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Creativity


Creativity: Theory, History, Practice offers important new perspectives on creativity in the light of contemporary critical theory and cultural history. Innovative in approach as well as argument, the book crosses disciplinary boundaries and builds new bridges between the critical and the creative. It is organised in four parts:



	Why creativity now? offers much-needed alternatives to both the Romantic stereotype of the creator as individual genius and the tendency of the modern creative industries to treat everything as a commodity.

	Defining creativity, creating definitions traces the changing meaning of ‘create’ from religious ideas of divine creation from nothing to advertising notions of concept creation. It also examines the complex history and extraordinary versatility of terms such as imagination, invention, inspiration and originality.

	Creation as myth, story, metaphor begins with modern re-tellings of early African, American and Australian creation myths and – picking up Biblical and evolutionary accounts along the way – works round to scientific visions of the Big Bang, bubble universes and cosmic soup.

	Creative practices, cultural processes is a critical anthology of materials, chosen to promote fresh thinking about everything from changing constructions of ‘literature’ and ‘design’ to artificial intelligence and genetic engineering. 


 Rob Pope takes significant steps forward in the process of rethinking a vexed yet vital concept, all the while encouraging and equipping readers to continue the process in their own creative or ‘re-creative’ ways. Creativity: Theory, History, Practice is invaluable for anyone with a live interest in exploring what creativity has been, is currently, and yet may be.



Rob Pope is Professor of English at Oxford Brookes University and a National Teaching Fellow. His previous books include Textual Intervention: Critical and Creative  Strategies for Literary Studies (Routledge, 1995) and The English Studies Book (Routledge, 2nd edition 2002).






In praise of this book



‘Creativity has filled a vital gap on my bookshelf where it was meant to be all along. There is no other approach to creative thought quite like this: fresh, lively, wide-ranging in its scholarship, often left field and always disconcertingly spot on.’

Jo Shapcott, poet and Royal Literary Fund Fellow





‘With its strikingly fresh arguments, its scintillating constellation of critical voices, and its provocative mappings of the topography of thought, Creativity is less an academic study than a highly imaginative theoretical fiction that offers the open-minded student countless possibilities to ‘create’ in unexpected and fascinating ways. Rob Pope’s Creativity  is that rare thing—an event in critical discourse.’ 

Julian Wolfreys, Professor of English, University of Florida





‘The most thorough, creatively-devised and exciting book on this subject that I have read to date. Creativity is an essential resource for anyone in the worlds of creative writing and literary studies.’ 

Robyn Bolam, Chair, National Association of Writers in Education and Professor of Literature, St Mary’s College, University of Surrey





‘Rob Pope plumbs (sounds, explores) the paradoxes and powers of creativity with verve, wit and urgency. This is a creative work in its own right, deftly conceived and masterfully crafted.’ 

Richard Kearney, The Charles Seelig Professor in Philosophy, Boston College





‘The only book in the field with such a rich inclusiveness. A genuinely interdisciplinary project, profound and profoundly imaginative in range and critical scope. The syntheses of theory and practice are genuinely ground-breaking in this field.’ 

Ronald Carter, Professor of Modern English Language, University of Nottingham





‘There is never a dull moment as Pope explores an important topic which has seen no conclusive explanations but very many partial and thought-provoking ones.’

Derek Attridge, Professor of English and Related Literature, University of York





‘I’ve been waiting for a book exactly like this one. Rob Pope combines historical and critical insights into the term ‘creativity’ with a very practical sense of how these insights might be used. As a writer on campus, I can’t rate this book highly enough. Superb!’ 

Graeme Harper, Chair, UK Centre for Creative Writing Research Through Practice, University of Portsmouth





‘Breath-taking; an important and energetic book. For an author to achieve the rigour and practical applicability of a textbook as well as the academic and depth-informed qualities of a monograph, whilst creating at the same time ample room for discursive and associative play, is no mean feat – but this is Pope’s ongoing signature and paraph.’ 

Mario Petrucci, BBC Radio 3 Poet in Residence





‘An outstanding book. It is well read, well written, innovative and intellectually stimulating.’
 
Robert Eaglestone, Royal Holloway, University of London, and Series Editor of Routledge Critical Thinkers





‘Displays enormous cultural, philosophical and scientific range; not to mention wit and, indeed, creativity. Pope’s lucid, directive prose will allow students and arts practitioners as well as academics to apply his insights and methodologies in their own work.’ 

Fiona Sampson, Editor, Poetry Review





‘This is a many-faceted enquiry, original and challenging in its inclusiveness and range, its bold, ambitious scope served by a gentle, open approach. Mr Pope proves himself a spirited and empowering champion of creativity.’ 

Nicole Ward Jouve, Department of English and Related Literature, University of York
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In memory and celebration of Paul O’Flinn


I am the daughter of Earth and Water,

And the nursling of the Sky;

I pass through the pores of the ocean and shores;

I change but I cannot die. 

For after the rain when with never a stain

The pavilion of Heaven is bare,

And the winds and sunbeams with their convex gleams

Build up the blue dome of air,

I silently laugh at my own cenotaph, 

And out of the caverns of rain, 

Like a child from the tomb,

I arise and unbuild it again.

(from Percy Shelley, The Cloud, 1820)
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. . . before the beginning




It’s not beginnings and endings that count, but middles. Things and thoughts advance or grow out from the middle, and that’s where you have to get to work, that’s where everything unfolds.
 (Deleuze 1995: 161)




Practically speaking, there is no ‘creation from nothing’ (ex nihilo). There is always something ‘before the beginning’, just as there is always something ‘after the end’. Put another way, everything is ‘all middle’. The present book is no exception. This preface is itself prefaced by acknowledgements; and a bibliography and index follow the apparent conclusion ‘after the end . . .’. All this surrounding apparatus is significant. It is a reminder that there are many more hands and minds in the making of a book than one. The bibliography, for example, points to ways out of as well as back into the book and confirms that it exists in relation to other texts as well as being a text in its own right. All this apparatus also intimates that the present book could have been different: however apparently finished, it is always a ‘work in process’. Beginning and ending ‘in the middle of things’ (in medias res), it moves in many directions and dimensions and constantly promises or threatens to turn into something else. Being one thing, it offers to become many others.


In this way, Creativity as a material object poses plenty of questions about ‘creativity’ as a theoretical project. Is creativity best conceived as initiating things, continuing them or completing them? Or is it something we always come at from the middle? Is ‘being creative’ something we can ever be or do entirely on our own, or must it always be done with or with respect to others? Further, are we to think of ‘creation’ in terms of achieved objects and finished products, what was supposedly created by some one-off act (by a god or artist or author, for instance) and now exists only as past fact? Or are we to grasp creation in terms of networks of relations and continuing processes: creating, with the emphasis upon ongoing activity in the present (by us, here and now, for instance)? Is creativity something that happens ‘over there’, what we observe others doing? Or is it rather something that happens to us immediately ‘in here’, as participating subjects? In short, is creativity an ‘it’ or a ‘we’ – then or now? Or is it sometimes, under different cultural and historical conditions, something else entirely? These are handy questions to begin with, not least because they persist in various forms throughout the book and are still being asked at the end.




Preliminary definitions, overall aims


Because we need starting points, ‘creativity’ will be provisionally defined as the capacity to make, do or become something fresh and valuable with respect to others as well as ourselves. Each of the key terms needs to be weighed in turn:



provisionally because there are many other definitions in this book, some of which are sometimes preferred to this one 
capacity  because it is a ‘potentiality’ or ‘possibility’ and may or may not be realised in fact, as an act or an achieved state (though preferably it is) make, do or become because creativity can be realised through an object (made), an action (done) or an ongoing process (of becoming); it is therefore not strictly an ‘it’ or ‘thing’ at all





fresh because this means more than just ‘new’ or ‘novel’ and because ‘refreshing’ may involve making strange things familiar as well as familiar things strange valuable according to the exchange rate of some changing system of values – personal and social, aesthetic and ethical. (We might therefore talk more complexly of ‘ex/change rates’, because processes of exchange/transaction nearly always entail processes of change/transformation) 
with respect to others because we never create anything fresh or valuable in utter isolation; we always create in relation to other people and other things (present or absent, remembered or projected), and ideally we do this in every sense with ‘respect’ to others 
ourselves of which there is not just one per person but many, some of which need to be created too.




While the overall project of this book is to explore ‘creativity’, as provisionally defined above, it has several more specific aims:




	 to encourage an understanding of creativity that gets beyond stereotypical notions of the inspired individual genius, the extraordinary mind, and the artist as outsider, even while acknowledging the historical force and continuing appeal of such notions; 


	 to recognise that ‘being creative’ is, at least potentially, the natural and normal state of anyone healthy in a sane and stimulating community, and that realising that potential is as much a matter of collaboration and ‘co-creation’ as of splendid or miserable isolation; 


	 to help develop a vocabulary for talking about creativity that blends ancient, modern and contemporary theoretical perspectives and depends for much of its dynamism upon a tension between them (drawing attention, for instance, to the fact that ‘original’ used to mean ‘going back to the origin, ancient’ but now tends to mean ‘novel, modern’, and that ‘genius’ has often been identified with places and peoples rather more than with individuals); 


	 to draw on ways of understanding creativity current not only in literature and the arts but also in the sciences and technology, in the East as well as the West, and in popular as well as elite cultures (examples include the many and various ways of conceiving ‘chaos’ and ‘order’ or ‘play’ and ‘game’); and equipped with that understanding to take a fresh look at areas such as ‘aesthetics’ and concepts such as ‘imagination’ that until recently have been theoretically unfashionable; 


	 to insist upon a vision of creativity that embraces radical forms of re-creation and includes actively engaged kinds of re-vision, re-membering and re-familiarisation (as distinct from the relatively passive notion of ‘recreation’), and thus resists casual notions of divine creation ‘from nothing’ or of purely spontaneous expression welling up from nowhere; 


	 to explore the intimate and shifting relations between ‘the creative’ and ‘the critical’, and to grasp the fact that, historically as well as theoretically, the one often turns out to be the other: most obviously in such activities as critique, adaptation, parody and translation, but in principle every time some existing material (language, images, sounds, bodies) is transformed into something judged to be fresh and valuable; 


	 to nurture an understanding of creativity that furthers practice as well as theory, helping build bridges between, for example, the practices of creative writing and literary and cultural theory, and encouraging ‘original’ syntheses of all of them in the context of contemporary social structures and technologies.



If this relatively small book is to fulfil such ambitious (and strictly impossible) aims it must rely on its readers to fill out – and challenge – the necessarily brief gestures made here. In other words, the present piece of writing invites readers to be creative as well as critical. It offers questions as much as answers, and encourages problem-posing rather more than problem-solving. It also, finally, opts for clusters of provocative quotation from many sources rather than insisting on the authority of a nominally single-voiced author (me). That said, the book has an agenda, albeit a relatively open one, and it has its own designs, on the materials as well as the reader.





The book in brief



Look before you leap is criticism’s motto. Leap before you look is creativity’s.

(E. M. Forster, Two Cheers for Democracy, 1951)




The book is organised in four main parts. Though it has a cumulative argument and can be read from cover to cover, the parts and chapters can also be approached in any order. Cross-referencing enables easy movement around the book; detailed Contents and an Index lead straight to particular topics or terms. For a fuller grasp of the book’s agenda, it makes sense to read Part 1 early on. Otherwise leap in and jump around as you see fit. The substance of each part and chapter is as follows.


Part 1 argues the need for a refreshed and re-valued conception of creativity. Chapter 1 challenges the residual model of the creative person as individual ‘genius’ and the currently dominant model of the ‘creative industries’ concentrated in advertising, marketing and ‘image’ manipulation. It identifies alternative modes of creative practice and various models of radical aesthetics.


Part 2 is chiefly concerned with abstract definitions and arguments, and in that sense is more ‘theoretical’. Chapter 2 attempts to define creativity historically, showing that while the overall trajectory seems to be from divinity to humanity, from religious notions of creation to secular notions of creativity, the actual paths taken are far more complex and vexed. Chapter 3 attempts to define creativity in more overtly theoretical terms. It is built around a single, multipart sentence beginning ‘Creativity is . . .’, and with every word added it is suggested that we begin again from different premises. Although by the end of the sentence creativity, or creativities, may not have been absolutely defined, by a kind of cumulatively progressive logic, it/they may have been demonstrated. Chapter 4 explores intersecting and reciprocally defining cultures of creativity by drawing together key terms that operate across the arts and sciences, signalling issues picked up in Part 3.


Part 3 takes a deeply historical and broadly cross-cultural view of ancient myths of creation and modern versions of creativity. Chapter 5  looks at retellings of ancient creation myths, while Chapter 6 reviews scientific accounts of the beginning of the universe and of life. In both cases the resources of story and metaphor are seen as absolutely fundamental to the processes of making sense and establishing ‘truth’. These chapters seek to reformulate the relations between ‘artistic’ creation and ‘scientific’ creativity, gesturing beyond the ‘two cultures’ as currently conceived.


Part 4 is a critical anthology of creative practices. The selection of texts, organised chronologically by medium and genre, represents a wide range of cultural processes and is meant to be suggestive, not comprehensive. Chapter 7 offers a ‘case study’ of creative practice in one mode: writing. It provides a history and a critique of what has been understood by ‘creativity’ and ‘writing’ broadly conceived, including ‘creative writing’ as currently understood, with an emphasis on literatures in English. Chapter 8 gathers instances of creative practice drawn from many modes and media: from the performing arts to computer games. Though the texts are verbal, they engage with the creative dynamics of sight, sound, movement and touch, severally and together. This is an invitation to celebrate the creative potential of many ‘worlds’ and the processes engaged which reach across the arts, sciences, technology and culture at large. Creativity is the prerogative of all, not the preserve of the few.


The overall aim, then, is to enrich the sense of what ‘being creative’ has been, is currently and may yet be. Conversely, every attempt has been made to avoid a dutiful plod through great works and famous names. This applies to ‘great theorists and critics’ no less than ‘great artists’ and ‘great scientists’. An orthodox critical canon, like an orthodox creative canon, is soon stultifying if observed slavishly. In any case, as the book is designed to demonstrate, the relation between ‘criticism’ and ‘creativity’, like that between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, is better conceived as a connection rather than a distinction, reciprocally defining rather than mutually exclusive. As the epigraph that heads this section reminds us, ‘Look before you leap is criticism’s motto. Leap before you look is creativity’s’. Leap into or across this book as you feel moved. There are many lines of enquiry that cross and re-cross within it; but few start or finish in one place. The way you use it will establish the shape it has for you.












Part 1 Why creativity now?


Creativity is of immediate interest to just about everyone: Am I creative? How creative am I? Can I become more creative? But no one can think or talk about it for long without getting into highly involved issues: about whether only certain special people are creative or everyone is potentially creative in some way; and whether some activities – or cultures or periods – are more creative than others. What is creativity anyway? Is it the same as genius or talent or originality? Or had we better use other terms entirely – such as invention and discovery and innovation? Arguments around creativity are hardly surprising. The concept has an ancient and continuing past rooted in notions of divine creators and mythic moments of creation; a more recent, specifically human history framed chiefly in terms of creative arts and artists; and current applications that range from advertising and public relations (‘creating the right image’) to business studies and education (‘creative management’, ‘creative problem-solving’). Computer programmes ask us to ‘Create File’, and ‘creative accounting’ has become the regular euphemism for what used to be called ‘cooking the books’.


It tends to amaze people, therefore, that the first recorded use in English of the abstract noun ‘creativity’ is as recent as 1875 (see OED ‘creativity’). Certainly, cognate forms such as ‘creation’, ‘creator’ and ‘create’ were around much earlier, first with religious and then with artistic senses. But what do we actually mean by ‘creating’ and ‘being creative’ nowadays? How much has the more or less human and secular notion of ‘creativity’ taken over from the earlier divine and sublime senses of ‘creation’? What are we to make of all the various claims on ‘creativity’ staked by artists and advertisers, educationists and entrepreneurs? Does it really matter whether we talk of ‘producing’ or ‘generating’ – rather than of ‘creating’ – everything from ideas and images to wealth and health? And how is contemporary critical theory at last coming to terms with a concept that it studiously suppressed for so long? Part 1 sets about framing these issues at length, and points to some fresh and perhaps surprising possibilities.












1 Creativities old, new and otherwise



‘Renault – Créateur d’automobiles’ versus ‘Citroën Picasso’
 

(Rival car advertising campaigns 2002– )





These days, information technology, communications, and advertising are taking over the words ‘concept’ and ‘creative,’ and these ‘conceptualists’ constitute an arrogant breed that reveals the activity of selling to be capitalism’s supreme thought.
 
(Deleuze 1995: 137)




The above epigraphs help set the contemporary scene. The first is from rival car campaigns waged on UK television and throughout Western Europe at the beginning of this century. The second is from an interview with the philosopher Gilles Deleuze towards the end of the last century. Both prompt fundamental questions about what may or may not be meant by ‘creativity’ nowadays. And both, in context, gesture backwards and forwards to images of creativity that have existed or may yet exist. Neither presents a complete picture, but taken together they help establish some initial terms of reference.


The Citroën ‘Picasso’ advert is the kind of playful, parodic and highly finished media product we have come to expect from the contemporary ‘creative industries’. It offers an amusing narrative of a fully automated car assembly-line in which ‘naughty’ robots indulge themselves by spray-painting the cars in wavy patterns and wild colours. Eventually they are brought to order and paint the cars as they should – but not before they have signed each with a multicoloured flourish: Picasso (the logo of this particular model). Meanwhile, Citroën’s competitor, Renault, continues to present itself corporately as Créateur d’automobiles. At least three things are worth noting. One is that both the advertising agencies and their employers, the car companies, clearly reckon it worthwhile to trade on the arty image of being ‘creative’: whether the quasi-divineimage of being a ‘creator of automobiles’ or the genius of the wayward artist. This is in preference, presumably, to presenting themselves as, say, ‘car manufacturers’ or ‘producers’. Another key feature, especially important in a UK English-speaking context, is the appeal to the comparative exoticism and cosmopolitanism of the French slogan and the ‘bad-boy’ reputation of the Spanish artist. Both are sufficiently recognisable and stereotypical to have an immediate impact. The third significant aspect relates specifically to the mini-narrative developed in the Citroën Picasso advertisement. The opposition and transition between a kind of carnivalesque chaos at the beginning (the robots being wildly expressive) and the sober order that is almost  imposed at the end (they settle to painting the cars properly, retaining just a flash of free expression in the signed logo) give a clear overall message: these cars offer machine-like dependability but with a human touch, automated technology spiced with artistic technique. In short, like Renault, Citroën does not just produce cars – it creates them. In claiming to do so, both these multimillion-dollar international business corporations assume a kind of god-like power and artistic prestige. What’s more, they do this with all the resources of the modern multimedia and the ready currency of popular culture at their disposal.



In their witty, knowing ways these campaigns offer potent images of what creativity has come to mean in the postmodern world. Above all this is a matter of ‘creating the right image’. To achieve this, all and any of the other readily available images of creativity, notably those of God the Creator and the artist as creator, may be pressed into service. This is also image creation in the service of a fantastically enhanced and largely illusory vision of industrial production. It works by glossing over the human labour and material resources involved in car production and, in their place, offering a humorously humanised vision of playful yet super-serviceable automata. ‘Creating the right image’ also involves completely cutting out the ‘wrong’ image: negative aspects of the consumption and use of cars in the modern world, from road accidents to pollution. Other car advertisements do this by showing their product performing in wide-open, car-less spaces such as mountain roads and deserts, or miraculously evading the pressures of urban traffic by some cunning ruse.


Gilles Deleuze (second epigraph) will have nothing to do with this conception of creativity. It is precisely the appropriation of the terms ‘concept’ and ‘creative’ by ‘information technology, communications, and advertising’ that he sees as a pressing contemporary problem and it is to counter such a perverted image of creativity that he urges the claims of his own discipline, philosophy. For Deleuze, ‘The function of philosophy, still thoroughly relevant, is to create concepts’; further, ‘Philosophy [. . .] is by nature creative or even revolutionary because it is always creating new concepts’ (Deleuze 1995: 136). There are several things that need to be said about Deleuze’s conception of creativity – and of philosophy. Firstly, he has a very distinct vision of the specifically creative function of philosophy, and it is not one to which all philosophers would subscribe or with which all readers will be familiar. (The issues and figures will be revisited later, but, basically, Deleuze writes in the radically politicised tradition of Nietzsche and Foucault where knowledge is a form of power, and, more generally, in the pragmatic tradition of James, Dewey and Bergson where ‘truths’ are made, not just found.) To get a preliminary idea of Deleuze’s ‘creative’ conception of philosophy we may turn to What Is Philosophy? (1991), the last major work he co-authored with the psychotherapist and political activist Felix Guattari. As their English translators put it, this book is a kind of ‘manifesto produced under the slogan “Philosophers of the world, create!”’ (Deleuze and Guattari [1991] 1994: vii). Crucially, for Deleuze and his co-writer, creation is recognised as taking place in all areas of life, not just art narrowly conceived or even philosophy broadly conceived.


Deleuze and Guattari distinguish three main domains or ‘intersecting planes’ in which creation can occur: (i) philosophy, in so far as it is primarily involved in the creation of concepts (abstract systems of virtual worlds); (ii) art (including literature), in so far as it is primarily involved in the creation of affects (sensory embodiments of possible worlds); and (iii) science, in so far as it is primarily involved in the creation of percepts  (sensory embodiments of functional worlds) (Deleuze and Guattari [1991] 1994: 163–99). The key words here are ‘in so far as’ and ‘primarily’, for in any given instance, especially the most significant and valuable (i.e. the most ‘creative’), what we actually encounter is an overlapping of domains: ‘the three modes of thought intersect and intertwine’ such that ‘a rich tissue of correspondences can be established between the planes’ (pp. 198–9). Deleuze and Guattari coin the term heterogenesis for this multidirectional and multidimensional activity of creation (from the Greek for ‘varied’ plus ‘birth’; cf. ‘heterogeneous’). The crucial aspect of such a creatively ‘varied-birth’ is that it involves kinds of intricately interdependent but strictly unpredictable ‘becoming’ (‘being still to come’). As a result, even if the various inputs are known, the precise outputs cannot be foreknown. Deleuze and Guattari summarise their complex conception of creation thus:



[N]one of these elements can appear without the other being still to come, still indeterminate or unknown. Each created element on a plane calls on other heterogeneous elements, which are still to be created on other planes: thought as heterogenesis. 

(Deleuze and Guattari [1991] 1994: 199)





A more general term they use to describe the process is chaosmos. This they take from the novelist James Joyce, who coined it in Finnegans Wake, and they define it as ‘a composed chaos’ (p. 205). Umberto Eco also features the term in his The Aesthetics of  Chaosmos (1989), observing elsewhere that ‘Chaosmos [is] a word invented by James Joyce in which you have this sandwich between cosmos, which means ordered structure, and chaos’ (Eco in Kearney 1995: 78). We shall pick up the term, too, because it neatly catches the paradox of many visions of creation and versions of creativity, both ancient and modern: the ways in which kinds of order (cosmos) emerge from kinds of apparent disorder (chaos), and, conversely, the tendency of kinds of apparent order to dissipate into disorder, which in turn may dissolve or resolve into yet other forms of chaos and . . . or . . . as . . . cosmos. In short, chaosmos. The term also resonates with debates in contemporary theory, most obviously those to do with chaos, complexity and emergence, but also with analogous processes explored in other areas. These debates are treated at length in Chapters 4 and 7 of the present book, but we might here cue by a series of questions their potential significance for a fundamentally reconfigured conception of creativity:




	 Chaos, complexity and emergence theories share a concern with emerging orders and dissipative structures ‘on the edge of chaos’, and lead to an understanding of complexity in terms of substantially regular but strictly non-predictable transformations. Areas of application range from patterns of bird migration to fluctuations in international money markets.


	So is creativity in some way peculiarly ‘chaotic’, ‘complex’ or ‘emergent’?  investigates the origins and ends of the universe, even 


	 Cosmologyinvestigates the origins and ends of the universe, even to the point of projecting ‘parallel universes’ and a ‘multiverse’. It involves exploring various kinds of singularity, perhaps beginning with the ‘Big Bang’ and ending with the ‘Big Crunch’; but also recognising that there may be universes between as well as beyond. To what extent is creativity about absolute beginning and endings, or is it rather about the  ongoing construction of parallel or multiple ‘universes’ in the middle?


	 Evolutionary biology and genetics are filling in and substantially redrawing the Darwinian picture of evolution of species by natural selection, through work on the replication and mutation of genes. Genetically modified foods and the cloning of animals or people are the more publicised aspects of issues that reach even deeper. Is creativity a natural and necessary aspect of all life, or peculiar to humans? What happens  when the ‘creature’ gets to ‘create’ itself, too?


	 Neuro-science, cognitive psychology and artificial intelligence are leading to a radical rethinking of the apparently ‘mechanical’ aspects of human consciousness and the potentially ‘living’ aspects of computer ‘intelligence’, through the crossing of computing and communications with life sciences. Is creativity the sole prerogative of humans or does it extend to (other) machines?


	 Quantum mechanics and theoretical physics also continue to work through the implications of fundamental insights into the nature of the physical universe. A beginning list includes: (i) the capacity of mass to transform into energy, and vice versa; (ii) an understanding of matter/energy as both a continuous wave and a stream of distinct particles; (iii) the realisation that the observing subject, the observational apparatus and the observed object all play a part in the observation and that the resulting ‘measurement’ is a product of the relations among them; (iv) the recognition that time and space are intricately interconnected and ultimately interchangeable, and that the resulting ‘space-time’ may be best imagined ‘curved’, ‘folded’ or full of ‘holes’.
 
With so much potential for change and transformation, what’s so special – or common – about  creativity anyway?




Clearly, what is at stake is a much enlarged and enhanced conception of creativity. Equally clearly, such investigations reach far beyond the vistas of our car advertisers, for, as Deleuze observes, ‘the activity of selling is capitalism’s supreme thought’ (Deleuze 1995: 136). As a philosopher, his response is to argue for the kind of radical ‘concept creation’ represented by such terms as heterogenesis and chaosmos. But he is also mindful of the crucial part to be played in this joint project by the affects of art and the percepts of science. Some of these last are represented in the sketch of contemporary sciences above. Others, we shall see shortly, come from the arts and aesthetics as traditionally conceived and as radically reconfigured. All provide powerful alternatives and antidotes to the kind of commodity aesthetics that dominate the contemporary cultural scene. To be more precise, all offer ways of viewing and valuing – and constantly re-viewing and re-valuing – creative processes in so far as these exceed the commercial value of the created product alone.


It will come either as little surprise or a great shock, then, that ‘creativity’ has not  been a favoured term in literary and cultural theory of the past twenty or thirty years. In fact, during the closing decades of the twentieth century, almost anything to do with ‘creators’, ‘creation’ and ‘creating’ was roundly attacked, to the extent that the rejection of ‘creativity’ can be seen in retrospect as one of the founding acts of an array of oppositional critiques (Marxist, feminist, postcolonial, etc.). Now that these approaches are themselves established, we might usefully revisit their founding moments and weigh what may have been lost or misrepresented, as well as asking if critics might since have found ways of accommodating creativity on their own terms.


What follows, then, is a kind of ‘ground-clearing’ to establish the basis upon which an enhanced and extended reformulation of the concept of creativity might flourish and to clear up some current misconceptions and misrepresentations. Whether the term  ‘creativity’ is revived is another matter and of lesser importance, as we shall see throughout the book.





Creation v production


Remarkably, almost none of the current standard dictionaries of literary and cultural theory has an entry dedicated to ‘creativity’. (The significant exception is Keywords  (Williams 1983), to which we shall return.) Where one of its cognates such as ‘creative’ or ‘creation’ does make an appearance, it tends to be set up as a ‘traditional’, rather old-fashioned concept to be demystified and dismissed then replaced by other terms. The Marxist critic Terry Eagleton’s entry on ‘creation’ in A Dictionary of Modern  Critical Terms is characteristic in these respects (Fowler [1987] 1990: 45–6):



The metaphor of creation has traditionally dominated discussions of literary authorship, with strong implications of the mysterious, possibly transcendental nature of such activity. [. . .] Viewing such an idea as a fundamental mystification of the process of writing, Marxist criticism (in particular the work of Pierre Macherey) has preferred to substitute the concept of literary production, which suggests the essentially ordinary, accessible nature of fiction-making.




Thus, taking Eagleton’s cue and turning to Macherey’s A Theory of Literary Production  ([1966] 1978) what we find in Chapter 11, ‘Creation and Production’, is precisely a summary dismissal of the former term and its complete replacement with the latter. Macherey begins by assuming that ‘[t]he proposition that the writer or artist is a creator belongs to a humanist ideology’, then proceeds to his central assertion that ‘[t]he various “theories of creation” all ignore the process of working: they omit any account of production’. He concludes by insisting that ‘in this book, the word “creation” is suppressed and systematically replaced by “production”’ (Macherey [1966] 1978: 66–8). We can take issue with Macherey on several counts here. One is his contention that ‘the writer or artist as creator’ belongs to ‘humanist ideology’ alone: counterparts can be found in the Anglo-Saxon ‘scop’ and medieval ‘makar’ as well as ‘poets’ of all kinds (from Greek poiesis, ‘making’); all these words were used to describe human as well as divine creators/shapers/makers (see below, pp. 198–9). Another problem with Macherey’s objection is the fact that many ancient myths of creation pay considerable attention to ‘the process of making’ (see Chapter 5). Meanwhile, many modern theories of ‘creativity’ (the secular counterpart of ‘creation’ that Macherey does not mention) spend far more time on the processes of creativity than on its origins or products. Koestler’s The Act of Creation (]1964] 1989) is a classic example contemporary with Macherey. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) work on creativity as ‘flow’ and Bohm’s (1998) on creativity as ‘dialogue’ and ‘participation’ are just two of the more recent ones.


More striking and perhaps disturbing, however, is the total conviction with which the term ‘creation’ is ‘suppressed’ by Macherey and the equally unyielding certainty with which it is replaced by the term ‘production’. This is a critical revolution with a vengeance, and it carries the threat as well as the promise of an utterly new wor(l)d order: ‘creation’ out; ‘production’ in. Meanwhile, there seems to be no recognition of the inherently dynamic meanings and variously extendable applications of both terms. ‘Creation’, as will frequently be observed here (see especially Chapter 2), can refer to a product or a process (‘a creation’ and the ‘activity of creating’) and can be attributed to divine and human agents as well as to nature and the universe at large (hence ‘a creation’ and ‘the Creation’). We must also recognise the richly suggestive links with procreation (i.e. sexual intercourse/reproduction) and with recreation (in the weak sense of ‘leisure activity’) or re-creation (in the strong sense of ‘re-making’). Macherey’s vigorous championing of ‘production’ tends to ignore or play down the equally rich and to some extent related complications of that term too. Especially in Marxist terms, are we to imagine, say, pre-industrial, industrial or post-industrial conditions and modes of  production: hand-made, steam-driven or electronically mediated? These are radically different modes of ‘production’, not just variations on the same process. As Marx would have been the first to allow, with fundamental changes in material conditions and social relations what is nominally the same word changes its exchange value too.



 The question can be put more pointedly. At what point(s) does ‘production’ as a notionally primary or prior event give way to reproduction as a notionally secondary or subsequent event? For again, in strict materialist terms, the production of something like a meal or a car is a human reproduction of products that already exist (food stuffs, metal and plastics), and these in turn are a human reproduction of natural materials (plants, animals, ores, oils) that already exist. Plants and animals are also the result of ‘reproduction’ in that other, expressly sexual sense. One can attempt to get round this problem with the compound phrase ‘production and reproduction’ (as in ‘forces of . . .’, ‘conditions and modes of . . .’), which may also serve to fuse – or fudge – the tricky and always in part arbitrary distinction between ‘human’ and ‘natural’; but that still leaves the precise relation between ‘re’ and ‘production’ undeclared and largely unexamined. Perhaps, then, we had better recognise that in reality we are always dealing with a series of variously differentiated and constantly re-integrated processes of re . . . production. Here the suspension dots are an explicit signal that the matter is always ambiguously and appealingly open. At any moment, we may feel moved or obliged to fill – or jump – the gap as best we can, but the precise way we do this, paradoxically, will in part depend upon the particular moment and mode of (re)production in which we are operating. The answer depends on when and how we pose the question, not just what the question is. We meet a similar impasse, and negotiate a similarly dialectical and apparently paradoxical way through, with the concept of re . . . creation in Chapter 3. But, whether we talk in terms of re . . . production or re . . . creation, it remains a moot point how far we have really moved the debate on unless we engage in a genuinely dialectical process. That means we must reckon on conclusions that are at least in part unpredictable and always need renegotiating.


A resolution of this problem (that is, a way of constantly re-posing it but not solving it once and for all) will be found, I suggest, neither in ‘creation’ nor ‘production’, nor even in their several derivatives (recreation, procreation, reproduction, etc.). Rather, it will be generated between both and beyond all. For this, I would insist, is the genuinely dialectical – and as far as shared and exchanged language goes, the fundamentally dialogic – way in which oppositions get resolved yet not solved. Indeed, even in terms of classical Hegelian dialectics, there is a confrontation between a thesis  (the proposition) and an antithesis (the counter-proposition) which together result in the creation/production/generation/evolution – or whatever term you prefer – of a synthesis  that, if it is a genuine fusion of the potentialities of both (a ‘co-proposition’), will properly be neither and may even be quite improperly ‘other-wise’. (Grasping creativity ‘other-wise’ is precisely what we attempt – and significantly ‘fail’ – to do in the course of this book.)


Macherey’s mistake is to come down unequivocally in favour of ‘production’ at the expense of ‘creation’. As a subversive tactic at the time it was no doubt necessary, so really it is only a mistake if we persist with it in changed conditions (conditions, incidentally, that Macherey helped to bring about). The obvious problems, in hindsight, are that his terms are resolutely binary and that he wants to resolve the dialectic in his own either/or terms (i.e. thesis or antithesis), rather than find another term and concept between and beyond (a fresh synthesis).


To be fair to Macherey, it should be pointed out that later in the book he does develop an alternative critical–creative practice dedicated to reading texts for their ‘gaps and silences’. Famously, he urges us to look for the ‘not-said’ (non-dit), what the text cannot or will not say at the time, what it accidentally happens or deliberately strives to cover over. This turned out to be a powerfully productive as well as subversive project in the hands of such critics as Jameson in The Political Unconscious  (1981) and Belsey in Critical Practice (1980). A problem only arises when the activity of what came to be called ‘resistant reading’ or ‘brushing the text against the grain’ (after Walter Benjamin and then Eagleton himself) is not turned on itself: when the critic’s own non-dit is not held up for interrogation. This is a common oversight of all writers, but it is especially odd, and at the very least inconsistent, in those who claim to be materialist and to follow a dialectical method. As Marx and others insisted, the greatest challenge is to ‘negate the negation’ – and thereby posit a positive that could not previously be imagined.


Returning to Eagleton’s entry on ‘creation’ we may detect similar grounds for anxiety as well as assent. Here is how Eagleton marshals poststructuralist and psychoanalytic forces in support of his Marxist attack on the notion of ‘the creative author’ (Fowler [1987] 1990: 46):



Post-structuralist criticism, in its concern with the potentially infinite productivity of language, and Psychoanalysis, which sees the dream as itself the product of a ‘dream-work’ or determinate process of labour, both tend to converge with Marxist criticism in its dethronement – to many still scandalous – of the ‘creative author’.




There is some truth here. In fact, many mainstream linguists – not just poststruct-uralists– would argue that language uses substantially finite materials with ‘infinite productivity’ (Chomsky and Halliday, for instance; see pp. 55–6). It can also be agreed that dreams depend upon a form of ‘dream-work’ in that they pose and to some extent resolve problems (though it is unlikely they can be reduced to ‘determinate’ labour; see pp. 71 ff.). What is far from clear, however, is that any of this amounts to a reason for dispensing with notions of creation. One could just as easily argue, as I do later, that it is precisely the inherent creativity of language and of dreams that makes them valuable. But what is perhaps most striking here is Eagleton’s rhetorical strategy. He gives us iconoclastic ‘dethroners’ on the one hand and scandalised traditionalists defending ‘the creative author’ on the other. The polarisation is polemically persuasive, but also glib and potentially reductive. Those same poststructuralists would remind us that the insistence on extreme opposition is an evasive strategy leading to deferral, rather than resolution, of difference (i.e. Derrida’s différance). ‘Creation’ is thus being subjected to what would be called a ‘violent hierarchy’ and, as a consequence, a potentially invaluable ‘supplement’ is being delayed and denied. Psychoanalysts, too, would remind us that whatever is so strenuously resisted and rejected will inevitably produce a delayed effect and come back in another form. In fact, in both Freudian and post-Freudian terms, a symptomatic rather than a simple reading of the above passage would anticipate an eventual ‘return of the repressed’, here ‘creation’. Further, as Marx reminds us, if the lessons of history are not learnt first time around they tend to be repeated later. This, I argue, is precisely what is happening now.




Radical aesthetics


A ‘return’ to freshly charged notions of creativity can be traced in a number of recent studies. But before turning to these it is worth indicating the directions which Eagle-ton’swork, and by extension certain central movements in Marxism, have taken in recent years with respect to creativity. For one thing, Eagleton has engaged more directly and sympathetically with radical notions of materialist aesthetics. That is, while continuing to resist idealist and elitist conceptions of ‘the true’ and ‘the beautiful’ as well as the postmodern commodification of pleasure and desire, Eagleton increasingly acknowledges that there are kinds and qualities of experience that exceed not only what has been known but what can be currently imagined. Thus he concludes The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990) with the observation that there is a ceaseless ‘conflict . . . between two opposing notions of the aesthetic, one figuring as an image of emancipation, the other ratifying domination’. This tension he characterises as at once ‘the condition of creative relationship, and a source of violence and insecurity’ (Eagleton 1990: 411).


This strain is maintained in the ‘Afterword’ to the second edition of Eagleton’s influential Literary Theory: An Introduction (1996). There he recognises ‘much that a male-dominated high theory had austerely excluded: pleasure, experience, bodily life, the unconscious, the affective . . .’ (p. 194), and concedes that ‘The humanist is thus not wrong to trust to the possibility of universal values; it is just that nobody can yet say exactly what they would be, since the material conditions which might allow them to flourish have not yet come into being’ (p. 208). In other words, his earlier outright rejection of so-called ‘humanist’ terms and concepts, such as ‘creation’, and their wholesale replacement with others of a supposedly more ‘materialist’ bent, such as ‘production’, have become tempered by a greater sensitivity to aesthetic discourses in and of their own historical moments. There is therefore a recognition of terms and concepts that need to be salvaged and reinvested with fresh value, re-constructed as well as de-constructed. By the time of his After Theory (2003), Eagleton is openly acknowledging the relative narrowness and inflexibility of much of the previous work in cultural theory: ‘it [cultural theory] needs to chance its arm, break out of a rather stifling orthodoxy, and explore new topics, not least those of which it has so far been unreasonably shy’ (p. 221). One of these topics, without doubt, is creativity, and I would argue that its contribution to a radically transformed materialist aesthetics is long overdue.


In fact, the ground for an energetic and dynamic, not merely determinist, aesthetics was prepared long ago, even if it has apparently lain fallow. Raymond Williams showed a lively interest in creativity and what it could potentially mean as well as what it has meant and currently means. His article on ‘Creative’ in Keywords; A Vocabulary of  Culture and Society ([1976] 1983) is an illuminating exception to the chronicle of avoidance and vilification to which the concept has been subjected in theoretical circles, concluding with an injunction to ‘realize the necessary magnitude and complexity of the interpretation of human activity which creative now so indispensably embodies’ (Williams 1983: 82–4). Further confirmation of Williams’s commitment to a radically open and ongoing (re)construction of an explicitly creative consciousness can be found in the concluding words of his Marxism and Literature (1977: 212), a book widely regarded as the most comprehensive statement of his mature theoretical position:



Creative practice is thus of many kinds. It is already, and actively, our practical consciousness. When it becomes struggle – the active struggle for new consciousness through new relationships that is the ineradicable emphasis of the Marxist sense of self-creation – it can take many forms. It can be the long and difficult remaking of an inherited (determined) practical consciousness: a process often described as development but in practice a struggle at the roots of the mind – not casting off an ideology, or learning phrases about it, but confronting a hegemony in the fibres of the self and in the hard practical substance of effective and continuing relationships.




This is creativity as more than mere ‘consciousness-raising’; it is the radical refashioning of consciousness. Nor is it simply a substitution of new, fashionable terms for others that are judged old and outmoded, the trading of one abstract ideology for another. For Williams, ‘creative practice’ involves a grappling deep within the self and within one’s relations with others: an attempt to wrest from the complexities and contradictions we have internalised (he uses Gramsci’s term ‘hegemony’) something that helps us live to better purpose. Moreover, such creative endeavour must be a movement through ‘the known’ into ‘the unknown’. It can be worked at in the present but the results cannot be predicted in advance. Hence the open invitation implied in Williams’s parting words (p. 212): ‘For creativity and social self-creation are both known and unknown events, and it is still from grasping the known that the unknown – the next step, the next work – is conceived.’


To take ‘the next step’, we shall turn to more recent work on creativity in literary and cultural theory. Isobel Armstrong, for instance, in The Radical Aesthetic (2000) makes a concerted case against what she sees as ‘the turn to an anti-aesthetic in theoretical writing over the past twenty years’ and ‘forges, in response, the components of an alternative aesthetic discourse’ grounded in ‘creative and cognitive life’ (Armstrong 2000: 1–2). However, like Williams, she is careful to insist that ‘the components of aesthetic life are those that are already embedded in the processes and practices of consciousness’. The latter include ‘playing and dreaming’ as well as ‘language-making and symbol-making’, but these are not optional aspects of living: they are ‘experiences that keep us alive’. Also, these aspects of the ‘aesthetic life’ are ‘common to everyone, common to what the early Marx called species being. That is why they can become the basis from which to develop a democratic aesthetic’ (pp. 2–3). An even more concertedly open and dynamic argument working ‘Towards a Materialist Aesthetics of Becoming’ (its subtitle) is developed in Rosi Braidotti’s Metamorphoses (2002; see below, pp. 157, 265).


This commitment to ‘creativity’ and ‘the aesthetic’ as common and inclusive is anticipated in some areas of social science research. For example, Paul Willis and others’ Common Culture (1990) derives from a collaborative action–research and participant– observer project premised upon what the authors call ‘grounded aesthetics’. This is defined as ‘symbolic activity and transformation in concrete named situations’ (Willis et al. 1990: 21–6) and serves to underpin a thesis on ‘everyday life and symbolic creativity’ (pp. 128–52). The project and thesis are framed in direct opposition to an archaic vision of creativity based upon a few privileged individuals (p. 1):



In general the arts establishment connives to keep alive the myth of the special, creative, individual artist holding out against passive mass consumerism, so helping to maintain a self-interested view of elite creativity. Against this we insist that there is a vibrant symbolic life and symbolic creativity in everyday life, everyday activity and expression – even if it is sometimes looked down upon and spurned. We don’t want to invent it or propose it. We want to recognize it – literally re-cognize it.




Acknowledging that ‘most young people’s lives are not involved with the arts’, the authors none the less maintain that such lives ‘are actually full of expressions, signs and symbols through which the individuals and groups seek creatively to establish their presence, identity and meaning’ (p. 1). As instances of such ‘symbolic creativity’ they cite (p. 2):



the multitude of ways in which young people humanize, decorate and invest with meanings their common and immediate life spaces and social practices – personal styles and choice of clothes; selective and active use of music, TV, magazines; decorations of bedrooms; the rituals of romance and subcultural styles; the style, banter and drama of friendship groups, music-making and dance.




All these activities are instances of what the authors term ‘work at play’. Similar arguments, with an emphasis upon creativity as active performance and participation, can be found in Joas’s The Creativity of Action (1996). They correspond to what I elsewhere call active and participatory ‘re-creation’, as distinct from mere ‘recreation’ as a more or less passive leisure activity (see pp. 84–9). In this respect, like Eagleton’s ‘ideology of the aesthetic’ as ‘an image of emancipation’ grounded in ‘creative relationship’ and Armstrong’s ‘creative and cognitive life’ informed and driven by a ‘democratic aesthetic’, the project of Common Culture is not only braced against elitist idealism and individualism but offers a critique of what its authors call ‘postmodern pessimism’ (Willis et al. 1990: 26–7). So, in its way, does Ron Carter’s Language and Creativity: The  Art of Common Talk, with its insistence that ‘linguistic creativity is not simply a property of exceptional people but an exceptional property of all people’ (Carter 2004: 13; see below pp. 56, 216–17).


Willis and colleagues point to more or less ‘creative’ alternatives, too. While acknowledging that ‘the market is the source of a permanent and contradictory revolution in everyday culture which sweeps away old limits and dependencies’, they also insist that ‘commerce and consumerism have helped to release a profane explosion of everyday symbolic life and activity’ (Willis et al. 1990: 27). Market forces can certainly excite and seek to exploit desires as commodities, but they cannot completely control the ways in which objects are changed and exchanged, nor can they determine how social relations and cultural values are reconfigured in practice. To recall an earlier example, Renault may portray itself as ‘Créateur d’automobiles’; but it is up to particular users how they decorate, ‘personalise’ and use their cars: whether they cover them in stickers or, say, take turns at driving to work with a neighbour. Admittedly these are not radically creative options (like avoiding the use of fossil fuels altogether) but they indicate that there are still spaces within and around commodity culture for the modestly creative re-appropriation and re-use, including recycling, of commercial ‘goods’. More theoretically, we may say that such practices seek out surplus or supplementary  values in personal and social terms, over and above – or between and beyond – those of commercial value narrowly conceived.


This kind of creativity is what Roland Barthes, following the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, refers to as bricolage, the capacity to re-combine existing elements of culture in patterns and with purposes that make sense to users, not just providers (see Hawkes 1977: 51–2, 121–2). Its counterpart in contemporary cultural studies is an approach called ‘gratifications and uses’, with the emphasis upon resourceful and perhaps subversive ‘abuse’. A counter- or sub-cultural example is the early Punk use of zips and safety pins as personal ornaments and badges of group identity. For the cultural critic Dick Hebdige, such aberrant yet resourceful (ab)uses of the objects and practices of the dominant culture are the very acts that constitute the counter- or sub-culture (see his Subculture (1979) and Cut ’n’ Mix Culture (1988)). In the more self-consciously‘high art’ spheres of parody and ‘metafiction’ (in painting, sculpture, film, photo and video as well as the verbal arts), the strategies of collage, montage and pastiche offer a ‘poetics’ that, as Linda Hutcheon argues, may also be informed by a variety of ‘politics’: ranging from the reactionary, to the resistant, to the genuinely alternative (see Hutcheon 1988). Again, it all depends how far ‘personal’ and ‘cultural’ values are reckoned to operate between and beyond, not just within, ‘commercial’ values.


The writers featured in the present section share a concern with resourceful resistance and radical alternatives to the dominant ideology of commodity aesthetics. Such responses often call themselves ‘creative’. The problem is that capitalism is also richly resourceful and, within the bounds of an ethic of selling and buying and an economics of production and consumption, brazenly ‘creative’, too. As a result, most notionally resistant or subversive gestures may themselves be quickly reappropriated and reproduced as a saleable ‘style’ – what George Melly in the 1960s ominously hailed as the transformation of ‘revolt into style’. Attempts at difference are fed back into the cycle of selling and buying, production and consumption, then duly regurgitated as the latest range of mass-produced yet ‘personalised’ car stickers or even ‘green’ motoring commodities such as lead-free petrol. Punk, too, was quickly commercialised and politically anaesthetised through clip-on accessories, expensively ‘distressed’ clothing, hair-gels and dyes, all removable when respectability called. At worst – the best scenario for the lifestyle merchants – being ‘creative’ amounts to nothing more than choosing and purchasing the latest design for your new, highly expendable and soon obsolete mobile phone or computer system. At best – the worst scenario for the pedlars of an always unobtainable tomorrow – it means making and decorating one yourself out of odds and ends that you find lying around. Further, if you want to be really ‘creative’, you might opt to use another mode of communication entirely: not the next round of audio-visual communications technology, but perhaps such ‘retro’ technologies as letters or even face-to-face, real-time conversation!


The continuing problem – and possibility – as Marx reiterated throughout his writings on the materialist conception of history, is that ‘people make history, but not in conditions of their own making’ (Marx 1963: 67–81). In the present terms, we may say that any aesthetics is constrained by the existing materials and conditions in which people work and play. And yet, in so far as it is genuinely radical (‘emancipating’ is one of Eagleton’s words, ‘democratic’ one of Armstrong’s, ‘common’ one of Willis and colleagues), it also creates fresh conditions and relations and values. To be sure, none of this can categorically define what is ‘fresh’ nor can it resolve the problem of ‘value’ (notice that the preliminary definition of ‘creativity’ included ‘the capacity to make, do or become something fresh and valuable . . .’, p. xvi), but the above arguments help to refine the definition and re-pose the problem. So may those that follow.





Re-imaging imagination


‘Imagination’, like ‘creativity’, is a term associated with an older critical idiom that has not been favoured in theoretical circles over the last couple of decades. Yet, as Raymond Williams observes, a ‘difficulty is especially apparent when creative is extended’ such that a ‘specialised sense of imagination is not a necessary term’ (Williams 1983: 84). Put more positively, a radically recast notion of creativity entails some fundamental rethinking about what may be meant by imagination. Richard Kearney’s Poetics of Imagining: Modern to Postmodern (1998) offers one such revaluation, and a transformed concept of creativity is central to his project. Building on his earlier theoretical work on the ‘poetics of the possible’ and his historical exploration of The  Wake of Imagination (Kearney [1988] 1994), he proposes that we revisit and extend Romantic and post-Romantic models of imagination in light of recent work in phenomenology, hermeneutics and deconstruction. As two of his reference points, he takes Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s definition of the ‘primary imagination’ as ‘the repetition in the finite [human] mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM’ (Biographia Literaria, Ch. 13) and Charles Baudelaire’s celebration of the poetic imagination as ‘the queen of the faculties . . . which decomposes all creation and creates a new world’ (Kearney 1998: 4). Suspended thus between notions of the finite and the infinite, the timely and the eternal, the decomposed and the created, Kearney sites his version – and sights his highly metaphorical vision – of a specifically ‘creative imagination’ in a succession of moments stretching from antiquity to postmodernity:  from ‘the imaginative powers of making’ of the ancient Greeks (poiesis as ‘making’ and technê demiurgikê as ‘primal craft’) to the variously ‘ludic’ (playful, game-like) and ‘performative’ (enacted, self-realising) models of contemporary poststructuralism and phenomenology. What these processes have in common, Kearney insists, is ‘the human power to convert absence into presence, actuality into possibility, “what-is” into “something-other-than-it-is”’ (p. 4).


For Kearney, moreover, it is the human aspect of creativity that is at stake in the present highly technologised and pervasively mediated communications culture. He points with foreboding as well as fascination to what he sees as ‘a crisis of identity for imagination . . . most graphically expressed in the fact that one can no longer be sure who is actually making our images – a creative human subject or some anonymous system of reproduction’ (p. 7). Further, Kearney declares that ‘it is precisely in a cyber-culture where the image reigns supreme that the notion of a creative human imagination appears most imperilled’ (pp. 7–8). This may come across as eminently sensible or quaintly reactionary; it partly depends how far you equate imagination with a broadly humanist and specifically verbal culture. For instance, it may sound distinctly old-fogeyish to those for whom the push-button, icon-clicking culture of the net and mobile phones is in every sense ‘virtually second nature’. Then again, it is precisely the question of how ‘unnatural’ is that second nature vis-à-vis actual human bodies in time and space that is so vexing.


This leads us to matters of ethics as well as aesthetics. For Kearney such concerns are at the core of his conception of ‘creative imagination’. Focusing on narrative in particular, he distinguishes three ways in which both story-telling and history-making, when responsively and responsibly undertaken, engage us in acts of re-creation as well as creation (Kearney 1998: 241–57, here 255). These are: ‘(1) the testimonial capacity to bear witness to a forgotten past; (2) the empathic capacity to identify with those different to us (victims and exemplars alike); (3) the critical–utopian capacity to challenge official stories with unofficial or dissenting ones.’ The ‘poetics of the possible’ thus opens up the way for a ‘politics of the possible’. It is precisely in Kearney’s refusal to divorce the critical from the creative functions that we can perceive the grounds for an aesthetics informed by ethics, and vice versa, and this dual ethical–aesthetic (or political–poetic) dimension is common to all the above aspects of the creative imagination – not only the ‘critical–utopian’. Kearney continues the project with case studies spanning ‘story’ and ‘history’, ‘fiction’ and ‘fact’ in On Stories (2002).



Other aspects of Kearney’s work also help develop models of creative imagination that are sensitive to older critical idioms yet responsive to new conditions. In The Wake  of Imagination he refines an influential model of ‘imagination’ first articulated by M. H. Abrams in The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), taking Abrams’s historical two-stage model and adding a third to cover the contemporary scene. Each is built round an enabling metaphor and may be used to model a particular kind of imagination as well as a specific historical stage. The result is a robust, if somewhat schematic, overview of the main ‘images’ through which ‘imagination’ – and by extension the imaginative aspects of creativity – has been and may still be conceived (after Kearney [1988] 1994, esp. pp. 14–18):



1 Classical and early modern images of the imagination as a mirror that reflects and re-presents some other reality, also called a ‘mimetic’, ‘reflectionist’ or ‘representational’ model.


 2 Romantic and post-Romantic images of the imagination as a lamp that generates and radiates its own heat and light, also called an ‘expressivist’, ‘generative’ or ‘affective’ model.


3 Modern and postmodern notions of the imagination as a labyrinth of  looking glasses that refract potentially infinite variations on an ultimately illusory object, also called a ‘self-referential’, ‘metatextual’ or ‘virtual’/‘simulacrum’ model.


Taken together, these metaphorical models of the imagination challenge stereotypically Romantic notions of what it is to create, as though all creative imagination generated its light and heat from within the self (2). They remind us that a more subtle model of creativity must include kinds of re-creativity and re-presentation, whether the more or less faithful reflection of something that is held to exist already (1), or the ceaseless refraction of something that never really existed otherwise (3). This last type corresponds to Baudrillard’s notion of ‘the simulacrum’, a ‘self-similar’ phenomenon that has a virtual reality as image but does not depend upon an actual reality  in the world beyond. Obvious contemporary examples include computerised simulations or games, but any image tends to become a simulacrum in so far as it acquires its own readily recognisable and reproducible identity as an icon: conventional images of the crucified Christ and seated Buddha hardly less than the logos for McDonald’s and Microsoft®. (For more complex images of ‘Real Romantic Writers’, see pp. 235–41; for Baudrillard on ‘simulacra’, see p. 263.)


Such models are a strong reminder that the very act of ‘imagining’ or, more narrowly, ‘imaging’ creativity is a creative and ongoing process. The creative power of metaphor is explored at length in Part 3. Here we shall simply note some alternatives to Kearney’s image of the Postmodern as a ‘labyrinth of looking glasses’. Deleuze and Guattari, for instance, in their dedication to philosophy as ‘the creation of concepts’, offer the image of ‘rhizomes’ in preference to that of ‘the tree’ as a potentially liberating ‘image of thinking’ (Deleuze and Guattari [1980] 1988: 1–26). Rhizomes include tubers, such as potatoes, and they can root or shoot from anywhere on their surfaces depending which way is recognised as ‘up’ or ‘down’; they do not have a distinct ‘top’ for the shoots or ‘bottom’ for the roots, as do most seeds and bulbs and all trees. Rhizomes also spread by underground networks, linking one ‘node’ to another. Deleuze and Guattari see all this as a powerful image of genuinely creative thinking: resourceful, flexible and unexpected (‘springing suddenly from anywhere, everywhere’), and developing by subtle transverse networks in unseen, subterranean ways. In contradistinction to rhizomatic growth they place ‘the tree’. This they see as an image of the kind of ‘arborescence’ that tends to dominate mainstream, orthodox and often authoritarian thought-patterns, as the tree is characterised by a single, central trunk with primary and secondary branches and roots that spring from a clearly defined top and bottom. The tree is organised monolithically and hierarchically on a vertical axis; rhizomes are organised as a multiplicity, horizontally, in lateral networks. Grasped in this way, the concept of the rhizome might displace that of Kearney’s ‘labyrinth of looking glasses’ in characterising the postmodern scene. Alternatively, it might be seen as a fitting image for any kind of ‘multiple’, ‘horizontal’, ‘non-hierarchical’ development in all sorts of cultural and historical conditions.


The notion of rhizomatic growth is prefigured in the psychology of learning by Vygotsky’s (1934) concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’. This, too, entails development from ‘the known’ to ‘the unknown’ by the most readily accessible but not necessarily linear route. It has been used to inform a whole ‘postmodern culture of the mind’ in the performance-based approaches to psychology and therapy of Fred Newman and his colleagues (see Holzman 1999).


But there are many more ‘images of thought’ or ‘imaginings of thinking’ that may be used to develop an enriched historical and theoretical sense of creativity. Shells, with their naturally regular patterns and infinite variety, were a common image of imagination and creation during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (almost as common as that of ‘the lamp’; see Ward Jouve 1998: 185–226). Like fossils, they could be interpreted either as instances of ‘the beautiful handiwork’ of ‘God the Creator’ or, with the advent of systematic geology and paleontology and under increased pressure from Darwinism, as evidence of unfolding design in evolving nature. In modern mathematics and physics a host of organic and inorganic forms are the objects of intense investigation and reflection, so regular are their underlying patterns but so unique the particular realisations. Thus shells – and snowflakes and crystals – not only remain fascinating objects of study in their own right, but also offer themselves as endlessly stimulating candidates for the modelling of mathematical and biological processes of many kinds, virtual as well as actual, especially when informed by theories of chaos and complexity and explored with the aid of computers (see Stewart 1995 and below p. 129). Whole areas of research and development called biomimetics and bioinformatics are dedicated to the theoretical exploration and practical exploitation of ‘naturally occurring objects and processes’ for the solution of ‘human and artificially generated problems’ (see Dewulf and Baillie 1999: 22 ff.). A familiar example is Velcro, a fabric-fastener based on the tiny hook-and-eye design that holds together the strands in birds’ feathers.


All these objects and processes, whether nominally ‘natural’ or ‘artificial’, are what Lévi-Strauss calls ‘goods for thinking with’ (bonnes à penser) (see Hawkes 1977: 32–58). ‘Goods for thinking with’ are what cultures build themselves from, both symbolically and technologically. (Dawkins’s term is ‘memes’, Stewart and Cohen’s is ‘extelligence’;


see below p. 274.) In the present instance they have been re-dubbed ‘images for imagining’, but whatever we call them, such ways of saying and seeing tend to become aspects of our ways of thinking and being. In fact, with the emphasis upon creative transformation and metamorphosis, such processes are best conceived as ways of becoming. Thus, as we shall see in Chapter 4, the double helix of DNA in genetics and the ‘butterfly effects’ of chaos and complexity may be conceived as ‘goods for thinking with’ in the fullest and most flexible senses: as both material facts and imaginative acts; and as both sciences and arts, where both are in their ways ‘creative’. Further dimensions of creative imagination and ways of imagining creativity are opened up in Chapter 8, where we trace the current ascendancy of models and metaphors based upon notions of ‘web’ and ‘net’. However, we must also recognise that the current usage is neither the beginning nor the end of the story and the same applies to the concept that we turn to next.





Inspiration by ‘an other’


‘Inspiration’ is another concept that is currently being revisited and is contributing to an enriched understanding of what may be meant by creativity. Timothy Clark has contributed important work in this area in his The Theory of Inspiration (1997), which is framed as ‘a study of theories of “creativity” in Western literary history since the Enlightenment’ (Clark 1997: 1). More particularly, as signalled by its sub-title, Composition as a Crisis of Subjectivity in Romantic and Post-Romantic Writing, the book is as much concerned with the processes and products of ‘inspiration’ (composition, writing) as with the ‘subjects’ (writers and readers). Clark resists any mystifying notion of ‘inspiration’ as something that just ‘happens’, and re-inscribes the concept within critical discourses that require a sense of cause or agency, whether internal or external.


The key concept here is that of dictation by an other: the sense of the individual moved by a force larger than her- or himself. Clark’s use of the phrase is prompted by Derrida, especially his ‘Psyche: invention of the other’ (Derrida 1992: 311–43), but, as he argues throughout the book, the concept resonates in various ways with both archaic notions of ‘the Muse’ and modern constructions of ‘the Unconscious’. The ‘other’ that is ‘dictating’ might therefore be attributed to all sorts of agencies and influences: to a divinity or part of the psyche (Psyche, Greek for ‘spirit’, ‘soul’ and ‘mind’, is the name of a classical nymph as well as the defining term in psychology); to language and symbolic systems at large (‘it is language that writes, not the author’, says Barthes in ‘The death of the author’ (1977: 142–8)); or to a historical moment, a political movement, an inner emotion, or an outer motivation (all four of these ‘mo’ words carry a common sense of ‘movement’, from Latin movere, motum). The common factor is the partly explicable, not merely ineffable, experience of being ‘moved’ and ‘taken over’ by something or someone perceived to be ‘other’. Grasped in this way, Clark affirms, ‘Inspiration [. . .] as the notion of composition as dictation by an other, is both the oldest and the most contemporary theory of the genesis of the poetic’ (Clark 1997: 283).


We consider some of the continuities and differences between ancient and modern views of inspiration in relation to changing notions of influence, tradition and inter-textualityin Chapter 4. Here I shall simply reaffirm Clark’s argument that there is in the present, post-Romantic moment, an acute ‘crisis of subjectivity’, and that our uncertainty about the nature of ‘inspiration’ is symptomatic of this. This crisis, he argues, is brought on by an increasingly deep-seated anxiety – or, alternatively, potentially liberating ambiguity – about who or what is ‘inspiring’ us, how, why and to what ends. Technology? Mass media? Capitalism? The psyche? Biology? Desire . . . ? In terms of creativity, this can be reformulated as the persistent question ‘Who or what created – or continues to create – whom or what?’ But now, as Kearney, Willis, Armstrong, Eagleton and others have intimated in their re-valued notions of ‘the aesthetic’ and ‘imagination’, and as Clark observes with his favoured term ‘inspiration’, ‘New controversies . . . are only just underway: of thought as dictation from an other, on effects of something for nothing in the relay of communications, on forms of imaginary subjectivity and multiple agencies’ (Clark 1977: 284). Moreover, just as Clark is careful to talk of ‘effects of something for nothing’, so we must take care to distinguish between effects of creativity as they relate to actual agencies, conditions and subjects, and be wary of the more mystifying notion of ‘creation from nothing’ (ex nihilo). That said, Clark’s summary remark on the perennial appeal and peculiar dangers of talk about ‘inspiration’ applies equally well to ‘creativity’ (p. 283):



The term seems always to occupy a crucial, liminal, uncomfortable and often exasperatingly mobile place in conceptions of the process of composition: it names a space in which distinctions of self and other, agency and passivity, inner and outer, the psychic and the technical, become deeply problematic.




This debate has recently been given a decisive twist in the direction of an expressly theorised conception of ‘creation and the other’. In The Singularity of Literature (2004; all quotations from Chapter 2), Derek Attridge offers a definition of ‘creation’ that stresses both its ‘active’ and ‘passive’ dimensions and its status as both ‘process’ and ‘product’: ‘Creation, then, is both an act and an event, both something that is done intentionally by an act of the will and something that happens without warning to a passive, though alert, consciousness.’ Prompted by Levinas as well as Derrida, Attridge argues that ‘creation of the other’ is a matter of openness to ethical responsibility as well as aesthetic responsiveness: ‘Thinking creatively about creation means thinking of these as two sides of the same coin.’


To open up yet other spaces in which ideas about creativity are currently being explored and applied, we turn to debates in the public domain. For the past fifty years ‘creativity’ has been a persistent, prominent item on a variety of agendas, educational and governmental as well as commercial and more broadly cultural. It has also, often relatedly, been an object of specialist academic research in psychology, education and, increasingly, business studies. These developments make a huge difference to what we may mean by and do with the term.





Twentieth-century problems


Remarkably, ‘creativity’ only surfaced as an object of public concern in the mid-twentiethcentury, shortly after its appearance as a named subject of academic enquiry, chiefly in educational and psychological circles, during the 1920s. As already indicated, people had long been interested in notions of imagination and inspiration, and, as will be seen in Chapter 3, in such matters as genius and talent, originality and invention. There had also been interest among early twentieth-century intellectuals in what Bergson influentially termed ‘creative evolution’ (see below p. 43). But it is an arresting fact that the abstract noun ‘creativity’ was not widely current until the 1940s and 1950s (it did not appear at all in the 1933 edition of The Oxford English Dictionary), and when it was used it was invoked in contexts and with applications that were highly specific to that time.


In this respect, ‘creativity’ (narrowly conceived) is a product of the mid-twentieth century and of the modern West. It is a specifically ‘modern’ response to problems associated with rapid social and technological change. Creativity is needed, it is insisted, to meet the challenge of accelerating changes of an unprecedented magnitude; and the key areas of both change and challenge are those of scientific discovery, technical invention, commercial competition and military rivalry. The keynote, in every sense, was sounded by J. P. Guilford, a founder of modern creativity research, when in the late 1950s he opened one of the first conferences in the United States expressly devoted to the topic of ‘Creativity’ (only lately graced with a capital ‘C’). Guilford begins by observing that ‘an unusually strong interest in the subject [Creativity] is an aspect of our Zeitgeist’ and that ‘the present symposium is one expression of it’. He then lists the reasons why it has ‘spirit of the times’ status (Guilford [1959] in Vernon 1970: 167):



The most urgent reason is that we are in a mortal struggle for the survival of our way of life in the world. The military aspect of this struggle, with its race to develop new weapons and new strategies, has called for a stepped-up rate of invention. Having reached a state of stalemate with respect to military preparedness, we encounter challenges on all intellectual fronts, scientific and cultural as well as economic and political.




There is clearly more than a whiff of cold-war politics and expansionist capitalism in such statements, along with a more general airing of the appeals and perils of ‘progress’. The distinctly modern dilemmas that Guilford sees as contributing to ‘the upsurge in interest in creativity’ include space travel, global communications and the population explosion. He notes ‘The coming of the age of space is a force contributing to the upsurge in interest in creativity. It stirs the imagination and it calls for readjustment at an accelerated rate’ (p. 168) – though it is not clear whether creativity is the force driving the space age or what is needed to ‘readjust’ to it. Meanwhile, in what have now become familiar tropes of a shrinking world and a rapidly expanding global population, he observes:



In a world grown small so far as travel and communications are concerned and a world in which the exploding population competes ever more strongly for its resources, adjustments in the political and personal-relations areas call increasingly for imaginative solutions.




The framing of this recalls Malthusian and Darwinian explanations of competition for resources as one of the checks on population growth.


For Guilford, the collective name for all the ‘imaginative solutions’ required by the modern world is ‘creativity’: ‘From any aspect from which we may view the scene, the needs for creativity are enormous’ (p. 168). This inaugural hymn to ‘creativity’ in the public domain prompts three further observations. Firstly, Guilford sees creativity as a cure-all for the ills of a changing society. This is creativity as problem-solver and instrument of social engineering, not as, for instance, problem-poser and medium of self-expression. Secondly, it is unclear how far Guilford sees creativity as symptom or cure and, indeed, whether creativity is part of the problem. As already mentioned, the space age is seen as ‘another force contributing to the upsurge in interest in creativity’, but it also ‘calls for readjustment at an accelerated rate’. This is creativity as a paradoxical and, one might argue, potentially paralysing response to the challenges of the future. It has everything to do with adaptation to the environment but nothing to say about radical adaptation of or with the environment; it is as though the future is already there in some form, to be responded to creatively, rather than itself in the process of being created. The third observation is of a more general kind: that public pronouncements about and grand claims for creativity (like Guilford’s) always have to be read in historical context and in terms of the politics they underwrite.


To illustrate the point, we turn to the pronouncements on creativity of Guilford’s contemporary, the American psychologist Carl Rogers. Rogers pioneered ‘client- centred’ psychotherapy and helped found the ‘human growth’ movement of the mid-twentiethcentury. He insisted that ‘there is a desperate social need for the creative behavior of creative individuals’ on the grounds that ‘many of the serious criticisms of our culture and its trends may be formulated in terms of a dearth of creativity’ (Vernon 1970: 137). Here he is speaking in the late 1940s, before Guilford’s address, in a paper initially presented to a small group of psychotherapists. Notice the similar social agenda for creativity but different emphasis (pp. 137–8):



In education, we tend to turn out conformists, stereotypes, individuals whose education is ‘completed’, rather than freely creative and original thinkers. [. . .] In  the sciences, there is an ample supply of technicians, but the number who can creatively formulate fruitful hypotheses and theories is small indeed. In industry, creation is reserved for the few – the manager, the designer, the head of the research department – whereas for the many life is devoid of original or creative endeavour.




Rogers’s claim for creativity shows a stronger commitment than does Guilford’s to individual empowerment and personal satisfaction. It is, broadly speaking, a liberal democratic rather than right-wing republican vision of creativity. It also reveals an anxiety about the sanity and sustainability of the human race as a whole when faced with widespread technological change – not, as in Guilford, the maintenance of the military or commercial edge of just one part of it (p. 138):



In a time when knowledge, constructive and destructive, is advancing by the most incredible leaps and bounds into a fantastic atomic age, genuinely creative adaptation seems to represent the only possibility that man can keep abreast of the kaleidoscopic change in his world. [. . .] Unless man can make new and original adaptations to his environment as rapidly as his science can change the environment, our culture will perish. Not only individual maladjustment and group tensions but international annihilation will be the price we pay for a lack of creativity.




Rogers’s plea for creativity is impassioned and compassionate, but it is still made within a given framework of seemingly inevitable scientific and technological change; and again the aim is to promote compensatory adaptation to rather than radically adaptive transformation of and with the environment.
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