


[image: Cover: Culture Codes Democracy published by the logo for Ars Electronica, Art, Technology & Society and Hatje Cantz.]









Culture Codes Democracy



[image: Logo: Ars Electronica, Art, Technology & Society.] [image: Logo: The European Union flag alongside the text Co-funded by the European Union.] [image: Logo: Hatje Cantz.]







Culture Codes Democracy







Editor’s Note
by Ana-Maria Carabelea



Culture Codes Democracy draws on the effort of some of Europe’s leading cultural organizations—part of the three-year project co-funded by the European Union’s Creative Europe program, European Digital Deal—to advocate for the role of artistic and cultural practice in reimagining the ways in which society produces and is produced by new technologies. It presents a vision of how the sector can become a key actor in shaping Europe’s path towards digital sovereignty.

European Digital Deal was an investigation into how the accelerated, yet at times unconsidered adoption of new technologies alters or undermines democratic processes. Multiple investigations ran in parallel, allowing each institution to contribute situated perspectives on technology. A joint open call selected 13 artists-in-residence, and numerous exhibitions and discursive programs took place throughout the three years.

The exhibitions and residencies provided the structure for the current publication. As we review the work done, more clearly defined themes emerge out of what was initially a flatland. The three thematic strands encapsulate the viewpoints from which artists and cultural professionals conceive of democracy. Mediated Realities reflects on the fragmentation of the public sphere within digital spaces and its clear implications for the possibilities of public debate. In light of this fragmentation, Speculative Governance collects reflections on new modes of co-existence and governance. Finally, Hybrid Bodies raises the question of the hybrid political subject, a subjectivity emerging at the intersection between the organic and the machinic. The three chapters present artistic and curatorial positions on these topics, using the residency projects and exhibitions curated as part of European Digital Deal as examples.


In the spirit of plurality, each institution ran discursive programs and other events whose reflections were situated within their local social context. These events are listed in the chapter dedicated to each consortium partner and help readers to gauge the scope of the project and the spectrum of debates around technology and democracy it covered.

This publication is also an exercise in translation. We aim to take the seemingly abstract language of arts and culture to those who can enact change—policymakers. The essay Cultural Codes 2.0 condenses our findings, as well as other perspectives, to show that culture can indeed code democracy. The project’s long list of achievements stands testament to the sector’s existing and potential contribution to alternative models of technological innovation.

With this publication, we insist that art and culture can rewrite the inscriptions technology leaves on modern democracies, not by scribbling its own in another act of domination, but by introducing a critical understanding of what (re)makes democracies and a new logic that encodes this remaking.

Ana-Maria Carabelea







Introductory Statement
by Gerfried Stocker



The word deal has recently fallen into some disrepute due to certain political actors. Yet when we consider its roots in Old English (*)—which also gave rise to the German word “teilen,” to share—the term raises not only the question of how we share or divide the digital world and its profits, but more importantly, how we choose to engage with the possibilities that the digital world has brought forth. “How are we going to deal with it?”—and what distinctive European positions and strategies might shape that response—is arguably one of the central questions of our time.

The European Digital Deal network, whose protagonists and their ideas and projects are presented in this publication, emerged during what might fairly be described as a turbulent phase of digital transformation—the recent rise of what is now widely referred to as Artificial Intelligence, set in motion by the first public release of ChatGPT in late 2022. No previous stage of the digital revolution captured the attention of so many people so quickly. Of course, experts, particularly in media arts, had long been studying large language models, exploring their potential and analyzing their risks. Only with the advent of ChatGPT, however, did this attention spread into the broader public realm—and into the focus of major investors.

In early 2020, however, disillusionment seemed to dominate: the long-announced self-driving cars had still not arrived, the term Industry 4.0 had lost much of its momentum, and the annual release of new smartphones amounted largely to cosmetic updates. Then came the pandemic, with its long periods of lockdown—and suddenly we all had to move into digital space: for schooling, for work, for personal communication, for artistic projects. This led, on the one hand, to a substantial growth of the digital citizenry, but on the other, it quickly turned the digital realm into a somewhat joyless routine. And only toward the end of Donald Trump’s first term did many people become aware of the very real political dangers present within the strange and often disturbing dynamics of social media platforms.

The enthusiasm and wide attention surrounding AI—fueled daily by announcements of breakthroughs, billion-dollar investments, and carefully staged warnings of existential threat—have also intensified public debates around shaping the digital transformation in a responsible way. While we may not yet agree on how, there is a general understanding of the need to reconsider the assumptions that underlie the digital world—and that this development cannot be driven by technological progress and financial gain alone.

It is at precisely this juncture that the projects realized within the framework of the European Digital Deal—and its network of artists, cultural institutions, educational organizations, and research centers—intervene. They demonstrate the strength and extraordinary potential that can be unleashed when the unique role of art, and of artistic ways of thinking and acting, is recognized and supported.

Such interdisciplinary entanglement goes far beyond the simple exchange of expertise. Weaving together different forms of knowledge, it creates something new, opens alternative paths, laying the groundwork for their practical realization. The current period is one of profound transformation, in which the challenge is to find the right balance between preservation and renewal, when continuing along familiar paths seems as misguided as chasing supposedly simple solutions; in this time, such collaboration offers an invaluable resource.


Needless to say, this represents a profoundly European perspective—and a responsibility admirably embraced by funding programs such as the European Digital Deal that lie at the intersection of art, technology, and society.

The outcomes achieved with the committed partners of this EU project and the outstanding artists involved deserve the highest recognition—not only because of the breadth of future-oriented themes addressed, but above all because of the consistent artistic stance in favor of a future shaped by and for human beings and the wellbeing of society.

A future that must be continually renegotiated and fought for.

For this, we need platforms such as the European Digital Deal network—platforms for individuals who view the future not as a crystal-ball vision conjured up by technology corporations, but rather as a responsibility of our time. These individuals have begun to embrace that responsibility—as social activation and empowerment, and as a source of analytical, corrective, and imaginative ways of thinking and acting.

Gerfried Stocker

Artistic Director and Co-CEO, Ars Electronica
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	* Middle English deel, from Old English dǣl; akin to Old English dāl: division, portion, Old High German teil: part.












Introductory Statement
by Andreas Babler



In times of rapid technological transformation, the question of how we uphold and evolve democratic values acquires ever greater urgency. The European Digital Deal project meets this challenge head-on with a vision rooted in collaboration, critical inquiry, and cultural engagement.

Culture and the arts are not peripheral to society’s progress; they are central. They offer spaces where complexity can be explored, where alternative futures can be imagined, where the human dimensions of technological change are made visible and opened up to debate. Supporting interdisciplinary practices at the intersection of art, technology, and society is not just an investment in culture, but in democracy, too. Artistic and speculative practices enable us to challenge assumptions, uncover hidden structures, and co-create new narratives around technologies. These practices have the power to contribute not only to public discourse but also to innovation and policy design.


We envision a Europe in which cultural infrastructures are recognized as essential components of digital sovereignty and democratic resilience. Artists, researchers, educators, and cultural institutions must all play a key part in shaping the ethical and societal frameworks that surround emerging technologies.

The publication Culture Codes Democracy is a compelling testament to how deeply digital technologies are intertwined with political and social realities—and the role that culture can play in decoding, reflecting, and reshaping them. It is through projects such as the European Digital Deal that we not only build new technologies, but also the shared understanding and imagination required to govern them wisely.

Andreas Babler

Federal Minister of Housing, Arts, Culture,

Media and Sport
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Introductory Statement
by Georg Haeusler



Digital technologies and Artificial Intelligence are changing European societies faster than ever before. They have already revolutionized how we create, share, and disseminate art. Generative AI tools are also helping us to interpret and reconstruct cultural heritage, transforming how cultural professionals work and how audiences engage with culture. These technologies have completely reshaped the daily operations of the cultural and creative sector across Europe.

But along with these opportunities come real challenges. We cannot ignore concerns about job losses, reduced revenues, and the protection of Europe’s rich cultural and linguistic diversity. Cultural and creative content feeds many digital platforms and AI systems. It is therefore essential to ensure that creators’ rights are protected, that their work is fairly compensated, and that culture continues to thrive at the heart of Europe’s identity and democratic values.

This is where the European Digital Deal project, co-funded by Creative Europe, comes in at just the right time. It is led by Ars Electronica, one of Europe’s most innovative organizations working at the intersection of art, technology, and society, in close partnership with twelve other cultural organizations in eleven countries across the continent. Since 2023, this strong European partnership has been reshaping the conversation on how emerging technologies affect our democracies, offering artists, researchers, educators, and citizens a shared platform to co-create a digital deal that safeguards democratic values in the digital age.


The publication Culture Codes Democracy is a major step forward in this joint effort. It shows how artistic and cultural criticism can reveal the hidden connections between technology and democracy, and spark new ways of thinking about innovation and policy. By emphasizing the importance of cultural infrastructures in navigating technological change, it demonstrates how the cultural sector can help lead Europe toward digital independence.

We are proud to support this initiative under the Creative Europe program and to celebrate the work carried out by Ars Electronica together with its partners across Europe. Their collective achievements remind us that technological progress must be guided by human creativity, cultural values, and ethical thinking. This is how we will build a fair, democratic, and culturally diverse digital future for Europe.

Georg Haeusler

Director, Directorate D – Culture, Creativity and Sport

European Commission
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Art is Not an Ornament
By Veronika Liebl and Vanessa Hannesschläger



Three years ago, we launched European Digital Deal with a bold mission: to investigate how new technologies—above all Artificial Intelligence—reshape our democracies, our cultural practices, and our daily ways of living together. Today, as this project draws to a close, the urgency of our initial questions has only intensified. With this publication, we present and celebrate the glimpses into answers that our project was able to give.

The consequences of global technologization lead to political realities. We live in a time in which our democracies are threatened by technological evolution. Algorithmic disinformation has swayed elections and deepened polarization. Surveillance capitalism extracts and monetizes every trace of our lives, consolidating power in the hands of a few global corporations that do not, however, contribute their share in turn. Authoritarian states and even democratic governments are deploying AI-driven control systems that log, track, and manipulate their citizens’ behavior.

As digital technologies have become a vital part of social infrastructure, the sovereignty of our data, our capacity for democratic decision-making, and the mutual trust on which pluralistic societies depend are all being eroded. Critical voices across Europe point out how our dependence on non-European infrastructures exposes us to external pressures and vulnerabilities. As Francesca Bria has stressed: “If you cannot control the critical infrastructure of the society you’re living in, you’re a democracy at risk.” We must not treat these warnings lightly.



Why Culture Matters

In this context, cultural organizations prove their role as vital democratic infrastructures. Culture does something that legislation, regulation, or markets alone cannot: it builds spaces where society can reflect, question, and imagine the new. Cultural institutions provide a bridge between expert knowledge and everyday experience, translating abstract ethics and policies into physical experience and equipping citizens with agency to participate meaningfully in shaping the technology of the future.

At Ars Electronica, we have seen many examples of artistic practice illuminating the hidden dimensions of AI: from exposing the mechanisms of algorithmic violence and reclaiming digital identities to questioning the biases that shape machine learning systems. These projects are not merely ornamental; they are crucial forms of research, intervention, and knowledge creation. They transform abstract systems into haptic realities, turning disinformation, data extraction, or technology bias into matters people are willing to stand up to.

Cultural institutions also embody pluralism. They give a stage to marginalized voices and defend the right to dissent, to critique, to imagine futures beyond the narrow logics of profit or control. In this way, they support democracy beyond awareness raising, expanding the horizon of what democracy means in the digital age.





The New Role of Cultural Organizations

If cultural institutions are to fulfil this democratic responsibility, they themselves must transform to become active agents in shaping the digital sphere, collaborating with scientists, technologists, policymakers, and citizens alike.

This requires new frameworks:


	Governance frameworks that integrate artistic research practices into policy debates and technological development processes.


	Economic frameworks that secure long-term investment in cultural infrastructures, treating them as essential knowledge institutions rather than entertainment facilities.


	Ethical frameworks created through the structural integration of artists and cultural institutions, which go beyond compliance to question proactively the societal consequences of digital technologies.




It requires new resources:


	Structured public access to digital infrastructures such as cloud services, datasets, labs, that are otherwise monopolized by industry, enabling artists and cultural practitioners to experiment independently.


	Platforms for exchange across Europe and beyond, ensuring cultural organizations and artists can operate not in isolation but as part of a continental strategy for digital sovereignty.


	Stable funding that recognizes art and culture as a public good and a foundation of democracy, not as an afterthought in times of austerity.





And it requires new skills:


	Digital literacy and AI literacy, not only for artists and citizens but within cultural organizations themselves.


	The capacity to navigate multi-stakeholder environments, where dialogue with regulators, technologists, civic movements as well as industry is as important as curatorial expertise.


	The courage to experiment, to take risks, and to value process over immediate outcomes, because democracy itself is not measured by efficiency, but by participation, plurality, and imagination.







A Call to Action

European Digital Deal has demonstrated that the cultural sector has both the responsibility and the potential to shape our digital futures. But to do so, we must recognize culture as an integral part of Europe’s democratic infrastructure. When arts and culture are underfunded, critical voices are silenced and spaces of imagination and dissent are eroded. Consequently, democracy itself is weakened.

The future of democracy will not be safeguarded by technology alone, nor by policy alone, and certainly not by markets. It will depend on our collective ability to imagine and enact alternatives. At this pivotal moment, we must invest in cultural ecosystems that cultivate complexity, nuance, and resilience. It is through art that societies learn to question, dream, and act together. Only by sustaining cultural infrastructures that create unrestricted exploratory spaces can we capitalize on this extraordinary power that art and culture have.

European Digital Deal shows how cultural institutions can develop the frameworks, resources, and skills they need to stand as guardians of democratic values, as laboratories of possibility, and as bridges between citizens and the digital infrastructures that shape our lives.

With this project, we have started a journey towards our digital Europe that is free, pluralistic, and just. We are on the way. Come aboard and travel with us.

Veronika Liebl

Managing Director, Ars Electronica

Vanessa Hannesschläger

Head of European Collaboration, Ars Electronica
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Günseli Yalcinkaya is a writer, researcher, and critic based in London, whose work explores how technology shapes myth. As Contributing Editor at Dazed Magazine and a former External Research Associate at Moth Quantum, she investigates internet folklore, tracking how emerging technologies—from AI to quantum computing—give rise to new ideologies, digital superstitions, and collective fantasies. Her writing moves between analysis and artistry, mapping the hidden emotional life of our networks, with essays published in Art Review, CURA, Dazed Magazine, Spike Art, Vogue, Zora Zine and 032c, as well as in books for Aksioma, Julia Stoschek, and LAS Art Foundation.
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Cultural Codes 2.0
Günseli Yalcinkaya











Cultural Codes 2.0
Günseli Yalcinkaya




Is AI in the room with us now? The popular meme across social media feeds is emblematic of the way in which it is spoken about and disseminated across mainstream channels. Oftentimes, it sounds like a singular force that is everywhere, all at once. In some sense, this is true: AI is indeed everywhere. But less so in the magical Artificial-General-Intelligence way that many tech innovators would have us believe. Rather, as the existence of chatbots and generative AI systems becomes so routine, so normalized, these systems fade into the background noise of our daily lives, embedding themselves like microplastics into every inch of existence.

Since The Practice of Art and AI, the final publication in Ars Electronica’s AI Lab project in 2021, the mainstreaming of generative AI, chatbots, image generators, and virtual companions has introduced these systems to hundreds of millions of users worldwide, transforming the ways in which we search, write, and make images at a bewildering rate. We have all collectively witnessed the transformation of AI from a fun, Ghibli-fied novelty to a mundane habit—think of every time you click AI Overview, or opt into an autocomplete recommendation on SMS or email. Nevertheless, the common language used to speak about AI creates further confusion, employing hard-to-digest terminology that depicts AI as a singular and impenetrable black box.

Marketing hype is an effective way for start-ups and large corporations to sell products. The modern archetype of the Promethean tech bro, named after the mythical figure who stole the fire from the Gods, imagines progress as a purely functional pursuit, as opposed to ideological. This is an effective way to steer attention away from more urgent discussions around AI and its long-term environmental and social impacts—the tech industry is notorious for moving fast and breaking things, after all. To position AI as some kind of oracle, a highly autonomous and potentially superintelligent force capable of taking over the world, promotes the unhindered development of such technologies, sold to us as signs of progress. As Hito Steryl observes in Medium Hot: “Neural networks are thus seen to mimic a market logic, in which reality is permanently at auction.” These media depictions are nevertheless crude and sensationalist, portraying AI either as a gnostic savior that will upload us into immortality or as a harbinger of destruction that will upend society as we know it. Making moves in silence, the tech bro codes his product launches in ultra-generic and sensationalist language, largely to distract from the fact that, for the most part, no clear objective to the acceleration exists other than the acceleration itself.

By now, it is evident that AI is neither merely algorithms in the Cloud, nor a future messianic entity that will save us from our troubles. As digital technologies permeate every aspect of our lives, the lack of new conversations surrounding these advancements feels disorienting. “What we’re talking about nowadays, with regards to AI and big data, we also discussed ten years ago,” observes Daphne Dragona, one of the experts in the European Digital Deal project. “Things are going so fast, I think faster than ever, and if we still don’t find the time to imagine and reflect upon what we could do differently, we will find ourselves more constrained, and more trapped in these situations.”

But AI systems are only as capable as the humans acting with AI assistance, which is to say: how we understand these tools will determine how they are used in the future. As Louise Amoore and her coauthors point out1, large language models (LLMs) are penetrating social, economic, political, and financial systems at speed; in their words, LLMs are creating a “world model” that will shift what they call the underlying “political logics” of Western cultures. The real trouble is not so much the technologies themselves, but what arises from individuals using AI for their own ends. This could have serious political effects, ranging from cyberwarfare, the undermining of democracy, or extractive capitalistic practices that deepen existing inequalities. This is occurring not only in the direct sense that generative AI models are being deployed to govern difficult problems, “but also because generative AI is shaping and delimiting the political parameters of what can be known and actioned in the world.”

As it turns out, bad actors are everywhere, a shift that some online users are calling the internet’s “dark mode.” These modes come in various forms—either as deliberate misuse of AI or attempts at regulation that are likely to backfire. Algorithmic disinformation has been known to sway elections, crash stock markets, and exacerbate racial bias and conflict. Grok, the chatbot deployed by Elon Musk, is spouting government-sanctioned racial conspiracy theories and self-identifying as MechaHitler, while the Peter Thiel-backed data company Palantir is creating deportation databases with data siphoned off by Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) agents. Responses to these issues do not always promise to make the internet better, however. Take the United Kingdom’s recent Online Safety Act, intended to protect children from harmful content, which has been described as a “blueprint for digital repression”2 by leading digital rights groups, blocking everything from SpongeBob Squarepants gifs and Spotify playlists to Wikipedia entries. Or European countries like Denmark, Greece, Spain, France, and Italy testing a common age-verification app3, which will likely be enforced across the EU in the coming years, creating the optimal conditions for greater censorship, control, and authoritarianism.
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