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Border Artivism

Ewa Antoszek, UMCS, Lublin, Poland

In her entry on artivism, Katerina Komi (migramedia “keyword”) provides an exhaustive
description of the term artivism and its origins, characteristics, and current trends. She also
mentions the role of artivism in the migration discourse(s), including some examples of such
actions. Eva Aladro-Vico, Dimitrina Jivkova-Semova, and Olga Bailey describe “artivism as a
new language which appears outside the museums and art academies, moving towards urban
and social spaces.” Quoting Ezposito, they argue that, “Artivism is based on the recovery of
artistic activity for the purpose of immediate social intervention (Ezposito 2013)” (10) and in
artivism “Art invades spaces and spheres of activity traditionally reserved for expressive
omission” (10), which may well include the border. Therefore, I propose a specific category of
“border artivism” that combines the key features of artivism with the characteristics of border
art. Border artivism can be classified as a specific type of artivism, due to where it takes place/is
performed/enacted. One may also argue that border artivism is a subcategory of border art,
which, according to Marta Smolinska, involves “art on the border, about the border and, most
frequently, against the border” (in Kowalewska). The reference point for the artists who
propagated this trend in the mid-1980s in San Diego was “the situation on the Mexican-
American border, which is an oppressive border” (Smolifiska in Kowalewska). As Smolinska
indicates, “it was the time of a dynamic debate on the issue of borders among artists and
theoreticians. The term border art refers both to state borders as well as art created in different
media, usually critical towards oppressive border regimes . . .” (in Kowalewska). Border
artivism, I suggest, can be called limit acts activism, taking up on Paulo Freire’s concept of a
limit act. Norma Iglesias-Prieto calls such examples “transborderism” (in Rael, Borderwall 22),
as this type of activism concentrates on a permanent transformation of the conflicted space of

the border into a barrier-less territory.

I analyze various examples of border artivism in my article, “The U.S.-Mexico Border Re-
visions: Border Artivism in Time and Space” where I propose the division of border artivism
according to its forms, scope, and character. I argue that the examples of border artivism vary

from simple, individual acts of defiance, which include graffiti slogans written directly on the
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border fence in response to current political events, to large-scale events that engage members
of communities on both sides of the border and require long logistical preparations and permits
from the authorities. Consequently, some forms of border artivism will have a more informal
character, while others are more formal. Border artivism also varies in terms of organization —
some events are grassroots and spontaneous; others are coordinated and facilitated by a leader
or leaders, who are usually artists and/or social workers. In either case, the participation of the
community members in an event is crucial. Apart from those differences, all acts of border
artivism share a common denominator typical of such events: they all aim at challenging the

divisive power of the border and turning it into a contact zone that facilitates dialogue.

The selection of examples of border artivism in this entry includes cases from the U.S.-Mexico
border and the Polish-Ukrainian border. The former “provides a paradigmatic case of global
border development” (Ganster xvi) and as such has both been witness to various acts of artivism
and an inspiration for such actions at/on other borders all over the world. The earliest (and the
most straightforward) examples of border artivism on the U.S.-Mexico border include graffiti
slogans commenting on the status quo of borders or providing uplifting messages for border
crossers. These, as [ argue in my analysis mentioned above, allow for impromptu and immediate
responses to border issues that are important at a particular moment. The Overpass Light
Brigade used the power of graffiti and conducted performances with graffiti slogans projected
with light on the prototypes of the wall located near San Diego commissioned by President
Donald Trump. Taking it to the next level, paintings and murals on the fence constitute a more
elaborate example of border artivism and they include a well-known mural by Enrique Chiu —
The Mural of Brotherhood. Murals respond to anti-immigrant politics and they also aim at
challenging the divisive role of the border by mobilizing whole communities, as they are often
painted during special events and happenings. Installations placed directly on the border, such
as The Parade of Humanity, JR’s Kikito —the DREAMer, M. Jenea Sanchez’s Un-
Fragmenting/Des-fragmentando Project or Ronald Rael’s Swing Wall (also known as Teeter
Totter Wall), both indicate the most salient problems regarding borders and function as a call
for action to transform these contested spaces. They, similar to collective actions such as JR’s
Giant Picnic, Ana Teresa Fernandez’s Borrando La Frontera/Erasing the Border, or Ronald
Rael’s Pedacito de la tierra, to mention just a few most well-known projects, require time,
preparation (including official permits from the authorities), and moderation by (a) leader(s).

At the same time, they draw the attention of larger audiences, since they are often publicized in
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the media (including both classic media and social media as well). Thus they may exert a larger
influence than other acts of border artivism mentioned above and consequently, their

transformative power is more extensive.

The Polish-Ukrainian border shares a lot of analogies with the Mexican-American border, due
to the historical vicissitudes of this space. It is described as the meeting point of Eastern and
Western cultures, the space that used to be one and became divided after World War II, turning
into a periphery or a margin, the phenomenon which became aggravated by the establishment
of State Agricultural Farms (PGRs) and their subsequent shutdowns after 1989. The two most
prominent examples of border artivism in this region include European Days of Good
Neighborhood, which had gathered people from both sides of the border at joint concerts and
cultural events until the outbreak of the war in Ukraine. For one such meeting, Jarostaw Koziara
designed Free Flow — two objects in the shape of a fish, each facing the opposite direction —
Poland and Ukraine, respectively. The objects were made of phacelia that grew out of seeds
sown by the artist and later plowed into the desired shapes. The composition of these forms that
cross the border suggests the interconnectedness and interdependence of the two nation-states.
Following this action subsequent editions of the Land Art Festival bore witness to other
examples of border artivism, including Jan Sajdak’s Migration (2011), Jarostaw Koziara’s
Burning Tree, and Daisaku Ueno’s Border Tea Room to mention just a few. Each of these
examples discusses, in its own way, issues pertaining to migration, borders, and border

crossings.!

Based on the examples provided above it may be argued that the conclusions about artivism

may well apply to border artivism as well:

The strength of artivism lies not merely in its aesthetic avant-garde, but in its catalytic
power to point out injustice, inequality or emptiness in human development. This is the
common attribute of artivism, where the language it uses is a fundamental feature. . . .
Artivists generate events because they break the structure of conventional
communication, erupting into the social space to attract attention and inoculate thought
in their recipients. . . . As Lippard (1984) observes, artivism tends to see art as a mutually
stimulating dialogue, and not as a specialized lesson or an ideology imparted from
above. Its dynamism, its expressiveness, the rupturing structure of its language, makes
it an art for non-artists, an instrument of creation for the non-creative, and therefore, an

! It has to be mentioned here that Marta Smolifiska and Burcu Dogramaci conduct an analysis of border art (and
in some cases artivism) on the Polish-German border. Their research resulted in Grenze/Granica: Art on the
German-Polish Border after 1990 published in 2024 and available in open access.
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ideal way toward change and social evolution. It is a new form of freedom. (Aladro-
Vico et al. 12; 16)
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