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Introduction: 

 



On Wednesday 9 February 2022, Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) 

Director-General Mike Burgess delivered the Annual Threat Assessment1. During this 

assessment, Burgess labelled foreign interference and espionage as the principal security 

concern seen by ASIO, surpassing even terrorism2.   

 

For the sake of clarity, it’s important to recognise the difference between foreign 

interference and foreign influence. The Department of Home Affairs notes that all 

governments, including Australia’s, attempt to influence other governments and state 

actors on issues of national importance3. Provided this is done so openly and transparently, 

this is what is considered foreign influence4. It is a natural part of diplomacy and being an 

active member in the international community. Contrastingly, foreign interference, goes 

beyond this and breaches a nation’s trust. The Department of Home Affairs outlines foreign 

interference as orchestrated by, or on behalf of a foreign actor, is deceptive, coercive, or 

corrupting and goes against Australian’s sovereignty, values and national interest5.  

 

Foreign election interference has a long history. A 2018 paper examined foreign election 

interference broadly, providing an early example of France’s attempted interference in the 

1796 United States (US) presidential election6. The paper notes that the US interfered in the 

1948 Italian elections and in Chilean elections in 1964 and 1970, and the United Kingdom 

(UK) in Indonesian elections in the mid-1960s7. Russia interfered in elections in Montenegro 

and the US in 2016 and in the French presidential election in 20178. 

 

Although the Australian Government does have a Counter Foreign Interference (CFI) 

Strategy, the threat of foreign interference is increasing9. Between the ongoing new 

advances in technology and the growing uncertainty between members of the international 

community, the threat of foreign interference has never been more real. With a federal 

election looming in Australia, this threat is paramount. This report will outline the risks 

relating to foreign interference in elections, the mechanisms already in place to combat this 

threat and where policies and procedures can be improved for our national security.  

 
1 M. Burgess, “ASIO Annual Threat Assessment”, (speech, Director-General Annual Threat Assessment, 
Canberra, 9 February 2022. 
2 Burgess, “ASIO Annual Threat Assessment.” 
3 Department of Home Affairs (website), Countering Foreign Interference, (Canberra: Department of Home 
Affairs, 2022), https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-foreign-
interference#:~:text=On%202%20December%202019%2C%20the,disrupt%20foreign%20interference%20in%2
0Australia. 
4 Department of Home Affairs, Countering Foreign Interference.  
5 Department of Home Affairs, Countering Foreign Interference. 
6 P. Baines, N. Jones, “Influence and interference in Foreign Elections: The Evolution of its practise”,  
The RUSI Journal, 163, 12–19, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03071847.2018.1446723. 
7 Baines and Jones, “Influence and interference in Foreign Elections: The Evolution of its practise”. 
8 Baines and Jones, “Influence and interference in Foreign Elections: The Evolution of its practise”. 
9 Department of Home Affairs, Australia’s Counter Foreign Interference Strategy, (Canberra: Department of 
Home Affairs, 2022), https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/national-security/countering-
foreign-interference/cfi-strategy.  
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Risk Overview:  

 

Types of foreign interference: 

 

Like most things, foreign interference has modernised with much of it taking place through 

technology and cyber-attacks. Given the depth of this issue, this report will focus largely on 

the digitalisation of foreign interference. The Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) 

notes that there are two main types of foreign interference relating to elections and 

referendums10. Firstly, there are cyber-attacks used to disrupt the electoral system, 

targeting mechanisms such as online voting operations and electoral infrastructure11. It can 

also include voting tabulation, whereby a vote by an individual or individuals is increased or 

exaggerated. Alternatively, foreign interference can be carried out through targeted online 

disinformation campaigns, whereby the online presence of politicians, media voters and 

campaigns are exploited12.  

 

Research conducted by ASPI found that between January 2010 and October 2020, 

internationally, 41 elections and seven referendums were subject to foreign interference in 

the form of cyber operations, online information operations or combination of both13.  

 

Figure 1: Cases of cyber-enabled foreign interference, by year and type of political process.14 

 
As demonstrated in Figure 1, the increase in cyber-related foreign interference in elections 

and referendums over recent years has been significant. The article further notes that the 

drop in recorded cases in 2020 can be attributed to COVID pandemic, which saw various 

 
10 S. O’Connor, F. Hanson, E. Currey, T. Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and 

referendums”, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 28 October 2020, https://www.aspi.org.au/report/cyber-

enabled-foreign-interference-elections-and-referendums. 
11 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
12 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
13 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
14 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 



elections being delayed15. Interference can only be recorded after an election has occurred 

and subsequent analysis has taken place.  

 

State actors using foreign interference: 

 

The perpetrators of foreign interference are not always obvious. However, incidents of 

foreign interference between 2010 and 2020 have been attributed to counties such as 

Russia, China, Iran and North Korea16. Typically, the countries targeted by these nations are 

states that are viewed as their adversaries, such as the US and states that are located 

geographically close to them17. In the past decade, Russia was found to use cyber 

interference tactics in 31 elections and 7 referendums, attempting to undermine democracy 

and seek to influence their own foreign policy interests18. Other motivations for Russia 

include responding to anti-Russia sentiment and to be seen to respond to perceived foreign 

interference amongst its own domestic politics. China was found to interfere in 10 elections, 

with the main targeting being the Taiwanese President. Their motivation for foreign 

interference was to protect their national interests and to target political figures that are 

seen to be a threat to these interests19. Iran was found to interfere with 2 elections and 2 

referendums, with their motivations being of a similar nature to Russia’s, except relating 

specifically to Iran20. Finally, North Korea was found to interfere with 2 elections and took a 

similar approach to China, in that it targeted neighbours and its critics21. While there has 

been limited reports of instances of foreign interference in Australian elections, the 

increasing popularity of election interface within the international community should cause 

the Australian democracy and national security communities to take notice.  

 

Risk Analysis: 

 

Fake News:  

 

Given the phenomena that is social media, state actors seeking to engage in foreign 

interference have a vast array of tools at their disposal. Two of the main ones being, fake 

news and data analytics. The Parliamentary Briefing Book for the 46th Parliament defines 

‘fake news’ as “disinformation intentionally spread for political purposes via social media 

platforms such as Twitter, Facebook or Whatsapp. This can include information fabricated 

to mimic genuine news content and a range of other false content”22. Disinformation can be 

 
15 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
16 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
17 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
18 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
19 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
20 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
21 O’Connor, Hanson, Currey & Beattie, “Cyber-enabled foreign interference in elections and referendums”. 
22 Luke Buckmaster and Tyson Wils, Parliamentary Briefing Book for the 46th Parliament: Responding to Fake 
News, prepared by the Parliamentary Library, (Canberra: 2019) 



difficult to debunk, particularly as it often plays on people’s fears and pre-existing bias and 

beliefs23. It may also contain an element of truth or be centred around a contentious issue24.  

 

It’s not just voters that can fall victim to disinformation, there are various examples of 

politicians and media outlets also falling victim.  

 

• In 2018, Liberal Senator Jim Molan shared a number of tweets that were from ‘Voice 

of Europe’, which Crikey reported was a Russian far-right fake news site.25  

 

• While locally, in 2020, the ACT Greens Leader Shane Rattenbury shared a fake 

Facebook post in which then Opposition Leader Alistair Coe labelled climate change 

a conspiracy, before realising the post was fake26.  

 

Whilst the second example was not an instance of foreign interference it does highlight the 

increased susceptibility that all people face due to online communications. The rise of 

misinformation is difficult to combat but it’s essential to tackling foreign interference. A 

culture of fake news makes foreign interference easier for state actors as it helps to build 

distrust, particularly in the establishment.  

Data Analytics: 

 

The Office of the Australian Information Commissioner (OAIC) notes that data analytics can 

‘discover hidden insights’ and has the potential to help “organisations to deliver better 

products and services, personalise people’s online experiences, or develop stronger, 

evidence-based policies.”27 However, issues surrounding the use of data analytics and its 

connection to the collection of personal data have come to the fore in recent years with the 

Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal. Cambridge Analytica was a UK consulting firm 

specialising in data analytics for marketing and political communication. In March 2018, a 

series of media reports uncovered details regarding the improper disclosure of Facebook 

users’ personal information to data analytics companies (including to Cambridge 

 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/Briefin
gBook46p/FakeNews 
23 T. Graham, T. Keller, “Bushfires, bots and arson claims: Australia flung in the global disinformation 
spotlight”, The Conversation, 10 January 2020, https://theconversation.com/bushfires-bots-and-arson-claims-
australia-flung-in-the-global-disinformation-spotlight-129556 
24 Graham & Keller, “Bushfires, bots and arson claims: Australia flung in the global disinformation spotlight” 
25 B. Keane, “Why is Jim Molan retweeting a Russian propaganda account?” Crikey, 6 February 2018, 

https://www.crikey.com.au/2018/02/06/why-is-jim-molan-retweeting-russian-propaganda-accounts/ 
26 White, D. “’Dirty tricks’: Fake political posts targeting Alistair Coe emerge”, The Canberra Times, 19 February 
2020, https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6622611/dirty-tricks-fake-political-posts-targeting-liberals-
emerge/ 
27 Office of the Australian Information Commissioner (OAIC), Guide to data analytics and the Australian Privacy 

Principles, OAIC, March 2018, p. 3, https://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/guidance-and-advice/guide-to-data-
analytics-and-the-australian-privacy-principles 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook46p/FakeNews
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook46p/FakeNews


Analytica).28 When the United Kingdom House of Commons inquired into disinformation 

and ‘fake news’, the Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal was one of the key focuses of 

the final report. The sharing of personal information between companies highlights the 

significant risk that cyber communications presents to modern day elections. The collection 

of personal data that is then used for the purposes of data analytics, when individuals are 

not sufficiently made aware of the purposes for which their data may be used for raises 

considerable issues, not only from a privacy perspective but from a foreign interference 

perspective. According to Information and Influence University Partnership, Cambridge 

Analytica utilised large amounts of qualitative and quantitative data to develop 

psychological profiles with the express purpose of informing the design of targeted content 

in an attempt to shift public opinion at scale29.  

 

Although Cambridge Analytica was a private firm and not a state-actor, it is a good example 

of how data analytics can be harnessed as a political weapon to change wide-spread 

opinions. Volume 2 of the United States of America Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence’s report, Russian active measures campaigns and interference in the 2016 U.S 

Election, highlighted the risk that such tactics would pose if undertaken by a foreign actor .30 

The Committee found that in 2016, Russian operatives associated with the St. Petersburg-

based Internet Research Agency (IRA) used social media to distribute widespread 

disinformation through a targeted campaign including advertisements, self-generated 

content and intentionally falsified news articles31. The intention behind these efforts was to 

deceive voters in the United States, polarise Americans using societal, ideological and racial 

differences and covertly build support for Russia’s preferred candidate in the US 

presidential election32.  

  

How foreign interference can impact Australia:  

 

Dr Bruce Baer Arnold and Dr Benedict Sheehy highlight two key risks posed by foreign actors 

who seek to utilise social media to influence Australian democracy in their 2020 submission 

 
28 M. Rosenberg, N. Confessore, C. Cadwalladi, “How Trump Consultants Exploited the Facebook Data of 

Millions”, New York Times, 17 March 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/17/us/politics/cambridge-
analytica-trump-campaign.html. 

29 Select Committee on Foreign Interference through Social Media, Parliament of Australia, Canberra: 2020, 
Submission 45: University of Adelaide, University of Melbourne and University of New South Wales, 
https://about.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/335736/UoA_UoM_UNSW-submission-Senate-
inquiry-Foreign-interference-through-social-media-.pdf 
30 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Russian active measures campaigns and interference in the 2016 
U.S Election, United States Congress: 2019, 
https://www.intelligence.senate.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Report_Volume2.pdf 
31 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Russian active measures campaigns and interference in the 2016 
U.S Election. 
32 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, Russian active measures campaigns and interference in the 2016 
U.S Election. 



to the Senate Select Committee on Foreign Interference through Social Media.33 Firstly, is 

effort to shape policy and even determine the outcome of elections. The second risk, which 

they considered not only to be more subtle but also more important, is to foster 

disengagement within the community34. Arnold and Sheehy argue that this second risk 

increases the probability of the rise of extremist political parties and fosters phenomena 

such as ‘sovereign citizens’, i.e. groups who deny the legitimacy of Australian law and 

institutions35. These concerns outlined in 2020 by Arnold and Sheehy where on full display 

in Canberra in January of this year during the anti-vaccination convoy to Canberra protests.  

 

Control Measures: 
 

Currently there are mechanisms in place to help protect voters and prevent foreign 

interference in Australian elections. In 2018, the Electoral Integrity Assurance Taskforce was 

established to help protect the electoral system from cyber-attacks and interference36. The 

multi-agency taskforce seeks to monitor covert activity that could be a threat to the 

integrity of elections, such as disinformation campaigns by foreign sources. Prior to the 

2022 federal election, the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) has launched a 

disinformation register37. The register is a publicly available database that lists pieces of 

disinformation that the AEC has found relating to the election for voters to access to help 

debunk claims. The ACE has also revamped it’s ‘Stop and Consider’ campaign, which is a 

public awareness campaign encouraging voters to think twice about the validity of news 

content and where its source38.  

 

Given the developing nature of how foreign interference can be used in elections, it’s 

important that Australia response to this issue is innovative and multifaceted. A submission 

by the University of Canberra to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters listed 

several recommendations to respond to emerging challenges such as foreign interference 

and misinformation. It recommended introducing a political advertising blackout for social 

media and other online platforms, similar to that used for traditional media such as 

 
33 Select Committee on Foreign Interference through Social Media, Parliament of Australia, Canberra: 2020, 
Submission 7: Dr Bruce Arnold and Dr Benedict Sheehy, 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign_Interference_through_Social_
Media/ForeignInterference/Submissions 
34 Submission 7: Dr Bruce Arnold and Dr Benedict Sheehy. 
35 Submission 7: Dr Bruce Arnold and Dr Benedict Sheehy. 
36 M. Ziebell, “Australia forms task force to guard elections from cyber attacks”, Reuters, 9 June 2018, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-australia-security-elections-idUSKCN1J506D 
37 Disinformation Register: 2022 federal election process, Australian Electoral Commission, (Web page: 29 April 

2022) https://www.aec.gov.au/election/disinformation-register.htm 
38 AEC Newsroom, AEC launches disinformation register ahead of 2022 poll, (Web page: 7 March 2022) 

https://www.aec.gov.au/election/disinformation-register.htm 



television and radio ads in the days leading up to polling day39. This would prevent voters 

being exposed to unverified information and ensure consistency across news platforms 

prior to election day40. Another way to improve our response to foreign interference, is to 

strength legislation. In March 2022, the Morrison Government announced that they would 

introduce new powers to Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) to keep 

tech companies accountable for the content on their platforms41. The legislation is to 

include recommendations from the AMCA to combat disinformation, however, it isn’t set to 

be introduced into parliament until the second half of the year42. Introducing and debating 

this legislation should be a foremost priority for the newly elected government, given the 

foreign interference threat we face.  

 

Conclusion:  
 

Foreign interference is one of the most complex and challenging security threats facing 

Australia today. The advancements in technology and the rise of social media have meant 

that state actors wishing to engage in foreign interference more weapons at their disposal 

than ever before. Cyber-attacks on electoral infrastructure, disinformation campaigns and 

data analytics are all risks decision makers need to be aware of and actively finding solutions 

to address. The AEC has an important role to play in debunking claims and raising public 

awareness of misinformation and foreign interference, but they cannot do it alone. The 

Australian must prioritise strengthening foreign interference laws and protecting the 

integrity of elections. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
39 Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, Parliament of Australia, Submission 75: News and Media 
Research Centre University of Canberra, Page No 20, 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Electoral_Matters/2019Federalelection/S
ubmissions 
40 Submission 75: News and Media Research Centre University of Canberra. 
41 M. Ward, “New laws to fight misinformation online”, Australian Financial Review, 20 March 2022, 
https://www.afr.com/companies/media-and-marketing/new-laws-to-fight-misinformation-online-20220320-
p5a68l 
42 Ward, “New laws to fight misinformation online”. 
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Environmental Scanning Memo – Qantas 

 

Public Communication Summary: 

 

Given the scale of the organisation, it is understandable that Qantas has various forms of 

communication with different audiences. They have several social media platforms, including 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram and YouTube. Although the content on these 

platforms is similar, posts do differ slightly to suit the social media sites they are published 

on. Instagram also has accounts for Qantas Wine and Qantas Traveller Insider, both are more 

‘exclusive’ parts of the organisation that are marketed well on the photo-orientated platform. 

The Qantas Facebook account does not post consistently and also doesn’t limit comments on 

posts which results in negative feedback from disgruntled customers.  

 

Qantas’ main form of communication with customers is through their Frequent Flyer 

Program. This membership program entices customers to earn and use Qantas Points, 

promotes member only offers, book and change flights and stay up to date with Qantas news. 

Alternatively, people can also subscribe to the Qantas ‘Red Email’ mailing list instead of 

signing up to become a Frequent Flyer Member.  

 

For media and public relations, Qantas has the ‘Qantas Newsroom’ website. This site has 

several pages, including Media Releases, Roo Tales, Qantas Responds, Speeches, Gallery, 

and Media Enquiries (Qantas, n.d). Pages such as ‘Qantas Responds’ allows the organisation 

to rebuke or clarify claims that have been made in the media. The ‘Media Enquiries’ page 

allows journalists to seek comment on issues directly through an online portal. The ‘Roo 

Tales’ section provides an outlet for the organisation to publish good news stories they want 

to get out or opinion pieces on particular issues to start or contribute to a conversation in the 

airline industry.  

 

Lastly Qantas also an ‘Investor Centre’ website for stakeholders. This website includes 

publications such as Annual Reports and other important information relating to the structural 

and financial aspects of the company (Qantas, n.d).  

 

Academic Sources: 

 

In an article published in Corporate Communications: An International Journal, 

Konstantoulaki, Rizomyliotis, Cao and Christodoulou examine how social media engagement 

with higher education institutions impacts prospective students’ likelihood of enrolling in 

classes at that institution (2021, p.457). In their article they outline theories such as Social 

Learning Theory, whereby people are more likely to look upon something positively through 

socialisation (Konstantoulaki, et all, 2021, p.459).  

 

The article uses findings from a study whereby participants undertook questionaries to 

measure their social media engagement, attitudes towards certain educational 

courses/subjects, levels of mindfulness, behavioural intention to enrol in a program and their 

perceived behavioural control (the degree in which a person believes they can perform a 

certain behaviour) (Konstantoulaki, et all, 2021, p.463).  

 

The survey found that a student’s engagement via social media increased the likelihood of 

them developing a positive attitude towards the online procedures and enhanced their 



intentions to access an online enrolment (Konstantoulaki, et all, 2021, p.465). Interestingly, it 

also found that peer reviews on social media may influence a person’s final decision to enrol 

in an online program (Konstantoulaki, et all, 2021, p.465).  The authors argue that the study’s 

findings demonstrate the importance of social media’s role in marketing and the need for 

universities to regularly analyse their platforms in order to learn how to influence user’s 

perceptions towards their online programs (Konstantoulaki, et all, 2021, p.465). 

 

Although this study relates specifically to universities and the marketing of online programs 

and courses, it’s findings can be transferable to other fields. On its own social media, Qantas 

is failing to adequately promote its services to potential customers, averaging just one 

Facebook post per month this year.  

 

In an article by Qu, Saffer and Riffe, the relationship between a consumer’s personal social 

networks and their engagement with brands online through social media is examined (2021, 

p.226). The article analyses findings from an online survey completed by 263 college 

students in the US, which looked at the level of consumer engagement through exploratory 

factor analysis (Qu, et all, 2021, p. 226). The authors tested several hypotheses, through three 

sets of hierarchical regression models (Qu, et all, 2021, p. 226).  

 

In their literature review, the authors note the various degrees of social media engagement. 

More passive engagement with a brand online may include following an account and viewing 

their content, whereas a more active engagement includes commenting or sharing content 

from a brand or publicly reviewing a product online (Qu, et all, 2021, p. 228). They also 

defined ‘word-of-mouth’ (WOM) networks, whereby online communities are created and 

used to share insights about the brand, exchange product knowledge and converse with other 

interested consumers (Qu, et all, 2021, p. 228).   

 

Although not all hypotheses were supported, the findings did largely support the idea that 

individual interactions between consumers could influence consumers’ behavioural attitudes 

towards a brand and improve or grow the relationship between an individual and the brand 

(Qu, et all, 2021, p. 240). Interestingly, the authors argued that brands should focus their 

social media content to active online supporters that are more likely to positively discuss the 

brand with their social network and spread an affable feeling towards the brand (Qu, et all, 

2021, p. 240).   

 

Although Qantas has a variety of public communications outlets, it fails to properly harness 

the potential of its social media presence. Its social media is not consistent and does not 

follow a clear corporate narrative, allowing for negative consumer feedback in the comments 

section to be its most notable aspect.  

 

 

 

Executive Summary: 

 

Although examining different aspects, both these articles have a social media focus. The first 

article analyses the impact engaging with a particular higher educational institute can have on 

the likelihood of a potential student applying for their online programs. The second looks at 

how a consumer’s personal social network can impact their online engagement with a 

particular brand.  

 



Despite having a vast media presence, Qantas is failing to utilise its full social media 

potential. Its posts are inconsistent, infrequent and fail to form a clear corporate narrative. On 

Facebook, the comment section is unmoderated, which although it generates free-flowing 

conversation, it results in largely negative consumer feedback. Qantas must create and 

implement a clear social media strategy that tells a positive story, consistently. Although a 

heightened social media presence may not decrease the amount of negative feedback they 

receive online, it will create a separate conversation for viewers to engage with. Currently, 

Qantas is not controlling the conversation on its own social media outlets, allowing the 

accounts to become a vacuum of negative feedback.  
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It Must Be True: Knowledge, Culture and Creativity 

Short Essay 

 

Knowledge as a Social Construct 

 

Word count: 925 

 

Knowledge and how we view and value knowledge, is an inherit social construct. For many, 

the term knowledge can be associated with success, understanding or intelligence. Western 

culture in many ways is built around the pursuit of knowledge. Children are sent to childcare 

or preschool, then to 12 years of mainstream schooling and then for the privileged, a 

continuation of learning through university studies. The human pursuit of knowledge is 

evident through this cycle, it’s a process in which people are raised in the hope that they will 

become smart and successful. It’s been engrained in society for centuries and that only 

continues to expand and gain more prominence. Although it is obvious that we aspire to have 

knowledge, there is arguably not enough consideration or exploration into what we consider 

knowledge. This essay will explore what humans consider knowledge and why. It will argue 

that in the endless pursuit of knowledge, what we value as knowledge may have gotten lost 

along the way.  

 

Knowledge, for the purpose of this essay, can be defined as a “a dynamic framework from 

which information may be stored, processed and understood” (Plotkin as cited in Mohajan 

2016). It’s a dynamic human process that aims to justify personal beliefs so that they can be 

understood and accepted as truth (Nonaka and Takeuchi as cited in Mohajan 2016). How 

humans value knowledge has changed and developed over the years. Indigenous culture and 

artefacts are a key example of this. In their Indigenous Epistemology and Indigenous 

Standpoint Theory, Foley explores how a new approach must be taken to recognising 

Indigenous research (Foley, 2003). They note that when European settlers arrived in 

Australia, they determined Indigenous knowledge was inferior to their own (Foley, 2003). In 

their paper, they describe how the western approach to postgraduate studies has deterred 

Indigenous Australians from achieving a higher level of education (Foley, 2003). This is 

particularly disappointing when you look at the connection between knowledge and 

storytelling. Storytelling is an integral part of Indigenous culture, and the lack of recognition 

and appreciation Indigenous Culture has received from an academic standpoint is significant 

(Kwaymullina, 2018). In Kwaymullina’s piece on Indigenous storytelling, she notes 

examples where non-Indigenous authors have been more recognised for stories that relate to 

Indigenous issues as opposed to Indigenous authors telling the stories of their ancestors 

themselves (Kwaymullina, 2018). Novels such as The Secret River, which is frequently 

taught in Australian schools are an example of this (Kwaymullina, 2018). It is shameful, how 

little the knowledge preserved by First Nation Australians is valued.  

 

Immensely thought provoking yet undervalued, the arts are another area where knowledge 

isn’t properly recognised. This is despite of course names such as Picasso, Shakespeare and 

Van Gogh being remembered and celebrated for centuries. Visual arts and literature can be 

studied at the world’s best universities yet as society we still fail to recognise the full value of 



it. In ‘Embodied Knowing Through Art’, Johnson outlines four contributing factors as to why 

people fail to recognise the arts as knowledge or see its potential for research (Johnson, 

2011). Johnson describes how most people don’t question what knowledge is but rather 

associate knowledge with scientific knowledge, i.e., the process of finding rational 

explanations regarding how different things work in the world (Johnson, 2011). He also 

explains how people associate the arts with emotions and a way for people to understand how 

they feel, as opposed to a source of knowledge (Johnson, 2011). Thirdly he notes how people 

connect the term research to something that has a hypothesis, has been tested and proved to 

indicate some sort of knowledge (Johnson, 2011). The arts cannot fit squarely into this 

traditional research box. Finally, he examines that the arts, particularly visual arts, people 

don’t see art as striving to recognise or prove any particular theory, making the idea of arts as 

a source of research or knowledge difficult to accept (Johnson, 2011).  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns negatively impacted many already 

suffering in the arts industry. Despite these challenges, there were positives that arose for the 

arts community. As consequence of lockdowns, some of the value of the arts became 

recognised again by people. A recent study from August 2021 found that artistic creative 

activities helped support the mental health and wellbeing of Australians during the Covid-19 

pandemic and could potentially be an important tool for improving mental health in future 

crises (Kiernan, Chmiel, Garrido, Hickey & Davidson, 2011). Although there is still a long 

way to go in recognising the value of the arts as it relates to knowledge, recent events may 

have helped pave the way for a new approach.  

 

How humans interpret and value knowledge is entirely up to us. Knowledge helps shape our 

understanding of the world and what we value in it. Throughout our history certain things 

have become valued more or less than others. There can be a range of factors affecting this 

such as race, privilege, or a lack of immediate understanding. However, what and why we 

value as knowledge should be questioned. Take our experience with First Nations people, a 

culture that wasn’t acknowledged by European settlers. How different our understanding of 

their culture could’ve been if a different course of action was taken. Art too, something 

society likes to say it values but that is still rarely recognised for the knowledge and positive 

impact it can bring. How we value knowledge must be improved, so that we don’t lose sight 

of insights and information that can help shape and deepen our understanding of the world.  
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