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CHAPTER TWO

Creativity in the Making

Vygotsky’s Contemporary
Contribution to the Dialectic of
Development and Creativity

Seana Moran and Vera John-Steiner

In representing creativity as a social as well as an individual process, L. S. Vy-
gotsky introduced some of the most critical new notions that characterize cur-
rent systems approaches. Although his contributions are best known in develop-
mental psychology and education, his ideas regarding the growth of creative
imagination, the changing impacts of creative activities on individuals over
their life spans, and how creativity works in expanding individual and cultural
meaning are timely to creativity studies.

Vygotsky died of tuberculosis at age 38, leaving many of his manuscripts un-
published. In addition, his writings were suppressed for more than 20 years in
the Soviet Union under Stalin and were further neglected in the West as a conse-
quence of the Cold War. But once his work became more broadly available with
the publication of Thought and Language (1934/1962), it was acknowledged as
an important contribution to the cognitive revolution.

Vygotsky’s career was framed by work on creativity, starting with his study
of the aesthetic reaction in literary works, The Psychology of Art (1965/1971),
which was accepted as his dissertation in 1925 but was not published during his
lifetime. In this early work, he first formulated his important principle that cre-

. ative work is profoundly social: “Art is the social within us, and even if its ac-
- tion is performed by a single individual it does not mean that its essence is indi-
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vidual. . . . Artis the social technique of emotion, a tool of society which brings
the most intimate and personal aspects of our being into the circle of social life.
... It would be more correct to say that emotion becomes personal when every
one of us experiences a work of art: It becomes personal without ceasing to be
social” (p. 249).

In these words, Vygotsky captured a powerful synthesis between aspects of
experience that are usually separated, issues he returned to later in his career.
For example, in a short paper written a couple of years before he died, “On the
Problem of the Psychology of the Actor’s Creative Work™ (1936/1999a), he
revisited these issues of aesthetics, experience, and emotion as social phe-
nomena. Whereas his work on creativity is fragmentary, when placed in the
broader framework of his theoretical approach, it provides a challenging point
of view, which has been mem&% ignored by both oSmﬁSQ and cultural-histor-
ical theorists.

In this chapter, we propose that Vygotsky’s work mnoﬁamm an opportunity to

both focus and expand the scope of creativity research. In applying his dialecti-
cal approach to this domain, he viewed the creative process as interaction, ten-
sion, transformation, and m%bﬂwmma over the parallel timescales of the creative
act, the creative life, and historical cultural development. Rather than studying
structures that already have been completed and stabilized, he was interested in

the origins and interrelationship of functions. In this emphasis on the transfor:

mational construction of the new, we find a powerful commonality between Vy-
gotsky’s theoretical perspective and emerging complex systems approaches
that have arisen with computer modeling (Van Geert, 1994). Vygotsky’s ap-
proach also shares some important features with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988)
systems model, as they both recognize the critical role of social processes in cre-
ativity. In stressing the transformation of interpersonal activities into Eﬁmﬁ
personal ones, Vygotsky provided the dynamic mechanisms for how the three
nodes of Csikszentmihalyi’s model—the individual, the domain, and the
field—affect each other. In addition, the value of an expanded Vygotskian the-
ory of creativity is reflected in adding time to the multidirectional connections
between the individual’s mind, the symbolic knowledge base of the domain,
and the social and cultural processes of the field. .
Therefore, although more than 70 years old, Vygotsky’s work is contempo-
rary. His ideas are particularly appropriate for this Counterpoints volume be-
cause they present a mowgmﬁomﬁmm and dynamic understanding of the interweav-
ing of individual and social processes in creative Q&mméﬁ He both
complements and supports some other approaches presented in this volume,
particularly in his emphasis on the development of new ideas, artworks, and sci-
entific undertakings as emergent social and psychological functional systems.
In order to argue this position more systematically, we approach Vygotskian and
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contemporary Western theories dialectically, culminating in an integration that
can serve as a springboard for future research. We share Vygotsky’s view that
creativity is fundamental to the development of all individuals, and through the
study of the interweaving of creativity and development, people’s true natures
are revealed.

,._.Im.U_.P_.mO._._O OF DEVELOPMENT AND CREATIVITY

Development never ends its creative work.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “The Problem of Age”

We argue that development and creativity are dialectically interrelated pro-
cesses. Vygotsky conceived of developmental and creative processes as inter-
nalization or appropriation of cultural tools and social interaction. Internaliza-
tion is not just copying but rather a transformation. or reorganization of
incoming information and mental structures based on the individual’s charac-
teristics and existing knowledge. He mostly studied internalization in child-
hood, when it is most apparent, although it is a significant aspect of lifelong
learning and development. The dynamic form that results from this process is
the individual personality—the embodied social EEm|noEwOmm& of inter-
functional psychological systems. A wnamob&:% is a characteristic way of be-
having that constrains future activity.

What is usually referred to as creativity in Western psychology involves ex-
ternalization iny Vygotsky’s and his followers’ thinking. Externalization is the
construction and synthesis of oEonou-gmom meanings and cognitive &quco_w
Once expressed, these meanings and symbols are embodied in cultural arti-
facts—creative products—that endure over time to be used by future genera-
tions. The dynamic constructions that result from externalization are material- ,.
ized meanings, ooBmOmmm of shared ideas, beliefs, knowledge, emotions, and
culture. :

Therefore, the two social processes, internalization and externalization, and
the two symbol-based forms, personality and culture, are in dialectical tension
with each other. This tension provides fertile ground for the growth of new ideas
and creative products. Internalization is not the grafting of a culture onto a per-
sonality but an engagement with existing cultural resources, which leads to
newly realized aspects of the self. Externalization is the basis for domain-
changing creative transformations that expand the culture. This internal/exter-
nal movement becomes cyclical, connecting past to future, and the results of
these processes over time contribute to a community’s history and culture. Cre-
ativity, then, depends on development, "and development depends on creativity.
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The two are interdependent. Figure 2.1 provides a visual map of this relation-
ship. It is a schematic representation of these complex and o%obnﬁ connections
and serves as a signpost for our own thinking.

In this chapter, we provide a brief review of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical
theory and methodology, then show how Vygotsky applied his general develop-
mental framework to the formation of the creative imagination. We discuss how
Vygotsky conceptualized the creative process in terms of the sharing of emotion
and the development of meaning, and how the experience of this cycle of cre-
ative development can lead to commitment and a creative personality. Then we
portray the important role of historical time in Vygotsky’s notions of creativity.
We conclude by expanding Vygotsky’s approach to oozmcoﬁmmouwga linking
some of the Heromﬁoum of Vygotsky’s mwmaomor to wOmEEm ?ER directions in
creativity research.
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FIGURE 2.I. A visual Hommwmwﬁ.mmom of Vygotsky’s dialectical conception of develop-
ment and creativity
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VYGOTSKY’S DEVELOPMENTAL FRAMEWORK

To study something historically means to study it in the process of
change. . . . To encompass in research the process of a given thing’s
development in all its phases and changes—from birth to death—

_ fundamentally means to discover its nature.

LEV VYGOTSKY, Mind in Society

Vygotsky’s framework is referred to as oEEH&-Em.Sao& theory. Within this
theory, he emphasized that development is a social process, mediated through

signs and tools, that forms and integrates psychological functional systems that

K owmbmo over time. This path is not necessarily linear or smooth: “Our concept of

development implies a rejection of the frequently held view that cognitive de-
velopment results from the gradual accumulation of separate changes. We be-
lieve that child development is a complex dialectical process characterized by
periodicity, unevenness in the development of different functions, metamor-
phosis or qualitative transformation of one form into the other, intertwining of

___external and internal factors, and adaptive processes that overcome impedi-

ments that the child encounters” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 73).

Learning and development are not-processes undertaken alone: A person
“represents the totality of social relations internalized and made into functions
of the individual and forms of his structure” (Vygotsky, 1960/1997b, p. 106).
They. proceed through the ongoing dialectical tensions and transformations of
social processes. Children’s past achievements and new cultural symbolic ca-
pacities become E@ springboard for their future growth. Vygotsky did not sub-
scribe to the Omﬁomﬁs dichotomies underlying most Western psychological re-
search. Instead, Vygotsky focused on the relationships between phenomena and
the processes by which those relationships change over time. His main interest
lay in origins, turning points, syntheses, transformations, and interactions of so-
cial, psychological, and cultural phenomena.

A central argument of Vygotsky’s theory is that all mental functions are first
experienced socially. People come to know about the world through transform-
ing the information they receive from the speech and action of others; they co-
construct knowledge based on these experiences. One of Vygotsky’s best-known
concepts is the zone of proximal development, through which a less skilled per-

son learns in collaboration with more skilled individuals. In fact, according to
Vygotsky (1931/1998b), it is only through knowing others that one comes to

know oneself: “If the thought of the child did not meet with the thoughts of oth-
ers, the child would never become conscious of himself” (p. 72). Vygotsky’s ge-
netic law of development states that internalized joint activity underlies the de-
velopment of psychological systems. Individuals synthesize diverse influences,
which become the basis for their new concepts and cognitive strategies.
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This internalization is culturally mediated: “The central fact of our psychol-
ogy is the fact of mediation” (Vygotsky, 1968/1997f, p. 138). Vygotsky dis-
cussed two primary forms of mediation: tools and signs. Tools make changes in
external objects, whereas signs make changes in mental processes. He also
mentioned artifacts, which are objects that contain past knowledge and experi-
ence. As children, we quickly learn to interact with the world indirectly through
different sign systems, especially through language. According to Vygotsky,
this ability forms the basis for the development of higher mental functions.
Higher mental functions are based in culture; they are not aggregates of more el-
ementary, biological functions, but complex wholes that must be studied at their
own level of analysis: “Culture creates special forms of behavior, it modifies the
activity of mental functions, it constructs new superstructures in the developing
system of human behavior” (Vygotsky, 1960/ 1997b, p. 18). Thus, the focus of
Vygotsky’s study is the means, the functions, and the processes of becoming
within a social, cultural milieu (Vygotsky, 1960/1997b).

These higher mental functions are never completed, but rather continue to
develop and interact with other higher mental functions as the child grows into
adolescence and adulthood. Through these interactions, a person forms psycho-
logical functional systems, or “complex connections that develop between dif-
ferent functions” (Vygotsky, 1982/1997¢, p. 92). What develops, then, are not
just the functions themselves, but the relationships between them. This devel-
opment leads to increased flexibility and complexity of thought: “Each step in
the child’s achievement of a more profound penetration of reality is linked with
his continued liberation from earlier, more primitive forms of cognition” (Vy-
gotsky, 1960/1987, p. 349). At first, children need external objects and other
people to help regulate their behavior, but later can do so using only internal,
symbolic, psychological functions (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 73).

Change over time is key to Vygotsky’s framework. He viewed the human
mind dynamically, whether within particular activities, over a person’s life
span, or within a changing social and cultural milieu. These three timescales—
social activity, individual life, and history—represent parallel interacting levels
at which both development and creativity operate. Furthermore, development
and creativity are future oriented. Through the transformation of social interac-
tion and the use of cultural tools and signs, people free themselves from the con-
straints of the present environment and take control of their own futures. Thus,
past experience influences but does not determine what people do; in reorganiz-
ing the known, individuals anticipate future needs and goals. In this way, they
can be simultaneously experts—based on past experience—and novices in
planning the future. There is no end to development: It is an open system. Thus,
development is not an unfolding of maturational processes, but the continual
reformation of complex relationships that arise over time as a result of the inter-
dependence of the individual and the social world.
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VYGOTSKY’S METHODOLOGY

The search for method becomes one of the most important problems
of the entire enterprise of understanding the uniquely human forms of
psychological activity. In this case, the method is simultaneously pre-
requisite and product, the tool and the result of the study.

LEV VYGOTSKY, Mind in Society

The study of change was the primary objective of Vygotskian methodology. To
accomplish this objective, Vygotsky (1978) proposed that “the aim of psycho-
logical analysis is . . . (1) process analysis as opposed to object analysis;
(2) analysis that reveals real, causal or dynamic relations as opposed to enu-
merations of a process’s outer features, that is, explanatory, not descriptive
analysis; and (3) developmental analysis that returns to the source and recon-
structs all the points in the development of a given structure” (p. 65). One of the
experimental approaches devised by Vygotsky was the method of double stim-
ulation. Its aim was to tease apart the developmental Eooomm_ “to alter the auto-
matic, mechanized, fossilized character of the higher forms of behavior and to
turn it back to its source” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 64). He achieved this objective
by first presenting a simple stimulus, then presenting a second (mediating)
stimulus whose role was to help participants organize their responses. In this
way, he discovered how children create their own mediating signs to help them
successfully master certain operations; he also discovered how children ac-
quire word meanings. Although this method was simple, it provided a way to
provoke changes that occur right “before one’s eyes” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 61).
Even though Vygotsky used traditional experimental methods, he discovered
how children invent their own mediational methods. It is this aspect of his
thinking that prepared the way for studies of innovative and creative behaviors
by Vygotskian scholars (Smolucha, 1992).

Tn an examination of cross-cultural variations in thinking and reasoning, Vy-
gotsky and his colleague, Alexander Luria, planned an ambitious study in Cen-
tral Asia. The motivation for such an inquiry drew from their desire to study
cognition as it occurs in changing sociocultural settings rather than separated
from life in an experimental laboratory. Vygotsky was too ill to join the expedi-
tion, so Luria conducted research on problem solving, self-awareness, and rea-
soning. In studying imagination, he found that isolated farmers remained rooted
in their practical experience, whereas those with some education were ready for
new expressions of knowledge while still limiting their reliance on imagined
sitnations (Luria, 1976, pp. 134-143). More contemporary studies of creativity
among nonindustrial people describe many further examples of sustained inno-
vation and the construction of the new (Cole, 1996; Greenfield, in press; Scrib-
ner, 1977).
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Vygotsky (1960/1997b) emphasized connections rather than separation and
simplification. His methods, therefore, aimed to study creativity and develop-
ment in the making by “converting thing into movement, fossil into process” (p.
71). In this way, he could examine the developmental interrelationships of the
social environment, humanly crafted artifacts, and individual oode<o and
emotional processes.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CREATIVE IMAGINATION

Imagination is a transforming, creative momi&\ directed from the con-
crete toward a new concrete . . . with the help of abstraction.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in the Adolescent”

Based on this developmental framework and methodology, Vygotsky put
forth a theory of how the creative imagination develops as a higher mental
function, in two papers and a lecture: “Imagination and Creativity in Child-
hood” in 1930 (1930/1998c¢); “Imagination and Creativity in the Adolescent”
in 1931 (1931/1998d); and “Imagination and Its Development in Childhood”
in 1932 (1960/1987). Creative imagination introduces “something new into
the flow of our impressions, the transformation of these impressions such that
something new, an image that did not previously exist, emerges” (Vygotsky,
1960/1987, p. 339). Vygotsky asserted that creative imagination is necessary
for effective functioning in society. That is, people with a less developed cre-
ative imagination cannot remove themselves from the immediate stimuli of
the environment: ‘ -

We saw that the zero point of imagination . . . appears in the following way—the indi-
vidual is in a state where he is unable to abstract himself from a concrete situation, un-
able to change it creatively, to regroup signs to free one’s self from under its influ-
ence. (Vygotsky, 1931/1998d, p. 152)

The creative imagination makes people more adept at manipulating signs and
psychological tools and, therefore, at adapting to their social environments
(Vygotsky, 1960/1997b).

Vygotsky theorized that children first learn to create and manipulate sym-
bols and signs during play. Then children’s pretend play and object substitution
become internalized as fantasy or imagination as inner speech develops. In
adolescence, creative imagination results when imagination and thinking in
concepts become conjoined, which, in adulthood, can mature into artistic and
scientific creativity.
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Childhood Play

By dragging a child into a topsy-turvy world, we help his intellect
work, because the child becomes interested in creating such a topsy-
turvy world for himself in order to become more effectively the master

of the laws governing the real world.
LEV VYGOTSKY, The Psychology of Art

AN

Vygotsky thought that children first learn to create, manipulate, and give mean-
ing to signs and symbols through play. Play also allows them to tease out rela-
tionships, try on and practice different roles, and exercise their growing capabil-
ities (Vygotsky, 1984/1999b). As with other cultural behavior, pretend play
starts with social interaction with adults: Somebody first shows a child how a
banana can be a phone, or how a broom can be a dancing partner (Smolucha &
Smolucha, 1986). At first, children imitate what they have seen or heard or done
before. Over time and experience, they become more adventurous, as make-be-
lieve objects move further from their real-world characters. As children reach
school age, goals and rules become a focus of play, and play becomes an early
mechanism for self-mastery: “A child’s greatest self-control occurs in play”
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 99). In fact, through play, children can scaffold their own
learning, creating a zone of proximal development between their present level
of achievement and their more competent future selves. By practicing skills or
trying out ideas within a play situation, children become better able to handle
real situations (Sawyer, 1997).

Vygotsky’s conception of play parallels that of Piaget, who saw Em% as a
symbolic capacity-building process that leads to creative imagination (Ayman-
Nolley, 1999). However, whereas Vygotsky asserted that imagination was in-
ternalized play a@ﬁ&owom in conjunction with others, Piaget (1962) suggested
that play was externalized imagination that spontaneously arises in playing
alone. Smolucha found some evidence to support both Vygotsky’s theory and
Piaget’s: Children do perform spontaneous object substitutions as early as 12
months, but most substitutions occur during their second year through pretend
play initiated by caregivers (Smolucha & Smolucha, 1986). Other researchers
also support Vygotsky’s notion that play is associated with later creativity, es-
pecially with divergent thinking (Russ, Robins, & Christiano, 1999; Singer &
Singer, 1990). Most of these studies, however, are correlational and cognitive,
and they usually do not share Vygotsky’s developmental perspective. Rather,
they tend to look at the co-occurrence of play and creativity only within a single

age group.
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Adolescent Fantasy

No accurate cognition of reality is possible without a certain element
of imagination, a certain flight from the immediate, concrete, solitary
impression in which this reality is presented in the elementary acts of
consciousness. i

LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Its Development in Childhood”
Play becomes internalized as fantasy. Fantasy entails a new relationship be-
tween visual and verbal phenomena as well as concrete and abstract thought. An
object no longer has to be present for children to consider it as part of their ac-
tivities. Emotion-infused mental images and inner speech replace physical ob-
jects and actions as a child’s focus of attention (Smolucha & Smolucha, 1986;
Vygotsky, 1930/1998¢). However, fantasy is not exclusively visual but can in-
corporate all the senses (Vygotsky, 1930/1998c¢).

During adolescence, two forms of fantasy develop: subjective and objective
fantasy. These become woven together, through further development, in adult
creativity. Subjective fantasy orients toward desire fulfillment and private inner
life: “The adolescent, with the help of fantasy, illuminates and clarifies himself

and turns his emotions, his tendencies into a creative image” (Vygotsky,—

1931/19984, p. 165). In fact, Vygotsky viewed subjective fantasy as a key force
in personal transformation. Young people rely on it to shape and master their
own emotions. Although Vygotsky criticized Freud’s ideas regarding the rela-
tionship of wish fulfillment and creativity, Freud’s influence on Vygotsky be-
comes apparent in his construct of subjective fantasy. Objective fantasy, on the
other hand, is used in understanding and constructing external reality; its appli-
cation contributes to cultural transformation. Through oE.oomé,‘ fantasy, ado-
lescents, as well as adults, anticipate and plan their future behavior, helping to
construct the culture of which they are a part (Vygotsky, 1930/1998c¢).

These two forms of fantasy are conjoined: “Objective expression is colored
with bright emotional tones, but even subjective fantasies are frequently ob-
served in the area of objective creativity” (Vygotsky, 1931/1998d, p. 165).
Adolescents learn to balance these two kinds of fantasy; they become increas-
ingly reflective and critical about their own imaginative products. The forms of
these products change also: Artworks produced in childhood and early adoles-
cence are often syncretic, fusing different styles and techniques in a single
product. With further development, creative endeavors come to reflect conven-
tional forms and intentional stylistic elements (Smolucha, 1992; Vygotsky,
1960/1987).

Vygotsky’s theory (1931/1998a) anticipated later researchers’ findings of a
decline in creative productivity due to social influence around puberty: “In the
process of an adolescent’s development, at its most critical stage, there is usu-
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ally a decline in school progress, a weakening of formerly established habits,
particularly when productive work of a creative nature unfolds before the
child” (p. 13). For example, Gardner (1994) and Winner (1982) found that ado-
lescents may draw less because they are more aware of objective cultural stan-
dards and therefore more critical of their own work. As subjective and objec-
tive fantasy intertwine in a more sophisticated manner, old ways of thinking
succumb to new, and young creators may narrow their areas of interest based
on social input (Vygotsky, 1931/1998a). Thus, adolescence is the age of mas-
tering one’s internal world and “the age of growing into culture” (Vygotsky,
1983/1997a, p. 251).

Imagination and Thinking in Concepts

In creative imagination, the emotional and intellectual aspects of the

adolescent’s behavior find a complex synthesis. .
LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in the Adolescent”

Creative imagination emerges when fantasy becomes infused with Ewsm in
concepts. Then, imagination and the ability to abstract and categorize become
Wbﬁmmamﬁa into a functional system (Vygotsky, 1931/1998d). Whereas Piaget
(Piaget & Inhelder, 1969) based concept formation on direct sensorimotor inter-
action with objects, for Vygotsky, the key to concept formation was semantic
mediation (Vygotsky, 1934/1962). Thinking in concepts does not emerge fully
formed, but develops through trial and error, the use of subjective criteria, sen-
sory connections, and finally logical connections. This ability continues to grow
throughout a person’s life span; however, Vygotsky focused on adolescence
when it first develops in all its complexity.

A concept is fully formed when adolescents or adults can use it in their own
words successfully in a communicative setting; when they understand its many
connections to other concepts. However, it is only in late adolescence and early
adulthood that people can objectify and reflect on the concept (Vygotsky,
1934/ 1962). This reflective function is assisted by the imagination. A person
must be able to be in an oppositional, critical, or reflective relationship with re-
ality in order to fully internalize a concept’s meaning. The imagination provides
the capacity for this type of critical relationship.

Thus, Vygotsky traced the origins of the creative imagination to children’s
symbolic play. Once play is internalized, it forms the basis of fantasy, which
develops further when linked to inner speech. In adolescence, imagination is
fueled by the intense needs and emotions of the young person, but it also be-
comes closely linked to thinking concepts—as Vygotsky remarked, it becomes
“intellectualized.”
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CREATIVE PRODUCT

Creativity exists not only where it creates great historical works, but
also everywhere human imagination combines, changes, and creates
anything new.

LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in Childhood”

The development of the creative imagination, then, is based on what is usu-
ally considered creative activity: pretend play, fantasy, and the making of cre-
ative products. In accordance with Vygotsky’s developmental and dialectic
perspective, he viewed creativity not as a trait nor a genetically determined
stable property limited to special people. In fact, he never studied “creative
people” in the sense of people who had made a transformative contribution to
art, science, or invention. Rather, he viewed creativity as a growing, positive
capability of all healthily functioning individuals. Vygotsky would have
probably agreed with Feldman (1994) that creativity is a “transformational
imperative” in everyone. Creativity transforms both the creator, through the
personal experience of the process, and others, through the impact of new
knowledge and innovative artifacts disseminated through culture. By engag-
ing in creative activity, people weave together the transformation of the
known and the new into social forms. What makes this activity particularly
salient is the sharing of emotions and the transformative power of jointly ne-
gotiated meaning making.

Emotion

Art systematizes a very special sphere in the psyche of social man—
his emotions. .

LEV VYGOTSKY, The Psychology of Art
Vygotsky (1965/1971) thought that emotion Boﬁmmm imagination, thinking,
meaning making, and the zzmommﬁmu%mdwm\mmﬁma. “All psychological
systems which attempt to explain art are nothing but various combinations of
* the theories of imagination and emotion” (p. 200). Through the embodiment
of creative process and subjective experience into objective form and mean-
ing, creativity makes the emotions of the artist and andience public in a sys-
tematic way, and it achieves an aesthetic effect from the tensions between
form and meaning. Society thus uses art as a means to bring intimacy into the
social realm. In The Psychology of Art, Vygotsky (1965/1971) wrote that art
“introduces the effects of passion, violates inner equilibrium, changes willin a

new sense, and stirs feelings, emotions, passions and vices without which so-

-
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ciety would remain in an inert and motionless state” (p. 249). In viewing the
role of art in this manner, he explored the mobilizing and cathartic effects of
creativity and the placing of these feelings into the social realm. He further
wrote that “art is the organization of our future behavior. It is a requirement
that may never be fulfilled but that forces us to strive beyond our life toward all
that lies beyond it” (p. 253). Creativity’s emotional energy drives us toward
future possibilities.

Therefore, underpinning creativity is the conscious awareness of the interac-
tion of one’s own and others’ subjective, emotional experiences. The sharing of
emotions through art does not mean that each individual experiences that emo-
tion in the same manner; each internalizes the experience through his or her own
lens and background. Emotion may start out simply as a bodily reaction, but it
takes on new, productive functions in the context of cultural mediation (Vygot-
sky, 1959/1987). In fact, emotion operates under the social and cultural norms
of the person’s time: “Complex emotions emerge only historically. They are
combinations of relationships that develop under the conditions of historical
life” (Vygotsky, 1982/1997e, p. 103).

Vygotsky (1936/1999a) continued this line of thinking in a short essay on
the psychological “paradox of the actor” first noted by Diderot (1773/1936).
Actors embody feelings that become what the entire audience feels. But
these embodied feelings are not necessarily the actors’ real feelings; the ac-
tors do not live through or subjectively experience the emotions they con-
vey. Still, these emotions are interpreted as real by the audience (see
Sawyer, in press). Vygotsky surmised that understanding this phenomenon
lies at the intersection of the qualities of the actors and the general psycho-
logical and ideological patterns prevalentin a particular culture at a specific
historical period: in the interaction of personality and culture. The actor
draws. from “idealized passions” of his or her culture that are similar to the
conventional literary or artistic forms on which novelists and sculptors
draw. The art of the actors is the crystallization of .Eomo social passions in
dialectic with the audience.

Vygotsky’s thinking parallels the early studies of Qm&ﬂﬂ (1994), which
emphasized art as an exchange between creator, performer, viewer, and critic.
Through a Vygotskian lens, this exchange could be a resonance between ways
in which these different roles create meaning from the artwork, as described
later in this chapter. Through imagination, emotion is invested in and sep arated
from the art object or performance by each participant in the aesthetic en-
counter. Leontiev (1990) followed up on this idea by asserting that objects be-
come “colored” with personal meaning and that art reflects this subjective

transformation.
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Meaning and Sense

New systems are not just linked with social signs but also with ideol-
ogy and meanings which function in the consciousness of people.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “On Psychological Systems™

Through signs, people can create secondary mental stimuli that mediate their
own and others’ interaction with people and objects: People can give things
meaning. According to Vygotsky (1930/1997d, p. 111; 1968/1997f), meaning
relates emotion to activity and activity to emotion via a complex process of
shared understanding. Meaning is the socially agreed-on definition of some-
thing—the dictionary definition for a word, for example. Creativity involves
bringing something new into the realm of social meaning. Vygotsky used the
term sense to refer to how this something new emetges. Sense is “the sum of all
the psychological events aroused in our consciousness by the word” (Vygotsky,
1934/1962, p. 149). It can fluctuate over time, from person to person, and across
situations. It includes meanings no longer used and possible future meanings;
connotations and metaphorical connections; and latent properties of the sign or
object. For example, the sense of a literary work’s title becomes deepened by
the text, which is the context that enriches it. Through the interaction of the title
and other words in the text, it acquires new significance, a broader sense.
Creative thought, then, starts as an imaginary sense of how things might be,
which is expressed in an ongoing dialectic between the general categories of the
culture and the specific materials and emotional experiences with which the in-
dividual works (Prawat, 1999; Vygotsky, 1936/1999a). Creative work builds on
the fluidity and personal influences of sense. For example, an artist’s subjective
experience can be combined with different senses of his or her medium and
symbol system and externalized as an artifact whose social meaning wm. intersub-
jectively negotiated (John-Steiner, 2000). This expansion of meaning into sense
could correspond to Guilford’s (1970) divergent thinking, and the acceptance of
the new meaning into intersubjective agreement parallels both Wallas’s (1926)
notion of verification and Csikszentmihalyi’s (1988) “gatekeeper” field func-
tions. The subtle use of sense when brought into the social sphere through art is
part of the challenge creative people face as they build new relationships and
externalize their own understanding. .
Vygotsky’s writings on meaning focused on language. His exploration of
the psychology of art relied heavily on his mbm,qum. of Hamlet and BmuM o&ﬂ
literary examples (Vygotsky, 1965/1971). The power of words (in cﬁmm:_.m
time and space, personal and social experience, and the past and the present) is
well understood by creativity researchers. As Csikszentmihalyi (1996) noted:
“The first narrative stories telling of real or imaginary events, the myths and
campfire stories of our ancestors, extended dramatically the range of human
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experience through imagination™ (p. 238). As mentioned above, inner speech
is a critical component in the development and use of fantasy during adoles-
cence. When Vygotsky traced language from its external, communicative man-
ifestations to its most condensed inner representation, he concluded that inner
speech “is to a large extent thinking in pure meanings. It is a dynamic, shifting,
unstable thing” (Vygotsky, 1934/1962, p. 249). Inner speech, then, is the con-
mnu/mmmob of meaning derived from social interaction. It is related to our own
experience, to form a more intricately interconnected web of understanding of
oneself and one’s world.

In Thought and Language, Vygotsky (1934/1962) used an example from
Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina to capture the condensed nature of inner speech and
the depth of understanding that it requires to follow another’s telegrams of
thought. In elaborating on the role of inner speech in creative activity, John-
Steiner (1997) proposed that “inner speech writing,” such as that found in Vir-
ginia Woolf’s journals, are cryptic forms of creative thought that help individu-
als plan, organize, and transform their ideas: “Creative thinking is that search
for meaning which encompasses rapid bursts of ideas embedded in the sus-
tained thought activities of the thinker. There is a continuing interaction be-
tween generative thought, which is often condensed, fluctuating, and unstable
and communicated thought, which is expanded and organized for maximum
impact” (p. 218). Inner speech assists the person in creating new meanings.

Although Vygotsky focused on language, he realized that it is not the only
symbol system to which this meaning-making process applies. In “The Instru-
mental Method in Psychology” (1997c) he elaborated on the many domains
available: “The following may serve as examples of psychological tools and
their complex systems: language, different forms of numeration and counting,
mnemotechnic techniques, algebraic symbolism, works of art, writing, schemes,
diagrams, maps, blueprints, all sorts of conventional signs, etc.” (p. 85). John-
Steiner (1995) called this array of psychological tools and artifacts “cognitive
pluralism.” Particular types of thought develop depending on what activities
people participate in, how they represent experiences, and which situations they
prefer (John-Steiner, 1997). Therefore, they can develop and create in many dif-
ferent ways, depending on what the culture has available to match their talents
and goals. There are usually many thinking styles present in a given culture
(Wertsch, 1991). However, it should be noted that domains and thought
processes are not synonymous: Different kinds of psychological systems can be
used in a variety of domains. As John-Steiner (1997) and Gardner (1983, 1993)

pointed out, a dancer could be primarily a musical or a geometric thinker; a sci-
entist could be strong in either algorithmic or spatial thinking or both.
Therefore, the creative process builds on the externalization of emotions,
imagination, concepts, and the varied meanings and senses of words as they are
synthesized and transformed into creative products. This systematic process of
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cultural development changes the interfunctional relationships of social and
psychological systems over time.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CREATIVE PERSONALITY

The dynamic of the personality is drama.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “The Problem of the
Cultural Development of the Child”

Through the use of creative imagination and the personal experience of devel-
opmental internalization and creative externalization, a personality forms and
@mbmmombm. A personality is a characteristic way of behaving brought about by
mcreasing, conscious mastery of these processes. This mastery, in turn, regu-
lates further behavior. Therefore, Vygotsky (1960/1997b) emphasized the
changing process of personality formation rather than the personality as a set of
stable traits: “The transformation from outside inward transforms the process it-
self, changes its structure and functions” (p. 106). A personality develops over
one’s life span through struggle and continuous change, internally and in tan-
dem with the environment; the stage on which this drama unfolds is the individ-
ual mind within a cultural-historical context (Vygotsky, 1929/1994a). Depend-
ing on their experiences, some individuals can develop personalities that
become characteristically creative. :

Experience

The essential factors which explain the influence of environment on
the psychological development of children, and on the development of
their conscious personalities, are made up of their emotional experi-
ences [perezhivanija).

LEV VYGOTSKY, “The Problem of the Environment”

The basis of personality development is a person’s experience. Although the
role of experience in cognitive %5.3@5@5 is widely discussed among stu-
dents of Vygotsky, his exploration of it in emotion and personality are less well-
known. In “The Problem of the Environment,” Vygotsky (1935/1994b) de-
scribes the concept of perezhivanija (p. 339). This word refers to subjective
experience or living through an event. Vygotsky (1935/1994b) thought that psy-
chologists need to find the particular “prism” that determines the role and influ-
ence of the environment, or “how a child becomes aware of, interprets, [and]
emotionally relates to a certain event” (p. 341). The developing individual inter-
nalizes the impact and meaning of the experience of an évent.
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Perezhivanija is an important part of the transformative mechanisms of inter-
nalization and externalization; it is a reason that social culture and individual
personality are not exact replicas of each other. Because one person may emo-
tionally experience an event, artwork, object, or sign differently from another
person, that event, artwork, object, or sign will have a different influence on
each of these individuals. As a result, these individuals will follow different de-
velopmental trajectories over their life spans. An event’s objective meaning has
little relevance; what is important, developmentally and creatively, is the mean-
ing from the point of view of the person as influenced by social context.
Perezhivanija is the relationship between people and their environments; this
prism leads to different colorings of life for different people, which leads to dif-
ferent personalities.

Personality Development

‘We shall never understand fully the human personality if we are to
look at it statically as a sum of phenomena, of acts, and the like, with-
out an integral biographical plan of personality, without a main line of
development which transforms the history of man’s life from a row of
disconnected and separate episodes into a connected, integral, life-

long process.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “The Dynamics of Child Character”

Vygotsky’s (1983/1997a) conception of the personality is not as broad as that of
some contemporary theorists: “We will not include here all the traits of the indi-
vidual that distinguish it from a number of other individualities, that make up its
uniqueness or relate it to one specific type or another. . . . The personality is a so-
cial concept. . . . It is not innate but arises as a result of cultural development be-
cause ‘personality’ is a historical concept. It encompasses unity of behavior that
is marked by the trait of mastery” (p. 242). Personality is the process, based on
one’s distinct interactional pattern of higher mental functions, of mastering one’s
experiences in the world and using those experiences for future development.

Increasing mastery allows for better allocation of one’s psychological and
social resources toward goals, decision making, and self-reflection: “Intention
is a type of process of controlling one’s own behavior by creating appropriate
situations and connections” (Vygotsky, 1983/1997g, p. 211). In a seeming con-
tradiction, we observe two related developments in the formation of personal-
ity: As people become more social and more effective in society, they also be-
come more thoroughly individuated. Each person is a subset of human
possibilities, because he or she can only appropriate a fraction of culturally pro-
vided possibilities. As people developmentally integrate and master these possi-
bilities, they construct their personalities.
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Mastery also has a more subjective component, that of personal transforma-
tion. For example, the more positively people experience creative activities, the
more creativity becomes a part of their personalities. Over time, they gain more
recognized patterns and more formal systems of concepts to draw from and to
transform into creative, cultural products within their chosen domains. Creativ-
ity, then, not only transforms objective materials into creative products; it also
transforms the creator: “In fulfilling the activity, the subjects also change and
develop themselves. The transforming and purposeful character of activity al-
lows the subject to step beyond the frames of a given situation and.to see itina
wider historical and societal context. It makes it possible for the subject to find
means that go beyond the possibilities given” (Engestrom, Miettinen, & Puna-
maki, 1999, p. 39). In fact, Vygotsky (1931/1998d) went so far as to suggest that
personal transformation is perhaps one goal of creativity: “It is for oneself, in
the mind, that poems and novels are produced, dramas and tragedies are acted
out, and elegies and sonnets are composed” (p. 165). Creativity creates the self
as well as external artifacts.

In the midst of rapid historical and cultural change, creative individuals need
to sustain their sense of integrity and determination. As Vygotsky saw this
process, continuity is maintained as fragments of existence are integrated into
life narratives. Vygotsky’s ideas of personality development are similar to
Howard Gruber’s (1989) evolving systems theory of creativity, which empha-
sizes the construction of a creative life based on the ways people make a sus-
tained commitment to their creative tasks. Gruber argued that the interaction be-
tween work and personal integrity is guided by a “network of enterprises.” Ina
Vygotskian framework, we speak of a lifelong “zone of proximal develop-
ment.” Past acts, current experiences, and future plans expand and mobilize the
resources of creative individuals. Through their experiences playing with mate-
rials and ideas, using their creative imaginations, and seeking distant teachers
through cultural artifacts, creators scaffold further possibilities for themselves.
Creativity forms a lifelong zone of proximal development that contributes to the
sustained development of a creative personality.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURE

Every inventor, even a genius, is always the outgrowth of his time and en-

vironment. His creativity stems from those needs that were created before

him, and rests upon those possibilities that, again, exist outside of him.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in Childhood”

Creativity results in the proliferation of culture: “In the proeess of historical de-
velopment, social man changes the methods and devices of his behavior . . . and
develops and creates new forms of behavior—specifically cultural” (Vygotsky,
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1960/1997b, p. 18). How a culture changes historically—via institutions, tech-
nologies, semiotic tools, and variations in values, beliefs, and practices—im-
pacts people’s thinking, literacy, numeracy, art, and other capabilities. Because
creativity produces an artifact with which others can interact, it crystallizes sub-
jective experience for others. Existing tools and symbols are the fossilized
thought and ideas of people who have come before in history. ‘When these tools
and symbols do not serve current needs, new ones can be created (Vygotsky,
1960/1997b). Thus, cultural development progresses and is both supported and
constrained by the possibilities of a particular historical time.

Historical Time as Support

The application of psychological tools enhances and immensely ex-
tends the possibilities of behavior by making the results of the work of

geniuses available to everyone.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “The Instrumental Method in Psychology™

Internalization of what is already available in one’s culture and society is the
foundation for what a person can later contribute (Scribner, 1985). In fact, Vy-
gotsky (1935/1994b) suggested that the environment is not a setting but a
“source of development of these specifically human traits and attributes, most
importantly because these historically evolved traits of human personality . . .
exist in the environment, but the only way they can be found in each individual
human being is on the strength of his being a member of a certain social group,
and that he represents a certain historical unit living at a certain historical period
and in certain historical circumstances” (p. 352).

Signs, tools, and artifacts develop over time and are only incompletely deter-
mined at a given point in history (John-Steiner, 1995). Historical conditions dy-
namically create new contexts and opportunities for development and creativ-
ity. John-Steiner (2000) notes that certain innovations within a domain, such as
music, cannot occur until the supporting tools (in this case, instruments) are
available to allow it, and changes in tools can dramatically alter how a domain
progresses. For ‘oxmBEov Vygotsky (1965/1971) showed how Shakespeare’s
and other authors’ creativity is based on selecting and combining certain ele-
ments within socially accepted standards and aesthetic tastes of their time. New
tools, signs, and artifacts provide the gradient on which even more tools, signs,
and artifacts can be created in the future. Because historical context is always
changing, there can be no universal representation of these developmental dy-
namics (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).

This line of thinking also parallels historiometric research, which uses ag-
gregate data to determine which historical periods, geographical locations, and
sociocultural circumstances have best nurtured creativity in Western civiliza-
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tion. Simonton (1997) found that “the coming and going of great creative genius
in various times and places can be better attributed to changes in the cultural, so-
cial, political, and economic circumstances that determine the extent to which
the resulting milieu nurtures the development of creative potential and the ex-
pression of that developed potential” (p. 3). One of his most intriguing asser-
tions is that the zeitgeist—or spirit of the times—influences and perhaps even
determines creativity. Simonton suggests that the designation of greatness goes
to those who best fulfill the expectations of their age. Getzels and Csikszentmi-
halyi’s (1976) study came to a similar conclusion: The most successful painters,
10 years after art school, were those whose methods corresponded to the institu-
tionally valued styles of that historical period. Through a Vygotskian lens, we
can explain these results: The most eminent are those creators who best utilize
the social and cultural tools and best fit with the social and cultural expectations
of their time.

Historical Time as Constraint

Creativity is an historically continuous process in which every next
form is determined by its preceding ones.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in Childhood”

Creators, then, are of their time; also, their creativity is made apparent by their
products’ juxtaposition to other “reference” products from past and present cre-
ators. In his theory of expansive learning, Engestrom (1987, 1996) represents
Vygotsky’s developmental-creativity processes in terms of activity that becomes
increasingly disruptive. Once internal contradictions can no longer be ignored,
internalization turns into critical self-reflection. It is followed by externalization,
which at first is a violation of cultural norms. When the activity reaches its apex,
new solutions are produced. Participants then switch back to internalization in
their sustained processes of learning (Cole & Engestrom, 1993).

As time passes, however, what was once new becomes traditional. Csik-
szentmihalyi (1988) reinforces this point: A work is considered creative at a cer-
tain historical time when it is first recognized as a significant, domain-changing
contribution. But it frequently loses its novel status as it is embraced by the do-
main and becomes conventional. Other researchers have come to similar con-
clusions. Gardner’s (1993) notion of fruitful asynchrony as applied to Csik-
szentmihalyi’s (1988) systems model paraliels Engestrom’s notion of violation.
Feldman’s (1994) continuum of domain development shows how a new idea or
variation starts first as idiosyncratic and, as it becomes perceived as useful and
significant, undergoes several reorganizations. At the end of this process, mem-
bers of the next generation learn and internalize the assimilated ideas. In the
creative domain of poetry, Martindale (1975) showed how writers work within
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culturally defined aesthetic traditions. At the same time, however, they can only
gain prestige by breaking from that tradition. This continued pressure toward
greater originality eventually destroys existing styles and requires the construc-
tion of new conventions. In summary, people and artifacts are conferred cre-
ative status socially: They are creative because others, at a certain time, think
they are creative. That creative status changes over historical time.

N

The Relationship of Individual
and Historical Creativity

Turning our attention to the collective creativity, which unites all these
insignificant fragments, comes the realization of what a great part be-
longs to the collective creative work or unknown inventors.

LEV VYGOTSKY, “Imagination and Creativity in Childhood”

Contemporary researchers have separated creativity into variations that a per-
son adds to socially standardized practices or procedures (“little ¢”) and break-
throughs that are accepted by the field, which transform the domain (*big C”)
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Gardner, 1993). Most creativity researchers have fo-
cused on big C creators—such as Einstein, Picasso, and other high-level per-
formers—to determine what makes these individuals different from others who
have not made a domain-transforming contribution (Gardner, 1993; Gruber,
1989). Other researchers, especially those following the cultural-historical tra-
dition, have focused more on little ¢ introductions of variations (Engestrom,
1987; Rogoff, 1990). Vygotsky’s ideas would suggest that he considered little ¢,
or individual inventiveness, and big C, or historical creativity, as dialectically
connected. .

Most people who engage in creative activities do not make a major impact on
cultural domains; they go unrecognized. For Vygotsky (1965/1971), there is no
basic difference in the creative process between a storyteller and a famous cre-
ator. According to his theory, both appropriate the results of big C Creativity
from the historical past through social interaction and cultural artifacts, then
adapt that information and expand it on the basis of their own experiences.
These variations are shared with others, which may lead to the variation’s being
conventionalized by the domain and passed on to the next generation.

Although artists, scientists, and inventors have many tools and symbols at
their disposal, when they are being potentially big C creative, they are operating
at the edge of their domains, in the fuzzy boundary between the field’s meaning
and the individual’s sense (John-Steiner, 1995). There are no socially agreed-on
terms or definitions for what they are working on. They are walking an
ideational tightrope without a cultural web of meaning to support them. There
are no reliable reference points, at the time the creator engages in a particular
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new process, for others to know that the work is creative. As Gardner (1993) de-
scribed this experience: “These are the times that try the mettle of the creator.
No longer do the conventional symbol systems suffice; the creator must begin,
at first largely in isolation, to work out a new, more adequate form of symbolic
expression” (p. 34). In Vygotskian terms, potential big C creators have internal-
ized what the domain has to offer at a particular historical moment and must
now try to make socially acceptable new meaning. They have met the future be-
fore the rest of their field and are traveling on a journey without any landmarks.

CREATIVITY AND COLLABORATION

Every symbolic activity . . . was at one time a social form of cooperation.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “Tool and Sign in the Development of the Child”

Collaboration is a particularly fruitful social venue for people on the edge of
transforming their domains because it provides scaffolding in expanding social
meaning. Although Vygotsky did not study groups, his concept of the zone of
proximal development provides an important basis of exploration. Collabora-
tion is shared creation and discovery of “two or more individuals with comple-
mentary skills interacting to create a shared understanding that none had previ-
ously possessed or could have known on their own” (Schrage, 1990, p. 40). Itis
not just an intellectual endeavor; rather, it is like an affair of the mind in which
emotions can transform the participants and the work itself is interesting and
supportive. Because the emotional intensity of collaboration is quite high, the
process can also be painful at times. In Vygotskian terms, as collaborators form
new functional relationships, they create varied social expressions of their joint
commitment. The zone of proximal development is not solely dyadic; it can also
apply to thought communities and communities of practice.

Creativity often thrives in a collaborative environment. Althongh some
studies by organizational theorists (Abra & Abra, 1999; Paulus, Brown, & Or-
tega, 1999) claim to study collaboration, they are not addressing the same phe-
nomenon as we are here. In some of their studies, collaboration helps spur cre-
ativity, whereas in others, creativity is hindered. These contradictory findings
reflect an experimental design that throws strangers together and does not
allow time for trust and complementarity to emerge. These researchers do not
take the developmental perspective that Vygotsky asserted is crucial to cre-
ative development and production. Brainstorming and other similar group
processes do not represent the characteristics of collaboration, which are long-
term engagement, voluntary connection, trust, negotiation, and jointly chosen
wwou.moa. These are the features we have found essential to successful collabo-
ration (John-Steiner, 2000).
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A particularly well documented case of creative collaboration is the inven-
tion of cubist painting at the turn of the 20th century (John-Steiner, 2000).
Sometimes, this creative breakthrough is attributed solely to Pablo Picasso.
However, this domain-transforming process was the result of an intense collab-
oration between Picasso and Georges Braque. Each painter played off the
other’s techniques and visions when dealing with the same subject matter, such
as harbor landscapes. Their interaction formed a mutual zone of proximal de-
velopment in which the two painters negotiated their shared meanings. By

- working together so closely, they expanded the possibilities of their talents.

Each grew as an artist by being exposed to and appropriating the perspective of-
fered by the other. In addition, they scaffolded each other professionally and
emotionally by sharing the risks of rejection and self-doubt that arise in creative
endeavors. As their techniques and subject matter became interrelated, so, too,
did their personalities. Picasso remembered, “At that time our work was a kind
of laboratory research from which every pretension of individual vanity was ex-
cluded” (as quoted in Richardson, 1991, p. 245-246). The simultaneous juxta-
position and intertwining of the temperaments, skills, interests, and processes of
these two painters led to a painting method that not only changed the way artists
viewed art, but how the general public saw the world.

Methodologically, studying creative collaborations follows Vygotsky’s call
to research the creative process as it happens; the study of collaborative activity -
aids in discovering covert processes, because they are expressed and verbal-
ized. Engestrom (1987) concurs: “One of the most persistent methodological
difficulties of studying thinking has to do with access to online data from
thought processes. When thinking is defined- as a private, individual phenome-
non only indirect data is accessible. Thinking embedded in collaborative practi-
cal activity must to a significant degree take the form of talk, gesture, use of
artifacts, or some other publicly accessible mediational instrumentality; other-
wise mutual formation of ideas would be rendered impossible. Collaborative
thinking opens up access to direct data on thought processes” (p. 45).

Another interesting tie between Vygotskian theory and collaboration is that
many tensions within creativity and development are present within these long-
term partnerships: the dialectics of personality and culture, meaning and sense,
emotion and cognition. Collaborations provide a microcosm for the study of cre-
ativity and development. In certain learning dyads, a novice’s problem or solu-
tion at the edge of social meaning may be labeled as error and possibly corrected.
But among equal collaborators who encourage each other to take risks, new so-
Iutions are more likely to be socially presented and found useful in the larger so-
ciety. Through collaboration, individuals can form thought communities and
mutual zones of proximal development in which to continue their own and each
other’s creative development. Most of these collaborations are domain-specific,
following the lines of Vygotsky’s cognitive pluralism perspective.
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BUILDING ON VYGOTSKY'S IDEAS TODAY

Psychology has for a long time ascribed too great a significance to just
such established stereotypic forms of development that were them-
selves the result of already developed and fixed processes of develop-
ment, that is, processes that are concluded and are only repeated and
reproduced.
LEV VYGOTSKY, “The History of the Development
of Higher Mental Functions”

Vygotsky left much work to be done; he primarily mapped the terrain and left to
others the task of empirical exploration. As we have shown, his work is not sep-
arate from, but supports and is supported by, much creativity research com-
pleted after his death. Contemporary creativity researchers have done an ad-
mirable job of understanding the cognitive and personality traits associated
with creativity; now itis time to study how those traits come to be, how they de-
velop in specific contexts. The main challenge is to-capture creativity in the
making, to focus on where turning points are most likely to occur, and to focus
on the social transformation of emotional and cognitive experience.

The promise of Vygotsky’s approach contrasts with creativity research that
has focused on persons, products, and short-term events. Researchers using a
psychodynamic or cognitive approach have begun to take a more developmen-
tal and life-span perspective. In fact, one of the great contributions of creativity
research to the developmental literature has been to show that development
continues beyond physical maturation. In addition, systems and dynamics have
become key terms in the study of creative people and processes (Csikszentmi-
halyi, 1988; Gruber, 1989; Sawyer, this volume). However, these methods often
still fall short of <%moﬂwwumw.ﬁoﬁw comprehensive developmental perspective,
because they do not take into account all three timescales of creative activity, in-
dividual life span, and historical time. History is usually the timescale left out.

Another way to look at creativity research is on a temporal-methodological
continuum. At one end are psychometric testing and laboratory experiments,
which focus on the isolated individual at one time; at the other end are cultural-
historical theorists and, more recently, systems and dynamics theorists, who
present a complex picture of the interaction of individual creators, other people,
tools, artifacts, socioeconomic forces, and historical time, all in motion. Vygot-
sky’s approach supports the latter. However, it used to be believed that such a
high number of variables in motion simultaneously could only be studied quali-
tatively or narratively; as a result, case studies were often used.

The case-study approach tries to re-create the process of creation over time
through the close examination of highly creative people’s lives, works, works in
progress, and journals (Gardner, 1993; Gruber, 1989; John-Steiner, 1997). For
example, John Steinbeck’s daily letters to his editor provide detailed data of the
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microgenesis of his novels (John-Steiner, 1997, p. 130). These case studies
place the individual’s motivations, thoughts, and actions within his or her spe-
cific cultural-historical milien and often examine the influences of others, arti-
facts, symbols and tools on the creative person’s developing ideas. These ap-
proaches have led to the realization, as Vygotsky suggested, that creativity is not
an individual phenomenon, but rather relies on the interaction and judgment of
people, socially and historically. -

Newer complex systems methods are providing possible avenues to capture
and explain the complexity quantitatively. Complex systems theory has barely
acknowledged creativity as a topic for research. This theory—which parallels
many of Vygotsky’s ideas of transformation, interacting systems and multiple
timescales—argues thatthe wholeds more than the sum of its parts and is irre-
ducible. It is a mathematical approach that emphasizes becoming over being, in-
teraction with the environment, and emergence or self-organization (Sawyer,
this volume). As a result, a complex system is difficult to study retrospectively,
as Vygotsky suggested about both development and creativity. Researchers are

" just beginning to use the new mathematical methods that have become accessi-
ble with increasing computing power. For example, Van Geert (1994) has pre-
sented a'mathematical model that shows how Vygotsky’s zone of proximal de-
velopment might operate to form different moﬁmowE@E& trajectories based on
the interaction of &@oﬁmuﬁ‘mnﬁn@mua potential growth rates, equilibrium levels,
and goals. However, this methodology is relatively untapped in both develop-
mental and creativity research. . , .

In addition to tying in with these new complex systems concepts and tools,
Vygotsky’s ideas provide a foundation for a synthesize-and-build approach, as
opposed to the Cartesian-inspired approach of positivist science. It welcomes
and makes use of the contradictions so characteristic of creativity, rather than
trying to .oxEE.b them away. In fact, Vygotsky’s own work is full of contradic-
tion; in the process of his own creativity, he picks up and occasionally discards
different ideas (e.g., his move from studying signs to studying meaning). In ad-
dition, although his theory focuses on the importance of social interaction, he
often falls back on describing the interaction’s impact on personal experience,
not the interaction itself. He understood the methodological and conceptual dif-
ficulties of researching creativity formatively, and it may be because of these
challenges that many contemporary cultural-historical researchers did not fol-
low in his footsteps in studying creativity.

Because of its focus more on stable elements than dynamic relationships,
conceptual and methodological progress has been slow in mainstream Western
research. Many contemporary theorists have said that no one element is suffi-
cient to explain creativity. Vygotsky’s approach concurs with this belief. With
theoretical m%mmﬁwm frameworks (including Vygotsky’s) and the new dynamic
tools available, now is the time to study-creativity in relationship, not in isola-
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tion. Such an approach will be demanding and complex, and it will require
scholars to collaborate in new ways. But as Csikszentmihalyi (1993) observed:
“The desire to achieve complexity will have limited value as long as itis.held by
separate individuals, each nursing it in the privacy of his or her own conscious-
ness. It must be shared to become effective” (p. 281). From the new possibilities
that arise in developmental and creativity research as a synthesized domain, we
need to cultivate, not reduce, contradictions. Vygotsky’s work has inspired us to
bring to light and synthesize tensions, to hold and move among different per-
spectives, and to build on the dynamics of the individual and the social in the
construction of the new.
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