AeiR

Selected Papers of #A0IR2021:
The 22nd Annual Conference of the
Association of Internet Researchers
Virtual Event / 13-16 Oct 2021

NO CLOUD WITHOUT SKY: SPECTRUM SOVEREIGNTY AND
ETHEREAL REFUSAL

Author #1 Jeff Gagnon
Author #1 University of Toronto

Abstract

Recently, the expression of numerous concerns has tempered early enthusiasm for
digitally-enabled activism which has lead Sylvia Federici to caution against a view that
“digital technologies are conveyor belts of global revolution” (Federici 2019, p. 193).
These technologies are not inherently emancipatory or even politically agnostic, but are
inseparable from the physical, social, and economic infrastructures and disciplinary
regimes that produce them.

Within anticolonial contexts, communications technologies are always haunted by
dependence on ongoing territorial dispossession, resource exploitation and treaty
violations. In the wake of Idle No More, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson has expressed
concern that for all its successes, the movement could never fully actualize radical
Indigenous resurgent practices (“grounded normativity”) because of the internet’s
inherent functioning as a reinforcement and amplification of settler colonial relations
(Simpson 2017). Moreover, Simpson argues that grounded normativity, being a place-
based practice, and decolonialism more generally, being about land and territory, are
irreconcilable with the ethereal “landlessness” of cyberspace.

This conceptual disconnection of the internet from land and territory therefore renders it
unsustainable as a site for Indigenous resistant practices and decolonial mobilizations.
While valuable movements in support of Indigenous data sovereignty (Brown &
Nicholas 2012; Kukutai & Taylor 2016), digital equity and network access (Toth, Smith &
Giroux 2018; Mnzm 2019) have proliferated in recent years, these movements only
address the symptoms of settler colonialism, these approaches do not or cannot
address the material and territorial factors at play in the internet’s relationship to settler
colonialism. Digitally-enabled activism has a space problem: etherealist understandings
of cyberspace allow settler colonial spatial supremacies to evade transformative
decolonial liberatory practices. Colonialism is a question of land and territory, land and
territory upon which communications networks depend for raw materials and through
which they move. These spatial configurations and their concomitant socio-economic
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relations become the unseen and uncritiqued ground upon which digitally mobilized
movements are dependent. Decolonization, in this context, remains metaphorical (Tuck
& Yang 2012) rather than being a material refusal of territorial dispossession.

No Cloud Without Sky is a new postdoctoral project that considers spectrum
sovereignty (the application of Indigenous title to radio and broadband networks) as a
response to the spatial problem articulated above. This paper introduces the project, its
theoretical frameworks, ethical standpoint, research questions, and preliminary findings.
This overview is a preliminary step toward a multiyear, international (Canada, USA,
New Zealand, Australia) survey and case-study based project that aims to convene a
space for the advancement of decolonized internet and communications networks
predicated on the production of relational knowledges and the promotion of international
solidarities. Centering the materiality of cyberspace necessarily reveals the relationships
between the internet and settler colonialism. Such an acknowledgement is foundational
to a decolonialist ethical point of view from which | argue for an understanding of space
as relational practice, as resource, and as source of identity. A decolonized cyberspace
that promotes the independence of colonized peoples is one that is subject to
Indigenous spatial practices including territorial claims and treaty rights and so is one
that is recognized as existing within space in a material way. As Chief Ovide Mercredi
has once said, such a demand is “based on the understanding that we do have some
fundamental rights as Indigenous people to land, water, and airspace” (CBC News
2007).

My research is multi-disciplinary and combines the work of scholars and activists in
critical geography, decolonial studies, Internet studies, feminist theory, and Indigenous
resurgence. The spatial ethics articulated by Henri Lefebvre, Doreen Massey, and
Sylvia Federici are foundational to how | understand the relationship between
individuals, space, and the state. These theoretical positions reinforce arguments made
by Glen Coulthard and Leanne Simpson that promote Indigenous grounded normativity
as a mode of place-based solidarity that supports relational politics and Indigenous
resurgence. Inherent in such practices is the notion of “refusal,” which Audra Simpson
proposes as a rejection of the conceptual frameworks that legitimize territorial
dispossession as a fait accompli (Simpson 2014). The withdrawal of consent to settler
colonial narratives includes a disruption of spatial configurations that erase Indigenous
territory. It is against such erasure that this work brings together critical geographies of
space and Indigenous resurgence theories alongside the work of scholars who discuss
digital sovereignty (Bratton 2015; Srnicek), internet ethics (Zuboff 2019), and the
geography of cyberspace (Cohen 2007; Graham 1998) in order to identify how the
refusal of etherealist notions of cyberspace that privilege settler colonial spatial
hierarchies is made manifest within movements for spectrum sovereignty.
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