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 What we talk about 
when we talk about 
creativity… 





[The ‘author function]…results 
from a complex operation whose 
purpose is to construct the 
rational entity we call an author. 
Undoubtedly this construction is 
assigned a “realistic” dimension 
as we speak of an individual’s 
“profundity” or “creative” power, 
his intentions or the original 
inspiration manifested in writing. 
(Foucault 1977, p.127) 



‘Against the Fetishising of Creativity’ 
“Creativity is a beloved non-word, an almost 
messianic formulation; one of those public 
screens onto which everyone can project 
almost everything. It is a term coined to offer 
hope and positive expectation; a catchword 
to employers and a must in job application 
letters. Invoking it is de rigueur for 
‘alternative minds’ rebelling against 
bourgeois ‘virtues’.”  
 
(Gottfried Wagner 2009. ‘Forum for 
Creative Europe’) 



‘Creativity’ appears in 
many contexts, as a 
policy imperative, a 
curriculum driver, a 
research focus in arts 
and science, a trait in 
evolutionary history…. 

All begin with the idea that it is a ‘thing’ to be discovered, 
elicited, realised. But to approach it, instead as a concept 
mobilised in particular conditions may be a more useful 
project. 



Some ‘versions’ of creativity: 
 
*As a specialised form of human production; 
*As any form of expressive activity; 
As divergent thinking; 
*As psychopathology; 
*As attribution; 
*As the antithesis of commercial activity (art vs craft?); 
As an evolutionary trait; 
*As a function of technology; 
As a characteristic of ‘enlightened’ education. 
 
 



A specialised form of human production vs. any form of 
expressive activity 
 
“…there are certainly some people who are gifted at 
drawing, or who have a particularly lively sense of colour, 
but who are not impelled to use these talents for anything 
more exciting than a holiday sketch book or the decoration 
of a house…in spite of their endowments, they do not 
express their day-dreams in creative fashion.” (Storr 1972, 
p.50) 
 



Or… 
 
“We all have creative abilities and we all have them 
differently. Creativity is not a single aspect of intelligence 
that only emerges in particular activities, in the arts for 
example. It is a systematic function of intelligence that 
can emerge whenever our intelligence is 
engaged.” (Robinson 2001, p.12)  



By promoting creativity, 
teachers can give all pupils 
the opportunity to discover 
and pursue their particular 
interests and talents. We are 
all, or can be, creative to 
some degree. Creative pupils 
lead richer lives and, in the 
longer term, make a valuable 
contribution to society. 
 
 
(QCA, 2003) 



Reconciliations: 
 
Craft (2001) – ‘Big C’ and ‘Little c’ creativity  (‘domain 
changing’ vs ‘everyday’ creativity) 
 
Boden (1992) – ‘P-creativity’ and ‘H-creativity’ (personal vs 
historical creativity) 
 
Kaufman et al. (2014) – ‘ornamental/aesthetic creativity’; 
‘applied/technological creativity’; ‘everyday/domestic 
creativity’ 





 
“The science is beginning 
to show us that creativity 
is a catch-all term for a 
variety of distinct thought 
processes.”  
 
(Start the Week, Radio 4 
30/4/12) 



Creativity and psychopathology 
 
“Creativity is one mode adopted by gifted people of coming to 
terms with, finding symbolic solutions for, the internal tensions 
and dissociations from which all human beings suffer in 
varying degree.” (Storr 1972, p.252) 
 
“[Spike Milligan] was also having periods of manic depression, 
which fed his creativity and plunged him into terrible black 
moods.” (Lambert 2010, p.2) 
 
“…we should remember that a hundred years ago those 
canvases were just the hallucinatory original works of a 
sociopathic recluse.” (Csikszentmihalyi 1999, p.321) 





Despite his 
thousands of 
creations Mr 
McHugh, of 
Birkenhead, 
Merseyside, 
refuses to think of 
himself as the 
next Damien 
Hirst. 'I'm not an 
artist,' he said. 
'I'm just letting the 
creativity flow out 
of me’. 



“…only tentative conclusions 
can be drawn about how 
these artistic urges occur. 
But studies of patients such 
as McHugh could shed light 
on how our brains create art. 
‘People like Tommy could 
reveal the key to artistic 
creativity’, says Mark 
Lythgoe, a neuroscientist at 
UCL.” 
 
(Giles, July 2004) 



Creativity and the affordances of technology 







Meebox (Adam Buxton, 2008) 



Tension between:  
 
•  Formula and invention; 
•  Freedom and constraint; 
•  The agency of the writer and 

the affordances of technology; 
•  Craft and creativity. 



“In such a tough, profit-driven business, 
how does the act of creativity fit in? Is it 
possible to even be creative and what 
do we mean by being creative? 
Screenwriters create something from 
nothing – they fill paper with words. Is 
that in itself a creative act? In a form 
where so much is considered to be 
craft, how much space is left for 
creativity and, indeed, where do we 
draw the line between craft and 
creativity?”  
(Nelmes 2007, p.109) 



“I often call myself, mockingly, a conceptual artist 
masquerading as a craftsman.” 
  
(Grayson Perry on Thinking Allowed 2008)  



Niles: I thought you prided yourself on supporting the arts! 
Frasier: The arts, Niles, not the crafts! 
 
(Frasier 1997, ‘Roz’s Turn’) 



The ‘Creative Industries’ are those: 
 
“…which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and 
talent and which have a potential for wealth and job creation 
through the generation and exploitation of intellectual 
property.” 
 
Including: 
 
“advertising, architecture, the art and antiques market, 
crafts, design, designer fashion, film and video, interactive 
leisure software, music the performing arts, publishing, 
software and computer services, television and 
radio.” (DCMS 2001, pp.4-5) 



Hangman Communication 0003 
18.6.98 
 
“Crimes of the professional against 
society and creativity and the 
artist’s role as saviour and 
underdog” 

Creativity as the 
antithesis of commercial 
activity 



‘The professional’s violence 
against creativity and the 
rewards for his cowardice must 
be exposed and finally 
ridiculed.’ 

‘It is the 
professional’s 
obsession with good 
taste that obliterates 
all creativity.’ 

‘The true artist, by 
nature, is always an 

amateur and never a 
professional.’ 

(Childish 1998, p.12) 



“He may look like an accountant, but he is plainly a star. So 
why is he still living like a student?…I wonder if his reluctance 
to upgrade the fabric of his life stems from fear of losing his 
creativity…” (Aitkenhead 2009, p.9) 



To have any effect, the idea 
must be couched in terms 
that are understandable to 
others, it must pass muster 
with the experts in the field, 
and finally it must be included 
in the cultural domain to 
which it belongs. So the first 
question I ask of creativity is 
not what is it but where is it? 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1996, p. 27; 
emphasis in the original)  

Moving towards attribution… 





“Creativity is sexy, but are all creative behaviors equally sexy? 
We attempted to clarify the role of creativity in mate selection 
among an ethnically diverse sample of 815 undergraduates. 
First we assessed the sexual attractiveness of different forms 
of creativity: ornamental/aesthetic, applied/technological, and 
everyday/domestic creativity.”  

(Kaufman et al. 2014, p.1) 



“This finding suggests that 
having a perceived handicap 
(such as being unpolished) 
sometimes leads catchers to 
judge a pitcher as more creative 
than individuals who appear 
more conventional. This 
phenomenon might be termed 
the "Woody Allen effect" after 
the famously neurotic but 
talented writer, director, and 
actor.” 
 
(Elsbach and Kramer 2003, p.292) 

Creativity as attribution 



Creativity is a problematic term because: 

• It carries connotations of magic/mysticism/faith/desirable 
‘otherness’; 
• It is always dependent on human judgements, but treated as 
essential; 
• Its existence is inferred from other evidence – technologies 
of assessment and institutional judgement produce and 
legitimise particular kinds of activities and outcomes; 
• It is simultaneously rich and empty; 
• It is a site of conflict, yet this is obscured through rhetoric. 

Despite all of this we seek to ‘nurture’, ‘unlock’, ‘unharness’ 
particular forms of productive, assessable activity which are 
called ‘creative’. 



Everything you do could be classed as creative. 
  
Creativity. Being spontaneous and expressive. 
  
Creativity? Originality. Being individual.  
  
Creativity is all from the imagination and can be anything you want it to be. 
  
Creativity is an expression of your imagination. 
  
Creativity is – expressing new ideas in an innovative way. 
  
Creativity – is doing or creating something original and inventive. This could 
be art, or a piece of tech or a story. 
  
Creativity? Expressive. Different. Risks? 
  
(Readman 2010, pp.263–264) 

A group of students respond to the question “What is 
creativity?” 



‘Emerging themes and categories’… 
 
Credo-like utterances 
Exclusivity/inclusivity 
Tautologies 
Synonyms  
‘Alliances’ 
Syntactical fragmentation 
 



Yes…I continuously think of new ideas and try to try new things whenever I can. 
  
Yes! Isn’t everyone?! Nothing is unimportant. I see ideas and novelty in things others 
would ignore – I think that counts for something. 
  
Yes - Because I can be inventive. 
  
Creative – I am creative because of my imagination and ability to transcribe it to words 
and stories. 
  
I think I am because I see the potential for creativity in many things around me. 
  
Am I creative? I don’t know as creativity has so many meanings and I think that maybe 
nobody truly knows what it means to be creative. 
  
Yes. I believe everyone is in their own way. I think I am because I regularly use my 
imagination to the best as I can to think of new, fresh ideas. 
  
Yes, with the ability to imagine and transfer to word or image, I am creative. 
  
Yes, because everyone is. 
  
Yes but I can’t prove it…interesting. 
  
  
(Readman 2010, pp.261-262) 

“Are you creative?” 



More ‘emerging themes’… 
 
The creative individual 
Faith in creativity 
Investment in a creative identity 
Romanticism 
Solipsism 



Questions for ourselves in 
relation to ‘creative practice’: 
 
What are our assumptions about 
‘creativity’? 
What conceptual relationships are 
mobilised between ‘creativity’ and 
‘art’ and ‘craft’?  
How is an ideological hierarchy of 
creative work/activity manifested/
constructed through our own 
practices? 
What’s at stake in our answers to 
these questions? 
How can we make this explicit to 
those we’re working with? 



The rhetorics of creativity are often characterised by: 
 
“textual moves to make [it] concrete; [the] use of the 
language of faith and belief; a metaphorical system 
which contrasts organic growth with technological 
sterility; […] the masking of logical inconsistencies with 
rhetorical urgency.” (Readman 2010, p.79) 



Alternatives to asking “what is creativity?”: 
 
•  What tensions are evident in the formulation of 

statements about creativity? 
•  What kinds of things are drawn into the discursive 

‘frame’? 
•  What kinds of things are neglected or rejected in this 

frame? 
•  What kinds of presuppositions are evident? 
•  How do descriptions of, and prescriptions for, practice 

generate ‘creativity’ conceptually? 
•  How, generally, is ‘creativity’ being modelled through 

rhetorical and ideological means? 



This is not to diminish the 
the pleasure in and 
admiration of thrilling 
material, inventive thinking, 
and skillful practice, but, to 
establish a ‘critical plurality’ 
and ask: 
 
“what do we talk about 
when we talk about 
creativity?” 




