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The  concept  o f  ‘ rad io  spectrum’  was  created  to organize the  

elec tromagnetic  waves used by  communicat ive technologies.  I t  s igni f ies  

an ordered  sequence of  radio frequencies  and  the  de l ineat ion of  blocks 

of  those  frequenc ies  for  a l locat ion to  uses  and users .  This  thesis  

examines the deve lopment  of  the concept  o f  the radio spectrum, and  the 

way in  which  i t  i s  const i tuted by  discourses that  generate  and re f lect  

part icu lar  re lat ions  of  power .  The  thes is  re frames histor ies  o f  

broadcast ing and  telecommunicat ions  in New Zealand  to draw attent ion  

to the  ro le  o f  radio spectrum in  the regulat ion of  access to  wire less  

communicat ions.  New Zealand  serves as  the  pr imary case study  of  the  

const i tut ion of  radio spectrum due  to the  part i cu lar  forms of  power  the 

New Zealand state  has  exerc ised  over  and  through the  radio  spectrum.  

The  thes is  argues  that  legislat ive  moves have  framed the New Zea land 

radio spectrum f irs t  as  a  vu lnerab le  d imension of  nat iona l  terr i tory  in  

need  of  protect ion,  and more recent ly  as  an  object  o f  trade  in a  g loba l  

market ,  a  part  o f  the  ‘ f lows ’  o f  the informationa l ,  ‘network  socie ty ’  

ana lyzed by  Manuel  Castel l s .  Whi le  these are the  pr imary  d iscourses 

that  frame the  radio  spectrum,  the  power  of  the  state  to  def ine and 

control  radio spectrum in New Zea land and  other  countr ies  i s  cha l lenged  

by  a  range of  res is tant  pract i ces ar t icu lated through the  discourses of  

tact i ca l  media,  media  ar t ,  and  the ‘ spectrum commons’ .  These 

discourses  cha l lenge  the  const i tut ion  of  radio  spectrum into a l locat ive 

blocks,  and the way  this  structure  can be  used by  the  s tate  and  by  

corporate  interests  to  control  access to  radio  communicat ions .  The 

thesis  d iscusses  this  range  of  di scourses and  the ways in  which they  

ref lect  and generate  part icu lar  forms of  power  in  relat ion to radio 

spectrum. This  t races  a  movement  identi f i ed  by  Michel  Foucault  from a  

jur id ico-poli t ica l  di scourse  that  v iews a l l  power  as  concentrated  in and  

exerci sed by  the  s tate ,  to  a  more strategica l  approach  that  acknowledges  

that  power  operates through a  mobi le  f ie ld  of  re lat ions and  i s  not  s imply  

a  descending and  repressive  force .  This  thesis  argues  that  through 

changes in  d iscourse  and power  in  rela t ion  to radio  spectrum the  

a l locat ive structure  that  was invented as  a  tool  o f  state  power  is  being  

ref igured as a  f luid zone  of  interconnect ion,  a  s i t e  o f  d i f fuse and 

mult ip le  modulat ions of  power .  This  estab l ishes a  conceptua l  framework  

for  understanding the f lows  of  radio  waves  that  that  contextual izes  and  

enr iches  art i st s ’  use of  radio technologies .   
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