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Abstract

This paper reviews the history and contemporary understanding of the concepts of creativity and the imagination. Professor McAra-McWilliam proposes that education, with its increasing reliance on the jargon and practices of business and bureaucracy, has lost sight of its central role in developing the Keatsian concept of a ‘negative capability’ which is the basis of creativity: ‘Negative capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.’ The paper concludes by offering some insights into research practice in art and design as a means to reaffirm the role of education in the development of negative capability, and in imagining solutions to “impossible things”.
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Impossible things? Negative Capability and the Creative Imagination

“Alice laughed: ‘There's no use trying,’ she said, ‘one can't believe impossible things.’

‘I daresay you haven't had much practice,’ said the Queen. ‘When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.’”

 Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland.
In thinking about the imagination we can contrast the creative imagination with the mundane imagination, the latter being an ability which we use all the time to organise our lives, from imagining what we will have for dinner to planning our next holiday. The creative imagination is a related but distinct phenomenon, and is an ability to synthesise ideas and concepts from various sources, to make something new, or to re-new.  This definition of the imagination includes the processes of creativity, not only the outputs of the imagination in terms of novelty or originality. For example, R. Keith Sawyer has defined creativity as:

. . . the emergence of something novel and appropriate, from a person, a group, or a society (Keith Sawyer, R., 2006, p. 33).

In contrast, Judith Heerwagen has proposed:

By defining creativity as useful novelty, psychologists have clearly placed emphasis on creativity as an outcome. Others, however, are beginning to look at creativity as a process that ebbs and flows over time in response to problems that arise unpredictably (Heerwagen, n.d., pp. 1-2).

Popular notions of creativity and the imagination portray “creatives” as solitary, eccentric or even mad geniuses – scientists and artists grappling with their own ability to call forth and embody the ideas forged in the laboratory of their own reclusive minds. It is interesting to note that these two “archetypes” of the traditional view of the solitary creative genius are scientists and artists: the makers of new worlds, physical and psychological. Christopher Frayling, in Mad, Bad and Dangerous? (Frayling, 2005, p. 11), examines the portrayal of the scientist in film as evidence of the gap between specialized knowledge and public understanding. The artist is similarly stereotyped in the popular imagination. It is interesting to note that the phrase “mad, bad and dangerous to know” was the infamous description of Lord Byron, the Romantic poet, by his lover Lady Caroline Lamb. Here we have, therefore, the notion and the behaviour of creative and imaginative people based on a model of eccentric genius: the scientist and the Romantic poet. And still today this popular idea is alive and well:
Another often forgotten aspect of creativity is social. Vera John-Steiner of the University of New Mexico in Albequerque and author of Creative Collaboration (Oxford University Press, 2000) says that to be really creative you need strong social networks and trusting relationships, not just active neural networks. 

One vital characteristic of a highly creative person, she says, is that they have at least one other person in their life who doesn’t think they are completely nuts (Phillips, 2005, p. 42).
In imagining the imagination, I argue that many current popular notions of the artist as mad “magician” (Lanier, 1977, p. 8) are unsupported by actual practice in the creative disciplines, in which practitioners are attentive to their own creative processes and articulate them through their work.
Negative Capability
I challenge the popular view of the Romantic poet as “mad, bad and dangerous to know”, and propose instead that these artists were committed to the project of understanding the creative imagination and being attentive to its modes of operation. Indeed many of their poems, such as Coleridge’s Kubla Khan (Coleridge, 1996, pp. 229-231), are expressions of their research. The Romantic project can be seen therefore as an attempt to understand the creative imagination through its own operation, and to articulate this in artistic expression. Poets such as Wordsworth and Coleridge were interested in how we see the world, and they proposed that the first act of the imagination was perception itself. 

The primary imagination I hold to be the living power and prime agent of all human perception (Coleridge, 1983, p. 304).

Coleridge’s notion of the “primary imagination” was that aspect of the imagination which enables fresh perception. For example, in the description of the strategy that he and Wordsworth employed to create Lyrical Ballads, he writes: 

Mr. Wordsworth on the other hand was to propose to himself as his object, to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind's attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveliness and the wonders of the world before us: an inexhaustible treasure, but for which in consequence of the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude we have eyes, yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand (my italics) (Coleridge, 1983, p. 6-7).
Here we have therefore, the development of the ability to see, the primary imagination as a tool for exploration of the world in ways which are not prescribed through existing models. This approach proposes that by paying attention to the world around us, noticing its flows and seeing its strangeness, we become active agents in the creation of our own experience. Coleridge defines the purpose of the “secondary imagination” as one which “dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate”. (Coleridge, 1983, p. 304) This diffusing aspect of the creative process typically takes an inward focus in terms of reflecting and re-ordering half-formed ideas in an ever-growing suspension of “half-solutions”, as well as having an outward manifestation in sketch ideas, doodles, and other material forms. The ability at this stage to hold these glimpses and ‘half-ideas’ in a state of potential and deferred judgement in which more complex transformations can occur is what Keats called “negative capability”:

I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts without any irritable reaching after fact & reason. 

(Keats, 1970, p. 43).

Keats’s description of this capability of being in uncertainties without effecting a premature closure of the creative process is one of the defining characteristics of the creative imagination. It is the ability to deal positively with complexity, paradox, and ambiguity in processes which have uncertain contexts and outcomes. It is interesting to observe that this capacity is increasingly of value in a world in which the contexts and fields of operation of academic disciplines, governments and businesses is expanding. Industry, whose leaders increasingly work within “wicked environments” (Malhotra, 1997, p. 1) characterised by discontinuous change, is recognizing this ability. Indeed research in business is identifying an increasing need for leaders who can demonstrate negative capability: the ability to deal with uncertainty, ambiguity, paradox and complexity – that is, the dominant conditions of the industrial world:

In a situation where Negative Capability is well embedded in an organization, particularly in leadership at all levels – that is, not only in the person of ‘the leader’, but as an intrinsic function of all roles and a characteristic of systems and procedures at all levels – a climate can be created which stimulates learning and the development of new or expanded positive capabilities (French, Simpson, & Harvey, 2001, p. 10).

This new model of leadership which demonstrates creativity, agility and lack of resistance to new ideas, favours a disposition towards negative capability as a balance to the “positive skills” which are normally associated with leadership: for example, strategy creation and implementation.
The University

The language of business is active in many universities of today: the language of marketing which speaks of customers, markets and competition, the language of management in describing strategies, leadership questions and human resources, together with the “need” for staff and students to develop communication, financial and “people skills”. And we have the jargon of educational bureaucracy in terms such as “assessment”, “employability”, “quality enhancement” and “learning outcomes”. These are examples of what Richard Rorty terms “final vocabularies”: 

It is “final” in the sense that if doubt is cast on the worth of these words, their user has no noncircular argumentative recourse (Rorty, 1989, p. 73).

The dominance of market, management, and bureaucratic languages highlights the decline of the typical languages of education in which words such as ‘learn, discover, explore, experiment, play, read, think, write and talk’ were more commonly employed. These “thin, flexible and ubiquitous terms” (Rorty, 1989, p. 73) have been “elbowed out” by the “thicker” arrivals listed above. Rorty’s description of the contingency of language and its use as a political instrument of change exposes the transformation of education which is taking place today. And as Hutchinson notes:

The language of the workplace is not neutral – to accept its vocabulary is already to express allegiance to a particular view of society and a particular understanding of the relation between the two (Hutchinson, 1996).

Business demands for trained workers can encourage a disposition towards vocational learning practices which can “deliver” graduates equipped with positive skills: 
But they are increasingly active in the market, looking for what we must now learn to call “oven-ready” graduates. Not plump and plucked, you understand - indeed lean and hungry is better - but they typically must offer high-level and targeted skills in financial techniques, which normally means an MSc at least, possibly even a PhD (Davies, 2006).

A logical progression of the market ideology in education would be to see graduates as “products” of an educational system which itself has been “credentialised” by business, rather than being an institution which credentialises itself and others. The university would create “products” to be sold to “customers” in a global market, and remote learning and other efficiencies would replace face-to-face teaching. The risk here is that such a business process has already been initiated without recourse to the business knowledge needed to avoid commodification of the “product”: commodification being the end-point of a process geared to supplying low-cost affordable goods to service the largest market. A business process therefore orientates the university to be a service provider to industry, rather than being an institution supporting academic freedom and the self-determination of students. In the light of business research in subjects such as negative capability, creativity, and flexible thinking it is ironic that the work of a university is currently undergoing a transformation based on a model of the market which may be already out of date. A narrowing pursuit of positive skills does not serve the student, industry or society.  Gerhard Casper, President of Stanford University from 1992 to 2000, has proposed that:
The first element of the non-secret regarding Stanford's productive relationship with Silicon Valley is the university’s fundamental commitment to the building of scholarly ‘steeples of excellence’ in research, learning and teaching, not to the training, as such, of engineers and business managers (Casper, 1998, p. 3).

Casper proposes that “the ultimate measure of a university remains in the contributions its research has made to human welfare” (Casper, 1998, p. 9) and “basic research is a public good that business, given its orientation towards profit, can produce only in a limited quantity on its own”. (Casper, 1998, p. 8) If we contrast this vision with today’s market-dominated situation, we can identify the need to support those disciplines and activities which develop negative capability as a counterforce to the prevailing ideology. 

In the context of art education, Ken Neil proposes:

By default, a managerial bureaucratic methodology, one which exercises its ongoing surveillance in pursuit of standardization and which relies on the broadest inculcation of imputed need, has to put aside, to marginalize, those practices of knowledge which cannot be expediently measured (Neil, 2005, p. 31).

He concludes, “the debate might best return to address the subject driven lived relations of productive creative visual artwork, and the knowledge thereby generated” (Neil, 2005, p. 31). I propose now to examine the role of art and design in the context of education and scholarship.
The Art of the Possible
In Jackson’s paper on the assessment of creativity in higher education, he states that: 

Paradoxically, many teachers also believe that assessment can be a major inhibitor of creativity. Learning emerges from creative processes in unpredictable ways. In some respects it is antithetical to outcomes based learning (OBL) that is predicated on a teacher’s notions of what will be valued at the end of the process. OBL also tends to focus on results rather than the process of acquiring the results – where creativity in action lies. It does not permit failure (a distinct likelihood in high risk situations where students are attempting to do radical things for the first time) (Jackson, 2005, p. 1).

In contrast to the approach described by Jackson, a design education does not teach processes which address discrete problems demanding single solutions. We teach students to be able to expand their ability to deal with ambiguity and complexity, indeed to take risks, experiment and communicate without fear of failure or fear of ridicule: if many ideas can be created, it does not matter if any one particular concept is discarded. We all use notebooks and other materials to embody our thoughts, to have conversations with ourselves and others, in ways that are visible and tangible. This is a core characteristic of art and design: the practice of “visible thinking” as part of the transformational process of learning. Material forms such as drawings and sketches are our thoughts “made public” in a process of iteration and dialogue with oneself and others: this is the use of writing and drawing to transform thought, rather than represent it. This process is described in the famous quotation from Wallas’s The Art of Thought:

The little girl had the makings of a poet in her who, being told to be sure of her meaning before she spoke, said, ‘How can I know what I think till I see what I say’? (Wallas, 1926).

The design studio provides a context where this visible thinking becomes “visible learning” for others. The studio is socially and aesthetically immersive – a changing environment where ideas, thoughts and models are created and shared. The environment is messy, rich and stimulating. In other words it is like the real world. It is not at all like “the paperless office”, the permanently clean desk, or the knowledge-management system in a computer database. The “database” for the artist and designer is the physical and cultural environment, and the creative processes in the design studio reflect and affect the “actual studio” of the real world. To give an example, it is simply not possible to create concepts about future products, services, systems or environments without an ability to synthesise cultural, technological and aesthetic knowledge. Today’s designer works as a specialist within the “steeple of excellence” of design, whose task it is to reconcile - functionally, aesthetically and imaginatively - the knowledge located in other “steeples”. The mobile phone of today is a synthesis of a wide variety of disciplines, and even the design team will include designers from the disciplines of interaction design, graphic design, sound design, animation, product design and human factors. Design is therefore a means of understanding and synthesizing knowledge based on different conceptual frameworks including those of business, economics, culture, aesthetics, and technology. It can also be a means of translating the specific languages of business and the market into a social and cultural sphere, thereby resisting the possibility of its acting as a “mirror” for the prevailing discourse, and instead functioning as a “lamp” (Abrams, 1953, p. 52) that highlights and responds to the contradictions and conditions in which we live. Indeed, this is a fundamental attribute of the discipline: to challenge and reframe the present. This reframing is a contemporary use of the Romantic project: to illuminate our surroundings through refreshed perception and provide a new context for action. Design, as social and cultural commitment to the development of thinking and perception, can help to reframe the questions of our time and provide an alternative mechanism to “re-present” the present and the future: to move from “probability” into “possibility”. Using this approach we can try to achieve “some kind of harmony between two intangibles: a form which we have not yet designed, and a context which we cannot properly describe” (Alexander, 1996, p. 26) . Indeed, as we have seen, this dynamic association between a latent form in an ambiguous context is one which is the normal state-of-affairs for design. And within this complicated context, we act to “prototype” possibilities and give them a shape and a communicative potential.  In founding the University of Berlin, Wilhelm von Humboldt’s controversial proposal was to “rethink of the cultural role of education itself” (Cunningham & Jardine, 1990, p. 40).  Following Humboldt’s Romantic vision, this paper proposes that creativity, as a human resource, and as a tool for learning, can be further researched, developed and applied in all areas of education, to allow the student to design their own future and to shape the contexts in which they operate. As Ivan Illich observes:

 . . . personal growth is not a measurable entity. It is growth in disciplined dissidence which cannot be measured against any rod, or any curriculum, nor compared to someone else’s achievement. In such learning one can emulate others only in imaginative endeavour, and follow in their footsteps rather than mimic their gait. The learning I prize is immeasurable re-creation (Illich, 1971, p. 40).
In this paper, I have examined the role of the creative imagination, and its relationship to the Keats’s notion of negative capability. I have observed that the application of business language to the procedures of a university is not necessarily conducive to education and creativity. My proposal for a greater inclusion of creative practice in education aims at inspiration through self-determination, rather than through the exclusive pursuit of externally imposed targets.
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