame my approach to the Gaza/Warsaw analogy—has sought to “reimagin[e] the possibility of community on the basis of vulnerability and loss.”47 “Each of us,” she writes, “is constituted politically by virtue of the social vulnerability of our bodies. . . . Loss and vulnerability seem to follow from our being socially constituted bodies, attached to others, at risk of losing those attachments, exposed to others, at risk of violence by virtue of that exposure” (Precarious Life 20). Theorizing from the site of loss, as Butler does, makes vulnerability and precariousness the bases for a critique of violence and the construction of solidarity—a strategy she uses in her frequent interventions into the question of Palestine. But what if our relation to others is characterized by excess in addition to loss? By a capacity to wound as well as a fundamental vulnerability? Might this starting point provide an alternative perspective on the uneven distribution of precarity that concerns Butler and ought to concern us all?

In recent writings and public appearances, Butler has been one of the most visible Jewish-American critics of Israel as well as an unofficial spokesperson for BDS in the US.48 Her engagement with the question of Palestine from a diasporic position strikes me, however, as better explained through the concepts of implication and perpetuation than through the concepts of vulnerability and precariousness that she has been elaborating in recent writings. For instance, in Parting Ways, Butler’s most significant scholarly contribution to the debate about Israel/Palestine, she writes that if we are “to depart from [the] communitarian moorings” that undergird the project of political Zionism, we also need “to depart from a concern only with the vulnerability and fate of the Jewish people” (27). Butler’s formulation implies the need to recognize the vulnerability of Palestinians (and others) alongside that of Jews—certainly a necessary project and one that resonates with Schechner’s multidirectional artwork. But it can also be read against the grain as a call to explore Zionism from the perspective of indirect responsibility and implication rather than vulnerability. Indeed, given the extent to which support for Israel among Jews worldwide is often premised on fears for the state’s presumed vulnerability, taking precarity as a starting point strikes me as at risk of reinforcing Zionist ideology.

Although she does not use the term, it seems to me that Butler does in fact approach the conflict as an implicated subject, and to my mind, this is one of the most important features of her approach: rather than mobilizing a critique uniquely on universal, “objective” grounds, she also attempts to work through her subjective formation as a Jew in order to break with those aspects of Jewishness that might support an ethnically absolutist ideology. She draws on the resources of Jewish (as well as Palestinian and other) philosophy, art, and political theory in order to de-link Jewishness and Zionism—the project that Levitzky and Weyl do not manage to accomplish in the Post op-ed with which I opened this chapter. In contrast to those “lifelong Zionists” who act out of love for the state, Butler seeks to foster a non-Zionist, diasporic Jewishness that is inseparable from the conditions of Palestinian life and death and that opens onto a binational, post-Zionist future. Butler’s point is not that a critique of political Zionism must come from an attempt to work through the formation of Jewish subjects or can only come from such an attempt, but the fact that she pursues her critique via this path demonstrates a recognition of the philosopher and activist as implicated subject. In her writings on Israel/Palestine, it seems to me, her wager has been that working from and through implication carries moral weight and opens up political possibilities.

Bruce Robbins’s film Some of My Best Friends Are Zionists (2013) offers similar insights.49 Some of My Best Friends consists of interviews by the prominent critic and theorist Robbins with Jewish-American intellectuals (including Butler) about how they came to change their minds about Israel and play a more critical role in the American Jewish community. The film’s interviews make palpable both the production of implication—in the stories of how Jewish Americans are inculcated into unquestioning support for Israel—and the recognition that such implication produces, in turn, long-distance responsibility.50 Not all the interviewees in Robbins’s film have the visibility of Butler or of the playwright Tony Kushner, who is also featured, but they have all decided to confront their uncomfortable implication as diaspora subjects in a state project of occupation that interpellates them as Jews and that they have come to see as unjust.

The attention to one’s own position as implicated subject fostered by Butler and Robbins can provoke more robust and politically efficacious forms of self-reflection than a sole focus on vulnerability and perpetration, which—at least in the case of Israel/Palestine—can feed the dynamics of violent conflict. Such attention serves to caution us against self-righteousness and encourage us to acknowledge how we are caught up in the very policies we oppose. For Butler and Robbins, as for me, our implication as Jewish diaspora subjects needs to be thought alongside our equally consequential position as citizens of the US. We are implicated not just because Israeli law and propaganda claim to speak for us as Jews, but also because our own country helps perpetuate the occupation through billions of dollars of military aid and other forms of material and ideological support to which we inevitably contribute. We are perpetuators: citizens and taxpayers who bear political responsibility for our nation’s foreign policy—and not just in the case of Israel. Implication is, in that sense, multidirectional: it does not remain limited to one set of entanglements but encompasses a range of powers and interests that frame our actions. Recognizing one’s position as an unwilling perpetuator of injustice does not necessarily result in a radical critique of that injustice—as the example of Levitzky and Weyl suggests. Yet such recognition represents a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for a disengagement from implication and the construction of solidarity with those who suffer directly from our indirect entanglements. The two chapters of the next section focus especially on the nature of solidarity in transnational contexts marked by crosscutting histories and responsibilities.
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Under the Sign of Suitcases

The Holocaust Internationalism of Marceline Loridan-Ivens

Solidarity from Afar: Loin du Vietnam

In 1967, SLON, a collective of prominent Paris-based filmmakers led by the enigmatic Chris Marker, released Loin du Vietnam (Far from Vietnam), an omnibus indictment of the American war in Vietnam and a declaration of support for the people of that former French colony.1 The film opens with a sequence of three brief scenes: we watch as soldiers on an American aircraft carrier prepare bombers for deployment; then we see Vietnamese soldiers advance stealthily through tall grass; and, finally, Fidel Castro and his comrades walk calmly across hilly terrain in Cuba. Over this sequence of shots we hear the voice of Maurice Garrel describe the stakes of the war in terms that echo and reinforce the images—a war of the rich against the poor, a war to prove the viability of world revolution. Finally, just as Castro walks out of the frame, the voice-over concludes and the credit sequence begins. In place of the image of Castro, a long list of names, including Alain Resnais, Agnès Varda, Joris Ivens, Claude Lelouch, Jean-Luc Godard, and—a little further down—Marceline Loridan, appears in simple white lettering on a black background, followed by a series of intertitles. The intertitles state that the filmmakers “made this film during the course of 1967 /to affirm, by the exercise of their profession, their solidarity with the Vietnamese people in their struggle against aggression.” The remainder of the two-hour-long film consists, primarily, of documentary footage taken by collective members in Europe, North America, and Indochina, but it also mixes in newsreel footage and staged fictional scenes.

As the film’s preamble suggests, the filmmakers intend the concept of solidarity to hold together the heterogeneous materials out of which they have fashioned Loin du Vietnam.2 Yet, the question of solidarity in Loin du Vietnam is not an easy one, for as the title indicates, this is also a film about distance.3 The filmmakers were well aware of the complexities of making a solidarity film about a war that remained, for most of them, far away. As the disappearing image of Castro in the opening moments might suggest, their work as filmmakers took place outside the “frame” of the revolutionary struggles in Vietnam (but also Cuba and elsewhere) that they sought to depict.4 One of the most memorable sequences of the film, a monologue by Jean-Luc Godard, emphasizes the problem of distance and addresses it through a characteristic self-reflexivity. Declaring that, since he could not obtain a visa, he decided to stay in Paris, Godard turns the camera on himself. His somewhat rambling monologue, which evokes both the distance of Vietnam and his desire to let “Vietnam invade us,” is accompanied, for the most part, with shots of him operating his large American Marshall film camera, although these are also intercut with shots of a Vietnamese soldier and strikes in France, as well as with excerpts from Godard’s own La Chinoise (also from 1967).5

An hour later, as the film’s final sequence turns outward, it seeks to produce a similar self-reflexivity in its hoped-for European audience. The concluding voice-over monologue addresses spectators directly: “In a few minutes this film is going to end. You will leave this room and many of you will go out into a world without war. It is also our world and we know how easy it is to forget certain realities. We are far from Vietnam, and the Vietnam of our emotions and our indignation is sometimes as far from the true Vietnam as indifference would be. We live in a society that has gone far in the art of hiding its own goals . . . and especially its own violence.” Accompanying these words are images of a burning Vietnamese village and marching Vietnamese soldiers wearing branches and leaves as camouflage that alternate with peaceful urban street scenes from France and the US. At the level of both words and images—as well as between words and images—the film dialectically juxtaposes “here” and “there,” imperialist violence and bourgeois everyday life, in order to provoke its audience into a realization about the invisible but material interconnections between a real war and a phony peace that constitute that audience’s implication in a far-off war. To declare oneself “far from Vietnam” in this sense is to approximate the form of implicated nonidentification that motivates the statement “We are not Trayvon Martin.”

The question of solidarity and distance was already articulated during the film’s production. Although some of the filmmakers remained, like Godard, at home, others did venture to the site of the war. Marker sent two of the filmmakers to Hanoi to request permission to film in North Vietnam. The note they brought with them already thematized the audacity of the project as a problem of solidarity at a distance:

Words of friendship and solidarity, however sincere they may be, are only words. . . . Saying “solidarity” from afar and without risk, may also be a convenient way of easing one’s conscience. Our solidarity occurs in towns that no one bombs, in lives that no one menaces. What does this mean? . . . Where is our place? To answer these questions, we have undertaken to make a film. It is a response that is neither praiseworthy nor heroic, but which has the sole motive of being tangible, within our means and within our limitations. It is with our work, it is within the context of our profession, that we want to bring a little life to this word “solidarity.”6

In asking “Where is our place?” and attempting to answer through the creation of a film dedicated to solidarity at a distance, the filmmakers both reflect on the problem of their own implication in the war and seek to turn that problem, via a collective project, into an occasion for intervention. Instead of trying to speak for the Vietnamese, they seek to speak with those Europeans who share their world and who think they occupy a “world without war,” but in whose name wars of counterinsurgency are being waged. Solidarity here does not mean simple identity of position or cause; it refers instead to attempts to incite change in and from a place that is not immediately connected to the site of conflict, but rather is connected to it through real social and political mediations. The film offers a version of what I called differentiated solidarity in the previous chapter, but it does so primarily through the thematization of difference as distance: the distance between metropolitan and (anti)colonial locations.

A product—and catalyst—of the cultural-political ferment of the 1960s, Loin du Vietnam remains a touchstone of engaged cinema that helps focus questions about the possibility of solidarity in the face of the paradoxical need to acknowledge both implication (i.e., political-economic connection) and distance. Linking the metropolitan centers to scenes of anti-imperialist struggle, the film uses the visual and verbal means of cinema to reveal to citizens of the global center how they are “socially connected,” to use Iris Marion Young’s term, to events far from Paris and New York. In doing so, it raises the central dilemmas of this section of the book: whether and how recognition of implication, complicity, and privilege can be transformed into active forms of resistance to structures of violence and exploitation. In other words, can implicated subjects become political subjects? The answer the filmmakers provide allies them with a significant current of twentieth-century political activity: internationalism. As the note to the North Vietnamese regime makes clear, the filmmakers do not simply employ the language of solidarity, but a language of internationalist solidarity that recognizes distance and difference but seeks to minimize their potentially deleterious effects.7 Inspired by overlapping socialist and anti-imperialist internationalisms, Loin du Vietnam (along with the other works of the SLON collective) constitutes a material instance of—and as we will see in the next chapter, has become an intertextual reference point for—solidarity crafted from a position of implication, a position marked by both distance and proximity.

In the two chapters that make up this part of the book, I explore a pair of very different politically engaged filmmakers whose work intersects with Loin du Vietnam and twentieth-century histories of internationalism: Marceline Loridan-Ivens and Hito Steyerl. Indeed, it was Loridan-Ivens, the subject of this chapter, who—together with her partner Joris Ivens, a well-known Dutch communist documentarian—carried the SLON collective’s note to the North Vietnamese leadership and shot much of the Vietnam footage included in the film; Loridan-Ivens also testified at the Russell International War Crimes Tribunal about what she had witnessed in Vietnam.8 Loridan-Ivens, who died in 2018 at the age of 90, was a French Jewish survivor of Auschwitz who went on to experience firsthand both the emancipatory and destructive possibilities of the moment of revolutionary struggle when she took up anticolonial and Third World causes. Steyerl, the subject of the next chapter, is a German artist and theorist born in 1966. Also attuned to histories of colonial and genocidal violence and in dialogue with the avant-garde aesthetics of Loin du Vietnam, Steyerl picks up the history of internationalism where Loridan-Ivens leaves off: while Loridan-Ivens worked in some of the sites of revolutionary ferment in the 1960s and 1970s, Steyerl starts from the conviction that we live in a postrevolutionary age in which “the myth of the leftist hero [has] come crumbling down.”9 The artistic practices of Loridan-Ivens and Steyerl do not offer us a “pure” internationalism cleansed of its contradictions and less attractive legacies; rather, they teach us about the possibilities and problems created by implicated subjects who seek to become political actors. Despite their radically different biographies and aesthetic projects, they provide us with examples and lessons that enable us to think about what internationalism can be in a moment defined by both intensified globalization and resurgent nationalism.

In the work of Loridan-Ivens and Steyerl, we find different degrees of what I will call “affirmative” and “critical” internationalisms. Like Loin du Vietnam, affirmative internationalism seeks to construct lines of solidarity across national borders in order to combat transnational capital and state-sponsored imperial projects. Critical internationalism engages with transnational configurations of power without retreating into nationalist or localist frameworks, but also without committing to particular internationalist projects. In a rough sense, Loridan-Ivens’s work in the 1960s and 1970s adheres to the affirmative model of socialist and anti-imperialist internationalism, while Steyerl’s work in the first decade of the twenty-first century consists of a postrevolutionary, critical internationalism. Yet, experiences of loss and betrayal complicate the aesthetic-political projects of both filmmakers. Loridan-Ivens’s affirmative approach is tempered and rendered more complex and critical by the personal experience of trauma, the recognition of political error, and the changing political landscape during her lifetime. Inversely, Steyerl’s critical engagement with cross-border politics derives from the mourning of and fidelity to a close friend who gave her life in a late version of “affirmative” socialist internationalism; this fidelity transforms Steyerl into a new kind of internationalist subject who today finds herself in turn occupying a transformed political conjuncture. Exploring the way affirmative and critical internationalisms jostle with each other in the work of these two figures provides purchase on the movement from recognition of implication to the construction of solidarity and the development of new models of political subjectivity.

In the present chapter, I begin by briefly exploring varieties of internationalism and focus in particular on the versions relevant to both Loridan-Ivens and Steyerl: socialist and anti-imperialist internationalism and the discourse of human rights. As a Holocaust survivor who was active in anti-colonial causes, Loridan-Ivens’s trajectory cuts across these very different models of cross-border solidarity. In the 1960s, when Loridan-Ivens first bore witness publicly to her deportation to Auschwitz and moved in the circles that led her to support Algerian and Vietnamese independence struggles, the dominant progressive discourse was that of the socialist and anti-imperialist internationalism we have seen exemplified in Loin du Vietnam.10 In the wake of the 1960s, however, these movements entered into crisis, even if, as we will see especially in the next chapter, committed adherents remain. As anti-imperialist internationalism declined, recent decades witnessed the dramatic rise of discourses and practices of human rights. In addition, the promulgation of international human rights norms has paralleled, and become closely allied with, the globalization of Holocaust memory, as scholars such as Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider argue.11

While the human rights imperative is not irrelevant to Loridan-Ivens’s story, my focus here is especially on the moment just before its rise to hegemony, when other forms of internationalism offered nation-transcending progressive visions. A look at the period before the globalization of Holocaust consciousness in the 1990s suggests a conception of transnational memory that looks quite different from the cosmopolitan memory oriented around human rights described by Levy and Sznaider. Indeed, the testimony of Loridan-Ivens in Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s 1961 film Chronique d’un été (Chronicle of a Summer) served in my previous book as the inspiration for the concept of multidirectional memory, which was meant as an alternative to Levy and Sznaider’s account.12 Here I follow Loridan-Ivens’s trajectory beyond Rouch and Morin’s film as she becomes a filmmaker and later memoirist in her own right. Leaving behind—without fully abandoning—the position of victim of genocide, Loridan-Ivens takes on new identities as internationalist and implicated witness. Considered holistically, her story reveals an unexpected constellation of trauma and long-distance solidarity that remains singular, but is also suggestive for thinking responsibility in light of the successes and failures of movements for decolonization and human rights. Her story continues to speak to the present.

Internationalisms: Socialism, Anti-Imperialism, Human Rights

Although Jeremy Bentham coined the term “international” in 1780, the concept of “internationalism” started to take off in the mid-nineteenth century as material conditions—in economics, technology, and communications—created an increasingly interconnected world.13 Since then, diverse internationalisms have offered competing political visions of the political space opened up by the new term and the conditions to which it referred. Initially—and still predominantly—a concept used in the North Atlantic world, alternative internationalisms derived from the colonized world and the Global South have also circulated.14 In the “minimal and neutral” definition offered by Perry Anderson in a useful historical survey, the term “internationalism” “may be applied to any outlook, or practice, that tends to transcend the nation towards a wider community, of which nations continue to form the principal units.”15 Because the imagined community of the nation often constitutes a break on recognition of broader allegiances and responsibilities, a political outlook or practice that transcends the nation’s borders while still recognizing their continuing force often aligns with a critique of implication. Although such a critique also concerns injustices that remain domestic, political responsibility in the modern world quickly overruns the borders of the nation; thus, some form of internationalism is intrinsic to the self-conscious politicization of implicated subjects. Indeed, in the twentieth century, internationalism was one of the dominant modes of solidarity that sought to transform implication into its opposite: resistance to accommodation with power.

Although internationalism in Anderson’s definition encompasses a broad range of movements, two strands are most relevant to the discussion in this chapter and the next. The form of internationalism at stake in Loin du Vietnam—as well as in the case that will make up the focus of this chapter—grows out of socialist internationalism, progressive internationalism’s best-known and most contested variant. Since the establishment of the First International in the mid-nineteenth century, various forms of socialist internationalism have offered visions of solidarity linked to revolutionary struggles against imperialism and globalized capitalism. Such internationalism arose from the perception of shared interests among workers of all nations faced with exploitation by an internationally active capitalist system. If capital tended toward globalization, resistance to its regime required a similar reach. Yet, as Anderson argues, the institutionalization of internationalism in the Soviet Union and the triumph of Stalinism ironically entailed that “the activities of the Third International were utterly subordinated to the interests of the Soviet state, as Stalin interpreted them”: “With its mixture of heroism and cynicism, selfless solidarity and murderous terror, this was internationalism perfected and perverted as never before” (15). The capture of internationalism by the Stalinist state meant that long before the Soviet Union’s collapse and the end of actually existing socialism in most of the world, that tradition had lost much of its traction, even as the problems it confronted continued to exist. Still, despite the “deformed” and “perverted” form of internationalism associated with the Soviet Union, internationalist visions have continued to inspire many people around the world to join in struggles for justice.

For the collective that produced Loin du Vietnam, socialist internationalism was inseparable from anti-imperialist internationalism. As Kristin Ross points out, SLON originally screened Loin du Vietnam at the Rhodiaceta factory, site of a strike that Marker had also been involved in filming. Footage from the strike is even incorporated into the Vietnam film in the Godard sequence. At the same time that they highlighted their distance from Vietnam, the filmmakers—and other elements of the French left at the time—also imagined a seamless overlap between far-flung struggles, what Ross describes as “a passage from ‘Vietnamese fighter’ directly to ‘French worker’” (89). Despite the difficulties of sustaining belief in such a direct link today, anti-imperialist movements constitute one of the key sites where internationalist visions have persisted, even after the high-water mark of the era of decolonization in the 1960s.

Another, very different internationalism began its rise just as the anti-imperialist project of decolonization lost its luster in the 1970s: international human rights. Although already announced decades earlier with the Universal Declaration of 1948, the vision of international human rights only became an effective, widespread movement during the course of the 1970s, as Samuel Moyn has argued in his influential and controversial book The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History. In order to buttress this periodization, Moyn draws a clear line between earlier anti-imperialist internationalism and the new culture of human rights. He argues that decolonization struggles focused on “collective liberation, not human rights”: “Insofar as anticolonialism gazed beyond the state, it was in the name of alternative internationalisms, in a spirit very different from that of contemporary human rights.”16 Conversely, the “contemporary reinvention [of the doctrine of rights] as ‘human rights’ is best understood as following from its survival in a difficult struggle against internationalist rivals old and new” (14). In other words, it is the “collapse of other, prior utopias”—such as socialist and anti-imperialist internationalisms—that offers the “best general explanation for the origins” of the social movement for human rights (8). Even if one contests Moyn’s argument about the very recent origins of human rights, as many have, two convincing aspects of his argument remain relevant here: that a significant difference exists between decolonization and international human rights (with the first focused on national liberation and the second dedicated to relativizing nation-state sovereignty); and that the human rights regime experiences a dramatic takeoff beginning in the 1970s.17

Human rights discourse has two features that are particularly salient for an exploration of the implicated subject: the way it incorporates the importance of memory into its theory and practice, and the way it provides a framework for thinking about solidarity across social and geographical borders. In Human Rights and Memory, the sociologists Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider address both of these dimensions of the current discourse and argue for the crucial role that mediations of the past play in the contemporary rise of internationalist sentiment. For Levy and Sznaider, historical memories—which they define as “shared understandings and responsibilities for the significance the past has for the present concerns of a community”—provide an “analytic prism” for examining the link between human rights and sovereignty.18 They argue that “the global proliferation of human rights norms is driven by the public and frequently ritualistic attention to memories of their persistent violations.” Levy and Sznaider do not argue that nation-states have become irrelevant because of these transformations, but they suggest that the legitimacy of national sovereignty claims now necessarily passes through reference to a “global cultural ‘memory imperative’” framed by human rights (4). Remembrance of suffering becomes a vehicle for the articulation of new political norms that elevate human rights while confronting national sovereignty with “a ‘universalistic minimum’ involving a number of substantive norms that must be upheld at all costs” (7).

For the two sociologists, the globalization of a “cosmopolitan” Holocaust memory plays a particularly significant role in the instantiation of human rights norms.19 In earlier work, they argued that in the twenty-first century “memories of the Holocaust facilitate the formation of transnational memory cultures, which in turn, have the potential to become the cultural foundation for human rights politics.”20 The link between Holocaust memory, cosmopolitanism, and human rights has “normative and institutional” consequences and has been facilitated by the “decontextualization” of the Nazi genocide and its reconfiguration as an “abstract” symbol of “good and evil” (“Memory Unbound” 93, 102). Part of the work of this chapter will be to explore what a transnational—or internationalist—Holocaust memory looked like before the normative, institutional form of human rights became dominant.

As the example of the globalization of Holocaust memory illustrates, human rights discourse—while founded on a connection to events historically distant—forges in turn relations between geographically separated subjects. In breaking the hegemony of the nation, Levy and Sznaider argue, “the language of human rights provides us with a framework to begin to understand why pictures of strangers being beaten and tortured by other strangers concern us”: it facilitates “identification with distant others” (Human Rights 2, 9). These new, more global forms of identification are not completely different from those prevalent in the age of nationalism, but national identity and human rights consciousness do differ in at least two significant ways, according to Levy and Sznaider’s account. In the age of nationalism, a collective that imagined itself as homogeneous looked back at its ancestors’ heroic deeds in order to produce and stabilize its identity. In the age of international human rights, in contrast, a cross-border identification with the suffering of others and a self-critical relation to one’s own nation helps usher in a new cosmopolitan image of society (Human Rights 23).

The self-critical moral and ethical stance of human rights discourse clearly contributes to the possibility of thinking implication and conceptualizing the implicated subject. Yet the framework of human rights and memory identified by Levy and Sznaider also risks depoliticizing—and thus reproducing—the relations of power that produce human rights violations in the first place. The turn from anticolonial movements (which were not always invested in theory or practice in individual rights) to a human rights consensus entails both gains and losses: the respect for individual lives promoted by international human rights regimes has come at the cost of the more radical, structurally transformative visions of the anti-imperialist struggles of the 1960s. And, as Moyn has also argued, the takeoff of the human rights framework has coexisted with skyrocketing economic inequality and a deprioritization of social rights.21 Bruce Robbins would add that the human rights framework described by Levy and Sznaider relies largely on the figure of the “disinterested spectator” and avoids confronting causal relations with distant others such as those made available by the “discourse of the beneficiary”—or indeed the concept of implication.22

One item on the agenda of a politicized understanding of implication would then be the need to work through these socialist, anti-imperialist, and human rights visions of internationalist solidarity and action: to assess their strengths and weaknesses, the conceptual and practical resources they offer, and the reasons for their ascent and decline in order to create new visions of cross-border politics. The figures who interest me in this section—Loridan-Ivens and Steyerl—emerge out of this history of shifting internationalist allegiances. But my interest in them is not primarily historical. Rather, I want to explore how the trajectories of their work and lives reveal the impasses of internationalisms past and make visible the outlines of new internationalisms.

Rethinking the “Era of the Witness”

Born Marceline Rozenberg in France in 1928 to Polish-Jewish immigrant parents, Marceline Loridan-Ivens (also known as Marceline Loridan or simply Marceline) was deported to the Nazi camps as a teenager along with her father.23 After returning home alone, she entered the “era of the witness” in 1961—an epochal year for Holocaust memory and testimony—when she told her story in public for the first time on film.24 In the fifty years since then she has been a globe-traversing, politically engaged documentarian, a septuagenarian autobiographical feature filmmaker, a memoirist, and a talking-head representative of what “being Jewish in France” means. Loridan-Ivens’s life and work exemplify what the feminist philosopher María Lugones calls “‘world’-travelling”: “Through travelling to other people’s ‘worlds’ we discover that there are ‘worlds’ in which those who are the victims of arrogant perception are really subjects, lively beings, resistors, constructors of visions, even though in the mainstream construction they are animated only by the arrogant perceiver and are pliable, foldable, file-awayable, classifiable.”25 Characterized by an “openness to surprise” and set against forms of domination that rely on the separation of worlds or on imperial conquest, Lugones’s notion of “world”-traveling resonates with Loridan-Ivens’s testimonial project, which encompasses both her experiences as a survivor of Auschwitz and the decolonizing contexts of Algeria and Vietnam in which she went on to produce films.26

Following the trajectory of Loridan-Ivens’s life and work helps us recalibrate our understanding of the relation between the past and present of Holocaust memory and prompts us to think differently about the ethics and politics of remembrance at a moment of generational transition. The multifarious testimonies of Marceline Loridan-Ivens produce what I call a “Holocaust internationalism” that has rarely been glimpsed, much less taken seriously, by scholars of the genocide. Inflected by both anticolonial and communist internationalism, and sensitive to the ongoing legacies of trauma, the “world”-traveling Holocaust internationalism of Loridan-Ivens offers an untimely, politicized form of remembrance that represents an alternative to both the sacralization and sentimentalization of the Holocaust’s uniqueness and the liberal cosmopolitanism of human rights that have dominated memory culture in recent decades.

Loridan-Ivens’s story was also at the origins of my concept of multidirectional memory. While in the midst of thinking about the comparative and transnational movements of memory, I discovered her testimony in the 1961 cinema verité experiment Chronique d’un été (Chronicle of a Summer), an important work in film history and a clear precursor to Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, but at that time little known by scholars of Holocaust testimony.27 With the filming of Chronicle of a Summer, Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin set out to document everyday life in Paris in the summer of 1960 through direct interviews with a range of Parisians—students, workers, political activists, and ordinary men and women—who were asked “Are you happy?” by interviewers the filmmakers sent out into the streets. 1960 was a potentially tumultuous moment in France, as decolonization was rapidly remaking the political order. It was a time of violent transition in the Congo and a tense moment in the already six-year-old Algerian War of Independence. Although these events are briefly mentioned or hinted at in the film, fairly little of this dramatic political context actually made it into the film’s final cut—quite deliberately, but also quite understandably, given the massive state censorship targeting discussion of the Algerian conflict.28

Instead, the surprising center of Chronicle of a Summer turns out to be the testimony of Marceline Loridan, as she was then known, seen early in the film as one of Rouch and Morin’s street interviewers and only later revealed as a survivor of Auschwitz in a powerful scene where the camera silently tracks down to her tattooed arm. Rouch and Morin subsequently film the testimony of Marceline in two linked sequences, one in which she walks through the Place de la Concorde and another in which she enters the old market building Les Halles.29 In these scenes she bears witness in a condensed testimony to her deportation to the camps as a young teenager along with her father, scenes of violence in the camps, and her painful return to her surviving family—without her father—after liberation.30 Marceline’s passage through the streets, her absent-minded humming of a song of the French resistance, and her clearly affected demeanor as we seem to “overhear” her story make this a powerful example of testimony’s site-specific, embodied force that appears to offer itself to us in its “immediacy.”

Yet, the many factors that make Marceline’s testimony important and powerful all involve processes of mediation.31 First, the testimony marks an important stage in film history, because its very recording relies on innovations in camera and sound technology that allow Rouch and Morin to capture the testimony in a public space—with the use of a lightweight and mobile camera—while also preserving the intimacy of her address, through a portable microphone and Nagra recorder that the witness carried with her while strolling through Paris. As Loridan put it in a 1961 interview, “The rhythm of my steps led me to share those memories.”32 In other words, far from “abstracting” Marceline’s testimony, new possibilities of technological mediation enable a form of testimony harmonized with the movements of the body in public and in proximity to the grain of the voice.

In addition, this medium-specific event mediates and is mediated by state politics. From the perspective of the history of Holocaust memory, Marceline’s testimony could not have come at a more significant time. Filmed in the year that Israeli agents arrested Adolf Eichmann and released in the year that survivor testimony at Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem would permanently change our understanding of the Nazi genocide and help usher in what Annette Wieviorka has called the “era of the witness,” Marceline’s presence in Chronicle of a Summer helps provide an alternative genealogy of Holocaust testimony and cultural memory. Instead of emerging through the carefully staged—and judicially debatable—context of Israeli state pedagogy in the Eichmann trial, Marceline’s staged appearance aligns at least indirectly with a challenge to the French state in a moment of war and crisis. That is, Marceline’s testimony possessed a mediated, allegorical significance in the moment of its appearance: her tale of suffering in the recent past occupies the place of those testimonies to contemporary political violence that could not be told openly in decolonizing France because of state censorship and were thus forced to pass through either underground and extralegal paths or, as in this case, indirect evocation. Marceline’s testimony takes on this allegorical meaning because of the careful way Rouch and Morin situate her testimony in the wake of brief discussions among its cast of real-life characters about the Algerian War and about the ongoing processes of decolonization reported daily in the news. Although the Holocaust as historical event differs immeasurably from France’s late colonial war, Holocaust testimony at that moment cannot be separated from testimony to colonial violence; rather, the two forms of testimony mediate each other. Already we can see that Loridan occupies a complex position: she is not only a surviving victim but also an embodied allegory for the broader implication of French society in ongoing violence.

But the mediation of Marceline’s testimony is even more complex. First of all, it is premediated by two significant postwar films. The testimony sequence is immediately preceded by an uncomfortable scene on the roof of the Musée de l’Homme in which Rouch draws attention to Marceline’s tattoo and asks two African students if they understand its significance. They admit that they do not, although one of the students then mentions having seen a film about the camps, probably Night and Fog. Although it is not mentioned in Chronicle of a Summer, Night and Fog had had one of its first screenings in the Musée de l’Homme, a site during World War II of resistance activity, and its director, Alain Resnais, considered the film an allegorical protest against the just-begun Algerian War.33 But another Resnais film also figures here: as Marceline Loridan later wrote, in giving her testimony she imagined herself as Emmanuelle Riva in Resnais and Duras’s New Wave classic Hiroshima mon amour, which had recently appeared and featured Riva meandering through the streets, much as Marceline does while giving her testimony. As we have already seen in our opening discussion of Loin du Vietnam, these intersections with the oeuvre of Resnais—and various sites of violence, including Japan, Europe, and Vietnam—will multiply in the following years. Through premediation, Marceline’s testimony in Chronicle already participates in the network of associations between different scenes of violence made available by Resnais’s films.

Yet, if the conditions of possibility for Marceline’s testimony in Chronicle of a Summer lie in its premediation by a range of discourses, texts, and technologies, the multiple remediations of her testimony subsequently established it as a publicly meaningful and politically vital act. In the urgent struggle over Algeria, the testimonial form and staged dialogue established by Rouch and Morin’s film reappeared frequently. Chronicle opened in Paris in the fall of 1961 in the midst of one of the major crises of the late colonial state: the October 17 massacre of dozens—and roundup of thousands—of peacefully demonstrating Algerians in the streets of the French capital. In the weeks immediately following the massacre, the anticolonial New Left newsweekly France-Observateur published two interview-based pieces that, like Chronicle, linked the Holocaust with the violence of decolonization. Previously we saw how Marguerite Duras’s “Les deux ghettos” took part in a work of differentiated solidarity by participating in a tradition of thinking the Warsaw Ghetto alongside other histories of racial violence. Now we can see that Duras, whose Hiroshima, mon amour premediated Marceline’s testimony, also remediates Chronicle: she uses the documentary’s interview form to juxtapose discussions with two Algerians and a survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto, whom Duras dubs “M” (a possible echo of Marceline).34 Two years later, strikingly similar connections are also made in another text that seems to remediate Chronicle, African American writer William Gardner Smith’s novel The Stone Face (1963), the first novel to treat the Paris massacre, which also features at its center a female Holocaust survivor whose name begins with “M”—not to mention an African American protagonist who finds himself complexly implicated as a “privileged” foreigner in France’s late colonial war.35 In Duras’s and Smith’s works, as in Rouch and Morin’s film, the encounter between a female Holocaust survivor and colonized men of color serves as a gendered and racialized trope of intersecting memories, complex implication, and a tension-filled solidarity across difference.

Such intersecting solidarities from the era of decolonization exhibit neither the process of abstraction nor the polarization of good and evil that Levy and Sznaider find in the later moment of Holocaust-inflected human rights; rather, they involve embodied encounters, complex and ambivalent affective translations, and emerging awareness of problems of implication. Occupying the place of the victim, as Marceline certainly does, does not exclude her from participating in the racial hierarchies of postwar France, which are also on display in some of the exchanges in Chronicle of a Summer. The experience of historical trauma does not inoculate subjects against implication in other regimes of power. Even as it stages an unprecedented Holocaust testimony and provides an attenuated critique of late colonialism, Rouch and Morin’s film also suggests—whether intentionally or not—the gray zones of race and nation that implicate all subjects of an imperial state.

Toward a Holocaust Internationalism

But Loridan did not simply remain the object of representation and remediation. By becoming a filmmaker and later a memoirist, Loridan herself very deliberately began to remediate the testimonial impulse, sometimes at great personal risk and often as an expression of internationalist solidarity. For the last half century, she has sought to craft for herself what Fiona Ross calls “a voice with a signature,” but she has also put that voice into service for projects that move beyond the reproduction of her own past and extend into a future defined by an encompassing vision of collective liberation.36 Already in the year after Chronicle’s appearance, Loridan went from being in front of the camera to being behind it—where she remained for the next half century. She traveled to the newly independent Algerian state and made a forty-minute documentary with Jean-Pierre Sergent, who also appears in Rouch and Morin’s film. Algeria, Year Zero (1962), like Chronicle, seeks to assess the state of life in a moment of historical transition. Because of its politics, it was banned in France for more than forty years, an indication of how seriously state power takes the force of circulation.

Loridan continued the process of remediating her own testimony in a series of films she went on to make with her companion Joris Ivens, the important Dutch communist documentarian she met through her role in Rouch and Morin’s film. “I could marry that woman,” Ivens reportedly said after seeing Chronicle—and he did. Together Ivens and Loridan (later Loridan-Ivens) made documentaries such as How Yukong Moved the Mountains (1976), a twelve-part, twelve-hour series about everyday life in China in the wake of the Cultural Revolution, described by one contemporary critic as “témoignage direct” (direct testimony) about China, even as the film was also criticized for its clearly partial portrait of the country.37 After Ivens’s death and now in her mid-seventies, Loridan-Ivens made her first feature film, La petite prairie aux bouleaux (The Birch-Tree Meadow, i.e., Birkenau [2003]), a fictionalized autobiographical account of an Auschwitz survivor who returns to Poland for the first time decades after the war.

Reflecting back on her life with Ivens some years after his death, Loridan-Ivens described their relationship as one defined by mediation and international solidarity: “Our first encounter was through the screen: he had seen me acting in the film A Summer’s Chronicle [sic]. He was 62 then and four years later we went to the 17th parallel, the area in Vietnam that been bombed most intensively, to show the world what it means to fight for your country against B-52 bombers” (“Wind of Tides” 4). The film Loridan-Ivens evokes here, Le 17e parallèle: La guerre du peuple (The Seventeenth Parallel: The People’s War [1968]), provides a powerful example of how testimony and mediation continued to intersect in the Holocaust internationalism that Loridan-Ivens fostered since first giving public testimony about her deportation and return.38 Filmed by Ivens and Loridan beneath those falling American bombs on the front lines in Vietnam in 1967 (the same year that they contributed to Loin du Vietnam), The Seventeenth Parallel follows Algeria, Year Zero in transforming the testimonial impulse beyond the autobiographical subject into a collective militant practice: instead of dramatizing their own process of bearing witness to decolonization (à la Godard), the filmmakers provide a forum for ordinary Vietnamese to testify to their experience of war and the struggle for national liberation.39 Part war documentary, part exploration of daily life in extreme circumstances, part revolutionary propaganda, The Seventeenth Parallel uses a collective voice-over narration in French—attributed to a woman from the Vihn Lihn region where the film was made—together with direct and indirect address to the camera in Vietnamese by peasants and local party members. The film documents the peasants’ attempts to continue tending their rice paddies, to construct elaborate underground shelters, and to contribute to the war effort against “the enemy,” the Americans. Using terms associated with the Holocaust, they testify that they will “never forget” the crimes of the Americans (fig. 11). One of the predominant (perhaps self-reflexive) motifs of the film is the ingenuity of the villagers in transforming—we might say remediating—the weapons of war: parts from downed American planes and rockets are turned into bicycles and a printing press, while bomb craters become fishponds. Such resistant bricolage also shows up in some of the footage Ivens and Loridan sent back to Marker for Loin du Vietnam; there we see the citizens of Hanoi constructing individual bomb shelters with humble materials.

Through their collaboration, the filmmakers themselves also remediate the war, turning it into an “aural” testimony. The nature of the collaboration that lies behind The Seventeenth Parallel between the older, established male documentarian Ivens and the younger, lesser-known female Loridan is a complex one, but one that bears on the questions of mediation and testimony. In early accounts, Loridan is often referred to merely as an assistant on Ivens’s films, but more recently her contributions have been granted co-director status (e.g., on the new DVD edition of Ivens’s films).40 However one resolves the issue of authorship and addresses the gender asymmetries that lie behind it, Loridan’s contribution in The Seventeenth Parallel is both clear and clearly indebted to her earlier experience with what was then considered “new media” in Chronicle of a Summer (a film that also emerged from collaboration): the lightweight camera and recording technology used to elicit her testimony in Rouch and Morin’s film.41 In Loridan-Ivens’s words, “We were a perfect team. Joris, a child of the age of the silent cinema, a master of the image, and I, formed by the Sixties, the age of the new synchronized sound and the Nouvelle Vague. . . . We were like a two-headed Hydra and we made twenty films together” (“Wind of Tides” 4). Jean-Pierre Sergent confirms that it was through Loridan that Ivens discovered “direct sound,” a technique still relatively new and crucial for the testimonial effect produced by The Seventeenth Parallel.42 Direct sound—and direct cinema, a genre related to cinema verité—involves the simultaneous recording of sound and image in “real-world” settings, a process that we now take for granted, but that was technically complicated until the early 1960s. Indeed, synchronous sound may be the most powerful form testimony takes in The Seventeenth Parallel: the persistent roar of American jets and the explosions of American bombs throughout the film (as well as the clatter of Vietnamese antiaircraft weapons) take the place of a musical soundtrack and bear aural or sonic witness to the risks involved in the filming and the seemingly impossible conditions in which the villagers were living and resisting their fate. As Loridan said shortly after completing filming, “We never went for five minutes without hearing an explosion near us or in the distance, and at night we were unable to sleep because of the hundreds of airplanes flying overhead.”43
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FIGURE 11. “We will never forget.” Still image from Joris Ivens and Marceline Loridan, The Seventeenth Parallel: The People’s War (1968). Author’s collection.



Aural testimony is also linked to a recoding of trauma. In the book accompanying the film, Loridan describes situating herself in a hole fifty meters from the village where they are staying in order to capture the sounds of an American air attack; she uses a Nagra recorder, precisely the kind she carried while Rouch filmed her testimony in the summer of 1960.44 Yet the recordings Loridan makes do not simply reproduce the traumatic testimony at the center of Chronicle of a Summer. For one, Loridan’s subject position has shifted from first-person to third-person witness and from surviving victim to implicated subject offering solidarity. With this shift in position, the “sound” of testimony also shifts. Returning to the village after the end of the attack, the filmmakers visit a school where a fourteen-year-old girl had died a few days earlier in a previous American shelling. While they are in the underground school, the alarm rings for yet another attack, and, Loridan reports, “without panic, very orderly, the children arrange their things carefully: pen, ink, books, notebooks are their weapons. And they descend into the shelter joyously, as during recreation. The tape that I recorded mixes strangely the whistle of airplanes and their laughter.”45 If Loridan’s presence with a Nagra recorder suggests that Rouch’s cinema verité technique has premediated The Seventeenth Parallel, the latter film also remediates the earlier scene of testimony. Chronicle had staged a highly mediated Holocaust testimony that itself became the occasion for the articulation of other traumatic histories, as I have shown. Now Loridan as sound recorder has herself become the medium for an address from and to a new set of others. But not only the channels of mediation have changed; the message has shifted as well: from an articulation of personal traumatization to the laughter of collective resilience in the face of overwhelming violence. This affirmative account of the Vietnamese anticolonial struggle brings with it in turn a more aggressive political message than we find in Rouch and Morin’s film or in discourses of human rights. On the classroom wall above where the young victim of American bombing used to sit a sign now hangs: “We must work even harder to avenge the memory of our little sister Xuan.”46 In the spirit of militant documentary, Ivens and Loridan’s Vietnam film recodes trauma as the occasion for a new, antagonistic politics of memory.

In recoding trauma and memory, Loridan also commits to a new politics of testimony. Both the politics and the form of this commitment deserve critical discussion; certainly neither is unproblematic, especially when viewed with the clear vision of hindsight. In the views of both Ivens and Loridan there is, for instance, the evident risk of a romanticization of “Third World” resistance and the imposition of too homogeneous a view of collectivity.47 In retrospect, Loridan-Ivens would concur and has described her commitments of the time as “false, naïve, and simplistic.”48 Even more serious is the obscuring or forgetting of crimes committed in the name of the communist internationalism that motivated them. Such a serious political error, especially relevant to the case of their post–Cultural Revolution China film, How Yukong Moved the Mountains, ended up weighing heavily on the filmmakers. Loridan-Ivens describes a deep “inner depression” whose “cause was the Paradox we discovered: we believed what the Chinese in front of the camera said that they believed, but it all turned out to be a bitter illusion. This crisis, a political, artistic, philosophical and ideological crisis, would last a few years” (“Wind of Tides” 4).49 The failures of the massive film about China suggest, among other things, the risks of forgetting the lessons of solidarity from afar that had been one of the core insights of Loin du Vietnam: a plunge into immediacy ignores the uneasy coexistence of proximity and distance necessary to internationalist projects. Seeking to confront the prejudices of the capitalist West, Ivens and Loridan ended up implicated in another kind of state violence.

In the wake of that crisis, Loridan-Ivens turned in new directions—and turned back to the original trauma that defined her life: Auschwitz. After Ivens died in 1989, Loridan-Ivens writes, “I was left behind with my grief . . . and with the next film that I would have to make without him. About Auschwitz. Joris encouraged me to tackle it. And now that he has passed away, I have the space to return to my own origin, to my Jewish background. And I have the courage to return to the stench of corpses, the dull colors, the moaning in the hell of Auschwitz” (“Wind of Tides” 5). The film that emerged from this return, The Birch-Tree Meadow, is decidedly more autobiographical and less multidirectional and internationalist than the works of the 1960s.50

My reason for evoking this internationalist era of Loridan’s productivity has not been to celebrate it as a model that can be applied “immediately” to the present, but rather to make a point about the history of memory and the future of testimony: the turn to militant cinema that Loridan takes in collaboration with Ivens is both inscribed in the experimental genesis and political context of Loridan’s first public testimony in Chronicle of a Summer and is yet an outcome that could never have been foreseen in any deterministic account. There is no straight path from Auschwitz via a Holocaust testimony during the Algerian War to the filming of testimony under falling bombs in Vietnam. Yet this itinerary suggests a Holocaust internationalism shared by others that offered an actually existing alternative to the canonization of the Holocaust’s uniqueness taking place at the same time.51 It also continues to offer an alternative narrative of the globalization of Holocaust memory centered on collective political struggle instead of cosmopolitanization in the age of liberal human rights.52

The Seventeenth Parallel is not a Holocaust testimony, and yet it emerges from the unexpected testimonial project of a Holocaust survivor who, enabled by processes of mediation that were anything but abstract, found herself engaged with and implicated—bodily and politically—in a history allegedly far from her own. She took this responsibility seriously, not simply spending months living underground in a war zone, but also continuing to speak out about the atrocities she witnessed. In November 1967, a few months after finishing The Seventeenth Parallel, Loridan testified before the Russell International War Crimes Tribunal in Copenhagen and screened parts of the film.53 For Loridan—and I suspect for many other survivors of traumatic events—testimony is not the culmination of an experience, but an essential step in the fashioning of a future that helps her to move: a “departure,” in Cathy Caruth’s terms.54 Of course, movement into the future is not absolute freedom: the witness takes her baggage with her.

Under the Sign of Suitcases

In 2008, Loridan-Ivens produced another iteration of her testimonial project: the memoir Ma vie balagan. In that text, whose multilingual title draws on the Hebrew/Yiddish word for chaos, Loridan-Ivens sums up her life with a pithy epigram: “Je vis sous le signe des valises” (I live under the sign of suitcases).55 With this phrase, Loridan-Ivens activates a polyvalent figure for the work of memory and testimony. Most obviously, given her history, the suitcase calls up one of the icons of concentrationary memory. In Loridan-Ivens’s words, these are the suitcases “we had to abandon on arrival in the camp, the ones that accumulated at Auschwitz, with their labels and their names” (173).56 In a further turn, the suitcases come to figure memory and repression simultaneously: “And then there are the ‘container’ suitcases. . . . Full of diverse souvenirs that you would prefer not to see again. Sometimes you open the suitcase, you see the too burdensome past, and you close it up again” (173). Here we find echoes of what Charlotte Delbo has called “deep memory.”57

But if the suitcase is a potent symbol of dispossession as well as a kind of crypt containing “deep” memories too traumatic to handle directly, it also has yet other, potentially more affirmative associations. It marks the life of a “world”-traveler and suggests the compulsion she shared with Joris to “go elsewhere, [into] exile” (173). The valise might also be the bag Marceline carries (holding the Nagra recorder) as she gives her testimony in Chronicle of a Summer, an act linking personal experience and public space in a manner that at the time was practically unprecedented. Or it might recall the schoolbag young Marceline carried before deportation—a scene captured in a photo displayed at the Mémorial de la Shoah in Paris that uncannily prefigures her appearance in Chronicle.58 Finally, it certainly signals active solidarity: Loridan-Ivens calls this chapter of her memoir “La porteuse de valises” (The carrier of suitcases), an explicit reference to her activities as one of a small number of French women (and men) who “carried suitcases” for the underground Algerian independence movement.59 Indeed, those suitcases of money for the FLN were sometimes stored in Loridan-Ivens’s apartment—at great personal risk—as Jean-Pierre Sergent reports.60

For Loridan-Ivens, the suitcase is simultaneously the form, medium, and content of testimony—at once the depth of the past, the burden of suffering, and the means for making the past public and moving with it into futures not yet written. The rhetoric of suitcases thus suggests the proximity for Loridan-Ivens of history, trauma, travel, mediation, and anticolonial, internationalist politics. Although not necessarily a harmonious mix, the very heterogeneity of these associations may provide the grounds for a synthesis of the best features of socialist, anticolonial, and human rights internationalism.

Besides being a powerful figure for Loridan-Ivens’s complex life trajectory and for the ethics and politics of Holocaust memory more generally, “the sign of suitcases” is also a suggestive figure for implication. The suitcase is a medium that assists a human agent in an act of transportation, but can also become a burden, a weight that must be borne. The sign of suitcases references testimony as a medium for speech and action that take place when one leaves home and circulates in the public realm; when one becomes implicated in the world—consciously or unconsciously—and creates bodily and verbal connections between diverse sites of history, memory, and trauma. For those of us concerned with multidirectional Holocaust memory and the problem of implication, the example of Loridan-Ivens offers additional messages: an ethical future for memory demands that we cultivate what Lugones calls an “openness to surprise” as well as a self-reflexivity about the surprising ways we are entangled in and weighed down by histories that at first seem to take place far from home. The lesson that we are inevitably entangled in distant conflicts also haunts the subject of the next chapter, Hito Steyerl, whose artistic trajectory moves through different versions of internationalism as she grapples with personal and political implication.
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“Germany Is in Kurdistan”

Hito Steyerl’s Images of Implication

Remembering Ronahî

In October 1998, a battle took place near Van in eastern Anatolia between the Turkish Army and elements of the PKK (the Kurdistan Workers’ Party). In many ways this was an “ordinary” battle in an area some consider northwestern Kurdistan. Over the course of the 1990s, the Turkish state waged a brutal war of counterinsurgency against Kurdish militants that killed tens of thousands of fighters and civilians, destroyed thousands of villages, and displaced as many as a million people, all while denying the substantial minority of Kurds in Turkey basic human rights to language, culture, and political representation.1 The PKK, considered a terrorist organization by the European Union, the US, and Turkey, has fought for decades in the name of Kurdish independence and autonomy. A certain liberalization and de-escalation of the crisis within Turkey occurred in the first decade of the twenty-first century and was then followed by further setbacks in the years since. Meanwhile, the reputation of the PKK has undergone significant change.2 All in all, the Kurdish question remains an unresolved flashpoint in Turkey and the region. During the course of the writing of this chapter, ongoing developments near the Turkish border in Syria and Iraq, including the highly visible resistance in Kobanê and the cross-border assault on Kurdish-controlled Afrin, have brought the Kurdish question back into the news, as did the reigniting of the Turkish state’s war against Kurds within its own borders in winter 2015–16.

The battle in October 1998 ended as many did, with the army capturing and, it seems, summarily executing a number of the Kurdish fighters. Among those fighters was one who would become an icon of the Kurdish cause: Sehît Ronahî—Martyr Ronahî—from the YAJK, the women’s brigade of the PKK.3 While the iconography of Kurdish martyrs is extensive—and includes many women who have fought with this secular, revolutionary movement—Martyr Ronahî represents an unusual case. Ronahî was born in Munich in 1965 and was known by her birth name, Andrea Wolf, before she joined the PKK in the mid-1990s. Previous to enlisting in the women’s brigade, Wolf had been involved in radical left politics in Germany, had served time in jail, and may have been affiliated with the Red Army Faction (RAF). Her experience in the radical left—and possibly the threat of returning to prison—eventually moved her to align herself with the Kurdish cause, as did a couple dozen other Germans in this period.4

Various groups claiming allegiance to Andrea Wolf’s legacy have commemorated her death in multiple sites by constructing what Astrid Erll would call a “plurimedial” constellation of memory.5 Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to say that, in the years since her murder, Wolf has been transformed into a lieu de mémoire of internationalism that condenses an array of not entirely compatible currents. Wolf has simultaneously become a martyr for Kurdish national liberation, a symbol of socialist internationalism, and an object of human rights campaigns by Turkish, German, and European organizations. In 1999, at the PKK’s yearly convention, the party voted unanimously to make Wolf a symbol of internationalist struggle, and her memory remains central to the Kurdish cause.6 As a PKK guerilla commander who witnessed Wolf’s death explained, “It was her internationalist view that made Ronahî join the ranks of [the] PKK.”7 In 2013, two years after a Turkish human rights organization discovered a mass grave holding Wolf’s remains along with those of forty other militants, a massive tomb in the region near Van where she died was named in her memory. Speaking at the tomb’s dedication ceremony in Çatak, a Kurdish guerilla evoked Wolf as “a manifestation of the diversity and internationality of the Kurdish movement” (“Monumental Tomb”). Shortly after the tomb’s unveiling, the ruling AK Party ordered its demolition, as it has in the case of other Kurdish gravesites.8

At the same time that commemoration of Wolf has taken place in the transnational Kurdish region, her memory has also remained present in Germany and Europe. There her story and image have been memorialized and remediated in books, posters, exhibitions, ceremonies, street demonstrations, and videos—most of them produced or organized by coalitions of radical German leftists and diasporic Kurdish activists.9 In 2010, a case brought by Wolf’s mother to the European Court of Human Rights ended with Turkey being convicted of obstructing investigation into Wolf’s disappearance, a violation of Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights.10 Her memory remains alive in the mainstream press as well; a 2014 report in the Berlin newspaper Tagesspiegel evoked Wolf while discussing the suddenly fashionable topic of Kurdish women fighters in Kobanê.11 In the same context of renewed interest in the Kurdish cause during the fight with ISIS, a news report on “Medya,” another German woman who joined the PKK twenty years ago and works as a doctor in the Kurdish region, noted that “Wolf’s portrait [is] prominently displayed” in the doctor’s consultation room.12 Even before her death, Wolf had already constituted herself as a kind of living memory site when she took her nom de guerre from that of a young Kurdish woman in Germany who had set herself on fire in 1994 in an act of protest.13 The story of Andrea Wolf thus takes place at the contentious site where the politics of memory intersects with the memory of politics.

Against the backdrop of the modes of memorialization that have followed Wolf’s death, I reflect in this chapter on a long-term artistic project undertaken by the internationally prominent German artist and theorist Hito Steyerl, a childhood friend of Wolf. With the twenty-five-minute video November, from 2004, and subsequent videos, performances, and essays that constitute a still-unfolding oeuvre, Steyerl both joins the acts of memorialization by Wolf/Ronahî’s radical comrades and seeks to create a countermemory of Wolf by interrogating the processes of remediation and heroization that have followed her death. Steyerl examines these processes through an optic that is pertinent both to the politics of martyrdom and to her own ongoing reflections on the relation between aesthetics and politics: she focuses on Wolf’s posthumous circulation as an image, which eventually leads to a self-critical reflection on what it means for the artist to be implicated in such a circulation of images.14 Although Steyerl evokes all the incompatible elements that have coalesced in Wolf’s commemoration—including the internationalist paradigms of socialism, human rights, and terrorism—her work ultimately produces an alternate conception of internationalism by linking it to the politics of images and the problem of implication.

In the hands of Steyerl, at least, Wolf’s story—a story of trauma and violence, to be sure—complicates all the features of what I have called the victim/perpetrator imaginary and opens up the question of the implicated subject. If Steyerl addresses what looks at first like an exceptional, singular story of violence, she quickly resituates it instead in a broad, transnational context of cultural, economic, political, and military power. Additionally, in contrast to the dominant discourse of victimization, she leaves us in a morally ambiguous, impure zone. While Wolf’s comrades celebrate her as a martyr and internationalist hero and the dominant media have typically labeled Wolf a terrorist, Steyerl comes to a more complex and ambivalent verdict about her friend and her commitments. As she says at one point, “Not even in fiction are the heroes innocent” (November). Finally, in refusing binary simplifications and, especially, in highlighting how the complexities of Wolf’s story intersect with her own story, Steyerl’s project helps us interrogate the implicated subject as a figure of historical responsibility and internationalist solidarity in a time of globalization.15

In particular, the life and death of “Andrea” serve in Steyerl’s work as an opportunity to address questions of implication in an age defined by what the artist calls “traveling images.” The traveling image of Andrea prompts us to ask whether and how a new transnational political subject can emerge from a recognition of implication. Although Steyerl’s work engages intensively with the forces of capitalist globalization, it emerges out of a conviction that we live in a postrevolutionary age in which internationalism has lost its luster and “the myth of the leftist hero [has] come crumbling down.”16 In the face of this postrevolutionary, postheroic moment, Steyerl’s theoretical writings propose a shift from the subject to the object and from emancipation to participation. By highlighting the way subjects become entangled with the circulation of objects and images, these shifts make possible a grasp of implication, but they also evacuate the position of the subject from which a new politics might emerge. Against the grain of Steyerl’s own writings, I find the unresolved question of the subject at the center of her work and at the core of the political possibilities it alternately forecloses and opens up. I argue that the subject—and especially the implicated subject—remains central to Steyerl’s investigations, and that she remains closer to an internationalist vision—albeit a critical one—than her explicit statements suggest.

Recent events, including the events in Rojava, also necessitate a critical rereading of internationalist subjectivity. The emblematic and instantly commemorated death on October 5, 2014, of Suphi Nejat Ağırnaslı, a young Turkish/German leftist militant who was fighting with the Kurds in Kobanê, suggests that the internationalist impulse may not be as dated as it appeared to Steyerl in the early years of the new millennium.17 At the same time, that impulse remains politically ambivalent. In addition to the relatively small-scale internationalist mobilization that has accompanied Kurdish resistance, those who fought against the Kurds in Kobanê under the banner of the Islamic State are also configured as a nonnational force and have been highly successful in recruiting from an international pool of Muslim-identified youth. Against the backdrop of these clashing forces, internationalism is again on the agenda as an urgent political impulse demanding explanation.18 I want to illustrate, via Steyerl’s Wolf project, how a self-reflexive grasp of one’s implication in apparently distant contexts of violence can be the start of a politicized process of internationalist subject creation. In Steyerl’s work, critique and self-critique function as a subject-making fidelity to the memory of politics.

From Loridan-Ivens to Steyerl: Mediation, Multidirectionality, and the Implicated Subject

In considering the “sign of the suitcase” in the work of Marceline Loridan-Ivens, we have been able to trace how acts of remembrance are premediated by prior image repertoires and then subsequently remediated in ways that both confirm their place in the canons of cultural memory and reroute them on new and unexpected itineraries. Loridan-Ivens’s autobiographical and cinematic itineraries produce multidirectional memories—creating new links between seemingly unconnected histories of trauma and resistance in Algeria, Europe, and Vietnam—and embed those memories in histories of implication and empire.

The connection between mediation, multidirectionality, and the implicated subject also defines the work of Hito Steyerl. Steyerl’s films and videos as well as her writings and lecture-performances explore some similar ground to what we have seen in our chapter on Loridan-Ivens: for instance, the intersection of the Holocaust and its legacies with others forms of imperial violence. Yet Steyerl—born in 1966 and active as an artist since the 1990s—comes to these questions with a very different sensibility. She takes a distance from the internationalism that characterizes Loridan-Ivens’s trajectory during the 1960s and 1970s (as Loridan-Ivens later would as well). In contrast to the tendency of Algeria Year Zero, The Seventeenth Parallel, and How Yukong Moved the Mountains—filmed within ongoing revolutions—Steyerl begins from the belated perspective that Loridan-Ivens only comes to later: she narrates history from an explicitly postrevolutionary moment. Yet, the oeuvres of Steyerl and Loridan-Ivens also converge around the problem of long-distance solidarity—a convergence signaled, in part, by the return of Loin du Vietnam in the work of the younger artist.

Steyerl first came to prominence with her sixty-two-minute-long essay film Die leere Mitte (The Empty Center; 1998), a multidirectional archaeology of Berlin’s Potsdamer Platz that uncovers layers of colonial, National Socialist, and Cold War history and tracks contemporary forms of migration. The film’s multidirectionality is not simply a matter of historical content; Steyerl also develops formal means to embody the film’s historical and mnemonic intersections. As in all of her work, she mixes materials of distinct provenance in Die leere Mitte: footage she has shot and interviews she has recorded occupy the same cinematic space as archival images and footage from feature films and newsreels. If Die leere Mitte focuses predominantly on stories of victimization defined by race and religion, it also implicitly complicates a victim/perpetrator framework by suggesting the ways that exploited and persecuted people also participate in the reproduction of racial hierarchies. Implicated subjects appear in the interstices of the film’s overarching narrative about the construction and reconstruction of borders.19 Although characterized by sophisticated forms of montage and juxtaposition, the film differs from Steyerl’s later video and performance work in ways that ultimately limit its exploration of implicated subject positions, however. In Die leere Mitte, implication is primarily the problem of others, and—in contrast to Steyerl’s later work—the filmmaker herself remains outside the frame and the image and sound tracks.20 That is, while the film documents the implication of exploited subjects in the oppression of other exploited subjects, the filmmaker herself seems to remain at a distance from the problem of implication. That distance will be greatly reduced—and rendered productively problematic—in the videos and performances that make up Steyerl’s Wolf project in the first decades of the twenty-first century.

Displacements, or How a German Friend Becomes a “Kurdish Terrorist”

Steyerl’s artistic investigation of Andrea Wolf begins with the 2004 video November. The tale Steyerl tells there does not allow for easy paraphrase, but a capsule summary would note that the film opens by recounting how Steyerl and Wolf made a feminist martial arts film together as teenagers (fig. 12). It continues by reflecting on how, years later, Wolf reappears as a “real” warrior fighting with the PKK. The video—which has been widely screened in galleries, museums, and festivals and is also available on the web—consists almost entirely of repurposed footage. November incorporates images taken from Steyerl and Wolf’s early film, from newsreel footage of Wolf as a guerilla, and from avant-garde and popular feature films; its soundtrack includes found film dialogue and music along with voice-over by Steyerl and interviews made specifically for November. Going beyond Wolf’s story, the video also contains a postscript about German militants who took inspiration from a Costa Gavras feature film about South American guerillas, with mixed, comic results.

November opens with the sound of helicopter blades as the camera slowly zooms in on a picture of a young woman’s face. The image of the woman, who looks down and to the left, is a blurry, faded, and creased black-and-white photograph that appears to have been reproduced multiple times. As a shadow plays across the shroud-like photograph—adding another layer between viewers and the woman depicted and suggesting the presence of an observer—we hear the filmmaker begin narrating off-screen: “My best friend when I was seventeen was a girl called Andrea Wolf.” At the conclusion of this sentence, the screen fades to gray while the helicopter blades continue, and we hear the narrator again: “In 1998 she was shot as a Kurdish terrorist.” All of a sudden, the whir of the helicopter ceases and a dramatic cut takes place accompanied by chords that evoke a hard-boiled detective film. An image appears depicting the same attractive, somewhat butch woman from the shoulders up, now filmed in color and wearing a leather jacket against a clear blue sky, as she turns to face the camera. Once again the screen fades to gray and is replaced by the title “November”; meanwhile, The Bostweeds’ title song from Russ Meyer’s camp classic Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! plays on the soundtrack. Intercut with another title frame letting us know this is “a film by Hito Steyerl,” we see the woman yet again in the same leather jacket as she gets out of a Mercedes with two other women and starts to beat up a group of men. The narrator tells us: “This is my first film.” As a different young woman appears on-screen, beating a helpless man with karate moves, the narrator informs us, “This is me.” Another close-up and freeze-frame on the now familiar woman in the leather jacket confirms, “This is Andrea.” In this early martial arts film, the teenage Hito and Andrea were part of a girl gang bent on terrorizing any men they came across. But the story is impossible to reconstruct, Steyerl tells us, because only the fighting scenes were shot and the film stock did not even permit sound recording.
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FIGURE 12. An image incorporated into November of Andrea Wolf (center), Hito Steyerl (right), and an unnamed collaborator in Hito Steyerl’s early martial arts film. Hito Steyerl, November, 2004. DV, single channel, sound. 25 minutes. Image CC 4.0 Hito Steyerl. Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York.



In this opening minute of November, we already find essential aspects of Steyerl’s aesthetic practice along with tantalizing hints at the story of Andrea Wolf. In the course of a few seconds, Steyerl creates a complex montage of sound and images from multiple sources—some of which are identifiable or identified (such as the theme song from Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! and Steyerl’s own film footage), and others of which remain underdefined (the black-and-white photograph of Andrea, the sound of the helicopter). At the level of the image, the core of the opening sequence—both the photograph and the film footage—is what Steyerl has theorized as the “poor image”: “The poor image is a copy in motion. Its quality is bad, its resolution substandard. As it accelerates, it deteriorates.” Everywhere to be found in our globalized world of pirated, copied, shared, and downloaded files, poor images “testify to the violent dislocation, transferrals, and displacements of images—their acceleration and circulation within the vicious cycles of audiovisual capitalism.”21 In the film, as in her writings, the low resolution of the poor images Steyerl uses also constitutes a kind of visual pun evoking the “unresolved” nature of the stories she seeks to tell—something hinted at in the opening of November when she describes the impossibility of reconstructing the story of her first film. The low and nonresolution of the film echoes, in addition, the unresolved nature of Wolf’s death, which neither Turkey nor Germany has wanted to confirm (although, as already mentioned, a grave purportedly holding her body was later discovered).

With its as yet unexplained reference to Wolf’s being “shot as a Kurdish terrorist,” the film evokes a mystery that the film seeks to explore, even if it cannot fully resolve it. The film becomes, in part, an essay in detection, and the mystery it addresses involves not primarily whether and how Wolf died, but rather how a young German woman from Bavaria came to die as a Kurdish terrorist. November thus links its exploration of “poor images” with the question of long-distance solidarity. In other words, the case of Steyerl’s protagonist raises questions about what it means to be implicated in—and indeed, to stake your life in—a history seemingly far from “your own.” November is, at one level, a search for an answer to that question. However, the film approaches its central question indirectly by tackling another dilemma: the relation between the transnational movement of images and the possibilities of a transnational politics. This dilemma ultimately implicates the artist herself in the story she is telling.

If poor images are characterized by “dislocation, transferrals, and displacements” in the realm of media, the story through which Steyerl has chosen to explore poor images emerges out of dislocation and displacement in two other realms as well: that of the hundreds of thousands of Kurds displaced by the Turkish state and that of the diasporic and internationalist solidarity movement that rose up as a direct outcome of and response to the war.22 While many Kurds had come to Germany in the 1960s and 1970s as part of the “Turkish” guest worker migration, the conflict in Turkey created new categories of border-crossing migrants and transformed the meaning of Kurdishness in the diaspora—a transformation that in turn had consequences in the primary conflict zone. Here is a first answer to the question of how a German friend becomes a Kurdish “terrorist.” The presence of a German woman in the PKK, however rare it might be, follows from these various kinds of dislocation, which brought a new wave of Kurdish refugees to Germany and made Europe into the site of a Kurdish politics that sought to intervene in the conflict “back home.”

In fact, these different realms of displacement—media, refugees, and international solidarity—are conjoined. As the political scientist Bilgin Ayata has argued, the transnational dynamic linking the Kurdish conflict to Europe involved an important media component. Because of restrictions in Turkey, Europe became the site of Kurdish television with the 1995 founding of ROJ-TV, a satellite channel sometimes associated with the PKK. An example of “the transnational activities of the Kurdish diaspora [that] have boomeranged back to Turkey,” ROJ-TV opened up a new front in the conflict in which the “battles shift[ed] to [the] airwaves.”23 Without explicitly commenting on this context, Steyerl’s film captures the interweaving of the transnational flows of images, people, and ideology that Ayata describes and reveals how those interwoven displacements created the context in which Andrea could become Ronahî. Indeed, the film even incorporates part of an interview with Wolf on Kurdish television taken from precisely this diasporic media constellation. In moving from her earlier work in film to the use of video in November, Steyerl not only takes up the medium “that has come to be privileged by and definitional to [the] representational economy” of the age of globalization, as one critic has argued; she also deploys a medium that was central to the Kurdish political struggle that defines Andrea’s story.24

Turkish state policy and Kurdish diasporic politics and media constitute a necessary but not sufficient context for understanding Andrea’s story. What remains to be explained is the subjective, affective bond that brought someone like Wolf to join such a cause. The specific conditions of post–National Socialist, Cold War (West) Germany certainly shaped the internationalist impulse of the radical left of which Wolf was a part. Recent histories of the German 1960s and 1970s have uncovered a range of internationalist links connecting German radicals with postcolonial and Third World causes. The Vietnam War, which, as we will see, also figures in November, played a significant role in galvanizing internationalist solidarity, just as we saw it do in France with the example of Marceline Loridan-Ivens.25 But there is also a more proximate, affectively charged history that presages Wolf’s story. In a published treatment of November, Steyerl mentions that Wolf had been wanted in Germany for having allegedly “participated in terrorist activities, more precisely the destruction of the deportation prison in Weiterstadt,” and that she was “suspected of having assisted the Red Army Faction in carrying out the attack.”26 Since the early 1970s, the RAF—to which Wolf was close if not actually a member—has had a mythical presence on the German scene. Although associated most famously with the German Autumn of 1977, the RAF only officially disbanded in 1998, the year of Wolf’s death, and their mystique lives on, as a steady stream of books and films attests. In Jeremy Varon’s words, “West German terrorism was a tortured form of Vergangenheitsbewältigung—a symptom of Germany’s difficulty in confronting and working through its Nazi past.”27 A commitment to working through this form of diachronic implication certainly characterizes much of Steyerl’s work, but her primary focus in tackling the question of terrorism in November is elsewhere.

In addressing the question of how a German friend ends up being shot as a Kurdish “terrorist,” November “finds” Andrea in a specific history of war, migration, and extremist violence, but that specific history, Steyerl emphasizes, is not only rooted in a constellation of Turkish, Kurdish, and German conditions; it also finds its meaning in the broader and more general phenomena of mediation and internationalism—the same phenomena we have seen expressed and interrogated in Loin du Vietnam. Ultimately, Steyerl’s approach to Andrea’s story is neither historicist nor sociological, but primarily imaginative and aesthetic: her interest lies in the consequences that flow from the production and circulation of images.

Internationalism, or How a Revolutionary Becomes a Poster

November begins with the intimacy of the filmmaker’s friendship with Wolf—they were once “best friends” in Bavaria, she insists. Yet the film operates by necessity in a mediated field of indirection and reconstruction because its center lies beyond Steyerl’s firsthand knowledge and because, for Steyerl, the field of mediation is where politics takes place; as such, the film becomes a reflection on what it means to be an implicated but distant witness in a moment of crisis. In Steyerl’s account, the crisis concerns the status of internationalism, itself a political technology for overcoming distance.

The filmmaker tells us early on in the voice-over narration that she last saw Andrea “two years before she went underground, five years before she was executed in Kurdistan.” As Steyerl recites those lines, we look directly into a film projector; simultaneously, we hear both the turning of spools of film in the projector and the whir of helicopter blades we heard during the opening of the film, now punctuated by gunshots. Another voice-over—identified as “a reconstructed witness account by a female guerilla fighter”—informs us of the circumstances of Wolf/Ronahî’s death. The editing then returns us to the martial arts film Steyerl made with Wolf as the narrator lays out “coincidences” that link that film with Wolf’s later biography. The film, she tells us, was about fighting for justice, but in that fictional version—as we observe in the incorporated footage—Steyerl herself was shot and Andrea, in contrast, “rode off into the sunset” on a motorcycle. Switching gears yet again, Steyerl returns to the “real” Wolf. Another close-up still image comes into focus on the screen, and we now see an image of Wolf in three-quarters profile from the left and situated in front of a red star and green wreath, symbols of the PKK. The narrator comments: “Her body never came back. What came back instead was this poster.” Wolf’s return as a poster supplements her status as a Kurdish “terrorist” and points us toward the film’s exploration of the politics of internationalism (fig. 13).
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FIGURE 13. An image incorporated into November of Andrea Wolf as a “poster” in a Kurdish demonstration in Germany. Hito Steyerl, November, 2004. DV, single channel, sound. 25 minutes. Image CC 4.0 Hito Steyerl. Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York.



In foregrounding Wolf’s transmutation into a poster, Steyerl opens up questions about the transnational iconography of resistance; indeed, posters of political martyrs are part of resistance movements around the globe. As the anthropologist Lori Allen writes regarding Palestinian “martyr memorialization,” such posters index “heroic activity and commitment,” but they are also “semiotically complex, representing both the person killed and the martyr that person has become.”28 Doubly coded, the posters help reveal that “martyrs died because of a collective political situation affecting everyone, but they were always also mourned as someone’s dear relative or friend” (115). In November and subsequent works, Steyerl repeatedly draws attention to the double nature of the martyr as public hero and privately mourned friend. In doing so, she evokes this doubleness as a source of tension: the distinction between the collective and the personal that Allen notes also correlates, at least in the case of Andrea, with a supplementary tension between the national and the international. The famous and still circulating poster of her friend embodies these tensions, with its juxtaposition of Wolf/Ronahî’s two names, its text in two languages (German and Kurdish), and its quotation, in German, from the Black Panther Assata Shakur, who herself took on a new name and ended up far from home—in Cuban exile after escaping from prison. Because Wolf’s story is not easily contained in what Allen calls the “dominant frame” of the nation (114), her story calls for interrogation of internationalism as a mediated, nonorganic form of solidarity.29

In emphasizing the mediated nature of our access to Wolf’s story along with her afterlife as an icon, Steyerl links the question of the image with the history of radical internationalism. She explores this conjunction not only through evocation of the Kurdish struggle that attracted her friend, but also through reference to the canon of politically engaged European cinema that constitutes one of the primary contexts of her own artistic practice. These references create a direct, if complex, constellation with Loridan-Ivens and the cultural-political milieu in which she worked. First, Steyerl’s self-reflexive shots of the film projector in the sequence described above recall Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929), which, from its opening shot on, insistently depicts the technological apparatus of cinema and foregrounds the internationalist role of the camera and montage in “establishing a visual bond between the workers of the world.”30 In addition, this sequence from November also clearly evokes Godard’s famous contribution to Loin du Vietnam, the 1967 internationalist portmanteau film in which Loridan-Ivens participated. Steyerl directly incorporates a different sequence of Godard’s contribution into November a few minutes later. Loin du Vietnam’s vision is both internationalist (stimulating sympathy for the Vietnamese cause from afar) and multidirectional (locating Vietnam in a network of geopolitical references). Chris Marker, for instance, includes parts of Hanns Eisler’s soundtrack from Night and Fog (an earlier collaboration between Marker and Alain Resnais) in Loin du Vietnam, thus “link[ing] the atrocities of the extermination camps and those taking place in Vietnam.”31 In a fictional sequence contributed by Resnais, a former member of the anti-Nazi resistance declares that “the Americans are [now] the Germans of the Vietnamese” and even laments the fact that the suffering of the Kurds receives so little attention! When Godard—who the following year would form the Dziga Vertov Group, a collective dedicated to militant cinema—was refused a visa to travel to Vietnam, he decided instead, we have seen, to film himself posed with a camera in France while offering a monologue about how “he lives in Paris and didn’t go to North Vietnam.” Instead of “invading Vietnam,” he decides to “let Vietnam invade us” so that we “recognize the place it occupies in our everyday life.” The one direct image of Vietnam that interrupts or “invades” Godard’s monologue is the 360-degree shot of the Vietnamese soldier provided by Ivens and Loridan. Like Godard imagining Vietnam invading France (and different from Loridan, who actually was in Vietnam), Steyerl emphasizes both the distance between her German-based intervention and the most literal site of the film’s political content—Kurdistan—and the fact that “Kurdistan was not only there, but also here” in Germany. However, despite this and other parallels, Steyerl alludes to Loin du Vietnam primarily in order to contrast her approach to the internationalist thrust of the Vietnam film and to reflect skeptically on the radical projects of earlier eras.

Continuing her investigation of media and transnational solidarity, Steyerl incorporates actual footage from Loin du Vietnam into November as her film transitions from a segment introduced by the intertitle “Travelling Images” to one titled “Internationalism.” In this sequence, Steyerl tracks Andrea Wolf’s transposition from rebellious German teen to poster child for Kurdish nationalism while integrating footage both from “low-brow” corners of film history and the avant-garde. Referring to the fact that her early film with Andrea was inspired by Russ Meyer’s buxom rebels in Faster, Pussycat! and the “lonely wandering fighter” of Bruce Lee’s globally circulating martial arts films, Steyerl comments: “First, we picked up and processed travelling images, global icons of resistance; then Andrea became herself a travelling image, wandering over the globe, an image passed on from hand to hand, copied and reproduced by printing presses, video recorders, and the internet.” The intertitle “Internationalism” appears on the screen, followed by the Loin du Vietnam excerpts from Godard: we watch a sequence from La Chinoise with Jean-Pierre Léaud and Juliet Berto as we hear Godard announce, “I have decided to speak in every film about Vietnam.”32 Made in the same year as Loin du Vietnam, La Chinoise tells a story not unlike that of November, one in which Parisian youth make a fatal transition from revolution to terrorism.

While the excerpts from Godard roll, the narrator indicts the political vision of her predecessors—and those who glorify “Ronahî”: “At the moment it seems impossible to universalize this kind of icon, as at the time of leftwing internationalism, when the icons of famous internationalists monopolized the fantasies of metropolitan youths.” (One might think here, for instance, of the presence of Fidel Castro in Loin du Vietnam and, more broadly, of the New Left’s heroization of Che Guevara.) Incorporating shots from Eisenstein’s October, Steyerl describes how that film depicts “the Cossacks decid[ing] to join the Russian proletarians in internationalist brotherhood during the Bolshevik revolution.” As we see the opening, blurry image of Andrea once again—now legible as part of a banner at a commemoration of the Bavarian Soviet Republic of 1919 that took place a few days after Wolf’s death—Steyerl clarifies the intertextual resonance of her film’s title: “Now we are in the period of November. In November the former heroes become madmen and die in extra-legal executions somewhere on a dirty roadside, and hardly anyone takes a closer look. November is the time after October. A time when revolution seems to be over and peripheral struggles have become particular, localist, and almost impossible to communicate. In November, a new reactionary form of terror has taken over which abruptly breaks with the tradition of October.” Although Steyerl never directly condemns Andrea’s decision to join the PKK, the editing in this sequence strongly associates the cult of martyrdom dedicated to her childhood friend with the transformation of heroes into madmen and terrorists, and relegates such martyrdom to an outmoded and Eurocentric (“metropolitan”) political vision. Steyerl also refuses to romanticize the resistance movement her friend joined: another segment of the film recounts the crimes of the then infamously authoritarian PKK against fellow Kurds.

Here then is the crisis November explores. Coming to terms with Andrea Wolf’s death means witnessing at a distance. Witnessing at a distance involves recognizing the unavoidability of mediation while trying to overcome separation. In the twentieth century, internationalism was the dominant political affiliation dedicated to overcoming such distance—be it based on class, ethnicity, or nation—but internationalism is now in crisis. In its moment of crisis, Steyerl asserts, internationalism regresses from revolution to terrorism and its romantic icons fade into poor images of useless martyrdom. Yet, even as she distances herself from such an internationalist politics, Steyerl remains close to the critical aesthetics of internationalism, as her citation of Godard’s humorous, montage-based practice suggests (itself indebted to the early twentieth-century practice of Vertov and Eisenstein). Instead of abandoning internationalism altogether, I argue, she has replaced an affirmative internationalism with an internationalism of critique. Steyerl’s critical internationalism seeks to redirect attention from the revolutionary subject to the agency of the image and object. But can the turn to the object Steyerl calls for also lead to a new political subject? If so, it will be a subject who passes through a self-reflexive attention to the problem of implication. In the following sections we will see how Steyerl’s self-reflexive pursuit of Wolf’s story ultimately results in a reimagined internationalist project built around the figure of the implicated subject.

Implication, or How an Artist Becomes a “Kurdish Protestor”

In the essay “A Thing Like You and Me,” Steyerl announces the end of the “the myth of the leftist hero” and declares: “The hero is dead. Long live the thing.”33 While once there were possibilities for identification with revolutionary subjects, now “if identification is to go anywhere, it has to be with this material aspect of the image, with the image as thing, not as representation. And then it perhaps ceases to be an identification, and instead becomes participation” (“A Thing” 63). The move from identification to participation displaces, in turn, the centrality of emancipation as the telos of historical practice: “Emancipation was conceived as becoming a subject of history, of representation, or of politics. To become a subject carried with it the promise of autonomy, sovereignty, agency” (63). In contrast, “to participate in an image—rather than merely identify with it—could perhaps abolish” the relations of representation that have defined politics until now and could entail giving oneself over to the “potential agency” of the image (65, 69). If the object displaces the subject, what is it that comes after emancipation in the time of November?

Steyerl’s emphasis on participation instead of identification suggests that the answer may be implication. As spectators, we do not simply identify with the traveling image of Ronahî, but participate in the dislocations that produce that image and circulate it across media and national borders. We come to recognize ourselves as objects implicated in the visual regimes that make possible violent ideologies and practices. In her essay “Missing People,” Steyerl returns once again to the terrain of November: “The mass grave that is supposed to contain the remains of my friend Andrea Wolf is located in the mountains south of Van, Turkey. The gravesite is littered with rags, debris, ammunition cases, and many fragments of human bone. A charred photo roll I found on site may be the only witness to what happened” (Wretched 155). Here, Steyerl adopts a “flat,” “object-oriented” ontology in order to describe what she understands as the “entanglement” of people and things.34 This “forensic” approach to Andrea’s remains cannot, however, adequately comprehend either Steyerl’s affective connection to this story—as in the film, she refers here to “my friend Andrea Wolf”—or the “politically constructed,” “epistemic violence” that Steyerl also suggests maintains Andrea’s story in its unresolved state of injustice and that cannot be the result of the object’s agency alone (155). The shift from the subject to the object, the image, and the thing (which seem interchangeable in her account) evacuates the grounds on which we might theorize an implicated subject in this new media environment. Yet, even as Steyerl’s writings push toward the abolition of the position that would allow us to theorize a subject implicated in and complicit with the realm of the traveling image, her aesthetic practice opens up a more differentiated and dialectical perspective on the relation between subject and object.35

By staging her own multilayered implication as friend, citizen, and artist, November and Steyerl’s related works reopen the question of subjectivity in the articulation of a critical internationalism. If Steyerl’s project seems, at first, to be about the search for Andrea, it ultimately turns out to be a self-reflexive critique of the artist herself. Returning to the opening sequence of November, we already find her present in multiple modalities. Most obviously, we hear her voice as it recounts an episode from her teenage years, and we see her younger self in footage from her first film. More subtly, but more consequentially, the opening montage also hints at the filmmaker’s implication in the material she is revealing to us. As the camera zooms in on the black-and-white image of Wolf, we see a shadow that may be that of the filmmaker; because the zoom is accompanied by the sounds of a helicopter, the film also implicitly connects its own technological capacity to relocate itself in a field of vision with the military technology that constitutes the proximate cause of Wolf’s death (an echo of the way Kentridge draws attention to the complicity of his own techniques with those of capitalism). The film reinforces that connection between the sound of the helicopter, Wolf’s death, and the affordances of cinema when the noise of the helicopter returns during the “reconstructed witness account” of Wolf’s capture and execution on October 22, 1998. These opening hints at the filmmaker’s own role in the story play themselves out as a significant dimension of the film’s concerns over the course of the work.

Although never expressed directly, Steyerl’s references on various occasions to German involvement in Turkey/Kurdistan evoke what Jaspers called “political guilt,” the responsibility of the citizen for the actions of her government. In November, she points out the historical irony that “after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the weapons of the former National People’s Army of the GDR are given to the Turkish Army,” where they are used against the Kurdish people. Such weapons transfers—another form of displacement joining those of images and people—help create the “mixed territories” the film references and ensure that “Germany is in Kurdistan” as well as vice versa.36 As this sequence on German complicity continues, we hear again from a Berlin-based director who had interviewed Wolf in the mountains and who recounts being shocked to see German munitions employed by Turkey; after all, he says, “a large number of my friends have always been Kurdish people, and of course I had a relation [Bezug] to this conflict.” In the words of this (possibly Turkish-German) director, we find the coming together of intimate and political implication.

As Steyerl makes clear in a much-discussed sequence, her implication in Andrea’s story extends beyond the general responsibility of the citizen for the deeds of her government and into the very medium through which she tells that story. While a TV news announcer intones “The war in Iraq ranges as far as Berlin,” we watch footage of Steyerl carrying a candle and wearing a scarf with Kurdish colors as she marches in a demonstration. “This is me as a Kurdish protestor in a TV documentary,” she tells us (fig. 14). If November initially explores the question of how Andrea Wolf ended up being shot “as a Kurdish terrorist” and returning to Germany as a poster, now the film offers us a new twist: the story of how its director went from being a German filmmaker to becoming a “Kurdish protestor.” She recounts: “I went to this demonstration against the Iraq War as a camera person. Because the director knew about my film project, he suddenly took over the camera. He grabbed a flag, wrapped it around my neck, stuffed a torch in my hand, and told me, ‘Now look sad and meditative. Look as if you were thinking of Andrea.’” Readily entering into the director’s spontaneous script and then deliberately including this footage (which, we are told, was the only shot from the protest that was broadcast!), Steyerl foregrounds her own complicity in the commodification of resistance: “There is the pose of the militant hero, but there is another pose which is much more problematic, and this is the pose of the sensitive, contained, and understanding filmmaker, who tells a personal story. But I don’t understand anything and this pose is much more hypocritical than even the crudest propaganda icon.” In exposing the hypocrisy of the sensitive artist, Steyerl turns the critique of internationalism back on her own work and, in that sense, distinguishes her memorialization of Andrea Wolf from the affirmative commemoration of revolutionary martyrdom found among Wolf’s comrades. But the scene also stages the return of the subject, even if it is a subject caught—like Andrea before her—in a material web of traveling images.
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FIGURE 14. An image incorporated into November of the artist as a “Kurdish protestor.” Hito Steyerl, November, 2004. DV, single channel, sound. 25 minutes. Image CC 4.0 Hito Steyerl. Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York.



This surprising turn, in which the artist puts herself in the position of the Kurdish protestor whose trajectory we thought she was tracking, does not constitute the end of Steyerl’s Wolf project but something like its beginning. Since completing November in 2004, she has not abandoned the search for Andrea; instead, she has followed the story’s threads in ever more ambitious directions; in some ways, she has even become a “Kurdish protestor”! Like Kentridge’s Felix/Soho series and his ongoing experimentation with the procession form, Steyerl’s Andrea series continually shifts her approach and responds to historical transformation.

The 2012 dual-channel video Abstract, a further chapter in the exploration of Andrea’s story, continues to pursue a notion of implication that is simultaneously personal and political. Rather than remaining merely “abstract,” as its title ironically suggests, the film actually stages Steyerl’s physical presence in both Turkey and Germany (fig. 15). Abstract includes footage from Steyerl’s visit to the mass grave where Wolf’s dead body was likely dumped and complements the forensic approach theorized in essays such as “A Thing like You and Me” and “Missing People.” In other words, here Steyerl starts to come closer to the internationalist project of Ivens and Loridan (and to move farther from Godard’s ironic distance): she journeys to the site of conflict instead of remaining in the metropole. Her version of an affirmative internationalism, however, resembles the internationalism of human rights more than the socialist internationalism that motivated Wolf, Ivens, and Loridan. It is, after all, human rights groups that have pursued the location of Wolf’s grave and have attempted, through the European Court of Human Rights, to pressure Turkey into investigating Wolf’s death.

Abstract also includes shots of the filmmaker herself in a Ramones t-shirt standing in front of the Brandenburg Gate on Pariser Platz in Berlin: she uses her iPhone to film the headquarters of Lockheed Martin, which describes itself as “a strategic partner of the Bundeswehr and the German aerospace and defense industry” and whose Hellfire missiles played a role in Wolf’s death.37 The shots of the filmmaker with a camera once again echo the Godard of Loin du Vietnam, but, in contrast to Godard, emphasize the proximity of the violence that transnational capital produces as well as the new, intimate forms of witnessing made possible by small-scale electronics.38 As in November, the forensic turn to the object makes no sense without the persistence of the investigating, implicated subject—here seen turning the personalized consumer technology of the smartphone and the rebellious iconography of punk rock against the military-industrial complex. In the words of the Art Institute of Chicago, which exhibited Abstract along with November, this seven-minute-long film “links cinematic shooting and military warfare together, implicating Germany’s role in the operation” that killed Andrea.39 Taken together, the two channels of the video thus suggest that Steyerl’s exploration of Andrea’s death uses aesthetic form to supplement Jaspers’s political guilt and Arendt’s collective responsibility—the responsibility of the citizen—with both her relation to a realm of embodied implication and the “abstract” sphere of the transnational corporation. The use of the split screen also brings together the more critical version of internationalism represented in Loin du Vietnam by Godard and the more affirmative version instantiated by Ivens and Loridan.
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FIGURE 15. On the left, footage of the mass grave near Van, Turkey, where Andrea Wolf’s remains were reportedly found. On the right, the artist with her mobile phone in front of the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. Hito Steyerl, Abstract, 2012. Two-channel HD video with sound. 7 minutes, 30 seconds. Image CC 4.0 Hito Steyerl. Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew Kreps Gallery, New York.



If Abstract presents embodied implication as a provocative indictment of the state and the corporation, this indictment also comes to encompass art itself. Not just the artist as individual subject (as in November), but art as institution is caught in the webs of implication Steyerl uncovers—something we witness especially in her 2013 lecture-performance “Is the Museum a Battlefield?” at the Istanbul Biennial. A genre that both draws on and parodies a scholarly art-historical lecture, with slides, notes, and lively hand gestures, the lecture-performance simultaneously exposes the artist in front of her audience and activates her aura as part of the international art world’s star system.40 “Is the Museum a Battlefield?,” which incorporates footage from the film Abstract, exploits this double potential. Combining whimsical, associative thinking and deadly serious content, the piece serves as a reflection on art’s implication in structures of violence and commodification as well as an example of such capture.

With “Is the Museum a Battlefield?,” Steyerl pursues her own implication as an artist to its logical conclusion, while also commenting indirectly but provocatively on Turkish politics. In addressing the performance’s eponymous question, Steyerl returns (yet again) to an actual battlefield, the site in southeastern Turkey “where my friend Andrea Wolf was supposed to have been extra-judicially executed as a member of the women’s section of the so-called PKK.” As scenes from Abstract are projected behind her in which a local guide sorts through the debris found at the site—including scraps of clothes, part of a Hellfire missile, and a 20mm bullet shell manufactured by General Dynamics—Steyerl pursues her forensic methodology. Although again evoking a human rights internationalism, she also parodies that impulse and that methodology via her playfully serious aesthetic.

Holding an imaginary shell between her fingers, she explains, “I tried to follow the few pieces of debris back to their makers . . . the places they were launched from initially.” Such a procedure should allow her to identify who shot the bullet, she supposes. This time, following the itinerary of the debris leads not only to the corporate headquarters of Lockheed Martin, as in Abstract, but also to the headquarters of the global art world. Tracing the link between the military technology industry, the funding of art museums, and the world of “starchitecture” (high-visibility architectural projects by the likes of Frank Gehry), Steyerl reports that the shell she found at the site of Andrea’s murder led her to the Art Institute of Chicago, which is “strongly supported by some members of General Dynamics’ founding family.” Entering the Art Institute in pursuit of the bullet that may have killed Andrea, she finds something even more surprising: “What did I find when I followed the bullet’s trajectory backwards? I found a picture of myself, actually, shooting video on an iPhone with the caption ‘This is a shot.’ So did I shoot the bullet I found on the battlefield myself?” With this final twist, which is accompanied by the relevant scenes from Abstract, Steyerl takes the question of implication full circle. In her rendering, the works of art that grow out of an encounter with political violence find their conditions of production, circulation, and reception in the same military-industrial complex that enabled the violence in the first place and in the collapse of the art world back into that complex.

When we follow Steyerl’s Andrea Wolf project to its (temporary) conclusion, then, we find an echo of the circular structure that also characterizes Alan Schechner’s video loop “The Legacy of Abused Children.” Now, however, the artist joins her subjects in the circularity of art and violence. Steyerl neither takes this circularity as an occasion for despair nor disavows the levels of implication that link the artist to the violent content and context of her work through the funding structures of the museum. To the contrary, she embraces implication and tries to work from within its webs of complicity: “Rather than withdraw from such spaces because of their connection with military violence and gentrification, I would on the contrary try to show this video work in every single art space connected to this battlefield.” In connecting the globalized art world to a battlefield in Kurdistan, Steyerl may forgo the form of internationalism that motivated her friend Andrea, but she nevertheless incorporates some of its critical resources into another internationalist project.

Recycling images from mainstream and alternative news media as well as an international corpus of films—some of which, like Loin du Vietnam, employ a similar aesthetic of recycling—Steyerl’s November both follows from and remains close to the radical political aesthetic she calls “October.”41 Might this proximity to internationalism be a source of strength rather than an indication of unwanted contamination? Is it possible to move from critical internationalism toward a new affirmative internationalism, one that would retain the self-reflexivity of Steyerl’s project, but also link it with the possibility of new collective subjects who could contest the conditions that produce complicity?

Just as Steyerl’s work refuses to let go of Wolf, instead returning repeatedly to her life, her death, and her afterlife as an image, Steyerl cannot fully let go of the framework of internationalism. She rejects an affirmative socialist internationalism and ironically subverts a human rights internationalism, but she simultaneously crafts a critically internationalist aesthetic that arises from a sense of implication and moves her across national borders in acts of long-distance solidarity.42

Most recently, this long-distance solidarity has taken Steyerl back to the Kurdish region, where she has worked with artists and refugees from Kobanê in the Turkish town of Suruç.43 In a special issue of the journal e-flux dedicated to “Strange Universalism,” Steyerl also helps bring visibility to the simultaneously Kurdish and internationalist struggle in Rojava. She interviews a member of the Rojava Film Commune—the Turkish filmmaker Önder Çakar—about the militant filmmaking practices in the region, and she joins the Film Commune in interviewing four women commanders from the YPJ (Women’s Defense Units), who discuss their approach to revolution.44 As the women of the YPJ state, in terms that carry an echo of the intersectional approach of the Combahee River Collective, “Through the color of women, we would like to establish equality. If women don’t take part in a revolution, then that revolution is useless. Without women, our revolution would collapse just like real-existing socialism. Because women are leading, this revolution will survive” (“Color of Women” n.p.).45 And this vision, which combines feminism, ecology, and socialism, is also decidedly internationalist: “Women from all around the world are gathered here with us. German, Iranian, American—women from all nations joined us. And together we work on the revolution” (“Color of Women” n.p.). This internationalism is shared by the Rojava Film Commune as well. As Çakar remarks to Steyerl in his interview, “The Rojava Film Commune was one of the first organizations founded in the liberated territories. There were some filmmaker friends who made a few documentaries about the Islamic State massacres in Shengal, also some other folks who came to Rojava as internationalists and had experience in filmmaking. We joined forces and founded the film commune” (“I don’t have time!” n.p.). We are, in some ways, back on the terrain of the SLON collective with which we opened the previous chapter on Loridan-Ivens—albeit here organized from the periphery as a subaltern project.

Steyerl presents herself in this recent work with the Kurdish internationalist movement not as an autonomous artist or an insider to the Film Commune or the YPJ, but rather as an implicated subject building collective solidarity in a moment of urgency. As she writes in a footnote to the interview with the women: “I am just filling in here, as many of my journalist friends who would be much better equipped to do political interviews are in Turkish jails. . . . As soon as [these imprisoned journalists] are freed, I promise I will go back to writing about JPEGs or VR [virtual reality]. Please support the freedom of journalists, writers, artists, and liberal and leftist activists in Turkey, or you will have to endure more terrible journalism” (“Color of Women” n.p.). Deploying her usual mix of humor and serious political engagement, Steyerl’s “terrible journalism” nevertheless signals a new phase of her work. As the dynamics of the conflict in the region have changed along with the ideology and strategy of the Kurdish struggle, so has Steyerl’s own practice transformed: passing through engagement with Andrea Wolf’s affirmative internationalism and moving into her own critical internationalism, Steyerl has now moved back into proximity with an actually existing internationalist politics. It is too early to know what will emerge next, either in Kurdistan or in Steyerl’s work. What is clear from this case, however, is that a self-reflexive grasp of one’s own implication need not lead to a paralyzing descent into melancholia; to the contrary, as Steyerl’s practice makes clear: it can be enormously generative of new aesthetic forms and new forms of solidarity.

Conclusion: From Implication to Fidelity

Neither Loridan-Ivens nor Steyerl arrives at a “complete” figuration of a collective subject who would draw from the strengths of socialist, anti-colonial, and human rights internationalisms while also learning from their errors and weaknesses. Perhaps the political subject who emerges from grappling with implication can (and should) never be complete. Loridan-Ivens’s multidirectional career emerges from trauma, traverses anticolonial resistance and revolutionary engagement, and returns in a postrevolutionary moment to a reckoning with trauma “under the sign of the suitcase”—a multivalent sign that holds together the different stages of her life and work. Steyerl’s ongoing artistic project involves coming to terms with “Andrea”—a friend who, in the artist’s hands, has also become a multivalent sign that encompasses the rebelliousness of pop culture, the motivating force of socialist internationalism, the risks of terrorism, and the webs of complicity that branch out from state violence and the transnational military-industrial complex and swallow up artists and their publics. Both filmmakers leave us with postheroic figurations, but they do so in a way that moves us through the affective force field of internationalism and maps transnational political dynamics.

Perhaps the concept of “fidelity” developed by the philosopher Alain Badiou can help us understand what is at stake in these two oeuvres.46 Fidelity entails remaining true to the rupture of an event. For Badiou, an event exposes the “void” of a given situation; that is, it draws attention to its unthought, unspoken contradictions. According to his system, events can take place in four fields: love, science, art, or politics. The examples he uses are generally “positive” events—the French Revolution, May ’68, Schönberg’s invention of the twelve-tone system, an amorous encounter. Yet, as Bruno Bosteels, one of the philosopher’s most incisive commentators, notes about Badiou’s conception of politics, “a politics starts out from that point in the social order that signals the excessive power of the state. This point is the place, or site, of the political event.”47 Acts of fidelity construct truths out of the voids of state violence; they name the event and make possible the slow, fundamental transformation of the structure of the situation.48 Unlike everyday understandings of fidelity in which we presuppose a subject who either remains faithful or instead enacts a betrayal, Badiou proposes that the act of fidelity produces a new subject: “I call ‘subject’ the bearer [le support] of a fidelity, the one who bears a process of truth. The subject, therefore, in no way pre-exists the process. He is absolutely nonexistent in the situation ‘before’ the event. We might say that the process of truth induces a subject” (Ethics 43).

In the cases that interest us here, acts of fidelity are forced to confront a multiplicity of events; fidelity is an iterative act and, in distinction to Badiou’s theory, the event shifts with each iteration. Loridan-Ivens might be said to emerge as a subject of fidelity who testifies across the decades to various experiences of rupture: of genocide, decolonization, and post-revolutionary disappointment. Steyerl becomes a subject by remaining faithful to the event of Andrea’s death. However, in her iterative acts of fidelity, new understandings of the event emerge along with new configurations of the subject. In November, Andrea’s death initially seems to testify primarily to the limits of internationalism “in the time after October.” In Abstract and “Is the Museum a Battlefield?,” however, the event spirals out from the battlefield where Andrea died to globally dispersed centers of military, corporate, and cultural power. Ongoing events in the Kurdish region subsequently interpellate Steyerl and land her (at least at the time of this writing) in even greater proximity to the Kurdish cause. Fidelity to these reconfigured events produces an implicated, critically internationalist subject.

The process of iteration does not entail a full-scale displacement of the original event. As Badiou would insist, without holding on to the event through acts of iteration and investigation there would be no fidelity. Two things remain constant across the iterations of Steyerl’s project: the repetition of an intimate affiliation (“my friend Andrea Wolf”) and the return to a localized geographical site (the area near Van where Wolf was killed and, more recently, the larger Kurdish region). As Badiou argues, the universality of truths arises from singular encounters, encounters that can encompass love as well as politics. The implicated subject can become a political subject when the fact of implication becomes the occasion for a work of fidelity that creates the conditions for a new subject. Implication, in other words, defines the “pre-evental” state of the situation; recognition of implication constitutes an event with the potential to create new figures that contest their status as implicated subjects. Steyerl’s fidelity to Andrea opens up that potential, but individual fidelity is not yet political, because it is not yet collective. The affirmative internationalism of Andrea as well as Loridan-Ivens suggests the risks of the collective. What remains to be created is a collective, affirmative internationalist fidelity that has passed through the work of mourning performed by Steyerl and Loridan-Ivens; perhaps that is what we find emerging in the still-embattled terrain of Kurdistan.


Conclusion

Transfiguring Implication

This book has introduced a new figure to critical theory and to the political imagination: the implicated subject. By referring to the implicated subject as a figure, I draw attention to the tensions at the heart of that concept: the resonances of both figurative art—“art that retains strong references to the real world and particularly to the human figure”—and figurative language: language that diverges from the literal.1 An implicated subject is a figure insofar as it both alludes to human beings located in a real, material world and serves as a trope for describing a contingent, shifting, and socially constituted position in that world. The implicated subject is not an identity, but rather a figure to think with and through.

This book has presented various figures of implication, many derived from works of visual art. Indeed, the visual realm has proven ripe for the investigation of implication because of the possibilities it offers for the figurative exploration of structural problems, that is, for making tangible and perceptible the large-scale histories and social dynamics that produce implication. We have met such figures as Kentridge’s alter egos Felix and Soho, Steyerl’s Andrea Wolf and her own staged self, Schechner’s visually manipulated Warsaw Ghetto and Palestinian boys, and in nonvisual but still embodied realms, Kincaid’s imaginary white tourist and the contributors to the “We are not Trayvon Martin” website. Although found in different media, in different national contexts, and in both fictional and nonfictional discourses, these implicated subjects are nevertheless all figures of implication, imaginative representations of real but difficult-to-pin-down social forces. The examples of visual manipulation we find in many of the artworks analyzed here—those of Kentridge, Schechner, and Steyerl, most obviously—emphasize the significance of the nonliteral dimensions of these human forms: the fact that they offer allegories of social relations rather than essential or fixed individual identities. The hyperbolic nature of Kincaid’s address to the white reader and the twists and turns of her rhetoric function similarly.

The implicated subject is not something to celebrate. On the contrary, the implicated subject represents, above all, not a solution but a problem. Implicated subjects inhabit the machinery of political violence, economic exploitation, and ecological devastation. This is not to say, however, that implicated subjects serve merely as “cogs” in that machinery. Rather, they are, in the words I have adopted from Simona Forti, “transmission belts” of domination—a more active notion than that implied by the misleadingly passive “cog.” The stress on rethinking historical and political responsibility as implication highlights the need to hold implicated subjects accountable in both moral and political registers. If there is a potential “solution” in positing the existence of an implicated subject and drawing attention to the breadth of implication in a globally connected world, it derives from the impetus to combat and transfigure implication by self-consciously grasping one’s position as an implicated subject and joining with others in collective action. In other words, I do believe that individual subjects matter, but I believe they become effective agents—for good or ill—primarily by acting in concert with others. Implication derives from one form of acting in concert: the kind we undertake without being conscious of our actions’ impact or that we perform while engaging in more active forms of disavowal. Socially constituted ignorance and denial are essential components of implication; as such, they are also potential starting points for those who want to transform implication and refigure it as the basis of a differentiated, long-distance solidarity.

Implication is widespread. The interlocking systems of oppression that intersectional feminists such as the members of the Combahee River Collective have illuminated ensure that degrees of implication pervade the social worlds of most inhabitants of the planet. Emphasizing the figural dimension of implicated subjects casts light on the diversity of figures of responsibility in critical discourse without reifying or essentializing differences and dynamic social relations. Indeed, implication comes in diverse forms: it describes beneficiaries and descendants, accomplices and perpetuators, and it can even attach to people who have had shattering experiences of trauma or victimization and are thus situated within “complex implication.” Throughout the book, we have seen that implication emerges from genealogies and structures: from the different ways that historical legacies and contemporary conflicts, intimate inheritances and diffuse social forces, intertwine.

Despite its pervasive character, however, implication is not evenly distributed. Responsibility for the manifold injustices that confront us in the daily news and in our history books lies disproportionately with certain populations who live in certain locations. Ours is an uneven world, and that unevenness manifests itself in local neighborhoods as well as global flows. I thus side, for example, with those who are skeptical about the homogenizing and universalizing dimensions of categories like the “Anthropocene” and prefer to highlight instead the asymmetries of the “Capitalocene.” Assessing degrees and kinds of implication—whether in the Capitalocene, in the wake of racial slavery, or in the ongoing dispossessions of settler colonialism—demands political judgment, a sense of proportion and scale, and an ability to both distinguish and hold together different claims for justice.

The ultimate point, though, is not to dwell on or in implication but to transfigure it: to acknowledge and map implication in order to reopen political struggles beyond the defensive purity of self-contained identities. While dwelling in implication involves closing off the self from its responsibilities, complicities, and debts, transfiguring implication opens the self to others—and to one’s own otherness, prosthetic agency, and unacknowledged capacity to wound. As the examples of Loridan-Ivens and Steyerl illustrate, the movement from implication to solidarity does not follow a direct path; it often involves ambivalence, error, and unintended consequences. Differentiated forms of long-distance solidarity are necessary to implication’s transfiguration, but neither histories of violence nor structures of inequality release their hold on implicated subjects without a fight.

The struggle against implication and the injustices it brings into view has deadly literal (literally deadly) dimensions to it, as the case of Andrea Wolf, among others, reminds us, but it also involves a struggle at the level of concepts and figures. It matters, I have argued, how we construct figures of solidarity, just as it matters how we figure responsibility. Are we Trayvon Martin or are we not? Is Gaza Warsaw or is it something else? What is the difference between a “Kurdish terrorist” and a “Kurdish protestor”? I doubt we will all agree on the answers to such questions; indeed, the answers will vary depending on how we’re situated in relation to the problems they seek to address.

But for those who are committed to addressing the kinds of injustices invoked by names such as “Trayvon Martin,” “Gaza,” and “Kurdistan,” I have put forward several propositions over the course of this book that I synthesize here as the point of departure for further discussion and debate:

1. We must enlarge our understanding of the actors involved in injustices beyond the most often invoked figures of victims, perpetrators, and bystanders.

2. Interlocking systems of oppression produce implicated subjects as well as victims and perpetrators. The innocent, uninvolved bystander is, in most cases, an idealized myth.

3. Implicated subjects take a variety of forms in relation to distinct, if often overlapping, forms of injustice. The increasing prominence of the beneficiary in critical discourse represents important conceptual progress but requires further elaboration and nuance: the beneficiary belongs to a cohort of implicated subjects.

4. Interlocking systems of oppression create dilemmas of collective political responsibility that cannot be reduced to assignations of legalistic individual guilt.

5. Those dilemmas of responsibility involve both historical legacies and contemporary inequalities. Such legacies and inequalities are intertwined, but analytic attention to both diachronic and synchronic axes can help sort out the nature of their entanglement.

6. On both of those intertwined axes, implicated subjects—subjects who are neither purely victim nor perpetrator—play essential roles in producing and reproducing violence and inequality.

7. Many people find themselves “complexly” implicated: with lines of direct or indirect connection to histories of both victimization and perpetration. Thinking about implication complements thinking about postmemory.

8. In the face of complex implication, a multidirectional politics of differentiated, long-distance solidarity has greater purchase than a politics premised on identification, purity, or the absolute separation between locations and histories.

9. Yet the forging of long-distance solidarity comes with its own risks: risks of adventurism, misunderstanding, appropriation, and ideological rigidity.

10. The best way to combat the risks of solidarity is not to retreat into local or identity-based certainties, but rather to confront directly socially sanctioned denial and ignorance and conscious and unconscious investments in privilege and hierarchy. The self-reflexivity of implicated subjects is not sufficient for the construction of durable solidarities, but it remains a necessary component of coalition building.

11. Scholars and activists need both to interpret implication and to transfigure it.
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INTRODUCTION: FROM VICTIMS AND PERPETRATORS TO IMPLICATED SUBJECTS

1. See Hannah Arendt, “Collective Responsibility,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken, 2003), 157.
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5. Cohn-Bendit was born in France to German-Jewish refugee parents and was educated in both Germany and France. Alain Finkielkraut has famously criticized the May ’68 slogan in his book Le juif imaginaire (Paris: Seuil, 1983). For defenses of that claim to identification, see Jacques Rancière, “Politics, Identification, and Subjectivization,” October 61 (1992): 58–64, esp. 61–62; and Sarah Hammerschlag, The Figural Jew: Politics and Identity in Postwar French Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). As Rancière asserts, “Politics is about ‘wrong’ names—misnomers that articulate a gap and connect with a wrong” (62). Neil Levi offers a critical perspective on this politics of identification with the figure of the Jew that is consonant with my own stress on implicated subjects. See his Modernist Form and the Myth of Jewification (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 202–3n20.

6. See, for example, the anonymous YouTube video posted by 13emcha (a young white woman) on March 31, 2013, called “I Am Not Trayvon Martin,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TBRwiuJ8K7w. Asam Ahmad goes even further and offers a critique of the identification of non–African American people of color with Martin. See Ahmad, “We Are NOT All Trayvon: Challenging Anti-Black Racism in POC Communities,” Black Girl Dangerous, July 16, 2013, http://blackgirldangerous.org/new-blog/2013/7/16/we-are-not-all-trayvon-challenging-anti-black-racism-in-poc-communities.
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8. Timothy Kaufman-Osborn, “‘We Are All Torturers Now’: Accountability after Abu Ghraib,” Theory and Event 11.2 (2008): n.p. Kaufman-Osborn offers an incisive critique of the logic of Danner’s approach.

9. While certainly not frequent, the claim “I am George Zimmerman” was not completely absent from antiracist arguments. See, for example, http://wearenottrayvonmartin.tumblr.com/post/56222710418/i-am-george-zimmerman, July 23, 2013. The YouTube video by 13emcha cited above also offers “I am George Zimmerman” as a “more accurate” slogan than “I am Trayvon Martin.”
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29. Kaufman-Osborn, “‘We Are All Torturers Now,’” n.p.; my emphasis. Kaufman-Osborn is drawing on Kutz, Complicity.
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51. Sanyal calls these pitfalls “dangerous intersections” and explores the advantages and disadvantages of multidirectional memory with great nuance and tact in Memory and Complicity. See also Tzvetan Todorov, Hope and Memory: Lessons from the Twentieth Century, tr. David Bellos (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), esp. 159–76.

CHAPTER 1: THE TRANSMISSION BELT OF DOMINATION
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18. Arendt to Jaspers, August 17, 1946, in Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers, Correspondence, 1926–1969, ed. Lotte Kohler and Hans Saner, tr. Robert and Rita Kimber (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992), 54.

19. For astute reflections on Arendt, judgment, and justice in the Nuremberg-and Eichmann-trial eras, see Lyndsey Stonebridge, The Judicial Imagination: Writing after Nuremberg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011).

20. Hannah Arendt, “Collective Responsibility,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken, 2003), 147.

21. “Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship,” in Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken, 2003), 24.

22. Arendt goes on to argue that refugees, in contrast, do not bear any political responsibility because they are “truly outcasts, belonging to no internationally recognizable community whatever” (“Collective Responsibility” 150). Her distinctions thus describe a political space that encompasses the guilt of the perpetrator, the innocence of the refugee, and the collective responsibility of the vast majority of members of society in between. Although useful, Arendt’s account simplifies the position of immigrants in relation to national responsibilities. On the one hand, it is not clear that one simply leaves such responsibilities behind by emigrating. On the other hand, the taking on of responsibilities in the land of immigration will depend on a variety of factors, including the imagination of peoplehood or national identity in the new home. For more on these questions, with a particular focus on immigrants to Germany in relation to responsibility for the Holocaust, see Michael Rothberg and Yasemin Yildiz, “Memory Citizenship: Migrant Archives of Holocaust Remembrance in Contemporary Germany,” Parallax 17.4 (2011): 32–48, and our forthcoming book Inheritance Trouble: Migrant Archives of Holocaust Remembrance (under contract with Fordham University Press).

23. Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), 23–24. For more on the contrast between intersectionality and Puar’s preferred assemblage theory, see 211–16. Radically rejecting the category of the subject, Puar would probably not follow me in highlighting the position of the implicated subject, but her approach helps me to map its sites of emergence. Like me—and like Levi—Puar “deprivileges . . . binary opposition” and “underscores contingency and complicity with dominant formations” (205).

24. Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).

25. Even in an extreme case such as the Nazi genocide of European Jews, such an approach to structural injustice resonates. In her local study of a town near Auschwitz, Mary Fulbrook concludes that “the Holocaust was made possible by the actions of so many, yet [was] actually intended by so few.” It was even possible that “some people could later claim that they had ‘always been against it’ with varying degrees of honesty.” See Mary Fulbrook, A Small Town near Auschwitz: Ordinary Nazis and the Holocaust (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 356. Here we see how the category of the implicated subject can open up the conventional triad of perpetrators-victims-bystanders that has organized much work on the Holocaust.

26. Controversially, perhaps, Young argues that, in the social connection model, even those conventionally considered victims of particular structural injustices bear political responsibility for transforming the conditions in which they live. Young’s point is to distinguish responsibility from guilt, so her purpose in making this part of the argument is not to claim that people are “guilty” for their own suffering; rather, she is trying to provide space for collective action that would not primarily involve paternalistic “humanitarianism” from outside, but rather would include those most intimately impacted by injustice alongside those whose privilege derives from the unjust conditions at stake but who are not “guilty” of producing those conditions.

27. Although I appreciate the larger framework Young develops here, I do not necessarily follow her opposition to reparations. I discuss this complex issue at greater length in the next chapter, on the legacies of transatlantic slavery.

28. Simona Forti, New Demons: Rethinking Power and Evil Today, tr. Zakiya Hanafi (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015), 308.

29. On the relation between these two movements, see Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, Human Rights and Memory (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2010). I return to their work in Chapter 5.

CHAPTER 2: ON (NOT) BEING A DESCENDANT
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