
Ethics and Natural Language Processing (NLP):
an (almost) tutorial

Karën Fort

karen.fort@loria.fr / https://members.loria.fr/KFort/

ICMI, Oct. 18th, 2021

1 / 43

https://members.loria.fr/KFort/


Where I’m talking from
See https://members.loria.fr/KFort/

I Language resources creation for NLP, esp. using crowdsourcing

I Ethics and NLP
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We all use NLP, every day

https://www.google.com/
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What is NLP?
A recursive definition

https://translate.google.com/
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(More advanced) applications in our daily lives
. . . not necessarily very efficient

The SNCF (French railway) chatbot on https://twitter.com/home
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Two revolutions in less than a decade

I Much more implication from big firms in the field (GAFAM)
I Deep learning (from approx. 2013), including (very) large

language models

→ ethical issues start to show
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Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP

Helping the thought
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Exercise: let’s prompt!
Thanks to Chris Callison-Burch!

https://beta.openai.com/playground
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https://www.cis.upenn.edu/~ccb/
https://beta.openai.com/playground


Exercise: which ethical issues did you find?
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Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP
Stereotypes
Environmental impact (in a nutshell)
Data production: real humans behind the curtain
More systemic issues

Helping the thought
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Exercise: where do the stereotypes come from?
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Mirror of existing stereotypes?
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Mirror of existing stereotypes?
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Mirror of existing stereotypes?

context taken into account (sentence) +
masculine = neutral
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Machine learning is not magic

The decisions to:
I define masculine as neutral in French (not the case in Ancient

French)
I take the sentence as the context

were MADE by people
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ML and biases: mirror or amplifier?

[Zhao et al., 2017]
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(At least some) hype benefits ethics

[Hovy and Spruit, 2016] (mainly) about biases in NLP:
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(At least some) hype benefits ethics

[Blodgett et al., 2020] analyzed 146 articles about biases in NLP:

18 / 43



Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP
Stereotypes
Environmental impact (in a nutshell)
Data production: real humans behind the curtain
More systemic issues

Helping the thought
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Exercise: any idea about the environmental impact of NLP?
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Carbon footprint

[Strubell et al., 2019]
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Models trained once and for all?

[Bender et al., 2021]
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Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP
Stereotypes
Environmental impact (in a nutshell)
Data production: real humans behind the curtain
More systemic issues

Helping the thought

23 / 43



Exercise: where does data come from?
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Data and "informed" consent
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Artificial artificial intelligence

[Fort et al., 2011]
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Data not "for the taking"

[Bird, 2020]
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Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP
Stereotypes
Environmental impact (in a nutshell)
Data production: real humans behind the curtain
More systemic issues

Helping the thought
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"Overselling" research results

vs [Bender and Koller, 2020]
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By the way. . .

https://twitter.com/emilymbender/status/1067108757488848896
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https://twitter.com/emilymbender/status/1067108757488848896


Evaluation issues

[Garnerin et al., 2020]
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Long-term vs short-term

[Antoine and Lefeuvre, 2014]
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Who is talking, from where?

Practicing ethics in NLP

Helping the thought
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Guidelines, guidelines everywhere!

[Hagendorff, 2020]

34 / 43



Inspiring sources

I High-Level Expert Group on AI Ethics guidelines for
trustworthy AI

I CERNA on Research ethics in ML
I Unesco about Gender divides in digital skills
I CNIL about voice assistants
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https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/ethics-guidelines-trustworthy-ai
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/ethics-guidelines-trustworthy-ai
http://cerna-ethics-allistene.org/digitalAssets/54/54730_cerna_2017_machine_learning.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000367416.page=85
https://www.cnil.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/cnil_white-paper-on_the_record.pdf


(Some) systemic approaches to the problems faced in NLP

I [Lefeuvre et al., 2015] (in French): a consequentialist grid for
an ethical assessment of researches and applications

I [Fort and Amblard, 2018] (in French): a deontological,
systemic view on ethics in NLP

I [Bender et al., 2021]: the dangers of large language models
(impact on people a posteriori)
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Thank you!
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An overview of (the vast majority of) present NLP
since 2018 (and evolving rapidly) – a draft
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