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This book explores the mystery 
of creativity: the why, the what, and 
the how. We will trace some of its 
manifestations in the fields of sci-
ence, spirituality, literature, the arts, 
engineering, psychology, business, 
sports, and philosophy—as well as 
traditions both Eastern and West-
ern. 

What makes this book different 
is its focus on synergy—the interac-
tive synthesis of many parts and 
wholes. Ken Wilber (after Arthur 
Koestler’s nomenclature) calls such 

units holons: they can be whole in and of themselves but are also parts 
of larger wholes. So math and literature are both whole fields, but they 
are usually parts of a college education. Your background is a whole, 
but it is also only a part of you, and in itself it is composed of many 
parts, such as your reading, your experiences, and your synthesized 
ideas about life.

Organization of the Book

The first three chapters establish a theoretical framework.
Chapter 1 and 2, while dissecting the paradoxes involved in the 

study of creativity, indicate how some thinkers have viewed it from 
ancient times to the present. Particularly germane is the notion of the 
universe as a great thought, a web of interrelated ideas and possibilities, 
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available to those who know how to access it. This concept may seem 
controversial but is by no means new—sources ancient and modern, 
Eastern and Western will be cited to document it.

Chapter 3 outlines the ten-step process that you can use to activate 
Creative.Synergy. You immerse yourself in the formulas of your craft, then 
activate the flow state, center your awareness, relate to the center of 
what is trying to happen through you, and let the inspiration flow. You 
also allow for incubation, synchronicity, and feedback to support the 
process. For this method I am deeply indebted to Swami Kriyananda 
(a.k.a. Donald Walters). 

Chapter 4 summarizes the Integral Operating System of Ken Wilber. 
If you find the ideas a bit dense and the descriptions a bit confusing, 
feel free to skip this chapter. Wilber’s system is complex, developed over 
the course of many books and articles as well as many years of deep 
thought and prolific writing. The ideas in this chapter will be explained 
in greater depth later since his system will provide the structure that 
organizes Chapters 5-13.

Chapters 5-13 provide the practical application of Creative.Synergy to 
the individual, the work, the artistic community, and the domain. The 
organizational framework is Ken Wilber’s Integral Operating System: 
“5 elements” that provide a “comprehensive map of human potentials.”1 
For the.first.aspect, Wilber divides a square into four equal quadrants: 
the I or sense of individual self (subjective singular), the we or sense of 
community (subjective plural), the it or artifact (objective singular), and 
the its.or organizing system (objective plural). (See Figure 2, Chapter 4.) 
These four universal categories, derived from the pronoun systems of 
“all major languages,” classify a culture’s art, morals, and science, 
“the Beautiful, the Good, and the True.”2 The next.two.aspects, lines.and 
levels, are components of developmental stage theory. Human beings 
mature through various lines of development, some of the most famous 
of which are psychosexual (Freud), psychosocial (Erikson), cognitive 
(Piaget), and moral (Kohlberg and Gilligan). While progressing through 

�  Ken Wilber, “The Integral Operating System: An Integral or Comprehensive Map,” (February 
�9, 20�2), retrieved from http://integrallife.com/integral-post/integral-operating-system, �.
2  Ken Wilber, “The Integral Operating System: How It All Fits Together: The Four Quadrants,” 
(February  �9,  20�2),  retrieved  from  http://integrallife.com/integral-post/integral-operating-
system, 6.
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these lines, people advance to various levels or stages. Because each line.
develops separately, maturation is uneven: someone with a highly 
developed intellect may have immature social skills. Two.other.aspects 
are states.and types. All human beings fluctuate among various states of 
consciousness, the most familiar of which are waking, dreaming, and 
deep sleep. Also recognized have been differences between masculine 
and feminine viewpoints.3 

Using this system, Chapters 5-13 take.a.walk.around.the.square of Wil-
ber’s 4 quadrants. Chapter 5 addresses the individual creator, the I as a 
filter or influence on the idea coming from the Great Thought. Chapter 6 
explains the uses and abuses of ego, a self-awareness that both supports 
and blocks creativity. Chapters 7-8 turn from the singular to the plural. 
Chapter 7 explains how feeling part of a creative dyad can nurture 
invention, whether you are pursuing scientific discovery or discussing 
aesthetic ideas. Chapter 8 applies these ideas to larger groups. 

Chapters 9-11 turn from process to product with a focus on the.it. 
Key themes are the criteria for establishing greatness and the question 
of which characteristics are universal and which, domain-specific. As in 
other chapters, examples will be furnished from many fields.

Chapters 12-13 apply systems theory to the creative process. A sys-
tem, the objective plural, can be supportive or toxic in its influence. In 
Chapter 12 we will look at “Great Groups” and other institutional teams. 
In Chapter 13 we will look at systemic forms of support for creativity, 
such as patronage.

 Finally, Chapter 14 will establish common themes and make sug-
gestions while appendices will offer supplementary material such as 
charts, alternative exercises, and a bibliography.

How to Use This Book

If.you.are.a.student, your instructor will probably want to assign some 
of the exercises for journaling and class discussion. This book may be 
heavy on theory in some chapters, but you are probably taking this 
course because you want to apply what you are learning. The exercises 

�  Ken Wilber, “The Integral Operating System, What Type?” (February �9, 20�2), retrieved from 
http://integrallife.com/integral-post/integral-operating-system, 4.
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are a way to do that.
If.you.are.an.instructor.in.a.public.U.S..college, you will be concerned about 

separation of church and state. Accordingly, you will notice that parts 
of this book deal with spirituality—not to endorse any particular reli-
gion but to deal with universal patterns that inspire creativity. If you 
are hesitant to deal with issues involving transcendence or states of 
consciousness, you may wish to read the Astins’ study of spirituality 
in entering college students, summarized at the beginning of Chapter 
5. Young people report that they are involved with questions about 
ultimate concerns and values. In addition, many artists, writers, and 
musicians feel that their ideas are coming from an “idea-space”4 larger 
than they are. This theory is called the “idealist” or “causal” view and has 
commonalities with the Unified Field theories emerging from quantum 
mechanics and cosmology. 

If.you.are.curious.about.the.subject, you may wish to skip the exercises 
and focus on the chapter explanations. You may also wish to consult 
some of the additional sources in the bibliography.

If. you. are. a. creator. looking. for. inspiration, you will definitely want to 
practice the ten-step method in Chapter 3. You may also find Chapter 1 
interesting in its description of the creative process and Chapter 14 use-
ful in its summary of suggestions. You may wish to study the chapters 
that pertain most to your field of interest and skim or skip the others. 
You are also encouraged to try some of the exercises.

For whatever reason you are using this book, I encourage you to 
contact me. I’d like to hear about your breakthroughs, suggestions, 
complaints, and ideas.

4   Richard Ogle’s term as explained in his book Smart World: Breakthrough Creativity and the 
New Science of Ideas (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2007).
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1
What is Creativity?

A Trick Quiz

Circle all the statements that 
are true about creativity.

Creativity can be studied as a pro-
cess.
Creativity is dependent on the indi-
vidual will.
There is such a thing as the creative 
personality.
Creativity is the same in all domains.
Creativity results from inspiration.
Creativity is mysterious.
Creativity can be evaluated in a 
product.

Creativity is dependent on the environment.
Everyone is creative.
Creativity is different in different fields.
Creativity results from hard work.
Creativity has been studied and defined.

CALVIN AND HOBBES © 1995 Watterson.
Reprinted with permission of UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE. All rights reserved. 
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If you circled all of the answers, you are correct. 

The Process of Creativity

Like using the key, creativity is a process. You may have seen it listed as four, 
five, or six steps.19 The usual description is of five stages:

Preparation. The creator becomes immersed in the formulas and 
rules of the craft. Often quoted is Pasteur’s dictum: “Chance favors the 
prepared mind.” Edison tested thousands of filaments to find one that 
would work in his incandescent electric light.20 The often-cited “ten-
year rule” is that a successful artist must practice the craft at least ten 
years before success.21

Concentration. The creator becomes obsessed. Flaubert spent whole 
nights searching for a single adjective and forced his mistress to live 
away from him, in Paris, lest he become distracted. Gauguin abandoned 
his family in France to find his artistic subjects in Tahiti. Edison spent 
days in his lab without going home;22 and Einstein was the “icon” of the 
“absent-minded professor.” On a journey, he sometimes forgot some of 
his clothes or even his suitcase.23 
Incubation. The creator hits a wall, runs into a problem. Meanwhile, 
unconscious processes work on a solution. Poincaré, a mathematician, 
said, “Often when one is working at a hard question, nothing good is 
accomplished at the first attack. Then one takes a rest, shorter or longer, 
and sets down anew to the work.”24 
Illumination. The eureka moment arrives. Poincaré called it “a 

19  See, for example, Rosanoff and Campbell.

20  I have seen the number mentioned as both ten thousand and forty-three thousand.

21   See,  for  example,  Simonton,  “Creativity  as  a  Constrained  Stochastic  Process,”  91-92; 
Weisberg.

22  Randall Stross, The Wizard of Menlo Park: How Thomas Alva Edison Invented the Modern 
World (New York: Crown, 2007), 66.

23  Isaacson, Einstein, 39.

24  Henri Poincaré, “Mathematic Creation,” in The Creative Process: Reflections on the Invention 
in the Arts and Sciences, ed. Brewster  Ghiselin  (New York:  Mentor  Books,  New American 
Library, 1952), 38. The three facets, based on his triarchic theory of intelligence, are “its relation 
to the internal world of the individual, its relation to experience, and its relation to the external 
world of the individual.” (p. 132) 
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manifestation of long, unconscious prior work.”25 Nobel Prize winner 
Barbara McClintock called it “integration.” She claimed that although 
the solution came suddenly, it was not a lightning bolt of intuition but 
in the words of her biographer Nathaniel Comfort, a sudden “synthesis 
of many bits of knowledge.”26 Comfort believes that this sort of thinking 
is common in math and physics: “The most famous integrator of all was 
Albert Einstein.” His eureka moments came in pictures, such as when he 
conceived the relativity theory by imagining himself riding a beam of 
light. McClintock’s illuminations came too fast for pictures.27

Verification. The creator must test the work to identify its usefulness 
in the field, defined by Csikszentmihalyi as “all the individuals who act 
as gatekeepers.”28 A poet like Emily Dickinson or a painter like Vincent 
van Gogh may eschew this step or make light of it; an engineer consid-
ers this phase crucial.29 Verification was a problem for Edison—creative 
in the realm of ideas yet unable to grasp the pragmatics of marketing. 
He insisted that his phonograph should be used for office dictation 
rather than for music. When forced to produce records, he disdained 
the popular songs for which the public clamored, such as “Throw Him 
Down, McCloskey” and “One of His Legs is Longer Than It Really Ought 
to Be.” He ignored the popularity of the cheap AC current and fought 
a losing battle for DC. He took an adamant stand against movie pro-
jection systems in favor of kinetoscopes into which people stooped to 
stare. His friend Henry Ford called Edison “‘the world’s greatest inventor 
and world’s worst businessman.’”30

The Aspects of Creativity

Creativity can be evaluated in a product. Like the judge who claimed to 
know pornography when he saw it, most of us know creativity when 

25  Poincaré, “Mathematical Creation,” 38.

26  Nathaniel C. Comfort, The Tangled Field: Barbara McClintock’s Search for the Patterns of 
Genetic Control (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 68. 

27  Ibid., 67.

28  Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention 
(New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 28.

29  On the importance of the validation phase to engineers, see Petroski.

30  Stross, The Wizard of Menlo Park, 194, 199, 181, 197-198, 253.
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we see it, especially in its highest manifestations. The criteria, of course, 
are different in different fields. Harold Bloom’s test of literary greatness 
is the effect of the work:

The question we need to put to any writer must be: does she or he 
augment our consciousness, and how is it done? I find this a rough but 
effectual test: however I have been entertained, has my awareness been 
intensified, my consciousness widened and clarified? If not, then I have 
encountered talent, not genius. What is best and oldest in myself has 
not been activated.31 

The three criteria he cites are “aesthetic splendor, cognitive power, 
wisdom.”32 In contrast, scientists speak of the “beautiful experiment,” one 
that embodies “unexpectedness, inevitability, and economy” as well as 
“depth.”33 One example is Newton’s dispersion of light through prisms 
to prove the revolutionary hypothesis that white light is composed of 
colors.34 (See Chapters 10-11 for aesthetic criteria.)

Creativity is dependent on the individual will. Robert Sternberg claims “the 
key attribute” of “creative people” is that they make a “decision to be 
creative.”35 In psychological terms, they are intrinsically motivated: in-
terested in the task for its own sake. As a child, Nobel laureate Richard 
Feynman fixed radios for fun. Einstein’s sister reported that as a boy, 
he had eschewed ordinary play for math: “‘For days on end he sat 
alone, immersed in the search for a solution, not giving up before he 
had found it.’”36

31  Harold Bloom, Genius: A Mosaic of One Hundred Exemplary Minds  (New York: Warner, 
2002), 12.

32     Harold  Bloom,  20th Anniversary Edition: Dramatists and Dramas (New York:  Readers 
Subscription Book Club, 2006), ix.

33  G. H. Hardy, “A Mathematician’s Apology,” cited in Robert P. Crease, The Prism and the 
Pendulum: The Ten Most Beautiful Experiments in Science (New York: Random House, 2003), 
xxvi.

34   Paul  Strathern,  The Big Idea Collected: 6 Revolutionary Ideas That Changed the World 
(New York: Quality Paperback Book Club, 1999), 54-56; Crease, The Prism and the Pendulum, 
64-76.

35  Robert J. Sternberg, “Creativity as a Decision.”  American Psychologist 57, no. 5 (May 2002): 
376.

36  Quoted in Isaacson, Einstein, 17.
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Teresa Amabile has done many studies of intrinsic motivation. In one 
of her experiments, children were divided into two groups. Some were 
told they could play with crayons if they used colored markers first. 
Others were told the reverse: they had to play with crayons in order to 
use the markers. In both cases, children who could select their own art 
materials later were inclined to reject the tools that had been imposed 
on them as required. Instead both played with the ones that had been 
promised as rewards.37 

Amabile has conducted many versions of this experiment, and she 
has found that extrinsic motivation—the anticipation of a reward—tends 
to extinguish intrinsic motivation—the inner willingness to perform a 
task. Occasionally intrinsic motivation remains when it was high origi-
nally and the subject is engaged in a heuristic task (one not following a 
formula by rote).38 Her Intrinsic Motivation Principle of Creativity reads 
as follows: “Intrinsic motivation is conducive to creativity; controlling 
extrinsic motivation is detrimental to creativity, but informational or 
enabling extrinsic motivation can be conducive, particularly if initial 
levels of intrinsic motivation are high.”39 If we enjoy a pastime for its 
own sake, we are more likely to be creative. “Controlling” factors such 
as deadlines and external authorities can dampen creativity unless 
we perceive their feedback as helpful during an intrinsically interest-
ing task. For example, students who enjoy writing will tend to react 
favorably to instructor feedback on a rough draft. They will see it as 
“informational” and “enabling,” helping them to improve. On the other 
hand, those outer-directed students who dislike writing and are per-
forming for a grade may be inclined to say, in exasperation, “Just tell 
me what you want.” In one study undergraduates with an internal locus 
of control (inner-directed rather than outer-directed) scored higher on 
creativity tests.40

The following cartoon reveals the failure of most extrinsic motiva-
tion.

37   Discovering Psychology, Annenburg/CPB  Collection  featuring  Philip  Zimbardo,  video  4, 
program 20: Constructing social reality (WGBH, Boston: PBS Educational video in association 
with the APA, 1989), VHS tape.  

38  Teresa M. Amabile, Creativity in Context (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996), 117-19.  

39  Amabile, Creativity in Context, 119.

40  Ibid., 132-33.


