Critical Al Literacy: Beyond hegemonic
perspectives on sustainability
How can universities resist being coopted and corrupted by the Al industries’ agendas?
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“With a devastating ecological footprint and the exploitation of hidden labour, hyped-Al
serves to amplify discrimination and other social, economic and environmental injustices.” —
van Rooij & Guest (2025)

Radboud University envisions a greater role for ‘Al’ (short for Artificial Intelligence) in
its new mission. 1 This is cause for reflection, to say the least, since Radboud
University is committed to contributing to a sustainable and equitable world through
cultivating critical thinking. Currently popular, widespread, and hyped technologies
are in great tension with these stated values, and thus a focus on Al seems to imply
giving up on our values. In this short blogpost, we illustrate just how deep these

problems go.

Hegemonic Al is unsustainable

The AT hype promoted by tech corporations 2 resulted in the global expansion of
hyper-scale data centers. These facilities” extensive computational infrastructure
requires intensive use of resources such as electricity, water, labor, and land to develop
their generative image models, which produce synthetic images, and their large
language models (LLMs), which do the same for text. Since tech companies are not
reporting their energy and water, experts now warn of the increasing environmental
harms caused by AI, with a critical study estimating that Al industries could consume
as much energy as the Netherlands by 2027. 2 Meanwhile, and alarmingly, companies
are reportedly investing in reopening nuclear power facilities to cover the great
amount of energy that Al technologies will require in the coming years. % Some

companies are even using methane gas illegally. 2

Sadly, energy is not the only public good whose sustainability is compromised due to
Al hype: water is indispensable for data centers, too. Millions of liters of water are
needed to cool the extensive computational infrastructures on which LLMs are
developed and used. One study notes that writing a 100-word email with Al
technologies consumes half a liter of water and enough energy to fully charge seven
mobile telephones. ¢ Another study estimates that by 2027, the AI industry will use half
the amount of water as does the United Kingdom annually. £ However, there are
further hidden environmental costs of water, energy, and other minerals and metals in
the AI supply chain, not to mention the electronic garbage that ends up in countries of
the Global South. &
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These social and environmental harms of Al technologies are related to the very
material consequences in the territories that sustain the data centers supporting
systems like LLMs.2 Across the globe, from Mexico to Taiwan, communities living
next to the data centers report electricity outages, light pollution, and water scarcity.
This is particularly worrying in the Global South which is rich in resources and so
attracts predation from Al companies. 1 These corporations are intensifying the
extractivist business model, which runs on extant colonial lines, to secure Al
computational power. This is to say that natural and human resources are stolen from

local territories, leading to scarcity, displacement, and violence.

Data centers and the intensive need for non renewable energy sources. (Marcela
Suarez, Queretaro, Mexico, December 2024)

Hegemonic Al pervades public spheres

In spite of its enormous resource cost, Al technologies are being pushed on society
without critical reflection: in education, government, banking, science, journalism,
police and military forces, across a wide range of applications, such as browsers, video
calls, and other software. Supposedly these applications promise to help us in some
way by making us work more efficiently and effectively. 1 However, Al technologies

reinforce social inequalities and harms. 12 These technologies are increasingly
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involved, for example, in allegations of racism, sexism, plagiarism, violations of

copyright, and professional integrity, 12 just to mention a few.

Although claimed otherwise, Al technologies are never gratis: they come at a high cost
for our planet and society, and even more so for communities that have been
historically oppressed by colonial power structures.1* Despite gradually increasing
critique of issues surrounding sustainability of Al in the media, much public confusion
and misinformation persists. This is caused in part by the Al industry, on the one
hand, aggressively lobbying against regulation and, on the other hand, self-describing
as “green” and as working towards sustainability — a maneuver known as
greenwashing. Using this contradiction, these companies obscure their energy and
water consumption in data centers and their societal and political harms. 12 AT
technologies are thus presented as indispensable to society, suggesting that only with
the help of Al technologies we are able to fight, for example, the climate crisis — also
known as technosolutionism. This even goes as far as suggestions that we all need to
sacrifice our planet for unrealistic promises of the Al hype.1¢ Obviously, there is no
planet B, 12 and the Earth is more important than Al technologies with high

environmental and social costs.

Sustainable Al: Towards Critical Al Literacy

Radboud University can no longer avoid critically reflecting on AIl. We need to raise
awareness of how these technologies harm people and ruin our planet. 1 When we
critique AI, we should do so with intellectual honesty and in a principled way. Utmost
care is needed to avoid ethics washing, greenwashing, and generally —what we dub —
critical washing. 12 Critical reflection cannot be reduced to a mere ‘check box’ before
unleashing Al technologies in our daily life after all (as has been done in other areas
such as vaping and combustion engines). Researching and reflecting on the harms of
Al is not itself harm reduction. It may even contribute to rationalizing, normalizing,
and enabling harm. Critical reflection without appropriate action is thus

quintessentially critical washing.

Universities are not spokespersons for the Al industry. On the contrary, we need to
resist being coopted and corrupted by the industries’ agendas. This requires deep
commitment to the mission of universities, our academic values, our scientific
integrity, and our critical scholarship — whether one is a working academic or
administrative and support staff, we all have a part to play to protect and uphold these
values and standards. Universities have the responsibility not to blindly adopt Al in
research, education for staff and students, and for administration under the guise of
helping society to move forward and prosper, and of preparing students and staff for
an imagined future. We do not have to limit ourselves to the Al industry’s or the UN’s
and EU’s legal frameworks for a shared vision on our ethical, ecological, and social
responsibilities: these have failed us before. Instead, universities need to take on the
mantle of a critical voice and of knowledge producers. We need to increase Critical Al
Literacy in students, in scientists, and in other professionals. 2 This is the role that

universities are duty bound to play in times of planetary crises.

1 https://www.radboudrecharge.nl/en/article/president-of-the-executive-board-alexandra-van-
huffelen-there-is-no-room-for-complacency-when-it-comes-to-the-budget-cuts
2 Iris van Rooij and Olivia Guest, “Don’t Believe the Hype: AGI Is Far from Inevitable,”

Radboud University, September 29, 2024, https://www.ru.nl/en/research/research-news/dont-

believe-the-hype-agi-is-far-from-inevitable.
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