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Executive Summary

Palantir's strategic use of controversy, framed by its narrative as a neutral software
provider, significantly reshapes long-term accountability and public oversight of
algorithmic governance by entrenching structural dependencies and algorithmic opacity
within government operations. This approach shifts accountability from publicly
contestable democratic processes to a technocratic model controlled by private
infrastructure providers. While Palantir deflects blame for controversial outcomes onto
government clients, its "land and expand" business model creates prohibitive switching
costs and leverages trade-secret exemptions, effectively insulating contracts from public
backlash and diminishing the ability of elected officials and citizens to scrutinize

algorithmic outcomes.

Key Findings

Palantir's Neutrality Narrative and Blame Shifting

Palantir consistently positions itself as a politically neutral "software company" and "data
processor," asserting that it merely provides tools for customers to organize and
understand their own information without collecting or monetizing data [2, 3, 7]. This
framing implies that government agencies retain full control and legal liability for how the
technology is deployed [2, 5, 6, 7, 9, 15]. By emphasizing its role as a processor rather
than a data controller, Palantir deflects operational accountability for controversial
deployments, such as ICE's mass deportation operations or NHS data aggregation, onto
the public sector entities that control the data [2, 5, 6, 7, 9, 15]. The company highlights
its "enduring mission that transcends political shifts and administrations," citing ICE
contracts dating back to 2011 that span multiple US presidencies to demonstrate its
reliance on routine government utility rather than partisan alignment [2, 6, 7]. This
narrative provides a rhetorical shield against public backlash.



Structural Dependency and Vendor Lock-in

Palantir's "land and expand" business strategy, characterized by initial low-cost
engagements, embeds its proprietary platforms into critical government functions,
creating deep structural dependencies that persist across political administrations [4, 6, 9,
14, 15]. An example is NHS England's emergency A£1 contract in March 2020, which
expanded into a multi-hundred-million-pound Federated Data Platform [6, 9]. Once
integrated, migrating data from these proprietary systems becomes operationally
disruptive and financially prohibitive [3, 15]. For instance, the UK Ministry of Defence
(MoD) directly awarded Palantir a A£240.6 million contract in December 2025, justifying
the non-competitive tender by noting that changing suppliers would entail "significant
cost" due to the need to rebuild data analytics architecture, reaccredit systems, and
retrain personnel [6, 9]. This technical lock-in ensures contract stability even amidst public
controversies, as demonstrated by the DGSI (France) contract renewal in 2025 and ICE's
retention of Palantir in 2022 after initial termination efforts failed [3, 17, 18].

Algorithmic Opacity and Trade Secret Exemptions

The proprietary nature of Palantir's algorithms creates a "black box" that impedes
democratic oversight [4, 8, 12, 13, 16]. This opacity prevents elected officials and the
public from scrutinizing how data points are weighed or conclusions are generated,
making it difficult to assess the fairness or political implications of specific deployments [8,
12]. Governments frequently deny Freedom of Information (FOI) requests regarding
Palantir's algorithms by citing trade secrets or national security exemptions [4, 9, 12, 13].
For example, UK police forces largely refused to answer FOI requests about their
involvement with the company [9]. Heavily redacted contracts, such as the NHS
Federated Data Platform agreement which had 200 pages blacked out, further obscure
operational details from public view [4, 6, 9, 12, 13, 16]. FOIA Exemption (b)(4) is
routinely cited by federal agencies to withhold confidential commercial information related
to Al systems, structurally blocking public oversight [1, 10, 11, 19].

Shift to Technocratic Governance

The operational trade-off between accelerated cross-agency data fusion and diminished
transparency fundamentally shifts algorithmic governance from a publicly contestable
democratic process to a technocratic one controlled by private infrastructure providers.
Palantir's platforms, such as Foundry, integrate disparate datasets across federal



agencies, enabling rapid cross-agency data fusion [7, 15]. However, this integration is
coupled with significant opacity due to proprietary algorithms and trade-secret exemptions
[4, 9, 12, 13]. Palantir's engineers embed policy authority directly into the software's
"Ontology" layer, which structures data relationships and defines decision-making
patterns without direct democratic accountability [3]. This allows surveillance tools and
algorithmic governance to proliferate beyond traditional democratic mechanisms and
public scrutiny [13].

Historical Precedents and Oversight Vulnerabilities

Palantir's model proves more effective at entrenching opacity than historical precedents
like earlier predictive policing contracts or defense IT monopolies, primarily by combining
structural vendor lock-in with aggressive use of trade secrecy exemptions [4, 6, 9]. While
past predictive policing deployments also operated with limited public knowledge [9],
Palantir's "land and expand" strategy creates deeper structural dependencies that are
harder to reverse [4, 6, 9, 14, 15]. Unlike earlier defense IT monopolies that relied
primarily on national security classifications, Palantir uses a dual shield of trade secrets
and national security exemptions to deny FOI requests and heavily redact contracts [4, 6,
9, 12, 13, 16]. Lessons from past accountability failures reveal vulnerabilities in current
oversight frameworks, including the erosion of traditional legal safeguards, the
proliferation of private policing infrastructure beyond democratic reach, and the failure to
anticipate data sovereignty risks, such as those posed by the US CLOUD Act [8, 9, 13,
14].

Implications

Palantir's strategic approach fundamentally reshapes long-term accountability and public
oversight by creating an environment where algorithmic governance operates largely
outside democratic scrutiny. The deep embedding of proprietary platforms creates a
structural dependency that makes governments reluctant or unable to disengage,
effectively granting private companies significant, enduring influence over critical state
functions. This vendor lock-in, combined with algorithmic opacity and the strategic use of
trade-secret exemptions, shifts decision-making power from elected officials and public
discourse to technocratic processes controlled by private infrastructure providers.
Consequently, the ability of citizens to understand, contest, or influence the algorithmic
systems that govern their lives is severely diminished, leading to an accountability gap



that current legal frameworks, focused on strict data processing liability, are ill-equipped
to address. This trajectory risks normalizing community-wide surveillance and algorithmic
decision-making based on opaque patterns, rather than publicly debated policy or
individualized suspicion, thereby eroding public trust and democratic control over
governance outcomes.

Limitations and Caveats

The available research has several limitations. There is a lack of specific quantitative
breakdowns of Palantir's contract renewal rates during periods of high-profile controversy
versus neutral periods, making it difficult to precisely quantify the insulation effect . Direct
financial cost comparisons between Palantir's proprietary lock-ins and open-source
alternatives like Splunk or Elastic are also not provided . Furthermore, the research does
not detail the transparency frameworks used by competitors like Microsoft Azure
Government or Amazon AWS in defense contracts, nor does it provide percentages of
their respective contracts that allow for third-party algorithmic auditing . The projected
timeline for the expiration or legislative amendment of statutory opacity mechanisms,
such as FOI trade-secret exemptions, is not specified. While the Electronic Privacy
Information Center (EPIC) highlighted the HireVue case as an example of how trade
secret protections impede algorithmic fairness assessment, no independent auditor is
explicitly cited as naming a specific contractual clause that prevented their assessment of
Palantir's algorithms [19].
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