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	ABSTRACT

	As generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems continue to transform academic research, debates over their appropriateness within the academic community continue to garner global attention. These debates are exacerbated in the Global South, where limited access to AI infrastructure and slow adoption of ethical AI guidelines heighten vulnerabilities. Previous studies in Nigeria have largely examined the use of AI in academia from an empirical perspective, focusing on assessing students’ and academics’ levels of awareness, attitudes, and perceptions toward tools such as ChatGPT. While these studies provide valuable insights into patterns of use and acceptance, they pay little attention to the doctrinal interpretation of authorship and ownership under copyright law, issues that become increasingly complex when research outputs are generated with or by AI. Drawing on global contexts, this paper aims to fill this gap by critically analyzing how existing copyright principles of authorship and ownership apply to AI-generated academic works in the Nigerian context. The paper finds that Nigerian copyright law remains human-centric, recognizing only works demonstrating human creativity and originality. A distinction is emerging between AI-generated and AI-assisted works: while wholly AI-produced outputs lack protection, those involving meaningful human input—such as prompting or creative direction—may attract authorship and by extension ownership. Thus, students or researchers who apply intellectual effort in using AI tools can still be deemed authors. Ultimately, the challenge is not whether AI belongs in academia, but how to shape its presence in ways that uphold human creativity, accountability, and justice. Therefore, Nigerian universities and regulators must develop codes of conduct, establish AI ethics committees, and align with global authorship standards to ensure ethical use of AI while promoting equitable access to AI infrastructure.
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I. INTRODUCTION

	Artificial Intelligence (AI) technologies have become increasingly embedded in academia, offering tools that automate routine tasks, improve grammatical accuracy, and streamline time-intensive aspects of manuscript preparation, such as citation management and formatting (Huff, 2024). While the capacity of AI in academia holds clear advantages, particularly in places like Nigeria where academic resources may be limited, it also raises significant legal and ethical challenges (Hosseini, Rasmussen, et al., 2023; Hosseini, Resnik, et al., 2023; Maluleke, 2025). 

	Generative AI systems, such as the Large Language Models (LLMs), are transforming the way academic work is conceived, produced, and evaluated. LLMs such as ChatGPT, Claude, Llama, and Gemini can generate extended, human-like text in response to prompts, moving beyond support functions like citation management or grammar correction into full-scale content creation, such as drafting literature reviews, summarizing articles, generating ideas for experimental design, and even producing complete manuscripts (Hemachandran et al., 2022). This shift disrupts foundational assumptions about ownership and authorship of such works, as well as integrity—the core principles on which the credibility of academic research rests (Chubb et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2021). The introduction of LLMs intensifies existing debates about authorship. Traditionally, authorship is recognized as the result of a person’s intellectual and creative contribution, with clear accountability for the credibility, validity, and originality of the work produced (Silva & Tsigaris, 2023). However, when an LLM generates substantial portions of research work, the boundaries of legitimate authorship become blurred (Coombe, 1998; Lu, 2021; Manolakev, 2017; Zemer, 2017). 

	Related to this is the concept of ownership: as LLMs significantly contribute to the generation of research work, a significant challenge lies in identifying the ownership boundaries of the resulting work. Moreover, training LLMs often involves processing vast amounts of text data, some of which may contain copyrighted material.

	The ethical dimensions further exacerbate these concerns. The use of LLMs in academic work raises crucial questions about accountability and the overall trustworthiness of academic work. Academic integrity embodies a researcher’s moral commitment to intellectual honesty and personal responsibility (Butterworth, 2003). Thus, a student or researcher (collectively ‘researcher’) must exemplify intellectual honesty in proposing, performing, and reporting research, as well as accuracy in representing contributions to research proposals and papers (National Research Council, 2002). However, some LLMs have been reported to sometimes hallucinate, producing inaccurate responses, fabricating citations, and providing factually incorrect information (Ahmad et al., 2023; Emsley, 2023; Metze et al., 2024; Walters & Wilder, 2023). Such errors are particularly problematic in academic contexts, where students and researchers present these outputs as their own (Morocco-Clarke et al., 2024). Khairuidin et al. (2022) argued that it is unethical to place a person’s name as an author of an academic publication where the person did not author it. Consequently, academic integrity is jeopardized when research work generated by AI is presented as the work of a researcher. This not only threatens individual academic integrity but may also undermine the credibility of the institutions that award degrees and, by extension, the broader academic community that relies on the integrity of such works (Makena, 2023; Silva et al., 2023). 

	This digital evolution in academia raises several questions. For example, aside from enabling a new form of plagiarism and intellectual property theft, can ownership claim in this instance become defensible in situations where a substantial part of the generated output is protected by copyright? (Abdikhakimov, 2023; Adaka & Olubiyi, 2022; AlZaabi et al., 2023; Lucchi, 2024; Naithani, 2022; Silva et al., 2023; Smits & Borghuis, 2022). Other important questions that this issue raises include: if a degree is awarded based on work substantially generated by AI—possibly using copyrighted datasets—is the credential a fair reflection of the student’s ability? Can institutions maintain trust in their scholarly record under such conditions? And can an institution legitimately lay claim to the rights of a work substantially produced by an LLM where a student claims to have authored it?

	While the implications of LLMs for research are global, they are amplified in the Global South, where weaker regulatory frameworks, digital inequality, and slow legal adaptation heighten vulnerabilities (Association of African Universities, 2023). In these contexts, AI adoption occurs against a backdrop of scarce academic resources, limited institutional safeguards, and uneven awareness of ethical standards, making it easier for integrity breaches to occur undetected. 

	Nigeria offers a particularly relevant case study. The Nigerian academic sector is marked by a growing interest in the use of AI tools and systems, including LLMs. This happens despite a lack of clear policy guidance within academic institutions on how to ethically use these tools. The National AI strategy, which came into effect in August 2024, holds enormous promise as it aims to ensure responsible and ethical AI development through a clear and comprehensive set of ethical principles that address issues such as fairness, transparency, accountability, and privacy (National AI Strategy, 2024). Regrettably, it does not speak directly to how AI can be used in universities and research institutions, particularly the challenges posed by some generative LLMs. This omission is significant given the increasing reliance of researchers on LLMs in Nigerian universities, often in ways that raise questions of academic integrity, authorship, and responsible use (Goodman, 2025). Thus, while the national framework provides a valuable foundation, there remains a pressing need for sector-specific guidelines to govern AI use in Nigerian academic institutions. A similar trend is emerging across Africa, with Kenya and South Africa topping the chart (Davis, 2025; Uzuegbunam & Bosch, 2023; Tarisayi, 2024). A Streamline report shows that forty-two per cent of students in Kenya used ChatGPT in July 2025 (Streamline Official, 2025). This highlights the growing prevalence of AI use among African students. 

	Generally, while incorporating AI offers notable benefits in improving research quality and efficiency, addressing the accompanying ethical and practical challenges remains crucial to fully realize its potential in the academic environment fully. The Association of African Universities has opined that although AI plays a growing role in higher education across Africa, if unchecked, AI use in African institutions can weaken institutions’ credibility, signal a lack of awareness for responsible AI use, undermining African institutions among its peers (Association of African Universities, 2023; Tang & Eaton, 2023). While these challenges confront the academic community, the extant provisions of copyright laws on originality and the approaches different jurisdictions have taken in interpreting them further complicate the challenge. This is because the academic community may have to grapple with delineating the blurry line between AI-generated work and AI-assisted work. These challenges necessitate a re-evaluation of existing frameworks so that acceptable AI use is not necessarily restricted.

	This paper is a contribution to ongoing debates on the challenges posed by the use of LLMs in the academic environment, with a specific focus on Nigeria. While the ethical and legal questions surrounding AI-generated research affect all categories of academic authors, this study focuses primarily on students, researchers, and faculty. This focus is justified because they represent the group most likely to rely on AI tools for writing and research assistance, and their work directly determines the academic credibility of higher institutions through assessed submissions and degrees awarded.

	This paper is divided into eight parts. Part I introduces the central thesis, situating AI’s disruption of authorship, ownership, and integrity within the Nigerian and broader Global South context. Part II sets out the conceptual foundations, distinguishing between AI-generated and AI-assisted work, while also clarifying notions of authorship, ownership, and academic integrity. Part III examines ownership and authorship dilemmas in the age of AI, including key debates of agency, personhood, and copyrightability of AI-generated works. Part IV provides comparative legal perspectives, reviewing case law and doctrinal approaches from other jurisdictions. Part V analyzes the Nigerian legal framework, identifying gaps and challenges in copyright law and institutional policy. Part VI explores the ethical implications of AI use in academic research, including disclosure, inequity, and justice. Part VII considers institutional and policy responses before providing recommendations on how Nigeria can adapt AI within a sound ethical and legal framework. Part VIII is the conclusion.

	II. CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS

	A. The Use of AI in Education

	Globally, AI is widely adopted across all aspects of life, including research. Kelly (2024) presents a report of a survey conducted by the Digital Education Council, a global alliance of universities and industry representatives focused on educational innovation. Out of the three thousand, eight hundred and thirty-nine responses that were gathered from bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral students across sixteen countries, eighty-six percent of students reported using AI in their studies. Among them, twenty-four percent indicated they used AI daily, while fifty-four percent used it either daily or weekly, and the other fifty-four percent utilized it at least once a week. On average, students reported using AI tools for their courses, with ChatGPT being the most popular tool, used by sixty-six percent of respondents, followed by Grammarly and Copilot each at twenty-five percent. The most frequent reasons for using the writing tools included: searching for information (sixty-nine percent), checking grammar (forty-two percent), summarizing documents (thirty-three percent), paraphrasing documents (twenty-eight percent), as well as creating a first draft (twenty-four percent) (Kelly, 2024).

	Across Africa, AI tools like ChatGPT are equally gaining traction in universities, accounting for around five percent of global users by early 2025, with Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, and Morocco leading the uptake (Hagan, 2023). A Chegg.org (2023) survey—spanning fifteen countries and representing two African countries (Kenya and South Africa), where out of over eleven thousand university students, Kenya recorded the highest global use of generative AI in studies (sixty-three percent of five hundred and ten students surveyed), while South Africa reported thirty-three percent, both showing significant engagement compared to other regions. In another study, Kenya was reported to be leading the world with forty-two percent ChatGPT adoption (Streamline Official, 2025). 

	A 2025 study by Ojubanire et al (2025) examined the extent of awareness of ChatGPT in higher education among three African institutions and found that the level of exposure and familiarity that individuals have with ChatGPT as an emerging educational tool was highest in Morocco (seventy-eight percent), followed by Nigeria (seventy-two percent) and Tanzania (sixty-one percent). Adoption levels followed a similar pattern, with Morocco (sixty-five percent), Nigeria (fifty-eight percent), and Tanzania (forty-nine percent). 

	On July 6, 2025, a Nigerian Professor based in the U.S. raised an alarm about a fake AI-generated paper that cited him, even though he had never written the book cited (Kperogi, 2025). Several studies, including those of Ezurike and Akinsulire (2024), Fasola (2024), Nnaemeka and Ogunbadejo (2024), Oladokun and Waziri (2024), Sarfo et al. (2024), Suleman et al. (2025), and Shittu et al. (2025), have examined the extent of the awareness and use of generative AI in Nigerian higher institutions. The findings consistently indicate that students demonstrate a high level of awareness—understood here as familiarity, recognition, exposure, and knowledge of such tools—and actively use them, largely because they perceive it as beneficial in enhancing their research skills.

	The implications of this for the research community are two-pronged. One, there may be a shift in research priorities toward exploring the ethical implications of AI use in academic institutions, particularly the extent to which it may be used in scholarly research and the enforcement of regulations and policies governing that use. Two, research and educational institutes may need to adapt their curricula to include more courses on AI, machine learning, and data analysis, thereby preparing students for careers in an increasingly automated job market. 

	B. AI-generated Vs. AI-assisted Research Output

	While the phrases AI-generated and AI-assisted involve the use of AI tools, they differ significantly in terms of authorship, agency, and creative control. AI-generated work refers to content produced autonomously by an AI system with minimal or no human interaction during the generative process. In contrast, AI-assisted involves a collaboration between the AI system and humans (Fritz, 2025; Gliha, 2020; Thambaiya et al., 2025). In this case, humans retain primary control and direction using AI tools to support, enhance, or refine their contributions (Borger et al., 2023; Xie et al., 2024). 

	Clarifying this distinction is essential not only for understanding the nature of the work produced but also for ethical considerations, credit attribution, and evaluation standards in both academic and creative contexts. This distinction is equally significant if one considers the approach that the courts have taken in interpreting several copyright laws. The human intuitive approach to interpreting copyright laws favors AI-assisted, not AI-generated, works. AI-generated work lacks copyright protection because the AI performs the entire creation. Conversely, AI-assisted works may be subject to copyright. 

	While this distinction has not been settled among scholars in general intellectual property (IP) discussions, the lines are further blurred in discussions of integrity in academic writing. The need for tangible human guidance or involvement seems to be the crucial factor in distinguishing between AI-generated and AI-assisted. However, the level of interpretation required to give meaning to the term’ material human involvement’ is not well defined (Gilha, 2020). This paper furthers this discussion in the following sub-sections and under Part IV of this study.

	C. Distinguishing Authorship from Ownership

	1. Authorship

	In academic research, authorship is recognition of contributions and public acceptance of responsibility for the research work (Wager, 2009). Traditionally, being an author meant that a person played an active intellectual role in the research work and could be held accountable for the result. Leading international standards, such as the CrediT, International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), and Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE), require that authors demonstrate active involvement in the research and be accountable for its outcome (Ivanis et al., 2008). 

	In Nigeria, universities and research bodies such as the National Universities Commission (NUC) and Tertiary Education Trust Fund (TETFund) generally follow these international guidelines. However, most current policies were developed before the era of generative AI. For instance, Section 108 of the Nigerian Copyright Act (2022) conceives an ‘author’ strictly as a person, and this personhood is defined in relation to the category of creative work. Thus, the Act attributes authorship of an audiovisual work to the individual who arranged its production, of a collective work to the person responsible for its selection and arrangement, of a photographic work to the photographer, of a sound recording to the arranger of its making, and of a broadcast to the person responsible for its transmission.

	2. Ownership

	The ancient concept of ownership, as cited in Padmanabhan & Wadsworth (2024), holds that whoever possessed a thing owned it and could exclude all others from it; and whoever possessed a thing first held a superior title to whoever possessed it afterwards. This principle is the bedrock of property law and has remained so for generations. 

	Within the context of academic work, ownership means having the right to royalties, the authority to make binding decisions regarding publication or commercial exploitation, the legal authority to build upon the work or make improvements, and accountability for the integrity of the paper (Dreyfuss, 2000). Ownership confers control, rights, and responsibility over the outputs of scholarly work (Bowrey et al., 2024). This foundational understanding of ownership is essential for evaluating the challenges posed by AI-generated research. Since AI lacks agency and personhood, it cannot possess or transfer ownership rights; consequently, questions arise as to whether the human user, developer, or institution should hold ownership of AI-generated academic outputs.

	The difference between authorship and ownership is that, in traditional academic contexts, authorship refers to the person(s) credited with creating a work. In contrast, ownership refers to the legal rights over that work (Bozkurt, 2024). These concepts often overlap but are not identical. For example, a student who writes a thesis typically holds both authorship and initial ownership—unless a policy transfers them to a university. In AI-assisted research, however, the distinctions are unclear. If a student uses generative AI to create substantial portions of their work, they may still be listed as the author in academic terms. But the legal ownership question becomes trickier. This becomes further complicated when the author of the work may not have disclosed the extent to which an LLM was used so that ownership claims are honest and defensible. 

	Consequently, ownership debates in academia within the context of generative AI are about protecting the integrity of academic research and ensuring that the rights to scholarly work remain clearly and fairly assigned (Bozkurt, 2024). Without more explicit legal guidance and agreed-upon academic norms, the boundaries of ownership in AI-generated research will remain contested.

	D. Academic Integrity

	Academic integrity refers to the commitment to honesty, rigor, accountability, and transparency in the research process (Macfarlane et al., 2014). It entails accurate data collection and reporting, acknowledgement of authorship contributions, respect for ethical standards such as informed consent, and avoidance of practices such as plagiarism or data fabrication (Bretag, 2018). 

	Academic integrity not only embodies the moral integrity of an individual researcher but equally ensures that a learning institution creates an atmosphere that promotes and embraces standards of excellence and integrity in academic writing (Butterworth, 2003). Therefore, a researcher must exemplify intellectual honesty in proposing, performing, and reporting research, as well as accuracy in representing contributions to research proposals and papers. 

	Academic integrity can be assessed through compliance with recognized ethical guidelines (such as COPE, APA, and ICMJE standards), institutional codes of conduct, peer review processes, and accountability mechanisms such as authorship contribution statements and conflict of interest disclosures. Together, these benchmarks ensure that research outputs remain credible and trustworthy. The core question, therefore, becomes what happens to ownership, authorship rights, and academic integrity when a non-human entity contributes significantly to research output?

	In summary, the emergence of AI tools in research—and the important distinction between wholly AI-generated outputs and AI-assisted works that reflect meaningful human input—challenge the traditional notions of authorship, ownership, and academic integrity. These conceptual challenges set the stage for a deeper inquiry into ownership, that is, the legal and ethical dilemma of who holds rights and accountability when AI contributes significantly to research outputs. It is to this question that the next part of this paper now turns.

	III. RESEARCH OWNERSHIP IN THE AGE OF AI

	A. Ownership Question as a Conceptual and Legal Dilemma

	The question of who owns research generated with the assistance of generative AI is not straightforward. Conceptually, ownership in academia has long been tied to the idea of a direct link between human creativity and intellectual output (Eshraghian, 2020). This link presumes intentionality, originality, and personal intellectual labor—qualities traditionally seen as uniquely human. Legally, under most copyright laws, including those of Nigeria, only human works can hold ownership rights. With the growing use of generative AI to produce research, the question of ownership has become less clear. AI systems, in themselves, lack legal personality, cannot be copyright owners, nor can they transfer rights. 

	This interplay between the conceptual and legal dimensions creates a two-fold dilemma. On the conceptual side, academic culture must grapple with whether ‘ownership’ can be meaningfully claimed when part of the intellectual labor is automated. On the legal side, current statutes may either fail to protect such works or assign ownership in ways that conflict with researchers’ expectations. In practice, these tensions can influence authorship credit, institutional policies, and even academics’ willingness to disclose AI use in their research.

	B. Traditional IP Laws and the Legal Vacuum

	As mentioned earlier, IP laws, including Nigeria’s Copyright Act of 2022, presume that creativity is attached solely to humans and, by extension, to legal persons. Protection, therefore, is granted to original works, the product of intellectual effort, and capable of being attributed to a legal person. Under the Nigerian Copyright Act, the first ownership of copyright vests in the author. Where a work is created under a contract of service, or in the course of employment by a government, ministry, department, or agency of government, or by a prescribed international or inter-governmental organization, the copyright in such a work automatically vests in that government body or organization. The work-for-hire provision under section 28 of the Nigerian Copyright Act presumes a human author whose rights may vest in an employer or institution. 

	The power of AI to generate substantial research work with minimal or no human input challenges this presumption. Since AI systems are neither natural nor legal persons, they cannot own copyright nor be treated as ‘authors’ under existing law. This creates a legal vacuum—works produced wholly or substantially by AI may fall outside copyright protection, leaving them in a grey zone where ownership is uncertain, and enforcement is problematic. 

	This legal vacuum has two main implications. First, it can discourage investment and innovation, since developers, users, and institutions remain uncertain about who holds the rights to use or profit from AI-generated works. Second, it increases the risk of misuse and appropriation, as creations without clear ownership may be freely copied or commercialized without accountability. The lack of legal recognition for AI-generated works unsettles the balance that copyright law aims to strike between rewarding creativity and ensuring public access to knowledge.

	C. Key Debates in AI and IP

	1. AI and moral agency

	Moral agency refers to an individual or entity’s capacity to make ethical decisions, be held accountable for actions, and understand the consequences of those actions (Moll et al., 2007). Parthemore & Whitby (2013) described it as the capacity for self-reflection. According to Immanuel Kant’s (1998) Groundwork, an individual is referred to as a ‘moral agent’ when they possess moral consciousness: such individuals can evaluate actions as either legitimate or illegitimate, possess the ability to reason, reflect, and make choices in relation to the well-being of human society. Also, moral agency is the capacity to act in line with one’s better judgment. This includes understanding concepts like right and wrong, as well as the ability to empathize with others (McDermott, 2007). 

	For AI to be considered a moral agent, it would need to exhibit similar capabilities. However, AI technology depends on initial programming and large datasets. It operates based on algorithms and data rather than human-like reasoning or emotional understanding. While AI can analyze vast amounts of information and simulate decision-making processes, it lacks the intrinsic moral compass that humans possess (McDermott, 2007; Okoli & Nnajiofor, 2024; Prabbu & Premraj, 2024). Thus, moral agency is the bedrock upon which accountability is assigned. The absence of moral agency in AI systems means they cannot be held responsible for the outcomes they produce. As a result, the legal implications of AI-generated research often fall back on human actors, whether developers, researchers, or institutions, who possess the capacity for moral agency and can thus be held accountable.

	2. AI and legal personhood

	Legal personhood, or legal personality, pertains to how the law views or treats an entity (Kurki, 2023). Legal persons are most often understood as persons that hold rights and or duties, or at least can hold rights, under some legal system (Kurki, 2023). Personhood itself is a concept as old as time. According to ancient Roman law, to say that each human being is a person is referred to as persona est sui juris et alteri incommunicabilis, meaning that ‘a person is a being which belongs to itself, and which does not share its being with another’ (Crosby, 1996). Or, according to Immanuel Kant (1998), as ‘an end in itself’. In a broad sense, personhood is the status of being recognized as a person, typically in a legal or philosophical context. 

	In law, the term’ legal person’ is broader than the natural human person and extends to artificial entities such as incorporated companies, corporate sole with perpetual succession, trade unions, partnerships, and friendly societies as recognized by Nigerian courts (Multichoice Nig. Ltd. v. Musical Copyright Society of Nigeria Ltd. (Gte.), 2020). These are recognized as juridical persons capable of holding rights and duties. 

	This clarification is necessary because it highlights that a fundamental tenet of legal personhood is that it is determined by law, regardless of whether the actor is human or not (Dewey, 1925; Dyschkant, 2015; Flynn, 2021; Laski, 1916; Wise, 2010). In the past, women, enslaved people, fetuses, and persons considered as less-than-human battled with whether they possessed legal personhood (Dewey, 1925). Within the last decade, advances in generative AI have shifted the spotlight to AI (Cerka et al., 2017). Questions as to whether AI, given its complex capabilities, should be granted legal personhood status have dominated academic discourse (Cerka et al., 2017; Chesterman, 2020; Dremliuga et al., 2019; Talimonchik, 2021; Turner & Turner, 2019). A key question in this discourse is whether AI should be granted legal rights and responsibilities akin to those of human beings or corporations. The answer to the question is not so straightforward.

	This paper earlier established that AI lacks moral agency and is therefore incapable of taking responsibility. However, do the commercial, political, and social circumstances of society warrant granting AI legal personhood? The status of legal personality has been granted to the Crown, traditional stools, churches, and, more recently, companies. In the celebrated case of Salomon v. Salomon & Co Ltd (1897), the House of Lords held that the rationale for a company’s legal personality is that, once incorporated, it exists as a separate legal entity distinct from its founders. The law recognized this corporate creation as capable of acting like a natural person. Over the past century, the notion of corporate personality has transformed business practices and corporate governance. 

	Historically, whether an individual or entity was granted legal personality has depended on the political, economic, and social contexts of the time, reflecting society’s intentions and needs. While a corporation lacks a physical form, the law designates human directors to act on its behalf. As such, while the company has legal rights and responsibilities, its directors are responsible for fulfilling them. Similarly, as society considers the implications of granting legal personhood to AI, it may be possible to assign legal responsibilities to the programmers, designers, or users involved, depending on the context. 

	Legal personality is a product of law, which makes it quite feasible to establish. In 2017, a New Zealand court recognized the Whanganui River, vital to the Māori people, as a legal person (Kramm, 2020). Similarly, in 2017, Saudi Arabia granted citizenship to Sophia, a humanoid robot (Weller, 2017), who also became the first non-human to hold the title of ‘Innovation Champion’ from the United Nations Development Program (Anon, 2018). While these recognitions do not amount to complete legal personhood in the doctrinal sense, they illustrate a growing willingness of legal and governance institutions to symbolically and selectively extend personhood-like attributes to non-human entities. This development supports the argument that, if AI systems can autonomously generate creative works, the attribution of limited legal personhood for specific legal functions—such as authorship or ownership—cannot be dismissed as conceptually incoherent, given that legal personhood itself is a creation of law. 

	3. Can AI-generated outputs be copyrighted?

	Copyright is a form of intellectual property law that gives authors, artists, and creators the exclusive right to reproduce, distribute, perform, display, and create derivative works based on their original creations (Goldstein et al., 1989; Ola, 2015). This legal protection arises automatically upon the creation of an eligible work, provided that the work is original and fixed in a tangible medium (Chafee, 1945; Liu, 2002). The foundation for copyright protection rests on human authorship and originality (Abrams, 1992). What this means is that the work must have been created by a legal person (natural or artificial) and possessed some degree of ingenuity (Lavik & Van Gompel, 2012). The question of whether AI-generated output can be copyrighted remains controversial, as jurisdictions apply varying standards. The following comparative legal analysis will explore how selected countries are adapting (or failing to adapt) their IP regimes to AI-generated creation, with a view to drawing lessons for Nigerian academia.

	IV. COMPARATIVE LEGAL PERSPECTIVES ON COPYRIGHTABILITY OF AI-GENERATED WORKS

	This section provides a comparative legal foundation for understanding how different jurisdictions treat authorship and ownership of AI-generated works. By outlining the limits of copyright recognition for non-human creators, it sets the stage for the subsequent discussion on research ethics and integrity, where similar questions of authorship, credit, and accountability arise in the academic context.

	A. The Position in the United States of America

	The United States’ response to clamor for the recognition of computer programs as copyrightable officially began with the Final Report of the Committee on New Technological Uses of Copyrighted Works (CONTU), submitted to the U.S. government on July 31, 1978 (National Commission on New Technological Uses of Copyrighted Works, 1981). The commission recommended that the copyright law be amended to make it explicit that computer programs, to the extent that they embody an author’s original creation, be subject to copyright (CONTU, 1981). 

	While this recommendation has become part of U.S. Copyright Law by virtue of 17 U.S.C. § 117 (2023), the case of computer programs, though novel, was not difficult to dissect. Computer programs do not create themselves but are the creative works of humans. Therefore, it was easy to recommend that those programs be subject to copyright. However, subsequent opinions from the U.S. Copyright Office and the courts indicate that there is a thin line between computer programs and AI-generated works. First, by virtue of (17 U.S.C. § 102, 2023), copyright protection subsists in original works of authorship. Although the Copyright Act did not define authorship, two cases – Burrow-Giles Lithographic Co v. Sarony (1884) and Goldstein v California 412 US 546 (1973) provide context. The court ruled that an author is an ‘originator’ or ‘maker’ to whom a work owes its origin. In a landmark judgment in Feist Publications, Inc. v Rural Telephone Service Company, Inc., decided in 1991, the Supreme Court concluded that copyright protection is conditioned on the author’s originality and creativity. 

	While the above cases emphasize the role of human involvement in copyright, the court has gone further to state that copyright cannot be conferred to works created solely by AI. In 2018, Mr. Stephen Thaler, the CEO of Imagination Engines, a neural network firm, filed a copyright application with the US Register of Copyrights. Stephen Thaler had indicated ‘creativity machine’ as the sole creator of the artwork he sought to be registered. Upon the denial by the Copyright Office on the grounds that the work had no human involvement, Stephen Thaler filed a lawsuit in Thaler v. Perlmutter (2023), contesting the decision on the grounds that his creativity machine should be acknowledged as the author if it met the originality criterion. That ownership be vested in him as the machine’s owner. In addition, he sought clarification from the court on whether a work generated solely by AI falls within the protection of U.S. copyright law. The court agreed with the Copyright Office that the United States Copyright Law protects only works of human creation. In this case, the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia held that works created solely by an AI system without human involvement are not eligible for copyright protection (Naughton, 2023; Tagarao, 2023). The court held that copyright law protects only original works of authorship that display a minimal degree of creativity, and that copyright law will only protect ‘the fruits of intellectual labor’ that ‘are found in the creative powers of the mind’.

	The decision in Thaler v. Perlmutter (2023) concerned AI-generated works in which no human creativity was involved. The court’s refusal to grant copyright underscores the U.S. position that authorship must be human. However, this does not automatically extend to AI-assisted works, where a human provides creative input and direction. In such cases, copyright may still subsist in human contributions, provided they meet the threshold of originality. Thus, the ruling clarifies that while AI-generated works fall outside copyright protection, AI-assisted works may remain within the human authorship framework. This distinction directly supports the central argument of this paper—that attribution, whether in law or academic research, must correspond to the extent of human intellectual contribution. Recognizing this distinction reinforces ethical accountability and helps prevent misattribution of AI-generated outputs to human authors.

	B. The Position in the United Kingdom (UK)

	The UK approach to authorship aligns with the statutory definitions found in various jurisdictions, that is, copyright applies ‘only in relation to a subject-matter which is original in the sense that it is the author’s own intellectual creation’ (Eva-Maria Painer v. Standard Verlags Gmbh, 2011). This equally corresponds to the fact that the author had to exert sufficient skill, labor, and or judgment in the creation of the work. To constitute an original work, the content needs to reflect ‘human personality’, result from ‘free and creative choices’, and the ‘author’s personal touch’ (Laddie et al., 2018). Section 9 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (UK Act) defines an actor as a person who creates a work and to whom copyright is granted. Interestingly, Section 178 of the UK Act provides that ‘computer-generated’, in relation to a work, means that the work is generated by computer in circumstances such that there is no human author of the work. This definition aligns with the meaning of ‘AI-generated’, which refers to the generation of an output by AI without human intervention. 

	Section 9(3) of the UK Act provides that in the case of a literary, dramatic, musical or artistic work which is computer-generated, the author shall be taken to be the person by whom the arrangements necessary for the creation of the work are undertaken. Section 178, when read together with Section 9(3), presents challenges to determining authorship in ‘computer-generated’ work. Although Section 178 of the UK Act defines ‘computer-generated’ as works produced without human intervention, it lacks guidance on enforcement due to a lack of originality standards and an uncertain application to autonomous AI systems. Yet, it assigns computer-generated works an authorship criterion in Section 9(3) by stating that in the case of a literary, dramatic, musical or artistic work which is computer-generated, the author shall be taken to be the person by whom the arrangements necessary for the creation of the work are undertaken. An author, according to Section 9, is a person who creates a work. Therefore, if an author is defined as the person who creates a work and to whom copyright is granted, the concept of computer-generated works, described as works created without human input, presents a conflict. 

	Another way of making sense of the two provisions may be to argue that an author, with respect to computer-generated works, is not synonymous with the person who undertakes the arrangements necessary for the creation of the work. While the former applies to literary works of human persons, the latter applies to computer-generated works (Kretschmer et al., 2022). In determining originality, the court may rely on a different originality test (Guadamuz, 2024). In Nova Productions v. Mazooma Games (2010), the Plaintiff, as the game’s programmer, sued the player for copying the game’s screen. In Judge Jacob’s view, although the programmer only participated in the initial game programming and did not preset the subsequent game images, the programmer made ‘necessary arrangements’ for the completion of the work and thus obtained the copyright. This approach aligns with this paper’s core thesis that authorship, whether in copyright law or in academic research, should correspond to demonstrable human intellectual effort. The UK’s recognition of the programmer’s role in arranging the creative process supports the ethical argument that attribution must reflect meaningful human input rather than mere technological facilitation.

	
C. The Position in the People’s Republic of China

	The Copyright Law of the People’s Republic of China (National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China, 2020) grants protection to authors, including works by Chinese citizens, legal entities, and other organizations. By virtue of Article 11, the copyright in a work belongs to an author, and an author is defined as a citizen who has created such a work, in this case, referring to a human. Notably, the law provides a foundation to the effect that further regulations for the protection of computer software be established separately by the State Council (Article 45). So far, no such regulation has been enacted, but the courts have provided context through the 2018 Beijing High People’s Court Guidelines for the Trial of Copyright Infringement Cases. Article 2.1 of the Guidelines made two interesting provisions: (i) In investigating whether the object of copyright claimed by the Plaintiff constitutes a work, the court shall generally take into consideration whether it is a creation made by a natural person in the field of literature, art and science, and (ii) whether it possesses originality (Beijing High People’s Court, 2018, Article 2.1). To determine originality, Article 2.2 provides that the court will consider whether the expression was independently created by the author, as well as whether the arrangement of the expression manifests the author’s selection and judgment (Beijing High People’s Court, 2018, Article 2.2). These requirements reflect the legislative purpose of China’s Copyright Law, which is to encourage and reward human intellectual creation. Consequently, contents generated purely by AI, lacking direct human authorship, cannot constitute works protected by copyright law. This reasoning was further exemplified in Beijing Feilin Law Firm v. Beijing Baidu Netcom Science & Technology Co. (2019), where the Beijing court denied copyright protection for AI-generated works (Chen, 2019). 

	However, this position took a slightly different turn in 2019 in Tencent Shenzhen v. Shanghai Yingxin, where the court ruled that AI-generated work met the originality and creativity criteria under the Copyright Act. The court affirmed that the work (Dreamwriter—an AI software which was used to generate over three hundred thousand articles) was practically created by the Plaintiff’s internal team, and ‘Dreamwriter’ was only applied as the writing tool. Since the work met the Act’s copyright criteria, the court also held that the copyright belonged to Tencent as a legal entity. 

	The above reasoning was further emphasized in the recent case of Li Yunkai v. Liu Yuanchun (2023). In this case, the Plaintiff generated an image by entering prompts into open-source image-generation software and shared it on his social media account. The defendant used these images in an article published on another social media platform, removing the Plaintiff’s watermark. The Plaintiff claimed an infringement of his copyright. The Beijing Internet Court held that the disputed AI-generated image constituted a work under Chinese copyright law. The court held that the process of generating the image reflected the Plaintiff’s aesthetic choices and personal judgment. From conception to final selection, the Plaintiff invested intellectual effort in creating the image. Therefore, the image was deemed original and represented the author’s intellectual achievements.

	These decisions reinforce the argument that human intellectual input remains central to authorship and ownership claims. By recognizing the Plaintiff’s creative control through the use of prompts, the Chinese court in Li Yunkai v. Liu Yuanchun (2023) aligns with the central thesis of this paper: that legal and ethical accountability in AI-generated works must ultimately trace back to identifiable human agency. Such reasoning supports the position that while AI may facilitate creativity, it cannot replace the human element that grounds authorship, integrity, and responsibility.

	
D. Differing Doctrinal Approaches: Strict Human-Authorship Requirement Vs. Emerging Flexibility.

	From the above discussions, purely AI-generated works fall outside copyright protection, while AI-assisted works may qualify, provided the human contribution is ‘sufficiently creative’ and not merely mechanical. China has shown a willingness to protect certain AI-generated works if human involvement is significant enough to meet originality requirements. However, while the Tencent v. Shanghai and Li Yunkai v. Liu Yuanchun cases drew global attention to the copyrightability of AI-generated works in China, it is essential to recognize that the outcome may have differed if the court had not established that Tencent’s employees and the Plaintiff in Li Yunkai were directly involved in the key aspects of the work such as processing, selection, writing styles, training, and algorithm verification. If this involvement had not been proven, the court might have aligned more closely with the Feilin v. Baidu case. In other words, the court in Beijing recognized that although the output was generated autonomously by AI, it was the employees who issued the prompts, demonstrating their creativity and aesthetic judgment.

	In Nigeria, there is currently no judicial decision directly addressing the copyrightability of AI-generated works, as seen in the U.S., UK, and China. However, several Nigerian scholars and commentators have begun to explore this issue, reflecting growing awareness of its legal and practical implications. The following section discusses the implications for Nigeria. 

	V. OWNERSHIP OF AI RESEARCH WORKS 
UNDER NIGERIAN LAW

	Major international copyright conventions and African intellectual property frameworks shape the Nigerian IP Framework. Internationally, treaties such as the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works (1886, acceded by Nigeria in 1993) and the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS, 1994, effective in Nigeria via World Trade Organization membership in 1995), the Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property (acceded by Nigeria in 1963), establish core standards for copyright protection, including minimum terms and moral rights as well as entrenching key principles like national treatment and priority rights for intellectual property, including patents, trademarks, and industrial designs respectively. On the regional level, the African Regional Intellectual Property Organization (ARIPO) Model Law on Copyright and Related Rights (2016), the Protocol on Intellectual Property Rights under the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA, adopted 2023), which Nigeria supports as a signatory to AfCFTA, influenced the Nigerian Copyright Act’s stronger anti-piracy measures and online content regulations aligning with the continent’s goals for trade and innovation.

	Presently, IP, defined as creations of the mind and intellect, is protected by several laws in Nigeria, including the Copyright Act, amended in 2022, the Patents and Designs Act of 2004, and the Trademarks Act of 2004. These protections cover works such as literary and artistic works; inventions; designs and symbols, as well as names and images used in commerce. These IP rights traditionally apply to works created by humans, granting creators exclusive rights to their works for a defined period (Adaka & Olubiyi, 2022; Drahos, 1999; Vaver, 2001). These include copyright for literary and artistic works, patent for inventions, and trademark for brand identifiers (Adaka & Olubiyi, 2022; Afolayan, 2022; Ofili, 2014). These rights were designed to protect creators’ interests by allowing them to control the use and distribution of their work and to benefit financially from their creations (Adaka & Olubiyi, 2022). Intellectual property laws in Nigeria, like those in other countries, were designed to protect these rights.

	The Copyright Act, recently amended in 2022, regulates literary and artistic works. Section 1 of the Copyright Act outlines the Act’s key objectives: to protect the rights of authors, to balance rights and ensure public access to creative works, to comply with international standards, and to strengthen the Copyright Commission. Section 2 outlines the scope of copyright protection in the country. It specifies the types of works that are eligible for copyright protection. However, for a literary, musical, or artistic work to be eligible for copyright, it must meet two criteria: originality and fixation (Oriakhogba, 2018). 

	The foundation of all IP protection in Nigeria is grounded in the concept of human authorship. This principle holds that original creations, whether literary works, inventions, music, or artistic expressions, result from human creativity and intellectual effort. Section 108 of the Copyright Act suggests that works eligible for copyright are works that present an original character. Scholars have explored the concept of originality in IP, and the prevailing view is that the work must be the result of a creator’s intellectual effort rather than a direct copy of existing works. The work must be independently created by an author and possess a minimal degree of creativity, even if that innovation is subtle (Abrams, 1992; Dworkin, 1959; Nordell, 2001). Works that meet this criterion are protected by law, and unauthorized use amounts to infringement. Originality in this sense means that a certain degree of creativity, skill, and intellectual effort was put into the work, and not necessarily that the work needs to be novel or unique. An original work must therefore originate from the author and must involve the ‘product of skill, labor, and judgment’ (Dreier & Karnell, 1991).

	Sections 28, 36, 44, and 108 of the Nigerian Copyright Act show that the Act is built on a person-based conception of authorship. Section 108 defines an ‘author’ as the person who creates a work and further specifies authorship according to the nature of the work; for example, the writer of a literary work, the composer of a musical work, or the person who took a photograph. This definitional framework underscores the Act’s design’s central role of human agency. In line with this, Section 28 vests first ownership of copyright in the author, subject to statutory exceptions, such as works created in the course of employment or pursuant to a contract for services, in which case rights may vest in the employer or commissioning party under Section 28(2).

	The Act also establishes a comprehensive liability regime for infringement. Section 36 provides that infringement occurs where any person, without authorization, performs acts reserved to the copyright owner, whether in relation to the whole work or a substantial part, in its original or derivative form. Liability extends beyond individuals: Section 44 makes criminal liability applicable to both natural and corporate persons engaged in willful infringement. Taken together, the definitional rules on authorship, the framework for ownership, and the provisions on infringement all presuppose a human creator at the heart of copyright protection. The absence of express recognition of non-human or autonomous creative processes creates a legal gap in AI-generated works, leaving unresolved questions about how authorship, ownership, and liability should be determined under Nigerian law.

	Recently, Nigerian scholars have begun interrogating the intersection of AI, authorship, and intellectual property, underscoring both ownership concerns and questions of research integrity. Adaka and Olubiyi (2022) argue that Nigerian copyright and patent laws remain anchored in a human-centered conception of authorship and inventorship, thereby excluding AI from legal recognition and creating ambiguities in ownership where AI significantly contributes to a work. Similarly, Yohanna and Suleiman (2024) highlight that while AI can stimulate creativity and innovation, it also complicates the attribution of rights and risks of ethical misrepresentation when AI outputs are presented as purely human-authored. Bassey (2024) further notes that such works fall into a ‘legal vacuum’ under current Nigerian law, emphasizing that any reform should ensure human oversight remains central to innovation governance. Oloko (2025) advances this debate by identifying doctrinal gaps in Nigerian copyright, patent, and design law and calling for context-sensitive reforms to clarify ownership of AI-generated works. 

	Given the above, it may be safe to conclude that human-centric Copyright Laws will likely not recognize AI-generated works as copyrightable unless courts are progressive and align with the decisions of the Beijing Internet Court. However, if it can be shown that the output involves a certain level of creativity, the Nigerian courts may find it protectable. As this paper discusses the implications of generative AI within Nigerian academic institutions, these rulings have stark implications. Where a researcher makes a substantial contribution, even if the researcher used generative AI to produce the output, the researcher may be categorized as the author. However, when it is generated autonomously by the AI, researchers may not claim copyright over such works. The positions in the above cases highlight the lack of a global consensus on the potential legal role of AI in creative processes. Consequently, there is an urgent need for continued dialogue and research in this area.

	VI. ETHICS OF AI USE IN ACADEMIC RESEARCH

	The discussion on academic research cannot be separated from the growing reliance of researchers on AI tools. The widespread use of LLMs by researchers highlights the tension between fostering research integrity among scholars and the use of machine-generated assistance. Thus, the challenges identified in researchers’ engagement with AI, such as authorship, ownership, and academic integrity, directly shape current debates on the future of academic research. 

	Academic research is the cornerstone of intellectual inquiry and rigorous scholarship. It demands thorough research, data-driven arguments, and logical reasoning. While AI systems can generate structured arguments and produce references that appear credible, academic credibility ultimately depends on human judgment, that is, the ability to assess the reliability of sources, justify methodological choices, and assume responsibility for the integrity of the research process (Christou, 2023). In other words, credibility in scholarship is not achieved merely through well-structured output but through accountable authorship. 

	An academic author is an individual who contributes significantly to the creation of a scholarly work, such as a research paper, article, book, or thesis, and is recognized for their intellectual input. In the academic community, authorship conveys significant privileges, responsibilities, and legal rights, and serves as the basis for rewards and career advancement. Authorship confers credit and has important academic, social, and financial implications. Authorship also implies responsibility and accountability for published work. 

	Several bodies, including the COPE, the World Association of Medical Editors (WAME), the Council of Science Editors (CSE), the National Institutes of Health (NIH), the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA, 2017), the ICMJE and the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (7th edition) have similar standards on what authorship in academic writing should be. Some of these criteria include that the person must have made a substantial intellectual contribution, be accountable for the integrity of the work, and be transparent in reporting contributions. 

	The Contributor Roles Taxonomy (CRediT) is a framework for describing human contributions to research. Now adopted by several publishing bodies, including APA (Holcombe, 2021), CRediT lists distinct roles authors can play in research, including conceptualization, formal analysis, software development, investigation, writing the original draft, writing the review, and editing. The implication of this is that a person must exercise some level of originality, creativity, and skill before attribution of authorship.

	       Some scholars, including Sharifzadeh (2024), Saito and Tsukiyama (2024), Yildiz (2023), Sikander et al. (2023), and Miao et al. (2024) contend that advanced AI models can play a significant role in the creative process, contributing ideas and generating text to a degree that might justify co-authorship. Interestingly, on the one hand, a 2023 case study found that GPT-3 met the ICMJE co-authorship criteria, including conception, drafting, and accountability (Osmanovic-Thunstrom & Steingrimsson, 2023). On the other hand, a study by Kandeel and Eldakak (2024) shows that LLMs like ChatGPT lack authenticity, as they may sometimes generate inconsistent responses to the same question, thereby compromising academic integrity and methodology and violating the long-held notion that researchers are expected to achieve consistent results using the same methods. 

	However, it is challenging to envision a situation in which AI independently conceives an idea for academic writing or drafts a manuscript that produces significant intellectual content without significant human involvement. While generative AI can propose ideas, it cannot critically evaluate them by integrating diverse arguments and sources, a fundamental skill in academic work. The case study by Osmanovic-Thunstrom and Steingrimsson (2023) revealed that, while ChatGPT accepted consent to participate in the writing process and helped generate research topics, it produced fictitious references. This highlights that, in fields where accurate citations are essential to publication validity, tools like ChatGPT must still be approached with caution. Ultimately, academic credibility depends not only on what is cited but on how and why those sources are chosen, judgments that require human discernment and scholarly responsibility (Panjaitan et al., 2024). Additionally, OpenAI, the company behind ChatGPT, indicates that the AI cannot hold licenses or rights, making the claim that ChatGPT can take responsibility for errors in published works unfounded (OpenAI, 2025). 

	While LLMs may significantly support research work, they do not meet the CRediT criteria for authorship. Given that they cannot be held accountable for research integrity or be held accountable for errors, they fall outside the scope of that envisaged by CRediT. Notwithstanding, transparency in academic writing requires that the extent of the use of AI tools be disclosed, particularly when they have assisted in generating text, analyzing data, or refining language. 

	Several publishers now recommend or mandate such disclosures in acknowledgements or in a dedicated statement on the use of generative AI. Moreso, several universities and academic institutions have begun to accept that the use of AI may be permissible under certain conditions. For instance, the University of Oxford, Stanford, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology permit the use of AI on the condition that students disclose it and follow their respective institutional guidelines on AI use (MIT, 2025; Oxford, 2025; Stanford, 2025). Disclosure is important for establishing academic integrity and for reviewers to monitor that authors review and validate all information provided by the AI tool (Hutson, 2018; Hosseini et al., 2023). 

	The publishing group of the American Association for the Advancement of Science presently permits authors to include AI-generated text and figures in their papers, provided that the use of the technology is acknowledged and explained. This approach ensures clarity about the role of AI in the research process while preserving authorship and accountability as exclusively human responsibilities. 

	Nonetheless, the principle of justice, understood as fairness and equity in access to educational and research opportunities, remains relevant to the use of AI in academic work. Although reliance on AI should be approached with caution due to risks of undermining academic integrity, its growing presence in scholarly writing raises questions of fairness. While some AI tools are freely available, many of the most advanced models and features are paywalled, offering users in privileged settings enhanced efficiency and writing support (Kuzmina et al., 2024). This is ethically significant not because all students and researchers must use AI, but because the normalization of AI-assisted productivity may inadvertently disadvantage those who lack access (Sonja, 2024). Justice, therefore, requires reflection on how institutional and structural inequalities shape who benefits from AI in academia, and whether such reliance aligns with the broader values of fairness, merit, and genuine intellectual engagement. 

	VII. INSTITUTIONAL AND POLICY RESPONSES 

	A. Responses in Nigeria

	At the institutional level in Nigeria, a few universities have begun developing policies to guide the ethical and responsible use of AI in education. Delta State University, Abraka (DELSU), a university in the Eastern part of Nigeria, is widely recognized as the first university in the country to establish a comprehensive AI Policy for higher education (The Pointer, 2024). The policy emerged from a high-level international workshop. It was designed to address issues of responsible use, infrastructure development, and misuse prevention, while also promoting AI capacity development in teaching, research, and community engagement (The Pointer, 2024). Similarly, the University of Lagos (UNILAG) has initiated the process of crafting a policy on the ethical use of AI within academia. The draft policy, developed in collaboration with ethics and technology experts, is intended to preserve academic integrity by ensuring that AI supports rather than replaces critical thinking. The policy document is currently undergoing internal consultations and is expected to be presented before the university Senate (Ileyemi, 2025).

	At the national level, UNESCO-ICHEI, in partnership with the National Universities Commission (NUC), the National Information Technology Development Agency (NITDA), and other regulatory bodies, convened a dialogue in 2024 to develop a consensus framework on AI in higher education. The dialogue emphasized the ethical, equitable, and context-sensitive deployment of AI in Nigerian universities. It underscored the need for a comprehensive national AI policy to support curriculum reform, research innovation, and digital infrastructure (Developing Consensus, 2024). Stakeholders across higher institutions have continued to advocate for such a policy, highlighting the risks of unregulated AI use and the opportunity for Nigeria to leverage AI to improve the quality and competitiveness of its educational system (Ebiringa, O. T. et al., 2025; Sheme, 2025; Ileyemi, 2025). Yet, considering that Nigeria has about two hundred and eighty-three universities, inclusive of federal, state, and private institutions, the fact that only a handful have publicly taken concrete steps toward institutional AI policies underscores how limited the progress has been and highlights the urgent need for a more coordinated national framework. The national AI strategy represents a step in the right direction; however, it does not sufficiently address the specific challenges within the academic community. 

	A forward-looking response must therefore begin at the institutional level. Encouragingly, many universities have already adopted tools such as Turnitin to monitor plagiarism. This measure has proven effective in regulating the extent of students’ reliance on unoriginal or AI-generated content. Universities should establish dedicated AI Ethics Committees to oversee policy development, monitor compliance, and provide training on responsible use. Clear codes of conduct—covering disclosure requirements, attribution standards, and acceptable levels of AI assistance—are essential to preserving academic integrity. At the national level, the NUC and the Federal Ministry of Education should issue baseline guidelines applicable to all higher institutions, ensuring coherence across the sector. 

	A total ban on AI use is neither realistic nor consistent with Nigeria’s drive toward digital transformation in higher education. Ethical adaptation, rather than rejection, enables universities to regulate use responsibly, promote integrity, and harness AI’s benefits in line with national and academic development priorities.

	However, equity considerations must remain central to these reforms. Equitable policy enforcement requires parallel investment in institutional infrastructure, such as libraries and research centers that provide access to AI resources, so that compliance does not inadvertently widen existing disparities between well-resourced and under-resourced universities (Ahmed, 2024). 

	B. Recommendations and Lessons for Nigeria

	1. Development of codes and guidelines on responsible AI use

	For the ethical and responsible academic use of AI in Nigeria, research institutions need to develop codes of use. This will help address issues such as uneven access to AI, risks of academic misconduct, gaps in digital literacy, and the absence of clear national regulatory guidance. If properly developed, it may ensure that AI integration supports equitable learning, preserves academic values, and protects vulnerable groups of students and researchers. Interestingly, the Mohammed VI Polytechnic University (UM6P) in Morocco made a landmark move by deploying ChatGPT Edu, officially integrating the AI tool into its academic and administrative operations. This is the first from an African university to formally embrace ChatGPT in this way, a move described as a proactive, policy-based approach rather than resistance (Sawahel, 2024).

	2. Equipment of university libraries to ensure equal access to AI tools

	Universities should prioritize equipping libraries and research centers with access to basic AI tools, not simply to provide convenience, but to ensure equitable participation in research and scholarship. By centralizing access, institutions can mitigate the effects of socioeconomic disparities, prevent the normalization of AI as an exclusive privilege for well-resourced students and researchers, and uphold the principles of justice and academic integrity that underpin credible knowledge production.

	3. Establishment of AI research ethics committees 
in academic institutions

	While research ethics committees traditionally originated with a focus on biomedical conduct, their mandate has evolved to encompass the ethical implications of all research involving human subjects and data, including the use of AI tools. Therefore, their template can be adopted to create an AI ethics committee that will provide oversight of the use of AI tools in research institutions. The AI ethics committees will play a crucial role in ensuring that AI is used ethically in research conducted in academic and research-related institutions. 

	VIII. CONCLUSION

	This paper argues that generative AI is transforming academic research and unsettling long-standing assumptions about ownership, authorship, and academic integrity. While these debates are unfolding globally, they take on sharper urgency in the Global South, where weak regulation, widening digital divides, and legal inertia heighten the risks. Nigeria, taken as a focused case study, exemplifies both these conceptual challenges and the practical vulnerabilities.

	The rise of AI-generated and AI-assisted content forces a rethinking of traditional categories. Questions of whether AI is merely a tool or a co-creator, and whether originality and accountability can survive non-human contributions, lie at the heart of the ownership and authorship dilemma. Comparative case law shows starkly divergent approaches, from the rigid human-authorship requirement in the United States to the more flexible interpretations emerging in China. Yet, no jurisdiction has reached a stable consensus, leaving Nigeria to navigate an unsettled terrain. Nigeria’s Copyright Act (2022) remains firmly human-centric, creating a legal vacuum for AI-generated works. 

	Although a few universities have begun developing institutional policies on the ethical use of AI, these initiatives remain limited given the number of higher education institutions in Nigeria. Moreover, while the National AI Strategy provides a national framework, it does not specifically address the governance of AI use within academic and research contexts, leaving a regulatory gap at both institutional and sectoral levels. Ethical challenges, including fabricated citations, disclosure, and inequitable access, further complicate the landscape. Without disclosure and accountability, AI use in academic research risks undermining both scholarly integrity and intellectual property protections.

	The way forward lies not in rejecting AI, but in adapting institutions and laws to its realities. Nigerian universities and regulators must develop codes of conduct, establish AI ethics committees, and align with global authorship standards while considering local contexts. At the national level, policy frameworks should both protect integrity and ensure equitable access to AI tools. For Nigeria and other countries in the Global South, striking this balance is urgent: it will determine whether AI deepens existing vulnerabilities or becomes a catalyst for innovation, fairness, and integrity in knowledge production. Ultimately, the challenge is not whether AI belongs in academia, but how to shape its presence in ways that uphold human creativity, accountability, and justice.
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