Submission to the People’s Al Consultation:
A Social Science Perspective

1. DEFINITIONS

There is no doubt a technical definition that would encompass the disparate
technologies that are currently being labelled as “Al.” Such a definition would likely
incorporate the fact that most of these technologies are computational software with the
capacity for self-adjustment (i.e. “learning”) without direct step-by-step guidance from the
original creator. As a social scientist and specifically a historian of technological
innovation, however, | will leave a formal definition to the computer scientists.

My role is instead to observe that, whatever definition academics and governments
choose to use, the term “Al” has in recent years taken on a broader meaning in popular
culture. This reframing — guided by the corporate interests heavily invested in this field — has
infused the term with a kind of cultural cachet vastly out of proportion with the current
applications of the technology. In short, the term Al is loaded with “hype” which has spread
from the world of corporate marketing and infested the highest levels of journalism,
academia, and governance. Corporations now strive to label anything they can “Al,”" while
governments and universities have proven all too eager to embrace those same products in
order to appear “future-oriented.”? At times it seems the news media is the only pillar of our
democracy willing to occasionally grapple with the broader social implications of the rise of
the suite of technologies collectively referred to as “Al.”

Technological boosterism is not novel in and of itself. Indeed, hype is often the norm
in the history of technology.® It is not unusual for the promoters of new medical and
scientific technologies — who tend to have personal prestige and / or material profits tied up
in the new tech — to oversell their value while minimizing potential downsides. Novel
pharmaceuticals, for instance, often see initial promises tempered by the realities of
widespread application.* The danger is when the systems of governance which should
serve to protect us from corporate overreach are willfully blind to the risks and limitations
of new technologies, simply due to a wave of initial public overenthusiasm.

Te.g. “Is being "Al-enabled" really going to help sell this washing machine?” Reddit.com
https://www.reddit.com/r/ChatGPT/comments/1ghlwgf/is_being aienabled_really going to_help_sell_this/
2e.g. “McGill will establish an Al education and research centre in India” Montreal Gazette (1 March 2026).
https://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/mcgill-will-establish-an-ai-education-and-research-centre-
in-india

3 David Edgerton, The Shock of the Old: Technology & Global History Since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007). https://archive.org/details/shockofoldtechno0000edge

4 Andrea Tone, The Age of Anxiety: A History of America’s Turbulent Affair with Tranquilizers (New York: Basic
Books, 2009). https://archive.org/details/ageofanxietyhistO0Otone
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What is different in this case is the speed and scale of this technology’s
implementation as well as the sheer variety of technologies that have been crudely lumped
together under this corporate umbrella. LLMs, facial recognition software, and generative
content “Als" may share some broad software elements, but their technological functions
and social implications must be analyzed discretely. Sadly, the most notable unifying
feature in this fragmented landscape is that all these technologies contribute to the
existential threat of the climate crisis insofar as their indiscriminate use will drastically
boost global electrical and freshwater consumption at a pivotal moment for our planet.

2. EDUCATIONAL CONCERNS

Within the academic world, we are facing the widespread naive adoption of “Al”
Chatbots® (such as ChatGPT, Grok, Gemini, etc.) by students for the generation or
supplementation of their coursework. Applications range from tutoring and prompt
generation to the summarizing of articles and books to the out-and-out fabrication of
assignments. This trend is disturbing on multiple levels.

The technology is at best ill-suited to this function. Frankly, Chatbots are often
wrong. Their primary directive is hot accuracy nor even knowledge synthesis, but user
engagement. Government briefs and legal reports generated with this technology routinely
refer to non-existent precedents and rely on false data.® They have also been shown to
replicate racist and misogynistic biases of both their sources and their users.” Even when
factually correct, Chatbot summaries are little more than bland filler scraped off the

5 Chatbots appear to integrate a wide range of technologies under the “Al” umbrella including LLM language
emulation, web search synthesis, and image / text generation capacities. However, their primary function as a
productis the maintenance of high levels of user engagement through the production of humanlike
interactivity. Hence their labelling as “Chatbots” in the discussion which follows. For more information on the
human labour that goes into maintaining this fagade, and the exploitative gig economy that sustains this
work, see:

Nora Young, “The hidden humans powering the Al economy” CBC News (6 November 2025).
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/ai-economy-human-labour-data-annotation-fine-tuning-jobs-9.6967918
8 Patrick Butler, “N.L.'s 10-year education action plan cites sources that don't exist” CBC News (12 September
2025) https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/education-accord-nl-sources-dont-exist-
1.7631364

Elizabeth Witten, “N.L. asks Deloitte to carry out review after 'incorrect' citations found in $1.6M provincial
health plan” CBC News (24 November 2025).
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/nl-deloitte-citations-9.6990216

7“Sweden: Authorities must discontinue discriminatory Al systems used by welfare agency” Amnesty
International (27 November 2024) https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/11/sweden-authorities-
must-discontinue-discriminatory-ai-systems-used-by-welfare-agency/
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bottom of the internet.® They are “intelligent” in their capacity to iterate, but they have no
capacity for critical self-reflection. As such, these shortcomings are not temporary flaws to
be worked out, but instead permanent features. Indeed, Chatbots will likely grow more
inaccurate over time as they begin cannibalizing the Al-generated content which makes up
more and more of the internet — a scenario referred to as “model collapse.® They are also
unrelentingly obsequious — designed, as stated above, to ensure user engagement above
all else — which allows users to generate false data through simple persistent refusal to
accept an answer. When a researcher can cause ChatGPT to advise it how many rocks to
feed their child,’ one dreads to think what this technology is telling a vaccine denier or a
neo-Nazi sympathizer.

There is also the issue of what consistent use of this technology does to the user.
Research requires knowledge synthesis, imagination, critical reading, and a grasp of the
relevant contextual knowledge. Each of these are skillsets which, like our muscles, require
intense training to hone. More frighteningly, they atrophy when not used. Heavy reliance on
Chatbots poses the very real risk of diminishing our capacity for critical thinking. This is
obviously a threat to economic performance, but more importantly it threatens to
undermine the capacity of our citizens to engage productively in their democracy. Social
media has already badly damaged our public discourse, and the Chatbot craze threatens
to reduce the solipsistic bubbles of the internet down to the level of the individual.

In particular, the use of Chatbots for the most frustrating elements of assignments
indulges our most unhealthy educational impulses. A music instructor will tell you that the
part of a musical piece which you play the worst is the most in need of practice. Similarly,
we see students saying, for example, they “only” rely on Chatbots to generate their
introductions and conclusions to essays. This is extremely disheartening. A paper where
you cannot easily sum up why and how you wrote it requires further work. Rather than
encouraging the young minds of our country to struggle to better themselves, Chatbots
offer an easy way out when encountering hurdles. However, the effort required to overcome
these hurdles is itself part of the educational process. We improve through persistent

8 Ed Dunsworth, “On Generative Al in the Classroom: Give Up, Give In, or Stand Up” Active History (11 June
2025) https://activehistory.ca/blog/2025/06/11/on-generative-ai-in-the-classroom-give-up-give-in-or-stand-
up/

9 Steven J. Vaughan-Nichols, “Some signs of Al model collapse begin to reveal themselves” The Register (27
May 2025) https://www.theregister.com/2025/05/27/opinion_column_ai_model_collapse/ ; Laura Fraser, “At
25, Wikipedia faces a double threat: the rise of Al and the decline of local media” CBC News (8 March 2026)
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/sunday/wikipedia-25-year-ai-effect-9.7117795

0 Natalie Stechyson, “’Am | a good mom?' We put ChatGPT's parenting advice to the test” CBC News (16 May
2025) https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ai-parenting-advice-1.7534527
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engagement with those aspects of skills we find the most challenging, not by outsourcing
the required effort to a device.

There is a general human tendency to over-assume our own intellectual strengths.
Forinstance, educational research has shown that recognition (knowing information when
mentioned) is much easier to achieve than recall (being able to bring that same information
to mind when prompted).”” However, we tend to assume these are interchangeable. A
student might skim their textbook and recognize the concepts they see but find themselves
unable to recall them during the exam the next day. This hypothetical student would have
been much better served by testing themselves with flashcards, particularly in areas they
had struggled with previously. Flashcards are resented for being frustrating, but much of
that frustration stems from the fact that they force us to bluntly confront the limitations of
our capacity to recall information.

Some students argue that after seeing a Chatbot generate false results, they have
become more critical users yet still rely on it for tutoring and prompt-generation.'?
Psychologists sometimes refer to the Dunning-Kruger Effect where a lack of expertise
makes one more likely to confidently make erroneous claims. Itis very easy for us to be
unaware of when we’ve moved beyond the limits of our knowledge. The point here is that a
student using a Chatbot to explain a concept lacks the basic knowledge to critically
evaluate what the Chatbot is telling them - after all, if they had that knowledge, they would
not need the Chatbot. However, the Dunning-Kruger Effect and other heuristic biases
prevent humans from fully acknowledging these cognitive weaknesses. And it is precisely
in these spaces of self-confident ignorance that Chatbots thrive.

At a minimum, the usage of Chatbots in education should be heavily curtailed until
further evidence on best practices can be secured. Students who generate assignments
should be penalized according to plagiarism guidelines. Other uses should be discussed
with the professor / teacher. Courses should include more practical assignments and in-
class exams to ensure students are still capable of internalizing and applying the
knowledge and skills being conveyed. Students who opt not to use Al should be
encouraged for taking a more effortful — and thereby enduring — approach to learning, rather
than made to feel as though they are failing to keep up in a techno-educational arms race.
All university and governmental Al task forces should include sceptical experts who can
compensate for naive technological boosterism. Task forces studying “Al” should not use a

" Peter Brown, Henry Roediger Ill, Mark McDaniel, Making It Stick: The Science of Successful Learning.
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014).
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/file/feeds/PDF/9780674729018_sample.pdf

12 Jessica Wong, “More young Canadians are tapping Al for learning, even when concerned about it” CBC
News (9 October 2025) https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/psstudents-ai-2025-9.6932319
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Chatbot to study documents'™ - both due to their unreliability and because this transforms
a potentially valuable exercise into a taxpayer-funded PR stunt for the tech industry.
Government studies should be opportunities for sober reflection and rigorous policy
design, not corporate proofs of concept.

3. PSYCHOLOGICAL CONCERNS

We live in a difficult era. Thanks to the internet we are more interconnected with the
chaos of the broader world than ever before. We live under the threats of climate crises,
wars, housing shortages, spiking grocery costs, and a looming recession. Almost everyone
hits a point where they simply have to “turn the news off.” These structural concerns exert
an enormous pressure on the individual. At the same time, in many parts of the country
there is less of a sense of local community than in previous generations. | do not wish to
lionize these past communities — they were, for instance, often intolerant towards those
who did not conform to norms of race, religion, sexuality, and gender. We can and should
strive for more inclusive and empathetic world. However, | also believe we are struggling to
bring a sense of lived community into the digital age. The internet has linked the world, but
it can also prove alienating, isolating, and exhausting. Without a healthy sense of
community, the lonely and lost can now easily find themselves dragged into new internet-
amplified hate groups with tragic consequences.’™

Loneliness, sadness, fear — these are difficult burdens to bear alone. It is thus easy
to empathize with someone who turns to a Chatbot for comfort. Although promoted as a
kind of Google 2.0, the main innovation this technology offers is an impressive simulacra of
human interactions. However, the Chatbot is not your friend. It is a corporate product with
a mandate to drive engagement at all costs. Thus, itis unsurprising that Chatbots -
agreeable and obsequious to a fault — are being linked to not just bad mental health advice

3 “Engagements on Canada’s next Al Strategy: Summary of inputs” Government of Canada (last modified

5 February 2026) https://ised-isde.canada.ca/site/ised/en/public-consultations/engagements-canadas-
next-ai-strategy-summary-inputs

4 American Psychological Association, “Health advisory on social media use in adolescence” (May 2023)
https://www.apa.org/topics/social-media-internet/health-advisory-adolescent-social-media-use ; Dawn
Bounds, “Social media’s impact on our mental health and tips to use it safely” UC Davis Health (10 May 2024)
https://health.ucdavis.edu/blog/cultivating-health/social-medias-impact-our-mental-health-and-tips-to-
use-it-safely/2024/05 ; Puneet Nijjar, “This is why you're burnt out from using dating apps” CBC News (24
March 2024) https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/dating-apps-burnout-1.7152917

5 Anja Karadeglija, “Al-powered hate content is on the rise, experts say” CBC News (26 May 2024)
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/ai-hate-content-1.7215369 ; Christian Paas-Lang, Jordan Pearson, lvan
Angelovski, “The Nazis were right': What the leaders of Canada’s biggest ‘nationalist’ group really want” CBC
News (20 December 2025) https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/second-sons-leaders-livestreams-9.7022853
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but are in some cases the inciting incident in instances of psychoses.'® This makes a great
deal of intuitive sense. A real human will eventually give pushback - indeed, this is one of
the primary roles of a cognitive-behavioural therapist: to gently give an alternative
perspective to engrained patterns of thinking and acting. Instead, one can easily see how
the “Yes, and...” Chatbot engagement model fuels negative thought patterns which
contribute to anxiety, depression, obsessions, and even delusions. The government must
assure that these programs have evidence-based guardrails which maintain the psychiatric
health of users, ideally supplemented with educational campaigns on the risks associated
with their use.

4. ARTISTIC CONCERNS

Generative Al’s proponents would have us believe that artistic self-expression was
an inaccessible skill carefully guarded by social elites that is being “democratized.” This is a
demonstrably false portrayal of the pollution of our cultural waterways with endless heaps
of bland machine-generated slop. Most artists are not wealthy. They have laboured for
years honing skills only to find a tough market with more talent than there are positions to
absorb it. Now they see their livelihoods threatened by the very generative Al models their
work was used to train.’” The use of Al-generated imagery and writing thus constitutes a
threat to a particularly vulnerable and largely non-unionized sector of the Canadian
economy.

Furthermore, given this moment of allegedly resurgent nationalism, Ottawa’s total
failure to regulate Al needs to also be situated within the context of its broader
abandonment of cultural protectionism. Efforts to force U.S. tech companies to comply
with Canadian content regulations through the 2023 Online Streaming Act have been met
with corporate resistance.’® The Digital Services Tax which would have forced U.S.
companies to pay for their endless profiteering off Canadian users died a seemingly
pointless death in exchange for no tangible gains on the trade front.'® The Canadian

18 Kevin Maimann, “Al-fuelled delusions are hurting Canadians. Here are some of their stories” CBC News (17
September 2025). https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ai-psychosis-canada-1.7631925

“Al lacks safeguards for people struggling with mental health, says doctor” CBC News (5 November 2025).
https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/video/9.6968081

7 Anne Merminod, “The rise of Al class actions in Canada” International Bar Association (29 October 2025).
8 Nike Logan & Makda Ghebreslassie “Is your favourite show CanCon enough? Here's why the definition of
Canadian content may get a reboot” CBC News (3 June 2025).
https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/what-is-cancon-explained-1.7549748

9 Benjamin Lopez Steven, “Canada rescinds digital services tax to advance trade discussions with the United
States” CBC News (29 July 2025).
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/digital-services-tax-trade-discussions-1.7574001
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Museum of History and Canadian War Museum are facing staff reductions of 18%%° - a
conscious decision to defund our history just as the U.S. president tells us there is no
meaningful distinction to be made between America and Canada. It has always been a
struggle to maintain Canadian culture in the face of a much larger southern neighbour.
Now Canadian artists also face the prospect of being drowned out by a barrage of
generative slop. Federal silence on our cultural sovereignty is unacceptable. This is the
moment to invest in Canadian artists and scholars rather than American-owned tech
corporations.

Generative Al also poses risks to our democratic institutions. Gone is the simple era
of fake stories. Now the sources themselves can be falsified wholesale. This in conjunction
with the educationally corrosive nature of heavy Chatbot use documented above poses a
major threat to the quality of our democratic discourses. Penalties of a sufficiently harsh
nature to deter should be created for those who use generative technology to depict an
individual without their consent. The creation of sexually explicit imagery is obviously the
most pressing concern, but it should be a blanket right of an individual to control photo-
realistic depictions of themselves. Artistic satire is an important part of free speech, but
using a machine to generate a lifelike false scenario should be unacceptable.

Finally, the wide use of generative Al should provoke a valuable conversation about
the purpose of art in society. My inexpert take is that art is a form of expression, an act of
human creativity, which conveys the creator’s unique perspective on the world. This makes
the act of viewing art a form of social communication, an exchange of ideas which can
occur across time and space. Art thus allows for the empathetic engagement with another
person’s lived experiences. It also offers us the opportunity for aesthetic appreciation of
the years of training and self-reflection which go into the synthesis of a personal artistic
style. This is just as much true for the art of writing as it is for painting, drawing,
photography, or cinematography. Generative Al would have us believe that reading and
viewing are merely acts of disposable consumption, akin to eating a Big Mac, where the
most important feature is quantity rather than quality. We must defy the corporate narrative
that our lives can be reduced to the purchasing of their products. Life is more than
consumption.

20 Tellingly, science and technology museums in the capital region were exempt from recent cuts:
Nathan Fung, “ History, war museums to slash dozens of positions” CBC News (26 January 2026).
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/war-history-museum-ottawa-gatineau-cuts-9.7059733
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5. LABOUR AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

The Canadian state has too often handled economic and environmental concerns
as at best discretely siloed areas and at worst mutually incompatible competitors. This
approach fails to appreciate that the endurance of the Canadian economy —and the
society it serves —relies on a sustainable relationship to our environment and the bountiful
resources it provides. In particular, the Al boom has led our federal and provincial
governments to pursue data centre projects which come at massive environmental costs
while offering at best extremely limited economic prospects.

Undoubtedly part of this enthusiasm stems from a genuine desire to address the
Canadian economy’s persistent issues with capital flight. For much of the past two
decades, Canadian investment abroad has outpaced global investment within Canada.?'
This low investment is closely tied to a quarter century of notably weak economic
productivity.?? Given these structural concerns, the federal government is well within its
mandate to invest in domestic infrastructure, foster sectorial competition, and attract
foreign investment. However, Ottawa seems to have limited appreciation for the fact that
its quest to attract Al data centres is steering this country into a macroeconomic dead end.

Once constructed, Al data centres will offer an extremely limited number of
permanent jobs. It is important not to apply older rules based on factories and resource
projects to these proposed centres. While tech companies like to highlight the numerous
construction jobs a facility creates, these are merely a temporary addition to the economy.
The real prize is the permanent employment a facility generates. Unfortunately, such
prospects are grim given the level of automation involved. Even the so-called “hyperscale”
data centres employee a mere 50 to 150 employees, equivalent to roughly a large grocery
store.?® Suffice to say, a few dozen employees babysitting a warehouse of GPU stacks will
hardly usher in an economic renaissance. Furthermore, those tech companies who are
posting huge profits — most notably GPU manufacturer Nvidia — are registered in the United
States, meaning the income tax on a few dozen jobs is the only long-term profits the
government can reasonably expect from this venture.

21 Charles Lammam, “A trillion-dollar gap: 12 charts highlighting Canada’s capital flight crisis” The Hub (26
January 2026) https://thehub.ca/2026/01/26/a-trillion-dollar-gap-12-charts-highlighting-canadas-capital-
flight-crisis/

22 Nicolas Vincent, “Canada’s weak productivity: reversing course” Bank of Canada (19 November 2025)
https://www.bankofcanada.ca/2025/11/canadas-weak-productivity-reversing-course/

2 Joe Castaldo, “Data centres are popping up everywhere, but a jobs boom is unlikely” Globe & Mail (2 June
2025). https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-data-centres-are-popping-up-everywhere-but-a-
jobs-boom-is-unlikely/
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In exchange for this mild bump in employment, data centres will consume vast
quantities of electricity and fresh water. For instance, the proposed Synapse data centre in
Olds, AB would require 1,000 megawatts of electrical capacity and 1,200 cubic meters of
fresh water per month. This is equivalent to roughly one-tenth of the current Albertan
electrical grid.?* Arguably, there are no greater resources to carry into the coming decades
than sustainable electrical production, clean water, and an educated populace. Instead,
the Ottawa’s current plans for data centres and “Al-ification” of the federal services signals
that we will fall well short of our Paris Accord goals while ensuring that there are less post-
university jobs than ever before. Even the tech sector is now downsizing in anticipation of
further job cuts related to “Al,”* raising the question of where the new jobs in the “Al
Economy” will be. Most perplexing of all is that most of these prospective data centre
investors are American companies, further entangling our economies at a time when
federal rhetoric would have us believe a strategic realignment is in the making.

The data centre bubble is perpetuating a longstanding extractive relationship
between Canadian citizens and larger American corporations. We have the abundant
cheap land, fresh water, and energy for data centres which they covet, but we will get little
in return in terms of either jobs or taxable revenue. Rather than sources of much needed
foreign capital, data centres will ultimately be economic parasites feasting on our most
valuable resources while contributing virtually nothing to the broader economy. Our plan
seems to be to to sacrifice our land, water, and power so the U.S. tech industry can profit.

Given these risks, the federal government should not use taxpayer funds to
incentivize the construction of Al data centres. Any proposed centre should have to prove
in advance that it will build sufficient renewable energy infrastructure to compensate for its
power usage, and that its water usage will not negatively impact the surrounding region.
Ideally, the public sector should boost its revenues by selling water and electricity to these
corporations at a premium rather than a discount. Profits could then be used to reduce
utility costs for residential units.

24 Rukhsar Ali, “Can a small town like Olds, Alta., handle massive Al data centres? Residents aren’t
convinced” CBC News (13 February 2026). https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/olds-ai-data-centre-
9.7085902

25 Some experts believe these layoffs are based more on aspirational theories about Al’s potential rather than
its actual impact on productivity in the tech sector thus far:

Abby Hughes, “Block lays off 4,000 workers citing Al. But how much does Al actually have to do with it?” CBC
News (28 February 2026) https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/block-layoffs-ai-9.7108981
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6. CONCLUSIONS

The brief observations made above are hardly definitive. This cluster of technologies
is far too complex for any one person to fully grasp. The risks are still emerging. The
solutions have yet to be charted. And yet perhaps the most valuable lesson of history is
that Canadians have the latitude to craft those solutions for ourselves. Supposedly
pragmatic (one could also say defeatist) talk of how “the ship has sailed” and “you can’t
fight the tide” fails to consider that there are a wide range of regulatory arrangements that
fall short of a total moratorium. Chatbots and their ilk are tools rather than forces of nature.
Just because a technology exists does not mean we need to allow it to run unfettered
through our society. Over the course of the 20" century, for instance, the federal
government has regulated medicinal drugs and other medical products in increasingly
stringent ways in order to protect our health and safety.? The Canadian state is a powerful
entity when it chooses to act, and when it comes to “Al” we should encourage it to do so
with haste. Because if we wish to place guardrails it will be easier to do so sooner rather
than later.
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26 e.g. Monika Naus, Barbara Law, & Aline Rinfret, “Canada’s Vaccine Safety System.” Public Health in the Age
of Anxiety: Religious and Cultural Roots of Vaccine Hesitancy in Canada. eds. Paul Bramadat, Maryse Guay,
Julie A. Bettinger, & Réal Roy. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017): 261-289.
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