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Images Unwalled

Multiple Mobilities Research Cluster: 
Miriam Ticktin, Radhika Subramaniam, 

Victoria Hattam, Laura Y. Liu, 
and Rafi Youatt

As border walls have returned with partic-
ular intensity to our political landscape, 

images associated with them have circulated 
with equal energy. Whether used as illustra-
tion, indictment, evidence or protest, these 
images, often decontextualized, effectively 
serve to construct popular conceptions of 
both border walls and border politics. At the 
same time, other views and visualizations 
of the border do not circulate and remain 
largely unseen. The ambiguous terrain of im-
agery reveals the very contradictions inher-
ent in seeing the border. Border walls may 
seem like simple political technologies: They 
are walls built on the territorial borders of 
nation-states, to separate and restrict move-
ment across them. But walls and borderlands 
are not arrested zones; rather, they are fluid 
spaces in which people, animals and things 
move and are kept in place in varying, often 
contradictory ways.

Within the fluid space of the border, po-
litical affiliations and disagreements are often 
enacted aesthetically. Efforts to reconfigure 
them are necessarily multisensory endeavors. 
This five-part photography essay by The Mul-
tiple Mobilities Research Cluster at The New 
School works with border images to shift 
what Jacques Rancière calls the “grammar 

of the sensible”1 — what we see and don’t, 
what is rendered comprehensible and not. In 
this way, we make more historical and politi-
cal realities of border walls and immigration 
politics visible — the inequalities on which 
they are built, the injustices they further, the 
fear they respond to and produce.

Images enact a mobility politics of their 
own, circulating with little or no citation, un-
tethered in ways that often defy scholarly do-
mestication, remaining ambiguous as to their 
origins and precise configuration. The lives 
and afterlives of such imagery expose the 
temporal depth of the aesthetics and politics 
of borders, the intersecting visual and politi-
cal regimes.

These essays focus on the role border 
spaces play in shaping what moves over, 
through and around them — and what does 
not or cannot move. We draw on both col-
laborative and individual fieldwork at vari-
ous border sites: U.S.-Mexico, Spain-Mo-
rocco and India-Nepal-China. By examining 
a range of visualizations of the border, we 
intend these short essays to consider the 
politics of mobility and immobility, and 
with it, to open up a space for (and show) 
an imaginative counter-politics — an active, 
insurgent domain that is attuned to the role 
of affect, invention, imagination and creativ-
ity or making.

Within the fluid space of the 

border, political affiliations and 

disagreements are often enacted 

aesthetically.
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An imaginative counter-politics seeks to 
move beyond the taken-for-granted concep-
tion of borders as clear one-dimensional 
lines, as “open” or “closed,” and move be-
yond border politics as driven by clearly 
differentiated and singular political forces. 
Instead, imaginative counter-politics seeks 
to bring in other ways of being in the larger-
than-human world. This is an approach that 
attends to traces, disfigurements and am-
biguities to illuminate a complex field of 
multiple political agencies. It expands the 
frame, enabling us to see the landscapes 
and political ecologies in which walls are 
situated as well as the assemblages in which 
they participate: They run inside wildlife 
sanctuaries, across rivers and alongside sea-
shores, and through trade expediters and 
shipbreaking industries. They encompass 
corridors, regions and nodes that exceed the 
spaces next to the border.

Our entry in these vignettes is through the 
image, not as evidence or illustration of bor-
der walls but by way of opening up a visual 
field within which politics is enacted and 
that enacts its own politics. Visual politics 
expands and directs our attention in various 
ways. For example, getting the photos ready 
for this publication made Radhika Subra-
maniam aware of how hard it is to see, let 
alone make visible, the traces of the border 
crossers on the wall. In Laura Y. Liu’s photo-
graph of Brownsville’s shipbreaking indus-
try, the ship is both visible and obscure, an 
infrastructural monument only partially leg-
ible as part of the same complex of move-
ment, containment and disposal as the wall. 
Miriam Ticktin discovered that the singular-
ity depicted in images of suffering obscures 
the larger assemblages of violence that 

regulate the border, including the classifi-
catory hierarchies of humanitarianism. The 
elevated image of the wall slashing through 
the Sonoran Desert reoriented Victoria Hat-
tam’s conception of border politics from that 
of external boundary to internal injury. The 
image of young boys perilously crossing the 
Mahakali River enabled Rafi Youatt to read 
the river itself as a wall.

The Innocent Bystander

Miriam Ticktin

Photographs of animals and birds caught in, 
on or against border walls and fences are the 
most direct manifestation of the violence of 
these walls — their deadliness. It is more dif-
ficult to capture the way walls kill people. For 
example, people take different routes across 
borders to circumvent border walls. The U.S.-
Mexico border wall has led migrants into the 
unforgiving terrain of the desert, where thou-
sands have lost their lives. In Ceuta-Melilla, 
the Spanish enclaves that divide Spain and 
Morocco, Africa and Europe, I saw the walls 
that people have had to swim around — they 
stretch deep into the ocean. This, too, has 
led many to drown. Yet despite these death 
tolls, it is harder to render visible the relation-
ships between these walls and dead bodies: 
There are always other elements that can be 

{inset Image One here}

...it is harder to render visible the 

relationships between these walls 

and dead bodies....
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blamed — always other links in the chain of 
violence.

In what ways do these images of animals 
and birds function to represent the violence 
of the wall? To be sure, while some animals, 
like endangered ocelots, can slip through the 
8.5-inch by 11-inch openings in the walls 
designed specifically for them, others can-
not: They encounter the wall head-on. Walls 
create selective mobility and immobility; for 
many, immobility is synonymous with death. 
But can images serve as tools of mobilization 
against border walls — the kind of politically 
inclined artefacts that expose walls as exclu-
sionary technologies? Certainly, photographs 
can depict harm in the encounter with the 
wall — when someone falls from a wall, for 
example. Whether they can focus political 

attention to the harm done beyond the im-
mediacy of the encounter, beyond the occa-
sion that made the image, is another matter. 
Walls are grounded in histories of selection 
and exclusion, of racism and imperialism; 
the goal is to keep certain people or things 
out, or at least, to let it be known that they 
are not wanted, welcome or worthy. Can im-
ages of nonhuman death at the hands of the 
wall serve to open up the frame to see these 
exclusionary processes — can these deaths 
have a productive afterlife by revealing or re-
framing the histories, the calculations, they 
are built on?

Humanitarian photography has a long 
history of representing suffering. Such pho-
tographs work to evoke compassion or pity, 
bridging the distance between viewer and 

Figure 1.  Dead bird in the bars of the U.S.-Mexico border wall. Photograph: Anonymous. 
Provided to Ticktin by Dan Millis, Sierra Club.
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Multiple Mobilities Research Cluster Images Unwalled 27

victim; the purported end goal is the allevia-
tion of suffering by compelling action on the 
part of the viewer. The classic images are of 
individuals, and in particular, images of in-
dividuals who are recognizably vulnerable, 
such as women and children. We need only 
think of the now-iconic image of three-year-
old Aylan Kurdi, the Syrian refugee washed 
up on a Turkish beach in the Fall of 2015.

Yet humanitarian photography, like hu-
manitarian narratives more broadly, need not 
be limited to humans. Indeed, such images 
build on the 18th-century idea of humanity 
as the shared sentiment of sympathy or be-
nevolence — not shared species or biologi-
cal fact. The humanity of sentimental narra-
tives and images is an ethical subject — one 
that brings the human together with its cog-
nate, humane.

The ideal ethical subject of humanitari-
anism is, quite simply, one who does not 
deserve to suffer: an innocent victim. And 
indeed, humanitarian photography is insepa-
rable from the aesthetics of innocence. In-
nocence shares many of its formal properties 
with cuteness, organized around small, help-
less, abject or deformed objects: for exam-
ple, large eyes that evoke distress. As etholo-
gists such as Konrad Lorenz have long noted, 
cuteness is associated with juvenile features 
in humans as well as animals and is accom-
panied by a desire to protect.

Photographs of animals hurt by border 
walls draw on recognizable humanitarian 
tropes, in an attempted equivalence in sen-
timental form. They try to show the harm 
of the wall by playing on emotions, such 
as pity, developed through the history of 
humanitarianism, but they do so while de-
picting nonhumans. Like humanitarianism, 

they cultivate a desire to rescue, to save. 
Indeed, they mimic the genre of humanitar-
ian photography for people, playing on the 
combination of innocence, cuteness and 
individualized suffering, centering injury in 
forms that are recognizable to humans, such 
as body mutilation.

Yet as a genre of humanitarian photogra-
phy, they also follow humanitarian logics in 
creating distinctions between worthy and un-
worthy victims. Insofar as innocence is key 
to humanitarian sensibilities, all those who 
do not qualify as innocent get shifted into 
the category of the guilty. That is, innocence 
works as part of a binary whose flipside is 
guilt. We need only think of the moral dis-
tinctions made between “innocent” refugees 
and “guilty” economic migrants.

In this matrix, the photographs of trapped 
and maimed animals frame them as inno-
cent bystanders of immigration wars. But in 
so doing, they denounce all those respon-
sible for the wall as guilty. This includes the 
people crossing borders “illegally,” causing 
a demand for walls; one can hear such con-
demnations from the conservationists like the 
still-extant nativist fringe of the Sierra Club, 
who translate their environmental restriction-
ism to immigration and who see immigrants 
as adding to population growth and pollu-
tion. As John Hultgren argues,2 American en-
vironmentalism has a history of being woven 
into exclusionary, racist political projects. It 
also includes those who actually build the 
walls. These people are the cause of inhu-
mane suffering and death. The compassion 
for nonhumans evoked by these images is 
not transferrable to humans; rather, it works 
to condemn them.
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Mark-Making 

Radhika Subramaniam

Border Patrol wants to see through the wall. 
Being able to see through the fence with the 
human eye is often a stated performance cri-
terion in design specifications; it enables the 
agents to monitor what is happening on the 
other side and to determine their response. 
The bollard fences of the U.S.-Mexico bor-
der wall do a good job of fulfilling this aim. 
Where the fence is made of Vietnam-era 
landing mats, however, this sort of surveil-
lance is thwarted. But what these opaque 
segments of the wall offer is a surface of 
confrontation. Graffiti, painting and other 
forms of artistic expression on the wall pro-
test these barriers.

{insert Image Two here}
At the Old Hidalgo Pumphouse in Texas, 

the border wall is atop a 16-foot levee. It is 
what U.S. Homeland Security and its affiliate 
agencies, U.S. Customs and Border Protec-
tion and U.S. Border Patrol, call a pedestrian 
fence although it is anything but pedestrian 
in design and appearance. Towering above 
the concrete levee at almost 18 feet at this 
point, PF (or Pedestrian Fence) 225 consists 
of upright steel posts driven into the ground 
with an electronic gate, lights and a surveil-
lance system. This system of fences, patrol 
roads and lights is considered “tactical infra-
structure” — part of a larger strategy to fun-
nel those who cross the border at any other 
point but the ports of entry into places where 
the terrain is hostile, where settlement is dis-
tant and where they can be more swiftly ap-
prehended. Located as far as 75 miles into 

Figure 2.  Bollard fence at Old Hidalgo Pumphouse. Photograph: Laura Y. Liu, 2015.
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Multiple Mobilities Research Cluster Images Unwalled 29

the U.S., more checkpoints and secondary 
inspection stations extend the experience of 
monitoring and surveillance, expanding the 
border zone well beyond the wall.

There have been a few interventions on the 
bollard fence. On the Mexican side, artists 
have grabbed the opportunity to face and to 
deface the wall. Since 2011, San Francisco–
based artist Ana Teresa Fernandez has under-
taken a project called Borrando la Frontera 
or Erasing the Border. Wearing heels and a 
black dress, she climbs a ladder and paints 
the bollards of the border fence sky blue such 
that the whole barrier seems to disappear. 
The work began in Playas de Tijuana in Baja 
California and has continued up to 2016 in 
other border communities, including Sonora 
and Chihuahua. In February 2016, Palestin-
ian artist Khaled Jarrar, whose work has con-
tended with the Israeli separation wall in the 
West Bank, broke off a piece of rebar from 
the fence in Juarez. He reshaped the metal, 
making it into a ladder that he then installed 
a short distance from the wall, leaning into 
the air as if to surmount a barrier. While Jar-
rar and Fernandez were approached by the 
Mexican authorities during their installa-
tions, they were not prevented from doing 
the work.

What happens when the wall is not at the 
border but located within U.S. territory? In 
the Rio Grande Valley, the fence is often not 
constructed on the legal borderline, which 
actually falls in the middle of the river. In-
stead, some of its segments are set back 
farther in from the river’s edge, well within 
the U.S. boundary and away from southern 
points of protest. If there is any intervention, 
it may only be in the handprints left by a 
border crosser on a post. Look closely at the 

photograph. Do you see the impression of 
fingers on the first beam, more faint smudges 
on the others? They are the lines and gestures 
of a swift scramble, the residue of muddy 
hands; to a discerning eye, these might be as 
familiar as the recognizable mark-making of 
any artist.

Ladders that assisted these climbers over 
the wall are often piled up at one end await-
ing collection. Along the patrol roads by the 
fence, Border Patrol vehicles drag tires to 
erase old marks in the dust and render vis-
ible new footprints and traces. The control 
of this visual language and mark-making 
is another sort of visual tactical infrastruc-
ture mobilized against the vocabularies 
and surfaces of protest. I am suggesting that 
these swift smudges, firm in their imprint, 
light yet persistent, left by those who do, in-
deed, scale the wall, are the mark-making 
of an imagination that effectively surmounts 
policy and design. Border Patrol seems to 
agree: periodically, agents say, they pres-
sure wash the border fence to erase such 
marks, presumably to maintain the illusion 
of unassailability.

Border Scars

Victoria Hattam

In the Sonoran Desert, the border wall runs 
over the sand — slipping in and out of view. 
The dark fence echoes in the tufts of vegeta-
tion up front and the shadowy Chocolate 
Mountains behind. The wall slithers through 
the desert — at once beautiful and menac-
ing — strangely reminiscent of David Lynch’s 
1984 sci-fi classic, Dune, in which giant 

{insert Image Three here}D
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worms attack from under the desert sands. 
The border wall moves, too; there was no 
way of anchoring the wall into bedrock, 
so Sandia National Lab designed a special 
“floating fence” that sits on top of the dunes 
and moves with the shifting sands. Unlike 
the movie, there is no moment of redemp-
tion in the Arizona sun, no riding the worm 
to victory. Instead of a generative interspe-
cies politics, we are left with a keloid scar of 
the first order: raised, lumpy and itchy. The 
thing about keloids is that they never really 
heal; they continue to irritate long past the 
time of injury.

As with all scars, there is an allure to the 
line. They demand attention. What happened 
here? How was the mark made? Was it pain-
ful? Will it fade? So too with border wall 
images; newspapers, daily news shows and 
google images are awash in border photos. 
They circulate with amazing regularity. The 
images are riveting.

In fact, the U.S.-Mexico border wall does 
not map tightly onto U.S. sovereignty since 
the government quite deliberately locates the 
wall well inside U.S. territory. Ranches, uni-
versities, golf courses and housing lots often 
are divided in two, even though they are lo-
cated squarely on U.S. soil. People living and 
working near the border frequently cross this 
internal barrier as they go about their daily 
business. Gates, security codes and gaps in 
the wall allow trucks, cargo and people to 
move back and forth across this interior bar-
ricade that is located a considerable distance 

Figure 3.  Floating border wall near Yuma, Arizona. Photograph by Victoria Hattam, 2013.

The wall slithers through the 

desert — at once beautiful and 

menacing.
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Multiple Mobilities Research Cluster Images Unwalled 31

from the official boundary line in the middle 
of the Rio Grande river.

These acts of internal bordering are well 
documented. The Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) for the Rio Grande border 
wall project carefully annotates map after 
map with white and magenta lines indicating 
exactly where various wall segments are to 
be located — many are well inland from the 
borderline (2007 Appendix F). Border wall 
building in the United States is a unilateral 
project. The Department of Homeland Secu-
rity actively seizes land and creates internal 
divisions to avoid binational negotiations 
over bordering.

The border wall is not so much a bound-
ary fence as it is a line drawn on the self. A 
politics of self-mutilation rather than a grand 
marker of sovereignty. An act of political 
self-harming; a cutting into one’s own flesh. 

What a demented project. Political madness 
of Shakespearean proportions. What is this 
desire to cut into the self? Is this what Donald 
Trump taps into?

What psychic transformations are needed 
to dispel the neurotic forces manifest in these 
acts of national disfiguration?

Material Circuits of War

Laura Y. Liu

The immense structure sits halfway under 
the horizon line, evoking a dilapidated and 
abandoned building. Closer scrutiny reveals 
the shape of a ship, and slowly the decks 
and masts come into view. Abandonment 
conjures powerlessness in the shell of some-
thing left behind, industrial leftovers sitting 

{insert Image Four here}

Figure 4.  Port of Brownsville, Texas. Photograph by Laura Y. Liu, 2015.
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in a wasteland. Waste is a useful lens, espe-
cially for the shipbreaking industry, where 
everything is about waste and its heavy 
materiality. Shipbreaking, also called ship 
scrapping, dismantling or disposal, is the 
breaking down of massive merchant and 
military ships. Given that matériel — liter-
ally the material of war — continues to have 
and circulate power, then do such half-dis-
mantled ships represent the breaking down 
of matériel and military power? Or their en-
durance, their recirculation?

This particular half-broken vessel sits in the 
Port of Brownsville, Texas, site of the largest 
concentration of shipbreaking facilities in the 
United States. It is not easy to witness ship-
breaking taking place, to get onto the sites 
where ships are taken apart. Private ship-
breaking companies are located in the Port 
of Brownsville, which implements a federally 
mandated Facility Security Plan that restricts 
access; to enter you must present identifica-
tion and declare the reason for your visit.

The shipping channel of the port, and 
indeed the port itself, are parts of the infra-
structure of the border wall, albeit less vis-
ible ones. Many “points of entry” do not ap-
pear as the border, but constitute its interior 
reach. These include the international air-
ports that became the sites of spontaneous 
protest in January of 2017 after the Trump 
administration’s executive order banning 
immigration from seven Muslim-majority 
countries. Points of entry complicate the 
imagined linearity of the border, its pre-
sumed edge. Shipbreaking in the shipping 
channel is a protectionist project within a 
global industry and underscores the roles of 
militarism and industrialism in making the 
border and its walls.

Globally, the majority of shipbreaking 
takes place in India, Bangladesh and Paki-
stan, followed by China and Turkey. This is 
the shipbreaking we do see, especially since 
photographs of “offshore” shipbreaking con-
stitute a subgenre of Salgado-influenced im-
ages of mass toil at an enormous scale, such 
as those by Canadian photographer Edward 
Burtynsky and photojournalist Alan Taylor. 
Global shipbreaking has come under fire 
for its environmentally toxic and dangerous 
working conditions, largely unregulated, 
mostly performed manually by precarious 
male workers. These men take apart colossal 
vessels literally by hand, in the process com-
ing into contact with asbestos, PCBs, heavy 
metals and other toxic materials embedded 
throughout large vessels. It is among the dirti-
est of so-called dirty work.

Some in the industry prefer to call it “ship 
recycling,” sensitive to the claims of toxicity 
and contamination, especially in the repa-
triation of work to the U.S. Following a 1998 
federal moratorium on sending U.S. Navy 
and Maritime Administration ships in “moth-
ball fleets” overseas, those military vessels 
have been coming to Brownsville instead. 
One shipbreaking executive emphasized to 
me the importance of keeping this work do-
mestic. Taking something apart, they noted, 
gives foreign countries access to U.S. military 
technology embedded in the vessels them-

Points of entry complicate the 

imagined linearity of the border, its 

presumed edge.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

71
.1

90
.1

91
.5

5]
 a

t 0
8:

40
 0

4 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

18
 



Multiple Mobilities Research Cluster Images Unwalled 33

selves. Since 2014, four “Forrestal class” 
aircraft carriers have been dismantled in the 
port — the USS Forrestal, USS Saratoga, USS 
Constellation, and USS Ranger. These super-
carriers were commissioned in the 1950s 
and decommissioned with military downsiz-
ing in the 1990s and early 2000s.

The breakdown of these massive appa-
ratuses of military might represents a con-
sumable moment of nostalgia. Shipbreak-
ing companies create instances of visibility 
around such historicism. The USS Forrestal 
was the first of the supercarriers dismantled 
in the U.S. On February 28, 2014, having 
just received the vessel, the company All Star 
Metals hosted a private event for the USS For-
restal Association to commemorate the ship, 
followed by a public event the next day. In 
the ensuing months, All Star Metals, like 
some of its competitors in Brownsville, auc-
tioned memorabilia from the USS Forrestal 
on eBay.

Social media, too, facilitates moments of 
visibility in ways that actual shipbreaking 
activity in the Port of Brownsville does not. 
Appealing to veterans and the armed ser-
vices community, as well as military history 
buffs and maritime enthusiasts, shipbreaking 
companies narrate the fate of the supercar-
riers. For example, after winning the Navy 
bid on the USS Independence, the company 
International Shipbreaking tracked and web-
cast the ship’s journey from the Naval Ship-
yard’s Inactive Ships Maintenance Facility 
in Washington State to the Port of Browns-
ville on Facebook. On March 11, 2017, the 
enormous vessel left the Puget Sound Naval 
Shipyard in Bremerton, Washington, and, 
too large to pass through the Panama Canal, 
was towed around the Southern tip of South 

America, through the Gulf of Mexico and 
into the Brownsville Ship Harbor, arriving on 
June 1, 2017 to fanfare and commemoration. 
The aircraft carrier had been deployed dur-
ing the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Vietnam 
War, as well as in operations in Lebanon, 
Syria and Iraq.

Beyond whatever trace of toxicity may 
be embedded in the materials being broken 
down — in the steel, aluminum and cop-
per that are scrapped for reuse — we might 
also ask what affect and memory recircu-
late in this dismantling. Auctions and social 
media serve to organize and amplify a par-
ticular set of affects in relation to the his-
tory of these machines of war, but neither 
the memorialization nor the physical break-
down can entirely sever the connection to 
the violence of war making. Inasmuch as 
the surplus Vietnam-era helicopter landing 
mats were used to construct southwestern 
portions of the U.S.-Mexico border wall, 
the matériel of war is not merely an abstract 
connection between war making and bor-
der making; military infrastructure is itself 
the very material connection between wars 
and borders.

Wall of Water: Borders in the 
Anthropocene

Rafi Youatt

Where there are no bridges across the Ma-
hakali River, there are sometimes rope lines. 
Hanging upside down on the ropes, people 
can cross back and forth, allowing them 
to avoid a lengthy trip to the nearest bor-
der bridge, often a day’s walk away. People 

{insert Image Five here}
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cross for any number of reasons — Nepali 
laborers sometimes cross seeking employ-
ment on the Indian side of the river; the 
local Rung people sometimes cross to see 
their relations in Nepal; goods sometimes 
move across these lines, in small quanti-
ties, a trickle of the trade that might move 
through here. Before 1962, when the entire 
tri-corner border area between India, Nepal 
and China became more strictly monitored 
in the wake of the Sino-Indian war, Rung 
people lived cross-culturally across the 
river, engaging in trade that crossed through 
three national borders. In more recent years, 
such movement has become significantly 
more difficult.

Fed by glacial runoff from the Himalayas, 
the Mahakali River eventually flows into the 
Ganges, via the Ghaghara. As borders go, 

rivers can be annoyingly fluid sorts of mark-
ers — sometimes the border moves when the 
river moves, as in the Rio Bravo/Rio Grande 
that divides parts of Mexico and the United 
States. Rivers also breach their banks, tem-
porarily overrunning the clear blue line that 
appears on many maps. But the river is still 
the border, and it is treated as such.

The Mahakali River is most ambiguous in 
its headwaters, where it fans out into a series 
of smaller tributaries. Although the relative 
indeterminacy of these headwaters was not 
of immense importance at the time, the ef-
fects of using a river as the major point of 
reference for the border has rippled forward 
since the 1816 Treaty of Sugauli that estab-
lished the boundary between Nepal and 
British India. Waves of surveyors represent-
ing different interests have since marked the 

Figure 5.  Crossing the Mahakali River. Photograph by Rafi Youatt, 2015.
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specific point of origin of the river in these 
headwaters, and with it the international bor-
der, in different places.

More recently, while the Nepali govern-
ment claims the border is marked by the 
headwaters of the river, the Indian govern-
ment claims that the ridgeline east of Ka-
lapani is the boundary. When this picture 
was taken in 2015, a Nepali Maoist student 
political group had marched into the head-
waters and planted the Nepali flag further 
west, claiming improper identification of the 
border. The Indian government responded 
by tightening security at the border crossings 
between India and Nepal, a border that was 
fully closed for four months later that year in 
a controversy over cross-border community 
identities, rights and constitutional politics. 
One consequence of such moves was that 
some people who would have crossed at 
bridges instead turned to using rope lines, 
such as the one in the photo.

In invoking a medieval imagery of a 
walled city or fortress, scaled up to the na-
tion-state, walled borders have a powerful 
aesthetic politics, made use of by both those 
wishing to build them and those opposing 
them. States invoke the walled imagery of 
the border to give solidity to forms of surveil-
lance and control that are sometimes more 
virtual than material. They build actual seg-
ments of engineered fencing along borders to 
steer and redirect flows of life, sometimes to-
ward inhospitable elements of the landscape 
that do their work for them. Taking walls as 
the dominant image of border politics also 
feeds a counter-politics in which stopping the 
building of material infrastructures at borders 
appears as the key toward ensuring a more 
open, free and just transboundary space.

What does it mean to engage a high-flow 
river border in mountainous terrain as a 
space of power? Is this river a border wall?

It is a wall of water, with seasonal flow 
variations. Like other border walls, it is 
not an impermeable obstacle, but some-
thing that involves changing time equations 
around movement, reallocating economic 
value, and reworking and sorting the mo-
bility of borderlands residents. It is not, of 
course, a wall that is intentionally built by 
governments. But its logics, uses and effects 
are highly similar when mobilized by states, 
engaged by people and enmeshed in par-
ticular natures.

This wall of water does other things 
too. In interacting with planetary changes, 
it increasingly creates the risk of climate-
induced flash flooding upstream, which in 
turn is generating calls for early warning 
systems. When a “wall of water” washes 
down the Himalayan mountainsides, as it 
did in Uttarakhand, India, in 2013, killing 
6,000 people, including those working in 
the high-altitude agricultural fields and har-
vesting medicinal herbs like yarsagumba, 
it becomes a wall of potency. This moving 
wall also generates power downstream, in 
hydropower installations. It is, finally, not 
just a river, but also a kind of living being 
in Hindu cosmologies. So, unlike the U.S.-
Mexico border wall, it cannot be in need of 
“green design” or of becoming a “binational 
park.” But in the geopolitical discourses of 
the Anthropocene, where the return of the 
geological, the hydrological and the geo-
graphical at planetary scales are ever more 
present, states partnering with rivers, moun-
tains and climates as tools of social control 
means that the Mahakali River is not just a 
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river at a border, but a nature-based border 
wall — an Anthropocenic nature that is it-
self increasingly out of control.

Last Looks

Engaging with images is at its core a politi-
cal act, not through exposing underlying nar-
ratives, or through other interpretations, but 
rather by plunging into the field of action of 
visual politics. Taking photographs, attend-
ing to images, recirculating them, as well 
as casual or inadvertent looking, are the ev-
eryday acts through which visual fields are 
animated. Our reading of these photographs, 
some taken by us and others in public cir-
culation, evoke political and affective sensi-
bilities about mobility and movement in bor-
der landscapes, sensibilities that go beyond 
terror, pity, anger, fear or compassion. The 
politics of such visual engagement or indeed 
the visual registers of political action are not 
easily inferred — disagreements around in-
terpretation and documentary veracity in-
evitably persist. But the mobility and tenac-
ity of images in everyday political spheres 
signpost the trail toward what we have been 
calling an imaginative counter-politics, one 
that looks  at  looking  itself. To take into ac-
count all the everyday ways of looking — ca-
sual, distracted, curious, repetitive — and to 
continually seek what is overlooked enacts 
a counter-political way of looking, one that 
understands the aesthetic and the material as 
co-involved in producing any political space. 
The point is not to resolve or avoid dissensus 
aesthetically but rather to expand the field 
of the political, thereby opening the way for 
new forms of collective enunciation.
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