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Over the last decade, the creation and distribution of cultural production have

become increasingly automated and are currently in the process of losing their hu-

man touch. This development can be illustrated by example of the image.

Most digital images that we en-

counter daily are seen through the algo-

rithmic lens. From the algorithmic photos

we take with our smartphones to the images we see on

digital platforms. �n essence, digital images are the product

of computational processes and neural networks.  �ith the

advent of image synthesis through machine learning, the

image is now ultimately inseparable from the (neural) net-

work (from which it was generated). 
owever, even before

that technological development, images were created for

and consumed through (social) networks. Accelerated by

the pandemic, our lives are now constantly mediated through digital images that

are shared online and filtered by algorithms.

The Algorithmic �nternet

The impact of artificial intelligence on our (visual) culture is deeply linked to

the relationship between machine learning models and the �nternet, as software

engineer �hristina Lu points out in her essay The Algorithmic Internet� Culture, cap-

ture, corruption.

Lu describes the success of A� systems being attributed to the notions of scale

and ease, with scale referring to the significant amount of information that is need-

ed to train massive machine learning models. �ith so much information available

on the web, it could be argued that the so-called foundation models are essentially

Internet-based. 

Fed by the �nternet, these algorithms are implanted

back into the web, changing the way we act online to the

point that “machine learning models […] organize every

stream of information we come into contact with online: the

Algorithmic �nternet.1

The �nternet thereby functions as a “networked mass communication appara-

tus,1  not exclusively but most visibly through social media, where information from

any domain is immediately available and presented in the feed, filtered by recom-

mendation systems.

Recommendation algorithms ease our engagement with content and thus

change our behaviour by manipulating our desires to keep us on the platform, as Lu

describes in her essay:

“The Algorithmic Internet seizes our base

impulses and demands their immediate

satisfaction, hoo(ing us into a morphine

drip of anticipated wants, infuriating ta(es,

slic( surfaces� It pries our 'aw open to a

deluge of information, funneling all inputs
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into a single collapsed channel and diluting

any meaningful signal.

It forces hyper-connection

on a scale that does not

lend itself to useful mental modeling of our

world. �ur senses are �lown, our efforts to

make sense of things �ecome actively

detrimental to our �eing, and we lash �ack

or give in.'

She argues that the daily amount of information we encounter on the �nternet,

especially on social media, confuses us to the point where we are una$le to com-

prehend world events, since any kind of content is presented to us repeatedly with-

out context or linearity.

Conse6uently, our addictive $e-

haviour, ena$led $y algorithms, makes us

endlessly scroll through this vast space of

flattened and streamlined information

without narrative.

Artists & �esigners

as Content Creators

This development has had a ma-or influence on $oth

the value of aesthetic productions (such as images, and

their cultural producers 

Various types of cultural workers are now often re-

ferred to simply as content creators, regardless of their cho-

sen medium or their role within creative productions.  This

strongly reflects the value perception of cultural products,

as media historian and theorist �ate �ichhorn summarizes 

“Whereas practices such

as writing, editing,

filmmaking, and photography were once

considered highly skilled (even if they did

always have amateur participants", in the

age of content, the a�ility to produce a lot of

content increasingly seems to matter more

than the a�ility to produce high-quality

cultural products.'
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The Internet allows individuals to now create, distri$ute, and receive content

through social media, forming a direct relationship $etween the producer and the

audience. As a result, media companies and individual producers now share the

same $roadcast dynamic. In addition to the aesthetic relativism created $y the

feed, media content, and therefore all aesthetics, are always “availa$le on

demand.1  This development therefore makes aesthetic novelt� far more difficult

to achieve.

Com$ined with the a$sence of additional distri$ution costs and the resulting

increased speed of content circulation, as well as the decreasing cost of creative

production due to the availa$ility of inexpensive and efficient tools, the value of pro-

ducing images has decreased significantly, as researcher To$y �horin has

o$served.

According to �u, content therefore $ecomes suita$le for mindless consump-

tion, which leads to a flattening of our (digital) culture. Aesthetic novelty and creativ-

ity are exchanged for repetition, recognition, and “frictionless ease funneling us into

creative torpor.1  �ur attention spans, and with them our capacity to interact, em-

pathize, and create in a meaningful manner, is increasingly repressed $y the algo-

rithmic feeds that dominate the Internet.

The development of our media sphere has increased the speed of communi-

cation to a contradictory degree, where “[creative] content must $e understood in-

stantly, […] must $e familiar and uncomplicated, $ut also astonishing and new.1

Cultural producers are in crisis and increasingly una$le to keep up with the

demands of the industry to produce new $ut familiar work at lightning speed, while

at the same time having to $e on top of the new and constantly updating their

skills.

Content as Commodity

With the popularization of generative, multimodal AI systems, this condition is

accelerating, and it appears as though cultural production could soon $e fully taken

over $y algorithms. �owadays, algorithms are not only filtering content through rec-

ommender s�stems, $ut also populating media channels $y generating content ap-

pearing on our social media feeds.

According to Austin’s o$servations, with the a$ility of producing content at a

seemingly infinite scale, cultural production can $e seen as the prime example for

showcasing AI’s recent progress.

The amount of content produced daily has multiplied

over the last years with an inevita$le and drastic increase

still to come.  �urthermore, the involvement of generative

algorithms is seemingly changing the future purpose of

content  “Instead of an output — something to inform or en-

tertain humans — content will increasingly $e an input for

our massive glo$al culture machine, with AI distilling the ex-

isting archive into yet more content in an accelerating

cycle.1  This results in generative AI systems $eing trained

on their own output, leading to “[c]ontent [that] has $ecome

sentient and now consumes itself.1

In a recent Twitter thread, cultural writer �yle Chayka concludes that “[algo-

rithmic] feeds have pushed content creators to conform to the accepta$le aestheti-
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c and cultural average; [and] A.I. generation will -ust automatically produce that av-

erage )rom the start.1 Moreover, content will $e )urther commodi)ied, due to a

new agent entering the realm o) content production, namely the average user “who

is pro$a$ly less interesting or innovative even than an algorithmically popular

creator.1

It appears as though in our modern media landscape we are heading towards

a much larger, even )latter and more meaningless synthetic cultural landscape.

Generative AI systems are here to stay, and it is there)ore important that

artists and designers )amiliarize themselves with generative models, $egin to culti-

vate more meaning)ul ways to interact with these systems, and )ind healthier ways

to distri$ute the colla$orative output that results )rom engaging with them.

This article is separately published as 10.25358/open-

science-10��5.
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