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Chapter 1
Distributed Creativity: What Is It?

There are many ways to start a book. There are even more ways to start a creativity
book one would believe, or indeed expect. For example, I could start with a
definition, saying that most often when we think about creativity we refer to people
or products who can either produce or who reflect, respectively, some key attri-
butes such as novelty, originality, and value. Or I could open, like many other
books do, with praising creativity and creators and arguing that the world we live
in today would be unimaginable without them. This book however will follow a
different path.

The path I want to follow traces creativity as a phenomenon not back to a
creative person or a product, for as acclaimed, visible or important as they might
be. Instead of an individual, an object or a place in which to ‘locate’ creativity my
aim here is to distribute it between people, objects and places. And, in doing so, to
find it in somewhat unexpected activities, such as the old custom of decorating
eggs for Easter in Romanian rural communities from the north of the country and
in the work, for example, of decorators like Maria Zinici, whom I met in 2009 at
an Easter fair held at the Museum of the Romanian Peasant in Bucharest. Coming
from a family that has been practicing this craft for generations and having chil-
dren and grandchildren who continue the tradition, Maria is one of the many
artisans who are known for their craftsmanship and the way she combines tradi-
tional patterns and motifs with innovations in design and technique. The creativity
of her work and that of other egg decorators does not reside in spectacular out-
comes that revolutionise our way of understanding the world. It is rather part of the
constant making and remaking of culture we see all around us in everyday con-
versations, in the interaction between people, including in habitual and established
practices which are said to ‘keep’, not ‘replace’ the cultural stock.

Moreover, it is not the creativity of one individual but the creative action of many,
young and old, working together or apart, at different times and in different settings,
all immersed within a physical and symbolic environment that affords but also
constrains their expression. This is, in fact, the creativity that concerns me here,
creativity as it takes place in everyday life and real contexts, the creativity of the
‘ordinary’. And this is not to say that I will ignore highly celebrated creations or
creators; on the contrary, there is no opposition between the ‘ordinary’ and the
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‘extra-ordinary’ from the perspective developed in the following pages. They are
brought together by a key characteristic: creative action is distributed between
multiple actors, creations, places and times. In this sense, Maria and her fellow
decorators’ activity has an important lesson to teach us—it renders visible the net-
work of people, actions and relations that make creativity possible and that might be
obscured when we focus exclusively on the ‘high-end’ of this phenomenon.

While I will frequently draw examples from the craft of egg decoration and art
in general this is not a book about Easter eggs. Neither is it a book about the
creativity of particular individuals, products or cultural contexts. What I would
like to propose is a new way of thinking that precisely starts not with attributing
creativity to person or culture, but distributes it in the relational space between
them.

1.1 Creativity Outside Its Box

For most people the essence of creativity has to do with crossing boundaries and
‘thinking outside the box’. This catchphrase is so popular in fact that it risks
becoming void of all meaning since what people think is ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the
box varies greatly. For some this ‘box’ is made up of rigid ways of thinking and
acting as well as unbending social conventions. In the context of this book how-
ever, the box will take up a completely new meaning, perhaps surprising, and
become the conventional way of theorising and studying creativity. Indeed, our
thinking about creativity, both in science and everyday life, establishes boundaries
around what and who is or can be creative. Such ‘boxing’ is highly consequential
and reflected in our interest for certain creative domains or activities (while
denying creativity to others) as well as the time and space we allocate to creative
action (effectively assigning it to ‘special’ contexts or moments such as brain-
storming sessions or the art class).

One of the most pervasive separations creativity researchers tend to make is
between the person of the creator—or, in more ‘radical’ versions, his/her mind,
even brain—and the social and material world of culture the creator is not only
surrounded by but actually immersed in. If creativity is all about getting new ideas
and ideas emerge in individual minds then this must be the primary locus of
creative production. This view however ends in paradox considering the fact that
creative people are actually expected to make a contribution precisely to the world
they are separated from. The old myth of creation ex nihilo or out of thin air still
plagues our understanding of what it means to create as an individual detached
from culture and society. In this context, distributing creativity represents, meta-
phorically, the action of opening up the ‘box’ of the individual mind not to
examine it further (and then close it and put it back in its place, inside the head),
but to do away with the ‘box’ altogether. If creativity is a distributed, dynamic,
socio-cultural and developmental phenomenon, as argued in this book, then it
makes no sense to discuss it in terms of fixed borders and static domains.

2 1 Distributed Creativity: What Is It?



The roots of the harmful dichotomy between person and context in the psy-
chology of creativity (a dichotomy psychology as a whole is familiar with) can be
found in a basic distinction made between achievement in recognised fields such as
the arts and sciences and what is considered the mundane, everyday existence of
people. Let us take the example of art. In the words of Bourdieu (1993, p. 236),
‘‘everything combines to indicate that the world of art is as contrary to the world of
everyday life as the sacred is to the profane’’. John Dewey lamented this tendency
of isolating the art product from ‘‘the human conditions under which it was
brought into being and from the human consequences it engenders in actual life-
experience’’ (Dewey 1934, p. 1) as a way of disconnecting art and life and, we
might say here, creativity and everyday action. The ‘box’ constructed around
creativity has strong walls that are not merely symbolic but also material,
enclosing creative production in the space of the museum, the research lab, the
music conservatory, etc. Much of what it means to create is left out of this
perimeter and, in fact, the very nature of the creativity going on ‘inside’ it is much
more widely distributed than initially thought. To ignore this means not only to
build narrow theories and research designs but miss precisely the creative work
that is ‘‘essential to ensure the daily production and reproduction of human
existence’’ (Willis 1990, p. 9).

Animated by a wish to recover a broader meaning of creativity, I engaged as
part of my doctoral studies in an ample study of a rather ‘exotic’ domain for the
psychology of creativity—folk art. With its overtones of rural life, community,
simplicity, tradition and authenticity (Fine 2004, p. 29), this area typically falls
outside the ‘box’ of creativity studies. First of all, a sharp distinction tends to be
made between high or fine art and folk art or craft. Unlike the artist, for Col-
lingwood (1938) ‘‘the craftsman knows what he wants to make before he makes it’’
(pp. 15–16) thus reducing the spontaneity and originality that is the core of ‘pure’
art. In essence, crafts are based on skill but art requires something more, something
that is ‘‘due to [the artist’s] creative abilities and gifts, that give each object or
performance a unique and expressive character’’ (Becker 2008, p. 272). This
conception has been challenged for a long time, including by Vygotsky (1971)
whose dissertation on art unpacked the multiple similarities between artistic and
popular poetry. For Vygotsky, both recognised poets and anonymous folk artists
are drawing from a shared cultural background and contribute to it. In the
‘Craftsman’, Sennett (2008, p. 9) concludes that, far from automatic action, folk
artists develop a dialogue in their work between hand and head, between problem
solving and problem finding. As for the accusation of predetermination, Pye (1968,
p. 52) demonstrated the fact that, unlike mechanical reproduction, the activity of a
craftsman has all the elements of a workmanship of risk.

Research on craft is particularly interesting for the theory of distributed creation
since the ‘box’ of creativity in craft cannot possibly be reduced to the individual
creator’s mind but necessarily includes affect, objects and tactility (Vachhani
2013), as well as a long historical trajectory that engages entire communities. My
chosen folk art, eggdecoration in Romania, is a long-lasting tradition commonly
associated with the Easter period (Marian 1992). Very popular in the country, this
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craft is practiced today mainly in rural areas by families which typically sell the
outcomes of their work (Hutt 2005). Specific for Romania are eggs coloured in
white, red, yellow (Gorovei 2001) and ornamented with stylised and geometric
figures (Zahacincshi and Zahacinschi 1992). When I began my research in 2008, I
had very few notions regarding how craftsmen decorate since there is a consid-
erable difference between colouring Easter eggs and embellishing them with tra-
ditional motifs. Following a brief period of fieldwork at the Museum of the
Romanian Peasant, in Bucharest, I left for the village of Ciocănes�ti in the northern
part of the country, ‘close to the border to Ukraine’. This community is individ-
ualised by its distinctive style of decoration, black as a background colour, as well
as the fact that its inhabitants are immersed into an environment made up of
traditional shapes and symbols drawn not only on eggs but also represented on
houses—a unique feature that makes this village one of the few ‘open air muse-
ums’ in Romania.

Unlike psychologists, who are more likely to look for creativity in the art ‘box’,
ethnographers have been observing for a long time creative expression in egg
decoration, ‘‘a special technique of great virtuosity, comparable, according to
some researchers, with that of old miniaturists, or those that handle the brush or the
chisel’’ (Zahacincshi and Zahacinschi 1992, p. 22). And yet, in the interviews I
conducted with folk artists in Bucharest and Ciocănes�ti, the identity of being a
creator was always placed in the context of keeping tradition and adding some-
thing (however small) to it. ‘‘Tradition remains. It is not possible to come and add
anything to a carpet on the wall (…) and say that it is from your grandmother’’
(Valerica Jus�că). Artisans refer to decoration as ‘turning the eggs’, modifying
patterns or renewing models rather than creating something completely novel or
eccentric. Nonetheless, they do take pride in their work, especially in the fact that
it results in ‘‘beautiful things made with your own hands’’ (Ionela T� ăran). As in
any domain of creativity, tradition and innovation represent two faces of the same
coin since, as one of the folk artists rightfully said: ‘‘I believe we also create, no? If
we didn’t, tradition would be lost. And if we didn’t continue the tradition, how
would that be?’’ (Larisa Ujică).

What my research on this particular craft revealed (see Glăveanu 2010a, 2013)
is in fact the numerous ways in which creativity is part and parcel of decoration,
from combining existing shapes to adapting them to new contexts and creating a
personal style, easily recognisable by the self and others. One of the main goals of
artisans is to generate beautiful objects (a feature that brings folk closer to fine art,
Becker 2008). Interestingly, there is not only the practical impossibility of creating
two eggs that are absolutely identical, but this would be a very daunting task:
‘‘when I work in a series I make two [eggs] but I cannot make more than two
[similar eggs] because I get bored and then I cannot continue’’ (Maria Ciocan).
There is a great consensus that, even when trying to copy the same model, no two
eggs are alike. This makes accusations of ‘stealing’ patterns form other decorators
absurd as ‘‘every [decorator] leaves her own mark’’ (Valerica Jus�că), the mark of a
unique style or ‘hand’ as it is often called.
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In the end, the work of decoration brings eye and hand together, as Sennett
(2008) claimed, since traditional decoration never takes place exclusively in the
mind but requires a wide array of tools (including eggs, colour pigments, drawing
instruments, wax, heat source, etc.) and a succession of actions (typically alter-
nating between drawing motifs in wax and immersing the egg in colour). But more
than this, it also reunites the individual creator with the eyes and hands of others
who taught him or her how to decorate, who help the artisan continue the activity,
who appreciate and ultimately buy the products of this work. To understand craft,
both ‘space’ and ‘time’ need to be also taken into account. Styles of decoration
differ geographically, sometimes even within the same region, from one village to
the next. The craft is also part of a historical trajectory specific for the life of rural
communities and national folklore. Inquiring into the sociality, materiality and
temporality of creative work is impossible when we place it in the ‘box’ of the
mind. This book develops a distributed model of creativity that challenges this
restrictive view and builds on examples from domains such as folk art.

1.2 Locating Distributed Creativity

The aim of elaborating a theoretical model of creativity comes at a time when this
phenomenon is rightfully considered ‘‘an important element of the zeitgeist in the
early twenty-first century, world-wide’’ (Craft 2005, p. ix). This observation
applies on a global scale, despite obvious differences in how creativity is under-
stood (and referred to or named) in different cultures or societies. Weiner (2000,
p. 98) said that ‘‘making the new is our culture’s agenda’’ and, indeed, Western
traditions are built on the assumption of uniqueness and individual freedom.
Against this common background, it is in Western Europe in the middle of the
nineteenth century that creativity acquired its modern value (Mason 2003, p. vi).
Psychologists soon followed the general enthusiasm for the individual’s power to
create and shape his/her environment; however, it was mainly in the second half of
the last century that creativity became for them ‘‘an activity to be studied, cher-
ished, cultivated’’ (Arieti 1976, p ix). Today, the literature in this area is filled with
assumptions regarding the benefits of creative expression for problem solving,
adaptability, and health (Runco 2004).

Of course the contemporary obsession with creativity has its own dark side. For
instance, it can pressure people to act creatively (Weiner 2000), particularly in
domains such as the arts, despite the fact that artists themselves are also expected
to develop and stabilise a recognisable style. The same mixed messages are
entering the space of schools and organisations (i.e., teachers might want creative
students but don’t know exactly how to handle them; Karwowski 2010). Moreover,
in an age when the word creativity becomes commonplace, the greatest risk is that
of conceptual overspread. While it is hard today to avoid the term creativity
(Negus and Pickering 2004, p. vi), most of us would be hard-pressed to define it
(and specialists make no exception; see Amabile 1996). One of ‘‘the most
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overused and ultimately debased words in the [English] language’’ (Tusa 2003,
p. 6), it is not so much the term itself that is meaningless but its thoughtless
repetition (Williams 1961).

In fact, psychologists had and still have to some extent difficulties in pinning
down what is meant by creativity. A key author in this area, and the developer of
one of the most often used creativity measures, Ellis Paul Torrance, wrote that:

Creativity defies precise definition. This conclusion does not bother me at all. In fact, I am
quite happy with it. Creativity is almost infinite. It involves every sense—sight, smell,
hearing, feeling, taste, and even perhaps the extrasensory. Much of it is unseen, nonverbal,
and unconscious. Therefore, even if we had a precise conception of creativity, I am certain
we would have difficulty putting it into words (Torrance 1988, p. 43).

And yet a precise definition was what psychologists were after in order to
develop the scientific study of creativity. Despite an initial focus on the person of
the creator, nowadays most definitions take ‘‘the creative product as the distin-
guishing sign of creativity’’ (Amabile 1996, p. 21) and promote the idea that
creative outcomes are described by both novelty /originality and value /appro-
priateness of the solution (Stein 1953; Weisberg 1993). Focusing on the product
rather than creativity inside the person solved several methodological dilemmas
among which is the important limitation of not being able to observe directly the
psychological aspects of individual creativity. However, this emphasis does not
mean that the product (an object external to the creator) occupies itself the ‘box’ of
creativity. In fact, when psychologists examine products and assess their features,
they aim to say something about the person and his/her inner processes, traits, or
cognitive mechanisms. Furthermore, a methodological concern for finished
products is problematic as it ends up excluding a lot of creative action that is not
product-based, such as improvised performances (see Sawyer 1995).

Despite these shortcomings, the psychology of creativity has known an accel-
erated expansion in recent decades. If in 1999 Sternberg and Lubart found this
topic still marginal in psychology considering the volume of work and institutional
indicators (see Sternberg and Lubart 1999, pp. 3–4), Hennessey and Amabile
(2010) presented a different picture in their state of the art for the Annual Review
of Psychology a decade later. They noted the fact that a series of new journals
dedicated to this subject emerged in the past years and considered ‘‘the prospect of
reviewing the creativity literature [under these conditions] both daunting and
exciting’’ (Hennessey and Amabile 2010, p. 570). Moreover, the area of creativity
studies needs to be considered also outside of psychology and it is certainly a fact
that more and more professionals from various applied domains are attracted by
this research area. Academics, policy-makers and arts educators, for example, all
focus on different contexts for creativity, come from different traditions of research
and hold different policy interests (Banaji et al. 2006).

This multiplicity of voices is certainly to be celebrated but we should also
consider how each one of them constructs the meaning of creativity and guides its
practice. For example, in psychology alone a variety of understandings can be
distinguished, such as creativity as achievement, as ability or as disposition or even
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attitude (Barron and Harrington 1981, p. 441). Under these circumstances,
repeated calls for theoretical integration are being formulated (see, for instance,
Mumford 2003) but this is a hard task to accomplish when researchers endorse
different epistemological positions (e.g., realist /naturalist versus constructionist),
use various methodologies (e.g., psychometric tests, experiments, case studies,
interviews, observation, etc.) and, most of all, ask different questions, many of
them aimed at a middle-level of theoretisation (Karwowski 2012). If there are
some unifying features for the psychology of creativity that cut across the whole
domain they unfortunately group around the more or less implicit belief that it is
the individual mind doing the creating. Falling prey to what Kasof (1995) right-
fully called a dispositional attribution error, most creativity scholars look towards
‘internal’ or psychological aspects in order to discover the essence of what it
means to create, traditionally inside ‘‘the souls, genes, brains, personalities, values,
cognitive styles, and special abilities of ‘creative people’ and ‘geniuses’’’ (Kasof
1995, p. 311).

Associated with this reductionist and individualistic perspective is another
harmful misconception regarding the relation between individual and society.
Portrayed in static and mechanistic terms, society becomes a gigantic and
oppressive machinery that individuals (separate and self-contained systems) can
connect to and disconnect from at will (Slater 1991, p. 154). Creative individuals,
if they wish precisely to be or remain creative, need to avoid the crushing force of
conformity and fight the societal system in order to become what they are destined
to be: mavericks, iconoclasts, or ‘lonely cowboys’ (Weiner 2000, p. 138). The
present book has the aim of dispelling such myths and (mis)understandings and
highlights the fact that, on the contrary, creative expression is possible only from
within a society and a culture. While for decades ‘‘the empirical study of this
phenomenon has generally failed to include a consideration of anyone or anything
beyond the individual doing the creating’’ (Hennessey 2003, p. 254), much has
been accomplished in recent years in terms of systemic models of what it means to
create as a social and cultural being.

This shift from ‘‘person-centered to social dynamic conceptions’’ (John-Steiner
1992, p. 99) is part of a larger historical trajectory that I described elsewhere (see
Glăveanu 2010b, c) and will only be briefly summarised here for the purpose of
locating the theory of distributed creativity. What I referred to are three distinct
and yet inter-connected paradigms that are shaping the field of creativity research
in psychology and beyond. The first one is the He-paradigm or the paradigm of the
genius, the exceptional creator. The ‘he’ is used in this context to reflect both the
alterity of the genius (since this is a rare case, specific for only a handful of chosen
individuals) and the fact that, historically, male creativity was the (ideological)
norm. With seeds in Antiquity, our conception of the genius has been greatly
shaped by the Renaissance period, when creativity became a matter of genetic
inheritance (Banaji et al. 2006; Dacey 1999), and the subsequent exaltation of the
arts during Romanticism and the sciences during Enlightenment (Weiner 2000;
Liep 2001). Feared and revered at the same time, geniuses bear the mark of
individuality, insight, outstanding ability and enormous productivity (Mason 2003,
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p. 111). However, accounting for their performance in purely individualistic, bio-
psychological terms, can lead to elitist and essentialist descriptions (Negus and
Pickering 2004, p. 115) and ultimately pathologise the creator by breaking his/her
ties to society (Montuori and Purser 1995).

Psychology contributed to demystifying the genius while retaining a more or
less explicit individualism in its theories of creativity. In the APA address that is
credited to have founded the field, Guilford clearly stated that ‘‘the psychologist’s
problem is that of creative personality’’ (Guilford 1950, p. 444). What he meant by
personality was closer in fact to abilities than personal traits and to a cognitive
perspective that considers processes and styles of thinking. Following his model of
the human intellect, Guilford also helped to establish a pervasive link between
creative expression and divergent thinking, a connection that underpins most
creativity measures to this day. The I-paradigm advanced the useful idea that
everyone has at least the potential of being creative (Weiner 2000) and helped us
place the ‘where’ of creativity from science and art to virtually ‘everywhere’ (Liep
2001, p. 5; Montuori 2010). However, this ‘democratisation’ (Bilton 2007, p. xiii)
was not accompanied by a proper ‘socialisation’ of the phenomenon and this
limitation is clearly reflected within personality and cognition approaches to cre-
ativity which have been flourishing in psychology since the 1950s onwards.

Neither the He nor the I-paradigm can fully incorporate or promote a frame-
work of distributed creativity. Another fundamental change of perspective was
required and arose, from the 1980s on, one ‘‘away from univariate, positivistic
research paradigms to more complex, constructivistic, systems-oriented research
models’’ (Friedman and Rogers 1998, p. xviii). The We-paradigm is based on the
general idea that ‘‘creativity takes place within, is constituted and influenced by,
and has consequences for, a social context’’ (Westwood and Low 2003, p. 236).
The work of scholars such as Csikszentmihalyi, Gardner, Gruber, Simonton and
Amabile opened the field to social and systemic perspectives and started prob-
lematising the exclusive focus on the individual. However, these initial concep-
tions suffer from their own shortcomings. To take only the example of Amabile’s
‘social psychology of creativity’ (Amabile 1996), its main focus is on how
external, social variables, impact internal creativity-enhancing processes, primar-
ily intrinsic motivation. Such a strict separation and view of the social as mainly a
conditioning factor fails to account for the interdependence between person and
context. It is only with the development of cultural perspectives in the psychology
of creativity, promoted by Vera John-Steiner and Keith Sawyer, among others, that
the ‘social’ moved from being a simple variable to a constitutive factor of creative
acts and minds. My own contribution to this line of theory materialised in the form
of the cultural psychology of creativity that focuses on the dynamic relation
between the self and others, new and old and conceptualises creativity as symbolic,
meaningful action (see Glăveanu 2010a, 2012).

Distributed creativity is a theoretical perspective that expands what I have
previously called the We-paradigm and points not only to the role of social
relations but also to interaction with artefacts and development over time for
creative expression. The simplest way to understand what I mean here by
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distributed creativity is to consider its opposite, non-distributed creation or the
assumption that creative processes are bound to one single ‘centre’, one privileged
‘location’—the individual mind. The first scholars to use the phrase distributed
creativity (see Miettinen 2006; Sawyer and DeZutter 2009) emphasised primarily
social distribution within networks of collaboration. In this regard, we are in
perfect agreement with the observation by Negus and Pickering (2004, p. 23) that
‘‘creativity entails a communicative experience which is cross-relational’’. This
relational aspect is indeed central for any account of distribution but it needs to be
complemented by a focus on materiality (see Tanggaard 2013). What I will
develop in the following pages is an account of distributed creativity that locates
this phenomenon not within people or objects but in-between people and objects, a
view of creativity not as a ‘thing’ but as action in and on the world. In many ways
this is simultaneously an account of situated creativity (Potts et al. 2008) and a
contextual description of creative action. Similar to Robbins and Aydede (2009,
p. 3), who describe situated cognition as the umbrella term that covers theories of
the embodied, enacted, embedded and distributed mind, I also consider any model
of distributed cognition a situated one. While the attribute of being ‘situated’
characterises creative acts at all times—and thus is a rather static concept—dis-
tribution emphasises the (inter)active nature of creative phenomena. In this sense,
creativity is never simply distributed as an end state but always in the process of
being distributed.

I will end this first introductory section with a cautionary note. It would be an
easy mistake to assume that a distributed perspective does away with the indi-
vidual or downplays his/her role in creative production. This is certainly not the
case, at least for the present conception. What my argument is against is indi-
vidualism, not the individual. The mind is still a locus of creativity but never in
isolation. Instead of being a ‘box’ for creative processes, literally envisioned as the
space between one’s ears, the human mind itself is distributed through (creative)
action into the world. The very notion of ‘individual’ becomes thus reformulated
in ways that contextualise its origin and expression. Having said this, I avoid also
promoting the translation of individual-based attributes to the level of the group
and use, for example, notions like ‘group genius’ (Sawyer 2007). To simply
replace a smaller ‘box’ with a bigger one cannot be helpful and this is where the
focus on relationships and their temporal dynamic is capable of solving many
critical conceptual issues. In the end, I should stress the fact that, instead of losing
the individual in the act of distributing creativity what we actually do is give it a
new status and value. Self and culture are mutually constituting entities (Bruner
1990) and creative action bears the mark of both by participating in their formation
and transformation. To endorse a vision of distributed creativity means ultimately
to recognise the self as an agent within an ever-changing world.
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1.3 About this Book

For the past seven years my work focused on the intersection between culture and
creativity and the development of a cultural psychology of creativity (see Glă-
veanu 2014; Glăveanu et al. 2014). The seeds of my thinking about distributed
creativity can be traced back to the fieldwork on creativity in craftwork I con-
ducted as part of my doctoral studies at the London School of Economics. This
research made me aware not only of the fact that creativity is much more than a
mental process but that we need to develop more comprehensive frameworks that
bring to the fore the social, symbolic, material and temporal aspects of creating.
Examples from the craft of egg decoration will be offered throughout the book as I
find them perfect case-study illustrations of distributed creative action.

In the next chapter I will consider more closely the theoretical background
(Chap. 2), represented by theories of the extended mind and distributed cognition
and, above all, cultural psychological conceptions of the mind and of creativity. In
the end, a basic model will be proposed, highlighting three main types of creative
distribution: (a) across people, (b) across people and objects and (c) across time.
Three chapters will be dedicated to exploring each one of these lines, starting from
creativity and sociality (Chap. 3), continuing with creativity and materiality
(Chap. 4) and ending with creativity and temporality (Chap. 5). The final chapter
will develop a reflection on why we need a theory of distributed creativity in
psychology and, more broadly, in the social sciences.

True to the topic of this book, the work presented here came out of knowledge
construction and exchange processes distributed across many people and many
locations, including London, the village of Ciocănes�ti and my present hometown,
Aalborg, Denmark. I have been very fortunate to meet numerous others who
shared my interest in this topic and guided my steps towards a fuller understanding
of creativity and culture. Among them are my former supervisor, Sandra Jov-
chelovitch, the members of my doctoral committee, Alex Gillespie and Jaan
Valsiner, and my colleagues at Aalborg University, Lene Tanggaard and Brady
Wagoner. For comments on an initial draft I would also like to thank Maciej
Karwowski, Monika Reuter and Aleksandra Kaszowska, as well as Morgan Ryan
from Springer for her enthusiasm for this project. I am particularly grateful to the
first reader of this manuscript, Constance de Saint Laurent, for her valuable
feedback and her support. This book is dedicated to my parents, Corina and Petre
Glăveanu, my first teachers of creativity.
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Chapter 2
From Cognitive to Cultural Theories
of ‘Distribution’: A Creativity Framework

2.1 Extending the Mind in Cognitive Science

The discussion of creativity as distributed action advanced in this book resonates
with wider developments taking place in cognitive science and the philosophy of
mind. In fact, the hypothesis that the human mind might be ‘extended’ into the world
instead of simply being brain or organism-bound (Clark 2008) is a relatively recent
advancement. It emerged as a reaction to the radical reductionism manifest in many
past (and present) models of the mind as a machine located inside our brains (see for
example LeDoux’s 2002, synaptic self theory but also Glannon’s 2009, article ‘Our
brains are not us’). In a 2013 volume entitled ‘Cognition beyond the brain’, Vallée-
Tourangeau and Cowley note the fact that ‘‘as recently as twenty years ago, many
would have regarded it as absurd to examine thinking with reference to events
beyond the brain’’ (p. 1). Although this might seem to be a fairly new debate, its
roots can be traced back to turn of the century psychology (for instance, in the work
of Munsterberg, 1914, cited in Cole and Engeström 1993) and in the first cybernetic
and systemic models proposed in the discipline (see Bateson’s 1972, seminal book
‘Steps to an ecology of mind’). However, most of these ideas were only partial if at
all integrated by cognitive scientists. Their reaction to behaviourism was to argue
for the importance of the ‘‘internal mental environment largely separated from the
external world’’ (Hutchins 1995a, p. 371), to endorse the computer metaphor and
make information processing central for human cognition. Within this framework,
cognition ended up consisting basically of manipulating representations inside the
heads of individuals (Varga 2013), a view that left culture, context, history and
affect on the side, to be dealt with at a later point (Gardner 1985).

The time for integrating these forgotten aspects—all constitutive of cognition
itself—is long overdue and a solid critique of the ‘mind in the head’ account is
currently being built within cognitive science and beyond. There are multiple lines
of ‘attack’, most often in dialogue with each other, that today take the shape of
embodied, embedded, enacted, extended and distributed theories of cognition (for
details see Rowlands 2010). For an orderly presentation I will proceed by fol-
lowing Cash’s (2013) description of three main ‘waves’, namely (a) the extended
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mind, (b) the integrationist approach and (c) socially and culturally distributed
cognition, and briefly discuss their strengths and limitations.

In 1998, Clark and Chalmers wrote a thought provoking article starting from the
question ‘‘where does the mind stop and the rest of the world begin?’’ (Clark and
Chalmers 1998, p. 7). They rejected the skin and skull as ‘natural’ borders of the
mind but also didn’t agree with a completely externalist view. What the two
advocated for was an active externalism ‘‘based on the active role of the envi-
ronment in driving cognitive processes’’ (p. 7), in other words, an extended mind.
Key to their argument is what they termed the parity principle, stating basically
that any part of the world that functions as a process which, were it to go on inside
the head, would be clearly recognised as cognitive, should in fact be considered
integral to our cognition; e.g., information in a notebook can be an obvious
instance of ‘external’ memory. How do we test whether the part of the world in
question is integral to cognitive processes? If we consider humans and entities
external to them, like the notebook mentioned above, as a coupled system, then we
only need to remove the external component and notice if there is any drop in
behavioural competence. Trying to anticipate criticism, Clark and Chalmers stated
that, while cognition may extend outside of the head, it does not mean that con-
sciousness does so as well. But the critical point to address for them was how
strong is the coupling between organism and external instances since, unlike parts
of one’s brain, we can connect and disconnect from objects in the world. In an
effort to support their hypothesis, Clark later (2008) discussed several criteria that
end up limiting what can be considered as truly ‘part’ of the extended mind; for
example, an external resource should be readily available and information from it
more or less automatically endorsed by the person.

However, even with these clarifications, the theory of the extended mind
remains controversial for mainstream cognitive scientists whose initial reply was
that ‘‘there is no room for an expanded psychology, no motivation for it, and no
need for it’’ (Butler 1998, p. 222; also Rupert 2010). The spectre of ‘cognitive
bloat’ or over-extension of human cognition is a constant source of worry, leading
authors such as Adams and Aizawa (2009) to write about ‘Why the mind is still in
the head’. The conflict between ‘internalists’ and ‘externalists’ encouraged authors
like Menary (2006) to propose the idea of cognitive integrationism, a perspective
that considers internal and external vehicles and processes part of an integrated
whole (the hybrid mind thesis). According to it, external resources do not duplicate
in-the-head processes, like argued initially, but rather augment and complement
them (Cash 2013). Confronted with similar critiques, ‘second wave’ theories of the
extended mind have nevertheless attracted a great deal of attention in recent years
and some efforts to elaborate them further are on the way. A special issue of
Cognitive Systems Research, aiming to socialise the extended mind (see Merritt
et al. 2013), is a clear example in this regard. Researchers are currently trying to
understand the ontogenesis of this phenomenon (Krueger 2013) and link it to other
areas like ecological psychology (see Keno 2010). From time to time, even more
daring formulations are being proposed, such as hypothesising the existence of a
‘collective mind’ (Tollefsen 2006).
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The developing orientation within the extended mind literature towards
emphasising social and cultural elements is noteworthy. Clark, in his formulations
of the theory, focused much more on concrete objects while failing to do justice to
the intricate socio-cultural system of norms, beliefs and practices these objects are
part of. The work of Gallagher (2013) makes some key steps in the direction of
socialising the extended mind and recognising the role of institutional structures.
Finding classic accounts too conservative, he is critical of the fact that mental
processes ‘out there’ are still limited to the kind of things that fit a standard
cognitive model. His idea of ‘mental institutions’ or institutions that not only help
us accomplish cognitive tasks but make them possible, is certainly interesting, as
well as the examples he takes, such as the legal system. Gallagher’s argument is
that:

If we are justified in saying that working with a notebook or a calculator is mind-
extending, it seems equally right to say that working with the law, the use of the legal
system in the practice of legal argumentation, deliberation and judgment, as well as the
cognitive processes involved in the enforcement of law for purposes of controlling
behavior are mind-extending too (Gallagher 2013, p. 7).

Perhaps the most elaborate account of how mind and culture are integrated
within a broader system is represented by Edwin Hutchins’s seminal contribution
to ‘third wave’ theories of distributed cognition. His ethnographic study of navi-
gation on the US Navy ship nicknamed Palau, described at length in ‘Cognition in
the wild’ (see Hutchins 1995a), captured the multiple ways in which cognitive
tasks (e.g., determining the ship’s position as part of the ‘fix cycle’, planning its
course, etc.) are never performed by individuals in isolation but in relation to other
people and close interaction with the material world. What emerged was a clear
view of cognition as a cultural process, a ‘‘social distribution of cognitive labor’’
(Hutchins 1995a, p. 228). Beyond this empirical work, Hutchins has also been at
the forefront of developing the theory of distributed cognition, drawing on mul-
tiple fields such as Russian cultural-historical activity theory, Gibson’s ecological
psychology, and Bateson’s ecology of mind, among others. His recent focus on
cognitive ecosystems (Hutchins 2010) promotes the study of cognitive phenomena
in context as part of dynamic patterns of inter-relation between elements organised
as socio-technical systems (Hutchins 1995b). Moreover, Hutchins also advocates
for a broader understanding of cognition that integrates perception and action, with
the products of their interaction accumulating ‘‘not only in the brain but
throughout the cognitive ecology’’ (Hutchins 2010, p. 712). His discussion of how
a cockpit remembers its speed is illuminating in this regard, literally taking
memory outside of the head of single individuals and distributing its functions
within the environment, particularly in relation to physical tools (Hutchins 1995b).
This line of research into memory and remembering continues to be central to the
field of distributed cognition (see for example Sutton et al. 2010; Michaelian and
Sutton 2013).

In conclusion, theories of the extended mind and distributed cognition are of
concern for cognitive scientists although a general consensus is not yet in sight.
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Even within the group supporting these efforts to contextualise and situate
cognitive functioning, different understandings apply. There is, for instance, a
difference between distribution understood in a ‘weaker sense’ (as a metaphor for
coordinated social activities) and in a ‘stronger’ one (in which external elements
are intrinsic to the cognitive architecture) (see Perry 2013). Whatever the version
adopted, there are still many critical voices, either promoting a more traditional,
‘internalist’ perspective, or on the contrary, trying to promote a flexible frame-
work. Others, like Poirier and Chicoisne (2006), criticised both ‘conservative’ and
‘liberal’ interpretations that ‘‘illegitimately impose sharp readings on two fuzzy
concepts: distribution and cognition’’ (p. 217) and argued we should recognise and
deal with the vague nature of our key constructs. They also considered the sharp
contrast between the cognitive and non-cognitive to be generally misleading and
explored the many instances in-between (e.g., systems can be minimally or highly
cognitive). Other authors, such as Salomon (1993), pointed to the fact that theories
of distributed cognition need in fact to reflect more seriously on the (supposedly
many) cases of non-distribution. Finally, Giere (2007) made a distinction between
distributed cognition and distributed knowing, agreeing with Clark and Chalmers’s
(1998) remarks about consciousness not extending into the outside world.

Overall, many would accept Kirsh’s (2006, p. 250) observation that ‘‘we need
better theories of how people are embedded in the world as well as better theories
of how the world and the larger systems we are part of coordinate action’’. In the
next section, cultural psychology will be used as a theoretical framework to further
our understanding of distribution and, within this perspective, a model of distri-
bution creativity will be introduced. Before that however, and in order to help us
differentiate cognitive from cultural approaches, I will systematise what for me
seem to be the main challenges and limitations of the cognitive account, namely:
(a) the pervasive dichotomy imposed between the inner and outer world; (b) the
extension of the vocabulary of mainstream cognitive science into the cultural
sphere and (c) the essentially static, non-developmental perspective on distribution
and the mind.

For Button (2008), considering distributed cognition a new theoretical outlook
that promises to bridge cognitive science and socio-cultural perspectives is highly
misleading due to the fact that distributed cognition is, actually, cognitive science;
it ‘‘does not renounce cognitive science; it actually extends it by describing social
phenomena in a redundant cognitive vocabulary’’ (Button 2008, p. 89). For him
this approach should be dismissed on the grounds of operating a sharp separation
between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’, an old Cartesian split between the ‘ghost’
and the ‘machinery’ of the world. Even integrationist views that should overcome
this dichotomy still keep the distinction between brain and world and the same
applies to distributed cognition. Take for instance Zhang and Patel’s (2006) dis-
cussion of affordances as distributed representations existing across the environ-
ment and the organism. They argue this by constantly referring back to internal
and external representational spaces. To begin with, such distinctions are not
productive because they invite controversy over what is ‘inside’, what is ‘outside’,
and where we should draw the line. In reality, there is no fixed line to be drawn
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since, as Bateson (1972, p. 464) reminds us, ‘‘the delimitation of an individual
mind must always depend upon what phenomena we wish to understand or
explain’’. Lines can also cut through pathways of connectivity that make organism
and environment a functional totality (one should think here about Bateson’s
example of the blind man using a stick). Moreover, the nature of any boundary
should be problematised further. Instead of being conceptualised as a limit and
point of exclusion, boundaries represent in fact dynamic areas of contact, oscil-
latory and indeterminate at the same time (Neuman 2003, p. 99). Unfortunately,
such ideas are far from what cognitive scientists are preoccupied with when trying
to delineate the ‘proper’ locus of cognition.

Even more problematic is the fact that, once the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ (or, as a
variant, the cognitive and non-cognitive) are separated with the help of more or
less constraining criteria, the way in which extension or distribution are dealt with
is to claim, similar to Hutchins (1995a, p. 354), that cognition is a cultural process
and culture (or a ‘major component’ of it) is a cognitive process. While the first
part of this statement can be supported by a series of arguments regarding the
development and expression of our cognitive functions, the latter opens the door
for a disembodied discussion of culture (as disembodied as mainstream theories of
mind tend to be). Let’s take Clark and Chalmers’s (1998) example of rearranging
tiles on a Scrabble game tray to create words. They claim that such action is not
external to cognition by invoking the parity principle mentioned before. Where
does this line of reasoning lead to? The conclusion that, ‘‘in a very real sense, the
re-arrangement of tiles on the tray is not part of action; it is part of thought’’ (Clark
and Chalmers 1998, pp. 9–10). From a computational approach to the human mind
we are now close to describing cultural processes in terms of representations,
information and, ultimately, computation. If processing takes place both inside and
outside a person’s head and the socio-cultural world is a cognitive system (Toon
2013), then what are we to do with materiality, history and the affect-laden nature
of the world we live in?

Finally, perhaps the most important line of critique points to the fact that cog-
nitive scientists tend to focus on the wrong questions about mind and environment.
Typically, they are concerned with what are the limits of cognition and where does
the mind end. These questions can only be answered in a non-developmental
manner (Valsiner 1997), ready to ‘freeze’ person and world in time, to make them
static in order to draw all the necessary separation lines. If we are to consider things
developmentally, in constant change due to their interactive dynamics, the need to
operate with a strict division between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ vanishes: these
‘spaces’ are co-constitutive and permeable. The main way to account for the
temporality of this constant exchange between person and world is to take human
action or activity as a unit of analysis. This is not a novel proposal as several authors
already pointed to the centrality of this concept for the socially extended mind. For
instance, Gallagher (2013) noted that the mind is constituted by a series of activ-
ities, ‘‘whereas the concepts of propositional attitudes, mental states, representa-
tions, vehicles and even non-derived contents are derivative and are inexplicable
except in reference to such activities’’ (p. 11). This is an old idea in cultural
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psychology, for which symbolic or mediated action stands at the core of human
existence within culture. From this standpoint, to think or to remember is to do, and,
‘‘unlike computers that only sit and think, people think while playing, working,
creating art, and talking with one another’’ (Scribner 1997, p. 355).

2.2 Distribution in Cultural Psychology

The relationship between ‘mind’ and ‘culture’ emerged as a prominent topic in
psychology during the 1980s (see Jahoda 1992), and its study remains today one of
the most rapidly expanding areas in the discipline. Breaking down the dichotomy
between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, this perspective promotes a view of mind and
culture as co-constitutive (Rogoff 2003). In the words of Richard Shweder, this
branch of psychology studies ‘‘the way cultural traditions and social practices
regulate, express, transform, and permute the human psyche, resulting less in
psychic unity for mankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and emotion’’
(Shweder 1990, p. 1). Instead of boundaries between mind and culture, cultural
psychologists support a developmental and systemic outlook that focuses on
integrated wholes, as they are presented in everyday experience, rather than
analytically derived parts. Similar to figure and ground, person and context are
defined by their inter-relation at all times. This means that, more than being
inseparable, people and their world require each other (Markus and Hamedani
2007, p. 3); it does not imply, however, that cultural psychologists do not dis-
tinguish between person or psychological phenomena and the wider environment.
Valsiner (1997, pp. 23–24) introduced the useful distinction in this case between
exclusive and inclusive separation. The first segments phenomena from their
context and eliminates the latter as irrelevant. Such a strategy is often found in
mainstream cognitive science. On the contrary, inclusive forms of separation
acknowledge the difference but retain a view of the phenomenon in context. This is
the standpoint of cultural psychology.

In essence, to study psychological and cultural processes from this perspective
requires the researcher to consider them distributed across people and contexts.
Geertz (1973, p. 46) famously referred to the human being as ‘‘an incomplete,
unfinished animal’’, in need of a cultural environment. Indeed, thinking, remem-
bering, feeling, wanting, and, as we shall see later on, creating, depend on things
‘outside’ the body of individual organisms. Culture, as an accumulation of arte-
facts during historical time, is the human-specific medium of development (Cole
1996, p. 110). Its location is neither the external environment nor is culture captive
in the mind of the person, but occupies precisely the symbolic space in-between
person and his or her world (Winnicott 1971). A historical account of the devel-
opment of cultural psychological thought leads us back to thinkers whose ideas are
instrumental for current debates about distributed cognition, among them the
writings of Wundt, Vygotsky, Luria, Leontiev, and Dewey (see Cole and Enges-
tröm 1993, for details).
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At the core of cultural psychology stand meditational models that relate person
to others and to artefacts (both material and symbolic). Our cultural experience in
the world is thus defined by interactions with other people and the use of tools and
signs, regulating our actions. In this sense, the person never thinks or acts outside
of this intricate and dynamic system of social, material and institutional relations
that make up human society. Drawing on various disciplines, from anthropology,
sociology and linguistics to history and the medical sciences (Valsiner and Rosa
2007), researchers dedicated to this orientation strive to formulate a truly ‘culture-
inclusive psychology’ (Cole 1996) which does not consider the socio-cultural
environment as a set of variables external to the self—a common assumption in
cross-cultural psychology. The socio-cultural paradigm, with its focus on sys-
tematic, interactive and mediated phenomena (Zittoun et al. 2007), considers
cognitive distribution a developing, unfolding process that takes place both on a
larger time scale (that can include the historical trajectory of different tools or
symbolic forms), and within micro moments of interaction (for example in the
process of learning a group’s cultural repertoires and practicing them). Activities
of meaning-making and the co-construction of knowledge are both a constant
outcome of distribution and its engine, facilitating new forms of ‘extension’ of the
individual towards the assimilation and transformation of culture. In this way,
‘‘mind emerges in the joint mediated activity of people’’ (Cole 1996, p. 104) and
the same can be said about culture.

In fact, the key to a cultural psychological approach to distribution is repre-
sented by action or activity, two central concepts within the discipline. Their role
is so central that authors like Wertsch defined the whole field in these terms: ‘‘The
task of a sociocultural approach is to explicate the relationship between human
action, on the one hand, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in
which this occurs, on the other’’ (Wertsch 1998, p. 24). Moreover, for Ratner
(1996), psychological phenomena are seen as grounded in concrete, practical
social activities where both parties depend on and sustain each other. Unlike
psychology’s long-lasting fascination with behaviour, cultural psychologists prefer
to focus on action as it captures better the symbolic and goal-directed nature of our
relation with ourselves, others and objects. Behaviour can be studied in a de-
contextualised manner but human action is necessarily ‘situated action’ (Bruner
1990, p. 19; also Ginsburg 1980), shaped by the intentional states of the partici-
pants and the normativity of culture. Most of all, action articulates the behavioural
and the intra-psychological and engages with the materiality of the world. In the
words of Wertsch et al. (1995):

this is not to say that action does not have a psychological moment or dimension. It clearly
does. Even action in its most mundane motor form has its psychological dimension. The
point is that we should think of this as a moment of action rather than as a separate process
that exists somehow in isolation (pp. 10–11).

It is easy to see how action ‘extends’ the person into the world and relates it to
others and objects in its unfolding within irreversible time, but what about
‘internal’ acts or those acts that have very little behavioural expression? What
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about thinking and remembering, to return to the classic focus of cognitive
theories? First of all, the act of thinking, remembering, or imagining is never
taking place completely inside the head as these processes always find ways of
being articulated and externalised, even if not immediately. But, more funda-
mentally, these ‘inner’, cognitively driven acts are distributed because they are
culturally mediated by semiotic systems such as language. As rightfully noted by
Fusaroli et al. (2013), language is a relational phenomenon and, in this sense, a
completely ‘private’ language is inconceivable. It is not only the case that we learn
language from others, we direct it towards others (or towards the self as other), and
we use it to coordinate action, but words are symbolic means that have an
‘external’ referent, they mediate the relation between the person and something
else, outside of it. Our minds are, according to these three authors, dialogically
extended and, I would add, dialogically extended through (symbolic) action.

Lev Vytosky (1978) is credited as one of the first psychologists to place medi-
ation at the core of his thinking about psychological phenomena and to stress the
role of signs for human activity and the role of other people in acquiring and using
these signs. However, the person is never a passive recipient of ‘external’ influ-
ences. On the contrary, ‘‘cultural mediation has a recursive, bidirectional effect;
mediated activity simultaneously modifies both the environment and the subject’’
(Cole and Engeström 1993, p. 9). Wertsch et al. (1995) consider, in this regard,
mediation as an active and transformative process. This is because, while cultural
artefacts have the potential to shape action, they are not capable of determining it in
a mechanistic way. It is the person’s use of meditational means that actualises their
potential within concrete contexts of interaction. Moreover, introducing new cul-
tural tools leads to transformation and this is clearly seen in activities of learning
throughout the life-span. But mediation is not all about empowering individuals or
groups, it can also be constraining for action which is something that, paradoxi-
cally, emphasises its fundamental openness in relation to the future (since without
constraints there would be no freedom). Finally, Wertsch and colleagues refer to the
existence of ‘spin-off’ effects when tools that emerged for another reason are used
to mediate a different type of action, leading to unanticipated uses. Concluding
about mediation in cultural psychology we can agree with Cole and Engeström’s
(1993, p. 42) observation that, ‘‘when one takes mediation through artefacts as the
central distinctive characteristic of human beings, one is declaring one’s adoption
of the view that human cognition is distributed’’.

Before ending this short presentation of cultural psychological theory and its
relevance for our understanding of distributed psychological functions, I would
like to highlight the need to avoid two kinds of misconception. First of all, this
perspective is not against or does not aim to deny the role of the brain for cognition
and action in general. Displacing the brain from the centre of our focus when it
comes to the mind does not mean doing away with it altogether but rather dis-
pelling the idea of a unique, singular and contained centre of human activity.
Essentially, my view on this issue is in line with Glannon’s (2009, p. 329)
statement that ‘‘the brain is not the sole cause of the mind but a relational organ
that shapes and is shaped by the mind in mediating interaction between the
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embodied subject and the world’’. On the contrary, to focus exclusively on the
social world risks leading us to yet another form of reductionism, this time of a
socio-cultural kind. In this regard, I subscribe to Valsiner’s (1997) inspired theses
of ‘bounded indeterminacy’ and ‘independent dependence’, phrases that capture
both the agency of individuals as well as their reliance on environmental cir-
cumstances. These concepts open new ways of thinking about creativity since the
creative process itself is, at once, free and constrained and, more than this, it
requires dependence (immersion) in order to gain independence (detachment) as
part of the continuous cycle of experience.

While I have focused so far on the general debate about mind and its distri-
bution within culture, it is now the moment to return to the topic of creativity and
notice, together with Poirier and Chicoisne (2006, p. 217) the fact that ‘‘truly
distributed cognition is emergent cognition’’. In other words, creativity is a natural
outcome of distribution and, in addition, theories of distribution would benefit
greatly from focusing on the case-study of creative expression. This will be argued
more eloquently in the next chapters but, for the time being, let me emphasise the
fact that a distributed model of creativity deals necessarily with creative action.
The broad definition I start from in this regard is that ‘‘to create is to act in the
world, or on the world, in a new and significant way’’ (Mason 2003, p. 7). In line
also with a pragmatist understanding, the next section will elaborate a theoretical
model that centres on the creativity of action rather than that of people or products.
As Joas and Kilpinen (2006, p. 323) conclude, ‘‘individuals may also be creative,
but this is due to the creativity of their action rather than vice versa’’.

2.3 Distributing Creativity, a Theoretical Framework

There are many grounds on which to claim that creativity is distributed action. To
begin with, to create means to externalise or express, to generate an outcome that
has a certain form of materiality (without necessarily being an object but also a
process, a performance, etc.). The common misconception is that creativity has to
do only or mainly with getting new ideas, something that is supposedly taking
place in the head or brain, and what happens after this point (the ‘implementation’
part) is of less concern for the psychologist. A view of distributed creativity,
drawing on cultural psychological scholarship, challenges this reduction by
extending creative processes into the world of others, of objects, and observing
how they unfold in time. The present section will focus on building the necessary
theoretical framework enabling us to capture the multiple ways in which creative
acts are distributed in the space between individuals and their environment. Such a
project has deep roots in cultural psychology and has been expanding within the
psychology of creativity as part of what I referred to before as the We-paradigm.

One of the key figures both creativity and cultural psychologists look towards in
their effort to rethink creativity is Lev Vygotsky. His dissertation on art, as well as
his work on imagination and creative action in childhood and adolescence,
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although originally written in the first half of the last century, remain valuable
resources for those interested in distributed creative action. One of the main
strengths in Vygotsky’s work in this area is represented by the fact that he adopted
a radically social and developmental perspective on the human mind. For him, ‘‘to
study something historically means to study it in the process of change’’ (Vygotsky
1978, p. 64) and the path of this developmental change is not reduced to the
individual but always passes through others and requites social interaction. A cycle
of internalisation and externalisation processes describes the person’s relation with
the world, in which initially social material is appropriated, transformed, and then
embodied in the creation of new objects and meanings (Morgan and John-Steiner
2003). Moreover, as already discussed above, Vygotsky’s psychology was based
on the concept of mediation through tools and symbols, elements that help the
person master the environment and him or herself, respectively. Following his line
of thinking, we can locate the emergence of creativity within the first manifesta-
tions of the symbolic function as expressed in imaginative play. It is only when the
child become capable of using signs that he or she creates the necessary distance
between him/herself and the world that makes creativity possible (Glăveanu and
Gillespie 2014). Not living bound by the here-and-now of experience, the child
around the age of two starts semiotically regulating his/her action and imagining
other worlds within play and fantasy.

These early achievements are extremely consequential and, we can say, there is
a direct line to be drawn between them and the most elevated forms of human
activity such as artistic production (see Gardner 1982). For Vygotsky, ‘‘art is the
social within us, and even if it is performed by a single individual it does not mean
that its essence is individual’’ (Vygotsky 1971, p. 249). He was one of the first to
acknowledge the fact that every creator, geniuses included, is a product of his or
her environment. Creative action is, in this sense, continuous with the past and
with what culture has to offer while, by acting on the very resources it uses, it can
also leave a mark on culture and its development. But creativity should not be
reduced to revolutionary contributions that fundamentally reshape the cultural
stock. ‘‘Creativity is present, in actuality, not only when great historical works are
born but also whenever a person imagines, combines, alters, and creates something
new’’ (Vygotsky 2004, p. 10). Imagination was the central psychological process
behind creative production for Vygotsky who considered it a higher mental
function developed out of children’s play, consciously directed, supported by
collaboration with others and thinking in concepts (Smolucha 1992, pp. 49–50).
Today his insights are being extensively drawn upon in developmental and cultural
psychology as well as creativity studies, in relation to play and meaning-making
(see John-Steiner et al. 2010) and socio-cultural studies of collaborative work (see
Littleton and Miell 2004).

Another strand of literature that strongly contributes to a vision of distributed
creation is represented by systemic approaches promoted by authors like
Csikszentmihalyi, Gruber and Sawyer, among others. This conception starts from
the basic premise that creators are never alone in producing their work but
immersed into a complex social and cultural system. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988)
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influential model in this regard brings together person, field and domain and places
creativity within their inter-relation. Creative action does not end with producing a
certain outcome but requires, as an integral part, the social validation of the result,
its appreciation by other people, primarily experts or gatekeepers (constituting the
field) within art, science, technology, etc. (constituting the domain). In this sense,
the production of what is creative is distributed both between people and across
time. Gruber contributed to this line of thinking with detailed case-studies of
creative work that looked at how creator and context co-evolve. His dynamic
systems approach (see Gruber 2005) emphasises the temporal dimension of cre-
ative action, its co-dependence on person and context, and has been applied to the
study of mainly artists and scientists (see for instance Brower 2003). Sawyer took a
more microgenetic approach and focused on the moment to moment emergence of
creativity within collaborative action in the case of jazz performances or impro-
vised theatre (Sawyer 2000). This approach is particularly useful as it recreates
dynamic systems within local contexts and does not necessarily require established
fields or domains in which creativity should take place. Indeed, one of the key
limitations of systemic models is represented by their institutional perspective on
who can legitimate creativity within a society and how creations contribute to a
cultural domain. These ideas are close to sociological theories such as that of
Bourdieu who elaborated in his work the notion of field. For him, the field (which
can be economic, political, cultural, educational, etc.) is a dynamic concept
defined by the position of different agents within it and their inter-relation. His
thoughts on art for instance point precisely to the wide networks of distribution
engaged by this practice:

Thus, as the field is constituted as such, it becomes clear that the ‘subject’ of the pro-
duction of the art-work—of its value but also of its meaning—is not the producer who
actually creates the object in its materiality, but rather the entire set of agents engaged in
the field. Among these are the producers of works classified as artistic (great or minor,
famous or unknown), critics of all persuasions (who themselves are established within the
field), collectors, middlemen, curators, etc., in short, all who have ties with art, who live
for art and, to varying degrees, from it, and who confront each other in struggles where the
imposition of not only a world view but also a vision of the artworld is at sake, and who,
through these struggles, participate in the production of the value of the artist and of art
(Bourdieu 1993, p. 261).

The cultural psychology of creativity, centred on a view of distributed crea-
tivity, is in perfect agreement with Vygotskian and systemic approaches to this
phenomenon and integrates many of their insights. However, it is also critical of
some assumptions, for instance the systemic models’ emphasis on institutionalised
fields and domains. From a cultural psychological standpoint, creativity is equally
located within self—other interactions and depends on the negotiation of meaning
but this kind of social distribution takes place at different levels and in various
contexts (see also Bronfenbrenner 1979), from the more mundane (e.g., homes,
school, in public spaces) to highly organised (e.g., museums, research labs). In
fact, a vision of distribution creativity helps us recover the multiple continuities
between everyday life and traditional domains of creative production and notice
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the fact that, in all instances, creators act in relation to other people, use cultural
tools and signs and draw on the past to anticipate the future. In what follows I will
introduce a cultural psychological framework for distributed creativity that builds
on previous work aimed at reconceptualising creativity theory and rewriting its
basic language.

One of the key frameworks used by creativity researchers as a conceptual
organiser is represented by Rhodes’s (1961) four P’s model that includes person,
product, process and press (the environment). Emerging out of a study of defini-
tions, this initial conception is used to locate different studies in this area,
according to their focus. Despite the fact that Rhodes explicitly stated that the four
elements constitute a functional whole, most references to the four P’s reveal them
as static and separate units. The fact that the creative person is not the only point of
focus in the literature might seem encouraging for views of distributed creativity.
However, since the four P’s are not conceptually articulated and can be ‘detached’
from each other, the idea of distribution becomes less obvious. This is even more
the case when we notice that creative processes are typically considered to take
place in the head and products are studied only in order to infer something about
the person and his/her creative potential, while press elements remain external to
the individual. What this conception is missing is theoretical elaboration and
integration, starting from a developmental perspective of how exactly people,
objects and the processes that connect them participate in the generation of novel
outcomes.

My own conception of distributed creativity is close to John Dewey’s discus-
sion of human experience in art. For him, ‘‘because every experience is constituted
by interaction between ‘subject’ and ‘object’, between a self and its world, it is not
itself either merely physical nor merely mental, no matter how much one factor or
the other predominates’’ (Dewey 1934, p. 256). In distributed creative acts we
cannot easily disentangle the psychological from the physical, the social from the
individual, nor should we be concerned with such segmentations (a main preoc-
cupation within the extended mind literature, as discussed earlier in this chapter).
The two axes of self—other and material—symbolic are built into every creative
act, even those performed in solitude or taking place, apparently, only ‘inside’ the
mind. Most importantly, it is precisely because self and other don’t share the same
position in the world and the symbolic does not have a one-to-one relation to the
material that makes creative expression is possible.

Let me elaborate a bit on this idea of difference, crucial from a cultural psy-
chological and developmental point of view. When an infant is born, he or she starts
gradually to perceive the world as different from his/her body and understand that
there is a ‘non-me’ space around, not ready to immediately gratify one’s needs.
Gradually, with the first use of symbols (for instance in the process of acquiring
language), the child becomes capable of accessing ‘as-if’ worlds and creating a
distance between him/herself and this environment. The existence of multiple
perspectives, represented by other people, and the fact that the world can be
manipulated symbolically are the sine qua non conditions for creative expression.
But they are not sufficient. It is due to the passing of time and the ever-changing
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nature of both person and context that humans are driven to create in order to adjust
to the world and grow within it. Creativity is not the difference itself, nor the
process of distanciation, but emerges as an encounter between person and world, a
form of distributed activity that acts precisely on the differences above in ways that
acknowledge them, exploit their potential, or try to reduce or bridge them (for a
more elaborate discussion of these ideas see Glăveanu and Gillespie 2014).

The three main types of differences referred to above—between self-other,
symbol-object, past-future—are inscribed into the rewriting of the four P’s I
recently proposed in the form of a five A’s model (Glăveanu 2013). This con-
ceptualisation defines creativity in relation to (at least) the following five elements:
actors, audiences, artefacts, actions and affordances. While it might seem at first
sight that one typology is simply replaced with another, the five A’s model rep-
resents more than a change of terms, it reflects a change of epistemological
position. Creativity can no longer be said to reside ‘within’ the person, the product,
etc. It emerges as a form of action engaged in by various actors (individual or
groups), in relation to multiple audiences (again individuals or groups), exploiting
the affordances of the cultural (symbolic and material) world and leading to the
generation of artefacts (appreciated as new and useful by self and/or others). All
the five terms mentioned above are relational in nature: actors are defined by their
interaction with audiences, action engages existing affordances and generates new
ones, artefacts can become agents within creative work, etc. The visual depiction
proposed above (see Fig. 2.1), captures the totality of person and culture in dis-
tributed acts of creativity and it resonates with old and new conceptions of art that
focus on the triad of artist, audience, and object in creative production (see Dewey
1934; Wilson 1986). Central to it is the meditational triangle specific for cultural
psychological accounts of activity (see the previous section). Essentially thus, the

Fig. 2.1 A framework of distributed creativity (adapted from Glăveanu 2013)
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five A’s framework is founded, in opposition to romantic notions of inspiration, on
a conception of creativity as action, as a form of doing—‘‘a creativity of the hand’’
(Brinkmann and Tanggaard 2010, p. 256).

The depiction of distributed creativity proposed in Fig. 2.1 reveals three main
types of distribution: social, material and temporal. These are captured by the
inter-relation, in creative acts, between actors and audiences, by the use of af-
fordances and cultural resources to generate new artefacts, and by the time
dimension inscribed into creative work, respectively. These three main forms of
distribution have been referred to by others both within the cognitive (Hutchins
2000) and the socio-cultural tradition (Cole and Engeström 1993) in relation to
thinking. In the words of Hutchins:

When one applies these principles to the observation of human activity ‘in the wild’, at
least three interesting kinds of distribution of cognitive process become apparent: cog-
nitive processes may be distributed across the members of a social group, cognitive
processes may be distributed in the sense that the operation of the cognitive system
involves coordination between internal and external (material or environmental) structure,
and processes may be distributed through time in such a way that the products of earlier
events can transform the nature of later events (Hutchins 2000, pp. 1–2).

Distributed creativity is, therefore, a conception that extends previous accounts
of cognition and makes them engage with the sociality, materiality and temporality
of the world. There are numerous arguments and illustrations of this dynamic and
the book will continue by unpacking each line of distribution in turn. For instance,
discussing creativity in art Beardsley (1965) concluded that ‘‘the true locus of
creativity is (…) the work itself as it lives in the experience of the beholder’’ (p.
302), thus reaffirming the need to operate within self—other relations (something
captured very well by systemic models of creativity). Keeping the example of art,
Dewey (1934) described it as a process of making, giving a material form to ideas
in a continuous cycle of doing and undergoing the results of one’s action. Finally,
these social and material dimensions become manifest solely as part of a temporal
trajectory. In the end, action always occurs in time (Brenner 1980) and creative
action makes no exception (Gruber and Davis 1988). Following Bergson (1911,
p. 14), we can say that ‘‘duration means invention, the creation of forms, the
continual elaboration of the absolutely new’’. It is because we live in irreversible
time the same thought or feeling experience at one moment can never occur twice
in an identical manner (Valsiner 2013). Novelty is therefore not the exception in
our existence (as romantic theories of creativity would want us to believe) but the
norm, it exists not in the mind but outside of it, in the world, or, better said, it
defines the relation between mind and world.

A final note before proceeding to explore each one of these three types of
distribution would be to make clear the fact that creativity is simultaneously
socially, materially and temporally distributed and, in effect, it could not be
otherwise. For instance, to exist in a world defined by differences of position and
perspective between self and other (actor and audiences in my framework) fosters
multiple interpretations of the same material reality and its objects. Semiotic pro-
cesses of meaning-making both mediate the relation between self and other and are
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shaped by it since any change of social position leads to new processes of symbolic
(re)construction. Moreover, just as the passing of time imprints a certain dynamic to
differences between people, symbols and objects, these differences themselves
mark the temporal unfolding of creative action and segment its flow. Models of the
creative process in psychology fail, on the whole, to be more sensitive to the
diversity of changes occurring, in time, between people and people and objects, and
try to abstract universal stages applicable to any context or type of creative work.
Distribution loses, in this case, its dynamic aspect and takes on an almost
mechanical form. The cultural psychological model of distributed creativity
developed in this book brings the situated nature of creative action to the fore and
describes each instance of creativity as the interplay between actors, audiences,
actions, artefact and affordances. Distributed creativity is, in this sense, at once
patterned and flexible, constrained by the past and fundamentally open to the future.
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Chapter 3
Creativity and Sociality

As any craft, Easter egg decoration requires a period of apprenticeship. For many
of the artisans in the village of Ciocănes�ti learning to decorate started during
childhood, when either a family member or a neighbour showed them how to hold
the egg and chis�i t�ă (the wooden tool with a metal pin at the end used to apply
wax) and go through the different stages of decoration. Other decorators picked up
the craft in the last years, when the community started celebrating this tradition
and organising annual Easter festivals. Inspired by the activity of others and also
the chance of having a small financial gain from this type of work, people either
retook or learned to decorate at an adult age. Of course the material conditions of
the craft changed significantly in the past two decades. Colour pigments are found
easily and they don’t need to be produced by the decorator, like in the old days,
also there are people who sell already made chis�i t�e, natural wax and eggs of
different sizes (including ostrich eggs).

Before the 1990s, Easter egg making was practiced in Ciocănes�ti by a few
people, most notably three women who are said to have kept the tradition alive.
Ionela T� ăran told the story of how, as a child, she went with an egg in her hand to
ask one of these decorators for help and remembers how surprised she was to be
told to just take a pencil and draw whatever she can on the egg. Formal ‘teaching’
of the craft is brief and what matters most for folk artists is continuous supervised
practice. This can be a bit frustrating for beginners who sometimes expect more
guidance. This is also why most decorators agree that the key quality a person who
wants to decorate needs to possess is not necessarily artistic skill but patience and
love for the craft. Many eggs are initially ‘ruined’ by novices and only those who
show perseverance continue working. ‘When, dear God, will I be able to draw
straight lines like you?’ ‘Be patient, after a thousand eggs’, Maria Ciocan laughs
retelling her first conversation with an expert decorator. But learning the material
aspects of the craft is not enough. After acquiring the practice and in order to
participate in festivals and belong to the community of artisans, the person also has
to respect a certain canon of decoration. Many remember the teacher at the local
school who spent long hours gathering young artisans and showing them what is
specific for eggs in Ciocănes�ti (e.g., black is traditionally chosen as a background
colour, contrasting with the white, yellow and red of the motifs).

V. P. Glăveanu, Distributed Creativity, SpringerBriefs in Psychology,
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-05434-6_3, � The Author(s) 2014

33



In their turn, after gaining some experience, decorators start teaching others,
initially family members who are interested and willing to help. Decoration work
is shared work. The different stages of this activity (i.e., drawing motifs ‘on white’,
‘on yellow’, ‘on red’, etc.) make it ideal for distributing tasks and dividing the
workload between more people. Different stages are associated with different
levels of complexity; the most difficult is the beginning when most of the motif is
depicted, while later phases are mainly based on ‘filling’ with wax. Children or
novices can help with the latter, initially under supervision, then by themselves.
The cultural transmission of the craft requires continuous social interactions
between people of different ages and levels of expertise. Interestingly, it is not only
children who are being taught but adults and Maria Ciocan, for instance, helped
her mother learn the craft. In many cases though, children are the most receptive
and often decorators have at least one child who they think might continue their
work, a practice passed down from mother to daughter (men decorators are rare).

On the other hand, we need to keep in mind the fact that learning or perfecting
the craft is a life-long activity, not reserved for particular ages or contexts. Artisans
admit being constantly inspired by the work of others. ‘If I see a (decorated) egg at
someone else I quickly memorise it and then go home, I write the model down and
make it’ (Larisa Ujică). Patterns are also ‘taken’ from books, from decorated eggs
bought from the festival or from the village’s Museum of the Decorated Eggs. The
common way of referring to this is to say that the craft is ‘stolen’ from others,
alluding to the fact that most decorators protect their innovations and are not
willing to ‘give’ their models away. On the other hand, all folk artists recognise the
fact that no two identical eggs can ever be made (even by the same person) and
therefore accusations of stealing are not justified. Each decorator develops, in time,
his or her own style of work, easily recognisable by others.

An intricate dynamic between cooperation and competition marks the life of
this craft and there is help from others but also envy and sometimes resentment. In
the end, all the artisans compete for recognition, for example, gaining prizes at the
festival, as well as financial rewards, reflected in the number of customers one can
attract. There are social occasions in which artisans would like to have their
products admired by others such as the religious sermon on Easter day when
everyone brings painted eggs to church, a difficult situation since ‘in the village
there are 15–20 women who (professionally) decorate, but in the whole village
there are 150 (who bring ornamented eggs)’ (Maria Ciocan). Typically, decorators
collaborate within the extended family and it is often the case that sisters or
mothers and children share work and profits. When going outside of this circle to
ask for new motifs or techniques of decoration they can be turned down and it is
common for others to say there is nothing ‘new’ to show, or let a year pass before
sharing ‘novelties’. This does not stop artisans from trying to figure out by
themselves the exact procedures behind certain types of decoration they like. This
involves trial and error and a whole process of experimentation that can lead to
unexpected results.
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The creative value of a decorated egg does not reside, however, only in the act
of making it and the collaboration taking place around it, but it fundamentally
relates creators with a series of ‘audiences’. The aesthetic taste of customers, both
coming from inside and outside Romania, and their preferences cannot be ignored
by artisans who, during their years of practice, learned very well what kind of
Easter eggs to make for who and how to present them. At fairs, for instance, most
of them demonstrate their craft and, especially people from outside the country,
are surprised to see that this work is done by hand. There are also clear colour
preferences to be kept in mind. For example, children and people from Romania
tend to like red eggs, foreigners enjoy other colours as well (like blue, green,
yellow, etc.), while locals and collectors want to have a ‘Ciocănes�ti egg’, with a
black background. Some folk artists can comment also on what people from
different nations usually buy. Combinations of colour like green and yellow, red
and yellow, blue and white are appreciated by German, Italian and French cus-
tomers. Black is seen by most as a symbol of death and sorrow although in the
popular tradition it stands for eternity and permanence. Decorators themselves
might have their own preferences and many like heavily ornamenting the egg with
an increased number of miniature patterns.

It is often the case that artisans produce different types of eggs (in terms not
only of colouring style but technique) for different people and, most of all, they
make a clear distinction between ‘traditional’ patterns, that cannot or should not be
radically changed, and ‘novelties’ called for by the growing market. This sepa-
ration is most obvious during the festival of the Decorated Egg organised in the
village, where rules constrain folk artists to participate in the decoration contest
only with traditional motifs while they continue to sell other types of eggs to
visitors on the side. Traditional patterns, depicted on chicken eggs and not var-
nished at the end, are then judged by a committee made up of local authorities,
artists and ethnographers from the region. This form of institutionalisation chal-
lenges the boundary between fine and folk art and gives ‘experts’ a privileged
placed in the production of craft. Their views are not, however, passively incor-
porated by local artists who negotiate some of the norms in ways that constantly
move tradition forward and add to it in a collective effort to keep it alive.

3.1 Creation as Co-creation

The example of Easter egg decoration is eloquently arguing for the social distri-
bution of creativity. It is not only the case that egg decorators learn the craft from
others, and teach other people in turn, but the views of others and dialogue with
them (at the church, at the fair, at the local museum) are crucial for creative action.
The standards for evaluating what is a ‘good’, ‘beautiful’, ‘traditional’ or ‘creative’
ornamented egg are grounded in communication between people, including
experts and novices, or persons from other domains (e.g., ethnographers or
priests). Social judgement is not a separate type of process from what we normally
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think of as the creative process (see Runco 1999), an add-on to the ‘real’ work
done by the person to produce novel and useful artefacts. When psychologists
make this separation they are inclined to focus on the actual making of objects and
ignore what happens to them later on, after they are finished and presented to
others. Focusing on revolutionary outcomes that take a long time to be created and
then an even longer time to be accepted by society, we might be tricked into
believing that one type of activity has little to do with the other. In reality, creators
are constantly sensitive to issues related to social validation as they perform the
very acts we end up calling creative. Before the product is introduced to the social
arena, the creator is the first to experience and evaluate it by trying to see it
through the eyes of other people. Moreover, perceiving and validating new arte-
facts is itself a form of creative work based on (re)interpretation and the con-
struction of meaning.

Easter egg decoration illustrates very well this dynamic. Artisans might often
work alone, commonly at night when the day’s tasks are all done, but this does not
mean that their creative action is not socially distributed. They do not exist in an a-
social state but, in their work, they account for the taste and preferences of their
customers; moreover, they frequently check with those closest to them the pro-
gress of the work and, as we saw in the introduction, try to take ‘inspiration’ from
other decorators and their products. For as beautiful or intricate as it may be, their
work is therefore never completely personal (in the sense of restricted to individual
attributes) but shared, interpersonal. This is what Barron (1999, p. 49) also argued
when he took co-creation, mutuality and collaboration to be the mark of all cre-
ative acts. What he was challenging was the theory of the Single Creator, a
misleading view that associates creativity with what is going on in the mind of
isolated individuals. It becomes thus crucial to ask, together with Bourdieu, who
creates the ‘creator’?

The ‘charismatic’ ideology which is the ultimate basis of belief in the value of a work of
art (…) It is this ideology which directs attention to the apparent producer, the painter,
writer or composer, in short, the ‘author’, suppressing the question of what authorizes the
author, what creates the authority with which authors authorize (Bourdieu 1986, p. 133).

To ground creativity inside the person of the ‘apparent producer’ is a way of
denying its social distribution. While Bourdieu successfully argued that we should
question what makes the creative actor an ‘author’, which is a very important topic
of inquiry, I am of the opinion that the producer (the agent who initiates and
sustains creative action) is not only apparently doing the creating. To fight against
the Single Creator and subjectivist positions that ‘overplay the role of self and
downplay the role of the other’ (Benson 1993, p. 4) does not mean to exclude the
creator altogether. It is important to recognise therefore the fact that the person
does create but not in isolation since creative action ‘extends’ into the world of
other people. These others (referred to as audiences in Chap. 2) can and do play
multiple roles in relation to an actor’s creative expression: they can be collabo-
rating to produce the outcome, they can be critical of it and try to censure its
transmission, they can use in more or less original ways, they can give advice to
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the creator throughout the activity, etc. In each case, it is not simply an ‘external’
influence that is internalised by the creative agent: processes of interaction and
communication are part and parcel of what it means to create and effectively
contribute to the final outcome.

To understand how this is so we can take examples from art and, in particular,
follow Howard Becker’s (2008) exploration of what he termed the ‘art-world’. The
main idea behind his discussion is that artistic production relies on a network of
people and is informed by cultural conventions and resources. Becker placed this
conception in opposition to the image of the genius (what I call the He-paradigm;
Glăveanu 2010a). Against this view, he proposed a vision of art as collaborative
activity, the result of an interplay between the person of the ‘artist’ (who gets
credited as the author) and a multitude of other people Becker called ‘support
personnel’. The latter choice of term is not meant to diminish their contribution in
any way but points to how we usually think about anyone other than the creator
assisting the production of a work of art. Whether cooperation is ephemeral or is
part of an actual work routine, ‘every art (…) rests on an extensive division of
labor’ (Becker 2008, p. 13). Even in those situations in which the artist paints in
complete solitude all the tools at his or her disposal have a social origin, an
important point in favour of the distribution of creative action. According to
Becker, creative actors recognised as ‘authors’ of a certain work are those who
occupy a central position within a network of cooperating people. This ultimately
raises a thought-provoking question: how do we decide who is the artist and who is
only support personnel (Becker 2008, p. xxiv)? In line with my own critique of
cognitive approaches to the distributed mind (see Chap. 2), I tend to consider this a
misleading question since it takes us back to the idea of clear and fixed boundaries
defining static roles. In reality, creators and audiences are both agents and
observers of creative action as it unfolds in time.

Becker’s influential work has inspired and continues to inspire research that
shares the assumption that ‘creative individuals are embedded within specific
network contexts so that creativity itself, rather than being an individual person-
ality characteristic is, instead, a collective phenomenon’ (Giuffre 2009, p. 1).
Interestingly, this conception has not been only applied to art (both fine and folk
art), but is paralleled by a similar move trying to deconstruct the myth of the lonely
scientist. Science is an interesting example because the aura of individuality and
eminence associated with popular figures such as Newton or Einstein tends to
obscure the fact that scientific production is, in fact, a deeply collaborative form of
activity. Scientists are not only immersed into the work of others through the latest
debates in their field, but they are also typically part of research teams, often
holding overlapping memberships in multiple groups and relating to global net-
works (see Glăveanu et al. 2013). And yet, we are frequently pushed back, when
watching award ceremonies or reading media descriptions about scientific dis-
coveries, to the idea that individuals make science advance rather than teams. It is
easier to raise a monument for a single person or, to use a dramaturgical metaphor:
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The role of genius, like the role of follower, or of intellectual crank, are masks donned for
one’s place in the show. Though intellectual history is written in a discourse of individ-
uals, they are only the façade, the glamorous images of the advertisements that surround
the theatre; inside, it is truly the networks who are the actors on the stage (Collins 2007,
p. 165).

The sociological perspective on creativity in science developed by Collins
(2007) echoes many of Becker’s points about art. In addition, we have in this case
a greater focus on the organisation of the network. In this account, ideas and
emotional states ‘flow’ within the network both ‘vertically’ (from one generation
to the next) as well as ‘horizontally’ (among contemporaries). These chains of
communication make some ideas become the centre of attention and debate,
leading to emergent processes. What we call ‘great thinkers’ according to Collins
are in fact people ‘who are in those places in the networks where these transfor-
mations take place. In this sense, the great thinkers are those who get credit for
what happens in the network, who come to symbolize what the network does’ (p.
159). This fundamental notion that networks actually do the creating is interesting
but needs to be unpacked further otherwise it risks simply replacing the ‘box’ of
the individual with the one of the group (for a recent, promising discussion see
Gaggioli et al. 2013). Cultural psychology’s concern for action solves this problem
by affirming the simultaneously individual and social nature of creating a change
in the world. Proposing a view of distributed creativity precisely helps us over-
come the old dichotomy of the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ and place creative action
in the relational space created by the person’s encounter with its social (and
material, see Chap. 4) environment.

Collins is not alone in challenging the individual locus of creativity in science.
Schaffer (1994) was also concerned with the way we make up discoveries and
attribute them to a ‘culture hero’ (p. 19). The myth of the genius is in need of
demystification and this process has been going on in sociology and other social
sciences for decades. How much of this debate entered psychology? Disappoint-
ingly little, unfortunately. Taking an intra-psychological perspective, useful also to
differentiate psychology from other social sciences, led researchers to ask, in
relation to the topic of creativity and sociality, more concrete (and narrow?)
questions. One clear point of concern was and still is to a great extent the question
of whether individuals are more creative than groups. This sound like a valid
empirical interrogation and can be useful to ask particularly in relation to the
multiple contexts in which people are placed together in work groups (in educa-
tion, organisations, etc.). The surprising finding from this line of research, how-
ever, is that, in fact ‘groups may inhabit intellectual activity or optimal
performance’ (Paulus and Nijstad 2003, p. 4), a result that has received much
support in the literature (see Paulus 2000; Paulus et al. 2006). This discovery is
slightly counter-intuitive if we consider what has been said above concerning the
role of others in creative action and the main argument that any act of creation is,
in essence, one of co-creation. There are at least three types of critique in relation
to group creativity studies that I will briefly articulate below (for more details see
Glăveanu 2011):
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1. To begin with, the experimental setting in which most group creativity studies
take place is generally dissimilar to everyday life contexts. As Moran and John-
Steiner (2003, p. 82) note, these findings ‘reflect an experimental design that
throws strangers together and does not allow time for trust and complemen-
tarity to emerge’. Take for instance the task of brainstorming, a fairly common
procedure proposed by Osborn (1957) to enhance team creativity. Participants
are encouraged to create an atmosphere that excludes the critical evaluation of
ideas and sustain it throughout the meeting. Research conditions are stand-
ardised and there is little, if any, accounting for the contextual factors intrinsic
to any group situation or for the participants’ interpretations of their experience.

2. A related aspect has to do with the fact that group creativity experiments follow
a non-developmental logic (see also Valsiner 1997). There is almost no concern
for what happens before the group meeting or after it. Since nobody actually
applies the ideas they generate there is no sense of continuity for the group,
something that can make many participants feel disengaged. In real-life, col-
laborations take a long time to be established and partners sometimes go
through years of working side by side before they have a moment of break-
through (John-Steiner 1992). Such a long period of maturation of creative
ideas—the equivalent of distribution in time—is not permitted by the design of
experimental studies and neither is a focus on how ideas are implemented.
Surely further creative action is required at the group level when turning a new
idea into reality and observing its consequences.

3. Finally, at a methodological level what is most surprising about group creativity
experiments is the fact they actually do not study interaction. Much of what is
going on between people is missed by the researchers who are more concerned
with how to organise the different conditions and how to evaluate the outcomes
of group work. This stands in sharp contrast to socio-cultural studies of col-
laborative creativity, for example, in the much more mundane conditions of
playing in a jazz band (Sawyer 1992; Montuori 2003). These latter studies
uncover the ways in which social interaction has emergent properties and
collaboration requires both structure and openness for creative outcomes to be
generated. Sadly, the focus in brainstorming and other similar tasks is on ideas
(the product) and the conditions leading to them. Processes are inferred at best
and generally psychologists give up analysing interaction as it is a very time
consuming research task.

3.2 The Social Construction of Creativity

One of the key arguments in support of the thesis of (socially) distributed creativity
relates to the fact that no creative act is complete without its appreciation and this
appreciation requires interaction with other people. Such an understanding does
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not exclude creative action which is not made ‘public’ or seems to take place in the
‘mind’ of the creator. Standards of evaluation, having a social origin, are inter-
nalised by the creator and play an active role in the creative process. The meaning
and value of creativity, when applied to any person, object, process, context and so
on, requires self–other interaction and is informed by societal discourses.

In Chap. 2 I proposed a creativity framework in which the sociality axis of
actor–audience is integral to the creative act. In the section above we saw why
collaboration and dialogue with others (people, groups, communities) shapes the
course of one’s action and the final outcome. Here, I will complement this argu-
ment by focusing on distributed meaning-making processes between creators and
their audience(s). If we return to the example of art we need to note, as Becker
does, that ‘art worlds produce works and also give them aesthetic value’ (Becker
2008, p. 39) and it is precisely the interaction between all the parties involved that
generates a shared sense of worth regarding what is being produced. Of course,
institutionally, the art world is sustained by groups of people who legitimate its
existence (i.e., critics, collectors, museum curators, gallery owners, etc.), but it is
also the case that each and every person coming in contact with artistic artefacts
participates in this construction of meaning by making aesthetic judgements.
Becker is right to state in this regard that, from such a perspective, aesthetics
becomes an activity rather than a static body of doctrine (p. 131). The institution of
the work of art was of interest for Bourdieu (1993), who placed it within a larger
field of cultural production. In this sense, ‘every work is, so to speak, made twice,
by the originator and by the beholder, or rather, by the society to which the
beholder belongs’ (p. 224).

This idea might be well established in sociology but it troubles many psy-
chologists who would rather separate creativity from reputation on the basis of
making its study more manageable. One of the big concerns for these authors is
that, ‘if one makes the definition of creativity depend on the evaluation by the
field, the term may lose much of its meaning’ (Weisberg 1993, p. 245). When
studying creativity from a positivistic perspective it is important to be able to pin
down the meaning of the concept and make it operational and stable. The dynamic
and social nature of reality though in the case of creativity raises insurmountable
problems for experimental science. In the words of Runco:

Creativity can be kept distinct by defining it in terms of novelty and aesthetic appeal rather
than social value and impact. Novelty and aesthetic appeal can be defined for individuals;
reputation cannot. This distinction makes for good science in the sense of parsimony and
in terms of explanatory power. Parsimony is satisfied because this definition is more
specific than one that requires the additional impact or reputation component, and power is
increased because a wide range of behaviors is kept under the creativity umbrella,
including personal, childhood, everyday, and potential creativity (Runco 1999, p. 242).

There are several misconceptions packed into statements like this one. To begin
with, the separation between novelty and value can only be artificial as judgements
about value are an intrinsic part of any action to create novelty. Second, such a
distinction makes for ‘narrow’ instead of ‘good’ science and a scientific account of
creativity that is unable to recognise its distributed nature is partial at best,
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misleading at worst. Third, the quest for parsimony and explanatory power is
legitimate but not at the expense of mutilating the phenomenon under study.
Disconnecting the ‘making’ and ‘evaluation’ parts of creative action leads to an
exclusive focus on the individual outside of its socio-cultural context; it also
reveals a static conception that fails to see their continuity and, often, their
simultaneity. Most of all, this kind of perspective is based on the erroneous
assumption about social value that locates reputation and impact at the societal
level. This explains the claim that, if we are to ignore this aspect, we will be able to
recognise everyday life forms of creative expression, including the creativity of
children. But are children’s productions, for as ephemeral as they might be, outside
of social appreciation and the attribution of value? Why cannot social impact and
reputation be observed at the more micro-levels, within the social ecology of
families and schools for instance?

A cultural psychological perspective on creativity (see Chap. 2) takes such a
broad stance and tries to create bridges between institutional forms of social
recognition and the validation of one’s work taking place at interpersonal level
(and even at the intra-personal one). The core of this idea is present in systemic
models, despite the fact that they tend to focus almost exclusively on the societal
production of creativity. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988, 1999) work is emblematic in
this regard and remains, to this day, a key source for anyone working within the
social psychology of creativity. Similar to Vygotsky, he starts from the premise
that we cannot separate creative individuals and their works from the social and
historical context in which they create and that creative action is never the result of
a single person. For Csikszentmihalyi creativity is produced within the dialogue
between three inter-related factors:

1. The field, made up of experts and gatekeepers who select from what the
individual produces those outcomes that are considered worth preserving.

2. The domain, or the area of culture creative outcomes contribute to and from
which, trough processes of accumulation and transmission, they become
available to future creators.

3. The individual who brings about change within the cultural domain, change that
the field will (ultimately if not at first) validate as creative.

As such, when asking the question ‘what is creativity?’, Csikszentmihalyi’s
(1988, p. 326) answer is ‘a phenomenon that results from the interaction between
these three systems’ and would become impossible without any of them. This
radical socialisation of creativity is essential for any account of distributed creative
action, a premise supported as well by other authors such as Gardner (1994) and
Nijstad and Paulus (2003). It is also intrinsic to the framework of creativity pro-
posed in this book, where actors create in relation to audiences and they are both
embedded within culture. However, systemic models, at least in their classic form,
end up offering an institutional reading of culture. Following his theory to its last
consequences, Csikszentmihalyi (in Sawyer et al. 2003) ends up denying chil-
dren’s creativity on the basis of there being no field or domain to judge such forms
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of expression. Instead of adopting ‘a more fluid and provisional notion of domains
and fields’ (Jones 2009, p. 65), his theory ultimately builds social walls that are too
hard to climb by most of our everyday outcomes and actions. The cultural pro-
duction of creativity does not require fully formalised fields, it just depends on the
existence of audiences to consider the new artefact, interpret and ‘use’ it.

Take the example of students at school producing prints and other artistic
outcomes. Gabrielle Ivinson considered in her research how the notion of art is
constructed in this micro-social system in ways that either encourage students to
continue artistic work or, often enough, prevent them from building an ‘artist’
identity. Students themselves, their peers, teachers and families all contribute to
the validation of these productions and ‘anchor art objects within their own
hierarchically structured systems of meaning [where] objects acquire values, such
as good, bad, weird, creative, funny and strange, and such meanings may be
expressed in different ways’ (in Zittoun et al. 2003, p. 431). Social recognition in
this case does not require art critics or gallery curators assessing the quality of the
outcomes but is expressed within communication and action by all the actors
involved. For instance, teachers offer a mark and parents can frame the artistic
outcome and place it on the wall and this gives students some concrete way of
relating to their own artwork. A similar situation is specific for craft and in the
example of Easter egg decoration presented at the beginning of the chapter we
could see how this domain is on the way to becoming institutionalised (through the
existence of a museum, competitions at the annual festival, etc.) but the creative
value of a decorated egg remains negotiated at the more micro-levels of social
interaction between artisans and customers. What both these examples point to as
well is the possibility of conflicting interpretations and discrepancies between
people and groups about what should be considered new, significant, or creative.

Unfortunately, within the psychology of creativity it is precisely the hetero-
geneity of social voices contributing to practices of evaluation that is overlooked.
One of the most influential and widely used methodologies within this area today
is the Consensual Assessment Technique (CAT), proposed by Teresa Amabile
(1996) as a central component of her ‘social psychology of creativity’. In an effort
to show how the assessment of creativity is culturally and historically bound,
Amabile advocated for a consensus definition of the creative outcome which
asserts that ‘a product or response is creative to the extent that appropriate
observers independently agree it is creative’ (Amabile 1996, p. 33). In essence, the
application of CAT starts from selecting a task that leads to an observable product
or response, is open-ended enough to allow flexibility and novelty in responses,
and does not depend too much on specialised skills. Then the outcomes are pre-
sented to a panel of independent expert raters who, in the absence of a formal
definition of creativity, are asked to make a hierarchy between the outcomes. Their
convergence is calculated at the end and a final ordering of the products emerges.
Over years of applying this technique, researchers agree that ‘product creativity
can be reliably and validly assessed based on the consensus of experts’ (Hennessey
2003, p. 257) and there is on-going research dedicated to CAT and its application
(see Kaufman et al. 2007; Hennessey et al. 2011).
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One clear benefit of this approach is that it can be relatively easily applied and it
stresses the role of social agreement for the construction of creative value. It is also
based on the product and this makes things easier in terms of collecting and ana-
lysing data. However, there are several problematic aspects when it comes to both
the procedure itself and its theoretical consequences. To start with, just as with group
creativity studies, there is little interest for how actually judges reach their conclu-
sions about the creativity of an artefact. Wagoner and Valsiner (2005) revealed,
through a microgenetic study of rating a Likert scale, that any assessment is based on
an internal dialogue between different positions. CAT demands independent ratings
and there are no opportunities of eliciting such dialogues, despite the fact that real-
life situations are described by interaction between people. The opinion of the
creator and his or her interpretation of its outcomes are also essential in everyday
contexts; CAT research, however, shows that author judgement is biased and should
not be incorporated in the evaluation (Kaufman et al. 2009). But above all, the main
issue is that researchers who use this technique are not particularly interested in the
aspect of social interaction, they simply want to have the outcome of the evaluation
process and, most importantly, to reach consensus. It is this quest, inscribed in the
name of the procedure itself that is most problematic from an epistemological point
of view. The assumption that individuals can agree on what is creativity when they
see it ends up, paradoxically, in reifying this phenomenon instead of making it
social-relational, contextual and dynamic. It also enforces hierarchies of knowledge
by prioritising expert judgement. Through the selection of a homogenous group of
experts we are also incapable, using CAT, to understand how social judgement
might vary across communities of evaluators (for an alternative formulated as
‘multiple feedback’ see Glăveanu 2010b, 2012).

In conclusion, we can agree with Dewey’s (1934, p. 49) insight regarding art
that ‘perfection in execution cannot be measured or defined in terms of execution;
it implies those who perceive and enjoy the product that is executed’ (Dewey
1934, p. 49). The social distribution of creativity articulates the two fundamental
roles of maker and perceiver and, more than this, makes them interchangeable. For
to perceive any new artefact means to create an experience, in Dewey’s terms. It is
a creative work of investing the object with meaning and this meaning has the
potential to shape the generation of future artefacts as well as their use. Whereas
the viewer is not remaking the artefact in any literal sense, to perceive still means
to select, simplify, abstract, condense, etc., and this creates a strong form of
distribution of creative work between actors and audiences. Dewey’s idea that a
piece of art is recreated each time it is experienced resonates in Eco’s (1989)
description of the ‘open work’. What this account adds to the above is the notion
that creators themselves never finish or complete a product and creative activity
has a continuity in time that transcends the individual person of the maker. Cre-
ative artefacts are integrated into the social and cultural arena in a permanent state
of unfinishedness that calls for new interpretations within each ‘performance’ or
‘reading’. Interestingly, creators themselves are typically the first to confront their
own product and this gives them the unique position of being audiences to their
own emerging creations.
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3.3 The Creative Self as Other

In Chap. 2 , I presented a framework of distributed creativity that operates with
five key elements—actors, audiences, action, artefacts and affordances—and
focuses on their inter-relation. This framework was grounded in the idea of dif-
ference, for instance the fact that actors and audiences occupy different social
(even physical) positions. To understand this better consider a scenario in which
self and other are not differentiated from each other. In this situation there is no
possibility for diversity of action or opinion. Moreover, there would be no need to
appreciate creative outcomes since views would never diverge (the ‘ideal’ case for
the consensual techniques discussed before). Creative action and its social distri-
bution are, therefore, facilitated by this ‘confrontation’ with otherness. Interest-
ingly though, the other does not disappear when the creator is alone. If we go back
to arguments regarding the extended mind (Chap. 2 ) we find a concern for cou-
pled systems that include the person as an external element. According to the logic
of cognitive science, if the external element is not readily available (Clark 2008)
then no distribution takes place. In contrast, a cultural psychological approach
argues that the social is not an on and off switch that one can operate at will (Slater
1991). The human mind itself is social and this means that the difference in social
position and perspective mentioned above exists ‘within’ as well as ‘outside’ the
person. In this sense, the creative actor is at once embodying other voices that
contribute, in their polyphony, to the shaping of creative action.

The origins of this internal dialogue can be found in the acts of collaboration
and co-creation discussed in Sect. 3.1. In fact, learning through apprenticeships,
something that is not only specific for craft but marks the developmental trajectory
of every human activity to some degree (see Rogoff 1995), fosters the emergence
of a social mind. When the person is acquiring new ways of acting in the world or
new knowledge, these skills and this knowledge remain imprinted by their social
context. There is no knowledge creators use, for instance, that comes from
‘nowhere’; it remains located within certain social positions or perspectives the
creator is more or less consciously aware of. Against proclaiming the ‘death of the
author’ (Burke 1992) by dissipating the mind into discourses acquired from the
social arena and reproduced by the person, the cultural approach considers the
mind ‘a hotbed of tactical and relational improvisation’ (Ingold and Hallam 2007,
p. 9). Being able to adopt certain social discourses and recognise the position they
are ‘speaking’ from, the creative actor remains an agent capable of selecting,
combining or denying certain perspectives (e.g., artisans can comment on how
ethnographers see the craft without necessarily agreeing with their views). The
psychology of creativity would benefit from taking into account the acquisition
and transformation of social perspectives performed in creative acts.

The consequence of adopting a social mind view in creativity theory would be
to recognise, together with Becker (2008, p. 200) that individuals ‘create their
world, at least in part, by anticipating how other people will respond, emotionally
and cognitively, to what they do’. The craft of egg decoration illustrates very well
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this statement as artisans are concerned at all times with how their products will be
received. They can put themselves in the position of their customers and see their
own artefacts thought their eyes. This ‘‘capacity of the human mind to conceive,
create and communicate about social realities in terms of the ‘Alter’’’ (Marková
2003, p. xiii) is more pervasive than examples of creative action. A strand within
the socio-cultural approach known as dialogical self-theory (see for instance
Hermans 2001) starts from the basic assumption, illustrated by Marková, that self–
other positions are reversible. This goes beyond theory of mind ideas about us
being able to understand the mental or emotional states of others. It places dia-
logue between multiple social positions at the centre of our thinking and, I will
argue here together with Barrett (1999), at the centre of our capacity to create. For
Barrett, knowledge creation is ‘an inherently social-dialogical process’ (p. 133), it
relies on our capacity to see the world as others would and to be in dialogue with
this ‘external’ perspective. Indebted to the writings of Soviet thinkers such as Lev
Vygotsky and Mikhail Bakhtin, dialogical theory makes distribution an ‘internal’
affair as well, not only something that happens between people. In the words of
Grossen, ‘the originality of a dialogical approach is (…) to consider that an
interaction is a place of tensions between different temporalities, spaces, identities,
third-parties and present participants’ (Grossen 2008, p. 248).

One of the most eloquent descriptions of the dynamic movement between the
position of the self and that of the other within creative work was offered by the
pragmatist philosopher and psychologist John Dewey in his book ‘Art as experi-
ence’. Dewey defined experience as the encounter between person and world in
which the individual acts (‘doing’) and perceives the reaction of the world towards
his doing (‘undergoing’). If we think about a painter working on a canvas we will
notice an alternation between applying colour and standing back to look at the
emerging picture. At this micro level of action there are two positions being
exchanged: that of actor and that of audience, of maker and perceiver. In other
words, ‘the artist embodies in himself the attitude of the perceiver while he works’
(Dewey 1934, p. 50). Taking a more prosaic example, I am writing this chapter
and, while writing, I stop and read back the paragraphs having readers in mind in
ways that hopefully help me appreciate if the text is easily understandable or not.
Why are we capable of changing positions while working? Because our action
performed from the position of a creative actor does not exclude the fact that we
are also audience members for the creation of others, in fact it fully relies on this. I
can, for instance, evaluate my text based on my experience of being the reader of
other texts, including my own. In this sense, we are both speakers and listeners
and, just as it happens in everyday life, we speak and listen virtually at the same
time. In Dewey’s example about art:

There is the speaker, the thing said, and the one spoken to. The external object, the product
of art, is the connecting link between artist and audience. Even when the artist works in
solitude all three terms are present. The work is there in progress, and the artist has to
become vicariously the receiving audience. He can speak only as his work appeals to him
as one spoken to through what he perceived. He observes and understands as a third person
might note and interpret (Dewey 1934, p. 111).
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This kind of understanding has deep consequences for creativity theory as it
pushes the boundaries of distribution internally (at an intra-psychological level)
while bridging the two sides of collaborative creativity and social evaluation
discussed before. One central question in relation to creativity and sociality was to
understand how it is possible to articulate creative action and its evaluation
without making them two separate moments or considering them always per-
formed by two different people: creative actors on the one side and audiences on
the other. The multiple positions one can take with reference to the same work
exploit self–other differences and are as much part of the social world as they are
of the thinking processes of the creator. It is precisely the idea of distribution that
comes to help us connect these two sides of the same coin and observe the
continuities in social position and discourse between individual, group and society.
Returning to Vygotsky’s dissertation on art, we are not better equipped to
understand one of its main claims: ‘Art is the social within us, and even if its
action is performed by a single individual, it does not mean that its essence is
individual. (…) The social also exists where there is only one person with his
individual experiences and tribulations. This is why the action of art (…) is a social
action’ (Vygotsky 1971, p. 249).
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Glăveanu, V. P. (2010a). Paradigms in the study of creativity: Introducing the perspective of

cultural psychology. New Ideas in Psychology, 28(1), 79–93. Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/
10.1016/j.newideapsych.2009.07.007
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Chapter 4
Creativity and Materiality

It may sound trivial to state that craftwork is a material practice but this observation
is significant when focusing on creative action. Too often, as argued in this book,
creativity has been conceptualised as a psychological phenomenon dependent on
thinking skills, motivation, personality traits and so on. This of course does not
mean that creativity researchers are oblivious to the fact that creative work is
anchored in the physicality of the world; after all, the creative outcome often takes
the shape of an object or performance and, as such, it engages various material and
cultural resources. But how exactly this materiality comes to play a crucial role in
the creative process itself remains largely unquestioned due to a common belief that
idea generation is at the core of creative performance and ideas reside in the mind,
not ‘outside’ of it. Easter egg decoration is only one of the many cases proving the
contrary. Not only does the act of ornamenting an egg take place in the relational
space between decorator and a varied array of material tools—from eggs, colour
pigments, wax, and chis�i t�e or ‘writing’ tools, to the physical depiction of patterns
and their accumulation in books, on houses, etc.—but (creative) ideas themselves
are shaped by distributed action across people and artefacts.

The material support both facilitates and constrains action and this is a role
played throughout, from before engaging in decoration (when different ways of
approaching the task are tested) to long after decoration is done (when the egg, in
the case of traditional craft, is cleaned of wax near a heat source and later sold at
fairs). Preparation work for decoration extends in time up to several months before
the eggs get to be embellished, when the artisans gather and empty them, clean
their surface carefully and let them dry. The type of egg used will determine to a
great extent the procedure of decoration, including the kind of motifs depicted,
based on the physical properties of the shell. Almost all interviewed folk artists
emphasised this aspect and it is commonly known in Ciocănes�ti that chicken eggs
may have a better shade of white but are hard to work on due to their fragility and
porosity. In contrast, duck eggs have tougher, smoother shells that afford ‘writing’
on with wax in a more continuous manner. This is why most artisans today use the
latter, except for Easter festivals when the norm is to work exclusively on chicken
eggs as people did in the past. In this sense, the materiality of tradition is
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connected to cultural norms and practices of a long duration and invested with
symbolic meaning.

The semiotic aspect of ornamentation is essential in a craft such as the
Romanian egg decoration. In essence, every model placed on the egg has a certain
meaning and tells a ‘story’ related to the everyday life of the village or the
religious aspects of the festivity. Since it is common for geometrical patterns to be
depicted on Easter eggs, these meanings can escape the viewer (who nevertheless
invests them with new significations) and even the decorator him or herself, since
many start working before they learn the ‘messages’ behind each pattern. For
example, the star with eight rays is associated with perfection and femininity, the
net is a motif that symbolises the separation between good and evil, while the
colour black has nothing to do with death or sorrow but it stands for eternity and
the absolute. These meanings are not randomly attached to their material support
but co-constructed by people in relation precisely with the materiality of the world.
The capacity to refer to something other than itself, to inscribe culture and
meaning in action and objects, is never the achievement of a single person, nor is it
the result of abstract thinking. To create or use a motif means, at once, to mate-
rialise it and make it meaningful. Within this interdependent totality it might seem
at times that meaning is driving decoration work (when the artisan intends to
depict something specific) or that the object itself takes charge. For example, a
round or an elongated egg will call for a different kind of motif, allow the
depiction of more or less intricate decoration patterns, determine the spatial
relation between the main ornament and the sides or the belt and so on. In reality,
there is a close dialogue between action and perception, intention and materiality
within egg decoration and creativity is an outcome of this constant exchange and
depends on its outcomes.

It is interesting to note, in this regard, that material properties can support but
also fail the artisan and go against his or her intentions. For instance, if the wax
does not have the right temperature and, most importantly, if this temperature is
not kept constant, then it will not properly hold on the surface of the egg.
Moreover, once you make a mistake in wax it is virtually impossible to remove it
completely since wax stays on the egg and will prevent colour from catching on its
surface. The only way to overcome this is to use the mistake and incorporate it in a
new pattern, something that comes to demonstrate the value of accidents in cre-
ative work. But it is not necessary for artisans to make mistakes in order to change
their work habits, the latter are much more flexible and can be adapted to new
circumstances as well as deliberately transformed. Decorators are, in this regard,
great experimenters and constantly try to make the most with the material support
at hand. For example, after adopting a new style of embellishment that involves
drawing with wax and leaving it on the surface of the egg, a new decoration
possibility emerged: that of colouring wax directly. Of course one needs to go
through a period of trial and error in order to know which pigments do the task and
what colour shades result. Lately, other techniques have been added, for instance
covering the surface of the egg with a very thin golden foil and then decorating it
with wax in relief.
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One of the most significant moments in the act of decoration takes place just at
the end, when wax is cleaned and the resulting patterns and motifs are admired for
the first time. This happens because, using the traditional technique, the decorator
is forced to work on a ‘negative’ image of the egg (by covering parts of the shell
with wax in order to keep their colour before immersion in a new pigment—this
process of colouring goes from light to dark shades and, in Ciocănes�ti, it usually
ends in black). It is then when the artisan notices if the colours have the right
shade, if the lines are straight, if the motifs are complete and symmetrical, and,
most importantly, if the egg did not break during the process, including due to
exposure to heat. Decorators remember ‘ruining’ plenty of eggs despite being
careful to prevent such an outcome. Their advice is to be alert and engaged while
working, even when certain segments of the activity became automatic with time.
Seeing and touching the egg and decoration tools, developing a feel for the chis�i t�ă,
checking the shell and the colour pigments, require artisans to be ‘present’ at all
times and able to respond fast to changes and unforeseen reactions of the material.

In the end, it is not only the materiality of craftwork itself that should interest us
but the broader context of the environment folk artists are part of, including the
physical and symbolic artefacts ‘populating’ it. The village of Ciocănes�ti is, in this
regard, a rich repository of ornamental patters frequently exhibited on doors and
houses, on carpets and shirts, on tablecloths and, of course, on old and new
decorated eggs. Artisans are therefore immersed at all times into a material world
that is capable of instructing and inspiring them, something they refer to very often
in interviews. They are not, however, passive recipients of this cultural heritage
but creative actors who decide on what to take, what to keep and how to contribute
to local culture, including how to ‘filter’ its influence; as one of the decorators said,
one needs to ‘visualise’ a pattern found on one object in order to ‘translate’ it on
another. Very old Easter eggs are priced possessions in the community and those
who have them often go back to observe their patterns and colours and adapt them
to current tastes and material tools. Finally, we should not forget that the work of
decoration engages with materiality first and foremost by being highly embodied.
The hands and eyes of decorators, their necks and backs are subjected to con-
siderable pressure when working for long hours, often by night. But decoration
activities are also a great source of pleasure and relaxation that help artisans put
aside the troubles of the day and be completely immersed in the here and now. The
body, the egg, the working tools, are the first media of creative work and their
relation to both ‘mind’ and ‘world’ is at once dynamic and permeable.

4.1 The Cultural Life of Things

In 1986, Appadurai edited a volume on ‘The social life of things’. In it, different
contributors made the point that objects are turned into commodities and embody
value in ways that are ultimately political, economic and social in nature. In this
sense, commodities acquire a social life of interest for a variety of disciplines,
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from economics and anthropology to art history. There is in fact a long tradition in
anthropological studies of focusing on what is commonly referred to as material
culture (see Miller 1998, on ‘Why things matter’). Unfortunately, however, psy-
chologists have been late to realise and incorporate a material dimension into their
studies and, despite the paramount importance of objects for our everyday actions,
very few studies actually considered this domain as a research area (e.g.,
Csikszentmihaly and Rochberg-Halton 1981). One of the main reasons for this
omission has to do with disciplinary divides and how, in contrast to anthropolo-
gists who strive to unpack human culture in all its forms and facets, psychology
restricted itself to the realm of the human mind. It is the fundamental miscon-
ception that mind resides in the head, challenged by distributed and cultural
psychological accounts (Chap. 2), that supports the exclusion or, at least, mar-
ginalisation of the physical world within psychological studies, including within
creativity research. A theoretical issue that arises as soon as objects become a point
of focus is the relation between the material and the symbolic (Reckwitz 2002)
and, when this relationship is seen as ‘either/or’, objects end up on the side of the
non-cultural, a mere physical presence that needs to be invested with meaning in
order to be of interest for psychological analysis. In contrast to this perspective,
cultural psychology operates with a framework that recognises the instrumental,
functional, communicative and symbolic qualities of objects (Boesch 2007) and
aims to unpack the multiple ways in which they mediate our action in the world.

The material distribution of creative action, despite being obvious for all those
researchers interested in applied fields (e.g., art and design studies, organisational
psychology, etc.), has received considerable less attention than the sociality
dimension discussed in the previous chapter (with a few notable exceptions, e.g.,
Tanggaard 2013). This is all the more surprising considering the fact that creativity
is generally seen as a process leading to the generation of ‘tangible’ outcomes and
current debates about the extended mind are keen on bringing to the fore the
reliable coupling between person and external resources (Clark and Chalmers
1998; see Chap. 2). Before exploring how exactly creative action is materially
distributed, it is important to reflect further on why this is the case and what the
consequences of adopting this view are for our understanding of creativity, mind
and culture.

Our starting point should be that human beings are born into a world of objects,
a world in which ‘‘the activities of prior generations are cumulated in the present’’
(Cole 1996, p. 144) in the form of artefacts, norms and institutional forms.
Tomasello (1999) refers to this accumulation as the ‘ratchet effect’ in which
inventions are kept, transmitted and transformed across generations. What this also
implies is the fact that ‘‘every cultural object is a product of creativity’’ (Lubart
2003, p. 117), something that is obvious from a cultural psychological perspective,
where these products are commonly referred to as artefacts (see Glăveanu 2011,
2013). Adopting this approach to creativity and culture, we come to see also how,
reversely, every creative product is an object of the culture it both draws on and
contributes to. The idea that creativity does not spring from nowhere but uses what
is already available is generally accepted today despite it diverging from popular
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conceptions of geniuses creating ex nihilo / out of nothingness. ‘‘What is new is
form transformed; a new form, generated from an old one’’ (Barron 1995, p. 313;
also Arieti 1976) and ‘‘all creative thought springs from a base of cultural
knowledge and is therefore, by definition, part of a cultural tradition—even when it
breaks with tradition’’ (Feldman 1974, p. 68). The latter observation is crucial as
very often we are blinded by the novelty of certain creations and oversee many
continuities between the new and the old as well as fail to acknowledge that we
would not be able to appreciate the new were it not for what already exists. This
does not however mean that there is a deterministic relation set in place between
novel and existing cultural objects or that we should follow reconstructive thinking
and explanation of all new occurrences based on past conditions. Creative action
is, in essence, emergent action and its outcomes are simultaneously grounded
historically and extended into the future (see Chap. 5).

A direct practical consequence of highlighting the materiality of creative work
is formulated by Feldman (1988, p. 288) who observed that ‘‘the artifacts of
creative work are available to the person who desires to make further changes in
the world’’ (Feldman 1988, p. 288). The material distribution of creativity relies on
this interplay between internalisation and externalisation conceptualised by
Vygotsky (1978) within his cultural-historical psychology. One benefit of thinking
about the use of cultural artefacts as first internalised by creators and later mate-
rialised in action (the temporal ‘gap’ here can be very short since these are inter-
related processes), is that it keeps the distinction between person and environment
without creating static and delineated ‘internal’ and ‘external’ spaces. Instead, the
relation between mind and world is based on processes of acquisition, transfor-
mation, and expression, all integral to creative acts. What needs to be explored
further, of course, are the patterned ways in which people relate to cultural arte-
facts and distribute their action depending on aim and context.

An interesting contribution in this regard comes from the work of Levi-Strauss
(1966), who made a basic distinction between the bricoleur and the engineer. This
typology, grounded in how people solve tasks by using the cultural stock, is of
particular relevance for a discussion of creativity:

The ‘bricoleur’ is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks; but, unlike the
engineer, he does not subordinate each of them to the availability of raw materials and
tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. His universe of instruments is
closed and the rules of his game are always to make do with ‘whatever is at hand’, that is
to say with a set of tools and materials which is always finite and is also heterogeneous
because what it contains bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular
project, but is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich
the stock or to maintain it with the remains of precious constructions or destructions (Levi-
Strauss 1966, pp. 18–19).

What the passage above denotes is a basic difference in how people approach
the materiality of the world, a difference that although Levi-Strauss associated, at a
broader level, with the one between the primitive and scientific mind, is more
widely applicable and highly contextual. Creators are not fundamentally bricoleurs
or engineers but they can adopt one approach or the other depending on task and
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circumstances (as well as reflect both at the same time). What is relevant for our
discussion is the fact that the material distribution of creativity can be looked at
through these lenses and reveals a different ‘style’ depending on person and
context. To base one’s action on what is available and ‘comes to hand’ is perhaps
one of the most common expressions of creativity in everyday life, close to the
practice of improvisation (Ingold and Hallam 2007). The approach of the engineer
is often that of a person whose aim is to innovate, including by creating the
necessary material support for his/her action. Levi-Strauss considered this dis-
tinction less absolute than it might appear at first, and indeed we can think here
about the inter-relation between habitual, improvisational and innovative creativity
(see Glăveanu 2012a). But what is most interesting for our discussion of material
distribution is his detailed description of how the bricoleur engages with materials,
first by looking back at already existing objects and (re)considering them, initi-
ating a sort of ‘dialogue’ with the material support before making a choice; ‘‘he
interrogates all the heterogeneous objects of which his treasury is composed to
discover what each of them could ‘signify’ and so contribute to the definition of a
set [of resources] which has yet to materialize’’ (Levi-Strauss 1966, p. 18).

There are at least three consequences deriving from the presentation of mate-
riality and creativity included in this section. The first is that we need new con-
ceptual and methodological tools to help us understand how and when objects are
instrumental for creative action. This is all the more important since, in all acts of
creativity, ‘‘it is impossible to introduce a variation without reference to an
existing pattern’’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1999, p. 314) and the same stands for material
objects and their variation within the patterned ecology of human culture. Second,
the use of objects in creative action is most often not pre-defined but (re)con-
structed as work progresses. While it is undeniable that objects can have a primary
purpose, guiding our contact with them (see also the discussion about affordances
in Sect. 4.3.), there is always flexibility in how these uses are enacted. This
encourages ‘cognitive pluralism’ (John-Steiner 1995, p. 5), a term employed to
describe the various material and semiotic means at the disposal of creative agents,
all embedded within social practice. Finally, when it comes to objects themselves,
this fundamental openness (situated within a normative context) implies the fact
that placing new artefacts into an existing cultural system is an on-going task and
objects, beyond being produced, need to be ‘socialised’ into culture, including the
culture of different groups and communities. Negotiating a place for new artefacts
requires dialogue, cooperation and also divergence of opinion, all contributing to
what I call here the ‘cultural life’ of objects.

This ‘cultural life’, however, shaped by social interaction (see also the previous
chapter) can either lead objects to being more integrated into everyday practice or,
on the contrary, separate them from their context of origin (Dewey 1934).
Imprisoned within the space of museums, art galleries or scientific fairs, many
objects acquire a new status, that of highly creative artefacts that need to be
distanced from the general public. While nobody can deny the fact that art exhi-
bitions, for instance, can inspire prospective artists, there are numerous boundaries
and power relations set in place that regulate the distribution and use of artefacts
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labelled as ‘art’. The example of Easter eggs is a contrasting one. Not only are
these ornamented objects close to their religious and folk roots, but they circulate
within the community and have the chance to be seen and admired by many,
including artisans who are in search of new patterns of decoration. In the end, the
material distribution of creative action relies on the socio-cultural distribution of
materials and, in this sense, the success of creative actors depends to a great extent
on their ability to discover, access and use the cultural stock. However, even when
available ‘at hand’, in Levi-Strauss’s terms, objects do not always ‘cooperate’ with
creators and can very well resist their action and their intentions, something I go on
to elaborate in the next section.

4.2 Creativity and Resistance

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, Easter egg decorators are confronted
with various challenges when performing their craft, from colour pigments that do
not catch on the shell, wax that is not melted at the right temperature, chis�i t�e that
scratch the surface, up to eggs that break right at the end, when cleaning wax off
near a heat source. Accidents and the failure of the material support make this folk
art an excellent example of the ‘craftsmanship of risk’ (Pye 1968). Reunited by
action, distributed between decorator and emerging artefact, the creator-object
relationship is not as smooth or unproblematic as decorators themselves would
want it to be. In a very real sense, we can say that the egg and other material tools
decorators use often resist their intentions and thus actively shape them, revealing
new action pathways while closing others. Objects like the decorated egg are not
only made, they participate in their own making and change the decorator as well
in the process.

Just as creators are typically seen, in a romantic vision specific for the paradigm
of the genius (the He-paradigm, see Glăveanu 2010a; also Chap. 1), as confronting
and ultimately overcoming social pressures, a similar misconception applies to
material conditions. The stories of highly successful creators are filled with
struggle and opposition towards the limitations imposed by material constraints.
Either because the necessary tools required by high-level creativity are not
available or because the normativity of object use imposes itself, creative agents
need to overcome their current circumstances and triumph over an uncongenial
environment. Objects can therefore easily be portrayed as ‘villains’ in stories of
creativity, sharing the culprit role with the gatekeepers who ask creators to con-
form rather than challenge the establishment. Needless to say, this is a highly
problematic view and arguments for why creation is never a solitary endeavour but
co-creation in the most concrete sense were offered before (Chap. 3). The main
idea that applies to both this and the case of objects is similar: creativity is not
about total freedom, not even primarily about freedom—it is about the capacity to
integrate constraints and conventions in the making of an intelligible, new arte-
fact. Objects often embody such constraints and conventions (see Valsiner 1997;
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Becker 2008) and their use reminds the creator of why his/her action cannot
achieve its goal at all times. This type of frustration due to material conditions is a
normal and, in fact, productive state of affairs when it comes to creative work
(Tanggaard 2014). A world where objects are simply the passive recipients of our
action would not only be less creative but make creativity impossible since the
path from intention to outcome would be direct, immediate and never questioned.
Creative action is, on the contrary, equally shaped by its end-state as it is by its
processes and it is the latter that ‘acts’ on the former, based on the resistance of
materials.

This understanding of creativity as a continuous cycle of doing and undergoing
the reaction of the world to one’s doing was eloquently captured by John Dewey in
his work ‘Art as experience’. He rightfully noted: ‘‘as we manipulate, we touch
and feel, as we look, we see; as we listen, we hear’’ (Dewey 1934, p. 51). There is
a constant movement in creative action between making and perceiving where the
resistance of objects occupies a key role. For Dewey, it is precisely because we
encounter this resistance more or less as an obstacle to our doing that we can
become aware of our action and able to adapt it to an ever-changing environment
in ways that foster creativity and give our experience an aesthetic quality. This
pragmatist account envisions artistic creativity as the meeting place between artist
and world in which action is reunited with reaction and forms an integrated
totality. The resistance of material tools saves the artist’s action from being purely
mechanical or automatic. It also distributes the task of creating between person and
object, creator and his/her developing work. Doing and undergoing are, in this
context, not two distinct moments within creative action but co-constitutive and
cyclical moves that question the sharp ‘inside’/‘outside’ divide of mainstream
psychology and replace it with an image of continuity and inter-dependence; in
Dewey’s own words:

Antecedent subject-matter is not instantaneously changed into the matter of a work of art
in where he is going because of what he has previously done; that is, the original excitation
and stir of some contact with the world undergo successive transformation. The state of the
matter he has arrived at sets up demands to be fulfilled and it institutes a framework that
limits further operations. As the experience of transforming subject-matter into the very
substance of the work of art proceeds, incidents and scenes that figured at first may drop
out and others take their place, being drawn in by the suction of the qualitative material
that aroused the original excitement (Dewey 1934, p. 116).

One potential pitfall associated with pragmatist accounts that connect under-
going resistance with thinking and consciousness is that creative action tends to
become intentional action, something creators are aware of. If ‘‘the task of the
mind is to reconstruct the miscarried action process by reflecting on what went
wrong’’ (Joas and Kilpinen 2006, p. 326), then reflection is posited as a key marker
of human action and a harmful dichotomy is set in place between creativity and
habit or routines. This is not an uncommon distinction for the psychology of
creativity, where obstacles are said to trigger creative expression (Torrance 1988),
or for psychology as a whole for this matter. In the words of Luckmann, ‘‘if
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appropriate elements of knowledge cannot be applied without difficulty to cope
with the problem at hand, one must begin to think’’ (Luckmann 1982, p. 257). In
sum, familiar situations, practiced solutions, and routine actions require little
thinking, including creative ‘thinking’. This is, however, not the case for Easter
egg decoration where, as I described before, creators depict well-exercised patterns
without ever creating the same egg twice. The resistance of the object may pose a
challenge during the work process but this is not the only creative moment within
decoration. As I have argued elsewhere (see Glăveanu 2012a), there is a strong
argument to be made in favour of habitual creativity or the creativity intrinsic to
human action. In other words, material resistance does not need to amount to a
problem that effectively stops action, although such situations are not uncommon,
including in egg decoration. The creator’s intentions are permanently in a state of
tension in relation to what the material support ‘allows’ or ‘forbids’ and physical
boundaries are being constantly negotiated within creative work. To consider the
reverse would mean first of all to limit creativity to those circumstances in which
material resistance turns into a problem and, second, to imagine the intentions of
the creator, the ones he or she becomes aware of in the process, as relatively stable,
even pre-determined. In reality, as Klee rightfully points out, ‘‘the painter, when he
is really a painter, forms—or rather: he allows form to arise. He has no intention,
no direct one. (…) He knows a great deal, but he only knows it afterwards’’ (Paul
Klee 1930, in Benson 1993, p. 11). In other words, intentionality and resistance are
both dynamic phenomena that, through their inter-relation, contribute to the
emergence of new artefacts. Going back to Dewey’s formulation, the doing of the
creative actor can never be de-coupled from undergoing and this cycle is, at all
times, context-dependent.

Finally, I would like to add another perspective on materiality and resistance
that does not have to do with the making stage itself but the meaning-making
processes taking place ‘around’ creative outcomes, during and after they are
generated. If we return to the general theoretical model introduced in Chap. 2, we
can note that difference fosters creativity, including the difference between object
and its symbolic meaning; more specifically, our semiotic descriptions of an object
can never fully capture its attributes or anticipate their change over time. For
instance, the meaning of a certain ornament in folk art is variable across regions,
often within one and the same village (e.g. the pattern called ‘the lost way’
illustrates the old idea of the labyrinth, can be a metaphor for human existence, or
depict the much more concrete circumstance of being lost). At the same time, the
material shape of this ornament invites new interpretations and can, in fact, mean
many more things for different people. However, this range is not unlimited and
objects themselves impose constraints on meaning-making through their properties
(e.g., the lost way pattern can be interpreted as a path but its intersecting lines do
not invite one to think about a house or landscape, etc.). In this sense, we can say
that some objects resist certain meanings or, even more, resist our very efforts of
taming their unfamiliarity and anchoring them into a stable, shared symbolic
system.
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Daston (2004, p. 24) asked, in relation to this, ‘‘how to draw a line around
chimeras that refuse so obstinately to fit into the prepared classificatory pigeon-
holes?’’. As suggested further, the act of thing-making often requires fashioning
new categories. Great creations such as Darwin’s evolutionary theory or Einstein’s
theory of relativity are considered to have been outside (and ahead) of the sci-
entific mind frame of their time. But this holds true also for more mundane forms
of creative action in which objects challenge the meanings assigned to them. Again
Easter eggs offer an interesting example. They are art objects but also objects of
folklore, they convey religious meaning but also have an aesthetic that transcends
this kind of symbolism, they are part of the church and family ritual but also sold
as commodities on a growing market. Interviewing ethnographers, priests, artists
and folk artists themselves about this craft (Glăveanu 2010b) revealed the various
symbolic systems used to describe and ‘locate’ decorated eggs. Resistance to a
single, unitary meaning is, in cases such as this one, the marker of creative action
distributed beyond the person of the creator and into the social sphere, an openness
that matches the versatility of the material form.

4.3 Objects as Agents

Most often, psychological studies of objects and object use focus on the person and
his/her intentions, goals, behaviour, conceptions, experience, etc., rather than pay
attention to objects themselves. As I argued above, this derives to a large extent
from the general assumption that psychology as a discipline deals with psycho-
logical phenomena and, in relation to them, objects are external factors that only
facilitate or constrict the expression of ‘inner’, mental processes. The idea of
distribution, in the case of creativity and beyond, comes to challenge this focus and
shows that material tools are part and parcel of an ‘extended’ psychological system
that incorporates elements of the immediate environment. The closely coupled
person and external resource (Kirsh 2006) is a preferred way to theorise this
integrated system at least in the literature on distributed cognition. However, as
discussed in Chap. 2, this view has some considerable limitations, among which is
the fact that it operates with a static division between the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’,
between person and object. In contrast, a cultural psychological, action-based
perspective is keen to explore precisely how objects are crucial for our existence in
the world. In Boesch’s (2007, p. 162) terms, objects channel our action by
determining where and how we can move and what we can do, they shape our
action potential and self-concept, indicate our social status and regulate social
interactions. This position, however, can easily become more radical and, instead
of ignoring objects as external to the creator, make them the creator itself. In other
words, I will try to have a closer look in this section at the notion of agency in the
case of material objects.

Before this, however, we need to note the fact that psychology’s (uncomfort-
able) relation with materiality and the agency of objects is not the norm in other
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disciplines. For some time now, for example, Latour’s Actor-Network Theory
(ANT) has been influential in shaping the way we think about objects as agents and
actions as distributed among both human and non-human participants. Latour
starts his elaboration of this idea from a similar standpoint as the one above, by
deploring the fact that, in the social sciences, objects have for a long time been
‘‘nowhere to be said and everywhere to be felt’’ (Latour 2005, p. 72), virtually not
given a thought, particularly a social thought. His aim was to remedy this situation
by elaborating ANT, an object-oriented sociology founded on the idea of associ-
ations. According to Latour, ‘‘In addition to ‘determining’ and serving as a
‘backdrop for human action’, things might authorize, allow, afford, encourage,
permit, suggest, influence, block, render possible, forbid, and so on’’ (p. 72).
However, he did not want to exclude, through this emphasis on objects, the human
actor. The question behind ANT, also very much resonating within cultural psy-
chology, including the cultural psychology of creativity, is who actually partici-
pates in action and, if non-human elements do participate, how can we
conceptualise their role?

Taking a few concrete examples would be useful in this regard. Perhaps one of
the most common experiences for creative actors who heavily engage with
materiality in their work (e.g., painters, sculptures, designers, engineers, etc.)
refers to how, after a certain point, the emerging artefact seems to ‘take over’ and
‘lead’ action to its completion. An extensive study of creativity in five different
domains (see Glăveanu et al. 2013) offered ample evidence of this even in those
professions that initially might seem removed from the use of physical tools. For
instance, scriptwriters mention moments in which the written script of a movie
shapes its elaboration and characters, once ‘materialised’ in the text, often prove
more powerful than the (planned) storyline. Accounts such as these are normally
considered to support the general statement that objects have agency. They are not
only acted upon but effectively act on the creator giving thus a new meaning to the
idea of co-creation described in Sect. 3.1—objects themselves participate in their
own creation as well as shape the experience of creators who ‘undergo’ their
influence. While an interesting formulation, particularly helpful for building a
framework of distributed creativity, I will argue in what follows that we need to
consider such thinking more closely and not fall prey to easy claims that ‘‘art
objects are the equivalent of persons, or more precisely, social agents’’ (Gell 1998,
p. 7). In order to unpack its meaning further, we need to understand what exactly
the experience of objects as agents consists of. In this regard, Jerome Bruner’s
description offers a useful starting point:

You begin to write a poem. Before long it, the poem, begins to develop metrical, stanzaic,
symbolical requirements. You, as the writer of the poem, are serving it—it seems. Or you
may be pursuing the task of building a formal model to represent the known properties of
single nerve fibers and their synapses: soon the model takes over. Or we say of an
experiment in midstream that it needs another control group really to clinch the effect. It is
at this point that we get our creative second wind, at the point when the object takes over
(Bruner 1962, p. 25).
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Bruner used a very interesting expression to conceptualise this state of affairs—
the ‘freedom to be dominated’ by the object being created (p. 26). This apparent
paradoxical formulation captures something essential for our discussion of object
agency. It simultaneously acknowledges the active role played by objects within
creative work while preserving a sense of ‘freedom’ for the creator. This freedom
is basically represented by the more or less conscious decision to share agency
with the object and follow its lead at different moments within the process.
Moreover, Bruner stresses the point that, when such a ‘distribution’ of creative
agency is taking place, a new opportunity to express a style or individuality
emerges, the possibility of a more authentic expression transcending the intentions
of the creator and allowing the object’s reaction to be a testing ground for idea
selection and reformulation. In a certain sense, the object at each moment gives
material form to—and, in doing so, responds to and changes—the intensions, goals
and representations of the creator.

Moreover, from a cultural psychological perspective, objects themselves are not
void of intentionality, on the contrary. Shweder (1990, p. 2) argued that ‘‘a
sociocultural environment is an intentional world’’ populated by ‘intentional
objects’. Objects bear the mark of the intentionality of their makers and users and,
as such, it is impossible for us to separate them from human understanding and
human activities. One cannot do anything with any object at any time since both
material properties and cultural norms restrain potential uses. And yet, at a fun-
damental level, each object has the potential to transcend its designed use, to
‘escape’ the intentionality of its maker and impose its own conditions on activity.
Shweder (pp. 27–28) proposed a simple and useful classification in this regard
when he discussed the relationship between person and world as either positive,
when the intentionality of the world amplifies or supports that of the person, or
negative, when it diminishes or contravenes his/her intentions (see also the pre-
vious section about resistance). These relations can be active, when the person
creates or selects the aspects of the intentional world most suitable for being acted
upon, reactive, when other people do this on behalf of the person in light of his/her
(assumed) intentionality, or passive, when the person ends up living in an inten-
tional world designed by others for themselves. Of course, these are very broad
distinctions and, in reality, combinations are possible, including opposite types co-
existing within the same situation. In any case, Shweder’s typology is very
interesting for a discussion of creativity as it makes intentionality a relational,
dynamic, co-created phenomenon. The reason why simple claims such as ‘objects
are agents’ tend to oversimplify things is not because objects lack agency but
because we need a more complex framework to theorise it. Objects can be agents
but always in relation to people, they gain intentionality in light of the action and
intention of their makers, users, perceivers. Interestingly, the reverse is also valid:
people become intentional actors precisely because they ‘confront’ the intentions
inscribed or discovered in objects.

A cultural discussion of how creativity is materially distributed needs to start
from this understanding of the co-constructed nature of intentional action, equally
depending on both its ‘terms’—individual and object. An interesting elaboration in
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this regard is represented by Gibson’s theory of affordances. In essence, ‘‘the
affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or
furnishes, either for good or ill’’ (Gibson 1986, p. 127). To discuss affordances
means to consider the action potentials embedded within the environment and
available to creators for use or change (we are reminded here of Levi-Strauss’s
distinction between the bricoleur and the engineer, mentioned before), and thus,
ultimately, to reconceptualise agency and intentionality. One of the most appealing
features of this theory for any account of distribution is Gibson’s premise that an
affordance is not grounded in the person, nor the environment, what it captures is
their inter-relation, it ‘‘refers to both the environment and the animal in a way that
no existing term does’’ (p. 127). This makes object use an extremely contextual,
situated aspect of action, changing not only as person or object change, but also
from one context to the next. To take an example, chairs afford sitting but if the
user is a baby then special chairs with specially designed affordances are required;
at the same time, the chair might not afford sitting for more than one person or
might not be seen by him or her in a dark room, case in which the affordance of
sitting ‘disappears’. To understand human action therefore requires not a focus on
individual or materiality alone but on the ways in which the two articulate prop-
erties and intentions within changing conditions. This is extremely consequential
for creativity. If affordances are not simply inscribed into objects it means that,
despite certain canonical, culturally normative types of use, there is always an area
of possibility for human action to generate new outcomes. For instance, sitting on a
chair might not be extremely creative but using it as a small house by children can
be. This was noticed by Gibson (1986, p. 134) early on and actually reminds of
Unusual Uses creativity tests:

The fact that a stone is a missile does not imply that it cannot be other things as well. It can
be a paperweight, a bookend, a hammer, or a pendulum bob. It can be piled on another
rock to make a cairn or a stone wall. These affordances are all consistent with one another.

Affordance theory is, as such, a theory of the possible and, ultimately, a theory
of creativity distributed within the material world (for a more elaborate discussion
of this see Glăveanu 2012b). Of course there are also some limitations within
Gibson’s thinking about affordances that have been extensively discussed by
others (see Costall 1995). One of them is that, curiously, he do not consider the
ways in which humans can create, modify or develop new affordances (Bardone
2011), assuming, contrary to his own relational account, that they are already
‘there’, directly perceived by the person. He also missed the aesthetics of orna-
ments placed on objects that seemingly do not modify their affordances but impact
greatly the experience of the viewer or user (Valsiner 2013). This is certainly the
case of decorated eggs: the material properties of the egg, colours, wax, etc., are
not changed but the value and symbolic meaning of the egg itself is radically
expanded. But, most of all, Gibson’s account remains a static one, despite its
situated nature. What Valsiner (2013) persuasively argues is that cultural psy-
chology does not take the affordances of objects as given, but is very much
oriented towards the future. Both the creation and use of objects is marked by this
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temporal dimension that makes the engagement with objects at once regulated by
what is afforded in a certain situation and open to new intentions and actions. For
all the above, the co-constructed and dynamic agency fostered within person-
objects relations needs to play a central role within any account of distributed
creativity.
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Chapter 5
Creativity and Temporality

Creative action in the decoration of Easter eggs is not only part of a wider socio-
cultural-material context, focused on in the previous two chapters, but also a
temporal one. Moreover, the social and material aspects of this folk art can only be
studied within their unfolding in time since it is precisely the ‘movement’ from past
to future that marks both the historical accumulation and openness of the craft
towards new developments. To capture this, however, we would need to stop
considering moments of decoration as unique expressions of an individual creative
process and locate them within the cultural-historical practice they are part of. This
focus on how human action belongs to broader cultural patterns of activity that are,
at once, individual and social, symbolic and material, and embedded within longer
histories, stands at the core of what I define as the cultural psychology of creativity.

Easter egg decoration is a prototypical example for the above. It represents a
tradition of very long duration not only in Romanian villages but Christian
communities in most parts of the world. Of course, this tradition is individualised
within each country and region in terms of motifs, colours, and types of sym-
bolism. Artisans are acutely aware of the historical past of their craft and see
themselves mostly as continuing it, with the responsibility of preserving the tra-
dition and passing it on to future generations, rather than as creators who shape the
domain through individual contributions. Furthermore, they are very familiar with
‘old’ decorated eggs and constantly reminded of them at the annual fairs and craft
museums. As children, most folk artists from the village of Ciocănes�ti have seen
eggs ornamented decades ago by the few craftswomen who were decorating at that
time. These known artisans worked only for family and friends since there was no
(or at least only a very small) market for selling this kind of artefacts. On the
contrary, the many changes that took place in recent decades in relation to the craft
have been triggered, to a great extent, by the fact that Easter eggs became, beside
artistic and traditional objects, commodities for a growing national and interna-
tional market.

A first practical problem to be dealt with was how to prolong the ‘life’ of these
delicate objects since initially eggs were not emptied and this increased the risk of
breaking and made transportation difficult. Besides emptying the content, artisans
nowadays also varnish the shell to protect the colour or the wax for eggs with wax
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in relief. The latter are themselves new additions to traditional decoration.
Exploiting the affordances of wax and colour pigments, folk artists started drawing
motifs in relief instead of cleaning the wax off at the end. As usual, each new
development calls for another and the fact that wax could be coloured invited folk
artists to expand the traditional range of dyes (eggs with wax in relief are often
blue, green, violent, etc., or combinations of these) and, from this, the range of
themes depicted. If traditionally Easter eggs in northern Romania reveal geometric
patterns and have few figurative elements, coloured wax made it possible to create
new images of landscapes, churches, people, etc. Overall, the style of decoration in
Ciocănes�ti changed in time from simpler motifs to heavily ornamented eggs,
resembling more the aesthetics of decorative art and miniature painting.

The artisans themselves are aware of and generally open to innovations. The
material conditions of work have certainly improved and today they no longer
need to prepare colours from plants and minerals, as in the old days, or make their
own chis�ite (the work instruments). If before ‘‘the models were much more simple,
now the egg is ‘crowded’ with them, for it to be more beautiful, ornamented,
appealing to look at [ochios in Romanian], for people to have what to see, every
year to have more placed on it, to be better looking than the other eggs’’ (Maria
Istrate). However, these developments also make the craft more difficult to learn
and substantially more skill and practice are needed to attain a high level of
performance. Temporality is inscribed in creative action, including the learning
process both preceding and during decoration work (since learning is a continuous
process for both novice and experienced decorators). Many artisans in the village
of Ciocănes�ti learned the craft as children within the family or from a neighbour.
The early frustration of not being able to create ‘good eggs’ from the very first
time and the fact that formal teaching is rare in the context of the craft, based
primarily on learning by doing, are still remembered by the persons I interviewed.
Those who acquired their decoration skills later in life had more support from
others and were also encouraged by the unprecedented expansion of this tradition.
Compared to even a decade ago—when obtaining the necessary work materials
was difficult and motifs were not so widely available—new decorators today are
expected to pick up this folk art and supported to display their products including
at international fairs. These differences, at a macro-level, between the craft-world
as it was a few decades ago and at present are not insignificant. They shape
individual learning trajectories and leave their mark on how artisans work and how
they position themselves as keepers of an old folk tradition.

If we are to focus on a more micro temporal scale in relation to decoration
activities what we discover at first are relatively stable stages followed by crafts-
men, independently of their level of expertise. First the eggs need to be prepared,
sometimes months before they are actually decorated. This involves washing them,
emptying the content, cleaning once more both the inside and outside, and letting
them dry. Any mistake here can have unpleasant consequences afterwards when
wax or colour do not apply well or ‘catch on’ due to dirt or grease remaining on the
surface of the egg. When decorating, almost all artisans work on a series of eggs
and, while some are drawn with wax, others are immersed into colour and yet others
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are drying, becoming ready for the following stage of the process. ‘‘You write the
motif on the egg on white [first phase], at the same time, when you take a small
break you can put other eggs already finished in yellow while continuing to write on
while, then you take the ones already yellow out and let them dry and so on. (…)
Because if you work only ten eggs and let them all dry at once you are wasting
time’’ (Dănut� Zimbru). Nonetheless decorators, while aware of this succession, can
and do change it at any time depending on their state of mind, or how many eggs
they have to finish (Maria Ciocan). There are a few things in any case that rarely
change. For instance, if the artisan is used to drawing motifs in pencil before
making them in wax this becomes regular practice except for very simple or well-
exercised patterns; also the succession of colours needs to be respected (going from
light to dark shades, for example from yellow to red and then black). Outside of
these, however, folk artists do not recognise any rules of decoration universally
applicable. This is because every egg is different in terms of shell colour, size, even
shape, and motifs can be combined in different ways on its surface. All the rest
‘‘happens as things go along. You start the egg and then you say ‘wait, I will put
more here, add this here, here it is too simple…’’’ (Ionela T� ăran).

In conclusion, the temporality of craftwork spans centuries if we consider the
cultural genesis of this tradition, decades, if we consider individual trajectories, and
it can also be located within the here-and-now of decoration and the minute changes
applied to an established work routine, often with surprising consequences. What is
important to remember is that, at all these levels, temporal markers take a concrete,
embodied form and serve as reminders of how things were done before, how what is
done now builds on the past and, most importantly, how it can continue into the
future. For instance, old eggs, sometimes decorated half a century ago, are kept by
artisans and become prized possessions and invaluable sources of inspiration as
signs of a collective, shared past; notebooks with motifs are common, recording the
individual’s development, his or her first ornaments, patterns taken from others,
from houses or folk objects, and even motifs invented by the decorator and kept for
future reference; finally, the state of the work at each moment during decoration
imposes its own constraints and any small addition or change needs to take into
account what has already been done and use it as a starting point for generating
novelty. On the whole, artisans recognise that innovations—for as long as they do
not create a radical break with ‘what is’—help the tradition go on. The growing
market for the distribution of decorated eggs might take away from the romantic,
religious or artistic ideals of the craft, but it certainly helped the local community
keep it alive and, in many ways, made it flourish.

5.1 Creativity, Time and History

Any study of creativity that focuses on its distribution across people and objects
cannot possibly ignore the passing of time. In fact, the distribution of creative
action in time is an essential feature that, when taken into account, necessarily
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makes us depart from restrictive, ‘creativity in the head’ views. This is because the
temporal dimension of creativity engages both sociality and materiality. If crea-
tivity is mainly a psychological process, reduced for instance to ideation, its
temporality and socio-materiality become secondary. The moment of insight is just
that, one moment, and a common misconception separates it for the long period it
takes the person to reach it, the many ‘smaller’ insights leading to the ‘great’ idea
(for a critique see Sternberg and Davidson 1995). Of course, this preparation stage
often requires the person to discuss ideas with other people, to read books, watch
movies, experiment, make sketches or prototypes and so on. Moreover, prepara-
tion and insight are not as sharply divided as our analytical frames lead us to
believe. On the contrary, the most important stories of creativity (see John-Steiner
1997; Gruber and Bödeker 2005) never include only one idea but reveal a con-
tinuous process of preparation-ideation-implementation integrated within a unitary
activity system (see Sect. 5.2 as well). This is also supported by the fact that
human action is action in the present but its trajectory cannot be disconnected from
both an actualised past and a projected future. Creative work makes no exception
and the uninterrupted and irreversible flow of time that marks its trajectory cannot
be analytically segmented without imposing artificial boundaries that frequently
obscure rather than reveal temporal forms of distribution. Cultural psychological
scholarship operates in this regard with the following four strands of development:
(1) phylogenesis, or development at the species level; (2) sociogenesis, or the
development of human society and culture; (3) ontogenesis, or the development of
the individual across the lifespan and (4) microgenesis, or the emergence of action
within here-and-now contexts (Valsiner 1997, p. 169). Most importantly, these are
not distinct levels of temporality but are embedded within and continuous with
each other. In this chapter, I will focus on the last three forms of genesis in the case
of creativity (leaving aside, for now, the evolutionary perspective; for a very
interesting account in this regard see Festinger’s 1983 volume ‘The Human
Legacy’).

This section deals with creativity within historical time, a topic that is regularly
considered outside of psychology and within disciplines such as history, eco-
nomics and sociology. And yet, eliminating or ignoring the distribution of creative
work on this larger, societal scale, encourages us to construct purely individual,
intra-psychological models of this phenomenon. The example of egg decoration,
discussed in the introduction, is illustrative in this regard. No complete account of
this practice can stop at the level of an artisan’s work, for as intricate or innovative
as it might be. To understand how and why artisans decorate we need information
about the historical trajectory of this practice, the origins of the custom and its
transformation in the last decades. Reversely, creative work needs to be placed
also in the context of a historical ‘future’, its value understood in relation to the
entire life and evolution of the craft. While individual creators and their outcomes
are rarely consequential, in isolation, on such a large time scale, their small
changes and additions of motifs or work techniques need to be considered within
networks and patterns of transmission across people. Once again, the socio-
material distribution of creative action intersects the temporal one.
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This historical perspective on creativity is much better represented in the
sociological perspective on individuals and society developed by Gabriel Tarde at
the turn of the last century. Relevant for our discussion of creativity, Tarde’s
thinking addresses the old question of stability and change and their inter-relation.
His premise in this regard is that, ‘‘socially, everything is either invention or
imitation’’ (Tarde 1903, p. 3, emphasis added). Most importantly, at both the levels
of individual and societal action, these two are not opposite but continuous with
each other since any human innovation grows out of imitating others and becomes
non-existing if not imitated by others. In his words,

There are two facts which we should not overlook: first, that the desire to invent and
discover grows, like any other desire, with its satisfaction; second, that every invention
revolves itself into the timely intersection in one mind of a current of imitation with
another current which reinforces it, or with an intense perception of some objective fact
which throws new light on some old idea or with the lively experience of a need that finds
unhoped-for resources in some familiar practice (Tarde 1903, p. 43).

Tarde’s sociology is therefore focused on temporal, dynamic processes such as
the progress and decay of certain forms of imitation, the emergence of innovations
and their imitation, and the conditions that shape the spreading of an innovation
through imitation. In essence, this form of temporal distribution of creative action
and its interplay between invention and imitation can be observed at multiple
levels. Tarde was particularly interested by the individual level as well, although
always placing it within a bigger societal context. For instance, he challenged the
idea that imitation, a fundamental process within his conception of society, leads
to the progressive resemblance of individuals. His argument was that we never
imitate a single individual since the origin and expression of any imitation is
necessarily socially distributed. It is thus the case that ‘‘we borrow from a hundred,
a thousand, or ten thousand persons (…), the elements of thought or action which
we subsequently combine, the very nature and choice of these elementary copies,
as well as their combination, expresses and accentuates our original personality’’
(p. xxiv). Originality, as the outcome of imitation, originates precisely in the socio-
material and temporal distribution of innovations within individual action. Tarde
was keen also to follow the societal and historical trajectory of innovations, their
genealogy in an indeterminate sequence in which every creation constrains future
action without ever making it fully predictable. In his formulation, ‘‘every suc-
cessful invention actualises one of the thousand possible, or rather, given certain
conditions, necessary, inventions, and by its appearance it annihilates the majority
of those possibilities and makes possible a host of heretofore impossible inven-
tions’’ (Tarde 1903, p. 45).

What we need to add to Tarde’s perspective, however, is a more precise account
of who innovates and who imitates. The discussion above is at times too abstract
and there seems to be no specific creative actor doing the creating. Instead,
innovations and imitations themselves take centre stage. It is within another
sociological account that we find the necessary elements for situating this temporal
dynamic within a concrete field of social relations marked by cooperation and
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competition, by power relations and, ultimately, by ‘struggle’. For Bourdieu, ‘‘the
struggle itself creates the history of the field [of cultural production]; through the
struggle the field is given a temporal dimension’’ (Bourdieu 1993, p. 106). This
struggle is essentially the one between the gatekeepers or established figures of the
field, the ones who emphasise continuity, identity and reproduction. In contrast,
newcomers strive for discontinuity, rupture, difference and revolution. The
movement of the latter helps an avant-garde emerge that, when successful, will
end up replacing the establishment and adopting their attitude towards innovations.
And so the historical cycle continues. For Bourdieu, a full understanding of macro
creation requires us to consider both the structure and genetic development of the
socio-cultural field. However, we need also to consider the fact that such a macro-
view of the historical evolution of a cultural domain or culture as a whole offers us
only the general frame and can obscure individual trajectories or more or less
micro transformations that take place within the field, independently of whether
they are picked up or validated by gatekeepers or not (a reason why we should
always understand historical changes in connection to ontogenetic and microge-
netic transformations, both described in the following sections).

To take an example, not far from Bourdieu’s focus on the literary field, we can
return to the idea of the art world. Howard Becker, whose conception has been
referred to in Chap. 3 as well, developed an equally dynamic understanding of the
sociogenesis of art. Articulating the socio-material and temporal distribution of
creative action, his view relates the emergence, transformation and disappearance
of an art world to the rise, growth and dissipation of collaborative networks. An art
world is born when people who never cooperated before come together and pro-
duce art based on new or existing conventions. Conversely, the art world dies
when all signs of this collaboration disappear although Becker rightfully notes that
‘‘we cannot clearly separate new art worlds from those which have been changed
substantially by virtue of an artistic revolution, nor can we easily decide when an
art world has died, as opposed to being changed or taken over by new people’’
(Becker 2008, p. 310). We can easily turn this discussion into one of
socio-material distribution of creative activities along a temporal line that incor-
porates but also extends well beyond the lifespan of any single individual creator.
Tarde, Bourdieu and Becker, all of them sociologists, unpacked carefully these
kinds of distribution in their work. How does a historical interest manifest in
psychology and, in particular, the psychology of creativity?

Perhaps the most significant and visible programme of research into creativity
within a historical context was developed for several decades by Dean Keith
Simonton, the one who proposed and used extensively the method of historiom-
etry. In essence, ‘‘historiometry is the application of quantitative methods to
archival data about historic personalities and events to test nomothetic hypotheses
about human thought, feeling, and action’’ (Simonton 1999, p. 815). Different from
psychobiographies or psychohistorical studies that are primarily qualitative and
ideographic, Simonton’s interest was to quantify features of either the creative
person or product and relate them to equally quantified features of the socio-
cultural environment (along political, economic and social dimensions). What

70 5 Creativity and Temporality

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-05434-6_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-05434-6_3


results is an image of patterned relations between creative action and its historical
context based on very large samples and often covering extensive periods of time.
For instance, Simonton (1975), using a sample of 5000 creative individuals and
creations from Western culture, from 700 BC to 1839 AD (assigned to 20 year
periods resulting in 127 generations), focused on the relationship between crea-
tivity on the one hand and socio-historical variables such as political fragmenta-
tion, civil instability, political instability, war, cultural persecution on the other.
Some of the latter had a significant impact on creative expression (e.g., political
fragmentation and instability), others did not (e.g., war and cultural persecution).
While these results are not uninteresting they do very little to inform us about how
exactly creative acts are distributed across historical time. Beside some ques-
tionable choices of what to quantify and how, we are also left wondering why
creators, at different moment in time, chose a certain path or produced a certain
artefact (historiometry is based on correlation, not causal inference). Above all,
how can we combine conclusions from this type of analysis with a focus on other
‘levels’ of temporality, including, as we shall see next, an interest in the experience
and life-trajectory of individual creators?

5.2 Creativity and Development

If accounts of creativity across historical time are rare in psychology, most
researchers in this discipline have focused on the development of creative potential
and expression, from early childhood up to old age. This focus on ontogenesis is
useful for distributed models of creativity as it both situates in time descriptions of
creative action and brings to the fore the co-development between person and
context, be it social or material. As Feldman notes, ‘‘creative accomplishment,
after all, is nothing if not a developmental shift (…). Creativity is quintessentially
a developmental matter’’ (Feldman 1999, p. 170). The reverse is also the case since
creative learning is the main driver of development across the lifespan (Tanggaard
2014). There are deep consequences resulting from this for both creativity and our
understanding of developmental processes. Being quintessentially developmental
in nature, creative action unfolds in time and builds on its previous achievements
in order to envision a future for both self and others. This future, however, is not
pre-determined since development itself is not a linear, progressive succession
from one stage to the next. In the words of Jaan Valsiner:

The main course of development is deterministically indeterministic: the specifiable
constraint systems (which at the moment represent the deterministic state of the devel-
opment process) are the basis for ‘surprises’—novelty constructions (which represent the
indeterministic side of development). This deterministic (bounded) indeterminacy guar-
antees stability and instability, continuity and change, and rigidity and flexibility in
development (Valsiner 1997, p. 323).

The apparent paradox above is situated at the core of both creativity and
development and it postulates the simultaneously constrained and open nature of
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these phenomena. I call this paradox apparent because it is precisely distribution in
time that resolves the tension between stability and change. Only when we operate
with a static, a-temporal perspective are we able to isolate single segments within
the uninterrupted flow of action and development, and evaluate them as either
continuous with what came before or marking a rupture or discontinuity. In reality,
ruptures are continuous with the past and continuity is achieved through change
and transformation. This conclusion emerges, however, only when we add time to
our view of creative action and, more than this, when we are able to operate,
developmentally, with multiple time frames. For instance, the historical evolution
of egg decoration as a type of craft reveals the close interplay between tradition
and innovation to the point where they become indistinguishable. The ontogenesis
of the craft incorporates both exercised habit and creative expression and reunites
them into the unitary concept of mastery (see Glăveanu 2012). Finally, at a more
micro level, every act of decoration is continuous with the previous one and,
simultaneously, open to the ever-changing circumstances of the present. For a
masterful analysis of these temporal lines and their inter-relation see Boesch’s
(1997) insightful essay ‘The sound of the violin’.

Developmental psychology itself is yet to incorporate fully the perspective
above, specific for socio-cultural studies. One of the most debateable issues for
example, with wide implications for creativity research, is represented by the
existence of two main conceptions of socialisation during childhood (Corsaro
1997). A first, traditional view, proposes a deterministic model that makes the
child a passive recipient of external influences, ready to ‘take in’, indiscriminately,
what society and culture have to offer. The second is a constructivist approach that
recognises children as agents and replaces the unidirectional model of the previous
view, from society to the child, with a bidirectional one (Lawrence and Valsiner
1993; Kuczynski et al. 1997). In essence, developmental cultural psychology turns
children into creative agents capable of acquiring and also transforming the cul-
tural context they are presented with and, moreover, transform this content pre-
cisely in the very process of acquiring it.

Creativity research into children’s creative expression is not, on the whole,
sensitive to this perspective. First of all, it mainly deals with creative potential
rather than expression or achievement (Runco 2007). The argument is that children
are not capable of creating artefacts with social value or effectively contributing to
culture and, whatever spontaneous or imaginative actions they might engage in,
can only be taken as a sign of potential for later creative achievement. Second, the
main discovery in this line of research is that, after the preschool years and
particularly when they reach the fourth grade, children’s creative expression tends
to decrease dramatically, something metaphorically referred to as the ‘creativity
slump’ (Torrance 1967). There are many hypotheses formulated regarding this
apparent decline from which only some children are said to ‘recuperate’. Many
relate it to general cognitive development and the emergence of formal logic that
constrains imagination. Most often though, the ‘culprit’ for this state of affairs is
the educational system and its push towards conformity.
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What clearly transpires through this last explanation is precisely the unidirec-
tional understanding of socialisation mentioned above. If we consider creativity as
simply breaking with the past and generating notable ideas or products that make a
visible contribution to the culture of a group or community, then it is easy to
discover potential ‘slumps’ once children enter school and even to dismiss chil-
dren’s creativity altogether. The stage of ‘literalness’, in Gardner’s (1982) terms,
when children become concerned with the standards of their culture and want to
become its competent users, is not a sign of decreased creativity but of a change in
the quality of creative expression. To evaluate creative potential with the means of
divergent thinking tests as Torrance did, collect their productions in a more or less
artificial testing situation, and score them for fluency, flexibility and originality
(number of answers, number of categories and difference from the answers of
others) does not take into account adaptive and constant re-interpretations of
cultural norms specific for children’s action.

Children’s creativity, and creativity at any age for this matter, needs to be
understood in terms of our capacity to acquire, use and transform meditational
means such as symbols and tools (Vygotsky 1978, 2004). The emergence of
creativity during childhood is marked by the first use of symbols, including lin-
guistic ones, during play episodes. Through them, the child is able to detach him/
herself from the here-and-now of the environment and think imaginatively in terms
of ‘as-if’ scenarios. ‘‘Action in the imaginative sphere, in an imaginative situation,
the creation of voluntary intentions, and the formulation of real-life plans and
volitional motives—all appear in play and make it the highest level of preschool
development’’ (Vygotsky 1978, p. 102). This revolutionary achievement facilitates
the development of a new behavioural organisation and new relations with the
world and requires child—adult interaction. In fact, from a cultural perspective,
development is never an intra-psychological, cognitive affair (and the same applies
to creativity) but conceptualised as the child’s progressive participation in the
cultural practices of his/her community (Rogoff 2003). This is why, to advance the
idea of a ‘creativity slump’ with the means of divergent thinking testing means to
ignore the fact that creativity is grounded in the symbolic use of cultural means as
children participate in various communities, including their school community.

A temporally distributed account of creativity focusing on the entire lifespan
needs to equally start from the dynamic co-evolution between person and envi-
ronment. Creative action is, by definition, temporal and this feature has been
emphasised by authors such as Gruber and Wallace (1999) whose understanding of
creativity adds, beside novelty and value, purpose ‘‘creative people take on hand
projects lasting a long time’’ (p. 94). A focus on highly creative people brings this
duration to the fore. In fact, another main finding in relation to creativity and time
was formulated by Hayes (1989) as the ‘10 year rule’ basically claiming that
approximately one decade of sustained work is required for high levels of creative
achievement. As Weisberg (1999, p. 230) notes, ‘‘there is evidence that much of
this time is spent internalizing what has already been done in the discipline;
master-level performance only comes after years of extensive deliberate practice’’.
This claim is incorporated into theories of adult creativity such as investment
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theory. According to Sternberg and Lubart (1995), creative work is based on the
co-participation of different factors, from intellectual abilities and knowledge to
personality, motivation and environmental conditions. These resources, in different
proportions, are required by all successful creators whose activity can be sum-
marised as ‘buying low and selling high’: they look for a creative idea in an area
that does not seem to be appealing for others and, once they formulate it, persuade
other people of its value and have them committed to elaborating it, move on to
exploring another uncharted field. This is an interesting perspective with a clear
time distribution dimension inscribed into it, locating creative action within the
social and institutional arenas of culture. However, it also applies mainly to cel-
ebrated creations and remains silent regarding the temporality of everyday life
creative action.

Here is where, once again, cultural psychological scholarship is most useful. Its
focus is on ‘creative action in context’ and this ‘context’ is represented not only by
the socio-material conditions of work or years of practice but the entire life-
trajectory of the person. In particular, cultural psychologists point to the fact that
‘‘from time to time (…) people find themselves faced with some kind of discon-
tinuity, break or rupture in their ordinary experience’’ and in these circumstances
they employ symbolic devices ‘‘that enable them to make a new adjustment to the
situation or to ‘resolve’ the problem’’ (Zittoun et al. 2003, p. 416). Approaching
development in terms of creative processes associated with transitions rather than
fixed stages or more or less universal pathways to creative achievement represents
a much more contextual and meaningful way of situating human existence into
culture. It also helps us bridge the historical level with what I refer to next as
‘creativity in the making’.

5.3 Creativity in the Making

As repeatedly argued in this book, a non-distributed account of creativity locates
this phenomenon mainly or exclusively ‘in the head’ and reduces it to universal
and static intra-psychological processes. In contrast, distributed creativity is both
developmental and contextual; it is, in other words, not the creativity of a finished
product or generic individual, it is ‘creativity in the making’ (see also Moran and
John-Steiner 2003). The psychology of creativity, despite its claimed interest for
the creative process, has often been a-developmental in its approach. While rec-
ognising the embeddedness of creative action within larger timeframes that include
learning and implementation, the main focus has been on getting the creative idea
and on the idea itself, leaving to the side ‘‘the way in which that idea is developed,
presented and interpreted’’ (Bilton 2007, p. 6). This continuity between self and
others, the audiences who continue to construct creative value and meaning even
after the product is seemingly finished, has been discussed in Sect. 3.2. of this
book. For a discussion of the continuity between person and objects and the latter’s
involvement as co-agents of creativity see Sect. 4.3. What we further need to
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notice here, as Weisberg (1993, p. 21) did, is that ‘‘creative works in all domains,
even those works that make the most radical breaks with the past, must be based on
what was done before’’. Creativity is thus not the process that leads to rupture
through the emergence of the new but, paradoxically, to (temporal) continuity,
helping things ‘go on’ within an ever-changing environment. As mentioned before
in this chapter, the myth of the one revolutionary insight that defines creative
action is essentially non-developmental. In a metaphorical sense, Dewey consid-
ered that:

Even the vulcano’s outburst presupposes a long period of prior compression, and, if the
eruption sends forth molten lava and not merely separate rocks and ashes, it implies a
transformation of original raw materials. ‘Spontaneity’ is the result of long periods of
activity, or else it is so empty as not to be an act of expression (Dewey 1934, p. 75).

Once again, noticing this longer history of creative ideas depends on the
analytical cuts we make within the temporal continuum. One of the main models
of the creative process, influential to this day, is the four stage model of Wallas
(1926) distinguishing between preparation, incubation, illumination, and verifi-
cation. Convergent with accounts of creative work from famous creators such as
the French mathematician Henri Poincaré and based on psychoanalytically
informed views regarding the subconscious maturation of ideas, this model has
high ecological validity. It has also been inspirational for numerous other stage
descriptions of creativity, even if the initial emphasis on incubation diminished
with time. For example, Torrance (1988, p. 47) refers to the following phases of
creativity: sensing difficulties, problems, missing elements; making guesses and
formulating hypotheses; evaluating or testing these hypotheses; and finally
revisiting and retesting them as well as communicating the results.

Despite the appeal of such general frameworks and their potential utility when
it comes to explaining creative work, stage models have gradually been replaced in
creativity research by a focus on processes (Lubart 2001). As Guilford advised
from early on, ‘‘it is not incubation itself that we find of great interest. It is the
nature of the processes that occur during the latent period of incubation, as well as
before it and after it’’ (Guilford 1950, p. 451). Among these process-oriented views
we can find for instance the Geneplore model (Ward et al. 1999) discussed in the
Chap. 4 and, to a large extent, action and pragmatist approaches belong to the
same general category. There is, however, a big difference in how we distribute
creativity temporally between these two main orientations. While stage perspec-
tives tend to have a wider view of creative work—one that acknowledges the
importance of preparation and communication (and thus supports the
socio-material distribution of creative acts)—they tend to impose artificial
boundaries between stages and thus prevent us from developing a dynamic and
integrative understanding of creativity. On the other hand, process models are
much more dynamic and can be applied more widely but tend to lose sight of the
context of creativity and turn to quasi-universal mechanisms of creative produc-
tion, independent of domain. What is a feasible solution?
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A cultural psychological approach to creativity operates with multiple temporal
levels, including, as we have seen before, the historical and ontogenetic. When it
comes to the creative act itself, this discipline proposes a microgenetic reading, in
which action is ‘‘occurring as the person faces the ever-new next time moment in
the infinite sequence of irreversible time’’ (Josephs and Valsiner 2007, p. 55).
From this standpoint, there is not only creative action to refer to, as a distinct
category (alongside other types of action), but what necessarily comes to the fore
is the creativity of human action in the world.

Going back to the theoretical framework of distributed creativity presented in
Chap. 2, I started from the premise that difference is at the core of creative
expression. This is the difference between self and other, between objects and
symbols, between past, present and future. These differences, however, are not
static and it would be perhaps best to talk about ‘differentiation’ rather than
‘difference’ itself. The way differentiation finds its expression is within action and
the creative quality of action, at all times, resides in how differences are negoti-
ated, manipulated, widened or bridged by the person in concrete cultural settings.
For example, the action of writing a science fiction novel engages multiple per-
spectives, that of the author and those of the audiences (present or imagined), uses
material tools and symbols to recreate reality and it does so based on past expe-
rience projected into a potential world, including a world of the future. If, at a
microgenetic level, action is situated and future-oriented (Boesch 2001), it can also
never occur in the same way twice since both person and context are never
identical to themselves across the passing of time. To study creativity microge-
netically means to study its performance (Sawyer 1998, 2000), its actualisation
within the distributed and evolving network of relations established between
people and objects. This concern for the moment-to-moment production of crea-
tive action within relationships is supported by the historical and ontogenetic
understanding of how any action, even when unexpected or revolutionary in its
outcomes, always belongs to a social practice of longer duration and contributes to
community life.

Once more, the craft of Easter egg decoration offers a good example. The
microgenesis of action in this context involves its distribution between artisan and
peers or family, artisan and the material support. Despite the existence of certain
general stages of decoration, mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the exact
path of action is ‘determined’, at each moment, by the folk artist’s undergoing of
the state of the craft itself. The emerging artefact and the artisan constitute a
unitary system of distribution within which what has been done on the egg con-
strains future decoration and ideas about what comes next, inscribed into the
normativity of tradition, shape the way work, including ‘accidents’, are perceived.
It is this close dialogue between person and object, mediated by tools and signs in
its temporal unfolding that is central for any microgenetic account. Results from
such an analysis, based on the filmed observation of work sessions and interviews
with decorators have been reported elsewhere (Glăveanu 2013). For this section, it
is important only to note that the microgenesis of creativity is the ‘meeting’ place
between stability and change, between the continuity imposed by a personal style
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of decoration, the development of a work routine, and the novelty of moment-to-
moment discoveries occasioned by the changing artefact. It is primarily when
considering this level of analysis that the full potential and expression of creativity
in craft reveals itself. Those who contest it by comparing the decorated egg with
fine art products not only ignore context but also operate exclusively with a
historical timeline. Within it, any individual Easter egg will most probably be
engulfed into the richness of the entire tradition, unlike the way a painting like
Mona Lisa stands out over the centuries. But the tradition itself will go on due to
often small, cumulative changes inscribed into each new artefact.

The creativity of egg decorators resembles that of music performers. They are
not the ones to have composed the song but their interpretation recomposes it each
time for a different audience, within a different context. Caffin et al. (2006, p. 200),
referring to the latter, conclude that ‘‘the creativity involved in this kind of
spontaneous micro-adjustment of a highly prepared interpretation makes each
performance a creative activity, separate from the creativity involved in preparing
the interpretation in the first place’’. Similarly, each and every act of decoration is,
at the same time, a reenactment of an old tradition, always reenactment with a
difference. This difference might not be apparent to outside observers, sometimes
not even to the decorators themselves, although they are highly sensitive to the
aesthetic qualities of their work and know very well how motifs ‘should’ look like.
Unlike acts of mechanical reproduction, human action is microgenetically open to
change and to the future and, having accepted this openness, artisans are confident
that their products carry something special, something from ‘within’ themselves. It
is common for decorators to refer to good quality craft as the result of ‘working
with soul’, offering a personal element by appropriating tradition. Once again, in
the microgenesis of creative action is where the personal and collective meet and,
expressed in the evolving dyad of person-artefact, complete a view of creativity as
a distributed phenomenon.
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Glăveanu, V. P. (2012). Habitual creativity: Revisiting habit, reconceptualizing creativity. Review

of General Psychology, 16(1), 78–92. doi:10.1037/a0026611
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Chapter 6
Why do We Need to Distribute Creativity?

6.1 Summing Up

This book started from the assumption that creativity is a distributed phenomenon
and, drawing on various strands of scholarship, from cognitive to cultural theories
as well as past and present developments within creativity research, explored three
distinct yet intertwined ‘lines’ of distribution: social, material and temporal. I
argued that, in order to achieve this paradigmatic view, we need to change our
perspective on creativity, at least the mainstream approach promoted by psycho-
logical studies. After the 1950s, the main focus within this discipline has been on
individual and intra-psychological correlates of creative expression (Barron and
Harrington 1981; Bateya and Furnhamb 2006) and only gradually, since the 1980s,
this ‘internal’ focus started to be contextualised (Hennessey 2003). Notably, a
similar tendency towards reflecting more on the importance of context, including
temporality, was found at the time in models of intellectual development (see
Williams and Ceci 1997). Initially, research into the social/sociocultural psy-
chology of creativity emphasised primarily the collaborative nature of creative acts
(Sawyer 1995, 2003) and it is only more recently that materiality re-entered cre-
ativity theory (Tanggaard 2013, 2014), aided by a greater shift towards models of
situated cognition (see Lave 1988). The developmental perspective, specific for
socio-cultural research (Valsiner 2000), completes this image of distributed cre-
ation. In essence, the emerging cultural psychology of creativity moves us from a
study of the creative process, located ‘inside the head’, to conceptualising creative
action, extending the psychological into the social and material world.

Undoubtedly, many of the insights afforded by working within the paradigm of
distributed creativity are not new; the added value here is that of reuniting them
under a unitary, integrated framework. Vygotsky (2004), to take just an example,
is rightfully credited as a pioneer of this type of thinking about the mind in general
and creativity in particular. His concern for mediated action, for context and for
the socio-cultural scaffolding of learning remains, to this day, an important point of
reference within social and developmental psychology. It also inspired cultural
understandings of the extended and distributed mind that are able to transcend
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some of the limitations of mainstream cognitive accounts. The latter, as discussed
at length in Chap. 2, still operate with a dichotomic view of the ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ and ultimately do little beyond extending the language of computation
from cognition to culture. The cultural psychological theory of distributed crea-
tivity proposed here starts from a different epistemological position. By consid-
ering psychological phenomena developmentally, cultural psychologists are not
concerned with drawing clear-cut borders between elements internal and external
to the mind; these ‘limits’ necessarily fluctuate and reveal an image of
inter-dependence and co-evolution, a totality captured by symbolic action taking
place within a cultural environment. Creative action is an excellent illustration of
distribution since it clearly engages the individual and his/her psychological
processes but does so in view of materialising or externalising these processes into
cultural artefacts, always in collaboration with other people. Distributed creativity
is not creativity without the person but creativity that takes as its rightful unit of
analysis the ‘person in context’ (Diriwächter and Valsiner 2008).

The theoretical framework proposed in Chap. 2 (Fig. 2.1; see also Glăveanu
2013a) captures very well this totality. Within it, the creative actor exists only in
relation to different audiences, the new artefact is connected to existing cultural
artefacts, and creative action exploits the affordances of the socio-cultural envi-
ronment. In essence, what this framework helps us do is go beyond non-distributed
views that tend to locate creativity either within the person or the product. This is a
traditional stance within psychological science since it helps psychologists contain
this complex phenomenon and make a strong claim for why creativity should
primarily be studied by this discipline: it is, first and foremost, a mental process. In
contrast, elaborating a theory of distributed creativity can only be an interdisci-
plinary endeavour. This is necessarily so because creative action is not only
psychological but social, economic, historical, linguistic and even political. In the
spirit of a broader science of creatology (see Magyari-Beck 1999), the cultural
psychological approach is open to a multitude of theoretical elaborations that
draw, among others, on anthropology, sociology, history, linguistics and philos-
ophy, as well as being in close contact with other branches of psychology: social,
evolutionary, developmental, ecological. Each one of these perspectives has a
unique contribution to make for our understanding of creativity and sociality,
materiality and temporality. At several points, for example, I have drawn exten-
sively on sociological literature to illuminate processes that are either downplayed
by psychologists or considered outside their sphere of interest. The latter attitude is
condemnable in my view as it uses disciplinary divides (indeed, it sometimes
creates them!) to artificially segment a phenomenon and quarrel over scientific
boundaries instead of focusing on the question at hand. The challenge is of course
to articulate perspectives without imposing a uniform reading of creativity or a
rigid conceptual apparatus that encompasses all but does not truly do justice to any
author or discipline. If creativity does, ontologically, rely on difference, as argued
in Chap. 2 (see also Glăveanu and Gillespie 2014), then recognising different
theoretical positions and exploring elements of tension between them can be an
extremely productive exercise.
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In conclusion, this book has been actively drawing on psychology and sociol-
ogy in order to argue for an ‘expanded’ model of creativity. It also illustrated its
claims with the help of an anthropological-looking case-study: the decoration of
Easter eggs within northern Romanian communities. Research on this practice,
conducted as part of my doctoral studies (Glăveanu 2012), not only has the benefit
of helping us relocate creativity at the level of everyday, community activity, but it
also reveals clearly the social, material, and temporal aspects of craftwork.
Moreover, what it helps us achieve is an integrated perspective of creative action
as simultaneously socially, materially and temporally distributed. The presentation
in this volume proceeded analytically by separating, more or less artificially, the
three ‘lines’ of distribution. However, as inscribed within the theoretical model
(Chap. 2) and vividly illustrated by folk art activities, creative acts are, at once,
psychological, socio-material and temporal. The sociogenesis, ontogenesis and
microgenesis of craftwork are deeply embedded within the sociality of appren-
ticeships, cooperation and artisan—customer relations, as well as the materiality
and symbolism of tools and the local environment. Decorating an egg is not merely
a mental process but an equally psychological and physical form of expression. It
is not the act of a single individual, even when performed in solitude. It belongs to
a tradition of long duration that transcends the person and reaches the level of the
collective. Finally, this tradition is itself located within a wider context of com-
munity life and its multiple customs, social and material relations. This is why it is
legitimate to ask ‘Where does creativity in craftwork start and where does it end?’
Is it when the artisan confronts an obstacle while decorating? Is it when he or she
starts the work? When the eggs and colours are prepared? While the craft is
learned, years before? Equally, does creativity end once the wax is cleaned off the
surface of the egg, for traditional decoration? Or when the egg is shown to others?
When it is sold? Operating with a distributed perspective does not mean to agree
with one of the formulations above and deny the others. This is because distributed
creation is situated and systemic and allows multiple types of ‘analytical cuts’ for
as long as, within each one, (a) we observe closely the psycho-socio-mate-
rial-temporal dynamic of action, and (b) we situate it within larger ‘continuums’
without losing from sight lower level totalities.

6.2 The Consequences of Distribution

If there are multiple arguments in favour of a distributed theory of creativity, we
need to consider, in the end, what added value will this bring to knowledge and/or
practice, compared to existing, ‘mainstream’ accounts that situate creative pro-
cesses inside the head or inside the ‘box’ of individual creators. The scientific
emphasis on parsimonious explanations (see Runco 1999) compels us therefore to
see not only if distributed creative action is a valid construct that agrees with how
people experience this phenomenon in the everyday, but also if it adds consider-
ably to our understanding or capacity to act in the world. Because, clearly
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distributed creativity is a more comprehensive framework and, instead of sim-
plifying our conceptual apparatus, it makes it significantly more complex. It is thus
important to ask if the ‘cost’ of these additions is worth the trouble or, in other
words, ‘why do we need to distribute creativity?’. Below are only a few possible
answers to this important question, considering the theoretical, methodological and
practical implications of this new paradigmatic view.

1. One direct consequence of rethinking the theory of creativity relates to a
sustained reflection on its definition. Traditional definitions of creativity centre on
the novelty and utility of creative products (Lubart 2003). This conceptualisation,
for as limiting as it may be, due to an almost exclusive focus on products at the
expense of processes, proved very useful for research and for making the creativity
construct operational. A distributed definition of creativity does not deny novelty
or utility but broadens their meaning. First of all, in agreement with the social and
temporal dimensions of distribution, these qualities are never a ‘given’ in the case
of creative products but the result of interactions between makers, users, and the
creations themselves (see also Glăveanu 2011a). It would be more accurate to say
that novelty and utility are being attributed to the product and actualised in a
situational manner. This is why the quality of being creative can be ‘gained’ or
‘lost’ by people and artefacts and we have multiple historical examples of this
ongoing negotiation of meaning (e.g. Yamamoto 2012).

Another aspect that is rarely included in definitions but accepted implicitly is
the fact that creativity uses what is ‘already there’, it ‘‘produces something new
through the recombination and transformation of existing cultural practices or
forms’’ (Liep 2001, p. 2). This can hardly be contested by any researcher today and
it was also obvious for scholars at the turn of the last century (e.g. Baldwin 1911;
Bartlett 1923). However, bringing such a conclusion to the fore has radical con-
sequences: it expands our focus from individual and product to the world of
culture. When we understand creative action as distributed within the environment
we can no longer ignore the fact that this environment is part and parcel of the
phenomenon we are studying. In this sense, creativity becomes a form of cultural
participation (Glăveanu 2011b), where new and useful artefacts emerge from and
are integrated into a cultural stock that is capable, as a consequence, to continue by
transforming or renewing itself. In summary, a preferred cultural psychological or
distributed definition of creativity moves the focus from product to human action
and it conceptualises creative action in relation to other people, existing cultural
artefacts, and as a developmental process. Why do we need such a definition?
Because it is much more sensitive to context and it situates our existing criteria
within a broader picture of action in and on the world. This wider applicability and
the fact that it can be the starting point for more comprehensive and ecological
theories and research methods are two key arguments in its favour.

2. One direct implication of starting from a broader definition relates to how we
approach established dichotomies within the psychology of creativity, among
which the common distinction made between ‘P-creative’ (or creative for the
individual) and H-creative (new from the historical point of view, for an entire
society) (Boden 1994). This basic division resonates with little c and Big C
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differences as well as what Cohen and Ambrose (1999) call mature creativity
versus mundane creativity or ‘creativity in the small’. A simple classification
system like this one is very appealing because it helps us make some easy and,
from a certain perspective, useful distinctions within creative action depending
(once more) on its outcome. It seems commonsensical to differentiate between a
child’s creative play and the theory of Einstein but how theoretically sound is it?
The long-term fascination with the image of the genius, as I argued throughout the
book (see also Glăveanu 2010), drives this kind of segmentation and, its more
subversive effect is that it also makes us ignore or devalue creations that do not
attain societal impact. Sure, everyone feels he or she may at least have the
potential to be creative but we are also discouraged by comparisons with cele-
brated creators in our fields.

What a cultural psychological account of distributed creativity ultimately aims
to do is ‘‘seek to recover the power inherent in the term [creativity] for bringing the
elevated and the mundane into conjunction, and for illuminating how the excep-
tional and the ordinary feed off each other’’ (Negus and Pickering 2004, p. 1). This
process has been started some time ago by the creative cognition approach (We-
isberg 1993) which takes as its point of departure the claim that psychological
processes required by high-level creative production are basically the same as
those involved by everyday acts of creativity. The evidence brought by this line of
research rests in biographical accounts and experimental studies focused on
individual-level creativity. If we add social, material and temporal factors to these
designs wouldn’t it point to the opposite conclusion? Isn’t it the case, for instance,
that H and P-creative products differ precisely because of social and institutional
recognition, present in the former and largely absent for the latter? It all depends
on how we understand distribution. The account offered here was based on the
simple observation that creative action is, at once, psychological, social, material
and temporal. The fact that the social, in our example, can be represented by a
formalised field of experts (as in systemic models of creativity; see
Csikszentmihalyi 1999) or simply the social arenas of everyday life is secondary
from my point of view. The making and validation of a creative product—be it a
child’s drawing or the theory of relativity—remain situated within networks of
sociality, and this feature brings them together rather than sets them apart.

We should note in the end that our view of the little—Big dichotomy is much
more nuanced today and many other types of creativity are gaining recognition
(Kaufman and Beghetto 2009), including mini-c or what I would call microgenetic
creativity. What the theory of distributed creativity does is support the continuity
between Big, little and mini-c based on their embeddedness within each other and
the fact that, when we add a temporal dimension to our thinking, we can notice
how relative these categories really are. In the end, distributed creation is a par-
adigm that bridges high and mundane levels of creative production and, in doing
so, rediscovers the value of small acts of ordinary creativity, the ones that ‘‘weave
and reweave the fabric that makes social life possible’’ (Bateson 1999, p. 153).

3. Another perhaps surprising theoretical benefit of operating with a framework
of distributed creativity is regaining a better understanding of the role of
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individuals in creative work. An attempt to re-centre creative action from ‘inside’
the individual to the space in-between person and world might seem like an
exclusion of individual factors. There is nothing further from the truth, as
repeatedly argued in this book. What I will emphasise in this last chapter is that
such a relocation not only keeps individuals as an essential ‘part’ of creativity, but
helps us understand this ‘part’ and its value better. Basically, distributed creativity
starts from the premise that there is ‘‘an ‘and’ rather than a ‘versus’ relationship
between individual and social creativity’’ (Fischer et al. 2005, p. 483) and there-
fore there are no binary choices to be made. In the words of Montuori and Purser
(1995), both individuals and systems are important for our study of creativity.
Accused of downplaying individuals they replied:

It is only by studying humans as humans, within their historical, social, and environmental
context, that we can begin to do justice to the human struggle. In our view, viewing
humans as existing within a context does not diminish the individual but adds richness to
the picture and makes experience not less unique but human (Montuori and Purser 1995,
p. 82).

I am in perfect agreement with this remark. Systemic, distributed accounts of
creativity place the thinking and action of individuals at their centre without
making it ‘individual’ in nature. Pointing to how individual action extends into the
world of others and objects and exists within time does not make it less personal, it
just shows it is, at the same time, social and cultural. It is not hard to avoid both
psychological and sociocultural forms of reductionism (Simonton 2003); what we
need to do is simply recognise, along with Freud (see Jovchelovitch 2007), that
what is individual in our psychology is also social. The reverse is not that the
social is personal or, like cognitive science sometimes wrongly assumes, that
culture is (all about) cognition. Just as there is no perfect equality sign between the
‘inside’ and ‘outside’ but a dynamic co-evolution, processes of internalisation and
externalisation linking person and context are constructive, essentially creative
phenomena (Valsiner 2000; Moran and John-Steiner 2003). The mind is not
projected into the world as is, neither is the world brought inside the mind
untouched. In their relationship, we are only talking about world and mind
transformed, in time.

4. Methodologically, the great value of the distribution creation paradigm is that
it forces us to overcome the mirroring image of individualism in creativity the-
ory—methodological reductionism (Montuori and Purser 1997). The problem in
this case is not that we do not study creativity at different levels (e.g., the brain, the
individual, the small group, society, and so on) but that we keep these levels
distinct and reduce our explanation to just one of them. If we focus on psycho-
metric and experimental methods to study thinking processes or properties of
products, we run the risk of reducing our explanation to persons or things. It is the
case that such a methodological problem exists in psychology beyond creativity
studies and the same can be more or less said about research on intelligence,
memory, motivation, etc. Whenever our analytical focus is on what the isolated
individual does we run the risk of being oblivious to distribution, to the multiple
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continuities between person and context. Moreover, a further complication derives
from the fact that psychological phenomena are essentially developmental. And
yet, ‘‘research on issues of change is often performed with the help of methods that
are designed to reveal static features of the issues studied’’ (Vygotsky 1997, p. 26).
It is challenging for human sciences to use the methods of natural sciences and
apply them to living organisms. Much more ingenuity in research is required to
capture multifaceted, systemic and developmental processes.

Creativity research, more than many other topics, confronts researchers with
this enormous complexity. When we consider creative action we are faced with
‘‘an infinity of choices we might investigate; the sum of those choices is the work’’
(Becker 2008, p. 199). To methodologically study creative work in its unfolding
we need to situate these choices in the context of the individual, of the socio-
material environment, and of time. While such a broad frame of analysis can
sometimes, in retrospect, seem to make creative actions and outcomes perfectly
predictable, almost pre-determined, this is not the purpose of the type of research I
am envisioning. To study microgenesis or creativity in the making is to recognise
the uniqueness of each moment in time while placing this uniqueness within the
continuity of action, of the person and of the world. Continuity is ideally observed
when we refocus our analytical lenses from microgenesis to onto- and sociogen-
esis, from the here-and-now to the developmental pathway of the creator and his/
her society and culture. It is this kind of analytical flexibility and concern for going
beyond individual-level data than can save our research—and ultimately theo-
ries—from charges of methodological individualism.

5. At a practical level, the concrete way in which we can advance theory and
method in the psychology of creativity is by focusing more on what people
actually do instead of just giving them tasks and observing the results (within a
classic behaviourist schema). Before exploring the potential of this reorientation,
let us consider for a moment one of the key methods within the psychology of
creativity, the emergence and large-scale application of which determined, to a
certain extent, the emergence of this field of investigation. A brief summary of
psychometrics and its assumptions goes as follows:

Psychometric approaches to the study of creativity are those in which creativity is viewed
as a mental trait that can be quantified by appropriate measurement instruments. The
underlying view is of creativity as a mental trait: Creativity is best understood as a
measurable human factor or characteristic. The most important characteristics of this
approach are quantitative measurement, so that the creativity of a person can be sum-
marized as a number, controlled environments, so that testing takes place in artificial
contexts, and ability-based analyses, so that human creativity depends on the level of the
component abilities of the reasoner (Mayer 1999, p. 452).

Starting from Guilford’s (1950) emphasis on divergent thinking and up to
Torrance’s well-known battery of tests, the psychology of creativity was and is by
and large dominated by psychometric research (although this is not the only
method available, see again Mayer 1999). The critique formulated above con-
cerning methodological reductionism finds in classic psychometric approaches the
perfect illustration. Creativity as a mental trait is not distributed creativity.
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Summarising the creativity of the person as a number is non-developmental.
Artificial testing contexts cannot match the complexity of everyday life creative
action. Ability-based analyses are silent about environmental affordances ‘meet-
ing’ these abilities and placing them in a relational context. This is not to say that
psychometric studies never reach useful or interesting conclusions; just, most of
the times, and depending on their use, partial conclusions. While the dispute about
the psychometric properties of creativity tests is still on-going (Zeng et al. 2011),
what I raise here is a doubt about validity.

In line with the distributed view of creativity presented in this book, we can
come to recognise, together with Barron and Harrington (1981) that what has been
lost from sight in psychometry is precisely the creative process. A reformulation of
creativity as action would necessarily focus our attention on what participants
actually do within the testing situation. Moreover, it would make us consider
testing as a socio-cultural activity itself, a special ‘environment’ the ‘subject’
reflects on and responds to. Creativity assessment is not, in my view, to be
abandoned, but reformulated. Today there is an increased interest shown towards
formative and dynamic-formative testing, particularly in the area of psychoedu-
cational assessment (Haywood and Lidz 2006). Drawing on Vygotskian scholar-
ship, these recent developments use assessment as intervention and create the
perfect conditions to observe the social and material distribution of creativity (by
having people work in dyads on test items, for instance). New technologies such as
subjective cameras can be used to record this joint activity (for details see Glă-
veanu and Lahlou 2012) and analyse the data not in a static but developmental
manner (employing, for example, interaction analysis; Sawyer and DeZutter
2009). Of course, naturally occurring creative action, within community contexts,
remains the preferred site for researchers working within the sociocultural tradition
(Rogoff 2003; Glăveanu 2011c).

6. Another theoretical point with ample practical consequences deriving from our
discussion of distributed creation relates to how we conceptualise, discover and
foster creative agency in relation to the agency of others, including objects (see
Sect. 4.3). An argument has been previously made that, instead of looking at indi-
vidual actors and their agentic features, we need to start considering co-agentic
systems that function as a totality. The discussion of agency cannot be separated
from one of intentionality and it has long been the case that creative action was
reduced to intentional action (Weisberg 1993). This assumption contributed to
‘grounding’ creativity, as well as intention, within the individual mind, a mere result
of conscious thinking and motivational processes. The paradigm of distributed
creativity proposed here conceptualises intentionality as an orientation towards the
world (see also Brentano 1874/1911) shaped, at each moment, by both person and
the environment. The latter is not void of intentionality, on the contrary. When
creating we are faced with the intentions and projects of other people, from col-
laborators to critics and gatekeepers. We are also facing the ‘intentions’ inscribed
into material objects by their makers and users, as well as their resistance to our
doing. From a cultural psychological perspective, this means that, at all times, we are
both the makers/creators and subjects of the situations we encounter and ultimately
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co-create. The usual first step is represented by choosing the context for action, at
least in part, and, as action unfolds, person and environment are simultaneously and
equally changed (Ginsburg 1980). Undergoing this change in order to create further
is key to any microgenetic account of creativity (see Dewey 1934).

There are many voices nowadays that argue for research on co-creation, calling
for recognition of the fact that to create is never a solitary act. To take just one
example, the term produsage (Bruns 2006) has been recently proposed to capture
the prevalence of user-led content production in online environments, a sign of
collaborative and iterative cycles of actions in which participants are, at once,
producers and users. We need a theory of distributed creativity in order to
acknowledge the fact that the creative agent is multiple without making any single
individual less of a ‘creator’ in his or her own right. If creative experience requires,
in essence, ‘‘a will to expression, and to communication with others’’ (Negus and
Pickering 2004, p. 22), it means that creativity itself is outward-looking and its
privileged domain is the space between people and cultural artefacts. It is this
relational space that should concern us in our thinking and research of creative
action and agency. In the end, an account of distributed creativity calls for one of
distributed agency, a view with deep implications for the social sciences at large.

7. A consequence of the above, and a last point to be made (out of many more),
concerns the related issue of responsibility. Clark and Chalmers (1998) were right
to note, in their discussion of the extended mind, that their theory has ‘‘obvious
consequences for philosophical views of the mind and for the methodology of
research in cognitive science, but there will also be effects in the moral and social
domains’’ (p. 18; emphasis added). If we consider cognitive performance as a
function of person and environment then interfering with one’s environment would
be equal to acting towards their person. Can the same logic be applied to dis-
tributed creativity? Since I argued previously for a view of co-agency then, indeed,
any action has consequences for the agency of others sharing the same context but
with a caveat: creative actors remain active in the shaping of their own life world
and, as such, can and do react to and transform the actions of others.

An important consequence of thinking in terms of distributed creative action is
thus that we are made to reconsider the relationship between person and his or her
community. In the words of Montuori and Purser (1995, p. 104), this conception
‘‘reorients the cultural project from that of dominating the environment to that of
nurturing and engendering creative relationships with the environment, so that
sympathy with the non-self, with other, is actively encouraged’’. The two authors
argue for a need to realise that, just as we are the agents of our own creative
expression, we also fertilise the soil of creation for others and the same is done by
others in relation to us. Instead of a view of creativity as individual acts performed
in opposition to other people we are now operating with one of inter-connection, of
creators as persons who shape the context for their own creativity and that of those
around them.

Why is this perspective better than the alternative? Think only about the
pressure to create at all cost experienced by individuals who believe creativity is
ultimately ‘within’ them, something they have or do not have, a personal attribute.
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For many of them to create means to provoke others, to stir their emotions and
raise opposition. It is true that, at times, creative action meets such responses. To
use them, however, as a standard for creativity is misleading and ultimately
dangerous both for the creator, who can easily be alienated, and for society, that
starts protecting itself from individual outbursts of creativity. Distributed crea-
tivity, in contrast, encourages us to be reflective and responsible in relation to our
creative action and its outcomes. It also makes us more sensitive to the multiple
ways in which this action and outcomes are experienced by others.

6.3 Epilogue

Luminit�a Niculit�ă was 8 years old when I first arrived in Ciocănes�ti village
looking to find egg decorators and learn about their craft. The daughter of a known
artisan who also works at the Museum of the Decorated Egg in the local com-
munity, she was one of the youngest decorators I have met (although by no means
the only one of her age). Luminit�a was decorating eggs upstairs in the Museum
house together with her older sister, Laura, assisted by their mother. A shy child,
she didn’t have much to say about her activity other than the fact that she likes
doing it. She was also happy to show me what she does and agreed to be filmed
during a work interval of 20 min because, as she later told me, ‘‘you can become
tired and your hand can hurt if you decorate without a break’’.

The activity recorded on camera revealed the efforts done to hold the chis�i t�ă
perfectly, to insert it in wax at the right time and, most of all, to draw straight lines
on the round and shiny surface of the egg. Despite her young age and these
difficulties, she was capable of drawing continuously on the shell and showed
many of the ‘reflexes’ of experienced decorators (e.g., touching her fingernail first
with the work instrument to remove any extra wax). Luminit�a tried hard to solve
what for her was a paramount challenge: being able to hold the egg and move it at
the same time, the key to drawing ‘perfect’ lines on its surface. As the tip of the
chis�i t�ă was approaching her hand, she was removing her fingers, one by one,
making room for the depiction of the motif (illustrations in Glăveanu 2013b).
Expert decorators normally rotate the egg instead of risking losing their grip. This
is something both her mother and sister do and, although there was not much
talking during the decoration itself, Luminit�a’s decorated egg was discussed
afterwards by all of us. Instead of listening to our praises, she gave it one quick
look and whispered: ‘‘I don’t like it, it’s ugly’’. This critical outlook is convergent
with her ambition to become a known decorator, like her mother and sister, who
both won prizes in previous years at the annual festival of the decorated egg.

Luminit�a’s act can be interpreted in multiple ways. For some it might be simply
a child trying to learn a traditional form of decoration, a process that has nothing or
little to do with what it really means to create. Others might wonder what
Luminit�a is thinking about while decorating and can concentrate on her intrinsic
motivation to achieve as a good premise for high level creativity or an analysis of

90 6 Why do We Need to Distribute Creativity?



her goals. The perspective I advocated for here expands this focus and considers
the child’s relation to her environment, her use of tools and interactions with
others, the progress of her work and the way this progress shapes, at each moment,
ongoing action. Luminit�a’s action, just like that of expert folk artists, shows from
this early age signs of what Bruner (1962) called a ‘detachment of commitment’.
Within it, the commitment to understand, to master a technique or render a
meaning, leaves room for sudden moments when creative actors ‘‘are disengaged
from that which exists conventionally and are engaged deeply in what they con-
struct to replace it’’ (p. 24). There are many theoretical and practical arguments for
adopting this perspective rather than alternative, non-distributed frameworks,
several of them discussed in this chapter. A last point I would like to add draws on
Barron’s (1995) inspired statement that creativity is not a rootless flower; ‘‘like
speech, thought, hard work, it grows from deep roots’’ (Barron 1995, p. 9). Dis-
tributed creativity starts from the same premise. It also tells us that creativity is not
a single flower either but a garden—an old metaphor of culture—we constantly
cultivate for ourselves and others.
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