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An Algorithmic Perpetrator, or Why We
Need to Acknowledge the Man Thln?(s We
Do Not (Yet) Know

Kristina Khutsishvili

Rapid technological developments may exacerbate the victimhood already
experienced by vulnerable individuals and communities. At the same time,
broad societal anxieties induced by technology lead to the perception of
algorithms, these entities of the unknown, as perpetrators. In this essay, | argue
that these tendencies can be addressed by a nuanced process of technological
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co-creation and by the fostering of a public discourée in which “experts’:and
“public” are united in the acknowledgment of a shared vulnerability before the
unknown, whether this unknown takes a technological, societal, or ethical
shape.

A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to
come to harm.
- |saac Asimov, /, Robot

Whenever there has been progress, there have been influential thinkers who denied that
it was genuine, that it was desirable, or even that the concept was meaningful.
- David Deutsch, The Beginning of Infinity

The ongoing debate on the benefits, or potential benefits, and also the harms—
or potential harms—of artificial intelligence and, more broadly, new emerging
technologies, is well-known.ll When | first heard the term “new emerging
technologies,” | thought: “What a strange expression! ‘Emerging’ already implies
novelty, so why do we need to indicate the same thing twice?” While | did not
delve into this linguistic nuance at the time, | now perceive it as one among the
myriad intriguing questions in a new world we have stepped into without even
noticing, a world in which things are unclear or not clear enough, but where
the evolving context demands instant answers and projections.

A world with many unknowns, words with many unknowns. What can we expect
from ourselves and each other if we cannot even agree on definitions? For
instance, what exactly do we mean by “artificial intelligence?”[2! Similarly,
curricula are rushing to adjust to the demands of the “real world,” although one
may question where the classroom ends and the “real world” begins, to what
extent this “real world” is real, and even what is real in the first place.

Imagination plays a key role in understanding technological progress.l! It is
also required for looking ahead: while we aim to catch up with the ongoing
change, be it for the purposes of education or regulation, there is a sense of
always lagging behind. In our quest to foresee what is coming, creative
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abilities, whether (scientific) imagination or intuition, are crucial. Can they be
taught? Should we, for instance, open book clubs at local libraries and cultural
centres, especially in disadvantaged areas, and have them discuss, say, Asimov’s
books?!4]

The technological divide is all too real: a new asymmetry of power, requiring
action to bridge the widening gap. Knowledge and skills, starting from basic
digital literacy, factor into power structures.2! Vulnerable and marginalised
communities, be it the elderly, disabled, long-term unemployed, refugees, or
low-income groups, are just as likely to become victims of rapid technological
development as they are to be empowered by new emerging technologies.[!
On both the individual and community levels, the changing context may make
a positive difference but also worsen the situation.!Z]

In addition, there may be both “objective” and “subjective” parts to the outcome,
with the latter reflecting how one “feels” about the new technologies. Hearing
that algorithms discriminate against people like oneself may make one “feel”
the victim of technological progress. Another, softer response may consist of
feeling “lost”: not so much a victim but a person who cannot keep up with the
change. Maybe all this is not for me but for other people, maybe | am too old,
not as smart as them. This new world may seem fascinating, but | have no clue

how to navigate it.

Such “feelings” are as important to note as researched, investigated cases of
bias and discrimination. This is also part of the discussion on the imaginary
versus the real, the line to be drawn between both, or the absence of such a
line: from the “outside,” something intangible, such as a feeling, may be easily
disregarded as subjective, as opposed to the “real”—but for the person who
feels it, it is very much real.

Being a victim, or feeling like one, are unpleasant modalities. They relate to a
lack of agency and action, and in this way, feeling lost is not that different. As
described by Wiirtz Jensen and Thunberg, the concept of victimhood “refers to
how individuals construct their own ways of being a victim.”[&! This negative
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of victimhood: it separates the “self” from the “others.”
Asymmetry of Information, Power Structures, and Agency

Victimhood, whether related to real-life circumstances or to “feelings,” implies
opposing an active position. Feeling oneself a victim long enough may create a
microcosm of non-action, as any action may lead to further disappointment.
Not everything works out every time, but if one is already in a disadvantaged
position, or perceives oneself as such, every “no” may have a different effect
than it would in a “normal” situation. Victimhood invites an interpretation of
the world as working “against” oneself. Every new disappointment—as
inevitable as it may be in human life—is associated with the victim position,
leading to further reinforcement of victimhood.

In the case of rapid technological developments, real or perceived
powerlessness—a lack of agency supplemented by the asymmetry of
information, that is, a lack of knowledge and skills on the one hand and the
inability to distinguish what we may call “true” expertise among a conflicting
noise of claims on the other—leads to a passive, non-productive stance.

The presence of broader societal anxieties that exceed the community level
creates a situation where algorithms, these entities of the unknown, may be
perceived as perpetrators or potential perpetrators. As with other sensitive
issues, one may see pre-existing factors as confirmation of unjust treatment,
now by algorithms. For example, a situation of not getting a job may be seen as
“predetermined,” in which the applicant had no power or agency since the
outcome may have been orchestrated by a powerful algorithm deciding one’s,
in this context professional, fate, and by this algorithm working against you.

The situation is exacerbated by public scandals involving algorithmic decision
making, such as the child benefit scandal in the Netherlands, which shed light
on real-life cases of injustice and also allow one to presume the possibility of
other cases.[2] Oftentimes, it is hard to glean from the news coverage to what

extent the algorithms are to blame, and to what extent the people involved in
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the processes.

What can be done in such cases? The real or perceived lack of power may be
confronted through empowerment activities, yet there are several hurdles. First,
in practice, it is not easy to design a framework for education, collaboration,
and co-creation in the technological context, there are no ready recipes, and
current attempts uneasily combine an experimental character with the
responsibility of engaging vulnerable groups. Second, empowerment actions
are directed from the “outside” and hence imply the agency of those initiating
the action in question.

A situation in which the resources—knowledge and skills—are re-allocated in a
way so that a previously disadvantaged person or group is simply ‘given” these
resources reinforces the feeling of “outside” agency. While an individual or
group may thus be enabled to improve their position, this is not in
consequence of taking action, overcoming passivity and victimhood.

The condition of victimhood, while being “internal,” is built on one’s (negative)
experiences or perceptions of the “outside” world. And since passivity reinforces
victimhood, the design of any empowerment project needs to encourage action
on the “receiving” side. The overcoming of barriers, be it the digital divide or an
individual sense of being lost and unequipped in the Al age, must be an
individual or collective achievement and result from an action that changes the
power distribution.

Reclaiming responsibility for one’s life and fate, taking action resulting in
change, may be considered as “antidotes” to victimhood. How to encourage a
reclaiming of agency with the initiative coming from a person or group, how to
facilitate good conditions and build an “infrastructure” but avoid any
imposition, direction, or other actions that undermine agency, is an open
question.

The Co-creation Dilemma
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Ruess et al., “since the 1960s, policymakers and social scientists alike have
framed public engagement as a new governance mode that invites different
actors to consult about technology-grounded matters and thus a central
element in decision-making processes in modern democracies.”[2% Curiously,
though, decades of practice have not resulted in tried-and-tested formulas, and
co-creation efforts still take the form of experiments, especially in light of
peculiarities regarding context and subject matter, such as the specificity of the
technological domain and/or the particular vulnerabilities of the “target”
community.1]

The co-creation of technological solutions with vulnerable communities, if well
facilitated, can be an active experience of gaining and exercising agency in the
technological world.[221 One may speak of being given a voice,!2] but this
phrase only reinforces the passive condition mentioned above, of being on the
“receiving” side, of lacking agency. “Gaining a voice” is different: it is an active
process directed towards overcoming victimhood.

For a technological provider, whether a start-up or a well-established company,
co-creation can serve as an instrument of bias mitigation.l2! When you develop
your algorithm-based product in tandem with “real” people coming from a
“non-mainstream” background, people who authentically participate in the
creative process, you mitigate bias by design and enable a joint effort toward
algorithmic fairness.[£2!

Co-creation is not easy, and although multiple works have been dedicated to
the issue, challenges abound. Whether they concern the initial design of the
process or the experimental character of the whole endeavour, these
challenges may easily leave participants disappointed. The lion’s share of
responsibility lies with technological providers “translating” their knowledge
and know-how for the members of “target” groups so these are enabled and
motivated to participate in the process. Without assigning value to such
processes, the technological providers’ involvement may stay formal,
uninspired, and hence unsuccessful.
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The attempt to co-create technological solutions with people who may see
themselves as victims or potential victims of algorithms must address
asymmetries of power built on information, knowledge, and skills. Equalizing
the initially unequal conditions is not easy, but it may be facilitated by an
understanding that the required “translation” needs to go in both directions:
not just from technological providers to people but also from people to
technological providers. This mutuality helps to reimagine the whole context,
not as one of technological knowledge-haves and knowledge-have-nots but as
one of many unknowns, with as much to be learned by the “experts” as by the
“people.” Such a process has the potential to interlink technological and social
innovations with the promise of mutual reward,!28 and, more fundamentally, to
overcome the silos of the technological and social domains.

Bubbles and Frauds

To some, artificial intelligence is a bubble,[] and when bubbles burst, it is
usually loud and damaging. However, this view is complicated by the fact that
Al is not simply one thing—as attested to by the lack of a satisfactory definition.
Rather, Al is a framework encompassing many algorithm-based “things,” and
indeed, some of the projects, people, and even research directions within this
framework may turn out to be bubbles.

This ongoing, evolving, not-fully-clear or mostly unclear nature of the
processes may actually be of use. The potential presence of what we may
simply call “frauds” in the area of technological development can actually help
to overcome the asymmetry of information, knowledge, and skills, and to
confront victimhood. We simply need to acknowledge that there are many
things we are still figuring out, whether in computing or in regulatory, ethical,
and societal matters, and that further questions will arise. There are, and will
be, wrong decisions, controversial approaches, and opportunistic people who
present themselves as experts but lack insight, goodwill, and other merits. The
authority and agency of experts, already widely discussed in the context of
COVID pandemic, is overrated in Al and the broader debate about emerging
technologies.
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We Cannot Explain Everything, But We Are Trying

In turbulent times, whether of a global pandemic or of rapid technological
development, vulnerable groups find themselves in an even more vulnerable
position.[28] Asymmetries of power and information, a lack of agency—
worrisome elements are only exacerbated by the challenging context.!12]

In the case of rapid technological development, the debates contain a lot of
noise, and not all “experts” are equally trustworthy. With high societal anxiety
about vulnerability and victimhood vis-a-vis algorithms, people naturally tend

to look for a “saviour,” someone who promises to steer them through the

unknown waters. The problem is that such an easy solution may well be the

most fraudulent one. Attempts to oversimplify the complex reality and present
unknowns as knowns may lead to bubbles, which, once burst, foment even

more distrust in experts. About Cour

_ o . . Read Listen
The best way to confront this scenario is to admit and continuously emphasise

that there are many questions with unknown answers, many points that are
debatable—in the computational, subfield-specific, legal, societal, and ethical
domains. We do not know, we do not agree, and many things we attempt (for
instance, the Al Act of the European Union) may be wrong at their core, in the
underlying philosophy determining the action. Such an approach would not
only be honest but also help us bridge the divide of “victims”and “perpetrators”
by exposing our shared vulnerability. We are all vulnerable before the unknown,
and our task is to co-create knowledge and solutions as we confront more ar
more unknowns.

KRISTINA KHUTSISHVILI is a postdoctoral researcher and published fiction
author currently based in Amsterdam. She holds an interdisciplinary doctoral
degree from Scuola Superiore SantAnna, Pisa. The above essay derives, to a
significant extent, from her experience of leading the work package “Ethical
and Inclusive Engagement in Practice” of the CommuniCity Horizon Europe
project.!2Y]
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(Innovative Solutions Responding to the Needs of Cities & Communities -
CommuniCity). See the CommuniCity Project website.
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