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Intellectual quietness: our struggles with researching creativity as a process 

“Though the river’s current never fails, the water passing, moment by moment, is 

never the same. Where the current pools, bubbles form on the surface, bursting and 

disappearing as others rise to replace them, none lasting long. In this world, people 

and their dwelling places are like that, always changing.” 

Kamo no Chōmei (c. 1200): Hōjōki 

Introduction 

In a recent article published in The Journal of Creative Behavior, Stierand et al. argue that the 

creative process is “an embodied experience, a sojourn in not only the social but also in the 

materiality aspect of creativity” (Stierand et al., 2017: 1). The creative process may frequently 

appear superficial and naïve, because “stories of ‘having an idea’ are often post-factum 

reconstructions and re-organizations of a much more complex, messy, embodied, and non-

linear process” (Stierand et al., 2017: 1). This poses a special problem for researching creativity: 

how do we go about unearthing the micro-practices that, together and over time and space, 

mould the creative process in context? In this paper, we discuss some of the most pressing 

methodological struggles faced in research of creative practices that is characterised by 

complexity, messiness, embodiment, and nonlinearity. 

Drawing on Polányi’s (1962, 1966, 1969) notion of ‘personal knowledge’ and also facets from 

the body of knowledge on ‘organisational knowledge and learning’ (Tsoukas, 2005, Argyris 

and Schön, 1978, Easterby-Smith et al., 2000, Davenport and Prusak, 2000), in general, and the 

creation of new knowledge, in particular (Dörfler et al., 2010, Stierand and Dörfler, 2016, 
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Stierand et al., 2014) we attempt to show that creativity is a personal (Runco, 1996, Runco, 

2004, Stierand and Dörfler, 2013, Stierand and Dörfler, 2014, Stierand and Dörfler, 2016), 

sociocultural (Amabile, 1983a, Amabile, 1983b, Amabile, 1996, Csíkszentmihályi, 2014a, 

Csíkszentmihályi, 1988, Csíkszentmihályi, 1999, Csíkszentmihályi, 2006, Csíkszentmihályi, 

2014b, Glăveanu and Tanggaard, 2014, Stierand et al., 2014) and sociomaterial process 

(Stierand et al., 2017, Stierand, 2015). 

Researching creativity as a process 

The creative process often entails more than a purely cognitive exercise; it also involves sensory 

knowing and play which take place in-between the sociomaterial entanglements that are 

characteristic of creative work. Ontologically, this means that the creative process cannot be 

understood in isolation from the social and material micro-practices intra-acting with, within 

and in-between humans (Barad, 2003: 815). These micro-practices consist of qualia that are 

experienced subjectively (Jackson, 1982, Lewis, 1929, Stierand and Dörfler, 2014). 

Epistemologically, this means that in order to capture the qualia of the creative micro-practices, 

it is necessary to unearth the material and “relational interactions and patternings that are 

recursively intimated in the fluxing and transforming of our life-worlds” (Chia, 1995: 581-582). 

Methodologically, this entails attaining a level of ‘intellectual quietness’; a fidelity in 

observation that allows us to dwell in the sociomaterial phenomena unfolding around us and 

focussing attention on how these sociomaterial micro-practices intra-act with the cognitive 

process when doing creative work (Dörfler et al., 2017). This is not to say that stable entities 

and structures do not exist, but that they are regarded as effects of these micro-practices. Their 

stability is not that of a rock but that of a standing wave. So much so that even if an entity 
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appears discrete and stable, its attributes are in effect continuously changing, because “reality 

is deemed to be continuously in flux and transformation”(Chia, 1995: 579). 

Achieving intellectual quietness 

In this paper we explore the methodological value of attaining ‘intellectual quietness’, a notion 

inspired by the thinking of process philosophers who have grappled with this intractable 

problem of fidelity in observation. William James (1912) called it ‘radical empiricism’ 

involving a child-like level of ‘pure experience’, Alfred North Whitehead (1926: 248) called it 

a habit of ‘aesthetic appreciation’ involving a concrete appreciation of the facts and Henri 

Bergson (1903: 36-37) talks of a true empiricism involving an ‘intellectual auscultation’ that 

enables us to feel the ‘throbbing’ of reality itself. All these process thinkers emphasise the value 

of experience before speculation. 

Yet, today, millions of scholars worldwide steadily and relentlessly attempt to add new layers 

of knowledge often without questioning the legitimacy of the layers beneath, thereby creating 

an academic system that promotes a pyramid conception of scientific knowledge (see 

Baracskai, 2000: 42). In such a system, no attempt is made to question the efficacy of the 

methodological approach used to create knowledge and understanding of the creative process. 

Hence, achieving ‘intellectual quietness’, the capacity to see pristinely with an ‘innocence of 

the eye’ (Ruskin, 1927, Vol.4: 27) is difficult if not impossible. ‘Intellectual quietness’ must 

not be understood as some kind of a “nihilistic tendency in contemporary thought but as a subtle 

and complex attempt at reworking the metaphysical bases of modern knowledge” (Chia, 2003: 

114). It entails the cultivation of a perceptual sensitivity to find ‘differences which makes a 

difference’ (Bateson, 1972: 321). Thus, as Prigogine (2004: 10) puts it cogently: “We cannot 

have becoming without being, just as we cannot have light without darkness or music without 
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silence.” For him, a proper science is a science that includes both being and becoming in its 

formulation of the laws of nature and that which lies beyond. Such a ‘going beyond’ entails 

accepting chaos and disorder as a fundamental condition of reality, which, in turn, implies an 

acceptance of instability. Consequently, instead of thinking about infinitely valid permanent 

laws of nature, we now need to think in probabilistic terms. This, in turn, leads to emergence 

of a spectrum of possibilities, meaning limited (i.e. numerous but not infinite) possible 

alternatives of becoming, which also depend on the image of the future. Drawing on Bergson’s 

(1911) contrast between intellect and intuition, we could say that we need our intellect to be 

quiet so that our intuition gets to speak. In the creative process, we will have two aspects of 

intuition at work, intuitive insight will show us the possible avenues forward, while we will 

make intuitive judgments about which of the ways we want to proceed (Dörfler and Ackermann, 

2012). 

Towards a process philosophy of creativity 

In fields where the interest is in the phenomenon of creativity, there is a need to “seek alternative 

modes of expression that can allow the ephemeral aspects of process to be more adequately 

expressed.” (Chia, 1995: 589) The biggest problem of intellectual scholarship is that in 

attempting to accurately represent reality, we invariably do violence to this “emergent and 

ephemeral reality when we attempt to impose our static organizing codes onto it” (Chia, 1995: 

590). William James (1911: 79), for example, notes that our theories and concepts invariably 

“falsify as well as omit” and then we compound this problem by assuming the adequacy of our 

representations and mistaking our representations for reality. This is what Whitehead (1926: 

64) calls ‘The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness’. 
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Of course, we cannot live without representations and for this very reason we need to develop 

habits of critical reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2009, Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2015, Hibbert et al., 2014) 

that help us delineating our thoughts from reality. For as Whitehead (1926: 73) warned: ‘You 

cannot think without abstractions; accordingly, it is of the utmost importance to be vigilant in 

critically revising your modes of abstraction.’  

Researchers also need to develop what Keats (quoted by Chia and Morgan, 1996: 55) called 

negative capability, i.e. the “capability of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any 

irritable reaching after fact and reason”.  Beyond the engagement with reality (and thus data), 

the negative capability is also important for an achievement of comprehension when we accept 

that reality does not play by the rules depicted in management textbooks, and that researchers 

inevitably have to face a lack of internal consistency in their emerging understanding. 

Sometimes inconsistencies will disappear during the research project, but often they can persist 

for years. Thus, researchers need to develop an ability to cope with such situation – and they 

need a framework in which a less then complete internal consistency can be accepted.   

The principle of research indeterminacy 

Since there are multiple ways of experiencing the same phenomenon and there can be multiple 

interpretations of the same experience with different conclusions to draw, researchers need to 

develop an ability to “stay ‘with’ the experience and to wallow in the open-endedness and 

indeterminacy of that experience, soaking it up until we are saturated with its presence and 

enduring personal insights are attained” (Chia and Morgan: ibid). This may sometimes not be 

easy, as experiences, including the experience of creativity, usually have emotional dimensions 

as well. In addition, the investigated phenomenon, the context, the researcher’s experience of 
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the phenomenon in this context as well as the researcher herself/himself all need to be open-

ended. 

For that reason we introduce the principle of research indeterminacy to represent these 

characteristics. It is also important to note that accepting the above outlined epistemological 

stance is incompatible with a hasty data collection and a rushed analysis that is not uncommon 

in academia due to the pressure to publish at ever-increasing rate. It is important to admit that 

this means that the research process will be longer since, in order to achieve understanding in a 

process view, researchers need to “estrange themselves from their symbolic universe of 

discourse” (Chia and Morgan, 1996: 55), reach an intellectual quietness in order to be able to 

immerse themselves in the phenomena unfolding around them, to tune their attention to their 

sensual as well as mental experiences. We need to combine active interrogation with 

contemplative listening or what Chia (ibid) refers to as “conceptual ‘ground-clearing’ or ‘de-

signing’”. 

The principle of research indirection 

Accepting research indeterminacy has two significant consequences that we recognise at this 

time. The first one is, as noted before, that the lack of internal consistency may persist over a 

longer period of time, and may be present in the findings of a research process. This will make 

publishing the findings very difficult, as the first criterion of the validity of new knowledge is 

internal consistency. However, as human beings, we are often comfortable with knowledge that 

does not have full internal consistency. Of course, scholarly knowledge should be organised 

and structured, cleaned of all contradictions. At least, this is how we think about knowledge in 

the West. Eastern philosophical schools, particularly variants of Zen, often dwell on internal 

inconsistencies, as opportunities for understanding phenomena of higher complexity. These 
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Eastern schools teach us to at least accept the state of internal inconsistency as an interim stage 

of our research, and to learn to be ready to set milestones for such states, as long as we have 

achieved an improved understanding of the phenomenon under scrutiny at that point. 

The second consequence of the open-mindedness captured in the principle of research 

indeterminacy is that at any particular point of the research process we may decide going into 

a different direction. At any moment, we can see several ways in which the research process 

can unfold, and at any next moment, if we are open-minded, we may find a different way to 

look at what we have experienced so far, and this may lead to new ways in which the research 

process can unfold. This does not only mean changing the direction of the research, but also 

that there is no pre-set direction, possible pathways of unfolding emerge as we make our 

choices. This is in sharp contrast with “our academic temperament, our motivations and the 

overly deliberate nature of our method of inquiry” (Chia et al., 2013: 53). The notion of 

phronēsis, as understood in process philosophy, also applies to the research process. Therefore, 

on par with the concept of strategic indirection (Chia et al., 2013) we need to introduce the 

principle of research indirection. 

Concluding remarks 

In this developmental paper, we have tackled several issues that we are facing when attempting 

to investigate creativity as a process. We believe that achieving the intellectual quietness, using 

intuition, critical reflexivity, the principles of research indeterminacy and research indirection 

are relevant and important to any process research. Yet, they become more salient in the process 

of researching creativity, due to the ephemeral ‘aha moments’ of having an idea in the creative 

process. We also highlighted that any process oriented research needs to regard itself as a 

process that is interacting with the processes being researched. In this preliminary study, we 
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have just scratched the surface of what we believe to be exceptionally significant issues for 

research conducted within a process philosophy approach. 
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