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RESPONSIBLE AI — THE NEED FOR ETHICAL GUARD RAILS 

Without adequate safeguards, AI can widen social and economic schisms,  
leading to discriminatory outcomes 

 
 Since Czech writer Karel Čapek first mentioned robots in a 1920s play, humans have dreamed about intelligent 
machines. What if robots take over policing? What if nanny-bots look after our children and elderly? What if — and this has 
been rich fodder for dystopian literature — they became more intelligent than us? 
Surrounded as we are by the vestiges of our analogue world, to many of us, these wonderings may seem decades from fruition. 
But artificial intelligence (AI), the engine of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, is already very much with us. 
 

AI’s exponential growth 
 It is embedded in the recommendations we get on our favourite streaming or shopping site; in GPS mapping 
technology; in the predictive text that completes our sentences when we try to send an email or complete a web search. It 
promises to be even more transformative than the harnessing of electricity. And the more we use AI, the more data we 
generate, the smarter it gets. In just the last decade, AI has evolved with unprecedented velocity — from beating human 
champions at Jeopardy! In 2011, to vanquishing the world’s number one player of Go, to decoding proteins last year. 
Automation, big data and algorithms will continue to sweep into new corners of our lives until we no longer remember how 
things were “before”. Just as electricity allowed us to tame time, enabling us to radically alter virtually every aspect of existence, 
AI can leapfrog us toward eradicating hunger, poverty and disease — opening up new and hitherto unimaginable pathways for 
climate change mitigation, education and scientific discovery. 
For better or for worse 
 Already, AI has helped increase crop yields, raised business productivity, improved access to credit and made cancer 
detection faster and more precise. It could contribute more than $15 trillion to the world economy by 2030, adding 14% to 
global GDP. Google has identified over 2,600 use cases of “AI for good” worldwide. A study published in Nature reviewing the 
impact of AI on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) finds that AI may act as an enabler on 134 — or 79% — of all SDG 
targets. We are on the cusp of unprecedented technological breakthroughs that promise to positively transform our world in 
ways deeper and more profound than anything that has come before. 
 Yet, the study in Nature also finds that AI can actively hinder 59 — or 35% — of SDG targets. For starters, AI requires 
massive computational capacity, which means more power-hungry data centres — and a big carbon footprint. Then, AI could 
compound digital exclusion. Robotics and AI companies are building intelligent machines that perform tasks typically carried out 
by low-income workers: self-service kiosks to replace cashiers, fruit-picking robots to replace field workers, etc.; but the day is 
not far when many desk jobs will also be edged out by AI, such as accountants, financial traders and middle managers. Without 
clear policies on reskilling workers, the promise of new opportunities will in fact create serious new inequalities. Investment is 
likely to shift to countries where AI-related work is already established, widening gaps among and within countries. Together, 
Big Tech’s big four — Alphabet/Google, Amazon, Apple and Facebook — are worth a staggering $5 trillion, more than the GDPs 
of just about every nation on earth. In 2020, when the world was reeling from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, they 
added more than $2 trillion to their value. 
 The fact is, just as AI has the potential to improve billions of lives, it can also replicate and exacerbate existing 
problems, and create new ones. Consider, for instance, the documented examples of AI facial recognition and surveillance 
technology discriminating against people of colour and minorities. Or how an AI-enhanced recruitment engine, based on existing 
workforce profiles, taught itself that male candidates were preferable to female. 
 

Privacy worries 
 AI also presents serious data privacy concerns. The algorithm’s never-ending quest for data has led to our digital 
footprints being harvested and sold without our knowledge or informed consent. We are constantly being profiled in service of 
customisation, putting us into echo chambers of like-mindedness, diminishing exposure to varied viewpoints and eroding 
common ground. Today, it is no exaggeration to say that with all the discrete bytes of information floating about us online, the 
algorithms know us better than we know ourselves. They can nudge our behaviour without our noticing. Our level of addiction 
to our devices, the inability to resist looking at our phones, and the chilling case of Cambridge Analytica — in which such 
algorithms and big data were used to alter voting decisions — should serve as a potent warning of the individual and societal 
concerns resulting from current AI business models. 
 In a world where the algorithm is king, it behoves us to remember that it is still humans — with all our biases and 
prejudices, conscious and unconscious — who are responsible for it. We shape the algorithms and it is our data they operate on. 
Remember that in 2016, it took less than a day for Microsoft’s Twitter chatbot, christened “Tay”, to start spewing egregious 
racist content, based on the material it encountered. 
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Ensuring our humane future 
 How then do we ensure that AI applications are as unbiased, equitable, transparent, civil and inclusive as possible? 
How do we ensure that potential harm is mitigated, particularly for the most vulnerable, including for children? Without ethical 
guard rails, AI will widen social and economic schisms, amplifying any innate biases at an irreversible scale and rate and lead to 
discriminatory outcomes. 
 It is neither enough nor is it fair to expect AI tech companies to solve all these challenges through self-regulation. First, 
they are not alone in developing and deploying AI; governments also do so. Second, only a “whole of society” approach to AI 
governance will enable us to develop broad-based ethical principles, cultures and codes of conduct, to ensure the needed harm-
mitigating measures, reviews and audits during design, development and deployment phases, and to inculcate the transparency, 
accountability, inclusion and societal trust for AI to flourish and bring about the extraordinary breakthroughs it promises. 
 Given the global reach of AI, such a “whole of society” approach must rest on a “whole of world” approach. The UN 
Secretary-General’s Roadmap on Digital Cooperation is a good starting point: it lays out the need for multi-stakeholder efforts 
on global cooperation so AI is used in a manner that is “trustworthy, human rights-based, safe and sustainable, and promotes 
peace”. And UNESCO has developed a global, comprehensive standard-setting draft Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial 
Intelligence to Member States for deliberation and adoption. 
 Many countries, including India, are cognisant of the opportunities and the risks, and are striving to strike the right 
balance between AI promotion and AI governance — both for the greater public good. NITI Aayog’s Responsible AI for All 
strategy, the culmination of a year-long consultative process, is a case in point. It recognises that our digital future cannot be 
optimised for good without multi-stakeholder governance structures that ensure the dividends are fair, inclusive, and just. 
 Agreeing on common guiding principles is an important first step, but it is not the most challenging part. It is in the 
application of the principles that the rubber hits the road. It is where principles meet reality that the ethical issues and 
conundrums arise in practice, and for which we must be prepared for deep, difficult, multi-stakeholder ethical reflection, 
analyses and resolve. Only then will AI provide humanity its full promise. Until then, AI (and the humans who created it) will 
embody the myth of Prometheus: the Titan who shared the fire of the gods with mortals, and the trickster whose defiance of 
Zeus led to Pandora opening her box. 

Meaning of Difficult Words: 
 
 artificial intelligence (AI) (noun) – an area of computer 

science that deals with giving machines the ability to seem 
like they have human intelligence (Courtesy: VOA Learning 
English). 

 safeguard (noun) – protection, precaution, safety 
measure.  

 schism (noun) – a division between people within a group 
with differences in opinion; separation, split, rift. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring about, call forth, 
give rise to, produce. 

 discriminatory (adjective) – biased, unfair/unjust, 
inequitable, partisan. 

 look after (phrasal verb) – take care of, care for, attend to. 
 fodder (noun) – something considered useful only for a 

particular purpose; (fodder generally means food, 
particularly dried hay or straw, for cattle and other 
livestock). 

 dystopian (adjective) – relating to an imagined place 
where everything is unpleasant/bad. 

 vestige (noun) – indication, sign, trace/mark. 
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 fruition (noun) – realization, achievement, 

accomplishment/completion. 
 Global Positioning System (GPS) (noun) – GPS is a 

(navigation) system. It’s made up of three parts: satellites, 
ground stations, and receivers. The technology can 
pinpoint longitude, latitude, ground speed, and course 
direction of the target somewhere in the world. 

 Fourth Industrial Revolution (noun) – Simply put, the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution refers to how technologies 

like artificial intelligence, autonomous vehicles and the 
internet of things are merging with humans’ physical lives. 
Think of voice-activated assistants, facial ID recognition or 
digital health-care sensors. 

 exponential (adjective) – rapid, quick, fast. 
 embedded (adjective) – fixed firmly; implanted. 
 transformative (adjective) – life-changing, forward-

thinking, progressive. 
 harness (verb) – put to use, utilize/exploit, make use of. 
 the harnessing (noun) – utilization. 
 evolve (verb) – develop, progress, advance gradually. 
 jeopardy (noun) – peril, danger, risk/difficulty. 
 vanquish (verb) – conquer, defeat, crush, quell. 
 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or experienced 

before. 
 velocity (noun) – speed (in general use). 
 decode (verb) – analyze and interpret; decipher, explain, 

understand. 
 algorithm (noun) – the list of instructions and rules that a 

computer needs to do to complete a task. 
 sweep (verb) – affect, enter, overwhelm, flood. 
 tame (verb) – control, curb, master, subdue, mitigate, 

suppress. 
 enable (verb) – permit, allow, facilitate. 
 radically (adverb) – completely, thoroughly, totally, 

entirely. 
 virtually (adverb) – practically, almost, nearly. 
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 leapfrog (verb) – jump over; improve, advance quickly (to 
a high-level job/position from a low-level job/position by 
surpassing/outperforming others or skipping over some 
stages in the process); pass over, get past (an obstacle). 

 eradicate (verb) – remove, get rid of, eliminate, discard, 
abolish. 

 hunger (noun) – need for food; starvation, famine, 
malnutrition. 

 open up (phrasal verb) – become accessible; become 
available. 

 hitherto (adverb) – previously, earlier, so far/thus far, until 
now. 

 unimaginable (adjective) – unthinkable, inconceivable, 
unbelievable. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in the Earth’s 
climate, or of a region on Earth (Courtesy: NASA). 

 mitigation (noun) – alleviation, reduction; lessening. 
 for better or for worse (phrase) – whether the end result 

of something is good or bad. 
 yield (noun) – profit, gain, return, dividend, proceeds. 
 credit (verb) – loan, lent money, borrowed money. 
 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a measure of 

economic activity in a country. It is the total value of a 
country’s annual output of goods and services. 

 enabler (noun) – something that makes something else 
possible; facilitator. 

 on the cusp of (phrase) – a point where something will 
change from one state to another. 

 breakthrough (noun as modifier) – very 
important/significant development or progress. 

 profound (adjective) – deep, deep-rooted, serious, 
intense.  

 hinder (verb) – obstruct, impede, inhibit, hamper. 
 carbon footprint (noun) – the total amount of greenhouse 

gases produced to directly and indirectly support human 
activities, usually expressed in equivalent tons of carbon 
dioxide (CO2). 

 compound (verb) – aggravate, worsen, make worse, add 
to, exacerbate, intensify. 

 exclusion (noun) – banning; rejection, ostracism, 
banishment. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, execute. 
 edge out (phrasal verb) – remove an employee from a firm 

(indirectly). 
 reskill (verb) – learn/teach new skills. 
 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined as “the 

state of not being equal, especially in status, rights and 
opportunities; imbalance, unevenness, disproportion, 
disparity. 

 staggering (adjective) – astonishing, shocking, surprising. 
 reel (verb) – be shaken by, be stunned by, be shocked by. 
 Big Tech (noun) – the largest and most dominant 

companies in the information technology industry of the 
United States, namely Amazon, Apple, Google & Facebook. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 
disease; The illness spreads around the world and typically 
affects a large number of people across a wide area. 

 replicate (verb) – emulate, recreate. 
 exacerbate (verb) – intensify, increase, heighten, 

aggravate, worsen, compound. 
 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
 surveillance (noun) – monitoring, observation, scrutiny, 

inspection. 
 discriminate (verb) – disfavour, be biased, treat 

differently; differentiate, distinguish, separate. 
 people of colour (noun) – it is primarily used in the United 

States to describe people who are not considered white. 
 workforce (noun) – workers, employees. 
 data privacy (noun) – data privacy generally means the 

ability of a person to determine for themselves when, 
how, and to what extent personal information about them 
is shared with or communicated to others. This personal 
information can be one’s name, location, contact 
information, or online or real-world behavior. 

 quest (noun) – pursuit, search. 
 footprint (noun) – impression, mark, trace, impact. 
 harvest (verb) – acquire, obtain, get, gather. 
 consent (noun) – agreement, assent, approval. 
 informed/signed consent (noun) – the permission a 

patient gives a doctor (by signing a document) to perform 
a test or procedure after the doctor has fully explained the 
purpose. 

 customisation (noun) – the action (by a user) of modifying 
something to suit a particular individual or task. 

 echo chamber (noun) – an environment/situation where a 
person only encounters information or opinions that 
reflect and reinforce their own. 

 exposure (noun) – experience, introduction, presentation 
of something. 

 erode (verb) – (gradually) deteriorate, destroy, spoil. 
 common ground (phrase) – shared opinions, beliefs (or 

interests). 
 exaggeration (noun) – overstatement, overemphasis, 

overplaying, magnification, amplification. 
 discrete (adjective) – distinct, individual, separate. 
 nudge (verb) – push, prod, encourage. 
 chilling (adjective) – frightening, terrifying, 

disturbing/horrifying. 
 Cambridge Analytica (scandal) (noun) – A British political 

consulting firm Cambridge Analytica illicitly harvested the 
personal data of millions of Facebook users without their 
consent to run political campaigns. The scandal came into 
light after a former employee turned into a whistleblower. 

 potent (noun) – strong, powerful, effective. 
 behove (verb) – be appropriate for, be expected of, be 

advisable for, be sensible for, be wise for. 
 bias (noun) – prejudice, partiality; unfairness, one-

sidedness. 
 prejudice (noun) – discrimination, partiality, intolerance, 

bigotry. 
 conscious (adjective) – aware of. 
 christen (verb) – name, designate, label. 
 spew (verb) – emit, discharge, eject, expel. 
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 egregious (adjective) – shocking, horrible/terrible, very 
bad. 

 humane (adjective) – compassionate, considerate, 
sympathetic, kind-hearted. 

 unbiased (adjective) – impartial, unprejudiced, non-
partisan, objective. 

 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, impartial. 
 transparent (adjective) – open/candid, forthright, 

straightforward, honest. 
 inclusive (adjective) – all-embracing, all-inclusive, with 

everyone included, comprehensive. 
 mitigate (verb) – reduce, lessen, decrease, make less 

severe. 
 vulnerable (adjective) – relating to a weak/neglected 

person who is in need of special care/support/protection; 
ill-protected, easily affected by, prone to, at risk of. 

 amplify (verb) – raise, intensify, escalate. 
 innate (adjective) – natural, intrinsic, inherent; 

essential/inbuilt. 
 irreversible (adjective) – unchangeable, invariable, 

irrevocable. 
 self-regulation (noun) – self-monitoring; the ability to 

understand and manage your behaviour and your 
reactions to feelings and things happening around you. 

 deploy (verb) – use, utilize, employ.  
 code of conduct (noun) – a set of rules outlining the 

norms, rules, and responsibilities or proper practices of an 
individual party or an organisation. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 
 audit (noun) – inspection, examination, assessment, 

investigation. 
 deployment (noun) – the bringing of resources into 

effective action. 
 inculcate (verb) – introduce, instil, infuse, induce. 
 transparency (noun) – clarity, straightforwardness, 

openness, honesty, unambiguity. 
 accountability (noun) – responsibility, liability, 

answerability. 
 flourish (verb) – develop, improve, progress, evolve, 

thrive, prosper. 
 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause, create, produce. 
 rest on (phrasal verb) – be based on, depend on, be 

dependent on, rely on. 
 roadmap (noun) – schedule of a (complex) program. 
 lay out (phrasal verb) – outline, draw up, formulate. 
 stakeholder (noun) – a person with an interest in 

something. 
 sustainable (adjective) – reasonable, sensible, well-

founded (without disturbing the balance of nature and 
then without exhausting all of the natural resources). 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, complete, 
thorough, full, detailed. 

 deliberation (noun) – consideration, thought/thinking, 
careful discussion, contemplation. 

 cognisant (adjective) – aware, well informed about, 
familiar with. 

 strive (verb) – try, attempt, make every effort. 

 strike a balance (phrase) – find a fair & reasonable line of 
action between two contrasting things. 

 public good (phrase) – the benefit, advantage, or well-
being of the public. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to achieve a 
more expansive set of political, economic, and security 
interests). 

 culmination (noun) – climax, pinnacle, summit, conclusion, 
high point, highest point. 

 consultative (adjective) – advisory, consulting, counseling. 
 case in point (phrase) – example, instance, typical case, 

sample. 
 optimise (verb) – make the most effective use of 

something. 
 dividend (noun) – benefit, advantage, gain. 
 fair (adjective) – just, equitable, fair-minded, open-

minded. 
 just (adjective) – impartial, unbiased, objective, neutral. 
 When the rubber hits/meets the road (phrase) – it refers 

to the point at which a conceptual/theoretical idea/plan is 
tested out practically. 

 conundrum (noun) – problem, difficulty, 
quandary/dilemma. 

 in practice (phrase) – in reality, actually, practically. 
 reflection (noun) – opinion, thought, view, assessment. 
 resolve (noun) – determination, willpower, firmness, 

resolution, courage. 
 humanity (noun) – humankind, the human race, people. 
 embody (verb) – include, incorporate, encompass, 

integrate. 
 myth (noun) – folk tale, story, folk story, tale, fable. 
 Prometheus (proper noun) – In Greek mythology, 

Prometheus (possibly meaning “forethought”), is a Titan 
god of fire. Prometheus is credited with the creation of 
humanity from clay, and who defies the gods by stealing 
fire and giving it to humanity as civilization. Prometheus is 
known for his intelligence and for being a champion of 
humankind, and is also seen as the author of the human 
arts and sciences generally. 

 Titan (proper noun) – In Greek mythology, the Titans were 
the pre-Olympian gods; (figuratively) an extremely 
important, powerful & strong person/thing. 

 mortal (noun) – human being, human (as against divine 
being). 

 trickster (noun) – fraudster, cheat, fraud. 
 defiance (noun) – resistance, opposition, confrontation. 
 Zeus (proper noun) – In Greek mythology, Zeus is the god 

of the sky, lightning and the thunder. 
 Pandora (proper noun) – In Greek mythology, the first 

woman. 
 Pandora’s box (noun) – (figuratively) a source of 

something (problems, troubles, difficulties, etc.). 


