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Algorithms are everywhere. It's guiding
our internet search results, removing the
guesswork from our online shopping
experience, assisting us in selecting the
next Netflix show and even in the ads
we see on Facebook.

Algorithms are nothing more than
math and code. However, they are
created by humans and rely on our
data. Since humans are susceptible to
error and prejudice, the algorithms they
create may have errors too. Depending
on who designs them, how they are
built, and how they are actually used,
these systems may be biased. Actual
biases are imitated or even overstated by
Al systems. This is known as algorithmic
bias.

Bias isn't always a bad thing. Our
minds are attempting to locate trends in
data in order to save time. This does not
become a concern until we fail to recog-
nise exceptions to patterns or begin to
treat certain groups of people unfairly.

As a result, it is important to un-
derstand the distinction between bias,
which we all have, and discrimination.
Understanding algorithmic bias will
benefit us in the future if it is used in
negative or discriminatory ways.

CURRENT BIASES ARE REFLECTED
IN THE DATA

In 2019, Facebook began allowing
advertisers to target advertisements
based on gender, race, and religion.
For example, women were prioritised
in job advertisements for nursing and
secretarial positions, while janitors and
taxi drivers were mostly advertised to
men, especially men from minority
backgrounds.

Also, when we search the term
“nurse” in Google Images, images of
female nurses appear first, while the op-
posite happens for the word “program-
mer”. This is because the Al was trained
on news/books that correlated these oc-
cupations with a particular gender. We
can see how implicit data stereotypes
are ingrained in search engine Al

What happens next is that an Al hir-
ing system discriminates against people
who do not fit the stereotype. A resume
for a nursing role with the words “Male
chess club captain” in it may be rejected
by the Al system because it is not some-
thing associated with the average nurse.
[t may throw out qualified programmer
resumes from people who attended
women's colleges, because most pro-
grammers haven't.

A real-life example of how training
data can produce sexism in an algo-
rithm, is when Amazon trained their
Al model using historical data from the
previous ten years. Since there was a
male domination in the tech sector and
men made up 60 percent of Amazon’s
staff, historical data contained discrimi-
nation towards women. As a result, Am-
azon'’s hiring method wrongly learned
that male applicants were preferable
and downgraded female applicants.

So, the machine eventually learned to
discriminate against women.

PREDICTION ACCURACY

The training data may not have enough
examples of each class, which can affect
prediction accuracy. Many facial recog-
nition algorithms are trained on data
that contains far more faces of white
people, than any other race.

A few years ago, a passport photo
checker was created with an Al system
which alerts the user if the person in the
photo has blinked, so they can take the
picture again. However, the machine
continued to produce errors when pre-
sented with images of Asian people.

The algorithms will have blind spots
if there is insufficient data. This is where
the issue of algorithmic bias enters the
picture. In certain cases, a group of peo-
ple decides what data set the comput-
er will learn from. So, if a camera
company teaches its Al to
identify open eyes
by using Caucasians
as primary learning
examples, it is easy to
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see how the blink detection would be
triggered when an Asian person steps
into the frame.

DATA TAMPERING
This is when a group of people purpose-
fully tamper with training data. For ex-
ample, in early 2016,Microsoft released
Tay, an Al chatbot that was expected
to engage in intelligent conversations
with Twitter users. Tay was trained on
direct Twitter chat threads. The project
would demonstrate the promise and
potential of conversational interfaces
powered by Al

Tay began tweeting aggressive, sexist,
and discriminatory tweets only 12
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hours after it was released following a
“coordinated assault by a subset of cit-
izens.” The fact that Al can be manipu-
lated means we should treat algorithmic
predictions with caution.

If algorithmic bias is not tackled, it
may contribute to the amplification of
human biases. Humans seem to trust
the judgment of Al algorithms because
they believe software isn't biased,
oblivious to the fact that those deci-
sions are already representing their own
biases. As a consequence, we'll embrace
Al-driven decisions and generate more
flawed data for those algorithms to
“improve” on.

More training data on protected
groups, such as ethnicity, gender, or age,
may be needed if we want less biased
algorithms. Examining an algorithm’s
recommendation for protected groups
might be a good way to search for
discrimination. At the same time, these
questions still arise. Can algorithms
really produce total equality? And who
is responsible for ensuring that the
corporations and individuals who build
these programs do so in the spirit of
social equality?
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It feels strange to think that our moms were entire people
of their own before we came to know and love them, and
it feels even stranger to think we have almost no idea who
they were back then. We decided to ask some of our moms
about the people they used to be, the lives they led and the
changes they've had to go through to be able to take on the
role of the mothers. We spoke to Anupama Rahman, Iffat
Eunus Alam, Samira Yunus, and Shoera Sarwar about the
people they were before crying babies took over their lives.

Speaking of life when she was younger, Anupama
Rahman is reminiscent, “My friends and I lived near each
other and we all went to the same school. We used to
meet regularly in the afternoon or evenings. All through-
out school, college, and even university, we all had great
intimacy because we spent so much time together. Those
were some great times.”

Shoera Sarwar, on the other hand, misses being a more
hopeful person, “Life was more enjoyable and happier. I
used to think that people would not be bad, and happiness
seemed more attainable.”

As young people, our mothers must have had hobbies
as well, things they used to love doing but don't do
anymore. “My hobby has always been reading. Everyone
in my household used to read so we had a great collec-
tion of books.I was also involved in singing. I used to
participate in TV shows for children. I did the letters for
children’s magazines. I was a newscaster for BTV from
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Then and Now: Iffat Eunus Alam with her daughters.

1994 to 1995,” says Anupama.

Shoera spent her days studying, cooking, and sewing
clothes. “I was interested in fashion and writing poetry as
well. My friends and I would meet at Baily Road. Overall,
my life was cheerful,” she adds.

Motherhood presented a change in circumstances,
and for our mothers, well laid plans and career goals had
to change as well. Iffat Eunus Alam was determined to
become a flight attendant because she imagined her life
travelling around the world. “However, as time went on
and I got married, it didn’t seem like a realistic option so I
decided against it. I was also very interested in fashion and
wanted to start my own boutique where 1'd design dresses
myself,” she adds.

Samira Yunus retells the story of how her determination
helped her pursue the career she wanted from the get-go, “I
was always very career oriented. I chose a very unorthodox
subject, Actuarial Science. I chose it because I absolutely
loved math, and the future prospects of the subject seemed
very promising to me. There were very few people in Ban-
gladesh who had passed all fourteen subjects required, at
the time. I was met with a lot of criticism and most people

around me had doubted my capabilities and told me it is a
very demanding field so I should reconsider as I would one
day be expected to look after my family.But I never paid
heed to any of it and decided to go for it.”

Things don't always work out, and oftentimes, the
support required from family is absent. Such was the case
for Shoera Sarwar, who dreamed of becoming an architect.
“Unfortunately, my own family was not supportive of my
goal. Still, I tried studying the subjects I was interested in,
secretly. But I was caught. So, I was not allowed to study the
science subjects anymore, even by hiding.”

Motherhood, and the larger responsibilities of having a
family tends to get in the way of life trajectories for many
women. Priorities change, and without a supportive family
who are open to shared responsibilities, career tracks are
often pushed to the back of the queue.

Iffat Eunus Alam’s story goes a bit like this as well. “1
wanted to pursue a Master’s in Political Science or Sociol-
ogy, but I never got the opportunity. I did not find the
support I needed at home at the time and my husband
was busy at work. On the day for my final exam for my
Bachelor’s, I had asked my husband to pick my daughters
up from school since their school was very far from home
and I would not be able to make it. Due to some misunder-
standing, he had not picked up my younger daughter and
she was left alone at school for hours, till my sister called to
check in. That's when I knew that I had to stay home and
look after my children. I had also briefly started a boutique
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but I let go of it during my elder daughter’s O Levels since
she needed my full support and time.”

Becoming a BCS cadre and working in the administra-
tion service was what Anupama Rahman had planned for
herself. But marriage changed things. “I realised that my
plan would be inconvenient as it involved being posted
to different places. So, my plans changed and I considered
working with my husband, or pursuing my MBA degree. As
I thought about these things, my daughter was born.

“After her birth I could not consider working. Even
though it was a good job, I did not want to work all day
while leaving her at home. My mother, relatives, and
friends, still tell me that they were shocked to know that I
chose not to work. As people say, ‘When a child is born, the
mother is born, too! So, she became my priority. Of course,
I do not look down on any parent who chooses to work.
But it is not possible for a person to do everything. So, in
my opinion, my decision was right because I could tend
to my kids and have input in their studies, extracurricular
activities, or personal development.”

Shoera Sarwar was faced with the reality that being

Shoera Sarwar was into fashion and dreamed of becoming
an architect.

married posed extra difficulties to her education, which she
wasn't ready to give up. “I got married while I was complet-
ing my undergraduate degree. I was not prepared for how
fast-paced married life would be. There were certain rules
and obligations that my in-laws expected me to follow, like
asking for permission if [ wanted to meet my friends. There
were a lot of duties around the house that they expected me
to do as well. They criticised me if I rested. All of this was
happening while I was pursuing my degree. Then I became
pregnant with my first child, which affected my studies.

I had to give my undergrad’s third year finals while I was
pregnant.”

If the necessary support system does exist, however,
things fall into place, and the sacrifices made don’t end up
costing everything. Now an executive vice president of an
insurance company, Samira Yunus' story is testament to
that, “Being a single mom, I had a lot of responsibilities
which set me back by a few years. However, I have an im-
mensely supportive family who looked after my daughter
while I worked and pursued my education. My daughter
is also very understanding and has always supported my
endeavours.”

Life goes on, and despite the hardships, with or without
support from family, our mothers find ways to become
their own selves. Shoera Sarwar ended up pursuing her
passion for poetry. “I was always inspired by nature to write
poetry, so around 2017 I decided that I wanted to publish
a collection of poems. I faced a lot of obstacles; I did not
receive support from my family. My mother and daughter
were proud of me, though. My daughter even gifted me a
diary for organising my poems. Other people’s reactions
to my work on Facebook was another source of support
and encouragement. I faced questionable publishers, who
wanted to leech off my work. I overcame the obstacles and
finally published my book in 2017.”

Iffat Eunus Alam has found a way to live out a certain
portion of her dream by starting an online page for clothes.
“I hope I can save enough and find a way to start designing
again. My children try to support me to the best of their
abilities, but they have their own lives to worry about. It is
my job to support them.”

Let us celebrate our mothers for the strong and resil-
ient women they are and have always been. We must also
remember to acknowledge all that they have given up to
make us who we are. We need to keep in mind the wonders
that a supportive family can achieve, we all must do better
to support the individuals who became our mothers.



