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Today, generative AI offers another inflection point. For the first time in years, the 
dominance of search and information intermediaries is no longer inevitable. New 
tools make it possible to imagine systems that are more plural, more local, more 

publicly oriented, and better aligned with education, research, and cultural access.  

 Brewster Kahle, foreword to AI, tools not gods 

AI as a socio-cultural technology 

Generative AI is a technology that reshapes how knowledge, culture, and history are accessed, 
interpreted, and reproduced. AI systems mediate meaning and authority, operate within social 
and institutional contexts, and derive much of their impact from how they are governed and 
deployed, not only from how they are built. They are an inherently public technology since they 
build on the publicly shared knowledge and culture of all of humanity. 

Cultural heritage institutions already operate at the intersection of knowledge production, 
cultural memory, public access and trust. As AI increasingly relies on and mediates access to 
cultural knowledge, these institutions are structurally implicated—whether intentionally or not. 

This note explores how Public AI can serve as a conceptual orientation for Europeana's AI 
alignment work. It builds on insights from the Alignment Assembly and draws on prior Public AI 
work by Open Future and many of our partners. This concept note does not aim to resolve all 
open questions surfaced by the Alignment Assembly nor to propose a fixed implementation 
model. It is meant to inform the discussion. 

Public AI as a possible orientation for 
Europeana's AI alignment work 

Public AI, as defined in our white paper with Bertelsmann Stiftung, is an approach to AI 
development and deployment grounded in democratic accountability, open access to critical 
infrastructure, and clearly defined public purpose. It is best understood through three defining 
characteristics: 

• First, public attributes: Public AI systems prioritise accessibility, openness, and 
interoperability. Key components—data, models, software—are shared as public goods where 
possible, built on open standards, and designed to reduce dependency on dominant 
commercial actors. 

• Second, public functions: Public AI serves broad societal needs rather than private extraction. 
It supports essential public capabilities such as knowledge sharing, cultural participation, 
and civic engagement. It creates enabling conditions for innovation while safeguarding user 
rights and public values. 
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• Third, public control: Public AI involves meaningful public oversight of the infrastructures 
underpinning AI systems. This does not necessarily require direct public ownership of all 
components, but it does require governance arrangements that ensure democratic 
accountability and long-term sustainability. 

Public AI is not a single system or model. It is an ecosystem perspective—a way of embedding AI 
in societies that operates alongside and as an alternative to commercial AI systems. The analogy 
to public service media is instructive: just as public broadcasters emerged to ensure that access 
to information would not be left solely to commercial actors, Public AI responds to the risk that 
access to knowledge and culture will be mediated entirely by systems optimised for private gain. 

This framing distinguishes Public AI from adjacent concepts. Unlike "sovereign AI," which focuses 
on national competitiveness and may reproduce commercial priorities under state direction, 
Public AI is oriented toward democratic accountability and international cooperation. Unlike 
"open source AI" alone, which addresses openness at the model level, Public AI encompasses the 
full stack—compute, data, models, and applications—and emphasises governance alongside 
access. Unlike "ethical AI," which typically focuses on mitigating harms within existing 
commercial structures, Public AI questions those structures and proposes institutional 
alternatives. 

Public AI offers a way to connect diverse AI-related activities under a shared conceptual frame. It 
also helps to avoid both uncritical adoption and blanket rejection of AI. Instead, it situates AI 
experimentation and adoption within the public interest mission of Europeana and cultural 
heritage institutions more broadly. 

Framing the cultural heritage sector's engagement with AI as an effort to contribute to Public AI 
can serve as a response to the tensions and uncertainties identified as part of the Alignment 
Assembly. This response is based on a shared public interest mission and shared underlying 
values, including the three core values that underpin Europeana's mission: Usable, Mutual, and 
Reliable. We do not claim that this framing fully resolves the boundary-setter / opportunity-
seeker divide, but it can provide a conceptual basis for narrowing that divide. 

If all of this is true (which may very well be a contested reading of the current state of 
discussion), what then is the role of cultural heritage institutions within a Public AI ecosystem? 
We address this question in the following sections. 

Cultural heritage institutions as anchors 
for a Public AI ecosystem 

The primary role of cultural heritage institutions is to provide institutional grounding of the 
Public AI ecosystem in the wider societal fabric. Public AI requires connection to institutions that 
carry public mandates, are embedded in societal and cultural contexts, operate with long-term 
horizons, and are perceived as neutral and distinct from government as such. 
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Cultural heritage institutions, and libraries in particular, are one such category of institutions. 
Academia is probably another, though it suffers from a more elitist perception. 

This means that when discussing the role of cultural heritage institutions in relation to AI and 
within a Public AI ecosystem, we need to shift the perspective from one focused on technical 
systems to one focused on societal infrastructures. 

This requires us to recognise that AI systems increasingly function as public knowledge 
infrastructures, and that their legitimacy depends on trust, continuity, and contextual integrity. 
Cultural heritage institutions already play this role for human-facing knowledge systems and are 
the primary candidates to take on this function within the context of AI. 

The anchor metaphor is primarily about legitimation rather than control. Cultural heritage 
institutions lend credibility and public trust to the Public AI ecosystem by associating it with 
institutions that have long track records of serving the public interest. Anchoring in this sense 
does not require cultural heritage institutions to direct or arbitrate AI development, nor does it 
require them to build extensive technical capacity. But legitimation is not a passive function. It 
requires cultural heritage institutions to participate actively in Public AI development and 
deployment—contributing data, expertise, and institutional perspective—so that their 
endorsement is grounded in genuine engagement rather than mere association. It does require 
them to participate actively in shaping the normative foundations of Public AI and to lend their 
institutional standing to efforts that align with public interest values. 

From this understanding of anchoring as legitimation, we can identify a set of contributions that 
follow from the institutional position of cultural heritage institutions: 

• First, cultural heritage institutions can provide points of reference within a Public AI 
ecosystem. By maintaining stable, authoritative collections and contextual frameworks, they 
help situate AI systems in relation to historically grounded knowledge and shared cultural 
understandings. 

• Second, they can contribute institutional practices of stewardship—such as long-term care, 
provenance tracking, contextualisation, and public accountability—that are largely absent 
from commercially driven AI development, but essential for systems that mediate access to 
knowledge in line with democratic values. 

• Third, through these practices, cultural heritage institutions can help ensure that Public AI 
remains connected to culture, history, and public values, even as technical components 
evolve. 

• Fourth, by visibly participating in Public AI initiatives, cultural heritage institutions signal 
that these efforts are oriented toward the common good rather than commercial or 
governmental interests. This legitimating function is distinct from operational control but is 
no less important for the ecosystem's social acceptance. 
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The importance of this becomes especially evident if we consider an alternative scenario in 
which these anchoring functions are not performed by cultural heritage institutions and are left 
either unaddressed or implicitly delegated to market-driven actors, whose incentives and time 
horizons differ fundamentally from those of public knowledge institutions. 

Functional roles of cultural heritage 
institutions in a Public AI ecosystem 

If we break this overall role down to a more practical level, we can distinguish between three 
different functional roles. In line with what we have described above, the primary focus here is 
on data stewardship. 

1. Data stewardship and knowledge quality 

This is the core functional contribution of cultural heritage institutions to the Public AI 
ecosystem. Cultural heritage institutions are stewards and providers of curated, contextualised 
data, and maintainers of collections of historical facts and canonical knowledge. 

Cultural heritage institutions are already well equipped to ensure provenance, continuity, 
multilingual coverage, and contextual richness—preconditions for Public AI systems that reflect 
societal values and serve the public interest. 

Public AI models and services depend on stable reference knowledge, resistance to degradation 
over time, and sources that are not optimised solely for scale or engagement. Cultural heritage 
institutions already provide these qualities in non-AI contexts. 

This also implies that there is an enormous digitisation challenge: large parts of these 
collections remain accessible only in analogue form. This creates a public imperative for further 
digitisation, but it also raises questions about how to provide access to such information and 
knowledge in ways that primarily serve the Public AI ecosystem and do not further entrench the 
dominant commercial AI ecosystem. This is out of scope for this concept note, but we have 
previously outlined potential solutions for this dilemma in our input paper on publishing 
cultural heritage data in the age of AI. 

2. Relationship to large-scale, frontier, and specialised models 

If the core function lies within the realm of data stewardship, what does that mean for the 
relationship to the development and provision of large-scale and frontier AI models that 
dominate much of the policy conversation about the relative position of Europe vis-à-vis other 
geopolitical actors? 

Positioning cultural heritage institutions as societal anchors for the Public AI ecosystem means 
that they should not take on this role. Cultural heritage institutions are not positioned to 
develop frontier or foundation models, and should not be expected to do so. This role is much 
better suited to academic institutions and broader cross-societal research consortia that bundle 
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efforts at a much larger scale than what can possibly be provided by the cultural heritage sector 
alone. 

However, this does not mean that cultural heritage institutions should refrain from developing 
smaller and specialised AI models. While most of the current attention is on foundation and 
frontier models, there is an open space for developing or co-developing smaller, domain-specific 
models that address specific problems or serve specific constituencies. There is already ample 
precedent of experimentation and development of AI models and tools in the European cultural 
heritage sector. Embedding such efforts into a wider Public AI ecosystem should strengthen the 
capacity of cultural heritage institutions to develop systems that—in the words of Brewster 
Kahle—"are more plural, more local, more publicly oriented, and better aligned with education, 
research, and cultural access." 

This also means that there is a role for cultural heritage institutions to contribute data, 
expertise, and institutional perspective to public efforts at that level, particularly where such 
efforts rely on cultural or historical knowledge. This should happen as part of such consortia and 
not in the role of external data providers. Contributing as part of broader research consortia 
matters because it embeds data provision within shared governance, agenda-setting, and 
accountability structures, rather than reducing cultural heritage institutions to external suppliers 
of inputs for model development. Other important elements to take into consideration in this 
context are strong institutional commitments to non-exclusivity and public-interest orientation. 
Given their public mission to provide universal access to knowledge and culture, these principles 
are an important safeguard against turning stewardship over collections into leverage or control 
over how information is accessed. 

Without an overarching conceptual Public AI framing, the sector's AI adoption also risks 
reproducing past platform dependencies. The Public AI frame creates space for cultural heritage 
institutions to engage at multiple levels: as partners in broader efforts to develop open 
foundation models, and as developers of domain-specific tools and services that address the 
sector's particular needs. Both forms of engagement matter, and both depend on the sector 
acting collectively rather than as isolated institutions negotiating individually with commercial 
providers. 

3. Deployment contexts and shared governance 

While much of the current focus of discussions seems to be on how models and subsequent 
systems are built, the real site of public impact is when and how these systems are deployed 
and subsequently used. This raises the question of if and how cultural heritage institutions 
should participate in governance or oversight arrangements for Public AI deployments, 
especially in education, research, and cultural access contexts. 

If we follow the overall logic of cultural heritage institutions as anchors of the Public AI 
ecosystem, then it becomes clear that cultural heritage institutions should take up this role 
(most likely in the form of national libraries or organisations attached to them). This should take 
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the form of participation in shared governance, not unilateral oversight, as a safeguard against 
gatekeeping access to knowledge and culture. 

Enabling a European Public AI ecosystem 

When looking at the opportunity to build a Public AI ecosystem that can compete—in terms of 
relevance, adoption, and legitimacy—with commercial AI, it is evident that achieving scale is one 
of the most important preconditions. 

For Public AI initiatives to have meaningful impact, they require scale in data aggregation 
(which cannot be limited to data provided by public institutions alone but crucially needs to 
include a much wider set of publicly available data), coordination in governance, and 
interoperability across languages and jurisdictions. National or language-specific approaches 
struggle to meet these requirements alone and will therefore fail to compete for user attention. 

This means that Europeana and the common European data space for cultural heritage   are 
ideally positioned to become the convening environment for the cultural heritage sector's 
efforts to contribute to a European Public AI ecosystem. Europeana and the data space already 
operate at European scale, coordinate with heterogeneous institutional actors, and manage 
multilingual and cross-border data infrastructures. 

Such an approach is important since we are currently observing a clear focus on member state-
level initiatives, often driven by concerns about representation of smaller languages. These pose 
very real risks of duplication of effort, incompatible standards, and further amplification of 
uneven institutional capacity that results from differences in size and economic capacity. 

This points towards the need for coordination and alignment rather than centralisation, to 
create the conditions for building meaningful public alternatives in this space. 

Realising this potential requires attention to enabling conditions that cannot be created by 
individual institutions acting alone. 

In terms of infrastructure, the cultural heritage sector's contribution to Public AI depends on 
shared technical foundations: interoperable metadata standards, common APIs for data access, 
and federated systems that allow collections to be queried and aggregated without requiring 
centralised control. The common European data space for cultural heritage provides a starting 
point, but its scope and technical capacity will need to expand if it is to serve as infrastructure 
for AI-ready data provision. This does not mean that Europeana or the cultural heritage sector 
should build or operate compute infrastructure for model training—as argued above, this is not 
their role. But it does mean investing in the data infrastructure layer that connects cultural 
heritage collections to the wider Public AI ecosystem in ways that are sustainable, rights-
respecting, and aligned with public interest values. 

Equally important are partnerships that extend beyond the cultural heritage sector itself. A 
European Public AI ecosystem will require collaboration between cultural heritage institutions 
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and academic research institutions developing open models, civil society organisations working 
on AI governance and digital rights, public service media and educational institutions as 
deployment contexts, and European-level bodies such as the Commission and relevant agencies 
that can provide policy frameworks and funding. These partnerships should be structured 
around shared governance rather than service relationships. Cultural heritage institutions should 
participate as partners with voice in agenda-setting, not merely as data suppliers responding to 
external demands. Europeana's existing relationships with aggregators, member state 
institutions, and European policy actors provide a foundation for convening such partnerships, 
but this convening function would need to be more explicitly oriented toward the Public AI 
agenda. 

The combination of European-level coordination, shared infrastructure, and cross-sectoral 
partnerships constitutes the enabling environment within which cultural heritage institutions 
can fulfil the anchoring and stewardship roles described in the previous sections. 

Public AI as a framework for continued 
alignment work 

In summary, this note proposes Public AI as a conceptual orientation—not a programme or 
blueprint—that helps Europeana situate AI within its public mission. If Public AI does indeed 
require institutional anchoring, then Europeana and Europe's cultural heritage institutions are 
uniquely positioned to take up this role. Within a Public AI stack, cultural heritage institutions 
are primarily positioned at the data layer, with secondary roles in shared software and tooling, 
and a more limited role in model development and operation. 

With this in mind, we hope that this framing can complement the Alignment Assembly outcomes 
and help inform the forthcoming AI Alignment white paper. This contribution is not meant as a 
holistic argument but should be read as leaving space for experimentation, iteration, or 
disagreement. It is an invitation to think institutionally about AI as a new socio-cultural 
technology and to ground Europeana's and the cultural heritage sector's AI alignment in public 
values and infrastructures through dialogue at the European level. 
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About THIS DOCUMENT 

This concept note was commissions by Europeana Foundation as input for the drafting process 
of a white paper on the impact of generative AI on the European cultural heritage sector, which 
resulted in June 2026 in the publication of Making Public AI reality: How cultural heritage can 
lead the way 

Open Future is a European think tank that develops new approaches to an open internet that 
maximize societal benefits of shared data, knowledge and culture. 

Paul Keller is a co-founder and director of policy at Open Future. His work focuses on the 
intersection of copyright policy and emerging technologies. He works on policies and systems 
that improve access to knowledge and culture and protect the digital public sphere. 

  

This report is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License.
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