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Cultural labour, creativity and copyright in the time of AI  

Josepha Bertolini (King’s College London), Hye-Kyung Lee (Professor of Cultural Policy, 

King’s College London) and Tanya Aplin (Professor of Intellectual Property Law, King’s 

College London) 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The arrival and increasing use of AI affects how arts and cultural products are ideated, made, 

marketed, distributed and consumed. The ongoing media and policy discussion tends to focus 

on two specific aspects: the unauthorised use of copyrighted materials in AI training; and 

increased productivity-vs-precarity in cultural work.  

 

Seeking a practitioner-centric experience of this dynamic, we conducted semi-structured 

interviews with nine creatives over the summer of 2025. This exploratory and qualitative 

approach was aimed at better understanding creatives’ usage and behaviours in relation to AI, 

as well as their perceptions and beliefs around authorship and copyright. Of the nine 

interviewees, three were contemporary artists who work(ed) with AI, three were 

photographers, and three were creatives from other fields; a media producer/creative director, 

a curator and an illustrator.  

 

Interviews were then followed by panel discussions aimed at further interrogating and 

developing emerging themes and questions, with around 25 academics, researchers, creatives 

and experts in the fields of IP and cultural policy meeting in September 2025.  

 

Our findings are rendered through participant voicing, with the words of creatives themselves 

presented in blue font and those of panel discussion participants in purple font.1 

 

We present such broad findings with two intentions. First, to inspire further and deeper 

conversations amongst key stakeholders within this critical intersection of cultural labour, 

 
1 For the most part, we have presented these in block quotes with the first word capitalised to assist with legibility. Interviewees and panel 
discussion participants have been cited alpha-numerically: artists (A1, A2, A3), photographers (P1, P2, P3), creatives (C1, C2, C3) and panel 
discussion participants (PD1–PD10). 
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creativity and copyright. And second, to highlight the dynamic complexity that generative AI 

elicits, often yielding deeply personal responses that exist within a negotiated, inter-connected 

space of individual ethics, economic imperatives, creative identity, cultural value, meaning and 

more.  

 

 

2. AI USAGE AND MOTIVATIONS 

Nearly three years on from the mass market introduction of generative AI models, how are 

artists and creatives using AI today? Which tools and models do they deploy and how are they 

utilised? What motivates their usage and how is this reflected in their creative practice? 

 

2.1. Types of AI  

Types of AI used by interviewees ranged from off-the-shelf models, such as ChatGPT and 

Midjourney, to more bespoke forms, such as “‘rolling’ one's own software” (A3), collaborating 

with a software engineer to create works (A2, A3), or repurposing code from open-source 

platforms (A1, A3).  

 

One photographer noted using off-the-shelf AI tools for their large commercial portfolio: 

 
We tend to use ChatGPT because it's the most common one. We started using Gemini 

a little bit more now (P1).  

 

Adobe Suite’s Photoshop and Lightroom, as well as Evoto AI were also mentioned (Ibid). Such 

embedding of AI tools into Adobe’s software were also noted by the other photographers who 

utilised Lightroom (P3) and Photoshop for postprocessing tasks (P2, P3). Interestingly, one 

photographer noted the hidden, stealth-like quality of some AI tools: 

 
Sometimes it like forces itself upon you and you don't… you haven't even realised you 

used an AI tool to be honest (P2). 

 

For the media producer and creative director, ChatGPT and synthetic voice generation were 

his tools of choice (C1). The curator also noted how they might use ChatGPT or Claude for 

refining curatorial text or for coming up with panel questions. Whilst the illustrator noted their 
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use of Midjourney (C3). Amongst the contemporary artists, off-the-shelf models such as 

Runway (A1) and ChatGPT (A3), were still utilised, but their motivations generally tended to 

extend beyond the tool-like capacity of AI (see 2.2.)  

 

2.2. Diverse applications and motivations 

In terms of applications of AI, interviewees reported a broad spectrum of motivations and 

intentions. These ranged across ideation, experimentation, evaluation and refining, to more 

exploratory, critical and interrogative approaches.2 3 4  

 
In one exceptional example, an interviewee had integrated AI into many workflows of their 

experimental creative practice; from research and spinning out ideas to the production of the 

work itself (C1). Whilst another interviewee noted how they “use AI to generate ideas” and its 

broad capacity for evaluation, refinement and implementation: 

 
It gives us a concept to play with and to doctor and to change around. (P1).  

 
We do a lot of storyboarding planning. We will utilise whatever tools we can. There 

might be […] [a tremendous] amount of post-editing work that we put into it, including 

using bits of AI into that as well to generate stuff and put in. Because it's whatever 

produces the end result for the client, that's going to get them their needs at the end of 

the day (Ibid). 

 
The illustrator also noted similar benefits, using it for image referencing and prototyping 

concepts: 

 
My intention with AI is purely more for the… the prototyping stage. So, basically, yeah, 

like having a quick way to storyboard something, so I can feel out an idea […] yeah, 

[like a] high fidelity prototype. (C3) 

 

An art and IP expert also noted the ideating and refining affordances of AI:  

 

 
2 Cropley, A.J. (1999) Creativity and cognition: Producing effective novelty. Roeper Review, 21(4), 253. Available at 
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/creativity-cognition-producing-effective-novelty/docview/206696740/se-2 
[Accessed 1 Oct. 2025]. 
 
3 Cropley, A.J. (2006) In praise of convergent thinking. Creativity Research Journal, 18(3), 391-404. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326934crj1803_13 [Accessed 1 Oct. 2025]. 
 
4 Runco, M.A. and Acar, S., (2019) ‘Divergent Thinking’, in Kaufman, J. and Sternberg, R. (ed). The Cambridge Handbook of Creativity. 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 224-254. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316979839.013 [Accessed 1 Oct. 2025]. 

https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/creativity-cognition-producing-effective-novelty/docview/206696740/se-2
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326934crj1803_13
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316979839.013
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I use generative AI to give me some text to bash about, because lots of lawyers find it 

easier to comment why something is wrong rather than to generate something new from 

scratch (PD2). 

 
One photographer who works as a photojournalist and sometimes make documentaries noted 

the practical and time saving affordances of AI in post-production, utilising it for transcriptions 

and voice-overs:  

 
Transcribing is such a tedious part of like doing documentaries... And nowadays you get 

like… you get it in real time, basically. And it's quite good, often. Or if you have to do 

voice-over, you can like generate like a voice-over (P2). 

 

Meanwhile, a photographer mentioned how AI was helpful in marketing their artistic work: 

 
How I use AI from that [artistic] point of view is not in creating the work that I do, it's 

giving me ideas on how I market the work, so I will use it to find ways to promote my 

work (PD1). 

 

Amongst the contemporary artists, there was less interest in utilising AI as a tool for ideating, 

prototyping or benefiting from time and labour savings. These artists preferred to use AI more 

as a medium or mechanism through which they could explore, interrogate or critique systems 

and pursue the broader human and societal implications of machines and computational 

systems. As such, AI use tended to exist within a highly conceptual framework: 

 
I'm interested in it because it gives me an insight into that kind of machine, and it gives 

me some insight into a machine vision and into a cultural kind of moment and 

happening (A1). 

 
To understand the capability of this system which claims so much power, and also to 

figure out actually like what is my relation to it? What… what does the user have to put 

in? How much does a user learn from interacting with this, where the boundaries of that 

are? (A3).  

 
I'm very interested in technocapitalism and what’s contained within it, machine learning 

[…] basically the application processes hide… or rather AI encapsulates a formation of 

both capital and of labour, and the political and cultural elements that are embedded 

within its use (Ibid). 
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3. PRODUCTIVITY, EFFICIENCY AND SKILLS 

Coupled with diverse applications and motivations also come diverse impressions of how 

creative practitioners perceive AI’s impact on their time and cultural labour, with many citing 

efficiency and productivity as a value-added. Interviewees cited a variety of ways in which AI 

was augmenting and assisting their creative processes and cultural labour. From ideating, 

prototyping, refining and more, some interviewees saw real term benefits. 

 

One photographer had found AI to be “a real game changer” in the way they operate and run 

their business (P1). This transformative way of working had reached beyond time and money 

savings and extended to the nature of their business as “part of the package that we offer” 

(Ibid).   

 
It's how did we get to that finished product and tell that story? And AI has really helped 

us do that so much more efficiently and cost effectively (Ibid). 

 

I've adapted to a new way of working, which incorporates AI and allows me to offer 

something else and a slightly different service to what I offered before, to enable me to 

stay relevant within my field (Ibid).  

 

For the media producer and creative director, the introduction of AI also translated into an 

uptick in quality:  

 
Now, with my deeper understanding of the technology, my capacity to visualise what I 

want as an output before I even start, I can achieve 10 to 100 times uplift in productivity, 

efficiency and quality (C1).  

 

For the illustrator, the efficiency impact was relevant to specific tasks:   

 
I can imagine that is probably the same thought process of companies to want to kind of 

yeah, cut out the more laborious, repetitive tasks as well, which is sort of how I see it 

with my own individual kind of pipeline (C3).  

 

However, the unique ways in which artists use AI (A1), its sometimes undesired results (P1), 

and its problematic ethics (A3) were cited as impacting their assessment of AI’s time and 
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labour savings. For one artist, any efficiency gains of AI were cancelled out by its problematic 

dynamics: 

 
I feel that the… the ethical and the technical issues with doing that certainly remove any 

of the perceived potential productivity benefits to actually produce what might be 

produced by anyone who wants to be creative (A3).  

 

Whilst for another artist, AI efficiency was generally irrelevant, if not antithetical, to their vision 

and practice. Their interest in AI laid more within its unexpected behaviour, with such efficiency 

gains also leading to less satisfaction in their own cultural labour: 

 
I'm anti-labour-saving-AI. You know, I want it to be as complicated and as weird as 

possible (A1). 

 

When I came back to make [title of work] last year, loads of the things that I'd done 

really, really, painfully and slowly, like back in 2021 or 22, were suddenly much easier to 

do and much quicker. Which to my mind, actually makes it much less interesting and 

more… I'm interested in the awkward, painful process (Ibid). 

 

Furthermore, AI does not always yield desired results. Thus, creative practitioners must 

negotiate between AI-driven labour and opting to perform tasks themselves: 

 
I'd probably have to write a 10-page prompt to get it to do exactly what I want, and if I’ve 

got to put that much effort into writing it, I might as well just blooming take the parts and 

do it myself (P1). 

 

Whilst the art and IP expert offered a similar critique: 

 
I'm interested in this idea that AI is labour saving; it can be labour generating (PD2). 

 
Within such a dynamic, AI tools can induce a certain productivity dichotomy wherein the time 

and labour gains of automated tasks may incur new time and labour. Thus, to what extent such 

gains will increase or further complicate creative workflows remains unknown, with research 

needed to better engage and understand the real term implications of AI-assisted productivity. 
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4. CREATIVITY, AUTHORSHIP AND COPYRIGHT 

Having considered where, when and why creatives might onboard AI, how then do they 

consider their own creativity in relation to such tools? Do their perceptions of authorship shift 

when AI is used, and how do they position their experiences as creators within existing 

copyright frameworks? 

 

4.1. Agency and creativity 

Experiences of agency and creativity varied across interviewees, with responses ranging from 

clear delineations between human and AI to muddier entanglements, or an irrelevance to their 

creative practice. 

 

For some, the line between human and machine was very definitive, with humans as primary 

mover and creative agent. For example, the media producer and creative director noted: 

 
I'm deciding, but I'm having machines do all of the work [...] I'm briefing the machine on 

how to behave, with context, tone and desired output. Without my input, nothing comes 

out (C1). 

 

How I view AI is it's almost like an employee, yeah? It's a digital employee. He or she is 

available to work 24/7 and never takes a day off or complains (Ibid).  

 

One photographer also agreed that human creativity is the driving force in AI outputs and 

shared a similarly anthropomorphic view: 

 
I think AI is a creative assistant, is the way I look at it […] In terms of what I get AI to do; 

I still need my original creativeness (P1). 

 
For the illustrator, they felt they needed to be cautious and practice discretion when using AI 

as there was a possibility that interacting with it for specific tasks could potentially be 

“muddying my own outlook of how I want a piece to be created” (C3). 

 
I think it could reach a point where… there could be the issue where everything kind of 

could, depending on what point it is used, everything could begin to lose its own sort of 

unique voice (Ibid). 
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Meanwhile for the other artists there was more a sense of AI irrelevance to their creative 

practice:  

 
AI doesn't really affect my creative process in the present, because the kind of work that 

I'm doing is largely… it’s… it's just a different kind of work than I was doing five,10 years 

ago and I haven't found a place for it […] it's not useful to me. I'm not writing any code 

these days (A3). 

 

Another noted the concept-driven nature of their work being incompatible with AI:  

 
So, the way that I work – with, you know, strong conceptual underpinning – little can be 

outsourced to AI (A2).  

 

Whilst the other commented that although AI rescaling was “handy”, they were “probably not 

outsourcing anything” (A1). Yet AI still afforded them a kind of creative novelty:  

 
It's not saving the time, but it does sometimes reveal to me a new insight […] a new way 

of working (Ibid). 

 

4.2. Perceptions of authorship and copyright 

For the most part, interviewees considered themselves to be the authors of the works they 

created, however there were exceptions and nuances to how they perceived their authorship.  

 

Two photographers noted: 

 
Yeah, I do [consider myself the author] […] Because it's not just the AI that's created it. 

It's not a finished piece […] It's the derived work which then becomes copyrighted (P1).  

 

If I look at the photo, I can say that photo exists because I did it, and everything inside, 

99.9% of what I see inside, I did it. So, I think I'm the author of the… the photo (P3).  

 

Whilst one artist reflected:  

 
I guess I do consider myself the author of the stuff I produce. Though sometimes I think 

of them as kind of collaborations between myself and the machine, I am very conscious 

using them that I am not looking, I'm not looking to kind of like take on somebody else's 

style (A1).  
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The illustrator also felt that style transference was an area where authorship could become 

questionable:  

 
I feel like it could [affect my sense of authorship] […] So, I could already provide it with 

the style I have in mind, which I feel like would cause me to… potentially like lose 

what… my own, like artistic voice within the reference I'm using. Because I'm like, “it's 

already done the work for me. I might as well copy those exact lines.” Rather than, “OK, 

it's a photograph reference, so I still have to put my own input into it” (C3). 

 

For another artist, the metaphysical nature of tools and their interaction with creative practice 

necessitated a more nuanced understanding of authorship: 

It [the tool I am using] has some... it has an authorship; it helps to shape the thing that 

I'm making. And so mostly I think in terms of authorship rather than copyright, because 

I'm not an IP lawyer. But I'm always aware that… that my… my authorship is shaped by 

the things that I use.  (A3). 

 

Thus, for them AI directly impacted their sense of authorship: 

 
If we're just talking about authorship, then I think AI plays a huge role in the authorship 

of… of almost anything that I make […] I don't really consider anything that I would 

make with a large language model to be… authored by me (A3). 

 

4.3. Limitations of the single-authorship framework 

Furthermore, creatives historically work in a highly collaborative manner, and experiences of 

shared authorship long precede AI’s interaction with the creative process and cultural labour.  

 

As such, crediting remained symbolically powerful to some artists: 

 
I see that each person is credited accordingly to what they specifically 

produce/contribute towards this work (A2). 

 

I very much mirror [PD2’s] sentiment of the importance of attribution in whatever form, 

acknowledgement in whatever form (PD4).  
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When I'm using open-source software for example, I will sometimes – not always, 

depends on the context – credit that open-source software (A3).  

 

Most of the artists I know aren't doing it for the money. They're doing it for the 

recognition and the fact that they're creating something and putting it out there for their 

peers to see and everything else, so I don't think the money is the issue (PD1). 

 

Similarly, an academic and digital philosopher questioned the viability of a singular sense of 

authorship that is the product of specific historical and economic circumstances: 

 
In that [singular] sense, this idea of this authorship that's protected, it's kind of focused 

on this one idea, is not working now anyway. So maybe it is time for a rethink, but there 

is obviously a danger that Big Tech will say: “Yes, you're amazing, we are getting rid of 

authorship because it's not working, so let's not make it work even more” (PD3). 

 
Whilst the art and IP expert underscored the inherent complexity of identifying the authorial 

moment within the context of copyright: 

 
Copyright law […] has a really insufficient way of identifying the moment of which 

authorship arises (PD2).  

 

4.4. Copyright enforcement and control of creative works 

Also of note was a pessimism surrounding respect for and enforcement of copyright.  

 

Some shared experiences of having their works reproduced without their consent. The media 

producer and creative director recounted:   

 
I have a difficult relationship with copyright. I've had my ideas stolen and attempted to 

be sold back to me as original ideas (C1).  

 

Whilst one artist who has a “collective way of producing” their concept-driven works detailed 

how the nature of their artistic practice left them exposed from a copyright perspective (A2).  

 
The problem is that the concept is out there for grabs and, in effect, I am constantly 

dealing with [...] I don't know how to phrase it other than that it equates to theft (Ibid). 
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Alternately, another artist felt that it was precisely the conceptual nature of their work that 

protected them.  

 
I'm not interested in any kind of stylistic copy, and I kind of, I also don't particularly worry 

about being vulnerable to a kind of copyright breach, because […] my work is so 

conceptual (A1).  

 

Meanwhile, one photographer commentated on the general difficulty in protecting works in a 

digital, global society: 

 
Copyright has always been difficult, cause like, in a like globalised Internet world, it's 

kind of hard to really follow through with your copyright claims anyways [...] My photo 

agency in the US, they follow up with copyright claims. And quite often it's like websites 

and… and blogs or whatever that do not fall under any jurisdiction (P2).  

 

Furthermore, interviewees were also cognisant of the unremunerated and uncredited copying 

of creative works for the purposes of data training.  

 
If you look at… at the US, especially these gigantic billion-dollar companies like suck up 

like the work of like millions of creatives and don't really give a s*** about copyright (P2).  

 

I have a pretty good understanding of how that thing came about, and I know that they 

were built explicitly on huge amounts of other people's creation (A3).  

 

For the illustrator, this introduced an ethical dilemma along with the need for personal 

guardrails when using AI within creative processes:   

 
I need to draw that line to never let it intertwine too much with my […] final outcome, just 

because I know that the image generated isn't unique. It's based off of thousands of 

different trained images... even though I wouldn't know the source, it would still feel a bit 

like stealing (C3). 

 

Some also voiced concerns about their own creative works being used to train AI models. For 

example, one photographer shared the moral and psychological impact of unfair data training 

practices: 
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This is really hitting me hard, because I know that it is trained on the work of other 

artists and maybe this trained also on things, on photos I did (P3).  

 

Whilst another commented how it “also makes me think that my landscapes will be used in the 

AI model and regenerated from that as well” (P1).  

 

Alternately, one photographer did not have concerns with data training, provided models 

produced something novel (PD1). They did, however, take issue with creative plagiarism: 

 
I have no problem with it learning from stuff that's out there, my artwork or anything 

else, and deriving something new. […] What I have a problem with is AI just blatantly 

copying and putting my same artwork out again and classing it as its own (Ibid).  

 

Such negative experiences and ethical dilemmas raise critical questions around existing 

copyright frameworks, whether copyright still serves artists and creatives (PD4), and what can 

be done to restore creative control as well as trust in the legal process. 

 

4.5. AI-labelling 

Furthermore, regarding AI or synthetic content labelling, two creatives noted a frustration that 

such labelling or disclosure lacks nuance and gradation, and that labelling could result in the 

misrepresentation or misunderstanding of artists’ labour (P1, C3). 

 
AI is now being tagged in some of the images that we do […] even if you've just used a 

minute, little bit into it, it now classes the whole image as AI […] But that taints the final 

image slightly, in the fact that it's labelled as AI when probably only a small proportion of 

it was (P1). 

 

The illustrator also noted how disclosing AI should be connected to a certain contributory level. 

  
But in my mind, if I was to post online, I feel like I wouldn't say that it was with the help 

of AI, because I don't think there is enough of its contribution to warrant that […] 

Whereas if it was kind of integral to a large proportion of the creative outcome, then I 

would see there… there would definitely be that kind of moral obligation to mention it 

(C3).  
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They elaborated how labelling could be easily misconstrued in relation to their creative 

process: 

 
I think in a way, actually that would kind of downgrade my own contribution to that, 

because if I do mention AI, I feel like it would signify it plays a bigger role than it does, in 

my case (Ibid).  

 

They were particularly conscientious of how they might be received within online art 

communities where AI is “very much the taboo” (Ibid). 

 
And I feel like that's equally… that might be another reason why I wouldn't necessarily 

want to advertise that I use it, because I'm like, well, I don't want to be exiled basically 

(Ibid).  

 

Furthermore, a curator commented on how such negative implications of labelling might also 

extend to the identity of artists: 

 
But a lot of the artists do, I do know, also don't like this “AI artist” label because since 

kind of Dall-E, Midjourney and the text-image kind of technologies came along, it 

became a lot easier to kind of make the artwork (PD9).  

 

Such anecdotes might be adjacent to a growing body of research that looks to assess 

aesthetic experiences of AI-vs-human works, wherein labelling may impact our response to 

works and certain preferences for human-labelled over AI-labelled works have been 

observed.5 6 7 This may be particularly relevant to findings that revealed a depreciative effect of 

AI on perceptions of artists’ creative labour when supposedly AI-assisted works were directly 

compared against those labelled as only authored by humans.8 However, this area of research 

 
5 Bellaiche, L., Shahi, R., Turpin, M.H., Ragnhildstveit, A., Sprockett, S., Barr, N., Christensen, A. and Seli, P. (2023) Humans versus AI: 
whether and why we prefer human-created compared to AI-created artwork. Cognitive Research 8 (42). Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-023-00499-6 [Accessed 2 Oct. 2025]. 
 
6 Millet, K., Buehler, F., Du, G. and Kokkoris, M.D. (2023) Defending humankind: Anthropocentric bias in the appreciation of AI art. Computers 

in Human Behavior, 143, pp. 107707. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2023.107707 [Accessed 2 Oct. 2025]. 

 
7 For a more comprehensive overview of AI-vs-human aesthetic experience studies, see: Bertolini, J and Lee, H.-K. (2024) Revaluing Human 
Cultural Labour in the Time of AI. Available at: https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/revaluing-human-cultural-labour-in-the-time-of-ai 
[Accessed 2 Oct. 2025]. 
 
8 Horton, C.B., White, M.W. and Iyengar, S.S. (2023) Bias against AI art can enhance perceptions of human creativity.  Scientific 
Reports, 13(1), pp. 19001. Available at: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-023-45202-3 [Accessed 4 Nov. 2024], pp 6-8. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-023-00499-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2023.107707
https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/revaluing-human-cultural-labour-in-the-time-of-ai
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-023-45202-3
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is nascent and much remains unknown of the complex reality that is human aesthetic 

experience.  

 

Additionally, synthetic content labelling or AI-watermarking has since been proposed as a 

means of repositioning solely human-authored works within an increasingly AI-driven 

ecosystem.9 10 Thus, labelling warrants more nuanced discussions around where and when in 

the creative process AI is deployed, and ought to also consider a gradated form of labelling 

that more accurately reflects human agency and labour within AI-assisted works.  

 

 

5. AI-RELUCTANCE 

One fascinating outcome from our interviews was a certain level of AI-reluctance exhibited 

amongst creatives. This reluctance appeared to be rooted in different motivations: AI’s 

irrelevance to their labour; wishing to keep AI separate from personal or “artistic” projects; or a 

general disengagement from AI within creative practice and the favouring of more traditional or 

embodied art forms. Additionally, there was also a general acknowledgement of AI’s negative 

impact either on cultural labour or society. 

 

5.1. AI irrelevance and exclusion 

For the curator there wasn’t any added value for using AI tools in the core of their work.  

 
I think myself more of an organiser and producer, and I think when I do, kind of, come 

up with exhibition or event ideas, I probably wouldn't use…. wouldn't be using any 

specific AI tools (C2).  

 

For one photographer who worked as a photojournalist, the use of AI was regulated by pre-

existing codes of conduct and strict ethical guidelines around the postprocessing of images for 

journalistic purposes, rendering the vast majority of AI tools irrelevant (P2).  

 
 
9 Pasquale, F. and Sun, H. (2024) Consent and compensation: resolving generative AI’s copyright crisis. Cornell Legal Studies Research 
Paper Forthcoming, University of Hong Kong Faculty of Law Research Paper No. 2024/07.  Available at 
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4826695 [Accessed 2 Oct. 2025]. 

 
10 Bertolini and Lee (2024) 

 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=4826695
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The core of my work is a connection to reality, and we cannot replace that with AI (Ibid). 

 

Interestingly, for the other two photographers, there was a clear divide in AI usage between 

their commercial and fine artwork or personal projects. 

 
I don't use it for my personal [artistic] projects (P3).  

 

I want it right in camera when I do it, because it's about that experience that I felt, 

connecting with nature, when I do it (P1).  

 

For one, this commercial-vs-art divide was part of an already existing trajectory within the 

sector, from the introduction of digital photography to smartphone cameras, now being 

furthered by AI (Ibid).  

 
I think it will create a very strong divide between photographers who are concentrating 

on the end result and getting whatever they need for their clients, and photographers 

that want to stay artistic and be true to the art, and that will be a massive divide (Ibid).  

To what extent this commercial-vs-art divide perpetuates, broadens and is defined within the 

post-AI photography sector remains unknown. 

 

5.2. Disengagement from AI practice  

It appeared that a form of AI reluctance was also unfolding amongst other creatives, with a 

marked disengagement and distancing from AI tools or medium. Fascinatingly, this 

disengagement also correlated with a reconnection to more traditional and embodied forms of 

artistic practice. The illustrator noted that: 

 
I've gone back to traditional methods and actually gone back to trying out painting (C3).  

 
Although this was partially motivated by a desire to minimise screen time amidst the digital 

nature of their professional work and creative projects, it was also rooted in more philosophical 

or personal underpinnings.  
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I kind of lean into the mistakes that come with painting, whereas with digital art it's very 

easy to just click, control, Z and focus on the perfection, rather than just the act of 

creating (Ibid). 

 

For one of the contemporary artists the broad accessibility of off-the-shelf AI models marked a 

critical turning point:  

 
As the momentum increased, I actually disengaged from using it […] I've gone into 

explorations of kind of embodied sensory forms of acquiring knowledge which employs 

not only the audio-visual apparatus that we, you know, mainly predominantly still use 

with computation with, you know, technological interfacing. But also, into using our other 

senses, such as touch or tactility, then also taste, scent and proprioception (A2). 

 

For another artist who used to build their own AI systems, it was the corporeal medium of 

carpentry that was being utilised to critique the abstract nature of large language models: 

 
The main things I'm doing at the moment are carpentry and writing. And as I said, with 

[name of project], like a system that's built entirely in language, it's not very useful for 

making physical objects (A3).  

 

Whilst for the third artist, although not intentionally distancing themself from AI, the realisation 

that no AI was involved in the creation of a work was welcome:  

 
You soon had no AI in at all. And I was, it was a joy, you know, I was really happy not to 

have any AI involved when everybody else was (A1).   

 

A certain level of disengagement was also noted by the curator: 

 
I spend less time looking at an image and kind of evaluating whether it's interesting or 

not. Because you know if it's AI generated, then unless I'm evaluating it for inclusion in 

my, kind of, I don't know, in whatever I'm doing, I would probably just not pay as much 

attention to it (C2).  

 

This disengagement from AI as well as a return to more traditional, embodied practices 

warrants deeper investigation. To what extent this humanistic turn continues amongst 

creatives, is represented by cultural institutions and becomes reflected in audience’s 
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engagement with culture could yield a defining characteristic of artistic practice, cultural labour 

and consumption in the time of AI.11 12  

 

5.3. Negative impact of AI 

As personal motivations and creative decisions are inherently complex and intertwined, it is 

impossible to know to what extent AI reluctance and disengagement is rooted in certain beliefs 

around AI systems and their negative impact on creative sectors or society in general. 

 

One artist, however, did draw a direct correlation, noting that AI’s “extractivist practices” were 

“the reason why I've recently disengaged or why I have retreated from using so much AI in the 

last couple of years” (A2).  

 

The illustrator was partially motivated by an inundated media ecosystem that is becoming filled 

with synthetic content: 

 
I don't want to be mixed up in that. I'd rather have something tangible and like you can't 

confuse this with AI because it's mine. It's what I've created with my hands. Versus, 

yeah with my digital art, who knows if someone looks at it and is like, “Wow, what 

prompts did you use to make that?” (C3). 

 

For one photographer, there was a link between AI’s broad capacity for misinformation and the 

destruction of photojournalistic integrity (P2). For them it was likened to a form of professional 

self-harm:  

 
We have to be very clear in our field that we don't cannibalise our own work and start 

using AI to create images as photojournalists [...] I don't understand why you would, like, 

destroy the credibility of your own work and cannibalise on your own work (Ibid).  

 

Additionally, there were also more general anxieties surrounding AI. For example, interviewees 

and panel discussion participants voiced concerns around the devaluing of cultural labour, 

 
11 The Guardian (2025) ‘The Guide #208: How theatre is holding its own in the age of artificial intelligence’, The Guardian, 13 Sep.  
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2025/sep/12/the-guide-uk-theatre-ai [Accessed 2 Oct. 2025]. 
 
12 Bertolini and Lee (2024). 

https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2025/sep/12/the-guide-uk-theatre-ai
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artistic and creative skills, ethical concerns, and the general obsolescence or replacement of 

creative work and roles:  

 
Once you've taken the first step, you arrive at the point where just somebody in an office 

has to write a prompt and you get the image, which is probably already happening for 

advertisement photography for like all these cheap campaigns… So, there's a path 

where you make your own job obsolete (P2).  

 
You start discovering it is trained on the work of… unpaid work of other artists. There 

are some ethical concerns, which I didn't have before I knew the way it worked (P3).  

 

As someone…who...has some 3D skill…countless people who have legitimate years of 

training, hard 3D skills…it's almost devaluing the years they have put into their craft. 

Because you've created this image based on a few words and an idea (C3).  

 
If I was a commercial writer, like a copywriter… You know, if I was a technical drawing 

person in an architect’s office like many… these are the roles I think that are really 

threatened by this (A3). 

 

If you're a commercial illustrator with a recognisable style and an AI model can learn 

what your style is and reproduce it without any labour, then AI is an existential threat to 

what you do (PD2). 

 

I think we are making artists obsolete and one of the issues is that it's very difficult to 

make a living from making art, it always has been. But what the technology's done is it's 

kind of speeded up that obsolescence (PD8). 

 

Artists have always been historically poor, and it felt many of us in the cultural field have 

like a precarious existence […] I think AI has made some of it worse, because a lot of 

the [curatorial] texts can now be written by AI, and particularly if you look at the average 

gallery text (PD9). 

 

For one photographer, this devaluing could potentially lead to deskilling within their creative 

practice. 

 
I feel I'm impoverishing […] Like taking away value from what I do, because I will 

become lazier. I can see this. I will become lazier and lazier, and I will forget how I used 

to do things (P3). 
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Alternately, another photographer felt it changes rather than devalues their labour:  

 

It hasn't devalued what I do, but it has redefined what I do (P1). 

 

Furthermore, the outsourcing of cognitive labour had further ethical, even societal implications: 

 

The outsourcing of thinking to machines while also trying to pretend that it's not 

happening, that we are still carrying on with our human-based practices while in a way 

engaged in this large-scale cheating in all aspects of lives (PD3).  

 

I think this is now becoming a question for everyone of like, “where do you think the 

important decisions that you have to make in your life are located?” And “at what point 

are you outsourcing those things to – I hate using the word – an AI?” (PD6). 

 

Alternately, one creative felt machine assistance or outsourcing has a function within a larger 

artistic imperative: 

I think there's less about, “is the machine doing it, or am I doing it?” And more about, 

“what is my final goal I'm trying to achieve?” And “am I achieving my final goal as an 

artist?” (PD5). 

 
Other critiques included the social, political and capitalistic implications of AI: 

 
The concept AI is like, it's like this Trojan horse, isn't it? It's like this cultural container 

that you can kind of put anything into […] can be used as a way of hiding, disguising 

agendas which are purely political, commercial as a thing that AI is doing, as if it's AI 

wants your job. It's not AI wants your job. It's just more commercially viable to outsource 

your job, your labour to something (A1).  

 
This kind of abstraction of computer code that AI uses to hide, it essentially disguises 

surveillance capitalism. Through sometimes very playful aspects of how we engage with 

AI and how we share and promote its use online, and how this kind [these kinds] of 

processes hide the impact that it has (A2).  

 
For some AI’s negative impact also had connotations for what constitutes art, a certain 

reduction to or homogenisation of aesthetics and AI’s capacity to influence the behaviour of 

artistic communities and thus, the creative sector: 
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So much agency and attribution and everything else is taken away by the use of this 

tool. Then it does seem to me to be very difficult, let's say, to make… to make what I 

consider to be interesting art […] It affects my view… idea of the artist in society, I 

guess, because it reduces the role of art to making images (A3).  

 

Generative AI, everything that gets, well, not everything, but most that comes out is very 

homogenised, very flattened to recognisable aesthetics (PD4). 

 

I just saw it commodified, and also kind of internalised as a value system or like as a 

shortcut process of producing work which is reduced to aesthetics […] These 

extractivist practices that I observe are often internalised, so even artists or colleagues 

who critique, you know, technocapitalist practices, also in the same time internalise it 

(A2). 

 

5.4. Questioning AI value 

Finally, some interviewees questioned the parameters of generative AI’s existence entirely, 

noting its cultural non-necessity and lack of critical value. They critiqued the false paradigm 

introduce by supposed technological solutions.   

 
I'd be happy if we hadn't [didn’t] have them [...] I could still do the same work [...] What 

was the problem of not having like AI-generated poems or whatever? (P2).  

   
It's like “a solution without a problem.” I feel like, there's no actual, real need. There's no 

need to generate video. There's no need to generate images. There's no need to 

generate music. None of these things are needs (A1).  

 

 

 

6. BROADER LANDSCAPES AND POLICIES 

With such a myriad of beliefs, motivations and applications in regard to AI, how then can we 

contextualise the practices and experiences of creatives within broader cultural landscapes? 

Responses appear to signal some overarching considerations that warrant further and deeper 

research, such as: how or why art is distinct; the emergence of AI-critical art; the wider political 

economy within which cultural labour is influenced by AI; and what implications AI introduces 

into cultural policy debates. 
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6.1. The nature of artmaking 

Two photographers signalled a delineation between art or personal projects and their 

commercial work, with the use of AI being permissive for the latter (see section 5.1). 

Furthermore, participants also discussed distinctions (PD8, PD7, PD1) or blurred delineations 

(PD9) between artistic production and content creation. Whilst artists commented on AI 

reducing art to visual aesthetics (A2) or the generation of images (A3) (see also section 5.3). 

Such reflections raise critical questions about the nature of artmaking today, such as the 

perpetuation of the art-vs-commerce divide and how art or the artist is defined – with 

interviewee’s own sentiments potentially signalling further lines of enquiry.  

 

Some participants mentioned the staying power of narrative or “story” as a defining character 

of art. For one photographer this also had a certain connection to feeling what the artist felt or 

experienced, and this being communicated to the audience (P1). 

 
People will pay for someone to have that artistic-ness because they want that person's 

soul into that […] Artists tend to do projects more so nowadays than just individual work, 

because that builds a body together, and builds a soul and story and binds it (Ibid).  

 

Even within art made with AI tools, the role of story or narrative was still relevant to some.  

 
The artisan creative has their narrative, their back story, their original story about how 

they use their hands and their mind and their eyes and…and that is just as valuable, as 

a creative like myself who is using artificial intelligence (C1).  

 
There is the… the artist. There's the story, and it's usually the story that really brings us 

into the art (Ibid).  

The photographer felt that artists could still create a project with AI that had “soul and story”, 

however it would become a new genre of work:  

 
And you can probably still do that and just replace it with AI art, but you're going to talk 

about that it's AI art as opposed to being there (P1). 

The curator also noted how storytelling, in addition to an artist’s time and labour, could be 

critical to producing meaningful work with AI:  
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Sometimes artists can still make work that is interesting with these tools, particularly if, 

you know, they spend a lot of time post processing or like storytelling (C3).   

 

Whilst a cultural policy and CCI expert commented on the value of artists’ intentionality and 

their singularity: 

 

[Artists] are driven by some kind of moral purpose […] [And] that kind of sense of 

purpose, intent, cultural knowledge that I think is something that becomes really 

important now (PD8).  

 

What it [AI] does do is it makes us think about what artists do that only artists can do 

(Ibid).  

 

6.2. AI-critical art, machine interrogations and the glitch effect 

Adjacent to this discussion is the emergence of AI-critical art. Machine learning as a medium 

or creative tool has also introduced new ways of making of art, specifically art that critiques 

algorithms and computational systems, interrogates machines and draws attention to societal 

paradigms present in and replicated by such systems.  

 

For example, one artist described what propels their work and how this feeds into their creative 

practice.  

 
So as a direct critique of that, I decided to work with search engines, which is the 

today's equivalent of knowledge, a source of encyclopaedic knowledge […] I have 

limitations to make direct changes which have deep systemic roots and through my 

practice I can kind of…I can convey these critiques (A2).  

 

For another artist, AI-critical art should also have an interrogative mandate, including raising 

questions of human agency interacting with systems (A3).   

 

Relative to this interrogative approach is investigating machine visions of the world, a theme of 

one of the artists:  

 
When I use it, I always use it because there is some very specific requirement for a 

machine perspective on something (A1).   
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Meanwhile, the curator noted how “some artists are interested in the glitch and the errors” 

(C2), which aligns with a comment made by one artist: “I'm really mostly interested in it when it 

just breaks anyway” (A1). They recounted how when using Runway (a text-to-video model) to 

generate scenes an unprompted human was inserted into the scene: 

 
It's an empty scene, but after a certain point it drops a person in, you know, and in 

theory that's kind of, you know, potentially annoying for my artistic vision. But actually 

no, it's… I mean, I'm more interested in that, because then that's just, that tells me 

something. Yeah, I suppose because I am using these systems, in order to find out 

more about what they are doing and what world they're creating (Ibid). 

 

Whilst another artist recalled that when they “let the computer hallucinate scenarios based on 

my input” they felt it revealed deeper insight into societal fixations:  

 
I remember when the voice read “reality,” what came back as a speech-to-text/ 

predictive text was “Rihanna,” the pop star, because that's what most people are 

searching for online at any given time (A2).  

 

As such, the role and value of AI-critical art or art about AI should not be overlooked within the 

growing AI discourse and current policy debates. As one artist mentioned:  

 
There's also a place for critical art that interrogates the world around us, and that world 

includes AI (A3).  

 

As noted by a policy maker, this interrogation or critiquing exists within a corresponding 

societal dynamic, wherein the artist is also actively shaping perceptions of technology: 

 
It's not just society informing the perception of what the artist [art] and the artist is, it's 

also […] the art and the artist, the culture and the creative, is informing social 

perceptions of AI (PD7).  

 

6.3. The wider political economy     

As noted by cultural policy and IP experts, the relevance of the wider political economy and 

cultural ecosystem also warrant further consideration: 
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We also need to look at the sort of economic, political context of where these tools are 

coming from and this is, I think, the source of a lot of the anxiety, dissatisfaction, anger 

[…] because the people who own that have very little interest in art and culture and 

creativity actually (PD8).  

 

I find a very unhelpful binary between creative industries and AI firms. It is putting the 

conversation, the light on the ownership, the owners of the means of production, rather 

than the labourers and the creators and the other individuals and cultural organisations 

that are part of this complex ecosystem (PD10). 

 
For two photographers, the precarity heightened by AI was further articulated by resource 

scarcity as well as the competitive necessity of onboarding AI tools, making such efficiency 

and productivity gains a contested space (P2, P3). Indeed, the growing incentive appeared to 

stem more from economic push-factors rather than a personal desire to innovate:  

 
For me like budgets are getting smaller, so you have to see where you can cut 

expenses and that is one way to do it […] You're just getting… yeah, getting replaced by 

colleagues who do use it and who can save a lot of money and make a better offer (P2).  

 
Artificial intelligence changed this, generative AI, because it gave a lot of people that 

[…] don't have my skill set to actually provide a good approximation, or sometimes even 

a good quality version of what I did […] [It] maybe used to take me 30 minutes of 

painting to do that and now a person with no skill can do it in few seconds (P3).  

 

Alternatively, for one photographer, such economic and competitive push factors were less 

problematic and viewed within a wider worldview of acceptance, creative adaptation and 

competitive evolution preceding the arrival of AI (P1). This meant refocusing one’s energy on 

producing work to meet the wishes and tastes of cultural consumers. 

 
We've been through it several times, from digital to phones and everything else. So, 

you've just got to adapt and evolve (Ibid). 

 

They shouldn't be worried about competition [...] but they should concentrate on their 

own work, trying to make something that people want (Ibid).  
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As such, further research is needed to interrogate both the broader ecosystem and political 

economy within which cultural labour is situated and influenced by AI, as well as the sector-

specificity of said labour.13 

 

6.4. Policy approaches  

Within this wider picture, what role then could cultural policy play in navigating this new 

terrain? What other factors should be considered within the policy context?  

 

There were shared concerns regarding a lack of technological literacy (A1, A3): 

 
Technological illiteracy is a huge problem within society more broadly (A3).  

 

As well as critiques of AI-usage itself not constituting valuable art to support: 

 

“Do we need them specifically to support artists working with AI?” I mean, as I kind of 

said. Like there's no inherent value to making art using AI. If you want to answer certain 

questions, then it's a tool, you know, that is important and is socially important. But there 

is no inherent value to it. The value is only what it can tell you about maybe social 

technological factors (A1).  

 
They should fund art. Like, it doesn't matter if an artist is interested in using AI, or using 

photography, or using painting, like the artists choice of medium should not be the 

determining factor of any choice around that (A3).  

 

There were also further pragmatic suggestions for supporting artists and creatives, such as 

upskilling or collaborations and co-embeddedness between tech and the creative sector to 

offer more bespoke AI toolings: 

 
Educate the artists on what different kind of tools exist and put them in touch with those 

who are like expert at using those tools who might be able to tell them, like you know, 

how to craft a prompt or how to, you know, do vibe coding – or whatever is kind of 

trending (C2).  

 

Kind of residencies or deeper exchanges between artists and technologists. Where the 

technologist is able maybe to build a new AI tool specifically for artists (Ibid).  

 
13 Creative UK (2025) Creative Futures in the Age of AI, 9 Jul, Online. 
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Meanwhile, a policy maker emphasised how the same criteria apply to both AI-assisted art 

projects and non-AI works when being assessed for funding, whilst also highlighting the need 

to monitor the varied and sector-specific impact of AI: 

 
They [funded projects that used AI] met the same criteria and the same thresholds as 

non-AI projects. That in terms of their inclusivity, their relevance to communities, their 

emphasis on difference that they wanted to make to people's lives (PD7).  

 

Every art form and every type of artist, every stage of your creative career are all being 

affected in different ways by AI and the value chains that every art form has developed 

are all adopting them at different levels. It's that inconsistency of the relationship between 

the art sector and AI which we need to monitor and we need to look at what are the 

intervention points (Ibid).  

 

 

7. CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER QUESTIONS  

Our findings denote the broad and far-reaching implications of AI’s introduction within the 

cultural and creative landscape. The diversity of applications, motivations, economic 

imperatives, beliefs, behaviours and sometimes deeply personal decisions and responses that 

artists and creatives must negotiate in an era of mass AI deployment demonstrate the 

complexity of this critical intersection. As such, our study reflects this mixed and multi-faceted 

reality. There is a critical need to consider the ways in which AI is affecting specific sectors and 

sub-sectors as well as the creatives who animate and propel them, especially those 

experiencing higher precarity. 

 

Whilst this pilot study was of small scale and focused on select creative sectors, it has 

unearthed critical questions that warrant deeper, further research to better understand, 

contextualise and address such far-reaching and varied implications: 

• Productivity-vs-precarity dichotomy: The productivity-vs-precarity dynamic 

continues, necessitating deeper investigations into whether and where AI results in 

labour and time savings and how this translates into artists’ creative practice; not only in 

terms of efficiency, but also skills and craft, creative processes, and artistic vision. 
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• Authorship and copyright: Generally, creatives considered themselves to be the 

authors of their finished works; yet the timing, extent and way of usage appeared to 

mediate a sense of creative ownership. There was also a notable scepticism of 

copyright enforcement in both AI and non-AI contexts. Furthermore, the need for proper 

crediting still held value. Such responses appear to question the current parameters 

through which copyright is theorised and enacted. Do existing frameworks still serve the 

creative community? How can copyright policy be reconsidered?  

• AI-labelling: How can AI-labelling be implemented in a way that reflects the nuance of 

creative processes and artistic practice? Should AI’s intervention be measured in terms 

of timing (stage of creation) and task (what AI is assisting with)? What would a gradated 

labelling system look like and how would it be codified and implemented? 

• Humanistic turn: Will AI-reluctance and the return to more traditional, embodied 

practices and expressions expand and continue, at least in the art community? Will this 

shift also be reflected in audiences’ desire for more humanistic forms of creative 

expression? How will this impact institutions, cultural production and consumption more 

broadly?   

• Value of AI-generated works: What is the cultural and social value of AI-generated 

works? What needs do they address and how should AI works be contextualised within 

the wider arts ecosystem?  

• How or why art is different: AI appears to perpetuate the pre-existing art-vs-

commerce divide, adding further considerations to the discussion. How or why do artists 

and creatives delineate this divide and what is its relation to the market, cultural 

meaning and consumption? 

• Policy approaches: How can policy makers address the concerns of creatives around 

technological illiteracy? How can we facilitate co-embeddedness and collaboration 

between tech and creative strands of policy? Should arts funding bodies invest in AI 

literacy programmes to equip the future of arts and culture development? Can AI-

assisted art practices strengthen the social and community value of the arts? 

As such, we call for investment in larger, more long-term, multi-disciplinary studies that not 

only aim to challenge and answer critical questions which have been unearthed, but also to 

take a sector-specific approach. One such study may wish to gather creatives, technologists, 
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IP experts and digital philosophers to rethink authorship, propose alternative frameworks for 

creative control, and introduce new understandings of copyright. Another study could follow 

artists and creative practitioners over longer trajectories in their careers, aiming to assess the 

impact and implications of AI-onboarding or AI-reluctance in their creative processes and 

practices and how this is received by institutions and audiences. Other studies could look more 

deeply at particular creative sectors or sub-sectors in order to map the impact of AI and 

consider appropriate interventions.  

 

Whilst longer-term research unfolds, case studies could be deployed to help garner more 

immediate insight. As proposed by one policy maker: 

 
We can also signpost really interesting examples: case studies. Where is this 

technology being used interestingly? Where is it being used innovatively? Going back to 

some of those barriers, those perception barriers, particularly of AI technology, is who in 

your sector is doing interesting work? Who is critiquing it in an interesting way? (PD7). 

 
Ultimately, our hope is to recentre AI conversations away from the dominant tech industry 

discourse and to focus instead on the lived-experiences, labour, and practices of artists and 

creatives as they navigate a cultural landscape increasingly shaped and informed by AI. We 

hope that more will participate, critique, and contribute as the conversation continues.  
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