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ABSTRACT

While computer scientists working on questions of fairness have
diligently produced algorithmic approaches that seek to minimize
disparate impacts across racial categories, the concept of race itself
remains either unexamined, or constrained by definitions arising in
legal and policy domains. While this may be appropriate for some
applications, it is not altogether obvious that the FAT community
benefits from refraining from developing a theory of race to guide
its own practices. This tutorial will translate concepts from critical
race theory and social scientific discourses into concepts legible
to a community of machine learning practitioners through a dis-
cussion of these theories and small-group activities that illustrate
the salience of these theories for problems of fairness in machine
learning.
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1 TEAM

Emanuel Moss - Doctoral Candidate in Cultural Anthropology at
CUNY Graduate Center and Research Analyst at Data & Society.

2 DESCRIPTION

While computer scientists working on questions of fairness have
diligently produced algorithmic approaches that seek to minimize
disparate impacts across classes (particularly across race and gender
classes), the entire FAT community seems to be operating entirely
without a theory of race (or gender, or ethnicity, or sexuality, or etc.).
In consequence, most of the efforts around fairness take the social
categories at hand as given, and make little consideration of what
the various categories they work with represent, how they have
come to be constructed as such, or that the concepts of race and
gender are themselves social constructs. In the absence of a theory
of race, approaches that try to generalize across different data sets
are often inadequate, and sometimes lead to the problematic use
of other biological features as proxies for race in some analyses, as
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well as the resurgence of approaches that look a lot like a new form
of physiognomy [1].

This tutorial will center on a discussion of possibilities for what a
theory of race could look like for machine learning. It will do so by
opening with a presentation of several approaches to understand-
ing race and the history of racialization in the United States, how
that history has been inseparable from data collection practices
from the 18th Century to the present day, and how quantificatory
practices, scientific understandings, and sociopolitical movements
have all contributed to the statistical and computational practices
that undergird machine learning.

A key focus of this presentation will be the history of social
statistics as a system of classification, and how this history has
been replicated by data science and machine learning [3]. It will
also address race as a social construct that is made real through
a host of practices, including its use as a classificatory system [6]
[2]. The presentation will also address the implications of machine
learning are for understandings of race as inextricably bound up
with the body, presentations of self, and genetic ancestry [4][5][7].

The tutorial itself will begin with a seminar-style discussion of
the importance of a theory of race. The rest of the tutorial will
center on an exercise in which participants will be asked to work
through a scenario relevant to machine learning in which race
functions in a meaningful way. The scenario will be presented for
discussion by small groups of participants, who will then present
their discussion to the full group.

e Scenario : The U.S. Census has changed its methodology for
collecting data on race from one census to the next, shifting
the labels applied to various racial groups, as well as the
number of racial divisions. How would you, as a machine
learning researcher, address this shifts in classificatory prac-
tices? What do these shifts tell you about the data itself?
What do these shifts tell you about the underlying phenom-
ena represented by census data?

3 TIMELINE

Total Time: 45 minutes

e 20 minutes: Opening panel discussion of history of race and
classification systems.

e 12 minutes: Scenario 1 small-group work.

e 12 minutes: Scenario 1 full group discussion.

4 A/V NEEDS

None
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