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Extended Abstract

Title: Data Colonialism Inquiry: From Explaining New Forms of Domination to the Necessity of
National Data Governance
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Group) of Islamic Jurisprudence and Law, Institute for Islamic Studies in Humanities, Ferdowsi
University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran, Email: latifzadeh(@um.ac.ir

Introduction: In the present era, where data is recognized as a strategic asset of nations, large
technology companies employ advanced tools to capture user data (data colonialism) rather than
conquering territories and natural resources. The phenomenon of data colonialism refers to the
systematic control over user data and unilateral exploitation by transnational technology powers, which
offer seemingly free services to extract and control this strategic resource. Statistics show that Iran, with
more than 48 million active users on social networks, is one of the largest data producers in the region.
However, due to the absence of a binding legal framework, the value of this data is transferred beyond
the country's sovereign borders.

This research employs an analytical approach to examine the legal dimensions of data colonialism and
countermeasures within Iran's legal framework. The main issues include identifying gaps in Iran's legal
system regarding data colonialism, providing national countermeasures and strengthening data
sovereignty, as well as examining successful experiences of leading countries to develop a localized
model and strengthen data governance.

Methodology: The present research utilizes qualitative content analysis to examine the multifaceted
phenomenon of data colonialism. In terms of purpose, it is fundamental research with a descriptive-
analytical approach that enables identification of hidden layers of data colonialism and facilitates in-
depth analysis. The information collection method was documentary and library-based, including
reviewing credible scientific works from reliable databases.

Resource searches were conducted using relevant Persian and English keywords including "data
colonialism," "data sovereignty," and others in databases such as Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SID
(Academic Jihad Scientific Information Database), and Magiran (Country Publications Information
Bank). The qualitative analysis process involved primary coding (87 codes), axial coding (18
subcategories), and selective coding (4 main categories). The analytical framework was designed across
three levels: conceptual, structural, and strategic.

To enhance research validity, data source triangulation was employed, and for reliability, systematic
documentation of all research stages was carried out. Research limitations included the emerging nature
of the topic, scarcity of Persian resources, and inherent complexities due to its interdisciplinary nature.

Main Findings: The research identified four main factors facilitating data colonialism. First, legal gaps
and weaknesses in regulatory requirements, including the absence of comprehensive data protection
laws, lack of precise definitions for data ownership rights, and insufficient enforcement mechanisms.
Second, inadequate technical infrastructure, such as insufficient domestic data centers, weakness in big
data processing and analysis technologies, and dependence on foreign platforms for data storage and
processing.

Third, weak oversight mechanisms, including the absence of an independent regulatory body in the data
field, lack of a cross-border data flow monitoring system, and ineffective oversight of data processors'
operations. Fourth, low levels of data literacy among citizens, managers, and decision-makers, leading
to lack of awareness about data value, unfamiliarity with digital rights, and disregard for the
consequences of disclosing personal data.
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These factors interact to weaken data sovereignty and ultimately undermine the data governance system.
The findings also revealed that data colonialism operates through mechanisms such as non-transparent
extraction of user data, proprietary and unexaminable algorithms, and creation of technological
dependency. A review of legal systems demonstrates that some jurisdictions, such as the European
Union with its General Data Protection Regulation, have adopted favorable approaches to maintaining
data sovereignty that could serve as models for developing localized frameworks.

Discussion and Conclusion: Given the research findings, it is evident that in the current era where data
is considered a strategic resource and a key element of national power, countering data colonialism has
become a sovereign imperative. According to the research outcomes, unlike traditional forms of
colonialism, data colonialism operates through more complex and cost-effective mechanisms while
producing deeper impacts on national sovereignty.

Strategies to counter data colonialism include establishing a multi-level legal system for data protection
operating at three levels: first, fundamental protections through amending existing laws; second, general
protections by developing comprehensive data protection legislation; and finally, specific protections
focusing on particular data categories. This legal framework must be complemented by establishing a
national data sovereignty system based on a three-layer structure: a strategic layer (policymaking), an
economic layer (value creation), and a protective layer (ensuring security and preserving rights).

Strengthening data sovereignty also requires redefining the concept of power in cyberspace, such that
mastery over national data and the ability to analyze and utilize it becomes a new indicator of power.
Ultimately, it should be understood that the goal of countering data colonialism is not digital isolation
but achieving data independence through strengthening national infrastructure, enhancing domestic
technical capabilities, and active participation in shaping the global data governance system. The final
outcome will be the realization of effective sovereignty over national data and protection of citizens'
digital rights.

Keywords: Data Colonialism, Data Governance, Digital Literacy, Cyber Power, General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR)



