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Critical Algorithm Studies
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Algorithms that judge?
Algorithms are already part of our daily life. Usually, they work silently and unnoticed to the user in
the background, for example when they define what advertisement is shown to you on online
shopping websites, what videos and music is suggested on streaming platforms, or how your
personal social network news feed looks like.1
But not only did they find their way into social and personalized shopping platforms, they also
became part of global business e.g. in the form of “algorithmic trading”2 at the stock market, or of
political issues like security and surveillance3, areas where they can cause great impact and also
great harm.
Studies already have shown that algorithms can influence the human mood4 and human behaviour.5
And they are already used as a means to judge human work and human behaviour as well. Turnitin
for example is a tool which is used to check academic writing on plagiarism. It compares the written
text to a huge database of other papers and academic publications and calculates a ratio on how
much of the text can also be found elsewhere, what could be labelled as how much of it was only
copied.6 It could be a simple, easy method to judge the amount of plagiarism in an academic text.
Not only in the case of Turnitin it is often said that algorithms are more accurate, more trustworthy
and more impartial than humans. For a teacher, it would be impossible to check the huge amount of
papers and academic texts and compare them to a student's writing, but the algorithm in Turnitin
can handle this huge amount of data in short time. Also, it does the same check for every student in
the same way and therefore should not be biased by sympathy or other aspects. The ratio it
calculates seems like a matter of fact on how much in the text can be found in other text. That said,
why not entrust the algorithm with the check of plagiarism and simply taking the calculated ratio as
a measurement?
One problem is that the comparison method doesn't recognize correct quoted passages, so the ratio
doesn't necessarily only contain plagiarism. Students can also check their writings with the tool, and
rearrange phrases so that they aren't recognized anymore by Turnitin, but still remain copied, what
is especially easier for people who are native speakers in the language the text is written in.
So how much truth remains in that simple ratio, how unbiased when knowing that native speakers
can deceive the tool easier, and that it can be deceived at all? Can teachers trust it, and can the
students trust a teacher that bases his or her decision on a tool like that?
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And this example is only a small one, a – you could say – not exactly life threatening one. What
about algorithms that are bigger, much bigger, so big that not even the developers, let alone the
users can tell how exactly it comes to its decision and where some problems could lie hidden? How
can you recognize it might be (unintentionally) biased by something very unexpected like the ability
to rearrange sentences in a specific language?
What if the algorithms is meant to make a decision on a medical diagnosis? Or on the threat of a
person to public safety? What if its decision not only may influence your academic career, but your
entire life?
And this is not a question that we should ask ourselves in the far future. Those kinds of algorithms
already exist.
The US military has already made use of algorithms to identify possible terrorists in Pakistan in
order to have them killed by drones.7 Even though it was stated that the algorithm only selected
possible targets and that it was confirmed if “justified” or not before the actual strike happened, a
part of the decision who should be killed was made by an algorithm. There are similar programs in
development in order to identify possible criminals even before they actually commit the crime,
especially in the case of terrorism8.
At the same time, drones and also robots for killing people are already in use, and in the USA
recently the Dallas shooting suspect was killed by a robot that was equipped with an explosive
device.9
Taking those recent examples and developments, how far should technical systems be allowed to
go? Although especially the crime prevention algorithms are known as not very accurate at the
moment, the development is going fast. They scan through the communication of people, how they
are connected with known criminals etc. and calculate how high the possibility for a crime of a
person would be. Let alone the huge privacy issues aside, another big and dangerous problem of
many algorithms nowadays, those algorithms have to be so complex and have to be fed with so
much data that probably no human could reconstruct the decision making process. What if the
algorithms has found a “possible threat”? What if there is not much time to check this person in
detail, because it is very urgent? Is it fine to trust the judgement an algorithm has made, and – in the
worst case – eliminate the target?
What does it mean for a human being to be judged by – easily said – a machine? To be arrested or
killed for unknown reasons that somehow resulted in the decision that one person was a threat?
And – since there is no program without mistakes – what if one person happens to be mistakenly
accused? Do you blame an algorithm that might be even 99% accurate, just not exactly in this case?
Can the developers be held responsible? Especially when it comes to big projects, where no single
developer knows the whole algorithm? When the algorithm can learn and change itself? Probably
not. What about the people who trusted the judgement of the algorithm? When usually its decisions
are right, and they have no possibility to reconstruct the judgement process? Why could you blame
them?
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But, after all, you can't hold a machine or an algorithm responsible. At least, it probably wouldn't
result in anything, because they don't know guilt, and they can't be convicted.
Algorithms that judge humans are therefore – in my opinion - a very delicate topic.
The transparency of the decision making process, the real accuracy, the mistake rate, the
unintentional and often hidden biases and the problem of responsibility are issues many algorithms
have.
But when it comes to important decisions when even human lives depend on, they have to be
emphasized even more.
Of course, you can say that also humans often can't lay open how exactly they came to a judgement,
what unconscious thoughts influenced them. Humans make mistakes as well, probably even more
than algorithms do, like drone pilots who work for hours and inevitably lack concentration at some
point. Humans are biased, and they aren't as fast as algorithms to react to changing situations,
maybe even less than a second of time where it might be important to stop an attack when children
suddenly appear in the area.
But, if a human does the judgement, he or she will be responsible for it.
Now, what to prefer? Let humans judge and let them make more mistakes than an algorithm in their
place would do? Is that really the case? Can algorithms judge better on plagiarism, can they prevent
crime better, can they do “better” drone attacks resulting in less civil casualties? How could
someone possibility prove or disprove that?
And even if algorithms would be better judges, what world would that be where people are judged
by machines? Where an algorithm decides that they should be arrested, that they are a threat, or
even that their life should end. And where maybe even a machine “handles the killing”.
Isn't it the duty of humans to do that themselves? Isn't it the right of humans to be only judged by
other humans? Wouldn't it be inhuman to be sentenced to death by an algorithm and killed by a
robot, even more, if that is actually possible, than that being done by another human? What about
the families of people who were mistakenly killed by drones, what do you tell them if no human
was actually a deciding part of this judgement, and that all they can blame would be a set of code
and a lifeless weapon?
So in conclusion, I think that algorithms should not judge people. They can suggest their results, in
an as transparent as possible way so that it gets comprehensible how this result was created and can
be checked in more detail if necessary. They are great tools to support people, to complement them,
but in the end, the judgement should be done by humans. Humans who see more than just the plain
data, and who can react to situations that couldn't be foreseen.
And who will be responsible for all the consequences and mistakes to come.
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