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ABSTRACT
Accounts of the creative process tend to be retrospective and implicitly ground the creative act within

the person, the mind, the moment, the idea; in doing so, they often miss the larger sociomaterial qualities
that can provide us with important insights about the social relationality and playfulness of the creative pro-
cess. In this article, we examine the creative process through an antenarrative lens that we consider very use-
ful for theorizing the creative process from a cultural and sociomaterial perspective. More specifically, we
argue that ‘having an idea’ is a contextualized and embodied process that can be regarded as an antenarra-
tive of the overall creative process. We also discuss how the paradoxical relation between the formative and
sudden manifestations of the creative act can be understood through the notion of play.
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Having an idea is an essential act of creativity. It is, in the end, an embodied experience, a sojourn in
not only the social but also in the materiality aspect of creativity. It is not simply cognitive, a lit lightbulb of
the mind when searching for a fitting metaphor of creativity (Gl�aveanu, 2011). While helping us materialize
the ephemeral and the illusive, the usual stories of ‘having an idea’ are often post-factum reconstructions
and re-organizations of a much more complex, messy, embodied, and non-linear process, letting the creative
process frequently appear superficial and naive. That is, retrospective stories of creativity tend to implicitly
ground the creative process within the person, the mind, the moment, the idea, and often miss its larger
sociomaterial qualities that can provide us with important insights about the social relationality and playful-
ness of the creative process. And, as we will argue here, while retrospective stories of creativity cannot be
told without reference to people, minds and ideas, they should not be limited to them. Moreover, although
we talk and think about creative processes in terms of stories, and stories by definition organize, usually
along (linear) temporal lines, elements of our remembered experience, this should not make us blind to the
fact that there is much more to the creative process than its social story. Or rather, anticipating our argu-
ment, there are ways to embed this story and make sense of it through its sociomaterial practices by
embracing “the constitutive entanglement of the social and the material” (Orlikowski, 2007, p. 1439),
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thereby tapping into a much wider, dynamic, paradoxical, playful type of ‘story’ than we usually tell or hear
about creativity and creators.

In this article, we start by discussing the epistemological and ontological implications of conceptualising
creativity from a sociomaterial perspective. Second, we propose what seems to us a vital notion to under-
stand the creative process and in particular the phase of ‘having an idea’: the concept of antenarrative (Boje,
2001, 2008, 2011, 2014). Third, we outline a conception of antenarratives and their different facets and man-
ifestations that we believe is useful for theorizing the creative process from a cultural and sociomaterial per-
spective. In the end, we return to the experience of having an idea and discuss two of its manifestations –
one formative, the other sudden – and the ways in which the paradoxical relation between them can be
understood through the notion of play.

CREATIVITY IN AND IN-BETWEEN PEOPLE
Creative ideas, whether the result of an individual or team effort, are often assumed to originate from

what Runco (1996) calls “personal creativity,” which is (at least implicitly) described as an asocial, individu-
alistic process. To understand personal creativity, scholars have focused either on the personality and socio-
contextual aspects of creativity or on the cognitive, affective, and conative processes “upstream” (Howkins,
2005; Sacramento, Dawson, & West, 2008). While this focal separation brought important insights for our
understanding of creativity in people, it caused and continues to cause problems when trying to understand
creativity in-between people.

From a cognitive perspective, creativity in-between people has been associated with shared internal
frames of reference (Mitchell, 1986), negotiated belief structures (Walsh, Henderson, & Deighton, 1988),
team mental models (Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994), and team member schema similarity (Rentsch &
Hall, 1994), to name just a few. The latter approach received considerable interest in the academic world
due to Rentsch and Klimoski’s (2001) nuanced view of team cognition. The authors argue that member
schemas are similar rather than shared because cognitive schemas reside in the individual and thus cannot
be identical. In other words, team member schemas can be conceptualized as interconnected knowledge
bundles (Lord & Maher, 1991) that are “characterized by incomplete agreement” (Rentsch & Klimoski,
2001, p. 108), but help team members to organize and understand phenomena (Poole, Gray, & Gioia,
1990).

However, we argue that the creative process is more than a pure exercise of a single mind, something
beyond sensory forms of understanding, a being in-between the sociomaterial entanglements inherent in cre-
ative work. This does not exclude that occasionally creativity happens as a pure mental exercise, but
depending on the discipline and/or problem at hand, creativity emerges from playing with materials and acts
of social relationality. For instance, in mathematics, it may be more common that creativity is solely an act
of the mind, but even there the social entanglements will be at work. In contrast, in haute cuisine, the sen-
sory aspects, and thus the materiality of the context, are essential (Stierand, 2015), for it is a materiality of
not seeing with the eyes, but seeing by touching, smelling, hearing, and tasting the ingredients often through
the use of tools, which then become extensions of the chef’s body (see D€orfler & Ackermann, 2012). There-
fore, we assert that there is a phenomenological quality inherent in the creative process consisting of qualia,
individual instances of subjective experience that cannot be put precisely into words or reduced to imper-
sonal and objective features (Jackson, 1982; Lewis, 1929; Stierand & D€orfler, 2014). Ontologically, this
means that a sociomaterial conceptualisation of creativity cannot assume that human beings and things (so-
cial and material) exist as separate self-contained entities, but that they exist as inseparable intra-acting
“components” (Barad, 2003, p. 815)

Relationships are not just the interactions of what was originally nonrelational; relationships are
relational “all the way down.” Things are not first self-contained entities and then interactive. Each
thing, including each person, is first and always a nexus of relations [. . .] all things, including all
practices, have a shared being and a mutual constitution in this sense. They start out and forever
remain in relationship.

(Slife, 2004, p. 159)

Consequently, in order to epistemologically capture creativity as a sociomaterial phenomenon, we must
go in-between the material and “relational interactions and patternings that are recursively intimated in the
fluxing and transforming of our life-worlds” (Chia, 1995, pp. 581-582). This inevitably demands an intellec-
tual quietness so that we can immerse ourselves in the sociomaterial phenomena unfolding around us and
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turn our attention to the sensual as well as mental experiences of the micro-processes of creativity (D€orfler,
Stierand, & Zizka, 2017).

“HAVING AN IDEA” AS AN ANTENARRATIVE
Building on the previously described ontological and epistemological basis, we view acts of creativity

(processual components of the overall creative process) as relational processes that move in-between the
intra- and inter-personal (Dinh et al., 2014; Gl�aveanu, 2014; Mainemelis, Kark, & Epitropaki, 2015) relations
of actors that inter-subjectively share the embodied and often atheoretical (HChia, 2003) and ‘unspoken and
unspeakable’ aspects of creative work (Stierand, 2015; Stierand & D€orfler, 2016). These relational processes
are essentially entanglements of the social and material (Barad, 2003; Hultin & M€ahring, 2017) aspects of
creativity that tell a story. That is, it is not just people that are storytellers, the ‘land’ in which creative work
is produced, the tools, the artefacts and so on, all tell a story.

These sociomaterial stories of creativity, however, are never ready-made, well-behaved stories waiting to
be told from beginning to end, to be cultivated as neat narratives of creative action and repeatedly ‘re-
hearsed’ with others. Such neat narratives are as much inferred from the creative outcome as recalled from
the creative process. On the contrary, the story of creativity ‘as it takes place’ in the sociomaterial world
would naturally be messy, complex, non-linear and often impossible to capture on a temporal line, because
of the unpredictability of the whats and hows of ‘having an idea’—the rest of the creative process (e.g. judg-
ing and reworking the idea) seems to be significantly better behaved. Thus, we intend to capture the proces-
sual component of ‘having an idea’ by adopting Boje’s conceptualization of antenarratives:

Antenarrative is the fragmented, nonlinear, incoherent, collective, unplotted, and prenarrative
speculation, a bet. To traditional narrative methods antenarrative is an improper storytelling, a wager
that a proper narrative can be constituted.

(Boje, 2000, n.a.)

We see Boje’s description as fully compatible with our view of ‘having an idea’. Antenarrative is a rela-
tional process that potentially will make futural sense and eventually lead to a retrospective narrative col-
lapsed into beginning, middle and ending (Boje, 2008). In the context of creativity, we see antenarrative
processes as pre-reflexive and embodied, bringing order to the messiness of ‘having an idea’. They are the
antecedents before and anticipatory preparation processes toward something new, something that is becom-
ing; they are ‘in the middle’ and ‘in-between’ (Boje, 2001, p. 293), refusing to attach linear beginning, mid-
dle and ending (Boje, 2008, p. 28). As the antenarrative processes develop into a narrative, we make the step
from ‘having an idea’ to the overall creative process. We further argue that the key strength of the relational
process view is that the starting point of the authentic Being-ness of the dynamic historicality of the creative
process is not viewed as something static, a ‘structure’ in the traditional sense of the term, but rather, as the
beginning of multiple antenarrative processes, a constellation that somehow evolved and continues to evolve
during creative work, eventually (but not always) becoming orderly story and narrative. Hence, while the
antenarrative of ‘having an idea’ may evolve into various fully formed narratives (and thus different creative
outcomes), or may never get there at all, we may go back from time to time to the same antenarrative and
develop it into a new fully formed narrative. This means, we need to look at the entire creative process as
an antenarrative.

THE CREATIVE PROCESS AS AN ANTENARRATIVE
The creative process involves aspects of human activities that reflect “maturity and experience” as well as

those “that are found in early childhood” (Runco, 1996, pp. 3–4). Having an idea can be over long time
horizons (Boje, Haley, & Saylors, 2016; Stierand, 2015) during which creative individuals must sustain a
kind of “innocence-in-experience” (Barron, 1995) when preparing for enacting the creative process. This
antenarrative process is called fore-having (Boje, 2014; Boje, Svane, & Gergerich, 2016; Heidegger, 1962:
#150). A simple but illustrative example are the actions that haute cuisine chefs take before they start creat-
ing a new dish: ovens are turned on, pans and pots are put on the stove to have them heated up, knives get
sharpened, and all sorts of equipment that can be imagined to be potentially needed ready at hand, for
instance a bowl of ice cubes, is assembled; these imaginations of the future, mobilizing the past and guiding
the present, have been referred to by Cole as prolepsis (Cole, 1996).

This antenarrative process, like the following three, must be understood as naturally interactive and recur-
ring, constantly changing and being changed by each other (Boje, Haley, et al., 2016). Taken together,

167

Journal of Creative Behavior



however, we suggest that they can form a relational process of creativity, starting with fore-having, followed
by fore-structure, fore-telling, and fore-conception. The process of fore-structure is a going between the body
of established narratives of past ideas and the current process of having an idea to establish awareness of the
idea’s social relationality and the materiality of the creative process as it emerges (Boje, Haley, et al., 2016;
Boje, Svane, Henderson, & Strevel, 2015; Heidegger, 1962: #153). In other words, this “idea fore-structure”
can be understood as a mind-sensory practice toward achieving intuitive insight (D€orfler & Ackermann,
2012), the act by which sociomaterial “elements of the respective domain knowledge are tacitly synthesized in
a new way creating a novum” (Stierand & D€orfler, 2016, p. 179). By “working out these fore-structures” (Hei-
degger, 1962, section #150), it is possible to sketch the idea’s future “Being-in-the-world” that is the expected
chances the idea has to become an innovation, a new value that once will be part of the traditional domain
knowledge.

Then, an antenarrative process of fore-telling starts that is a bet on the future through prospective sense-
making (Boje, Haley, et al., 2016; Boje et al., 2015; Heidegger, 1962: #150). It is essentially the phase of
moving forward the “unspoken and unspeakable” elements of the intuitive insight about the idea, a phase of
evaluation by intuitive judgment (D€orfler & Ackermann, 2012; Stierand & D€orfler, 2016). This evaluation
shows, in our view, resemblance to Weick’s process of disciplined imagination in theorizing which, he
argues, is far less rigid and linear than propagated and actually far more “intuitive, blind, wasteful, serendip-
itous, [and] creative” (Weick, 1989, p. 519). It is an evolutionary process of designing, conducting, and
interpreting imaginary experiments (Weick, 1989) to foresee the becoming of the idea without never quite
getting there (Boje, Rosile, Durant, & Luhman, 2004, p. 756).

Now, an antenarrative process of fore-conception starts to align the idea with the established narratives
of past ideas through establishing a new language for the idea to be communicated, new symbols, and new
practices of enactments. In short: new conceptions of sociomaterialities. This process aims to make sense of
what is as yet not an orderly narrative of a creative idea (Boje, Haley, et al., 2016; Boje et al., 2015; Heideg-
ger, 1962: #150).

According to Boje’s concept of antenarrative, the gravitational point that connects and brings all of the
above antenarrative processes into interplay, eventually leading to a new idea, is called fore-caring, an affec-
tionate concern for the future of the idea that is yet to arrive (Boje, 2014; Boje, Svane, et al., 2016):

[H]ow we feel affection to the possible futures and relate to some futures as more attractive than
others, and how we thus, in anticipation of the arrival of this future, resolutely act to pave the way
for its actual arrival.

(Boje et al., 2015, p. 12)

CONNECTING THE DOTS THROUGH PLAY
In essence, we argue that paving the way for the creative process to unfold into the future through fore-

caring can be fostered and maintained through play by bringing together the sociomateriality of actions,
objects, people, and meaning with the aim to create (more) order (see Mainemelis & Dionysiou, 2015;
Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006)—that is, to make the move from the antenarrative of the creative process to
the fully formed narrative of the creative outcome.

The notion of antenarrative process of fore-caring connects the often opposing views of the creative act
as being of a more formative nature or the result of sudden inspiration, of being intrinsically messy or, on
the contrary, organized into what takes place before and after ‘having the idea’.

Formative approaches understand the creative process as a search for new ideas by producing them in-
between the senses and the mind through acts of encounter (Gherardi & Perrotta, 2014, p. 143). Artisans,
for example, often start with a vague and blurred vision of what they want to create and only during the
process of production, when they start playing with the “materials, tools, techniques, design, form, and
function”, the vision that essentially inspired them becomes more and more clear Guthrie, 2007, p. 2). In
other words, through formation, artisans start to understand their antenarrative bet on the future by playing
in an engaging manner (Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006). This is visible in any form of craftsmanship which,
far from being mechanical or repetitive, requires imagination, anticipation as well as skill Gl�aveanu, in press;
Sennett, 2008; Stierand, 2015). Approaches that acknowledge the notion of sudden inspiration argue that
‘having an idea’ is a “manifest sign of long, unconscious prior work” (Poincar�e in Hadamard, 1996, p. 14),
or what appears, at least from the outside, as a more asocial and individualistic antenarrative fore-structur-
ing. The experience of getting the idea out of ‘thin air’ is undeniably part of the narrative of creativity for
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many people, including people who get to be recognized as creative geniuses. And yet, we believe that this
type of fore-structuring does not contradict or deny the previous one, more apparently social and develop-
mental in nature. Indeed, studies of creative insight consistently show that big breakthroughs are always
embedded within longer trajectories of participation, materialized in ‘smaller’, less noticeable insights or
fore-sights (see also Cosmelli & Preiss, 2014).

As such, the element of playful experimentation is inseparable from the creative process, for as messy or
orderly as it appears. In experiences of sudden insights, of ‘having the idea’, play is often used as a means to
divert from the actual creative work, affecting creativity more indirectly (Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006). Play
becomes here an integrative concept, the ‘glue’ holding together different antenarrative elements, building
on ideas but also often refusing to have the (final) idea. Thus, play, whether practiced in an engaging or
diverging manner, can relieve from the coercive rules and norms of behaving and thinking, for example in
organizations (March, 1976), and can foster cognitive and behavioural flexibility (Amabile, 1996; Weick,
1979). It can help creative individuals to stay in the in-between, to work out the antenarrative that starts to
emerge and may eventually lead to an orderly narrative (Boje, 2008).
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