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AI Ethics started with fairness & bias



AI Ethics started with fairness & bias

• White names receive 
50% more callbacks for 

interviews



• COMPAS is 2x as likely to mislabel Black individuals who 
did not go on to recommit crime incorrectly as risky than 

white individuals 


• COMPAS mislabeled white individuals who did go on to 
recommit incorrectly as recommended-for-release more so 

than Black individuals

AI Ethics started with fairness & bias



AI Ethics started with fairness & bias



[Buolamwini and Gebru, "Gender shades,” 2018]

AI Ethics started with fairness & bias



man:doctor :: woman:nurse 

AI Ethics started with fairness & bias

2016



AI Ethics started with fairness & bias

[Wired, “Google Autocomplete Still Makes Vile Suggestions” 2018]



AI Ethics started with fairness & bias

[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias” 2017]



AI Ethics started with fairness & bias

[Author, 2023]



Harms in decision-making and in representation
[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 

Allocational
Resources, jobs



Harms in decision-making and in representation
[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 

Allocational
Resources, jobs

Representational
Identity, stereotype



[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 
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[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 



[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 



“Many of these failures have been the 
direct result of underrepresentation, 

misrepresentation, or the complete lack 
of representation of these groups in the 
data upon which these systems are built 

(Paullada et al., 2020)”

[Denton, 2021] 



“Garbage in, garbage out”
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Sufficiency
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Separation
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Model cards
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Counterbalancing





“Relatively little work has been done to 
examine the norms, values, and 

assumptions embedded”

[Denton, 2021] 
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Outside of our data, what are we 
actually working on?



The study of bias has expanded from just 
the dataset to also include the developer



The reality is now more than ever, the 
data of LLMs is out of our hands 

• Foundational models

• Closed-source
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While data issues persist (copyrighted 
material, artist style) 



The reality is now more than ever, the 
data of LLMs is out of our hands 

• Foundational models

• Closed-source


While data issues persist (copyrighted 
material, artist style), it matters what we 
choose to now build 



We are under-defining our motivations for  
the values we are choosing to optimize for — 
even when the value seems objectively good  



We are under-defining our motivations for  
the values we are choosing to optimize for — 
even when the value seems objectively good   

We are short-cutting justification



Let’s imagine we are writing an LLM to assist 
with grant writing for non-profits. 
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Let’s imagine we are writing an LLM to assist 
with grant writing for non-profits. 

This tool will check for grammar.

But what is “grammar”?



“Even after decades of sociolinguistic efforts to 
legitimize African-American Vernacular English 

(AAVE), it continues to be viewed as “bad” 
English and its speakers continue to be viewed as 
linguistically inadequate—a view called the deficit 
perspective (Alim et al., 2016; Rosa and Flores, 

2017). This perspective persists despite 
demonstrations that AAVE is rule-bound and 

grammatical (Mufwene et al., 1998; Green, 2002)”
[Blodgett 2020]



[Author, 2023] 
[Zora Neale Hurston, “The Gilded Six-Bits” 1933]



[Author, 2023] 



[Author, 2023] 



By enforcing American Standard English (ASE) 
grammar as the default, who are we building 

for? Who are we excluding?



“In re-stigmatizing AAVE, [language tech] 
reproduces language ideologies in which 

AAVE is viewed as ungrammatical, 
uneducated, and offensive.”

[Blodgett 2020]



The reality is though that ASE grammar is often 
seen as the only “acceptable” English. 

It is likely that a grant app written outside of 
ASE might not be accepted. Allocational harms 

do exist for AAVE speakers.



But our tool should make explicit that it will edit 
into ASE. Or instead, it should ask the user what 

editing help they would prefer. 

The reality is though that ASE grammar is often 
seen as the only “acceptable” English. 

It is likely that a grant app written outside of 
ASE might not be accepted. Allocational harms 

do exist for AAVE speakers.



Our AI grant writing tool can enforce 
ASE grammar, but it should not do so 
without reflection on this decision and 

giving agency to the user



Let’s imagine we are working on a  
machine translation LLM. 



Let’s imagine we are working on a  
machine translation LLM. 

Let’s include as many languages as possible.



“So for example, making languages available for 
translation might also make them and their 

speakers available for increased surveillance, or 
might mean making a community's cultural and 

linguistic resources available to the wider world 
in ways that they might not want. Or, depending 

on who develops the data might means that 
somebody who's not the community profits from 

these cultural resources.”

[Blodgett, “The Good Robot” podcast, 2022]



“So even things that we kind of default 
assume are good, like inclusion are 

surprisingly fraught.”

[Blodgett, “The Good Robot” podcast, 2022]





"Data is like our land and natural resources," 
said Karaitiana Taiuru, a Maori ethicist and an 

honorary academic at the University of 
Auckland. 


 "If Indigenous peoples don't have 
sovereignty of their own data, they will simply 

be re-colonized in this information society."



Our translation tool should include 
multiple world languages, esp. those at 

risk of dying off. However, we cannot just 
add in all languages without reflection.



As datasets have been standardized, we now have 
more opportunity and more agency to consider the 

values we build for







“Enhance police 
accountability and 

promote non-punitive 
alternatives to 
incarceration”

[Green 2019]



“Enhance police 
accountability and 

promote non-punitive 
alternatives to 
incarceration”

“while other work uses 
data to predict and 

classify crimes to aid 
police investigations” 

[Green 2019]



How can two opposed projects both be 
justifying themselves through “social good”?



How can two opposed projects both be 
justifying themselves through “social good”?

This is the slipperiness of the terms.



"Rather than referring to ‘social good,’ computer 
scientists should more explicitly consider and 
articulate the normative commitments behind 

their work (whatever they may be)”

[Green 2019]
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[Crawford, “The Trouble with Bias,” 2017] 



What seem to be objectively good values
inclusion, grammaticality, social good



What seem to be objectively good values

inclusion,
grammaticality,

social good





RLHF,
Reinforcement Learning from 

Human Feedback,





Recursive task decomposition — they summarized books to chapters to 
sections to sentences   

At every stage, they asked for human feedback on the quality of the summary



But efficient summarization seems fraught 
when the goal of literature is arguably 

friction, escape, slowness 



Asking which summary users prefer is not 
the same thing as justifying the need for 

literature summary at all



In their instructions for human labelers, 
OpenAI informs them that “gratuitously 

including small details is generally penalized.” 


But what is literature if not a set of small 
details that come together?

[“Recursively summarizing books with human feedback.” 2021] 





It is bizarre that human feedback was 
being used to remove the “literature” from 
literature… and that this was considered 
aligned because of user preferences of 

which summary is better



The method is aligned, but the goal is not.



This focus on scaling feedback is part of 
the unalignment: “Literary achievement 

is indifferent to the mindset of 
efficiency,” and yet here literature is being 
used to advance summarization efficiency 

[Michele Elam, “Poetry Will Not Optimize; or, What Is Literature to AI?.” 2023] 



Let’s 



Let’s 



Alignment can be powerful and beautiful… 
but it’s not perfect



The use of feedback does not automatically 
entail goal or value alignment 



Preferences               Human Values

The use of feedback does not automatically 
entail goal or value alignment 





"Yet, caution has been raised about the 
possibility of ‘participation-washing’, 

where efforts are mischaracterized under 
the banner of participation, are weakly-

executed, or co-opt the voice of 
participants to achieve predetermined 

aims"

[Birhane 2022]



inclusion,
grammaticality,

social good



inclusion,
grammaticality,

social good
summarizationfeedback

alignment
participation



“So even things that we kind of default 
assume are good, like inclusion are 

surprisingly fraught.”

[Blodgett, “The Good Robot” podcast, 2022]



So….



😈



My goal is not to scare, nor to stop LLM work, 
nor to shut-down human alignment research



My goal is not to scare, nor to stop LLM work, 
nor to shut-down human alignment researchI want these things to work



From ProPublica to Buolamwini and 
Gebru to Crawford to Blodgett to Green…

AI researchers want to see the benefits 
of such tech actualized.



From ProPublica to Buolamwini and 
Gebru to Crawford to Blodgett to Green…

AI researchers want to see the benefits 
of such tech actualized.

But it cannot be done if we are on the side-
lines about the values and assumptions we 

are building into our own tools



As your wrap-up your final projects… 

I want you to engage with users, to try and be aligned. 
I want you to have productive, performing tools.



As your wrap-up your final projects… 

I want you to engage with users, to try and be aligned. 
I want you to have productive, performing tools.

But I also want you to be aware that all decisions we 
make as developers have pros and cons.  

What values are your optimizing for? Why do you think 
those are justified? What do those values exclude? 



I encourage you to be explicit 
about the embedded 

assumptions, norms, and values 
 

for yourselves, for your users, 
for 3rd party auditors



~I left a lot out~ 

Interpretability, ghost 
work, evaluation, data 

privacy





Tommy’s Course Recommendations on Value-Based AI and LLMs

Technical Ethics

CS281: Ethics of AI (S) 

AI Analysis of Humanities

ENGLISH 184F: Literary Text Mining 2: Studies in Cultural Analytics (W) 

Understanding Ethics and Politics of Language/Grammar

AFRICAAM 389C: Black Digital Cultures from BlackPlanet to AI (W) 
ENGLISH 362C: Language Politics and the Literary Imagination in Africa (S) 

Unpacking Latent Cultural Values in Science

ANTHRO 120H: Intro to Medical Humanities (W) 
AFRICAAM 151: Ethical STEM: Race, Justice, and Embodied Practice (W) 
JAPAN 151B: The Nature of Knowledge: Science and Literature in East Asia (W)
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