
IRRESPONSIBLE AND OUT OF 
CONTROL!

Discourses on the regulation of technological design

Dr Marguerite Barry, School of Information & Communication Studies
Presentation at HCI @ UCD seminar series

September 28, 2018





THE CHALLENGE OF BD & AI

• Different domains but similar ‘algorithmic’ structures
• Dominate our ‘shared sociotechnical space’ (Braman, 2011), 

‘technological moment’, visions of the future...
•  Concerns with BD – critical data studies

• Surveillance, discrimination, justice (Dencik 2017, Eubanks 2018, Taylor, 2018 O’Neil, 2016 etc.)
• Public/Private Inequalities (Rainie & Andersen, 2017)
• Simplified, normalised to rationalise its incorporation (Kitchin 2016, Beer, 2018)

• Concerns with AI 
• Future of Life Institute / Malicious AI reports vs. Partnership on AI 
• “unhinged” commentary (Schwarz, 2018)
• Fear created by “sociotechnical blindness” (Johnson & Verdicchio, 2017)

• Response? 
• Legal and Policy – Privacy & Security – Control and Assign responsibility…

“AI researchers have 
some degree of 
responsibility for the 
way in which their 
research is presented to 
and understood by 
non-experts (the 
public)...”



Informal Study

2018 – number of 
English language news 
stories linking
“AI” & “Beymax” or 
“Ava” or “Bender” or 
any other less evil 
fictional AI
= still searching…

2018 – number of 
English language news 
stories linking
“AI” & “HAL” 
= 530

The Legacy of HAL9000…



“If there were only a limited number of machines, kept under very tight control, 
there would be neither computer ethics nor any need for it.” (Floridi, 1999)

It’ll never happen…



Dystopian trends in technology reporting…



Freedom or Lack of control?
• When an autonomous agent does the vacuuming or waters the garden 

“the owners are freed of the burden of intervention/control“, 
(Johnson & Verdicchio, 2017)

• But – Autonomous control >> lack of human control >> lack of oversight?
• UK Public Surveys on BD/AI in government – 

concerns about the removal of human oversight, judgment and decision 
making

• “human oversight is essential, especially ‘if things go wrong’”
[Data Science partnership, IPSOS MORI / UK Govt research 2016]

• The burden of control is connected to the burden of responsibility 

THE BURDEN OF 
CONTROL?



RELIEVING THE BURDEN

• Supporting Autonomy – core value in 
ethical design (Friedman & Kahn, VSD 
2003)

• Also in use of AI in social care (Vallor, 2011)

• Interesting challenges in shared 
autonomy…especially in later life

“Ethical values and social care robots 
for older people: an international 
qualitative study” Draper & Sorell, 2017 



THE BURDEN OF RESPONSIBILITY?

“Research on how organisations can deal ethically 
with personal data has been around for a good two 
decades, yet there is still little advice on how they 
can put this into practice … If you go to an IT 
department, their concern is how to make things 
work, not how to do things right (ethically). The 
challenge is to produce guidance on data ethics 
available to anyone even if they do not have 
someone employed to deal full time with ethical 
issues”
Robin Wilton, Internet Society
“It takes more than just ticking boxes to protect data”, 
Irish Times, May 7, 2016 

“An investigation of the use of ‘big data”’ by the 
Commons Science and Technology committee backed a 

watchdog's calls for those guilty of "de-anonymising" 
information to face being put behind bars for up to two 

years. …”

Tory MP Nicola Blackwood, the chair of the committee, 
said: "The use of 'big data' is already bringing big benefits.  

Exploited further, big data will be transformative, 
unlocking new life-saving research and creating 

unimagined opportunities for innovation…” 
[“Personal data privacy breaches 'should carry a jail term”, 

Belfast Telegraph, February 12, 2016]

Political & regulatory viewIndustry & Civic Society view

Personal vs. Organisational vs. Civic 
Responsibility



ACM CODE OF ETHICS UPDATE

• 1992 ACM Code of Ethics 

• skilled production 
• ‘moral responsibility to deliver a quality 

product’

• competent creation is an adequate 
model of professional behaviour

How “Dynamic Technologies Challenge 
Static Codes of Ethics”

(Brinkman et al 2017, ACM Computers & Society 
| Volume 47 | Issue 3) 

• 2018 Revised draft code for
• “technical knowledge, awareness of the social 

context in which the work will be deployed, 
and competence in recognizing and navigating 
ethical challenges”

• Principle 2.7 - individual responsibility to 
create an awareness of computing’s impacts, 
limitations, vulnerabilities and opportunities

• Principle 3.3 – leadership responsibility for the 
establishment of appropriate rules regarding 
the use of the organization’s computing 
resources

• Principle 3.6 - accountability for the limitations 
and impacts of software systems being shared 
by all members of an organization.

• public good at the ‘centre of professional 
computing’

“But AI is a special 
case!”

“With AI - who’s 
responsible?”

“We need a 
different code for 

robots…”

“AI is outside the 
remit of ACM 

code’”



CODES IN USE…

So what kind of responsibility do we really 
want?



PERSPECTIVES 

e.g. matched to roles in 
Social Networks

Helberger, Pierson & Poell 
(2018) 

Industry, government, 
agencies…

Cath et al (2018) review 
of US, UK and EU policies on 

AI & The Good Society

“a mechanism for the 
governments to delegate 

and transfer 
responsibility for ethical 
behaviour and design to 

the private sector and 
citizens”

“Co-operative 
Responsibility”

“Constellations of 
Responsibility”

Distributed architecture
Distributed control

Distributed responsibility

EU - “autonomy and 
individual responsibility, 

informed consent, privacy 
and social responsibility”

“Responsibility Gap”

Discourses reflect 
traditional ideas of 

programmers having 
‘control’ of the machine 

(Matthias, 2004)

Opaque structures, 
algorithms
Black box

Challenge of transparency makes real 
responsibility/accountability 

impractical or impossible  (Mittelstadt, 
2017)

Ethics 
education



BLAME THE BLACK BOX

“There is always a human ultimately responsible for decisions 
made or informed by an algorithm. "The algorithm did it" is not 
an acceptable excuse if algorithmic systems make mistakes or 
have undesired consequences, including from machine-learning 
processes.” 

The term ‘algorithm’ is no longer an obscure 
technical concept but part of a polarized 
public discourse (Burrell, 2016)



ALGORITHMS ARE A DISTRACTION

• Even a limited transparency can reveal power structures and outline the 
limits of control (Ananny & Crawford, 2016) 

• “the most sweeping digital decision-making tools are tested in what could 
be called ‘low rights environments’ where there are few expectations of 
political accountability and transparency”  - Eubanks (2017)

• Why do we expect these technologies to be held to a higher standard of 
responsibility and control when we have neglected to pay attention to 
these aspects in the conditions of their execution?? (e.g. Insurance, Policing 
etc)



RE-IMAGINING RESPONSIBILITY & CONTROL

Fixed
• Having Control
• Physical

• Being responsible 
• Answerable, Accountable, Liable

e.g. GDPR – Data ‘ Controller’
• Capable, Competent, Rational

e.g. individual responsibility/
• Rights/Rules ethics

Fluid
• Having Control
• Social, Institutional, Political
• Designing capacity to share control

• Being responsible 
• Paying attention to relationships and 

responsibilities
• Virtue & Care ethics



Responsible

Irresponsible

In controlOut of control

Human in the loop

Informed 
consent

Black box

Unpredictable 
outcomes

 Human Autonomy

Malicious
actor access

Accountability

HAL 9000
(2001…)

Beymax
(Big Hero 6)Anita/Mia

(Humans)

Bender 
(Futurama)

Delegated 
decision making

Fairness

Transparency

Agency

COMPAS 
(predictive 
recidivism 
software)

FB / Camb. Ana

(Effective/meaningful) 
Human in the loop

Secrecy

Google 
Maven?

?
Justice Care

Cooperation Machine Autonomy

Professionalism
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