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In the proliferating discourse around artificial intelligence and its
social impacts, a stark asymmetry emerges: those who document Al’s
harms rarely overlap with those who experience them. The academic
journals overflow with analyses of algorithmic bias, the policy reports
multiply with each governance framework, yet the voices of those
wrongfully arrested, denied benefits, or subjected to constant surveil-
lance remain notably absent from shaping the solutions proposed in
their name. This disconnect reveals not merely a gap in representation
but a fundamental structure of power that determines who gets to
define AIl’s problems and prescribe its futures.

The evidence is damning and consistent. [22] documents case after
case of Black Americans detained based on algorithmic misidentifi-
cation, yet the discourse remains dominated by those studying the
phenomenon rather than those living it. When [3] examines how pre-
dictive systems reshape family separation decisions, it does so through
ethnographic observation rather than centering the families torn apart.
This pattern—of harm experienced by the marginalized but narrated
by the credentialed—reveals the first dimension of power in AT dis-
course: the authority to speak about rather than speak from experi-

ence.

The Architecture of Algorithmic Power

Understanding power in Al discourse requires mapping who controls
the fundamental decisions about algorithmic systems: their design,
deployment, and governance. The concentration of this power in spe-
cific institutions and geographic locations creates what [6] identifies as
digital colonialism—a system where data flows from the global periph-
ery to be processed in the core, returning as algorithmic decisions that
reshape local realities.

This architectural power manifests most clearly in education, where
[15] warns that AT systems trained on Western data and pedagogical
assumptions risk erasing indigenous knowledge systems. The promise
of democratized access to education through Al masks a more trou-
bling reality: educational Al platforms extract learning data from
African students to train models that reflect and reinforce Western
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epistemologies. As [11] documents, this extraction extends beyond
data to physical infrastructure, with AI companies securing water
rights and energy resources in regions already facing scarcity.

The labor dimension of this architectural power remains particu-
larly invisible. While Silicon Valley celebrates AI breakthroughs, [12]
exposes the human infrastructure enabling these systems: content
moderators in Kenya traumatized by violent content, data labelers in
Uganda working for pennies per task. This geographic arbitrage of
suffering—where the psychological and economic costs of Al develop-
ment are outsourced to the Global South while profits accumulate in
the North—represents a form of power so naturalized it rarely enters
mainstream Al ethics discussions.

Documentation as a Form of Power

The ability to document, categorize, and theorize Al’s impacts consti-

tutes its own form of power. Academic institutions, think tanks, and

advocacy organizations have produced an extensive literature on algo-

rithmic bias, yet this documentation often serves institutional rather
than transformative purposes. [2] provides a comprehensive review of
bias across educational Al systems, while [23] offers frameworks for
ethical AT deployment. These contributions are valuable, yet they re-
veal a troubling pattern: the proliferation of documentation without
corresponding shifts in power.

The French case illustrates this dynamic starkly. [20] represents
years of investigation into algorithmic discrimination in public ser-
vices, documenting how welfare recipients are scored and sorted by
opaque systems. Yet as [21] reveals, even after source code disclosure
exposed discriminatory design, the fundamental power relations re-
main unchanged: the state continues to subject the most vulnerable
to algorithmic judgment while those designing and deploying these
systems face minimal accountability.

This documentary power operates through a specific epistemology
that privileges certain forms of knowledge. Quantitative evidence of
bias, technical audits, and policy frameworks dominate the discourse,
while experiential knowledge, community wisdom, and lived expertise
remain marginalized. The irony is profound: systems claimed to be

"data-driven” systematically exclude the data of lived experience from

those most affected by their decisions.
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The Governance Fization

Perhaps no aspect of Al discourse reveals power dynamics more clearly

than the obsessive focus on governance frameworks. With governance
challenges comprising 36.8% of all AT discourse and regulation dis-
cussions appearing in 594 articles, the conversation has become dom-
inated by institutional responses that preserve existing power struc-
tures while appearing to address concerns. [Batir une politique d’TA
a l’école : de 'urgence a la démarche structurée| exemplifies this ap-
proach, offering comprehensive frameworks for educational Al gover-
nance without questioning who sets these policies or whether affected
communities were consulted.

The governance fixation serves multiple functions in maintaining
power relations. First, it shifts focus from structural inequalities to
procedural compliance. When [22] addresses algorithmic wage-setting,
the solution proposed is transparency requirements rather than ques-
tioning why algorithms should determine human worth at all. Second,
governance frameworks create new forms of expertise and authority—
AT ethics boards, compliance officers, audit firms—that extract value
from the very problems Al creates. As [16] notes, this produces a
"productivity paradox” where institutional energy goes into managing
AT’s negative effects rather than questioning its deployment.

The European approach, often celebrated as a model for Al gover-
nance, reveals these limitations starkly. While the EU Al Act creates
categories of risk and compliance requirements, [1] demonstrates how
algorithmic systems continue to immiserate the poor despite regula-
tory frameworks. The power to define what constitutes "high risk” Al,
to determine acceptable trade-offs between efficiency and equity, and
to enforce compliance remains concentrated in the same institutions
that created these problems.

Voices from the Margins

When marginalized communities do manage to insert their voices
into AT discourse, the response reveals how power operates to contain
dissent. [8] documents how student activism against facial recognition
is met with appeals to safety that obscure questions of control. These
students understand what academic studies often miss: surveillance
systems don’t just watch; they reshape behavior, chill dissent, and
entrench existing hierarchies.

The lawsuit culture emerging around Al reveals both possibilities
and limitations for challenging algorithmic power. When [17] students
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use legal mechanisms to resist surveillance, they must translate their
experiences of harm into the language of constitutional violation. This
translation requirement—where lived experience must be converted
into legally cognizable claims—represents another form of power that
determines whose grievances get heard.

Labor voices reveal similar dynamics. [18] shows how algorithmic
management intensifies exploitation while making it harder to organize
collective resistance. The atomization of workers through platforms,
the opacity of algorithmic decision-making, and the classification of
employees as "independent contractors” all serve to fragment potential
solidarity. When drivers do organize, as documented in [7], they face
the challenge of protesting an algorithm—an adversary that cannot be
confronted directly, only through the corporate structures that deploy
it.

The Geography of Al Discourse

The geographic concentration of Al discourse in the Global North,
particularly the United States and Europe, creates its own power dy-
namics. While [5] connects environmental justice to Al deployment
and [14] details the carbon footprint of campus Al systems, the com-
munities bearing the environmental costs of data center construction
and resource extraction rarely appear in these analyses.

This geographic inequality intersects with linguistic power. AT dis-
course predominantly occurs in English, with French representing the
second most common language in policy discussions. [13] notes how
this linguistic hierarchy shapes AI education in India, where English-
medium instruction becomes a prerequisite for Al literacy, further
marginalizing students educated in local languages. The promise of
AT democratizing education confronts the reality that one must first
master the colonizer’s language to access these tools.

The Latin American perspective, when it does appear, often comes
through critical lenses that challenge dominant narratives. [10] repre-
sents a rare example of Global South leadership in algorithmic trans-
parency, proposing concrete mechanisms for public oversight that go
beyond Northern governance models. Yet even this progressive ap-
proach must contend with the reality that most algorithmic systems
deployed in Latin America are designed elsewhere, embedding assump-
tions and values from other contexts.
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From Harm to Agency

The most revealing aspect of Al discourse may be the gap between
documentation of harm and creation of agency. While 39.6% of ana-
lyzed articles identify ethical failures in Al systems, far fewer propose
mechanisms for affected communities to exercise meaningful control.
[4] discovers that students lose confidence in their own judgment when
AT systems make errors, yet the solution proposed is better error han-
dling rather than questioning automated grading itself.

This pattern—where problems are identified but solutions remain
within existing power structures—appears across domains. [Let’s
Banish the Bias in AT Models] calls for technical debiasing while main-
taining the fundamental framework of algorithmic decision-making.

[9] documents how educational institutions shift from resistance to
accommodation, framing this as pragmatic adaptation rather than
capitulation.

The occasional moments of successful resistance prove instructive.
When New York banned facial recognition in schools following sus-
tained advocacy, as reported in [19], it demonstrated that algorithmic
power can be challenged through collective action. Yet these victories
remain exceptional, requiring extraordinary mobilization to achieve
what should be ordinary: the right to education without surveillance,
to access public benefits without algorithmic judgment, to work with-
out being managed by black-box systems.

Conclusion: Redistributing Discursive Power

The analysis of power in Al discourse reveals a troubling reality: those
who bear the costs of algorithmic systems rarely shape the conversa-
tions about their reform. The proliferation of governance frameworks,
ethical guidelines, and bias audits, while valuable, operates within
existing power structures rather than challenging them. Real trans-
formation requires not just better documentation of AI’s harms but a
fundamental redistribution of who gets to define problems and design
solutions.

This redistribution must begin with recognizing forms of knowledge
currently excluded from AT discourse. The taxi driver who under-
stands algorithmic management through embodied experience, the
welfare recipient who navigates automated systems daily, the student
who feels the chilling effects of surveillance—these perspectives hold
insights that no amount of academic analysis can replicate. As [24]
argues, the real challenge is not technical but social: how to create
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mechanisms for democratic participation in decisions about algorith-
mic systems.

The path forward requires more than inclusion; it demands a funda-
mental shift in how we conceptualize expertise, authority, and agency
in relation to Al systems. Until those subjected to algorithmic power
become central to shaping algorithmic futures, Al discourse will re-
main what it currently is: a conversation among the powerful about
how to manage the powerless, a documentary exercise that catalogs
harm without catalyzing justice. The question is not whether Al can
be made more ethical or fair within existing structures, but whether
we can imagine and build structures where those most affected by Al
systems have the power to accept, reject, or reshape them. Only then
will the promise of Al as a democratizing force move from rhetoric to
reality.
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