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Civic Engagement in the AI Age: The Role of Digital Activism 
in Fostering Democratic Technologies

Abstract: This paper examines the crucial role of activism and civil society in strengthening democratic 
values, particularly in the context of the contemporary challenges posed by artificial intelligence (AI). 
People’s involvement through different forms of associative participation fosters accountability and so-
cial capital, essential for democratic resilience. However, the rise of AI poses risks, including manipu-
lation through disinformation, deepfakes, and privacy violations, which threaten democratic processes 
and fundamental rights. In response to such threats, digital activism emerges as an essential tool, not 
only for mobilising people but also for steering technological development towards more inclusive and 
responsible forms. The article argues that digital activism should not be limited to awareness-raising or 
AI literacy initiatives, but rather should be recognised as a proactive force in the definition of an ethical 
AI consistent with democratic values. In this framework, participatory design represents a fundamental 
methodological tool; indeed, it aims at involving different stakeholders in AI design processes to create 
more responsible technologies. Therefore, through the active involvement of digital activism associa-
tions in AI decision-making processes, people can contribute to the democratic control of technologies 
and the safeguarding of fundamental freedoms. Just as civic engagement has historically strengthened 
democratic institutions, digital activism therefore has the potential to guide AI development towards fa-
irer and more transparent and accountable technological futures.
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Introduction

Civic activism and participation are among the key driving forces in the strength-
ening of democratic systems. Civil society, through non-governmental organisations, 
social movements, and other forms of associative participation, is a major player in 
ensuring the accountability of institutions and their capacity to respond effectively to 
people’s needs. In particular, civic participation plays an important role in the forma-
tion of social capital, strengthening cohesion among community members and pro-
moting skills essential for political engagement, such as information skills, tolerance, 
and a sense of belonging (Putnam, 1995).

In the current era, marked by technological acceleration and in particular the 
spread of artificial intelligence (AI), new and complex challenges for democracy have 
emerged. AI-based technologies can indeed be used to manipulate public opinion 
through disinformation, to compromise the integrity of electoral processes, and to 
jeopardise fundamental rights such as privacy and individual autonomy (Coeckel-
bergh, 2024). This paper argues that despite the challenges posed by the widespread 
use of AI technologies, it is precisely in this context that digital activism can emerge 
as a pivotal tool not only for the defence of democratic freedoms but also for the con-
struction of a more just and inclusive technological ecosystem.

Among the various approaches to the responsible development of digital tech-
nologies, participatory design represents a particularly relevant perspective. This 
approach is based on the active involvement of stakeholders, such as experts, tech-
nologists, end users, and members of society in a broader sense, in the design and de-
velopment processes of technologies.1 The aim of participatory design is to overcome 
technocratic and top-down models, instead promoting collaborative practices that 
strive to co-create more inclusive, contextualised, and socially just solutions (Del-
gado et al., 2023). Participatory design is not limited to collecting post-hoc feedback, 
but rather requires continuous and direct involvement, paying particular attention 
to power inequalities and the technology’s ethical and social impacts. Participatory 
design therefore emerges as a promising strategy to mitigate the risks of automated 
systems, improve transparency, and ensure the accountability of the actors involved 
(Delgado et al., 2023; Zytko et al., 2022).

In this context, this paper argues that digital activism, framed within the logic of 
participatory design, can constitute a privileged channel for people’s involvement in 
AI systems’ development processes. In this sense, activism represents not only a form 
of political mobilisation but a concrete way through which individuals can take an 

1	 We have decided to use alternative terms to ‘citizens’ in order to avoid excluding individuals who 
do not hold formal citizenship status. 
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active role in the co-creation of AI technologies. Similarly to how associative partic-
ipation has historically strengthened traditional democracy, the involvement of civil 
society in the development of AI can help orient this technology towards democratic 
values (Brynjolfsson et al., 2025). The direct involvement of activists and experts in 
decision-making processes can enable them to shape AI technologies that are more 
inclusive and sensitive to their social impacts.

For these reasons, this paper proposes interpreting digital activism not simply 
as a form of mobilisation, protest, or denunciation, but as an active source of tech-
nological design, capable of contributing to the realisation of reliable, accountable, 
and democratically aligned AI systems. Our goal is to show how civic engagement 
through digital activism can be a concrete way to democratise AI and protect funda-
mental rights in a rapidly evolving technological context.

To this end, the paper is structured as follows: Section 1 analyses the role of civic 
participation in democratic societies, highlighting how activism has also evolved 
in response to technological changes and introducing the concept of digital activ-
ism. Section 2 discusses the main risks posed by AI to democratic systems. Section 3 
delves into the participatory design approach, emphasising how digital activism can 
be integrated within this approach to empower citizens in shaping technological de-
velopment. It also underscores the responsibility of democratic institutions in foster-
ing such activism as a means of supporting participatory technology design. Section 
4 offers some concluding remarks.

1. The role of active participation in shaping democratic societies

The transformative role of civil society associations and social movements has 
long attracted scholarly interest due to their ongoing adaptation to political and so-
cial change. Particular attention has been paid to the contribution that the partic-
ipation of activists offers to the creation of conditions for authentic democracy, by 
fostering social solidarity, reinforcing civic bonds, and enhancing the effectiveness of 
public policy through multiple activities (Maloney & Van Deth, 2010).

Tocqueville already highlighted the importance of associationism for the life of 
American democracy, highlighting some of its characteristics and effects that are still 
considered valid (Edwards et al., 2001). He reflected in particular on how the Amer-
ican associations he studied guaranteed a fundamental pre-political socialisation, 
spreading the spirit of cooperation, solidarity, and civic engagement among the par-
ticipants (Biorcio & Vitale, 2016). Many scholars have re-proposed his idea of asso-
ciations as ‘schools of democracy’, valuing especially the role of political socialisation 
that associative participation can play.

However, in contemporary democracies, the relationship between associations 
and politics is much more complex and has changed significantly in recent decades. 
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The socialisation of members is no longer the sole function that associations serve 
within a participatory democracy; today, they function as collective actors in the 
public sphere to directly influence policies with various forms of initiatives and mo-
bilisations, to put pressure on governments, but also to direct the production of pub-
lic goods (Biorcio & Vitale, 2016).

In this sense, Putnam (1995), introducing the concept of ‘social capital’, high-
lighted the importance of associative participation as an essential condition for the 
proper functioning of democracy. This term refers to a set of elements such as relation-
ships based on trust, the rules that govern collective life, and networks of civic associa-
tions. These factors contribute to making social organisation more efficient, favouring 
shared initiatives and decisions made collaboratively. The existence of a high level of so-
cial capital in a community should therefore trigger a virtuous circle, thanks to which it 
can grow further, guaranteeing the best conditions for democratic life.

Associative participation also increases the resources available for political par-
ticipation: civic competence, information, membership in social networks, a sense 
of personal effectiveness, and the ability to act politically (Binder, 2020). Active par-
ticipation fosters the acquisition of democratic decision-making methods, direct-
ing individuals towards dealing with issues of collective interest and promoting the 
construction of bonds based on trust and reciprocity. Engaging in socially relevant 
activities, with tangible and recognisable outcomes, helps to strengthen the self-ef-
ficacy and self-esteem of the participants. This process reflects a reworking of the 
value systems of activists, who tend to develop a greater awareness of and attention 
towards the political sphere, public policies, and institutional decisions (Maloney & 
Van Deth, 2010).

Since the 1980s, the rise of neoliberalism and globalisation has contributed to 
an erosion of faith in state intervention, leading to a reconfiguration of civil society’s 
role. Indeed, civil society organisations have increasingly assumed functions tradi-
tionally carried out by political parties and institutions, such as mediating social de-
mands and fostering political socialisation, especially among young people (Biorcio 
& Vitale, 2016).

In addition, the technological revolution – from the emergence of social media 
to the development of AI – has deeply transformed the landscape of activism, re-
shaping its tools, strategic approaches, and associated risks. This constantly evolving 
context even makes it difficult to precisely delineate the conceptual boundaries of 
emerging digital activism, as the rapid transformations taking place make its defini-
tion continuously provisional and subject to redefinition (Özkula, 2021a).

In this scenario, activist associations do not limit themselves to using digital tech-
nologies as operational tools, but rather take on a crucial role in monitoring, report-
ing, raising awareness of, and disseminating information about the social and political 
effects of technological innovations. These organisations, however, are themselves ex-
posed to critical issues deriving from the use of these tools, including ‘invisibilisa-
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tion’ phenomena, i.e. the reduced visibility of politically sensitive or dissenting content 
within digital platforms, and surveillance practices, namely the systematic monitoring, 
data collection, and profiling of activists by the state or private companies (Dencik et 
al., 2016; Etter & Albu, 2021; Lane et al., 2017; Özkula, 2021a). In the following section, 
the distinctive features of contemporary digital activism and the specific functions per-
formed by modern social capital in this new digital ecosystem will be explored.

1.1. Activism in the digital age: Opportunities and limits
The rise of social media and digital technologies over the past decades has signifi-

cantly reshaped the landscape of civic engagement and activism (Bennett & Segerberg, 
2012). Civil society actors are increasingly using digital functionalities to articulate 
political claims, reach broader audiences, and challenge dominant narratives. Indeed, 
these tools have expanded the communicative and organisational capacities of social 
movements, enabling wider participation and more agile mobilisation strategies, as 
well as the diversification of voices within the public sphere (Castillo Esparcia et al., 
2023). However, this transformation has also prompted critical reflections on the effi-
cacy and nature of this new form of digital activism in a lot of scholarly literature in re-
cent decades (Helmond, 2015; Mora, 2014; Özkula, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c).

In general terms, digital activism can be defined as a form of political activism 
that develops through the internet (McCaughey & Ayers, 2003). Its defining actions 
mirror traditional practices of activism (such as petitions and protests) while also 
employing digital technologies to support or organise offline activities, such as the 
promotion of events through social media. Over the past two decades, this type of 
activism has fostered high levels of interaction and interconnection, for instance 
through tweets, posts, chats, and sharing of content, especially user-generated con-
tent, across geographical and institutional boundaries (Özkula, 2021b).

However, the terminology associated with this phenomenon is ambiguous, re-
flecting the constant evolution of digital technologies. Indeed, there are many al-
ternative expressions according to the tools used: among these are ‘online activism’, 
‘social media activism’, ‘internet activism’, and ‘hashtag activism’ (Mora, 2014). In this 
context, the term ‘digital activism’ is configured as an umbrella term, as it encom-
passes these different forms and aligns with recent linguistic trends that favour the 
use of the term ‘digital’ over ‘online’, in recognition of the increasingly pervasive pro-
cesses of advanced digitisation (Özkula, 2021b, 2021c).

Özkula (2021b) distinguishes practices of digital activism in five main categories: 
(i) advocacy and political commentary, (ii) recruitment and movement building, (iii) 
organisation and coordination, (iv) online direct action, hacktivism, and civil disobe-
dience, and (v) research and documentation. The latter category in particular can be 
fundamental strategic tools for activist action, as they are functional to the dissemina-
tion of information relating, for example, to human rights violations. These activities 
can be carried out directly, e.g. through the use of mobile phones, or conveyed through 
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traditional media (McCaughey & Ayers, 2003). This also includes practices such as the 
disclosure of confidential information, election observation, countering disinforma-
tion and electoral fraud, as well as forms of ‘sousveillance’, i.e. bottom-up surveillance 
practices, in which citizens document and publicise abusive behaviour by state institu-
tions, such as police forces or government authorities. Although it is a matter of debate 
whether such documentation activities can be considered forms of activism in their 
own right, they are often carried out in support of activist action or with the explicit in-
tention of expressing dissent, as in the emblematic case of Wikileaks (Özkula, 2021b).

As we will see in Section 4, this is one of the most recurrent strategies in the cases 
of civil society organisations that constantly carry out studies, monitoring, denuncia-
tion, and awareness work regarding the political and social risks of the use of AI tools.

Although digital activism offers numerous opportunities for mobilisation and 
participation, it is not immune to the risk of incurring the same anti-democratic logic 
of control and limitation against which it often stands in opposition. In particular, the 
activism conveyed through social media platforms is strongly influenced by the dy-
namics of visibility imposed by the techno-commercial infrastructures that regulate 
their operation. As highlighted by Helmond (2015), the increasing platformisation of 
digital public spheres has concentrated decision-making power over content circu-
lation in the hands of private actors, whose moderation mechanisms are frequently 
opaque and lack effective accountability.

As a result, activists are forced to operate within digital spaces increasingly de-
termined by non-transparent algorithmic logics, exposing themselves to the risk of 
the invisibility of their messages and communicative precariousness due to the au-
tomatic classification of content (Etter & Albu, 2021). The surveillance of activists 
by platforms represents, in this context, a crucial dimension to be analysed, given 
the centrality assumed by these tools in the configuration of contemporary protests. 
Facebook, for instance, is configured as a primary hub for the communication, mo-
bilisation, and organisation of activist networks. Nevertheless, activist engagement 
on Facebook generates digital traces, and the platform’s expansive operational reach 
intensifies the vulnerabilities linked to digital protest, amplifying the harmful conse-
quences of online surveillance. This form of surveillance can inhibit free expression 
and lead to the unequal restriction of civil rights (Nurik, 2022). This case highlights 
how the evolution of technologies, especially those that are AI-based, has significant 
implications that require careful critical analysis.

2. How AI undermines democracy

The massive adoption of AI, and more recently generative AI, in the public and 
political space entails several risks that go far beyond purely technical concerns. 
These systems are not mere technical tools but devices that mediate access to knowl-
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edge and help structure the conditions of democratic debate. As Coeckelbergh (2024) 
and Mentxaka et al. (2025) have pointed out, the political risks of large-scale adop-
tion of AI systems are multiple and profound.

One of the most immediate dangers lies in the ability of generative AI systems to 
produce fake content. Such content can take the form of deepfakes, i.e. artificial videos 
capable of simulating faces, voices, and movements in an extremely realistic manner, or 
hallucinations, i.e. errors typical of large language models (LLMs) that generate seem-
ingly plausible statements that lack any real substance (Huang et al., 2025; Westerlund, 
2019). These phenomena, which may be accidental or deliberately orchestrated, fuel 
the production of fake news, targeted attacks, and political disinformation campaigns 
(Schick, 2020). The speed and scale with which such content is generated and dissem-
inated pose a direct threat to the integrity of public discourse and citizens’ capacity to 
form opinions based on verifiable facts (Coeckelbergh, 2025a).

For democracy to function effectively, it presupposes that citizens can exercise 
a minimum of cognitive autonomy, the ability to critically evaluate information and 
make independent judgements. However, increasing exposure to misleading content 
and uncritical interaction with AI systems undermines this capacity. As pointed out 
by Rini (2020), Fallis (2021), and Coeckelbergh (2025b), one of the main risks of the 
use of generative AI systems is that of the progressive weakening of individual epis-
temic agency, with direct consequences on the quality of civic participation and dem-
ocratic deliberation.

In parallel, the use of AI in social media and search engines encourages the for-
mation of epistemic bubbles and echo chambers, closed digital environments in 
which users are exposed almost exclusively to content that confirms their pre-exist-
ing beliefs (Nguyen, 2020). This hinders encounters with divergent opinions and in-
hibits critical confrontation, fuelling a polarised worldview (Croce & Piazza, 2022). 
Under such conditions, dissent turns into hostility, dialogue gives way to monologue, 
and democratic cohesion disintegrates.

A further risk, less obvious but equally dangerous, is the self-referential repeti-
tion of knowledge. When LLMs are trained on content generated by other models, a 
closed circuit is created in which information reproduces itself without innovating. 
This phenomenon, referred to as ‘epistemic incest’, undermines society’s ability to re-
ceive new signals, elaborate answers to emerging problems, or include tacit or uncod-
ified forms of knowledge (Coeckelbergh, 2025a).

In brief, the uncontrolled and opaque use of AI systems not only jeopardises the 
quality of information but also profoundly affects the very structure of democratic 
deliberation. In the absence of regulation, critical education, and transparent digital 
infrastructures, AI risks becoming an instrument of cognitive fragmentation and the 
erosion of civic bonding, rather than being an ally of democratic progress.
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3. Reframing participation: Digital activism, democratic values, 
and the role of participatory design in the AI era

The democratisation of AI cannot be delegated solely to experts but requires in-
clusive participatory processes capable of redistributing technological power and fos-
tering systems that are fairer, more transparent, and responsive to collective needs. 
Individuals should be empowered with the capacity to engage in informed delibera-
tion and exert influence over AI development and use in ways that are more respon-
sive to collective needs.

In contemporary digitised society, participation has emerged as a widespread 
promise – manifested in practices ranging from crowdfunding to user-generated con-
tent on social media – often seen as a driver of democratic innovation. Yet this promise 
coexists with a contradictory trend: the increasing centralisation of capital, infrastruc-
ture, and data through large-scale platforms, which undermines core democratic ideals 
such as civic participation, data ownership, and privacy (Smith et al., 2017).

In a context where digital infrastructures, in particular those underpinned by 
AI, are increasingly governed by opaque logics, it becomes essential to provide users 
with critical literacy and awareness of the associated risks. Several civil society or-
ganisations have begun to play a crucial role in this regard, offering tools for public 
education, conducting oversight, and fostering democratic scrutiny. These initiatives 
reflect a broader effort to embed values such as equity, accountability, and transpar-
ency in the development and deployment of digital technologies (Milan, 2015).

Multiple perspectives on participation show its evolving relevance across con-
temporary contexts, highlighting how the democratic ideals underlying participatory 
design continue to serve as effective tools for critical engagement.

Participatory design, with its emphasis on values, aspirations, and the sociopolit-
ical contexts in which technologies are developed, provides depth and direction often 
overlooked in the dominant discourse, which is focused primarily on innovation or 
efficiency (Smith et al., 2017).

This paper contends that activist networks – already engaged in monitoring, rais-
ing awareness, and pressuring for ethical technological practices – should be included 
as key actors within participatory processes (Tsai & Pentland, 2025). These networks 
provide valuable perspectives both in influencing public policy and in guiding users 
towards more informed and responsible use of AI-based tools. Examples like Algo-
rithm Watch, which will be analysed in the following section, demonstrate how activ-
ist organisations are strategically mobilising various tools to challenge the unchecked 
expansion of biased algorithms and to contest algorithmic injustices.

A key strategy for achieving this is participatory design, which promotes the inclu-
sion of different actors in AI design and implementation (Delgado et al., 2023; Zytko 
et al., 2022). Originating from Scandinavian labour movements in the 1970s, it has 
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evolved into a critical methodology for ensuring that technological systems reflect the 
values, needs, and experiences of different user communities (Bødker et al., 2004).2

In the context of AI, the involvement of activist organisations, particularly those 
addressing the concerns of historically marginalised or underrepresented communi-
ties, in co-design processes can mitigate algorithmic harms and promote socially just 
outcomes, particularly by tackling epistemic injustices embedded in data practices 
(D’Ignazio & Klein, 2020; Overton, 2025). As such, participatory design constitutes 
not only a technique but also an epistemic and political intervention, grounded in 
subaltern knowledge, local worldviews, and situated experiences, as emphasised also 
by decolonial and feminist theories of AI ethics (Mohamed et al., 2020; Suchman, 
2002). Through these efforts, participatory design contributes to building more plu-
ralistic, just, and democratically aligned technological futures.

Drawing on these opportunities, this article proposes that digital activism 
should not be limited to raising awareness about the risks of AI or enhancing public 
literacy; rather, it should be recognised as a central mechanism for fostering inclusive 
and justice-oriented AI development (Castillo Esparcia et al., 2023; Özkula, 2021c). 
By integrating activist participation into AI decision-making processes, democratic 
engagement can be enhanced and technological systems can be aligned more closely 
with fundamental rights and collective values. In this light, digital activism, when 
reformulated through the lens of participatory design, emerges as a transformative 
force in the democratic governance of algorithmic systems.

Nonetheless, incorporating justice-oriented participation into AI development 
presents significant challenges, predominantly within capitalist frameworks that pri-
oritise scalability and efficiency (Sloane et al., 2020). As machine-learning systems 
expand, they often lose the contextual sensitivity achieved through previous partici-
patory efforts (Boyd & Crawford, 2012; Selbst et al., 2019). Despite these constraints, 
participatory design, anchored in principles of justice, transparency, and accounta-
bility, remains a vital tool aligned with the aims of digital activism, offering a pathway 
towards more equitable and democratic technological ecosystems.

Indeed, this type of activism represents a privileged channel through which 
members of society can be included in technology co-design processes. After all, 
without a supportive association or network, it is extremely difficult for the individ-
ual to find a way to speak out about technology, bring forward their demands, and 
thus be considered from the early stages of AI development processes. Digital activ-
ism in this sense takes the form of an accessible and collective way of participating, 
which allows even those who do not work in the tech sector to shape the technologi-
cal tools they use in their everyday life.

2	 The reference to the Scandinavian labour model lends substantial support to our argument that 
democratic activists and affiliated organisations can mitigate the societal risks and abuses associ-
ated with AI. 
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4. Institutions’ responsibilities

In the design of AI technologies that increasingly permeate everyday life, pub-
lic institutions can no longer confine themselves to ex-post regulation or the passive 
adoption of technical tools. Instead, they must assume an active role in promoting 
participatory practices that engage members of society in the definition, oversight, 
and evaluation of digital infrastructures (Coeugnet et al., 2023).

As previously discussed, digital activism emerges as a crucial actor in this re-
gard. Recognising the civic value of digital activism, however, is not sufficient in itself 
(Stamboliev, 2023); what is needed is a deliberate institutional effort to create the con-
ditions under which this form of participation can flourish and exert real influence 
on design and governance processes. In this regard, two fundamental responsibilities 
for institutions follow from these considerations: the first is to build an institutional 
ecosystem in which digital activism associations are recognised as legitimate inter-
locutors and included in the design, implementation, and monitoring processes of AI 
systems. The second, more general, is to actively encourage the spread of digital activ-
ism. Digital activism in fact constitutes not only a channel for citizens to participate 
in the co-creation of technologies but also assumes a more educative role, i.e. that of 
a driver for the development of the skills needed to critically understand and manage 
digital technologies. Indeed, in light of the risks to the democratic system highlighted 
in the previous sections, there is a clear need to promote greater public awareness of 
how AI works, the skills required to consciously interact with such systems, and the 
tools available to defend against asymmetries of digital power. This is the only way to 
strengthen democratic resilience and ensure informed, inclusive, and active partici-
pation in today’s algorithmic society.

Institutions can therefore adopt some concrete strategies to support this dual 
role of digital activism and promote a more participatory and democratic technolog-
ical design:

Involve civic actors in decision-making processes on AI, algorithms, and data 
use (Borchers, 2024). This means including associations of digital activism in com-
mittees, public forums, and regulatory bodies where guidelines, standards, and reg-
ulations related to the use of AI technologies are defined. This type of involvement 
favours pluralist deliberation, in which technical knowledge is confronted with the 
ethical, social, and territorial needs expressed by the community.

Open co-design bodies to digital activists (Feltrero & Osuna-Acedo, 2023). Pub-
lic technologies, such as digital platforms, surveillance systems, and predictive in-
telligence tools, should be designed through structured participatory processes that 
include the different voices of the community. These bodies can function as hy-
brid spaces where user experiences are shared, concrete needs are defined, ethical 
implications are assessed, and sustainable, accessible, and inclusive solutions are 
co-designed.
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Fund educational projects and awareness-raising campaigns (Hsu et al., 2022; 
Stamboliev, 2023). Critical digital literacy is a prerequisite for effective participa-
tion; institutions can support digital activism associations to promote educational 
programmes, public workshops, information toolkits, and social campaigns to help 
people understand how algorithms work, what data is used, and what the risks and 
opportunities of AI are, not just providing technical skills but educating aware indi-
viduals capable of influencing the public debate.

Favour bottom-up initiatives to carry out algorithmic audits and ethical and so-
cial impact assessments of public technologies. Administrations can enter into part-
nerships with independent organisations and digital activists to conduct transparent 
audits of the functioning of algorithmic systems in use by public bodies or outsourced 
services. Such collaborations can make it possible to identify bias, discriminatory ef-
fects, privacy risks, and indirect impacts on social cohesion. Participatory auditing 
can turn into a tool of collective accountability, capable of giving citizens back an ac-
tive role in the surveillance of technological power.

These actions, if implemented consistently and continuously, can help transform 
digital activism from a marginal phenomenon to a structural component of techno-
logical democracy, ensuring in this way that decisions on the digital future of socie-
ties are addressed in an open, accountable, and inclusive manner (Spielkamp, 2017).

Examples already exist of the educative function of digital activism. One is Al-
gorithm Watch, an independent non-profit organisation engaged in the monitoring, 
analysis, and public communication of automated decision-making systems. Algo-
rithm Watch exposes the opacity and discriminatory risks inherent in algorithms 
used in the public and private spheres, promotes the adoption of ethical, transpar-
ent, and fair practices by institutions, and offers information, training, and support 
tools for citizens and decision-makers (Stark et al., 2020). By collaborating with aca-
demic bodies, media, and policymakers, this organisation demonstrates how digital 
activism can act as a mediator between technology, society, and politics, facilitating 
a more open and knowledgeable dialogue on issues of automation and algorithmic 
governance (Cornils, 2020). Algorithm Watch thus embodies the role of activism as 
an essential civic infrastructure, capable of providing critical expertise and building 
civic surveillance networks (Loi, 2020).

However, this paper argues that the function of digital activism, well represented 
by experiences such as that of Algorithm Watch, should not be exhausted in the role 
of critical observer or facilitator of public awareness. On the contrary, this function 
can and must be extended to processes of technological co-creation, actively involv-
ing civic associations and activist networks in the design phase of the technologies 
themselves. This marks a paradigm shift, from viewing activism as a downstream 
watchdog to recognising it as an upstream co-designer. Involving activist organisa-
tions from the earliest stages of the technology life cycle means redistributing deci-
sion-making power and ensuring that automated systems are not designed solely by 
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technical experts or industry stakeholders but also by those who represent the public 
interest, digital rights, and social justice.

From this perspective, digital activism emerges as an indispensable actor in the 
construction of a truly democratic technological ecosystem, capable not only of de-
nouncing distortions but also of proposing design alternatives oriented towards the 
common good.

Conclusions

This article has explored how digital activism and participatory design can serve 
as crucial frameworks to guide the development of AI technologies towards demo-
cratic values, social justice, and civic empowerment. Indeed, AI architectures, data-
sets, and results are deeply rooted in the existing power structures and social biases 
that arise from historical systems of oppression (Noble, 2018). As these systems be-
come increasingly integrated into governance, the risks they pose to democratic ac-
countability and transparency are amplified significantly. In this context, the defence 
of democratic principles requires not only institutional reform but also encompasses 
the technological infrastructures that shape decision-making itself.

Digital activism has emerged as a vital force in this challenge, committing to ex-
posing algorithmic injustice and calling for participatory governance structures that 
prioritise the voices of marginalised communities (Benjamin, 2019). In this regard, 
participatory design offers a path to institutionalise democratic engagement in AI de-
sign and implementation (Costanza-Chock, 2020).

The paper has argued that if institutions engaged with activist organisations in-
volved in monitoring and raising awareness about the risks of AI, such as Algorithm 
Watch, from the earliest stages of the technology life cycle, there would be a stronger 
assurance that automated systems reflect the public interest. This is due to the en-
hanced capacity of digital activists to connect directly with individuals and represent 
diverse societal concerns.

By advancing values such as epistemic justice through the recognition of differ-
ent forms of knowledge and the redistribution of power, these approaches challenge 
the technocratic rationalities that often dominate AI discourse and practice (D’Igna-
zio & Klein, 2020).

However, some limitations exist: firstly, participatory practices, while promising, 
require significant resources, time, and institutional commitment. These conditions 
are often at odds with the speed and priorities of the tech industry (Boyd & Crawford, 
2012). In addition, authentic participation also requires a revisiting of skills and au-
thority, challenging entrenched hierarchies within both the technology and govern-
ance sectors.
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Despite these limitations, the approaches described stimulate an important re-
flection on what posture to take with respect to the challenges that AI poses to demo-
cratic values. Claiming AI as a democratic space is not just about mitigating damage; 
it is a matter of expanding the realm of possibilities, of imagining and building tech-
nological futures that are just, pluralistic, and respectful of human dignity. Digital ac-
tivism thus offers a critique of the current trajectory of AI and stands as a model for 
its democratic transformation, which not only takes into account multiple voices but 
also works to ensure that individuals can participate equally, with equal respect, in 
the fight against injustice.
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