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Artificial intelligence and the challenge
to the epistemology of creativity
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ABSTRACT

T propose to reflect upon the relationship between artificial intelligence and creativity
against the background of a possible epistemology of the latter. First, I introduce
the notion of creativity by drawing at least on its essential cornerstones. Second, T
introduce the notions of analysis, abstraction and idealisation as the foundation of
a possible epistemology of creativity. Third, based on it, I question the relationship
between creativity and artificial intelligence. Fourth, I propose to answer that one
of the reasons why artificial intelligence cannot be creative is that it lacks the kind
of epistemology of creativity described above as analysis, abstraction and, especially,
idealisation.
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1. The essential cornerstones of the notion of creativity

The necessarily limited space of a short article leads me to try
to identify at least the cornerstones of the notion of creativity that
are the most essential for my purpose, which is reflecting upon the
relationship between artificial intelligence and creativity against the
background of a possible epistemology of the latter.

Thus, I focus on what not only philosophers (in recent years,
see at least Carruthers 2006, Stokes 2008, Garroni 2010 and Gaut
2010) but also psychologists (in recent years, see at least Amabile
1996, Csikszentmihalyi 1996, Mayer 1999 and Runco 2023) share
most when it comes to defining creativity: there is creativity if there
is the capability to produce something that is not only novel but
also valuable. Indeed, according to Gaut’s literature review, “[t]
here is a broad consensus that creativity is the capacity to pro-
duce things that are original and valuable” (Gaut 2010, p. 1039).
Being “original”, i.e. novelty, means that we are creative if we can
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produce, for instance, a glass that is different from existing ones.
Being “valuable” means that we are creative if we can produce, for
instance, a glass that is better than existing ones — more precisely,
we are creative if we can produce a glass that is novel precisely
to be valuable, i.e. better (which is not the case of a glass whose
novel, and even eccentric, shape makes our experience of it worse,
from holding it worse with our hands to drinking from it worse
with our mouths).

It goes without saying that there is a sense in which the hen-
diadys of novelty and value dates back at least to Kant, who cor-
relates the notion of genius with both the absence of “imitation”
(Kant 1790, 5, 308) when it comes to novelty and the presence
of “models, i.e. exemplary” (Kant 1790, 5, 308) artefacts, when it
comes to value — which ultimately means that, again, there is crea-
tivity if there is the capability to produce something whose novelty
is far from making it “original nonsense” (Kant 1790, 5, 308).

Interestingly enough, Garroni draws on Kant to define crea-
tivity as the capability to cross a kind of no man’s land extending
from the universal rule, which is given, to its particular applica-
tion, which is not given (see Garroni 2010). For instance, in the
case of the glass, the universal rule may be the following: any
glass is, first, an artefact for drinking liquids, second, suitable for
human hands holding it and, third, suitable for human mouths
drinking from it. And its particular application may be a glass
with a round shape to fit both human hands and mouths - and
we can go further and say that its (more) creative particular ap-
plication may be a glass with a slightly oval shape to fit (better)
both human hands and mouths.

Most of the authors, from psychologists to philosophers, also
share the idea that, if it is true that creativity means novelty and
value in the ways described above, it is also true that it requires
producing agents capable of understanding, imagination and judge-
ment, i.e. typically human capabilities.! Yet, in recent years, the rise
of artificial intelligence has started making authors questioning the
coincidence of the former with the latter. In other words, are we
sure that creativity can be exclusively human? More precisely, are
we sure that creativity cannot be artificial? For instance, according
to Boden, “[t]he ultimate vindication of Al creativity would be a
programme that generated novel ideas that initially perplexed or
even repelled us, but which was able to persuade us that they were

' T cannot develop the relationship between creativity, on the one hand, and under-
standing, imagination and judgment, on the other hand, in the necessarily limited space
of a short article. But I worked on it in Chiodo 2024a and forthcoming.
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indeed valuable” (Boden 1998, p. 355. See also Boden 1991 and
2009 and Boden and Edmonds 2009). In 1998, she adds that “[w]
e are a very long way from that” (Boden 1998, p. 355). Today, our
question is the following: are we sure that artificial intelligence is
“a very long way from that”, i.e. creativity?

2. The foundation of a possible epistemology of creativity

A possible answer to the question posed above may arise from
reflecting upon the relationship between artificial intelligence and
creativity against the background of a possible epistemology of
the latter.

If it is true that creativity can be defined as the capability to
cross a kind of no man’s land extending from the universal rule,
which is given, to its particular application, which is not given,
it is also true that it can be defined as the last step in the episte-
mological process from analysis to abstraction to idealisation (and
which has been typical of Western culture for millennia. See at least
Brzezifiski et al. 1990a and 1990b, Coniglione, Poli and Rollinger
2004 and Cartwright and Jones 2005).2 More precisely, creativity
can be thought of, first, as the move from abstraction to ideali-
sation (concerning the universal rule quoted above) and, second,
as the move from idealisation to reality (concerning the particular
application quoted above).

But let us start from the first step in the epistemological process
of creativity. Analysis is usually defined as the capability to identify
what varies between analogous things. If we consider ten analogous,
but not identical, glasses, we analyse whenever we can identify their
differences in shapes, materials, colours, uses and so forth.

The second step is abstraction, which is usually defined as
the capability to identify what does not vary between analo-
gous things. If we consider the ten glasses described above, we
abstract whenever we can identify their identicalities. In oth-
er words, we abstract whenever we can answer the following
question: after discarding the differences between the ten glasses
described above, what is left? Our answer can be that, again,
what is left is their being, first, artefacts for drinking liquids,
second, suitable for human hands holding them and, third, suita-
ble for human mouths drinking from them — what is left is their
universal rule. As Locke specifies, what is left is what we can

2 T worked on it especially in Chiodo 2018.

193



identify as their “universals” (Locke 1690, II, 11, 9). But Locke
also specifies that abstracting does not mean creating something
novel, which is one of the two necessary conditions of creativity,
as we have seen (see Locke 1690, I11, 3, 7). It is no coincidence
that, according to contemporary philosophers working on ab-
straction, it means “omi[ssion] of properties” (Nowak 1990, p.
193) that vary and “omission of truth” (Jones 2005, p. 175), but
not the creation of something novel.

Indeed, the creation of something novel starts emerging from
the last step in the epistemological process of creativity: the move
from abstraction to idealisation, which is usually defined as the
capability to change something to improve it. If we consider the
ten glasses described above, we idealise whenever we can change
their universal rule to improve it and, consequently, its particular
application — and, most interestingly, speaking of changing some-
thing to improve it means speaking of both the two necessary
conditions of creativity: first, speaking of changing means speak-
ing precisely of novelty and, second, speaking of improving means
speaking precisely of value. It is no coincidence that, according
to contemporary philosophers working on idealisation, it means
“misrepresentation” (Jones 2005, p. 185) and “assertion of a false-
hood” (Jones 2005, p. 175): we “misrepresent” and “assert [...] a
falsehood” precisely because we change universal rules to improve
them. For instance, we change the universal rule described above
by adding the following subrule, which the ten glasses described
above do not share: glasses are (also and necessarily) suitable for
the kinds of drinks they contain. And, after changing their uni-
versal rule to improve it, we can improve its particular application
by designing a glass that is novel (being different from our ten
glasses) and valuable (being better than our ten glasses) — which
means speaking precisely of creativity.

Thus, there is creativity when we move from abstraction to
idealisation and when we move from idealisation to reality, i.e.
the particular application of the universal rule we change. For
instance, we are creative if we, first, add that glasses are (also
and necessarily) suitable for the kinds of drinks they contain and,
second, design a glass whose novel shape is better (than any other
glass) for containing liqueur wines — which ultimately means that
we are creative if we make our experience of drinking liqueur
wines better.

Again, are we sure that artificial intelligence is “a very long way
from that”, i.e. creativity as we can define it from an epistemolog-
ical perspective?
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3. Can (generative) artificial intelligence be creative?

Let us address a case in point: Ednond de Belanry, which is the
portrait produced by the kind of generative artificial intelligence,
specifically generative adversarial networks (GANSs), that its inven-
tor defines as follows:

The basic idea of GANS is to set up a game between two players. One of them
is called the generator. [...] The other player is the discriminator. [...] The generator
is trained to fool the discriminator. We can think of the generator as being like a
counterfeiter, trying to make fake money, and the discriminator as being like police,
trying to allow legitimate money and catch counterfeit money. To succeed in this
game, the counterfeiter must learn to make money that is indistinguishable from
genuine money, and the generator network must learn to create samples that are
drawn from the same distribution as the training data (Goodfellow 2016, pp. 16-17.
See also McCormack and d’Inverno 2012, Veale and Cardoso 2019, Anscomb 2021
and Bown 2021).

Basically, the discriminator cannot distinguish Edmnzond de Be-
lamy from the thousands of human-made portraits painted between
the 14" and the 19" centuries on which it is trained.

Obvious, which is the group of artists who generated Edmond
de Belamy in 2018, specifies that it is a novel image (which is one
of the two conditions of creativity, as we have seen). Indeed, it is
neither a copy of the thousands of human-made portraits nor a
collage of them nor an average of them, because it is produced by
the generator, which does not know any of them. Obvious even
uses the word “creation” to describe the production of Edmond
de Belamy:

Does it mean that an artist working with GAN algorithms makes no contribution
to the process in terms of inventiveness? No. It simply means that the artist focuses
her creativity on other variables of the process or uses a different kind of creativity,
and that the visual creation becomes more and more delegated to the tool. Some of
the aspects on which the artist focuses are the choice of the theme, research related
to the decision to treat this theme, the search for inspiration (which translates here
into the search and choice of database components used as input for the algorithm),
the programming and fine-tuning of the algorithm and the whole process based on
trial and error, and the choice of means of expression (Obvious 2020, p. 168, my
translation).

Thus, on the one hand, “creativity” is attributed to humans
(“the artist focuses her creativity on other variables of the process”)
and, on the other hand, “creation”, specifically “visual creation”,
is attributed to artificial intelligence (“the visual creation becomes
more and more delegated to the tool”). In the first case, “creativ-
ity” is at stake in several circumstances (“the choice of the theme,
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research related to the decision to treat this theme, the search for
inspiration [...], the programming and fine-tuning of the algorithm
and the whole process based on trial and error, and the choice of
means of expression”). In the second case, “creation” is at stake in
one circumstance (“the visual creation”) — but speaking of “visual
creation” means speaking of something crucial when it comes to
creativity as the capability to produce something that is not only
novel but also valuable, and especially the capability to produce
something that is novel precisely to be valuable, i.e. better.

Indeed, speaking of “visual creation” means speaking of noth-
ing less than the process that translates novelty and value into
the artefact itself, i.e. the shape itself. We can choose both “the
theme” (for instance, a kind of power that petrifies and devours)
and the “means of expression” (for instance, painting). But we
can hardly live up to the capability of “visual creation” proved
by Picasso in La Celestina, which is defined “as the symbol for
a devouring female whose power could petrify its victim” (Hol-
loway 2006: p. 118). In other words, what most distinguishes
Picasso from us is his exceptional capability to shape, precisely
through his “visual creation”, “the theme” that both he and we
can choose. Thus, the attribution of “visual creation” means the
attribution of nothing less than the exceptional capability to shape
a kind of power that petrifies and devours, to the point of even
shaping “the symbol [itself] for a devouring female whose pow-
er could petrify its victim” — the attribution of “visual creation”
to artificial intelligence means thinking of Edmond de Belamy as
capable as La Celestina of shaping exceptionally complex human
experiences. Does it make sense? For instance, can we think of
Edmond de Belamy as “the symbol for” melancholy (because of
its dark colours and soft edges), specifically as a novel and better
“symbol for” melancholy?

4. Why (generative) artificial intelligence cannot be creative

In what follows, I will answer the question posed above against
the background of the epistemology of creativity as I have argued
it in the second section.

Let us compare Edmond de Belanry and La Celestina through
the following logical steps. First, in the case of La Celestina, we can
identify the kind of epistemological process I have defined as the
move from abstraction to idealisation. Indeed, we can reasonably
argue that Picasso, no matter to what extent consciously and to
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what extent unconsciously, first, abstracts the “universals” of petri-
fying and devouring after experiencing (both directly and indirectly)
a variety of their cases and, second, idealises by changing their
universal rules to improve them and, consequently, their particular
application, i.e. La Celestina — which means, again, shaping some-
thing whose novelty makes it a better “symbol for” what petrifying
and devouring mean. Thus, we can ultimately argue that Picasso is
creative. Specifically, we can say that he can add novelty and value
by ingeniously correlating the idea of petrifying and devouring with
the idea of partial blindness: the healthy eye can exercise power
over the present and, in addition, the blind eye can exercise power
over the future (according to the classical meaning of blindness in
Western art).

Second, in the case of Edmond de Belamy, we cannot identify
the kind of epistemological process I have defined as the move
from abstraction to idealisation. Indeed, we cannot reasonably ar-
gue that generative artificial intelligence, first, abstracts the “univer-
sals” of melancholy after experiencing (both directly and indirectly)
a variety of its cases and, second, idealises by changing its universal
rule to improve it and, consequently, their particular application,
i.e. Edmond de Belamy. Conversely, we can identify the following
kind of process. If it is true that it is the generator (which does
not know any of the thousands of human-made portraits), and not
the discriminator (which knows them), that far more directly pro-
duces Edmond de Belamy, it is also true that its shape does not
result from abstraction — Edmond de Belamy results neither from
abstraction nor from the move from it to idealisation, but from
nothing more than trial and error, i.e. a kind of randomness, which
means precisely that the generator tries “to fool the discriminator”
by producing “samples that are drawn from the same distribution
as the training data”, as we have seen. In other words, Edmond
de Belamy is far from a human being who, first, experiences mel-
ancholy directly in various ways, second, experiences it indirectly
in various ways, third, reflects upon it, no matter to what extent
consciously and to what extent unconsciously, and, fourth, shapes a
novel and better “symbol for” it — Edmond de Belamy is far from a
human being who makes sense of being a human being by shaping
its meaning.’

But let us add the following thought experiment: let us imagine
that the thousands of human-made portraits on which the discrim-
inator is trained are chosen by Obvious as right representations of

> T cannot develop the argument of sensemaking (as opposed to randomness) in the
necessarily limited space of a short article. But I worked on it in Chiodo 2024a and 2024b.
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melancholy. Can we think of Edmond de Belamy as resulting from
abstraction and idealisation? In other words, can we think of gen-
erative artificial intelligence as creative?

I propose to answer no for the following reason. Again, if it
is true that it is the generator, and not the discriminator, that far
more directly produces Edmond de Belamy, it is also true that its
shape results from nothing more than trial and error, i.e. the kind
of randomness described above. More precisely, even though there
is a sense in which the discriminator, which is trained on right
representations of melancholy, may lead the generator to produce
Edmond de Belamy as something that may make us reflect upon
melancholy, it is also true that it would happen randomly. Again, it
would happen through trial and error when it comes “to fool[ing]
the discriminator” by producing “samples that are drawn from the
same distribution as the training data” — again, it would not happen
through abstraction and idealisation as the foundation of the epis-
temological process of a human being who makes sense of being a
human being by experiencing it directly, experiencing it indirectly,
reflecting upon it and shaping its meaning.

Thus, Edmond de Belany can be novel, but it cannot be valua-
ble. If we happen to reflect upon melancholy when we see it, it is
as random as when we happen to reflect upon the passage of time
when we see traffic lights. Traffic lights have nothing important (and
reliable) to teach us about the meaning of the passage of time. Anal-
ogously, Edmond de Belanzy has nothing important (and reliable) to
teach us about the meaning of melancholy. Conversely, La Celest:-
na has something exceptionally important (and reliable) to teach us
about the meaning of petrifying and devouring — more precisely, it is
a novel shape to better teach us what petrifying and devouring mean,
which is the reason why Picasso is exceptionally creative.

If it makes sense, does it mean that artificial intelligence is total-
ly useless when it comes to creativity? I propose to answer no for
the following reason: it can offer us novel opportunities to create
value whenever we try to shape our making sense of ourselves as
humans. For instance, Ednzond de Belamy can (randomly) offer us
insights into the correlation between dark colours and soft edges,
on the one hand, and melancholy, on the other hand. Analogously,
traffic lights can (randomly) offer us insights into the correlation
between sudden changes, on the one hand, and the passage of time,
on the other hand.

And we, as humans, can randomly shape something (as we do
on a daily basis). For instance, if we scribble curved lines and Pi-
casso, after seeing them and exclaiming “I got it!”, draws one of
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his doves, we are not creative and he is creative, because the curved
lines we scribble do not result from his (exceptional) capability
to draw a novel shape to better teach us what peace means, but
from nothing more than the (trivial) capability to scribble (random)
curved lines.

Thus, it may make more sense to stop comparing what artifi-
cial intelligence does with what we do rather than continuing to
compete in a kind of race that is simply not playable by artificial
intelligence: making sense of who we are — which is not only one
of the best reasons to exercise our creativity but also one of the
best things it can do.
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