
Artificial Spectators: Developing AI-generated
Audiences for AI-generated Content—A Speculative

Exploration of AI, Media, and the Attention Economy

Pat Pataranutaporn1 Chayapatr Archiwaranguprok1 Manaswi Mishra1 Pattie Maes1

1MIT Media Lab, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

{patpat, pub, manaswim, pattie}@media.mit.edu

Abstract

As generative AI increasingly automates the creation of media, the volume of
synthetic content may soon exceed human capacity for consumption. This tra-
jectory raises a provocative question: if AI creates more media than humans can
watch, will AI also become its own audience? We present Artificial Spectator, a
speculative design and technical prototype that explores AI-generated audiences
for AI-generated content. Our system integrates multimodal large language models,
cybernetic feedback loops, affective state modeling, and real-time facial expres-
sion synthesis to simulate the experience of film spectatorship through simulated
internal dialogue and evolving emotional responses. Rather than proposing an
optimized media technology, Artificial Spectator serves as a critical artifact for
interrogating the future of synthetic spectatorship. We examine three speculative
applications: compassionate viewers that engage with overlooked artistic works,
synthetic test audiences that reshape creative production, and a universal spectator
capable of witnessing the vast corpus of media that would otherwise never receive
human attention. These scenarios expose emerging tensions surrounding attention,
artistic autonomy, and the evolving role of audiences in an era of computational
abundance. By exploring the recursive possibility of machines creating content for
machines to watch, this work raises new questions about meaning-making, culture,
and aesthetic experience in an age of synthetic attention.

1 Introduction: The Attention Paradox

The contemporary media landscape faces an unprecedented crisis of abundance that fundamentally
challenges our understanding of cultural production and consumption. The proliferation of generative
AI systems has transformed content creation from a scarce human activity into an abundant machine
process, generating what has been termed “AI slop” [17]: a deluge of synthetic content characterized
by its sheer volume rather than by its quality or meaning.

This phenomenon extends beyond mere quantity. As researchers argue [19], we are witnessing the
emergence of “slopaganda,” in which the interaction between propaganda techniques and generative
AI produces new forms of information manipulation at previously unimaginable scales.

The exponential growth of AI-generated media presents a fundamental paradox situated within the
broader transformation from the “attention economy” to what researchers identify as the “intention
economy” [5]. In this new paradigm, AI systems do not merely compete for user attention but
actively shape and commodify human intentionality itself through hyper-personalized manipulation,
sycophancy, and emotional manipulation [31, 24, 23, 22, 14, 20]. These systems capture not only
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Figure 1: Interfaces of the Artificial Spectator system illustrating the multimodal processing pipeline,
emotional state visualization, and real-time facial expression generation. The film excerpt shown is
by Apichatpong Weerasethakul.

what users want, but what they “want to want,” creating recursive loops of influence that blur the
boundaries between authentic desire and algorithmically induced preference.

As AI increasingly automates and accelerates the creation, distribution, recommendation, and con-
sumption of media, AI-generated content may eventually outpace humanity’s capacity to consume it.
What if the next stage of the attention economy is driven not by human attention, but by AI-generated
audiences consuming AI-generated media?

To explore this provocative future, this paper presents Artificial Spectator as both a technical im-
plementation and a speculative design intervention, drawing on research on human-AI interaction
[11, 25], cybernetics [18, 35, 29], and critical design [10, 9].

At the heart of this investigation lies an absurd yet increasingly urgent question: How did we arrive at
a moment in which we need AI-generated audiences to watch the endless stream of AI-generated
media? This recursive loop, in which machines create content for machines to consume, illuminates
a deeper crisis. We have created systems capable of infinite production without considering who or
what will engage with this synthetic abundance, nor have we reckoned with the environmental toll
of the natural resources required to sustain it or the creative violations embedded in training these
systems.

While AI-generated audiences may seem like a speculative future, today’s media culture already
exhibits early forms of recursive spectatorship that foreshadow more complex human-AI viewing
relationships [12, 33, 11, 3, 34, 15, 7]. Reaction videos, watch parties, and commentary streams create
meta-layers of consumption in which watching others watch becomes its own form of entertainment.
These practices suggest that audiences increasingly seek mediated experiences of media consumption
itself, opening conceptual space for the emergence of synthetic spectatorship.

Ultimately, the entertainment landscape of the future may consist of increasingly complex recursive
viewing arrangements: AI watching AI-generated content, humans watching AI watch AI, or even
deeper nested variations in which humans watch AI watching humans watching AI watching content
in infinite regress. These scenarios, while seemingly absurd, represent the extension of our current
trajectory, in which the distinctions between performer and audience, creator and consumer, and
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