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7. AI as Media
Aurora Hoel and Lukas R.A. Wilde

Abstract: This chapter discusses what it means to approach AI tools not merely 
as technologies, but as forms of media. For this, the authors introduce a range of 
terms central to media studies and discuss how they might apply to AI, understood 
as means for communication and interaction. The chapter first looks at conven-
tionalized practices for everyday use cases, often understood as a medium’s socio-
cultural protocols. Secondly, the chapter addresses the affordances (possibilities 
and constraints) provided through new and emerging AI interfaces beyond individ-
ual messages or contents. Thirdly, it places both in relation to changing notions of 
objectivity, understood as knowledge about a broader, shared reality that is acces-
sible almost exclusively through media or mediation, and not “in person.” Finally, 
the chapter places these perspectives in a context of cultural, social, and political 
AI transformations that are already beginning to take shape. Together, the authors 
argue that we should trace how, where, and when AI technologies gradually stabilize 
into distinct media forms of communication and interaction and when they begin to 
couple and link institutions, roles, functions, values, and economies through emerg-
ing protocols—conventions that make particular media practices appear natural or 
almost inevitable.

Keywords: affordances, agency, mediation, objectivity, protocols

Introduction: Technological Changes as 
Media Changes
Artificial Intelligence—or AI for short—has become the common name for a 
set of technologies enabling computers to do things that seem distinctively 
human: to see, learn, and make decisions. In recent years, this includes gener-
ating texts, producing images and videos, composing music, writing computer 
code, and simulating conversations with actual human beings. As a forceful 
new producer of digital or “synthetic” content, AI has clearly entered media 
territory (Jin 2021; Feher 2025; Filimowicz 2023). But what would it mean to 
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approach machine learning technologies as media? Terms like “medium” or 
“media” concern, first and foremost, technologies and techniques that enable 
communication—the exchange of information, ideas, or opinions among 
members of society. In this sense, however, we could note, like Simone Natale, 
that AI “challenges the very concept of medium, because the machine is at the 
same time the channel as well as the producer of communication messages” 
(Natale 2021, 905; see also Coeckelbergh and Gunkel 2025; Guzman 2018). We 
could similarly distinguish “between communicating through a computer and 
communicating with a computer” (Gunkel 2020, 44; original emphasis). In an 
even broader and more foundational sense, however, the terms “medium” and 
“media” also concern all technologies that enable interaction among people 
and institutions in society (Dhaliwal 2023). Media theorist Marshall McLuhan 
([1964] 2001), for example, saw technical inventions like the railway or electric 
light also as media, because they extended human abilities and senses, enabling 
new forms of interaction. Whereas the railway “accelerated and enlarged the 
scale of previous human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new 
kinds of work and leisure,” electric light “eliminate[d] time and space factors 
in human association” by making human activity less dependent on daylight 
(McLuhan [1964] 2001, 8–9). In other words, technological inventions could 
be seen as media because they reshape the conditions of everyday interaction. 
This implies, first, a special focus on the “frontend” interfaces of either com-
puter-mediated communication or human-machine communication in which 
AI technologies play an increasingly prominent part (Wirth 2023). These two 
domains of media—communication and interaction—could, then, be seen as 
different forms of “AI mediation”: the creation, modification, or enhancement 
of relations between people, technologies, and institutions, either in the form 
of (AI-mediated) communication or of (AI-mediated) action (Wilde 2023). 
Consider, for instance, the fact that Large Language Models (LLMs) enable 
apparently seamless, non-supervised “translation” between modes of expres-
sion: a linguistic prompt can generate an image, a song, or even a short film 
with no apparent mediation through a human actor. Yet this is only possi-
ble through the earlier (often invisible) mediation of countless other actors 
involved in the background (Crawford 2021; Pasquinelli 2023). The agency 
(as well as legal responsibility or creative authorship) between all those actors 
is extremely dispersed and often hard to reconstruct, which forms one of the 
biggest challenges today in understanding AI (Barale 2024, 41–57). The par-
ticipants involved in this mediation thus range from companies that provide 
server farm infrastructure, to those whose data the model draws on, those that 
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clean and classify the datasets, and those that trained the model further by 
means of human feedback (RLHF) (Gray and Suri 2019).

Such a broad view on mediation (Fendler et al. 2024; Striano 2025) reminds 
us that what we term media are anything but neutral or transparent channels 
of information. Media deeply influence the ways in which people relate to 
each other and to the social, cultural, and political world around them. In the 
words of Friedrich A. Kittler: “[m]edia determine our situation” (1999, xxxix). 
Media, then, are also more than what is commonly referred to as “the” media, 
understood as the institutions of (mass) communication such as newspapers, 
magazines, radio, television, and social media platforms. Historically, however, 
new technologies of communication and interaction have often provided the 
foundations for such institutions: printing technologies for newspapers, radio 
broadcasting for radio stations, networked computers for social media plat-
forms, etc. How can we understand this development, from technologies to 
media of communication and interaction, up to media institutions? And what 
might this mean for current and developing AI technologies?

In this chapter, we would like to introduce four media-theoretical perspec-
tives on contemporary AI technologies and media changes: (1) distinguishing 
technologies from media forms through sociocultural protocols of everyday use 
cases; (2) discussing the structural affordances these technologies offer beyond 
the messages and contents they provide; (3) considering how these new devel-
opments influence notions of objectivity and knowledge about our shared real-
ity that is almost only accessible through mediation, and not “in person”; and, 
finally, (4) reflecting on (present and potential future) influences on cultural, 
social, and political transformations.

Media Changes and Sociocultural Protocols
One term used to distinguish between technologies and media is that of socio-
cultural protocols. A protocol can be a technologically implemented standard, 
like the Internet Protocol (IP), a set of rules for routing and addressing packets 
of data. In a broader sense, however, we can speak of sociocultural protocols 
as conventions or standardized social habits; of media use, for example. Media 
historian Lisa Gitelman defines protocols as “norms about how and where one 
uses [a certain technology]” (2006, 5), “normative rules and default conditions, 
which gather and adhere like a nebulous array around a […] nucleus” (2006, 
7). For his part, Alexander Galloway argues that the term protocol refers to any 
kind of “correct or proper behavior within a specific system of conventions” 
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(2004, 7), which media technologies arguably become once they are culturally 
established and widespread enough. Lotte Philipsen (2025) recently applied 
this to production, distribution, and aesthetic judgements surrounding “pop-
ular AI art.” Put simply, sociocultural protocols make a medium out of a tech-
nology. In science and technology studies (STS), this is usually understood 
as “the domestication of technology” (Sørensen 2005, 40). Such a distinction 
between “undomesticated” technology and conventionalized media forms is 
quite important: Traveling through European countries or Asia or the United 
States, one cannot help but notice, for example, that Facebook or Snapchat are 
used very differently—from irreplaceable access points to commercial events, 
restaurant menus, or concert lineups to hardly being used at all (Hong and Na 
2018; Kim et al. 2021). In other words, the same technology does not neces-
sarily amount to the same established use cases (protocols) and can “become” 
different media in a sociocultural sense. More generally, protocols entail not 
only the daily routines of handling (media) content, but also its production 
and distribution.

Drawing on a historical comparison (Chesher and Albarrán-Torres 2023; 
Rosson 2023), we can see that emerging photography in the 1840s was first 
and foremost a scientific instrument to record light rays, utilized by scientists 
to study nature. It then gradually entered the public domain, initially as a spec-
tacle or a magic trick. Only slowly did photography become so mundane that 
everyday use cases like portrait photography grew widespread, to the dismay 
of contemporary critics (Baudelaire [1859] 1980). Slowly, people “knew” what 
social functions, values, and economies were connected to the possibility of 
having a certain “genre” or “format” of picture taken by a professional pho-
tographer (say, a portrait of the family or of individuals, Kędra 2016, 38)—and 
how to “properly” behave in front of a camera for that. Moving pictures, a 
few decades later, likewise turned from yet another Carnevale or Vaudeville 
attraction into a media form through homogenization and standardization of 
production, distribution, and reception. The results led to stable new insti-
tutions like production studios; new social roles like a “movie star;” distri-
bution systems like cinemas where audiences could regularly come back to 
watch new films; everyday routines of how to behave there on romantic dates, 
for instance. Finally, we could even see standardization of content and recog-
nizable aesthetics in the form of stable film genres or formats like Western or 
Musical that bring together expectations of producers and audiences. Media, 
once their protocols have “grown” into various parts of society and culture 
through established use cases, can thus “accumulate” institutions, roles and 
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professions, social functions, sentimental and monetary values, and whole 
economies. The condition is that a new and emerging technology of communi-
cation and interaction becomes widespread enough to permeate the everyday 
lives of people, and we know its “place” within a given sociocultural context.

The result of such standardization has been addressed as a “medium con-
ventionally perceived as distinct” (Rajewsky 2010, 61; see also Thon 2014), 
or a conventional media form, like newspapers, films, comic books, computer 
games, or social media platforms. We turn to some of them for entertainment, 
to some for practical information, to some for interpersonal communication. 
Even so, clear-cut distinctions between media forms are hard or even impossi-
ble to draw. The sociocultural protocols of media do not follow scientific defini-
tions. They constantly evolve within “messy” life. A computer or a smartphone 
is a device that can emulate or integrate earlier media forms that were once 
separated through different materials (films, books, music). It has thus become 
commonplace in media studies that we now live in an age of media conver-
gence (Meikle and Young 2012). Media forms that were clearly distinct before 
(a film had a very different materiality from a newspaper) all converge now 
within the same digital technologies (Jensen 2010). Digitalization has thus not 
merely added yet another media form to earlier ones, but instead fundamen-
tally changed and fused them. Yet, despite increasing convergence of media 
on a technological level, the sociocultural institutions, roles, functions, values, 
and economies, as well as recurring genres, aesthetics, and—ultimately—use 
cases of content remain quite distinct from each other. We still distinguish 
between newspapers, films, comic books, computer games, or social media 
platforms. In the same way, it seems likely that AI (machine learning) will 
once again transform all existing media forms by being integrated into every 
part of their production, distribution, and reception, while we still distinguish 
between media forms and their respective protocols—what to do with them 
and what not, as well as when and how.

Generative AI apps (for texts, as well as for images, music, or other media 
aesthetics) are now indeed in widespread use. There is no shortage of online and 
printed guides, tutorials, and manuals exploring and presenting how to create 
prompts skillfully in all kinds of private and professional contexts. Books like 
The Quick Guide to Prompt Engineering (Khan 2024) or ChatGPT for Dummies 
(Baker 2025) can thus be said to stabilize the protocols of AI use, at least with 
regard to end users. We would like to point out, however, that it remains unclear 
and contested in many cases when and where generative AI tools are appro-
priate—and in which social, cultural, and political situations. We can see this, 
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for example, from the discussions and controversies surrounding the proper 
place of AI chatbots (Dwivedi et al. 2023; Li et al. 2024). This became evident 
when OpenAI’s statistics, presented at their October 2024 Education Forum, 
“shocked” everybody when the company revealed “what many of us in educa-
tion had known for nearly two years—the majority of the active weekly users 
of ChatGPT are students. OpenAI has internal analytics that track upticks in 
usage during the fall and then drops off in the spring” (Watkins 2024). What 
this shows is that some of the most prominent use cases for generating AI-based 
texts are in one area (namely, education and examinations) where the proto-
cols for acceptable use are not in place yet. Most schools and universities are 
thus struggling to come up with their own rules and regulations. AI-generated 
imagery, too, has instigated considerable pushback wherever it was integrated 
into other media forms like comic books, films, or video game productions 
(Wilde 2025b). From all these controversies, we can see that the sociocultural 
protocols of generative AI, as everyday media forms, are not yet in place. At 
present, these technologies often fall into an uncomfortable “intermedia” zone.1

In comparison, one site where AI technologies do seem to accumulate into 
a stable coupling of institutions, roles, functions, values, and economies is 
that of AI-based chatbots that role-play fictional or fictionalized characters. 
Perhaps we could even speak about something like established “genres” and 
aesthetics of content here (Wilde 2025a). The character.ai app, for example, 
lets users simulate conversations with existing fictional characters from TV 
shows or films. Despite ethical controversies over mental health and multi-
ple lawsuits (one over the suicide of a 14-year-old), the app has millions of 
users that often spend many hours a day there (Lamerichs 2023; see also Bakir 
and McStay 2025). There are also non-fictional, educational apps, discussed 
by Lina Ruth Harder (2025) under the term AI-histobots, which are based 
on historical figures like Leonardo Da Vinci. More and more companies also 
promise AI-driven chatbots simulating deceased relatives or loved ones (grief-
bots) based on their earlier digital data (Kelly 2024). In all these cases, users 
thus enter into a simulated communication or a “role play” (Chen et al. 2024; 
Shanahan et al. 2023) with a fictional or fictionalized character. This frames the 

1	 We would like to note here that this text was written prior to what is now increasingly referred 
to as “the second AI moment” (Bell 2026) or the “agentic turn” of AI (Stackpole 2026). Claude 
Code and other AI agents in “harness” software like Open Claw have since been integrated into 
the workflows of most companies around the world. This changes reflections of “AI use cases” 
considerably from when they were simply built on chatbots.
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interaction with LLMs in such a way that it can be clearly distinguished from 
other, more open use cases of generative AI apps. We could thus say that LLM 
chatbots have perhaps grown into a stable (new) media form for everyday uses 
already, perhaps similar to the computer game media form. In contrast, the 
sociocultural protocols and use cases of general-purpose LLMs remain too 
ambiguous and contested to speak of an established media form yet—but this 
will certainly change in the future, and it will be important to keep track.

Media Changes and Affordances
While AI apps create content, it would perhaps be misleading to investigate 
their impacts on society, culture, and politics at the level of individual out-
puts. McLuhan coined a slogan that became a sort of cornerstone for media 
theory: “the medium is the message” (2001, 7). Implied in this statement is 
the view that the introduction of a new technology—once it becomes wide-
spread enough to turn into a relevant media form for communication and 
interaction—can have thorough cultural and social consequences that go far 
beyond the particular “content” they might convey (in the case of the rail-
way, the freight it carries, or in the case of the printing press, a specific edi-
tion of a particular book). The transforming powers of media instead often 
go unnoticed, until suddenly we find ourselves in a society that has changed 
completely. This is why McLuhan often regards the content of media as a dis-
traction that blinds us to their deeper transformative effects. Thus, if we truly 
want to understand media, we need to stop obsessing over their messages and 
start attending to the changes of structure, pace, and scale they introduce to 
society: to the transformations that happen steadily in the background, in the 
form of new possibilities or constraints for communication and interaction. 
Some of these uses might be more established and expected than others (part 
of emerging sociocultural protocols or not). In media studies, such possibil-
ities and constraints of media use are often addressed as affordances, a term 
initially derived from psychologist James J. Gibson (1977) to describe the 
actions we can perform with specific objects (such as furniture) in a given 
environment. The term affordance was later widely adopted in product design 
and technology research (especially human–computer interaction) and for 
the analysis of social media platforms and other communicative interfaces 
(Bucher and Helmond 2017; Davis 2020; Hopkins 2016). Ian Hutchby’s 
(2001, 444) straightforward definition of affordances, for example, indicates 
the “functional and relational aspects which frame, while not determining, 
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the possibilities for agentic action in relation to an object.” This is especially 
attractive for media and communication research because

it suggests that neither materiality (e.g., an object) nor a constructivist view 
(e.g., human agency) are sufficient to explain technology use […], and advo-
cates focusing on relational actions that occur among people and technologies. 
(Evans et al. 2017, 37; our emphasis).

Social media platforms are thus particularly useful for distinguishing content 
from affordances. They enable people to create and share digital messages, inter-
act with each other, and build virtual communities. While initially designed 
to allow people to connect digitally with friends, today’s social media have 
developed multiple, initially unforeseen functions (and use cases), including 
as marketing channels for businesses and organizations and as online redis-
tributors of news. However, if we want to understand how social media affects 
us, culturally and socially, simply performing analyses of the content shared 
among its users will not suffice (although that, too, is important). Social media 
are now integral to our daily lives to the extent that a decision not to use social 
media has become a deliberate political or personal decision. What is more, 
social media have entered into rivalry with traditional media institutions (now 
increasingly referred to as “legacy media”). While the distribution of content 
through traditional media institutions is controlled by decisions made by 
human editors, social media delegates this responsibility to algorithms. These 
algorithms thus mediate between users and content, among other things, by 
predicting which connections are most relevant or interesting—or they can be 
intentionally biased toward the amplification of certain posts. We are thus deal-
ing with “programmed forms of sociality” (Bucher 2018, 2). Social media—
even well before current AI technologies—are thus “automated systems that 
engineer and manipulate connections” (van Dijck 2013, 12). While activities 
on social media are certainly complex, there seems to be a tendency for most  
algorithms of commercial social-media platforms, optimized for clicks, to privi
lege high-engagement and inflammatory contents that fuel animosity, which in 
turn facilitates political polarization (Aral 2020; Smith 2019; Vaidhyanathan 
2021). Again, the structural features of commercial social media, their affor-
dances, especially the way in which their algorithms are trained, are what expe-
dite politically polarizing effects. Repeated exposure of social media users to 
inflammatory materials over time seems to shift the threshold of what is accept-
able (the so-called Overton window, Amer 2023), thus serving to normalize 
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opinions and viewpoints that were previously considered, by most people, to be 
extreme or outrageous—yet another structural effect.

The concept of affordances is highly useful for our understanding of AI 
apps (Ahn 2025; Humble and Cajander 2025). The most important point to be 
made here is that generative media output has emergent features: Alternative 
terms proposed for generative content are thus stochastic or probabilistic 
(Ervik 2023). The “decisions” of the respective model are reducible to neither 
the programmers nor to users themselves. One of the consequences is that 
any AI model generates infinite variations of texts, images, videos, or sounds 
through the same prompt, while many emergent behaviors of the algorithms 
remain as much a black-box phenomenon to them as to the developers them-
selves (especially with regard to individual outputs and their “explainability” 
or “interpretability,” Amodei 2025). The deluge of individual AI-generated files 
might then appear too vast and ephemeral to merit analysis of individual out-
puts; what matters instead are the general possibilities and constraints—the 
affordances—of the AI apps themselves. Even though any individual output 
will be a mere probability, the databases and the training can steer defaults in 
a certain (cultural, social, or political) direction:

Whoever controls language models controls politics. […] Thus, in the future, 
language models themselves may take on the status of a surrogate public sphere. 
As more and more texts are generated by AI systems—and it is very likely that 
they will be—the proportion of discourse produced by humans will steadily 
decline. And because language models, once trained, are difficult to change, 
and because they infer the future from the past, what Emily Bender et al. [2021] 
has called a “value lock” looms. (Bajohr 2023b)

What Bajohr proposes here is that models always encode certain cultural, 
social, or political values—default assumptions and perspectives—and that 
they are, metaphorically speaking, “locked” after the model has been trained 
and entered public use. If that seemed perhaps far-fetched when it was written 
in 2023, only two years later, xAI’s Grok is actively trained by its data annota-
tors (reinforcement learning from human feedback, RLHF) toward an “anti-
woke” agenda, avoiding topics like racism, climate change, or antisemitism. In 
other words, it is defaulted toward more right-wing, conservative views (Kay 
2025), similar to when Google had tried to diversify its Gemini image outputs 
through RLHF fine-tuning and prompt “augmentation” a year before (Shamim 
2024; Wilde 2026).



154

Affordances of AI apps—whether we decide to use them or not—thus create 
a new media reality to which people and institutions will have to react, one 
way or the other. Bajohr (2024) also considered that literary authors from now 
on will always be under suspicion of having used AI for their writing, even 
and perhaps especially when they categorically claim to abstain from AI use 
(Bajohr and Cotten 2025; Führer 2026). This will most certainly be reflected 
in a different writing style (greater emphasis on autofiction or less “probable” 
or “typical” diction), regardless of whether generative AI was in play or not, 
or whether we will ever know with certainty. In particular, the practice of 
“prompting” has perhaps already transformed the way we think.

We have developed a new dialect, a specialized grammar of request making. We 
have learned to say “think step by step” because we have discovered it improves 
reasoning. We preface questions with role assignments: “You are an expert 
programmer” or “Act as a critical editor.” We have absorbed the metacognitive 
practice of instructing the AI on how to think, which in turn makes us more 
conscious of how we ourselves think. (Panda 2026, 1)

This should remind us of Friedrich Nietzsche’s insight from 1882 (2002, 18) 
that “our writing tools are also working on our thoughts” (quoted in and 
translated by Kittler 1999, 200). Swaroop Panda has called this “new form 
of thought” a “cognitive restructuring” (2026, 1). We have not even begun to 
understand how these newest of “writing tools” thus inform and change the 
very way we approach problems: “[W]e don’t actually know what we’ve traded 
away. The cognitive skills we’re losing are, by definition, the ones we’re losing 
the capacity to notice we’ve lost. The researcher who no longer does deep, slow 
reading doesn’t experience it as a loss—they experience it as efficiency” (Panda 
2026, 2). Thus, simply because the affordances of AI apps exist now, they have 
effects on the production, distribution, and interpretation of all media forms, 
media aesthetics, media contents, and maybe even our thoughts. 

Media Changes and Notions of Objectivity
We can see from this that media are not only a means of communication 
between individuals, but also shape our society as a whole. On top of that, 
media provide the only access to a broader, shared reality in the social, cul-
tural, and political sense. Society at large is often understood as an “imagined 
community” (Anderson 1991), because we can never experience it directly or 
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personally, only through media that provide stories, reports, and other rep-
resentations of it: “Whatever we know about our society, or indeed about the 
world in which we live, we know through the mass media,” Niklas Luhmann 
(2000, 1) found in 1996. Today, this statement would have to be expanded 
from mass media to include all sorts of interpersonal (social) media forms—
and also AI media (such as AI chatbots). Media, in any case, facilitate a shared, 
collective notion of a reality that always comes with the assumption and prom-
ise not to be false, fictional, or merely personal, but more or less “objective.” 
This notion, however, can mean different things at different times, in different 
contexts, and relative to different media use cases. In other words, any notion 
of “objective reality” is subject to media changes, and to the protocols and 
expectations established towards them. We would like to outline this with the 
transitions, first, from an alphabetic to a technical media regime, and second, 
from an analog to a digital media regime.

Kittler conceives of history in terms of media shifts by introducing the term 
“discourse network,” understood as a “network of technologies and institutions 
that allow a given culture to select, store, and process relevant data” (1990, 
369). In other words, Kittler is interested in how information is made (and 
kept) available within a society, without concern for how humans assign mean-
ing to it. He then compares the “discourse network” of romanticism (what he 
calls “discourse network 1800”) with that of modernism (“discourse network 
1900”). Like McLuhan before him, Kittler argues that a major historical media 
shift took place in the nineteenth century. However, while McLuhan connects 
this shift to the electronic age more broadly, Kittler identifies it with the inven-
tion of new recording and storage media, such as the gramophone/phonograph 
and photography/film (and also the typewriter). In Kittler’s view, these media 
broke the “alphabetic monopoly” by technologizing information. While the 
discourse network of romanticism relied upon writing and typographic print-
ing as a means of processing and storing information, the discourse network 
of modernism saw the introduction of media whose data flows no longer had 
to pass through the symbolic bottleneck of letters (Kittler 1999, 4). By circum-
venting the grid of the symbolic, these (then-new) media forms possessed a 
novel kind of evidential, “automatic” force that writing seemed to be lacking.

Such an ideal of mechanical objectivity (Daston and Galison 2007) has now 
returned with a vengeance in the contemporary discourses on AI: “[T]he  
imagined tools represent the epitome of a view from nowhere, or the idea 
that one can have objective knowledge of a set of truths, uncolored by their 
personal experience” (Bender and Hanna 2025, 119). Generative AI is indeed 
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often “seen as a utopian instrument of knowledge redistribution and the last 
kick against the old symbolic order” (Dubreuil 2025, 8). Artificial neural net-
works can be trained through self-supervised machine learning (next-token 
prediction on unlabeled text). Crucially, this is built on an architecture that 
is often called subsymbolic: “a neural network does not follow the paradigm 
of logical deduction or explicitly stated rules that are executed sequentially; 
rather, it operates by statistical induction, and it is the system as a whole that 
does the computing” (Bajohr 2021, 26). Many have embraced this assumption 
as convenient political rhetoric. The most prominent example here is certainly 
Donald Trump, who, on January 23, 2025, in one of his first executive orders 
after his reelection, did away with many existing policies aimed at regulat-
ing and safeguarding government use of AI. The justification was, once again, 
that AI systems were “free from ideological bias or engineered social agendas” 
(The White House 2025). The human “tutors” mentioned above, employed 
by companies like xAI to train Grok explicitly in a certain political (in this 
case right-wing, conservative) direction, clearly seem to undermine such 
stated ambitions towards a “maximally truth-seeking” AI (Elon Musk quoted 
in Dey 2025). In another instance in spring 2025, the same LLM had appar-
ently been overtrained to mention “white people genocide in South Africa” 
as often as possible in completely unrelated conversations with shocked users 
(Kerr 2025). The promise of more objectivity through AI, however, remains 
undeniably powerful. The affordance to prompt Grok directly within social 
media (X) posts (“@Grok: Is it true?”) to create automated public responses, 
fully integrated for all X users in February 2025, has quickly become a widely 
adopted protocol of online behavior. The AI has since then taken on the role 
of an (allegedly) “unbiased” judge to settle debates between users. Perhaps sur-
prisingly (or not), Grok indeed publicly contradicted its “creator,” Musk, many 
times on his own social media platform with reference to factual sources:

Musk: “The far left is murderously violent;” Grok: “The claim that ‘the left’ is 
murderously violent isn’t backed by evidence. The cited incidents […] show no 
clear ties to left-wing groups […]. No side is inherently violent; generalizations 
oversimplify a complex issue.” (Musk 2025a)

Immediately, his followers then claimed that “Grok has been manipulated 
by leftist indoctrination unfortunately,” with Musk personally promising to 
be “working on fixing that this week” (Musk 2025b; see Landymore 2025 for 
a longer discussion). The notion of “objectivity” thus turns out to be all the 
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more contested and political, the greater the promise to free it from human 
judgement. More fundamentally, it has also been argued that LLM output is, 
by default, decoupled from any real-world reality, producing “bullshit” in the 
sense of Harry Frankfurt (2005). Bullshit, as a technical term, can be distin-
guished from falsehoods or lies that intentionally aim to deceive and thus to 
conceal the truth; it requires “no conviction” (Frankfurt 2005, 55) whatsoever. 
The probabilistic outputs of chatbots are, by definition, unconstrained by any 
obligation to tell the truth (Kalai et al. 2025). They are “not trying to com-
municate something they believe or perceive. Their inaccuracy is not due to 
misperception or hallucination. As we have pointed out, they are not trying to 
convey information at all. They are bullshitting” (Hicks et al. 2024, 37; see also 
Berghel 2024; Coeckelbergh and Gunkel 2025, 89–102).

A critical view on flexible notions of objectivity is relevant not only for 
AI-generated text, but also for images. The use of photography as a scien-
tific instrument helped foster a new epistemic ideal in the 19th century, that 
of mechanical objectivity (Daston and Galison 2007). The idea was that the 
mechanical origin of photographs (unlike earlier hand-crafted images) could 
eliminate subjective intervention between nature and representation, such as 
human judgement and interpretation. They could thus once again bypass the 
symbolic bottleneck—and hence the interface of human interpretation. Earlier 
picture technologies were thus considered more subjective (Rosson 2023). 
Analog photography had, for a long time, been the benchmark guaranteeing 
a “that has been” (Barthes 1981, 115), something that really existed and really 
happened. “Historically, photography has been associated with a realism char-
acterized by neutral, unfeeling, disinterested recording (an association which 
is itself deeply misleading)” (Henning 2025, 94). This “that has been,” as must 
be noted, has always been more of a social expectation than a guarantee, since 
there had been all sorts of manual image manipulation long before Photoshop 
(Fineman 2012). A commitment to objectivity remains a cornerstone virtue in 
journalism, but it has always needed to be safeguarded through institutions and 
rules, rather than technologies. In the realm of visual journalism, for example, 
we need standards against image manipulation. To secure the credibility and 
trustworthiness of photographic and video images, news agencies and press 
photographers’ associations have developed codes of ethics for visual jour-
nalism. Although each news organization has to set its own ethical standards 
(Mäenpää 2014, 93), for example the code of ethics for visual journalists devel-
oped by the National Press Photographers Association (2025), there seems 
to be “a de facto global consensus on how media organizations understand 
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the manipulation of images” (Campbell 2014): the addition or subtraction of 
image elements designed to deceive or mislead the viewer. While none of this 
can be translated to AI imagery easily, it shows that the “reality effect” (Barthes 
1986) of photography has always been more of an expectation or a “civil con-
tract” (Azoulay 2008) that could always be broken; another “protocol,” rather 
than a technological guarantee. Nevertheless, it had set a standard for what it 
means to look realistic and thus trustworthy (Turnock 2012).

The transition from analog to digital photography in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, however, provoked a crisis in the perceived trustworthiness of photo-
graphic images (see, for example, Mitchell 1992), for two reasons. First, in 
contrast to analog photography, the data of digital pictures is subject to a new 
kind of symbolic grid. In this case, however, the data flows pass through the 
bottleneck of numbers (rather than, as in Kittler’s earlier model, the bottle-
neck of alphabetic script). Second, the numerical representation of image data 
makes digital photographs subject to algorithmic manipulation (Cubitt 2014; 
Hoelzl and Marie 2015). The manipulability of images increased dramatically 
with the popular spread of image-editing software, such as Adobe Photoshop. 
As a reaction to these developments, there was a widespread sentiment in the 
1990s that photography, as we had known it, was dead, and with it the pecu-
liar power of (analog) photography to represent reality objectively (Mitchell 
1992). However, through protocols and standards, digital photography obvi-
ously continues to be used in journalistic contexts: The “limits of digital photo 
editing” were accordingly defined “by referring to practices that were tradi-
tionally done in darkrooms” (Mäenpää 2014, 94). By holding on to established 
protocols from earlier media periods, digital photographs “are able to maintain 
their ‘objective’ status in the digital environment” (Mäenpää 2014, 101).

AI-generated photographs—or, more precisely, AI images that look like 
photographs—seem to have inherited many of these assumptions surrounding 
“reality effects,” even though they could not be further detached from external 
reality: “For these models, the ‘photographic’ seems to be just another ‘style’, 
an aesthetic, a certain ‘look’, not a privileged mode of indexical access to the 
world,” Roland Meyer (2023, 108) found (see also Meyer 2025 for more detail). 
Photorealism is thus nothing but a “stylistic signifier” (Ervik 2023, 47). This 
“signifier,” however, activates the protocols and expectations associated with 
earlier photography technologies. As Lev Manovich (1996, 63) reminds us, the 
“reality” that is simulated in “realistic” computer graphics is not perceptual 
reality or embodied experience, but a photographed or filmed image (see also 
Ferwerda 2003 on “realism” in computer graphics). The highest standard of 
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realism in computer graphics is to look as if they were photographed. In other 
words, “realism” in this context means “photorealism” once again (Hausken 
2024; Herrie and Philipsen 2026). The same holds true, and even more so, for 
AI imagery: “the naturalistic form of AI-generated photographs is what con-
nects them to the discourse of photography, even if the reading of that form as 
natural is culturally conditioned” (Wasielewski 2024, 15). AI generators thus 
silently rely on an understanding of photography as “objective” images, often 
without ever making their reliance on this earlier image technology explicit. 
In many cases, we can only critically infer that computer science papers refer 
to photographic material when they talk about “natural” images (Barth 2025, 
126–129; see also Malevé and Sluis 2023).

To conclude, if “photographic appearances” are seen as more “objective” 
than drawings (or other hand-crafted images), this is not some inherent prop-
erty of photographic technology. It is the result, on the one hand, of rules and 
conventions of how (not) to use photographic technology; and, on the other, 
of the dominance of imagery that looks photographic (and thus more “neutral” 
or “objective” than drawings) in many media contexts. These are just appear-
ances, though, because these images might also be computer-generated (in 
spectacle cinema), photoshopped (in advertising), or now perhaps increas-
ingly AI-generated. Notions of objectivity are thus always dependent on spe-
cific sociocultural protocols and conventions, especially of earlier, already 
established media forms (in this case: analog or digital photography).

Media Changes and Cultural, Social, and Political 
Transformations
As we have seen, discussions of cultural, social, and even political trans-
formations come up again and again whenever new technologies introduce 
significant changes to mediations—and hence relations—among people and 
institutions in a society. While we can investigate the affordances and proto-
cols of (new) media for private, interpersonal communication and interac-
tion, perhaps even more important are the organizational and institutional 
uses that go beyond the individual. The argument that a new medium for 
communication and interaction has transformative effects on culture, soci-
ety, and even politics is not new, but has been made for many earlier media 
shifts. That said, asking about the broader long-term (or even middle-term) 
impacts of AI is certainly highly speculative at this point (Morozov 2025). 
We would nevertheless like to introduce a perspective that has always been 
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highly relevant within media theory, and ask, at the very least, what con-
clusions we can currently draw about the present. If media theorists are 
right in their claim that media shape our situation—or, in the words of W. 
J.T. Mitchell and Mark B.N. Hansen, “that media are our situation” (2010, 
xxii; original emphasis)—it makes sense to understand long-term trends in 
world history through the lens of major media shifts. Harold Innis (1950; 
1951), for example, emphasized how the material characteristics of com-
munication media shaped the development of civilizations (see also Ong 
2002). Media that were durable but difficult to transport, such as stone and 
clay, were accordingly biased toward time. This implies that they facilitate 
stability, tradition, and the formation of consensus-based tribal societies. 
The situation was quite different with media that were less durable but easily 
portable, such as papyrus and paper: they were biased toward space, which 
means that they favored rapid change, materialism, and the formation of 
large empires.

McLuhan, too, analyzed history in terms of major media shifts. He placed 
special emphasis first on the phonetic alphabet, then on typography, and 
finally on the electronic age—each of which introduced a new kind of 
human condition into society (see McLuhan 1962, 18). Electronic media, 
such as the telegraph—and later, radio and television—made the world con-
tract spatially into what McLuhan calls a “global village” (1962,  21). This 
means not so much that people suddenly came to sympathize or agree with 
each other; rather, a new electronic interdependence made the world shrink 
in such a way that whatever happens in one part of the world inevitably 
affects what happens in others. What is more, McLuhan maintains that 
the introduction of electronic media, with their pressure of simultaneity 
and all-at-onceness, is leading to a retribalization of society, and hence to 
a return to oral and auditory forms of thought and organization (McLuhan 
1962, 72). Media theorists have also emphasized the transformational 
power of television, in particular. A famous example was the first televised 
presidential debate between Senator John F. Kennedy and Vice President 
Richard M. Nixon in 1960, which, at least according to popular myth, was 
won by Kennedy not because of what he said, but because he cut a better fig-
ure on the TV screen (Barnouw 1990, 270–277). Since then, the argument 
has often been made that television helped expedite a transition, in liberal 
democracies, from issue-centered politics to politics that are much more 
person-centered. With his slogan “the medium is the message,” McLuhan 
thus anticipated today’s discussion in media studies and related fields of the 
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nonhuman or more-than-human agency of technologies and media through 
their specific affordances (see, for example, Zylinska 2017). This shift in 
attention from the content of media to their structural features—to their 
affordances, especially with regard to (re)configuration of cultural, social, 
and political agency—brings a new perspective from which to analyze such 
transformations. As a reminder, whenever we talk about mediation, we try 
to investigate the network of human and non-human “actors” (participants) 
and the distribution of agency between them, alongside affordances that are 
enabled (or limited) by media.

Are we talking about yet another major media shift with regard to gen-
erative AI and LLMs—a new “media age” so to speak—and if so, what are 
the transformative effects on society, culture, and politics beyond interper-
sonal uses (see Coeckelbergh 2022 for an overview)? Immediately after the 
widespread adoption of ChatGPT, journalists began to speculate about its 
potential future impacts. MIT Technology Review, for example, imagined “six 
ways that AI could change politics” (Schneier and Sanders 2023). They did 
so by listing a range of future “milestones” where the individual production 
of AI-generated texts would transition into institutional production of such 
texts: when an AI-generated testimony would be accepted in court, for exam-
ple, or when the amendment to a legal bill would be written by AI. Such tran-
sitions from interpersonal to institutional uses are certainly worth observing 
closely (Schröter 2024). In Albania, one virtual AI assistant named “Diella” 
(integrated within the e-Albania platform and co-developed by Microsoft) 
was appointed “Minister of State for Artificial Intelligence” in September 
2025, to the concern of many journalists and politicians (Delauney 2025). 
Exactly how this will work legally still remains largely unclear (Maciel Perez 
and Démas 2025).

While we want to avoid speculating too far ahead, we can already make 
some observations about the present and the redistribution of agency in 
society today.2 We should pay particular attention, for example, when AI 
technologies serve as justification to reshape existing cultural, social, and 

2	 As we have noted in the previous footnote, the following observations too would look different 
when they could have been written in 2026 now that Anthropic has been declared a “supply 
chain risk” by the US Pentagon and Claude had been instrumental in both the operation to 
kidnap Nicolás Maduro from Venezuela and in the US military’s strikes in Iran. See The Ezra 
Klein Show 2026 about the frightening new interdependencies between politics, military, legal 
system, and “AI media.”
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political institutions and structures (Coeckelbergh 2024, 2026; Eubanks 2018; 
McQuillan 2022). One particularly consequential moment for this even before 
the appointment of “Diella” was when Donald Trump announced his “AI-first 
strategy” and began the immediate dismantling of government institutions 
(and human decision-making) in the name of “Government Efficiency.” As 
Matthew Kirschenbaum (2025, 3) argues in his critical response “US of AI,” 
these actions aim at invoking “a fundamental change in the material base of 
government infrastructure, a shift whose ultimate goal is doubtless [...] a ‘gov-
ernment without people,’” exactly by “replacing the ethos of neutrality and 
objectivity” (discussed before) from an institution-centered understanding to 
an AI-centered one. “AI then becomes a tool for replacing politics” (Salvaggio 
2025). What is being automated is thus not only paperwork, but also demo-
cratic decision-making. By shifting government processes to AI systems, such 
as OpenAI’s “ChatGPT Gov” or GSAi, a custom AI chatbot for the US General 
Services Administration, the aim is to replace bureaucracy with technological 
infrastructure. “The rationale is based on a productivity myth that the goal of 
bureaucracy is merely what it produces (services, information, governance) 
and can be isolated from the process through which democracy achieves those 
ends: debate, deliberation, and consensus” (Salvaggio 2025). In the case of 
“Diella,” too, the rhetoric behind the implementation of the AI assistant was to 
“eliminate corruption” (Delauney 2025).

Linguist Emily M. Bender and sociologist Alex Hanna (2025, 67–100) have 
documented dozens of cases from the last couple of years, mainly within the 
US and Great Britain, but on all levels of local, regional, or national adminis-
tration, where AI services have already been implemented in order to cut costs. 
Their survey shows that almost without exception, AI chatbots make for a poor 
substitute for human administration, and that their dangers and risks are dis-
proportionately severe for minority groups: “shunting consequential tasks to 
black-box machines trained on always-biased historical data is not a viable 
solution for any kind of just and accountable outcome” (Bender and Hanna 
2025, 76). The real question about the agency of AI technologies, then, should 
not be whether or not they “work well” or even whether they can be “trusted,” 
but rather who controls and benefits most from them, when private contractors 
in Silicon Valley (commercial companies like OpenAI or Microsoft) within a 
new “computational capitalism” (Berry 2025, 5258) slowly become unelected 
arbiters of cultural, social, and political decision-making (Dyer-Witheford and 
Kjøsen 2019).
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For most of us, in most situations, a distinction between AI agency and 
human agency, and between AI-generated and human-generated media 
content, is thus still fundamental—even and especially when this difference 
becomes harder and harder to distinguish in practice. In the not-too-distant 
future, however, every media artifact might be co-created by generative AI to a 
certain degree. Bajohr (2023a) spoke of a “postartificial” media reality in which 
the very distinction between AI-generated and human-generated content 
might lose its importance, because we will always assume this to some degree. 
This would then be equal to whether or not “electricity” played a part in the 
production, distribution, and reception of something, which is hardly worth 
noting or asking. Such a future would probably constitute the biggest changes 
across society, culture, and politics when “the difference between natural and 
artificial has really disappeared altogether” (Bajohr 2023a, 28). At the moment, 
however, this distinction seems all the more important the harder it becomes 
to draw—as does the question of which human or institutional actors are actu-
ally profiting or suffering most from the implementation of AI technologies 
and the affordances they provide.

What all of this perhaps points to is the fact that we should not only 
investigate the technological side of generative AI apps but always trace 
how, where, and when these technologies gradually “aggregate” into dis-
tinct media forms of communication and interaction. One way “to main-
tain critical reflexivity while engaging with computational systems that 
increasingly shape the very grounds of consciousness and experience” 
(Berry 2025, 5267), is to investigate how sociocultural protocols—conven-
tions of unquestioned media behavior and media use—slowly couple media 
institutions, media roles, media functions, media values, and media econ-
omies. We have proposed looking at the affordances of AI apps and mod-
els as having structural impacts on communication and interaction beyond 
the individual output they create; and that these affordances can go beyond 
individual and interpersonal use and instead influence the broader distri-
bution of social, cultural, and political agency—as well as our notions of a 
shared reality that can only ever be accessed through media. To what degree 
our “imagined communities”—our shared or contested notions of the soci-
ety in which we live—will still come from humans; will be shaped, or lim-
ited, by commercial companies controlling AI apps and models; or will be 
“imagined” by artificial neural networks and their affordances, will be one 
of the most pressing concerns for the 21st century.
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