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In the sprawling landscape of artificial intelligence discourse, a
curious paradox emerges: those who document Al’s harms rarely pos-
sess the power to prevent them, while those with the power to shape
AT’s trajectory seldom experience its most devastating impacts. This
disconnect—between harm and authority, between experience and
expertise—reveals the fundamental power asymmetries that structure
how we talk about AI’s social implications.

The evidence is stark. Among 1,735 articles examining AI’s social
aspects, ethical failures dominate the narrative at 40.8%, yet gover-
nance challenges claim the largest share of discourse at 36.7%. This
gap between documenting problems and building solutions exposes a
discourse shaped more by institutional anxieties than by the needs of
those most affected. As [16] demonstrates through its comprehensive
legal analysis, even well-intentioned regulatory frameworks often speak
past rather than with the communities they purport to protect.

What emerges from this analysis is not merely a critique of AT tech-
nology, but an interrogation of power itself—who gets to speak, whose
experiences matter, and whose solutions dominate. The overwhelming
preference for "nuanced” positions (61.7%) suggests a discourse more
comfortable with complexity than transformation, more invested in
appearing balanced than achieving justice.

The Institutional Capture of Crisis

The architecture of Al discourse reveals itself most clearly in who gets
to define the problems worth solving. Legislative bodies, regulatory
agencies, and academic institutions dominate the conversation, as ev-
idenced by articles like [How Michigan’s AT bills could change work,
health care and rent] and [5]. These institutional voices frame AI chal-
lenges primarily through lenses of compliance, risk management, and
professional adaptation—concerns that reflect their own organizational
imperatives rather than the lived experiences of those subjected to
algorithmic decision-making.

This institutional capture becomes particularly visible in how eth-
ical concerns are operationalized. The proliferation of frameworks for
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"responsible AT” documented in [19] reveals a pattern: complex social [19] Towards responsible artificial
justice issues get translated into manageable governance challenges. intelligence in education: a systematic
What begins as recognition of algorithmic bias affecting marginal-

ized communities, as detailed in [2], becomes sanitized into technical [2] AfroféminasCuando el algoritmo

metrics and compliance checklists. discrimina: sesgos, violencias y ...

The dominance of institutional perspectives shapes not just what
problems get identified, but what solutions seem possible. When uni-
versities, government agencies, and technology companies control the
discourse, solutions inevitably center on better policies, improved
frameworks, and enhanced oversight—all mechanisms that reinforce
existing power structures rather than challenging them. The absence
of transformative solutions in the discourse (only 3.6% of articles
frame Al as a "transformative force”) suggests that those with the
power to speak lack either the imagination or the incentive to envision
fundamental change.

Manufacturing Nuance: The Politics of the Middle Ground

The overwhelming dominance of "nuanced” positions in Al discourse—
61.7% of all articles—deserves critical scrutiny. This isn’t the nu-

ance of careful thought, but rather a strategic positioning that allows
speakers to acknowledge problems without committing to solutions.

As [Les outils d’'TA censés accélérer le travail épuisent mentalement
leurs utilisateurs| reveals, even when documenting severe harms like
cognitive exhaustion among workers, the discourse maintains a careful
balance, acknowledging problems while stopping short of challenging
the systems that create them.

This manufactured nuance serves specific power interests. By pre-
senting Al’s impacts as complex trade-offs requiring careful consider-
ation, the discourse naturalizes a pace of change that benefits those

already in power. [14] exemplifies this pattern: the article dutifully [14] Nevada will use AI for unemploy-
presents "both sides” of implementing Al in social services, treating gl:giii;’feals' Some lawmakers are
the risk of denying benefits to vulnerable citizens as merely one con-
sideration among many, rather than a fundamental question of justice.

The politics of nuance also reveals itself in how algorithmic bias
gets discussed. [4] provides rigorous evidence of systematic discrimina-~ [4] Are algorithms biased in ed-
tion, yet the broader discourse treats such bias as a technical problem ;::Ctliizi‘izlgE.’_‘.ploring racial bias in

requiring technical solutions, rather than a manifestation of deeper
structural inequalities. This framing protects the legitimacy of algo-
rithmic decision-making itself, suggesting that with enough tweaks
and adjustments, these systems can be made fair—a premise that
forecloses more radical possibilities.
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The Surveilled Cannot Speak

Perhaps nowhere is the power asymmetry more visible than in the
discourse around Al surveillance in educational settings. Articles like
[6] and [17] document extensive surveillance systems, yet the voices of
surveilled students remain largely absent from the discourse.

This silence isn’t accidental—it reflects fundamental power dynam-
ics in who gets recognized as a legitimate speaker about technology’s
impacts. When students do attempt to speak, as documented in [9],
they must wage lengthy battles just to have their concerns acknowl-
edged. The fact that student journalists had to fight to even report on
their own surveillance reveals how thoroughly power relations struc-
ture whose knowledge counts as legitimate.

The pattern extends beyond education. [1] provides one of the few
glimpses into the experiences of data workers whose labor makes Al
possible, yet whose voices rarely penetrate mainstream Al discourse.
These workers—predominantly from the Global South, working for
cents per task—understand Al’s exploitative dynamics intimately, yet
their knowledge remains marginalized, treated as anecdotal rather
than analytical.

The Comfortable Critique: Ethics as Containment

The dominance of ethical failure narratives (40.8%) in Al discourse
initially appears to challenge power, yet closer examination reveals
how critique itself can serve containment functions. [10] meticulously
documents gender discrimination in Al systems, and [12] provides
comprehensive analysis of algorithmic injustice. Yet this proliferation
of critique rarely translates into structural change.

This pattern suggests that documenting ethical failures has be-
come a form of discourse that acknowledges harm while preserving the

systems that produce it. The focus on bias, discrimination, and unfair-

ness positions these as unfortunate side effects rather than predictable
outcomes of current power arrangements. By treating each failure as
a discrete problem requiring specific technical or policy solutions, the
discourse avoids confronting the possibility that these failures emerge
from the fundamental structure of how Al gets developed, deployed,
and governed.

The comfort with critique extends to how solutions get imagined.
[8] offers sophisticated frameworks for addressing bias, yet these
frameworks operate within existing institutional and technological
paradigms. The absence of voices calling for moratoriums, abolition,
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or fundamental restructuring reveals how even critical discourse re-
mains bounded by what seems ”reasonable” to those in power.

Geographies of Exploitation

The spatial dimensions of Al discourse reveal another layer of power

relations. [3] and [3] highlight how AT’s material impacts concentrate 3] Inside the Dirty, Dystopian World
of Al Data Centers

. . .. . [3] AT's Carbon Footprint Is Also a
Yet these geographical inequalities rarely penetrate the dominant Ceography Problem

in specific locations—typically communities with less political power.

discourse about Al ethics and governance.

Similarly, the labor geographies of Al remain largely invisible.

When [13] exposes the global workforce training Al for pennies, it [13] Millones de trabajadores en el
reveals not just economic exploitation but epistemic violence—these fnel\fll(g’E%ltrenan modelos de A por ...
workers’ intimate knowledge of Al’s operations remains unrecognized
as expertise. The discourse treats them as victims requiring protection
rather than knowers whose insights might transform how we under-
stand Al
This geographical blindness intersects with cultural imperialism,
as [18] demonstrates. When AT systems trained on Western data get [18] The cultural cost of AT in Africa’s

deployed globally, they don’t just fail to serve diverse populations— education systems - UNESCO

they actively reshape local contexts to fit their assumptions. Yet the
power to define what counts as ”Al readiness” remains concentrated in
the same institutions that produce these systems.

The Paradox of Participation

The discourse increasingly calls for ”stakeholder engagement” and

"participatory Al” yet [7] reveals the limitations of participation [7] Debiasing Education Algorithms |
within existing power structures. When marginalized communities get International Journal of Artificial ...
invited to participate, they enter conversations where the fundamen-

tal premises—that AI systems should exist, that they should make

consequential decisions about human lives—remain unquestioned.

This paradox becomes acute in discussions of "responsible AI” Who
determines what responsibility means? [Huntsman Mental Health
Institute contributes to new framework ensuring ethical and fair use
of Al in health care] shows how institutional actors define ethical
frameworks that then get applied to communities who had no role in
their creation. The power to define responsibility remains concentrated
among those least likely to experience Al’s negative consequences.

Even critical scholarship sometimes reinforces these dynamics. [11] [11] La amplificacién de los sesgos

provides incisive analysis of bias amplification, yet its solutions center humanos por algoritmos: educacion ...
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on digital citizenship education rather than challenging the concen-
tration of power that makes such bias inevitable. The assumption
that education can solve structural problems reveals how even critical

discourse can serve conservative functions.

Conclusion: The Discourse We Need

The analysis of Al’s social discourse reveals a system perfectly cali-
brated to acknowledge harm without enabling transformation. Those
who shape the discourse—legislators, academics, technology companies—
occupy structural positions that make radical change seem unreason-
able, even as they document mounting evidence of Al’s destructive
impacts on marginalized communities. The 61.7% preference for "nu-
anced” positions reflects not thoughtful complexity but strategic po-
sitioning that enables continued extraction of value from those least

able to resist.

What would a discourse that truly centered power relations look
like? It would begin by recognizing that those experiencing Al’s harms
possess crucial knowledge about its operations. The workers doc-
umented in [15] understand something essential about AI that no [15] Les RH parmi les premiéres
amount of abstract ethical theorizing can capture. The students sub- victimes de I'épuisement li¢ a I'TA
jected to surveillance, the job seekers filtered by biased algorithms,
the communities whose languages and cultures Al systems cannot
recognize—these are not just victims requiring protection but knowers

whose insights could fundamentally reshape how we approach Al

[15] cuts through the comfortable abstractions that dominate Al [15] OPINION: Wrong answers, faster:
discourse, revealing what’s at stake: not technical efficiency but hu- Meef I\ifvada’s new unemployment Al
overlor

man dignity, not optimal solutions but power relations. Until the
discourse centers those who bear AI’s costs rather than those who
reap its benefits, it will continue to produce sophisticated analyses of
problems it has no intention of solving. The question isn’t whether Al
can be made more ethical or responsible, but who gets to decide what
those terms mean—and whether those decisions will ever include the
voices of those who understand, through bitter experience, that some
problems require not better solutions but the courage to stop creating
them.
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