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Abstract

This paper outlines the dynamic life of the University in the era of neo-liberal globalisation, and within this context, discusses the nature of ‘creativity’ as a life force or power, similar to the Ancient Greek idea of ‘Eros’. This power is contrasted with   functionalist and bureaucratic notions of creativity, and a disjuncture is identified between the commodification of education arising from managerialism and consumerism and the spirit and energy that constitutes the creative impulse.

It is argued that the critical academic who wishes to promote creativity amongst students must live within a permanent framework of ambiguity, on the one hand hemmed in by a confusion of conflicting ideologies (plus other limiting factors), and on the other, committed to a humanistic education that seeks  to help  students liberate themselves from outmoded habits of thinking. Examples from Higher Education practice are given to illustrate how such a freeing of minds can occur within current constraints. It is concluded that academics need to use their collective strength as a community of scholars to assert  the moral values and discourse of  education devoted to the public good, and to jealously guard the concept of ‘creativity’ within this framework.
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Creativity and Critical thinking in the Globalised University 

Models of creativity in education are often informed by notions derived from existentialist philosophy and psychology. This paper asks is it possible to develop a model based on an alternative approach derived from collectivist rather than individualist views of human nature? Rather than seeking the source of creativity within the individual psyche should we not be engaged in collective critical reflection with our fellows – students and colleagues alike - on the structural and ideological constraints that inhibit the development of creative thinking within the various social institutions where we work and live. Collectivist models emphasise the cooperative, synergistic and transformative aspects of our social being; individualist models the spontaneous, adaptive and transcendental ones. All aspects may be necessary for us to experience a sense of wholeness as human beings but it is the collectivist model which leads to strategies of social action and social change. Collectivist models demand that we examine the social context of learning within academic life, and after considering  some of the developments in  Higher Education  since New Labour’s White Paper on Higher Education (DES, 2003),  this paper postulates a role for the critical academic as a sort of  ‘midwife’ of creativity in the contemporary university.
In the last few years, University lecturers in the UK have had something of a bumpy ride as universities go through massive cultural change. For a lecturer working in a new university – a former polytechnic – signs of this change can be seen and heard all around – not only in the University but also in the surrounding city. Here are a few from general observations made around my University and City: 

· a new emphasis on responding to and supporting business enterprise within the curriculum

· partnerships with local business enterprise, sports facilities and community initiatives

· the strategic repositioning  of the university  estate to take advantage of key locations within the urban environment
· the commanding presence of the university logo in the city
· the growing power and influence of the marketing department  (“branding”) within the university
· advertisements indicating important new links, including  other countries and continents
· the streamlining of the  university calendar - and of the curriculum 
· the development of assessment, learning and teaching (“ALT”) targets based on a strategic vision set  within the aims of a  corporate plan
· new professorships set up to facilitate ‘staff development’,   and to refresh our understanding of ethics
· the use of information technology to support a corporate culture.
All these developments serve to remind us that   we are living in a very different sort of University compared to that the one that existed prior to the arrival of New Labour in Government. This new era is very dynamic. New staff development opportunities are developed in terms of secondments and new routes for academic advancement.  There is no room here for the ‘forces of conservatism’. Instead, there is an emphasis on celebration of success, manifested in slogans, posters, in-house journals and carefully choreographed graduation ceremonies which form a post-modern pastiche that mixes tradition (a procession of academics wearing medieval gowns) with  a taste of the contemporary  (in the form of up-beat music, technology and flair).   For many staff this is unsettling and confusing. One is reminded of the Bob Dylan line: “Something is happening and you don’t know what it is, do you Mr. Jones?” Staff fret about where the money is coming from,  feel disempowered by changes to custom and practice, and feel patronised, justified or not,  by the repeated injunction to be ‘professional’ and ‘student centred’ (“haven’t they always given their life’s blood to this principle?” they wonder).  But it is no surprise that this student-centredness is a managerial pre-occupation. If university students are now paying from £2000 - 3000 per year in top up fees, they may now genuinely consider themselves to be consumers (or ‘investors’ to use the current jargon) in their own education.
This new environment is the new crucible of creative happening for higher education. But what is creativity? We all think we know what it is and can recognise what it is when we see it. However, it is hard to define. This is surprising because creativity  may be found in any domain of human activity. Csikszentmihalyi (1997) states that:
Creativity occurs when a person, using the symbols of a given domain such as music, engineering, business or mathematics, has a new idea or sees a new pattern and when this novelty is selected by the appropriate field for inclusion into the relevant domain. The next generation will encounter that novelty as part of the domain they are exposed to, and if they are creative, they in turn will change it further… Creativity is any act, idea, or product that changes an existing domain into (a) new one. And the the definition of a creative person is: someone whose thoughts or actions change a domain, or establish a new one (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, p. 27-28, cited by Jackson and Shaw: website). 

This definition is deeply unsatisfying: first, because it is a truism but secondly, because it is technical rather than aesthetic and in sociological terms, entirely functionalist. It would apply equally well to the composer of bubble-gum music and to Beethoven’s Fifth. It gives only the most meagre impression of the human profundity of the creative act, or the vitality of the creative force in man. To understand creativity, we need to go beyond functionalism to consider the conflict, and rupture that inevitably comes with creation.

Perhaps the most creative act is that of reproduction. This commences with action that leads to a synthesis of information – in the form of genetic code – from two sources leading to the creation of a new organism which develops in an appropriate environment – the uterus – until, accompanied by its mother’s pain, it bursts forth as a fully developed new human being that is separate from, though not yet independent of, others. The creative act of reproduction thus not merely involves the sexual act, the act of fusion of egg and sperm, or even of the fusion of strands of DNA. It also involves nurturing relationships if it is to be seen to fruition or rather parturition.

Essential characteristics of creativity in the above example are action or movement, synthesis of information from different sources to form something new and qualitatively different from its predecessors, a long process of development of the being within a supportive environment, and finally completion of the process through the integration of the new organism within a new set of environmental relationships. These components are all directly observable but others may be less so.
We  tend to associate creativity in its purest form not with the body but with the arts: literature, fine art, and music. Art can elevate the spirits and satisfy the yearnings of the soul. This can happen in varying degrees and with varying degrees of depth. Thus saxophone virtuoso Ronnie Scott, after giving a tour-de-force of musical improvisation, was liable to address the audience with the comment:
“That was for the lady who requested Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Old Oak Tree.That was not tie a yellow ribbon round the old oak tree. But it had a lot of the same notes!”  

Ronnie’s bitter-sweet jest contrasts the bold creativity of the virtuoso jazz musician with the banality of tin-pan alley. Doubtless, the limpid pop-song so cruelly mocked also came into being as the result of a creative act. However, we cannot understand creativity by process alone. This is because creativity is not only a process but a force in itself. It is both a form and expression of productive energy. Just as the creative cycle of reproduction requires the force of sexuality, creativity in art, music and literature requires its own energy to change, and   transform base materials into gold. Thus the transformative power of creativity and the ability to demonstrate the flash and magical sparkle of creative energy are two more attributes we need to consider.
In great artists, the creative force is such that it cannot be constrained by out-of-date conventions, structures and rules. An example, is that of August Strindberg who burst through the conventions of social realistic theatre to create new expressionistic forms which served as the foundation of 20th century dramatic technique in theatre and film, not because of some tinkering with forms but because the old structures got in the way of what the vison he had to show the world. Another example, would be the great exponent of black classical music, John Coltrane, who having established himself as one of the greatest exponents of his instrument (tenor saxophone) and of individual solo improvisation went on, in a search as much spiritual as musical, to create a revolutionary style of group playing where the improvised music of the collective superceded in aesthetic and creative importance that of each individual player. This demanded a completely new approach to the music both on the part of the player and the listener, an approach which created a music of glittering transcendence. One might also cite the example of the painter Caravaggio who overturned the not only the artistic conventions in terms of acceptable themes of painting but also developed  new painting techniques with which to express the intensity of his vision.
In these examples, the power of the artist lead to a transformation not only of artistic materials, whether of words or musical sounds, but of artistic habits and forms. This critical assault on confining ideas, structures and even modes of ‘being’ is fundamental to creativity. Creative and critical faculties are intimately linked.
When we are considering creativity in education then we will have a distorted model of creativity if we merely look at issues of form and content, or confine ourselves to synthesis, the pattening and repattening of information. We need to understand the full context of the creative process in all its different psychological, social, political, economic, environmental and aesthetic aspects.

To think of creativity in terms of an energy, vital force or power, similar perhaps to erotic love, is to think in very different terms to those currently dominating university life (Thornton, 1997; Farris Thompson, 1984). 
Nixon (2005) states the problem as follows:
In recent years universities in particular, and the non-profit making sector in general, has become dominated by a language which fails to recognise the rich unpredictability of learning: a language of cost-efficiency, value for money, productivity, effectiveness, outcome delivery, target setting and auditing. We are increasingly encouraged, as scholars, teachers and researchers, to think in business terms. Indeed it is difficult to think outside the terminology, given its all pervasive dominance. On occasion we have little option other than to speak its language in order to fulfil the requirements of the internal and external accountability and funding mechanisms that ensure our survival (Nixon, 2005, p.1).
To understand what is happening in higher education today, one needs to consider the neo-liberal world view promoted by international financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. This sees market capitalism and neo-liberal economics, with its dominant discourse of privatisation,  deregulation, and marketisation, as fundamental organising principles for the governance of our society.  These principles underlie the ‘reform agenda’ promoted by the World Bank  for higher education for several years.  Thus a World Bank report from 1998 identifies the traditional university and its faculty members as the main obstacles to change  and suggests radical solutions  to restructuring, including mergers, redundancies,  and major retraining initiatives (Johnstone et al., 1998; Levidow, 2002). The aim appears to be to reorient academic life towards the fulfillment of the neo-liberal economic agenda ( Olssen and Peters, 2005; Robinson and Tormey, 2003).
This is the origin of the new language and culture of managerialism in higher education (Preston, 2001) and of the challenge to our thinking we have to face in relation to all aspects of education including that of creative thinking, a term which appears ever more frequently within  managerial  strategy documents and action plans. Within this realm ‘creativity’ is reduced to the level of an academic ‘buzzword’  used alongside and sometimes even interchangeably with other jargon such as ‘innovation’, ‘branding’, ‘targeting’, ‘capability’, ‘capacity’ and even ‘scrutiny’(as might occur in an Ofsted or QAA inspection, for example). In this world, the meaning of words is fluid and can be changed to suit a corporate agenda. Thus it is rare to hear the word ‘problem’ anymore in managerial circles, since problems require that management take responsibility for whatever the problem is. Problems are now ‘rebranded’ as ‘challenges’. Issues of responsibility and accountability are thus subtly ducked since it is the workforce who faces the challenges and its members can subsequently be blamed when the goals of these challenges are not met.
The point here is not to suggest that managers should be prevented from doing their jobs in relation to the business of the university but to question the developing hegemony of the managerial discourse over the intellectual life of the academic community (Bollier, 2002; Gramsci, 1988; Harvie, 2004).
Lest the point be thought a trivial one, remember that to take away, replace or to dominate the language of a community is to control that community and take away its independence and efficacy. Think only of  the way in which the languages of indigenous peoples in Canada, the USA and Australia were systematically destroyed through forced separation and  re-education, and think about the effect of such deculturation on the  life skills and self-esteem of its members (Petchkovsky and San Roque, 2002; Wetze, 2006). As this conference takes place in Wales, perhaps I should also  mention the historical  resonances that cultural and linguistic oppression have in this land (Madoc-Jones, 2004), although I do not wish to over-state them here. 
In relation to academic life, Nixon (2003) states that we have already  learned to accommodate ourselves  to the  platitudinous language of managerialism, in effect to become ‘bi-lingual’ in the workplace, but that we should not ignore its  ‘deep ideological drift’. He warns:

“(Managerialism) is not just a different way of talking about the same thing. It radically alters what we are talking about. It constitutes a new way of thinking about teaching and learning. Ultimately, it affects how we teach and how we learn. It has designs upon us and what we understand by educational studies” (Nixon, 2003, p.2). 
How will creativity prosper in this new educational culture?

If universities are subject to processes of managerialisation and consumerisation, knowledge will increasingly becomes a commodity and education be increasingly replaced by training (the rise of the ‘foundation degree’ for example substantially truncates the ability to develop students’ skills of critical analysis and synthesis). 

But to show its power, the spirit and energy of creativity will itself demand to be free from all ideologies that have the potential to constrain or oppress. Creative acts require boldness and confidence, the ability to take intellectual risks, and to recognise and overcome constraints. They will not prosper in an academy run on principles of Taylorism (Yates, 2000). The power of creativity will not tolerate enclosure. 

This means that the critical academic who wishes to promote creativity amongst students must live within a permanent framework of ambiguity, on the one hand hemmed in by bureaucratic rules, academic conventions, the demands of external agencies, and  a confusion of conflicting ideologies, and on the other committed to a humanistic education that seeks  to help  students liberate themselves from outmoded habits of thinking, one that seeks to free students minds not to enslave them to the edicts of the World Bank or any other organisation.
How can the critical academic find a way through this mire? 

Is it possible to find  the intellectual space to develop an authentic social engagement with students, and to act as midwife to the students’s creativity? It would be easy to succumb to hopelessness and helplessness but even as individual academics we have plenty of room for manoeuvre, partly because as Preston (2001) argues managerialism is far from being a finished structure.
Thus Holmes (2002) says that the critical academic:  “reconceptualises and problematises the familiar, looks for the ‘unasked’ questions, and ‘renovates’ existing patterns of thought and practice, by exposing the ideology which underlies them, and submitting them to a rigorous critique in order that oppressive processes may be challenged and alternatives established” (Holmes, 2002).

The following examples from practice will illustrate how this might happen.

Recently I had a discussion with a student on a ‘men’s health’ course about what topic he could choose for his assignment. He had noticed that the majority of people who are successful in killing themselves are men, and thus thought it would be a good topic for study. What was it about maleness that leads to a decision to kill oneself? He felt stuck in knowing how to approach this subject. Taking a critical perspective on the epistemology of suicide however, we find that if we take all suicidal behaviour together, that is to say attempted suicides as well as completed suicides – the picture changes dramatically. The problem is that, within the cultural context of his day,  Durkheim was not able to confront the idea of female suicidality. Women were thought to be protected from suicide by their family role and protective of suicide because of their nurturing nature. Attempted suicide – where women are predominant – thus remained outside Durkheim’s gaze and so it has remained ever since, distorting our understanding of this aspect of human behaviour (Kushner, 1993). 
We went on to discuss what this might have meant for the emergence of sociology as a discipline – Durkheim being one of the founding fathers - and what it might mean for the new discipline of Men’s Health.

This is an example of problematising the taken for granted nature of phenomena – in this case the assumption that suicidality mainly affects men – and of uncovering the underlying ideology – one based on contestable assumptions about gender. This led on to the establishing of alternative courses of action. Following some further discussion, it was decided that looking into the relevance of occupation, employment,  and social class on male suicide would provide the student with a more realistically achievable and therefore safer project. 
In vocational disciplines such as nursing and other health related subjects, students often find a clash of values between the humanistic values of their profession and the bureaucratic values of organisations where they work on placement. Students in such a situation can be labelled ‘idealistic’ and their views trivialised and marginalised by placement staff, especially if they should attempt to confront out-of-date or poorly informed practice. Stressed and overworked staff in NHS facilities, for example, can fall prey to stereotyping of both students and service users, leaving students feeling disempowered and helpless. In such circumstances, it is difficult for students to be creative either in their care or their academic assignments. A mechanism that we have found useful   at Leeds Metropolitan University is that of the ‘syndicate group’ (a type of reflective practise group).
This consists of a small group of students allocated to a particular area, plus an academic mentor representing the University and a clinical mentor to represent the setting in which the students are placed. Meetings are held to explore the meaning of ‘critical incidents’ (situations or events which students found challenging), reflect on  feelings associated with the incident and attempt to develop alternative strategies for dealing with similar events. A typical example of  such a challenging event might be a student who felt that she had failed to protect  the dignity of a client who had been labelled ‘incontinent’ by a  member of staff and forced to go to the toilet. Students in such a situation can have strong feelings of humiliation and failure reducing their ability to think through the relevant issues. The group exists to provide them with emotional support and to provide a climate for creative problem solving. In a supportive setting, feelings can be ventilated. Ideological assumptions (e.g. the ageist myth that incontinence is inevitable in older people) can be challenged. Links can be made to psychological and sociological theory and the political roles taken by members of the social setting  explored with a view to developing new alliances (often via the clinical mentor). The student can thus be helped to transcend their feelings of humiliation and impotence, and together with her peers tease out alternative courses of action should he meet the situation again. 
 But is critical thinking enough to release creative energy? It takes courage and an ability to accept risk to challenge the sometimes oppressive ideologies and organisational structures that stifle and contain our creative selves. We may be faced with debilitating conflict eventually leading to exhaustion and defeat. We may feel like giving up, if the challenge is too great, and seek refuge in introspection, passive acceptance of our fate or some form of martyrdom (e.g. going down in ‘glorious defeat’). Just as the energy of political revolutionaries can end as disillusion, and social detachment, our day-today desires to break the chains that bind us may come to naught. An example is someone who feels stifled within an oppressive personal relationship but who dare not leave because, without support, the alternative is even more frightening than the reality that oppresses her. 
And what of the academics themselves? How should they challenge and if necessary resist the dominant ideology of neo-liberal marketisation?
Levidow (2002) notes that support for the new academic capitalism is not universal:

“Marketisation agendas have provoked resistance around the world: An extreme case was the 1999-2000 student occupation of UNAM, the Autonomous National University of Mexico, which became a test case for the potential privatisation of all public services” (Levidow, 2002, p.3).

This shows that resistance is possible.  Some authors argue that the philosophy of neo-liberal globalisation, currently fueling managerialism in the public sector, is in crisis  (Caffentzis, 2006). One might postulate the possibility of an alliance, or even of many alliances with others affected by the crisis, both within and outside the university. There are also other means of resistance than occupation. Among the less confrontational methods are debate, critical scholarship and persuasion.
In this regard, we should remember that academics are members of a global community with local, national and international levels. We have access to many forums for intellectual discourse, ranging from the university coffee bar and common room to international conferences, webcasts, and academic journals. We are members of professional associations and trade unions. We sit on University Committees and Governing Boards. In addition we are members of a vast number of organisations in the broader civil society. We are not without resources, not least our knowledge of theoretical perspectives that can help us problematise and challenge taken-for-granted notions of managerial discourse (Harvie, 2004; Nixon, 2004; Cash; 2001).
These resources can be used to maintain the traditional purpose of the university to provide a space where we attempt to understand the world about us, reflect on how this impacts on the subject-matter of our various disciplines, and provide an educational service that speaks in a language that speaks with an authentic voice, and seeks to encourage the development of human potential. Such goals relate to a view of human knowledge committed to the public good.       
Within academic life the concept of creativity, and our role as nurturers of creativity, must be jealously guarded within the framework of this moral discourse. 

We will need to be bold.
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