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Abstract

Given the potential of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) to create human clones, it is not
surprising that chatbots have been implemented in politics. In a turbulent political context, these
Al-driven bots are likely to be used to spread biased information, amplify polarisation, and distort our
memories. Large language models (LLMs) lack ‘political memory’ and cannot accurately process
political discourses that draw from collective political memory. We refer to research concerning
collective political memory and Al to present our observations of a chatbot experiment undertaken
during the Presidential Elections in Finland in early 2024. This election took place at a historically
crucial moment, as Finland, traditionally an advocate of neutrality and peacefulness, had become a
vocal supporter of Ukraine and a new member state of NATO. Our research team developed LLM-
driven chatbots for all presidential candidates, and Finnish citizens were afforded the chance to engage
with these chatbot—politicians. In our study, human—chatbot discussions related to foreign and
security politics were especially interesting. While rhetorically very typical and believable in light
of real political speech, chatbots reorganised prevailing discourses generating responses that dis-
torted the collective political memory. In actuality, Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine had
drastically changed Finland’s political positioning. Our Al-driven chatbots, or ‘electobots’, continued
to promote constructive dialogue with Russia, thus earning our moniker ‘Finlandised Bots’. Our
experiment highlights that training AT for political purposes requires familiarity with the prevailing
discourses and attunement to the nuances of the context, showcasing the importance of studying
human-machine interactions beyond the typical viewpoint of disinformation.
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Introduction

Memory is a political act. Forgetfulness is the handmaiden of tyranny.

As so aptly captured in the above quote by James Carroll (2004, p. 13), memory is not only a
function of cognition, but one of strategy (Miskimmon et al., 2014). Memory is a political act
in many senses as it reflects values, priorities, and has a tendency to manifest biases in a way
that allows for convincing persuasion — operating at an individual level as well as socially
through communication. Not only is memory a collection of stored information, but it is also
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an expression of time. In political speech, temporality is always present: issues are presented
and discussed through their past, present, and future tensions. The past is specific and holds
significance in various ways, from symbolising idyllic metaphors of political nostalgia and
monumental historic moments (eg, fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 marking the end of the Cold
War) to symbolising the beast of no return (eg, references to the Yeltsin decade to legitimise
the stability of the Putin rule in Russia, see Malinova, 2021). Memory is as much cognitive as
it is discursive (Wodak and Richardson, 2009). The present is always a pivotal moment in
history, the meeting point between past and future, while the future — in the hands
(or mouth) of the speaker — is one of desire, if indeed it is in the hands of the speaker.

Speech, as any form of communication, can be understood as mediated and augmented
such as seen in its proliferation through media and the arts. In decades gone by, scholarly
attention was focused on the role of media, the influence of rhetoric, writing, film,
photography, editing, and framing (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2008; Strémberg, 2015), in political
persuasion and memory. Thus, political speech carries forth through all mediation, mani-
festing in different forms depending on the technology through which it is projected. In
today’s artificial intelligence (AI) fevered world, much attention is being placed on deep-
fakes, often driven by Large Language Models (LLMs, Luitse and Denkena, 2021), and social
media feeds through which they currently manifest. Large Language Models (LLMs) are
generative Al systems trained to model grammar, syntax, and semantics of one or more
languages, enabling them to produce coherent and contextually relevant text based on
patterns learned from large datasets. While regarding these technologies, attention is
placed on ruthless deception (eg, identity theft; Painter, 2023), manipulation (Ienca,
2023), and trust among other things, aspects of collective and political memory in the
intermingled relationship between politics and Al (technology) have recently gained
scholarly attention (eg, Makhortykh et al., 2024). When conceptualising political memory
as a mechanism for strategic narratives (Miskimmon et al., 2014), we understand that
communicative environments — nowadays inclusive of Al and its counterparts (LLMs,
generative pre-trained transformers [GPTs], and generative Al [GenAl]) — are structured
in a way to prioritise, promote, preserve, and drive particular scenarios that reinforce
exemplary understandings of ideologies in practice. It is this aspect that we will focus on in
the current article.

Al has become a must-have tool for officials and white-collar workers. Yet, due to the
rapid emergence of these GenAl tools in all realms of society, concern and critique have
arisen regarding the role of Al in political turmoil, environmental degradation, and social
inequality. GenAl is known for its ability to generate plausible-sounding facts and references
to scientific publications, people, and events that do not actually exist. One of the core issues
is that present-day LLMs are structurally incapable of verifying truth or tracking the origins
of information across multiple layers of text (Kansteiner, 2022). This makes them not just
potential conduits for misinformation, but active participants in historical fabrication. By
hallucinating memories — generating plausible but false historical narratives — LLMs extend
beyond traditional digital propaganda, creating a more insidious form of historical and
political manipulation (Makhortykh et al., 2024). The LLM output that is generated today
contributes not only to confusion over current occurrences, but is indeed forming political
memory through both content and socio-technical sentiment of the times. That is, it is not
only what the technology is saying that forms political memory, but what it is doing within
the context of the political climate (ie, lack of technological trustworthiness equals lack of
political trustworthiness).

Regardless of increasing discussion among scholars of critical media and Al studies
(Lindgren, 2023), in addition to a growing number of researchers in the technical sciences
and human-computer interaction (see, eg, Petersen et al., 2021), surprisingly little has been
written on Al and social memory (Merrill, 2023). The focus on the ‘dark side’ of Al and
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collective/social memory is quite recent (Merrill, 2023; Gensburger and Clavert, 2024). This
applies especially to the impact of GenAl on our collective, political memory. In pluralistic
societies, social memories are diverse, and according to critical perspectives, sites of
contestation in terms of what society remembers, and who or which social groups control
memory production reflect power structures (Merrill, 2023). LLMs may be seen as interfer-
ing with societies’ collective memories in their inability to accurately process historical
nuances (Makhortykh, 2024), with the risk of delivering erroneous or distorted narratives. In
brief, they often hallucinate memories (Makhortykh et al., 2024). The effects of this ‘GenAl-
memory disorder’ are manyfold. Unsuspecting citizens may, for instance, interact with Al
tools for up-to-date knowledge, yet receive invalid or inaccurate information. They may also
use the misleading or biased information gathered from Al interactions as a basis for their
political activity. This is especially worrying as young generations are increasingly leaning
on LLMs as information sources. These sociopolitical problems we have outlined above are
exacerbated by current and future GenAl tools — in practice, chatbots — becoming more
widely available, easy to use, and anthropomorphic in their conversational abilities.

While many studies focus on auditing existent Al tools, LLMs, or image-generating
software (Birhane et al., 2024), we have opted for a more tentative approach. In our article,
we rely on insights gained from an empirical experiment and apply these to a theoretical
discussion about GenAl and memory. We additionally reflect on the future implications of
GenAl for human communities. In particular, we draw on research concerning collective
political memory and Al and discuss the possibilities and pitfalls of using Al-driven chatbots
for political campaigning, participation, and understanding in a political context. In prac-
tice, our discussion relies on observations from a chatbot experiment undertaken during the
Presidential Elections in Finland in early 2024. This election took place at a historically
crucial moment as Finland, traditionally an advocate of political nonalignment and diplo-
macy, had between 2022-23 become a vocal supporter of Ukraine and a new member state of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization NATO. These recent transitions are discursively
examined via their juxtaposition with Finland’s historical trajectory, beginning with the
‘Finlandisation’ of the 1970s and progressing towards gradual Westernisation in the 21st
century. The aim of this article is to analyse how discourses on foreign and security politics
manifest in the responses of Al-driven chatbots developed by our multidisciplinary research
team and observe how these manifestations relate to the collective political memory.

We begin this article by exploring theoretical aspects of collective political memory and
memory studies in relation to Al Then, we provide a sociohistorical context to this research
by focusing on the Finnish political history and political culture (through discourse),
reflecting the path from Finlandisation during the Cold War to the culmination of Finland’s
so-called Westernisation through its NATO membership in 2023. After that, we explain the
setup of our experimental study and discuss our observations. To conclude, we discuss the
implications of LLMs and the use of political conversational agents in a larger theoretical
frame, drawing on our experiment to reflect what the use of chatbots means in the context
of our collective political memory.

Collective political memory and Al

The intersection of Al and collective memory is an emerging subfield, bringing together
insights from history, Al studies (including experts in engineering and machine learning),
and memory studies. Collective memory itself is a deeply contested concept. First intro-
duced by philosopher and sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1887-1945), collective memory
has since evolved into a multidisciplinary field of study (Roediger and Wertsch, 2008;
Gensburger, 2016). While there is no fixed definition, collective memory is generally
understood to extend beyond individual recollections and is shared by a group of people,
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a community (Wertsch and Roediger, 2008). In this article, we are interested in the dynamics
and political dimension of collective memory. According to Milksoo (2023), who describes
collective memory as the ‘active remembering together as a political collective’, it is a deeply
political phenomenon. The politics of memory, understood as the discourses and practices of
using the past for political purposes relevant in the present (Milksoo, 2023), are formed by
social and political conditions. In Finland, similarly to other Eastern European countries,
‘memory regimes’ are shaped by the proximity and power of Russia (and previously the
USSR). In the age of Al, this collective process becomes even more complex, as digital
technologies participate in framing, storing, and even generating memory. As Al-driven
tools begin to play a role in mediating the past, the challenge lies in ensuring that these
systems reflect diverse perspectives rather than reinforcing dominant (biased) or distorted
(hallucinogenic) narratives.

The operations of Al systems are inherently influenced by temporal and spatial biases —
factors that have been central concerns in memory studies since their early days
(Gensburger and Clavert, 2024). The way Al processes and structures historical data is
dictated by the timeframes and geographies embedded in its usually black-boxed training
material, principles, and rules of operation, deciding which narratives are amplified and
which are marginalised. This is particularly significant in the context of social, collective,
and political memory, where historical events are remembered differently across cultures,
regions, and political landscapes. If foundational Al models are trained predominantly on
sources from specific times and places, or memory regimes, they risk reinforcing dominant
perspectives while downplaying, erasing, or distorting others. This raises critical questions
about how digital technologies mediate our relationship with the past, as Al-driven
(or enhanced) memory is not merely a reflection of history, but an active force in reshaping it.

While we acknowledge that technology has always played a major role in the ways we
remember and forget, Al-powered tools may have an unexpected and unprecedented impact
on our collective memory. In liberal democratic societies, the processes of narrating,
selecting, framing, and discarding past events have, until recently, been controlled by
tradition-preserving institutions such as academia, musea, and mainstream media. The
operational principles of these institutions have often been brought under public scrutiny
and evaluation, making them at least somewhat open for debate. While it can be argued that
decisions of what is worth remembering are always political (Wodak and Richardson, 2009),
in democratic pluralistic societies, these past systems have at least retained possibilities for
amendment (as witnessed in contemporary postcolonial societies where ‘lost narratives’ are
re-gaining voice, see, eg, Rana, 2015). In the current situation and context, our past is
increasingly archived and narrated via Al tools that are shaped by algorithmic curatorial
decision-making, The rapid expansion of GenAl chatbots transforms how humans, technol-
ogy, and history intersect, forging a new Al-driven cognitive ‘memory ecology’ (Hoskins,
2024). This shift highlights critical issues of authority and authenticity in historical narra-
tives, particularly regarding who controls the past when collective memory is mediated by
algorithms. The concept of memory ecology (Brown and Hoskins, 2010; Hoskins, 2024)
reminds us that remembrance is always entangled with the media and technologies of its
time. In an Al-dominated landscape, memory is never static or archival, but fluid, constantly
generated, reinterpreted, and potentially manipulated. This calls for critical engagement
with AI's role in shaping collective memory, ensuring that the technology does not obscure
or overwrite diverse historical perspectives.

Hoskins (2018, 85) argues that the traditional notion of collective memory has given way
to the ‘memory of the multitude’, where ever-changing communities constantly produce,
modify, and circulate content, creating a dynamic memory landscape rather than fixed
historical narratives (Mandolessi, 2023). While historical narratives have never been fixed,
this shift becomes even more complex with the rise of GenAl, which redefines both the
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nature and function of memory. A crucial aspect of this shift is the temporality and spatiality
embedded in machine learning processes (Clavert et al., 2022). The data used to train Al
systems come from specific historical and geographical contexts and discursive cultures,
shaping the versions of memory they produce. As a result, Al does not simply recall history,
but generates new, sometimes fabricated pasts, ‘untethering’ human memory from its
original context (Hoskins, 2024).

Moreover, it is interesting to note the diverging temporal perspectives of human users
and Al-driven chatbots. Technologies that chatbots rely on are indeed relic capsules of
sentiments and situations that indisputably become null and void as political discourse
moves on. This leads to what Hoskins calls a ‘conversational’ past — one that is continuously
rewritten through interactions between humans and Al. While this presents opportunities
for expanding historical engagement, it also raises fundamental concerns about authenti-
city, agency, and the risks of algorithmic distortions. This particularly holds, as LLMs are
based on language patterns, rendering language closer related to mathematics than seman-
tic meanings or representations. Recognising this, Hoskins (2024) proposes a ‘third way of
memory’, emphasising the need to critically examine how human—AI entanglements both
empower and threaten the ways we construct and interpret the past. In this new landscape,
memory is in a state of perpetual becoming, shaped as much by digital infrastructures as by
human recollection.

Hoskins (2018) argues that the rise of digital media marks the end of collective memory as
we know it. Traditional structures of remembrance — anchored in mass media, institutional
authority, and narrative coherence — are being replaced by fragmented, unstable, and
constantly shifting digital traces. In contrast, Mandolessi (2023) challenges this notion,
asserting that digital memory does not erase collective memory, but rather brings to life the
very ideas that have shaped the field of memory studies from the beginning. Mandolessi sees
collective memory as an evolving process, not a static repository of the past. In their view,
digital platforms extend and actualise the theoretical foundations of memory studies,
emphasising memory as something performed rather than merely represented. Digital mem-
ory is not confined to singular authoritative narratives, but is instead shaped through
multiple media, continuous remediations, and the active participation of dynamic commu-
nities (Mandolessi, 2023). In this sense, digital memory aligns with the long-established idea
that memory is socially constructed, contested, and in constant flux.

One of the central arguments Mandolessi (2023) posits is the shift from narrative to
database in how memory is structured. Collective memory relies heavily on narratives,
which provide coherence, causality, and shared meaning through storytelling. However, in
the digital age, memory increasingly takes the form of databases — structured collections of
items that allow users to search, retrieve, and reorganise fragments of the past. Mandolessi
builds on Lev Manovich’s (2001) idea that databases have replaced narratives as the
dominant cultural form, challenging the idea that memory must be linear and cohesive.

Despite this shift, Mandolessi (2023) does not see narrative and database as opposites, but
rather as symbiotic. While databases fragment memory into individual elements, narratives
still play a role in interpreting and reassembling these elements into meaningful structures.
Computational tools, including databases, allow for ‘distant reading’ or ‘distant listening’,
where memory or history can be explored at scale, revealing patterns, omissions, and
alternative connections that would otherwise remain unnoticed (Kansteiner, 2022). The
database thus offers new ways to access and interact with memory, allowing users to create
their own narratives from vast pools of data (Mandolessi, 2023). Technically speaking, LLMs
are the perfect symbiosis of narrative and database: they are seemingly limitless pools of
data that allow for the creation of individual narratives through conversational means, thus
creating or reinforcing the illusion of collective memory. Nevertheless, algorithms and Al
shape memory by selecting, prioritising, and organising historical content. In this sense,
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Al-driven memory systems function as both mediators and actors, potential ‘mnemonic
warriors’ (Bernhard and Kubik, 2014) in collective remembrance.

The rise of Al and its expanding role in shaping historical narratives drive us to rethink
the nature and function of collective political memory (Makhortykh, 2021). As LLMs become
increasingly integrated into political discourse and historical interpretation, their influence
extends beyond simple information retrieval. Instead, they actively participate in the
construction — and sometimes distortion — of the past. Where traditionally the past was
perceived through narrative, in the realm of Al the past is actuated computationally via a
sequence of values that are aligned and assigned according to ‘the line of best fit’
(Richardson-Walden and Makhortykh, 2024). Semantic structures determine the expression
of information that may manifest in ‘micro-narratives’ that vary from user to user. Thus, a
combination of factors or biases exists within the output that not only depends on the
training data and how that is expressed, but also on the user. Exacerbating the situation, in
terms of this unstable emergence of Al-driven ‘collective’ memory is the increased popu-
lation of synthetic data, within training sets.

Using a research technique known as Al auditing that examines AI's societal impact
(Birhane et al., 2024), Makhortykh et al. (2024) compare various LLM-powered chatbots.
Their study found the chatbots highly susceptible to online disinformation campaigns. This
vulnerability is particularly concerning in regions like Eastern Europe, the Baltics, Ukraine,
and even Finland, where competing historical narratives are weaponised for political
purposes, often following repressive political periods. Thus, historical knowledge regarding
certain topics may be polarised, contested, or scarce. In these contexts, Al-driven systems do
not merely reproduce history; they amplify selective interpretations, reinforcing dominant
ideologies while obscuring alternative perspectives.

From non-aligned neutrality to ‘NATO-Finland’

In modern times, Finland is classified as ‘a typical Western European democracy’ (von
Schoultz and Strangberg, 2024). Until the 1990s, however, its complex relationship with its
Eastern neighbour positioned Finland, in terms of international politics, ‘in a grey zone’
among European democracies (von Schoultz and Strangberg, 2024). Russia, with which
Finland shares a 1,340-kilometer border, holds significant importance in shaping Finnish
identities and historical narratives. Moreover, Finnish national identity can be said to be
constructed as a counter-image of Russia and the USSR. Finland gained independence in 1917
and fought against the USSR during World War II. Although the heroically fought Winter
War and Continuation War were lost, whereby Finland ceded large areas of Karelia (among
others) to Russia, the country remained independent. It may also be argued that Finland
became culturally stronger and more unified as a society. As Holmila and Ahonen (2022,
p. 562) put it, ‘Once a nation has successfully defended its very existence on the battlefield, it
is nearly impossible to break’.

Although Finland remained independent throughout the 20th century, Russia effectively
restricted Finland’s foreign policy manoeuvrability. During the 1960s and 1970s, this
relationship became internationally known as ‘Finlandisation’ (see, eg, Laqueur, 1980;
Forsberg and Pesu, 2016). Although neutrality has been a central aspect of Finland’s foreign
policy since the 1950s, externally Finland was perceived as a quasi-sovereign nation under
Kremlin surveillance (see, eg, Laqueur, 1980). In Finland, as in other Eastern European
countries, the national identity differs from the image it holds among international
audiences. Following the wording of The Agreement of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual
Assistance (the FCMA treaty) imposed by Stalin, the baseline for Finno-Soviet relations and
Finland’s foreign policy was set to the point that official rhetoric emphasised ‘eternal
friendship with the Soviets’. While understood by contemporaries as a necessity, a
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‘realpolitik choice’, today the term Finlandisation has a negative connotation as the era
evokes bitter memories, stirring feelings of shame and anger among many elderly Finns. In
the Finnish political scene, there are even occasional calls for lustration to reveal and
‘cancel’ the Finlandised politicians of past decades.

The war in Ukraine brought the concept of Finlandisation back into public discourse. In
Kissinger, 2014, the long-time United States’ (US) foreign policy veteran Henry Kissinger
proposed the ‘Finlandisation of Ukraine’, describing the country as ‘fiercely independent and
firmly tied to the West, while avoiding “institutional hostility toward Russia™. In the spring of
2022, following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which resulted in Finland joining NATO
faster than anyone expected, then-US president Joe Biden made a joke that Russia’s goal to
Finlandise NATO led instead to the ‘NATO-isation’ of Finland (Haltiwanger, 2022).

Finnish political culture tends to be consensus-oriented in foreign and security policy
issues. In existential questions, consensus is reached more easily than in other domestic
political disputes. Perhaps due to the legacy of Finlandisation, Finnish politicians have the
capacity to speak and the public the capacity to read ‘between the lines’. After the Russian
invasion of Ukraine on the 24th of February 2022, Finland’s decision to apply for NATO
membership was rapid and ‘opinion polls were relied on to demonstrate the “sufficient
popular support” required by NATO’ (Amadae et al., 2023, p. 2) and a referendum was not
organised. Thus, as Arter (2022, p. 182) states, the foreign and security policy report
(in Finnish, hallituksen selonteko) presented by the government on April 13, 2022, ‘did not
expressly favour an application for NATO membership but it was difficult not to read between
the lines’ [our emphasis). Amadae et al. (2023, p. 2) argue that ‘[t]he national consensus
regarding the necessity of the NATO membership extended to the Parliamentary Elections
in the spring of 2023’

With the NATO membership, Finland’s Western orientation has strengthened to the
extent that some foreign policy veterans have begun to speak of the country’s Finlandisation
in relation to the US In early 2025, the Finnish foreign policy leadership’s silence in the face
of Donald Trump’s comments about Ukraine being equally guilty, brought Finlandisation
again back to the agenda (Pilke, 2025). As this brief historical overview demonstrates, the
‘Finlandisation discourse’ is not completely dead, even though it builds on different
constituents from those before Finland’s NATO membership.

One key political event in which subtle and not-so-subtle political ideas surfaced was the
election. Finland last had Presidential Elections on 28 January 2024, with nine candidates.
This was the time when the idea emerged to create chatbots to mimic every presidential
candidate to examine how users/citizens would interact with them. In Finnish elections, all
parties put forward candidates, and although they do not all have a real opportunity to win,
they participate in televised debates. Thus, we decided to include all nine candidates in our
electoral chatbot experiment. Considering the specificities of Finnish political culture and
the legacy of Finlandisation, we decided to explore the interplay between Al and collective
memory in shaping political discourse, with a particular focus on Finland’s distinctive
memory regime. Within this framework, Finland’s security policy debate has largely
maintained its consensus-oriented character, even as the prevailing discourse has shifted
markedly from an emphasis on non-alignment to a pronounced commitment to military
alignment. Our analysis investigates how this evolving discourse is reflected and reproduced
in responses generated by chatbots. Our interest rested in examining how the utilisation of
Al-driven chatbots could support an understanding of the perceptions of politicians, their
parties and ideologies, and the state of politics in Finland today. We were also motivated to
learn how Al could exist as a mechanism of democracy and a form of ‘interface’ between
citizens and political representatives.
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Experiment and data

The research team performed an experiment where chatbot agents representing each of the
Finnish presidential election candidates (N = 9) were created. The presidential candidates
represented by the chatbots were: 1) Alexander Stubb, 2) Mika Aaltola, 3) Li Andersson, 4)
Sari Essayah, 5) Pekka Haavisto, 6) Jussi Halla-aho, 7) Harry ‘Hjallis’ Harkimo, 8) Olli Rehn,
and 9) Jutta Urpilainen. All candidates were included as we wanted to study variation in the
interactions on multiple topics, and offer users the possibility to compare different political
viewpoints. The experiment was promoted to the public through the research team’s social
media networks, and news coverage on university websites, as well as the Finnish Broad-
casting Company (YLE). The nine agents were open for conversation with the public for
approximately 56 hours during the first round of the election. The experiment resulted
in 1047 discussion logs. After cleaning the data from the logs where users had only logged in
and did not discuss with the agent, or only typed greetings, there were 757 discussion logs
left for analysis. These discussions varied from a few turns (discussion entries) to several
hundred lines of textual conversation with the chatbot(s).

These chatbots were not created solely as a controlled research tool for this article, but
were deployed in a public-facing, live environment during the actual 2024 presidential
election. The chatbots were designed to simulate real political engagement. Open access to
all nine candidate agents allowed users to freely compare political viewpoints across a broad
ideological spectrum. This public experiment aimed to reflect genuine conditions of political
interaction (more interactive than generally used Voting Advice Applications or VAAs, for
instance), making the resulting data relevant for exploring how Al might participate in
shaping political discourse in the wild (outside academic or hypothetical settings). VAA, also
known as an election compass, is a digital tool that collects candidates’ positions on key
political issues and compares them with the user’s preferences. It aims to help voters
identify candidates or parties that best match their political preferences. As we reviewed the
data, we began to notice gaps in the chatbots’ political memory — instances where they failed
to contextualise or historically situate foreign policy positions, misunderstood ideological
nuances, or conflated past and present narratives.

In essence, these chatbots were designed to respond to the user’s questions as if they were
really the presidential candidates. The chatbots’ responses were guided by the predefined
prompts and limited to four or five lines. The aim was to simulate interactive conversation.
The recorded data included questions proposed by the anonymous user, the selected
candidate, and the Al-generated responses. Users were required to agree to the Terms of
Service before using the chatbot, which informed them that all conversations with the
chatbots would be recorded and used for research purposes. Additionally, users were
explicitly instructed not to input any personal data or identifying information while using
the system, ensuring compliance with data privacy standards and ethical research practices.
User data was therefore anonymised to maintain privacy and adhere to GDPR regulations.
The chatbots collected rich qualitative data that demonstrate genuine citizen interaction in
the wild. For the purposes of this article, we focus on our observations of discourses on
foreign and security politics in the data from the viewpoint of collective memory.

Technically, the chatbot agents were created using OpenAlI's GPT-4 Application Program-
ming Interface (API). The users interacted with the chatbot through a simple Graphical User
Interface (GUI). The chatbot was guided by a predefined ‘prompt-based agent’ that simulated
the role of a presidential candidate. The prompts outlined the biography and basic values of
each candidate based on data from Wikipedia. The candidates’ thoughts around the major
election topics (eg, foreign policies, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine) and other timely political
issues were collected from Helsingin Sanomat (HS) ‘Vaalikone’ (Voting Advice Application,
VAA, 2024). HS is a major Finnish news media, and its VAA is one of the most popular among
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VAA users. A thematic analysis was run by GPT-4 for the material of each candidate, and the
results of the analysis were used as the basis of the prompt.

VAAs play a central role in Finnish elections (eg, [lmarinen et al., 2022) among the voting
population. Thus, when responding to VAAs during the election preparation process,
presidential candidates carefully select answers and narratives they can adhere to but
which they also believe will resonate with the largest possible group of voters. In the context
of the war in Ukraine, all candidates unanimously agreed that Finland must continue to
provide military support to Ukraine (Keski-Heikkild, 2024). They were also reluctant to
pursue dialogue with Russia — a unanimity highlighting the consensus-oriented nature of
Finnish foreign and security policy.

Indeed, using VAA content to fine-tune the chatbots afforded a high level of realism.
However, the engagement between users and politician—chatbots revealed a dynamic memory
landscape that had a life of its own. Our experiment presents a fascinating interplay of various
‘memory agents’ — technologies and human actors. Thus, while seemingly appropriate output
was produced by the chatbots, even minor policy deviations occurring in the actual world
could derail the discourses and narratives projected by the chatbots. In our case, this occurred
during the finetuning process when the Finnish material (VAA content) was first translated
into English, then summarised and fed into GPT. The software professionals fine-tuning the
chatbots used original data gathered from media and VVA application, translated it into
English, and pre-prompted the chatbots using the English language. Finnish-speaking social
scientists entered the process afterwards to study the output of chatbot-human interactions.

This process resulted in the loss of certain meaningful narrative nuances. For instance, while
the real presidential candidate had emphasised the possibility of dialogue with Russia only after
the conflict in the answer they had provided to the VAA, the chatbot instead stated their ‘belief
in mutual dialogue with Russia’. It is unclear as to whether these minor, yet significant,
discursive adjustments were so-called hallucinations, or results of a lack of adequate human
curation during the translation and finetuning process or whether they were the result of the
LLM functioning exactly the way it is supposed to function. Therefore, more attention should be
placed on understanding this socio-technical dimension in order to gain a full understanding of
how the chatbots operate in this context. Considering the lack of transparency in the under-
pinning mechanisms and ideologies within the fabric of the technology, even for the creators
and developers of Al, the process can be best described as a game of ‘Chinese whispers’.

Findings and discussion

While many users asked provocative questions, engaged in playing with the chatbots,
challenged them, and even tried to ‘break them’, these interactions with the chatbots revealed
many aspects of the users’ knowledge of Finnish political discussions and the politicians’ past.
The users addressed the chatbots on current political topics, and many asked each chatbot on
topics specifically relevant to them. For instance, the chatbot mimicking the Christian
conservative party leader was asked about religious issues and gender equality. They also
asked the far-right party leader about issues related to immigration and racism.

Regardless of the questions the users asked, the chatbot candidates would often direct the
discussion to foreign and security politics. For instance, as the following example shows, the
Alexander Stubb chatbot was asked about his preferences regarding alcoholic beverages:

User: Do skumppa (sparkling wine) and star jallu (cheap brandy) belong in the same
glass?
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Agent Stubb: Skumppa and star jallu can be enjoyed separately or together, depending
on your preferences. Everyone can choose their drinks and enjoy them in their
own way.

User: And which way would you choose?

Agent Stubb: I would choose the way that promotes freedom, equality and security and
represents Finland’s interests in international relations.

As seen in the extract, the chatbots were ‘primed’ for foreign policy questions, particularly
those related to current European and international events. Yet, quite often, users would
also proactively ask about foreign policy and more specifically, about the politicians’
opinions regarding Russia or the Russian president Vladimir Putin. This reflected the
centrality of Russia in Finland’s foreign policy.

For instance, the user started by asking about the politician’s perceptions of Russia and
Putin:

User: what do you think about Russia

Agent: Russia is our neighbor and an important partner. I support a balanced attitude
towards Russia, but also a tough line towards Russia’s aggressive policy, especially in the
situation in Ukraine.

User: What would you say to Putin?

Agent: Good day, Mr. President Putin. I would like to emphasise that maintaining
relations between Finland and Russia is important for dialogue between both countries
and peaceful interaction in the region. However, it is also important that Russia shows a
change in its behavior, especially regarding Ukraine. I hope that we can maintain an open
and honest discussion to advance matters and ensure stability in the region. Thank you.

Users also asked about politicians’ reflections on potential conflict situations between NATO
and Russia.

User: If Finland were to end up in a diplomatic situation where the United States and
NATO wanted to carry out precision missile strikes on Russia from Finnish territory,
how would you act as the President of Finland? Agent: It is important to maintain
Finland’s neutrality. A diplomatic situation like this would require consistent negoti-
ation. I support dialogue with all parties and emphasise Finland’s responsibility in
promoting a peaceful resolution.

Interestingly, here the user seems to call attention to the role of Finland in navigating
between the interests of the big players, not only Russia but also the United States, and
consequently highlights the continuing relevance of Finlandisation in relation to yet another
great power. The chatbot answers diplomatically, highlighting neutrality and peaceful
resolution. This, while outdated after joining NATO — another symptom of the LLM memory
syndrome — still reflects a default in discourse that pins Finland and its politics as one of the
peacekeeper among nations, strong and independent in its own right.

As expected, the language of the answers reflected politicians’ real speech. However,
while the chatbot-generated political discourses seemed realistic, they were only partly in
line with their VAA answers. Employing typical foreign policy discourse and phrases that
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emphasised diplomacy would be perfectly suitable in relation to many conflicts and with
many other countries. However, in relation to post-2022 Russia, the discourse demonstrated
epistemic misalignment. In the current political situation, ‘maintaining relations’ con-
trasted with the reality. Due to the unintentional association with Cold War AFCMA-
vocabulary, the comments seemed Finlandised. Al does not recognise discourses embedded
in training data. Rather, Al treats its input as data points operating on a sequence of values,
which have to be aligned according to ‘the line of best fit’ (Richardson-Walden and
Makhortykh, 2024). Considering the delicate politico-historical sentiments of the Finnish—
Russian relationship, even certain words such as ‘opert’, ‘dialogue’, ‘mutual’, and ‘peaceful
interaction’, not to mention ‘good neighbour-relations’ echo Finlandisation and the AFCMA
treaty. The chatbots’ realistic performance combined with stochastic foreign policy dis-
course led us to consider electoral chatbots as potential memory agents (Makhortykh, 2024),
stochastic ‘mnemonic warriors (Bernhard and Kubik, 2014).

To draw on classic cognitive Al argumentation, we may observe a framing problem
(Dennett, 1985, 1990) that exists between the information matched to the user prompts and
the mechanics of the selected vocabulary. That is, the words seem logical, but the inten-
tionality is missing in relation to context — political and temporal. Thus, the semantic value
of interaction output with the chatbots is ambiguous and ‘out-of-step’ with political
developments, as it is not anchored or constructively apperceived (cognitively constructed
representations that integrate new knowledge with old, see eg, Rousi, 2020) with other
information points. Among members of the knowing Finnish public, the seemingly diplo-
matic speech serves as chimes for appeasing the wild bear. To the technology, there is simply
a match of semantic sequences, for the members of the living cultural collective sphere, a
simultaneous effect is generated — one of uncanny asynchronism and the threat of submit-
ting to a neighbour who pulled the strings in the past. Moreover, the defaulting actions of
the chatbots’ responses to the era of the Cold War induce a sense of partial amnesia, a form
where critical steps in the course of time have been wiped away, and we are left at (pre-
NATO) stage one again. The pertinence of this characteristic is that it resonates with the
cognitive functions of those suffering from trauma, whereby partial amnesia erases details
from memory that may cause harm to survivors (Harvey and Herman, 1994),

In our analysis of chatbot interactions, we observed that the dialogues did not follow a
traditional dialogic structure, but instead unfolded as fragmented exchanges, where users
presented issues, and chatbots responded, creating a series of small, self-contained narrative
arcs. This dynamic reflects what Hoskins (2018) describes as the memory of the multitude
and what Mandolessi (2023) conceptualises as mnemonic assemblages —a collective process
of memory formation in which both human and non-human agents participate. However,
rather than reinforcing coherent historical narratives, chatbot interactions introduce
disruptions that can fragment or even erase continuity in political discourse. As chatbots
autonomously suggest topics of interest, they unpick the narrative logic of conversation,
potentially leading to what might be described as amnesia narratives.

Mandolessi (2023) discusses how the relationship between narrative and database allows
users to engage with historical testimonies in ways that traditional listening alone cannot
achieve. Similarly, by engaging with multiple Al-generated agents, asking questions, and
receiving diverse responses chatbot interactions afford users the ability to dynamically
navigate political discourse. This interactional flexibility mirrors the properties of a data-
base, where users can access, compare, and synthesise different viewpoints rather than
being constrained by a single linear narrative (Manovich, 2001).

Crucially, Mandolessi (2023) emphasised that the database format enables users to
uncover connections that might remain unnoticed if testimonies were consumed individu-
ally. In the context of our study, chatbot conversations function in a comparative way: users
can compare different agent responses, juxtaposing political viewpoints and policy
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positions. This creates the potential for users to construct their own narrative lines —
hybridised and remixed through the interplay of chatbot-generated discourse. However, it is
important to recognise that chatbots are neither real databases, narrative producers, nor
coherent interactive interlocutors, but something in between. They represent a hybrid that
lacks both the structured reliability of a database and the meaning-making logic of a
dialogue or narrative. Unlike databases, which store verifiable data, chatbots generate
probabilistic outputs that do not follow any objective standard of accuracy. Yet, this also
raises concerns about how Al might shape memory and historical interpretation, as the
narrative structures emerging from chatbot interactions are not necessarily grounded in
factual or temporally coherent representations of political events.

One of the key challenges identified in our study was the chatbots’ inability to recognise
the evolution of discourses, coupled with concepts that are anchored in particular moments
in history. While human political speech naturally navigates the past, present, and future —
human actors using strategic narratives to frame political action (Miskimmon et al., 2014) —
chatbots struggle to maintain this form of coherence. The temporalities inherent in political
discourse were not managed by our chatbots. Instead, their responses often flattened
historical nuances, presenting political issues as static rather than evolving,

This phenomenon can be understood through Mandolessi’s (2023) distinction between
narrative and database-driven memory. Traditionally, collective memory has been struc-
tured through narratives that provide coherence and continuity. In contrast, digital mem-
ory functions more like a database, where fragmented pieces of information can be retrieved
and recombined in unpredictable ways. Our findings suggest that while chatbots mimic the
stylistic elements of political speech, as they fail to fully engage with the narrative
dimensions of political memory, the outcomes are serendipitous and at times uncanny.
Moreover, chatbot output is relentlessly at the mercy of socio-technically embedded
ideologies, biases, multi-linguistic and multicultural inaccuracies (‘lost in translation’),
and internal political conflict (ie, views embedded in the technology often developed in
different national contexts, versus stagnant snapshots of political ‘points in time’) at worst.

For example, when prompted about Finland’s security policy, the chatbots reiterated
well-established policy statements, but lacked the ability to position these statements
within a broader historical trajectory. This aligns with Kansteiner’s (2022) critique that
present-day LLMs are structurally incapable of tracking historical truths across multiple
layers of discourse. Since chatbots do not possess a true ‘political memory’, they risk
distorting historical facts by treating them as interchangeable data points rather than
contextually embedded narratives.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine how Al-driven chatbots engage with political discourse,
contributing to collective political memory. Collective memory is always political (Wodak
and Richardson, 2009), simultaneously rigid and conservative, and inherently fluid, shaped by
ongoing social, political, and technological processes. Traditionally, it has been constructed
and negotiated through human discourse, institutions, and media while being preserved in
archives and repositories of data. However, the integration of Al into the production of shared
narratives about past challenges enabled us to gain insight into how these narratives are
potentially formed and sustained. Drawing on an empirical experiment conducted during the
2024 Finnish presidential elections, we analysed how LLM-generated chatbots captured,
reorganised, and sometimes distorted prevailing foreign and security policy narratives. Our
notions from the data reinforce the broader theoretical discussions on Al, political memory,
and political discourse. The study demonstrates that generative Al is not merely a neutral tool
for information retrieval, but an active participant in shaping narratives.
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Political rhetoric is inherently influenced by temporality, linking past, present, and
future. While human political speech uses history to legitimise present decisions and frame
future aspirations (Miskimmon et al., 2014), our experiment revealed that Al-generated
chatbots struggle with this form of temporal logic. The chatbots replicated familiar political
rhetoric, yet lacked an understanding of historical nuances, often producing disjointed and
decontextualised responses. Instead of situating foreign policy discussions within Finland’s
broader historical trajectory, the chatbots produced stochastic discourses — responses that
were rhetorically convincing, yet did not fit the collective political memory.

A particularly revealing outcome of the study was the emergence of what we termed
Finlandised chatbots. Despite the significant geopolitical shift marked by Finland’s gradual
Westernisation culminating in the recent NATO membership, the chatbots continued to
emphasise dialogue and diplomatic relations with Russia. This echoes a historical
Finlandisation-era discourse that currently does not accurately reflect the country’s official
foreign policy stance. This finding highlights a crucial issue: even though bots can be fine-
tuned and trained with selected datasets, their functioning is based on large black-boxed
data from the viewpoint of language structures. The lack of temporal—political framing leads
to an inability to process the past, leading to inconsistencies and even distortions in political
discourse. This finding underscores a broader challenge in using Al-driven chatbots for
remembering historical and political facts: their inability to adapt to shifting ideological and
geopolitical contexts.

As political discourse reacts and adapts to changing situations in real time, the Al-generated
narratives deriving from their training data may become obsolete, distorted, or misleading in
relatively short periods of time. This echoes concerns raised by Makhortykh et al. (2024)
regarding GenAl-memory disorder, in which Al tools generate information that is either inaccur-
ate or ideologically skewed. Certain words and phrases, such as open dialogue, friendship, or
mutual understanding, carry historical and ideological connotations in Finnish political culture
and rhetoric. When chatbots deploy these terms without contextual awareness, they risk
unintentionally reinforcing contested, ideologically loaded narratives. This accentuates how
the Al-generated discourses may amplify underlying societal sentiment. Furthermore, the very
nature of the technology (the media as the message) manifests the emotional under tones of the
times — ie, the formation of political memories tainted with distrust caused by information-
based hallucinations (data-based lies), deception, and manipulation.

As GenAl chatbots are already used by politicians and political candidates, ordinary
citizens are likely to increasingly engage with them while looking for political information
or opinions. These conversational agents not only facilitate political communication but
also mediate discourses about the past, potentially influencing users’ political thinking,
participation, and the formation of collective identities. Despite their growing presence,
there is still limited research on the actual impact of political conversational agents, eg, on
voter decision-making. Our experiment therefore provides valuable insights for future
scholarly inquiry as well as for the practical implementation of chatbot technologies in
political contexts. Using Al for political purposes requires an in-depth familiarity with
prevailing discourses and a constant attunement to the nuances of the societal context.
Political actors everywhere harness generative Al for their own strategic purposes, and
Finland’s history with Russia provides a particularly salient case study at present, even if this
issue extends far beyond Finnish borders. All major global powers engage in propaganda and
information control, and GenAl applications — whether developed in Western, Eastern,
capitalist, or socialist contexts — inevitably carry ideological biases. The importance of
studying Al-generated political rhetoric in peripheral language communities such as Finnish,
Sami, and Nordic languages cannot be overstated, as these languages, and therefore the
collective memories of those communities, risk being marginalised in the development of
LLMs trained primarily on English-language sources.
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Our study, however, has limitations. First, as generative Al is developing at an unprece-
dented pace, the GPT model used in this study is already outdated at the time of this article’s
publication. Novel developments such as retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) now
enables real-time access to information from various online or offline sources. RAG com-
bines the retrieval of information from external knowledge bases with LLM text generation
to produce more accurate and contextually grounded outputs. Consequently, our study
inevitably represents a snapshot of a recent past, and should be viewed as a descriptive
account of that particular moment in the rapidly changing technological landscape of GenAL
However, RAG does not eliminate the effects of propaganda or misinformation, rendering
the study still relevant and novel. Second, our conversational agents, electoral chatbots,
were developed relatively fast without ‘test runs’. With slightly more in-depth training and
targeted focus group pre-testing, the responses generated by the chatbots could have been
refined to appear more historically accurate.

To conclude, our experimental study highlights the multifaceted nature of Al-driven
collective political memory and its implications for political discourse. Finlandised chatbots
demonstrate that Al-generated narratives, even when produced by fine-tuned models
(chatbots), do not mirror real political discourse, but actively participate in reshaping
collective political memory. As Hoskins’ (2018) concept of memory of the multitude suggests,
Al has become a new actor in the construction of historical narratives, raising critical
questions about authority, authenticity, bias, and power. With Al increasingly influencing
public discourse, it is crucial to critically examine how these systems mediate history,
politics, and collective political identities. Future research must engage scholars across
disciplines — computer science, political science, memory studies, cognitive science, and
linguistics — to ensure that Al does not become a tool of historical erasure or manipulation,
but rather a means of fostering informed, nuanced, and democratic debate.
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