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(Digital) Colonialism



(Digital) Colonialism
•What  is colonialism?  

•What is coloniality and postcolonialism?  
•What is decolonization? 
•Where and who is… the „Global South“? 
•What is epistemic violence and epistemicide? 

•What is digital colonialism? 
•Ghost labour and infrastructures 
•(Auto) Essentialization 

•Outlook







Colonialism



By Wikimedia: World map showing Colonialism from 1492-2008



Colonialism

“Ideas, cultures, and histories cannot seriously be understood or studied without their force, 
or more precisely their configurations of power, also being studied.”
Edward Said, Palestinian-American academic, literary critic, activist

“Colonialism and slavery were the foundations of capitalism.” 
Angela Davis, author, professor, and activist

“For a colonized people the most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and 
foremost the land: the land which will bring them bread and, above all, dignity.”
Franz Fanon, political philosopher from Martinique

“The most powerful weapon in the hands of the oppressor is the mind of the oppressed” 
Steve Biko, South African anti-apartheid activist



Colonialism

Power Structures

Capitalism / Extraction

Land

Mind

…





Colonialism // Coloniality // Postcolonialism   

Pieter Hugo, Permanent Error, 2010



Epistemic violence // Epistemicide // Many Global Souths 

Mimi Ọnụọha, The Library of Missing Datasets, 2016



? Global South ?





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ozFmB9SLhrc


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3y6xwH88kpg




Decolonization (is not a metaphor)  

Aimée Césaire animated with Kling AI

“It is not a dead society that we want to revive. We leave that to those who go in for exoticism. Nor is it the present colonial society 
that we wish to prolong, the most putrid carrion that ever rotted under the sun. It is a new society that we must create.”




Digital Colonialism



algorithmic coloniality

Digital colonialism is the use of  
technology  for the political, economic, 
social domination of another territory. 

examples: 

•ghost workers 

•beta-testing



via Dall-e



algorithmic coloniality

• ghost workers


• beta-testing



“This discourse of ‘mining’ people for data is 
reminiscent of the colonizer attitude that declares 
humans as raw material free for the taking.” 

Abeba Birhane





Trevor Paglen, Undersea Cables, 2015







https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxuyfWoVV98


Essentialism 

„is most commonly understood as a belief in the real, true essence of things, the invariable and fixed properties which 
define the ‘whatness’ of a given entity … Importantly, essentialism is typically defined in opposition to difference … The 
opposition is a helpful one in that it reminds us that a complex system of cultural, social, psychical, and historical 
differences, and not a set of pre-existent human essences, position and constitute the subject. However, the binary 
articulation of essentialism and difference can also be restrictive, even obfuscating, in that it allows us to ignore or deny the 
differences within essentialism“ 
Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference. 1989

“the respectable child of old-fashioned exoticism. It demands that sources, forms, style, language and symbol all derive 
from a supposedly homogeneous and unbroken tradition. Or else”
Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981-1991

„Strategic Essentialism“ 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography.1988 

https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/postcolonialstudies/2014/06/11/rushdie-salman/
https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/postcolonialstudies/2014/06/19/spivak-gayatri-chakravorty/


Essentialism 

Kappe foto einfügen



Essentialism // Auto - essentialization

Postcolonial responses:

„Every path I/i take is edged with thorns. On the one hand, i play into the Savior’s hands by 
concentrating on authenticity, for my attention is numbed by it and diverted from other 
important issues; on the other hand,i do feel the necessity to return to my so-called roots, since 
they are the fount of my strength, the guiding arrow to which i constantly refer before heading 
for a new direction 
Trinh T. Minh-Ha. Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism. 1995 

„Strategic essentialism

! It’s complicated !



Face as Medium

Abeba Birhane and Zeerak Talat in: Handbook of Critical Studies of Artificial 
Intelligence
 



Face as Medium

Abeba Birhane and Zeerak Talat in: Handbook of Critical Studies of Artificial 
Intelligence
 



Decolonial AI -  example: Te Hiku NLP

310 hours of speech-text pairs from 200,000 recordings made by 2,500 people



Paper: No Classification without Representation: Assessing Geodiversity Issues in Open Data Sets for the DevelopingWorld. 
By Shreya Shankar, Yoni Halpern, Eric Breck, James Atwood, JimboWilson, D. Sculley

the world in visual data



Decolonial AI

- created, owned and managed by indigenous/ community groups (content and 
infrastructure)

- indigenous protocols



*THANK YOU*


