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Why Does a Responsible Climate Action AI 
Need the Arts and Humanities?

Cambridge University’s Ramit Debnath explores 

the potential of Responsible AI (RAI) in 

addressing global challenges, and explains 

why social sciences, philosophy, the arts and 

humanities have a critical role to play in

shaping AI system design and presenting us 

with the best chance of securing a sustainable 

planetary future.

The AI revolution is driven by a  global  

megatrend changing societies and economies 

via use of digital technologies, a process  known 

as digitalisation. AI is already transforming job 

markets, business models, governance and 

societal welfare structures. This disruption 

has the potential to impact current actions 
and progress in addressing global challenges 
such as climate change, social inequality, clean 
water, health, human rights violations, migration, 

conflict and war.¹

By Ramit Debnath

Image credit: Dall-E generated art in different style illustrating the impact of climate change on glaciers

The New Real Magazine 
Injections

By sharing stories, we 
can make complicated AI 

ideas more understandable 
to the public and start 

conversations about AI’s 
role in climate justice. 

 https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-120920-100056 
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Researchers and practitioners around the world 

are addressing these emerging AI challenges 

through the lens of responsible and safe AI. 

Where Responsible AI (RAI) refers to developing, 

deploying and using AI that is fair, accountable, 

transparent and ethical (FATE), and also to 

sustainability. 

While the precise role of RAI in addressing 

current global challenges, such as climate 

change, remains unclear,2 using AI to account for 

the ever-changing elements of climate change 

allows us to make more informed predictions 

about environmental changes, enabling us to 

implement mitigation and adaptation efforts 

sooner.2 However, at present, addressing 

climate change using AI is difficult due to the 

vast number of variables linked with Earth’s 

climate system data.

Humans in the loop
Human-in-the-loop (HITL) approaches are 

one of the main ways to make AI systems 

more reliable, fair, and simple to understand. 

HITL designs do this by incorporating human 

judgement into AI systems and allowing for 

a collaborative process. This is particularly 

important for climate-related AI applications,  

where the stakes are high and decisions 

can have far-reaching consequences for 

ecosystems, societies and the planet.

Experts argue that human intervention is 

essential for validating AI-driven climate models 

and ensuring their alignment with real-world 

conditions, but creating a true HITL system can 

be challenging. This is because, throughout 

the supply chain of these AI technologies, we 

continue to introduce biases through three key 

modes: biased datasets, biased programming 

and biased AI algorithm design, all of which 

fundamentally undermine the trustworthiness 

of these systems.2 Applying these biases to 

complex decision-making tasks such as climate 

action, policing, judgement and healthcare, 

among others, can have devastating effects.

The challenges of biased algorithmic 
design
The challenges of biased algorithmic design 

and programming usually have technical fixes, 

and the tech industry can deploy bias-correcting 

measures at scale. For instance, Deepmind 

researchers recently published a paper in 

Nature that illustrates the use of watermarks 

to enhance the transparency of texts produced 

by Large Language Models (LLMs).3  

These watermarks assist in distinguishing 

between human-generated text and AI-generated 

text. The larger challenge, however, lies in the 

unbiasing of training datasets, whose bias is 

a result of deep-rooted digital inequalities and 

social injustices.

   

Human-in-the-loop (HITL) approaches are one of the main ways to 
make AI systems more reliable, fair, and simple to understand.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-023-00056-3 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-023-00056-3 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-023-00056-3 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-024-08025-4
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These inequalities can manifest in various 

forms, such as the inability to access an 

internet connection, digital illiteracy or a lack of 

access to affordable and accessible computing 

infrastructure, or exploitative labour practices of 

employing cheap data workers from the Global 

South.4 

A role for social sciences, philosophy, 
the arts and humanities 
Climate change amplifies inequalities and 

injustices, disproportionately impacting  

vulnerable, resource-constrained groups. This 

makes it challenging to develop climate-focused 

AI that is unbiased, fair, and trustworthy in its 

decision-making. Social sciences, philosophy, 

the arts and the humanities play a critical role 

here, offering a broader ethical lens and deep 

understanding of human values, culture and 

societal contexts that can be invaluable in 

shaping RAI.

By analysing the social impacts of AI systems 

and uncovering potential biases within the AI 

supply chain, social scientists make significant 

contributions. They assist in comprehending 

the impact of AI on various demographic 

groups, its influence on the political economy, 

and its exploration of systemic issues such 

as environmental injustices or economic 

disparities, which technical models might 

otherwise overlook.2 Social science researchers 

tease out the cultural dynamics and power 

structures that shape the spatial and temporal 

scope of AI implementation, ensuring the 

inclusion of diverse perspectives. 

AI developers can gain a nuanced understanding 

of the communities affected by climate change 

by leveraging methodologies like ethnographic  

studies or stakeholder consultations – a 

perspective often overlooked in the current 

practice of training AI on the entire internet.

Inclusive by design
Philosophers add another crucial dimension 

by questioning the ethical foundations of AI in 

climate action. They probe fundamental

A distributive and procedural justice lens can help guide AI 
practitioners in developing responsible systems that 

align moral imperatives with practical viability.2  

Image credit: https://www.campaignasia.com/article/ai-paints-two-fu-
tures-climate-action-or-not-for-wwf-exhibition/484138
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questions like, ‘What is fairness in an AI system?’ 

They also explore fundamental questions, 

such as ‘What constitutes fairness in an AI 

system?’ and ‘Which values should an AI system 

prioritise?’ 

Philosophy encourages AI developers to reflect 

on the implications of the technology, not 

only on a societal level but also in terms of 

individual rights and freedoms. For instance, 

when designing an AI for climate-related 

resource distribution, it’s crucial to question its 

fairness and align its decision-making process 

with human-centred values. A distributive 

and procedural justice lens can help guide AI 

practitioners in developing responsible systems 

that align moral imperatives with practical 

viability.2 AI systems become inclusive by 

design. 

The power of stories
The humanities (which include history, literature 

and culture studies) have a lot to say about the 

beneficial and adverse effects that technology 

has had on society over time. By looking into 

the early days of the AI development model, 

these historical stories can reveal patterns of 

inequality and warn us not to make the same 

mistakes again. Literature and stories, on the 

other hand, help connect scientific experts with 

regular people, making the effects of AI easier 

for a wider range of people to understand. By 

sharing stories, we can make complicated AI 

ideas more understandable to the public and 

start conversations about AI’s role in climate 

justice.

Similarly, digital art serves as an effective 

medium for storytelling and educating about 

the shortcomings inherent in AI. Artists are 

leveraging these technologies to address issues 

such as bias resulting from misrepresentations 

of culture and social dynamics. For example, 

in 2024, the UN Headquarters used AI art to 

compile millions of photos of coral reefs, many 

of which are under threat from rising ocean 

temperatures brought on by climate change.5  

Similarly, in 2024, the World Wide Fund for 

Nature curated an exhibition that showcases 

a series of 20 AI-generated paintings. These 

paintings depict two futures: one in which 

society addresses climate change, and another 

in which it does not, illustrating the perilous 

trajectory we are on and the pressing need 

for urgent action to restore nature.6 Including 

insights from the arts and humanities fosters 

a more holistic, people-centred approach to 

AI development while aligning with planetary 

health goals. It encourages empathy, cultural 

sensitivity and awareness of the real-world 

consequences of technology. 

Including insights from the arts and humanities fosters 
a more holistic, people-centred approach to AI development 

while aligning with planetary health goals.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44168-023-00056-3 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/09/1154636
https://www.campaignasia.com/article/ai-paints-two-futures-climate-action-or-not-for-wwf-exhibition/484138
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