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We are the national body for the humanities in Australia. As one of the nation’s five
Learned Academies, we provide governments with expertise in the fields that explain how
people, cultures, languages, institutions and ideas shape, and are shaped, by
technological change. This year we established a national forum on Humanities & Al
Capability.

Australia’s Al future will not be determined by technical capability alone. It will also depend
on the choices we make about what Al is used for, how it is designed, whose knowledge
it draws upon, who benefits from it and where limits should be placed on its use. These
are questions of public purpose, culture, ethics, language creativity, rights and democratic
accountability. They are core areas of humanities research and expertise.

The Academy has therefore focused this submission on the role of humanities-led
Research and Development (R&D) in ensuring Al is trustworthy, culturally relevant and
socially sustainable.

Humanities-led Research and Development (R&D)

Humanities-led R&D places human, social and cultural questions at the beginning of
research development, not at the end. It brings humanities scholars together with
technologists, public policy experts, social scientists, computer scientists, and
communities to lead multidisciplinary research.

Many humanities-trained scholars already work in this way, including those involved in the
Australian Research Council (ARC) Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision Making &
Society (ADM+S), the University of Sydney's Centre for Al, Trust and Governance and the
UNSW’s creation of a suite of skilled Al companions for wellbeing, developed within its
Psychosocial Al program at the Big Anxiety Research Centre.' Each of these capability
building initiatives are led by humanities researchers.

These approaches genuinely bring new thinking to how Australia can navigate its Al
future and determine what Al is used for, how it is designed, who benefits from it, and how
widely those benefits are shared. A selection of case studies attached to this submission
demonstrate how humanities-led R&D invents new Al-enabled models of care,

Australia’s Economic Accelerator (AEI Ignite) and Jiangsu Industrial Technology Research Institute (JITRI), China.
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democratic accountability and digital inclusion initiatives, and the discovery and reuse of
Australia’s national cultural assets.

Governance and National Al Strategy

The Academy has welcomed the new Office of Artificial Intelligence within the Department
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C).2 The establishment of the Office of Alis an
important recognition that Australia’s response must extend beyond technical
development and commercial investment; it must also address questions of culture,
ethics, language, creativity, trust, rights, inclusion and democratic resilience. These are not
secondary considerations. They will determine whether Al systems earn public confidence,
reflect Australian values and circumstances, and deliver benefits across the community.

The Government’s National Al Plan says that Australian efforts will need to focus on
building sovereign Al capability, spreading the benefits of Al and sharing the
opportunities in an inclusive and fair way.® The goals of the National Al plan are socially-
situated and community-focused. Achieving them requires foundational engagement
with the insights of humanities and arts capability and research: language and
linguistics, history, philosophy ethics, literary studies, cultural studies, media and
communication, the arts. At this stage, a public policy mechanism to draw on this
expertise has not been established. If Australia is going to design, adapt, operationalise
and implement Al for the benefit of its citizens, then cultural and community perspectives
must be at the core.

The Government’s Al Ecosystem Report explicitly identifies humanities and arts as an area
of distinctive Australian Al research specialisation. The report finds that

significant opportunity lies in applying Al to areas of existing national strength and
developing specialised, domain-specific capabilities.*

With a view to Australia’s Research, Development and Innovation (RD&I) agenda, and
building on our 2026-2027 pre-budget submission,® the Academy proposes three
priorities. Together, these respond to the Committee’s consideration of Australia’s
sovereign Al capability, barriers to productive and responsible adoption, workforce and
skills needs, and the economic and social opportunities and risks presented by Al.

These priorities reflect a central proposition of this submission: Australia will not secure the
benefits of Al through technical capacity alone. It needs the research, knowledge, data,
institutional and workforce capabilities required to design, adapt, evaluate and govern
Al in Australian contexts.

2 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2026), Humanities expertise essential to Australia’s new national Al

4 Australia’s Artificial Intelligence Ecosystem: Growth and Opportunities (June 2025), https://www.ai.gov.au/news-
and-insights/reports/australias-artificial-intelligence-ecosystem-growth-and-opportunities

5 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2026), Pre Budget Submission: Future budgets must invest in Australian
thinking,
https://humanities.org.au/power-of-the-humanities/future-budgets-must-invest-in-australian-thinking/
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Recommendations

1. Develop a National Al Research Plan: To build and steward sovereign national
research capability to design, develop, adapt, evaluate and govern Al

Such a plan would directly support the Committee’s consideration of Australia’s
international competitiveness, sovereign capability and the barriers preventing
productive and responsible adoption of Al. This is necessarily a cross-portfolio agenda
(involving Industry and Science, Education, and other agencies), so PM&C is a natural
coordination point.

The Plan needs:

e Buy-in and insights from across the full spectrum of research (i.e. humanities
arts, Indigenous research, sciences, social sciences, health, medical sciences,
technological sciences) and it needs to earn the confidence of industry (broadly
defined) and the community.

¢ To back and build humanities-led R&D, which has already delivered significant
advances and community benefits, but is not yet widely recognised or
systematically supported. There are major opportunities for the Australian
Government to engage with the outcomes of these work programs, and to scale
nationally (including through the ARC’s new National Competitive Grants Program
from 2027), and internationally through Australia’s new status as an associate
member of Horizon Europe (from January 2027).

» To revisit the place of Al in Australia’s Science and Research Priorities (NSRPs). Al
is explicitly mentioned in two contexts only: ‘Transitioning to a net zero future’, and
‘Building a secure and resilient nation’. We need stronger signals to drive programs
that put people and communities at the centre of Australia’s Al R&D.°

* Todrive a‘national capability’ approach to Al with clear roles for the Australian
Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) and drawing on Jobs and Skills Australia’s
(JSA) “skills first’ approach (see below). While the Al Ecosystem report is a valuable
starting point, Australia does not have a comprehensive picture of the breadth,
depth and potential of its Al related R&D, education and training capability. A
degree in history or English literature may be as important preparation for an Al-
enabled world as it has ever been, but this is not yet widely understood or reflected
in Australia’s skills and capability planning.

¢ Recognise innovation capability not only where new technologies are invented,
but where technologies are adapted, interpreted and responsibly deployed in
complex human environments. The Government’s response to the Ambitious
Australia (2026) report needs to establish durable mechanisms connecting
universities, government and industry to support interdisciplinary Al research
and translation.

e Factorin and plan for Australia’s participation in Horizon Europe. Europe’s
agenda for Al changes the ‘game’ for Australian humanities research on and with
Al. Europe has clearly recognised the need to involve humanities, arts and social

5 DISR, Australia’s National Science and Research Priorities (2024),
https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/national-science-and-research-priorities-2024
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sciences (HASS) at the heart of Al and society. It is not a coincidence that the
committee that developed the Code of Practice for Article 50 of the Al Act involves
and is chaired by HASS scholars.’

2. Protect Australia’s knowledge and data sovereignty

Australia is entering an era in which Al can generate information faster than society can
establish what is true, what is authoritative, what has been forgotten and what has been
lost. That makes authoritative, well governed, contextualised national knowledge more
important. The national research collections infrastructure, and cultural collections held
in galleries, archives, museums and libraries form a vital part of Australia’s knowledge
sovereignty.

Australia’s ability to develop useful, sovereign and competitive Al technologies and
applications will depend in part on access to high-quality Australian data. This includes
humanities, cultural, linguistic, archival and First Nations data that can support domain-
specific Al applications. Investment in Australion Al data capability includes the need for:

¢ long-term support for digitisation, curation and infrastructure for high-value
Australian cultural and research collections;

¢ domain-specific datasets and models developed with the relevant research and
knowledge communities;

e strong data governance and access protocols, with First Nations’ leadership
essential for any consideration of Al with regard to First Nations knowledges; and

¢ research and infrastructure programs that bring humanities expertise into the
development of Australian domain-specific Al.

3. A broader conception of Al capability is needed to respond to Al's impacts on work,
its ethical implications and removing barriers to its productive adoption.

Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) “skills first” approach has potentially profound implications
for how Australia should define Al capability . It helps us to address the principal
problem: Do we have the breadth and depth of knowledge and skills required to
understand Al, deploy Al productively, safely, appropriately and strategically across
Australian society and the economy? It invites us to change our thinking from a narrow
occupation-based model of Al expertise (who are the technical Al specialists?) to a
national capability-based model (what combinations of knowledge, skills and judgement
does Australia need to create, use, evaluate and govern Al across the economy?). That
enables a much more accurate account of the contribution of humanities, arts, social
sciences, Indigenous knowledge and multidisciplinary expertise to Australia’s Al future.

Al is not a single occupational capability. It is a general-purpose technology whose value
depends on being combined with domain knowledge, human judgement and sector-
specific expertise. JSA is explicitly arguing that a skills-first tertiary system should not

7 https://artificialintelligenceact.eu/article/50/
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replace qualifications. Rather, qualifications should clearly communicate the skills,
knowledge and capabilities they develop. This will give students, families and employers
greater confidence that educational pathways are relevant, durable and adaptable, even
where the jobs graduates enter may change. Different capabilities will require different
educational pathways, such as:

e Applied Al capability: Professionals need to know how to integrate Al safely,
effectively and responsibly into their particular field.

¢ Technical Al capability: Specialists need deep technical expertise; all citizens need
an uplift in Al literacy.

o Strategic Al capability: Leaders need to understand how Al changes organisations,
industries, institutions and society.

e Governance capability: Professionals and policymakers need access to specialist
expertise in law and regulation, ethics and rights, security and safety, public trust,
and risk.

Australia’s Al sovereignty depends on sustained investment in the research, skills and
knowledge systems needed to develop, adapt and govern Al for Australian communities.
Sociotechnical literacy — the ability to move between technical possibilities and their
social, cultural and institutional implications — is a core capability. As evidenced by the Al
Ecosystem report, humanities and arts capabilities function as a “cross-cutting
interpretive and translation layer across policy, governance, communication, and Al-
augmented roles”.®

Cultural and social dimensions must be embedded at all layers of Al systems and
throughout the Al lifecycle: formulating problems, designing systems and data selection,
translating into applications, and their evaluation and deployment. Achieving this will
require a skilled Australian workforce able to connect humanities, arts and social science
expertise with a strong understanding of the technological dimensions of Al systems.'

Conclusion

The Committee’s Terms of Reference ask how Australia can capture the economic and
social opportunities of Al while managing its risks; increase productive adoption; build
sovereign capability; prepare its workforce; protect intellectual property and copyright;
and address national security and strategic resilience. The Academy’s central submission
is that Australia cannot meet these objectives through technical capability alone.

Australia has a significant opportunity to shape Al in the national interest: to lift
productivity, generate new industries and services, strengthen regional economies and

9 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2026), Submission to the Employment and Education References
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build areas of international comparative advantage, while enriching cultural life, widening
access to knowledge and services, strengthening democratic institutions and supporting
human creativity and wellbeing. Realising that opportunity, and ensuring its benefits reach
all Australians, will require Australia to make full use of the research, knowledge, cultural
and workforce capabilities it already possesses. The humanities are a critical part of that
national capability.

The Academy offers its expertise, networks and convening power. We have recently
established a national Humanities and Al Capability Forum, bringing together
researchers and practitioners to map existing capability, identify gaps and provide
evidence-based advice on issues of national importance. The Forum is a mechanism to
assemble Al-relevant humanities expertise for consultation, advice and evidence towards
a strong Al future.

Our developing programs of work will address the above areas and other major areas of
focus of this Inquiry, including where there is contested thinking with regards to
intellectual property and copyright, and in the context of national security implications
and strategic resilience.
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ATTACHMENT

Telling the story of humanities-led R&D

The case studies below demonstrate the significant opportunities that extend from
humanities-led Al R&D. They cross communities, political spectrums and regions,
highlighting ways in which social and cultural capabilities can work closely with real
people for individual, community and national benefit.

The humanities contribution is not simply to make technology ‘more ethical’. It changes
what is researched, how the problem is defined, the objective/s of the research, what gets
measured, and ultimately what technological systems are built and how they are
deployed.

Meet Viv: humanities-led R&D extending the reach of human services
through human-centred Al

creative practice, immersive media and Al to address a concrete social and health
challenge: loneliness and anxiety among people living with cognitive impairment at home.

Viv is an Al character co-created with women living with dementia. By putting lived
experience and human relationships at the centre of technological design, this kind of R&D
creates possibilities for extending health, mental-health and social support beyond
traditional service settings, with transformative potential for regional and remote
communities where access to specialist services is constrained.

Viv is evidence of Australia’s humanities-led Al capability delivering service innovation and
addressing regional inclusion.

Indigenous data governance infrastructure: governing knowledge
according to cultural authority, collective benefit and community-
defined priorities

frameworks, skills, tools and infrastructure needed to enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities to exercise greater authority over data concerning their lives,
cultures, lands and futures.
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years of consultation and co-design and embeds Indigenous governance within national
research infrastructure.

By bringing together Indigenous knowledge, humanities research, data science, digital
infrastructure and governance, the project demonstrates that responsible Al capability
requires more than technical expertise: it requires the ability to govern knowledge
according to cultural authority, collective benefit and community-defined priorities.

Australian Ad Observatory: humanities-led R&D producing new
infrastructure for democratic accountability in the digital age

Led by the ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision Making and Society (ADM+S),
the Australian Ad Observatory combines media and cultural research with computational
methods, law and citizen science. Lead researchers have developed ways to make
otherwise invisible platform advertising observable, including who is targeted, what
messages they receive and how advertising is sequenced around users' identities and
behaviours.

Its research has exposed hidden political influence, harmful advertising and significant
transparency gaps, while providing evidence for regulators, journalists and civil society. As
generative Al makes political communication increasingly automated, personalised and
difficult to observe, this capability is becoming essential national infrastructure for
understanding and protecting democratic debate.

The Digital Inclusion Index: Humanities and social-science-led R&D
that created Australia’s principal evidence infrastructure for
understanding who can participate in the digital economy and
society

The Australian Digital Inclusion Index has transformed an abstract problem of ‘digital
inequality’ into measurable, geographically and socially specific evidence that now guides
policy, investment and service design for the non-profit sector, governments, and
business. The Index tells us which Australians are best placed to take advantage of digital
services, and where we need to take action to ensure no one is left behind.

The Index, together with further detailed research with First Nations communities, enables
us to gauge progress towards the national Closing the Gap digital inclusion targets, which
are closely related to progress in health, education, and employment.
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Most recently, the Index is revealing more about the uptake of Al across Australia: how
Australians are using Al, what they know about it, and what the barriers are to wider use.
We aim to learn more about the critical capabilities Australians will need to maximise the
benefits and mitigate the risks of Al-driven transformations

Relational Futures: putting Indigenous sovereignty at the heart of Al

Led by Distinguished Professor Bronwyn Carlson FAHA and Dr Tamika Worrell at Macquarie
University, Relational Futures examines how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
experience and imagine Al. The Indigenous-led project identifies opportunities, including
better access to services and stronger connections, alongside risks such as surveillance,
bias, cultural appropriation and misuse of Indigenous data.

Relational Futures draws on the holistic and relational character of Indigenous knowledge
systems to examine the full Al ecosystem, not only the technology, but its connections to
Country and the environment, culture, language, sovereignty, data, community and
collective wellbeing. This approach changes the questions asked of Al: not simply whether
a system works, but who controls it, whose knowledge it draws upon, what relationships it
creates, its impact on the environment and who benefits.

NFSA’s Bowerbird Al: domain knowledge driving technological
innovation

Australia’s Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums (GLAM) are sites of humanities-
adjacent R&D and innovation, combining technological experimentation with cultural
knowledge, creativity, public service, stewardship and responsibility.

systems were poorly suited to Australian English, accents, place names, colloquialisms
and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander terms. Faced with hundreds of thousands of
hours of audiovisual material that were difficult to search, the NFSA developed its own
machine-learning transcription engine, trained to recognise Australian speech, places,
people and cultural references.

Bowerbird has enabled more than 150,000 hours of material to be transcribed and linked,
unlocking previously hidden stories and creating new opportunities for research, creative
production, industry reuse and public engagement.

The innovation is therefore not purely technical: it combines machine learning and

computational with cultural, curatorial, linguistic, archival and preservation knowledge,
underpinned by a responsibility to maintain trust and create public value.
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Cultivating Inclusive and Sustainable Al Policy for the Creative Sector

Australia’s role as a partner in a major Horizon-Europe funded project CULTURAI
demonstrates the international R&D value of combining humanities, creative practice, Al
and GLAM expertise.

million Horizon Europe project brings together universities, cultural institutions, UNESCO and
other international partners to investigate how Al can strengthen rather than diminish
human creativity. It will generate new evidence on Al's impact on creative labour, develop
Al governance and literacy frameworks for libraries, archives and museums, and establish
Living Labs where creators co-design human-centred Al tools.

The project has the potential to create new models for Al-enabled creativity, responsible
GLAM innovation and cultural-sector productivity, while giving Australia a role in shaping
international policy on Al, creativity and cultural diversity.

LDaCA - turning Australia’s language knowledge into Al-ready
national capability

R&D can create foundational Al infrastructure while protecting cultural knowledge and
enabling new applications.

LDaCA brings together nationally significant collections of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander languages, Australian Englishes, migrant and Pacific languages and other
language data, and provides the standards, tools and infrastructure needed to analyse
them at scale. Its distinctive contribution is not simply digitisation: linguistics, humanities
and Indigenous expertise are embedded in the design of the data infrastructure, access
controls and governance, combining FAIR principles for research reuse with CARE
principles for Indigenous data governance. This creates new national capability for
language technologies and Al, while enabling research and applications in areas
including translation, speech technologies, education, emergency communication and
cybersecurity.

LDaCA demonstrates that humanities knowledge can be part of the foundational data and
governance infrastructure on which Australia’s Al capability depends.
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