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163CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS…

The Indian 
2018 National 

Strategy on  
Artificial Intel- ligence high-

lighted the “transformative impact” of 
AI and its potential to better the econ-
omy, society, and environment.1 As is the 

case with countries the world over, AI is 
seen as a key component of devel-
opment. However, India 
lacks regulatory meas-
ures to protect data pri-
vacy, which is essential 
to individual and con-
sumer rights. Privacy as 
a fundamental human 
right was established 
in India only in 2017, 
and a personal data 

protection bill is yet to 
be passed. Both gov-
ernment and industry 
utilise a techno-solutionist narrative2 
to limited regulation and sometimes 
promote deregulation of sectors, which 
can result in substantial infractions of 
human rights and human development.

In India, techno-solutionism is often 
paired with the concept of jugaad, the 
notion that low-cost innovations can 
solve local problems.3 Examples include 
everything from rejigging a truck so 

CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS... 163

1. https://niti.gov.in/ 
national-strategy- 

artificial-intelligence

2. Tucker, I. 
(2018, March 22) 

Evgeny Morozov: 
“We are abandoning all the checks 
and balances.” The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2013/mar/09/evgeny-
morozov-technology-solutionism-
interview

3. Saha, P. K. (2018, June 16) 
‘Jugaad’ culture: The good, the 
bad and the ugly. Mint. https://
www.livemint.com/Leisure/
lZhswLKRpWlQjnnAiGNNKM/
Jugaad-culture-The-good-the-bad-

and-the-ugly.html
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164 CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS…

it can power a rural 
village’s electric-

ity, to Mangalyaan, 
India’s successful 

Mars orbiter mission 
achieved with a meagre budget and 

home-grown technologies. On the sur-
face, jugaad seems an ingenious and agile 
approach to development. However, the 
jugaad mentality is eerily similar 
to Silicon Valley’s own “move fast and 
break things”. While jugaad might have 
few consequences at a small scale, when 
applied to technologies such as AI that 
operate at a vast scale, without adequate 
oversight, this mentality can have dev-

astating consequences.

AI AND POWER IMBALANCES

“AI hype” for economic development 
is not unique to emerging econo-
mies. The unique mix of jugaad and 
unregulated techno-solutionism 
in India, however, could result in 
rapid technological progress with a 
big down-side. When coupled with 
jugaad, unregulated techno-solu-
tionism is dangerous in its belief 
that band-aid solutions and hastily 
created technologies are needed 

in the name of economic develop-
ment. Without adequate protections, 

164 CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS...CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS...
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CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS… 165

the country’s ambitious AI adoption 
plans could result in catastrophic 
power imbalances4 that come with  
a tremendous social cost. One of the 
known potential risks of AI systems is 
the data-related power imbalances 
that pit individuals against large con-
glomerates that have substantial 
resources at their disposal.

In an ideal world, the bene-
fits and risks of AI would 
be distributed equita-
bly amongst firms and 
society. However, 
growing evidence 

shows a small 
number of firms have a 

substantial share of the 
AI market, and without con-

sequential changes, those very 
firms will also have a disproportion-

ate share of the benefits of AI while 
society bears the brunt of the risks.5 
Exploitative business models with an 
inequitable distribution of the risks 
and benefits of AI give rise to a con-
solidation of power amongst those 
institutions that hoard data and use 
AI unchecked.

165CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS...

4. O’Keefe, C., 
Cihon, P., Flynn, 

C., Garfinkel, B., 
Leung, J. & Dafoe, A. 
(2020) The Windfall 
Clause: Distributing 
the Benefits of 
AI. Centre for the 
Governance of AI 

Research Report. 
Future of Humanity 
Institute, University 
of Oxford. https://
www.fhi.ox.ac.uk/
windfallclause/

5. Cheney-Lippold, J. 
(2017) We Are Data. 

New York, 
NY: New 
York 
University 
Press.

https://www.fhi.ox.ac.uk/windfallclause/
https://www.fhi.ox.ac.uk/windfallclause/
https://www.fhi.ox.ac.uk/windfallclause/
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166 CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS…

However, when designed 
responsibly, in a context- 
appropriate manner, with 

adequate internal gov-
ernance and external 

regulation, 
AI technologies can 
play a role in solving 
problems at scale. For exam-
ple, AI applied in diagnostics 
can compensate for the lack of 
skilled professionals needed to 
make healthcare accessible in 
rural parts of India. Especially for countries 
in the nascent stages of AI development, it 
is important to scrutinise proposed 
solutions with a socio-technical lens 
and critically evaluate the potential 
of power imbalances and foreseeable positive 
and negative consequences.

LOOKING AHEAD: AGRI-TECH AND FARMER 
PROTESTS

The combination of deregulation, the jugaad 
mindset, and techno-solutionist narratives 
together create the ideal conditions for dispro-
portionate power imbalances. A case in point is 
the “technological disruption” that is currently 
underway in India’s agricultural sector.

One of India’s largest conglomerates has 
recently ventured into agri-tech, claiming that 
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CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS… 167

AI can improve efficiencies in the  
disorganised agricultural sec-
tor.6 In early 2020, the company 

announced an agri-tech plat-
form claiming to help farmers 
make data-driven decisions in 

farming practices, and connect 
them directly to suppliers. With 

this proposed platform, this cor-
poration, which also owns India’s 
largest supermarket chain and 

India’s largest telecom services, could 
conceivably gain complete control of 

supply and demand chains—with farmers 
relying on the app to sell their produce via 

the company’s telecom service directly to the 
company’s retail stores.

Regulation to prevent such a consolidation of 
power is necessary to protect farmers’ rights. 
Instead, in late 2020, the Indian government 
actively deregulated the sector by passing three 
heavily contested agricultural bills to liber-
alise farming and “attract private sectors 
and foreign direct investment”.7 The new 
laws allow for (1) farmers to trade freely, 
(2) farmers to enter into contract farm-
ing, and (3) deregulation of selected 
essential commodities, such as cere-
als, edible oil, oilseeds, pulses, onion 
etc. The bills were passed hastily dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic and with-
out consultation with farmers.

CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS... 167

6. Kadidal, A. (2020, 
January 4) AI must 
invade agri to help 

India prosper: Experts. 
Deccan Herald. https://

www.deccanherald.
com/city/ai-must-

invade-agri-to-
help-india-prosper-

experts-791491.html

7. Ministry 
of Consumer 

Affairs, Food & 
Public Distribution. 
(2020, September 22) 
Parliament passes the 
Essential Commodities 
(Amendment) Bill, 
2020 [Press release]. 
https://pib.gov.in/
PressReleasePage

https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/city/ai-must-invade-agri-to-help-india-prosper-experts-791491.html
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage
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CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS…

The new laws 
have been crit-
icised as “cor- porate-friendly and 
anti-farmer”, and this controversy 
has given rise to one of the largest labour 

movements in the world—a  
250 million-strong strike in 

support of farmer unions. The 
demands are clear. The three 
bills must be repealed. A mini-
mum price and state procure-

ment of crops must be made a 
legal right.8 Farmers have also 
made the connection between 

the new laws and corporate 
power. They have called for 
a boycott of the company’s 
products, with many farmers 

porting their mobile service to 
other providers.9

This example of techno- 
solutionism in the agricul-

ture sector is emblematic 

CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS...CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS...168

8. Damodaran, H. (2020, December 31) Explained: 
The concerns of farmers, and what Centre can negotiate 

to end protests. The Indian Express. 
https://indianexpress.com/
article/explained/farmers-big-
concern-and-what-govt-could-
negotiate-7073291/

9. 
Arora, K. 
(2020, 
December 
27) Rising 
Number of 
Protesting 

Farmers Switch 
From Jio to 
Rival Mobile 
Networks. The
Wire. https://
thewire.in/

agriculture/
farmer-protest-
jio-networks-airtel-
vodafone-idea

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/farmers-big-concern-and-what-govt-could-negotiate-7073291/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/farmers-big-concern-and-what-govt-could-negotiate-7073291/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/farmers-big-concern-and-what-govt-could-negotiate-7073291/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/farmers-big-concern-and-what-govt-could-negotiate-7073291/
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
https://thewire.in/agriculture/farmer-protest-jio-networks-airtel-vodafone-idea
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CONSOLIDATING POWER IN THE NAME OF PROGRESS… 169

of the inequitable distribution of the risks  
and benefits of technology systems imposed 
on society. When the people who are being dis-
enfranchised by AI systems demand protection, 
whose concerns will be heeded? India strives to 
be a role model for countries in the region, and 
these choices could set a precedent. Gaining 
the trust of citizens through the equitable dis-
tribution of risks and benefits would be helpful 
for AI adoption. At the time of writing, the out-
come of the farmer protests is uncertain—as 
are the effects that the laws and this movement 
will have on those most disadvantaged, namely 
landless Dalit farmers. Still, one thing is clear: 
farmers in the world’s largest democracy are 
ready to fight the imposition of emergent sys-
tems of oppression.

Tulsi Parida is a socio-technologist currently 
working on AI and data policy in fintech. Her 
previous work has been in edtech, with a focus 
on responsible and inclusive learning solutions.

Aparna Ashok is an anthropologist, service 
designer, and AI ethics researcher. She spe-
cialises in ethical design of automated deci-

sion-making systems.
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172 WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

In Nigeria, AI is being 
touted by some as a one-
size-fits-all solution to 
the country’s inefficien-
cies and woes.1 An unfor-
tunate combination of 
sclerotic (and occasion-
ally regressive) domes-
tic development with 
Western-influenced 
tech solutionism has 
resulted in a burgeon-
ing fascination with the 
technology. Nowhere, 
perhaps, is this more 
readily evident than in 
the fintech industry.

172 WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENSWHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

1. Editorial Board. (2021, 
March 8). Nigeria Needs 
Artificial Intelligence to 
Combat Insecurity, Says 
Expert. The Guardian 
Nigeria. https://guardian.ng/
news/nigeria-needs-artificial-
intelligence-to-combat-
insecurity-says-expert

https://guardian.ng/news/nigeria-needs-artificial-intelligence-to-combat-insecurity-says-expert
https://guardian.ng/news/nigeria-needs-artificial-intelligence-to-combat-insecurity-says-expert
https://guardian.ng/news/nigeria-needs-artificial-intelligence-to-combat-insecurity-says-expert
https://guardian.ng/news/nigeria-needs-artificial-intelligence-to-combat-insecurity-says-expert
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173WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

Fintech, 
a portman-
teau word that 
describes the inte-
gration of financial ser-
vices with technology, is 
often deployed by com-
panies offering financial 
services to penetrate 
new markets. Following 
a series of high profile 
funding successes, espe-
cially that of the “country’s lat-
est unicorn”,2 the term has become 
a buzzword in Nigeria.

According to a 2020 McKinsey report,3 
Nigeria is home to over 200 standalone fintech 
companies. This figure does not include the 
dizzying array of fintech offerings by Nigerian 
brick-and-mortar banks. Yet, Nigeria is one of 
seven countries that contribute to nearly half 
of the world’s unbanked population, totalling 

WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENSWHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

2. Jackson, T. (2021, March) Nigerian Payments 
Startup Flutterwave Achieves ‘Unicorn’ Status after 

$170m Funding Round. Disrupt Africa. 	  
https://disrupt-africa.
com/2021/03/10/nigerian-payments-

startup-flutterwave-achieves-unicorn-
status-after-170m-funding-round/

3. Kola-Oyeneyin, E., Kuyoro, M., 
& Olanrewaju, T. (2000, September 
23). Harnessing Nigeria’s fintech 
potential. McKinsey & Company. 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-
insights/middle-east-and-africa/
harnessing-nigerias-fintech-potential

https://disrupt-africa.com/2021/03/10/nigerian-payments-startup-flutterwave-achieves-unicorn-status-after-170m-funding-round/
https://disrupt-africa.com/2021/03/10/nigerian-payments-startup-flutterwave-achieves-unicorn-status-after-170m-funding-round/
https://disrupt-africa.com/2021/03/10/nigerian-payments-startup-flutterwave-achieves-unicorn-status-after-170m-funding-round/
https://disrupt-africa.com/2021/03/10/nigerian-payments-startup-flutterwave-achieves-unicorn-status-after-170m-funding-round/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/harnessing-nigerias-fintech-potential
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/harnessing-nigerias-fintech-potential
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/harnessing-nigerias-fintech-potential
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174 WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

about 60% of her adult popu-
lation.4 In part, this is due to 

the sheer number of peo-
ple living in severe poverty 
(83 million compared to 
India’s 73 million).5 This is 
exacerbated by a conserv-
ative and seemingly erratic 
economic policy and a lack 
of access to financial ser-
vices, particularly in rural 

areas.6 With the median 
age of Nigerians being 
around 18 years, home-

grown fintechs are step-
ping up to the challenge 

of providing financial 
inclusion services to its 

youthful population.7 By 
using targeted advertise-

ments, appealing offer-
ings, and other digital 

marketing strategies, fin-
techs may appear to have  
a better chance of reach-
ing these young people 

than conventional banks.

Certain Nigerian fintechs, 
which offer their services 
to individuals or 

corporate clients, claim to lever-
age “machine learning algorithms” and 

174 WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS

4. Ventura, L. 
(2021, February 17). Global 

Finance Magazine -  
World’s Most Unbanked 
Countries 2021. Global 

Finance Magazine. https://
www.gfmag.com/global-

data/economic-data/
worlds-most- 

unbanked-countries 

5. Forty percent of 
Nigerians live below the 

poverty line: Report.
(2020, May 4). AlJazeera. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/
economy/2020/5/4/forty-
percent-of-nigerians-live-

below-the-poverty-line-report 

6. Osakwe, S. (2021, April 6). 
How Is Nigeria’s National 

Financial Inclusion Strategy 
Going? Center for Financial 

Inclusion. https://www.
centerforfinancialinclusion.

org/how-is-nigerias-
national-financial-

inclusion-strategy-going

https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/worlds-most-unbanked-countries
https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/worlds-most-unbanked-countries
https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/worlds-most-unbanked-countries
https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/worlds-most-unbanked-countries
https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/worlds-most-unbanked-countries
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/4/forty-percent-of-nigerians-live-below-the-poverty-line-report
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/4/forty-percent-of-nigerians-live-below-the-poverty-line-report
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/4/forty-percent-of-nigerians-live-below-the-poverty-line-report
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/5/4/forty-percent-of-nigerians-live-below-the-poverty-line-report
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/how-is-nigerias-national-financial-inclusion-strategy-going
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/how-is-nigerias-national-financial-inclusion-strategy-going
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/how-is-nigerias-national-financial-inclusion-strategy-going
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/how-is-nigerias-national-financial-inclusion-strategy-going
https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/how-is-nigerias-national-financial-inclusion-strategy-going
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WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS 175

“AI-powered facial recognition” to 
assess credit risk, prevent fraud, 
generate personality profile 
reports, and for identity veri-
fication.8 Several fintechs use 
these products. A closer look 
at the environments in which 
these solutions are deployed 
raises serious questions 
about whether they can 
deliver on their promises 
to improve financial inclu-
sion. Instead, the real risk 
seems to be that these 
solutions could exclude 
minorities and privilege 
profit at the expense of 
individuals’ rights and lib-
erties. To identify and pro-
file the ideal customer, these 
companies typically access 
the personal data of private 
individuals from the govern-
ment, through third-party service 
providers, or harvest it directly 
by sifting through personal infor-
mation on mobile devices, such as 
text messages, fine and coarse loca-
tion, media contents, contact lists, social 
media, and use of trackers and other per-
missions. One company, which promises 
to empower Africans “by driving social 
and financial inclusion!” currently pays an 

175

7. Roland Berger 
Strategy Consultants. 

(2012, January). National 
Financial Inclusion Strategy. 

Central Bank of Nigeria. https://
www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/
publications/reports/dfd/CBN-
Summary%20Report%20
of-Financial%20Inclusion%20
in%20Nigeria-final.pdf 

8. Onukwue, A. O. (2020, 
November 19). The BackEnd: 

Meet the“Palantir of Africa.” 
Techcabal. https://techcabal.
com/2020/11/19/the-backend- 
analytics-intelligence-palantir-africa/ 

https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://www.cbn.gov.ng/Out/2012/publications/reports/dfd/CBN-Summary Report of-Financial Inclusion in Nigeria-final.pdf
https://techcabal.com/2020/11/19/the-backend-analytics-intelligence-palantir-africa/
https://techcabal.com/2020/11/19/the-backend-analytics-intelligence-palantir-africa/
https://techcabal.com/2020/11/19/the-backend-analytics-intelligence-palantir-africa/


E 
28

62
0				





LG

 6
.0

86
1				





LD

R
 0

.0
39

4�
LD

F 
0.

03
81
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undisclosed amount to Nigerian gov-
ernment agencies to gain access 

to millions of Nigerians’ national 
identity data.9 The com-

pany’s publicly 

stated goal is 
to promote trust through digi-

tal identity and verification services. 
Another company claims to help “banks 
distinguish between a photograph in an 
ID and a selfie”, to which end it has “cre-
ated an identity management system that 
harnesses the powers of facial recogni-

tion technology.” This system connects to 
government databases and non-govern-
ment databases, such as that of the Nigeria 
Inter-Bank Settlement System (NIBSS). Both 
companies promise that AI-powered facial rec-
ognition systems will improve integrity and better 
identify fraud by “knowing all details about the 
client in near real-time.”

The kind of access required by these systems 
is incredibly invasive. Ultimately amounting 

9. Hersey, F. (2020, 
August 5). Verify 

my life: could a Nigerian 
problem 

lead to a global 
trust solution? (Or fuel 

a two-tier society?). 
Biometric Update. https://

www.biometricupdate.
com/202008/verify-my-life-

could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-
to-a-global-trust-solution

https://www.biometricupdate.com/202008/verify-my-life-could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-to-a-global-trust-solution
https://www.biometricupdate.com/202008/verify-my-life-could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-to-a-global-trust-solution
https://www.biometricupdate.com/202008/verify-my-life-could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-to-a-global-trust-solution
https://www.biometricupdate.com/202008/verify-my-life-could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-to-a-global-trust-solution
https://www.biometricupdate.com/202008/verify-my-life-could-a-nigerian-problem-lead-to-a-global-trust-solution
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to surveillance of the activities of pri-
vate citizens, it is potentially in breach 
of rights enshrined in the constitution 

and other laws, including freedom from 
discrimination, privacy, data protection 
and dignity. As other authors in this book 
have argued, these systems, which are not 

known for their accuracy or fairness, could 
be unfairly prejudiced against persons based 

on their gender, socio-economic background 
or other discriminatory factors. More troubling 

is the prospect of fintechs ending up as gate-
keepers, shutting out the excluded groups they 
claim to include. If, for example, an individual 
is unable to purchase a smartphone (or elec-
tricity or internet to make use of it) and one of 
these systems, therefore, cannot automatically 
extract data, it will rank them as undesirable, 
further excluding them from access to credit 
and financial products.

According to a report published by Tech Hive 
Advisory about the pervasive prac-
tices of digital lenders in Nigeria,10 

seven of the 22 mobile appli-
cations analysed publicly 

disclose that they use AI to 
determine borrowers’ 

credit-worthiness. Only 
one mentioned the ex-
istence of profiling in 
its privacy notice, as 
is required by law.11 

177

10. Tech 
Hive Advisory 

(2021, February) 
Digital lending: Inside the  
pervasive practice of LendTechs  

in Nigeria. LinkedIn. https://www.
linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive- 
advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-
practice-of-lendtechs-activity- 

6768431134297620480-E5zx  

11. Article 3.1(7)(L) of the Nigeria Data 
Protection Regulation (NDPR).

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive-advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-practice-of-lendtechs-activity-6768431134297620480-E5zx
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive-advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-practice-of-lendtechs-activity-6768431134297620480-E5zx
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive-advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-practice-of-lendtechs-activity-6768431134297620480-E5zx
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive-advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-practice-of-lendtechs-activity-6768431134297620480-E5zx
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/tech-hive-advisory_digital-lending-inside-the-practice-of-lendtechs-activity-6768431134297620480-E5zx
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Besides this disregard 
for the law, the report also 
notes an alarmingly com-
mon lack of algorithmic 

transparency, lack of ex-
plainability, lack of account-
ability, and an absence of 
information on purpose 

limitation of the data used.

It appears that the solutionism being sold by 
fintechs and other players like digital iden-
tity providers, namely the belief that AI can sin-
gle-handedly fix structural deficiencies, has 
been bought hook, line and sinker by those 
who ought to be the last to do so—the gov-
ernment. Neglecting or outsourcing civic ob-
ligations (such as digital identity registration, 
and in particular, the development of robust fi-
nancial inclusion policies) to profit-driven pri-
vate enterprises running machine learning 
algorithms without sufficient safeguards will 
undoubtedly worsen already-existing ine-
qualities by systematically breaking down 
civil rights and freedoms. One such exam-
ple is the licensing of private entities to ac-
cess national identity biometric data held 
by the National Identity Management Com-
mission, some of which claim to use 
artificial intelligence and facial recog-
nition.12 The details of the agreement 

178 WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS
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are not 
available publicly. 
No record of a data 
protection impact 
assessment being 

conducted has 
either been pub-

licly stated or pub-
lished. These and 

other machine 
learning algorithms 
that make predic-
tions based on his-
torical events and 

data cannot be at the 
forefront of providing 
the forward-looking 
information we need 
for our future.

While AI has its uses 
in industry—fintechs 
included—it cannot 

WHEN FINTECH MEETS 60 MILLION UNBANKED CITIZENS 179

12. National Identity Management 
Commission (2020, 15 December) 

Public Notice: Approved Data 
Capturing Agents (Digital Identity 

Ecosystem) [Press release]. 
https://nimc.gov.ng/public-notice-

approved-data-capturing-agents-
digital-identity-ecosystem

https://nimc.gov.ng/public-notice-approved-data-capturing-agents-digital-identity-ecosystem
https://nimc.gov.ng/public-notice-approved-data-capturing-agents-digital-identity-ecosystem
https://nimc.gov.ng/public-notice-approved-data-capturing-agents-digital-identity-ecosystem
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replace a com-
prehensive financial

inclusion and develop-
ment approach. Certainly not 
when spurred on by a lack of 
transparency and accounta-
bility. The performance, val-
idation and deployment of 
AI must be ethical and meet 
existing legal requirements. 

Fairness and transparency 
must determine limits to 
how data is used and the al-

gorithms that are deployed. 
Security, privacy, data pro-
tection, and accountability 
about how data is used and 
by whom is critical. Most importantly, it is es-
sential to understand users, their needs, and 
the context in which these technologies  
are being used.

Favour Borokini is a tech policy researcher inter-
ested in (emerging) technology-facilitated vio-
lence against women and the development and 

deployment of AI in Africa.

Ridwan Oloyede is a Co-Founder at Tech Hive 
Advisory, where he focuses on global data 
protection and privacy laws, digital health, 
and digital ethics, among other issues.
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Europe has been lured in by the siren call 
of artificial intelligence. Public debate 
is characterised by snake oil promises 
of AI’s benefits to the economy, social 

welfare, and urban development. Here, 
“AI” is a catch-all phrase used to describe 

a wide-ranging set of technologies, most of 
which apply statistical modelling to find pat-
terns in large data sets and make predictions 

based on those patterns. Concerns raised about 
the unpredictable nature and possible societal 

harms of AI models have given rise to a policy 
doctrine of ethical and procedural safeguards, 

the idea being that AI’s “great” potential can be 
harnessed and its harms mitigated by imple-
menting safeguarding principles of non-bind-
ing fairness, accountability, and transparency. 
Building on our work as researchers and practi-
tioners in the field of technology and society, we 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...184 ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...
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will discuss 
one of these 
safeguards, 

namely algo-
rithmic regis-
ters—websites 
that show what, 

where and how AI is 
used in a city. Extolled by 
some in the AI ethics commu-
nity as an example of good AI governance, 
we argue that voluntary ethical and pro-
cedural AI guardrails in fact perpetuate the 
hype and neutralise important critical debate.

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS IN EUROPE

In line with these ethical activities, a 
number of European cities1 are experi-
menting with algorithmic registers run 
by local municipalities. In September 

2020, the cities of Amsterdam and 
Helsinki launched their registers to 

increase transparency around the 
deployment of AI in the public 

sector. These databases col-
lect information about how AI 

systems are used in an open  
and voluntary fashion, 
which should provide 
insights into the local 
uses of these systems. 
Both the Helsinki and 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS... 185ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...

1. Johnson, K. 
(2020, September 28)
 Amsterdam and 
Helsinki launch 
algorithm registries 
to bring transparency to 
public deployments of 
AI. Venturebeat. https://
venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/
amsterdam-and-helsinki-
launch-algorithm-registries-to-
bring-transparency-to-public-
deployments-of-ai/

https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
https://venturebeat.com/2020/09/28/amsterdam-and-helsinki-launch-algorithm-registries-to-bring-transparency-to-public-deployments-of-ai/
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the Amsterdam register contain only five 
entries. The entries function on an opt-in 
basis and mostly cover automated govern-

ment services, including city libraries, hospi-
tals, crowd management and parking control. 
A little over two weeks after the launch of these 
registers in the autumn of 2020, prominent AI 

ethics scholar Luciano Floridi published an edi-
torial letter in Philosophy & Technology,2 in which 
he heralded them as solutions for the many chal-
lenges of AI governance, not least those related 
to public accountability and trust in AI.

There are a number of governance assump-
tions attributed to the registers that we seek to 
question, especially regarding the ex-post, or 

after the fact, framework of “accountability 
through transparency” contained within 

the register concept. Some of the most 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...186

2. Floridi, L.   
(2020) Artificial 
Intelligence as a
Public Service: Learning from 
Amsterdam and Helsinki. Philosophy 
& Technology, 33(4), 541-546. DOI:  
	 10.1007/s13347-020-00434-3

3. Buolamwini, J., & Gebru, T. (2018). 
Gender shades: Intersectional accuracy 

disparities in commercial gender classification. 
Conference on Fairness, Accountability, 

and Transparency (pp. 77-91) 
http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/ 

buolamwini18a/buolamwini18a.pdf;  
Amnesty International (2020)  

Netherlands: We sense trouble:  
Automated discrimination and  

mass surveillance in predictive policing  
in the Netherlands.  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/ 
documents/eur35/2971/2020/en/

http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/buolamwini18a/buolamwini18a.pdf
http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/buolamwini18a/buolamwini18a.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur35/2971/2020/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur35/2971/2020/en/
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harmful AI applications 
are evidently missing 
from the Amsterdam 

and Helsinki regis-
ters. The databases 
contain no mention 

of known welfare 
and law enforce-

ment applications. 
For example, 

the Amsterdam 
object detec-

tion entry, in 
which the  

city is
experimenting with GAIT 
recognition for crowd mon-
itoring purposes, does not 

account for the police facial rec-
ognition trials taking place in these 
same locations. This means that some of 
the most sensitive applications of AI, often 
implicated in algorithmic discrimination,3 are 
not currently covered by the registers, and it 
is unclear if they will be in the future.

The lack of critical engagement by AI propo-
nents with these information voids in the reg-
isters is telling of their inability to function as a 
transparency tool between the city and its res-
idents. By defining accountability as transpar-
ency through voluntary registration, proponents 
of algorithmic registers are essentially taking 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS... 187
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an ex-post approach to 
governance too: push AI 
systems as a public utility first 
(“Just do it”) and ask for forgiveness 
later. This reinforces the assump-
tions that AI is neutral and should be 
used “for the greater good”, and neu-
tralises criticism as simply a matter 
of imperfect information. This gov-
ernance-by-database eschews 
difficult conversations 
about whether AI 
systems should 
be implemented 
at all, and how these systems 

are advancing puni-
tive politics that pri-

marily target already 
vulnerable populations.

PERPETUATING THE AI HYPE

What is even more telling than the 
registers themselves, however, is the 
lack of critical engagement by AI pro-

ponents with the power structures 
and political ideologies that shape 

these governance-by-database solu-
tions. Isolating governance mecha-
nisms outside their social, political, 

and economic context allows for 
the perpetuation of a discourse that 

reaffirms the arbitrary notion of “AI 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...188
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for good”. This ignores 
the fact that most 
algorithms in use for 
urban management 
pre-date the idea of 
registers and are deeply 
rooted in a political ide-
ology and organisa-
tional culture bent towards 
efficiency and cost reduc-
tion. Efforts to abstract and 
generalise AI accountability 
frameworks allow their pro-
ponents to move beyond 
the messy nature of 
reality and to further 
depoliticise AI by replac-
ing the outdated idea 
that technology is “neutral” with the notion 
that the “great” potential of AI can be har-
nessed when harms are mitigated through 
voluntary procedural and ethical safeguards. 
Lauding the registers without understanding 
their context discounts concerns about the 
negative impact of AI on society, because it is 
this which aligns safeguards with the political 
environment and commercial interests that are 
enabling the AI hype.

The deployment of AI for public services, from 
the critical (like urban infrastructure, law en-
forcement, banking, healthcare, and human-
itarian aid) to the more mundane (like parking 

ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS...ALGORITHMIC REGISTERS AND THEIR LIMITATIONS... 189



E 
37

18
0				





LG

 8
.2

03
1				





LD

R
 0

.0
33

�
LD

F 
0.

05
65

190

control and libraries), should be done 
with great caution. Not least as these 

systems are often implemented on top 
of, and in line with, existing neoliberal 
politics that are punitive and extractive. 
As such, AI systems cannot be 
seen as isolated from the 

context in which they 
are deployed. When 
looking at these reg-

isters, and other opt-in 
accountability frameworks, 
we need to consider what is 
missing and who is steering the 
conversation. Due to the complex 

nature of governance, registers are 
only a partial and, at times, overhyped 
answer to ensuring public accounta-
bility for the application of AI systems. 
Indeed, the ex-post model bypasses 
critical conversations about the root 
motivations for rolling out AI systems, 
and who is truly served by them.

Fieke Jansen is a doctoral candidate 
at Cardiff University. Her research is part 

of the Data Justice project funded by 
ERC Starting Grant (no.759903).

Dr. Corinne Cath is a recent graduate 
of the Oxford Internet Institute’s 
doctoral programme.
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194 THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM…

Around the same time that Turing was devising 
his famous test, many countries were pouring 
concrete into the foundations of the world’s 
first nuclear power stations. Nuclear power 
then was a technology that, like AI today, gen­
erated as much hope and hype as it did anxiety.

Today, the abundant hype around AI is being 
met with growing resistance towards harmful 
algorithms and irresponsible data practices. 
Researchers are building mountains of evi­
dence on the harms that flawed AI tools may 
cause if left unchecked. Civil rights campaign­
ers are winning cases against AI-driven sys­
tems. Teenagers scorned by biased grading 
software are carrying placards and shouting 
“F*** the Algorithm!”. Public trust in AI is on 
rocky ground.

THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM
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This puts AI’s current success on a poten­
tial tipping point. Fuelled by misleading 
AI “snake oil”, today’s unrealised hype 
and very real harms are creating public 
resistance that could push AI into another 
stagnant winter that stifles both its harms 
and its benefits—much like those of the 
1970s and 80s, when AI innovation was 
curbed and political will failed. But resist­
ance also highlights what responsible, 

publicly acceptable technology prac­
tice could look like, and could help 

prioritise people and society over 
profit and power. To understand 
how, nuclear power’s history of 

hype and resistance offers 
a useful guide. After all, 

the term “AI winter” was 
in part inspired by the idea 

of nuclear winter.1

Despite the lethal dangers 
of nuclear technology being 
made horrifyingly evident at 

Nagasaki and Hiroshima in the 
closing days of the Second World 

War, the following years saw 
nuclear’s military applications 

moulded to civil purposes. In the 
early 1950s, its potential for good 

was manifested in the world’s very first 
nuclear power station at Calder Hall in 
Cumbria, UK, now known as Sellafield.

THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM

1. Crevier, D. (1993) 
AI: The Tumultuous 
Search for Artificial 

Intelligence. New 
York, NY: Basic 

Books. p. 203
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196 THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM…

Since then, trends in public acceptance 
of nuclear power have been well-studied, 
and thousands of people across the world 
have been surveyed. These studies have 
shown how, in nuclear power’s early 

years, the fearsome image of mush­
room clouds was perceived as 

the distant past, while civil 
nuclear power was promised 

by governments and the industry as not 
only the future of electricity generation, 
but as the herald of a brave, new, tech­
nological society built on unlimited 
energy.2 However, many hyped-up 
promises never materialised (such 
as Ford’s nuclear-powered vehi­
cle, the Nucleon) and the fear  
of nuclear war lingered.

Then, in 1986, the potent, danger­
ous reality of nuclear power was 
reproven when reactor No.4 at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power station 
failed catastrophically. The combined 
technical, chemical, institutional, and admin­
istrative break-down killed thousands according 
to official estimates, and spewed radiation across 
thousands of square miles (reaching as far as 
Sellafield in Cumbria, in a bitter irony).

In the wake of the Chernobyl 
disaster, support for— 

and investment 

2. 
Gamson, 
W.A. &
Modigliani, 

A. (1989) 
Media 
Discourse and 

Public Opinion 
on Nuclear 
Power: A 
Constructionist 
Approach.
American 

Journal of 
Sociology, 95 

(1), 1–37.
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THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM… 197

part thanks to public recognition that  
it generates low-carbon electricity.

Though the public is often dismissed as 
having little influence on the material shape of 
technology, the history of nuclear power shows 
that public opinion can have a profound impact 
on policy and practice—that is, how governments 
invest in and regulate technologies, how innova­
tors develop them, and how people use them. 
This is seen with many other technologies too, 
from genetic engineering to cars, and now in AI.

The recent kindling of public resistance against 
AI must be recognised as the vital signal that it 
is. Previous AI winters of the late 20th Century 

followed seasons of over-promising: while 

in—civil nuclear power plummeted. Fears of 
nuclear’s destructive force were absorbed 
into the growing environmental movement, 

and the early enthusiasm for nuclear power 
swiftly gave way to a “dark age” for the tech­
nology, in which resistance grew and innovation 
stumbled. Nuclear power saw little new activ­
ity until the mid-2000s, when some nations, 
including the UK, France, US and China, began 

(and continue) 
to reinvest in 

nuclear 
power, 

in 

THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM
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198 THE POWER OF RESISTANCE: FROM PLUTONIUM…

computing hardware was catching up with AI 
theory, excitement waned as the pace of inno­
vation slowed and hyped-up claims about what 
AI could do were left unfulfilled. Today, however, 
superfast processors, networked cloud servers, 
and trillions of bytes of data allow many of those 
claims to be apparently realised. AI systems are 
helping detect and diagnose macular degen­
eration, powering GPS systems, and recom­
mending the next best thing since Tiger King.

But success  
is a double-edged sword. 

As AI’s abilities are put to use in 
everyday applications, so too are its 
dangers. The dubious data prac­
tices of firms like Cambridge 
Analytica have disrupted 
politics, algorithms like 
COMPASS have exacer­
bated pre-existing bias and 
injustice, and facial recogni­
tion systems deployed 
by law enforcement are 
infringing on civil and 
data rights. As peo­
ple realise they are largely 
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powerless to challenge and change these 
systems by themselves, public concern 
and resistance has been spreading to all 
corners of the AI landscape, led by civil 

rights campaigners, researchers, activists, 
and protesters. If ignored, this resistance 

won’t just weed out harmful AI. It may sti­
fle the social and political will that supports 

beneficial AI too.

Social scientists remind us that correlation is 
not causation. Simply because public support 
and resistance to nuclear power has neatly 
tracked levels of government investment and 
technological innovation does not mean one 
creates the other. But an established body of 
research shows that they are connected, and 
that public resistance is an important signal.

After Chernobyl, public resistance to nuclear 
power made clear that its risks and dangers 

were no longer considered acceptable. This had 
a chilling effect on political will and investment.  
It wasn’t until industry and governments com­
mitted to more responsible, transparent, and 
accountable practices that investment and inno­
vation in nuclear power began to reignite. Even 
today, nuclear power is not a widely accepted 
technology—public support is rocked still by 
incidents like the 2011 Fukushima disaster—and 
healthy public scepticism plays an active part in 
balancing hype against responsible practice.
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Silicon 
chips and 
plutonium 

fuel rods do not share 
much in common techni­

cally, and the threat of 
nuclear meltdown dif­
fers from the threats 
posed by biased algo­
rithms. But we can­

not let the hope that 
AI may never have a 

disaster on the same 
scale as Chernobyl lure 
us into complacency. 

The many small, individual 
disasters that are already 

occurring every day around us 
will continue to add up. As irre­
sponsible AI practices lead to 

social, political, cultural, and eco­
nomic harms, public acceptance will  

falter and resistance will grow.

However, resistance is not a force to fear: 
it is a powerful signal. It may threaten 
the current hype-fuelled AI summer, but 
it need not stifle responsible innova­

tion. Harnessed well, public resistance 
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can help 
shine light 
on what must be 
improved, weed out AI 
“snake oil”, define what 
is socially acceptable, and 
help a more responsible AI 
industry flourish. But if it is 
ignored, the current public 
mood around algorithms 
and big data could fore­
cast more than just the 
winds of change. It could 
be the first cold breeze of 
another AI winter.

Aidan Peppin is a Senior 
Researcher at the Ada 
Lovelace Institute. He 
researches the relationship 
between society and tech-
nology, and brings public 
voices to ethical issues of 
data and AI.
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DESIGN NOTES: AI-constrained Design 

The design of this book explores the use of artificial intelligence 
to conceptualise its main visual elements. From an optimistic 
standpoint of AI abundance, the book design is a semi-fiction, a 
staged and micromanaged use of a GAN (Generative Adversarial 
Network), an unsupervised machine learning framework, where 
two neural networks contest with each other in order to generate 
visual output. Stretching the narrative, this book could be framed 
as a/the (first) book designed by an AI. In this scenario, the collab-
orating AI (more like the AI-as-head-of-design-that-doesn’t-know-
how-to-design), has informed, but also constrained the possibilities 
to work visually with the pages. 

The design strategy adopts the Wizard of Oz Technique, a method 
originated from interaction design where what is seemingly auton-
omous, is in reality disguising the work of humans ‘as a proxy 
for the system behind the scenes’1. The use of the GAN, which a 
reader could expect as a simplification, a symbol of technological 
ergonomics, has instead complicated the process. As a result, the 
contents contort around the spaces that the AI imagination left 
them to exist, revealing an apparently spontaneous visual language. 

The book features results from two separate datasets, addressing 
the overall layout composition, and a (overly sensitive) recognition 
algorithm which targets all instances of ‘AI, ai, Ai’, regardless of 
their position or meaning.

MetaGAN v.3 Layouts

The dataset used to produce the compositions above is a collec-
tion of book scans. The purpose of an image GAN is to create 
new instances by detecting, deconstructing and subsequently 
reconstructing existing patterns to create speculations about con-
tinuations. Reusing existing layout materials, conceived by human 
creativity, opens up the discussion of AI creativity. The outcomes, 
which could be perceived as surprising, original and novel, are 
however subject to human selection and valuation. In training the 
MetaGAN, the dissimilarity of the data points, in combination 
with the small size of the dataset (200 images), led to the idio-
syncrasy of overfitting. An overfitted model generates outcomes  
‘that correspond too closely or exactly to a particular set of data, 
and may therefore fail to fit additional data or predict future obser-
vations reliably’2.
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AI type results

These AI letterings are results of a GAN using a dataset containing 
logos from various AI related brands (or belonging to Anguilla, 
whose country code top-level domain is ‘.ai’). The use of these 
characters is indeed automated in the design of the book, but it is 
done using GREP styles. 

References:

1. �Bella, M. & Hanington, B., 2012. Universal Methods of Design, 
Beverly, MA: Rockport Publishers. p204

2. �https://www.lexico.com/definition/overfitting
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