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“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, privi-
lege, 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 cat-
egory 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 posi-
tions of victim and perpetrator, and yet in which most people do not occupy 
such clear-cut roles. Less “actively” involved than perpetrators, implicated sub-
jects 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 propa-
gate 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 
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2 Introduction

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 il-
luminate 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 repeti-
tively in the present yet burdened with active historical resonances. Focusing 
on the position of the implicated subject allows us to address these differ-
ent scales and temporalities of injustice. In order to demonstrate more con-
cretely 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 offi-
cers, 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 re-
turning 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 Zim-
merman, 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 re-
sponse 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
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 3

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 expressions of solidarity-via-identification have an honorable his-
tory 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 Ger-
man Jews).5 More recently, in a very different context, thousands of Turk-
ish 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 associ-
ated with the Parisian satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo, and many people in 
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4 Introduction

the US protested Donald Trump’s 2017 executive order barring citizens of 
several Muslim-majority countries from entry into the country by declar-
ing, “We are all immigrants!”

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 activ-
ists 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 set-
tler colonial dispossessions. In the case of Trayvon Martin, it was not long be-
fore 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 express-
ing 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 Zim-
merman.” 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 Tim-
othy 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 ap-
parent 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 

�1S*ADQ)��8+B*#D.��.+0=*D�7/2.+B#SDC�<TAIDBS�-�3DV1MC�?+BS+/R�#MC�9DQ2DSQ#S1QR.�+0��<S#ME1QC�>M+UDQR+SV�9QDRR�����,�
���������9Q1:TDRS�6A11-�4DMSQ#.��*SS2-��DA11-BDMSQ#.�2Q1PTDRS�B1/�.+A�BTQS+M�CDS#+.�#BS+1M1C1B75/�
�	�,��
4QD#SDC�EQ1/�BTQS+M�1M����, �� �����-
�-
��

4
12

VQ
+)

*S
�:

��
��

,�
�<

S#
ME

1Q
C�

>
M+

UD
QR

+SV
�9

QD
RR

��2
..�

Q+)
*S

R�
QD

RD
QU

DC
�



 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 5

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 appropria-
tion 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 posi-
tion of the implicated subject. Over the course of the days and weeks fol-
lowing the acquittal of George Zimmerman in July 2013, a website named 
“We Are Not Trayvon Martin” published hundreds of short autobiographi-
cal 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 geo-
graphical region.

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

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 plat-
form for a range of voices and was not meant to displace other possible re-
sponses 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 implica-
tion.11 At least in this context, asserting “We are not Trayvon Martin” brings 
the speaker into proximity to both Martin and Zimmerman without step-
ping into the shoes of either.

This alternative strategy differs from acts of disidentification, which dis-
tance 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 lo-
cation. 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 con-
tribution illustrates that “We are not Trayvon Martin” is not just a negative 
enunciation; rather, it creates the opportunity to claim a kind of responsi-
bility 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/perpetra-
tor binary that frames so much mainstream discussion of racist violence.14 
Indeed, contributions to the “We Are Not Trayvon Martin” website tes-
tify 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 ex-
otic.”15 In this case—but especially for the many self-identified white con-
tributors to the website, including the one cited above—the particular form 

�1S*ADQ)��8+B*#D.��.+0=*D�7/2.+B#SDC�<TAIDBS�-�3DV1MC�?+BS+/R�#MC�9DQ2DSQ#S1QR.�+0��<S#ME1QC�>M+UDQR+SV�9QDRR�����,�
���������9Q1:TDRS�6A11-�4DMSQ#.��*SS2-��DA11-BDMSQ#.�2Q1PTDRS�B1/�.+A�BTQS+M�CDS#+.�#BS+1M1C1B75/�
�	�,��
4QD#SDC�EQ1/�BTQS+M�1M����, �� �����-
�-
��

4
12

VQ
+)

*S
�:

��
��

,�
�<

S#
ME

1Q
C�

>
M+

UD
QR

+SV
�9

QD
RR

��2
..�

Q+)
*S

R�
QD

RD
QU

DC
�



 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 7

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 politi-
cal responsibility beyond that of the criminal perpetrator or direct agent of 
injustice does not come immediately to mind. Mainstream vocabulary re-
mains limited by the individualist and legalistic assumptions of liberal cul-
ture 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, in-
dividualist 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 de-
mands that we take into account legacies of violence that spread beyond the 
stable categories of what I call “the victim/perpetrator imaginary,” a con-
ceptual 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 respon-
sibility 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 ana-
lytical 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 
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8 Introduction

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 un-
fold 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 vec-
tors” 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 injus-
tices 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 Impli-
cated subjects need not be conscious of their implication.

The Trayvon Martin case illustrates in addition how the kind of entangle-
ment implication names almost always has a diachronic (historical) dimension 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 9

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 dis-
tinction clarifies the variety of ways in which implicated subjects find them-
selves entangled with power and violence in both past and present contexts, 
the two dimensions or axes are in reality inseparable. In Chapter 2 I intro-
duce 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 poli-
tics of time: social practices that create different regimes of historicity, differ-
ent relations between past, present, and future.20 Bevernage’s account of the 
“irrevocable” nature of certain violent histories—histories that remain un-
resolved and thus trouble the distinction between a fully “absent” past and a 
fully “present” present—influences my approach to the relation of the syn-
chronic 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 intru-
sions—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 col-
lective, 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—repa-
rations 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 
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10 Introduction

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 ac-
quittal, 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 com-
missions, 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 un-
dergird 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 per-
petrators, 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 jus-
tice 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, writ-
ten in the wake of the urban uprisings among African Americans and oth-
ers 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 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 11

the ghetto. White institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, 
and white society condones it.”24 The report brings into focus three dimen-
sions 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 for-
get”—can help make implication visible, especially when they are embraced 
as well by those who are implicated in that victimization and usually dis-
avow their responsibility.

The Kerner Commission Report did not achieve its ambitious goals—nei-
ther 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 yes-
terday 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 inequal-
ity in the present. The category can help us understand both slavery’s on-
going 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 in-
tersect, 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.
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12 Introduction

The wager of this book is that an approach based on implication can il-
luminate 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 work-
ings 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 sub-
jects, 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 un-
even distribution of their catastrophic effects.27 Many other current exam-
ples 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, fam-
ily 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 impli-

cated 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 implica-
tion will emerge—as they have already begun to do in this Introduction. 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 13

We will reflect on the descendant, the beneficiary, and the perpetuator, 
along with those who—like the internationalist—seek to overcome im-
plication (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 catego-
ries 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 crimi-
nal 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 prolifer-
ating 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 un-
derstanding 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 quo-
tation from Kaufman-Osborn suggests, various forms of the word “implica-
tion” appear frequently in contexts relevant to my concerns. All the same, 
however, in contrast to concepts such as complicity, “implication” gener-
ally 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 participa-
tion illuminated here in this book. Complicity presupposes implication, but 
implication does not always involve complicity.
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14 Introduction

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 com-
plex causality are at play. As Young writes, responsibility for structural injus-
tices 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 inspira-
tion 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 subse-
quent) generations in the wake of a traumatic event. Hirsch focuses primar-
ily 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 af-
filiate 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 “haunt-
ing legacies,” in Schwab’s resonant phrase, demand further theorization. As 
with other modes of implication, we do not yet have an analytically illumi-
nating name for those who occupy the position of the latecomer to histo-
ries of perpetration.

One way to capture diachronic implication is to speak of the benefi-
ciary, 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 cri-
tique of post–Cold War human rights discourse, Robert Meister argues that 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 15

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 by-
standers,” but it involves “very little discussion of the role of victims . . . in 
relation to the structural beneficiaries, those who received material and so-
cial 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 de-
clares 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 jus-
tice 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 distinc-
tion he finds suspect: human rights discourse, he observes, “reinstate[s] the 
distinction between perpetrators and beneficiaries that revolutionary poli-
tics denies” (24). For Meister, it is only by refusing this distinction that a 
possibility of redistributive justice can emerge: the association between per-
petrators 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 “counter-
revolutionary” project.
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16 Introduction

Although I find Meister’s critique of contemporary human rights dis-
course 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 wrong-
headed 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 dis-
tinction 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 perpetra-
tors 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 rec-
ognition that our well-being is contingent on others’ suffering and impov-
erishment 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 ex-
ploring 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 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 17

the dispossession and murder of others, I do not believe that, say, con-
temporary 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 Is-
rael 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 lat-
ter 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 im-

plicated 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 autobiog-
raphy 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 conti-
nent, crimes perpetrated in the centuries before my ancestors arrived here 
fleeing poverty and antisemitism in Eastern Europe. I found myself ar-
guing against peers with similar backgrounds—sometimes more recently 
arrived—who claimed what the German chancellor Helmut Kohl once de-
scribed as the “mercy of late birth”: a seeming exoneration from responsi-
bility based on belated arrival at the scene of the crime.
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18 Introduction

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 mem-
bership in a polity, accurately captures the unevenness of our relations to the 
past and present, the differentiated nature of our social positions, and the iro-
nies 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 cat-
egory 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 ac-
knowledge 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 per-
spective 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 rela-
tion with the State of Israel and of the affective bonds that accompany such 
interpellation. In addition, a more material form of implication character-
izes 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 
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 From Victims and Perpetrators to Implicated Subjects 19

and its occupation. As taxpayers, we are indeed all implicated in the actions 
of our government, whatever our ideological opposition to or affective dis-
engagement 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 antisemi-
tism, 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 au-
tomatically 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 un-
certain. 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 Car-
rie 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 nar-
cissistic 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 pro-
duction 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 reorien-
tation of the conceptual vocabulary with which scholars and activists (and 
scholar-activists) approach injustice and historical and political responsi-
bility. In place of a primarily binary design—perpetrators versus victims 
or similar terms—and in place of the weak triadic model that sometimes 
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20 Introduction

supplements it with the category of “bystanders,” I expand the conceptual 
field by joining those who are theorizing figures such as beneficiaries and ac-
complices. I offer the new umbrella category of the implicated subject, the 
one who participates in injustice, but in indirect ways. Above all, this fig-
ure 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 ten-
sion 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 bur-
den 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  
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characterize all identities, the framework of implication de-moralizes poli-
tics 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 democ-
ratization,” 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 poli-
tics we need, but I agree with Robbins that by taking advantage of oppor-
tunities 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 par-
ticular struggles and against the backdrop of particular conjunctures and 
histories. Still, I derive a few points from the theory of implication and im-
plicated 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 pri-
mary 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 sin-
gle scenario, injustices are rarely singular. Nancy Fraser—whose ideas will 
play a role in Chapters 2 and 3—provides a useful grid for mapping multi-
ple forms of (in)justice: she distinguishes between injustices of distribution, 
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22 Introduction

recognition, and representation, and thus between realms of material well-
being, culture and identity, and political organization, respectively. Like 
the distinction between the synchronic and the diachronic, these are ana-
lytic 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, co-
lonialism, ecological destruction, and more allows us to perceive the clash-
ing, “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 posi-
tions 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 geno-
cidal 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 re-
mains 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 impli-
cated 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 
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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 contri-
butions to conceiving and responding to implication emerge not primarily 
from their content but from their form, whether it be a mode of literary ad-
dress, a particular technique of animation or sound recording, the manipu-
lation 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 Ken-
tridge, 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 po-
litical 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 va-
riety 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 geneal-
ogy 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 
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24 Introduction

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 eco-
nomic justice.50

Chapter 2, “On (Not) Being a Descendant: Implicated Subjects and the 
Legacies of Slavery,” continues the theoretical exploration begun in the pre-
vious 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 innova-
tive 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 for-
merly 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 genealogi-
cal connections to or postmemories of victimization. In Chapter 3, “Prog-
ress, 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 Wil-
liam Kentridge. These connections illuminate the ambiguous position of 
South African Jews caught between varieties of racism and vacillating be-
tween 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 struc-
turally unequal society. I read Kentridge’s open-ended film series Drawings 
for Projection as simultaneously a reflection on the possibilities and limits 
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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 turn-
ing to the Israel/Palestine conflict zone. I argue that implication provides 
a productive framework for thinking especially about the relation of dia-
sporic 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 criti-
cal 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 ra-
cialized 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 dis-
tinguish 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 “com-
plex” 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 
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26 Introduction

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 Azou-
lay). 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 dif-
ferent 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 multidi-
rectionality 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 international-
ist 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 sur-
viving victim and fosters surprising new multidirectional forms of solidar-
ity, 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 Vietnam-
ese villagers fighting against the Americans. Although she came to cast ret-
roactive doubt on some of her socialist commitments, the film represents 
an extraordinary attempt to shift positions from victim to ally in an inter-
nationalist 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 
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of suitcases,” she concatenates the deep imprint of trauma and the itiner-
ancy 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 Im-
ages of Implication,” considers an ongoing, multimedia project by a lead-
ing 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 social-
ist 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. Si-
multaneously a personal act of mourning and the occasion for a complex 
reflection on internationalist politics and the contemporary regime of “trav-
eling images,” Steyerl’s work illustrates how art and political violence are im-
plicated 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 ele-
ments 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 dif-
ferent 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 responsibil-
ity. Like the “We are not Trayvon Martin” campaign, Steyerl’s Wolf series 
exemplifies how the possibility of solidarity can accompany the explora-
tion 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 primar-
ily of human and political concern, but it also raises methodological ques-
tions 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 
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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 per-
manent 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, rec-
ognizes the asymmetry of vulnerability, and builds differentiated solidarities 
across and beyond nation-states.
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