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Early years

Sahel, Eritrea, 1979 Schiedam, NL, 1980



Computer science

Amsterdam, 1996 VIS Conference, 1997



Computer vision

PhD thesis, 2001



Vision competitions

FVC Competition, 2000



Computer & human vision 



Ethical concerns

Subject: important mail
Date: February 2007

Hi,

My name is Sridhar Putta and am writing 
from a place called kakinada, 
Andhrapradesh, India. I am certain that the 
research you are  doing (brain scan-reading 
peoples intention etc) is illegally being tested 
or used on me. I don’t know of other 
research people involved in this type of 
research. Please inquire and ask them to 
stop it immediately as I do not want it to 
happen to any other human being.

best regards,
Sridhar. 



Face recognition



Social implications



Neural, social and computational bias

Brain and Technology Lab
2010 (Education lab)

Civic AI Lab
2020 (Research Lab)



Algorthimic relocation
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Early years

Sahel, Eritrea, 1979 Schiedam, NL, 1980



Refugee peaks



Refugee support



Refugee reality



Integration Policy



Policy advice 



Algorithmic relocation
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COA

• Dutch government agency responsible for incoming refugees
• Provides shelter in various reception centers 
• Offers support and guidance to integrate or prepare for return.
• Ensures access to necessities like food (or allowance) and other care
• Works with other organizations like the Immigration and 

Naturalisation Service, and Repatriation and Departure Service



COA policy

• Government assigns each municipality a 
housing quota

• COA conducts screening interviews to 
assess personal/educational/medical 
criteria

• Status holders are placed in regions that 
best support future work and 
integration

• Municipalities provide suitable housing, 
coordinating with COA; 



COA practice

• Staffing challenges
• Expertise shortage
• Housing shortage in NL
• Political pressure 
• Social discourse in NL
• Media framing
• Geopolitical dynamics
• …..



COA result

• Ad-hoc relocation of refugees
• Often based on capacity of places
• Circular relocation 
• Emergency housing
• Refugee needs, talents etc unknown
• Needs relocation place unmet
• …….



Algorithmic solution?



Potential benefits
41% 

73% 

Increase in employability rates



COA questions

• COA turned out to already explore AR
• And to ask sensible questions 

• Why do we need an algorithmic solutions?
• Can we not rely on humans only?
• Who is responsible for relocation outcomes?
• How do we ensure privacy of refugee data
• Etc, etc

• In spirit of DP & AI assessment question



Research suggestions

• Research-policy collaboration, across discilines and domains
• Build algorithmic solutions locally, not rely on 
• Focus on long term, not short term political cycle
• Optimize the algorithm not only for employabiliy
• Center on wellbeing, education and other social aspects
• Consult and cooperate with refugees themselves

• Let’s start the Civic AI Lab



Follow-up

• No follow-up on research-
policy collaboration

• COA decided to start a 
pilot independently

• Requested participation in 
advisory board

• Never approached for 
advice



Recent developments

• Investigation FTM and UU researchers
• Freedom of Information data collection
• Critical close reading

• Technical Documentation  by IPL
• Project Initiative Document by COA
• Berenschot DP and AI Impact Assessment 
• Deloitte auditing report
• ….



Current status

• Surgical analysis uncovers 
institutional logics: 

• Bureaucratic (COA)
• Technical (IPL)
• Managerial/auditing (Deloitte)

• More importantly: 
• Refugee data shared with IPL?
• Optimization of economic values
• Places - not people - centered 
• Ethnic and  gender discrimination

Rules

Regulations

Relations

Responsibilities

Bending

Rights



AI systems - along with their critical assessment -
are bended and embedded to serve institutions 

and the market rather than people and 
communitites and their wellbeing.
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Perpetual contraditions
Technological v.  

Social

Ethics v.
Safety

Developer v. 
Users

Regulation v.
 innovation

Research v. 
policy

Responsibility v.
 accountibility



Perpetual tensions
Experience 

gap

Universality 
gap

Governance
gap

Perspective
gap

Domain
gap

Discipinary
gap

Top-down / bottom-up Local / Global 

Lon-term/short term

Disciplinary/interdiscplinary Specific / overarching

Expertise / Experince



Perpetual relations
Experience 

gap

Universality 
gap

Governance
gap

Perspective
gap

Domain
gap

Discipinary
gap



The fundamental problem: current society

Plurality in society 
conflicting values 
and behaviours

Inequality in society
unequal distribution of 

wealth, knowledge, 
resources

Hierarchy in society 
Oppressive structures and  power systems



The fundamental challenge: conscious society

Plurality in society 
 embracing 

differences in values 
and behaviours

Inequality in society
Sharing wealth, 

knowledge resources 
in equitable ways

Hierachy in society 
breaking with power systems and oppressive structures



• Brasilian thinker, educator and changemaker
• Critical consciousness: from oppression to liberation

• “Pedagogy of the oppressed”, 1970
• 3rd most cited work in social sciences

• “Theater of the oppressed”
• most used theatrical methodology in the world today

Toward a conscious society: Paulo Freire



Current society: 
cycle of oppression

Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire,  1970
Cycle of Socialization and Liberation, Harro, 2000



AI’s cycle of oppression

• AI has been undergoing the same cycle of socialization as humans
• AI has passed most stages of socialization, entering the second round
• AI is at a stage where it reinforces inequality, bias, power structures etc
• Without action the cycle of oppression will continue and accelarate
• But, there is a way out …



Conscious society: 
cycle of liberation

A Pedagogy for Liberation, Freire,  1987
Cycle of Socialization and Liberation, Harro, 2008



AI’s cycle of liberation

• AI provides an opportunity to get out of cycle of oppression
• AI has the power to empower people, communities 
• AI as an instrument to maintain and reinforce cycle of liberation 
• How to capitalize on AI’s potential for liberation?
• Socially intelligent design and development



Socially-Intelligent Artificial Systems

• Enable the transition from cycle of oppression to liberation
• centering  “Ethics of life”, not (only)  “Ethics of Market” 
• focusing on values such solidarity, dignity, integrity, equity etc
• allowing for continuous learning, exploration and co-creation
• appreciating both universality and locality of social values and processes

• Focus on improving human-human and human-planet  alignment
• Consider human-machine alignment a by product, not an end goal

• This is where the AI safety research falls short



Question Zero 

• From: ”Should we adopt AI in the first place?”
• To: “How should we use AI to empower people, 

to empower communities, to help them out of 
cycle of oppression into cycle of liberation

• This minimizes “Question Zero” risk of
• Misuse/repurpose, intentionally or unintentionally
• To Legitimize/reinforce existing unwanted practices
• To Mask/introduce new unwanted practices



Question Zero

• What does this means in practice? 
• How to translate into assessment?
• It might help to aim at

• Building socio-technical systems, not AI
• Centering lived experiences,  not dominant theories/narratives
• Exposing hidden socio-technical patterns, not hiding
• Giving people/communities co-ownership, not meaningless credits
• Enabling socio-technical transformations, not disrupting



Question ∞
“The oppressed, instead of striving for 
liberation,  tend themselves to become 
oppressors”

    Paolo Freire
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