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1. Introduction

The thought that creativity is a kind of virtue is an attractive one.
Virtues are valuable traits that are praised and admired, and creativity
1s a widely celebrated trait in our society. In philosophical ethics,
epistemology, and increasingly aesthetics, virtue-theoretical ap-
proaches are influential, so an account of creativity as a virtue can
draw on well-established theories. Several philosophers, including
Linda Zagzebski, Christine Swanton and Matthew Kieran, have
argued for the claim that creativity is a virtue, locating this claim
within a broader picture of intellectual, ethical and aesthetic virtues
respectively.' Moreover, a prominent research programme in psych-
ology, led by Teresa Amabile, holds that people have an intrinsic
motivation when they are creative, and this seems seamlessly to fit
with the view that creativity is a virtue, for it is often held that a
requirement for a trait to be a virtue is that the virtuous agent acts
from an intrinsic motivation.?

I am going to argue that the notion of a virtue is polymorphous,
with more and less focal senses, and in some of these senses creativity

' Linda Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the Nature of
Virtue and the Ethical Foundations of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), esp. 123-125 and 182-183; Christine Swanton,
Virtue Ethics: A Pluralistic View (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), chapter 7; and Matthew Kieran, ‘Creativity as a Virtue of
Character’ in Elliot Samuel Paul and Scott Barry Kaufman (eds.), The
Philosophy of Creativity: New FEssays (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2014). All of them hedge their claims, however: Zagzebski (op. cit.,
125) thinks that creativity lies somewhere between a virtue, and a natural
talent and faculty; Swanton thinks that it is not a separate virtue but an
aspect of the profile of the virtues; and Kieran holds that it is only ‘exemplary’
creativity that is a virtue. Depending on how his qualifications are spelled out,
Kieran’s view may in fact be close to the one I defend in this paper.

2 Teresa M. Amabile, Creativity in Context: Update to The Social
Psychology of Creativity (Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 1996).

doi:10.1017/S1358246114000198 ©The Royal Institute of Philosophy and the contributors 2014
Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 75 2014 183

https://doi.org/10.1017/51358246114000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246114000198

Berys Gaut

is indeed a virtue, for creativity is a kind of dispositional excellence,
but it is not a virtue in the paradigm sense of that term, what I will
call ‘fully-fledged’ virtue. This is because of the motivational struc-
ture of creativity, with its characteristically mixed motivations. The
argument will draw on conceptual analysis, consideration of exam-
ples, and an assessment of the social psychological research on cre-
ativity, particularly that of Amabile.

2. Three concepts of virtue

We can talk of the virtues of things (hammers or poems, for instance)
and the virtues of people. Restricting ourselves to the latter, a virtue is
a kind of excellence of a person, where purely physical excellences
such as being strong or fit, are excluded. There may be other condi-
tions on this broad notion, such as being acquired by habituation,
being deep and enduring, and being integrated with other such
states in a certain way. For instance, in one of the more influential
contemporary formulations, Zagzebski defines a virtue as ‘a deep
and enduring acquired excellence of a person, involving a character-
istic motivation to produce a certain desired end and reliable success
in bringing about that end’.> For our purpose, which concerns an
examination of the relation of virtue to motivation, we can be
largely silent about these further conditions.

In a broad sense of the term, a virtue is an excellent state of a person
(where excellence is understood as a valuable property rather than
necessarily a supremely valuable one); and states come in a wide
range, comprising not just traits (dispositions) but also capacities of
one sort or another, including skills and abilities, both practical and
intellectual.* One can have a capacity without having a motivation
to exercise it: someone can have the ability to cycle, even though
she has not cycled for years. Though to acquire these abilities in
real life requires practice, a person could in principle have acquired

3 Zagzebski, op. cit., p. 137. Julia Annas, Intelligent Virtue (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2011), chapter 2, also argues for these features,
and holds that there is also an integration requirement on virtue (108).

Some virtue epistemologists, unmoved by the thought that virtues
must be acquired, hold that intellectual virtues include faculties such as
sight, hearing and memory. See, for instance, Ernest Sosa, ‘Knowledge
and Intellectual Virtue’, Monist 68 (1985), 226—-245; John Greco, ‘Virtues
and Vices of Virtue Epistemology’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 23
(1993), 413-432.
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them without any practice at all (perhaps the cycling fairy endowed
her with the ability with a touch of her magic wand). So one could
in principle have some excellences, those that are capacities,
without having ever exercised them.

Excellences are in this way distinct from what I will call disposi-
tional excellences or excellent traits. These are states that have to be
exercised when appropriate conditions present themselves if a
person is to possess them. Consider traits such as being reliable, hard-
working and nice. These are all valuable states, but for a person to
possess them it is not sufficient that she have the capacity to be reli-
able, hardworking or nice: unreliable, lazy and nasty people presum-
ably have those capacities too. Rather, the requirement is that on
suitable occasions a person acts in a reliable, hardworking or nice
way. A disposition or a trait of a person requires the exercise of
the appropriate capacity, so its possessor must be appropriately
motivated.

The nature of that motivation can vary. Someone may for instance
be nice because she wants to be nice for its own sake. I will call this
kind of motivation an intrinsic one, in a sense that I will clarify
shortly. Alternatively, someone may be motivated to be nice out of
fear of social sanctions (being disliked, ostracised, etc., if she is not
nice) and so have a non-intrinsic, that is, an extrinsic motivation.
One may be reliable because one takes being reliable as a fundamental
end, or alternatively because one believes that it is the best way to
advance one’s career. One may be industrious because one thinks
that hard work is a good thing, or because it is a mere means to
other things one values, such as a good salary and a job. So disposi-
tional excellences can be actualised by either intrinsic or extrinsic
motivations.’

The third notion of virtue is what I will call a ‘fully-fledged’ virtue.
This is a dispositional excellence that requires an intrinsic motiv-
ation, rather than requiring either an intrinsic or an extrinsic one.
This notion applies to paradigm moral virtues: for instance, a kind
person must be motivated to perform a kind action because it is
kind, and not because it is an action that will advance her own inter-
ests. This is a standard requirement on the moral virtues in ordinary
thought, and many philosophers from Aristotle onwards have en-
dorsed it. In what follows, I will often for the sake of brevity call
fully-fledged virtues simply ‘virtues’.

> It does not matter for my purposes whether you agree with the par-

ticular examples chosen: what matters is that you agree that there are some
excellent traits that can be motivated either intrinsically or extrinsically.

185

https://doi.org/10.1017/51358246114000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246114000198

Berys Gaut

How should we understand the notion of an intrinsic motivation
invoked in the notion of a virtue? A kind person does not do
simply what kindness requires: if someone gives money to a street
person merely in order to impress his socially conscious girlfriend
or to get rid of the loose change weighing in his pocket, he does
what a kind person would do, but he does not do it from kindness,
and so he is not really kind. I will say that the actions of such a
person conform to kindness or are in accordance with kindness; but
that he does not act from kindness, he does not act for the sake of kind-
ness.® Saying that someone acts from kindness requires that the
person act with the aim of being kind. But having such an aim does
not suffice for acting from kindness. If a person acted merely
because he thought that kindness in general advanced his interests,
that ‘kindness is the best policy’, he would still not be genuinely
kind. As Archbishop Richard Whately famously remarked of
another virtue, ‘Honesty is the best policy, [but] a man who acts on
that motive is not an honest man.”” The policy motivation is ruled
out if not only a person acts with the aim of being kind, but also he
does not have this aim merely because he believes that it is the best
means to some further end. I will say that kindness is his ultimate
end, that is, it is an end that is adopted not merely because it is the
means to some further end that he has.

Thus we have the following condition on virtuous motivation, gen-
eralising from kindness to other virtues: a virtuous agent must act for
the sake of virtue, where acting for the sake of virtue is understood in
terms of the agent’s aiming at being virtuous and this aim being her
ultimate end:

(V) Necessarily, a virtuous agent (i) aims at being virtuous (takes
being virtuous as her end) and (i1) this end is an ultimate one (she
does not adopt it merely as a means to some further end).

An agent is intrinsically motivated by virtue just in case she fulfills
those two conditions. My claim is that a dispositional excellence is
a (fully-fledged) virtue only if the actions that actualise it must be
intrinsically motivated in this sense. If the actions that realise the

®  The terminology is based on Kant’s distinction between acting in

accord with duty and acting from duty; he holds that only the latter
confers true moral worth on the action. See Immanuel Kant, Grounding
for the Metaphysics of Morals, 3™ ed., trans. James W. Ellington
(Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett, 1993), Section I.

Quoted in John Kay, Obliquity: Why Our Goals Are Best Achieved
Indirectly (LLondon: Profile Books, 2010), 82.
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disposition need not be intrinsically motivated, the disposition is not
a virtue.®

Hence we can take the satisfaction of the V-schema as a necessary
motivational condition on a state’s being a (fully-fledged) virtue.
For instance, substituting ‘kind’ for ‘virtuous’ in it, makes it come
out true: necessarily a kind agent aims at kindness and she does not
pursue kindness merely as a means to some further end. But niceness
is not a (fully-fledged) virtue: one can be nice even though one per-
forms nice actions out of fear of social sanctions, thus violating the
first condition, or merely because one believes that nice people tend
to get ahead, thus violating the second condition.

The virtuous agent may, though need not, have an explicit belief
that she is acting virtuously and desire to so act, if she is acting for
the sake of virtue. She may, for instance, desire to perform kind
actions for their own sake and believe that the action she is currently
performing is kind. I will call this sort of virtuous agent highly reflective.
But one can act for the sake of virtue without having any explicit belief
or desire concerning virtue; that is, agents other than highly reflective
ones can be virtuous. Someone may simply be moved by the plight
of a street person to hand him some money, without conceptualising
her action as kind: she may just believe that he needs help and feel
moved by that belief to help him; or she may simply feel a surge of sym-
pathy towards him; and so on. Beliefs, desires and feelings may be rea-
lisers of the state of acting for the sake of virtue without containing
explicit reference to the concept of virtue.

We can visualise the relationships between these three concepts of
virtue in terms of a ‘bull’s eye’ structure, with a fully-fledged virtue
sitting at the centre, dispositional excellences surrounding and
including them, and these in turn being surrounded by and included
in excellences. If a state is a fully-fledged virtue it follows that it is a
dispositional excellence, since the former requires an intrinsic motiv-
ation, whereas the latter is satisfied by either an intrinsic or an extrin-
sic motivation. And if a state is a dispositional excellence, it is also an
excellence, since the former requires some motivation, but the latter
may be motivated but need not be.

8 (Cf. the second condition in Aristotle’s definition of virtue: ‘for actions

expressing virtue ... the agent must also be in the right state when he does
them. First, he must know [that he is doing virtuous actions]; second, he
must decide on them, and decide on them for themselves; and, third, he
must also do them from a firm and unchanging state’; Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis, Ind.: Hackett,

1985), 1105a 29-35 (Book I1.4).
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3. Creativity and concepts of virtue

In which, if any, of these senses is creativity a virtue? We are setting
aside putative extra conditions such as being a state acquired by
habituation. So to establish that creativity is an excellence, we
merely have to establish that it is a valuable psychological quality.
That is widely acknowledged: we praise and admire people for their
creativity, we seek to foster it in various ways through educational
and cultural projects, and so on. We also do not value creativity
merely as a means, i.e. for its effects, but also value it as an end:
that is, we think that it has final or intrinsic value.

One might challenge the excellence claim: we do not invariably
value creativity: the creativity of a torturer and creative testimony
in a law court are bad things. There are several points to be made
about such examples, but for our purposes we can note that to say
that something is a good, even a final good, is not to say that it is
an unconditional good, i.e., good under all circumstances. Being
intelligent is a final good, but if one is trapped in a boring, stultifying
job one might reasonably wish that one were less intelligent, for one
would suffer less. Likewise, happiness is a final good, but it may not
be good under conditions in which it is at the expense of achievement.
So noting that creativity is not an unconditional good does not under-
mine the excellence claim.

Is creativity a dispositional excellence? Some hold that creativity is
a mere capacity or ability. For instance, Margaret Boden defines cre-
ativity as ‘the ability to come up with ideas or artefacts that are new,
surprising and valuable.’” Thinking of creativity as an ability would
make it an excellence but not a dispositional excellence. However,
there are reasons to think of it as a trait, i.e., something that must
be exercised under appropriate conditions. The poet Arthur
Rimbaud gave up poetry by the age of twenty-one, having decided
to pursue a life of adventure. He presumably still possessed the
ability to produce creative poetry, but he was no longer a creative
poet. To be that, he would have had to actualise the ability on appro-
priate occasions: and he was no longer a poet, let alone a creative one.
Or consider someone who possessed the ability to write creative
poetry but who had never exercised it at all. We would not say that
this person was a creative poet, but that he merely possessed the
ability to become one. ‘Being creative’ is a success-term: one must
have actually done something creative in order to qualify and not

K Margaret A. Boden, The Creative Mind: Myths and Mechanisms,
2" ed. (London: Routledge, 2004), 1.
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merely have the ability to do something.'” In this it is like traits such
as kindness, niceness, reliability and so on.

So creativity is not just an excellence, it is a dispositional excel-
lence. Is it also a (fully-fledged) virtue? We have seen that a necessary
condition for this is that creativity satisfies the V-schema. It would do
so if the following were true:

(Vcr) Necessarily, a creative agent (i) aims at being creative
(takes being creative as her end) and (ii) this end is an ultimate
one (she does not adopt it merely as a means to some further end).

Does creativity satisfy the first condition? Creativity requires the pro-
duction of original and valuable items (how the items are produced
matters as well). So the creative person must aim at producing origin-
al items if the schema is to be satisfied. But there are many examples
of people being creative who do not aim at producing anything ori-
ginal. For instance, the anthropological evidence shows that not all
societies value originality. Members of the Abelam, a New Guinea
tribe, were insistent that their carvings were not original but in the
ancestral style, even though they were discernibly very different
from those produced a hundred years earlier, and they persisted in
this belief even when this was pointed out to them by the anthropolo-
gist Anthony Forge. They did so because they were aiming to produce
very traditional carvings, not original ones. Serbo-Croatian epic poets
claimed that they performed their songs identically each time, even
though tape-recording by the folklorist Albert L.ord showed that the
length of songs could vary by several thousand lines at different
times even when performed by the same singer.!! Members of these
cultures value stability of tradition and not originality: when con-
fronted by the claim that they have produced something original,
they deny that they have done so, since they do not want to produce
anything original. So it is not part of their aim to produce original
things and therefore not part of their aim to be creative, even
though they do in fact produce creative things. The point here is
not that they do not conceptualise their activities as original: the
point is that their reactions, when it is pointed out to them that they
have produced something original, show that they are not aiming at
being original; indeed, their reactions show that they are aiming at
being not original.

10" See also James Grant, “The Value of Imaginativeness’, Australasian

FJournal of Philosophy 90 (2012), 275-289.
Keith R. Sawyer, Explaining Creativity: The Science of Human
Innovation, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 275.
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These kinds of cases are not uncommon. Many non-Western and
early societies regard their art as a form of ritual or magic, so it is
important to make art exactly according to the correct, established
method. If that is the function of art in their societies, it is important
not to be original in any respect that would affect a work’s ritual or
magical efficacy. But, given the individuality of human beings and
because it is very hard to maintain exact historical knowledge in
such societies, almost inevitably their artists end up doing something
original. And given their aims it is entirely understandable that they
deny that their work is original when this is pointed out to them.
There are many other examples: for instance, Ancient Egyptian
tomb art was a way of making sure that the deceased navigated his
way successfully through the afterlife. One did not want a dead
pharaoh stranded due to some artist’s having done something origin-
al; nevertheless, some of these artists ended up doing just that. And
there are even some creative artists in Western cultures who
disavow the pursuit of originality, but instead regard their work as
preserving or reviving a tradition: this may be true of the composer
John Tavener, for instance. More generally, an artist can produce
work that is unintentionally creative: he comes across some original
device in the course of working without having aimed at it. These
cases show that it is not a necessary condition on being creative that
one aim at being creative.

There is another reason why a creative person does not always have
being creative as her aim. For the pursuit of originality can sometimes
be self-defeating as a strategy for being creative, since one strives too
hard for something new and thereby produces something worthless.
Think of the plethora of modernist and contemporary works that
strive for novelty in some salient way, but lack any significant value.
Kant notes the existence of ‘original nonsense’, and calls the phenom-
enon in art ‘Mannerism’, which he describes as a ‘sort of aping, namely
that of mere individuality (originality) in general, in order to distance
oneself as far as possible from imitators, yet without having the
talent thereby to be exemplary at the same time.’!” The Mannerist,
intent on originality, runs the risk of producing worse work than he
otherwise could, and thus of defeating his aims. So there is good
reason why creative people do not always aim to be creative.

So creativity fails the first motivational condition on being a fully-
fledged virtue. Is the second condition always fulfilled, in those cases

2 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul Guyer

and Eric Matthews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 196
(Ak. 318).
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where a person does aim at being creative? That is, does a creative
person with this aim invariably adopt creativity as her ultimate
aim, or is it adopted merely as a means to some further end? We say
that a person is not really kind if she aims at kindness merely because
she thinks that kindness has instrumental benefits. Would we say the
same about someone who aims at being creative but who is motivated
by purely instrumental considerations — that is, would we say that she
is not really creative?

Consider George, a successful, creative graphic designer. When he
was younger he used to design for the love of it, and was motivated by
the thought that designing creative products is worthwhile in itself.
But as middle age has crept over him, he has grown disillusioned,
but he still wants the income, lifestyle and fame that his design
success wins him. So now he still aims at and produces creative
designs, but does so only because they are a means to securing
the material and social goods that he wants. He has in short
lost his intrinsic motivation; now his motivation is merely instrumen-
tal, and so extrinsic. He continues, nevertheless, to be a creative
designer. So creativity does not require an intrinsic motivation and
hence is not a fully-fledged virtue; rather, it is a dispositional
excellence.

Is this counterexample successful? First, one might object that, as
we noted, creativity has final or intrinsic value, i.e. it is valuable for its
own sake, and since this is so, in order for an agent to be creative she
must be motivated to act because of the intrinsic value of creativity
and hence she cannot regard it as being of merely instrumental
value. George’s case is therefore not a coherent possibility: he must
be motivated by the belief that creativity is intrinsically valuable
and hence take it as an ultimate aim.

However, that argument fails for two reasons. To say that a state is
intrinsically valuable does not entail that an agent believes that it is
intrinsically valuable. Also, it is possible to believe that some state
is intrinsically valuable but not to be motivated to actualise it for
that reason. So George may either not believe that creativity is intrin-
sically valuable or if he believes it, it may play no role in his motiva-
tions to be creative. It is important not to confuse the claim that a state
is intrinsically valuable with the distinct claim that an agent is intrin-
sically motivated to produce it.

Second, one might object that George is not really creative. To be
creative it does not suffice that one produce original and valuable
items; it also matters hZow one does this. For instance, producing ori-
ginal and valuable items merely by luck or by mechanical search pro-
cedures devoid of all understanding would not count as exercises of
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creativity.'® One of the constraints on how items are produced is that
the creative agent must exhibit a certain kind of reasons-sensitivity:
he takes the actual and potential values of the product he is working
on as reasons to fashion it in one way rather than another.'* Since
George is interested only in money and fame, he does not exhibit this
kind of reasons-sensitivity.

However, George does exhibit this kind of rationality: he takes the
fact that making a design in a certain way would make its design
values more original as a reason to make it in that way. Of course,
he takes it only as an instrumental reason: design values serve his
ends of securing fame and fortune, and he does not take them
as intrinsic reasons to produce something. But he does take them as
reasons because of their beneficial effects, so he does exhibit sensitiv-
ity to reasons directed at the value of the product. And this reasons-
sensitivity allows him to take credit for his designs, as would not be
the case if they were the product of mere luck or of mechanical
search techniques.

Third, it may be objected that George is not fully or properly cre-
ative because his activities lack the degree of reliability that we require
in a creative person’s activities. It is just a contingent fact outside his
control that his design activities are socially rewarded; were this to
alter, he would give up designing. Kieran, for instance, appeals to
considerations of reliability in holding that extrinsically motivated
agents do not exhibit what he calls ‘exemplary’ creativity.'> Recall
that Zagzebski holds that a virtue must be ‘deep and enduring’ and
Aristotle that it is ‘a firm and unchanging state’. Sarah Broadie has in-
terpreted Aristotle here to mean, in part, that whereas one could give
up a skill voluntarily without its counting against the claim that one
possessed that skill, giving up a state voluntarily is incompatible with
that state’s being a virtue.

However, Aristotle offers the ‘firm and unchanging’ test as one for
fully-fledged virtues such as fairness and courage, so this objection
misfires, since it merely strengthens the claim that creativity is not
13 See my ‘Creativity and Imagination’ in Berys Gaut and Paisley
Livingston (eds.), The Creation of Art: New FEssays in Philosophical
Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 148-73, at 150.

'* 1 call this kind of reasons-sensitivity ‘product-value rationality’; for
an argument for why its possession is required for someone to be creative,
see my ‘Creativity and Rationality’, Fournal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
70 (2012), 259-270, at 267-8.

'S Kieran, op. cit.

1" Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1991), 89.
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this kind of virtue. George is creative but his state is not deep and
enduring in this sense, for he would voluntarily give it up if social in-
centives changed.

Moreover, the fact that he might voluntarily give up the state does
not impugn its status as one of full or proper creativity. Rimbaud, as
noted, voluntarily abandoned poetry by the age of twenty one to
pursue a life of active adventure, but that he did so in no way
impugns his claim to have been a highly creative poet before then.
One can be creative at a spectacularly high level without the state’s
being deep and enduring. And recall T'ynnichus, the poet mentioned
in Plato’s Ton, who produced only one praise-song of any merit: he
was creative once, but evidently not reliably so.'’

It is also important not to confuse reliability with degree of creativ-
ity. Creative actions are, by ordinary standards of reliability, often
highly unreliable: they involve going beyond established outcomes,
procedures or techniques, so are more likely to fail than routine
actions. Indeed, Zagzebski thinks of creativity as an unusual kind of
virtue in part because it does not involve reliable success in the same
sense that holds for normal kinds of virtue.'® But even when we set reli-
ability at the less demanding success-rate appropriate to creativity, it
does not follow that the more creative someone is the more reliable
they are in their creativity. An amateur watercolourist may far more
reliably produce modestly creative paintings than an extremely creative
but very experimental painter, most of whose paintings are failures.
Indeed, there is a general reason to think that the more original work
will have a higher failure rate, since it goes beyond established out-
comes or procedures more than does less original work.

A fourth objection to the George scenario notes that his creativity is
less admirable than that of someone, such as his earlier self, whose
motivations are intrinsic. We admire people who create out of
love of their activity or subject in a way that we do not admire those
who are motivated by factors such as fame and money. But someone’s
creativity is deficient if we have reasons not to admire it: so George’s
creativity is not full or true creativity. Kieran for instance appeals to
reasons for admiration in his defense of creativity as a virtue.'’

However, we do admire George — he is after all a great designer.
And if we admire him less than his younger self, it is not because
his motivation is now extrinsic, but rather because of the values he

17" Plato, Ton, 534d5-el, in The Collected Dialogues, eds. Edith Hamilton
and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961).
Zagzebski, op. cit., 181-2.

19 Kieran, op. cit.
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is now pursuing. Consider a creative thief, who finds ways to rob
people in original ways. One kind of creative thief robs out of the
sheer love of robbery, a second robs the rich to give to the poor;
but in so far as we admire them, we admire the first, intrinsically mo-
tivated thief less than the second, instrumentally motivated one: a
kleptomaniac is less admirable than Robin Hood. An investor who
is intrinsically motivated invests for the sheer love of accumulating
money, but an extrinsically motivated investor may invest in order
to generate a large sum of money to give away to charity. Here too,
we admire the extrinsically motivated agent more than the intrinsic-
ally motivated one. Likewise, we may find more admirable a father
who is motivated to produce a creative toy to cheer up his sick son
than someone who produces the toy simply for the love of being cre-
ative. So the explanation of our diminished admiration for the later
George is because of the values (fame and money, rather than
design values) that ultimately motivate him, not because he now
has an extrinsic motivation. Having an intrinsic motivation per se
does not explain admiration: the nature of the values that ultimately
motivate one does. So we should not hold that George’s creativity
is somehow deficient because of its extrinsic motivation.

Finally, one may object that the George scenario merely shows that
there are two types of creativity: intrinsically motivated creativity is a
fully-fledged virtue but extrinsically motivated creativity is not.
Hence there can be virtuous and non-virtuous creativity, and that
is all that the virtue theorist of creativity needs to claim.

But this objection concedes the point to the dispositional excel-
lence view. If there are some exercises of creativity that are instances
of fully-fledged virtue and some that are not, then creativity per se
cannot be a fully-fledged virtue. There cannot be, for instance, virtu-
ous and non-virtuous exercises of kindness, because kindness is a
virtue, so one cannot exercise it non-virtuously. But dispositional ex-
cellences can have fully-fledged virtuous exercises (someone is nice
because she takes being nice as an ultimate end) and exercises that
are not instances of fully-fledged virtues (she is nice out of timidity
or from a desire to gain advancement). So creativity is a dispositional
excellence, not a fully-fledged virtue.

So we should admit that George is someone who is genuinely cre-
ative but has purely extrinsic motivations, and thus does not exhibit a
fully-fledged virtue. A variant case would give him both a purely
intrinsic motivation and a purely extrinsic one. He would have
mixed motivations. Clearly he would be creative in this scenario
too. But note the difference to a fully-fledged virtue: if we discovered
that someone were fair partly because she thought that it was right to
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be fair and partly because she thought cultivating a reputation for
fairness would help her advance her career as a politician, then in
so far as her actions were motivated by the extrinsic motivation, we
would say that they were not fair. This is not true of creativity.

Thought-experiments prove conceptual possibility, but one might
wonder how psychologically plausible such scenarios are. Though
one can of course always dispute what the motivations are in actual
cases, the presence of extrinsic motivations in cases of even landmark
creativity is plausibly common. James Watson and Francis Crick
discovered the structure of the DNA molecule in 1953. According
to Watson’s account in his book, The Double Helix, they were
extremely competitive and motivated by the desire for scientific
glory, reputation, and to win a Nobel Prize. Their main rival in the
race was Linus Pauling, a celebrated biologist who developed some
of the methods they used. Watson writes that their goal was ‘to
imitate Linus Pauling and beat him at his own game.”?’ When they
discovered that Pauling had developed his own solution, the triple
helix, they were distraught, and when shortly thereafter they discov-
ered he was mistaken, they were jubilant. There is no reason to deny
that they also had an intrinsic motivation to produce valuable, origin-
al science. Their motivations were mixed, but they were certainly cre-
ative and their extrinsic motivations added to the incentives for them
to come up with their breakthrough discovery.

This kind of competiveness and focus on reputational and material
benefits is certainly not confined to science. Pablo Picasso was fam-
ously competitive and this shaped his artistic creativity at many
points. The art historian Jack Flam has argued that the professional
rivalry between Picasso and Henri Matisse was a driving force in
both their careers, leading to the creation of some of their most
radical works: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907) was in part a response
to Matisse’s Blue Nude (1907).%!

Inventions are often motivated by extrinsic factors. Paul McCready
won the Kremer Prize in 1977 for the first human-powered glider to
complete a mile-long flight in a figure of eight. In an interview,
McCready explained that he had accumulated a lot of debt at the
time and that ‘I felt that I didn’t have the time to mess with such
things, but I had this strong economic motivation to take an interest
in man-powered flight, so I charged around trying to figure out a way

20 James Watson, The Double Helix: A Personal Account of the Discovery

of the Structure of DNA (London: Penguin, 1999), 46.
Jack Flam, Matisse and Picasso: The Story of their Rivalry and
Friendship (Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 2003), 37.
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to solve it.”** And according to Simon Singh, the major early work on
decoding the Germans’ Enigma Code was done by Poles, drawing on
French intelligence, whereas the French and American intelligence
communities gave up on it, since it was so hard. Singh notes that
this was because the Poles were more terrified of a German invasion
than were the French or Germans.”® Fear of death is a more powerful
motivator than the intrinsic satisfactions of code breaking.

One could multiply examples, but let me give a final pertinent one.
The Research Excellence Framework exercise and its predecessor the
Research Assessment Exercise have been a major influence on
shaping academic resourcing and careers in the UK for more than
twenty years. Its criteria for the quality of academic outputs are
that they should show rigour, originality and significance; so they
should be creative. A good deal of overproduction of run-of-the-
mill academic work has resulted from this major extrinsic motivation,
but it has also produced a good deal of very creative work. And of
course academics are also familiar with the extrinsic incentives pro-
vided by promotion decisions, including the rigours of the US
tenure decision procedure. It is hard to believe that academics
would be anywhere nearly as productive, including productive of cre-
ative work, without such incentives. Simple reflection on the every-
day conditions of their existence ought to convince academics that
creativity can be extrinsically motivated.

4. The psychological evidence

I have argued that creativity is a disposition, as well as an excellence, so
it requires some motivation to be present, but this motivation need not
be an intrinsic one; hence creativity is not what I have called a fully-
fledged virtue. Not only can we coherently imagine cases of creativity
that lack intrinsic motivations or that combine extrinsic and intrinsic
motivations, but there are also many real examples where the motiva-
tions are plausibly mixed or even purely extrinsic. However, the claim
that creativity is not a fully-fledged virtue seems to stand in tension
with a major research programme in psychology, which argues that
intrinsic motivation plays a central role in creativity.

22 Quoted in Robert J. Sternberg and Todd 1. Lubart, Defying the
Crowd: Cultivating Creativity in a Culture of Conformity (New York: The
Free Press, 1995), 242.

23 Simon Singh, The Code Book: The Secret History of Codes and Code-
Breaking (London: Fourth Estate, 1999), chapter 4.

196

https://doi.org/10.1017/51358246114000198 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246114000198

Mixed Motivations

One of the earliest studies in this programme was the charming
1973 ‘magic marker’ study, which gave three to five year old
nursery children magic markers (felt pens) with which to draw.
The fifty-one children who showed an interest in drawing with the
markers were divided into three groups. The group who were told
that they were drawing in order to obtain a ‘Good Player Award’
showed significantly lower interest in the task (as witnessed by
their shorter periods of playing with the markers in subsequent free
play sessions) and lower quality of drawings than the groups who
were offered no reward or who were given an unexpected one.>* So
offering an extrinsic reward reduced children’s intrinsic interest in
the task and lowered their creative expression. This and numerous
other studies were the basis for Teresa Amabile’s formulation of
the Intrinsic Motivation Hypothesis (IMH), which in its 1983
version runs: ‘the intrinsically motivated state is conducive to creativ-
ity, whereas the extrinsically motivated state is detrimental.’”

Subsequent research complicated the picture. In one study, a
group of children were given intrinsic-motivation training, using
‘immunisation’ techniques. They were taught how to maintain
their intrinsic interest in a task, despite the offer of rewards, by
being shown videos of children talking about how to maintain intrin-
sic interest, and then by discussing this in groups with a teacher. If
these children were then offered a reward, the creativity of their
stories was actually enhanced relative to those who had the same train-
ing but who were offered no reward, and also relative to those who
were offered a reward but no training.”® So contra the IMH, extrinsic
motivation can actually enhance creativity. This and similar studies
led Amabile to reformulate her hypothesis as the Intrinsic
Motivation Principle (IMP): ‘Intrinsic motivation is conducive to
creativity; controlling extrinsic motivation is detrimental to creativ-
ity, but informational or enabling extrinsic motivation can be condu-
cive, particularly if initial levels of intrinsic motivation are high.”*’ So

2* Mark R. Lepper, David Greene and Richard E. Nisbett,
‘Undermining Children’s Intrinsic Interest with Extrinsic Reward: A
Test of the “Overjustification” Hypothesis’, Fournal of Personality and
Social Psychology 42 (1973), 129-137.

25 Amabile, op. cit, 107. This book updates and incorporates Amabile’s
1983 book, The Social Psychology of Creativity. The quoted passage is from
the earlier incorporated book.

26 Beth A. Hennessey, Teresa M. Amabile and Margaret Martinage,
‘Immunizing Children against the Negative Effects of Reward’,
Contemporary Educational Psychology 14 (1989), 212-227 (see esp. Study 1).

27 Amabile, op. cit., 119.
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the claim is that some (‘synergistic’) extrinsic motivations enhance
creativity, since they support intrinsic motivations (for instance,
they enhance the subject’s sense of being self-determining, or they
give information about what is working and what is not) and other
(‘non-synergistic’) extrinsic motivations undermine creativity, par-
ticularly where the offer of a reward tends to suggest control over
the subject’s behaviour. One of IMP’s adherents claims that it is
now so well empirically supported that it is ‘an undisputed principle’
in social psychology.?®

Does this evidence show that creativity is a (fully-fledged) virtue?
The first problem is that the claim concerns only probabilistic causal
influence: intrinsic motivation is ‘conducive’ to, i.e., tends to
promote, creativity, whereas non-synergistic extrinsic motivation is
‘detrimental’ to, i.e., tends to reduce, creativity. But for a trait to be
a virtue it is necessary that the agent have the appropriate intrinsic
motivation. Being motivated to perform an act for the sake of kind-
ness does not tend to make the act kind; rather, having that aim is
necessary for the act to be kind. And being motivated by self-interest
in performing a kind act is not just detrimental to the act’s being kind:
rather, in so far as that is one’s motivation, one is not kind, and if it is
one’s sole motivation, one is not kind at all. So the empirical, causal,
claims are too weak to support the necessary connections required for
the existence of a virtue.

However, this way of construing IMP assumes that synergistic
extrinsic motivations are capable of independently motivating creative
actions, as well as motivating them by enhancing intrinsic motiva-
tions. But if one holds that synergistic extrinsic motivations work
only by enhancing intrinsic ones, then it follows that intrinsic motiva-
tions are necessary for creativity: since creativity is a disposition, a
trait, it requires some motivation; synergistic extrinsic motivations
on their own cannot motivate it, since they work only by enhancing
intrinsic motivations; hence an intrinsic motivation must be present
for creativity to exist. And this enhancement construal of IMP
seems to be how Amabile, at least at some points, understands
IMP. For instance, she refers to ‘the intrinsic motivation that is essen-
tial for creativity.”*” That requires the enhancement, rather than the
independence, construal of IIMP. Amabile also states that ‘the first

28 Beth A. Hennessey, “The Creativity-Motivation Connection’ in

James C. Kaufman and Robert J. Sternberg (eds.), The Cambridge
Handbook of Creativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010),
346.

29 Amabile, op. cit, 121.
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(problem identification) and third (response generation) stages of the
creative process, where the novelty of the outcome is importantly de-
termined, may require intrinsic motivation that is unencumbered by
any significant extrinsic motivation.”*” Since there is no creativity
without the generation of novel responses, it follows that intrinsic
motivation may indeed be required for creativity. And that would
support the claim of creativity to be a fully-fledged virtue.

So construed, though, IMP goes considerably beyond what is war-
ranted by the evidence that Amabile marshalls. What her evidence
shows is that sometimes extrinsic motivations reduce creativity (the
magic marker case) and sometimes enhance it (the immunisation
case). Neither kind of case shows that intrinsic motivations are neces-
sary to creativity. The case required to prove that would be one where
people who are completely lacking in intrinsic motivation for some
task, when offered rewards of some kind, were incapable of producing
anything creative. Not only is no evidence of this kind offered, but it is
also highly implausible as a psychological claim. For instance, it would
mean that George is a psychological impossibility, even though we
have no problem in making sense of him. It would also mean that a
student who took a required course for credit, but who lacked all intrin-
sic interest in the subject, would be incapable of producing creative
work in the course, even though getting the high grades that he
desired depended partly on his producing creative work.

There is even some experimental evidence against IMP understood
in its enhancement version. Robert Eisenberger and Linda Rhoades
gave 115 students taking an introductory psychology module a class
assignment of producing five creative titles for a short story about
popcorn being cooked in a pan. One half of the class was also
offered a financial reward for coming up with creative titles. The stu-
dents offered the financial reward produced more creative titles than
those who were not offered a reward.’’ Some of these titles were
rather good: “The Little Kernel That Could’, ‘“The Golden Years’,
‘Coming Out’ and ‘Growing Pains’. But all these students were
acting from extrinsic motivations (this was true even of the ones
who were not promised a reward: this was a class assignment) and
there is no reason to think that they had any intrinsic interest in pro-
ducing short story titles: they were, after all, taking a psychology
class, not a creative writing one. Yet they produced something

30 Ibid., 118.
31" Robert Eisenberger and Linda Rhoades, ‘Incremental Effects of

Reward on Creativity’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81
(2001), 728-=741. The case is their Study 3.
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creative. Of course, the supporter of the enhancement construal could
maintain that they must have had some intrinsic interest in writing
titles, but unsupported psychological speculation does not warrant
any claim, let alone one about what is essential.

There is a second reason why the psychological evidence does not
support the (fully-fledged) virtue view. This concerns how the
notion of an intrinsic motivation is defined in the psychological lit-
erature. Amabile in 1983 defined it thus: ‘Persons who engage in an
activity for its own sake are intrinsically motivated; persons who
engage in an activity to achieve some goal external to task engagement
are extrinsically motivated.”*? With its reference to engaging in an
activity for its own sake this definition is clearly related to the
notion of intrinsic motivation as I have characterised it. But it is
also puzzling: what would we mean, for instance, if we said that we
went walking for its own sake, or did some cooking for its own
sake? T'o make sense of this we have to identify some characteristic
of the action that the agent finds desirable.’® So we have to specify
the kind of reason the agent has more exactly: for instance, she
engages in pleasurable activity for its own sake, i.e., for sake of the
pleasure she takes in it. And likewise, for each value characteristic
that the agent might pursue for its own sake: e.g., she engages in a
challenging activity for its own sake, i.e., for the sake of the challenge
it provides; or a cognitively interesting activity for its own sake, i.e., for
the sake of its cognitive interest. The definition we developed earlier
was used to characterise the kind of intrinsic motivation that a virtu-
ous agent must have: she performs a virtuous action for its own sake,
for the sake of virtue: that is, she performs an action because it is vir-
tuous and this is her ultimate end. On Amabile’s definition this is
only one kind of intrinsic motivation and her definition allows for a
wide range of kinds of intrinsic motivation. So even if the psycho-
logical evidence showed that intrinsic motivations were necessary
for creativity, this would not show that the kind of intrinsic motiv-
ation that is necessary for a disposition to be a fully-fledged virtue
is required to be creative. Even if one showed, for instance, that enjoy-
ing some activity were necessary to be creative in it, this would not
prove that creativity is a virtue, since this would require showing
that one must act with the ultimate aim of being creative. Suppose
that psychological tests of the Abelam showed that they had to
enjoy their wood-carving in order to be creative in it; this would

32 Amabile, op. cit., 109.
33 See G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention, 2"¢ ed. (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2000).
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not show that creativity is a virtue, since, as we noted, they are creative
without aiming to be so.**
Amabile later refined her definition:

We define as intrinsic any motivation that arises from the indivi-
dual’s positive reaction to qualities of the task itself; this reaction
can be experienced as interest, involvement, curiosity, satisfac-
tion, or positive challenge. We define as extrinsic any motivation
that arises from sources outside of the task itself; these sources
include expected evaluation, contracted-for reward, external
directives, or any of several similar sources.””

If we read the list of five ways in which a reaction can be positive as
complete, then the problem is that the definition is set up so that
the intrinsic motivation of creativity — aiming at creativity as an
ultimate end — does not figure at all, so that showing that a motivation
satisfies one of these conditions cannot show that creativity is a virtue.
And if we read it as a list of open-ended conditions, then as with the
earlier definition, showing that intrinsic motivation in some of these
senses is necessary to be creative does not entail that the intrinsic
motivation is of the right kind to constitute creativity as a virtue.

So the evidence produced by Amabile’s research programme does
not show that creativity is a virtue. Proponents of the programme also
sometimes overstate its claims. Hennessey, for instance, glosses IMP
as holding that ‘Intrinsic motivation is conducive to creativity, and
extrinsic motivation is almost always detrimental.’*°

However, that sits ill at ease with the fact, as we noted earlier, that
competition and rivalry are common between creative people in
various domains, from arts to sciences; that there are institutional
structures in many domains, such as academia, that give overt
rewards to creative results and moreover appear to produce them;
and that there are prizes, including literary, architectural and philo-
sophical ones, which are intended not just to mark creative achieve-
ment but also to foster it. Much of the research programme’s data
3* A more general way to bring out this point is by noting that to show
that someone has to be motivated by pleasure in some activity does not show
that she is acting from virtue in that activity, even if the activity is in con-
formity to virtue. For instance, if being motivated to run from pleasure
were necessary for someone to participate in sponsored charity runs, this
would not prove that she was exercising a virtue in so doing, for she might
simply be running out of enjoyment in running, and regard the fact of
charity sponsorship as a useful excuse for running.

Ibid., 115.

36 Hennessey, op. cit., 346.
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comes from work on schoolchildren and undergraduates. But if we
turn to the world of high-end creativity associated with professionals,
the existence of extrinsic rewards of various kinds is endemic and
given how creative some of these people are, the evidence does not
suggest that extrinsic motivation is ‘almost always’ detrimental to cre-
ativity. Rather, it suggests that it can be very helpful. Given the years
of preparation that are required to acquire the expertise needed for
creativity in a domain, how long it can take to achieve creative
success and how many utterly dispiriting failures someone may
have to endure before she does so, it is easy to explain why any motiv-
ation, extrinsic or intrinsic, can help someone to get through the hard
times. However much one loves one’s subject, faced with continual
failure, or self-agonising doubts about one’s ability to pull off an
achievement, or paralysing uncertainty about how to proceed, the
thought that one may not just fail in some creative endeavour that
one values, but may also lose one’s job or forfeit one’s career if one
does so, is bound, like hanging, to concentrate the mind wonderfully.

5. Conclusion

I have argued that creativity is not a fully-fledged virtue, since an
appropriate intrinsic motivation is not essential to it. Creativity can,
and probably almost invariably does, proceed from mixed motivations,
both intrinsic and extrinsic, but there is no reason why it cannot
proceed from purely extrinsic reasons, or, for that matter, purely
intrinsic ones. This is consistent with creativity’s being a virtue in
weaker senses that have a place in our language and theoretical reflec-
tions, as what I have termed a dispositional excellence, and more
weakly an excellence. Whether we should restrict the term ‘virtue’
only to what I have called a fully-fledged virtue is largely a matter of
stipulation and little hangs on it. What does matter, and what I
claim to have shown, concerns the relation of creativity to motivation.
Creativity can proceed from extrinsic motivations, and in that respect it
is different from paradigm moral virtues such as kindness and fairness.
Creativity turns out to be more complex in its structure and also more
multifarious in its instances than it would be were it an example of a
paradigm case of virtue. So those virtue-theoretic accounts of creativity
that try to model it on fully-fledged virtues will fail.
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