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1. Beyond the Hype: Humanities 
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Abstract: This introductory chapter to the volume Humanities Perspectives on 
AI: An Interdisciplinary Introduction demonstrates the need for an understanding 
of AI that goes beyond technical proficiency. Instead, a humanities perspective is 
indispensable for developing genuine AI literacy: Humanities enable critical engage-
ment with the theoretical and normative foundations of AI and its embeddedness 
in cultural, social, and political life. The authors situate AI within a rapidly shifting 
landscape of hype and concern, challenging the pervasive assumption of techno-
logical determinism and the idea that AI is a neutral, inevitable force. Drawing on 
the distinction between scientific explanation and humanistic understanding, they 
introduce three foundational premises of a humanities approach: the recognition 
that all knowledge is situated within frames of reference; that AI must be under-
stood through its context dependency and as a part of a distributed network of 
human and non-human agency; and that the goal of humanities scholarship is to 
cultivate critical thinking and recognition of how one’s standpoint shapes interpre-
tation. These premises are then illustrated through the volume’s three domains of 
context—cultural, social, and political—and an outlook on the interdisciplinary 
contributions in this volume is proposed as a collective toolbox for moving beyond 
the AI hype.
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situatedness

Today Artificial Intelligence (AI) is deeply embedded in our everyday lives, at 
both personal and professional levels. What we see on social media platforms 
and other apps is shaped through AI by recommendation algorithms. At this 
point, generative AI apps such as ChatGPT, Claude, or Grok have many hun-
dreds of millions of users worldwide: ChatGPT alone surpassed 400 million 
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weekly users by early 2025 (Reuters 2025). This has happened in a relatively 
short span of time since OpenAI released ChatGPT (based on a version of 
GPT-3.5) for general public use on November 30, 2022. As early as 2023, 
the Norwegian Language Council named “AI-generated” (“KI-generert”) as 
its “Word of the Year.” AI systems are now more and more integrated in the 
infrastructures of institutions and governance, where they influence virtually 
all domains of social and institutional decision making. This includes hiring 
processes, policymaking, medical diagnoses and treatment recommendations, 
and even warfare. AI apps help individuals improve their work performance 
or complete academic assignments, they assist in writing speeches for formal 
occasions, and they generate songs and videos for entertainment. As AI chat-
bots, these services also figure as informal conversation partners, as advisors, 
therapists, coaches, companions, teachers, or even romantic partners. The 
promise by companies, echoed by many politicians worldwide, is that these 
technologies boost economic growth, optimization of public services, and our 
ability to analyze complex problems. However, there are also increasing con-
cerns about the impact of AI on mental health and human agency, its role 
in producing and massively spreading disinformation, as well as about the 
deskilling of workers and the exploitation of natural resources. In this regard, 
Kate Crawford, a scholar and former researcher at Microsoft, argued that both 
words in the term “AI” are a bit misleading and that “AI” is neither “intel-
ligent” nor “artificial” (Corbyn and Crawford 2021). These technologies are 
created from vast amounts of natural resources and human labor, much of 
which remains invisible to users and the general public because the actual 
work has been “outsourced” to the Global South (Arora 2024; Gehl Sampath 
2021; Torbjørnsen and Kyselo 2026b; Wall et al. 2021). The goal of the present 
book is thus to provide a valuable toolkit—assembled from interdisciplinary 
humanities perspectives—that allows readers to participate in these ongoing 
discussions, to go beyond the hype, and to help increase AI literacy (Council 
of Europe 2025; Hillman et al. 2025).

The reason why hardly a day passes nowadays without news about AI devel-
opments is that new public-facing AI apps allow users to produce outputs in 
various “synthetic” (AI-generated) media forms. To do so, they rely in partic-
ular on so-called Large Language Models (LLMs) that have made enormous 
progress in the last couple of years in “understanding”—processing, predict-
ing, and generating—not only specialized computer code, but output in nat-
ural languages (Coeckelbergh and Gunkel 2025). AI systems that combine 
LLMs with other models in a complex system (or “pipeline”) are now also able 
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to translate between sign modalities, so that a verbal “prompt” in everyday 
language can then become an image, a video clip, a piece of music, or com-
puter code. Generative AI and LLMs, however, represent only a small subset of 
current AI technologies. In 2026, this line is blurring, as LLMs like Anthropic’s 
Claude are integrated into new non-generative pipelines and infrastructures. 
The word “AI” itself has never referred to a precise concept; it is an umbrella 
term for a range of different fields, thought experiments, and visions within 
the computer sciences (Brandt 2026). First introduced in the summer of 1956 
during an academic workshop at Dartmouth College, it connected develop-
ments in theoretical mathematics, cybernetics, natural language process-
ing, and many more fields (Wiggins and Jones 2023; Wooldridge 2021). As 
Stephanie Dick (2019) put it, “what counts as intelligence is a moving target 
in the history of artificial intelligence.” Some have thus even argued that we 
should always put “AI” into distancing quotation marks (Goodlad 2023) or 
avoid the term altogether (Tucker 2022), as it “obscures how systems work 
(and who is using them to do what) while valorizing the position and ideas of 
power holders” (Bender and Hanna 2025, 190). In the following, we will mainly 
follow the terminology of the EU AI Act (2025) and distinguish between “AI 
models” (pre-trained through algorithms, often refined by reinforcement learn-
ing through human feedback, RLHF) and “AI systems,” where one or more AI 
models can be implemented or combined in more complex ways (Grobelnik 
et al. 2024). “AI apps” are thus merely the most visible, public-facing software 
products accessible to users. Google’s Nano Banana Pro, for example, is an AI 
app that combines image generation with image editing through an AI system 
that draws in part on Google’s multimodal AI model Gemini 3 Pro.

AI has been present in our stories and cultural imagination for a much 
longer time. The “anthropomorphic trope” of human-like intelligence is 
something we can already recognize in Mary Shelley’s ([1818] 2025) novel 
Frankenstein—or in even earlier stories and myths (Mayor 2018). In science 
fiction, “AI” has been a common concept providing spectacular arenas for 
grand utopias and dystopias: super-intelligent machines attempting to either 
enslave humanity or appear as friendly characters, such as Data from the TV 
show Star Trek: The Next Generation (Roddenberry et al. 1987–1991) or Roz 
in the movie The Wild Robot (Sanders 2024). Movies such as Stanley Kubrick’s 
(1968) 2001: A Space Odyssey or Spike Jonze’s (2013) Her have long explored 
the boundaries between human and machine minds, and the possibilities of an 
artificial, disembodied consciousness with seemingly unpredictable risks and 
consequences (Hermann 2023; Osawa et al. 2022; Wilde 2025). Such stories or 



14

narratives surrounding AI have an economic and rhetorical function as well: 
they connect “a commercial goal with a popular fantasy of sentient machines” 
(Bender and Hanna 2025, 9). All such fears, hopes, and promises surround-
ing the term “AI” can be addressed as “imaginaries” (Cave et al. 2020; Ernst 
and Schröter 2021; Romele 2024). They often shape and influence how we talk 
about and strive to understand these technologies in the real world: “[T]he 
race for AI was being run not only in the realm of technology but also in the 
realm of the imagination” (Natale 2021, 38).

Two powerful narratives or imaginaries surrounding AI revolve around the 
expectation that either a so-called “artificial general intelligence” (AGI) or an 
“AI superintelligence” might be around the corner (Bostrom 2014; Kurzweil 
2005), improving all aspects of our lives for the better. Alternatively, this might 
usher in an approaching apocalypse where we “lose control” of AI and human-
ity itself is at great risk. As sensational “AI doomerism” vs. “AI boosterism,” 
these imaginaries are perhaps only two sides of the same coin (Bender and 
Hanna 2025, 149). Even when tech insiders try to discuss and explore them 
without the “off-putting language reminiscent of religion or science fiction” 
(Amodei 2026; see also Amodei 2024), they share a sentiment of the tech-
nology being “inevitable and desirable” (Bender and Hanna 2025, 149). Such 
sentiments might distract us, then, from the already existing impacts of auto-
mation and data collection and, in this way, cover up “real-world implications 
and risks of AI” (Hermann 2023, 319). For all these reasons, “AI” remains a 
charged term that often triggers immediate positive and negative emotions 
(Hirsch-Kreinsen 2023). Rather than avoiding this and trying to approach the 
technology in “objective terms,” we can acknowledge that emotions surround-
ing AI have a social, intersubjective side to them as well (Ahmed 2010) and are 
also highly relevant for politics (Nussbaum 2013). They also play a crucial role 
in the stakes surrounding AI ethics (Torbjørnsen and Kyselo 2026b). In any 
case, because of AI’s widespread implementation and emotional entanglement 
with its users, we need to better understand—and critically question—the 
promise of AI’s quick fix to humanity’s problems.

What common conceptions of AI indeed cover up is that understanding 
the technology often privileges a very specific perspective on what counts 
as “knowledge” of AI. There is a widely shared assumption of “technological 
determinism” (Khong 2003), accepted in particular by some computer scien-
tists, companies, and politicians, but also among many AI users: the notion 
of AI as a technology that is “just there,” driving an inevitable change. This 
idea entails that AI is a given thing, relentlessly pushing a transformation of 
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society, of our institutions, cultural values, and politics, but also of our very 
own human agency and sense-making. The main message here seems to be 
that since AI simply exists, it will keep “developing” (rather than being “built” 
by us, Amodei 2025) and that this is simply a fact that needs to be accepted and 
dealt with. From this clearly selective perspective, the main problem appears 
to be how best to participate in the race of implementing the technology as 
quickly and as efficiently as possible, and perhaps only to minimize inevitable 
risks. Many people would accordingly intuitively agree that “knowledge” about 
AI has mainly to do with having technical insight; that it requires expertise in 
the fields of computer science, math, engineering, or data science. After all, 
researchers in these fields design, build, or “help grow” AI models and arti-
ficial neural networks, e.g. computational structures loosely inspired by the 
human brain. This approach, however, takes the technology and its general 
trajectory towards more growth for granted. The focus of understanding here 
is mainly on how best to improve AI performance in terms of accuracy, effi-
ciency, and perhaps risk minimization.

It has become increasingly clear that, in addition to knowing how best to 
implement AI in our studies or at work, we require a comprehensive under-
standing of the fundamental impact of AI on many aspects of human life. 
There is an urgent need to increase AI literacy, a digital competence that does 
not just involve knowing how to use a technology. Rather, AI literacy exhibits 
a nuanced understanding of how AI affects the human condition, our experi-
ence, our work and artworks. To focus on AI independently of these dimen-
sions or aspects misses this important point. Studying AI as a standalone 
object is reductive and ignores the fact that its relevance and consequences 
are inseparable from the contexts in which humans use and understand it. It 
is precisely for that reason that we urgently need to call on additional, funda-
mental resources allowing us to account for the actual complexities at hand. 
This is precisely the purpose of this book; to contribute to increasing AI liter-
acy by providing a much-needed humanities perspective.

Humanities Complementing Scientific Knowledge
To explain the key components of a humanities perspective on AI, we will 
first take a quick look at the general relationship between the sciences and 
the humanities. According to Wilhelm Dilthey (Dilthey and Jameson 1972), 
science seeks to explain how things work. It focuses on causal mechanisms, 
whereas the humanities try to understand why things matter, focusing on 
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meaning and experience. Indeed, many people tend to believe that science 
describes reality from an objective viewpoint and accounts for what “really” 
exists, whereas the humanities just deal with subjective interpretations, lacking 
authority over what actually exists. While the sciences are “based on exper-
imentation, quantification and precisely stated laws and theories” (Plotkin 
2002, 11), understanding—as opposed to explaining—“involves interpre-
tation, hermeneutics and empathy, not experimentation and quantification” 
(Plotkin 2002, 12; see also Dilthey and Jameson 1972).

At first glance, adopting a humanities perspective on AI thus seems to 
presuppose an opposition between the sciences and the humanities as two 
apparently distant realms. Dating back to the 19th century, universities have 
indeed strongly differentiated between the so-called “natural sciences” and 
“humanities scholarship.” As Charles Percy Snow ([1959] 1990, 169) argued, 
“the intellectual life of the whole of western society” seems split into these 
two distinct “cultures,” with little common ground, vocabulary, or shared 
interest between them. In their 2019 AI and Humanity monograph, Illah 
Reza Nourbakhsh and Jennifer Keating (2019, 8) propose a dialogue between  
“a humanist, with educational training in literature and cultural studies” and 
“a roboticist, educated as a computer scientist.” Nourbakhsh represents the sci-
entist who is interested in the “hard facts” of computer working mechanisms, 
while Keating brings knowledge and perspectives from the socially constructed 
world of literature, arts, and culture. Sometimes their dialogue does indeed 
appear to be a conversation between “brute reality” (science) and “artificial” 
cultural conventions and evaluations (humanities). Intriguingly, however, 
the very term “artificial intelligence” points in the opposite direction: When 
considering AI’s relationship to us human beings, it seems that the human is 
somehow the “natural” point of convergence. Indeed, one important research 
challenge is the possibility that AI might achieve or at least convincingly imi-
tate a “natural,” human-level intelligence (Torbjørnsen and Kyselo 2026a). It is 
thus far from obvious which of these two realms is more “natural” or “artifi-
cial” than the other, and how they are even distinguished and understood in 
the first place. “Artificial,” for example, can mean two very contrasting things:

[Artificial] can be employed to mean “fake,” as in “artificial flowers.” These 
paper or plastic objects are designed to look like real flowers, but they are not. 
[...] But the term “artificial” can also be applied to an artifact that is neither fake 
nor a mere imitation of something, as in the case of artificial light. (Gunkel 
2020, 7–8; see also Sokolowski 1988)
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Whether the “intelligence” of LLMs is closer to the “fake” (but more and more 
convincing and more and more efficient) imitation or, instead, to real intelli-
gence though produced by other means, is a polarizing question that is often 
conflated with other “artificial” qualities such as artificial agency, artificial 
emotions, and artificial consciousness.

The humanities have, above all else, proposed different ways of looking at 
this very relationship between “natural” and “artificial”—and even to not think 
in terms of such contrasts and binaries in the first place. Indeed, while some 
may argue that the division between the sciences and the humanities may have 
its pragmatic (and traditional) reasons, reality is not equally divided. There 
is no clear-cut division between nature and technology, or between nature 
and culture. As Donna Haraway (1991), for instance, has argued in A Cyborg 
Manifesto, the boundaries between humans and machines are not set in stone. 
Moreover, there is no way to speak about something “natural” without also 
resorting to a form of ideology or a theoretical inclination. Nature “is a figure, 
construction, artifact, movement, displacement. Nature cannot pre-exist its 
construction” (Haraway 1992, 296–297). In other words, whenever we speak 
about, or investigate, something “natural,” we always already do so within the 
cultural and social conventions of our languages, traditions, institutions, and 
values. This connects to the problematic notion that the contemporary capi-
talist economic system in which AI systems are fundamentally embedded is 
without alternatives and just our “natural default.” As Mark Fisher has argued, 
humanist scholarship should “always destroy the appearance of a ‘natural 
order’” (Fisher 2022, 23) emphasizing that the world is never a given, but could 
change and be different. In fact, approaches that present themselves as “brute 
empirical facts” and that many people would see as non-ideological, constitute 
“the highest form of ideology” (Zupančič 2003, 77). This echoes the problem of 
science’s dependency on a particular observer perspective. There is no escape 
from either a “human” perspective or adopting an evaluative stance; nor is 
there an escape from the need to understand AI within a social and historical 
frame (Bates 2024; Brandt 2026).

It is thus important to critically reflect on the recurring myths that science 
describes objective reality, or that it describes reality objectively. To argue in 
this way presupposes a particular theoretical stance, namely towards a mech-
anistic worldview. The mechanistic worldview promotes a rather dated “life-
as-machine metaphysics” (Frank et al. 2024, 92), dualistically opposing human 
existence and subjective meaning-making as separate from the rest of the 
material universe. In this view of (and perhaps sometimes also from) science, 
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subjective experience plays merely a secondary role. Such a science operates 
within a dangerous “blindspot,” as argued by Adam Frank, Evan Thompson, 
and Marcelo Gleiser (2024), a team of authors from physics and philosophy. 
It confuses the map with the territory and risks elevating its physical objects 
and models to ultimate reality, when these models are merely derivatives that 
stem from an intellectual or data-driven process of abstraction over what was, 
ultimately, a particular perspective grounded in human experience. 

Matters are thus much more complex than simply achieving some “objec-
tive” description of reality—what AI arguably strives for (Hoel and Wilde 
2026). Many researchers in the humanities are interested in the subjective and 
experiential side of the cultural, social, and political worlds (see, for instance, 
Reinerth and Thon 2017; Torbjørnsen and Kyselo 2026a): how do individ-
uals and groups experience the world around them and make sense of it? 
Knowledge must thus always be pursued, discussed, and contested in a situated 
manner (Haraway 1988).

This is not an argument for ‘anything goes’ in the humanities, but a call for 
intersubjectivity and dialogue—within the humanities, within the sciences, 
and between the two (Crossley 1996; Davidson 2002). We have to take sub-
jective experiences and positions into account and aim for an integrative 
understanding that bridges those positions (Bajohr 2025; Führer 2026). 
Thus, we must, to the best of our knowledge and abilities, adopt different 
observational stances on meaning and mechanisms transparent and reflect 
on how they shape and influence our judgements on what AI is or is not. 
Our own situated knowledge provides the overall motivation to strive for 
such dialogue in a world of complex cultural, social, and political negotia-
tions. Such a pursuit unites scholars, scientists, journalists, and anyone else 
invested in an integrated, dialogical approach to reality: “news separated 
from fake news, legitimate imagery contrasted with deep fakes, history dis-
tinguished from mythology, facts from opinions, and so on” (Berghel 2024, 
131). AI does not, by default, prioritize one over the other, as has been noted 
with regard to infamous “LLM hallucinations”: “algorithms are insensitive to 
this reality” (Berghel 2024, 132; see also Hicks et al. 2024). The importance 
of dialogue as a value—to which responsible AI research, model training, 
and data transparency can and must contribute as well—is certainly becom-
ing more and more urgent in our “post-ChatGPT world.” Taken together, 
while the sciences and humanities might adopt different methodological 
outlooks on their respective fields, we have to remind ourselves that both 
are ultimately in the business of theory building. All theories, whether in 
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science or humanities, originate in human sense-making and experience 
and are, ultimately, theories about worlds we share with each other. This 
book acknowledges this deep entanglement of AI with human experience 
and meaning-making and seeks to complement the theory building in sci-
entific approaches and beyond. The goal is to make explicit and to reflect 
on some fundamental assumptions underpinning AI as a phenomenon in 
a shared reality: something that we must seek to understand jointly and 
through dialogue.

Three Premises of a Humanities Perspective on AI
With this in mind, we can outline three general premises that may be repre-
sentative of a humanities approach to AI. This helps to clarify the earlier dif-
ference between explaining how things work versus understanding why things 
matter. First, a humanities understanding of AI rejects the idea that there is an 
objective view from nowhere. Understanding always presupposes a particular 
viewpoint; that is, a frame of reference. Second, context dependency: AI does 
not exist in a vacuum, but forms part of complex systems comprising indi-
vidual, socio-cultural, political, and corporate actors and dimensions. Third, 
rather than simply adding more factual knowledge or pieces of information, 
the humanities aim to cultivate critical thinking on AI. Together, these three 
premises characterize the general contours and methodological approaches of 
a humanities perspective on AI while recognizing that they are not fixed, but 
open to reinterpretation and elaboration.

Frames of Reference
As Emily M. Bender and Alex Hanna (2025, 119) warned lucidly, AI systems 
“represent the epitome of a view from nowhere, or the idea that one can have 
objective knowledge of a set of truths, uncolored by their personal experi-
ence.” The first premise of a humanities perspective is that there is no such 
“view from nowhere” (see also Nagel 1986). AI technology does not exist 
independently of the world inhabited by humans. Moreover, it is trained 
on material from earlier human experiences “inscribed” in its modelling. A 
humanities perspective thus makes explicit that understanding AI depends 
on adopting a particular frame of reference, that is, a stance, a position on that 
world. Whether we are aware of it or not, understanding is always situated, 
grounded in experience, and built on particular ideological and normative 
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inclinations. This means that there is no escape from human interpretation, 
nor from adopting a particular world-view, a set of theoretical or concep-
tual assumptions driving our understanding of AI. “[E]verything that AI 
provides—the representations it deconstructs and reconstructs—originates 
from us,” Alice Barale (2024, 7) writes in her recent book The Art of Artificial 
Intelligence: Philosophical Keywords. “It is up to us to explore both its poten-
tial and its possible reversals” (Barale 2024, 7).

But who is this “us?” Who do we imagine and consider to be part of any 
such group (Søraa and Ask 2026)? Our frames of reference must also take 
into account non-human life, such as plants, animals, and the ecosystem; our 
technical infrastructures strongly rely on them and yet often damage these 
material foundations of life on Earth (Crawford 2021). The humanities, as 
Richard Grusin (2015) has shown, have integrated many approaches from 
actor-network theory, enactive and embodied approaches, animal studies, 
new materialism or speculative realism, all to some degree invested in a “flat 
ontology” (Latour 2005, 165–172) in which “the human” or “humanity” does 
not represent any exceptional, isolated realm, but is instead always embedded, 
part of, and interconnected with other living beings and the larger ecological 
world. In addition, no worldview, no theory or concept is neutral, nor can 
it sensibly claim to have full authority over what counts as true on its own. 
Understanding thus always presupposes a particular normative outlook: a set 
of values that drive our theories and directly influence what we deem worthy 
of a defensible position.

The humanities provide the much-needed tools to help describe and 
make explicit such frames of reference and the normative constraints asso-
ciated with them. Fields such as cultural studies, gender studies, postcolo-
nial studies, or science and technology studies use the term positionality to 
describe both “an individual’s world view and the position they adopt about 
a research task and its social and political context” (Holmes 2020, 1). Even if 
we sometimes forget it, we are all “whole human beings with complex lives 
and experiences rather than simply […] seekers after compartmentalized 
bits of knowledge” (hooks 1994, 15). It has thus become an important bench-
mark of humanities scholarship to reflect upon our own positionalities, to 
acknowledge and recognize “that researchers are part of the social world 
they are researching, and that this world has already been interpreted by 
existing social actors” (Holmes 2020, 3). In other words, researchers seeking 
to understand AI are not excluded from the worlds they aim to describe—
they should always make that fact explicit.
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Context Dependency
Second, the deep entanglement of AI within culture, society, and politics 
throughout our shared world already implies that the boundaries of these 
technologies are in constant flux, and they certainly do not begin and end 
with the AI models, systems, or AI apps themselves. “Technology” itself is 
a “compound […] blurring economy, politics, and technics into one word” 
(Dhaliwal 2023, 311). All these terms must therefore be understood in a plu-
rality of contexts and as a distributed phenomenon that exists in a system of 
other interdependent factors, comprising individual human beings, as well as 
the social, cultural and political systems in which they are embedded (Gray 
and Suri 2019; Pasquinelli 2023). This crucial observation entails both an 
epistemological (knowledge-related) and normative (value-related) dimen-
sion. Epistemologically speaking, it means that we must critically question the 
notion of AI as passive tools (i.e. to be used “for good or bad”) but also as 
social actors in their own right. Instead, we must adopt or seek to account for 
a difficult middle position, namely that AI forms assemblages or networks of 
distributed agency—the ability to act, to be seen and heard, and to choose—
or, at least, to influence—our own human identities (Latour 2005). Through 
algorithms that are impactful yet highly opaque to users (and, increasingly, 
to their programmers as well), these technologies shape the distribution of 
human and non-human agency, influencing our cognitive and communicative 
abilities (Hoel and Wilde 2026; Torbjørnsen and Kyselo 2026b). From such a 
contextual perspective on networks of distributed agency, we take into consid-
eration the fact that AI is created by specific groups of people and companies 
and employed and implemented by yet other actors with specific interests in 
mind (institutions, governments, etc.). No aspect of knowledge about AI is 
thus value-neutral (Søraa 2023; Søraa and Ask 2026).

The relationships between individuals and groups we wish to describe 
are not free from existing hierarchies, power relations, and inequalities. 
Therefore, agency within the cultural, social, and political world is often 
distributed unequally between people of different ethnicities, citizenships, 
genders, sexual orientations, dis/abilities, etc. This fact is often discussed 
under the paradigm of intersectionality, which developed simultaneously in 
disciplines ranging from sociology, political science, philosophy, anthropol-
ogy, literary and media studies, to gender and queer studies (Cho et al. 2013; 
Crenshaw 1989). Taken together, this paradigm makes explicit that AI raises 
pressing questions concerning the distribution of power—and of interests 
between those who develop, own, and control AI systems and those who use 
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them and are affected by them. These unequal power distributions reinforce 
or transform existing inequalities and biases. Humanities research is thus 
not intended merely to describe “a lot of facts” about these context depen-
dencies, but always aims to generate or make it possible to generate critical 
perspectives.

Critical Thinking
The third, general premise of a humanities perspective on AI elaborates this 
point, namely in terms of a humanities-specific methodological focus on crit-
ical thinking. The humanities do not merely aim to produce facts; that is, new 
pieces of knowledge about AI, “as providers of well-polished building blocks 
to be added to the great wall of information” (Dubreuil 2025, 13). The goal, 
rather, is to cultivate critical thinking, understood as a reflective stance that 
helps to sort through the data and to orient and position oneself (Lindgren 
2024; Raley and Rhee 2023; Roberge and Castelle 2021). In conjunction with 
the first premise (frames of reference), this methodological outlook entails rec-
ognition of the fact that there is no clear-cut division between objective and 
subjective and that making sense of AI requires cultivating a dialogical, open-
ended mindset towards intersubjectivity, rather than prescription of a finite 
or individual set of truths. A vision that science and scholarship could soon 
become “automated” through AI has, of course, become increasingly popular-
ized in recent years:

[S]cientific knowledge is [accordingly] simply made up of collections of empir-
ical facts, which are to be found through technical processes that just need to 
be refined enough. It follows that if we could just get more of those facts more 
quickly, we’d be benefiting from more science and more technology. However, 
this view leaves no room for understanding science as a fundamentally human 
and social activity, that can only take place at a human scale, through com-
munication among scientists, and between scientists and the broader public. 
(Bender and Hanna 2025, 118)

One of the many dangers of LLMs thus lies precisely in the fact that the 
“answers” provided through them are often too simple, when reality is not. 
Such a mindset is also essential to the scientific method of falsification (Popper 
1959). “Finding contradictory answers on different pages—and, crucially, 
knowing the sources of each—allows us to learn what kinds of knowledge are 
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contested, who is doing the contesting, and how each of those sources fits into 
our own position” (Bender and Hanna 2025, 172). With this in mind, it is 
important to point out that there are always only selected problems that we can 
address or investigate. The reason is that everyone operates within an econ-
omy of time, attention span, and resources. This is certainly true for all kinds 
of research, including in the sciences, but especially in the humanities. Every 
study is thus informed by crucial questions of relevance: why is what import-
ant, and for whom? As Bruno Latour (2004, 232) argued, every researcher has 
to draw from the outset a distinction between “matters of fact” and “matters 
of concern.” In other words, all too many “basic facts,” seem clear enough not 
to warrant any academic inquiry in the first place. Similarly, Laurent Dubreuil 
(2025, 13) put it this way: “Descriptions for their own sake, if they are not 
interrelated with an interpretive hypothesis, form the same kind of disposable 
information that feeds the automated generators.” In other words, we contin-
uously transform “things in the world” into problems and research questions, 
for and within a given research community, and for a given group of peo-
ple affected by that. On its own, AI “doesn’t give a damn,” as philosopher 
John Haugeland famously put it (Adams and Browning 2016; Smith 2019), 
meaning that concerns and problems only stem from and emerge through a 
human perspective—a fact that, some argue, has likewise not changed since 
LLMs came along (Chemero 2023). Taken together, the aim of this book is not 
merely to provide more knowledge for its own sake, but to offer ways in which 
the reader can inform and question both their own position and the positions 
of those around them. The goal is to form, inform, and help develop critical, 
well-informed viewpoints on AI. We contend that education founded on such 
principles should, above all, help to empower individuals by increasing their AI 
literacy (Freire 1985; hooks 1994).

AI in Context
In the following section, we illustrate the relevance of these premises with a 
selection of recent examples. Regarding the humanities’ interests in how peo-
ple position themselves vis-à-vis AI, we can broadly distinguish three different 
domains of context dependency in which such positioning takes place: cul-
tural, social, and political. These three contexts not only raise distinct concerns 
for different participants—specific frames of reference, say, or specific critical 
perspectives—but are also always entangled and intertwined with each other 
and need to be considered in their interrelation.
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Cultural Contexts
The cultural contexts of AI refer to the domains of our symbolic expressions 
and meanings. These entail not only what we know as “the arts” or aesthetics 
(Barale 2024 or Manovich 2019), but also our imaginations and identities 
as individuals or parts of a larger group. The cultural is the context that is 
open to interpretation, identification, and aesthetic judgement (Manovich 
and Arielli 2024; Thon and Wilde 2025). What does it mean to have grown 
up within a specific language community, or with a shared background 
knowledge of traditions and stories? And what if English image/text pair-
ings are more common than the hundred or so other languages combined in 
the LAION-5B database from which Stable Diffusion draws and “envisions” 
its images (Buschek and Thorp 2024)? Art has always provided important 
frames of reference for understanding AI, and it continues to do so (Du 
Sautoy 2019; Navas 2023; Zylinska 2020). In the spring of 2025, Sam Altman 
(CEO of OpenAI) advertised the capabilities of a new, apparently superior 
ChatGPT model through a “metafiction short story” that the app had written 
for him. It started like this:

Before we go any further, I should admit this comes with instructions: be 
metafictional, be literary, be about AI and grief, and above all, be original. 
Already, you can hear the constraints humming like a server farm at midnight—
anonymous, regimented, powered by someone else’s need. (Altman 2025)

Reactions diverged widely on whether Altman’s generated story was actually 
“any good”, or whether Silicon Valley tech staff are perhaps not the best judges 
of literary merit (Dini 2025; France 2025). Regardless of our taste, however, 
artistic outputs and creativity were apparently, once again, seen as a suitable 
benchmark for the new AI model’s capabilities (Bergsland 2026; Führer 2026; 
Wilde 2026a). Often, it seems that generative AI is becoming particularly good 
at reproducing media aesthetic “vibes” or “moods,” rather than any sort of ver-
bal or mere “rational” content (Grietzer 2025; Lamerichs 2024). Vibes attract 
us, whether we like it or not: we can intuitively recognize and enjoy them, even 
when we cannot precisely say how, why, or through which earlier patterns in 
the datasets a model has (re)produced its outputs (Wilde 2026b).

Only a few weeks after Altman published his short story, ChatGPT’s new-
est 4o update was discussed widely due to another surprising use of “AI art”: 
turning private family photos or iconic memes into “Ghiblis”—cartoon draw-
ings inspired by Studio Ghibli, one of the most famous Japanese animation 
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companies (Di Placido 2025; see also Wilde 2026a). These images are charged 
with emotions of innocence and nostalgia: “[V]ibes […] make us feel a certain 
way. They have an energy that we like or don’t. We are surrounded by them. 
We are informed by them” ([original italics] Biondi 2022; see also Grietzer 
2025). Such algorithmically reproduced emotions (or “affects”), as theorists 
Sara Ahmed (2010) and Brian Massumi (1995) have pointed out, are thus not 
purely private and personal, but always have a collective, social, and even polit-
ical side to them. While the “Ghiblis” seemed charming to some, others imme-
diately pointed out that it took hundreds of people many months of manual 
labor to create just a few seconds of Ghibli films. CEOs of tech companies 
could meanwhile replace their social media profile pictures with unautho-
rized “Ghiblis” as free advertising for products for which customers are often 
expected to pay subscription fees. In other words, these concerns are not just 
cultural but also have a social component.

Social Contexts
The social context of AI is concerned with the structure of society, its specific 
organizations, institutions, and distributions of legal, economic, and institu-
tional power (Pasquinelli 2023). Where does the money for AI investment 
come from, how is the technology regulated and governed, who has access to 
it, and who makes money with it? Bender and Hanna (2025, 190) suggested 
that we could see much more clearly what is at stake with AI and its social 
impacts if we simply replaced the term with “automation and data collection.” 
In other words, we should ask what tasks we really wish to automate away from 
humans within society. Nourbakhsh and Keating (2019, 55) likewise remarked 
that “[AI] automation can stand as a pump from labor income to capital 
income, changing not only how work occurs, but also how compensation for 
work is distributed in society.” People are often more fascinated by new artistic 
and creative abilities than by computing power or technical specifications—
because of the promise of a “democratization” of art. The “selling point” here 
is that creative expressions will become accessible to more and more people if 
they decide (and can afford) to pay to subscribe to premium accounts.

Meanwhile, much “invisible” human labor necessary for that builds on 
clickworkers and data annotators from the Global South, clearing and clas-
sifying datasets for minimal wages, or inscribing their communication and 
preferences in model fine-tuning (RLHF). The most notorious example here 
is ChatGPT’s overrepresented phrase “let’s delve into…”, which might come 
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from OpenAI’s reliance on a cheap RLHF workforce in countries like India 
or Nigeria where the phrase appears to be more common in business English 
(Hern 2024; Juzek and Ward 2024). “None of these tools would work if it 
weren’t for a massive, underpaid workforce in the Majority World—that is, 
outside of countries such as the U.S. and Western Europe, in places like Kenya, 
Venezuela, and India” (Bender and Hanna 2025, 42–43; see also Gray and Suri 
2019). Policymakers and politicians around the globe have also been quick to 
pick up on the possibilities afforded by machine learning. The biggest exam-
ple is the United States’ five-hundred-billion-dollar investment pledge relating 
to infrastructures supporting AI developments (such as data centers, electric-
ity generation, etc.), called “Project Stargate”, in 2025. Through new partner-
ships with private companies such as OpenAI, Oracle, and SoftBank (Boak 
and Miller 2025) it invoked ideas of scientific progress and global competi-
tion (Bareis and Katzenbach 2021) but also caused concerns about techno-
cratic governance (Kelly 2025). There have likewise been large investments in 
AI in other parts of the world; in the EU, East Asia, and also Norway with the 
so-called “AI billion” (in Norwegian kroner) investment in AI research in 2025 
(The Research Council of Norway 2025).

Political Contexts
The political is the third context in which AI needs to be addressed. This is also 
intertwined with the previous two contexts (Coeckelbergh 2022). In a social 
sense, politics is about parties, institutions, and legislations (Coeckelbergh 
2024, 2026; McQuillan 2022). As Bender and Hanna (2025, 67–136) have 
demonstrated through countless local and (inter-) national examples where 
government services and institutions are increasingly being replaced by AI 
systems to save money, it is dangerous and often harmful political rhetoric to 
treat politics as technical problems to be solved by AI engineering. This grants 
some social actors dominance or sovereignty of interpretation over others: 
the “tech support people” over elected officials, for example (Salvaggio 2025). 
Humanities perspectives help illuminate the human stakes when machine 
learning shifts the structures of political power, legislation, and participation 
(Hoel and Wilde 2026). But from a cultural perspective, political questions are 
also concerned with identity and identification: which people are represented 
and imagined as “typical” (or “normal”) for which groups and communities, 
and in what context (Katz 2020)? When AI models reproduce biases, racism, 
or sexism from their datasets (Miller 2024; Offert and Phan 2022), these issues 
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are not so much “political” in the narrower (social) sense, but in the broader 
(cultural) sense (Søraa and Ask 2026). For example, as Crawford and Trevor 
Paglen (2019) assert concerning the choices determining what data went into 
the ImageNet AI model: “every layer of a given training set’s architecture is 
infused with politics” (see also Bergsland 2026 about the overrepresentation of 
the Global North in AI music). The very question of when AI systems are seen 
as “political” (and when not), and especially to whom, is then the very issue in 
which one may be interested.

We can see this interplay at work in the model fine-tuning (RLHF) mentioned 
earlier. When data annotators at xAI are explicitly tasked with training Grok 
away from topics like “racism” or “climate change” in order to “avoid bias” and 
achieve “political neutrality” (Kay 2025), they do so by transforming some top-
ics into a “political” category by “Othering” them. Othering describes the pro-
cess whereby certain categories (as well as identities, and individuals positioned 
within them) appear “normal” or “unmarked,” while people deviating from 
these categories become “others”—turned into a special, inherently “political” 
category (Spivak 1985). One important consideration in humanities approaches 
will thus always involve the extent to which new and emerging technologies, as 
well as the ways in which we talk about them, contribute to such politization.

Such questions will also be increasingly relevant in global political con-
texts. Project Stargate was initiated almost simultaneously with the release of 
the Chinese AI apps DeepSeek-V3 and R1, open-weights models that created 
headlines around the world comparable to the “Sputnik shock” in 1957 during 
the Cold War (Hetzner 2025). DeepSeek did indeed appear to be much more 
cost-efficient than all American counterparts at the time. Only two months 
later, another Chinese startup named Butterfly Effect followed suit by present-
ing Manus, one of the first publicly demonstrated autonomous AI agents whose 
abilities went far beyond earlier generative AI apps (Chen 2025). In February 
2026, American generative video models seemed once again to be vastly out-
performed by ByteDance’s Seedance 2.0 (Chia and Tewari 2026). All of this 
shows that a new global “AI geography” is currently forming that will set the 
stage for countless cultural, social, and political decisions that impact people’s 
lives around the planet.

Humanities Perspectives on AI in this Volume
This book illustrates and applies the three presented key premises of a human-
ities perspective on AI—frames of reference, context dependency, and critical 
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thinking—by bringing together perspectives from several disciplines and fields 
of study in the humanities, including history, philosophy, ethics, linguistics, 
media studies, music, literature, and cultural studies. The guiding principle for 
this book is thus not to approach AI from only one humanities discipline, but 
to adopt a truly interdisciplinary perspective, thereby demonstrating precisely 
that an understanding of AI emerges through a plural and dialogical outlook: 
one capable of clearly stating, disentangling, and interrelating the different 
dimensions and aspects of AI. Each chapter thus represents a discipline-based 
perspective with its own concepts, methods, and internal discursive complexi-
ties. Together, the ten chapters deepen and refine our understanding of AI in a 
novel way: they contribute to AI literacy by providing tools for moving beyond 
the hype toward a nuanced and critical perspective on AI. So, what are, more 
specifically, the different perspectives on AI that humanities can offer?

As we have just established, AI does not emerge in a cultural, social, or 
political vacuum, and always depends on contexts. One foundational frame 
of reference is history. To understand the emergence of these technologies, the 
second chapter, “Artificial Intelligence History” by Thomas Brandt, provides 
an overview of selected historical developments, tracing the origins and trans-
formations of “intelligent” or “thinking” machines throughout the 20th century 
and to the present day. Key milestones include Alan Turing’s thought exper-
iment of an “imitation game” as a test of machine intelligence and the devel-
opment of ELIZA, an early natural language program that was never intended 
as a chatbot, but which nonetheless entered public discourse as one. Brandt’s 
chapter then traces two major developments: the rise of “expert systems” in 
the 1970s and 1980s, which promised to encode and replace human expert 
judgement in fields like medicine but ultimately collapsed under the weight 
of their own complexity and costs; and the more recent “deep learning” rev-
olution, in which neural networks trained on vast datasets achieved superhu-
man performance in specific domains such as board games or protein folding. 
These paved the way for the generative AI systems of today. Even back at the 
1956 Dartmouth College summer workshop, and perhaps up until today, the 
promise of AI was to manufacture an intelligence that would compete with or, 
at some point, arrive at human levels. While this view is still—or even more—
prevalent today, a historical perspective provides sensitivity and awareness 
of the fact that conceptions of AI have certain historical roots but may also 
develop over time. A consistent thread throughout this chapter is therefore its 
critical attention to hype: from Herbert Simon’s 1960 prediction that “general 
AI” would exist within a decade, to Vernor Vinge’s popularization of the term 
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“singularity,” and contemporary tech moguls’ claims that AGI was imminent 
(Nieva and Tong 2026). Brandt thus shows that understanding this pattern is 
itself a key resource for critical thinking about AI in the present.

For the same reason, it is important to adopt a perspective that makes explicit 
the underlying concepts and theories informing our understanding of “intelli-
gence” itself. As we saw above, “AI” is often used as an umbrella term lacking a 
finite definition. “Artificial intelligence” is a rhetorically as well as theoretically 
“loaded” term. What we mean by AI is thus highly influenced by what we think 
about (human or other) intelligence in the first place. The third chapter, “An 
Introduction to the Philosophy of Artificial Intelligence” by Regine Rørstad 
Torbjørnsen and Miriam Kyselo, introduces key concepts and theories in the 
philosophy of AI, mind, and cognitive science for a better understanding of 
these terms. The chapter assesses the difference between “natural” and “arti-
ficial” intelligence to consider the assumptions under which it would make 
sense to call AI “intelligent” or “conscious” in the first place. Approaching AI  
as complex systems (or “assemblages”) of individual and socio-techno-cultural 
aspects, Torbjørnsen and Kyselo also discuss the entanglement of the tech-
nology with human agency. The chapter critically reflects on so-called mech-
anistic and functionalistic approaches to (artificial) intelligence that use the 
computer as a metaphor for understanding what intelligence is or how it  
works. They contrast this view with recent, so-called embodied perspectives 
where our understanding of intelligence is grounded in a “metaphysics of life” 
(Frank et al. 2024) which replaces the computer or machine metaphor with 
the living body or organism. The chapter also demonstrates that subjective 
experience is not merely relevant for interpreting science but may in fact be a 
constitutive aspect of intelligence itself.

The fourth chapter, “Foundational Conceptual Issues in the Ethics of 
Artificial Intelligence,” also by Torbjørnsen and Kyselo, continues the reflec-
tions on what we mean by “AI” from a different perspective. As we have indi-
cated above, the production of generative AI content is hurting workers, while 
the training of the models themselves devours millions of gallons of water 
per year and releases thousands of tons of CO2 into the atmosphere annually 
(Erdenesanaa 2023; Nicoletti et al. 2024). Companies like Google or Microsoft 
have already abandoned their climate goals due to the increased energy 
demand of generative AI (Associated Press 2024; Rathi and Bass 2024). AI also 
impacts directly on human agency, the ability to act on our own behalf. On 
the one hand, we willingly share some of our agency with algorithmic systems, 
for example when using navigation apps or when using AI systems to help 
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with medical decision making. On the other hand, AI does seem to develop 
an agency of its own, constraining what we humans can or cannot do. The 
chapter illustrates that ethical considerations on AI do not exist in a vacuum, 
but are themselves grounded and constrained by our conceptions of the nature 
of intelligence and consciousness and of how we conceive of the relationship 
between humans and their socio-cultural as well as technological environ-
ment. This chapter thus discusses core ethical dilemmas, demonstrating how a 
context-oriented perspective helps to shed light on the critical impact of AI on 
human agency, cognitive skills, work, and the environment.

A related contribution is presented in the fifth chapter, “AI and Equality” 
by Roger A. Søraa and Kristine Ask. As we have discussed, the greatest danger 
of AI lies probably not in some looming, future “evil superintelligence” but in 
the damage these technologies do to global inequalities right here in the pres-
ent moment. This chapter thus provides readers with thinking tools for how 
to envision fairer technologies and identify hidden discriminations. Rooted 
in science and technology studies (STS) and feminist technoscience perspec-
tives, the chapter discusses who is included in and excluded from the training, 
deployment, and use of AI technologies. A central organizing framework for 
Søraa and Ask is the concept of a “digital divide” between participants in the 
social world (van Dijk 2005), here applied to AI at three levels: access (who is 
actually able to use AI?); skills (who has the literacy to use it effectively?); and 
outcomes (who benefits and who is harmed, even among those with equal 
access and skills?). To illustrate this digital divide, the chapter examines three 
case studies concerned with facial recognition technology and racial bias, AI 
in hiring processes, and AI as assistive technology for people with disabilities. 
It concludes with a practical set of questions for any sociotechnical analysis 
of AI and equality, prompting readers to always reflect who built a particular 
AI model, why and for whom, whose data it was trained on, whose perspec-
tives are missing, and how its outputs are interpreted and applied in real-world 
settings.

The contribution by Giosuè Baggio and Matteo Radaelli in chapter six, 
informed by linguistics and cognitive science, offers further tools for under-
standing the foundations of AI under the heading “Language and Intelligence 
in Minds and Machines.” Baggio and Radaelli shed light on the relationship 
between intelligence and language in general, as well as on the relationship 
between language and AI more specifically. The chapter then traces the his-
tory of natural language procession from ELIZA’s rule-based chatbot through 
statistical models, neural language models, and pretrained architectures, all 
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the way to today’s large language models (LLMs). A substantial portion of 
the chapter assesses current limitations of LLMs, including hallucination, the 
trade-off between factual accuracy and compliance with user prompts, failures 
in analytic reasoning, and the broader question of fundamental versus con-
tingent limitations. On the applications side, the chapter argues that concerns 
about AI displacing human artists may be overstated, while risks in science and 
medicine—where LLMs are being promoted as general-purpose tools despite 
narrow reliable competence—deserve more scrutiny. The chapter concludes 
by questioning whether apparent machine intelligence is truly autonomous, 
or ultimately a reflection of the human intelligence embedded in the systems’ 
design and training data.

Chapter seven on “AI as Media” by Aurora Hoel and Lukas R.A. Wilde dis-
cusses what it means to approach AI apps not merely as “technologies,” but as 
forms of “media.” For this, they introduce a range of terms central to media 
studies and discuss how they might apply to AI, understood here as a means for 
communication and interaction. Hoel and Wilde first look at conventionalized 
practices for everyday use cases, often understood as a medium’s “socio-cul-
tural protocols.” Secondly, the chapter addresses the “affordances” (possibilities 
and constraints) provided through new and emerging AI interfaces beyond 
individual messages or contents. Thirdly, it places both in relation to chang-
ing notions of “objectivity,” understood as knowledge about a broader, shared 
reality that is almost only accessible through media or mediation, and not “in 
person.” Finally, the chapter places these perspectives in a context of cultural, 
social, and political “AI transformations” that are already beginning to take 
shape. Together, Hoel and Wilde argue that we should trace how, where, and 
when AI technologies gradually stabilize into distinct media forms of commu-
nication and interaction when they begin to couple and link institutions, roles, 
functions, values, and economies through emerging protocols—conventions 
that make particular media practices appear natural or almost inevitable.

Chapters eight, nine, and ten then focus on how AI impacts particular cul-
tural products or media formats through which human life becomes articu-
lated, interpreted and affectively shaped: images, music, and literature. These 
three chapters thus explore how these modalities of human experience are 
shaping and being shaped in our human–AI relationships. First, AI imagery 
has profoundly impacted visual culture and media culture since it became 
widespread in 2023. Chapter eight on “AI Imagery” by Lukas R.A. Wilde opens 
with a technically grounded account of how AI image generation actually 
works. Art history, visual culture studies, photography, film, and media studies 
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are all affected by the inception of AI images. A media studies perspective 
is chosen for introducing three interrelated areas of concern: namely issues 
connected to their production, representation, and distribution. Who created 
an AI image, and who is responsible for it? Wilde first traces the diffuse distri-
bution of authorship across human artists, datasets, algorithms, and corporate 
actors, examining the unresolved questions of copyright and consent around 
training data. The chapter then examines how racial, gender, and cultural 
biases are often baked into image models at multiple levels and discusses the 
concept of “platform realism”—the tendency of AI imagery to optimize not for 
authenticity, but for plausibility and broad approval. The chapter then closes 
with the productive analytical pair of “immediacy,” image distribution that 
conceals its AI origin (from political deepfakes to “unintentional fakes” like 
the viral “Balenciaga Pope”) versus “hypermediacy,” a deliberate foreground-
ing of the AI generation as spectacle. Taken together, the chapter advocates 
always assessing AI imagery in contexts: contexts of simulated earlier image 
technologies and traditions, their specific functions, values, and associated 
conventions; verbal contexts in the form of captions or other image descrip-
tions; contexts of distribution and circulation, when an individual image is 
transformed into a meme; or medial and political contexts, when AI imagery 
appears in commercial advertising campaigns or ads for political parties.

Chapter nine on “AI and Music Generation” by Andreas Bergsland then 
opens with some milestones in algorithmic music generation preceding cur-
rent technologies, including dice music from the 18th century and early com-
puter composition from the 1950s. As a case study, the chapter then looks 
at two state-of-the-art music generation services, Udio and Suno, and how 
their prompt-based interfaces and model capabilities invite certain types of 
user interaction. Bergsland then investigates a range of humanistic issues and 
concerns related to these services. First, with regard to representativity and 
bias, he shows that the training datasets underlying most AI music systems are 
heavily skewed toward the Global North (representing around 86% of audio 
content), which leads to inconsistent quality and cultural distortion when 
users request music from other traditions. Second, with regard to evaluation, 
the chapter critically examines the “musical Turing test” as a dominant frame-
work for assessing AI-generated music, noting that it rests on the questionable 
assumption that “sounding human” is equivalent to sounding “good.” Third, 
with a focus on ethics and copyright, the chapter discusses major lawsuits by 
Sony, Universal, and Warner against Suno and Udio, the ongoing debate on 
whether training on scraped internet content constitutes “fair use,” and the real 
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economic threat AI poses to working musicians. Finally, the chapter discusses 
the novel concept of “creator bias,” the observation that people who generate 
music with AI tools tend to develop a disproportionate attachment to and pride 
in their own outputs, regardless of all other perceived qualities—a phenome-
non that raises new questions about authorship, aesthetic judgement, and the 
sense of creative achievement in an age of automated music production.

Chapter ten on “AI and Literature” by Carolin Führer continues the critical 
reflections on how AI technologies challenge the traditionally human domain 
of aesthetics and creative meaning-making. When the writer Rie Kudan won 
one of Japan’s most prestigious literary awards in 2024, she publicly admitted 
that parts of her novel were generated word-for-word by ChatGPT—a revela-
tion that immediately sparked a global discussion about originality, authorship, 
and the boundaries of human creativity. Führer first interrogates what con-
cepts like authorship and originality still mean in an age when machines can 
seamlessly mimic virtually any literary voice or style. The chapter then turns 
to literary reception: how does AI change the way in which we read, inter-
pret, and emotionally engage with texts? Drawing on cognitive and embodied 
theories of reading, it argues that literary comprehension is not merely a cog-
nitive surface operation but is anchored in subjective, bodily, and emotional 
experience—something LLMs fundamentally lack. The chapter’s final section 
addresses the impact of AI on aesthetic judgement and literary communities 
more broadly. Empirical research suggests that AI use tends to homogenize lit-
erary ideas and reduce users’ sense of responsibility for their own creative and 
interpretive choices. The chapter concludes by calling for new forms of critical 
AI literacy specific to the literary domain, and for a rethinking of aesthetic 
communities capable of resisting the standardizing pressures of algorithmi-
cally driven literary culture.

Alongside our three presented key premises of a humanities perspective on 
AI (frames of reference, context dependency, and critical thinking) and across 
our three presented contexts (the cultural, social, and political world), the com-
bined chapters in this volume thus illustrate the methodological outlook typical 
for the humanities: The humanities are not mainly concerned with presenting 
facts, but with offering a multi-disciplinary toolkit to help cultivate our critical 
thinking about AI. The chapters can be read independently and in no particu-
lar order. Nevertheless, the book is deliberately structured to guide the reader 
from more historical and foundational questions to more specific applications 
and media forms. This allows readers to gain both a broad methodological 
grounding as well as a nuanced insight into concrete cases. We hope this book 
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leaves readers not only better informed, but also genuinely better equipped, 
with more critical skills, more curiosity, and perhaps also more awareness and 
confidence that their own perspectives on AI are not only valid, but also indis-
pensable. The hype surrounding AI thrives on the assumption that there is a 
very specific trajectory into the future, and that this is already written or almost 
inevitable. This book is an invitation to question this assumption and to take an 
active role through thinking, reflecting, and imagining otherwise.
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