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Abstract

The rapid expansion of digital technology across Africa has restructured communication, identity
formation, social interaction, and moral life. Social media platforms, artificial intelligence systems,
and digital economies now fundamentally shape how individuals understand themselves and relate
to others. While these modern technological developments have created new opportunities for
expression, education, and social mobility, they have also produced moral fragmentation, online
aggression, performative identity, and the decline of communal bonds that have historically been
central to African ethical life. The aim of this paper is to examine the contemporary crisis of
identity and dignity in Africa through the framework of African personhood. This article uses a
conceptual-philosophical methodology. The paper argues that African conceptions of personhood—
specifically, personhood as moral achievement, dignity as relational and identity as communally
constituted—provide substantive ethical resources for responding to four specific crises produced
by digital modernity: performative identity, online dehumanization, algorithmic injustice, and
digital colonialism. The study further engages emerging scholarship on African AI ethics,
particularly the relational ethics framework developed by Abeba Birhane, and situates the
argument within postcolonial critiques of digital power advanced by Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni and
Nick Couldry. In response to these crises, the paper recommends a renewed African humanism,
grounded in relational ethics, communal responsibility, and moral recognition, as a framework for
human flourishing in a digital age. It also recommends that religious communities, families, and
cultural institutions develop strategies for using digital technologies in ways that strengthen, rather
than dissolve, the relational bonds through which persons are formed.
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1. Introduction
The twenty-first century has witnessed a dramatic expansion of digital technology across

African societies. Internet access, smartphones, artificial intelligence systems, and social media
platforms have increasingly become part of everyday life. Young Africans now form friendships
online, engage in political conversations digitally, and shape their personal identities in virtual
spaces. Digital transformation has altered not merely economic and political structures but also the
moral and social foundations of human existence in many African communities (Castells, 2010).
Across cities, social media has become one of the most powerful forces shaping self-understanding.
Many people increasingly measure worth through online recognition, visibility, and public approval.
The number of followers, likes, shares, and digital endorsements often determines personal
confidence and social relevance. In this environment, identity becomes performative rather than
ethical. Human beings begin to present themselves not according to moral substance but according
to what attracts attention in digital spaces (Turkle, 2011).

This change has created a serious moral challenge for African societies. Traditional African
communities often grounded human identity in relationships, communal obligations, dignity, and
moral responsibility. A person was valued not simply for wealth or visibility, but for character and
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contribution to communal life. However, digital culture increasingly promotes individualism, self-
display, and consumerist competition. In many cases, online spaces reward aggression, deception,
humiliation, and sensationalism more than moral integrity (Bauman, 2001). The crisis is not simply
technological; it is philosophical and ethical. The deeper issue concerns what it means to be human
in a rapidly changing digital world. African philosophy has long engaged questions of personhood,
dignity, moral becoming, and communal existence. Thinkers such as Ifeanyi Menkiti and Kwasi
Wiredu argued that personhood is not simply a biological fact but a moral achievement shaped
through responsible participation in community (Menkiti, 1984; Wiredu, 1992). These underlying
insights remain deeply relevant to contemporary digital realities.

The purpose of this article is to examine the contemporary crisis of identity and dignity in
Africa through the framework of African personhood. The paper argues that African philosophy
offers substantive and theoretically rigorous ethical resources for confronting the fragmentation
created by digital culture. Rather than rejecting technology, the article seeks to develop an African
ethical response that preserves human dignity in a digital age. This study further argues that digital
transformation in Africa cannot be approached merely as a technical or economic issue. It must be
approached as a fundamentally human question. Technology shapes values, relationships,
aspirations, and moral imagination. The increasing influence of artificial intelligence, algorithmic
systems, and global digital corporations brings up critical concerns about power, recognition,
exploitation, and the future of African humanity (Couldry & Mejias, 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2021).

Furthermore, this article makes an original contribution to contemporary philosophical
discussions by systematically integrating African ethics into the ongoing global debates on
technology, AI, and human flourishing. While much international discourse on artificial intelligence
and digital ethics is shaped by Western liberal perspectives oriented around individual rights,
autonomous agency, and utilitarian calculation (Floridi et al., 2018), this paper foregrounds the
distinctive ethical resources of African philosophy, which remain underrepresented despite their
substantial focus on community, relationality, and human dignity. Some may argue that Western
liberal frameworks are sufficiently comprehensive for addressing issues in technology ethics and
that regional perspectives, though valuable, are best regarded as supplementary. This study directly
engages with such counterarguments by critically examining the potential limitations of Western
liberal ethics in addressing collective and relational harms fostered by digital technologies. In
particular, it contends that issues such as algorithmic injustice, digital colonialism, and the erosion
of communal bonds cannot be fully understood or resolved within frameworks focused primarily on
individual rights and utility. Instead, the paper articulates and defends African relational ethics not
as a supplementary regional voice, but as a critical and original framework with the capacity to
reshape prevailing understandings of technology and human existence. By engaging with these
counterarguments in detail, the paper introduces a novel perspective intended to fill an identified
gap in current global debates, offering African philosophy as an essential and transformative
resource in theorizing the ethical dimensions of digital modernity.

2. Methodology
This article applies a conceptual-philosophical research methodology, specifically the

method of critical conceptual analysis as pratised in African philosophy and philosophical ethics.
Conceptual analysis, in this context, involves the rigorous clarification, examination, and critical
application of key philosophical concepts (in this case, the African philosophical concept of
personhood) to a specific contemporary problem domain, namely the ethical dimensions of digital
culture and artificial intelligence in Africa (Wiredu, 2004; Metz, 2007). This methodology is
consistent with established practice in African philosophy. The paper makes no empirical claims
that require sociological or ethnographic evidence. Its contribution is philosophical: the rigorous
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articulation and application of African ethical principles to the moral challenges of digital
modernity.

3. Conceptualizing Personhood in African Philosophy
The concept of personhood occupies a central and defining place in African philosophy.

Unlike some modern Western philosophical traditions that emphasize isolated individuality as the
ground of moral and political life, many African thinkers understand the human person as
fundamentally relational. Personhood is not simply given at birth; it develops through moral growth,
social responsibility, and participation in communal life. The individual becomes fully human
through ethical engagement with others (Ramose, 1999).

Ifeanyi Menkiti is one of the most influential scholars associated with this position. Menkiti
(1984) argues that African thought places greater emphasis on the community than on radical
individual autonomy. According to him, the community holds a decisive function in shaping moral
identity. Personhood is therefore something achieved rather than automatically possessed; one
becomes a person through moral conduct, responsibility, and social participation. This view differs
significantly from certain Western liberal traditions, which define personhood primarily in terms of
rationality, sentience, or individual rights. Menkiti's position suggests that moral relationships are
not purely supplementary to human identity; they are constitutive of it. Human beings are socially
embedded creatures whose dignity emerges within communal life. Critically, this means that any
social system, including a digital platform, that removes relational context and reduces individuals
to isolated profiles fundamentally threatens the conditions of personhood itself.

Kwame Gyekye (1997) gives a more moderate interpretation of African communitarianism
that is particularly important for this paper's purposes. While affirming that community is central to
moral identity, Gyekye rejects the view that the individual is entirely dependent on or absorbed into
communal authority. He insists that individuals possess inalienable moral agency and personal
autonomy that cannot be overridden by communal demands. This moderate position, what Gyekye
calls 'moderate communitarianism,' provides important critical resources for evaluating digital
environments. It allows the paper to critique both the hyper-individualism of digital consumer
culture and the likelihood of digital communities to suppress authentic individual moral
development through algorithmic conformity and mob pressure.

Kwasi Wiredu (1992, 2009) contributes a further critical distinction: the difference between
biological humanity and moral personhood. For Wiredu, being human biologically is a given;
becoming a moral person is an achievement that requires ethical maturity, social responsibility, and
the cultivation of virtue. This normative conception of personhood is philosophically significant
because it means that neither biological existence nor digital visibility constitutes personhood in the
morally full sense. One can be biologically alive and digitally visible with thousands of followers,
while failing to be a person in the substantive African philosophical sense, because one's
relationships, conduct, and moral formation are inadequate. Wiredu's framework thus gives a
rigorous philosophical basis for critiquing the equation of online visibility with human worth.

Thaddeus Metz (2007) develops African ethics further by interpreting personhood through
the lens of relational morality. Drawing on the African philosophical tradition, Metz argues that
moral value in African thought is fundamentally determined by the quality of one's relationships,
specifically, by whether one's actions promote or undermine communal solidarity, common identity,
and mutual care. This relational moral theory has direct application to digital ethics: it provides a
criterion by which digital practices, platforms, and AI systems can be evaluated, namely, whether
they strengthen or weaken the relational bonds through which human dignity is constituted and
expressed.
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Ubuntu traditions remain the most widely recognized expression of African relational
personhood. The ubuntu maxim which is often rendered as 'a person is a person through other
persons' captures, in concentrated form, the core philosophical insight into interdependence and
relational existence (Tutu, 1999). Ubuntu ethics emphasizes compassion, hospitality, dignity,
reconciliation, and communal well-being. It insists that humanity is shared instead of isolated: one's
own humanity is enlarged or diminished by how one treats others' humanity. As Shutte (2001)
argues, ubuntu expresses 'the idea that human persons are not isolated individuals but essentially
relational beings who need each other to be fully human.' In digital settings where individuals are
frequently treated as anonymous profiles, disposable targets of ridicule, or data points toward
algorithmic extraction, ubuntu provides a strong ethical corrective centered on recognition, care,
and mutual affirmation.

More recent African philosophical scholarship has extended these basic insights in
directions directly relevant to this paper. Birhane (2021) draws explicitly on African relational
philosophy, particularly ubuntu, to develop what she calls a 'relational ethics' framework for
artificial intelligence. She argues that dominant AI ethics frameworks, rooted in Western liberal
individualism, are inadequate to tackle the systemic harms AI produces for marginalized
communities. A relational ethics approach, grounded in African philosophical insights into
interdependence and communal responsibility, demands that AI systems be evaluated not only by
their effects on individual users but also by their impact on the relational fabric of communities.
This system is directly applicable to the African digital context and represents a major advancement
of the African personhood tradition into the domain of technology ethics.

Drawing together these conceptual threads, this paper integrates four core analytical
principles derived from the African philosophical tradition of personhood into a unified evaluative
framework for the remainder of the paper. The first principle state that personhood is a moral
achievement rather than a matter of biological fact or digital visibility; the second principle state
that dignity is relational. These principles explains that human worth is constituted through mutual
recognition, care and collective bonds rather than determined by online metrics, economic success,
or computerized ranking.

The third principle is that community constitutes the foundation of moral identity: the social
structures in which persons are formed (families, communities, and institutions) have an ethical
obligation for shaping the moral character of individuals, extending this responsibility to include
technologies such as digital platforms and AI systems. The fourth principle is that moral
responsibility is determined by relational impact: the ethical value of any action, including the
creation and use of technology, must be evaluated based on whether it enhances or diminishes
communal solidarity and human dignity.

4. Digital Culture and the Fragmentation of Human Identity
Digital culture has fundamentally changed how many Africans experience identity and social
interaction. Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and X encourage
continuous self-presentation and public performance. In these spaces, identity often becomes
curated for approval rather than grounded in authenticity (Turkle, 2011). Nyabola (2018)
documented how digital platforms have reshaped political identity and public discourse across
Africa, creating both new possibilities for democratic participation and new vulnerabilities to
manipulation, disinformation, and the commodification of self. This double character of digital
culture which is simultaneously emancipatory and dehumanizing must be held together in any
philosophically serious account of its ethical significance.
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One major consequence of this environment is the rise of performative identity. People
increasingly construct digital versions of themselves designed to attract admiration, influence, or
economic opportunity. A concrete example includes individuals carefully curating their Instagram
profiles to display images of luxury, travel, or social engagement intended to project success and
desirability, regardless of their offline realities. Online identity is formed by trends, algorithms, and
public validation. This creates intense pressure to appear successful, attractive, politically relevant,
or socially desirable even when such presentations do not reflect inner reality. Applying the first
analytical principle derived from African personhood, that personhood is a moral achievement
rather than a matter of visibility, this paper argues that performative digital identity represents a
direct inversion of the African conception of becoming a person. Where African ethics requires the
cultivation of genuine moral character through sustained ethical practice, digital culture increasingly
rewards the performance of character without its substance. The result is what Han (2017) terms the
‘burnout society’: a world in which the compulsive performance of success generates exhaustion,
anxiety, and the dissolution of authentic selfhood.

The search for validation through likes, followers, and online attention has intensified
anxiety and moral insecurity among many young Africans. Human worth becomes tied to visibility
rather than character. People may feel invisible or insignificant if they fail to gain digital
recognition – a phenomenon that Wiredu's distinction between biological humanity and moral
personhood helps to illuminate: internet platforms reduce persons to their quantifiable visibility,
substituting metrics for the substantive moral recognition that African ethics understands as
constitutive of dignity. In many cases, social comparison produces emotional exhaustion,
depression, and eroded self-esteem. African ethics traditionally located human value within
communal dignity and moral conduct; digital culture increasingly reduces worth to public metrics
(Han, 2017).

Online aggression and dehumanization represent a further serious breakdown of relational
personhood. Social media spaces frequently encourage hostility, humiliation, and verbal violence.
Political tribalism, ethnic hatred, religious intolerance, and cyberbullying have become common
across African digital platforms. Online communication removes the social and relational cues that
ordinarily temper speech in physical community settings, leading many individuals to express
themselves online with a harshness they would rarely display in person (Suler, 2004). Applying the
second analytical principle (that dignity is relational rather than individualistic) the study argues that
online aggression is not purely socially harmful but philosophically significant: it represents a
failure of the fundamental moral recognition through which, in the African tradition, persons
constitute one another's humanity. To humiliate or dehumanize another online is, in Metz’s (2007)
terms, to act in direct opposition to the communal solidarity that grounds moral value.

Consumerism and influencer culture have also become deeply embedded in digital identity.
Platforms promote lifestyles centred on luxury, visibility, and material success. Young Africans are
constantly exposed to images of wealth and social prestige that shape aspirations and self-worth.
This environment encourages competition rather than solidarity, and commodification rather than
moral formation. As Baudrillard (1998) argues, the consumer society transforms persons into
images of consumption; a process that internet platforms have dramatically accelerated and
intensified. The economic vulnerability facing many African societies compounds this problem:
high unemployment and social instability make digital visibility appear attractive as a pathway to
recognition or survival, further pressuring individuals to commodify their identities online.

Digital fragmentation likewise erodes social ties in ways that directly undermine the third
analytical principle of African personhood: the community as the ground of moral identity.
Traditional African societies depended on direct relationships, intergenerational dialogue,
storytelling, and collective participation as the primary mechanisms of moral formation. These
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practices constitute what Menkiti (1984) describes as the communal context through which persons
are made. When digital interaction replaces physical community with virtual networks lacking
moral depth, when relationships become temporary, transactional, and disposable, and when the
speed of digital communication discourages the patience and reflection that genuine moral
formation requires, the social infrastructure of personhood is structurally weakened.

This does not mean technology is entirely negative. Digital platforms have enabled
significant positive developments such as activism, education, entrepreneurship, and democratic
participation across Africa. For example, the #EndSARS protests in Nigeria demonstrated how
digital media can provide spaces for political mobilization, public awareness, and collective action.
Young Africans have also used digital platforms to build businesses, share educational resources,
and create transnational networks. These examples illustrate the genuine emancipatory possibilities
that technology offers when it is situated within ethical structures that preserve relational
responsibility. At the same time, technology can facilitate negative outcomes, including the
increased prevalence of cyberbullying, harassment, and identity manipulation, as well as the spread
of disinformation on social media platforms. Such harms can erode communal trust, well-being, and
the foundations of dignified relational existence. Thus, technology plays a dual role: it can both
enhance and undermine human flourishing. African personhood philosophy provides the necessary
evaluative framework to critically distinguish and assess the conditions under which technology
serves emancipatory ends versus when it facilitates dehumanizing effects.

5. African Ethics and the Recovery of Human Dignity in Digital Environments
African ethics provides important resources not only for diagnosing the moral failures of digital
culture but for constructing an affirmative response. Central to many African moral traditions is the
idea that personhood is a process of moral becoming – a dynamic, lifelong achievement rather than
a static status. Human beings are not simply born complete; they develop themselves ethically
through relationships, responsibility, and character formation. Dignity therefore involves more than
legal status or individual rights. It concerns the quality of one's humanity as expressed in and
through relationships (Gyekye, 2010).

The concept of moral becoming challenges contemporary digital culture in significant ways.
Online environments frequently encourage instant gratification, superficial judgment, and emotional
impulsiveness – precisely the dispositions that African ethics identifies as signs of underdeveloped
personhood. African ethics instead emphasizes patience, wisdom, humility, and relational maturity.
The individual becomes fully human by disciplined participation in communal life, and moral
growth demands sustained accountability to others. This provides a clear normative standard by
which to evaluate digital practices: those that cultivate patience, thoughtfulness, and genuine
relational engagement serve the development of personhood; those that encourage impulsiveness,
performance, and relational disposability obstruct it.
Relational recognition is another central feature of African ethics with direct application to digital
life. Human dignity is affirmed when individuals recognize the humanity of others and act
accordingly; it is violated when others are humiliated, exploited, or instrumentalized. Online
aggression, hate speech, and cyberbullying therefore represent not exclusively social harms but
deep ethical failures in the African philosophical sense; they actively destroy the relational
conditions through which persons constitute one another's humanity. Ubuntu ethics makes this
explicit: humanity is shared, and one diminishes one's own humanity by diminishing others'
humanity (Tutu, 1999; Shutte, 2001).

However, it is essential to engage African ethics with a rigorously critical and reflective
stance, rather than approaching it through unexamined idealization. A closer scrutiny of historical
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contexts reveals that traditional African communities, despite fostering principles of solidarity and
mutual support, were also sites where significant injustices were institutionalized. These injustices
included entrenched patriarchal hierarchies that systematically disadvantaged women, rigid
exclusionary practices that marginalized ethnic, religious, or social minorities, and authoritarian
governance structures that curtailed dissent and suppressed the moral agency of individuals. Such
tendencies illuminate the potential of the communal ethos not only to facilitate inclusion and mutual
care, but also to fortify oppressive power dynamics and silence those who do not conform to
established communal norms. Therefore, while the communal focus of African ethics can serve as a
source of collective identity and moral support, it also poses distinct risks, namely, the
legitimization and perpetuation of inequity when communal well-being is prioritized at the expense
of justice for individuals or minority groups.

As Gyekye (1997) recognizes, a healthy approach to African ethics must grapple with the
tension between the communal constitution of personhood and the imperative to honor inviolable
individual moral agency, ensuring that neither communal values nor individual rights are subsumed
by the other. Consequently, contemporary African ethical discourse must approach its historical
legacy with vigilance and a commitment to self-critique, consciously identifying and confronting
those dimensions of the tradition that may enable exclusion, coercion, or the suppression of dissent.
The aim, therefore, is not simply to restore pre-digital communal forms, but to critically recover and
reformulate central values such as dignity, solidarity, and relational responsibility so they may
address both the persistent injustices of the past and the complex ethical dilemmas posed by modern
technological societies. Furthermore, this critical engagement must extend beyond traditional
models to examine and challenge emerging forms of digital communalism that may reproduce
conformity, discourage critical voices, or erode the substantive individuality required for authentic
personhood, thereby compounding rather than alleviating the problems inherent in prior communal
structures.

The digital weakening of communal moral formation institutions such as family, religious
community, and intergenerational storytelling has serious consequences that African ethics helps to
name and address. African ethical systems, conventionally understood, conceive the formation of
persons as a collective project. Families, elders, and communities bore shared responsibility for
supporting the moral development of their members. Empirical evidence from Nyabola (2018)
demonstrates that increasing digital engagement among Kenyan youth has coincided with a decline
in traditional communal mentorship, resulting in diminished opportunities for intergenerational
moral guidance and a growing sense of social fragmentation. When digital culture displaces those
developmental structures without replacing their moral function, the result is a generation of
individuals who are digitally connected but morally underformed. African ethics calls on
communities, religious institutions, educational bodies, and governments to reclaim their formative
responsibilities in the digital age, not by rejecting technology but by ensuring that the moral
infrastructure of personhood is actively maintained within it.

6. Technology, Artificial Intelligence, and the Future of African Humanism
Artificial intelligence is rapidly transforming global society, and Africa is increasingly

embedded within this transformation. AI systems now influence banking, healthcare, education,
criminal justice, employment screening, and communication infrastructure across the continent.
Governments and corporations promote AI as a solution to economic and administrative challenges,
often without adequate attention to the moral aspects of its deployment. This section analyzes the
specific threats posed by AI and digital colonialism to African personhood, engages with the
growing body of African AI ethics scholarship, and proposes an African humanist framework for
ethical engagement with technology.
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6.1 Algorithmic Injustice and the Violation of Relational Personhood
One of the most significant concerns raised by AI deployment in Africa involves the

replacement of contextual human judgment with algorithmic decision-making. AI systems
increasingly determine who receives loans, employment opportunities, security scrutiny, or online
visibility. These systems often appear neutral or objective – products of mathematical rigour rather
than human bias – yet they are in reality shaped by the assumptions, priorities, and blind spots of
those who design and train them (Benjamin, 2019). African populations are particularly vulnerable
to these systems because most consequential AI technologies are developed in North America and
Europe, where there is limited understanding of African social, cultural, and linguistic realities.

Birhane (2021) provides the most philosophically sophisticated analysis of this problem
from an African perspective. Drawing on African relational philosophy, she argues that dominant
AI ethics frameworks, built on Western liberal assumptions about autonomous individual agents
with enumerable rights and preferences, are structurally incapable of capturing the systemic,
relational harms AI causes to communities. She proposes instead a 'relational ethics' framework
grounded in the African philosophical understanding of persons as fundamentally interdependent
beings whose identities and well-being are constituted through their relationships. Under this
framework, the ethical evaluation of an AI system requires examining not only its effects on
individual users but its impact on the relational fabric of the communities it touches, whether it
strengthens or weakens communal bonds, whether it recognizes or denies the relational dignity of
persons, and whether it is designed in genuine dialogue with the communities it affects.

This relational ethics framework maps directly onto the four analytical principles of African
personhood identified above (in section 3). An AI system that reduces persons to data profiles and
statistical categories, stripping away the relational context, moral history, and communal identity
that constitute full personhood, violates the first principle (that personhood is moral achievement
rather than a quantifiable given). An AI system that makes decisions about a person’s access to
credit, employment, or freedom based on algorithmically detected patterns in their digital behaviour,
without recognition of their relational dignity and moral agency, violates the second principle: that
dignity is relational rather than reducible to measurable attributes. A platform algorithm that
optimizes for engagement by amplifying divisive, dehumanizing content thereby weakening
communal bonds in pursuit of profit violates the third and fourth principles simultaneously.

6.2 Digital Colonialism and the Structural Denial of African Personhood
Digital colonialism represents perhaps the deepest structural challenge to African

personhood in the contemporary moment. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2021) defines digital colonialism as
the extraction of data and digital resources from Africa by global technology corporations
headquartered in North America and Europe, operating within regulatory frameworks that African
governments and communities had little role in designing, and generating profits that flow out of
Africa while leaving behind the social and psychological costs of dependency, surveillance, and
cultural displacement. This structure reproduces at the digital level the fundamental logic of
classical colonialism: the extraction of resources from African communities for the enrichment of
external powers, under conditions that deny African agency, self-determination, and epistemic
sovereignty.

Couldry and Mejias (2019) theorize this phenomenon as ‘data colonialism,’ arguing that in
the emerging digital order, human life itself, in the form of personal data, behavioural patterns,
social relationships, and emotional responses, becomes the raw material for capital accumulation by
global platform corporations. African users of Facebook, Google, TikTok, and other platforms
generate enormous quantities of economically valuable data that these corporations monetize



IGIRIGI A Multi-Disciplinary Journal of African Studies Vol. 6 No. 2, 2026

51 | IGIRIGI: Vol. 6 No.2 2026

through advertising, algorithmic product development, and data sales to third parties. African users
have limited awareness of how their data are collected, stored, traded, or used, and have virtually no
meaningful control over these processes. The result is that the most intimate dimensions of African
social and personal life become raw material for technological profit.

From the perspective of African personhood philosophy, this is deeply problematic on
multiple levels. At the level of the fourth analytical principle (moral responsibility as proportionate
to relational impact) global technology corporations bear a profound ethical responsibility toward
the African communities whose data and social life they extract and monetize. This responsibility is
currently being systematically evaded through opaque terms of service agreements, inadequate
regulatory compliance, and the absence of meaningful African participation in platform governance.
At the level of the third principle (community as the ground of moral identity) data colonialism
threatens the autonomy and integrity of the communal structures through which African personhood
is constituted by subjecting those structures to surveillance, manipulation, and commercial
exploitation without consent.

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2021) further argues that digital colonialism operates not only through
economic extraction but through epistemic domination: the imposition of Silicon Valley values,
assumptions, and social models on African digital spaces through platform design, algorithmic
curation, and content moderation systems that reflect the priorities and prejudices of their designers
rather than the values and wisdom of African communities. Languages, knowledge systems, cultural
practices, and moral frameworks that are not legible within dominant Western digital paradigms are
rendered invisible or marginalized. This represents a form of cognitive colonialism that strikes at
the very foundations of African epistemic and moral autonomy.

6.3 African Humanism as an Ethical Framework for Technological Engagement
Despite these serious concerns, African humanism does not counsel technological rejection

or cultural isolationism. Technology is not inherently immoral; the ethical issue concerns how
technology is designed, whose values and interests it serves, who participates in its governance, and
whether its deployment strengthens or undermines the relational conditions of human dignity.
African humanism, rooted in the philosophical traditions of personhood surveyed in Section 3
above, offers a constructive and critical framework for engaging technology in ways that serve
genuine human flourishing.

A renewed African humanism for the digital age would be guided by several core
commitments derived from the philosophical framework developed in this paper. First, it would
insist that all technology deployed in African contexts must be evaluated by its impact on the
relational fabric of communities — not merely by its technical efficiency or economic productivity.
This means that AI systems deployed in African banking, policing, healthcare, or education must be
assessed against the standard of whether they strengthen or weaken communal solidarity, and
whether they recognize or deny the relational dignity of African persons. Second, African
humanism would demand meaningful African participation in the design, governance, and
regulation of digital technologies that affect African communities.

Third, an African humanist approach to technology would support the development of AI
systems that are trained on diverse, Africa-inclusive datasets; that incorporate African languages,
knowledge systems, and cultural contexts; and that are designed in genuine partnership with African
communities rather than imposed upon them as finished products. Birhane’s (2021) relational ethics
framework provides a concrete methodological basis for this kind of community-engaged AI
development, insisting that the design process itself must embody the relational values of
accountability, transparency, and mutual recognition that African personhood philosophy demands.
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Fourth, African humanism would call for robust regulatory frameworks at national and continental
levels to govern data extraction, algorithmic accountability, platform transparency, and digital rights.
The African Union’s Draft Data Policy Framework (2022) represents a significant step in this
direction, but implementation and enforcement remain inadequate.

Most fundamentally, a renewed African humanism insists that technological progress must
remain accountable to human values, specifically as defined by the core analytical principles of
African personhood. Summarized, these principles state that personhood is a moral achievement,
dignity is constituted through relationships, community forms the basis of moral identity, and moral
responsibility is determined by the impact of one’s actions on communal bonds. Technological
advancement, therefore, should be guided not by technological sophistication alone, but by its
capacity to foster these values. A continent that achieves digital progress while neglecting these
moral imperatives has fallen short in the terms defined by African philosophy. Ultimately, the
central question for Africa in the digital age is whether technological innovation will be
accompanied by the advancement of African humanity, and whether the deeply-rooted moral
wisdom of Africa’s philosophical traditions will shape this progress with the rigor, creativity, and
courage required.

7. Recommendations
These are constructive proposals for African humanism in a digital age:
African governments and educational institutions should urgently incorporate digital ethics into
school and university curricula, drawing explicitly on African philosophical traditions of
personhood, relational ethics, and communal responsibility. Young people must be equipped not
only with technical digital skills but with the moral formation necessary to navigate digital
environments with integrity.

African philosophers, ethicists, and scholars have an urgent responsibility to engage more
actively and assertively in global conversations on artificial intelligence, platform governance, and
technology ethics. African philosophical traditions concerning personhood, dignity, relational ethics,
and communal responsibility can contribute perspectives that are not merely regionally relevant but
globally necessary. Greater African participation can be realized through several concrete
mechanisms: formal partnerships between African and international philosophical associations; the
establishment of dedicated conference tracks and panels at major technology-ethics and AI
symposia to feature African perspectives; creation of joint research projects between African and
non-African institutions; and the appointment of African scholars to leadership positions within
international technology ethics organizations, such as editorial boards, working groups, and policy
advisory committees. Additionally, supporting open-access African academic journals and digital
platforms can amplify African intellectual contributions to global discourse. The growing body of
work by scholars such as Nyabola (2018) and Birhane (2021) demonstrates that such engagement is
both possible and urgently important.

Religious institutions, families, and community organizations bear primary responsibility for
strengthening moral formation in contemporary society, and this responsibility now extends into
digital environments. The weakening of these formative institutions by digital culture must be met
not with retreat from technology but with their active, intentional presence within it. Religious
communities, families, and cultural institutions should develop strategies for using digital
technologies in ways that strengthen rather than dissolve the relational bonds through which persons
are formed. For example, digital mentorship could involve experienced community members
guiding younger individuals through online platforms, providing ethical advice and support via
messaging apps, video calls, or structured online forums. This also includes fostering positive
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online dialogue and using digital platforms to share and preserve the ethical wisdom of African
traditions.

African governments should develop and enforce healthy regulatory frameworks governing
data protection, algorithmic accountability, platform transparency, and digital rights. Technology
corporations operating within Africa, including multinational platform companies, must be held
legally accountable for data extraction, algorithmic discrimination, and the amplification of harmful
content. The African Union’s continental data governance frameworks provide a foundation, but
national implementation, enforcement capacity, and the imposition of meaningful penalties for
violations must be substantially strengthened. African states should also assert their sovereignty in
digital regulatory spaces, refusing to accept regulatory frameworks designed without African
participation and inadequate to African realities.

Finally, African societies should cultivate intentional practices of digital moderation,
understood not as censorship but as the cultivation of measured, reflective, and relational
engagement with digital technologies. For instance, community organizations might implement
designated "digital-free" days during which members gather for in-person storytelling, collective
meals, or intergenerational mentorship, prioritizing communal presence over online interaction. Just
as African philosophical traditions emphasize patience, wisdom, and deliberation as marks of
mature personhood, these intentional practices would enable a digitally mature African society to
resist the compulsion of constant connectivity, preserve spaces for face-to-face communal life, and
insist on the primacy of moral formation over digital performance as the measure of human worth.

8. Conclusion
This article has examined the crisis of identity, dignity, and moral fragmentation in

contemporary Africa by rigorously applying African philosophical conceptions of personhood to the
specific ethical challenges of digital modernity. Drawing on the works of Menkiti, Wiredu, Gyekye,
Metz, and ubuntu traditions, and engaging the African AI ethics scholarship of Birhane and the
postcolonial digital critique of Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Couldry and Mejias, the paper has argued that
African philosophy offers not merely cultural commentary but a theoretically rigorous and
practically urgent framework for evaluating and responding to digital culture's moral dimensions.

The paper applied four core principles of African personhood – personhood as moral
achievement, dignity as relational, community as the ground of moral identity, and moral
responsibility as proportionate to relational impact – to analyze four specific digital crises:
performative identity, online dehumanization, algorithmic injustice, and digital colonialism. In each
case, the African philosophical framework provided both a diagnosis of the moral failure involved
and a normative standard for evaluating ethical responses. The paper further argued, in conversation
with Birhane's relational ethics framework, that African philosophy can and must contribute to
global AI ethics discourse, offering perspectives rooted in relational humanity and communal
responsibility that are structurally absent from dominant Western liberal AI ethics frameworks.

The future of Africa in a digital age will depend not only on technological advancement but
on moral vision. A continent may become digitally connected while remaining ethically fractured.
African philosophy therefore issues a challenge to contemporary society: to recover a deeper
understanding of what it means to be human, not as a digitally visible, economically productive,
algorithmically ranked individual, but as a morally becoming, relationally constituted, communally
responsible person. This is what African philosophy has always meant by personhood, and it is
precisely what the digital age most urgently needs. Therefore, it is imperative for policymakers,
educators, technologists, and community leaders to actively renew and apply these philosophical
principles, ensuring that African societies shape their digital futures in ways that prioritize human
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dignity, communal bonds, and ethical development. Only through such intentional action can Africa
realize a future in which technological innovation serves the flourishing of its people.
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