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Abstract 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is reshaping global communication, education, and cultural 

expression, yet its current models often reinforce algorithmic biases that marginalize 

African languages and cultural identities. Rooted in Western epistemologies, many AI 

systems fail to account for the linguistic diversity and socio-cultural realities of African 

communities. This paper examines how these biases emerge and how decolonizing 

strategies—centered on participatory design, ethical data practices, and community-based 

innovation—can reorient AI toward inclusivity and justice. Drawing on a thematic review 

of African-led AI initiatives such as Masakhane, Lanfrica, and the Ghana NLP Landscape 

project, the study explores efforts to build corpora, promote indigenous language 

processing, and integrate cultural knowledge into machine learning systems. The paper 

employs a critical literature synthesis and case-based analysis to highlight both the promise 

and challenges of AI-driven language and culture preservation. Key obstacles include the 

lack of digitized resources, limited local infrastructure, and continued reliance on Western-

dominated datasets. Nevertheless, emerging projects illustrate the transformative potential 

of AI when developed in collaboration with African linguists, communities, and 

technologists. These efforts foreground indigenous epistemologies and demonstrate that 

AI can serve as a tool for cultural resurgence rather than erasure. Ultimately, the paper 

contributes to ongoing debates about algorithmic fairness, ethical AI design, and the 

imperative to protect Africa’s linguistic and cultural heritage in the digital age. 

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, decolonization, African languages, algorithmic bias, 

cultural representation, participatory design 
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2. Introduction 

The rapid evolution of Artificial Intelligence (AI) presents both unprecedented 

opportunities and critical risks for marginalized communities around the world. Nowhere 

is this dichotomy more profound than on the African continent, where digital innovation 

often operates within the constraints of postcolonial legacies. As AI technologies 

increasingly influence communication, education, and cultural production, who shapes 

these technologies—and whose knowledge systems are encoded within them—becomes 

central. In this context, decolonization refers not only to the dismantling of colonial 

political and economic structures but also to the epistemic reclamation of indigenous 

languages, identities, and cultural values within the design and function of emerging 

technologies (Ofosu-Asare, 2024). 

AI is not neutral. It is a sociotechnical system deeply embedded with the values, biases, 

and assumptions of its creators. When built on predominantly Western datasets and 

ontologies, AI reproduces colonial power dynamics by marginalizing non-Western ways 

of knowing and communicating (Hassan, 2024). African languages—many of which are 

orally transmitted, under-resourced, or linguistically complex—are often excluded from 

natural language processing (NLP) systems, speech recognition tools, and machine 

translation platforms (Issaka et al., 2024). The result is what Hassan (2024) describes as a 

form of digital erasure, where languages not encoded in AI systems are rendered invisible 

in the digital age. 

This marginalization is not merely a technical oversight; it is a continuation of epistemic 

violence that devalues African worldviews and limits cultural agency (Mgimwa & Dash, 

2024). As Ofosu-Asare (2024) argues, “cognitive imperialism” in AI manifests when 

colonial languages dominate digital spaces while indigenous languages are treated as 

technically irrelevant or infeasible. This imbalance has profound implications—not only 

for linguistic diversity and cultural preservation but also for equitable access to digital 

education, civic participation, and economic inclusion across African societies. 

The urgency of addressing algorithmic bias in African contexts stems from two interrelated 

concerns. First, AI technologies are becoming integral to the delivery of education, 

healthcare, and governance services. When these technologies systematically misinterpret 

or exclude African linguistic and cultural inputs, they risk reinforcing existing inequalities. 

Second, the epistemic landscape of AI is being shaped rapidly, and without intentional 
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intervention, African languages and perspectives may remain permanently peripheral in 

the digital ecosystem. 

Against this backdrop, this study explores the following research questions: 

1. How does AI contribute to the marginalization of African languages and cultures? 

2. What strategies can be implemented to promote cultural representation and 

linguistic equity in AI systems? 

In answering these questions, this study examines the dual potential of AI: as a tool of 

oppression when built on biased paradigms, and as a medium of liberation when designed 

through community-driven, inclusive, and decolonial frameworks. Drawing on case studies 

such as the Ghanaian NLP Landscape (Issaka et al., 2024), the Lanfrica platform (2022), 

and participatory initiatives like Masakhane, this paper situates African-led innovation at 

the center of technological reimagination. 

The significance of this research lies in its contribution to the growing discourse on 

decolonizing digital technologies. By foregrounding African epistemologies, languages, 

and community knowledge in AI design, it is possible to resist algorithmic colonialism and 

foster systems that affirm cultural diversity, linguistic justice, and educational equity. As 

Mgimwa and Dash (2024) emphasize, reclaiming digital space is as vital to cultural 

survival as preserving the languages themselves. 

3. Methods 

This study employs a critical literature synthesis and case-based analysis. Sources include 

peer-reviewed journal articles, edited volumes, reports, and African-led AI initiatives such 

as Masakhane, Lanfrica, and the Ghana NLP Landscape project. Rather than collecting 

primary empirical data, the paper integrates insights from existing scholarship and 

documented case studies to analyze how AI systems reinforce or challenge algorithmic 

biases. The approach is interpretive and theoretical, drawing on decolonial frameworks to 

assess the implications of AI for linguistic justice, cultural representation, and digital 

sovereignty in African contexts. 

4. The Role of AI in Language Preservation 

The preservation and revitalization of endangered languages in Africa is not merely a 

cultural concern—it is a digital imperative. Language is both a vessel of identity and a 

repository of indigenous knowledge. As globalization and technological advancement 

accelerate the decline of many African languages, Artificial Intelligence (AI) has emerged 
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as a promising, though complex, avenue for reversing this trend. Leveraging tools such as 

Natural Language Processing (NLP), Text-to-Speech (TTS), and Automatic Speech 

Recognition (ASR), AI offers the potential to digitize, archive, and animate languages that 

have long been sidelined in technological spaces. 

4.1 Artificial Intelligence and Endangered Languages 

Natural Language Processing (NLP) enables AI systems to understand, generate, and 

translate human languages. However, mainstream NLP models have historically been 

trained on large corpora derived from dominant languages—particularly English, Chinese, 

and Spanish—while African languages are often labeled as "low-resource" or 

"underrepresented" due to the scarcity of large, digitized datasets (Hassan, 2024). This 

framing not only reflects a technical gap but also reproduces hierarchies of linguistic 

legitimacy. As Mgimwa and Dash (2024) assert, “labeling a language as low-resource 

should not imply it is low-value.” Rather, the lack of digitized resources reflects historical 

marginalization and ongoing infrastructural disparities. 

AI offers a pathway to change this narrative. Through TTS and ASR technologies, it is now 

possible to create spoken language models that can both preserve phonetic structures and 

enable interactive tools for language learners and researchers. For instance, Mgimwa and 

Dash (2024) describe the development of AI-based tools for the Hehe language in 

Tanzania. These tools not only document linguistic content but also facilitate the 

production of culturally grounded learning materials, thereby bridging intergenerational 

language transmission gaps. Such initiatives reflect a paradigmatic shift—from viewing 

African languages as computational burdens to recognizing them as valuable nodes in a 

digitally interconnected world. 

4.2 Community-Driven NLP: The Case of Masakhane 

One of the most transformative efforts in this space is the Masakhane project—a 

decentralized; grassroots initiative dedicated to building open-source NLP technologies for 

African languages. What distinguishes Masakhane is not only its technical ambition but 

also its decolonial ethos. It relies on a collaborative network of African researchers, 

developers, and linguists who contribute their linguistic expertise, cultural insights, and 

programming skills to train machine translation models for over 40 African languages 

(Issaka et al., 2024). By engaging communities directly in the design and development 

process, Masakhane resists the extractive tendencies of traditional AI development that 

often excludes or devalues local knowledge. 
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The success of Masakhane challenges prevailing assumptions about the viability of NLP 

in multilingual African contexts. As Issaka et al. (2024) document in The Ghanaian NLP 

Landscape, the project underscores that community participation and open-access 

methodologies are not peripheral—they are essential to producing ethical and accurate AI 

models. Importantly, Masakhane’s approach aligns with calls for epistemic justice in AI, 

where technological outputs are grounded in the sociocultural realities of their users. 

4.3 Mapping Language Resources: The Lanfrica Initiative 

Another significant contribution to African language preservation comes from the Lanfrica 

platform, a metadata-based repository aimed at cataloging and linking digital resources for 

African languages. Developed in Nigeria, Lanfrica addresses a critical infrastructural 

challenge: the fragmentation and invisibility of existing language corpora. Many African 

languages have been studied and documented across various academic, governmental, and 

community-based platforms, but these resources remain scattered and difficult to locate. 

Lanfrica functions as a bridge—connecting researchers, developers, and educators with 

curated linguistic datasets, tools, and documentation (Lanfrica, 2022). 

By organizing resources according to language, dialect, and accessibility status, Lanfrica 

promotes transparency, visibility, and collaboration across the AI ecosystem. As 

highlighted in the posted content on indigenous language revitalization, the platform is 

instrumental in not only locating data but also encouraging researchers to share and 

standardize datasets, thus contributing to long-term language sustainability (Lanfrica, 

2022). 

4.4 Reimagining AI for Linguistic Justice 

The cases of Masakhane and Lanfrica demonstrate that AI, when ethically deployed and 

community-grounded, can serve as a tool for linguistic justice and cultural resurgence. 

Yet these initiatives also expose the limitations of current AI infrastructures, which are 

not always designed with African linguistic diversity in mind. The future of AI in Africa 

must prioritize participatory approaches, linguistic inclusivity, and policies that protect 

indigenous data sovereignty. As Mgimwa and Dash (2024) suggest, successful language 

preservation requires not only technological innovation but also a cultural and ethical 

framework that honors the autonomy and dignity of African knowledge systems. 

4. Cultural Representation and AI 

Artificial intelligence systems do not exist in cultural vacuums; they are socio-technical 

artifacts that reflect the epistemologies, priorities, and values of their creators. When 
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applied to contexts far removed from those in which they were developed, such as the 

diverse cultural and linguistic landscapes of Africa, AI systems risk perpetuating a new 

form of digital colonialism. This aspect is particularly evident in how African cultural 

expressions are underrepresented, misrepresented, or entirely excluded from AI training 

datasets and algorithmic outputs. 

AI models, especially those used for Natural Language Processing (NLP), are primarily 

trained on data drawn from high-resource languages such as English, Mandarin, and 

Spanish. These corpora often originate in Western media, literature, academic writing, and 

public discourse, resulting in models that are deeply embedded with Western cultural 

assumptions (Hassan, 2024). Consequently, African ontologies—worldviews, metaphors, 

idioms, historical narratives, and indigenous knowledge systems—are either invisibilized 

or inaccurately modeled. As Ofosu-Asare (2024) critiques, this dominance of colonial 

languages and paradigms in AI architecture constitutes an act of “cognitive imperialism,” 

in which indigenous ways of knowing are devalued in favor of Eurocentric norms. 

Natural Language Processing technologies, in their current form, function as tools of 

epistemic exclusion, a concern powerfully articulated in Yousif Hassan’s (2024) seminal 

work on NLP and memory politics. By failing to incorporate African narratives, histories, 

and expressive forms, these technologies participate in the erasure of cultural memory. 

“Language models,” Hassan (2024) contends, “do not just process information—they 

construct political realities about whose memories matter and whose do not.” This framing 

positions AI not merely as a technical tool but as a cultural actor capable of shaping 

identity, belonging, and recognition in the digital sphere. 

The implications of such exclusion are profound. Culture is not static; it is reproduced and 

transformed through language, media, and storytelling. When AI systems ignore or 

misrepresent African cultural inputs, they erase cultural heritage from younger generations 

by giving them digital content that doesn't include or accurately represent their heritage. 

This concern echoes Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s (1986) critique of colonial education systems, 

which replaced African languages and cultural values with those of the colonizer. In the 

digital age, AI becomes the new curriculum—teaching users what is visible, valuable, and 

valid in the world. If African cultural representations are absent from AI-generated texts, 

images, and interactions, this constitutes a continuation of cultural domination through 

technological means. 

Moreover, AI-generated representations of African societies often rely on simplified 

stereotypes, especially when visual data is involved in training generative models. These 

representations frequently reinforce outdated or exoticized images, reducing the 
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complexity and diversity of African identities to narrow tropes. Such outputs not only 

misinform global audiences but also alienate African users who fail to see their realities 

accurately reflected in digital environments. 

Efforts like the Masakhane project aim to counteract these distortions by embedding local 

knowledge and cultural nuance into AI design. Through community-based NLP 

development, Masakhane researchers collaboratively build models that respect linguistic 

variation and cultural specificity. Similarly, Lanfrica’s metadata system foregrounds the 

importance of contextualizing African languages within their cultural and historical 

frameworks, ensuring that data is not abstracted from the communities to which it belongs 

(Lanfrica, 2022). 

Nevertheless, these initiatives remain outliers in a global AI industry dominated by large 

Western firms. The path toward cultural representation in AI must therefore involve not 

only technical interventions but also policy shifts, funding reallocation, and philosophical 

reorientation. It requires treating culture not as an optional input but as a central axis around 

which ethical and inclusive AI must be built. 

In summary, the underrepresentation of African cultural expressions in AI is not an 

incidental oversight; it is a consequence of long-standing epistemic hierarchies now 

reproduced in algorithmic form. To decolonize AI, it is imperative to center African voices, 

languages, and epistemologies in the design, development, and deployment of these 

technologies. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) powerfully argues, “the domination of 

language by the languages of the colonizing nations was crucial to the domination of the 

mental universe of the colonized.” In the era of AI, this warning takes on renewed urgency. 

4. Challenges in Promoting Indigenous Languages and Cultures through AI 

While artificial intelligence holds significant promise for the revitalization and promotion 

of African indigenous languages and cultures, this potential is constrained by a series of 

persistent challenges. These challenges are not merely technical, they are deeply embedded 

in the historical, political, and epistemic structures that govern knowledge production in 

the digital age. Addressing them requires a multifaceted understanding of digital inequality, 

epistemic justice, and technological sovereignty in African contexts. 

4.1 Digital Inequality and Data Scarcity 

One of the most critical obstacles to incorporating indigenous African languages into AI 

systems is the unequal distribution of digital infrastructure and access. Much of the African 

continent still faces limited internet penetration, high data costs, and inadequate 
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technological infrastructure (Issaka et al., 2024). These conditions restrict the use of AI 

technologies and hinder the collection, digitization, and distribution of linguistic and 

cultural resources. 

Moreover, the scarcity of large, annotated, and standardized language corpora for most 

African languages’ places them at a disadvantage in AI model training. Thus, these 

languages are often deemed "low-resource" in computational linguistics, a designation that 

reinforces their marginalization (Hassan, 2024). The absence of comprehensive datasets 

means that even when AI developers seek to include African languages, they are limited 

by data availability, often defaulting to dominant languages like English, French, or 

Swahili. 

4.2 Multilingualism and Dialect Variation 

Africa’s rich linguistic diversity is both an asset and a challenge for AI development. The 

continent is home to over 2,000 languages and thousands more dialects, many of which 

lack standardized orthographies or unified grammatical structures (Mgimwa & Dash, 

2024). This linguistic fragmentation makes it harder to create NLP models that can work 

with different language variants. 

The Hehe (kihehe) language project in Tanzania, for instance, shows how hard it is to 

encode oral traditions and dialectal variation into AI-based text-to-speech systems 

(Mgimwa & Dash, 2024). Unlike global languages with long histories of written 

documentation, many African languages are primarily oral, with meanings deeply 

embedded in cultural practices, intonation, and context. Translating these nuances into 

machine-readable formats requires not only linguistic expertise but also culturally sensitive 

design, resources that are often lacking. 

4.3 Lack of Funding and Local AI Infrastructure 

The development of localized AI tools for African contexts is significantly hindered by 

insufficient funding, lack of institutional support, and minimal investment in regional AI 

research centers. Most African universities and research institutions operate under 

constrained budgets, making it difficult to support long-term projects involving AI, data 

curation, or linguistic documentation (Issaka et al., 2024). 

Additionally, the dominance of Western tech companies in the global AI ecosystem means 

that innovation is frequently outsourced to the Global North, with Africa positioned as a 

data source rather than a technology producer. These dynamic stifles indigenous innovation 
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and perpetuates dependence on external technologies that may not align with local needs 

or cultural values. 

4.4 Technological Neocolonialism 

The contemporary landscape of AI development reflects what scholars increasingly refer 

to as technological neocolonialism, a system in which the tools, platforms, and priorities 

of digital innovation are set by a few powerful actors, often based in the West, while the 

rest of the world serves as passive recipients or data extractors (Ofosu-Asare, 2024). In this 

framework, African languages and cultures are not treated as subjects with agency but as 

objects to be encoded, often without the involvement or consent of local communities. 

This critique is echoed in Hassan’s (2024) exploration of memory politics in NLP. He 

argues that many AI models erase the cultural and historical complexity of African 

languages by flattening them into quantifiable data points. Such processes risk 

commodifying African linguistic heritage, turning sacred oral traditions and indigenous 

epistemologies into decontextualized datasets for commercial exploitation. 

4.5 Ethical and Epistemic Concerns 

Beyond infrastructure and design challenges lie deeper ethical and epistemological 

questions about whose knowledge counts in AI systems. As Ofosu-Asare (2024) notes, the 

development of AI tools for African contexts must grapple with questions of ownership, 

consent, and representation. Who decides which dialect is encoded? Who benefits from the 

AI outputs? Are communities involved in curating the data that represents them? 

Ethical AI must move beyond the technical to address these questions of power, voice, and 

cultural integrity. Projects like Masakhane and Lanfrica offer models of participatory, 

decentralized AI development, but such initiatives remain under-supported relative to their 

potential. As Mgimwa and Dash (2024) emphasize, language is not simply a tool of 

communication, it is a carrier of worldview, memory, and identity. To ignore this in AI 

design is to risk epistemic violence in the digital age. 

Conclusion of Section 

In conclusion, the promotion of indigenous African languages and cultures through AI 

faces intersecting challenges, from digital inequity and dialectal complexity to systemic 

underinvestment and technological hegemony. These obstacles are not insurmountable, but 

they require a paradigm shift: one that centers African agency, respects epistemic plurality, 
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and reimagines AI not as a universalizing force, but as a contextual, ethical, and culturally 

grounded tool. 

5. Strategies for Decolonizing AI 

Decolonizing artificial intelligence in African contexts demands a paradigmatic 

reorientation, one that challenges the centralized, extractive models of technological 

development and instead cultivates ethical, inclusive, and culturally grounded alternatives. 

The goal is not merely to localize AI but to reimagine its ontological foundations: to design 

technologies that emerge from, reflect, and respond to indigenous African epistemologies, 

languages, and cultural values. Drawing on insights from both the academic literature and 

successful on-the-ground initiatives, this section outlines five interlinked strategies to 

promote AI that serves African linguistic and cultural sovereignty. 

5.1 Community-Centered AI Design 

At the core of decolonized AI is participatory design, an approach that situates 

communities not as passive beneficiaries of technology but as active co-creators. 

Community-centered AI challenges the epistemic hierarchy that often privileges Western 

engineers and data scientists as the sole arbiters of technological value. Instead, it calls for 

a collaborative, dialogical framework where local communities define the problems, 

participate in data curation, and shape the design logic of AI systems. 

The Masakhane project exemplifies this approach. Founded as grassroots, pan-African 

movement, Masakhane enables linguists, translators, and researchers across the continent 

to develop NLP models tailored to their languages and contexts (Issaka et al., 2024). This 

model directly resists what Fricker (2007) calls “epistemic injustice,” the exclusion of 

certain communities from processes of knowledge production and validation. By 

positioning local stakeholders as knowledge holders and designers, participatory AI 

transforms the power dynamics of computational development. 

5.2 Open-Access and Multilingual Corpora Development 

A major barrier to equitable AI is the scarcity of digitized, annotated corpora in African 

languages. To address this, scholars have called for the creation of open-access repositories 

that house multilingual datasets and linguistic tools. The Lanfrica platform offers a 

compelling model in this regard. By cataloging and linking existing resources across 

languages and institutions, Lanfrica creates a decentralized infrastructure that facilitates 

collaboration and accelerates research (Lanfrica, 2022). 
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Open-access corpora ensure that AI development is not bottlenecked by proprietary 

constraints or uneven data ownership. Moreover, multilingual corpora allow for the 

training of inclusive models that account for dialectal variation, code-switching, and 

culturally embedded linguistic features, dimensions often flattened in monolingual AI 

architectures. Language is not just about words, as Mgimwa and Dash (2024) point out; it 

also includes worldviews, moral systems, and collective memory. To preserve this, corpus 

development must be both linguistically rigorous and culturally respectful. 

5.3 Localized Training of AI Models 

A decolonial approach also entails locally training AI models using regional infrastructure, 

context-specific data, and community-led evaluation metrics. This stands in contrast to 

global models developed in Euro-American tech hubs, which often fail to capture the 

sociolinguistic complexity of African environments. The localization of AI models 

improves their accuracy and affirms digital self-determination. 

Training AI models in Africa lessens reliance on outside parties and makes them more 

accountable to local users. It also allows for the integration of culturally salient features, 

such as idioms, tonal variations, and honorifics, that may otherwise be lost in generalized 

models. As Ofosu-Asare (2024) argues, without local training and oversight, AI becomes 

a tool of “cognitive imperialism,” where only certain ways of speaking and knowing are 

computationally legible. 

5.4 Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration: Technologists and Linguists 

To decolonize AI meaningfully, technologists must work in tandem with linguists, 

anthropologists, educators, and cultural historians. AI development cannot be siloed in 

computer science; it requires a cross-disciplinary architecture that brings together technical 

skill and deep cultural knowledge. For instance, the development of TTS systems for 

endangered languages like Hehe (Mgimwa & Dash, 2024) required not only phonetic 

modeling but also ethnolinguistic understanding of oral performance, rhythm, and social 

meaning. 

Collaborations must therefore go beyond consultation; they must involve shared authority 

and joint intellectual labor. African linguists must be recognized not just as data annotators 

but as theorists of language and culture. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) reminds us, 

reclaiming language is not simply a symbolic gesture—it is a foundational act of epistemic 

resistance. 
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5.5 Policy Recommendations and Structural Change 

While community-based and technical interventions are essential, structural and policy-

level reforms are equally necessary. African governments and regional bodies like the 

African Union must: 

1. Invest in AI research centers focused on local languages and needs 

2. Support open data policies that protect indigenous knowledge and promote data 

sovereignty 

3. Create ethical guidelines to govern data collection, community engagement, and AI 

deployment 

4. Regulate partnerships with foreign tech firms to ensure equitable benefit-sharing 

and cultural respect 

These policy initiatives must be informed by indigenous philosophies of relationality, 

reciprocity, and care. As Fricker (2007) and Smith (2012) assert in decolonial research 

methodologies, true equity begins with acknowledging historical harms and redistributing 

power in knowledge systems. For African AI ecosystems, this means moving from 

extractive to regenerative models of innovation. 

Conclusion of Section 

Decolonizing AI is not a singular act but an ongoing praxis—a commitment to designing 

technological futures that honor the dignity, knowledge, and cultural wealth of African 

peoples. Through community participation, open-access data, localized modeling, cross-

disciplinary collaboration, and supportive policy frameworks, AI can become a tool of 

liberation rather than erasure. As the Masakhane project has demonstrated, when African 

voices lead AI development, the results are not only more inclusive, they are profoundly 

transformative. 

6. Case Studies and Examples 

Several initiatives across Africa are laying the foundation for a more inclusive and 

culturally grounded application of artificial intelligence. These efforts reflect varied 

approaches to linguistic representation, community participation, and decolonial ethics. 

The table below summarizes selected case studies drawn from recent literature and research 

efforts. 
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Key AI Projects for African Language Preservation 

Table 1: 

Key AI Projects for African Language Preservation 

Project/Initiative Focus Area Contribution Source 

Masakhane NLP for African 

languages 

Community-driven, 

participatory AI 

models 

Issaka et al., 2024 

Lanfrica Metadata platform Curates and links 

African linguistic 

resources 

Lanfrica, 2022 

Ghana NLP 

Landscape 

Systematic resource 

review 

Quantifies gaps and 

promotes corpus 

development 

Issaka et al., 2024 

Hehe TTS Project Text-to-Speech for 

endangered 

language 

Preserves oral 

tradition in 

Tanzania 

Mgimwa & Dash, 

2024 

 

Note. TTS = Text-to-Speech; NLP = Natural Language Processing. 

 

Analytical Commentary 

These projects reveal both the strengths and the limitations of current AI interventions in 

African linguistic and cultural contexts. 

Ofosu-Asare's (2024) theoretical analysis of cognitive imperialism lays an essential 

philosophical foundation. By framing AI as a reproducer of colonial knowledge 

hierarchies, the author pushes the field beyond technical discussions into epistemological 

critique. This work is foundational in guiding ethical frameworks for AI in Africa. 

The Revitalization of Indigenous Languages in Nigeria (2022) contributes policy-oriented 

strategies, advocating for interethnic cooperation, local language education, and digital 

inclusion. However, the initiative lacks specificity in AI implementation strategies, which 

presents an opportunity for further research and technical intervention. 

The Ghanaian NLP Landscape study (Issaka et al., 2024) bridges the gap between theory 

and practice. It offers a systemic review of the linguistic resources available for NLP in 

Ghana and points out the importance of corpus development and collaborative AI tools. 
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This report is one of the few empirical studies that quantify gaps while calling for 

decolonial action through data infrastructure. 

The Hehe (Kihehe) language revitalization project (Mgimwa & Dash, 2024) represents an 

applied and culturally grounded use of AI. Its focus on TTS demonstrates how speech 

technologies can preserve oral traditions. This project is a good example of decolonial AI 

in action because it focuses on cultural autonomy, local language norms, and respectful 

data practices. 

Collectively, these cases highlight a growing momentum toward African-led, context-

aware, and ethically grounded AI. Still, they also reveal critical gaps—such as the need for 

sustained funding, institutional backing, and cross-border collaboration among African 

nations to scale these innovations. 

7. The Importance of Cultural Heritage Preservation 

Preserving African cultural heritage through digital and algorithmic means is not merely a 

symbolic gesture; it is an urgent necessity. In the era of AI, language and culture are 

increasingly filtered through computational models that determine what is visible, 

intelligible, and valuable in the digital sphere. For communities historically marginalized 

by colonial systems, the exclusion of their languages, symbols, and epistemologies from 

AI constitutes a new form of dispossession: the erasure of cultural memory in algorithmic 

form. 

African cultures are rooted in oral traditions, communal knowledge sharing, indigenous 

storytelling, and intergenerational learning. These forms of heritage, while often rich and 

complex, have historically been undervalued or rendered invisible in dominant Western 

frameworks of literacy, knowledge production, and technological design (wa Thiong’o, 

1986). When AI systems are built primarily on Western linguistic and cultural norms, they 

not only misrepresent African realities—they also contribute to what Hassan (2024) calls 

the politics of memory, whereby certain histories and voices are amplified while others are 

systematically ignored. 

AI’s role in preserving or eroding cultural heritage hinges on design choices. Language 

models that exclude African names, proverbs, or syntactic patterns perpetuate epistemic 

injustice (Fricker, 2007). Conversely, inclusive NLP systems, like those advanced by 

projects such as Masakhane and Hehe TTS (Mgimwa & Dash, 2024), offer a means of 

encoding cultural knowledge in a durable, accessible, and generative form. These systems 

not only serve linguistic needs but also preserve unique worldviews encoded in indigenous 

grammars, metaphors, and oral literatures. 
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Moreover, cultural heritage is not just backward-looking; it is foundational to self-

determination in the future. As Ngungi WA Thiong’o (1986) notes, reclaiming language 

and culture is essential to liberating the “mental universe” of colonized peoples. In digital 

education, civic discourse, and knowledge economies, being able to see, hear, and use one's 

language in technology directly affects identity formation, belonging, and agency. 

Cultural heritage preservation through AI also promotes cognitive diversity, which has 

been increasingly recognized as a key value in innovation and problem-solving. African 

languages, with their tonal variations, proverbs, and community-oriented pragmatics, 

introduce unique structures of logic, ethics, and communication into AI. Their inclusion 

enriches not only African users but also the global AI ecosystem by expanding the semantic 

and ethical range of machine learning models. 

Finally, preservation must be ethical and reciprocal. Many global AI initiatives have 

engaged in extractive data collection, harvesting African language data without proper 

consent, recognition, or benefit-sharing (Ofosu-Asare, 2024). A decolonial approach 

insists on community control of data, culturally appropriate uses of technology, and the 

centering of African values in digital innovation. It reframes heritage not as a resource to 

be mined but as a living, evolving practice to be nurtured through collaborative design. 

8. Ethical Considerations and Future Directions 

As artificial intelligence systems continue to shape the linguistic and cultural terrain of the 

21st century, their ethical implications in African contexts demand urgent and sustained 

scrutiny. Decolonizing AI is not merely a question of technical inclusion; it is an ethical 

undertaking grounded in principles of justice, equity, and epistemic plurality. The current 

global AI ecosystem, dominated by powerful corporations and Western-centric research 

agendas, often lacks the cultural sensitivity and accountability necessary to protect and 

empower African communities. This section addresses key ethical issues and proposes 

future directions for building AI systems that uphold African values, safeguard indigenous 

knowledge, and promote digital sovereignty. 

8.1 Ethical Issues: Ownership, Consent, and Benefit Sharing 

A primary ethical concern in the African AI landscape is data ownership and informed 

consent. Many African languages are being digitized and used to train AI models without 

the clear consent of the communities that speak to them. This raises serious questions about 

intellectual property, data sovereignty, and the commodification of indigenous knowledge 

(Ofosu-Asare, 2024). AI companies and research institutions have, in some cases, extracted 
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linguistic data for commercial or academic gain without engaging in equitable partnerships 

or sharing the benefits of such technologies with the original communities. 

The concept of benefit sharing, widely discussed in environmental and medical ethics, 

should be applied rigorously to AI. Communities that contribute their linguistic, cultural, 

and intellectual resources to AI projects must be recognized as co-creators and not merely 

as sources of data (Hassan, 2024). This includes attribution, co-authorship in research 

outputs, financial compensation, and shared access to the tools and technologies developed. 

8.2 Epistemic Respect and Cultural Integrity 

Beyond questions of consent and ownership lies a deeper issue of epistemic respect, the 

recognition that African languages and knowledge systems are not just linguistically 

diverse but also philosophically and ontologically distinct. Many African languages encode 

relational ethics, spirituality, communal identity, and ecological knowledge that are 

invisible to Western NLP frameworks (Mgimwa & Dash, 2024). If AI systems fail to model 

these complexities, they do not simply exclude African voices, they flatten and 

misrepresent them. 

Ethical AI, therefore, must move beyond bias mitigation to actively incorporate alternative 

logics, grammars, and cultural worldviews. As Ngugi Wa Thiong’o (1986) reminds us, 

decolonization involves reclaiming not only language but also the mental frameworks that 

structure our understanding of the world. In the AI context, this means designing systems 

that do not just process language but respect its cultural embeddedness. 

8.3 Risks of Recolonization through AI 

A critical warning raised in emerging literature is the threat of technological recolonization, 

a scenario in which Africa becomes a data source for AI development while remaining 

peripheral to innovation, governance, and benefit realization (Issaka et al., 2024). This 

mirrors the extractive dynamics of colonial resource exploitation, with data and knowledge 

now replacing land and labor. 

To avoid this, Africa must build robust regulatory frameworks that protect indigenous data, 

enforce ethical standards, and empower local institutions. Governments must resist one-

sided partnerships and instead foster regional AI strategies that prioritize public interest, 

linguistic inclusion, and cultural sustainability. 
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8.4 Future Directions 

To move toward ethical and decolonized AI, several forward-looking strategies should be 

pursued: 

1. Data Justice Frameworks: Establish legal and ethical guidelines for data collection, 

especially in indigenous contexts. These should be informed by community 

consent, cultural protocols, and the right to withdraw data. 

2. Indigenous Governance Models: Empower local elders, linguists, and cultural 

institutions to co-govern AI projects. AI systems should be evaluated not only for 

performance but also for cultural legitimacy. 

3. Pan-African AI Infrastructure: Develop shared platforms, languages, and technical 

hubs across African countries to avoid dependency on external technologies. 

Regional collaboration can increase scale, sustainability, and bargaining power. 

4. Interdisciplinary Research and Training: Promote AI literacy that includes African 

philosophy, ethics, and linguistics in technology curricula. Encourage reciprocal 

learning between technologists and humanities scholars. 

5. Decolonial Tech Ethics Education: Incorporate histories of colonialism, resistance, 

and African intellectual traditions into AI ethics courses and workshops, fostering 

a new generation of culturally competent developers. 

9. Conclusion 

Artificial intelligence is not only transforming global systems of communication, 

education, and governance—it is reshaping the epistemic boundaries of what knowledge is 

valued, whose languages are preserved, and whose cultures are digitally sustained. For 

African societies, where linguistic and cultural heritage has long been subjected to the 

forces of colonization and marginalization, AI represents both a peril and a possibility. This 

paper has examined how AI systems, when developed through Western-centric 

frameworks and datasets, perpetuate algorithmic biases that systematically exclude African 

languages and misrepresent cultural identities (Hassan, 2024; Ofosu-Asare, 2024). 

The central thesis of this work is that AI in its current form often reproduces colonial 

hierarchies, but through decolonial strategies—such as participatory design, ethical data 

governance, multilingual corpora development, and cultural contextualization—it can be 

redirected to foster justice, inclusion, and self-determination. As the examined case 

studies reveal, projects like Masakhane, Lanfrica, and Hehe TTS are actively challenging 

the dominant models by centering African knowledge systems and engaging communities 

in AI development (Mgimwa & Dash, 2024; Issaka et al., 2024). 
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However, this transformation is not guaranteed. Major challenges persist from 

infrastructural and funding limitations to ethical violations in data collection, to the 

continued dominance of Western tech companies in setting global AI agendas. These 

challenges are compounded by the structural legacies of colonialism, which continue to 

render African contributions peripheral in the global innovation ecosystem. Without 

intentional, structural change, AI risks becoming a new apparatus of technological 

recolonization, masking epistemic exclusion under the guise of digital progress. 

The way forward is clear: Africa must not only be a part of the global AI movement, but it 

must also be a leader in deciding what its values, priorities, and designs should be. This 

requires investment in regional AI infrastructure, policy development grounded in 

indigenous philosophies, and cross-disciplinary education that bridges technology with 

history, culture, and ethics. Most importantly, it means that African voices, such as 

linguists, elders, teachers, technologists, and cultural custodians, must be seen as important 

builders of the continent's digital future. 

As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) wrote in Decolonizing the Mind, “Language, any language, 

has a dual character: it is both a means of communication and a carrier of culture.” In the 

age of artificial intelligence, this dual character takes on new urgency. If African languages 

are excluded from AI systems, then African cultures are denied their full expression in the 

digital realm. But if AI is reclaimed, reimagined, and reoriented through decolonial lenses, 

then it can serve as a powerful tool for memory, resistance, and cultural resurgence. 

Final Note 

This study contributes to the growing movement for epistemic justice in AI and invites 

researchers, policymakers, and technologists to reframe innovation not as a purely 

technical endeavor, but as a deeply ethical and political one. The future of AI in Africa 

must be built on the principles of dignity, equity, and sovereignty, where no language is 

erased, no culture is forgotten, and no community is left behind. 
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