


Activating Indigenous 
Self-Determination 
and Cyberspatial Justice 
on AbTeC Island
by Maize Longboat

Indigenous-centred places, playing with avatar 
appearances, and creating machinima are just a 
few ways that AbTeC is exploring how Indigenous 
peoples can be self-determining in cyberspace.

Last year, AbTeC Island was opened up to the public 
full time. Anyone can create an SL account and visit 
AbTeC Island whenever they want to tour sets and 
view costumes from Skawennati’s past machinima 
projects. Every week, the AbTeC team runs the 
Activating AbTeC Island social initiative. Visitors 
who log on during the event can directly engage with 
members of the AbTeC Team who are available to 
have conversations and give tours of the Island in real 
time. AbTeC Island is constantly changing to support 
various projects, so come join us whenever you can 
and see what we’re working on! We have had several 
hundred new and returning visitors come to AbTeC 
Island since starting the initiative, many of whom 
come with specific questions for us. One of the most 
interesting examples was when someone brought a 
3D recreation of a totem pole that they had made 
with permission from the community that owns it. 
They wanted to know what protocols would be best 
for having poles like this exist in a virtual environment 
in a respectful and responsible way. Discussions like 
these affirm how, for me, AbTeC Island is a space of 
community, creation, and generosity.

Cyberspace is far from perfect. It is often a space 
where toxic, colonial, and cis-heteronormative 
ideologies can circulate unchecked and unchallenged. 
However, it is also a place where beautiful ideas and 
communities can exist. When spatial injustices like 
urban gentrification, resource extraction, and treaty 
disregard are harming Indigenous communities all 
over the world, it is vital that we continue to strive for 
spatial equity in physical and digital domains. AbTeC 
Island is a place where a form of cyberspatial justice 
is currently happening. We use it as a tool to gather, 
play, and dream about our future. For me, AbTeC 
Island is a space to both learn from and teach others 
the ways in which cyberspace can transform our 
relationships to digital sites. I believe AbTeC Island 
can continue to be a place where decolonial, justice-
oriented work happens in cyberspace every day and 
we encourage those who are interested to join us.

Maize Longboat is Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) from Six 
Nations of the Grand River and was raised on unceded, 
ancestral, and traditional Coast Salish territories near 
Vancouver, BC. He is a Media Studies Master’s student 
in the Communication Studies Department at Concordia 
University in Montreal, QC and a research assistant with 
Aboriginal Territories in Cyberspace (AbTeC) and the 
Initiative for Indigenous Futures (IIF). Maize’s research-
creation thesis project examines Indigenous videogames 
and culturally-connected development practices through 
the production of his own game, Terra Nova (www.
terranovagame.com), a two-player, cooperative platformer 
with an interactive narrative.

Platforms, 
Digital Redlining, 
and Imagining Different Futures
by Chris Gilliard

When predictive policing heatmaps lead to over-
policing, there is digital redlining. 

When no broadband access means no access to 
medical information, there is digital redlining.  

When an algorithm determines that somebody isn’t 
a “good fit” for a job based on their name and the 
keywords in their resume, there is digital redlining. 

When new technological models are built on the 
foundation of old discriminatory practices, there is 
digital redlining.
 
In a technological sense, racial justice can only start 
to take place when there are no unaccountable and 
opaque systems making life-and-death decisions 
under the cover of code. This would mean that not 
only would marginalized populations determine 
what technologies are deployed within their 
communities, but also that the creation, funding, 
and use of digital technologies wouldn’t be 
limited by the confines of the white supremacist 
imagination. Racial justice will mean people 
determining for themselves the role of technology 
within their communities.  

Historical data reflects historical bias and injustice. 
This data becomes the foundation for the systems 
that “predict” our future behaviour. Spatial justice 
can only take place when we stop layering new 
oppressive technological systems over the top of 
established oppressive systems. Instead, we must 
begin to imagine a world where what exists now 
isn’t seen as natural or inevitable; we must imagine 
what it might look like to begin anew.

Chris Gilliard is a Professor of English at Macomb 
Community College. His scholarship concentrates on 
privacy, institutional tech policy, digital redlining, and the re-
inventions of discriminatory practices through data mining 
and algorithmic decision-making, especially as these apply 
to college students. 
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Cyberspace, the virtual realm formed by digital 
technologies, is growing increasingly present 
within our lives. Indigenous peoples have been and 
are thinking about how to implement spatial justice 
in order to decolonize our relationships with space, 
shaping not only our physical worlds, but our digital 
worlds as well. Place orients my Kanien’kehá:ka 
identity. When meeting other Indigenous folks for 
the first time I often ask, “Where are you from?” 
as a way to get acquainted with their locational 
contexts and histories. Connections to specific 
places inherently inform all human relationships 
with the lands and waters that we engage 
with. Space is the sum of those relations, so by 
extension, our relationships to cyberspace can and 
should continue to push us to make connections in 
both the physical and digital realms.

Indigenous self-determination exists in cyberspace. 
I’ve seen it through the eyes of my own avatar. 
Aboriginal Territories in Cyberspace (AbTeC) is an 
Aboriginally determined research-creation network 
whose goal is to ensure Indigenous presence in 
the web pages, online environments, videogames, 
and virtual worlds that comprise cyberspace. 
Co-founded and co-directed by Jason Edward 
Lewis and Skawennati, our multifaceted effort 
includes artwork, writing, lectures, workshops, 
residencies, and exhibitions. Since 2005, AbTeC 
has collaborated with creative-minded individuals 
from all over the world on various projects to 
empower Indigenous peoples to make space for 
themselves in cyberspace. AbTeC emerged from 
an earlier project called CyberPowWow, an online 
art gallery that was Indigenous-created and run. 
CyberPowWow was a digital gallery and meeting 
place which allowed artists and art-appreciators 
around the world to view art, represent themselves 
with custom avatars, and socialize with one 
another in real-time.

Presently, the Activating AbTeC Island initiative 
seeks to continue and build upon the creative 
community work done during CyberPowWow. 
AbTeC maintains its very own Indigenously 
determined island within Second Life (SL), a 
massively multiplayer online virtual world, where 
we are building and maintaining decolonial spaces 
in cyberspace. For over a decade, Skawennati 
has been using AbTeC Island to build worlds and 
characters that appear in her machinima (movies 
made in virtual environments). The platform 
allows for Skawennati and her team to shape 
the virtual space in any way they need to, either 
recreating real-life locations like Alcatraz Federal 
Penitentiary or imagining and building unique 
futuristic sets like Montreal in 2112, both of which 
appear in TimeTraveller™ (2008-2013). Avatars, 
virtual representations of SL users, can also be 
customized in a nearly infinite number of ways. 
They don’t even have to be human, either! Building 

The technological systems that govern so many 
different aspects of our lives run on algorithms: 
complex decision-making programs that process 
massive amounts of data, work their “magic,” 
and produce a result. These algorithms are often 
referred to as “black boxes” because, with the 
exception of the companies who own them, the 
exact processes at work are often not known. In 
fact, sometimes the reasons for particular results 
are even a mystery to the company who owns the 
algorithms and the engineers who design them. 
An algorithm’s “personalized” results might affect 
what kind of ad a person might see on a website, 
which friend’s post a person sees on social media, 
whether or not a person gets a job interview, what 
kind of interest rate a person can get on a loan, 
or how heavily police patrol a neighbourhood. 
This three-step technological process—Input 
+ Black Box Algorithm + Output—is a formula 
that controls how decisions are made: from the 
mundane and perhaps inconsequential, to the 
severe and life-altering. 

Within that opacity, there is power. Systems that 
few people know exist, fewer have the privilege to 
see, and fewer still understand, impact our lives all 
day, every day. Individual “consumers” or “users” 
are typically not allowed to “see” into the black box. 
However, it is allowed to “see” us, based on the 
data that companies, governments, and platforms 
extract from us as we move throughout the world, 
conduct our business, spend time with our friends, 
even while we sleep. Contrary to the oft-repeated 
narrative, so much of our data is not given away by us. 
It is taken, extracted. Websites and platforms track 
people’s movements across the web. Governments 
use license plate readers and facial recognition 
technology to track citizens’ movements through 
physical spaces. Employers track their employees’ 
communications and movements throughout the 
work day. All of these phenomena occur with little or 
no consent on the part of the surveilled; opting out 
would mean both physical and digital quarantine. 

Our data holds our stories.  This data is taken 
from us and then used to nudge us, define us, and 
create narratives about us that we never get to 
see or challenge.  

One way to think about these practices is by 
framing them as Digital Redlining: the creation and 
maintenance of technology policies, practices, and 
investment decisions that enforce class boundaries 
and discriminate against marginalized groups and 
vulnerable populations. 

When Facebook is used to prevent already 
marginalized populations from seeing ads for 
housing, there is digital redlining. 


