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Abstract

Global higher education increasingly leverages Artificial Intelligence (AI) over traditional administrative reforms to
achieve strategic educational goals. This requires an urgent need to invest in the strategic development of human capital to
develop the best education governance system. This paper employs qualitative research grounded in decolonial theory and
draws on decades of experience with Al integration in higher education across the U.S., Europe, and Asia to address a central
question: What human capital practices can be adopted to promote equity and responsible Al in global higher education?
Findings reveal that despite expanded access to digital technologies, countries with poor governance are likely to experience
diminishing returns in both human capital and education quality. To counter this trend, the study advocates for a multifaceted
approach that includes: fostering critical digital literacy; embracing hypothesis discovery to navigate uncertainty;
interrogating the embedded interests of dominant technological powers; experimenting with both local and global knowledge
systems; reaffirming core human values that Al cannot replicate; engaging with the unresolved complexities of human
consciousness beyond AI’s cognitive reach; and reforming education governance to unlock human potential. By applying
decolonial theory, this article contributes to the discourse on the future of higher education and responsibility by proposing
a more equitable and human-centered educational ecosystem. It concludes with policy recommendations tailored to the
unique challenges faced by countries with weak governance.
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Introduction

Global higher education increasingly leverages Artificial Intelligence (AI) over traditional
administrative reforms to achieve strategic educational goals (Bromley et al., 2024; Elfert & Ydesen,
2024). In low-resource settings, they gradually delegate their core education service functions to opaque
algorithm systems, such as Google and Amazon, to assess student performance, evaluate teaching
effectiveness, and manage resources (H. Wang et al., 2024; L. Wang, 2024). Developing countries with
weak governance depend more on irrelevant data sets, opaque algorithms, and the non-transparent
computation logics in the automated process of public education delivery; they tend to resist developing
their governance capability for ethical and responsible usage of Al (AIFOD Forum, 2025; Alonso et al.,
2020; Cerutti et al., 2025; Lam, 2024a; Saba, 2025; Transparency International, 2025). They remain
dependent on pre-trained models and datasets developed in the Global North, which often fail to
incorporate local languages, cultural knowledge, and lived experiences. They also do not have many
professional educators; they will rely heavily on using Al and have automation biases that put many
poor people at risk and deny their access to high-quality education (Eubanks, 2018).

Many researchers predict Al will exacerbate economic inequality and then educational inequalities
around the globe (Aghion et al., 2021; Cazzaniga et al., 2024; Korinek et al., 2021). Inequalities created
by Al within developing countries will be greater than those in developed countries. When the income
of developing countries is decreasing because of automation, they will not receive much investment in
human capital, and this will result in greater education inequality. They often lack the governance
capacity necessary to mitigate the adverse impacts of Al and become passive consumers of Al-driven
information and experience diminished returns on human capital. Thus, Al will undermine the
distributive capacities of the public education governance system (Eubanks, 2018; Miragoli, 2024;
Mollema, 2025). It weakens the education governance and may cause more inequalities for those
students who are marginalized in countries where Al has been developed.

To counter these trends, it is essential to adopt decolonial and critical science discourses in the
development of Al policies. Such approaches shift the focus from treating individuals as data to be mined
to recognizing them as human beings deserving of dignity and respect (Couldry & Mejias, 2019; Mesa-
Velez, 2025; Mohamed et al., 2020; Png, 2024). This study applies decolonial theory to guide the
development of human capital and responsible Al, in particular for countries with weak governance
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(Mohamed et al., 2020).

This study is guided by one central research question that addresses the intersection of artificial
intelligence, education inequality, countries with poor governance, and responsible Al practices.

What human capital practices can be adopted to promote equity and responsible Al in global
higher education?

I adopt a qualitative approach informed by an extensive literature review and personal reflections
collected over three decades of using Al in education across the United States, Europe, and Asia. My
prior empirical research, which spans from studies on corporate social responsibility of foreign
companies in China to diversity, equity, and inclusion practices in universities in the U.S.—provides a
social-political-economic foundation for analyzing Al technology and recommending a responsible Al
ecosystem (Lam, 2011, 2024b, 2024c; Eshelman et al., 2012).

This article is structured into three sessions. The first section is a literature review about decolonial
theory and critical science discourse. The second section collects findings about the above research
question. The third session is the conclusion.

1. Decolonial theory and critical science discourse

Decolonial theory offers a critical lens through which to interrogate the structural and epistemic
dimensions of Al. Al is constrained by its epistemological boundaries, serving the interests and values
of powerful groups of people at the expense of many lives. Al systems rooted in Western epistemologies
are imposed on postcolonial states with little regard for cultural relevance or autonomy. In doing so,
algorithmic governance risks education improvement efforts to technocratic metrics while sidelining the
lived experiences and aspirations of marginalized communities. These systems increasingly function as
mediators of epistemic legitimacy (Miragoli, 2024), often privileging technocratic knowledge while
marginalizing local, experiential, and indigenous epistemologies (Mollema, 2025). This epistemic
injustice erodes the social recognition of impoverished communities and exacerbates their material
deprivation, inaccessibility, and inclusion in higher education. These developing countries experience
data colonism, algorithm colonism, automation biases and epistemic injustice (Crawford, 2021; Couldry
& Mejias, 2019; Fricker, 2007; Ricaurte, 2022; Tacheva & Ramasubramanian, 2023). They risk eroding
human capital and accelerating data and algorithm colonization. It is essential to consider how Al-
induced education inequalities intensify and multiply when additional structural inequalities are present.

There is systemic marginalization, exclusion, or devaluation of the knowledge, perspectives, and
lived experiences of underrepresented communities (Fricker, 2007; Kay et al., 2024). Because Al models
are trained on narrowly curated datasets for predefined tasks, they are ill-equipped to address situations
not reflected in the training data (Sheikh et al., 2023). Reliance on statistical optimization to identify
dominant patterns often leads to the dismissal of nuanced or atypical phenomena that fall outside the
bell curve. For example, pluralistic realities of education inequalities are frequently absent from online
systems and thus excluded from Al epistemologies. As a result, Al-driven solutions for better access and
inclusion in the reform of higher education risk being misaligned with local contexts — especially when
embedded biases in data and algorithms go unaddressed.

As Mohamed et al. (2020) argue, Al systems replicate colonial power structures; they also
advocate for a decolonial Al framework that privileges participatory governance and draws knowledge
from historically marginalized communities. Decolonial theory is adopted to offer critical foresight for
designing contextually appropriate Al governance models aimed at advancing shared prosperity
(Mohamed et al., 2020). Meaningful reforms can be introduced to resist the colonial logics embedded in
Al systems, re-center human dignity, and promote a liveable planet. Extending this critique, Mesa-Vélez
(2025) proposes a feminist-decolonial model of governance that resists colonial hierarchies of
knowledge and extractive data practices by foregrounding relational ethics. A more just and inclusive
digital environment must be cultivated to deal with Al-induced adversities and to subsequently recover
from these adversities. As Png (2024) highlights, actors from the Global South must be empowered to
challenge exclusionary governance structures, contribute contextually relevant alternatives, and
critically interpret Al harms through locally embedded knowledge systems. Stakeholders in global

100



higher education are called upon to take greater responsibility in shaping Al systems that are not only
high-performing but also trustworthy. Responsible AI must go beyond performance metrics and uphold
core values such as accessibility, equity, openness, and inclusion (Dignum, 2021, 2022; Fu & Weng,
2024). By applying decolonial theory, this article contributes to the discourse on the future of higher
education and responsibility by proposing a more equitable and human-centered educational ecosystem.

2. Findings

The following findings answer one research question:

What human capital practices can promote equity and responsible Al in global higher education?

The objective of investing in human capital practices is to create a governance system that all
students can maximize their opportunities and realize their potential. Developing human capital at
individual levels and organization levels are recommended.

2.1. Invest in human capital at the individual level

Individuals must develop critical digital literacy and know how to create information safely and
appropriately. They must be vigilant about fake Al information and develop their resilience. Individuals
must develop critical awareness of how Al technologies construct and influence self-identity, social
relations, and shared cultural narratives. The objective to empower individual epistemic agency and
incorporate the voices of marginalized majorities, reposition them from the periphery of global
technological discourse and governance to the center (Fricker, 2007; Mesa-V¢élez, 2025; Spivak, 1988).

UNESCO defines digital literacy: the ability to access, manage, understand, integrate,
communicate, evaluate and create information safely and appropriately through digital technologies for
employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship. It includes skills such as computer literacy, ICT literacy,
information literacy and media literacy which aim to empower people, and in particular youth, to adopt
a critical mindset when engaging with information and digital technologies, and to build their resilience
in the face of disinformation, hate speech and violent extremism (UNESCO, 2018).

Thus, human beings must remain acutely aware of the complex interplay between artificial
intelligence and the social, economic, political, and historical contexts that shape and sustain it. It is
imperative to safeguard foundational human values and critically examine practices that undermine our
shared humanity. As Al continues to influence our identities and expectations, individuals must be
empowered not only to scrutinize the algorithms that increasingly govern daily life, but also to actively
report their misuse and contribute to the development of ethical Al solutions.

Human beings are not static entities but are continually evolving through consciousness and
relational becoming (Vaill, 1989). We must engage with the profound intricacies of human
consciousness — dimensions that lie beyond AI’s cognitive capabilities—and remain vigilant about what
Al can and cannot do. Human consciousness is a deeply subjective experience, embodied within specific
temporal and cultural contexts, and cannot be reduced to mere physical or computational functions
(Chalmers, 1995). This depth of human awareness and human experience can never be fully captured or
replicated by Al The richness of human experience — empathy, hatred, compassion, love, suffering,
purpose, subjectivity, values, hope, regret, and more — distinguishes us fundamentally from the Al
artifacts we create. Therefore, we must reaffirm core human values such as mercy, dignity, and authentic
human connections that can easily be denied by Al based on probabilistic models and optimization
algorithms tailored to specific human preferences (Russell, 2022; Tasioulas, 2022).

It is essential to cultivate a more supportive environment for the development and deployment of
Al technologies that serve the public good. This includes fostering a collective vision for building a
responsible ecosystem that promotes equity and justice within the education system. Educators play a
pivotal role in this transformation by guiding students to embrace hypothesis discovery to navigate
uncertainty. Through experimentation and engagement with both local and global knowledge systems,
students can be empowered to co-create Al solutions that are contextually relevant and socially
responsible.
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Human capital development at the individual level requires more than technical proficiency; it
demands the cultivation of critical digital literacy, a foundational component of human capital
development. Critical digital literacy is essential to empower local agents to incorporate their local
knowledge and to decolonize Al epistemic mechanisms. Local people must know how to cocreate with
Al while they interrogate the algorithms that increasingly govern their education and epistemology. By
equipping individuals with the ability to interrogate the power structures embedded in Al systems,
societies can better navigate the ethical, economic, and governance challenges posed by emerging
technologies.

2.2. Invest in human capital at the organizational Level

Cultivating reflective, community-based critique is essential for transforming public
consciousness, especially in nations with fragile governance where grassroots epistemic engagement can
drive bottom-up reform and shift societal mindsets (Klinova, 2024). Stakeholders in the community join
the openly available resources to oversight Al when these Al models are becoming bigger and making
similar mistakes (Goel et al., 2025). They keep on interrogating the embedded interests of dominant
technological powers and leverage on national, regional and international resources to improve their Al
governance.

By equipping stakeholders with the knowledge, tools, and organizational structures — such as
ethics committees, open-source audit platforms, and inclusive data governance policies — these societies
can gradually establish frameworks for transparency and civic engagement, even in the absence of robust
regulatory enforcement. Stakeholders will often demand that individual developers integrate ethical and
legal issues much earlier in their design stage, and for organization users to implement quality assurance
and data governance policies.

Effective participation in global Al governance demands that countries with limited technological
infrastructure invest in foundational systems. These systems include reliable internet connectivity, stable
electricity, and comprehensive digital literacy initiatives. Equally vital is the cultivation of domestic
expertise in Al ethics, regulation, and policymaking. These efforts must be complemented by
international cooperation and strategic resource-sharing to accelerate digital capacity building, craft
inclusive Al strategies, and actively engage in global multilateral dialogues (OECD, 2019, 2024a, 2024b,
2025; United Nations, 2024, 2025; World Economic Forum, 2025a, 2025b). By leveraging existing
global ethical Al frameworks like those developed by the OECD and the United Nations, and by
expanding regional and international collaboration, countries can move from peripheral observers to
influential contributors. To ensure equitable outcomes from Al-driven transformations, inclusive
development forums and robust social protection policies should be prioritized to support individuals
displaced or reskilled by automation (Geiger & laia, 2024; Lee, 2024).

Government policies should reduce structural inequalities and provide insurance or social
networks for those who are displaced or reskilled by the Al changes. Policy-makers and regulators are
recommended to introduce all technical, social, economic, and scientific dimensions of Al systems to
society (Bommasani et al., 2023) through the following five key tasks: clarify what Al is and focus on
actual risks and opportunities (i.e., demystification); create a functional ecosystem to make Al work (i.e.,
contextualization); involve diverse stakeholders from civil society to address relevant values and
interests affected by the use of Al technology (i.e., engagement); develop a directive framework (i.e.,
regulation); and engage wisely with other global actors (i.e., societies) (Sheikh et al., 2023). These five
tasks steer the process of co-development between technology and society. The progress of Al and the
shared benefits of Al are most likely to be maximized in democratic societies that allow many
stakeholders to contribute and control the direction of AI’s development, even though the wealthy
“super-star companies” are mainly centered in these countries (Acemoglu & Johnson, 2023).
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2.3. Discussion

Research question 1 explores how advancing digital literacy and participatory governance
can challenge data and algorithm colonialism and automation biases in the governance of higher
education, particularly in countries with poor governance. A responsible Al ecosystem will emerge
through the cultivation of human capital and the empowerment of local communities. New norms of Al
accountability, transparency, and responsibility will be established when there are more reflective
community practices in teaching, learning, and administration. Responsible Al embodies core values
such as accessibility, equity, openness, and inclusion. Resource-constrained countries must strategically
leverage international and regional support to enhance their digital capabilities, build equitable Al
ecosystems, and actively participate in global multilateral dialogues.

To ensure that Al serves as a tool for enhancing education equality rather than reinforcing systemic
vulnerabilities, human actors must remain critically attuned to the socio-economic, political, and
historical forces that shape its design, deployment, and impact. This requires more than technical
proficiency; it demands the cultivation of critical digital literacy, a foundational component of human
capital development. Critical digital literacy is essential to empower local agents to incorporate their
local knowledge and to decolonize Al epistemic mechanisms. Local people must know how to cocreate
with Al while they interrogate the algorithms that increasingly govern their education and epistemology.
By equipping individuals with the ability to interrogate the power structures embedded in Al systems,
societies can better navigate the ethical, economic, and governance challenges posed by emerging
technologies. In summary, the deliberate cultivation of human capital — paired with the strategic
mobilization of accessible regional and international resources — constitutes a vital imperative for
developing nations aiming to fortify governance infrastructures and build enduring capacity to confront
and recover from Al-induced education inequalities. A responsible Al ecosystem that promotes equitable
education is achievable in countries with weak governance structures. To realize this, it is essential to
educate people with digital literacy and cultivate a community-driven, reflective system within higher
education — one that prioritizes education values over the commercial interests of powerful technology
corporations. Furthermore, many countries are encouraged to adopt decolonial theories as a means to
resist the epistemic violence perpetuated by current Al systems and to develop their best education
governance system that can realize the potential of human beings. When they adopt Al principles or
guidelines proposed by influential international bodies such as the OECD and the United Nations, they
need to increase their participation capacity in the global Al governance and contribute contextually
relevant alternatives and locally embedded knowledge.

Conclusions

Grounded in decolonial theory, this research urges policymakers to reconsider the integration of
evolving Al systems into existing higher educational systems already marked by deep disparities. The
colonization of Al risks intensifying existing inequalities, particularly in countries with weak
governance. To be truly responsible, Al must be reimagined within an alternative ecosystem that fosters
trust and empowers all individuals to realize their full potential. While comprehensive higher education
policy frameworks aimed at achieving equitable access to Al tools are a step forward, they remain
insufficient to dismantle the entrenched power asymmetries between dominant technology corporations
and developing countries.

We need to think deeply about how we can have a broader engagement of people in the
development and deployment of Al in different sectors so that Al will not “amplify and reproduce the
forms of power it has been deployed to optimize” (Crawford, 2021, p. 224). We need to demand
investment from Al and technology companies in the development of safe Al first, and to more
thoroughly research human interfaces in Al design. Tasioulas (2022) concluded that “our focus must be
properly integrating Al technology into a culture that respects and advances the dignity and well-being
of humans, and the nonhuman animals with whom we share the world, rather than on the highly
speculative endeavor of integrating the dignity of intelligent machines into our existing ethical
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framework” (p. 240). We need to resist the current development of Al and imagine a better ecosystem
that can advance the dignity and well-being of humans and non-human animals on this planet.

In summary, digital literacy and participatory governance emerge as a foundational principle for
building responsible Al strategies that are contextually grounded and socially inclusive. Local
stakeholders need to critically examine how Al is developed and deployed to serve the interests of
dominant and often neo-colonial power structures. This approach rejects the notion of Al as a value-
neutral technology and instead exposes its embedded biases, colonial logics, and potential to perpetuate
systemic inequities. By foregrounding the voices and knowledge of historically marginalized
communities, decolonial higher education frameworks advocate for bottom-up, culturally responsive
solutions that resist technological determinism and promote justice-oriented innovations. A more just
and inclusive digital environment must be cultivated by interrogating and remedying epistemic and
algorithmic injustices rather than reinforcing them. Thus, responsible Al in global higher education is
not about asking the Al machine to be more responsible for its autonomous decisions. It should be the
shared responsibility among stakeholders who are informed to act to achieve basic goals of education:
the full human person and common goods. Better ecosystems should be cultivated for the proper usage
of Al in global higher education.
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SVIETIMAS ATEICIAL: ZMOGISKASIS KAPITALAS IR ATSAKINGAS DIRBTINIS INTELEKTAS
PASAULINIAME AUKSTAJAME MOKSLE

Prof. Dr. Maria Lai-Ling Lam
Santrauka

Pasaulinis aukstasis mokslas vis dazniau pasitelkia dirbtinj intelekta (DI), vietoj tradiciniy administraciniy reformy,
siekiant strateginiy Svietimo tiksly. Tai reikalauja skubiai investuoti j strateginj zmogiskyjy istekliy vystyma, siekiant sukurti
geriausig §vietimo valdymo sistema. Siame straipsnyje naudojamas kokybinis tyrimas, grindziamas dekolonijine teorija, ir
remiamasi deSimtmeciy patirtimi integruojant DI j aukstajj moksla JAV, Europoje ir Azijoje, siekiant atsakyti j pagrindinj
klausima: kokios zmogiskyjy istekliy praktikos gali buti taikomos siekiant skatinti lygybe ir atsakinga DI naudojima
pasauliniame aukstajame moksle? Tyrimo rezultatai rodo, kad nepaisant iSpléstos prieigos prie skaitmeniniy technologijy,
Salys, kuriose prastas valdymas, tikétinai patirs mazéjancig nauda tiek zmogiskyjy istekliy, tiek Svietimo kokybés srityje.
Siekiant priesintis Siai tendencijai, tyrimas sitilo daugialypj pozitirj, kuris apima: kritinio skaitmeninio rastingumo ugdyma;
hipoteziy atradimo skatinima, siekiant orientuotis neapibréztumo sglygomis; dominuojanciy technologiniy galiy interesy
analiz¢; eksperimentavimag su vietinémis ir pasaulinémis Ziniy sistemomis; pagrindiniy zmogiskyjy vertybiy, kuriy DI negali
atkartoti, patvirtinimg; jsitraukiant j neiSsprestus zmogaus samonés sudétingumus, virSijancius dirbtinio intelekto
kognityvinius pajégumus; ir Svietimo valdymo reforma, siekiant atskleisti zmogaus potencialg. Pritaikant dekolonijine teorija,
Sis straipsnis prisideda prie diskusijos apie aukstojo mokslo ateit] ir atsakomybe, sitilant teisingesne ir | Zmogy orientuota
Salys, turincios silpna valdyma.

Pagristas dekolonijine teorija, Sis tyrimas ragina politikos formuotojus persvarstyti besivystanéiy DI sistemy
integravimg j esamas aukstojo mokslo sistemas, kurios jau pasizymi dideliais netolygumais. DI kolonizacija kelia grésmeg
esamy nelygybiy giléjimui, ypac Salyse, kuriose silpnas valdymas. Kad DI biity i$ tiesy atsakingas, jis turi biiti pergalvotas
kaip dalis alternatyvios ekosistemos, kuri skatina pasitikéjima ir suteikia galiy kiekvienam asmeniui pasiekti savo potenciala.
Nors iSsamis aukstojo mokslo politikos pagrindai, siekiant uztikrinti lygiaverte prieiga prie DI priemoniy, yra zingsnis j
prieki, jie vis dar nepakankami, kad panaikinty jsiSaknijusias galios asimetrijas tarp dominuojanciy technologijy korporacijy
ir besivystanciy Saliy.

Turime giliau mastyti apie tai, kaip galime placiau jtraukti Zzmones j DI kiirima ir diegimg jvairiuose sektoriuose, kad
DI nejamzinty esamy struktiiriniy nelygybiy. Turime reikalauti, kad DI ir technologijy jmonés pirmiausia investuoty j saugaus
DI kiirimg ir nuodugniau tyrinéty zmogaus sgsajas DI dizaino procese. Turime prieSintis dabartiniam DI vystymui ir
jsivaizduoti geresne ekosistema, kuri skatinty Zmoniy ir gamtos oruma bei gerove §ioje planetoje.

Apibendrinant, skaitmeninis rastingumas ir dalyvaujantis valdymas tampa pagrindiniu principu, kuriant atsakingas DI
strategijas, kurios yra kontekstualiai pagristos ir socialiai jtraukios. Vietinés suinteresuotosios Salys turi kritiskai vertinti, kaip
DI yra kuriamas ir diegiamas, kad tarnauty dominuojanciy, daznai neokolonijiniy, galios struktiiry interesams. Toks poZiiiris
atmeta DI kaip vertybiy neturinios technologijos samprata ir atskleidzia jo jdiegtus SaliSkumus, kolonijines logikas ir
potencialg palaikyti sistemines nelygybes. ISryskinant istoriSkai marginalizuoty bendruomeniy balsus ir Zinias, dekolonijinés
aukstojo mokslo sistemos sitilo ,,i§ apacios™ kylancius, kulturiskai jautrius sprendimus, kurie prieSinasi technologiniam
determinizmui ir skatina teisingumu grjstas inovacijas. Teisingesné ir jtraukesné skaitmeniné aplinka turi buti puoselé¢jama
per episteminiy ir algoritminiy neteisybiy analiz¢ ir sprendimg, o ne jy stiprinimg. Todél atsakingas DI pasauliniame
aukstajame moksle néra apie tai, kad DI masina prisiimty daugiau atsakomybés uz savo autonominius sprendimus. Tai turéty
biti bendroji atsakomybé tarp informuoty suinteresuotyjy $aliy, siekianciy pagrindiniy §vietimo tiksly: visapusi§sko zmogaus
ugdymo ir bendrojo gério. Geresnés ekosistemos turi biiti kuriamos, kad DI bty tinkamai naudojamas pasauliniame
aukstajame moksle.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: episteminé agentiira, episteminis neteisingumas, dekolonijiné teorija, skaitmeninis
rastingumas, valdymas.
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