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About the book

This anthology is the result of a global collaboration among
scholars, practitioners, and activists who come together to
reflect on the expanding role of platforms in an increasingly
digitized world. As platformization reshapes economies,
politics, and everyday interactions, it brings with it new forms
of regulation, control, and accountability that profoundly
affect both marginalized communities and society at large.
The collection explores these dynamics through diverse
lenses, ranging from debates on platform regulation and
Big Tech accountability in content moderation, to feminist
critiques of algorithmic bias and safety in online dating
spaces. It further examines digital resistance and collective
action in contexts such as Latin America and Myanmar,
where platform governance intersects with broader struggles
for democracy and voice. By engaging with experiences of
gig workers, platform-mediated labor, and the emerging
ethical questions surrounding artificial intelligence, the
anthology situates the global platform economy as a site
of tension between freedom and control, innovation and
exploitation. Together, these contributions reveal how
digital infrastructures are not merely technological systems
but deeply political spaces that shape the contours of
contemporary life.
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Amandeep Singh Gill FOREWORD

United Nations Under- Secretary-General, , . . o
Envoy on Technology, Office for Digital and In today’s rapidly evolving digital economy, platforms

Emerging Technologies play a critical role in ensuring a myriad of services in ways
that uphold the digital economy, communications and
self-expression. | acknowledge their efforts to enhance
accountability, and center the citizen perspective in platform
governance. A rights-based duty of care approach is essential
to ensuring freedom of expression, access to internet,
infrastructure and information, while protecting human rights
and information integrity as core guiding principles.

In line with the UN’s Information Integrity on Digital Platforms
policy brief and the UN’s Code of Conduct, it is the moral
responsibility of platforms to enhance transparency and
accountability of their systems through independent audits,
content governance, user-centric risk assessments, data
protection and data privacy safeguards. With governments
playing a pivotal role in setting guardrails consistent with
international human rights law, corporations must work
simultaneously towards building ethical technologies and
platforms, while civil society and academia should continue
to play a critical role in designing, testing and monitoring
safeguards.

As the UN’s Under-Secretary-General and Special Envoy for
Digital and Emerging Technologies, it is my honour to support
efforts to implement the Global Digital Compact (GDC) and
catalyse progress towards cooperative, multistakeholder
global digital cooperation mechanisms while anchoring them
to local realities. GDC-aligned digital cooperation will help
enhance these responsibilities to mitigate harms and co-build
a transparent, safe, and trustworthy platform governance,
especially for the vulnerable and marginalised populations in
the global majority. This multistakeholder dialogue anchored
with GDC will strengthen accountability that is open for
scrutiny and verifiable, and enable empowerment that is
locally informed yet universal.

This anthology is well positioned to reflect on the growing
impact of these platforms on citizens and communities in the
Global South. I urge platforms, policymakers, regulators, civil
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PREFACE

This anthology grew out of a vision the ARISE Secretariat had
for the ARISE Community to create a space where scholars,
practitioners, and activists from across the Global South
could think, write, and act together on questions of digital
justice. From the outset, our intent was not to produce a
conventional publication, but to nurture an experiment a
collaborative effort to explore how different vantage points
engage with the idea of platform accountability in an
unevenly digitised world.

As Big Tech continues to define infrastructures, economies,
and everyday life from the Global North, this project seeks to
decolonise and decentre those narratives. It brings together
contributions that are reflective, critical, and experimental

in form -spanning essays, field accounts, and creative
reflections.

What makes this anthology special is the collective energy
behind it: the voices of ARISE peers and contributors from
across regions of the Global South, who have generously
shared their experiences, insights, and struggles. Together,
they remind us that accountability and justice in the digital
age emerge not from a single centre of thought, but through
a chorus of perspectives rooted in diverse contexts and lived
realities.

- ARISE Secretariat
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Osama Manzar

Founder & Director,
Digital Empowerment Foundation

INTRODUCTION

Digital systems and platforms, designed by the current
technology regime, are heavily reliant on data, and are
increasingly becoming unaccountable, extractive, and
exploitative in nature. While the personal, social, cultural,
behaviorial, and community data are being collected without
informed consent, incentive or guarantee of ownership rights,
the platforms and corporations that are conducting drives
for data mining, are growing through the concentration of
capital and power. This model of ‘digital development’ has
normalised labour commodification through digital-labour
based platforms, especially in the Global South where the
works of data labeling and data categorisation are advertised
as ‘creation of jobs’ Moreover, when the criteria or framework
for data annotation is not rooted in one’s socio-cultural and
demographic realities, it resonates with a factory-based
model of production run by corporation-led platforms,
which entails complete alienation of labour for citizens and
communities. Platformisation mandates a ‘digital-only’
system, which further hinders the communities affected

by the digital divide, from accessing and availing their due
entitlements and services.

When we address the platform question, it is also crucial to
account for the adverse socio-environmental implications

of the rising digital infrastructures and data centers that

are ‘essential’ for platforms to thrive - on land, water, power
consumption, environment and communities, especially in
the global majority countries. For instance, a single Large
Language Model (LLM) guzzles as much energy and carbon
footprint as one flight, taking 365 rounds around the earth.
As we drift towards living in an increasingly platform-driven
world, it is our collective responsibility to center human and
social intelligence at the heart of these digital systems. In this
global digital ecosystem driven largely by the governments
and the Big Tech, the Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) must
be treated as equal, rightful stakeholders in policymaking as
we are best positioned to bring community-informed ground-
up perspectives to the table.

However, we see it as a growing trend that CSOs are
increasingly been seen as mere means to extract community
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data at a large scale, and are being approached mostly for
seeking endorsement of platforms, models and frameworks
that are outsourced, not ethical and community-centered.
Aligned with the Global Digital Compact (GDC), this book is a
testament to this glocal (global informed by local) dialogue,
critique and collective action seeking platform accountability
in the Global South.
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About ARISE

A Transregional Community

ARISE (Accountability and Responsibility in South’s
Ecosystems) is a community space for sharing knowledge,
building bonds of solidarity, and a laboratory of ideas from the
Global South to counter strategies of global and dominant
technology actors that seek to evade platform responsibility
in our countries. This is essential in the moment when many
technologies exacerbate planetary crises, urgently demanding
trans-regional, cooperative action. Comprising 50 member
organizations, ARISE represents a diverse range of countries
and communities across Latin America, Sub-Saharan

Africa, West Asia, North Africa, and Asia. Its membership
encompasses expertise across multiple domains, including
digital rights, women’s and LGBTQI rights, consumer
protection, labor and gig economy issues, human rights
defense, disinformation, and artificial intelligence governance.
ARISE believes in the power of collective reflection and action
to create digital environments and standards that meet the
human rights and social justice needs of diverse communities
in the Global South.
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CHAPTER1

Platform Regulations Across the Globe:
Navigating Tensions Between Freedom
and Control

By Syed Mohammad Haroon

Introduction

Every day, billions of people interact with digital platforms in
different ways, from sharing moments of their personal lives, to
expressing opinions,to consuming news, to building businesses,
and even to organizing social movements. These interactions
have made platforms not just tools of communication, but
integral spaces where personal expression, public discourse,
and economic activity intersect. Platforms like Meta, X,
YouTube, and TikTok now form the invisible infrastructure of
modern public life.

Yet, these same systems that empower speech and connection
also amplify misinformation, hate speech, sexually explicit
content, violence, illegal activities, child sexual abuse material,
spam, doxxing, inappropriate imagery, offensive behavior,
pervasive surveillance and more. The moderation choices of
platforms decide what stories gain attention, which voices are
heard, and influence community responses. Platforms over
the years have also influenced elections decisions, steered
social movements and amplified conflicts.! These platforms
operate behind closed doors with opaque algorithms, private
policies, and commercial priorities and remain unaccountable
to the wide-reaching effects they have on society.

In response, governments worldwide are confronting a difficult
question: How can platforms be held accountable without
undermining free speech? What once thrived as an open and
unregulated space is now transforming into a heavily regulated
area with constant changes. Legislators are drafting laws that
define what platforms can host, how they handle user data,

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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democratize access
to information,
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surveillance, and
disinformation.

and how much power they can exercise over users’ online
experiences.

These approaches vary significantly across jurisdictions,
shaped by each country’s constitutional values, political
priorities, and interpretation of free expression and state
power. Together, they reflect a global effort to find equilibrium
between freedom, safety, and accountability in an increasingly
digital world.

Evolution of Platform Governance Laws

The early days of the internet in the 1990s and early 2000s
were marked by optimism and experimentation. The internet’s
strength lay in its openness. Anyone could publish, share, or
build without needing permission. Regulators were therefore
cautious not to impose rules that might slow innovation or
discourage investment. The guiding principle of the time was
simple i.e. let the internet grow first, regulate later.

This approach led to what came to be known as “light-touch
regulation” The idea was to give online intermediaries i.e.
internet service providers, web hosts, and later, social media
companies, freedom from liability for the content their users
created or shared. Governments recognized that holding
platforms legally responsible for every user post would make
the internet unmanageable and risk stifling free expression.
Instead, the focus was on protecting these intermediaries so
that speech could flow freely.

The consequences of platform power soon became evident,
particularly during the Arab Spring in 2011, when social media
platforms became central to civic mobilization and political
change across the Middle East and North Africa.®! Platforms
like Facebook and Twitter were hailed as instruments of
empowerment for enabling citizens to organize protests,
document state violence, and challenge authoritarian regimes.
Yet, while these platforms helped democratize access to
information, they also exposed the risks of mass manipulation,
surveillance, and disinformation. Governments also felt the
need to control platforms from amplifying content critical of
the government or state. In Myanmar, Facebook was accused

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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of facilitating hate speech and incitement that contributed to
violence against the Rohingya community.® Similarly, in 2019
during the Christchurch mosque attack in New Zealand, the
perpetrator broadcasted the attack on Facebook Live, and the
video spread rapidly across major platforms before it could
be removed, highlighting the failure of content moderation
systems and the viral nature of harmful content.”!

Across these incidents, a common pattern emerged:
digital platforms had evolved from being neutral spaces of
expression to intermediaries capable of shaping political
realities, amplifying extremism, and tested limits of regulatory
inaction. What began as a tool of empowerment had also
become a medium of manipulation and harm and often
amplified existing inequalities. Self regulation approaches by
platforms were clearly failing. Governments and civil society
began questioning whether the “freedom to innovate” had
come at too high a cost. Debates around data privacy, content
moderation, algorithmic bias, and corporate accountability
grew louder, pushing policymakers to reconsider the adequacy
of the early regulatory model. This shift marked the beginning
of a new era of platform governance, where platforms were
pressured to take responsibility for harmful and illegal content
circulating online.

Global Comparison of Governance Laws

1.United States

The United States’ framework for regulating digital platforms is
deeply rooted in its constitutional commitment to free speech
and its long-standing philosophy of limited government
intervention in matters of expression.’! This foundational
belief has shaped one of the most influential legal doctrines
governing the internet i.e. Section 230 of the Communications
Decency Act (CDA), 1996. Section 230, often described as the
“First Amendment of the Internet,” provides broad immunity
to online platforms by treating them as intermediaries rather
than publishers of third-party content.!” This means that
platforms are not legally responsible for what users post.
Section 230(c)(1) explicitly states that “no provider or user of an
interactive computer service shall be treated as the publisher

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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or speaker of any information provided by another content
provider,” and Section 230(c)(2) further protects the platforms’
right to moderate content in good faith including the removal
of offensive, harmful, or objectionable material without losing
immunity.®

This law was designed to foster innovation and free expression
during the early years of the internet, ensuring that new
platforms could emerge without the fear of constant litigation.
The First Amendment further strengthens this approach
by prohibiting government censorship, thereby protecting
both individual users and private companies from state
interference. This principle was further reaffirmed in the
landmark Supreme Court case, Moody v. NetChoice (2024)°),
where the Court struck down state laws attempting to restrict
platforms’ content moderation practices, the court recognised
social media platforms discretion similar to editorial discretion
of traditional publishers. This ruling also underscored the U.S’s
commitment to treating online platforms as private entities
with constitutional protections of free speech, rather than
public utilities subject to strict regulation.

However, Section 230’s sweeping protections are not absolute.
They do not extend to violations of federal criminal law such as
the distribution of child sexual abuse material or to intellectual
property infringements, which are instead governed by the
Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA). Over time, the once-
celebrated immunity provision has become one of the most
contested areas of internet law, as the digital ecosystem
has evolved and online harms have multiplied. Many critics
believe that the broad immunity granted under Section 230
has allowed online platforms to avoid taking responsibility for
the spread of false information, hate speech, harassment, and
deepfake content, all of which carry serious social and political
repercussions.[® The disinformation campaigns that circulated
widely during the 2020 and 2024 US. elections highlighted
the harmful impact of algorithm-driven amplification and
underscored how difficult it is to strike a fair balance between
protecting free expression and ensuring public accountability
in the digital space.

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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2. European Union

The European Union (EU) has long taken a proactive and rights-
based approach to regulating platforms, aiming to create a
safer, fairer, and more transparent online environment. Unlike
the United States, where platform liability is limited by Section
230, the EU’s framework has evolved around the principles
of accountability, user protection, and market fairness. The
E-Commerce Directive (2000) was the EU’s foundational law
for online intermediaries. It introduced the concept of “safe
harbour”, protecting platforms from liability for illegal content
uploaded by users as long as they acted “expeditiously” to
remove it upon gaining actual knowledge. This notice-and-
takedown model reflected an early attempt to balance
innovation with responsibility, ensuring platforms could grow
without constant litigation while still being compelled to
respond to unlawful material.l”)

However, the rapid expansion of social media and online
marketplaces revealed the limitations of this model. Platforms
had become not just hosts but active curators of online
content, shaping public discourse, amplifying misinformation,
and influencing elections. The EU began recognizing that the
earlier legal framework was insufficient to handle all emerging
challenges such as hate speech, disinformation, targeted
advertising, algorithmic bias, and monopoly power among tech
giants.® This led to a major shift in the EU’s digital regulatory
landscape with the introduction of the Digital Services Act
(DSA) and the Digital Markets Act (DMA) in 2022. The DSA
focuses on transparency, accountability, and systemic risk
management, imposing obligations on platforms to assess
and mitigate harms related to disinformation, illegal content,
and threats to fundamental rights. It mandates clearer
content moderation procedures, transparency in algorithmic
decision-making, and independent auditing for Very Large
Online Platforms (VLOPs). Platforms must provide users with
clear and easily accessible information about their terms of
service, redressal mechanisms, and remedies in machine-
readable language. When an order is issued by a judicial or
administrative authority for the removal of illegal content or
to disclose user information, the platform must inform the
user about the available channels for appeal and redress. In
cases of content removal or account suspension, users must

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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have access to an internal complaint-handling system, which
is free, electronic, and effective, ensuring fair recourse against
moderation decisions. The DMA, on the other hand, addresses
competition and market dominance, targeting “gatekeeper”
platforms to prevent anti-competitive behaviour, ensure
fair business practices, and open digital markets to smaller
innovators.

Together, the DSA and DMA represent a paradigm shift from
reactive to proactive platform governance approach to
balance freedom of expression with responsibility by trying
to prioritize both user safety and corporate transparency. As
enforcement begins, the EU has positioned itself as a global
standard-setter for digital regulation, influencing similar
legislative efforts across regions.

3. India

India’s journey toward platform governance has evolved
through three distinct phases from an initial light-touch
framework designed to facilitate innovation, moving toward
regulatory intervention, and finally entering a phase of assertive
state oversight.

The Information Technology Act, 2000 (IT Act) was enacted to
address the needs of a rapidly digitizing economy. Initially, the
Act’s focus was on enabling e-commerce, recognizing digital
signatures, and defining cyber offences, rather than regulating
intermediaries. The question of intermediary liability emerged
prominentlyin Avnish Bajajv.Statel",in this case the CEO of the
e-commerce platform Bazee.com, was held liable for obscene
material uploaded by a user. The case exposed serious gaps in
the law particularly around what constitutes “knowledge” and
how far a platform is responsible for third-party content. In
response, the Information Technology (Amendment) Act, 2008
introduced a redefined Section 79, establishing a “safe harbour”
provision. This shielded intermediaries from liability for user-
generated content, provided they exercised due diligence and
acted upon receiving “actual knowledge” of illegality. However,
the interpretation of “actual knowledge” soon became
contentious. Many intermediaries began removing content
preemptively upon receiving private complaints, often without
judicial oversight, leading to widespread over-censorship and

Platform Regulations Across the Globe
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a chilling effect on free speech. This issue was addressed in
Shreya Singhal v. Union of India™ wherein the court held that
intermediaries are required to take down content only upon
receiving a court order or a notification from a government
agency authorized under Section 69A, rather than by private
complaints.

Anew era began with the Information Technology (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021, which
expanded the regulatory scope significantly. These rules
brought social media platforms, OTT services, and digital news
publishers under one framework and imposed stringent due
diligence obligations. Platforms must acknowledge complaints
within 24 hours and comply with takedown orders within 36
hours of notification. An intermediary or any person who fails
to assist the agency shall also be punishable with 7 years or
given fines. These provisions can subject individual employees
to personal and criminal liability.

Another noteworthy issue is Rule 16 of the Information
Technology (Procedure and Safeguards for Blocking for Access
of Information by Public) Rules, 2009 which has emerged as
a major point of concern for transparency and due process.
It empowers the government to issue confidential takedown
and blocking orders, prohibiting intermediaries from disclosing
any details about such directives, including the identity of
the authority issuing them or the nature of the content taken
down. This absolute confidentiality requirement effectively
overrides the principles of transparency, accountability, and
natural justice. As a result, users whose content has been
blocked are often not informed or given an opportunity to
contest the decision.

In July 2025, the Karnataka government proposed the
Misinformation and Fake News (Prohibition) Bill, 2025 to curb
online misinformation and hate speech. While the aim is valid,
the Bill's unclear and overly broad wording is problematic. It
allows platforms to be punished for “knowingly or unknowingly”
aiding, abetting, or assisting in the commission of a hate crime.
Merely allowing use of their platform can hold them liable, thus,
running counter to Shreya Singhal v. Union of India, which held
that platforms are liable only when they have actual knowledge
of illegal content through a court or government order. Ignoring
this principle could erode the safe harbour protections under
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Section 79 of the IT Act and lead to arbitrary censorship. If
passed, the Bill could set a troubling precedent by expanding
government power over online speech and increasing the
liability of digital platforms.

4. Brazil

In Brazil, platforms are governed under the Marco Civil da
Internet, also known as Brazilian Civil Rights Framework for the
Internet (“BCRFI”). As per the BCRFI, platforms will incur civil
liability if they do not remove unlawful content (generated by
users) after a specific order from the courts. Under exceptional
circumstances, platforms will be required to remove content
that invades a person’s privacy by disseminating non-
consensual intimate images (“NCII”) once the user reports the
same to the platform. In cases involving child pornography,
platforms might face criminal liability if they fail to remove
such content upon the receipt of notice. The executive arm
does not have powers to issue content takedown orders to
social media platforms. [

In June 2025, Brazil's Supreme Federal Court (STF) significantly
changed the platform governance framework under the Marco
Civil da Internet.'” The court partially struck down Article 19,
which had previously shielded platforms from civil liability for
user-generated content unless they failed to comply with a
specific court order. The Court held that platforms can be held
liable for serious offences such as hate speech, terrorism, child
sexual abuse, and gender-based violence even without a prior
judicial order.l®

The ruling emphasized that platforms will have to bear
presumption of liability in cases involving paid promotion
or automated dissemination (e.g., bots). In such situations,
platforms may bear a greater burden to prove they acted
diligently in removing infringing or harmful content. Platforms
must establish self-regulation systems with notice and appeal
mechanisms, publish transparency reports, create user-friendly
complaint channels, and appoint local legal representatives in
Brazil with authority to respond to judicial and administrative
proceedings.

In essence, the STF’s ruling marks a turning point in Brazil’s
digital governance. It moves the country away from a
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passive, court-order-dependent model toward one of shared
responsibility, where platforms must act with greater care and
transparency.

5. China

Analysts often describe three major approaches to internet
governance — the U.S. model of minimal regulation, the
European model of balanced regulation, and the Chinese
model of strong state control. While this may oversimplify
global differences, China does stand out for its unique
combination of domestic tech power and government-
driven content regulation. The Chinese government takes a
proactive role in regulating both platforms themselves and
the content hosted on them. Regulations such as the 2020
Provisions on Ecological Governance of Network Information
Content require platforms to remove harmful material,
undergo compliance inspections, and regularly report on
content moderation practices.™ China has long maintained
tight control over its digital ecosystem, with strict censorship
laws that demand platforms comply with the Great Firewall—a
vast system of surveillance and content regulation.?? Global
platforms like Google and Facebook have exited China due to
the impossibility of operating within China’s strict censorship
regime while adhering to international norms on free speech.

Platforms that operate within China, like WeChat, supposedly
censor and surveil texts shared within the platform. Platforms
also need to train personnel to conduct human reviews
of uploaded content. If they do not fulfill their monitoring
responsibilities, they risk consequences like warnings, fines,
service suspension, and the cancellation of permits or licenses
for conducting business.”!

Conclusion

Across jurisdictions, the governance of digital platforms
reveals one central truth, the struggle to balance freedom,
accountability, and safety in the digital age is far from settled.
Eachcountry’sapproachisareflection ofits political philosophy,
social priorities, and constitutional values. The United States
continues to champion free expression and innovation,
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often at the cost of weaker accountability mechanisms. The
European Union’s rights-based framework, through the Digital
Services Act and Digital Markets Act, prioritizes transparency,
systemic risk assessment,and user protection. India, navigating
a complex digital and political landscape, is steadily moving
toward a model of state-led oversight and personal liability
that raises critical concerns around censorship and due
process. Brazil’s evolving jurisprudence demonstrates a shift
toward shared responsibility between platforms and the state,
while China’s centralized model illustrates the consequences
of absolute state control where speech is tightly monitored
and dissent systematically curtailed.

Another growing trend in global platform regulation is the rise
of global or extraterritorial takedown orders, where courts
or governments in one country direct platforms to remove
certain content not only within their borders but worldwide.
While intended to prevent harmful or unlawful material from
resurfacing in other regions, these orders often raise complex
questions of jurisdiction, sovereignty,and free expression. These
orders also reflect a growing assertion of national sovereignty
in the digital space and the state’s intent to control how
information circulates across platforms that operate globally.
Such orders raise complex questions about jurisdiction, free
expression, and the balance between local laws and global
norms. When one nation’s standards are applied globally, it
risks overreach, conflicting legal obligations for platforms, and
the gradual fragmentation of the open internet.??

What emerges from these comparative frameworks is a global
dynamic of the relationship between platforms, governments,
and users. Platforms are no longer neutral intermediaries, they
are active contributors of information, influence, and power,
which is why they should not be allowed to operate without
transparency or accountability. However, excessive regulation
and criminal liability risks can equally undermine digital civic
space and suppress legitimate expression. The challenge,
therefore, lies in designing governance systems that preserve
the internet’s openness while ensuring that those who design
and profit from it remain answerable to the society.

In the coming years, the global debate will not merely be about

moderating content, but about defining who moderates the
moderators, how to safeguard human rights, democratic
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discourse, and digital autonomy in an era where platforms
function as both the marketplace and the medium of modern
life. The goal must be to create frameworks that are rights-
respecting, transparent, and adaptable, so that the internet
remains a safe public space.
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CHAPTER2

A Big Tech Accountability in Content
Moderation with Feminist Perspective

By Karen Vergara

On June 12, 2018, the meeting “Online Safety for Women” was
held in Buenos Aires, Argentina, organized by Facebook[1] and
managed through the company’s Security Policy and Programs
Management for Latin America. The event brought together
more than thirty Latin American organizations, mostly feminist,
linked to the defense of human rights and the prevention of
gender-based violence facilitated by technology. The one-
day event was presented as a space for knowledge exchange
and network strengthening, along with the presentation of
Facebook’s female team in the area of Trust & Safety. The event
passed quickly, with endless presentations by the company
and little space for civil society organizations to express
their concerns and showcase their work. This highlighted the
tensions inherent in the relationship between technology
corporations and feminist organizations: while the former
appealed to grandiloquent discourses of social responsibility
and security at this meeting, the latter demanded structural
changes to the platforms that would effectively address the
multiple forms of violence faced by women and dissidents
in the digital space, as well as greater transparency in the
functioning of their reporting and complaint models.

As an NGO, we documented some of the main needs of civil
society organizations and activists at that meeting, which we
summarize briefly in the following points:

Real content moderators: a specific team to address the
main complaints related to digital sexual violence, gender-
based violence facilitated by technology, and other types
of events with a high emotional and digital impact.

Reporting, complaint, blocking, and usage tutorial
channels that incorporate the Spanish language, as well
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as the particularities of each dialectal variant by country
and region.

Incorporate a gender and human rights perspective in the
development of each stage of the technologies.

After that first approach in 2018, a second meeting was
organized by the company in Chile in 2019, as our country was
being targeted to consolidate a growth hub for Facebook and
Instagram. This time, the general announcements pointed
to the possibility of developing a collective alliance to more
quickly address cases of technology-facilitated gender-based
violence.

The possibility for civil society organizations was reduced to
having a direct contact at Facebook to address complex cases
not resolved by the platform’s security policies in the first
instance (appeals, blocks, deactivated accounts, usurpation,
among others), and which required extra verification of trust.
This direct contact lasted about a year and a half. Far from
specifically addressing the needs of organizations, it meant
more extra (and unpaid) work for civil society organizations,
specifically those that ran feminist helplines. Our organization,
for example, operated with two colleagues checking email
and social media daily, providing support to victims of digital
violence, and documenting cases that had not received a
response from the platforms in order to contact their Trust &
Safety teams.

The main cases of technology-facilitated gender-based
violence that we observed during that period were directly
linked to the social context in Chile. As the feminist protests
that began in universities in 2018 spread to schools,
workplaces, and public discourse, we began to accompany
increasingly frequent cases of feminist groups losing access
to their accounts, coordinated digital attacks by hordes of
individuals, the exposure of their personal and intimate data,
and the sending of sexually aggressive content to their emails
and messaging services. If 2018 was the year of the feminist
movement, 2019 was the year of widespread social unrest. This
new scenario amplified and transformed the digital violence
that activists were already suffering. The social uprising that
began on October 18 in Chile, in response to the high cost
of living, not only filled the squares, but also social media
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with evidence of brutal repression: beatings, illegal coercion
by state agents, and more than 460 eye injuries caused by
police gunfire. It was in this environment of high visibility
and online confrontation that platforms also consolidated
themselves as a battlefield and a source of identity. Violence
was no longer limited to harassment for being a feminist,
but was compounded by persecution for participating in the
uprising. While social movements used platforms to organize
protests and aid, their opponents used them to coordinate
attacks, engage in doxing, and make threats. The impunity that
characterized the repression in the streets was mirrored in the
platforms’ inaction in the face of digital violence, creating a
risky ecosystem where any woman in the public eye became
a potential target on all fronts. The Observatory Against Street
Harassment (OCAC), a Chilean organization that addresses
violence and harassment in public spaces, noted at the time:

“Social media and our website are the fastest way we have to
reach the women who follow us. That’s where we publish the
activities we’re doing, and we consider it a channel through
which people know they can write to us. For this reason, we
have to deal with a lot of misogyny from men who try to take
down our site or insistently write on every post we publish to
saturate our accounts with hate messages and thus prevent
the message from reaching the women and teenagers who
need it”

As an NGO, Amaranta developed a research project during
that period called “Aurora,” which allowed us to conduct a

series of educational workshops for feminist organizations Il
and the LGBTIQ+ community, focusing on digital literacy,

how to correctly report content that violates the rules and
policies of large platforms, and how to use the same tools
to their advantage for these reports (for example, it is easier
to report humiliating content for copyright infringement

While social
movements used

than for misogyny). As we approached 2020, the constant platforms to organize
communication channels we had with Facebook began to protests and aid,
fail. High staff turnover made it impossible to reconnect their opponents used

with the platform. Added to its merger and name change, .

L them to coordinate
contacts and communication channels were lost, and cases X
of gender-based violence facilitated by technologies that were attapks, engagein
not addressed in their reporting instances began to increase. doxing, and make
Their teams remained deployed in Brazil and Mexico, but the threats.
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Andean region and the Southern Cone were left adrift. There
was no longer anyone human to refer cases involving their
platforms to. Eva Cruells, founder and coordinator of Fembloc,
a feminist initiative dedicated to combating digital gender-
based violence, told the Spanish media outlet Publico:

“The thing is, the reporting mechanisms are very opaque
and often unresponsive. We have our own data: of the total
number of cases we have reported, only 4% have received any
affirmative response from the platform. Because often they
are bots or automated emails. Meta, for example, has greatly
reduced its content moderation staff.”

We revealed a similar situation as NGO Amaranta in 2020, with
the study Chile and gender-based violence on the internet,™
where we revealed that 11% of victims of doxing, digital
harassment, cyberflashing, defamation, and loss of access to
their account or unauthorized access to it, tried to report it
to the platforms without success. When victims were asked
what actions they took with the platforms, the vast majority
said that the reporting sites were in English, did not respond to
them, or had bugs that made them return to the same page to
fill in their details over and over again.®

Who takes care of what we don't want to see on
the internet?

The history of digital moderation reveals not only the
technical complexity of the process, but also its profound
human inequalities. Meta began filtering content in 2007,
after New York Attorney General Andrew Cuomo demanded
that sexual images proliferating on Facebook be removed
within 24 hours. Since then, the company has outsourced
the task to subcontractors, some of which, such as oDesk,
paid moderators in Morocco as little as $1an hour, a situation
that is repeated in several countries. Behind the algorithms
that protect the audience, there are people exposed daily to
traumatic content without psychological support or decent
working conditions. A 2019 article in The Verge reveals how
workers at a Cognizant subsidiary in Tampa faced precarious
working conditions, nine-minute breaks, the death of a co-
worker from a heart attack at his desk, and even how they had
to explicitly approve certain violent content simply because it
did not comply with Facebook’s moderation policies.! Many
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of these workers joined the platform under the promise of job
stability and believing that they were performing a protective
role for social media users. However, one animal rights activist
worker recounts in the article that he had to watch a video
showing a case of extreme animal torture by teenagers
repeatedly. The platform’s policies did not allow him to take
it down, and his superiors consoled him by pointing out that
keeping it posted could prompt law enforcement authorities
to launch an investigation and find the culprits. That never
happened. The case highlights how moderation policies,
rather than protecting, end up reproducing other forms of
violence and trauma. For example, it is not possible to remove
a sexually aggressive video without a valid argument as to why
it cannot be shown. Spanish lawyer Francesc Feliu argues that
this precision is intended to train Al. “It cannot be trained if
the content it feeds on is violent, pedophilic, or murderous,” he
adds. Feliu legally represents more than forty workers dedicated
to moderating META content in Spain, who have jointly sought
compensation for the physical and mental damage to which
they are exposed in this work. The lawyer points out that most
of his clients suffer from anxiety disorders, depression, and
post-traumatic stress, and that several are even admitted to
psychiatric centers. All of them live with the pressure of not
being able to talk openly about the problem, out of shame or
fear of reprisals from the company, due to the confidentiality
clauses they signed.”)

This reality is repeated on other platforms such as TikTok. In
2022, it was revealed that some of the staff responsible for
moderating content must follow accelerated review protocols
(sometimes even seconds per video) to keep up with the
massive volumes of posts they are asked to analyze every
day® in categories such as “explicit violence,” “hate speech,
and “sensitive content”® Automated language models are no
exception to this reality. The work of content moderators for
ChatGPT follows this same pattern of bad practices and job
insecurity. In Kenya, workers have revealed that they review
up to 700 passages of text per day, many of them laden with
explicit sexual violence, suicide, murder, child abuse, and
bestiality. They report having lost their families in the process
and not having any psychological support to cope with the
situation. While large companies advertise technological
advances that promise to free society from arduous tasks,
that same development depends on people who bear the
emotional burden of working with the dark side of the internet.
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When moderation gets involved with politics

In 2024, The Guardian revealed testimonies from Meta
workers who denounced unfair moderation policies toward
the Palestinian community.'®” According to an anonymous
employee and a letter signed by more than 200 people, internal
rules known as Community Engagement Expectations (CEE)
are used to remove discussions about Gaza, even when they
express condolences or question product errors that affect
the visibility of Palestinian voices. The document contrasts the
institutional silence in the face of more than 35,000 civilian
deaths in Palestine with the public support the company
expressed toward its Israeli employees after the attacks of
October 7,2023.

The signatories accuse a long history of biased moderation
against Palestinian content, despite calls from Human
Rights Watch and Senator Elizabeth Warren to ensure greater
transparency. In their letter, they demand an end to internal
censorship, recognition of Palestinian suffering, and a public
statement calling for a ceasefire. The report also exposes the
structural fragility of the moderation system: human decisions
must align with Meta’s policies, but the application of those
rules varies depending on language and geographic context.
Moderation, therefore, is not just a technical or automated
exercise, as it also faces tension between corporate standards,
international treaties, and specific local contexts.

And in Latin America?

Returning to our experience, from 2023 to the present, we
have noticed a steady increase in requests for help sent to the
Amaranta NGO’s email address, not only from Chile but from
various Spanish-speaking countries. Seeking to systematize
the cases and trying to find the source of these requests,
we discovered that an organization that had been providing
services to Meta for some time recommended us as partners
for cases of technology-facilitated gender-based violence. No
one consulted us or informed us of this. This replicates what
other civil society organizations denounce, which is how a
multimillion-dollar corporation shifts responsibility to small
organizations in the global south. This fact accurately sums up
the extractive and unequal logic of today’s digital ecosystem.
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Week after week, we continue to receive cases of digital sexual
violence, non-consensual dissemination of intimate images,
and identity theft, including cases from Arab countries. We
try to respond to each message with humanity, knowing that
behind every automated form that did not work for the victims,
there is a story that the platforms do not want to address.
lvana Feldfeber points out the following in the prologue to the
report Helplines for addressing cases of gender-based violence
in digital environments(™ :

“It is essential to consider the role of technology companies,
which facilitate the use of these platforms. And at this point,
it is necessary to emphasize that companies do not give us
free products altruistically; they are not mere service providers
to society. Rather, behind these social networks are large
economic interests, with millions of dollars in contracts with
companies, governments, and other groups to offer advertising
and traffic their users’ data (...) These companies, when asked
to block users, remove content disseminated without consent,
or recover hacked accounts, they often do not comply with
these requests. The same companies that censor images of
female nipples on their platforms ignore calls for help from their
users who are victims of digital gender-based violence.”

Meta, like other companies in the sector, outsources digital
violence to precarious and subcontracted workers, making
their suffering invisible and normalizing technological progress
based on the emotional precariousness of those who moderate
content and also train artificial intelligence to appear more
human for the same price, without forgetting that they end
up delegating their responsibility for digital violence to civil

Conclusion

The discussion about content moderators is becoming
political and requires immediate attention. Who decides what
is acceptable to see on the internet? And at what human
cost is that decision sustained? Can we talk about safe digital
spaces if this task is left in the hands of precarious workers
with low wages and little psychological protection? How can
we demand accountability from platforms that includes all
these aspects if they are currently invisible due to outsourcing?
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To quote Sonia Reverter:

“We feminists have learned that the struggle to destabilize the
patriarchal system requires large, but also small proposals;
collective projects, but also personal ones. Because patriarchy is
a system that organizes and acts on both the macro and micro
levels, we must respond with feminist actions on all fronts. The
reorganization of the symbolic is perhaps the heaviest of the
tasks to be carried out, because the burden of the symbolic
is massive for the human constitution, both individually and
collectively.” (Reverter, 2013, p.458)

Adopting a feminist stance in the face of the crisis of content
moderation on platforms involves analyzing the issue in a
situated way, recognizing the impact that large platforms have
on people’s lives, and how precariousness, inequality, and class
intersect with outsourcing, to outsource opaque work for which
we must demand the highest ethical standards of operation.
To do this, we need open data, comprehensive reports, and
external audits carried out by civil society organizations,
international human rights organizations, and academia,
which study the variables involved in content moderation in an
intersectional manner, as well as its implications for the lives
of its workers. It is not possible for technological advances to
serve only to increase capital, while preying not only on the
earth, but also on the bodies of those who face the worst of
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CHAPTERS3

Platform Accountability in Online Dating:
A Critical Analysis of Privacy,
Discrimination and Safety Harms in India

By Tavishi and Angelina Dash

Introduction

The expansion of online dating platforms in the Global South
brought with it the promise of greater agency for users in
societies where romantic desire and sexual autonomy are
strictly policed! The last decade alone has witnessed a
significantincrease in the presence of dating platformsin India,
including both global dating platforms like Tinder and Bumble,?
as well as homegrown dating platforms like Aisle and Quack
Quack.® Unfortunately, this expansion has been accompanied
by user harms such as financial fraud,* casteist abuse,® and
sexual harassment,® especially targeting women and members
of marginalised communities.” It thus becomes imperative
for dating platforms to provide meaningful accountability
and effective design interventions towards creating safe,
inclusive and equal spaces for online dating. In this essay,
we focus on three interlinked categories of user risks: privacy
violations, discriminatory practices, and safety threats; and
we contextualise these risks to India’s unique socio-political
and cultural context.® We analyse these risks primarily through
secondary literature, supplementing our findings with a
case study on two understudied popular homegrown dating
platforms,® Aisle™® and Quack Quack We conclude the essay
by reiterating the need for greater accountability for dating
platforms, briefly outlining recommendations for transparency
in content moderation practices and algorithmic curation.
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Data Privacy

Globally, online dating platforms collect and process highly
personal and sensitive user data, which can include personal
identifiers and interests, device metadata, precise location
data, demographic information like religious and political
beliefs, and sometimes biometric and financial data'? They
often collect additional data through social media integration™
and user behaviour like swiping habits and frequency of app
use.

While access to some of this data can support user experience,
many dating platforms share data with third parties for
targeted advertising.® A Mozilla Foundation study of 25 dating
applications popular across North America and Europe found
that 80% of them may share or sell user data to third parties
for advertising® A 2020 report by the Norwegian Consumer
Council found that popular dating platforms like Grindr, Tinder
and OKCupid share sensitive personal information, including
their users’ exact location, sexual orientation, political beliefs,
etc,, to third parties.”

Often, users are unaware of the nature and extent of such data
sharing. Many platforms’ privacy policies do not clearly disclose
data-sharing practices,® and these clauses often remain
hidden within obscure and dense terms of service. Often, the
privacy policies do not mention details of these third parties,
and even in the few cases where company names are explicitly
provided, users must read the privacy policies of these third
parties to truly comprehend how they process their personal
data.® Studies on privacy policies across platforms and regions
have found that users pay little attention to them, and that
these policies fail to provide meaningful consent, often on
account of complex legalese and information overload.”

In the EU, much of the data collected by dating platforms
falls within what the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) recognises under a “special category”, requiring explicit
consent for collection and processing, as it may heighten
risks of discrimination and infringe on fundamental rights of
citizens.?" In the Indian context, the personal data of users on
online dating platforms has been particularly vulnerable in the
absence of a data protection law, which, while enacted two
years ago,?? has still not been enforced. Further, users in India
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are less likely to benefit from additional safeguards accorded
to sensitive personal data even after the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act 2023% comes into force, given the absence of a
separate category of protection for sensitive personal data.??

Moreover, India’s data protection framework does not specify
mechanisms for obtaining granular consent, unlike other major
data protection frameworks across the globe,? forcing users
to either share all requested data or entirely forgo services.
This becomes all the more relevant as several dating platforms
are integrating Al, in addition to complex matching algorithms,
within their services in the form of chatbots,? picture selection
tools, and profile or messaging feedback.?® However, the use
of personal data for Al features often leads to the sharing of
data with third parties. For instance, recently, the European
nonprofit noyb filed a complaint with the Austrian Data
Protection Authority against Bumble’s processing of personal
data for its Al Icebreakers feature, which relies on OpenAl’s
ChatGPT to aid users in starting conversations.?

In the past, the US Federal Trade Commission (FTC) filed a
petition for information about a data-sharing deal between
the Match Group’s OkCupid and Clarifai Al that enabled the
training of facial recognition software without users’knowledge
or consent.®® Without adequate data security safeguards
and consent mechanisms, privacy violations through data
breaches and illicit data sharing can expose users to risks like
identity leaks, surveillance, and reputational harm.®’ Women
and marginalised communities face disproportionate risks
from data breaches.

A 2023 study by Cybernews revealed that it was possible®?
for hackers to triangulate users’ almost real-time locations by
retrieving the last known location ID of any OkCupid user.®
This vulnerability could have exposed women to stalking and
sexual violence, and endangered members of the LGBTQIA+
community.* Dating platforms can also facilitate surveillance
of sexuality in jurisdictions where homosexuality is criminalised.
Forinstance, in Cairo, police officers detained a man simply for
having downloaded same-sex dating apps on his phone.® In
India, despite the decriminalisation of homosexuality,*® queer
individuals continue to face stigma and violence, with queer
men reporting assaults, robberies, and blackmail through
threats of being outed on platforms like Grindr®” Further,
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women from marginalised communities can be particularly
vulnerable to privacy breaches. In the recent past, pictures of
Indian Muslim women, obtained from social media, have been
mock auctioned on open-source apps derogatorily named Bulli
Bai*® and Sulli Deals.** These incidents have heightened the
apprehension regarding the use of dating platforms amongst
Muslim female users, especially given the opacity surrounding
their privacy policies and redressal mechanisms.*°

Case Study: Privacy Practices of Aisle and Quack Quack®

The following analysis examines the privacy practices of Aisle
and Quack Quack on the basis of publicly available information
in their privacy policies, terms of use and user interface.

Aisle Quack Quack

Collects sensitive Yog Yeg®

personal data

Explicit user consent for

processing sensitive Mo Mot

personal data for specific

purpose

Explicit consent to Yes Yeg®

collect geolocation data

Allows users to withdraw Mot Clear™ Mot Clear*

consent easily

Shares data with third No™ Yes®™

parties for advertising

Allows users to opt-out ot Mo

of third-party data

sharing

Specifies data retention Yae® Mo

duration

Users can request Yot Mot Clear®

platform to delete their

personal data

Data breach natification No No

policy

Private Mode Feature es, your profile will only Mo, only certain details

allowing the profile to be be visible to users you like age, location and

hidden likefcomment. However, profession can be hidden,
this is a paid premium and this option is only
feature, available to Quack Quack

Plus subseribers as a paid
feature.

Features allowing users Yes, the Exclusivity

to monitor how many Feature is included as a

people their matches premium feature to Aisle

have interacted with in users.”

the past few days

Platform Accountability in Online Dating




The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

Discrimination

Romantic and sexual desire, although deeply personal, is
entrenched in existing power structures and shaped by
histories of oppression and exclusion.*® With the emergence of
online dating platforms, many saw the possibility to transgress
existing racial and ethnic boundaries by dating outside of
conventional friends and family networks.*® However, romantic
desire online continues to be mediated by gender, caste, class,
race, ethnicity, religion, language, and so on.®® In fact, these
choices are often normalised and legitimised as personal
preferences,® and further reinforced by opaque matching
algorithms, platform policies and design.

Numerous studies in the Global North have highlighted the
prevalence and normalisation of sexual racism® in online
dating®® and the resultant hierarchy of desirability®* which
privileges Whiteness.® This reinforces discrimination and the
invisibilisation of racial and ethnic minorities, increasing their
vulnerability to racial abuse, and even sexual harassment and
physical violence.®® Consequently, many global platforms have
faced criticism for enabling users to express racial preferences
in bios or through ethnicity filters.” Even when users do not
engage in explicit filtering, matching algorithms of many
prominent dating platforms use collaborative filtering,®® which
can potentially learn discriminatory racial preferences of users
in dating through the feedback loop of user interactions, and
amplify existing social norms of homophily.®® This can result in
the homogenisation of recommendations even for users who
do not wish to be restricted by the dominant preferences of
their racial group.”” Dating platforms often create an illusion
of choice, since users are often unaware of the extent to
which the profiles presented to them are curated by the
hidden logics of the opaque matching algorithms, especially
when the recommendations conform to dominant societal
expectations. In comparison to the research on discrimination
based on racism in online dating in the Global North, there are
relatively fewer studies on how discrimination manifests in
dating platforms in India. This is especially relevant given that
endogamy has been the defining feature of upholding caste-
based segregation and discrimination.” This is reflected in the
persistently low percentages of intercaste” and interreligious
marriages.”® Any transgression of caste or religious lines
can result in violence, often directed at Dalit and Muslim
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partners,” who are vilified as a threat to the honour of Savarna
communities.”

While a large percentage of young users have used dating
platforms to explore romantic relationships, often in secrecy,”®
there is limited research on how considerations around caste,
class and religion shape their user behaviour. Although there is
often an uncomfortable silence surrounding the question of
swiping based on caste and religion reported across multiple
studies in India,” participants in some studies confided that
they would ultimately have to marry according to their parents’
will.”879 Some dating platforms have also come under criticism
for providing caste filtering.8° Even when dating platforms do
not provide exclusive caste filtering, users may present their
dominant caste identity or preferences in their profile or swipe
based on markers that are often proxies for caste and class
status in a highly unequal society.!’ The commodification of
intimacy on dating platforms means that the construction of
user profiles becomes an activity in self-branding using limited
avenues for user information like profile pictures, bio, and text
messages.®? This scarce information often forms the basis for
judging the desirability of potential matches. Dhanaraj notes
how users may judge caste through markers like “surnames,
localities, dialects, jobs of parents, religion, economic status,
political and pop culture idols, food choices, ideology,
complexion, and others”®® In their study of Grindr in India and
South Africa, Philip found that, while these platforms provide
important sites for expressing sexual desire in societies where
heteronormative patriarchy prevents such expression freely
offline, they also result in the commodification of gay identities
and a hierarchy between “classy gays” and “poor gays” through
class, race and caste markers.®* Users both perform affluence,
and judge desirability through markers like Western brands in
clothing, and trendy locations in profile pictures.®

Similarly, studies note how terms like “creeps” and “weirdos” are
used for those who use lower-quality images, whose English is
unrefined, and who lack aesthetics and premium branding.®®
Kisana has also noted how fluency and command over the
English language and access to Western pop culture are used
to police caste boundaries in a society where such cultural
capital often signifies intergenerational literacy and access to
English medium schooling.®” The geolocation feature in many
dating platforms further consolidates segregation in a country
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where Dalit and Muslim families live in ghettoised margins
across urban cities.®®

Even when Dalit and Bahujan users match with Savarnas on
dating platforms, they often have to face casteist abuse and
humiliation,®® and face heightened vulnerability to sexual
harassment or physical violence. Many report being blocked
or unmatched when dominant caste matches discover their
identity.®® Dalit women, who are often stereotyped as angry,
unfeminine, and promiscuous, face heightened safety risks
on dating platforms.”" Paik has drawn parallels between the
experiences of marginalisation faced by Black women in the
US and Dalit women in India.®> She notes that both White
and Brahminical systems protected White and upper caste
women’s honour by restraining them from the public sphere,
while sexual access to the bodies of black and lower caste
women has been legitimised and institutionalised.®

While users may look at dating platforms as opportunities to
exercise autonomy in romantic partnership through “modern
ways”, they often still rely on prevalent social norms to make
dating decisions.®* This user behaviour on platforms, which
also feeds into algorithmic curation, together creates a socio-
technical system that upholds caste, class, and religious
endogamy. Dattani highlights how “endogamous social
intimacies” are co-constructed by user behaviour and the
algorithmic infrastructure of the platform.*®

Case Study: Privacy Practices of Aisle and
Quack Quack*

Community Guidelines and Prohibition of caste-based
discrimination and casteist hate speech. It is telling
that both Aisle and Quack Quack, designed specifically
for Indian audiences, do not explicitly prohibit caste-
based discrimination and casteist hate speech in their
Community Guidelines.

Aisle prohibits, among other things, “threatening,

harassing, racially offensive, or illegal material, or any
material that infringes or violates another party’s rights”
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in its Community Guidelines and Safety section nestled
within the Terms of Service.

Quack Quack goes a little further and prohibits racism,
religious discrimination and bigotry.®® While broad
categories of “discriminatory” and “bigoted” content
should include casteist abuse, the lack of explicit
prohibition is likely to discourage users from reporting
harmful content.

From an analysis of the community guidelines of these
two major dating platforms, it appears that although
Dalit, Bahujan and Adivasi constitute the majority of
the country’s population, platforms are designed by and
targeted towards only the upper-caste elite.

Safety

Dating platforms pose complex safety risks, including those
that go beyond in-app interactions, due to factors like
conversations between users transitioning to other platforms
or offline interactions. Recently, systemic failures in Match
Group’s'® management of sexual assault reports on its dating
platforms in the US have come to light!®® The investigation
revealed that repeat offenders, including those who were
reported for rape and violence, continued to operate on
the group’s platforms, easily creating new accounts when
older profiles got banned. Another study cautioned against
groomers and pedophiles using dating platforms to target
single mothers to carry out child sexual abuse.**

In India, too, concerns about the safety of women and gender
minorities on dating platforms are increasingly coming into
focus. Women have reported experiencing cyberstalking,
doxxing, gendered hate speech, and the unsolicited sharing of
explicit images on dating platforms.® Users have expressed
concerns regarding the practice of ‘catfishing’°® and being
misled into engaging in casual encounters while intending
to pursue a serious relationship on the platform.”” Women
participants in a study reported that men who faced rejection
on dating platforms often tracked them down on other social
media platforms like Facebook, and harassed them with
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repeated friend requests!®® Reports of sexual harassment
and violence during in-person dates arranged through
dating platforms have also come to light!® It is likely that
many incidents of online and physical sexual harassment go
unreported. Studies have reported that women in India often
choose not to report instances of sexual violence." This is
exacerbated by social taboos against dating in Indian society,
which can further preclude women and gender minorities
from reporting sexual violence, specifically stemming from
interactions on dating platforms, to law enforcement. Women
often self-censor their online behaviour, and may eventually
withdraw from online dating after repeated experiences of
sexual abuse and intrusive messages.™

While gender-based online harms stem from broader social
contexts, it is important to investigate how the design and
operation of dating platforms are often inadequate to both
prevent and respond to safety incidents. Many platforms
provide safety guides, and some, more than others, place
the onus of safety on the users™ Some platforms have
started crisis text lines for users in select jurisdictions,™ and
partnered with counselling and support organisations.™
However, these are not uniformly available across all platforms
and jurisdictions. Further, reporting mechanisms and content
moderation practices of platforms have proven to be
insufficient to address safety concerns. Platforms need to
streamline reporting mechanisms, reduce response time, and
provide more transparency to users on the action taken in
response to user complaints."® Further platforms must be more
transparent on how they design their community guidelines
and safety guides, and create spaces for more consultation
and feedback from users and civil society.

Case Study: Reporting Mechanisms on
Aisle and Quack Quack

Quack Quack allows users to report a profile or
a conversation on multiple grounds, including
inappropriate profile photos or profile content,
indecent behaviour via personalised messages, false
information (fake age, profile), using multiple accounts
or scamming and spamming. Apart from this, Quack
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Quack also provides a blank form for users to submit
a ticket on any concern/issue/feedback that directs
users to its website.”

Aisle allows users to report a profile on grounds
including “Not interested”, “inappropriate photos”,
“inappropriate messages”, “feels like spam” or “others’
Aisle also provides an in-app support option, which
grants relatively more flexibility in reporting. Here, users
can report a safety concern under impersonation,
harassment or hacked accounts. Users must enter their
registered phone number and other personal details,
and have an option to provide relevant information in
a textbox and upload attachments. Neither platforms
provide users an option to report under categories like
“sexual harassment/ assault”, “violence”, “child abuse”,

» «

“hate speech”, “identity-based abuse”, “stalking”, etc."®

J

It does provide the residual “other” category where users
can type in a textbox. However, this reporting interface
can discourage reporting of sexual harassment,
physical abuse or racist, religious, casteist or ethnic
abuse, either on the platform or during their offline
meetings. This reporting interface falls short of how
other dating platforms provide reporting options,™ and
the platforms’ own Code of Conduct and Community
Guidelines, which prohibit users from threatening or
harassing others users, or disseminating material that
is discriminatory on the basis of race™ or religion.”!
l‘ The reporting mechanisms also fall short of the
grievance redressal mechanisms mandated under the
Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and
Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules 2021 (Intermediary
Guidelines).” As per the intermediary guidelines, all
intermediaries need to implement a grievance redressal

Dating platforms
increasingly rely on

automated content mechanism for users to report NCII'*® (Non-consensual
moderation, which intimate image abuse)™ and “take all reasonable and
often fall shortin practicable measures” to remove/disable access to

such content within 24 hours.*® Both Quack Quack and

interpreting context- - ' | '
Aisle do not provide separate reporting mechanisms or

. heavy ?pseCh' an option within the common reporting mechanisms to
particularly in “low- specifically report NCII content’?® and ensure expedited
resourced” languages. redressal of these complaints.'”’

50 Platform Accountability in Online Dating



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

The inadequacy of content moderation practices of dating
platforms in accounting for safety concerns is even more
pertinent for multicultural jurisdictions like India. This is due
to multiple axes of oppression that must be considered
when annotating, identifying or actioning harmful content,
including caste, religion and gender.”® For instance, male
gig workers recruited for content moderation may not infer
harmful comments that Indian women may face online.?
Dating platforms increasingly rely on automated content
moderation,*® which often fall short in interpreting context-
heavy speech, particularly in “low-resourced” languages.”' %2
Moreover, proactive moderation tools like Bumble’s ‘Are You
Sure?” and Tinder’s ‘Does This Bother You?™* raise concerns of
social surveillance and over-policing of sexual behaviour®* Such
features are likely to significantly impact users’ sexual agency in
countries like India, where any form of sexual expression outside
heteronormative patriarchal morality is strictly policed and
sanctioned. Thus, it is important to recognise that the design
of safety features, including proactive content moderation,
user verification, and collaboration with third parties to detect
harm, can also create surveillance and introduce additional
safety risks for marginalised communities.”®

Towards Meaningful Platform Accountability

As global and Indian dating platforms expand their presence,
it is important to institute meaningful accountability. Platform
design and operation are often divorced from the lived
realities of users and inadvertently reinforce heteronormative
patriarchal morality and strict adherence to caste endogamy. It
is thus important that global dating platforms hire and consult
with a diverse set of experts with experience rooted in the local
context, while Indian platforms should structure hiring policies
to ensure that marginalised castes and minority communities
are adequately represented in their leadership and trust and
safety teams.

Transparency in content moderation

In spite of repeated calls for more transparency and
accountability on platforms’ safety systems, including
complaint-handling and content moderation, there has been
very little progress.*®
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Disclosure of Community Guidelines

Major dating platforms publish community guidelines to
inform users what speech and behaviour is impermissible on
their platforms.® However, these are often buried inside long
and incomprehensible Terms of Service documents (see Aisle).
Platforms should provide these guidelines in an accessible
and understandable format, with an option for users to get
more detailed information through examples!®® These must
be available in regional languages. The Intermediary Guidelines,
2021 and the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023
mandate that platforms make their policies available in the
preferred languages of their users (English or any language
in the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution).*® We found that
neither Aisle nor Quack Quack provided their Community
Guidelines, Codes of Conduct or Safety tips in local languages
at the time of writing. It is also important that platforms
disclose information on how they enforce these community
guidelines to ensure user safety, including processes followed
internally on receiving user complaints, the use of automated
tools to flag certain categories of harmful content, and the
linguistic expertise of human content moderators.

Accessible Reporting Mechanisms for users

Dating platforms must provide easily accessible reporting
mechanisms for users® who want to report harmful content
or behaviour by other users they met through the platform,
either on the platform or outside of it. They must inform
complainants of the progress in their report and the action
taken. In case they decide not to act, they must provide the
complainant with information on the grounds on which such a
decision was taken.

It must be noted that, as per the Intermediary Guidelines, all
intermediaries, including dating platforms, must “prominently
publish” the name and contact details of the Grievance
Officer.™ We could not locate this information on both Aisle
and Quack Quack.
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Periodic Transparency Reporting

Dating Platforms have been the worst offenders in terms
of releasing baseline aggregate information on content
moderation publicly? While social media platforms and even
some ride-hailing platforms (in limited jurisdictions) have
released aggregate transparency reports, there is no public
information on the number of complaints received by dating
platforms, even for serious crimes like sexual harassment
and rapes.*® In February 2025, Bumble released its first-ever
transparency report for the European Union™* under Digital
Services Act obligations.”® Prominent dating platforms from
Match Group (like Hinge, Tinder), and Bumble started sharing
redacted versions of their statement of reasons for adverse
action on user accounts or content with the publicly available
DSA Transparency Database.*® Australia’s Code of Practice for
dating services lays down annual transparency reporting
obligations for dating platforms and the first transparency
reports will be available in the coming months."*®

It is, however, unlikely that global platforms will voluntarily
extend transparency reporting to other jurisdictions in the
Global South, thus periodic reporting of platform’s content
moderation actions disaggregated by local languages must
be prescribed through legislation. Efficiency of automated
tools in different contexts and languages, as well as the
language proficiency, qualifications and diversity in the human
moderation team, must be disclosed. It is also important that
transparency reports include aggregate information on state
requests for user data.
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Fig 2: Screenshot of Banned Users on Quack Quack
<https://lwww.quackquack.in/securitytips/>

Quack Quack attempts to provide some aggregate
statistics on the number of accounts blocked in the
past week based on their code of conduct violations,
categorised by gender. However, such information
disclosure is not meaningful because it does not
categorise account bans on the grounds of violation (for
instance, impersonation or hate speech). It also does
not provide information on whether actions were taken
pursuant to user reports or through self-moderation,
including automated means. It is thus difficult to
explain why female accounts are blocked around 5 to
10 times more often than male accounts, despite men
significantly outnumbering women on dating platforms
in India, including Quack Quack.*® These numbers could
be interpreted in many ways: automated moderation
tools disproportionately targeting female users, a high
prevalence of catfishing accounts reported by male
users or even the content moderation prioritising
certain harms/reports (like fake accounts) over other harms
like sexual harassment or hate speech. All in all, no conclusions
can be drawn from this limited information, and hence, it is
necessary to disclose detailed, meaningful data, even from the
platform’s own perspective of gaining user trust.)
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Transparency in matching algorithms

Often, users consider profile recommendations to be
neutral and objective; it is thus important, at the very least,
to disclose to users basic qualitative information on the
matching algorithms deployed by the dating platform and
the kind of user data and behavioural signals that feed into
the system. Many users in India are registering on a dating
platform for the first time, and it would be useful if this basic
information is provided in local languages in an accessible
and comprehensible manner. However, there is a need for
meaningful algorithmic accountability and user empowerment
beyond baseline disclosures. Algorithms are complex socio-
technical assemblages that are co-constructed by code,
training data, and user inputs and interaction.®™® This means
that causal explanations for matching recommmendations
cannot be deciphered conclusively, even by developers and
experts.151 One way dating platforms can make algorithmic
accountability more meaningful is through collaboration with
independentresearchers.® Anotherway dating platforms could
potentially understand the impact of matching algorithms on
diverse users is through submission to independent third-
party audits.”®®

These audits would be conducted by expert groups working
with victims of sexual harassment and violence, especially
those belonging to LGBTQIA+, Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi and
religious minority communities. Platforms and academic, civil
society and technical researchers must find ways to conduct
research and audits without compromising the privacy of users
and the security of the data. It is also important that both civil
society and dating platforms reflect on who gets access to
funding and data to conduct audits and independent studies.
Civil society groups in tech policy must reflect on the lack of
diversity and prioritise the voice of marginalised communities.
Accountability measures must go beyond performative
transparency, and users should be empowered to gain more
control over the dating choices they make in a safe, secure and
inclusive space. It is important that those who experience the
most egregious harms from dating platforms lead the way in
holding them accountable and designing alternative models
to current platform design and economics.
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CHAPTER 4

Digital Resistance in the Age of
Algorithmic Governance: Insights from
the Latin American Experience

By Nicole Solano, Jamila Venturini and Catalina Balla

Social media platforms were initially welcomed by civil society
organizations, grassroots movements, and human rights
defenders across Latin America as powerful tools for visibility,
mobilization, and counter-narrative building!’. They created
new opportunities to expose injustice, call for collective action,
share knowledge, and amplify perspectives traditionally
excluded from mainstream media. Where democratic space
was shrinking and public participation was increasingly
restricted, these platforms became one of the few remaining
avenues for exercising public voice.

While governments have attempted to “surveil and silence
online expression, which continue to be bravely resisted
by Latin American civil society’®, today the promise of
social media is being challenged by another growing threat:
automated decision-making systems that determine what
content is visible, what remains hidden, and what is removed
entirely. Algorithm-powered content moderation not only
affects those who publish but also shapes what information
the public can access, engage with, and discuss. What was
once a space to elevate marginalized voices has increasingly
become a mechanism for filtering, distorting, or erasing non-
dominant discourse.

In Latin America, this shift has been particularly acute.
Movements that once found in social media a rare avenue
to document repression and demand accountability now
confront additional barriers to express their views.

Digital Resistance in the Age of Algorithmic Governance

i

What wasonce a
space toelevate
marginalized voices
has increasingly
become a
mechanism for
filtering, distorting,
orerasing
non-dominant
discourse.

75



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

76

i

By conditioning
which narratives
are allowed to
circulate, these
systems help
shape the limits
of political
imagination.

Navigating algorithmic ambiguity

The exercise of freedom of expression and the protection of
online communities should not be mutually exclusive goals.
Yet automated moderation often turns this tension into
silencing or forces people to speak in code so their struggles
are not erased.

Algorithmic governance does not merely limit what can be
expressed in the present, it narrows the space for envisioning
and articulating more just futures. By conditioning which
narratives are allowed to circulate, these systems help shape
the limits of political imagination. This impact is especially
pronounced when speech, denouncing any form of structural
violence is labeled “inappropriate” and eliminated.

Speeches which call out systemic injustice, inequality, or
state violence are often censored under ambiguous and
inconsistently applied community standards. Human rights
defenders, activists, and journalists are particularly affected,
as their content is flagged as “sensitive” or “dangerous” by
systems that cannot grasp political context or intent. This
creates a hierarchy of discourse that privileges dominant
narratives, while dissenting content is penalized.

“The automated enforcement of moderation policies is
inconsistent when dealing with analogous cases and lacks
contextual understanding, leading to the silencing and self-
censorship of voices, particularly those aiming to expose
systemic and structural violence through sharp,uncomfortable,
or denunciatory language and content”, points out Paloma
Lara-Castro, Public Policy Director at Derechos Digitales®,
who adds that “this is especially pronounced in countries of
the Global Majority, where it is further intensified in critical
social contexts such as protests” Her analysis highlights
how algorithmic decisions not only fail to apply equitable
standards, but also reproduce and reinforce structural biases
that disproportionately affect those exercising their right to
speak from positions of resistance or denunciation. In doing so,
they contribute to the shrinking of civic space online in regions
already facing systemic marginalization.
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Systemic silencing of human rights violations

The Friedrich Ebert Foundation®, a German organization with
decades of experience promoting democracy and human
rights around the world, including through partnerships with
social actors in Latin America, experienced this dynamic
firsthand. For years, the Foundation used Instagram to share
information about social programs and selection processes
across Latin America. One day, the platform blocked its
account for alleged violations of its community standards,
offering no specific explanation. Although the account was
later restored, it was permanently suspended in March 2024,
without warning or a meaningful opportunity to appeal. “We
had to start from scratch. We lost all our reach and followers,”
the team explained.

The alleged violation concerned “account integrity”, a
vague category emblematic of opacity that characterizes
enforcement. “We weren’t even notified,” they added. “We only
realized it when the system stopped recognizing our email” The
foundation now operates with extreme caution, fully aware
that lack of clarity and inconsistency forces them into self-
censorship. They have called for early-warning mechanisms
that allow organizations to amend posts before sanctions are
applied, as well as greater transparency about which rules are
being enforced and why.

The Palestinian case is illustrative of platforms discretion
when applying their standards to silence certain discourses.
Meta’s content moderation policies have long demonstrated
a troubling and consistent pattern of suppressing Palestinian
voices while allowing harmful and inflammatory content
targeting Palestinians who remain online. This practice has
been particularly visible during moments of acute conflict. In
2018, 7amleh, the Arab Center for the Advancement of Social
Media, documented the company’s inequitable moderation
practices in “a landmark report™®. The situation escalated in
2021, when a spike in digital rights violations against Palestinian
content was widely reported. Posts were mass-deleted,
accounts suspended, and entire media outlets shadow-
banned, systematically silencing Palestinian narratives.
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This resonates with Latin American experiences, where
content exposing corruption, police abuse or gender inequality
is frequently flagged or hidden. A similar pattern of silencing
was identified in Chile during the social protests of 2019
when platform community standards were applied to remove
content and accounts documenting and reporting the State
violence against protesters, as documented by Derechos
Digitales® and Datos Protegidos Foundation”. The latter was
able to identify 169 cases of algorithmic silencing including:
difficulties to upload content, deletion of accounts and removal
of publicationsin a period of only nine days. Similar reports were
registered during the massive protests in Colombia in 2021€"
when Karisma Foundation called social media platforms to be
sensitive in their content moderation strategies. This double
standard, that punishes whistleblowing while allowing abuse,
is not a technical error. It is a direct outcome of systems built
without contextual understanding, human rights frameworks,
or accountability. Evidence is censored, but violence remains
in place. Complaints are penalized, but not the structures that
provoke them. By protecting certain narratives and silencing
others, algorithms uphold the status quo and obstruct the
possibilities of social change.

Gendered & Linguistic Exclusions

Experiences shared by organizations, journalists, and activists
reveal that platform standards are not applied uniformly. In
January 2024, Instagram disabled the account of a nonbinary
creator which had spent over seven years creating and
disseminating content on sex education, harm reduction,
and LGBTQ+ rights. The account was disabled without clear
explanation, but coincided with posting about Palestine.
According to Meta, the suspension was due to violations
related to “drugs and weapons,” despite no such content
being published for years. “It was clearly because | spoke
about Palestine”, they wrote when reaching out to Derechos
Digitales to seek support to restore the account, describing a
progressive shadowban of their content and a steep decline in
visibility since October 2023.

The pattern is telling: political expression in support of certain
causes is often flagged as dangerous by automated systems
or hidden moderation practices. As the owner of the Instagram
account explains, “social media has become a space of
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struggle and resistance, but also of injustice and impunity”.
Their testimony, echoed by others who have been censored
for discussing Palestinel®, demonstrates how freedom of
expression online is increasingly shaped by geopolitical
interests and dominant narratives.

In Latin America, this asymmetry has a significant impact on
feminist activism and journalism as well. In another case closely
followed by Derechos Digitales, a developer reported having
her sexual and reproductive rights application removed from
Google Play Storel™, showing that the impacts of algorithmic
management go way beyond social media. Developed to
“reclaim sovereignty of our own bodies [..] and develop new
meanings to the concepts of menstruation and menstrual
health”, the app challenged mainstream discourses about
menstruation and was deemed in violation to Google policies
regarding sexual content. The same policy does not seem to
apply, for instance, to the multiple deep fakes applications
widely used to generate non-consensual sexualized images of
women.

Argentine journalist Luciana Peker puts it bluntly: “women
are on the digital frontlines, and we've always had to put
our bodies on the line’™. In an increasingly hostile digital
environment, journalists who cover gender, reproductive rights,
or feminism face not only coordinated online abuse but also
algorithmic systems that amplify hate and restrict the visibility
of their work. The data is alarming: 80% of women journalists
who have experienced violence online, report limiting their
online participation™, and one in three have changed jobs
or been fired as a result. This is not just an individual issue,
it is structural where, self-censorship becomes a survival
strategy™ in an environment where exposure can lead to
personal and professional harm.

Luciana Peker further warns that digital platforms, in failing to
implement protection protocols for women, are undermining
journalism as a public service. And the concern is broader:
“It’s no longer just a gender issue, it’'s an attack on freedom
of expression.” The International Journalists’ Network™ notes
that content moderation follows hidden rules and shifting
standards. As Forced Migration Review!™ has pointed out, when
marginalized communities reclaim terminology or engage in
denunciatory speech, algorithms are often quicker to remove
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their content than to moderate hate speech directed at them.
This imbalance is particularly severe for refugee and racialized
communities, whose voices are further pushed to the margins.
The opacity not only undermines visibility but also make it
harder to track reports of abuse and erases key information
from activists, organizations, and social movements.

Algorithmic failure to recognize the context of communities in
the Global South, deepens digital exclusion and exacerbates
inequalities in access to public speech, evidencing the urgent
need for a digital public sphere that reflects the plurality of
voices. Research by the Center for Democracy & Technology
(CDT) on content moderation in Quechual® illustrates how
these failures are amplified in non-English and Indigenous
languages in Latin America. Despite Quechua being one of the
most widely spoken Indigenous languages in South America,
the report found that automated moderation tools, particularly
large language models (LLMs), are not trained to understand it,
leading to unjust removals, inconsistent enforcement, and the
spread of abuse. The study highlights that these challenges
are deeply gendered: women who identify as Quechua online
are disproportionately targeted with harassment, while
moderation teams lack the linguistic and cultural expertise to
intervene effectively.

Structural weaponization of platform rules

Intellectual property rules have for long time been used to
silence uncomfortable content, particularly when it exposes
abuse of power or human rights violations and that is also true
for Latin America. This tactic is also evident in the case of Ponte
Jornalismol™, a Brazilian independent outlet investigating
police violence and structural racism. In 2023, they published
reports revealing that instructors at the a police academy
were teaching torture and execution techniques. Videos
documenting these practices were removed from YouTube
following copyright claims filed by the academy. Ironically, their
original videos, glorifying these practices, remained online.

Ponte appealed, but now faces the risk of having their entire
channel suspended if further claims are submitted. The
Brazilian Association of Investigative Journalism (Abraji) has
raised concern over the dangerous precedent this sets: when
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intellectual property is systematically prioritized over public
interest and access to information, press freedom is severely
compromised. Still in Brazil, Intervozes™, a collective that
defends the right to communication reported the abusive
removal of a video denouncing misrepresentation of women
in TV shows due to copyright infringement. No consideration
regarding fair use was taken into account for the removal of
productions that advanced critical reflection about human
rights.Similar cases multiply affecting activism with automated
removal ignoring local and international copyright norms.

In the hands of the powerful, platforms’ rules to enforce
copyright become the law, and their tools are used to erase
evidence, silence dissent, and reinforce silence. It is increasingly
evident that platform moderation policies are far from neutral.
In the absence of clear protections for journalists and civil
society, copyright enforcement can become a convenient
excuse to suppress content. The situation is so alarming that
law enforcement agencies have even learned to weaponize
copyright protections themselves.

A striking example was documented in California, United
States, where police reportedly used copyrighted music to
block the dissemination of videos documenting abuse. As a
response, Latin American organizations are experimenting with
collective archives to preserve censored content, building local
platformsthat operate outside corporate control,and engaging
in litigation to demand transparency and accountability from
global companies. They claim for algorithmic transparency for
the Global South on par with the standards already applied in
Europe by the Digital Services Act, or DSA.?% The message is
clear: platforms need to explain how they moderate content,
under what criteria, and with what biases. This demand is
not technical, it is political. It's about defending freedom of
expression, and also protecting the political, cultural, and social
issues that are being erased by automated systems.

Users' voices against algorithmic silencing

Language is where the power of social struggle resides: to name
violence, demand rights, and preserve collective memory. But
that same power is read as a threat by automated systems
governed by inconsistently applied rules that ignore political,

Digital Resistance in the Age of Algorithmic Governance

i

Language is where
the power of social
struggle resides:
to name violence,
demand rights, and
preserve collective
memory. But that
same power is
read as a threat

by automated
systems governed
by inconsistently
applied rules that
ignore political,

81



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

82

i

Individuals and
collectives have
developed strategies
to circumvent
censorship by
distorting words

or using symbols
and euphemisms.

On platforms like
TikTok, YouTube,

or Instagram, it is
common to see
expressions like
“4bu$e,” “sulcide,” or
“unalive.” This tactic,
known as ‘algospeak’.

educational, or cultural intent. In response, individuals and
collectives have developed strategies to circumvent censorship
by distorting words or using symbols and euphemisms. On
platforms like TikTok, YouTube, or Instagram, it is common to
see expressions like “4buSe,” “sulclde;” or “unalive.” This tactic,
known as ‘algospeak’™, is not just a creative strategy, it is a
form of resistance within a system that routinely penalizes the
discussion of uncomfortable truths. Algospeak is a result of
creativity and resistance in an environment that redefines what
can be said, imposes automated controls, and reorganizes
what is considered socially relevant. The consequences are not
only individual: they affect what can be remembered, what is
collectively understood, and how communities tell their stories
and demands.

Automated systems that penalize words without context force
activists to reshape how they speak. Many of the terms flagged
by algorithms have taken years to be defined and legitimize
within social movements. Being unable to name things as they
are weakens the message and fragments collective memory. It
threatens the heart of what Latin American democracies had
to build to overcome a history of authoritarianism and abuse
“the very right to truth and memory”2.

The underlying issue is that algorithms centralized in few giant
corporations fail to understand context. As one TikTok user
explained: “Al systems struggle to grasp the intent behind
a word.” This technical limitation becomes a mechanism of
structural silencing, especially for complex issues like health,
sexual education, or human rights. Another user added: “If a
video includes sensitive language, a human should evaluate
its context” Although human moderation is key, it is also
far from perfect. In fact, the different lawsuits regarding the
“precarious working conditions”® of content moderators
also highlight the lack of proper training needed to enforce
platform policies consistently, often leaving the process up to
the individual judgment of each person human moderating.
As a result of moderation being automated, and human
moderation conducted in precarious conditions, educational
content on sexual health has been removed, and posts using
terms like “blood” have been penalized. “Prohibiting certain
words creates a taboo around crucial topics” one user noted,
emphasizing that algorithmic censorship doesn’t merely
delete content, it reshapes the boundaries of public discourse.
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Such an environment may result in a reality where those who
understand the codes may avoid censorship while those who
don’t, remain excluded® Digital Future Society warns that
activists, content creators, and journalists are being forced to
constantly reinvent their language to remain visible in a system
dominated by algorithmic opacity®.

When language must be constantly altered to avoid censorship,
it becomes harder to build shared meaning and ensure
accessibility. While adapting is necessary, it has limits. How
much can we reshape language before it loses its meaning?
What happens to those who can't decode algospeak?
Whose voices are systematically excluded from the digital
conversation?

Naming things clearly is a political act. Calling realities by their
names, without euphemisms, is itself a form of resistance.
Reclaiming algorithmic language does not mean normalizing
it. It means making visible a system that silences. Some
organizations have begun building collective resources to
decode this language, such as the ‘Algospeak Dictionary’?®
developed by the Digital Rights Collective for Sexual and
Reproductive Health. Democratizing these tools is essential so
that more people can participate in resistance.

Building pathways of resistance

Resistance is about creating alternatives that embody different
values. Latin American collectives are also experimenting with
decentralized technologies and feminist servers that place
care and community above profit. Communities are migrating
to hybrid models that blend traditional media with fediverse
platforms, ensuring that local struggles are not algorithmically
buried. Cooperatives of journalists are joining forces to publish
in distributed networks where content cannot be unilaterally
removed by corporations. These are not futuristic dreams
but concrete practices already happening across the region.
Practices that point toward an internet where freedom of
expression is not contingent on opaque standards but on
collective governance. These practices are deeply rooted in the
region’s history of grassroots organizing, echoing past struggles
where communities built their own media and communication
channels to bypass censorship and ensure their stories were
heard.
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Itis urgentto build and support networks that are not subject to
corporate interests. Decentralized platforms like the fediverse,
community media, digital cooperatives, and alliances between
civil society organizations offer alternatives to preserve
our stories and sustain collective memory. Resistance also
means protecting spaces where our words are not silenced
by opaque algorithms and reclaiming our right to develop
alternative technologies. Words matter. And when we write
them in full, even when they’re uncomfortable or challenging,
we affirm that some truths cannot be contained, not even by
an algorithm. Recovering, protecting, and defending language
is an urgent task for those working toward a more just internet.
In an era of automation and silent censorship, reclaiming the
right to name is also reclaiming the right to exist. Adaptation
is not enough. We must transform the digital environment
so our words never have to hide. Content moderation must
move beyond punitive approaches and be reimagined as a
form of participatory governance, one that is accountable
to the communities it affects and that centers freedom of
expression, dignity, and equity as fundamental principles, not
as optional considerations.
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CHAPTER5

Platformed Lives: Technology,
Accountability, and the Reshaping of
Everyday Work

By Carina Singh, Khush Vachharajani and Rakshita Swamy

Over 90% of India’s workforce remains informal, characterized
by low wages, insecure employment, and a near-total
absence of social security protections. While precarity has
intensified and real wages have stagnated over the past few
years, a complex architecture of digital technologies has also
been introduced into the everyday lives of workers. These
technologies demand not only empirical scrutiny but also
critical reflection grounded in the principles of natural justice,
social accountability, and workers’ rights. Initiatives such as
Aadhaar, the Unified Payments Interface (UPI), Direct Benefit
Transfer (DBT) systems, facial recognition technologies, and
the broader imagination of IndiaStack have been central to
this digital reform project.

While presented asinstruments of modernization,transparency,
and inclusion, theiremergence cannot be understood purely as
a domestic policy shift. Rather, India’s digitization push reflects
a transnational convergence of state ambition, international
financial influence, corporate and philanthropic interests.
International financial institutions such as the World Bank,
along with global philanthropies including the Gates and Ford
Foundations, have promoted digital identity and interoperable
data systems as efficient, “leak-proof” mechanisms for welfare
delivery and financial inclusion. Simultaneously, domestic
industry networks and policy entrepreneurs, most notably the
India Software Product Industry Roundtable (iSPIRT) designed
the technical architectures and policy frameworks that
legitimize the integration of private actors into public service
delivery.

This coalition has rapidly produced near-universal biometric
identification, centralised welfare transfers through the
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DBT framework, and an expanding ecosystem of API-driven
services under the IndiaStack. Both state and private actors
interchangeably drop loaded terms like “transparency”,
“efficiency”, “accountability”, “freedom”, “flexibility” and
“innovation” in the name of public welfare and social good. Yet
it has also normalized a new political economy of welfare, one
in which public goods are reimagined as digital infrastructure,
employer-employee relationships are mediated through
digital platforms, and the boundaries between justifications
for inclusion, surveillance, and exclusion become increasingly
blurred.

Positioning technology as both the means and the end
of governance reform, the state and its private partners
have advanced a set of recurring justifications for these
interventions. Six stated intentions, in particular, have framed
the deployment of digital systems across labour and welfare
domains:

Legitimacy and Targeting - to ensure that entitlements
reach the “correct” person and eliminate fraud
Efficiency and Convenience - to reduce bureaucratic
friction and deliver services directly “at the door step”

- Transparency and Accountability - to use data to track
performance and curb corruption
Flexibility and Autonomy - to empower individuals
through choice
Inclusion and Empowerment - to integrate the poor into
formal digital and financial systems

+  Innovation and Modernization - to establish India as a
global model of digital public infrastructure and “unlock”
value and potential.

The following sections interrogate these narratives by
examining how digital infrastructures, across MGNREGA,
platform-based gig work, and street vending reshape access
to livelihoods and entitlements, redefine accountability,
and reconfigure the social contract between labour, state,
and society at large. It fundamentally reconstitutes how
workers access livelihoods, how entitlements flow, and where
accountability resides when systems fail.
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MGNREGA: The State's Laboratory for Plug-
ging Technology at Scale

MGNREGA, the world’s largest public employment guarantee
programme spending about 12 billion USD annually is
implemented through an integrated management information
system (MIS) called NREGASoft. Intended as a tool for
transparency and accountability, its pathbreaking potential lay
in the public investment that was channeled towards building
a real-time, transaction-based digital platform that would not
only help administer all aspects of the programme but also
disclose crucial information relating to job card registration,
muster roll issuance, wage payments and so on. In the process,
however, the State has also managed to selectively shape it as
a tool to manipulate information and deny workers their rights
guaranteed by law.

For instance, the MGNREG Act provides for compensation to
be paid to workers if wages are delayed beyond the statutory
period of 15 days, wherein Stage 1 (8 days) involves generation
of the Fund Transfer Order (FTO) by the State Government and
Stage 2 (7 days) involves processing of the FTO and payment
of wages by the Central Government. The MIS, though, has
been coded in a manner that the completion of Stage 1 i.e.,
FTO generation, is misleadingly shown as payment of wages
to the worker. Only Stage 1delays, which is the responsibility of
the State Government, are publicly visible on the MIS. Whereas
delays in Stage 2, which involves the actual crediting of wages
into the worker's account and is the responsibility of the
Central Government, are neither calculated nor displayed. The
misrepresentation is deliberately built into the system to hide
the liability of the Central Government from the public.

Similarly for unemployment allowance, which is statutorily
mandated to be paid if work is not provided within 15 days of
a worker demanding it. Yet again, the MIS has been selectively
engineered to calculate and show unemployment allowance
in respect of only those workers whom it has actually been
paid to, despite there being other workers who may be eligible
but have not been paid. Given both work demand and muster
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rolls are administered through the MIS, this could have been
easily automated and computed to ensure workers are paid
their statutory dues, but the omission is by design to escape
accountability. In addition to the denial of wages, the MIS
has also been employed to deny the right to work itself, as
evidenced by the arbitrary cap of 20 open works per Panchayat
introduced on NREGASoft from July 2022. A work is considered
“open” until all processes relating to it have been completed,
including wage payment, material costs etc. This technical
intervention leads to workers being denied work under NREGA,
given the MIS does not allow for new muster rolls to be issued
if there are already twenty open works in the Panchayat.
Moreover, it goes against the principles of decentralisation and
democratic participation fundamental to MGNREGA, wherein
works are to be planned and executed at the Panchayat level
in consultation with the Gram Sabha based on local needs.
But the imposition of the 20-works ceiling undermines the
authority of the Gram Sabha, diminishes the role of the people
in providing for their infrastructural needs, and makes NREGA a
top-down scheme at the behest of the government in power.

Two other technologies introduced in the name of “citizen
oversight” and “preventing fraud” in MGNREGA are digital
attendance through the National Mobile Monitoring System
(NMMS) and wage payment using the Aadhaar-Based Payment
System (ABPS). NMMS requires time-stamped, geo-tagged
photos to be uploaded from the worksite twice a day (minimum
fourhours apart) as evidence of workers’attendance, which can
be a herculean task in remote rural areas having poor internet
infrastructure and low digital literacy. Previously, MGNREGA
attendance was captured by Mates on physical muster rolls
which enabled workers to inspect the muster rolls before
signing or putting their thumbprint on it. But with attendance
now being recorded solely through the NMMS app, accessible
only through the Mates’login, it has effectively done away with
workers’ oversight altogether.

The absence of physical muster rolls also means workers
do not have any proof of the actual number of workdays
completed by them, or worse, they themselves are not aware
of discrepancies in their attendance. ABPS, on the other hand,
involves a cumbersome process of seeding the worker’s job
card and bank account with Aadhaar as well as connecting their
bank account with the NPCI mapper. This involves meeting
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stringent KYC requirements where even minor discrepancies
in spelling of names, addresses etc. lead to failure. Thousands
of workers have not been paid for work done by them either
due to their attendance not being marked on NMMS or for
not being ABPS-compliant. Moreover, ABPS has resulted in
widespread deletion of job cards, with 9 crore workers’ names
deleted since 2022.

Street Vendors and Digital Dispossession in the
Informal Economy

Street vending sustains the urban economy and provides
livelihoods to millions who remain excluded from formal
employment. Recognizing this, the Street Vendors (Protection
of Livelihood and Regulation of Street Vending) Act, 2014 was
a landmark victory, one that codified the right to vending
and institutionalized participatory governance through
Town Vending Committees (TVCs). The law’s spirit is rooted
in inclusion, decentralization, and democratic oversight. Yet,
across India, its implementation remains mired in bureaucratic
opacity and administrative inertia.

In Meghalaya, the Greater Shillong Progressive Hawkers
and Street Vendors Association (GSPHSVA) has been at the
forefront of efforts to ensure that this progressive legislation
is realized in both letter and spirit. Representing vendors in the
Town Vending Committee, the association has long advocated
for transparent and accountable systems-especially for
conducting the in-situ survey, the first and most crucial step
in identifying existing vendors and recognizing their legal right
to livelihood. Historically, this process has been fraught with
manipulation, exclusion, and administrative chaos. To address
these challenges, the Association supported the idea of a digitall
survey that could ensure accuracy, legitimacy, and real-time
accountability through features such as acknowledgement
receipts, unique tracking numbers, and public disclosure of
survey results.

However, the promise of this digital intervention quickly
unraveled. Despite a public expenditure of nearly Rs 10 lakh,
the survey system failed to generate even the most basic
transparency tools. No real-time receipts were issued, no
tracking numbers were assigned, and most critically, the full
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survey data was never disclosed. Instead, local authorities
uploaded only a partial list of “eligible vendors”, without
explaining the criteria for eligibility or the grounds for exclusion.
This violated the core provision of the Street Vendors Act, which
mandates that all existing vendors identified in the survey are
to be issued certificates of vending and accommodated in
vending zones. Out of 1,400 vendors surveyed in-situ across
Shillong, only 760 were arbitrarily deemed eligible. This was an
act of digital erasure that disenfranchised nearly 50% of those
who were officially documented.

The consequences have been immediate and devastating.
In Police Bazaar, one of Shillong’s oldest and most vibrant
heritage markets, nearly 100 hawkers, about a quarter of those
surveyed have already been evicted for not possessing vending
certificates, despite being recorded in the digital survey.
Similar patterns are emerging elsewhere, in Laitumkhrah, the
projections suggest that as many as 82% of surveyed vendors
risk eviction if this exclusionary model continues.

The administration has consistently invoked the “digital
sanctity” of the system to justify these exclusions, claiming
that errors are impossible because the survey was conducted
online. This faith in technological infallibility has enabled a
dangerous abdication of responsibility. There are no parallel
non-digital processes for claims, objections, or grievance
redressal effectively denying vendors the right to be heard, a
fundamental principle of naturaljustice. Instead of empowering
hawkers with a verifiable digital footprint, the system has
produced an opaque database that dictates their eligibility to
exist in public space. The outcome is a stark inversion of the
Act’s intent.

What was meant to protect livelihoods has instead become
an instrument of digital dispossession. Street vendors, already
among the most precarious urban workers, now face new
threats to their survival, mediated not through the visible
apparatus of state coercion but through the silent authority of
a database. The digital survey in Shillong exemplifies how the
language of transparency and efficiency can be weaponized
to obscure injustice, displace accountability, and erase entire
communities from the right to work with dignity.
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Platform-Based Gig Work:
The lllusion of Freedom

While the above examples illustrate the use of publicly-funded
IT systems to violate the letter of the law, digital platforms are
also being projected as enablers of autonomy and flexibility
as in the case of platform-based gig work. This is a digitally-
mediated work relationship touted to be a blessing for the
unemployed asitenables freedom,flexibility and choice to work
on one’s own terms. Sign in and take up a “gig” whenever you
like, and ‘get off’ the platform when you don’t wish to work. But
the truth could not be further. Platform aggregators frequently
perpetuate traditional mechanisms of labor exploitation once
the domain of contractors and factory owners, be it arbitrary
wage-cuts, withholding critical information or penalising
collective action. A vast, historically marginalized workforce
now encounters these familiar challenges through modern
veneers like application-based interfaces and performance
ratings.

Algorithms designed by platform aggregators enable them to
control and discipline workers, to ensure that they follow the
companies’ rules and cooperate with customers. They do so
in two key ways, “nudge” workers to perform actions that are
profitable for the company and use threats of suspension or
deactivation of workers’ accounts and penalties to prevent
workers from acting against the platform-companies’
protocols and policies. Documented evidence and protests
against algorithms designed to surveil, manipulate, inhibit
worker autonomy and control, build opaqueness, build in
bias and discrimination have started to emerge. In response,
the movement for gig worker rights has rightly focused on
demanding transparency and unveiling the realities concealed
by digital systems.

Conclusion: The Reconfiguration of Power

The above examples demonstrate how digital technologies
are being used to redraw lines of access and dignity between
the poor and the powerful. In each of these instances,
databases, algorithms, and digital platforms play a central role
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in recalibrating work relations, only to further entrench power
in the hands of those who already possess it. Beyond specific
instances of harm, these systems reshape societal relations,
redistribute economic resources, and erode the democratic
fabric of governance.

Databases that monitor and control people’s engagement
with public services, from the cradle to the grave, confer
immense power upon those who design and administer
them. The digitization of birth and death registration, social
security pensions, public hospitals, and welfare programs
has centralized authority in the state, while adequate legal
safeguards remain absent. Digital technologies amplify
exploitation by depersonalizing public service delivery and
obscuring accountability. When confronted with systemic
failures, public officials routinely displace blame onto
algorithms or data systems, suggesting that the technology
itselfis at fault. Thisinversion of responsibility places the burden
of proof on marginalized citizens, who must demonstrate the
harms inflicted upon them by systems they neither designed
nor consented to. The architecture thus encodes top-down,
technocratic visions of governance, efficiency, transparency,
financial inclusion, while enabling unprecedented surveillance,
new pathways of exclusion, and a diffusion of accountability
that undermines worker agency.

Yet this trajectory is neither inevitable nor irreversible. Across
India, workers and collectives are reclaiming digital tools
for democratic accountability and social justice, through
initiatives such as the Jan Soochna Portal in Rajasthan, the
Sand Mining Watch archives, the Coastal Resource Centre’s
geospatial monitoring, and emerging “Early Warning Systems”
against land grabbing in the Western Ghats. Legislative
developments across states like Rajasthan, Karnataka, Bihar,
and Jharkhand, which seek to secure the rights of platform-
based gig workers, similarly demonstrate the transformative
potential of technology when conceptualized and governed by
those it is meant to serve. Provisions such as auto-registration,
transparent calculation of social security contributions, real-
time disclosure of algorithmic decisions, and worker-led
governance models illustrate how digital infrastructures can
be reoriented toward collective empowerment.
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To ensure that such transformations become the norm rather
than the exception, the design, development, and deployment
of digital technologies must be guided by a set of principles
that place people, not data at the center of digital governance.

1.

Rights Before Efficiency: Every digital system must uphold
constitutional values of dignity, equality, and justice over
the pursuit of administrative or technological efficiency.
Lawful and Transparent Mandate: No digital infrastructure
should function without clear legislative authorization,
transparent purpose, and public oversight.

Participation and Co-Governance: Workers, citizens, and
collectives must be active participants in the design,
testing, and governance of technologies that affect their
rights and livelihoods.

Accountability by Design: Each digital system must
define who is responsible for errors and harms, provide
accessible grievance redressal, and guarantee reparations
when rights are violated.

Open and Auditable Systems: Algorithms, datasets, and
processes used in welfare and labour governance must be
subject to independent social and technical audits.
Separation of Public and Commercial Interests: Public
welfare technologies must remain free from private profit
motives; data collected for public good cannot be used
for commercial exploitation.

Plural Modes of Access: No service or entitlement should
be exclusively digital. All systems must provide offline
and assisted modes of access, with robust provisions for
grievance redress and human facilitation at every level.
Decentralized Control and Human Oversight: Digital
systems must strengthen - not replace - local institutions
and human decision-making, ensuring that people remain
at the center of technological governance.

Continuous Review and Renewal: All digital infrastructures
must have sunset clauses and periodic public audits
to prevent mission creep and preserve democratic
accountability.
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CHAPTER 6

Reclaiming the Missing Story:
Platform Accountability In Myanmar

By Htaike Aung

Context

When Sarah Wynn-Williams’ book “Careless People” (Wynn-
Williams, 2025) came out, | felt two things at once. Relief,
because Myanmar’s story of digital harm was being recognized
in a global narrative. And unease, because the way it was
written carried familiar traces of omission. Her chapter on
Myanmar is already reaching a wide audience, shaping how
others will understand our history with social media. But the
picture is incomplete.

This is not a book review. | do not want to spend these pages
dissecting her arguments line by line. What | want is to tell the
part of the story that was left out, the one lived by those of us
in Myanmar who were already watching, warning, and working
long before the crisis became front-page news. For me, this is
about memory, responsibility, and care. The omissions in that
chapter reflect a larger pattern: the labor of local communities,
especially in fragile contexts like Myanmar, often gets erased
or reduced to footnotes. Yet we were there from the very
beginning, doing the work of monitoring, documenting, and
sounding alarms.

In the early 2010s, | co-founded the Myanmar ICT for
Development Organization (MIDO), the country’s first digital
rights group. Those were years when Myanmar was only just
stepping into the digital age. We saw both the excitement and
the dangers. Facebook was opening new doors, but it was also
sowing division at a speed we had not seen before. We tried to
make the world listen. Often, it felt like we were speaking into
silence. This essay is my attempt to fill in the missing threads,
not with anger, but with care. Care for memory, for those who
labored unseen, and for the lessons still waiting to be learned.
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Myanmar in Transition

To understand why those years mattered so much, you have
to remember the atmosphere in Myanmar in the early 2010s.
After decades of military rule, the country was taking tentative
steps toward democracy. Political prisoners were being
released. Censorship was relaxed. The outside world flooded in
(journalists, aid workers, investors) each with their own version
of the “opening up of Myanmar.” At the same time, something
else was happening: the internet was arriving almost overnight.
Only a couple of years earlier, a SIM card could cost as much
as $2000-$500 USD. By 2013, prices had started dropping, and
international operators were rushing in. Suddenly, millions of
people were online for the first time. Most of them skipped
desktops entirely and went straight to cheap smartphones. We
called it the shift from No Phone to a Smart Phone country. For
many, Facebook was the internet. It became the place to share
photos, gossip, prayers, political debates. It was intoxicating,
this sudden sense of being connected to one another after
years of isolation. But the speed of adoption outpaced
everything else: laws, media institutions, community norms.

However, it did not take long for Facebook to turn into a
space of fear. Old tensions, ethnic and religious divides that
had simmered for decades, suddenly had new megaphones.
Pages glorified extremist monks and networks. Rumors
of Muslims abducting Buddhist women spread overnight.
Content designed to provoke outrage found eager audiences.
From the beginning, many of us in civil society saw what was
coming. This was not just random chatter. It was coordinated,
systematic, and amplified by the very design of the platform. A
rumor posted in one township could jump across the country
in hours, landing in communities that had never even met the
people they were being told to fear.

We started warning as early as 2012. We reached out to
Facebook. We documented examples and tried to explain why
content moderation could not be outsourced to users alone.
What outsiders often dismissed as “a digital literacy issue” was,
for us, clearly tied to platform incentives, weak moderation
in Burmese, and deep historical fault lines being exploited
through new tools. By 2013, the risks were flashing red. The
violence in Meiktila that March, where dozens were killed and
thousands displaced, was preceded by waves of online posts
spreading dehumanizing language and inflammatory rumors.
For us, the link was undenia
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The Early Warning

MIDO was born in that tension. In 2012, we set out to build
Myanmar’s first digital rights organization. At the start, our
focus was broad: digital literacy, access, freedom of expression
online. But very quickly, our work also began to focus on the
darker side of Myanmar’s sudden connectivity. We started
tracking Facebook. Every day, we saw how hate speech spread
faster than anything else. We saw which pages were driving
divisions. We saw how narratives targeting Muslims and the
Rohingya community traveled with frightening speed. We tried
to respond. We supported journalists and youth groups to
recognize and counter hate speech. We published our findings.
We reached out to Facebook with translations and examples,
trying to explain what was happening. But the scale was
overwhelming. Posts went viral in hours; our reports took days.

What made it harder was the silence. Platforms rarely replied,
or sent us stock answers about reporting mechanisms.
International researchers visited Yangon, wrote papers about
Myanmar’s “Facebook revolution,” but rarely cited or credited
the local civil society that had been monitoring the risks since
day one. We were not just “users” of the platform. We were
investigators, monitors, first responders. But to the outside
world, we remained background characters, not experts in
those first few years.

The Missing Story

I remmember the 2013 Internet Governance Forum.That is where
I met Sarah Wynn-Williams. We spoke briefly about Myanmar’s
fragile online space. Later, | sent emails outlining our concerns
in more detail: how hate speech was spreading, how Facebook
was already playing a dangerous role.

Back home, the ground was shifting quickly. The Meiktila
violence confirmed our worst fears. Online dehumanization
had translated into real-world bloodshed. At MIDO, our team
was scrambling. We built systems to monitor hate speech. We
saved screenshots before posts disappeared. We translated
Burmese content into English for outsiders who could not read
it. We trained volunteers to spot and flag dangerous narratives.
We stayed up late, drafting emails to Facebook staff, trying
to get urgent posts taken down. Most of the time, we heard
nothing back. And when replies came, they felt perfunctory:
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“report more content,” or “this is about digital literacy” But
we were aware that, it was the design of the platform itself:
algorithms were rewarding outrage, Burmese-language
moderation barely existed, and a company was unwilling to
invest in local expertise. However, we were invisible in the global
conversation. International researchers described Myanmar
with sweeping metaphors, painting it as exotic or unknowable.
Meanwhile, those of us living inside it were already waist-deep
in the work of documenting and resisting digital harm.

The emotional toll is harder to describe. We scrolled through
endless content of hate, often directed at people we knew.
We felt the weight of knowing those words, as they had
the potential of inciting violence, and sometimes they did.
Therefore, civil society groups started sharing strategies,
building networks, training journalists, and engaging religious
leaders. We believed the internet could still be a space for
dialogue if shaped responsibly. Looking back, those years
were a constant race, hate was spreading faster than we were
able to document, warnings were being ignored until, global
narratives were talking about Myanmar’s case as cautionary
tale, without acknowledging the people who tried to prevent it.

That is why omissions hurt. They have the potential of hinting
that the crisis came from nowhere, as if nobody saw it coming.
When | read global accounts that do not include our voices, |
think about how stories travel. A book in London or New York
gets picked up in classrooms, cited in policy debates, retold in
news articles. Soon, that version becomes the version. That is
why narrative omission becomes important. It erases the labor
of those who did the hard, messy work. And it misleads future
readers into thinking nothing could have been done, that
harm was sudden and inevitable. But the truth is, harm was
not inevitable. Recognizing that matters, not just for justice
in Myanmar’s story, but for the next country where platforms
dismiss local voices until it is too late. For me, narrative
responsibility is part of accountability. Just as platforms must
take responsibility for the systems they build, authors and
researchers must take responsibility for the stories they tell.
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Conclusion:

| am writing this piece to correct, to remember, and to care.
Careless People will continue to be widely read, and it will
shape how Myanmar’s digital crisis is remembered. My hope
is that by sharing our side of the story, readers will see a fuller
picture, one where Myanmar is not just an exotic backdrop, but
a place where people were urgently documenting, warning, and
resisting.

Even after those early days, we did not stop. In 2018, civil
society groups in Myanmar sent an open letter to Mark
Zuckerberg, pointing out that Facebook had failed to act on
the very hate speech we had been fighting for years and also
how they were taking credit for the work of us. We are still
resisting, still documenting, still demanding accountability to
platforms. The danger we face is not only violence under the
coup, but also being erased from the story, our warnings, our
resistance, and our accountability work slipping out of the
international narratives. That is why we need to be deliberate
with our narratives. By reclaiming the missing stories, | hope to
honor the work of Myanmar’s digital rights community and to
remind us that stories matter. How we tell them matters even
more.
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CHAPTER7

The Gig Economy and Platform Workers:
A View from the Ground

By Shaik Salauddin

The Telangana Gig and Platform Workers’ Union (TGPWU), in
partnership with Digital Empowerment Foundation (DEF), has
launched a process of co-building and seeking endorsement
for a comprehensive Citizen Mandate in course of DEF’s
flagship annual summit, the Digital Citizen Summit 2025. DCS
is being held at T-hub, Hyderabad, between 14-15th November
2025 in partnership with Government of Telangana, T-Hub
and Centre for Development Policy and Practice, Hyderabad,
urging state and national authorities to ensure social security,
fair wages, and collective bargaining rights for gig workers. The
Mandate aims to amplify workers’ voices across digital labour-
based platforms, demanding recognition and justice in the
digital economy. This chapter is an excerpt from an Interview
taken of Shaik Salauddin, Founder President, Telangana Gig
and Platform Workers Union (TGPWU) by the Research Team
from Digital Empowerment Foundation.

The conversation around platforms and people remains
incomplete withoutdeliberating on the fact that gig
workers are classified as partners instead of employees.
According to you, how does this allow platforms to
escape accountability for wages, benefits, and social
security?

In India, app-based platforms such as Ola, Uber, Swiggy,
Zomato, Amazon, and Urban Company classify their workers
as “independent contractors” or “partners” rather than
employees. This terminology is not accidental, rather a
deliberate legal and business strategy designed to avoid
responsibility for fair wages, social security, and workplace
protections. By calling workers “partners,” platforms shift all
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operational risks onto the individuals who actually perform the
labour while retaining total control over pricing, access to work,
and incentives. The so-called partnership is deeply unequal. A
genuine partnership implies shared decision making, profit-
sharing, and autonomy over work. In reality, platform workers
have none of these. Algorithms decide when and where they
can work, what rates they are paid, and whether they will
be penalized or deactivated. Drivers and delivery workers
cannot negotiate their pay, contest unfair ratings, or appeal
suspensions easily. Yet they are responsible for fuel, vehicle
maintenance, insurance, and other expenses—essentially
subsidizing the business models of billion-dollar companies.
This misclassification has far-reaching implications. It enables
platforms to evade the payment of Employees’ Provident Fund
(EPF), Employees’ State Insurance (ESI), gratuity, paid leave,
maternity benefits, and accident compensation. It also denies
workers the protection of the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 and
the Minimum Wages Act, 1948, which safeguard workers’ rights
to fair remuneration and collective bargaining.

The result is a situation of “wage-less growth” where digital
platforms thrive and expand, while the very people powering
them live with economic insecurity and debt. From the union’s
perspective, we view this as a form of disguised employment.
Platforms exercise employer-like control without accepting
employer-like responsibility. Across jurisdictions, from the UK
to California, courts and regulators are increasingly recognizing
this contradiction and reclassifying gig workers as employees
or “dependent contractors” India too must move in this
direction, to ensure that digital innovation does not come at
the cost of basic labour rights.

Given that workers often face sudden income and
incentive changes due to unclear algorithms,what forms
of transparency are needed to make these systems fair?

Algorithmic management has replaced human supervisors in
the gig economy, but it has done so without accountability
or transparency. Workers wake up one morning to find their
per-order rates reduced, incentives slashed, or working zones
altered without any notice or explanation. This opacity fuels
insecurity and mistrust. As part of the union, we feel, to create
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fairness, algorithmic transparency is essential in at least three
dimensions:

a. Transparency in pay determination: Workers must have
access to clear information on how their earnings are
calculated as in what portion goes to the platform, what
deductions are made, and how dynamic pricing or surge rates
apply. Currently, workers have no visibility into the “black box”
of fare computation. A driver may complete ten trips under
similar conditions and still find different payments for each,
with no explanation. We demand that platforms publish a
standardized and comprehensible pay formula accessible
within worker apps.

b.Transparency in performance evaluation and ratings: Ratings
are used to control workers’ behaviour and determine access
to jobs, incentives, and even continued employment. Yet these
systems often amplify customer bias or technical glitches. A
single low rating, possibly from a customer with unrealistic
expectations, can damage a worker’s livelihood. Platforms
must disclose how ratings are weighted, provide workers the
right to contest unfair reviews, and ensure that no automated
decision like “deactivation” is taken without human oversight.

c. Transparency in work allocation and disciplinary actions: The
allocation of orders or rides, as well as decisions on suspension
or termination, should be subject to clear, appealable rules.
Currently, workers are often “logged out” or “temporarily
blocked” without explanation, effectively fired by an algorithm.
Fairness demands that such decisions be transparent,
accompanied by written notice and an opportunity to appeal
through a grievance redressal mechanism. At IFAT and TGPWU,
we advocate for Algorithmic Accountability Guidelines as part
of India’s digital labour regulations. Platforms must be required
to disclose the logic behind automated decisions, ensure
fairness audits, and involve worker representatives in the
design of incentive systems. Without algorithmic transparency,
the promise of technology-driven empowerment will remain
hollow.

The Gig Economy and Platform Workers: A View from the Ground

i

Platforms
mustdisclose
how ratings

are weighted,
provide workers
theright to
contest unfair
reviews, and
ensure that

no automated
decision like
“deactivation” is
taken without
human oversight.

107



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

i

Ourexperience
shows that platforms
are generally
unresponsive and
defensive when it
comes to worker
demands. They
engage with
government agencies
and investors readily,
but not with the
workers who make
their profits possible.

108

From your union’s experience, how responsive are
platforms when workers demand accountability, and
what tactics have proven most effective in pushing
back?

Ourexperience showsthat platformsare generally unresponsive
and defensive when it comes to worker demands. They engage
with government agencies and investors readily, but not with
the workers who make their profits possible. Most grievances,
whether about unfair deactivation, delayed payments, or
incentive cutsare handled through automated chatbots
or customer service centers that provide no meaningful
resolution. However, through years of organizing, we have
learned that collective pressure works, even in the digital
economy. Platforms may ignore individuals, but they cannot
ignore thousands of voices united under a common demand.

The Telangana Gig and Platform Workers Union (TGPWU) has
successfully used a mix of strategies:

«  Public campaigns and protests: Peaceful protests,
press conferences, and social media campaigns such
as #SelfieWithSeatBelt and #RejectUnfairlncentives
#MakeAmazonPay #Driverlifematters #NoAC Campaign
#BoyCottAirport #LowFareNoAir etc. have drawn public
and media attention to worker issues, forcing platforms
to respond.

Engagement with government departments: By bringing
evidence and testimonies directly to the Labour
Department, Transport Department, and now to legislative
committees, we have ensured that worker concerns reach
policymakers who can hold platforms accountable.

Legal advocacy: Through IFAT, we have filed petitions
before various High Courts and the Supreme Court
seeking recognition of gig workers as employees and
inclusion under social security laws. Litigation has become
an important tool to challenge corporate impunity.

Solidarity and education: We invest heavily in building
unity among drivers and delivery workers through training
sessions, WhatsApp groups, and district-level meetings.
An informed worker base is harder to exploit. Platforms
often respond only when public or regulatory pressure

The Gig Economy and Platform Workers: A View from the Ground



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

mounts. For example, after sustained advocacy, Ola and
Uber agreed to introduce in-app emergency buttons and
basic accident insurance—small but meaningful victories
achieved through collective struggle. Yet, the overall
responsiveness remains minimal. Hence, we are now
focusing on institutional mechanisms, such as mandatory
representation of worker unions in state-level gig worker
welfare boards, to ensure ongoing dialogue.

Do existing labour codes and government regulations
adequately protect gig and platform workers, or are
urgent policy reforms needed?

India’s new Code on Social Security, 2020 was a step in the
right direction, it recognizes “gig workers” and “platform
workers” as distinct categories for the first time. However, the
Code’s provisions remain vague and unenforceable. It does not
grant gig workers the status of employees or ensure binding
employer contributions to social security. Instead, it creates a
voluntary framework dependent on the goodwill of platforms
and the discretion of the government.

The Code envisages a Social Security Fund financed through
a 1-2% contribution from aggregators’ annual turnover, but
the rules for collection, management, and distribution are still
pending implementation in most states. Without a functioning
mechanism, the recognition of gig and Platform workers
remains symbolic.

We need a comprehensive legislative framework that moves
beyond token acknowledgment and guarantees concrete
rights. Key reforms should include:

1. Employee Status or Dependent Worker Category: Recognize
gig workers as “dependent contractors” entitled to minimum
wages, social security, and the right to unionize.

2. Mandatory Social Security Contributions: Enforce a joint
contribution model where platforms contribute a fixed
percentage toward workers’ provident fund, insurance, and
pensions.
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3. Fair Contracts: Standardize terms of service to prevent
unilateral changes by platforms and include clauses for
dispute resolution.

4. Representation and Grievance Boards: Establish state-
level Gig and Platform Worker Welfare Boards with elected
worker representatives to oversee implementation of welfare
schemes.

5. Data Transparency and Worker Rights: Recognize data
generated by workers as a form of labour and protect their
digital rights, including access to performance and earnings
data.

Some states, like Rajasthan and Karnataka, have already
proposed progressive bills to regulate platform work and
ensure social security coverage. Telangana has also initiated
consultations with stakeholders, including TGPWU and [FAT,
toward drafting a policy framework. These are encouraging
developments, but national-level implementation remains
essential to ensure uniformity and prevent exploitation across
state borders.

Platforms often claim about creating jobs and
opportunities. But when you look at the everyday lived
realities of gig workers in Telangana and India, does that
narrative really hold up?

That is correct, platform companies are often found claiming
that they are “creating jobs” and “empowering youth with
flexible opportunities” On the surface, this narrative sounds
appealing, especially in a country where unemployment and
underemployment are chronic issues. However, the lived
reality of gig workers in Telangana and across India tells a very
different story. When platforms first entered the Indian market
around 2013-2015, they offered attractive incentives and high
earnings to rapidly expand their workforce. Many drivers and
delivery partners took loans to purchase vehicles, believing
they were entering a path of upward mobility. Initially, monthly
incomes ranged between Rs.40,000- Rs.70,000, enough to
support families and repay debts. But as platforms achieved
market dominance, incentive structures were systematically
reduced. Today, after deducting fuel costs, commissions, and
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maintenance, most drivers take home less than Rs. 15,000-
Rs.20,000 per month, often below minimum wage levels.
Flexibility, another major selling point, has also proven illusory.
In practice, workers are compelled to work 12-14 hours a day
to earn a subsistence income. Algorithms penalize inactivity or
trip rejection, pushing workers into a state of digital servitude.
The supposed freedom of “choosing your hours” has turned into
the compulsion of “working endlessly to survive”” In Telangana,
we see these contradictions daily. Many gig and Platform
workers struggle with loan defaults, mental stress, and health
issues due to long working hours and lack of social protection.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, platforms abandoned workers
almost overnight, no earnings, no safety equipment, and no
support. It was only through the collective efforts of unions
and civil society that emergency relief reached some of them.

This experience exposed the myth of platform benevolence.
These are not job-creation platforms, in fact they are digital
intermediaries that extract labour value without employment
responsibility. The real contribution of platforms lies not in
generating secure livelihoods but in making labour into an
on-demand commodity. That said, gig work can indeed offer
opportunities if governed fairly. Digital platforms have the
potential to connect workers to demand efficiently, reduce
barriers to entry, and promote entrepreneurship. But this
potential will only be realized when the rules of the game are
fair,and when workers share in the economic value they create.
For that, India will have to adopt a worker-centered vision of
the platform economy, one that prioritizes rights, dignity, and
sustainability over profit maximization of some.

“If you could sum up the message that gig workers in
India are sending to governments and platforms today,
what would it be?”

The struggle of gig and platform workers in India is not only
about wages or benefits, but it is about recognition and
justice. It is about questioning the nature of employment in
the digital age. The platforms’ claim of being “technology
companies” rather than “employers” cannot be used to erase
fundamental labour rights. Our unions, TGPWU in Telangana
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and IFAT nationally, have consistently argued that digital
labour is still labour. Whether work is mediated by an app or a
factory supervisor, the principles of fairness, safety, and social
protection must remain the same. We are calling fora new social
contract in the digital economy, one does not compromise
basic rights under the garb of innovation. Governments
must act decisively at the right moment, platforms must
engage transparently without exploitation, and society must
acknowledge that behind every ride or delivery is a human
being whose work and dignity deserves equal respect. Until
that happens, our organizing will continue. Because the future
of work must not come at the cost of any worker.

The Gig Economy and Platform Workers: A View from the Ground
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CHAPTER S8

When Power Meets Platform:
Zuckerberg's Decision and the
Implications for the Global Majority

By Dr. Arpita Kanjilal
Introduction: Platforms and the Architecture of Truth

In January 2025, Meta Platforms, the parent company of
Facebook, Instagram, and Threads, announced the termination
of its United States third-party fact-checking programme
and introduced a “Community Notes” model that relies on
user-generated contextualisation instead of professional
verification”. While currently limited to the United States,
Meta stated its intent to extend this approach globally.?
This decision marks a significant moment in the evolution of
platform governance, as it shifts the locus of fact-checking
from vetted experts to the general public. Fact-checking
mechanisms are essential intermediaries when it comes to
stopping large scale misinformation or disinformation. Their
removal, even in limited jurisdictions, signals a recalibration of
how truth itself is moderated and contested online.

To cite a scenario in the context of rural India and DEF’s work
with SoochnaPreneurs,® Salma*, a SoochnaPreneur in her
village, watched an official-looking reel, which went viral in her
community that said, “Earn Rs. 3000 - Last Day - Pay Rs. 299
now.” After a few hours, a False label in Hindi was added by
Meta’s fact-checkers, which helped Salma identify the post
as a deceptive scam post designed to extort money. As an
immediate measure, she took the screenshot of the label on the
reel, recorded a voice note and circulated it in her community’s
WhatsApp groups. Although a few villagers had become
victims of this scam, Meta’s labelling and Salma’s action
prevented many more from losing money. It is important to
note here that Salma has the digital and information literacy to
identify and interpret labels, without which, the labelling alone
would not be enough to protect end users, especially those
from vulnerable, marginalised, and underserved communities.
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Power, Privilege, and the Unchecked Narrative

The withdrawal of institutional fact-checking mechanisms
disproportionately benefits those already equipped with
financial, political, or technological resources. Politicians,
corporations, and other well-funded actors possess advanced
capacities to craft and disseminate persuasive messaging.
Without structured verification, such groups often amplify
tailored disinformation, manipulate digital echo chambers,
and dominate algorithmic attention economies.®!

False narratives, particularly those strategically engineered for
virality, can entirely reshape elections, influence public opinion,
and direct policy outcomes. To take a popular example, the
deepfake videos of Bollywood actors Aamir Khan and Ranveer
Singh went viral during the 2024 general elections. Such
instances, not only negatively influence electoral integrity
and they also undermine the public’s right to an informed
vote.” In such cases, the digital space becomes more than a
marketplace of ideas and becomes a platform where those
with greater capital and resources can purchase and preserve
narrative dominance. Such in built fact- checking mechanisms
can counter these practices,and can literally save democracies
of a country.

Marginalisation and Digital Inequality

The erosion of fact-checking disproportionately harms
communities already underrepresented in digital spaces.
Marginalised  populations, including rural, low-income,
and digitally underserved communities, often lack the
resources and literacy to navigate disinformation. Without
reliable verification mechanisms, these communities are
more vulnerable to misleading content that perpetuates
stereotypes, undermines trust in institutions, or spreads false
health and welfare information.”

While the Government’s Fact-Checking Unit (FCU)® serves as
an important institutional mechanism for regulation and rapid
responses to fake news and misleading information, the scale
of the problem, in the context of India’s social, cultural, linguistic
and demographic diversity, makes a centralised system
inadequate. Social, digital and information divides mean those
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affected do not know how to access these platforms or any
other reporting mechanisms. In such cases, a one-size-fits-all
approach will not work. To tackle this deep-rooted problem,
a hyperlocal assessment, and a decentralised approach
to tackling misinformation, fake news, and disinformation
through trusted village-level intermediaries is quintessential,
as proven by the Digital Empowerment Foundation’s (DEF)
SoochnaPreneur model .

Through the SoochnaPreneur programme, DEF seeks to
mitigate the adverse effects of the rural information divide,
given the heavy reliance on social media for health, financial,
and civic information. Leveraging a nationwide network of
2,400 SoochnaPreneurs, DEF trains community members
in information verification and the dissemination of reliable,
accurate and trustworthy information. As Salma does in her
village, SoochnaPreneurs act as rural fact-checkers and trusted
information intermediaries, embodying a bottom-up model of
information equity rooted in local social and cultural realities.

However, when global platforms reduce systemic oversight,
initiatives like SoochnaPreneur face greater challenges. The
withdrawal of platform-level fact-checking shifts the burden
of verification onto individuals and grassroots organisations,
often without commensurate resources.

Converging Interests: Big Tech and Governance

Some analysts interpret Mark Zuckerberg’s decision and
its timing, coinciding with a politically conservative U.S.
administration,asastrategicrecalibration of Meta’srelationship
with administrative power.'”) While such interpretations remain
contested, they raise legitimate concerns about the alignment
of private technological authority with governmental agendas.

When the interests of Big Tech and governance converge, the
risk of regulatory capture and erosion of public accountability
increases. This convergence of interests undermines
democratic checks and balances, as the informational
ecosystem becomes shaped by private priorities rather than
the public good.
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Global Governance and the UN Response

The decision has provoked widespread concern from digital
policy advocates and United Nations experts, who warn that
weakening fact-checking will exacerbate the global “infodemic”
of misinformation, disinformation, and hate speech.™ Without
structured verification, vulnerable communities struggle
to distinguish credible content from harmful narratives,
deepening social divides and undermining trust in public
institutions.

UN officials have emphasised that digital platforms hold
not only commercial interests but also human rights
responsibilities. The removal of fact-checking, they argue,
constitutes a regression in global efforts to ensure information
integrity online.” Research indicates that disinformation
disproportionately  targets and harms  marginalised
communities, particularly women, ethnic minorities, and low-
income populations.®! In regions with pre-existing ethnic or
religious tensions, unchecked online narratives can escalate
into real-world harm, including discrimination and violence.[

Conclusion: Developing our Digital Commons

Meta’s move away from structured fact-checking represents
more than a procedural change and signals a reconfiguration
of epistemic authority in the digital public sphere. By replacing
independent oversight with crowdsourced moderation, Big
Tech recentralises power without any accountability. The
privileged, with social, financial and cultural capital, retain the
means to shape and steer narratives, while the marginalised are
left to defend their realities in increasingly hostile information
environments without matching safeguards.

In India’s diverse, multilingual context, and the graded
ladder of socio-economic hierarchies that shape who has
access, agency and autonomy in today’s digital ecosystem,
community-centred grassroots initiatives and rural fact-
checkers programmes illustrate an alternative vision, one in
which community trust, local leadership and contextualised
knowledge play key roles in countering socio-culturally rooted
fake news, misinformation, and disinformation. Yet, these local
solutions cannot fully substitute for systemic accountability,
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as protecting informational equity is a shared responsibility
among governments, corporations and civil society, not an
onus shifted onto citizens and communities already short of
resources, infrastructure and capital.
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CHAPTER9

The Missing Blocks of Al: A Feminist
Reimagination, The Story That Didn't Fit

By Shohini Banerjee and Vaishali Soni

In Lucknow, a young girl wanted to tell a story using Canva.
As she explored the visuals available to her, she realized there
were no images of kitchens that resembled her own. There
were modern countertops, chimneys, and stainless steel
fixtures, but not the wooden cupboards, stone slabs, or local
utensils she saw every day. Her experiences did not fit into the
‘templates’ Canva offered; templates largely designed by, and
through a Western, linear, and global-North lens. Canva is just
one example, but the issue runs much deeper.

Artificial intelligence (Al) comes with the promise that it can
generateanything we ask, transcendingbordersand boundaries
and representing an array of realities and imaginations. But
there’s a catch: it knows only what it has been fed. And what it
has been fed is not the full range of human life, but a narrow,
dominant slice of it. This is how bias becomes embedded. This
is how many stories, languages, and experiences get left out. At
its core, Al is a system that compresses human life into data,
sorts it, and then uses that data to make decisions through
algorithmic logic. The process starts with massive datasets
scraped from our digital traces, which are then labeled by
humans, often low-paid “invisible workers™, who are given the
parameters of labeling so that the machine learning model
can “learn” to create the desired output. But this technology,
supposedly objective, neutral, and efficient, often excludes
those who do not fit the dominant narrative, both online, in
who gets represented, and offline, through who is creating.

As Chun (2024) notes, Al consolidates stereotypes and
homogenised discourses about what is, in reality, a hugely
diverse and heterogeneous social world. This creates systems
that not only misunderstand, but actively harm those who
live outside dominant norms. The Missing Blocks of Al delves
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into this process and how it creates the erasure of stories,
knowledge systems, and representation caused by systemic
biases, and how these absences are replicated and amplified
in the digital world.

Dataq, data everywhere but whose
stories are told?

Type in “beautiful bodies” on Google, ChatGPT, Gemini or
Midjourney and you will see mostly homogenous, eurocentric,
slim bodies. These outputs reflect a system built on data
about humans, but only the dominant beauty standards
that see whiteness, thinness, non-disabled, heteronormative
as desirable. When identified, this bias is often presented as
an anomaly or oversight. However, Al, often assumed to have
sociotechnical blindness (Johnson and Verdicchio, 2017), is a
system “shaping and shaped by what is social” (Cetin, 2021).
And one of its foundational elements, training data?, is not just
a technical input but is inherently social, created and shaped
by experiences and narratives that are recorded, especially in
large volumes. Crawford (2021) cites the example of National
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), which consists
of mug shots of arrested individuals from the United States,
as a popular training dataset for image-related Al models.
The context of when these images were taken or the lack of
consent of the individuals (or their families) to be included
in the database becomes irrelevant; individual experiences
become reduced to datapoints in the form of an image which
are to be extracted, circulated and repetitively used. Stories of
lived experiences, therefore, get flattened into data.

Moreover, historically, the process of data collection, who
gets counted, and what the counting signifies has always
been deeply political. The “outcast, minoritised bodies, and
subaltern” are often excluded or its inclusion minimised
against the dominant colonial (Cetin, 2021), patriarchal
(D’lgnazio and Klein 2020) and white (Noble, 2018) narrative.
For example, during colonial times in India, nomadic people
were labeled as criminal tribes if they did not fit into certain
parameters and were recorded in public databases as such
(Kovacs, 2020). In more recent times, Ruha Benjamin (2019)
highlights how crime data, a public record, reflects the skew
of over-policing in Black and Brown communities. As a result,
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foundational training datasets in machine learning (ML), often
taken from such public records or scraped from the internet,
become unneutral archives. Furthermore, in the Indian context,
shared or surveilled phones of young women or the digitally
excluded, due to the caste, socio-economic, or other barriers,
leave minimal digital footprint; being absent in datasets used
to train ML models altogether.

These create models that reflect social biases, like in the
case of Amazon’s hiring bias® or predictive policing tools
over-policing in communities of colour (Ruha Benjamin, Race
After Technology). The bias can also be compounded, as
demonstrated by Joy Buolamwini and Timnit Gebru (2018)
analysis of facial recognition algorithms and datasets. Their
findings showed that consistently, the highest error rate was
among dark-skinned women, demonstrating both a gender
and racial bias. When these already biased sets are applied in
the Global South context, it becomes even more exclusionary,
missing out the sociopolitical and cultural lived realities of
marginalised communities. To therefore have “beautiful bodies”
reflect queer, Brown, Dalit, disabled bodies in Al systems,
additional modifiers and labels have to be included. Type these
in another language, and the results may be sexualised or
irrelevant images. This reinforces the notion that marginalised
bodies are the “other” deviations from the norm or the default
representation, where one has to constantly assert and insert
themselves into systems not inclusively designed for them.

The Data Doesn't Label ltself

Bias is not limited to the data that is being used. While
training data determines what Al systems learn, annotations
give that data its meaning by shaping how it is interpreted
through classification. The data is given labels, defining what
is and what isn’t. This binarisation further reduces complex,
nuanced realities to fit clean boxes of labeling. Consider
gender. Facebook at one point had many choices of genders;
however, on the backend, these identities were collapsed into
the binary of male/female for Facebook advertisers (Beltran &
Ranganathan 2020). Therefore, classification systems, or the
ways that people are sorted, are systems of power, determined
and shaped by the decisions of those designing the Al
(D’lgnazio and Klein; Wajcman and Young 2023). Regardless
of bandaid frontend solutions that seem to include diverse
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experiences, the backend repeats existing, often reductive,
classifications. The consequences of this narrow perspective
in classification have implications across the board, like the
ability of a young woman on social media being able to report
an image of herself being posted online without her consent.
When annotators label what is considered “sexual content,”
they may focus solely on nudity. But in contexts like India,
intimacy or what is sexual does not need to be in the form of
nudity, but can be of two people holding hands in public.

These nuances are lost when the annotation logic is framed
and designed through a Western lens and then becomes
embedded into the functioning of Al systems. This is even more
concerning when “some Al scientists have stated their desire
to capture the world and to supersede other forms of knowing”
(Crawford 2021). When selective stories are compressed into
data, and that data is shaped by certain biases which produce
Al outputs of “beautiful bodies” that users come to accept as
reality, alternative stories and representations are effectively
overwritten.

The data is then labeled by low-wage workers from the Global
South who determine what is “beautiful, and which “bodies”
count. While the labour is global, the power to determine or
influence is not, because those who monopolise resources
monopolise imagination” (Benjamin, 2019). Annotators are
provided parameters and guidelines for labeling by developers.
Studies have shown that annotators’ of socio-demographic
backgrounds and lived experiences impact how they label.
For example, in a study of large language models, researchers
found that female annotators were more likely to label texts
related to gender, religion, or cultural insensitivity as hateful
than male annotators (Das et al, 2024).

However, when speaking with Al/ML practitioners, annotators
were generally treated as “an apparatus for achieving a
representation of the world” (Kapania et al, 2023). The
subjective nature of the annotator would result in noting
disagreement and labeling ambiguous content on the basis
of their interpretations, informed by their own assumptions
and biases. In a model, any disagreements and inconsistencies
by an annotator are averaged across others and against a
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“golden data set”* The annotator is treated as an objective
tool who would simply need to follow the parameters provided
to them. Yet, like the example of ImageNet, where bias was
attempted to be neutralised by crowdsourcing annotations
from Amazon Turk workers’ (Deng et al, 2009), the error rate
was 6% (Northcutt et al, 2021), demonstrating that subjectivity
matters even if notations were averaged out.

The Sociotechnical Machine

If we begin with the understanding that neither data nor bodies
are neutral, then we must also accept that Al is not an abstract
force - it is built, shaped, and sustained by human choices.
However, if social bias continues to be treated as a bug and not
a feature, as argued by several feminist authors, the redressal
mechanisms will often be piecemeal and limited to one model
or narrow benchmarks or ‘fairness’ or ‘transparency’. Take, for
example, Responsible Al. Rather than a universal framework,
it is an overarching term that encompasses the intention
of differing companies. Implementation varies as they are
principles rather than accountability mechanisms. More
importantly, existing within the same structures, assumptions,
and biases of the architects of major Al systems, it cannot be
transformative in changing the way that Al can be developed.
Bias and unequal power structures are built into the system, so
“how can one be “fair” in an unjust society?” (Hampton 2027).

Therefore, there is a need to interrogate and go beyond
frameworks like Responsible Al. To include the lived worlds
of the structurally marginalised people, questions around
consent and ownership of data, performance and exploitation
of labour, and co-opting social justice or feminist ideologies
have to be addressed. Feminist Al principles remind us that the
design of technology is never separate from systems of power
(Costanza-Chock, 2023). They ask us to center care, context,
and co-creation; to ask not just what data is collected, but
who gets to define it, label it, and benefit from it. This is where
imagination becomes essential. As Ruha Benjamin (2024)
urges, imagination is a tool of resistance, especially in the
face of systems designed to exclude, flatten, or erase. And
so reclaiming the right to imagine, especially for those whose
stories have long been left out of technological futures, is a
deeply political act.
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Reimagining Al from the Ground Up

Our project embraced this politics of imagination. Rooted
in feminist and design justice frameworks, we facilitated
workshops to help people create alternate ‘data points’ about
themselves using art and storytelling as tools to reimagine
the very foundations of Al, its datasets. At Hyderabad’s Digital
Citizen Summit 2024, we worked with tech makers, engineers,
students, and professors. To reimagine what datasets could
look like, we first needed to understand what the participants
knew of the current Al landscape and its impact on human
realities. This framing helped participants recognise Al not
only as a future-forward innovation but also as an embedded
decision-making infrastructure shaping the representational
landscape of the web.

One participant shared a deeply personal story. He had worked
on an Al-driven medical tool designed to predict emergencies.
But the training data lacked female-specific health indicators,
a gap that only became clear when a close acquaintance was
diagnosed with breast cancer. The absence of women in the
design team meant no one had flagged critical missing data.
This powerful moment reiterated our point that missing data
reflects missing people, missing perspectives, and ultimately,
missed possibilities.

At the AWID Forum 2024, in Bangkok, conversations widened
further. Here, our participants included artists, activists, human
rights defenders, sex workers’ rights groups, policymakers,
and digital rights advocates. Despite the geographic and
professional diversity, one theme persisted: most participants
still associated Al primarily with generative tools. This
unfamiliarity opened up space for reflection around What
would your data look like, feel like, sound like? What would it
resist being called? Participants began by searching everyday
prompts beautiful bodies, breakfast, expression, and reflecting
on whether the search results represented their realities. Queer
participants, for instance, had to enter multiple, highly specific
prompts inclusive, feminist, non-binary bodies, before seeing
representations of themselves. People of color and disabled
participants encountered similar erasures.

Especially among participants from non-Western contexts, it
revealed the dissonance between lived realities and the worlds
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rendered legible by Al systems. Once again, it became clear
dominant representations online reflect the priorities of those
with the most access to and control over data infrastructures.
Similar to the absence of a kitchen from Lucknow, this is a
design flaw and a failure of imagination as well as a refusal to
make space for the multiplicity of lives that fall outside the
hegemonic dataset.

The erasure became even starker when participants translated
prompts into their native languages Burmese, Amharic, Hindi,
and Thai.The results often returned nothing relevant, if anything
at all. This underscored an uncomfortable truth, the language
of the internet and by extension, Al is English. Anything outside
it becomes invisible, unindexable, unintelligible to the machine.
In response, participants reimagined these datasets by
generating their own. Using categories like breakfast, bodies,
and home, they transformed the generic sticky notes into
artifacts of resistance, using basic tools such as pens, colored
pens,watercolors,and embroidery threads. Under the breakfast
sub-prompt “coffee,” participants added bunna and jebena,
Ethiopian terms for traditional coffee, alongside espresso and
cappuccino. Under meals, they introduced foods like papad
(a crispy lentil flatbread), masko daal (black lentils), aloo gobi
(potato and cauliflower stir-fry), and rabari (a sweet dish from
India), pushing back against Eurocentric culinary defaults.

The reimaginings extended to bodies. Participants from
Thailand, India, Singapore, Ethiopia, Myanmar, the US, UK, and
across Africa reflected, shared, deferred, and held space for
every person’s stories. They brought rich, layered insights into
how Al is experienced, resisted,and reimagined. They drew trans
bodies, faces with African locs, annotated in Thai, Burmese,
Mandarin, Hindi. These were acts of creativity, interventions,
care and resistance. Each drawing, annotation, and translation
carved out space for new representations, recognitions, and
the lived reality of those traditionally excluded. When structural
injustice is coded into Al systems, the solution then becomes
to integrate feminist Al principles of care, context, and co-
creation, and question who gets to define what counts as
data, who classifies it, who benefits from it,and who annotates
it. So that when a young girl from a small town of the Global
South, wants to tell her story through images of her kitchen,
and her dishes, she can do so and see her reality in the vast,
vast landscape that Al is.
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Endnotes:

1. Rani and Dhir.(2024)

2.The initial set of texts, images, audio and other inputs used to teach a
machine learning model what to recognize, how to categorize and what kind of
output to produce.

3. Amazon experimented with an Al tool for hiring and found that it system-
atically downgraded women applicants - it was later scrapped but the data
used was from Amazon’s previous hiring patterns and therefore, reflected that
existing bias.

4. A curated collection of human-labeled data that serves as a benchmark for
evaluating the performance of Al and ML models.
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CHAPTER10

Democracy Caught in A Power Struggle
Between Platforms and Politics

By Juliet N. Nanfuka

A tug of war exists between global tech platforms and political
actors in Africa and is increasingly shaping the continent’s
online civic engagement, digital democracy and political
landscape. This essay explores the evolving dynamics between
these powerful actors, and how the convergence of control of
information and narratives is unfolding and its implications for
democratic governance in Africa.

Digital platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, WhatsApp, X, and
Snapchat have become vital spaces through which political
parties, activists, and citizens engage with democratic
processes. This is particularly pertinent in the global majority
with the role that digital hyperlocal media and social
networking spaces are playing especially in their capacities
to  empower communities by making political spaces
more accessible and familiar, challenging traditional power
structures, and enhancing democratic participation at the
local level (Toumaras, 2025).

These platforms have come to offer unprecedented
opportunities for often marginalised groups to participate
in political discourse, expand civic engagement, and
challenge political narratives. Often what has started off as
a hyperlocal online narrative has evolved into actions offline
and in some instances changes in governance. This has been
witnessed in Kenya’'s 2024 Gen Z protests that drove the
#RejectTheFinanceBill in which citizens driven by the youth
demanded social justice and accountability, policy formulation,
transparency and political change in the country (Nyagaka
& Ongere, 2025); and the Nigeria 2021 #EndSARS movement
driven by young Nigerians calling against the rogue police unit,
the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) that stood accused of
a slew of crimes including harassment, rape, profiling, extortion,
and robbery (Bodunrin & Matsilele, 2024).
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In both instances, access to digital communication was
interrupted. In Kenya, reports emerged of an internet shutdown
orthe throttling of internet access speeds by nearly 40 per cent
(Opanda, 2025) across major networks. In May 2025, the Kenya
High Court ordered the government, the Communications
Authority of Kenya and relevant stakeholders not to shut down
the internet. In the case of Nigeria, while the internet remained
accessible, in the months that followed, the government would
ban Twitter for what it termed as “double standards” and
threats to “Nigeria’s corporate existence” (Conroy-Krutz, 2021).
Additional allegations were that the platform supported the
#ENdSARS movement against police brutality. However, the
decision to suspend Twitter in the country followed a decision
by the platform to delete a tweet by President Muhammadu
Buhari in which he appeared to threaten violent retaliation
against a southeastern secessionist group following attacks
on government facilities and personnel (Asadu, 2021). Twitter
argued the message had violated its rules against abusive
behaviour. For both governments, it was exceedingly clear the
role that social media platforms play in assembly, organizing
and in challenging the ruling establishment.

However, the recurring pattern of network disruptions in Africa
continues to be an area of concern. In recent years, several
countries have blocked access to the internet especially during
times of public protest, in many instances stating the move
as a means to maintain public order or to ensure national
security. However, an undercurrent has been emerging which
points to a power dynamic between platforms and the state
when it comes to internet shutdowns which points to the
tension on who gets to manage the flow of information and
online narratives. Ultimately, the tension emerges on who has
the higher power in managing online narratives.

Instances of disruptions linked to elections or political unrest
include the case of Senegal where President Macky Sall,
throughout his 12-yeartenure had been accused of significantly
diminishing political opposition and shrinking press freedoms.
In 2024, Sall attempted to have the two-term limit for
presidents subverted by adjusting the constitution. Further,
the electoral code was also changed to make it more difficult
for opposition actors to compete in the elections. Meanwhile,
an announcement to shift the elections from February 2024
to later in the year was also made. These moves resulted in
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discontent within the populace which was mirrored in online
narratives. Consequently, in February 2024, the country faced
two notable disruptions to digital communication when on
February 4, 2024 the internet was shutdown before being
restore a few days later, and on February 13, 2024 mobile
internet access was blocked (Dione, 2024) ahead of a banned
march against the postponement of the presidential election.

However, in 2023, on June 1, digital access monitor, NetBlocks
noted restrictions to Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, Instagram,
YouTube, Telegram and other social media platforms in the
Senegal. The restriction later expanded to affect mobile data
from June 4, 2023 and a curfew style of access was put in
place for three days (2023). A month later in August 2023,
Senegalese authorities suspended access to TikTok claiming
that the platform was being used to disseminate falsehoods,
with the Minister of Commmunications and the Digital Economy,
Moussa Bocar Thiam, stating that, “the TikTok application is the
social network of choice for ill-intentioned people to spread
hateful and subversive messages threatening the stability
of the country,” the various incidents of shutdowns were
associated with political decisions including the arrest of key
opposition leader Ousmane Sonko. Senegal would eventually
go on to hold its elections in March 2024, and would see Maky
Sall ineligible to stand for another term. Bassirou Diomaye
Faye, running in place of Ousmane Sonko, was consequently
elected as president. Internet access remained accessible
during this time. It was a marked as a win for democracy and
digital civic participation in the country.

In May 2025, the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) Court of Justice would also issue a landmark
judgment in the case ‘Association of Information and
Communication Technology Users (ASUTIC) and Ndiaga Gueye
against Republic of Senegal’, declaring that Senegal’s internet
and social media shutdowns in 2023 were clear violations of
fundamental human rights, including freedom of expression,
right to access information, right to assembly and the right
to work (Toussi, 2025). This ruling built on an earlier ruling by
ECOWAS in 2020 which condemned internet shutdowns
during anti-government protests and ordered Togo to pay
a fine which is a decision which many assumed would have
far-reaching implications for Francophone Africa, where digital
repression has been steadily increasing (Toussi, 2025).
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In the case of Uganda, the tension between platforms and
the state has long existed. In July 2018, telecom companies
in Uganda blocked access to social media platforms for all
users and required them to pay a newly introduced Over-The-
Top” (OTT) tax before regaining access (Nanfuka, 2018). The
tax was the result of a March 2018 presidential directive for
social media to be taxed to raise resources “to cope with the
consequences” of social media users’ “opinions, prejudices
[and] insults” (2018). It was at this time that social media
platforms were framed as a place of “gossip” despite the
government having set up frameworks for various Ministries,
Departments and Agencies to utilize social media platforms as
avenues for civic engagement.

Uganda has had a practice of blocking social media platforms
during elections, as was the case in the 2016 election and the
in the 2021 elections. However, the latter election served as
the tipping point between the state and platforms. In three
days before the January 14, 2021, Facebook suspended the
accounts of various government officials associated with the
ruling party for what the platform described as “Coordinated
Inauthentic Behaviour” which was aimed at manipulating
public online debate. X (Twitter at the time) also suspended
similar accounts. Facebook removed 220 personal accounts,
thirty-two pages, fifty-nine groups and 139 Instagram accounts
which according to the platforms had links with the media
arm of the government - the Government Citizens Interaction
Center (DFR Lab, 2021).

The government perceived the take-downs of accounts
associated with the ruling party (the National Resistance
Movement - NRM) as an attempt at meddling with national
interests. This sparked a debate on who has the authority to
curate online content, especially where government content
and actors are involved. Don Wanyama (whose Facebook
and Instagram accounts were also suspended), the President
Museveni’s press secretary, accused the platforms of trying
to influence the elections and stated, “Shame on the foreign
powers who think they can impose a puppet government on
Uganda by disabling the online accounts of NRM supporters”
(Fréhlich, 2022). Wanyama’s account was among those that
shared anti-opposition narrative.

The government would go on to respond by blocking access
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to social media platforms 48 hours before polling opened, and
eventually a complete internet access block was be initiated.
The election was conducted in a complete internet blackout.
Internet access would start its journey back to restoration
on January 18, 2021. All social media sites would be made
accessible, except Facebook. As the country prepares for
electionsinJanuary 2026, Facebook has remained inaccessible,
unless through the use of a Virtual Private Network (VPN). The
election will see the incumbent Museveni run for another term
in office to add to his 40 year tenure in office.

Meanwhile, a month earlier, in December 2020 the Uganda
government through the telecommunications regulator sent
a letter to Alphabet (Google’s holding company) in which it
requested that YouTube blocks over 14 YouTube channels.
The channels were primarily channels associated with the
opposition as well as those of citizen journalists that had
largely been publishing or live-streaming content from
opposition party leader and presidential candidate Robert
Kyagulanyi’s (also known as Bobi Wine) campaign trail. In
several instances, the campaign had turned violent with
police cracking down on opposition supporters. The UCC
argued that the channels violated Ugandan laws and that the
continued broadcast by the channels might cause economic
sabotage and compromise Uganda’s national security (The
Independent, 2020). The request was not accepted by Google
LLC who noted that for YouTube channels to be removed, the
government would have had to submit a court order. In the
case of Uganda, there was a hyperfocus on disinformation by
the ruling party and its associates, despite disinformation also
being driven by opposition actors (Code For Africa, 2021).

Whatisemergingisapattern ofinternet shutdownswhere there
is a complex tug of war between states and digital platforms.
These power dynamics illustrate that the convergence of
sovereignty, political control especially in authoritarian
regimes, and platforms is increasingly resulting in conflicts.
States implementing disruptions are increasingly intersecting
with the role of tech platforms as arbiters of online discourse
who some states are arguing are skewing information controls
and dissemination.

While platforms can act as a force of democracy by
facilitating access to information and enhancing government
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accountability, as seen in the cases of Kenya and Nigeria, their
misuse can also weaponise disinformation, hate speech, and
cyber harassment that play into the interests of some political
actors. There remain gaps in current platform governance,
which struggles to balance the protection of free expression
with the need to mitigate harm. This is especially so when for
some IT platforms appear to be selective in what is addressed.

Ultimately, the ongoing tug of war between platforms and
politicsin Africa reveals broadertensions around power, control,
and citizen engagement in the digital age. Strengthening
platform accountability and protecting digital rights are
essential to ensuring that democracy in Africa can withstand
these pressures and remain vibrant, progressive and inclusive.
This requires not only technical and legal innovation but also
sustained advocacy and political will to foster transparent,
pluralistic, and participatory digital public spheres.

References:

1. Asadu, C.(2021,June 2). Twitter deletes Buhari’s ‘treat
them in the language they understand’ tweet after
outcry. Retrieved from The Cable: thecable.ng/breaking-
twitter-deletes-buharis-tweet-on-dealing-with-

Strengthening secessionists

platform 2. Bodunrin, . A, & Matsilele, T. (2024). Social media and

accountability and protest politics in Nigeria’s #EndSARS campaign. Science
protecting digital Direct, 109-122. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-323-
. . 90237-3.00006-0
rlghts areessential 3. Code For Africa. (2021, March 26). Debunking election
toensuring that disinformation during Uganda’s internet shutdown.
democracy Retrieved from https://medium.com/code-for-africa/
in Africacan debunking-election-disinformation-during-ugandas-

internet-shutdown-d82f8345b634
4. Conroy-Krutz, J. (2021, July 7). Nigeria’s Twitter ban could
backfire, hurting the economy and democracy. Retrieved

withstand these
pressures and

remain vibrant, from The Conversation: https://theconversation.com/
progressive and nigerias-twitter-ban-could-backfire-hurting-the-
inclusive. economy-and-democracy-162233

140 Democracy Caught in A Power Struggle Between Platforms and Politics



10.

1.

12.

13.

The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

DFR Lab. (2021, January 12). Social media disinformation
campaign targets Ugandan presidential election.
Retrieved from https://medium.com/dfrlab/social-
media-disinformation-campaign-targets-ugandan-
presidential-election-b259dbbblaa8

Dione, N. (2024, February 13). Senegal cuts internet again
amid widening crackdown on dissent. Retrieved from
Reuters: https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/ahead-
planned-march-over-vote-delay-senegal-suspends-
internet-access-2024-02-13/

Frohlich, S. (2022, September 1). Dictators in Africa using
social media to cling to power. Retrieved from DW:
https://www.dw.com/en/dictators-in-africa-using-social-
media-to-cling-to-power/a-60360543

Nanfuka, J. (2018, July 1). Uganda Blocks Access to Social
Media, VPNs and Dating Sites as New Tax Takes Effect.
Retrieved from CIPESA: https://cipesa.org/2018/07/
uganda-blocks-access-to-social-media-vpns-and-
dating-sites-as-new-tax-takes-effect/

Nanfuka, J. (2018, April 16). Uganda’s Social Media Tax
Threatens Internet Access, Affordability. Retrieved from
CIPESA: Uganda’s Social Media Tax Threatens Internet
Access, Affordability

Netblocks. (2023, July 1). Social media restricted, mobile
internet cut in Senegal amid political unrest. Retrieved
from Netblocks: https://netblocks.org/reports/social-
media-restricted-and-mobile-internet-cut-in-senegal-
amid-political-unrest-W80QkaAK

Nyagaka, E. O., & Ongere, B. M. (2025). From Online and
the Streets to the Corridors of Power: Gen Z Protests
and the Promotion of Social Justice in Kenya. ISRG
Journal of Arts, Humanities, and Social Sciences, Il (IV).
Retrieved from https://isrgpublishers.com/wp-content/
uploads/2025/07/ISRGJAHSS1001352025.pdf

Opanda, C. (2025, May 14). https://www.kenyans.co.ke/
news/112042-court-orders-communications-authority-
kenya-not-shut-down-internet. Retrieved from https://
www.kenyans.co.ke/news/112042-court-orders-
communications-authority-kenya-not-shut-down-
internet

The Independent. (2020, December 16). Google

requires court order to delete YouTube channel-Africa
spokesperson. Retrieved from https://www.independent.
co.ug/google-requires-court-order-to-delete-youtube-
channel-africa-spokesperson/

Democracy Caught in A Power Struggle Between Platforms and Politics

141



The Platform Question: Power, Accountability and Global South

14. Toumaras, N. (2025). Networked Hyperlocal Activists:
Digital Democracy and Engagement in Sub-Saharan
Africa. Social Media + Society. doi:https://doi.
org/10.1177/20563051251345945

15. Toussi, S. (2025, June 3). Will the ECOWAS Judgment on
Senegal Redefine Digital Rights in Francophone Africa?
Retrieved from CIPESA: https://cipesa.org/2025/06/
will-the-ecowas-judgment-on-senegal-redefine-digital-
rights-in-francophone-africa/

142 Democracy Caught in A Power Struggle Between Platforms and Politics









CHAPTERM

Drowning in the Digital Divide - A Visual Representation
of Artisans, Knowledge Keepers, Drowning in Digital
Development

By Akanksha Ahluwalia
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In India, artisans who are largely from
Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi, and other
marginalised communities embody
generations of traditional and cultural
knowledge, @yet »remain 1invisible in
digital policy, platform design, and
state narratives of innovation. Their
exclusion reveals how technology often
amplifies privilege rather than bridging
inequities. This chapter asks what
accountability truly means 1in such a
context: how can digital futures become
spaces orf care, recognition, and justice?
It calls for reimagining technology not
as a tool of extraction or spectacle, but
as an ethical, inclusive ecosystem that
acknowledges and uplifts the labour and
knowledge of those sustaining India’s
artisanal traditions.
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CHAPTER12

Platform Accountability:
A Translation Experiment with Words,
Meanings and People

By Dr. Raina Ghosh

As the concluding chapter of this anthology that reflects
upon the themes of platforms, power, accountability, and
the Global South, this essay weaves together threads of the
preceding discussions, connecting facets of regulation, labour,
and algorithmic control to the very language of responsibility
itself. The chapter attempts at showing how “platform
accountability” transforms, travels, and resists translation
across cultures, revealing new ways to imagine digital justice
from the Global South.

The Global Gathering, held from September 8th to 10th in
Portugal, brought together a gamut of progressive techies,
activists, cyber lawyers, digital rights defenders, researchers,
and civil society organisations from around the world to explore
questions of digital rights, platform governance, and collective
action. Organised by Team CommUNITY, the gathering created
a space for the cross-pollination of ideas across scales and
geographies, offering a rare opportunity for people working
on similar challenges in different contexts to meet, learn, and
strategise together.

At the Gathering, ARISE, supported by the DEF Secretariat,
hosted a booth with a deceptively simple exercise. We asked
participants passing through to write on small, colourful sticky
notes - “platform accountability” in their own language, or
in their mother tongue, or to think about the word closest
to it. Some paused, puzzled by the challenge of translation.
Others wrote quickly, confidently. A few engaged in animated
discussions about whether a direct equivalent even existed
in their language. Over a period of 2 hours, contributions
accumulated on our table - bringing a polyphonic vista that
included scripts such as Arabic, Sinhalese, Bengali, Spanish,
alongside Setswana, Filipino, French, and many more.
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made us realise
that these aren’t
interchangeable
concepts, and

this aspect of
untranslatability is
epistemic in nature.

The emergent collection of translations revealed something
more profound for all of us to ponder - a kaleidoscope
of meanings, each note reflecting a different cultural
understanding of responsibility, power, and social bonds. The
exercise,in fact,becamealive ethnography of how communities
across geographies conceptualise the relationship between
those who hold power and those affected by it. This essay is
about those colourful notes, about the words, the silences, the
improvisations and about the polyphonic shared experiences
of how accountability is lived, not defined, across geographies
and social margins.

Navigating the Linguistic Labyrinth

If we consider the term in English, “platform accountability” can
refer to audits, compliance, redress mechanisms, corporate
responsibility, operational transparency, algorithmic fairness,
lawsuits, and standardised metrics - depending on various
positionalities. As DEF Secretariat, when we ourselves started
playing the exercise, translation turned out to be quite an
effort - frequently getting lost into the semantic labyrinth, in
search of the apt word.

Soon, ‘“Zimmedari”, a Hindi word (part of the Indo-Aryan
language family) emerged as the term closest to accountability
from amongst the team. In terms of meaning, it entailed a
sense of moral duty and an ethical stance that conveys: “I am
responsible,and | must respond”.On the other hand, “Jawabdehi”,
again in Hindi, implied accountability as answerability - as in,
someone asks, and the other responds. From Setswana’s (part
of the Sotho-Tswana group within the Bantu language family)
“Go itse sengwe, le sengwe” (meaning transparency in information)
to the simple English phrase “rooted in a system of trust” Many
responses centred on a fundamental truth: accountability
cannot exist without visibility and confidence. Forinstance, the
Arabic “Muhasabah” carried connotations of self-examination
and moral reckoning, suggesting that accountability begins
with introspection. Italian’s “Responsabile” and Spanish’s
“Responsabilidad” share Latin roots that bind “response” to
“ability” or the capacity to answer for one’s actions.

Yet, the mental churning at the booth soon made us realise
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that these aren’t interchangeable concepts, and this aspect of
untranslatability is epistemic in nature. It matters profoundly
when we're talking about platforms that wield unprecedented
power over our lives - be it in the context of Meta’s control of its
viewership of its content, the kind of political discourse being
shaped by X, the phantasmic workings of algorithms behind
TikTok setting global trends or the context of smaller regional
platforms controlling local digital ecosystems. The question
of platforms therefore, is of epistemic nature, helping us to
understand how power gets manifested as an undercurrent
through these platforms, that crosses borders and yet remains
unaccountable primarily to the communities they affect.
While unrelated to the domain of digital, someone wrote
the phrase, “accountability runs down the family” situating
responsibility within kinship structures, indicating the need for
broader systemic and behavioural changes. In contrast, take
the example of other the Indian languages, Bengali’s “Dayitto”
and Kumaoni’s “Baweri” emerged from linguistic traditions
that encode collective obligation differently than Western
frameworks of individual liability.

But how do these culturally-specific understandings of
accountability apply to a Silicon Valley corporation that
operates globally? When a platform’s content moderation
decision harms a community in the Philippines, or its
algorithm amplifies hate speech in India, or its data extraction
practices undermine privacy in Kenya, /whose framework of
accountability applies? The platform’s corporate governance
model? The user’s cultural understanding of responsibility?
Both? Neither?

On a broad level, terms like Filipino’s “Pananagutan” and
Hindi’s “Uttardayitva” both carry a sense of weight of collective
aspirations and outcomes. This heaviness is evident across
multiple responses: accountability isn't merely about
answering questions, but about shouldering the consequences.
The notion of being ‘committed towards a common goal’
transforms accountability from a punitive mechanism into a
shared objective that turns it into a mutual stake in outcomes,
thereby transcending transactional relationships.

The phrase “Aame sabu?” in Odia, another Indian regional
language (literally meaning “we all need to be accountable”),
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repositioned accountability on a democratic plane, contrasting
sharply with top-down models where platforms are responsible
to users. Such a framing promises a future of a horizontal
network where everyone holds responsibility for collective
well-being. As one participant wrote, accountability to her
refers to an exercise that aims to “weave society and social
networks”, emphasising the fact that digital platforms don’t
exist outside the social fabric but within it and are therefore,
subject to the same relational ethics that govern community
life. Additionally, French’s “La justice, La vraie” (true justice) and
Sinhala’s reference to reparations pushed accountability
beyond mere explanation toward restitution. In shorthand,
accountability without remedy is hollow. This transforms
the concept from a corporate governance checkbox into a
mechanism for addressing historical and ongoing injustices.
When platforms shape democracy, spread information (and
misinformation), and mediate social relationships across
billions of people, accountability must encompass repair, not
just acknowledgement.

However, the most provocative question stemming from this
collection is the chit that bore the words: “Accountability from/
forwhat? Implies a response to an action/event/structure” This
interrogation cuts to the temporal dimension of accountability
- about how it is always retrospective, always addressing
something that has already occurred oris currently occurring. It
cannot be abstract; it must answer to specific harms, specific
exercises of power, specific structural inequalities.

The Untranslatable Core

What's striking about this multilingual constellation is what
resists translation entirely. Some respondents noted there
is “no specific translation” in their language, resorting to
approximations or borrowed terms. This isn’t a linguistic
deficiency but an essential revelation that platform
accountability may be a fundamentally new problem, one
that existing vocabularies of responsibility weren't designed
to address. Therefore, we must acknowledge the struggle to
comprehend the exact nature of the reality that the digital turn
has presented to us. The sheer fact that a word like “Utopia”
appears in the list - perhaps hints at the truth that “Platform
accountability”as currently imagined might still be an idealistic
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dream we carry within ourselves. Or maybe these diverse
words offer building blocks for something new - say, a hybrid
model of accountability that draws on multiple traditions, that
sees platforms as simultaneously institutional and relational,
technical and human, answerable to both law and community.

We need to, therefore, recognise that the untranslatability of
platform accountability has practical consequences since it
defies traditional concepts of accountability, as understood in
terms of an individual’s obligation to answer, community trust,
or institutional transparency. For instance, policy frameworks
designed in isolation, or in Northern regulatory contexts, may
fail to resonate with marginalised users. The game of words
across geographies reveals that platform accountability isn’t
one thing but many things, each shaped by language, history,
and social organisation. Studying how people describe, feel,
and negotiate platform accountability in their own languages
provides insight into the gaps between policy, corporate
rhetoric, and everyday life. Only then can interventions be
genuinely inclusive.
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In the age of Al

By Osama manzar
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