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Abstract

The African Union's Digital Transformation Strategy presents collective data
sovereignty as its solution to digital colonialism. I offer a critical examination of this ap-
proach. I contend that sovereignty is a double-edged concept; rooted in the Westphalian
model and focused on the state, it can, when applied to data, lead to data nationalism, in
which localization is used for surveillance and the benefit of elite groups. This is no mere
possibility, since large-scale surveillance practices have now been documented throughout
the continent and recent legislation includes mandatory local data hosting coupled with
built-in interception powers. The liberating potential of the idea of sovereignty will only
be realised if the source of authority shifts from the state to the community. When the
text is interpreted through the lens of Ubuntu's ethical framework, the African tradition
of horizontal giving, and the Indigenous Data Sovereignty movement's CARE Principles,
sovereignty is understood as a relationship rather than as a form of domination. Data
becomes a trust that is held in care rather than a territory that is subject to control.
The role of African philanthropy is to establish and fund the institutions that reflect
this kind of custodianship, namely, community data trusts, cooperatives, and commons.
By drawing on the literature concerning data stewardship and commons, I convert
the idea of custodianship into enforceable bylaws, identify the infrastructure and key
custody arrangements that it requires, and outline the political economy of the transition,
including the circumstances in which the argument breaks down. This review brings
together two fields that have not previously interacted (relational data governance
and African philanthropy) and proposes a third way of approaching the governance of
artificial intelligence across the majority world, lying between the Northern model of
individual-property data law and statist data nationalism.
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1. Introduction
In the Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa, the African Union has pledged to
localise the personal data of its citizens and to ensure continental ownership of the tools
used for digital management. This commitment represents the basis on which Africa will
challenge its position in the global political economy of artificial intelligence, and it does so
by making use of one of the most powerful and problematic terms in the modern political
vocabulary: sovereignty. The term stands for self-determination, that is to say the right
of a people to control the conditions under which their own development takes place. In
contrast to a data economy in which African experience is extracted and turned into profit
using infrastructure owned elsewhere, the appeal of the term is as clear as its motive is
just. However, the term cannot be taken from its historical origins and applied to data:
it was created in early modern Europe to describe supreme, indivisible and territorially
defined authority, and as a result it includes assumptions regarding control, exclusion
and the central role of the state which do not fit well with the relational nature of data
and with the ethical way of life that is characteristic of Africa. My question therefore
is not whether data sovereignty for Africa is desirable, since it clearly is, but what kind
of sovereignty the African Union has in fact adopted, what it allows and what it quietly
excludes. Instead, I suggest a revised model: relational custodianship, which transfers
authority from the state to the community.

The article provides a rigorous critical examination of a key point in the fields of
AI ethics and African philanthropy: namely, that African governance mechanisms stress
collective data sovereignty while those from the North do not. Instead of treating this as
something obvious, I look closely at the fundamental concept upon which it is based. My
argument is developed in three stages. First, I trace the origins of the idea of sovereignty
to show how state-oriented models give way to data nationalism, thereby transforming
localization into a form of surveillance presented as a means of liberation. Second, I
build an emancipatory alternative based on Ubuntu relational ethics, African customs
of horizontal giving, and the CARE principles. This shifts the basis of data from state
control to community trust and mutual responsibility. In the third place, I identify the
main contribution of African philanthropy in putting this vision into practice by financing
and establishing community data trusts, cooperatives, and commons so that relational
custodianship can take on a lasting form.

Allow me to be precise about what I am and am not claiming. The idea that data
sovereignty is a form of statism is not new. Neither is the suggestion of rethinking African
data governance relationally: African scholars have put forward bottom-up, participatory
data trusts based on the concept of Ubuntu (Olorunju and Adams, 2024), and Research
ICT Africa has maintained that data should be stewarded rather than owned (Research
ICT Africa, 2022). Similarly, the range of institutional mechanisms available is not novel
either. The legal aspects of data stewardship have already been theorised (Ada Lovelace
Institute, 2021; Delacroix and Lawrence, 2019; Micheli et al., 2020; Open Data Institute,
2019), and commons governance has been closely examined within the field of institutional
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