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ABSTRACT

This research paper explores the imperative to decolonize African Natural Lan-
guage Processing (NLP) by addressing power dynamics and data colonialism
within technology development. Based on the historical context of colonialism
in Africa, the paper examines the pervasive influence of colonial traces on the
research and development of NLPs, highlighting the marginalization of African
languages, cultures, and voices. Through an analysis of power dynamics, the pa-
per advocates for diversifying representation within the NLP community, empow-
ering local communities, and challenging Eurocentric frameworks to foster more
inclusive and equitable technology development. Additionally, the paper explores
the concept of data colonialism and its implications for African NLP, highlight-
ing the need for data sovereignty, community ownership, and ethical data prac-
tices. Case studies and examples illustrate the transformative potential of decolo-
nial approaches within African NLP, while future directions outline pathways for
advancing the decolonial agenda through interdisciplinary collaboration, policy
advocacy, and community engagement. Ultimately, the paper calls for collective
action and solidarity within the NLP community to dismantle colonial legacies
and forge a more just and inclusive digital future for Africa and beyond.

1 INTRODUCTION

Natural Language Processing (NLP) stands as a cornerstone of modern technological advancement,
empowering applications ranging from machine translation systems (Nekoto et al.,[2020; |Orife et al.,
2020) to large language models (Garcia-Diaz et al.| 2023} [Nguyen et al.l [2023)). However, beneath
its promising veneer lies a complex landscape rife with power imbalances and historical injustices,
particularly pronounced in the African context (Tang et al.,2023). In this paper, we embark on a
critical exploration of the imperative to decolonize African NLP, shedding light on the pervasive
influence of colonial legacies and data colonialism in technology development.

The discourse surrounding decolonization resonates deeply within the realm of NLP, where domi-
nant Western perspectives, datasets, and methodologies often eclipse indigenous knowledge systems
and local voices (Valiani, [2022; Redvers et al., [2020; |Adams, 2021). As we navigate this terrain, it
becomes increasingly evident that true progress in African NLP requires a reckoning with the power
dynamics inherent in technology production. By interrogating these dynamics and advocating for
more inclusive and equitable approaches, we strive to pave the way for a future where technology
serves as a tool for empowerment rather than entrenchment of existing hierarchies.

Central to our inquiry is the notion of data colonialism, which underpins the extraction, exploitation,
and commodification of data from African contexts. This phenomenon not only perpetuates histor-
ical injustices, but also reinforces asymmetrical power relations, leaving marginalized communities
at the mercy of external interests (Couldry & Mejias||2019;|Calzati,2021)). In challenging data colo-
nialism, we envision a paradigm shift toward data sovereignty and ethical data practices, in which



AfricaNLP workshop at ICLR 2024

African communities reclaim agency over their digital narratives and participate meaningfully in
shaping technological futures (Nhemachena et al., [2020).

Through case studies, critical analysis, and a call to action, this paper seeks to galvanize efforts
towards decolonizing African NLP. By amplifying underrepresented voices, advocating for equitable
access to resources, and championing alternative paradigms of technology development, we aspire
to forge a path towards a more just and inclusive digital future for Africa and beyond.

2 BACKGROUND

The legacy of colonialism continues to cast a long shadow over the African continent, shaping socio-
political structures, economic systems, and cultural narratives (Shizhal [2016). From the imposition
of arbitrary borders to the exploitation of natural resources, colonial powers left indelible marks on
the fabric of African societies, perpetuating inequalities that endure to this day (Berman et al.,[2014).
Within the realm of technology, this legacy manifests in myriad ways, influencing everything from
access to infrastructure to the design of algorithms (Genger, 2020; Farrands}, | 2000).

In the context of NLP, colonial legacies are particularly pronounced, with Western epistemologies
and methodologies often taking precedence over indigenous knowledge systems and local languages
Xu & Yan| (2023). The predominance of English, French, and other colonial languages in NLP
datasets and research publications marginalizes African languages and perpetuates linguistic hege-
mony, reinforcing existing power differentials (Blodgett et al., 2020). Moreover, the concentration
of NLP research and development in Western institutions further exacerbates these disparities, limit-
ing opportunities for African scholars and technologists to contribute meaningfully to the field (Joshi
et al.l [2020).

Against this backdrop, the call for decolonization emerges as a powerful rallying cry, demanding
a reevaluation of entrenched power dynamics and a commitment to equitable knowledge produc-
tion. Decolonizing African NLP requires not only diversifying datasets and research methodologies
but also challenging the underlying assumptions and biases that inform technology development
(Falolal [2022; [Schwartzl [2022). It entails centering African perspectives, languages, and priorities
in the design and implementation of NLP systems, thereby fostering a more inclusive and culturally
responsive approach to technological innovation.

Furthermore, the concept of data colonialism provides a critical lens through which to understand
the exploitation of African data by external actors for economic gain and geopolitical control. As
African nations increasingly digitize their economies and societies, they become vulnerable to data
extraction and surveillance by multinational corporations and foreign governments, perpetuating
patterns of dependency and exploitation reminiscent of colonial-era resource extraction (Le Billon,
20175 |Corkinl |2016)). Addressing data colonialism requires not only safeguarding data sovereignty
and promoting ethical data practices but also challenging the asymmetrical power relations that
underpin the global data economy |Calzadal(2021).

In the pages that follow, we delve deeper into the complexities of decolonizing African NLP, in-
terrogating power dynamics, and advocating for alternative paradigms of technology development.
By situating our analysis within the broader historical and socio-political context of colonialism in
Africa, we aim to shed light on the enduring legacies of oppression and inequality that continue to
shape the contours of technological innovation on the continent.

3 THE NEED FOR DECOLONIZATION IN AFRICAN NLP

Within the landscape of NLP, the urgency for decolonization in Africa is starkly evident. Despite
the rich linguistic diversity and cultural heritage of the continent, African languages are frequently
relegated to the periphery of NLP research and development, overshadowed by dominant Western
languages (Kessi et al.l [2020). This marginalization not only perpetuates linguistic hegemony but
also reinforces broader patterns of coloniality, wherein Western epistemologies and methodologies
dictate the direction of technological innovation.

One of the primary consequences of this imbalance is the proliferation of bias and discrimination
within NLP systems. By prioritizing Western languages and cultural norms, NLP models often
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fail to accurately represent the linguistic nuances and socio-cultural contexts of African languages
and communities. This leads to biased outcomes, algorithmic discrimination, and exacerbation of
existing inequalities, particularly for marginalized groups (Dacon, |2022). Without addressing these
biases and centering African perspectives in NLP research, we risk perpetuating colonial power
dynamics and entrenching patterns of exclusion and oppression (Marivatel 2020).

Moreover, the dominance of Western institutions and funding agencies in NLP research exacerbates
disparities in access to resources and opportunities for African scholars and technologists (Field
et al., 2021). Limited access to data, computational infrastructure, and research funding further
marginalizes African voices within the global NLP community, hindering innovation and perpetu-
ating dependency on external expertise. Decolonizing African NLP requires not only diversifying
representation and inclusion within the field but also challenging the structural inequalities that per-
petuate disparities in access and opportunity.

Furthermore, the neglect of African languages and cultural contexts in NLP research represents a
missed opportunity for technological innovation and societal development. African languages en-
code unique ways of knowing and cultural perspectives that are essential for addressing local chal-
lenges and fostering sustainable development. By neglecting African languages in NLP research,
we overlook valuable sources of knowledge and innovation, hindering efforts to address pressing
issues such as healthcare, education, and governance. Decolonizing African NLP entails recog-
nizing the intrinsic value of African languages and cultures and integrating them into the fabric of
technological innovation (Adebara & Abdul-Mageed, 2022; Mboning Tchiaze & Assoumoul [2019).

In conclusion, the need for decolonization in African NLP is imperative. By challenging power
dynamics, addressing bias and discrimination, and centering African languages and perspectives,
we can pave the way for a more inclusive, equitable, and culturally responsive approach to NLP
technology development in Africa. This requires collective action from researchers, practitioners,
policymakers, and communities to dismantle colonial legacies and forge a path towards a more just
and inclusive digital future for Africa and beyond.

4 ADDRESSING POWER DYNAMICS

Central to the decolonization of African NLP is the recognition and redressal of power dynamics
inherent in technology development. Power imbalances manifest in various forms within the field,
from unequal representation in research teams to disparities in access to resources and decision-
making authority (Kgatle| [2022). Addressing these dynamics requires a concerted effort to redis-
tribute power, amplify marginalized voices, and challenge Eurocentric frameworks that perpetuate
colonial legacies (Craps| [2013).

One key aspect of addressing power dynamics in African NLP is diversifying representation within
research teams and academic institutions. Historically, the majority of NLP research has been con-
ducted in Western institutions, with limited participation from African scholars and technologists.
By fostering greater diversity and inclusion within research teams, we can broaden perspectives, in-
corporate diverse experiences, and challenge dominant narratives that prioritize Western knowledge
systems. This not only enriches the research process but also ensures that NLP technologies are
more reflective of the needs and priorities of diverse communities.

Empowering local communities to participate in decision-making processes around technology de-
velopment is essential for addressing power imbalances. Too often, decisions about NLP projects are
made without meaningful input from the communities they purport to serve, leading to solutions that
are disconnected from local contexts and needs. By engaging communities as partners rather than
passive recipients of technology, we can ensure that NLP projects are more responsive, ethical, and
sustainable. This requires building trust, fostering collaboration, and prioritizing the empowerment
of marginalized voices within technology development processes.

In addition, challenging Eurocentric frameworks and methodologies is crucial for decolonizing
African NLP. Many NLP models and algorithms are trained on datasets that reflect Western cul-
tural norms and linguistic conventions, leading to biased and inaccurate results when applied to
African languages and contexts. By developing alternative approaches that center African languages
and perspectives, we can mitigate bias, improve accuracy, and promote greater inclusivity in NLP
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technologies. This may involve adapting existing methodologies, co-designing solutions with local
communities, and integrating indigenous knowledge systems into the research process.

In conclusion, addressing power dynamics is fundamental to the decolonization of African NLP.
By diversifying representation, empowering local communities, and challenging Eurocentric frame-
works, we can build a more equitable and inclusive approach to technology development that reflects
the diverse needs and priorities of African societies. This requires a commitment to collective action,
collaboration, and reflexivity within the NLP community to dismantle colonial legacies and foster a
more just and equitable digital future for Africa and beyond.

5 COMBATTING DATA COLONIALISM

Data colonialism, a concept rooted in the exploitation and extraction of data from marginalized
communities for the benefit of external actors, poses significant challenges to the decolonization of
African NLP (Thatcher et al.,[2016)). In the context of Africa, data colonialism perpetuates historical
patterns of exploitation and reinforces asymmetrical power relations, leaving African communities
vulnerable to economic exploitation and cultural erasure. Combatting data colonialism requires
a multifaceted approach that prioritizes data sovereignty, community ownership, and ethical data
practices [Calzati| (2021)).

At the heart of the struggle against data colonialism is the principle of data sovereignty, which as-
serts the rights of communities to control and govern their own data. In the African context, data
sovereignty is essential for safeguarding against the extraction and exploitation of data by external
actors, including multinational corporations and foreign governments. By asserting control over
their data, African communities can determine how it is collected, used, and shared, thereby re-
claiming agency over their digital narratives and asserting their right to self-determination.

Promoting community ownership of data is another crucial aspect of combatting data colonialism.
Too often, data collected from African communities is commodified and monetized by external ac-
tors without regard for the interests or well-being of those from whom it was extracted. By empow-
ering communities to own and manage their own data, we can ensure that the benefits of data-driven
technologies accrue to those most affected by them, rather than to external actors seeking to profit
from their exploitation. This may involve developing community-led data governance structures,
implementing data-sharing agreements that prioritize community interests, and promoting partici-
patory approaches to data collection and analysis.

Ethical data practices play a vital role in combatting data colonialism and promoting equitable data
relationships. This includes ensuring informed consent and meaningful participation in data col-
lection processes, as well as adopting transparent and accountable data management practices. By
adhering to ethical principles such as fairness, transparency, and accountability, we can mitigate the
risk of harm and exploitation associated with data colonialism, while promoting trust and reciprocity
in data relationships (Mann & Dalyl 2019).

In conclusion, combatting data colonialism is essential for the decolonization of African NLP. By
prioritizing data sovereignty, community ownership, and ethical data practices, we can challenge
the asymmetrical power relations that underpin data colonialism and foster more equitable and just
data relationships. This requires a commitment to collective action, solidarity, and advocacy within
the NLP community to dismantle colonial legacies and build a more equitable and inclusive digital
future for Africa and beyond.

6 CASE STUDIES AND EXAMPLES

Examining real-world case studies and examples provides valuable insights into the practical ap-
plication of decolonial approaches within the field of African NLP. These examples illustrate both
the challenges and opportunities inherent in decolonizing NLP technologies, shedding light on the
complexities of navigating power dynamics, data colonialism, and cultural contexts.

One compelling case study is the development of machine translation systems for African languages
(Martinus & Abbott, 2019} |Abbott & Martinus| [2018)). Traditionally, machine translation systems
have prioritized widely spoken languages such as English, French, and Spanish, while neglecting
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many African languages. However, initiatives such as Masakhane—a community-driven project
focused on advancing NLP research for African languages—are challenging this status quo by de-
veloping machine translation models specifically tailored to African languages (Gitau et al., [2023).
By mobilizing local expertise, leveraging community resources, and adopting culturally sensitive
approaches to translation, Masakhane exemplifies how decolonial approaches can promote linguis-
tic diversity and inclusivity within NLP.

Another illuminating example is the use of NLP technologies to address social and environmental
challenges in Africa. For instance, projects such as mPedigree{H a platform that uses NLP to verify
the authenticity of pharmaceutical products in Africa—are leveraging technology to combat coun-
terfeit drugs and ensure access to safe and effective medication. By incorporating local knowledge,
engaging with community stakeholders, and prioritizing ethical considerations, mPedigree demon-
strates how NLP can be harnessed as a tool for social good while respecting local contexts and
priorities.

Additionally, efforts to promote indigenous knowledge systems and cultural heritage through NLP
technologies offer promising avenues for decolonization. Projects such as the African Storybook
Initiative”|, which aims to create a digital repository of African stories in multiple languages—are
preserving and promoting indigenous languages and cultural narratives through the use of NLP
technologies. By providing access to diverse linguistic and cultural resources, the African Story-
book Initiative empowers communities to reclaim agency over their digital identities and challenge
dominant narratives that marginalize African voices.

These case studies and examples highlight the transformative potential of decolonial approaches
within the field of African NLP. By centering African languages, perspectives, and priorities, and
fostering collaboration and solidarity within the NLP community, we can forge a more equitable and
inclusive future for technology development in Africa and beyond (Arakpogun et al.| 2021). How-
ever, these examples also underscore the importance of continued research, advocacy, and commu-
nity engagement to address the complex challenges of decolonizing NLP and ensure that technology
serves the needs and aspirations of all people.

7 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the imperative to decolonize African NLP is both urgent and compelling. Throughout
this paper, we have explored the multifaceted dimensions of coloniality within the field of NLP, from
power dynamics and data colonialism to cultural hegemony and linguistic marginalization. We have
examined the pervasive influence of colonial legacies on technology development in Africa and the
profound implications for equity, inclusion, and self-determination.

Decolonizing African NLP requires a concerted effort to challenge entrenched power dynamics, re-
distribute resources, and amplify marginalized voices within the field. It demands a reevaluation of
dominant paradigms and methodologies, a commitment to centering African languages and perspec-
tives, and a recognition of the intrinsic value of diverse knowledge systems and cultural narratives.
It necessitates confronting data colonialism head-on, asserting data sovereignty, promoting com-
munity ownership, and fostering ethical data practices that prioritize the rights and well-being of
African communities.

Yet, amidst these challenges lie opportunities for transformation and innovation. Initiatives such as
Masakhane, mPedigree, and the African Storybook Initiative exemplify the potential of decolonial
approaches to promote linguistic diversity, address social inequalities, and empower marginalized
communities through NLP technologies. By building on these successes, fostering collaboration,
and centering the voices and experiences of those most affected by technology, we can chart a
course towards a more just, equitable, and inclusive digital future for Africa and beyond.

However, the journey towards decolonization is ongoing and requires sustained commitment from
all stakeholders, including researchers, practitioners, policymakers, and communities. It demands
humility, reflexivity, and a willingness to confront uncomfortable truths about the role of technol-
ogy in perpetuating colonial legacies. It calls for solidarity, collaboration, and collective action to
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dismantle oppressive systems and build new paradigms of technology development that prioritize
justice, equity, and human dignity.

In the words of Kenyan writer and activist Ngfigi wa Thiong’o, ”Decolonizing the mind is the most
dangerous and difficult thing one can attempt.” Yet, it is also the most necessary. As we embark on
this journey of decolonizing African NLP, let us do so with courage, compassion, and conviction,
knowing that the future we aspire to build is within our reach if we dare to imagine and create it
together.

8 FUTURE DIRECTIONS

As we look to the future of decolonizing African NLP, several key directions emerge that warrant
further exploration and action. These future directions encompass research, policy, and community
engagement efforts aimed at advancing the decolonial agenda within the field of NLP and technology
development more broadly.

Fostering Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Future efforts to decolonize African NLP should prior-
itize interdisciplinary collaboration, bringing together researchers, practitioners, and stakeholders
from diverse fields such as linguistics, anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies. By integrat-
ing perspectives and methodologies from different disciplines, we can enrich our understanding of
the complexities of coloniality and develop more holistic and inclusive approaches to technology
development.

Building Capacity and Infrastructure: Investing in capacity building and infrastructure development
is essential for advancing the decolonial agenda within African NLP. This includes supporting educa-
tional programs, research networks, and technical infrastructure that empower African scholars and
technologists to participate meaningfully in NLP research and development. By strengthening local
expertise and resources, we can reduce dependency on external actors and promote self-sufficiency
and innovation within the African tech ecosystem.

Promoting Policy and Advocacy: Advocating for policy changes and institutional reforms is critical
for creating an enabling environment for decolonizing African NLP. This includes advocating for
data protection laws, open access policies, and funding mechanisms that prioritize equity, inclu-
sion, and community ownership of data. By engaging with policymakers and advocating for policy
changes, we can create the necessary regulatory frameworks and incentives to support decolonial
approaches to technology development.

Centering Community Engagement: Centering community engagement and participatory ap-
proaches is essential for ensuring that decolonizing efforts are grounded in the needs, priorities,
and aspirations of local communities. This involves fostering meaningful dialogue, building trust,
and co-designing solutions with community stakeholders throughout the technology development
process. By prioritizing community voices and experiences, we can ensure that NLP technologies
are more responsive, equitable, and culturally relevant.

Continued Research and Reflection: Finally, continued research and reflection are crucial for ad-
vancing the decolonial agenda within African NLP. This includes critically examining the implica-
tions of colonial legacies on technology development, exploring alternative paradigms of knowledge
production and dissemination, and documenting and sharing best practices and lessons learned from
decolonial initiatives. By fostering a culture of reflexivity and continuous learning within the NLP
community, we can adapt and evolve our approaches to better address the complex challenges of
decolonization.

In conclusion, the future of decolonizing African NLP holds immense promise and potential. By
embracing interdisciplinary collaboration, investing in capacity building and infrastructure devel-
opment, advocating for policy changes, centering community engagement, and fostering continued
research and reflection, we can forge a path towards a more just, equitable, and inclusive digital fu-
ture for Africa and beyond. This future is within our grasp if we remain committed to the principles
of justice, equity, and solidarity in our pursuit of decolonial technology development.
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