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Short introduction 

• Gertjan van Stam (PhD-culture, MTech-ICT, BSc-Telecoms engineer) 
• Living and working in sub Sahara Africa since 1987, full time since 2000 

• Research focus on the intersection of technology and culture 

• Community deposits @ http://www.vanstam.net/gertjan-van-stam 

• Munyaradzi Mawere (PhD-social anthropology, Masters in social 
anthropology, philosophy, and development studies) 
• Professor @ Simon Muzenda School of Arts, Culture and Heritage Studies, 

Great Zimbabwe University 

• Presentation to give a glimpse on context and content 

• Invitation to read and contemplate the application of the paper 
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Method 

• Decolonial research paradigm 
• Focus on communities, according to local/national needs 
• Long term commitment, set in ethics, equity and complementarity 

• Living Research method 
1. Request from local authorities (national, provincial, local and traditional) 
2. Introduction of research by local authorities 
3. Co-developed with local communities and all stakeholders 
4. Monitored by, and looping in with, local communities 
5. Reporting of progress to local communities and national governance 
6. All discussions and write-ups done from within the community 
7. Presentations done under local guidance 
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Data 

• Definition: “Known or assumed facts used for reasoning and calculation” 

• Computation prioritises quantities, characters, and symbols 

• Subject to philosophy and contextuality 

• Defined and categorised normatively, outside of Africa 

• Omits dynamic and integral nature of most African epistemologies 

• Quantifications fuel existing power structures 
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Sovereignty 

• Contested fields, location                                                                              
and identities 

• Demarcations set in non-African histories, without African consent 
• Westphalia Accord (1648) 

• General Act of Berlin Conference (1885) 

• Colonial frames imported through Organisation of African Unity 

• Multiple realities and ways of knowing exist 
• Legal frameworks set within the notion of the nation-state 

• Omission of customary laws 

• Negates social justices, e.g. fluidities 
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Digital Platforms 

UNCTAD. (2019). Digital economy report 2019: Value creation and capture 
- implications for developing countries. New York: United Nations. 



Data Power-Dynamics 

• Dominant narratives tell that data, data-processing, and technology 
are a-political and a-historical, however 
• composition/handling of data set in ideologies, politics & measures of success 

• production and computing contingent on choices of inclusion and exclusion 

• data-handling framed by foreign designs 

• Many (Bay Area) designers blind to ‘other’ forms of identity 

• Alignment with neo-liberal ideas on wealth creation 
• private market competition 

• capricious capitalism 
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Observations from an African place 

• Foreign ontological and political shaping of the digital world 
disempowers African meaning making and sovereignty 

• Foreign processing of African data creates parallel representations 

• Dominant digital platforms operate outside of African oversight 

• Outsourcing African data allowed for scandals as Cambridge Analytica 

• Algorithms appear to be biased to Euromerican realities 

• Threats of wholesome surveillance 

• Outcomes provide little – if any - knowing in African communities 
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Some quotes from the paper 

• “The data extraction by commercial, opaque transnational companies 
and non-accountable non-African institutions from African 
environments seems to be threatening sovereignties in the African 
continent.” 

• “capturing [of data] is negotiated, executed and monitored for 
contractual and legal compliance that is based upon norms and 
values mostly foreign to many African communities. US-centric 
standards, corporate responsibilities, the primacy of ‘markets’, and, 
most significantly, an unapologetic profit-motive govern the 
modelling of leading, contemporary digital platforms.” 

 
 Digital Sovereignty, a Zimbabwean Perspective, WebSci’20, Gertjan van Stam, 7 July 2020 



Subordinating Africa 

• Dominant platforms gatekeep digital worlds 

• Extraction of African data no feature on international agendas 

• African security interests subjugated to transnational capitalism 

• Africa-failing narrative sustains coloniality 

• Unabating extraction of African data for research in the West 

• Metaphysical and epistemological discordances 

• Imported technologies ignorant of African realities 

• Oblivious of ‘black holes’ in the information society 
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African arguments 

• African social values and moral philosophies (like ubuntu/unhu) 
• unaligned with people being approached as individuals 

• stands against capitalistic philosophy of competition 

• No legitimacy for Western domination 

• Dominant digital platforms import foreign administrative ideologies 
and super-colonial structures 

• Algorithms can disrupt when deployed in ‘other’ contextual, cultural, 
moral, or epistemological settings 
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Policy guidance 

• Arrest dependence on foreign digital platforms and their data-processing 

• Subject data-processing algorithms to scrutiny and public oversight 

• Decide on what data to harvest and how to keep data in country 

• Certify algorithms that serve public functions, e.g. in health 

• Establish international laws securing national data-sovereignty, 
irrespective of data location 
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Conclusions 

• Dominant digital platforms harvest and extract African information 
unscrupulously 

• There is little regards to African sovereignties 

• Current practices of data mining and extraction compels critical 
questions and assessment regarding data-sovereignty 

 

 

Digital Sovereignty, a Zimbabwean Perspective, WebSci’20, Gertjan van Stam, 7 July 2020 



 
Tatenda, Siyabonga 

(Thank you) 

dr ing Gertjan van Stam 

Masvingo, Zimbabwe 
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