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WORKSHOP 

Human simulations / simulating humanity: exploring new 
approaches to computer simulations in an age of AI 

Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study (SCAS) 
Linneanum, Villavägen 6c, Uppsala 

2-3 April 2025 
 
 
Wednesday 2 April 2025 – DAY 1 
 
9.00-9.30 Coffee/tea and registration 
 
09.30-09.35 Welcome 
Mattias Bolkéus Blom, SCAS Research Coordinator 
 
09.35-09.55 Setting the scene: key context and initial threads 
Vito Laterza, Nordic-SCAS Fellow & University of Agder 
 
09.55-10.30 Simulating earth: digital twins and the displacement of the real in environmental governance 
Paulan Korenhof, Wageningen University and Research 
 
10.30-11.00 Coffee break 
 
11.00-11.35 The social worker and the copy: algorithmic simulations of bureaucracy 
Lovisa Näslund & Renita Thedvall, Stockholm University 
 
11.35-12.10 Simulating phenotype/ simulating race: skin tone, AI cameras, and the imbrications of 
personal, state, and market surveillance 
Sayan Bhattacharjee, University of Washington & Seyram Avle, University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
 
12.10-13.10 Lunch at SCAS 
 
13.10-13.45 What do we want from AI in agent-based social simulation? 
David Anzola, University College Dublin 
 
13.45-14.20 Synthetic pasts: critical perspectives on AI for the Archives, Libraries and Museum sector 
Anna Foka, Uppsala University 
 
14.20-14.55 Coffee break 
 
14.55-15.30 Synthetic memory: Script City through the lens of its technological descendants - A simulated 
autoethnography 
Eliel Camargo-Molina, Uppsala University 
 
15.30-16.15 Plenary discussion – cross-cutting themes and threads from Day 1 
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Thursday 3 April 2025 – DAY 2 
 
9.00-9.30 Coffee/tea 
 
09.30-9.35 Brief recap / introduction to Day 2 
Vito Laterza, Nordic-SCAS Fellow & University of Agder 
 
9.35-10.10 AI misalignment and more-than-human simulations: on canaries, humans and machines 
Jacek Smolicki, Uppsala University 
 
10.10-10.45 Digital citizenship in war times: AI, digital governance, and the evolution of public trust 
Kateryna Bondar, SCAS-VUIAS Fellow & Kryvyi Rih State Pedagogical University 
 
10.45-11.15 Coffee break 
 
11.15-11.50 From data overload to data-driven stories: AI as a research assistant for contemporary 
journalism 
Fabrizio Palumbo, OsloMet 
 
11.50-12.25 Would you plug in? A critical assessment of virtual ontology in light of Chalmers, Baudrillard, 
and Nozick 
Lucas Freund, Fresenius University of Applied Sciences 
 
12.25-13.20 Lunch at SCAS 
 
13.20-14.00 Plenary discussion – cross-cutting themes and threads from Day 1 and Day 2 
 
14.00-14.20 Publication plans, possible avenues, timeline: collective discussion 
 
14.20-14.35 Summary remarks 
Vito Laterza, Nordic-SCAS Fellow & University of Agder 
 
14.35-15.15 Coffee break 
 
15.15-17.00 CLOSING PUBLIC KEYNOTE – Existential AI: putting simulation to the “existential 
test” 
Amanda Lagerkvist, Uppsala University 
 
17.00-18.00 Reception at SCAS 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------END OF PROGRAMME------------------------------------------------------ 
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ABSTRACTS AND BIOS 
 
Simulating earth: digital twins and the displacement of the real in 
environmental governance 
 
Paulan Korenhof, Wageningen University and Research 
 
Digital Twins are data-driven real-time, multi-faceted simulations of real world physical systems, 
regions, or phenomena. Currently, a variety of Digital Twins are being developed at various scales 
for use in environmental governance. Ranging from Digital Twins of farms and cities for regional 
and national decision making, to oceans and even the Earth for transnational policy development. 
By offering a high-fidelity, up-to-date and dynamic simulation of their physical twin for scenario-
testing of potential futures, these Digital Twins are expected to play a pivotal role as decision-
support systems in addressing key challenges like food security, the energy transition, biodiversity 
loss, and climate change.  
However, Digital Twins are not merely digital simulations, but also socio- technical systems that 
’make’ these representations and produce a ’world’ (Blok, 2023).1 By simulating real-life physical 
entities or systems in order to support decision-making in environmental governance, Digital 
Twins reconfigure relations between diverse stakeholders, as well as between stakeholders and the 
physical twin. With the increasing role of Digital Twins in environmental governance, it is 
important to shed light on how these simulation systems affect governance and its relation to the 
real world. We will do this by studying Digital Twins as an assembly of heterogenous elements, 
including humans, non- human organisms and nonliving actors, that come together in a collective 
socio- technical system (DeLanda, 2016;2 Taffel, 2019).3 We will trace how these Digital Twin 
assemblages may displace the real in environmental governance processes at different levels.  
 

 
1 Blok, V. (2023). The ontology of technology beyond anthropocentrism and determinism: The role of technologies 
in the constitution of the (post) anthropocene world. Foundations of Science, 28(3), 987-1005. 
2 DeLanda, M. (2006). Deleuzian social ontology and assemblage theory. Deleuze and the Social, 250-266. 
3 Taffel, S. (2019). Digital media ecologies: Entanglements of content, code and hardware. Bloomsbury Publishing USA. 



 2 

Paulan Korenhof is an assistant professor at the Environmental Policy chair group (ENP), at Wageningen 
University and Research (WUR) in the Netherlands. She has an interdisciplinary background in philosophy 
of technology, law, and art. Her research focuses on the intersection of digital technology and sustainability, 
and in particular on studying how the material design of complex technological systems like Digital Twins 
and Artificial Intelligence applications affect problem framing and potential intervention choices in the 
environmental governance of climate change and biodiversity challenges. Additionally, she works on 
principles for the design, implementation, and use of 'green' digital technology. 

 

 

The social worker and the copy: algorithmic simulations of bureaucracy 
 
Lovisa Näslund & Renita Thedvall, Stockholm University 
 
In this paper, we study algorithm-based decision-making processes within the Swedish social 
services in order to further understanding on how human decisions differ in kind from algorithmic. 
Specifically, how digital tools are used to simulate humans in parts of the decision-making process. 
Our focus here is on the difference between the use of professional judgement on the one hand 
and decisions made by algorithms on the other. We want to move away from the idea of human 
judgements and algorithmic calculations as being opposites with the help of the concept of 
qualculation (Callon & Law 2005; Callon & Muniesa 2005; Cochoy 2008). Using qualculation, we 
want to reflect on what is the same and what is qualitatively different in the context of the social 
services and decision making regarding social assistance benefits. Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the 
copy and the original in his essay The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction helps us to further 
explore how human-made originals differ from technological copies. What is the nature and 
capabilities of the copy of the social worker created when simulating humans in decision making 
processes in public services? 
 
Renita Thedvall is Associate Professor in Social Anthropology at Stockholm University.  Her research is 
based in the field of policy and organizational anthropology, with special focus on the anthropology of 
bureaucracy. She has explored these issues in various field sites from the EU to Swedish public preschools. 
In her latest research project, she focuses on algorithms at work in the Swedish social services. 
Lovisa Näslund is Assistant Professor in management at Stockholm University. Her research is focused 
on organization studies, studying emotion work and organizational narratives and memories, and how 
digitalization affects the public sector in Sweden, specifically the social services. 
 

 

Simulating phenotype/ simulating race: skin tone, AI cameras, and the 
imbrications of personal, state, and market surveillance 
 
Sayan Bhattacharjee, University of Washington & Seyram Avle, University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
 
Computational imaging blurs the boundaries between image capture and manipulation on our 
phones, even as they help identify objects, automatically adjust lighting, and add other effects to 
render ‘true’ images. Most recently, corporations like Google (US) and Transsion (China) have 
taken to advertising new AI cameras on smartphones that are sensitive to skin tone, ostensibly to 
'reduce bias' in smartphone camera technology and make smartphones more inclusive for darker 
skin tones. Their strategies include crowdsourcing data collection to users by asking them to 
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identify and tag their skin tones -- promoted on social media as "#ToneProud" (Transsion) -- and 
tapping into 'community experts' of color (Google) to source ideas and input. These have 
contributed to the development of vast databases to train these machines ‘to see’ certain 
subjects/humans. Google has deployed their camera via Pixel phones globally, while Transsion 
has primarily put theirs on Tecno and Infinix phones in Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East. 
Both companies have seen increased profits from these technologies, with Transsion going as far 
as describing its vast database of darker skin tones as a valuable intellectual property asset in its 
‘war chest’. Meanwhile, both also, allegedly, contribute to the state surveillance infrastructures in 
their countries of origin. 
How might we understand these imbrications of the personal, market, and state within the broader 
surveillant processes underpinning contemporary techno-capitalism? Specifically, from the vantage 
point of ‘darker skinned’ subjects and the process of ‘epidermalization’ (Fanon, 1952) that 
entangles skin tone and race, how might the problematization of human phenotypes within 
computational imaging work as a simulation that simultaneously invisibilizes and reifies human 
categorization and classification? This paper addresses these questions by reading Google and 
Transsion’s campaigns alongside the histories of photography, computer vision, and AI systems, 
and offers some provocations for designing AI systems otherwise. 
 
Seyram Avle is Associate Professor of Global Digital Media in the Department of Communication at the 
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, where she is also an affiliate faculty in the Data Analytics and 
Computational Social Sciences program and a co-founder of the Global Technology for Social Justice Lab 
(GloTech). Dr Avle's research is on digital technology cultures and innovation across parts of Africa, China, 
and the United States. This work primarily takes a critical approach towards understanding how digital 
technologies are made and used, as well as their implications for issues of labor, identity, and futures.  
Sayan Bhattacharjee is a PhD student at the department of Human Centered Design and Engineering at 
the University of Washington in Seattle where he is a part of the Data Ecologies Lab led by Professor David 
Ribes. Sayan’s research methodology is characterized by a commitment to historicism and attention to 
critical technical practice. He inspects the organizational processes and assembly of networks through which 
social critique is translated and eventually transformed into novel technical capacities. Currently, 
his  particular focus is on technologies of imaging and skin tone. 
 

 

What do we want from AI in agent-based social simulation? 
 
David Anzola, University College Dublin 
 
Computer simulation is a valuable methodological tool in social research that allows scientists to 
understand relevant social systems through surrogation i.e., knowledge is produced from 
interacting with a computational model, rather than the target system itself. In the specific case of 
agent-based social simulation, this surrogation entails the manipulation of artificial societies in 
which entities in the model may stand in a one-to-one ontological correspondence with objects in 
the real world. 
Approaching phenomena of interest in this indirect manner is, simultaneously, a key 
methodological advantage and disadvantage of computer simulation. On the one hand, it helps 
researchers bypass typical risks and limitations of traditional research methods; on the other hand, 
it raises questions about the validity of the findings. 
Beliefs and assumptions about the adequacy of computer simulation are often connected to 
considerations of realism in representation. Models are usually understood as simplified 
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representations of the phenomena of interest that can be gradually improved by continuously 
increasing their realism. Under this view of modelling, AI offers a straightforward way to make 
agent-based models more realistic: it may help improve the representation of agents’ cognitive 
architecture and decision-making. Essentially, artificial intelligence holds the promise of making 
artificial agents more like human agents. 
The article will explore the extent to which this claim is both true and desirable in agent-based 
social simulation research. Three main alternative uses of AI will be discussed: (i) the 
representation of agents’ cognitive architecture, (ii) the generation of synthetic populations, (iii) 
and the design of digital experiments in which AI agents interact with human subjects. It will be 
argued that the benefits provided by different modelling decisions linked to the use of AI 
technologies in agent-based social simulation depend on how the interplay between model 
features, modelling purposes, and modelling practices is accounted for. 
 
David Anzola is an assistant professor in the School of Sociology and a fellow at the Geary Institute for 
Public Policy at University College Dublin. Before joining UCD, he was an associate professor in the School 
of Management and the Innovation Centre at Universidad del Rosario (Colombia) and a research fellow in 
the Centre for Research in Social Simulation at the University of Surrey (UK). His research interests are in 
science, technology and innovation studies, particularly, the philosophy of computational methods, social 
complexity, and the micro-macro link in dynamics of development and deployment of digital technologies. 
 

 

Synthetic pasts: critical perspectives on AI for the Archives, Libraries and 
Museum sector 
 
Anna Foka, Uppsala University 
 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is expanding beyond the realm of computer science, significantly 
impacting various industries and facets of society. AI and Machine Learning are revolutionizing 
the fields of computer science and engineering, making professionals in these areas highly sought 
after. The future of AI is dynamic, already profoundly influencing education, professions, and 
society. However, there is a growing awareness of the dangers of over-relying on AI for every 
challenge. In this context, I advocate for embracing AI with a societal and humanistic sensibility. 
My focus is on the Archives, Libraries, and Museums (ALM) sector. Traditionally, professional 
decisions in ALM have been made by educated humans using their best judgment. However, 
machines are becoming increasingly influential in performing these tasks. The quality of machine 
decision-making is closely tied to the quality of the data and the parameters selected for 
classification. Using cultural heritage collections as an example, I discuss how AI offers new 
opportunities for access and engagement but also risks perpetuating historical biases embedded in 
these collections. I emphasize the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration among cultural 
heritage professionals, data scientists, and social scientists to identify and mitigate bias. We need 
to think together with machines to adopt a holistic approach to bias mitigation, integrating both 
technical and non-technical solutions to ensure that AI technologies contribute to a more inclusive 
society. I conclude with recommendations for future education, research, and practice, highlighting 
the need for ongoing monitoring and interdisciplinary collaboration to address the complexities of 
bias in AI applications within the cultural and creative industries, as well as in the training of 
professionals in the ALM sector. 
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Anna Foka is Professor in Digital Humanities at the Department for Archives, Museums and Libraries 
(ABM), and the Director of the Centre for Digital Humanities and Social Sciences at Uppsala University. 
Anna’s research outputs to-date focus on digital cultural heritage, heritage and culture data and information 
science more generally, its classification, representation and supporting methods, tools, and infrastructures. 
Anna’s humanities’ expertise lies in cultural and material history of Europe, including the ancient world as 
well as its international reception in contemporary media. Her research and teaching focuses on applications 
of Information Technology (including knowledge organisation, Linked Open Data, AI, among others) for 
the arts and humanities. Professor Foka is a member of Acade,miaNet, the European Science 
Foundation and the European Commission community of experts. Her latest book by Cambridge 
University Press is called AI and Image. 
 

 

Synthetic memory: Script City through the lens of its technological 
descendants - A simulated autoethnography 
 
Eliel Camargo-Molina, Uppsala University 
 

This paper revisits “Script City,” an experimental project initiated in 2023 in which multiple 
instances of GPT-3 were deployed as a simulated writers’ room for film script development. At 
the time, the creative community—filmmakers, screenwriters, and technologists alike—expressed 
both fascination and skepticism as AI-generated dialogue and narrative structures clashed with 
notions of intuitive, human storytelling. Though GPT-3’s performance was, by today’s standards, 
“archaic,” the project revealed formative tensions about authorship, creative collaboration, and 
the role of digital tools in cultural production. Now, in 2025, with generative AI capabilities having 
advanced exponentially, I reexamine the “Script City” experiment through a contemporary lens. 
By analysing the original podcast transcripts, which captured early reactions and raw debates, this 
paper explores how simulation practices can serve as both a literal and metaphorical tool to 
understand evolving human agency. The experiment not only mimicked Hollywood’s collaborative 
storytelling processes but also provoked enduring questions: When AI becomes a co-author, how 
do we redefine creative labor and originality? How does the simulation of a human writers’ room 
unravel our assumptions about emotional nuance and cultural specificity? And what happens when 
early iterations of AI—despite their limitations—catalyse broader interdisciplinary dialogue about 
technology’s role in shaping our subjectivity? 
Positioned within the themes of this workshop, my analysis underscores that “Script City” was 
less an isolated technical trial and more a reflective simulation of the human creative process. It 
highlights the paradox that, as our simulation technologies evolve, our very definitions of artistry 
and human agency are continually being rewritten. In revisiting this early moment, I invite 
discussion on how simulations of creativity not only model our cultural practices but also actively 
participate in the production of new, digital identities. 
 
Eliel Camargo-Molina is an Associate Professor in the Game Design department at Uppsala University, 
where he is establishing an interdisciplinary platform to explore intersections across the natural sciences, 
social sciences, and humanities. Recently, he has been developing a machine learning–driven system that 
transforms texts, articles, and books into historically and scientifically accurate 3D models of ancient 
spaces—a complementary approach to traditional photogrammetry and photo-based methods. 
He is also a visiting researcher at the High Energy Physics Theory group at Uppsala University and the 
SISSA Data Science group. His physics research focuses on connecting particle physics and cosmology to 
understand the very early universe. Recently, Eliel has been training transformer models to write 
Lagrangians, the master equations physicists use to describe physical systems. 
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Committed to science communication and outreach, he co-founded the Art & Science Initiative to bridge 
basic science researchers with the broader community and co-designed an innovative multisensorial 
exhibition about dark matter at the London Science Museum. 
 

 

AI misalignment and more-than-human simulations: on canaries, humans 
and machines 
 
Jacek Smolicki, Uppsala University 
 

The serinette was a type of musical instrument developed in the first half of the 18th century, 
designed to teach melodies to canaries—hence its name, derived from the French serin, meaning 
“canary.” The device worked by placing a bird in a cage beside the automaton and repeatedly 
playing a tune. Over time, the bird would learn to mimic the melody and reproduce it on command 
for its human owner. Taking the serinette as a starting point, this paper examines how machines 
and technologies concerned with simulation construct realities that exclude and exploit nonhuman 
actors and forces for the benefit of human well-being and worldviews. Reassessing the "stochastic 
parrot" metaphor in AI discourse, this paper challenges the assumption that mimicry is merely a 
passive act. Instead, it explores mimicry as a potential form of resistance—and therefore 
intelligence. This perspective opens space for alternative configurations of intelligence and, 
consequently, alternative approaches to simulation through technology. What new simulations and 
visions of the world would emerge if we reversed the power dynamics of the serinette—allowing 
human-designed machines and AI to learn from more-than-human forms of intelligence and ways 
of being? How might this shift prompt us to rethink humanity’s place within planetary ecologies? 
 
Jacek Smolicki is currently a researcher at the Informatics and Media Hub for Digital Existence at Uppsala 
University and a member of BioMe, a research project that investigates ethical implications of AI 
technologies on everyday life realms. Smolicki explores sonic capture cultures and the impact of AI 
technologies on human and other-than-human voices. 
 

 

Digital citizenship in war times: AI, digital governance, and the evolution of 
public trust 
 
Kateryna Bondar, Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study & Kryvyi Rih State Pedagogical University 
 
This paper analyzes data from the CAP-U project, employing qualitative analysis and grounded 
theory methodology to examine the evolving dynamics of digital citizenship in Ukraine. The study 
explores simulations of the impact of digitalization and the integration of AI-driven technologies 
on state-citizen interactions within a democratic state in war times, with a particular focus on public 
trust and engagement with e-government services. The dynamics of trust and distrust among 
Ukrainian citizens are evaluated during two key phases. The first phase (early 2024) coincides with 
the launch of a digital application for military recruitment, capturing initial public perceptions of 
digitalized conscription under wartime conditions. The second phase (late 2024) follows a large-
scale cyberattack on government databases, providing insights into how such incidents reshape 
citizens' trust in digital governance. 
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By combining interview data with psychological expert analysis, the study develops simulations 
that apply sentiment analysis, topic modeling, and machine learning classifiers to differentiate 
genuine societal trends observed in 2024 from AI-algorithmic distortions of relationships between 
citizens and the democratic state. It uses a structured natural language processing (NLP) approach 
to critically analyze how AI-generated simulations of citizen behavior may lead to self-fulfilling 
prophecies and reinforce biases in digital citizenship discourse analysis. A key focus is identifying 
and correcting AI-generated simulations that may misrepresent digital engagement and citizens' 
attitudes toward the state. Findings indicate that uncritical reliance on AI predictions can lead to 
misinterpretations of digital behaviors, underscoring the necessity for robust validation 
frameworks. 
In sum, this research highlights the importance of context-aware NLP methods and expert 
oversight in mitigating AI bias, ensuring that digital citizenship studies reflect authentic human 
experiences rather than algorithmic expectations. These findings raise fundamental ethical and 
philosophical questions about the limits of digital citizenship and the digital transformation of 
individual agency. One of the key challenges of e-democracy under crisis conditions is the erosion 
of privacy, as digital systems can continuously track individuals, predict their actions, and adjust 
governance in real time. 
 
Kateryna Bondar is a SCAS-VUIAS Fellow at the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study, and an 
Associate Professor at Kryvyi Rih State Pedagogical University, Ukraine. Earning her PhD in 2013, she 
specializes in the psychology of anticipation. She has been a Visiting Professor at the Free University of 
Berlin and a researcher at the International Psychoanalytic University (2022–2024). Since 2014, she has 
provided expert advice on regional government reforms in Ukraine, and how to align them with EU 
standards. She has led international projects on inclusion, youth citizenship, and trauma-informed methods 
(ERASMUS+, GIZ, SI) and authored five books, including Citizenship Activity of Young Ukrainians 
(Routledge, 2022). 
 

 

From data overload to data-driven stories: AI as a research assistant for 
contemporary journalism 
 
Fabrizio Palumbo, OsloMet 
 
In an era defined by an explosion of available data and rapidly evolving AI technologies, this talk 
examines how to design intuitive, human-centric tools that empower journalists to explore and 
interpret vast datasets—revealing systemic biases, social inequities, and questionable practices. By 
envisioning AI as a “research assistant,” we demonstrate how these technologies can effectively 
simulate journalistic work in tasks such as screening thousands of documents, identifying relevant 
sources, and systematically cleaning corrupted or incomplete data. 
Additionally, as data journalists increasingly rely on automation and artificial intelligence to process 
and analyse massive datasets, AI now assumes the pivotal role once reserved for dedicated analysts 
and domain professionals. By rapidly sifting through large volumes of information, AI can 
autonomously reveal patterns, run advanced analyses, produce sophisticated visualisations, 
perform thorough fact-checks, and even generate draft copy—thereby “simulating” tasks that 
would typically require multiple experts. 
At the AI Journalism Resource Center, a collaborative initiative between the AI Lab and OsloMet’s 
Department of Journalism and Media Studies, we engage with journalists on a daily basis to 
support and promote AI in investigative journalism—focusing on education, tool development, 
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and ethical considerations. As part of this initiative, we have collaborated with leading Norwegian 
media outlets, co-authored articles for NRK, and designed journalism-focused data science courses 
to address the skill gap in modern newsrooms. By developing AI-driven solutions directly within 
newsrooms, we can refine these tools to meet the real-world demands of reporters—who often 
need accessible, user-friendly interfaces that simulate the nuances of human understanding. 
 
Fabrizio Palumbo is an Associate Professor in the Department of Journalism and Media Studies at Oslo 
Metropolitan University. He is the founder and leader of the AI Journalism Resource Center. Fabrizio also 
holds a Professor II position at the University of Agder.  
Fabrizio has worked closely with investigative journalists from leading Norwegian media outlets, including 
NRK, Dagbladet, Faktisk.no, Sunnmørsposten, and iTromsø, to implement AI-driven methodologies in 
journalistic investigations. In addition, he has designed and led courses for practising journalists on data 
science and programming, aimed at bridging the skill gap as AI becomes increasingly prevalent in 
newsrooms. 
 

 

Would you plug in? A critical assessment of virtual ontology in light of 
Chalmers, Baudrillard, and Nozick 
 
Lucas Freund, Fresenius University of Applied Sciences 
 
David Chalmers, in Reality+, argues that immersive virtual simulations merit recognition as 
genuine realities. Jean Baudrillard, however, insists that modern society’s unchecked proliferation 
of “simulacra” heralds a transition to hyperreality, where copies become “more real than real,” 
eclipsing the original. This paper juxtaposes Chalmers’ inclusive vision of the virtual with 
Baudrillard’s warning about simulacra. It also draws on Robert Nozick’s Experience Machine to 
highlight a philosophical tension: Does the pursuit of vivid, deeply interactive experiences warrant 
labelling simulations “real,” or does it risk entrenching illusions that erode authenticity, 
embodiment, and shared physical referents? Extending these debates, a new hypothesis is 
proposed: that Chalmers’ elevation of virtual realms to parity with the physical risks facilitating a 
hidden “meta-illusion,” wherein users (and society at large) lose the motivation or capacity to 
contest the illusions themselves. Such a loss threatens more than just the integrity of the “real”—
it undermines the conditions for genuine moral agency and communal truth in a hyperreal era.  
 
Lucas Freund has a PhD in Computer Science from the University of Lincoln, UK. He holds further 
academic degrees in Economics, Philosophy and Industrial Engineering. He works as the head of the central 
AI unit for the German federal crime police office (BKA), and he is an external lecturer in AI and Industrial 
Engineering at Fresenius University of Applied Sciences. He aims to pursue his postdoctoral thesis in the 
area of the societal implications of AI & Virtual Worlds together with Prof. Söffner from Zeppelin 
University in Germany. He also publishes in the area of police applications of AI. 
 

 
CLOSING PUBLIC KEYNOTE LECTURE 

Existential AI: Putting simulation to the “existential test” 
 
Amanda Lagerkvist, Uppsala University 
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This lecture sets out from the fact that, existentially speaking, a human being is always more than 
what can be known, quantified, pinned down or simulated (Jaspers 1932). The fact that humans – 
creatures of the limit situation – are irreducible to statistical averages, prompts putting our AI-driven 
lifeworld to an existential test, by asking: What existential needs can and cannot be met by simulation? And 
how do digital simulations stand in relation to the non-representability of liminality and existence? To discuss 
these questions, I will be delving into the contemporary surge of simulating humans in generative 
AI systems, through three examples. First, “This person does not exist” (a generative adversarial 
network called StyleGAN2) is a machine learning framework producing synthetic images of 
persons of extraordinary fidelity, offering an eerie and deep relationality with technology. The second 
case is chatbots invoking pan-relationality or what I call relational expectancy in users. Finally, I will 
discuss the case of biometrics that nails body data to “truths” about a person – cutting open an 
existential chasm between the existential and dis/abled body and the biometric body. Without 
spoiling how the models fared, I can reveal that the aim is finally to try to offer a discussion that 
reconceives of them as existential AI and sets existentially sound limits on simulation, at a point in 
time when reality seems to be bending itself to a flurry of deep fake distortions, in a vast and 
violent manner. 
 
Amanda Lagerkvist is Professor of media and communication studies, PI of the Uppsala Hub for Digital 
Existence and guest researcher at the Centre for Multidisciplinary Research on Religion and Society at 
Uppsala University. As Wallenberg Academy Fellow (2014-2018), she founded the field of existential media 
studies. Her work has spanned the existential dimensions of digital memories, death online and lifeworlds 
of biometrics. She currently explores intersections of biometric data, disability and selfhood; and the 
ambivalent AI imaginary and its relationship to both futures and endings. In her monograph, Existential 
Media: A Media Theory of the Limit Situation (OUP, 2022) she introduces Karl Jaspers’ existential philosophy 
of limit situations for media theory. Her new book Dismedia: Technologies of the Extraordinary Self is under 
contract with The University of Michigan Press.  
 

 


