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MEDITERRANEAN AND TRANSATLANTIC ARTIVISM 
COUNTER-ACTING NEO-COLONIALISMS 

IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

Paola Zaccaria1  

Abstract: Starting from a geo-political, geo-critical and intermedial reflection on 
the proliferation of walls and its effects on resident and migrant populations, the essay 
articulates the proposal of a dialogue shaped by the African American pattern of call-and-
response which, by jamming Eurocentric theories / analysis and post-colonial, diasporic, 
creolized practices/theories/aesthetics, could hopefully contribute to a change in the public 
sphere of cultures touched by the so-called Middle Passage. The dialogue, inspired also by 
ARTivist thinking and poetics, should be able to envisage a transcultural MediterrAtlantic 
methodology opening up transcultural no-border wall horizons counter-acting neo-
colonial, anti-migratory drives. 

 
Keywords: neo-colonialisms; (un)mapping; routes and roots; artivism; call-and-

response dialogue; diaspora; translation and transculturation; geo-corpo-graphies; 
MediterrAtlantic dialogue; (un)walling up.  
 

In light of what was happening in the geo-political, social and cultural sphere 
along the Mediterranean shores on account of the migratory movements and the 
European security laws of expulsion and rejection, four years ago I worked out a 
project embraced by five colleagues titled “Un-walling the Mediterranean: local 
and transnational practices of transcultural ARTivist poetics and politics of 
hospitality” that presented intellectual correspondences with and drew inspiration 
in contemporary works in the areas of geography, geo-politics, cultural studies2. 
The research is focused on the Mediterranean as a locality3 of cultural exchanges, 
colonizations and imperial enterprises from the Greek-Roman age to the later 
“Moorish” enterprises and Catholic Crusades; from the Turkish extra-territorial 
expansionism to the Jewish diasporas in the Reformation Age. From the colonial 
Middle Passage onwards, the Mediterranean acted both as the crossroad between 
North Africa, Southern Europe and Asia, but also as the sea route to the Atlantic 
slave-trade, colonial enterprises and current neo-colonial migratory mobility. 

                                                           
1 University of Bari “Aldo Moro”, Dept. of Educational, Psychological, Communication 
Studies. 
2 See, in reference text, for bibliographical details about works by Wendy Brown; Franco 
Farinelli; Saskia Sassen; Homi Bhabha; Soja and Hopper; Balibar; Mezzadra. 
3 I prefer the word locality in the acceptation discussed by Doreen Massey (Space, Place 
and Gender. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) because this concept goes beyond the 
categories of “space” or “place”, which are often saturated by ideas of immobility, 
stagnation and temporality. Locality involves the ideas of connection, interrelationship and 
entanglement of places/people/cultures/knowledges: in the shifting from space to locality, 
the concept of place is “touched” by the unavoidability of change and movements.  
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Within this framework, I am presently working on the Transatlantic and 
Mediterranean writings and arts of migration, diaspora, post-colonization and de-
colonization in order to investigate whether and to what extent the creolized border 
writings and border arts can stand nowadays as alternative political agendas and 
can enhance knowledge, social justice and convivencia 4 beyond/notwithstanding 
walls and borders. Moreover, as for the theoretical, critical and methodological 
research group procedures of inquiry into the transatlantic neo-colonial policies and 
poetics, it must be added that in my case, until 2009, my geo-critical, gyno-critical 
and transcultural gaze methodology in analysing the concept of the border(lands) 
and its interrelations to old and new forms of colonialism was greatly indebted to 
chicana theorization and poetics of border crossing and mestizaje (Gloria 
Anzaldúa), Caribbean poetics of creolization (especially Glissant, Gilroy, Hall) and 
Cuban and Cuban-inspired concepts of transculturation (Ortiz). But, at this point in 
Hi/story, my history as a woman who cannot entirely disavow her Mediterranean 
roots required that my political and intellectual circumnavigation around the 
narratives of colonialism, post-colonialism, diaspora and neo-colonialisms did not 
only have to take into account the transatlantic unavoidable facts: “The Colonial, 
the Postcolonial and the Global are a network. There is no Europe without Africa 
and the Americas. Issues of colonialism, anti-colonialism, post-coloniality are 
issues of globalization”5, but had also to be concerned with the undeniable 
evidence that the underlying reasons of today’s mobility from African countries to 
Europe6 are to be searched in yesterday colonialist drive to conquest that drove 
ships from the Mediterranean and North European ports towards the New World, 
with the atrocious shameful stop in some harbours along the Western African 
shores to “pick up” human “chattels” to be sold in the most abject markets of South 
and North America, the new world colonized by “conquerors”.  

In the age of the decline of the state sovereignty due to the globalization and 
empire/imperium of finanscapes7, where the capital is the “emerging global 
sovereign” which “links the diverse peoples and cultures of the world, supplanting 
other forms of association with its own”8, in old and new worlds we are witnesses 
to the construction of one of the oldest forms of spatial demarcation: the walling up 
of states, apparently to save the frontiers in a world which is at the same time too 

                                                           
4 A chicano expression for a way of living together beyond nationalistic feelings of 
belonging, close to what Homhi Bhabha calls “togetherness-in-difference”, a kind of 
cosmopolitanism from below, or vernacular cosmopolitanism.  
5 From Giovanna Covi’s ppt. slides for a seminar on Postcolonial Studies held at the 
University of Bari, December 10-13, 2009. 
6 Actually, at a more global level, material and jurisdictional walls have also been erected 
both between Asia and Europe and along the Ocean surrounding Australia to protect the 
“sovereignty” of Western Eurocentric countries and continents from the entrance of the 
colored bodies arriving through liquid routes.  
7For the concept of finanscapes, see Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at Large. Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization, Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996. 
Print.  
8 Brown, Wendy. Walled States, Waning Sovereignty. New York: Zone Books, 2010: 64. 
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much borderized and yet marked by global processes of cultural mobility. Actually, 
as Wendy Brown discusses in her book Walled States, Waining Sovereignty, the 
walls’ function is more a fiction, kind of theatrical stage aimed at giving the 
citizens an image of power, order and national self-determination challenged by 
terrorist technologies and neoliberal capitalism9. As a matter of fact, this fiction is 
politically instrumental to expel the over-worn boats carrying the worn out bodies 
of the asylum seekers. The performance, apparently designed to stage the national 
sovereignty, to give the residents the feeling of protection from invasion of the 
other, in the age of national dis-homogeneity and transnational globalization 
answers the need to be “contained”; and yet, psychologically and culturally, the 
walls that should assure insiders from vulnerability, engender xenophobic feelings 
towards the arrivant, the diverse and the not belonging (t)here.  

In the light of what is happening right here but implicates Europe and North 
Africa, right now10, as a Southern woman and as an americanist scholar with a 
passion for cultural ethnography who has chosen to apply an undisciplined, 
interdisciplinary, intercultural and transcultural approach to the study of migration 
and creolization of cultures/arts/media, I have approached the research issues with 
some basic questions:  

* Is it possible to work in the field of Transatlantic Studies (that emphasizes 
the relation between the old world, Europe, and the new world – the Americas – in 
order to highlight the extent to which the latter was the extension of the former in 
colonial times), without taking into account, when dealing with post-colonial 
cultures, the effects of the passage, in the “modern” age, from the Mediterranean 
sea / cultures / languages / arts / imagination to the Atlantic landings / conquests / 
cultures / representations / imagination?  

* Is it possible, in order to analyse the negotiations between the two 
continents in times of globalization and transnational relations, to forget that 
European and Western history still conceals and silences two of the greatest crimes 
of America colonization: the abduction, along Mediterranean-Atlantic water routes 
of bodies, entailing an everlasting uprooting from Africa through the institution of 
the slave trade, and the policies of segregation and apartheid of both Native 
Americans and African Americans in the “new world”? This concealment covers 
up a related historical omission: the harbour from where the slave cargoes departed 
for the “Black Atlantic”11, i.e. for the slave triangulation course, was almost always 
located along the Mediterranean water routes. 

* How do colonization and the institution of slavery still affect contemporary 
migrations and the European and American immigration restraint/control policies?  
 

                                                           
9 Ivi, p. 92. 
10 In the conference days, Europe was shocked by the migrant shipwreck at Scicli, in Sicily, 
on Sept. 30th, and the Lampedusa boat disaster, where more than 300 migrants travelling 
from North Africa to Southern Europe lost their lives on October, 3. 
11 For the reasons behind the adjectivation of the Atlantic as “Black”, see Gilroy, Paul, The 
Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, London-New York: Verso, 1993.  
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The focus of the survey and the theoretical/methodological approach 
In the attempt to undertake feasible paths leading to the intersection of these 

issues, I have chosen to bring the focus of the enquiry on the intercultural and 
transcultural exchange readable/showing up in cultural and artistic product(ion)s 
originated at/by the confluence of Mediterranean and Transatlantic waters and to 
adopt a theoretical, critical, comparative, intermedial thinking that enables 
intellectual workers to look into the present through a methodology aimed at 
deconstructing the colonial frame that still permeates the interpretation of 
creolized, decolonizing, inter- and trans-cultural signs and visions, i.e. a method 
that de-colonizes the reader’s/observer’s language, eye and thought. These 
ARTivist (artist and activist), intensely performative works are usually 
ACTed/performed in alternative, non canonized public spaces and consequently 
require alternative, non-canonized interpretations12. 

In a critical inquiry that aims to weigh the impact of art and literary works 
that are close to or are originated within artivist movements that produce 
sociological and cultural transformations in that they shift their creative impulse 
from individualism to community bonds (the condition of convivencia and 
togetherness mentioned earlier, but also the new tribalism in “les lieux de 
sociation” Maffessoli speaks of13), I have been applying a theoretical hermeneutical 
approach which is partly inspired by the African American oral-aural and musical 
pattern of call-and-response – someone poses a verbal or musical question or 
unfinished phrase and another subject/player or the band (in music)/a community 
(in oral exchange), answers back, or can re-launch the call from another 
perspective. My methodology aims at developing a call-and-response dialogue 
between Western theories on performativity (Butler), gender, neo-materialism 
(Barad, Braidotti, Parisi), neo-tribalism (Maffesoli), geo-criticism (Westphal) and 
post-colonial, diasporic, de-colonizing, and chicano studies that have articulated 
theories on creolization, mestizaje, transculturality, intersectionality, queerness, 
diffraction, alternative utopias and archives of sentiments (Spivak, bhabha, 
Glissant, Anzaldúa, Mesa-Bains, Arteaga, Gilroy, Hall, Brand, Ahmad, Latorre, 
Lugones, Ortiz, Ann Cvetkovich and Ann Pellegrini, etc.). 

The research wants also to test whether the change in the dialogue between 
new incoming migrants or temporary residents in urban spaces (both in Europe and 

                                                           
12 Artivism is a contemporary artistic and activist positionality deriving from the 
combination of activist social responsibility and commitment to justice (activism) with art 
creativity. I use this concept mainly in the acceptation worked out by the chicano/chicana 
border artists and the border-crossing theoreticians who radicalize the concept of aesthetics, 
creating artistic works with a strong political, community and social impact. On this, see 
Sandoval, Chela, and Guisela Latorre, “Chicana/o Artivism: Judy Baca's Digital Work with 
Youth of Color”. Learning Race and Ethnicity: Youth and Digital Media. Ed. Everett, 
Anna. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation Series on Digital Media and Learning, 2007: 81-108.  
13 Maffesoli, Michel. Le temps des tribus, le déclin de l'individualisme dans les sociétés de 
masse. Paris: Méridiens Klincksieck, 1988. Print. 
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in North America) and old “national” residents, is readable/observable in the 
artivist works that picture/narrate/represent/re-invent imaginary and yet 
performable interactions through an entanglement of styles, languages (symbolic 
domain), practices (political sphere), and theories (critical sphere). Among the 
results of the research, I expect an answer to the hypothesis that European and 
Transatlantic theorists could have not conceived new theories, such as neo-
materialism or performativity or queer theories, without the contribution of post-
post-colonial mestizo/a theorists, artists, artivists (and, of course, vice versa, the 
latter have been able to envisage new styles and poetics also because they were 
entangled in an often forceful, but sometimes also fruitful dialogue with European 
and Eurocentric Transatlantic theorizations). 

Authors and artivists who constitute the texture of the research lead with an 
intermedial and transcultural approach are: Dionne Brand, Costas Varotsos, Isaac 
Julien, Jaune Quick-to-see Smith, Faith Ringgold, Guillermo Gomez-Peña, Coco 
Fusco, but in this essay I will only briefly refer to Brand and Quick-to-see Smith. 
The densely performative artivistic works by these people are very often designed 
to be acted out in alternative, non-canonized public spaces; moreover, very often 
they sketch maps of interaction and intermediality; in their turn, theories can be 
dense with poetic, impure, jammed theorizations: we are in presence of a change in 
the cultural sphere driven by a transmedial, cross-linguistic and transcultural 
dialogue woven across Mediterranean and Atlantic waters whose liquid element 
bears, nevertheless, traces of the geo-corpo-graphies of past and present crossers. 

 
Call and response between facts and research  

 
It is a fact that the walling up of states has the political and social function of 

enclosing the insiders and rejecting the incoming “invaders”, in a word, walls are 
devised to disconnect worlds, cultures, people. Of course, since facts have an 
impact on research, in the last decades of the xx century the border and border 
thinking became a transformative concept since the acts, theories and artworks of 
fronterizos y fronterizas disrupted the Western geo-political function of 
appropriation and demarcation assigned to boundarization, and gave birth to border 
crossing theories and poetics that from the transatlantic area spread unto the 
Mediterranean critical thinking and artworks. But, on account of the European neo-
colonial laws of expulsion of migrants and refugees arriving from the African side 
of Mare Nostrum, unluckily the positive effects of border thinking in the European 
context has been almost entirely wiped out. It is impossible for the populations in 
the Mediterranean areas, as well as the inhabitants of the Atlantic side of the 
Americas, feign they do not see: the material walls erected along the Mexico-US 
borders, between India and Pakistan, Greece and Turkey, Israelis and Egypt, 
Israelis and Palestinian territories, etc., which, in a certain way, re-mediate the 
ideology behind the construction of walls far away in remote countries in the 
history of many and different cultures; the technological, virtual walls (radars, 
infrared technologies) positioned across the Mediterranean to control and reject the 
arrivals along the Mediterranean coasts in Southern Italy, Spain, Malta, Greece; the 
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jurisdictional walls promulgated by fortress Europe to keep out of the “national” 
and “European community” borders the so-called “extra-communitarians”, “illegal 
aliens”.  

The border(lands), that in my geo-criticism had become a central Apulian-
Euro-American-mestiza core figuration, in my intellectual, emotional and 
imaginary elaborations is entangled with a human artifact – the wall – that makes 
mobility almost impossible for Mediterranean mojados (chicano word for a 
crosser), the harraga (the burners, those who burn the Mediterranean, the crossers 
from Africa to Europe): even the liquid element is locked down. So, although 
maintaining the border and the wall as the central figures/figurations/foundation 
concept to be deconstructed in the analysis of both nationalistic policies and art 
discourse, it is my intention to step out of the essentially Anglo-American re-
conceptualization of the borders and consequently of the nation-state ideology 
behind the nation-state obsession for walls and frontiers. By assuming the critical 
positionality of an intercultural and transcultural mediator/translator, I wish to test 
the possibility of enacting a dialogue inspired by artivist thinking and policies, and 
by art’s utopian visions and narrations, that can contribute to a change in the public 
sphere between the three territories/cultures/histories involved in old and new 
forms of colonialisms: Europe-Africa-the Americas.  

The sailing along routes unknown to the canon opened up by the call-and -
response dialogue between Western theories on performativity, gender, neo-
materialism, entanglement politics, neo-tribalism and post-colonial diaspora studies 
on mestizaje, transculturality, etc., uncovers cartographies that recount another 
representation of the world and places, as is the case of the cartographies mapping 
the effects of the slave trade institution in the triangulation Europe-Africa-
Americas, with departure in one of the harbours located in the Mediterranean 
colonialist countries. 
 
Brief case study: a contemporary call-and-response dialogue between Black 
Atlantic diaspora and neo-colonial diasporas 
 

At the moment I am working to create a comparative and intermedial 
dialogue between the maps representing imaginary, imagined, and yet real 
cartographies painted or narrated by descendants of the colonial slave trade in the 
New World and the maps designed on the bodies and in the poetics of post-colonial 
African crossers of the Mediterrean. In Black Transatlantic diasporic artivist works, 
the colonialist conception of the map as trustful representation of the borders 
dividing territories in the name of appropriation and ownership – representation 
that describes, delimitates, documents14 –, is disrupted and de-colonized. Theirs are 
not geo-graphical or geo-logical nationalist maps: the genealogical un-walled geo-
corpo-graphies narrated by the African Caribbean Canadian writer Dionne Brand, 
for example, remind us of what geographers Edward Soja and Barbara Hopper 

                                                           
14 De Vecchi, Cristina. La rappresentazione del paesaggio. Funzione documentaria e 
riproducibilità tecnica. Milano: CUEM, 2000: 75. 
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suggested in The Spaces That Difference Makes: “all real geographies are imagined 
and all imagined geographies are real”15 (1993: 196). Geocorpographies such as the 
ones Brand traces in her books offer transcultural and transformative poetical 
conceptions of space and place in the field of visual and literary representations. 
These new maps, born out of the interrelation between dis-homogeneous 
geographical and cultural belonging, design new public, literary and aesthetic 
localities. While bearing traces of the authors’ cultural identities16, the diasporic 
imaginary and yet real maps create an interrelated, multifocal and poly-sensorial 
texture disrupting the dominant reading of space. In the case of Brand, for example, 
she directs the reader’s attention on wisps of traces, almost indiscernible imprints 
and sighs left over by real and imaginary memories and they map new visions of 
the past kneaded into the present freed from the shoals of silence. By elaborating 
artivistically the concept of imaginary and yet real geographies through an eye-
tact-re-memory made up with rags of alter-native documental narrations and 
knowledge popping up from the depth of genealogical roots that are not dreamt as 
pure, but as inevitably contaminated, mestizajed, creolized, the author stages, call 
for the necessity of a dialogue. 

The “Atlas of emotions”17 charted by Brand cannot but unavoidably be 
restive and restless to a conception of the Atlas of the world as incontestable, 
truthful representation of the earth. Artivistic works such as hers, by conjugating 
roots and routes, offer to our eyes and minds the representation of the time-lag in a 
dimension of vernacular cosmopolitanism, and, I would add, a sort of 
MediterrAtlantic cultural hub18, although diasporic authors genetically know what 
African harragas are learning today: the detention camp, the reservation, the wall, 
the drowning in water, the segregation, the ex-(a)propriation, the rejection. 

Positioning herself in what she, as a post-slavery individual knows and 
senses about racial mixture, Brand in At the Full and Change of the Moon (1999) 
disrupts the demarcation and containment intention of western maps:  

  
Paper rarely contains – even its latitudinal and longitudinal lines gesture 
continuations. Paper does not halt land any more that it can halt thoughts. 
 ... The best cartographer is only trying to hold water, to draw 
approximations of rocks, inclines, bays, depths, plains19. 

                                                           
15 Soja, Edward, and Barbara Hooper. The Spaces that Difference Makes: Some Notes on 
Geographical Margins of the New Cultural Politics, in M. Keith, S. Pile eds. Place and the 
Politics of Identity, London: Routledge, 1993: 196.  
16 For a geo-critical approach to literature, cfr. Westphal, Bertrand. Géocritique. Réel, 
fiction, espace. Paris, Minuit, 2007. 
17 The expression is taken from the title of an intriguing book by Giuliana Bruno. Atlas of 
Emotion. Journeys in Art, Architecture, Film. New York: Verso, 2002. 
18 In my geo-critical perspective, Africa is the point of conjunction between Europe and the 
Americas: both African slaves in colonial times and African migrant crossers in neo-
colonial age are the populations more deeply touched by the MediterrAtlantic traffic. 
19 Brand, Dionne. At the Full and Change of the Moon. New York: Grove Press, 1999: 52 
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In these days, the best architects of walls in the Mediterranean, are trying to 
hold water back, to erect a gate in fluidity, to reject those who arrive from the other 
side. 

In her novel, Brand maps the maroons’ space: notwithstanding the greater 
freedom of movement Kamena, an escaped slave on Trinidad island, enjoys respect 
to detained slaves, he is a “clandestine”, confined in a reservation; he is free to 
wander only if he confines himself in the most unlivable portion of the island. As a 
matter of fact, he is still enslaved by the wall created by the slavery institution: it is 
forbidden to leave, to take off back to Africa. He is in a nowhere, in-between 
America – the not chosen “here” in which his existence and body has been 
translated – and Africa, the “not here”, the other place. In between the here and the 
not-here, there is the sea.  

Also the bodies detained in the Italian CIE (Centre of Identification and 
Expulsion) camps know that their boundary point is the sea. Betwixt yesterday and 
today, betwixt colonization and neo-colonialisms, the awakening of the 
consciousness developed by diasporic, post-colonial (and also post-colonizing) 
subjects of the unavoidability of establishing a dialogue between subaltern and 
oppressor, resident and arrivant. Betwixt yesterday and today, the intercultural 
dialogues and culture creolizations theorized in a poetic and political voice by 
Glissant, Anzaldúa, Ortiz and the border-crossers. Betwixt, the consciousness 
developed by artists, activists, public intellectuals and scholars that we cannot go 
on reading ourselves, our cultures, the encounter of cultures in the past and the 
encounter with humans of everywhere in the present only through the lens offered 
by Eurocentric tools and theories (“the master’s tools” African American feminist 
poet Audre Lorde speaks about).  

In embracing the spirit of the encounter and exchange, of hospitality and 
wandering, of difference and convivencia, we might ask from the arrivant to 
narrate, represent, draw the residents (what in Italy we call “migrant” arte or 
“migrant” writings) and, at the same time, here, where the Mediterranean waters 
flow towards Africa when there are the right currents, the residents can set forth 
African and transatlantic views.  
 
Next steps in the MediterrAtlantic dialogue about Un/Walling 
 

At this stage, in order to develop the geo-critical, geo-political and 
intellectual actions and topics instrumental to carry on strategies of un/walling the 
Mediterranean, the research group needs funds in order to create a MediterrAtlantic 
multi-country joint project, composed by a network of universities, grass-root 
organizations, NGOs, social networks, scholars, activists, writers, artists, filmakers, 
musicians who are already working in the field of interculturality, transculturation, 
transnationalism, peace, social justice, artivism, crossings, resistance to the 
“walling in” of territories and seas. In this way, it will be possible to establish a 
supranational and cross-continental dialogue fit to produce changes in the public 
sphere about social justice and freedom of mobility. 
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The next issues of theoretical, critical and political enquiry and action on our 
research agenda are:*focus on the mental and ideological walls leading to the 
definition of race, sex, culture and class; *deconstruction of the sea-wall (in Italian: 
mare-muro) concept as well as of the idea of border/confinement and formulation 
of new practices working out a new vision of the Mediterranean sea as a porous 
crossing bridge/free-port so as to foster new reception procedures; *investigation of 
the effects that material, geographic and cultural walls separating people and 
countries have on art and literature in those countries where the research will be 
carried out; *Europe(an) new face(s): urban transculturations in condition of 
vernacular cosmopolitanism; *displaying, supporting, exporting the counter-action, 
counter-narration of migration and transculturality called artivism in the public 
spheres of fortress Europe in order to create a public opinion that “rejects” 
rejection procedures; *enhancement of processes of transnational and transcultural 
bridging promoted by translation practice as a counter-action resisting the practices 
of expulsion of the “strangers” through the policy of building real and legal walls 
and boundaries; *Selection of literary and visual works coming from Italy, Spain, 
Israel, Palestine, the Chicano community, the transatlantic diasporic cultures and 
the African-Mediterranean region to be translated/screened; *implementation of an 
Apulia “no border wall” network in collaboration with anti-racist and anti-rejection 
groups operating in Apulia, Italy, Palestine, Israel, Tunisia and along Mexican-
American borderlands. 

The MediterrAtlantic project will actively involve students of each 
participating institution, women (and women’s associations), artivists of the 
MediterrAtlantic areas, social partners, such as anti-racist and anti-violence and no-
border wall organizations, grass-root and mainstream media. 
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