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Abstract

Text-to-image (T2I) AI tools are trained on vast datasets of
existing images and artworks. We identify that existing ethi-
cal standards and regulatory safeguards for these tools largely
lie within the Western neoliberal realm. They assume that
artistic creativity originates from individuals rather than in
collectives or social environments, ownership is an individual
concern rather than shaped by communities and shared cul-
tural traditions, and compensation should be based on indi-
vidual claims rather than acknowledging collective contribu-
tions to artistic knowledge. In this paper, we counter these as-
sumptions by theorizing ‘collective agency’ as a critical con-
ceptual lens to rethink artists’ community-centric roles in re-
lation to these tools. Drawing from our nine-month-long qual-
itative interventions with diverse Bangladeshi artist groups,
we find that these artists manifest cultural resonance, co-
creation, and sense of recognition through their art-making
practices which fosters collective agency among them. This
empirically grounded account of collective agency in our
study posits practical design and policy implications, such
as incorporating artists’ solidarity, community-centric data
stewardship, and collective bargaining mechanisms in ethical
development of T2I AI tools to reclaim artists’ control over
their creative practices in the AI age.

Introduction
Text-to-image (T2I) AI tools have sparked intense debates
around intellectual property (IP) and copyright infringement
since their market inception. These tools, trained on vast
datasets of existing images and artworks, incorporate styles,
motifs, and techniques of human artists, often without com-
pensation by devaluing their creative labor and dignity as
artists (Zeilinger 2021). Ethical and legal safeguards such
as consent mechanisms or copyright laws exist, although
sometimes ineffective (Murray 2023); we identify that they
largely operate under the Western neoliberal realm of artis-
tic production. They assume that creativity is an individual
‘skill’, artworks are ‘products’ and ownership of these art-
works exclusively belongs to the artist who produces them;
therefore, compensation should be based on the artist’s in-
dividual claims to keep them thriving in the economic com-
petition. However, such neoliberal ideologies (Harvey 2007)

Copyright © 2025, Association for the Advancement of Artificial
Intelligence (www.aaai.org). All rights reserved.

hide structural injustices created and amplified by the global
big techs, and shift the burden on the artists.

In this paper, we propose a novel theoretical direction of
‘collective agency’ as a critique of the neoliberal presump-
tions of competition and self-interest in the AI art realm.
Such notion of agency helps us better understand how com-
munities become motivated in working towards their shared
goals, often opposing or resisting dominant power structures
in society. We conceptualize collective agency by drawing
from a range of philosophers, sociologists, STS and femi-
nist scholars and ground it in our robust empirical work (see
(Charmaz 2015) for grounded theory approach). We con-
duct a nine-month-long qualitative intervention with diverse
Bangladeshi art practitioners, including art and architec-
ture students, design professionals, Mehendi/Henna and Al-
pana artists, and rickshaw painters. Our artist groups come
from both marginalized and stable economic backgrounds
and practice mundane, traditional art forms significant to
Bangladeshi culture with their varying level of formal and
informal training. By deeply engaging with these commu-
nities, we find that these artists exercise collective agency
in their relational and community-centric art-making prac-
tices that manifest through cultural resonance, co-creation
and sense of recognition within their specific social-material
contexts.

Our theoretical and empirical account of collective agency
offers critical vocabulary and nuanced, culturally situated
insights around artistic productions in relation to AI, par-
ticularly in/for Global South contexts. In contrast to treat-
ing artists as isolated individuals negotiating their rights in
an asymmetrical, often unjust neoliberal economy, our work
highlights artists’ solidarity, community-centric data stew-
ardship, and collective bargaining mechanisms in design and
policy mechanisms around ethical development of T2I AI
tools. We discuss these implications along with some spec-
ulative interventions at the end of this paper.

Related Work
AIES community has remain vigilant around the reputa-
tional damage, financial loss, plagiarism, and copyright vio-
lations of professional artists since the inception and pop-
ularization of T2I tools, and advocated for legislation re-
quiring companies to disclose training data and resources
to avoid such harms (see (Jiang et al. 2023)). Experts in



the field increasingly suggest that these tools extract value
from artists’ creative labor, often without compensation,
but we find that these discussions around consensual use
of artistic works for AI development address only per-
sonal ownership and artists’ individual autonomy (Goetze
2024). A thread of literature also identifies the limits of
conventional data rights and protection concepts, such as
informed consent forms’ ineffectiveness in facilitating par-
ticipants’ agency beyond data collection (Jing, Berger, and
Becerra Sandoval 2023) and their inadequacy for mod-
els trained in publicly available data (Huang and Siddarth
2023). Even larger-scale governance-based solutions, in-
cluding consortium-based funding to monitor tech compa-
nies and structures intends to safeguard data ownership on
individual level (Huang and Siddarth 2023). In general, there
is a gap in literature regarding community-centric engage-
ment with artistic production and how such engagement can
provide practical understanding for addressing privacy and
data rights concerns around AI-art.

Such community-centric approach appears more neces-
sary as AI technologies are restructuring society and in-
creasingly exposing people to systemic injustice. Lack of
institutional arrangements works as an obstacle to ensure
the needs, concerns, and experiences of all parts of societies
to be equitably heard and recognized in the AI design pro-
cesses. Researchers, particularly highlighting Global South
contexts, show that the absence of cultural and geography-
specific training data can result in severe representation
crisis and harm marginal artists’ creative endeavors with
T2I models (Mim et al. 2024; Qadri et al. 2023; Nag-
gita, LaChance, and Xiang 2023; Ghosh et al. 2024; Qadri,
Mirowski, and Denton 2025). Scholars argue that tech com-
panies facilitate cultural hegemony (Brown et al. 2024)
by developing these models without community inputs
and their active participation (Suresh et al. 2024). How-
ever, companies remain reluctant to address these resource-
intensive processes due to high costs and a lack of incen-
tives for transparency (Groves et al. 2023). They prioritize
their business interests through their extractive data collec-
tion process which may further marginalize these population
groups due to their unequal decision-making power (Hem-
ment et al. 2023). Failing to solve such representation prob-
lems, many companies are now using synthetic data, which
introduces new challenges such as obfuscation of data lin-
eage, difficulties in enforcing consent-based frameworks,
and problems in model deletion and auditing. Whitney et al.
identify such tendencies as ‘participation washing’ and sug-
gest that they misrepresent real-world social dynamics and
devalue communities as data subjects (Whitney and Norman
2024).

Above discussions highlight that the problems of inclu-
sive AI development are complex. While the models need
to be representative to be better responsive and useful, ex-
isting ethical instruments to shape such inclusive design are
not community-centric. Ajmani et al. recently propose ‘data
agency theory’ (DAT) as a solution-centric approach to such
problems by suggesting that group-based justice is crucial
in designing with and for the communities or social groups
affected by data (Ajmani et al. 2024). They highlight some

clear measures such as community participation, channels
for questions, transparent feedback mechanisms, and avoid-
ance of excessive or unnecessary data to reduce the risk of
exploitation or unintended use. Similarly, Payal Arora intro-
duces the ‘creative data justice framework’ for Global South
stakeholders, focusing on the relationship between creative
labor and data rights (Arora 2024). To challenge the existing
power imbalances in global data governance, she necessi-
tates the need to ethnographically engage with communities
to understand their indigenous and care-centric data prac-
tices. In our paper, we extend this line of work by providing
a novel theoretical understanding around artists’ agency by
engaging with diverse Bangladeshi artist communities. Our
work provides situated, nuanced understanding around how
these communities perceive and perform their agency which
influence the ownership of their work and suggest way for-
wards for protecting their creative rights in the AI age.

Conceptual Framework
We conceptualize our study first by exploring how neolib-
eral ideas fall short in understanding collectivity in human
agency and then examining how community-centric artis-
tic practices enable such collective subjectivities to emerge
among art practitioners. In the following subsections, we
discuss these notions.

Limits of neoliberal conception of agency in AI
Neoliberal ideologies consider human agency as a form
of ‘entrepreneurial selfhood’ (Howie and Campbell 2016),
driven by individual effort and choices (Harvey 2007; Larner
2003; Ganti 2014). Policies informed by such ideologies re-
duce state interventions (Yeung 2000) and focus on mar-
kets for resource allocation (Evans, Richmond, and Shields
2005), with cut-throat economic competition driving innova-
tions in society (Buch-Hansen and Wigger 2010). Although
individuals are depicted as ‘free agents’ (Gershon 2011),
structural inequalities (Navarro 2007), systemic oppressions
(Mentan 2016), and precarities (Schram 2015) limit the
capacity of people to act freely within neoliberal realms,
putting disproportionate burdens placed on marginalized
communities (Bush 2007; Brown and Baker 2012).

The current AI industry is built on and runs through such
neoliberal logic. AI tools like chatbots (Chong et al. 2021;
Pizzi, Scarpi, and Pantano 2021; Castillo, Canhoto, and Said
2024), personalized assistants (Maedche et al. 2019), and
self-tracking health devices (Sharon 2017; Feng et al. 2021)
are often marketed as giving users ‘more control’ or ‘better
agency’ over their lives. Such promises often obscure how
user agency is restricted by proprietary platforms (Srnicek
2017), surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2023), and opaque al-
gorithms (O’neil 2017). Gig Economy platforms often por-
tray gig workers as ‘autonomous micro-entrepreneurs’, but
contrarily, these workers’ actions are tightly controlled by
algorithmic management, such as performance ratings and
algorithm-driven task assignments (Kuhn and Maleki 2017;
Lata, Burdon, and Reddel 2023; Giousmpasoglou, Ladkin,
and Marinakou 2024; Quirk, Robinson, and Thibos 2020).
We identify that when tech platforms collect vast troves of



personal data to train AI models for their own profit (Man-
heim and Kaplan 2019; Sadowski 2020), they extend and re-
inforce similar neoliberal logic. Unfortunately, the critiques
of such practices in scholarly conversations also limit them
to individualistic conception of user privacy and consent
(Becker 2019; Solove 2002) that hide structural causes of
injustice, more intensely in limited resource settings in the
Global South, and shift the burden on users to protect them-
selves.

Agency as a collective dynamic
In contrast to the neoliberal concept of agency, our work
conceptualizes ‘collective agency’ to understand the col-
lective, relational, and structural dimensions of human ac-
tion. We understand collective agency as the capacity of
groups or communities to work together toward shared
goals, often against existing power structures. Such mode
of agency emphasizes cooperation, solidarity, and interde-
pendence (Gehring and Marx 2023; Kolers 2012; Kitayama
and Uchida 2005), by challenging neoliberal assumptions of
competition and self-interest (Davies 2016) in agency for-
mation.

We engage with a range of philosophers, sociologists,
STS and feminist scholars to build our conceptions and find
three conditions that build critical understanding of collec-
tive agency. First, collective agency is relational, individuals
act within a network of relationships that enable or constrain
their capacity to act. In feminist theory, ‘relational agency’
highlights how marginalized groups’ action is often ampli-
fied or constrained by power relations, norms, and structures
of domination (Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000; McNay 2013).
Second, collective agency is structurally embedded, people’s
actions are shaped by social norms, dispositions, and past
experiences, which are internalized through their environ-
ment (see Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu 2017,
2018)). Third, collective agency can be materially shaped:
agency can be distributed across humans, non-human enti-
ties, and material infrastructures and results from interac-
tions among these actors (see Actor-network Theory (ANT)
(Latour 2007)).

Historically, collective agency has often been used to
challenge systems of domination and inequality such as
workers’ movements (Cumbers, Nativel, and Routledge
2008), anti-colonial struggles (Bose 2003), and civil rights
movements (Morris 1999), which continue till the present
day with digital-social movements such as ‘Me Too’
(Ozkazanc-Pan 2019) and ‘Black Lives Matter’, (Yang
2016) reshaping social, economic, and political orders and
structures. In our work, we use this lens to understand col-
lectivity in art-making practices and how artists’ agency in-
tertwines with such processes.

Collectivity in artistic production
Marxist theorists argue that art is shaped by economic fac-
tors and class relations (Munro 1960), and can act as a
form of resistance against capitalism or ideological hege-
mony (Gal 1995). Movements like Surrealism (Short 1966),
Harlem Renaissance (Huggins 1995), and Afrofuturism
(Samatar 2017) emerge from collective dialogues among

artists. Feminist theorists critique the myth of the ‘male ge-
nius’ in art history and emphasize the relational, collabora-
tive, and often invisible labor of women in artistic produc-
tion (Parker and Pollock 2020). Decolonial thinkers high-
light how art from colonized or marginalized communities
has been exploited or erased in dominant cultural narratives
(Said 1993), and argue for more situated and community-
centered forms of art-making.

These perspectives show that art, within any social realm,
exists and is governed by power relations (Sorokin 2017;
Wolff and Wolff 1981; Luhmann 2000), and cultural cap-
ital, taste, and recognition can shape production and dis-
tribution of art (Quinn, Ploof, and Hochtritt 2012; Thomas
2019). However, dominant Western, neoliberal framing en-
courages commodification of art (Charnley 2021) empha-
sizing individual branding and market success over collec-
tive or social value (Preece and Kerrigan 2015). As a result,
artists consider their art as a product for consumption rather
than an artifact or process of social engagement (Thomp-
son 2012). Therefore, we realize the necessity of explor-
ing the collective nature of art-making practices, particularly
with the rise of AI’s penetration in the world of art-making.
Artistic creation involves borrowing, blending, and reinter-
preting cultural forms (Sanders 2015). Even while working
alone, an artist draws from a shared cultural repertoire of
symbols, narratives, and techniques learned through social
engagement (Goldbard 2006). Moreover, artists’ social up-
bringing, cultural environment, material resources, funding,
and institutional support significantly influence their creative
practices (Belfiore 2002), with institutional gatekeeping de-
termining their visibility and legitimacy, privileging certain
representations while marginalizing others (Alexander and
Bowler 2021).

We explore how such collective agency manifests through
artistic production in our research. In the following sections
of the paper, we unfold our methodological approach, find-
ings and finally discuss the design implications of our theo-
retical contributions.

Methods
Over a nine-month period (March - December 2024), we
employed a multi-method qualitative approach, combining
workshops (Ørngreen and Levinsen 2017), focus group dis-
cussions (Hennink 2013), and semi-structured interviews
(Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik 2021) to explore diverse artis-
tic and design practices in Bangladesh. Our research team
consists of academically trained artists, architects, design-
ers, and computer scientists - born and raised in Bangladesh
and experts in critical social science research. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs, we describe our study background, each
phase of data collection and our mode of analysis in detail.

Study background
As is common in ethnographic and qualitative research (Hig-
ginbottom, Boadu, and Pillay 2013), we began this study
with an open-ended objective: to explore the impacts of
generative AI tools on a range of visual art practices in
Bangladesh. Our participant pool comprised a diverse group



Figure 1: An image (designed using resources from flati-
con.com) used in the workshops for participants’ general un-
derstanding of data-driven development of AI

of artists and art practitioners, including visual art and
architecture students, professional designers, Alpana and
Mehendi/Henna artists, and rickshaw painters. Here we need
to mention that these art forms were selected not only for
their cultural centrality but also for their historical and socio-
political marginalization in global art and technology dis-
courses. Alpana, a traditional Bengali folk art characterized
by vibrant motifs, holds deep ritual and communal signifi-
cance (Chaitanya 1976); Mehendi/Henna, a decorative body
art form primarily practiced by women, features promi-
nently in celebratory and ceremonial contexts (Thakur et al.
2024); and rickshaw painting, which involves colorful oil-
based illustrations on rickshaw bodies and roofs, represents
a unique vernacular visual language of urban Bangladesh
(Mahmud 2022). These communities and their artistic prac-
tices are rarely acknowledged in global conversations on art
history, digital aesthetics, or AI-based creative production.

Participants were initially recruited through the authors’
personal and professional networks. To expand the diver-
sity and reach of the sample, we subsequently employed a
snowball sampling strategy (Goodman 1961), wherein exist-
ing participants referred others who met the inclusion crite-
ria. Specifically, we included individuals who (1) identified
as practicing visual artists, designers, or artisans working in
culturally significant Bangladeshi art forms; (2) resided and
practiced within Bangladesh; and (3) had some awareness
of, exposure to, or opinions about generative AI tools, re-
gardless of direct usage. We also aimed to capture a range
of training backgrounds, including formal, informal, and
self-taught, to reflect the varied educational and experien-
tial pathways through which artists in Bangladesh develop
their practice.

To account for the varied social and epistemic con-
texts of our participants, we adopted different qualitative
methods tailored to each group. For academically trained
artists, such as design students and professionals, we con-
ducted participatory workshops that mirrored their famil-
iarity with structured critique and collaborative inquiry.
For rickshaw painters, we organized focus group discus-
sions (FGDs), which aligned with their informal, peer-
driven modes of expression and encouraged collective re-
flection. For Mehendi/Henna/Alpona artists, we conducted

Figure 2: Visual card used in the FGDs with rickshaw
painters for their general understanding of data-driven de-
velopment of AI (text in Bangla)

semi-structured interviews to support individual storytelling,
accommodating their personal, often home-based nature of
practice, and schedule constraints. This multimodal design
ensured that our research approach was inclusive, context-
sensitive, and respectful of the diverse ways in which artistic
knowledge is produced and shared.

Workshops
We conducted three two-hour workshops at different phases
of the study with a total of 26 participants, including under-
graduate and graduate visual art and architecture students,
practicing architects, and designers in Bangladesh (11 male,
15 female). These workshops aimed to explore participants’
art-based career practices and engagements with generative
AI tools. To ground the discussions, we first analyzed 20
international news articles published between April 2023
and February 2024, identifying key themes in public dis-
course around AI-generated art. Positive narratives included
enhanced accessibility, creativity, and transformations in the
online art market, while concerns focused on copyright in-
fringement, intellectual property violations, artistic devalu-
ation, unemployment, and stereotyping. Drawing on these
themes, we crafted six speculative scenarios as short nar-
rative provocations to prompt discussion. For instance, one
story featured a young Bangladeshi artist who discovers that
a popular online image-sharing platform is using her up-
loaded artworks to train AI models without consent, spark-
ing conflicting emotions about recognition and exploitation.
As participants were not formally trained in computer sci-
ence, we opened each workshop with simplified diagrams
(see Figure 1) explaining the image generation process in
generative AI systems to clarify how training data flows
within these models. After this explanation, we invited par-
ticipants to reflect on how they would feel if their artworks
were used to train AI systems, followed by in-depth group
discussions centered around the themes raised in the specu-
lative scenarios.

FGDs
To explore the perspectives, challenges, and lived experi-
ences of marginalized rickshaw painters, we conducted two
focus group discussions (FGDs) with a total of five partici-




