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Abstract

This paper investigates the pronounced tension between 'creative empowerment' and 'critical
dissolution' at the intersection of Artificial Intelligence (Al) and cyberpunk, a genre defined by its
critical engagement with technology. Grounded in my reflexive practice of generating cyberpunk
transmedia (images) using Al, this study analyses how these tools — despite affording creative
efficiencies and expanded visual capabilities — may undermine cyberpunk's intrinsic critical spirit,
DIY ethos, and narrative depth. This potential stems from Al's inherent logic, commercial
imperatives, and 'black box' opacity. The paper reveals manifestations of this paradox within the
creative process, ultimately exploring pathways for practitioners to navigate Al's empowerment while

consciously safeguarding against critical dissolution.
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Introduction

The rapid proliferation of Artificial Intelligence (Al) across creative industries signals a
transformative shift in how cultural content is conceived, produced, and disseminated. Generative
tools offer unprecedented capabilities, prompting both excitement and apprehension (Gatys, Ecker,
and Bethge 2015). This technological surge intersects provocatively with cyberpunk, a genre lauded
for its profound critique of technology, corporate dominion, and societal alienation (Cavallaro 2000,
p. 9). Cyberpunk’s legacy lies in its 'street-level' interrogation of power structures and its portrayal of

humanity’s fraught relationship with its own creations.

This confluence prompts the central inquiry of this paper: When Al meets cyberpunk, does it lead to
genuine 'Creative Empowerment' or risk the 'Critical Dissolution' of the genre's soul? This paper
explores this dichotomy through a reflexive analysis of my practice-based research using Al to create
cyberpunk transmedia. While Al can augment creative workflows, my experiences highlight a
significant risk of critical dissolution. The tools of creation are not neutral; as Fuller and Goffey
(2012) argue, technological systems are active mediators that shape the situations in which they are
used. This is a distinct danger for the critically engaged artist, particularly as self-propelling
algorithmic power replaces human judgment and operates below the threshold of human perception
(Slater, 2012). The precise risk is that practitioners, without sustained critical self-awareness, may
inadvertently adopt a platform's logic, leading to an unreflective reproduction of surface-level tropes

rather than a deepening of cyberpunk’s critical mandate.

To develop this argument, the paper will first revisit cyberpunk's foundational critical tenets.
Subsequently, it will detail my encounters with Al in cyberpunk creation, focusing first on perceived
'empowerment' and then on the inherent paradoxes experienced. Finally, the paper will consider the
wider responsibilities of creative practitioners in navigating this new terrain, concluding with thoughts

on how critique might be reinvented in the age of Al

Why 'Criticality’ is its Soul

Emerging in the 1980s, cyberpunk is more than a science fiction subgenre; it is a critical lens
examining the unsettling intersections of technology, power, and human existence. Its DNA is
encoded with a profound scepticism towards technological utopianism, often presenting futures from
a raw, 'street-level' perspective dominated by unchecked corporate power (Person 1998). This
criticality scrutinises mechanisms of control, the commodification of information, and individual
alienation in data-driven societies (Cavallaro 2000, pp. 15-18). Classic narratives expose how
advanced technologies, rather than liberating humanity, can exacerbate social inequalities and become

tools for oppression.



The iconic 'high tech, low life' trope, epitomised in William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), juxtaposes
technological marvels with urban decay and social marginalisation. This serves as a commentary on
the 'uneven distribution of technological benefits' (Fitting 1991, p. 300), where a privileged class
wields technology while an underclass navigates society's digital detritus. The 'punk’ in cyberpunk
signifies an anti-authoritarian, DIY ethos. Protagonists are often hackers or 'outsiders, alienated,
rebels, marginals' (Sterling 1986, preface) who resist control by creatively misusing or demystifying
technology (Levy 2001; Hollinger 1991, p. 205). The genre celebrates prying open technological

shells to understand and repurpose their inner workings.

Thus, cyberpunk's embedded criticality is its very soul. Without incisive socio-political critique, it
risks becoming an ideologically hollow aesthetic. As Hayles (1999, p. 35) notes, cyberpunk narratives
confront the 'complexities of the posthuman,' compelling a re-evaluation of identity amidst blurring
human-machine boundaries. The elements at risk of dissolution — its sharp power critique, empathy
for the marginalised, and rebellious DIY spirit — are precisely what require protection and form the

critical benchmark for this paper's analysis.

My Initial Foray into Cyberpunk Experiments

Al tools are transforming creative practice by lowering barriers and offering new expressive modes
(Gauntlett 2011). My Al-assisted cyberpunk creation was driven by this potential. Lacking traditional
artistic skills, I saw Al as a prosthesis to translate my concepts into visual forms, echoing Licklider’s
(1960) vision of man-computer symbiosis. My aim was for Al (ChatGPT 4.0 for images) to execute

my artistic expressions under my conceptual guidance.

The initial 'creative empowerment' was palpable. Al can rapidly produce complex imagery that might
otherwise require extensive training or laborious hours (Elgammal 2019). My experience is a
microcosm of a larger shift where computation and Al have entered the aesthetic domain, augmenting
our creative faculties (Manovich & Arielli, 2024). For instance, one image I generated (Figure 1)
depicted a densely layered cityscape, drenched in neon and perpetual rain, exemplifying a visual
complexity I could not have manually produced. This resonates with Norman’s (1988) concept of
'affordances,' where the technology’s capabilities directly enabled actions previously beyond my

reach.



Figurel: *Densely layered cityscape, drenched in neon and perpetual rain, with intricate holographic
advertisements flickering across decaying high-rises*. Digital image generated by the author using

OpenAl ChatGPT-4 (OpenAl 2025). Generated on 10 May 2025.

Similarly, Al-assisted video creation highlighted both empowerment and limitations. While tools like
Gemini generated dynamic scenes and rich atmospheres, offering new 'software-sorted aesthetics'
(Manovich 2013, p. 30), they struggled with narrative coherence — a known challenge for AI (Chow
2020). Despite this, the capacity to rapidly prototype sequences expanded my experimental space,
allowing for iterative exploration that would otherwise be too resource intensive for an individual

creator. Al thus materialised concepts previously inexpressible due to my skill limitations.

This newfound ability for direct artistic participation was initially exhilarating, akin to
Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) 'flow.' However, prolonged engagement revealed misgivings. I observed an
aesthetic convergence in Al outputs, pointing to stylistic homogenisation (Gillespie 2014; Pariser
2011). The outputs also appeared constrained by developers' implicit frameworks. This resonates with
Goriunova's (2012) research, which explains that such platforms are not passive tools but active
environments that irreversibly co-produce culture alongside the user. Realizing my work was being
co-produced by the platform's logic, rather than simply enabled by it, foreshadowed the complex

paradoxes explored subsequently.



My Practice-Based Self-Critique

The first paradox stemmed from the tools' origins and opacity. My intent was to critique unchecked
technological power, yet I was using systems developed by the very types of large corporations that
cyberpunk narratives satirise (Srnicek 2017). This raised an uncomfortable question recalling Audre
Lorde’s (1984) critique: can one truly use the 'master’s tools' to dismantle the 'master’s house'? This
tension is deepened by the medium itself. As Marshall McLuhan (1964) argued, 'the medium is the
message'; the proprietary nature of Al tools and their reliance on vast capital inherently shape the
work's meaning. This is especially true of their operational opacity, a phenomenon detailed by Frank
Pasquale (2015) in his research on the 'black box society.' This lack of transparency is not a neutral

feature; it prevents scrutiny of embedded biases and reinforces hidden power structures.

This condition of opacity contrasts with strategies of earlier digital artists. Artists in the database art
movement, for example, responded to such systems by making them the subject of critique,
deconstructing their logic to expose inherent ideological biases (Brouwer et al. 2003). By making the
tool's inner workings visible, they transformed it into a site for critique. Lacking this ability to pry
open contemporary Al systems, the artist operates within a pre-configured, inscrutable environment.
As Fuller and Goffey (2012) note, such systems are not neutral conduits but active mediators that
shape situations. Within this framework, the artist's agency risks being subsumed, potentially demoted
to a form of 'beta-testing for the dominant culture' (Seymour, 2012). My interaction, therefore, felt
less like a subversive mastery of technology and more like a negotiation within an opaque framework,
creating a deep friction with cyberpunk's hacker ethos. This operational opacity, as Elish (2019)
discusses, obscures accountability and makes it difficult to ascertain the true 'authorship' of critical

intent.

These foundational paradoxes manifested directly in my creative practice, primarily through the Al’s
inability to generate nuanced criticality. When I attempted to imbue creations with subtle
socio-political commentary, the Al tended to reduce these notions to a superficial collage of
archetypal cyberpunk elements. 'Criticality,' in the Al's logic, seemed to be a checklist of visual
signifiers. Figure 1 exemplifies this tendency. The image proficiently assembles a composite aesthetic
drawn from cinemas like Blade Runner (1982), Akira (1988), and Blade Runner 2049 (2017). Because
these iconic works define the genre's visual language, their elements are statistically emphasized in

the AI’s training data.

This proficiency, however, raised a deeper question. As Poliks and Alonso Trillo (2023) explore,
generative Al risks a 'psychosocial evaporation' — a hollowing out of meaning even as it excels at
surface-level mimicry. Was the Al understanding my critical intent, or merely performing the aesthetic

of 'cyberpunk’ based on statistical correlation? This aligns with critiques suggesting that current



generative Al, while proficient at syntactic mimicry (Jameson 1991, p. 17), lacks genuine semantic

understanding (cf. Bender et al. 2021). This dynamic is illustrated by the prompt used for Figure 1:

Prompt: Create a richly layered cityscape, drenched in neon lights and relentless rain, with
intricate holographic advertisements flickering between decaying skyscrapers. Maintain a

cyberpunk aesthetic and use a more realistic rendering style.

The prompt’s structure defines a top-down division of labour: the human provides the concept, the Al
executes. By selecting keywords like 'neon lights' and 'decaying,’ I define the aesthetic scope for an Al
that uncritically remixes data. To the Al, these words are not critical concepts but algorithmic triggers.
The prompt is a statistical recipe ordering a pastiche. Figure 1’s conceptual flatness reflects the
prompt’s emphasis on style over substance; my instructions defined the upper limits of the Al's

output.

This emphasis on style over substance within the prompt is rooted not in an isolated personal choice,
but in a broader cultural process: the accelerated and automated 'commercial recuperation'. In this
process, the subversive aesthetics of a subculture are absorbed, sanitised, and repurposed by
mainstream industries, a dynamic explored in the research of Ashley Rosato (2022), where the punk
style, once rich with counter-cultural meaning, evolved into a diluted and mass-produced mainstream
aesthetic. The cyberpunk genre itself has undergone this exact process. Works like Cyberpunk 2077
(CD Projekt Red, 2020), despite narrative critiques of corporate power, are also massive commercial
products whose visual identity — the neon-soaked cityscapes, the cybernetic augmentations — has
become a set of aesthetic signifiers detached from their critical roots and globally marketed. The
research of John Semley (2019) articulates this phenomenon as a commodified future scape
constructed from nostalgic fragments of past cyberpunk futures. This commercialized spectacle stands
in stark contrast to the authentic 'punk ethos' described by Rosato (2022), which is rooted in resisting
the upper class and breaking social norms, and is often found in more narratively focused works such

as The Red Strings Club or VA-11 HALL-A.

Consequently, the AI’s training data is saturated with this statistically dominant, commercialized
spectacle. The research of Sun and Zhou (2022) also notes that it is precisely these types of works that
successfully popularized the cyberpunk style through visual elements such as 'dazzling neon lights,
towering skyscrapers, and enormous billboards.' When confronted with the 'cyberpunk' label, the Al
naturally gravitates towards reproducing this recuperated and commodified visual presentation, rather
than its quieter, more subversive critical core — the very core that Semley (2019) laments has been lost
in contemporary mainstream cyberpunk. This explains why my initial prompt led to a visually rich but
conceptually flat image: the aesthetic language I used was itself already a product of this commercial

recuperation, and the Al merely acted as a faithful mirror to that reality.



Further exacerbating this sense of critical erosion was the palpable pressure, as the creator, to
compromise the depth and complexity of my critical expressions simply to achieve satisfactory
generative results from the Al. Because Al tools, in their current state, largely operate through the
deconstruction and statistical analysis of input prompts, I quickly learned that to make my ideas
'Al-digestible,' I had to fragment and radically simplify nuanced critical concepts. As a hypothetical
example, my desire to express a complex narrative such as 'a marginalised individual in a high-tech,
low-life world resisting insidious corporate oppression' often needed to be distilled into much cruder,
more algorithmically tractable prompts like 'cyberpunk character' juxtaposed with 'corporate building,'
perhaps with an added 'conflict' or 'struggle' keyword. This pressure to simplify concepts for
algorithmic consumption is not merely an isolated technical issue; it finds a theoretical grounding in
the work of Fuller and Goffey. They argue that computational culture has a general tendency towards
the 'regularization of expression,’ as structured data is far more tractable than unstructured data,
systematically forcing complex thought and language towards simplified, standardized forms (Fuller

& Goftey, 2012).

My own process of continuously dissecting complex critical sentences into simplified phrases was,
therefore, not just an operational tactic but an unwitting participation in this regularization. This
practice presents a superficial revision of cyberpunk's traditional DIY and hacker aesthetics. While it
involves a hands-on manipulation of a technological system, its goal is not the subversive repurposing
championed by the classic hacker ethos — to pry open the black box and bend it to one's will. Instead,
this form of engagement is fundamentally about compliance: simplifying and structuring one's own
critical thought to conform to the opaque logic of the machine. What should have been a process of
critical articulation was transformed into what often felt like a laborious, repetitive image-generation
task. The focus inadvertently pivoted from expressing a critical vision to merely engineering a
visually passable output, a sentiment that resonates with discussions on the changing role of the artist

in an age of intelligent tools (McCormack et al., 2019).

Conclusion

My creative practice served as a stark illustration that Al tools are not neutral conduits, especially for
a genre as critically charged as cyberpunk. The initial allure of overcoming technical limitations and

rapidly generating content can, without rigorous critical self-awareness, lead to a significant attrition

of the genre's core spirit. The perceived 'convenience' of Al is a double-edged sword, risking the

dilution of cyberpunk’s essence into mere stylistic replication rather than incisive social commentary.

Ultimately, this reflexive inquiry confirms the central paradox: Al’s intersection with cyberpunk
presents both profound creative empowerment and a significant risk of critical dissolution. For

critically engaged genres like cyberpunk to thrive, practitioners must consciously navigate this reality,



engaging with these tools not merely as instruments of convenience, but as sites for reinventing and

reasserting the genre’s vital socio-political voice.
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