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Border Art 

Markus Heide (University of Hildesheim) 

Border studies scholars in the humanities and social sciences have emphasized the 

correlation of bordering and ordering practices. Henk van Houtum (2012), for 

example, employs the terminological construction of ‘b/ordering’ for theorizing 

processes of migration and their visual representation. As a critique of traditional 

notions of borders as ‘fixed lines’, van Houtum writes: ‘[S]pace cannot be frozen, 

fixed and boxed into lines and colors and then be seen as the representation of the 

actual presence of a territory, of the actual reality’ (416). To understand the 

complexity of borders and mobility across borders he suggests studying ‘the 

implicit ethics of the aesthetic design’ of conventional border representation and, 

at the same time, studying ‘alternative visualizations through video art, 

photography and alternative mapping forms’ (416). 

From such a critical perspective of bordering practices, art about borders and 

border crossing experiences may be seen as a conceptual aesthetic approach. How 

does such artistic practice engage its audience in exploring the meaning of borders 

in their world? How do the visual arts engage in representing border-crossing 

experiences? How do artists approach topics such as national border security, 

undocumented immigration, and border violence? What kind of socially committed 

aesthetics (l’art engagé) do they develop? How are discourses of security and 

insecurity – and material manifestations thereof – addressed in installations, 

sculpture, and performance art? 

Geographically rooted, critical border art confronts its audience with forms of 

mapping and border representation that disrupt hegemonic concepts of fixed 

national, social, and racial differences. Cristina Giudice and Chiara Giubilaro 

(2015) describe this ‘disruptive’ function of border art in the following terms of 

b/ordering: 

Border security practices are inscribed ritually. Every gesture is rigidly 

codified and it is repeated without variations at each crossing. The rite/right 
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of passage is made up of a series of repetitive acts – checking, verifying, 

identifying – beyond which security practices are settled and domesticated. 

Art can insinuate itself into this sequence and interrupt the accompanying 

sense of familiarity, putting in question the naturalness of the whole 

procedure. (85)  

The notion of border art here is one of the committed political artistic practices 

that ‘interrupt’ and ‘question’ institutionalized border crossing procedures, as 

Giudice and Giubilaro phrase it. 

The Ethics of Border Art 

When understanding border art in terms of critical or committed aesthetics, the 

ethics of political engagement come into focus. At times when (undocumented) 

border crossing, migrant mobility, and security issues have not only acquired a 

new political significance but have also entered the global art scene prominently 

as topics, questions such as the following seem of specific significance for assessing 

border art’s strategies of intervention: Can we generally assume border art to be 

politically engaged in the sense of resisting hegemonic structures, and to articulate 

a critique of security practices and surveillance? When are works of border art in 

danger of exploiting human suffering – which, after all, is primarily the suffering 

of others, not of the artists themselves? To what extent does it seem legitimate to 

document, represent, and negotiate the suffering of others (the subalterns) in a 

product that is – among other considerations and inspirations – produced to be 

marketed? Art projects such as The Electronic Disturbance Theater‘s installation 

and performance piece Transborder Immigrant Tool (see below), include migrants 

and their mobility in the creative process. Such performance art encourages critical 

reflection on the artist, the audience, the art market, representation, and 

positionality. 

Concepts of Border Art 

Concepts and metaphorics of borders have been employed by numerous artists in 

many genres, artistic methods, material choices, and visual representations. We 

might locate the inception of border art in the early twentieth century when the 
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European avant-garde movements tested the borderline between art and life, as 

Peter Bürger discusses in his influential Theory of the Avantgarde (1974). Art 

became transgressive, challenging standards of communication and 

representation (e.g. DADA and Surrealism). However, Bürger argues that even in 

such radical moments, the museum as an institution tends to neutralize the 

transgressive and critical quality of art; this neutralizing tendency illustrates the 

complicity of art with capitalism. Contemporary post-avant-gardist, socially 

engaged art reflects this complicity; it articulates social critique while signaling its 

tendency to be complicit in the market economy (See Kostelanetz and Brittain 

2000). Border art projects, such as Marina Abramović’s performance at the MoMA 

in New York, “The Artist is Present” (2010), and Nadia Kaabi-Linke’s site-specific 

installation “All Along the Watchtower” (2012) problematize the categories of 

audience, the represented, creativity, and complicity. The physically exhausting 

commitment of the artist (Abramovic) and the memory (shadows) of former border 

control (Kaabi-Linke) create self-reflective works of art. 

Border art also explores the formation of gender and sexual identities, as in the 

work of Kent Monkman, e.g. his alter ego, performance and video installation Miss 

Chief Share Eagle Testickle, and Vaginal Davis. Such border art confronts its 

audience with perspectives and representations that traditional hegemonic 

discourse marks as transgressive. Genderqueer and trans performances aim at 

shifting the boundaries of generally accepted social roles through such aesthetic 

strategies as re-defining and disidentification (José Esteban Muñoz 1999). 

Hegemonic patriarchal and heteronormative categories are questioned, redefined 

and shifted in such artistic interventions. 

Next to conceptual border art (in the tradition of early twentieth-century avant-

gardes) and queer border art, a third type concentrates on the significance of 

national borders (with the distinction between types, I do not intend to imply that 

such types of border art are exclusive, rather themes and forms of expression 

overlap across the different types). Such art negotiates the functions and meanings 

of geographically fixed borders. It challenges hegemonic forms of categorizing and 
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controlling. Such border art also reacts to political discourse that employs a border 

metaphoric for excluding groups and individuals, often emphasizing concerns, 

anxieties and visions of security. Such geographically anchored, site-specific border 

art pinpoints the effects of the mechanisms of guarding and maintaining so-called 

national security. The artistic strategies here aim at intervening, symbolically and 

effectively, in border security practices and their rituals. 

The U.S.-Mexico border has been particularly prominent in art for reflecting on 

mechanisms of b/ordering. In cultural studies, partly inspired by the publication of 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), this particular border space 

has been studied in terms of the overlapping of categories of difference 

(intersectionality). The reception of Anzaldúa’s experimental autobiography 

brought attention to understanding border space as an ambivalent apparatus of 

categorizing; categorizing that can be hurtfully oppressive while also opening 

ventures for deconstructing preconceived notions of identification, articulating 

forms of hybridity, queerness, mestizaje, and envisaging imaginaries of in-

betweenness (hence the subtitle: The New Mestiza). Another influential early voice 

of critical US–Mexico border art is Guillermo Gómez-Peña. See, for example, his 

performance The Mexterminator (1998) and his collaboration with performance 

artist Coco Fusco in “Couple in the Cage” (1993). More recent border art, such as 

the work of Kent Monkman and Vaginal Davis, has been strongly influenced by 

the deconstructive discourses and mechanisms of b/ordering of the 1980s and 

1990s (e.g. the work of Anzaldúa and Gómez- Peña). 

Linking national geographical borders to symbolic boundaries of hegemonic 

discourse, border art comments on the structural violence caused by the procedures 

of policing our perspectives and our ways of seeing in terms of preconceived 

profiling. After all, establishing and maintaining fixed identity categories – as 

border theorists and artists such as Anzaldúa (1987) and Gómez-Peña (1996) have 

shown – can be seen to limit the freedom to define oneself. From such a critical 

perspective, categorizing appears not only as an act of boundary construction in 

the sense of b/ordering but can also be seen as an act of violence. With such issues 
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of epistemic violence in view, border art, such as the installation “Non-Sign II” at 

the U.S.-Canada border in Blaine (WA), comments on control mechanisms of 

border regimes: It directs attention to how our perspectives of looking are directed 

and shaped once we cross national borders: What the world looks like from 

perspectives that are ‘invisibly shaped’ and how such perspectives are directed by 

apparatuses of control. Similarly, Ai Weiwei’s installation Arch (2017) and his 

other temporary installations in New York confront the audience with fences and 

constructions that disrupt free passage in the urban space. It dislocates border 

regimes’ mechanisms by moving borders from the periphery to the urban center. 

Performance art, as an emphatic and physical border art, puts less emphasis on a 

conceptual understanding of borders and acts of border crossing (as the sculptures 

“Non-Sign II” and Ei Wei Wei’s installations do) but rather highlights the attempt 

to trace and communicate the actual border crossing as a bodily and emotional 

experience by migrants in mostly identifiable spaces. Harbage Page’s “The U.S–

Mexico Anti-Archive” attempts to counter the fact that details of the migrants’ 

experience of crossing remain undocumented and hence unknown to the general 

public. In 2008, the San Diego-based The Electronic Disturbance Theater initiated 

the installation and performance piece Transborder Immigrant Tool. The group 

developed a phone app that provided experimental poetry to migrants crossing the 

US–Mexico border while using GPS technology to lead them to water stations in 

the Southern California desert. As an installation (water stations) and a 

performance (distribution, poetry, crossing of the border), the Transborder 

Immigrant Tool called attention to the process of crossing the border and the 

dangers involved but it also reflects on the role of art and politics (for details see 

Heide 2016). In such art projects, border space is shown as being closely connected 

to physical experience. The migration space is shown to be marked by push and 

pull factors, trauma, expectations and suffering, as well as fear, control and 

surveillance. Such performative border art attempts to repossess the borderlands, 

giving the space back to those who experienced it as a physical reality rather than 

as an abstract line of separation, categorization, and control. 
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