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Criteria for Autonomy

• Negative freedoms

• Positive freedoms

• Range of options

• Means of achieving goals
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Conceptual Disputes

• “the elaboration of the broader conceptual system within which 
it is implicated.” (Connelly 1974);

• no agreed-upon criteria as to what belongs and what doesn’t 
belong to the concept;

• Different vantage points, value systems, or polities (Boltanski
and Thevenot 1995)
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Conceptual Clarity

• Conceptual cluster
• Autonomy, agency, accountability

• Criterion
• Human dignity 

• Perspective
• The margins of economic structure, social status, and political power
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Terms of Discourse

Those who would exorcise from every concept employed in 
description the point of view from which it is formed would find 
that they lacked rationale both for using the concept and for 
adjusting its criteria to meet those new and unforeseen 
circumstances that persistently arise in a changing society.

William Connolly, 1974, The Terms of Political Discourse
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The Case of Washington DC
• 29 algorithms by 20 agencies

• use automation to screen housing 
applicants, predict criminal recidivism, 
identify food assistance fraud, 
determine if a high schooler is likely to 
drop out, inform sentencing decisions 
for young people, and many other 
things.

• “in hopes of adding efficiency or 
objectivity to bureaucratic 
processes”

• e.g., unemployment fraud detection
• 93% error rate, 40,000 false fraud 

allegations
• In California, 1.1 claims flagged as 

suspicious were in fact legitimate 
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Decision Making by Machines

• Social
• Government benefits, college 

admissions, parole
• Economic 

• Job application, job promotion, 
resource allocation

• Political
• Polling, 

• Cultural/Scientific
• Drug discovery, healthcare

• Personal
• Romance, finance, marriage
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Arguments for (Full) Automation

Machines
• Accurate 
• Efficient 
• Neutral
• Objective
• Reliable
• Transparent

Humans
• Fallible
• Slow/clumsy
• Biased
• Emotional
• Capricious 
• Evasive
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Arguments for Complementarity

Humans
• Heteronomy 
• Heteroglossia 
• Toil/Labor
• Common sense
• Judgment
• Flaws

Machines
• “Autonomy”
• Homogenized 
• Moil/brute power
• Nonsense
• Calculation 
• Errors
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Conceptual Clusters
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Rules: Two Types

• Thin Rules
• Rules can be followed to the letter, without the need for intelligent 

interpretation and adaptation to context” 
• “exceptionless and infallible code of conduct”

• Thick Rules
• Rules are context dependent and need “a capacity to see when and how to best 

apply them.”
• Rules are model cases that provide a standard for emulation

• e.g., the monastic Rule of St. Benedict, where the ”authority to make discriminations 
in the deployment of codes of conduct was vested in the abbot, himself a rule, in the 
sense of model, of the ideal monk and Christian.” 

Chirimuuta (in press)
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Human Judgment

• “… although understanding is certainly capable of being instructed and 
equipped through rules, the power of judgement is a special talent that 
cannot be taught but only practiced.”

• “The lack of the power of judgment is that which is properly called 
stupidity, and such a failing is not to be helped….”

Kant  1781

• “we can have no algorithms for judgment, since every application of a rule 
would itself need supplementing with further rules.”

O’Neill 1987
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Algorithms: Pre-Modern

• Solution of specific problems
• Not abstract generalities

• “the foundation, not the 
pinnacle, of the mathematical 
curriculum”

• What students learned first
• Daston 2022

• Executed by people with pencil 
and paper

• Not by machines
• Hand and head were both involved
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Algorithms: Industrial Era

• Insurance offices, census 
bureaus, weapons projects, 
astronomy

• Humans and machines 
worked together to apply an 
algorithm
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Algorithms: Computing Era
• “quite similar to recipe, process, 

technique, procedure, routine, 
rigmarole”

• Five important features
• Finiteness, definiteness, input, output, 

effectiveness

• Mechanical
• Any effective method that can be 

expressed and executed within a finite 
amount of time and space

• Carried out by machines
• A set of rules that can be followed to 

make failsafe calculations 
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Expert Systems:

• Mycin
• IF

• the site of the culture is blood, 
AND the gram strain is positive, 
AND

• the portal of entry is 
gastrointestinal tract, AND

• the abdomen is the locus of 
infection, OR

• the pelvis is the locus of infection
• THEN

• there is strongly suggestive 
evidence that Enterobacteriaceae 
is the class of organisms for 
which therapy should cover.
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Stupid Experts

• The case of a 1969 Chevrolet
• reddish-brown spots on the 

body  measles

• The case of the teenager with 20 
years of work experience

• The case of an infected kidney 
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Algorithms: Era of Machine Learning
• Monitoring: Data collection

• Phone calls, emails, chats, posts, Tweets, cars, web and app 
interactions, etc.

• Mining: Data Analysis
• Science, medicine, commerce, romance, etc.

• Marking: Categorization
• Inference, Risk assessment, labeling, predicting

• Manipulation: Recommendation
• Advertising, persuading, nudging
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Drug Discovery
• Repositioning

• Drugs developed for one disorder ”repositioned” for use on 
another

• big‐data analytics that can now uncover molecular similarities 
between diseases 

+   computational models that can predict which compounds 
might take advantage of those similarities; and 
+   high‐throughput screening systems that can quickly test many 
drugs against different cell lines.

• Ebselen
• Originally developed for stroke survivors used to treat bipolar 

disorder

Nosengo (2016)

• The NIH library of ~450 safe drugs 
• 13 years and $2‐3 billion  6 years and $250 million

Nature, June 16, 2016
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Online Dating

• Same model as drug discovery

• A mechanism of 
interchangeability

• Not unique qualities

• Technologies of choice
Illouz (2012)

The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.
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The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.

tech.co



Algorithms: Era of Machine Learning

• Data-Driven
• The input: consumer data
• The output: a model

• Meta-algorithms
• “Rather than trying to directly specify an algorithm for making 

these predictions—which could be quite difficult and 
subtle—we write a meta-algorithm that uses the 
historical data to derive our model or prediction 
algorithm. Machine learning is sometimes 
considered a form of “self-programming,” since it’s 
primarily the data that determines the detailed form 
of the learned model.”

• Kearn and Roth (2019) 
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Machine Learning…

i. New meta-algorithms are different from earlier ones in that 
they are self-programming models

ii.The same data-driven process is applied everywhere, including 
“humanlike tasks.”

iii.“consumer data” is central in this process. 
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Algorithmic Bias

• How employers hire

• How universities admit

• How banks decide who gets a loan

• How public services are provided

• How police monitors individuals

The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.
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The image part with relationship ID rId2 was not found in the file.

Vernon Prater
Risk 3

Brisha Borden
Risk 8

ProPublica



• Inclusivity
• Automation flipped over its head
• Drags human beings into networks of interaction

• Engagement
• Not coercive, not disciplinary 
• Information and entertainment, less focus on 

material production

• Invisibility 
• Delicate mechanism of value extraction
• New capitalist class



Historical Trajectory
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Medieval Times

Industrial Era

Automation Era

Heteromation
EraPutting humans back in the loop?

Human Dignity



The Algorithmic Spectrum

• Monitoring 
Awareness……………Surveillance……………… Intrusion

• Mining  
Discovery…………… Apophenia………………..Distortion

• Marking 
Personalization…………Pigeonholing….. ………….Discrimination 

• Manipulating
Invitation………… ……Nudging………………… ....Exploitation  
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Autonomy: Two Senses

• Descriptive
• “refers to people’s actual condition and signifies the extent to which 

they are meaningfully ‘self-governed’ in a universe shaped by causal 
forces”

• A cluster concept 

• Ascriptive
• “represents the purported metaphysical foundation of people’s capacity 

and also their right to make and act on their own decisions, even if 
those decisions are ill-considered or substantively unwise.”

• Richard Fallon (1994) 
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Descriptive Autonomy

• (Internal) Capacities
• “To be autonomous, one must be able to form a conception of the good, deliberate 

rationally, and act consistently with one’s goals”

• (External) Requirements
• Freedom from coercion, manipulation, and temporary distortion of judgment
• An adequate set of options

• Those whose basic choices are dictated by economic necessity or the expectations of others are 
not autonomous

Autonomy is a matter of degree (it is partial, contingent, and empirical)
Paternalism can serve as a means of preserving or promoting autonomy
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Descriptive Autonomy: 

1. Critical and self-critical ability

2. Competence to act

3. Sufficient options

4. Independence of coercion and manipulation 
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Ascriptive Autonomy

• A moral right to agency
• “We all experience ourselves as agents, not objects, and a moral 

intuition of dignity and entitlement accompanies our sense of agency.”

• A moral entailment of personhood 
• “no more subject to measurement and comparative assessment than is 

personhood itself.”

Autonomy is an equal right to personal sovereignty
Paternalistic interference is not allowed 
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