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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

The ambiguous relations and subjectivities associated with the Banality of evil; implicated
banality of evil are peripheral to a dominant human rights discourse subject; Nunca Mds;
oriented around the binary logics of perpetrators and victims and Argentina; memory
dictatorship and democracy. The absence of non-binary subjectiv-

ities reflects a conceptual gap relating to questions of shared

responsibility posed by Hannah Arendt more than half a century

ago. Despite its ongoing relevance for reflecting on the production

of systematic suffering, the banality of evil remains an incomplete

theoretical project. Here, | bring recent elaborations on Arendt’s

notion of the banality of evil, particularly Michael Rothberg’s

Implicated Subjects, to bear on Argentine memory politics.

I highlight the potential for the notion of the implicated subject

to expand Argentine memory studies beyond the perpetrator-

victim binary of the Nunca Mds human rights discourse.

Conceptual art and artistic approaches to memory may provide

fruitful avenues for future exploration of implicated subjectivities

and horizons of responsibility.

The ambiguous relations and subjectivities associated with the banality of evil are
peripheral to a dominant human rights discourse oriented around the binary logic of
perpetrators and victims, dictatorship and democracy. This is especially true in
Argentina, whose memorial spaces and memory politics are shaped by the Nunca Mds
human rights discourse that privileges the voices of victims of state terror while occluding
representations of complicity, consent and responsibility. In this article, I begin by
arguing that while historians have begun to explore popular complicity in the genocide
associated with Argentina’s civic-military dictatorship of 1976-1983, Argentine memor-
ial spaces continue to be oriented around binary distinctions between victim and
perpetrator, democracy and dictatorship, past and present. These binaries cannot
account for the relationships of consent and conformity that sustained authoritarian
power and state terror. Some scholars have criticized the tendency of the Nunca Mds
human rights discourse to reify disjuncture and occlude continuity. However, I argue
that the absence of non-binary subjectivities reflects a conceptual gap relating to ques-
tions of shared responsibility posed by Hannah Arendt more than half a century ago. The
banality of evil remains an incomplete theoretical project, despite its ongoing relevance
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for reflecting on the systematic production of suffering. In this article I bring recent
elaborations on Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil, including Michael Rothberg’s
Implicated Subjects, Elizabeth Minnich’s The Evil of Banality, Simona Forti’s New
Demons: Rethinking Evil and Power Today and Iris Marion Young’s Responsibility for
Justice, to bear on Argentine memory politics and spaces.' I highlight the potential for the
notion of the implicated subject to expand Argentine memory studies beyond the
perpetrator victim binary of Nunca Mds, and conclude by suggesting that Argentina’s
tradition of conceptual art and artistic approaches to memory bode well for future
explorations of implication and responsibility.

Nunca Mds and the Ambiguities of Popular Complicity in State Terror

In December 2016, a short video of an employee dancing on a table at a staff Christmas
party at the Ex-ESMA site in Buenos Aires aired on news and social media sites. The Ex-
ESMA was a military training venue and headquarters during Argentina’s dictatorship in
the 1970s. Thousands of civilians were killed, disappeared and tortured there. Since 2002,
the venue has been developed as a public space for reflection on state terror, political
memory and human rights. The images of Ex-ESMA employees cheering their colleague
as she gyrated on a desk in a room once occupied by military officers complicit in
genocide and torture enraged survivors of state terror. In an op-ed published at the
time, Rubén Chababo, the founding director of the Memory Museum in Rosario,
Argentina, wrote that dancing on the desk was a continuation of the gradual banalization
of Argentina’s memory of state terrorism.> It was time to move past indignation, he
wrote, to open public debate on how human rights and the suffering of others come to be
banal.

However, the ambiguities of banality have not often been the focus of memory spaces
in Argentina, which tend to be organised around a human rights discourse that distin-
guishes clearly between victim and criminal, past and present, dictatorship and democ-
racy. Nunca Mds (Never Again) is the name given to a book of survivor accounts of
kidnapping, torture, and the use of clandestine prisons by Argentine state officials
collated by the National Commission on Disappeared Persons,” and has become the
dominant framework for the administration of human rights in Argentina.* The Nunca
Mads discourse privileges the voices of victims of state terror and creates a clear distinction
between the subjectivities of perpetrators and victims. It has evolved into a memory
brand in other parts of the world,”> where it has become the dominant driver of the
human rights agenda and memorial practice over the past few decades.® The implication
of Nunca Mads is that reckoning with the suffering of victims should prevent future
violence from occurring according to a hypothetical logic that if potential perpetrators
can feel their pain, they would never commit that crime. In this sense, the Nunca Mds
slogan has the ethical and pedagogical ends of creating a new citizenry that respects
human rights.

In this context, memory spaces, including museums and memorial sites, open a public
space for asking the questions: from where and where to. They create empathy by
encouraging visitors to identify principally with victims, and in this way connect the
violent past with the visitor’s present life. The ex-ESMA site, where desktop dancing
angered human rights advocates and relatives of the victims of state violence, is one of
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several memorial museums in Argentina, which attempt to “translate the suffering of the
past into ethical commitments to creating a better future through education and
commemoration.”” Memorial museums combine elements of memorial sites, history
museums oriented around collections, contemporary art galleries that curate spaces for
aesthetic and intellectual experience, and human rights and social justice NGOs guided
by pedagogical goals. Memorial museums make extensive use of contemporary art and
experiential spaces to stimulate sympathy for victims of state violence and human rights
heroes who resisted state violence. They have also tended to present clear distinctions
between dictatorship and democracy, the past and the present, and among the criminal,
the innocent victim, and the human rights hero. However, none of the divisions among
these is clear.

Before employees danced on tables at the Ex-ESMA facility, thousands of people
facilitated the torture and genocide of their fellow citizens by ignoring disappearances
they may have heard of, by being thankful for their own security in times of insecurity, by
following the rules and pursuing private interests. Several recent books explore the
popular culture and ideological roots of Argentine state violence in the 1970s, and
emphasize popular complicity, political disengagement, and continuity between dictator-
ship and postdictatorship political culture. Sebastidn Carassai’s The Argentine Silent
Majority characterizes the Argentine middle classes as historically subservient, content
to imitate the ruling class and generally disinterested in or disengaged from radical
politics, even at a time when universities were centers of radical political action.®
A majority of middle-class Argentines never engaged in political struggles, Carassai
argues, despite the hope that, as one theatre critic put it, the “white and pretty young
man, made beautiful by pure light,” would rise up slowly with a machine gun in his
hand.” People pursued professional ambitions, consumed, watched television, and fol-
lowed football and celebrity gossip, even as the legitimacy of state violence was integrated
into popular imaginaries. According to journalist Pablo Sirvén, while the Argentine
military unleashed its biggest massacre:

TV was filled with models wanting to be journalists; soccer became the number one news
item; reports on travel and other frivolities effectively numbed the sensibilities of TV
viewers; and a proliferation of light situation comedy ended any possibility of thoughtful
programming that might otherwise have reflected even minimally on what was really
happening.'’

Federico Finchelstein’s The Ideological Origins of the Dirty War, meanwhile, emphasizes
the importance of the Catholic Church in providing “ideological and practical support
for the repression” which “was matched by the widespread passive acceptance of the
crimes.”"" Similarly, Diana Taylor situates Argentine dictatorship in relation to the
construction of docile individuals through a process she refers to as “percepticide,”*?
a term originally coined by the Argentine psychoanalyst Juan Carlos Kusnetzoff."> By
way of this process, threats of terror render the individual dumb, deaf and blind, or
a condition somewhere between best not to see and numbed to seeing. David Sheinin’s
Consent of the Damned: Ordinary Argentinians in the Dirty War frames the Argentine
middle class of the 1970s in terms of an ongoing grey zone between dictatorship and
democracy, which has been sustained by a still to be reckoned with complicity in state
violence. He argues that the rigidity of the democracy-dictatorship binary is “nowhere
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more evident than in the construction of a human rights edifice in Argentina.”'* By this
Sheinin means that discourses relating to human rights have served to sculpt a much
clearer distinction between democracy (good, human rights) and dictatorship (bad,
abuse of human rights) than ever actually existed. He writes:

The dominant historical memories in Argentina, which were reconstructed after 1983 and
the return to democracy, emphasize a near-universal resistance to all the military dictator-
ship represented, including human rights violations, conservative Catholicism, and the
dominant ideology of rigid morality [...]. At the same time, during the almost eight years
of military rule, many middle class Argentines subscribed to the politics and culture of the

>«
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military’s “new” Argentina.

Despite a narrative of rupture, in part cultivated by the Kirchner Peronists who spon-
sored Argentina’s memory boom,'® much of the military’s “new Argentina” has
remained since 1983. For Silvia Schwarzbdck, post-dictatorship is both a cultural and
political condition marked by continuity. Postdictatorship is what remains of the dicta-
torship since the return to electoral democracy, “after its victory disguised as defeat.”"”
Postdictatorship does not imply a break with the dictatorship past, but its transformation
and an extension of the banalization of violence. In this context, the left exists only as
ghosts able to haunt aesthetically what they cannot achieve politically.

The Nunca Mds human rights discourse, meanwhile, has reified disjuncture at the
expense of nuanced appreciation of continuity and relationship. While an emphasis on
rupture encourages comparative reflection on democracy and dictatorship as discrete
political typologies, it also discourages appreciation of structural and cultural connec-
tions that link the 1970s to the postdictatorship era. Recognition of historical rupture or
continuity is the product of a narrative rather than a feature of an objective reality or
philosophical position.'® The use of terms like rupture or continuity creates the narrative
itself. There is much at stake in assuming or reproducing such a narrative, however,
because it bears on how we imagine horizons of political possibility and responsibility.

While the significance of historical continuity and of popular complicity in state terror
have been recognized by historians, they are yet to be significantly integrated into
Argentine memory spaces oriented around temporal rupture and a victim/perpetrator
binary. Andrew Rajca explores, for instance, how the rhetoric of Nunca Mds represents
an “ethical fusion” of human rights and memory concepts based on narratives of heroes
and victims of the dictatorship, which occlude “the experiences of nonheroes and
nonvictims who continue to be marginalized in postdictatorship.”® In Rajca’s opinion,
the hegemonic weight of Nunca Mds suppresses the nonheroic and grey zone characters
and contexts of both dictatorship and postdictatorship life. In a seminal paper that
outlines several of the cleavages and tensions in Argentine memory studies (and memory
studies more broadly), Elizabeth Jelin questions the logic of remembering so as not to
repeat and asks when memory should begin—with repression or with the conditions that
give rise to it.”” She problematizes the culture of “victimization” that ignores collective
agency. However, the complementary aspect of victimization is the production of human
rights heroes, individuals who embody through their heroic actions the fighting spirit of
rights claiming in the face of authoritarian power. The dichotomy of hero and victim
negates both the systems of collective action that enable organized resistance, and the
social structures that encourage inaction, denial, and normalized complicity. Chababo
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argues that cultivating memories of heroism shapes the past according to convenient
truths, and is a way of displacing uncomfortable complicities.”’ He begins his critique of
hero cults in post-atrocity memory practices by recounting an essay Sartre published
soon after Nazi occupation of France ended. The vision Sartre paints is of the everyday
courtesy of Nazi soldiers who allowed normal life, for the most part, to continue and who
would help the elderly cross the street during the day while torturing people at night,
underground and out of sight. Far from being monsters, the Nazi occupation was marked
by a respect for and continuity of Parisian social and cultural life. Sartre’s objective in
contrasting the singularity of moments of barbarism with the quotidianity of inoffensive,
courteous coexistence was to break the myth of heroism that perpetuates the binary
distinctions of victim/perpetrator and villain/hero.”* However, Sartre’s complex vision
has not persisted, and the contours of banality continue to elude memorialization and
public reflection.

Banality lends itself to dispersed pleasures, generality over specificity, the ordinary
over the momentous, not to villains and victims, monuments or memorialization. The
ambiguity of systemic complicity and the smoothness of banalized violence are at odds
with the Nunca Mds paradigm premised on disjuncture and the binaries of victim/
perpetrator, past/present, and democracy/dictatorship. Moving forward, the ambiguous
subjectivities associated with complicity and banality need to be remembered and opened
for debate because, as Theodor Adorno pointed out, the roots of atrocity must be sought
in the perpetrators, not the victims.”> As work by Hannah Arendt, Primo Levi and others
have shown, however, it is not always clear how to parse victim from perpetrator.”*
Moreover, the category of perpetrator has many shades of grey that defy the legal
attribution of guilt. The heterogeneity of perpetrator subjectivity is a complex matter
that only recently has become a focus of memory studies.”> Ksenija Bilbija and Leigh
Payne point out that the memory market is skewed in favor of those repressed by 1970s
state terrorism. No published account of perpetrators has sold well, whereas Nunca Mds
is in the fifth reprint of the eighth edition.’® The bestselling Argentine perpetrator
account might be El Vuelo, by Adolfo Scilingo, republished in English as The Flight,
Confessions of an Argentine Dirty Warrior. Other perpetrators have since penned their
stories, which have ended up reinforcing the dominance of victims’ accounts. As Bilbija
and Payne put it “the only high number in Scilingo’s account is the number of years he
will spend in prison: 1084!”*” Movements for historical justice, and the associated
aesthetic fronts of these movements, have revolved virtually entirely around the voices
of victims distinguished from those of the perpetrator, even if, in the case of Argentine
military officers, perpetrators often construct identities as victims.”® The complexity of
perpetrator subjectivity has rarely been the focus of museum memorialization. As
Michael Rothberg puts it: “However one evaluates this global movement for historical
justice [...] one obvious lacuna stands out: it has not yet, in most cases even attempted to
address implication and implicated subjects.”* Attention to the voices and interests of
victims might be an ethical imperative; however, this alone will not achieve the aims of
human rights movements assembled under the banner “never again.” Without under-
standing the cultural conditions and social relations that legitimize and sustain violence
and suffering, violence and suffering will continue.
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In the following sections of this article, I explore recent elaborations of Arendt’s
notion of the banality of evil in light of the dominance of the binaries of victim/
perpetrator, democracy/dictatorship, and past/present that have marked Argentine
human rights and memory discourses. I begin with a discussion of Arendt’s work on
the banality of evil, and four recent books that respond to Arendt: Simona Forti’s New
Demons: Rethinking Power and Evil Today; Elizabeth Minnich’s The Evil of Banality: On
The Life and Death Importance of Thinking; Michael Rothberg’s The Implicated Subject:
Beyond Victims and Perpetrators, and Iris Marion Young’s Responsibility for Justice.”
Each book elaborates, in different directions, ambiguities in Arendt’s rendering of the
banality of evil. I argue that Rothberg’s notion of the implicated subject, in particular, can
open horizons for appreciating grey zones of complicity beyond the binaries that have
dominated memory spaces in the southern cone and elsewhere. The novelty of
Rothberg’s emphasis on implicated subjectivities lies in how it shifts attention from
victims to perpetrators, event to process, and the past to the present while complicating
relations among these categories. While it is beyond the scope of this article to discuss
what aesthetic strategies might lend themselves to rendering implicated subjects in the
context of memory spaces, I conclude by suggesting that the artistic orientation of many
Argentine memory spaces lends itself to future exploration of the complexity of
implication.

Banality, Thoughtlessness, Responsibility and Implication

Arendt coined the term “banality of evil” in her 1960 account of the trial of Adolf
Eichmann, a middling Nazi bureaucrat accused of war crimes. Arendt portrayed
Eichmann as both average and characteristic of German order and reason. He main-
tained his innocence on the grounds that he was simply obeying the law. Arendt writes,
“He did his duty, as he told the police and the court over and over again; he not only
obeyed orders, he also obeyed the law.”*’

Arendt’s writing on the banality of evil, beginning with the trial of Eichmann and
extending through to the end of her life, addressed the issue of why so many German
citizens, Jews and non-Jews alike, became complicit in genocide. The central concerns
Arendt raised were how to understand guilt in relation to other forms of responsibility,
singular atrocity in relation to the everyday, and morality in relation to thought. The trial
of Eichmann revealed for Arendt the extensive nature of a breakdown in the ability to
think, and the importance of thinking to moral judgment. Citizens of Nazi Germany,
Arendt wrote, “acted under conditions in which every moral act was illegal and every
legal act was a crime.”** Only those who did not participate in the Nazi project demon-
strated the ability to separate law from morality. Non-participants had consciences that
“did not function in an automatic way.”>> In a number of essays published after The Trial
of Eichmann, Arendt elaborated the social nature of judgment, which she conceived in
terms of a dialogue with oneself about the possibility of living with others. Arendt noted
that the only way for morality not to collapse into habit, or law not to be confused with
morality, is to think, which she defined as “the two-in-one of the soundless dialogue,”
a form of communication that results in the ability to distinguish right from wrong, ugly
from beautiful.”* If this inner dialogue is closed, so too is the capacity for judgment and
appreciation of the consequences of one’s actions on others. Thinking, for Arendt, is the
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activity through which a person becomes somebody, and it is nobodies we should be
worried about. She writes: “The greatest evil is the evil committed by nobodies, that is, by
human beings who refuse to be persons.””

Arendt’s analysis of the trial, and subsequent elaboration in the essays “Organized
Guilt and Universal Responsibility” and “Collective Responsibility” turned on her obser-
vation that while only individuals can be found guilty in courts, responsibility for atrocity
is shared within a political community. Guilt cannot be extended to an entire commu-
nity, Arendt maintained, by virtue of passively being a member of a group. Guilt is
constituted by guilty deeds committed by an individual. Referring to collective guilt as
a metaphor or sentimental gesture obscures real causes and consequences. Political
responsibility, by contrast, is shared among all members of a community (for example,
the nation state) for violence committed in their name.

Arendt’s distinction between guilt and responsibility is not, however, unproblematic.
On the one hand, Arendt suggested that the capacity to think and judge, and hence to
have a sense of responsibility towards others, was distributed equally throughout society
and not a factor of class or education. Arendt’s analysis of responsibility operates at the
level of individuals capable of a universal reason rather than the cultural conditions that
encourage particular types of reasoning (or their absence). Her treatment of shared
responsibility removed politics from the terrain of everyday sociality. This normative
shearing is both ethically fraught and empirically untenable, however, as a range of critics
have argued.’® On the other hand, Arendt suggested that Nazi society was organized in
such a way that morality collapsed into law which legitimized atrocity. The entirety of
society in this instance was oriented around criminal activity, and therefore failed to have
any “neutral zone in which the daily life of human beings is ordinarily lived.”*” Societies
are rarely, however, organized in such a way that citizens are unable to avoid
a relationship with the production of atrocity. Even if Nazi Germany were an outlier,
where exactly would “a neutral zone” begin and end? Arendt does not elaborate on the
social terms of neutrality. Similarly, Arendt has little to say about those who bear
responsibility or the nature of responsibility itself. Arendt saw those who “continued to
be sympathetic to Hitler as long as it was possible, who aided his rise to power, and who
applauded him in Germany and in other European countries,” as being responsible.”®
However, are all forms of passive or active support for or legitimization of suffering
equal? How could they be? Arendt’s distinction of individual guilt and shared responsi-
bility has become a baseline for subsequent inquiry. However, premised as it was on
divorcing the political from the social, Arendt’s formulation leaves no room for appre-
ciating the ground on which specific subjectivities emerge from particular relationships
to the production of suffering.

The notion of the banality of evil has continued to perplex because the term was
a cautionary tale rather than an explanatory theory. According to her own assessment,
Arendt provided “a lesson, neither an explanation of the phenomenon nor a theory about
it.”*” Several recent books have generated conversations around the promise and ambi-
guity in Arendt’s work, directing their efforts at the subjectivities, temporalities, and
socio-cultural conditions associated with the banality of evil. In perhaps the most
thoroughgoing of these recent treatments, Simona Forti distinguishes “absolute” from
“generalized” evil. Forti sees Dostoevsky’s Demons and The Grand Inquisitor exemplify-
ing the notion of absolute demons, the will to death and the “paradigm of nothingness.”
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She contrasts absolute demons with what she calls “mediocre demons,” nobodies in
Arendt’s lexicon, and “desktop” perpetrators in Adorno’s.*’ Forti’s account of mediocre
demons describes the sorts of subjects produced in and which produce systemic violence
and injustice through everyday actions and relationships. Forti recognizes that by
rejecting the dualism of victim and perpetrator, the importance of subjectivity is heigh-
tened. She writes:

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.*!

Forti’s work is significant because it accounts for the subjective dimensions of desire that
propel the mass, indirect reproduction of systemic violence. Forti identifies two poles of
desire underpinning the banalization of suffering: the pleasures of obedience and the
pleasures of life. Each of these affective poles generates subjectivities that entwine to
produce banalized evil as a systemic outcome. The pleasures of consent are also explored
in Fredric Lordon’s Willing Slaves of Capital, which combines Marx and Spinoza to
explain why employees find pleasure in the servility of labor relations, and more broadly
in Lukes’s “three dimensional” theory of power.42 Forti, meanwhile, outlines how
obedience is cultivated in a Western political theology that connects Christian pastoral
power to modern democratic government. Pastoral power establishes the value of
“passivity as a general rule of conduct, a value that becomes a universal virtue in
nonjudgment.”* Consent to authority and the “normativity of nonjudgment” are the
“carrier[s] of political evil [...] its effective transmission belt.”** True evil, she writes is
“an entanglement of subjectivities, a network of relations, whose threads knit together
thanks to the perfect complementarity between (a few) wicked actors and originators, (a
few) zealous, committed agents, and (many) acquiescent, not simply indifferent,
spectators.”*> The political evil that lurks within our contemporary democracies is
a consequence of the entanglement of subjectivities relating to a will to life, a will to
death, and the normativity of obedience.

In The Evil of Banality, Minnich also explains the banality of evil in terms of a tangle of
subjectivities and a will to life. She writes:

The ordinary—a thoughtful desire to make a decent living for oneself and others one cares
about—flattens into banal greed that suppresses thought about what one is doing, warding
off reflection. Getting that promotion blocks out what you do to get it, and then, should we
have moments of concern, leave it at work, colleagues, friends, family, counsellors, say. You
deserve a good life. Go for it.*

Minnich points out that many popular virtues such as doing one’s duty, working hard at
one’s profession, respecting cultural heritage and social authority, being self-interested
and self-reliant, can all become the mechanisms that enable what she refers to as
“extensive evil.”*” She uses the term extensive evil to refer to dispersed, systemic violence
produced by the normal functioning of a political and cultural order. The criminal, the
dictator, the narcissistic populist, the madman, the sadist and sociopath are absolute
demons in Forti’s terms and symbols of intensive evil in Minnich’s terms. However,
Minnich emphasizes that the scale of intensive evil will always pale beside extensive evil,
and this is all the more troubling in that the figures of extensive evil will never be
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newsworthy. If intensive evil occupies headlines and can be easily narrated, “extensive
evil requires that it be conventional to do its work as one’s job, daily, day after day
after day, with supper at home and picnics on the weekend.”*® Atrocity draws attention
but keeps it at the level of shock and awe, while extensive evil transcends the gaze.49
Intensive evil invites vicarious pleasure through distance. “I wasn’t there. ’'m glad I don’t
live there. The terrorists, pedophiles and pet abusers are so ghastly!” Like Forti, Minnich
identifies a will to life as a force sustaining the banalization of violence. Romanticization
of the tragedy of intensive evil encourages a valuing of daily life, revealed not as dull but
as precious. Thus, not only does the focus on intensive evil disappear extensive evil, but it
encourages pride and satisfaction in it. Minnich singles out Arendt’s emphasis on
thought as the capacity to understand one’s self in relation to others as the antidote to
extensive evil. For Minnich, “the bacillus of banality” works so that we become unable to
be startled back into thought, and instead drift happily in autopilot to accept the next
promotion, Netflix series, phone app upgrade and declaration of extinction or war.
Debating and consuming the spectacle of intensive evils, including figures of corporate
greed and dictatorship military officers, allow us to continue to be normal, while reck-
oning with extensive evil requires a total transformation of normal and remaking of our
relationships with others and the world. A duality of good and evil supports domination
insofar as it replaces the requirement to think about relationships, contexts and respon-
sibilities. Instead, Forti suggests that we “keep our gaze fixed on the normality and the
banality of people who are always caught in a dense web of relationships” that support
extensive evil.”’

The banality of evil is contingent on webs of norms and relations that reproduce
thoughtlessness, while entangling perpetrator and victim, intensive and extensive vio-
lence, and the wills to obedience, death and life. Rothberg’s contribution to this proble-
matic is the idea of the implicated subject. Rothberg’s treatment of implicated subjects is
a philosophical and aesthetic—rather than a historical or sociological—project based on
the analysis of cultural texts (including art and social media-based activism). However,
Rothberg draws on studies from a wide range of fields including legal studies, political
theory, and critical race and memory studies. Rothberg’s book emerges out of his
previous work on “multidirectional memory,” which proposed a methodology for articu-
lating cross-cultural and historical connections between apparently disparate processes
of domination, including colonial and Nazi genocide.”" The word 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.”>
“The implicated subject is an umbrella term that gathers a range of subject positions that
sit uncomfortably in our familiar conceptual space of victims, perpetrators, and
bystanders®> and “not an identity but a figure to think with and through.”*
Implicated subjects are neither passive bystanders nor active perpetrators, although
their actions and inactions, presences and absences, help produce the categories of
victims and perpetrators.”® The term “complicity” comes closest in meaning to implica-
tion, and means “association or participation in or as if in a wrongful act.”>® However,
unlike implication, complicity carries a strong legal significance implied by “participation
in a wrongful act.” For Rothberg, implication is both undertheorized and more funda-
mental than complicity to understanding the dynamics of violence, memory and justice
because “[c]Jomplicity presupposes implication, but implication does not always involve
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complicity””” While complicity works for understanding synchronous processes—events
of the past or in the present—implication is useful for describing how the past continues
into the present. “We are implicated in the past,” he writes, “but we cannot be complicit
in crimes that took place before our birth.”*® Implication is premised on neither strict
continuity nor a clean break separating past and present but “emerges from the ongoing,
uneven, and destabilizing pasts into an unredeemed present.””® Synchronic and diachro-
nic forms of implication are almost always entangled. Diachronic implication involves
the ongoing relevance of the past in the present. Contemporary institutions are the result
of diachronic processes. Gendered and racialized violence are simultaneously contem-
porary social phenomena and products of history. Addressing these requires ending
policies that discriminate in the present while reconstructing “historically sedimented
layers of society.”® Similarly, unpacking the beneficiary as one type of implicated subject
opens up possibilities for new forms of memory work to articulate ways that contem-
porary privilege accrues from suffering.

Rothberg assumes that implication is premised on ongoing if diffuse enjoyments of the
spoils of power and harm. He states: “[i]mplicated subjects occupy positions aligned with
power and privilege without being themselves agents of harm; they contribute to, inhabit,
inherit, or benefit from regimes.”®' Consumers from the Global North, like many
members of the Argentine middle class described by Carassai, Sheinin and
Finchelstein, are “implicated subjects, participants in, and beneficiaries of a system that
generates dispersed and unequal experiences of trauma and well-being
simultaneously.”®* Implicated subjects support domination without being bearers of
wickedness or agents of violence. The “descendant,” the “beneficiary,” “the perpetuator”
and the “internationalist” are terms Rothberg uses to describe ways that people seek to
overcome or deny their implication. However, the implicated subject is a concept that
can accommodate diverse relations to the past and to injustice that people make or
inhabit. Rothberg provides an array of contemporary and historical examples to show the
inadequacies of the victim-perpetrator-bystander triad and the importance of developing
a more nuanced appreciation of responsibility and continuity.

Implication can open new avenues for pursuing justice because it shifts attention
away from individualistic, legal guilt to encourage new ways of understanding struc-
tural violence and historical justice in terms of shared responsibility. This, Rothberg
contends, discourages denial or defensive responses to our ethical burden relating to
ongoing conflicts and the benefits that accrue from injustice. The point is to move
discourse away from guilt to create discussion about what it means to be responsible
for and to participate in the production of suffering. How are responsibilities shared?
How can we represent and reflect on the social relations and shared nature of
responsibility for structural injustice and other systemic productions of suffering,
without flattening responsibility to generality or individual guilt? Drawing out the
nuances in responsibility involves foregrounding “background conditions” and refram-
ing “crimes” as something other than deviations from a just norm. While it remains
important to highlight guilty perpetrators as agents of harm, the victim perpetrator
imaginary is simply inadequate to tackle a range of pressing injustices, current and
inherited because, as Jasbir Puar writes:
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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.®®

Rothberg leans significantly on Iris Marion Young’s discussion of temporality and shared
responsibility, which Young develops out of a critical conversation with Arendt. The
guiding question of Young’s discussion of guilt versus responsibility is “how shall moral
agents think about our responsibility in relation to structural injustice?”®* Young sees in
Arendt’s essays “Organized Guilt and Universal Responsibility” and “Collective
Responsibility” a path to addressing this question, despite assuming, unlike Arendt,
that politics can never be divorced from a social context. Young’s reading of Eichmann
in Jerusalem generates four ways that agents relate to state perpetrated violence. From
these distinctions, Young derives “a notion of political responsibility as a duty for
individuals to take public stands about actions and events that affect broad masses of
people, and to try to organize collective action to prevent massive harm or foster
institutional change for the better.”®> An agent is responsible if they are causally con-
nected to problematic situations and if they are in a position to assume ongoing
responsibility (with others) for improving this situation. In Young’s rendering, while
all citizens share a responsibility to hold institutions accountable, citizens share different
intensities of responsibility according to the means they have at their disposal to take
action. In this way, responsibility falls on citizens as moral agents capable of reasoning
through historical contingencies, and who ought not to be indifferent to the fates of
others and to the forms of suffering that states and other institutions produce. Young
suggests that her notion of shared responsibility can be a useful way of imagining
a horizon of political possibility for tackling the systemic production of violence. For
Young, responsibility is the forward looking corollary to memory. “The meaning of
political responsibility is forward-looking. One has the responsibility always now, in
relation to current events and in relation to their future consequences.”®®

Young emphasizes the responsibility of dealing with the past as memory. Any “society
aiming to transform present structures of injustice requires a reconstitution of its
historical imaginary,”” which can then create social responsibility to take political
action. However, political responsibility is impossible if there is no sense of how
a political situation is constituted or disavowed. Memory is a condition of possibility
for the existence of the past, which sets the scene in which the subject is able to act.®®
Nancy Fraser, one of Rothberg’s key sources, refers to this as the “politics of framing,”
“who counts as a subject of justice, and what is the appropriate frame” to contest,
consolidate, and revise political space.”” The politics of memory is a politics of framing,
of temporality and of shared responsibility. In these terms, memory spaces afford
possibilities for opening debate about the various terms of the political that have
produced and excluded subjects, implicated and otherwise, through history. These
spaces, in Argentina and elsewhere, are crucial for socially sculpting horizons of political
legitimacy and possibility. In the words of the director of Argentina’s Parque de la
Memoria, “To remember is to construct a future [...]. The fundamental importance of
remembering lies in its power to define a people’s identity and behavior. Memory affects
the present and determines its relationship to the future.”’® Memory, for Rothberg,
becomes a resource in the struggle against the conditions that structurally embed
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domination and produce implication. Memory spaces should then be fundamentally
oriented towards the ways that historical events are connected to diachronic processes,
and towards producing a sense of shared responsibility for intervening in the contem-
porary production of domination and suffering.

Conclusion: Art, Implication, and Argentine Memory Spaces

This article began with the observation that while historians recognize the importance of
popular complicity in Argentine state terror and continuities between dictatorship and
postdictatorship, Argentine memory spaces continue to be oriented around the dichoto-
mies of victim and perpetrator, democracy and dictatorship. I have argued that the
reason for this is partly that the banality of evil is an incomplete theoretical project,
and partly because of the significance of the Nunca Mds human rights discourse in
shaping the terms of Argentine memory politics. This discourse encourages empathy
with the victims of state terror as an ethical basis for the appreciation of human rights.
The Nunca Mds treatment of violence, however, does not account for the tangles of
subjectivities that connect victims and perpetrators, the past and the present, guilt and
responsibility, dictatorship and postdictatorship. Similarly, Arendt’s work on the banality
of evil left many unresolved questions, especially concerning shared responsibility, the
normativity of thoughtlessness, and the social relations and subjectivities associated with
systemic violence. Nonetheless, recent work on the banality of evil could provide
a conceptual basis for museum and memory work beyond the binaries of Nunca Mds.
Forti, Minnich, Young, and Rothberg have each positioned the banality of violence as
embedded in a political and cultural order requiring efforts of thought—judgment—to
jolt citizens to a sense of responsibility to intervene in their own complicities in the
suffering of others. I have suggested that Rothberg’s notion of implication, in particular,
could animate future memory work by opening horizons for imagining justice and
responsibility. Implication is a useful conceptual frame for drawing out subjectivities
that have yet to be adequately acknowledged, and forms of temporality and responsibility
that could advance the ethical and political promise of Nunca Mds.

Implication involves rethinking a narrative that presents the past as discrete from the
present by emphasizing relationships among structures, norms and individuals, past
atrocity and present responsibility. If Nunca Mds is premised on the assumption that
empathizing with victims can prevent atrocity, the implicated subject implies that
violence and exploitation continue because of the largely nonconscious efforts of people
to deny involvement in and to accept the benefits that violence produces. However, the
banality of evil and its associated subjectivities defy representation. Implicated subjectiv-
ities are relational rather than being reducible to villains or heroes. How to meaningfully
present the socio-cultural conditions—norms, meanings and subjectivities—that sustain
normalized suffering? How might those who bear a political responsibility for the
production of suffering, through their passive support of a regime or structure of
violence, best be represented? How should we relate responsibility for past atrocity to
responsibility for the production of current suffering? How to render implicated sub-
jectivities without reducing responsibility to blame? What to make of the employee of
a human rights organization dancing on the desk in a genocide site while her colleagues
cheer her on? These questions require public spaces for their negotiation. I conclude by
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suggesting that artistically oriented memory spaces are ideal venues for such deliberation,
and that Argentina’s tradition of conceptualism lends itself to the rendering of implicated
subjectivities. Fully elaborating this assertion is beyond the scope of this article, but one
of several directions that future theoretical, curatorial and creative work on implication
may take.

For Rothberg, visual art is a choice field for the figurative exploration of “making
tangible and perceptible the large-scale histories and social dynamics that produce
implication” because it can make perceptible the complex continuities and fractures
between individual subjectivity and systemic connectivity, synchronic conditions and
diachronic processes.”’ While Argentine memory spaces have been significantly ani-
mated by the spirit of Nunca Mds, many of them, as the paper by Masucco in this issue
attests, also approach questions of memory by way of artistic more than documentary
means.”” Florencia Battiti, the artistic director of the PAyS room, a contemporary art
gallery housed in one of Argentina’s major memory spaces, the Parque de la Memoria in
Buenos Aires, sees the possibility of art in the context of memories of state terror in its
ability to grapple “with issues through a poetic sense, shedding light on aspects infre-
quently handled by the social sciences and enabling rare views of the problems that press
upon society as a whole.””* Battiti considers PAyS exhibitions as visual forms of knowing
situated “at the intersection between argumentative knowledge (whose finality would be
persuasion in order to demonstrate a thesis) and the open, plural, meanings that pertain
to works of art.””* For her, imagination is the indispensable first step to realizing new
subjectivities and social forms.

[T]he critical faculty of the imagination and the creative potential of art are the cardinal
reference point that orients the curatorial project being developed at Parque de la Memoria.
It is a project that attends to the recent past, but fully aware that the present is the only
possible timeframe for memory.”

The Parque de la Memoria and other Argentine memory spaces have drawn signifi-
cantly on Argentina’s history of conceptual art, which emerged in the context of
resistance to state terrorism with groups like Tucumdn Arde and continues with the
performance of escraches that stage the public shaming of military personnel involved in
genocide. These interventions, and many others like them, turn everyday relations with
people and the world into objects for reflection and political transformation.”® In the
overt politicization of Argentinian Conceptualism, “art ceases to be art in order to
become a type of ‘limit experience’ more akin to anthropology, sociology, or cultural
practice to the extent that this transformation is linked to an ethico-sociopolitical
project.””” Latin American conceptual—including performance—art reversed the
Anglo “dematerialization” of the object and its replacement with linguistic or analytic
propositions by questioning the object’s structural position in larger social circuits,
seeking to provoke a “participatory proximity” with the spectator, and to transform
how the participant reacts to situations that reinterpret one’s place in the social and
political structure. The Latin American tradition of performance art that dovetails with
conceptualism presents tensions between the doing (present) and the done (past), while
encouraging recognition and analysis of relations of power through the play of “as if” and
“is.” These are precisely the sorts of tensions required to make apparent one’s presence in
implicated chains of responsibility, or to arrest the tabletop pull of the banal. Conceptual
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art would appear to be an ideal platform for representing and remaking subjectivities and
social relations. Chantal Mouffe, for instance, writes: “This is indeed where lies art’s great
power, in its capacity to make us see things in a different way, to make us perceive new
possibilities” and foster new subjectivities.”® Similarly, Hal Foster and Santiago Zabala
each stake a claim for the contemporary avant-garde being a form of “emergency art,”
which opens new ways of relating to others and the world at large.”” As Foster sees it, this
new avant-garde “does not pretend that it can break absolutely with the old order or
found a new one; instead, it seeks to trace these fractures that already exist within the
given order, to pressure them further, even to activate them somehow.”®® For Zabala, the
essential emergency is lack of emergency. The banality of evil is in this sense an essential
emergency, both systemic and imperceptible. Drawing out implicated subjectivities is
one way of initiating emergency. It would require spectators to become participants, not
with the work as object but with others in the world. The experience of emergency is not
only a matter of interpretation but what Zabala calls “genuine appearance” whereby we
become the emergency, an embodied merger with rather than a cognitive and affective
reflection on something outside of us. Emergency art, and new iterations of Argentine
Conceptualism, promise means of making our implications in historical and contem-
porary violence apparent, and by doing so drawing out new possibilities to act and make
just.
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