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It was only a short while ago that Elon Musk announced 
his  US$ 44 billion purchase of Twitter. While Musk 
recently cancelled the deal, this significant purchase, which 
would have taken Twitter private, nevertheless, raised seri-
ous ethical considerations by promising to unlock “tremen-
dous potential” while citing free speech, authentication of 
users, and removing spam bots. One of the most interesting 
promises, however, was the goal to increase the public’s trust 
in Twitter by making its algorithms open source.1 But is 
this really the way to (re)build the public’s trust in the com-
pany? To answer this, let’s first look at what open source 
algorithms entail.

As Musk did not provide any details on his plans, we can 
only rely on the standard definition of open source algo-
rithms. In general, algorithms are open source when they 
are made publicly available, including their core statistical 
model, free to be used and manipulated by anyone. It is an 
act of total transparency as theoretically anyone could access 
and understand the technology that governs Twitter. At first 
glance this is commendable of Musk to publicise the pro-
cesses that Twitter uses to perform such operations as the 
curation of a user’s suggested Topics page. This is particu-
larly important since misinformation and how people receive 
information is a growing concern. Consider how much mis-
information about COVID-19 was spread throughout Twit-
ter, so much so that health authorities felt the need to address 
it themselves.2 It is becoming increasingly difficult to trust 
Twitter as a platform to responsibly disseminate information. 
But the transparency that open-sourcing promises should 
be questioned if its goal is to encourage public trust in the 
company.

As Onora O’Neill, a key philosopher for the concept of 
trust, reminds us: well-placed trust begins with trustworthi-
ness (2018). Of course, trust eventually develops into an 

allocation of vulnerability from the would-be trustor (i.e., 
allowing the trusted to act without much supervision) (Baier 
1986). Trusting your neighbour, for example, to bring out 
your bins the evening before collection. In cases this like, 
if one is wrong about their neighbour and they break their 
promise, the resulting harm in the poorly placed trust is 
relatively low-risk. However, when considering the asym-
metrical relationships between powerful companies and 
individuals where unchecked actions of these companies 
have already proven harmful for individuals and society, 
establishing trustworthiness before placing trust is essential. 
Well-placed trust in this context does not arise from a mere 
choice of granting vulnerability, but is instead a response to 
judging the trustworthiness of the company.

How does this come about? There are various criteria 
that one can rely on to judge trustworthiness, such as being 
able to monitor and audit their performance, competence, or 
compliance with local regulations. But these are all linked 
to the essential characteristic of accessibility. Judging one’s 
competence doesn’t go far if the data supporting their com-
petence is not interpretable to the person who is deciding 
whether to place their trust or not. When someone contem-
plates putting their trust in a company, they are consider-
ing if the company is trustworthy to them and therefore, 
the evidence of trustworthiness must be shaped for their 
consumption. The criteria used to perceive trustworthiness 
must be accessible to those whose trust is requested. If the 
general public is asked to increase its trust in Twitter and 
their algorithmic technology, the public must accordingly 
be able to understand the information that aims to convince 
them to grant trust.

Returning to Musk’s plan to open source Twitter’s algo-
rithms, all I can see is that it could only establish trust 
between Twitter and those with a background in computer 
science (even that is a tall order as the more complex the 
algorithm is, such as deep neural networks, the harder it is 
for even the developer to fully understand it). Given that it is  * Joshua L. M. Brand 
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highly unlikely the average person can interpret algorithms, 
it does not give much hope that open-sourcing could fos-
ter a trusting relationship between the general public and 
Twitter. At best, it would allow for an indirect perception of 
trustworthiness if experts on algorithms sustained effective 
communication with the public.

This, however, will be difficult given the lack of profes-
sional standards and regulation for those who develop and 
work on algorithms. They are not, for example, like physi-
cians whose conduct is heavily regulated. Given the regu-
latory framework and auditing of medical professionals, it 
makes it easier to judge their trustworthiness, respond with 
trust, and subsequently accept advice from professionals 
on medical matters we do not fully understand ourselves. 
A physician cannot prescribe their patient new medication 
without first knowing possible adverse effects or relevant 
contraindications to the patient’s condition. Without this 
regulation available to professionals of algorithms, indirect 
perception of Twitter’s trustworthiness is ambitious and 
subsequently, the idea that open-sourcing algorithms could 
boost public trust remains unrealistic.

What could the solution be? While this answer deserves 
a paper of its own, the most promising solution is Explain-
able AI. Also known as XAI, it does not only aim to make 
complex algorithmic processes transparent, but many meth-
ods strive to also make them intelligible to relevant users, 
patients, and stakeholders. Many of the current XAI meth-
ods imposed on AI can translate algorithms to ways that are 
more in line with how humans naturally think and assess 
behaviour. For example, post-hoc XAI methods, such as 
feature-importance through technology like LIME, have 
been suggested to replicate the intentional stance humans 
take to assess behaviour through beliefs and desires. Non-
experts can then better analyse the system’s ‘behaviour’ and 
ultimately endorse, or reject, its use (Zerilli 2022). Providing 
something like intelligible human-centred XAI methods is 
the sensible way to ensure that when offering up Twitter’s 

algorithms to the general public, they can more likely access, 
understand, and form their own opinions on the technology 
that the company depends on.

Open-sourcing algorithms is transparent, but not acces-
sible. If Musk’s goal was to bolster the relationship between 
Twitter and the general public through transparency, he 
should have offered the additional step of making its algo-
rithms intelligible; open-sourcing is not the final solution.

Curmudgeon Corner Curmudgeon Corner is a short opinionated col-
umn on trends in technology, arts, science and society, commenting on 
issues of concern to the research community and wider society. Whilst 
the drive for super-human intelligence promotes potential benefits to 
wider society, it also raises deep concerns of existential risk, thereby 
highlighting the need for an ongoing conversation between technology 
and society. At the core of Curmudgeon concern is the question: What 
is it to be human in the age of the AI machine? –Editor.
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