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ABSTRACT

Today, digitality is pervasive across all spheres of human social and politi-
cal life. To inquire into digital-engendered ontologies, this paper presents a 
theoretical framework undergirding African political thought for the study of 
the political sphere in digitality, or the digipolitical. This neologism refers to 
the political as an ontological category redefined via its intersection with the 
digital. This understanding rests on three premises: the characteristics of the 
digital, a sui generis virtual reality; the algorithmic architecture of the cyber 
socio-political space; and the onto-relational nature of the political subjects, 
which entails the interplay of the analogue with digital-humans. Regarding 
more recent disciplines and theories, such as posthumanism, this paper brings 
to the fore insights offered by African political thought, which has long em-
phasized reading individuals, communities, and structures of power through 
the lens of the political centered on the concept of relationality. I defend the 
assertion that the relational approach inscribed in African political philos-
ophies offers valuable insight into digital political onto-relationalities, as it 
discloses power from in-between spaces and details its dynamics.
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1	 Introduction

Digital technologies are becoming increasingly pervasive across all spheres of 
human social and political life. These technologies blur the distinguishability 
between our biological, physical, and digital existence in addition to juxta-
posing the digital with the analogue. 1 As the analogue sphere contracts, the 
interplay between the digital and the political becomes more significant. Their 
relationship has been the object of extensive analyses focused on the effects of 
(digital) technologies and the digital more broadly on politics. New lexicons 
– including terms like digital politics, technopolitics, and digital democracy –
have become buzzwords in political research. To date, much of the scholarship
has focused on the effects of digitality on politics (e.g., Fischli, 2022; Mul-
doon, 2022; Smith, 2017). These analyses have considered instances of digital
politics (broadly understood to be) transposing analogue politics via digital
means, exhibiting little receptivity to or integration of arguments that have
previously been advanced within debates in science and technology studies.
The latter have offered an appreciation of modes of existence that have been
triggered by digitality and become pervasive across many aspects of human
life, including people’s relations to technology and the non-human (Barad,
2003; Braidotti, 2019; Haraway, 2003; 2008; Lupton, 2016; Verbeek, 2020).
Scattering across an interdisciplinary literature to address ontological and re-
lational reformulations, these analyses have only marginally engaged with the
political aspect of their critiques.

Against this backdrop, this paper argues for a renewed approach to the digi-
tal political sphere – the digipolitical. The premises of this approach rest on 
an understanding of the digital “revolution” as a phenomenon effecting deep 
change – one that modifies not only the ways in which individuals operate, 
communicate, and relate but also the core ontology or onto-relationality of the 
political subject as well as the ontology of the political itself. In other words, 
the issue under consideration goes beyond how to conduct politics, extending 
to what the political is in the digital age.

I argue that three factors have a significant impact on the “new” face of the 
political in the digital age: the changing nature of political subjects, with 
digital-humans epitomizing posthuman beings; the characteristics of digitali-
ty, a realm of virtuality; and the contextual structure of the digital, which is 
constructed on, mediated by, and constrained by digits and algorithms. These 
factors have come to be appreciated in several recently developed disciplines 
and theories, such as posthumanism and post-phenomenology. However, the 
focus of inquiry has generally been narrowed to the human; political under-
standings are yet lacking.

1	 In the text, the digital is defined as all that is code-based and made intelligible via the screen of a digital device, while the 
analogue refers to existence unmediated by technology and pursued through non-digital means.
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Thus, the theoretical framework that I present in this article covers the insights 
offered by African political thought to digitality and the digipolitical. I focus 
on the concept of relationality in African political thought, understood as the 
condition of existing as relational beings. This mode of existing emphasizes 
the relevance of relations to that which defines and constitutes the human; 
it attests to the inextricability of being political to the human’s essence. The 
notion of relationality developed by African philosophies sheds light on the 
onto-relational nature of entities interacting in the digipolitical. Moreover, its 
emphasis on the in-between discloses power structures and dynamics, provid-
ing fresh readings on the political as a digital phenomenon.

As many possible techno-centered futures unfold, human and political theoriz-
ing is urgent. The epistemic values of the contributions from African political 
thought decenter and enlarge the repertoire of theoretical frames available to 
interpret the digipolitical, bolstering studies in comparative political theory 
(CPT) (Ackerly & Bajpai, 2013). Despite their cultural and geographical ori-
gins, the epistemic potential of Africa-generated theories makes them a suitable 
framework through which to analyze the digipolitical as a global phenomenon.

Conscious of my positionality as a white scholar engaged with African polit-
ical thought, I adopt a position inspired by “engag[ing] with theories that are 
strange and estranging rather than familiar and confirmative” (Euben, 2006, 
p. 196) – meaning a cosmopolitan hermeneutic practice (Godrej, 2009) for
knowledge acquisition. This process informs my epistemological position by
bringing the scholarly and experiential sphere to the fore. This epistemology
does not seek to produce claim validity on a foreign thought system (which
African political thought functionally is from my perspective). Rather, it aims
to apply acquired notions to construct comprehensive conceptual frames.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. The second section 
outlines the digital-political conundrum, emphasizing the characteristics of the 
digital revolution and the digital turn in academia and specifying the theoreti-
cal approaches taken in existing political analysis. The third section discusses 
the theoretical reverberations of the digital, exposing the elements that point 
to the engendering of new ontological categories. The fourth section advanc-
es the nexus between African thought and digitality as theoretical lenses on 
the digital and the digipolitical. The last section concludes by considering the 
possibilities for the advanced theoretical framework when it comes to research 
on African digitality, the digipolitical, and global political thought.
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2	 The Digital Revolution and Political Analysis

“The digital” has become the defining hot buzzword of the 2020s decade. 
While surrounding talks, speculations, and critiques have grown in frequency 
and prominence over time, the discourse has sometimes seemed to border on 
utopian futurism. Scenarios in which humans and cyborgs coexist alongside 
digitized, uploaded consciousnesses (see Bostrom, 2009) within digital-only 
spaces capture just some of the technological developments induced by the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) – a (looming) future toward which human-
ity is inexorably heading. Notably, however, these tales are not as far from the 
present as the oft-applied layer of techno-scientific (sur)realism suggests. The 
digital (digital technologies included) already constitute an inextricable element 
of our daily lives. Digitality’s intrusion into human life has reshaped the role 
played by the technologies with which we engage; far from being mere instru-
ments that service humans’ needs, digital devices are reworking the spatio-tem-
poral, ontological, normative, relational, and political dimensions of existence.

Forerunning analyses welcomed “being digital” (1995) with techno-infused 
optimism, casting digitality as “just” a new form of virtuality (Boellstorff, 
2016; Horsfield, 2003; Levy, 1998). As technological developments have 
unfolded – from upgraded processing speed and internet band coverage to 
more widespread accessibility of technologies (e.g., computers, smartphones), 
which made them everyday commodities – the specificities of the digital 
have begun to appear. To start, the virtuality of the digital is interactive and 
far more entrenched within the physical and biological sphere than preceding 
forms of virtual reality (Horsfield, 2003). Digital devices blur the distinguish-
ability between these realms, which become enmeshed as part of a heteroge-
neous spatio-temporal frame. Moreover, the digital is not appearing slowly or 
selectively; digital technologies are becoming (if they have not already be-
come) commonplace across all spheres of existence.

Around the world, smartphones have already largely replaced (mobile) phones 
as our standard means of communication. Text messages and chat apps on 
smartphones gave way to creative, non-verbal forms of interaction (Sègla, 
2019) that ultimately transcended the literate-illiterate divide. The impact of 
smartphones is not limited to communication, however; they have also deeply 
altered everyday economic and social dynamics. For instance, fintech solu-
tions like mobile money, which began on the African continent, proved to be 
so successful that they spread to countries around the world (see Nyabola, 
2018). Given its wide-ranging social, political, and economic ramifications, 
the development of digital technologies functionally represents a revolution 
that is reshaping every sphere of our existence.
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The digital revolution evolved at its own pace, eluding both “old” forms of 
control and structured theoretical reflection over the course of its develop-
ment. 2 Today, the everyday use of (or need for) digital devices has trans-
formed the digital into our default mode of operation: “Being online” is now 
our normalcy (Laterza, 2021b), while “being offline” epitomizes the eventu-
ality of leaving or temporarily pausing the digital 3 (Boellstorff, 2016). As the 
digital expands, the analogue shrinks; 4 the digital-analogue dualism represents 
a spiked asymmetry in which the former towers over the latter.

The overtaking of the digital has reshaped not only the engines of society to-
wards datafication but has also had a deep impact on human nature itself. Our 
systemic, unconditioned, and constant use of digital technologies is “rewiring” 
our brains, inducing neurological changes and fostering algorithmic thinking 
(Mbembe, 2016a). Therefore, “to a large extent, [the] software is remaking 
the human” (Newell & Pype, 2021, p. 18). These changes have triggered the 
emergence of an “entirely different human being” (Mbembe, 2016a) for whom 
previously held assumptions, epistemic models, and ontological categories 
may no longer hold any validity. Furthermore, such datafication, algorithmifi-
cation, and digitization reverberate beyond the human, impacting the societal 
and political spheres as well. These alterations do not merely represent the 
second-order political implications of the rewiring in human brains under the 
aegis of technology and digitality; rather, they are direct changes to the es-
sence of polities themselves. Nonetheless, there is a limited body of theoriza-
tions and reflections on this matter.

To be sure, the digital revolution has ruffled many feathers in political anal-
yses and theorizations. The digital revolution prompted a massive shift in 
academic research in politics – the digital turn (Aktaş, 2017; Floridi & Noller, 
2022; Kneuer & Milner, 2019; Smith, 2017). These reconsiderations emerged 
from the patent restructuring of the technologies employed for political pur-
poses. Insights from the fields of political communication and media stud-
ies are pivotal here. Comparisons between old and new media alongside 
speculations regarding the limits, possibilities, and potential empowerments 
brought about by digital platforms and social media (e.g., Bernal et al., 2023; 
Boczkowski, 2004; Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2013; Bruns et al., 2018; 
Castells, 2010; Dwyer & Molony, 2019; Geschiere, 2021) constitute too large 

2	 Today, the literature and research on the digital is evidently diffuse, causing positive interdisciplinary hybridizations but 
also hindering the creation of an integrated and comprehensive theoretical frame.

3	 The reference to online and offline inherent in the idea that the “offline is increasingly experienced as the temporarily not 
online” (Boellstorff, 2016) risks fostering an equivalence between the digital and the Internet. This is a misrepresentation of 
the digital, which, in actuality, includes the Internet alongside all the virtualities that are created, mediated, and reproduced 
through a device’s screen, regardless of whether that device is connected to the Internet. Of course, the complementarity bind-
ing the digital and the Internet is undeniable; while distinct, they need each other to operate as a cohesive socio-cyber space.

4	 The analogue represents all that is not affected by the digital. Notably, the analogue is not coincident with the physical and 
the biological, as the digital exists alongside, impacts, and shapes these two spheres. Therefore, what is left for the analogue 
is a dimension that is weakening further each day. 
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a body of literature to discuss it exhaustively here. Ignited by phenomena 
like the Arab Spring in the early 2010s and the global populist wave in the 
late 2010s, such analyses flagged how the political sphere was changing (and 
continues to change) in a way that saw its operating mechanisms shift from the 
analogue to the digital. From discussions over the requalification of the pub-
lic-private divide (Floridi, 2015; Floridi & Noller, 2022) to the emergence of 
digital public spaces (Kalinka, 2022; Olorunnisola & Douai, 2013), the litera-
ture covered the creation of modes of political participation (Nusselder, 2013), 
technologically aided decision-making mechanisms (Koster, 2022), and para-
digms for digital governance and democracy (Fischli, 2022; Muldoon, 2022).

On the one hand, the digital and the techno-shaped infrastructure of politics 
(or technopolitics) have sparked waves of enchanted optimism. The ease with 
which digital and online social platforms now involve citizens in political mat-
ters has spurred ideas regarding the potential revitalization of political interest 
and participation, defying the disenfranchisement brought about by “tradition-
al” or “old-fashioned” politics (Smith, 2017). As the digital revolution triggered 
a necessary reassessment of the political system’s pillars, including notions like 
the common good, the public sphere, property, privacy, rights, ownership, and 
the public-private divide (Floridi, 2015), it unveiled the potential for regener-
ation via the formulation of democratic alternatives crafted specifically for the 
digital age (Fischli, 2022; Loi et al., 2020; Muldoon, 2022). Such alternatives 
could be driven by several kinds of democratic inputs, advancing theories on 
means of doing away with capitalist dominance and reinstating popular sover-
eignty in the digital (Lando, 2020; McPhail, 2014; Zuboff, 2019).

On the other hand, the technologization of politics raised many eyebrows. In 
contrast to assertions that it would expand the potential for citizen participation 
in political affairs, critics argued that technopolitics has enabled stronger and 
more severe means of control. Surveillance, censorship, segmentation, and re-
pression are all instruments now directly in the hands of governments and tech 
corporations (Kalinka, 2022; Zuboff, 2019), producing new power hierarchies 
and asymmetries. Critics have deemed the digital to be responsible for amplify-
ing political phenomena of the analogue, ranging from anti-political sentiments 
to the ideological void driving a politics without politics alongside post-truth 
rhetoric, disinformation, and misinformation (see Dean, 2009; Hassan, n.d.). 
Political trends over the 2010s and 2020s have seen the rise of the far-right and 
populist movements, both of which speak volumes about the fast-paced disen-
chantment with longstanding political ideologies and reasoned, programmatic 
party politics. As technology threatens to swap human reasoning with bureau-
cratic and algorithmic reasoning, political decision-making is whitewashing 
individual identities. This context crumbles the foundations for dialogical and 
reason-based democracy, while appeals to emotion in digitally reconfigured yet 
lost individuals represent a winning strategy (Mbembe, 2016b).
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Regardless of their optimistic or critical standing, existing theorizations gener-
ally suffer from similar shortcomings. The first issue is that they simplistically 
misrepresent the digital as a sphere of communication. This reduction stems 
from a broad misconceived equivalence between the digital and the Internet, 
which has long held back the discipline (Berg et al., 2020; 2022). The signif-
icant co-production and extensive ties between political and media studies 
attest to this understanding. Nonetheless, the digital represents far more than 
a means of communication; it constitutes a sphere ruled under its own norma-
tive and ontological order. Anthropological research (Boellstorff, 2008; 2016; 
Laterza, 2021a; 2021b) largely attests to the significance of the digital as a 
socio-relational cyberspace. In addition, post-phenomenological approaches 
corroborate that the mediation of digital technologies is itself invested with 
power and political intent 5 (Verbeek, 2017; 2020). The second issue is on-
to-epistemological: Many of the theorizations are narrowly focused on identi-
fying the impacts of technologies on politics or on transposing analogue poli-
tics to the digital sphere. These predicaments maintain an overly instrumental 
understanding of technology: that digital technologies are instruments to be 
deployed to address humans’ needs. While this has been the case for most 
technological artifacts and still constitutes part of the rationale underpinning 
digital technologies, it does not hold true for the digital.

An understanding aimed at the digital’s ontologies, relationalities, and nor-
mativities must truly consider how technology operates alongside humans. 
Next to Don Ihde’s (1979; 2008) pivotal post-phenomenological studies, 
Donna Haraway’s (1991) reading of the cyborg evokes notions of multiple 
fluid and co-constituted ontologies that inform relational ontologies (Barad, 
2003). These notions expose the ways in which technology acts as a constitu-
tive agent that co-substantiates the analogue. In the analogue-digital dialectic, 
technology and the digital do not constitute instruments; rather, they are pieces 
of the onto-relational scheme shaping and defining individuals within their 
social and political environments.

Thus, the digital – as a technological instance – represents a wide-ranging 
sphere that is transforming human and political ontologies. The copious ref-
erences to “re-”attributes (e.g., reworking, reshaping, rewiring) attest to the 
transformative potential of the digital. While the implications of digital-hu-
mans have been considered and mapped across the humanities – including 
through entirely new disciplines like posthumanism and post-phenomenology 
– the political remains largely uncharted territory. Political theorists are just 
beginning to delve deeper into discussion and speculation regarding how the 
digital is reworking the political. Nonetheless, the political is the inextricable 
relational component of human existence – a foundational element of any 

5	 Verbeek’s analysis seeks to reconcile the phenomenological and the political by focusing on the political significance held 
by technological artifacts. His considerations offer an understanding in which technology is an object and agential subject, 
in political terms, rather than a contingency of political relations, interactions, and issues (Verbeek, 2017; 2020).
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plurality (Agamben, 1996; Arendt, 1958). In addition to ordering and config-
uring societies, the political defines the ontological, relational, normative, and 
ethical dimensions of power (Han, 2019). Therefore, an understanding of how 
the digital is reworking the political is crucial for interpreting the onto-rela-
tional scheme governing the digipolitical.

3	 The Digipolitical: Digitality and Digital-humanism

Analyses of the digital cannot curtail the political in their understanding. As the 
digital grows into an all-encompassing sphere that alters and reshapes our ev-
eryday realities, power and its intrinsic relationality are subject to alterations at 
its hands. If we accept that “software is the engine of today’s societies” (Mbem-
be, 2016a) and that humans are undergoing a “cyborgian neural transformation” 
(Newell & Pype, 2021, pp. 8 – 9), then an ultimate acknowledgment of the 
re-programming of the political is inescapable. Just as the digital is impacting 
individuals’ self-understanding, it is affecting their mutual recognition and rela-
tions alongside their conceptions and interactions with reality (Floridi, 2015).

The issue at stake is then how to approach the emerging digipolitical – the 
post-anthropocentric, digitally infused, techno-mediated rendition of the polit-
ical. The neologism digipolitical depicts the political (i.e., the sphere ordering 
power relations in the plurality and constituting the normative blueprint of the 
polity) reconfigured within the digital; it describes the transformation of the 
ontological and relational categories underpinning the political engendered by 
the digital. Within the digital, relational ties of power operate simultaneously 
across temporalities and spatialities, which bridge or transcend the physical, 
biological, and digital divide. Power is embodied not only by digitized hu-
mans but also by technologies and their functionalities. The digipolitical is 
enabled and operated through technological artifacts; it is also mediated by 
both material (e.g., digital devices like smartphones) and immaterial (e.g., the 
Internet) tools (see Verbeek, 2020). Thus, it operates at high speeds and free of 
territorial control, escaping the grasp of sovereignty.

Moreover, the digipolitical cuts across societal (a)symmetries to provide direct 
relational possibilities that transcend space, time, and social statuses. At the same 
time, the digipolitical creates new divides that are largely shaped by the availabil-
ity of and knowledge regarding digital technologies. The centrality of the digital 
creates virtual-analogue asymmetries in which the needs of the physical-biologi-
cal world and those of the digital reality compete. Existing online has become the 
means by which one can achieve personal realization to the extent that the need 
to maintain an online existence – in addition to the need to own means of access-
ing and engaging with it – is acquiring the same level of perceived importance as 
having access to basic sanitation, food, and electricity (Lamola, 2021).
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For all of these features, the digipolitical constitutes a brand-new study mat-
ter – one that requires the formulation of fresh theoretical perspectives. Such 
perspectives benefit from cross-disciplinary creolization under the big umbrel-
la of “digital studies”; the humanities and social sciences enter into a coopera-
tive dialogue to make sense of notions and creations derived from the biolog-
ical and technical sciences. This blend of various disciplines and approaches 
engenders much-needed interdisciplinarity purposefully tailored for inquiring 
into unprecedented phenomena.

This analytical approach addresses the socio-algorithmic essence of the 
digital. Far from being a mere mathematically ordered assemblage of data 
and digits, the digital comprises (virtual) social and political realities. This 
composition of the digital dissociates its functions from its essence: data and 
digits have very little in common with human essence or with social or polit-
ical essence. Notwithstanding the binary code and algorithms underlying it, 
the digital represents the coming-into-being of new human entities and real-
ities that acquire more and more autonomy each day. This feature makes the 
digital more than merely another virtuality; it makes it a sui generis virtuality, 
the purposes of which are derived from the functions it performs and the new 
ontologies it compiles.

Furthermore, the distinctiveness of the digital rests on its interactive charac-
ter and the blurred boundaries between the digital, biological, and physical 
spheres. The digital presence extends beyond its virtuality to engender hybrid 
spaces in which the digital and the analogue not only interact but also com-
pete. Technological mediation fosters this entanglement and impacts humans’ 
means of relating. Far from being neutral tools, technological artifacts exert 
mediation. This mediation is an inherent part of using technologies; they affect 
both the individual (micro) and socio-political (macro) digital-analogue exis-
tence. As the digital is a technology-enabled sphere, considering technological 
mediation is a sine qua non for understanding the digipolitical.

Technologies represent means of building and defining power relations; they 
provide the space for political interactions, enable individuals to be involved 
in political discourse, and determine the topics and the formats of discussions 
(Kalinka, 2022; Verbeek, 2017). The existence of such political spaces is, thus, 
dependent on the maintenance of these digital technologies: The algorithmi-
cally structured digipolitical relies on technological infrastructure to exist and 
operate. These technologies embody the virtuality themselves; the digipolitical 
would dissolve without them.
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Technology determines the structure and the content of digital relations. The 
algorithmic architecture of the digital designs social circles and structures 
using quantitative approaches, including data classification, segmentation, and 
profiling (Kalinka, 2022; Rouvroy, 2020; Zuboff, 2019). These methods serve 
to determine digital relationalities, clashing spatial borders while facilitating 
digital compartmentalization and creating echo chambers. This data-driven 
clustering resonates with the kinds of content generally transmitted in digital 
interactions. The spread of the digital has been accompanied by the expansion 
of internet coverage, an increase in internet speeds, and a dramatic rise in the 
accessibility of ICTs (information and communication technologies). Nota-
bly, ICTs are deemed responsible for the constant and overabundant flow of 
information available anytime and anywhere (Floridi, 2015; Geschiere, 2021; 
Mbembe, 2016a, 2016b). Not only does such information overload challenge 
our cognitive capabilities, but it also bends them towards visuality. The digital 
tends to use multimedia (e.g., images, audio, videos) rather than plain text. 
Daily exposure to information disseminated in this manner promotes visual 
or eidetic reasoning and relating – a form of thinking strongly anchored in 
audio-visual dimensions that shape people’s modes of reasoning and patterns 
of cognitively absorbing and processing information. However, this eidetic 
shift is not limited to the digital. Considering that “we live in a world where 
it is quite common for the physical to simulate the digital” (Boellstorff, 2016, 
p. 397) on the merits of norms, assumptions, and networks, steering our social 
interactions, this digitally promoted turn to visual-eidetic thinking epitomizes 
another way in which digitality impacts the physical-biological – impacts our 
very human wiring (Mbembe, 2016a).

Of course, this shift to eidetic is rooted in the deciphering instrument that 
enables it: the screen. The screen embodies the digital’s existence and our 
existence within digitality. It serves as a tool that conveys our digital exis-
tence while substantiating the possibility of the digital. Effectively, the screen 
embodies a spatio-temporal unbounded yet hyperconnected virtuality in which 
individuals’ alter-egos exist and relate to one another. To describe human enti-
ties existing and relating within the digital, the literature has coined terms like 
“digital-double,” 6 “digital self,” and homo cyber (Boellstorff, 2008; Laterza, 
2021b; Nusselder, 2013). These terms refer to machine- or technology-enabled 
representations of the analogue human, self, or ego that exist within a world of 
virtuality – a multi-interactive digital virtual reality.

6	 The idea of a digital-double originated in the field of computer science to refer to the reproduction in silico of worldly 
elements with the purpose of digitally modeling them. Scholars in the humanities appropriated the term to refer to one’s 
online existence in juxtaposition to their analogue life (Laterza, 2021a).
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I refer to these posthuman and post-anthropocentric cases as “digital-humans.” 
Their onto-relational novelty substantiates their posthuman character, as they 
break free from Cartesian and Enlightenment humanism. Digital-humans are 
non-human humans: Their inclusion in humanity attests to a notion of humani-
ty that is inclusive of entities beyond the scope of anthropocentrism (Ferrando, 
2016; Gladden, 2019). Thus, a post-anthropocentric understanding under-
girds this inclusion. Philosophical considerations of digital-humans (tech-
nology-sustained derivatives of humans) as non-humans equally displace the 
centrality and primacy of the human as narrowly considered to refer to Homo 
sapiens. From a post-anthropocentric perspective, humans and non-humans 
– but also technology and nature – are mutually constitutive and relate to one 
another on equal terms (Barad, 2003; Ferrando, 2019; Haraway, 2003).

Digital-humans stem from and maintain a dialectical relationship with their 
analogue counterpart. This does not consequentially imply any conditions of 
physical enhancement or biological changes to be implemented on the phys-
ical-analogue individual. Moreover, the notion of digital-humans does not 
insinuate alterations to or the annihilation of the analogue self. In other words, 
digital-humans are onto-relational new beings that feed from their analogue 
blueprint to produce a digital replica. The stable maintenance of dialectical rela-
tions between the analogue and the digital consecrate their autonomy and inter-
relationality; while they differ in onto-relational terms, the analogue subject and 
the digital subject are inextricably linked and constantly informing one another. 
Nonetheless, this does not cause an ontological reformulation of the analogue 
self: An onto-relational alteration of the analogue self cannot strictly be read as 
a straightforward consequence of the existence and traits of the digital self.

A clear threshold separates digital-humans from their analogue counterpart: 
the definition of the ontological and relational logic of digital entities in accor-
dance with digital virtuality’s characteristics. As they relate within virtuality, 
digital-humans can enjoy unbound spatial and temporal possibilities alongside 
connectivities that transcend the impediments of the physical and the ana-
logue. The implications of their lack of embeddedness are contradictory. On 
the one hand, the lack of contingency in digital relating can constitute a factor 
that strengthens commonalities and relational ties in the digital (Morgan & 
Okyere-Manu, 2021), which then crisscross regional, transnational, and inter-
national connectivities. On the other hand, unconstrained digital relationality 
can easily transform into ethical aporia or alienation. Relating within a virtual, 
unbounded sphere can lead to detachment from the self as well as the absence 
of a group for identity formation (Nusselder, 2013); moreover, it can cause an 
ethical and normative vacuum, hindering relationships and co-existing.
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All the points considered above frame digital-humans as onto-relationally 
different beings for whom there is still no established frame of understanding. 
Few studies have considered the inflection of digital ontological relations in 
political analyses. According to T. Boellstorff (2008, p. 29), the “homo cyber” 
comprises “forms of sociality and selfhood in the digital world” that retain 
profound human essence. Far from being the end of humans, digital-humans 
are reconfigured differently; in being virtual, they are humans. It is the re-
working of virtuality that characterizes them as human in the actual world, op-
erating via the co-constitutive ontology enlacing the digital with the analogue 
(Boellstorff, 2008). Therefore, the rethinking of the human as a digital-ana-
logue co-production introduces a regenerated idea of the human inscribed in a 
post-anthropocentric vision.

Moving beyond dialectically reconfiguring analogue-physical humans in juxta-
position to the digital (e.g., Boellstorff, 2016; Laterza, 2021b; Nusselder, 2013), 
philosophical endeavors have speculated on the ontological, normative, ethical, 
and relational modalities for this kind of screen-mediated human in the pres-
ent and future of humanity. Philosophical and cultural posthumanism 7 (e.g., 
Braidotti, 2019; Ferrando, 2019; Gladden, 2018; Hayles, 2003; 2004; Lamola, 
2020) reframe humans and their relational existence in post-anthropocentric 
and post-dualistic terms (e.g., Barad, 2003; Braidotti, 2019; Ferrando, 2019). 
A posthuman understanding does not suggest the end of the human; rather, it 
signifies a renewed understanding of the human beyond anthropocentric tenets 
– a de-centering of the human and the anthropomorphizing of the digital.

This reappreciation of the human implies a reassessment of the human-centered 
hierarchic schemata. An emphasis on relationality displaces the human as the 
central unit for ontologies and relations. In this light, the human is one parcel 
of a horizontal axis that includes the non-human, nature, and technology. These 
elements are not only interrelated but co-occurring in the creation of queered 
ontologies (Barad, 2003), the hallmark of which is essentially post-anthropo-
centric. Thus, while post-anthropocentrism is not a necessary condition for 
relationality, the latter is a sine qua non for conceiving of a multi-composite 
universe that equally yet asymmetrically entangles the human, the non-human, 
nature, and technology. This approach discloses new and previously marginal 
understandings by providing decolonial lenses through which to read the polit-
ical environment. The displacement of the human as the central unit of analysis 
offers space in which to re-approach political concepts and formulate fresh 
readings (Dokumaci, n.d.). In addition, it invites a variety of thought traditions 
to contribute to and decenter the debate. Furthermore, the relational approach 
clarifies the influence of technological mediation and algorithmic influence on 
the development of relations within the digipolitical, revealing its political sig-

7	 Posthumanism includes a broad variety of understandings ranging from techno-savvy approaches, projects, and beliefs 
regarding the future of humanity to epistemological critiques linked to materialism, humanism, existential philosophy, 
feminist thought, and eco-critique (Braidotti, 2019; Ferrando, 2019; Gladden, 2018; Lamola, 2020).



THE DIGIPOLITICAL AND AFRICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT \ 1305

nificance. As relationality defines the blueprints underlying power relations, the 
characteristics of the digital-analogue dialectic (along with its hybrid spaces) 
warrant the political consideration of their onto-relationalities.

4	 Insight from African Political Thought

To date, the debate on relationality in posthuman theories remains confined 
to a Western-centric debate. This exclusivity reinforces epistemic asymme-
tries and knowledge-making inequalities that have left many traditions of 
thought unprepared to deal with the digital revolution occurring in both the 
academic and empirical worlds (Lamola, 2021). While this monologue (so to 
say) invites us to consider which aspects of the digital are granted attention in 
different geographical and socio-cultural settings, it also raises questions over 
which and whose voices are steering the sense-making and the interpretations 
of the reality in which we are living. In an effort to open the debate, this article 
argues for the introduction of philosophies keen on including the concept of 
relationality – African political thought included – in debates on post-human-
ism and post-anthropocentrism.

The inclusion of thought traditions often considered “marginal” aligns with the 
aims of CPT. The latter is a relatively recent sub-discipline of political theory 
that seeks to decolonize, enlarge, decenter, and democratize the study of polit-
ical thought and phenomena (Ackerly & Bajpai, 2013; Euben, 1997; Freeden 
& Vincent, 2013; Von Vacano, 2015). CPT exhorts scholars to draw parallels 
between ideas conceptualized in spatially and chronologically diverse settings 
(March, 2009) as well as to reconsider the theoretical, epistemic, and normative 
dimensions of concepts central to political theory and practice beyond a strict 
comparative perspective (Dokumaci, n.d.; El Amine, 2016). Thus, the concept 
of relationality epitomizes the elements that link posthuman theories to African 
political thought despite their apparent lack of historical exchanges.

African political thought has long insisted on a relational approach to human 
and political ontologies; in this way, it aligns with many philosophies from 
both the East and the West, which have long considered being relational as 
foundational to humans’ political nature. The works of such African philoso-
phers as Masolo (2010), Matolino (2018), Menkiti (2004), and Wiredu (2007) 
emphasize interconnectedness as the condicio per quam of polities and of hu-
man essence. 8 The centrality of relationality accompanies the abdication of a 

8	 This characterization of the human is supported in various African philosophies, including Ubuntu, the renowned maxim 
of which asserts the following: “I am because you are.” This is a succinct statement encapsulating the understanding that 
the creation and maintenance of ties with other individuals grants one personhood rather than the status of a “mere” human 
being. For an overview of the larger debate on personhood in African philosophy grounded on reciprocating and relationali-
ty, see Gyekye (2003), Matolino (2014), Menkiti (2004), Metz (2012b), and Ramose (1999).
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dualistic understanding of reality. Abandoning Cartesian dichotomies that jux-
tapose the human with nature, the natural with the social, and the subject with 
the object, the relational focus in African philosophies emphasizes notions 
of co-becoming, being-together, and co-existentiality (Menkiti, 2004; Metz, 
2012a). 9 Under these terms, understanding the human is not only an ontologi-
cal venture but also an onto-relational one with political (as well as normative, 
ethical, and metaphysical) implications. Thus, being political appears to repre-
sent an inherent facet of being human, as relating is intrinsic to existing.

The condition of existing as a relational being marks a mode of living in the 
continuum that contraposes individualism with communalism. The high praise 
given to relational ties in African political thought is consistent with the for-
mulation of political philosophies like Ubuntu and African communitarianism 
– cognates of many communo-centered philosophies in both the West (e.g., 
communitarianism, network theories) and the East (e.g., Buddhism, Confu-
cianism). Gyekye and Wiredu (1992) describe African political philosophies 
as organicist, meaning that their currents of thought stress the relations and 
ties bonding individuals together (Bongmba, 2001; Masolo, 2010; Wiredu, 
1996). These bonds exemplify the central matter of concern for ethical, nor-
mative, political, and ontological matters: the network of relations, and the 
maintenance of these ties.

Figure 1 below offers a visual representation of the centrality of relationali-
ty. The latter operates as the core that sustains and provides the rationale for 
the tenets structuring African communitarianism and Ubuntu. The emphasis 
on relational ties provides the basis from which concepts ordering the social, 
political, and moral spheres are derived.

Figure 1: Tenets of African political thought. Source: drafted by the author
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9	 Currents of African political thought accord varying degrees of emphasis on different aspects of relationality. For instance, 
Nigerian-born Ifeanyi Menkiti constructs his theory of personhood upon processual co-becoming, which bonds the individ-
ual self with a collective self (Menkiti, 1984; 2004).
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Ubuntu and African communitarianism’s empirical manifestation constructs so-
cietal formations aimed at the harmonious maintenance of the relational struc-
ture, emphasizing elements of cooperation, friendliness, and communing (Metz, 
2012b). They work through a system of recognition and belonging, underpin-
ning forms of intersubjectivity that transcend the private-public divide. For 
instance, Elias Bongmba (2001) reflects on how marriage is not just a personal 
or familiar matter but one that involves the entire community in approving a 
union. This pervasiveness of relations should not be conflated with the towering 
of a homogenous community over the individual, for solidarity and reciprocity 
sacralize the right to differ while decrying indifference (Masolo, 1994).

The insistence on relationality as a centerpiece of African political thought in 
this article finds its rationale in the unifying role that this concept plays among 
the aforementioned elements. The primacy of the relational sphere justifies the 
normative and metaphysical dimensions of human and political life, as all can 
be tied back to it. It signifies the condition of being as a relational being, or 
rather that of existing as a political entity. Putting aside Cartesian and atom-
istic views, African political thought reads relationality as humans’ connec-
tion to one another in the social and political spheres. This mode of existence 
underpins the socio-political communitarian system, the telos of which is to 
foster ties among individuals in order to harmoniously maintain the structure 
and, in turn, enable relations. Relationality frames humans’ connections in the 
social and political spheres, in which power manifests as coercive, authoritari-
an, hierarchical, reciprocal, or cooperative.

Transposing this relational reading to beyond-human, non-human, and posthu-
man instances sheds light on the analytical potentials of relationality. African 
and Africanist philosophers have long debated humanism and the human-cen-
tered project of African thought (e.g., Bell, 2002; Gyekye, 2011; Hoffmann & 
Metz, 2017; Horsthemke, 2018; Marzagora, 2016; Metz, n.d.; Rettová, 2023). 
While the disputes persist, the anthropocentrism in African thought now faces 
an empirical challenge presented by digitality: the hybridization of selves and 
the (physical) interference of digital-humans. The notion of relationality dear 
to this tradition of thought is undergoing a transformative phase that stretch-
es its applicability from the human to the non-human as well as to the post-, 
digital-human. This shift somehow forced the transfiguration of human rela-
tionality to embrace tech-mediated entities, though it has rarely been covered 
in the literature with only a few exceptions (e.g., Jurova, 2017; Morgan & 
Okyere-Manu, 2021; Nyabola, 2018). Still, it has been confirmed by factual 
occurrences. The latter speak of digital-analogue imbrications in which in-
vested political agents have human and non-human (digital) natures, creating 
complex and multiple onto-relationalities.
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The idea of relationality expressed in African political thought represents a 
valuable tool with which to interpret digital (as well as hybrid) multiple and 
co-constituted realities. The latter constitute part of contemporary virtual and 
analogue realities, which result from the co-implication of the non-linear in-
tertwining of the human, the non-human, the digital, technology, and nature in 
processual and interdependent being (see Mbembe, 2016a). These realities give 
away the certainty of positivist and Cartesian categories to offer indeterminate 
foundational natures. The human entangles with the non-human as reciprocally 
definable elements. Their essential categories are not fixed, but changeable: 
a process resulting from their interacting and relating in ontological terms 
(Barad, 2003). Likewise, digital, hybrid, and analogue realities reciprocally 
inform one another, giving way to multiple levels of interdependency.

Digital-humans represent one instance of these interactions: While confined to a 
device’s screen, their online digital interactions impact analogue lives. Despite 
their distinguishability, there are no clear boundaries that separate the existence 
of the analogue from that of the digital-human; analogue and digital existence 
can (and do) differ, yet they reciprocally influence one another. These implica-
tions not only reconfigure both subjects but also attest to their co-existentiality.

In interpreting the digipolitical, the concept of relationality has a Janus face. 
First, relationality represents an element that is itself transformed by the dig-
ital. Extending beyond the physical, relations embrace humans, non-humans, 
and nature – but also technology and digital-humans. The tenets underpinning 
these relationalities have yet to be properly explored. Second, the role of rela-
tionality is essentially reverted in this interpretation to being an analytical in-
strument. The concept serves as a lens of analysis, revealing how connections 
build the virtual reality of the digital – its political character and the political 
agency of the entities (human and technological) operating in the digital.

Considering the twofold theoretical relevance of relationality, I suggest a conse-
quential reading of digital relationality that considers a) digital relationality; b) 
digital-humans’ onto-relationality; and c) the digipolitical. This reading departs 
from the analysis of the tenets of digital relationality – from the mode of exist-
ing, relating, and connecting as actions shaped by the characteristics of digital 
virtuality as a cyber-relational space. This understanding provides the building 
blocks with which to decipher digital-humans’ onto-relationality. In addition to 
ontological analyses that disclose the posthuman essence of these contemporary 
political subjects, their relational nature demands consideration. Is the relation-
ality intrinsic to (analogue) human nature an innate characteristic of digital-hu-
mans as well? If so, would it make sense to speak of posthuman or post-anthro-
pocentric relationality? The digital is undoubtedly a space charged with political 
power; nonetheless, the political nature of this space, its agents, and performativ-
ity remain unclear. In reading the digipolitical, it is imperative to grant equal at-
tention to the digital-humans, to normativities, and to the relational environment 
that materializes exchanges and power structures via technological mediation.



THE DIGIPOLITICAL AND AFRICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT \ 1705

A posthuman and post-anthropocentric approach to relationality 10 embraces 
the many agents and political subjects involved in the political today. In other 
words, such an approach recognizes the diverse subjects that take part in the 
relational scheme building the structures of power. Through a narrowing to the 
digital, a posthuman and post-anthropocentric relationality relieves the central 
emphasis placed on the (analogue) human, considering human interplay with 
tech-enabled human forms. This understanding reveals a fundamental rework-
ing of relations between humans and digital-humans as well as those between 
humans and machines.

What is more, the post-anthropocentric relational approach inscribed in Af-
rican political thought reveals a co-constituency of subjects and relations, 
exposing the architecture of power that they form. The focus on the in-be-
tween – the visible and hidden spaces as well as the connectors from which 
relations grow – as loci of power enables analytical understandings of lines 
and formations of power among individuals, institutions, and technology. This 
crisscrossing of boundaries holds the epistemic potential to reveal (re)work-
ings of power relations from humans to digital-humans or from digital-humans 
to human-machines.

Moving from the algorithm to the analogue and vice versa, the relational 
approach in African thought evidences the non-linearity of analogue-digital 
transitions and their hybrid formations. In other words, an African epistemic 
reading of the digipolitical does not equate to the attribution of a communi-
tarian character to structures of political power in the digital or indulge the 
naïveté of straightforward analogies between the analogue reality and the 
digital reality. Interpreting digital relationality exposes multiple forms of 
political relations, including those that go far and beyond those ascribed to the 
traditions of Ubuntu and African communitarianism. This reading aims to give 
way to new and still-forming paradigms while contributing to the development 
of internationally comprehensive theoretical frameworks, informed by materi-
alities and historical contingencies, for reading the digipolitical. These aspira-
tions informed this analysis of the digipolitical and heightened its worldliness.

10	 Posthuman philosophies offer a wide array of reflections, including those focused on relations to others (Ferrando, 2016; 
2021), the construction of knowledge (Braidotti, 2019), cyborg and human interactions (Lamola, 2020), and the restructur-
ing on ethics from quantum physics (Barad, 2003).
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5	 Conclusions

The fast-paced exponential adoption of digital technologies has triggered a 
silent techno-computational revolution (Mbembe, 2016a) that is impacting 
individuals’ daily lives in Africa and around the world. The resultant changes 
are affecting every dimension of human life, from communication to reason-
ing. However, this revolution is also offering new possibilities to articulate 
existence in the digital. Transcending the analogue, physical, and biological 
dimensions, the digital revolution is enabling cyber social-political practices in 
which analogue and digital posthuman subjects interact. The political human-
ness with which digital-humans are endowed, the chrono-spatial collapse, and 
the algorithmic traits of the digital are reconfiguring the ontological, relational, 
and normative dimensions of the political, riveting the digipolitical.

This article advocates for an African-inspired theoretical approach to the 
digipolitical – one that nourishes a relational reading anchored in posthuman 
and post-anthropocentric understanding. This analysis of the digital centered 
on relationality functions as a political lens that effectively suits the processual, 
intertwined, co-constitutive categories building post-anthropocentric ontologies 
as well as the telos of the digipolitical. To date, African philosophies have en-
gaged little with posthuman debates and scholars, often circumscribing (post-)
anthropocentric issues to animal non-humans (see Horsthemke, 2018; Metz, 
n.d.). Against this backdrop, this article invites us to appraise the notion of 
relationality inscribed in African political thought due to the epistemic validity 
of its interpretation of multiple, fluid, and hybrid ontologies. This suitability 
stems from African philosophies’ reading of political humanness as a character-
istic inherent within individuals – one that developed in co-existentiality with 
others. This understanding locates power in the relations that bond subjects. 
Such a relational approach sheds light on posthuman reconfigurations of power 
within which political relations entangle the human and the non-human.

This relational reading is part of a decentering approach to the political that 
abandons anthropocentric, Cartesian grounds in order to consider non-dualis-
tic ontologies and relationalities. It can give way to a dialogue among various 
traditions of political thought and multi-composite epistemologies. By empha-
sizing the centrality of relationality, African thought presents a propitious the-
oretical framework through which to inquire into the digital, digital-humans, 
and the digipolitical. However, this emphasis does not equate to advocating 
for an Afro-centric or communitarian-inspired analysis of the digital. The 
resort to African political thought lies in its capacity to elucidate the use of 
relationality as a cornerstone for the political. This reading discloses the multi-
faceted, pluralistic, and diverse characteristics of power in the digital. Against 
the backdrop of a scholarship that has given preference to liberal and capitalist 
models to shift analytical critiques to the digital, this relational approach has 
the potential to inform readings aimed at moving beyond consumeristic, utili-
tarian, and exploitative models that foreground individualistic tenets.
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The relational perspective strengthens the worldliness of the digipolitical by 
revealing nuances in the dynamics, structures, uses, and abuses of power in 
the digital. This theoretical lens serves as an interpretive instrument that aids 
in the generation of a better understanding of the variety of techno-related 
phenomena and power dynamics. Despite not being directly aimed at making 
recommendations or predictions, this relational reading of the digipolitical 
offers us an understanding of a globally pervasive phenomenon that departs 
from a spatially bound set of theories. This not only impacts considerations 
of geographical and cultural significance in the borderless digital age (Floridi, 
2015) but also provides a sound basis for the emerging regulatory frameworks, 
legal provisions, rights protections, and policy formulations geared to norma-
tively define the digipolitical. 
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