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Abstract:
The complex interaction between creativity and education has many forms.  These forms facilitate a variety of  learning experiences within contemporary western education sites.  This said, there are questions as to how and where edcuators and theorists believe creativity exists within the educational setting, and whether the claims they make reflect the lived experience of ‘the learner’.  This paper will address the above topic in the form of a dialogue that will draw upon Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Decay of Lying’.  The presenters will consider the creative possibilities of the programmatic and performative educational paradigms, in particular focusing upon the problem of forming concepts regarding what might be understood to be ‘the creative’.

Introduction:

Early last year Richard and I independently arrived at an interest in the question of whether life imitates art imitating life – Richard through his interest in innovation, creativity and education, and myself through the question of technology and its transformation of the young child’s play.  

We committed to discovering the source of this idea, and found in Oscar Wilde’s The Decay of Lying (1998) reference to life’s imitation of art as the one thing that keeps life civilised.  This leads Wilde to consider whether art itself should be influenced by the reality of life, or whether spheres of human activity, including education, would benefit from the art of lying:.

Lying for the sake of improvement of the young, which is the basis of home education, still lingers amongst us, and its advantages are so admirably set forth in the early books of Plato’s Republic that it is unneccessary to dwell upon them here.  It is a mode of lying for which all good mothers have peculiar capabilities, but it is capable of still further development, and has been sadly overlooked by the School Board (Wilde 1998, p. 14).

Wilde’s dialogue between the humble Cyril and the cynical Vivian challenges the then contemporary art world with the accusation that it is commonplace and too intent upon capturing the true representation of nature.  Art, Vivian argues should instead play with the mythical and the impossible – art must claim its creations rather than mimic those of nature, leading him to propose that art of any value must be revived through the art of lying.  Lying here is not merely accidental, it is bald and reckless with a “healthy natural disdain of [need for] proof” (p. 2).

Wilde’s work challenged us to think of the nature of truth, the value of the lie, and  more specifically of creativity and art in the contemporary educational setting in New Zealand.

This presentation is the result of a dialogue between Richard and myself in which The Decay of Lying provided stimulus for a range of questions regarding the child’s experiences of creativity in education.

Question One – Richard:

Wilde, via the voice of Vivian, makes the following observation:

 “Many a young man starts his life with a natural gift for imagination which, if nurtured in congenial and sympathetic surroundings, or by the imitation of the best models, might grow into something really great and wonderful.  But as a rule he becomes nothing.  He either falls into careless habits of accuracy or … (Vivian is interrupted)” (p. 4).
This statement leads me to ask the following two questions: 

(a) Is the natural gift of imagination squandered in the education setting today?  

(b) How could Wilde’s concept of the ‘art of lying’ be used to re-evaluate the gift of imagination as something that might better benefit both the contemporary learner and society as a whole?

Andrew: 

I am forcing myself to answer this question pragmatically, because I’m not sure what the benefits of allowing, or fostering, the imagination of the child would have for the individual and the society.  If the purpose of education is established then one might examine the contribution of imagination, but then the nature of imagination, or one’s relationship to one’s imagination, would be similarly difficult to pin down.

However, that aside Wilde’s concept of the ‘art of lying’ problematises teaching, or more specifically, instructional models of educating children.   If children are to be given space to wonder, and if those wonderings are not marginalised in their relationship to a central authoritative source of knowledge about the world, then perhaps education will be understood as a series of relationships with ideas and things that are continually being revealed (Dreyfus 2002).  Is this what we want from education?  That is an interesting question because increasingly it can be argued that the child’s powers of imagination are constructed as a standing reserve in the knowledge economy. 

Question Two – Andrew:

In this sense the metaphor of the child has often been deployed as a theme which might emancipate creativity and imagination, the childlike innocence and enraptured exploration of the world.  

However the child is increasingly the fulcrum around which technological progress revolves. In the contemporary media industries, the young child is the litmus test for the success of emerging information and communication technologies.  How can the former survive in the age of the latter?

Richard:
The practical way to address this question is not to respond by providing the child, in isolation, with a strategy for escape, but to create ourselves as adults, as educators and theorists as works of art – which importantly problematises the construction of the child’s powers of imagination as a ‘standing reserve’ to be later mined and cashed in on by the knowledge economy. 

Foucault’s theoretical point of view is that we must begin this commitment to the creation of ourselves as a work of art by thinking “of the kind of relation one has with one’s self as a creative activity” (1997, p. 262,).  I would surmise that this is what the child practises in her engagement with the world and that, if we can as adults understand the symbolic value of this practice then we might come to re-evaluate the child’s arrival in this world.  A re-evaluation of the child’s novelty might implicate us as educators and theorists in a re-evaluation of the novelty art presumes our adult lives should have.  The novelty of the child’s arrival and the novelty of her approach to what we think of as the creative may only survive if we can conceive of adult life experience as making way for the subject to have a relation with one’s self that can be thought of as a creative activity.

Alternatively, if we are to educate the child to refer the creative activity to the relation the child has with her self, what we are doing is tantamount to prescribing what should be the object of the aesthetic experience in the education setting.  This can only lead the child to replicating the creative activity of the teacher/or parent and/or others.

Question Three – Richard: 

If we can return to the lie as a point of problematisation, Wilde writes:

 “After all, what is a fine lie?  Simply that which is its own evidence!  If a man is sufficiently unimaginative to produce evidence in support of a lie, he might just as well speak the truth at once” (p. 3).

My question would be: What is the relation between the need to lie and the need to create a critical space for the critique of neoliberal education?

Andrew:
All critique, Nietzsche (1979) might argue, requires a relationship with the constitution of truths, and hence with the metaphor, or, in terms of your question, with fine lies.

Critical pedagogy requires space in which to problematize neoliberal education.  To explore the value of art and creativity (in Wilde’s sense) requires that one engages with questions of both the nature of truth and the nature of creativity.  Is this engagement possible within any education system, and in particular within the contemporary paradigm that demands that performance and efficiency be privileged?  The first relationship is a rather general one, one which asks: does neoliberal education satisfy the expectations of critical pedagogy regarding the interpretation that the purpose of education should be to contribute to the student’s exploration of meaning and the nature of truth?  Lyotard’s critique of performativity and education in The Postmodern Condition – A Report on Knowledge (Lyotard 1999) would indicate that there is a requirement to undermine whatever values in education that do not contribute to the maximisation of certain desired goals.  For children in contemporary education perhaps their understanding of what it means to be creative is predominantly determined by their relationship to the media and technology, where they are encouraged to uncritically accept technology as benefiting their lives and arguably removing thinking about or understanding of the impact of technology and education in their creative experiences.  

The loudest reification of the commodification of knowledge is lived out (or at the least aspired to be lived out in contemporary education policy and is hence of relevant concern) in the child’s relationship, as consumer, with the information and communication technologies (or ICT), evidenced in the emphasis on ICT in education policy.  My concern here is that the emphasis on ICT skills in a so-called seamless education system further reinforces a child’s technological understanding of being as that constituted through the child’s relationship with, in particular, the toy and entertainment industries.  For children to develop a technological understanding of being, in the sense valued by Heidegger (Dreyfus 2002), educators should arguably explore opportunities for the child to experience technology as an option, not the only option, yet teachers themselves are facing increasing demands to ‘upskill’ their ICT literacy as if the workload of a teacher were not already immense, of as if this were the only means of improving their capacity to teach.

Question Four - Andrew:

However I wonder whether this turn to Wilde’s concept of the creative lie can encourage any practical transformations for teachers.  Might not the application of such a concept be a further manifestation of prescriptive education, albeit in a less prescribed style.  Wilde, for instance, talks of the art of lying as a science or a knowledge, which has the production of the lie as its only creative purpose.  Does Wilde over valorise the art of lying, as if it were to have a transcendental source?

Richard:
Wilde says, “he is pleading for a Lying in Art” (p.3).  Why is he pleading his case?  Wilde says that “Life has driven Art out into the wilderness,” it would appear that he is pleading because he says as long as Art is abandoned to this wilderness, we are doomed to “suffering” and, as such, a suffering that is defined by the absence of art in global consumerism.  If we don’t believe this suffering to be our reality then perhaps Wilde over valorises the art of lying as a means of restoring art as the reality.  If we on the other hand do believe this to be our reality, as I do, then as Andrew suggests Wilde’s concept of the creative lie could encourage the development of practical transformations for teachers.  The question is, would this encouragement of practical transformations for teachers lead to the development of prescribed, albeit a lite style, of education experience?  As the question stands, yes, I believe we are talking about a prescribed education experience; the reason being that according to this statement we are talking about the transformation of teaching methods without there being any implied and corresponding transformation ‘of ’ the teacher herself.  If the transformation of practical methods, which I assume Andrew is talking about, was to be an affirmation of a transformation in the teacher and of the nature to which Foucault refers to in his investigation of an aesthetics of existence in Greek Antiquity, then I don’t think we need to worry about either the question of prescription or whether the art of lying has a transcendental source; the problems of a teacher who responds to her own aesthetics of existence are other than these.        

Question Five – Richard:

Thinking about the affirmation of the existence of the future raises an important question regarding a will to creativity and creative education. 

If god is no longer thought of as the creator, who creates?

Andrew:
The cognitive scientist, and increasingly the genetic scientist, create. What I am suggesting here is that the scientific knowledge of the nature of the child and of child development has arguably achieved a status of unproblematisable legitimacy, science becomes the discourse of creation, or creation becomes the discourse of science.  What is interesting is the need for science to explain phenomena that were previously protected from the authoritative gaze if the expert.  In particular, when the very nature of imagination and child’s play is reduced to genetics and to the firing of the neurons and synapses, creativity itself has been created.

Nietzsche (1979) would argue that the child’s brain, the child’s heredity and the child’s behaviour have in recent times been left behind a bush to be later discovered and broadcast to the world through the media as the revelation of the nature of humanity and as one of the last undiscovered facts of being.  

Wilde argues: “The highest art rejects the burden of the human spirit, and gains more from a new medium or a fresh material than she does from any enthusiasm for art, of from any lofty passion, or from any great awakening of the human consciousness.  She develops purely on her own lines.  She is not symbolic of any age.  It is the ages that are her symbols” (p. 12).  Perhaps then for Wilde Art is God, and the human spirit should never approach her.

Question Six – Andrew:

He goes on to argue that “The proper school to learn art in is not Life but Art” (Wilde 1998, p. 7).  If art is independent from life, what, then, is a distinction between life and art that enables the artist to separate herself from the art, and to understand her art in isolation to the world?

Richard:
I would rather ask not ‘what is the distinction’ but: ‘how do we distinguish’ between art and life in a way that enables the artist to separate herself from the art, and to understand her art in isolation [from] the world?  Of course it is possible, in a certain moment, to say that art is life and life is art.  In this sense I don’t understand art to be in isolation from the world but to be that which expresses a form of evidence of the existence of the world.  This said, it would seem that we are therefore looking at how the artist distinguishes art as a form from other forms of evidence that have us understand that the world exists.  I understand art, both in the creativity that produces it and in the object that is produced, to be a metaphor for an aesthetic experience that by nature is subjective.  How does the artist as subject become critically conscious that this metaphor is both informed by life and breaks with life?  In the course of creative activity, as in the ‘art of lying’ – which is “that which is its own evidence” (p. 3) – the artist by implication, to a greater or lesser degree, breaks with any consensual view of what is life.  How?  By implicating herself as a subject of her own creative activity her subjectivity presumes an aesthetic break with any consensual understanding of evidence that prescribes the meaning of life.  In this way, she pursues the development of an art object that is, on account of this break, authentic because it is made according to its own evidence.  It is the recognition of this new evidence, however subtle its newness may be, that enables the artist to distinguish her art from life.  Why is this said break necessary?  Because the development of this new evidence is implicit in the constitution of the subject! 

Question Seven – Richard:

Wilde writes:

 “The only beautiful things, as someone once said, are the things that do not concern us.  As long as a thing is useful or necessary to us, affects us in any way, either for pain or for pleasure, or appeals strongly to our sympathies, or is a vital part of the environment in which we live, it is outside the proper sphere of art” (p. 9).

Does being concerned prohibit us form being artistic?

Andrew:
Wilde’s use of the word concern might be considered in terms of that which is useful or necessary; it is of practical concern, an on-going concern, in some sense a transaction.

Vivian problematizes “modernity of form” (p. 5), which he interprets to lead to the self-importance of the mundane, in that a sunset is pretty or Nature is beautiful, and therefore, so to is the I.  Beauty, he contends, lies in the unnecessary (i.e. not in the modern) and in the un-purposed.  Modernity elevates the imagined and characterised over the unimagined and impossible, the useful over the useless: “to arts subject-matter we should be more or less indifferent” (p. 5).

Modernity, reality, truth, human nature lead to unimaginative and uncreative acts.  Yet nature is only what it is perceived to be by those who have a particular relationship and investment in it.  Nature is what moderns want it to be.  Nature, alone, does not provide sublime insight, hence realism in art is merely reproduction, it is not art, it is rather a transaction.

Wilde argues that we are dissatisfied with nature.  Valued art, for Oscar Wilde, recognises this and tries not to simulate nature but rather it taunts - art problematises nature.  This is an important consideration for education and the child’s creativity, particularly in art education where ideological stakeholders compete for authority in defining the purpose and nature of art education.  Should art be, following Plato, a lesson in what is beautiful (Taylor 1963) or as Aristotle emphasised (Goldman 1998), a production of simulacra?  Or should art be a mystification rather than a demystification, as Wilde contends? Perhaps most important is whether children, and teachers themselves, engage with these questions.  

Question Eight – Richard:
I agree, and this leads me to a further question.  Wilde says “There is such a thing as robbing a story of its reality by trying to make it too true” (p. 5).

Isn’t this what the teacher or adult often does to the child, when he/she robs the child’s painting of its reality by suggesting it could be improved if it was made to look more real?

Aren’t we by implication robbing the present (and the future) of its reality?

Andrew:
This question particularly interests me because of the debate which has ensued on account of your having originally misspelled robs, as R O B E S.  This is a key theme in terms of education.  To play with and mix the metaphor even further one might question whether in contemporary education the child is donning the emperor’s new clothes. 

The child has the opportunity to interpret the world as a poetic liar, yet it is subdued into being an analyst and researcher; education supplants the poetic liar with the technicist’s representations, “careless habits of accuracy” (p. 3), and in the squandering of imagination the child becomes the adult.

Wilde’s Decay of Lying deplores well-researched fiction based upon fact, research and similitude.  The will to know, the classification, the knowledge of scientific truths, pervades representative art so the arts and sciences follow a paradigm, together, which suggests that art is now little more than performative, that the art world is subject to the same rules as economics/sciences/politics and that art is learned for the purpose it might have within these domains.

Wilde privileges lying for its own sake, which must be seen as the child’s lie, an inventive play with truth rather than a lie learnt and conditioned by thoughts of benefit.  
As the teacher is increasingly transformed from a mentor to a computer programme, gathering data and following rules, how will the child’s creativity be encouraged?  If creativity is indeed a biological or cognitive fact then the teacher as computer programme would be well designed for the retrieval of the appropriate creative data, however in critical pedagogy (see, for instance, Peters et al 1996) I suspect these conceptions of pedagogical relationships are in need of problematisation if children are to develop into creative and democratic participants in any society.   How adults help in creating the child as a work of art becomes an important question.

Question Nine – Andrew:

Furthermore, in relation to the distinction between the child and the adult, Picasso is famously known to have spent most of his life unlearning his life’s lessons in Art.  What can a three year old teach us about creativity and representation of the world?

Richard:
In part, Andrew has already answered his own question in that he has implied that we might need to unlearn all that we know about art if we are to value art for what art offers life.  Furthermore, he associates this will to unlearn life’s lessons in art as having as its ideal that which the child already experiences as art.  This situation produces a peculiar problem in the education setting.  In brief, we are initially inhibited in our approach to what the child already experiences because what we first have to unlearn is that which distances us as adults from our knowledge of our own experience as the creative.  This is the humble nature of our situation as educated adults!

Returning to my interpretation of Andrew’s question, how can the child help the adult unlearn that which inhibits the latter from intensifying their valuation of creativity and how we represent the world?  Perhaps what the child can teach us in this context is that we, as adults, need to learn ourselves how to make personal choices according to our aesthetic experience.  Gertrude Stein recounts in her book Picasso (1939), that when Picasso painted her portrait she sat for him nine times while he attempted to paint her head.  Each time he painted her head he blocked it out and started again.  Recognising that his persistence with this strategy failed to produce the image he was looking for, he decided to paint Stein’s head from memory and succeeded in painting an image the satisfied him on the first occasion.  What was it that had changed in Picasso’s experience and, as such, produced a portrait that was to both he and Stein a more faithful one?   Without a model Picasso had lied and yet he had painted a portrait that was more faithful to his subject.  I would theorize that Stein’s absence on the final occasion obliged Picasso to begin from a position where he first had to first acknowledge the kind of relation he had with himself.  In this beginning with the relation he had with himself, and following Foucault’s thought, it is possible to imagine Picasso’s memory further informing the reality of Stein’s appearance and as such the creative process required to produce a more faithful portrait.

As such, when the child begins with the kind of relation it has with its self and in relation to the relation creates art, this child suggests to us as adults the benefit of beginning with the kind of relation we have with our selves and referring this relationship to the task of being creative in an educational setting.  

Question Ten – Andrew:

(a) Should then educators encourage children to play with perception whilst concomitantly conditioning them to share the values and beliefs of the society in which they are educated?

(b)How do we give up social and economic progress for the sake of creativity?

Richard:
I will begin with the second question.  The problem this question addresses is not a problem that can be resolved by an ‘either-or’ solution; where we either have social and economic progress at the expense of creative development or visa versa.  The problem has to do with the need to give space to creative activity in a world where economic values determine what economic and social progress should mean and, as such, how art should contribute to the ideal of upholding these said values.  Wilde says “The proper school to learn art is not Life but Art” (p. 13).  Of course some will argue that this just leads to art for art’s sake, which is to say that Wilde insinuates that when art is understood in this way it serves no other purpose than its own interests.  This conclusion misinterprets Wilde: Wilde does not intend that art should not be informed by life, but rather that art should not be dictated to by life.  Understood in this way we can assume that there is a value in the artist giving her actions an autonomy that enables her to introduce new truth games, to provoke new power relations, to affirm the value of a new aesthetics of existence.  The more this artistic autonomy is valued by economic and social progress, the more life is able to benefit as a consequence of it mirroring the reality that art affirms in the elaboration of creative activity.

Returning to Andrew’s first  question, he asks: Should educators encourage children to play with perception whilst concomitantly conditioning them to share the values and beliefs of the society in which they are educated?  Andrew draws attention to the complexity of a contradiction that seems to exist between what might be the explicit intention of encouraging children to play within a creative activity and what might be the implicit intention of ascribing values and beliefs to these same children; values and beliefs that he actually implies will inhibit that child’s appreciation of the possibility to play when creating.  To problematize this contradiction we could look more closely at what the ideal is for the child when the child is encouraged to pursue a creative activity in a neoliberal education setting.  My method of problematizing this contradiction is to look to Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra and Zarathustra’s statement in the introduction that states:
I need living companions who follow me because they want to follow themselves – and who want to go where I want to go (1969, p. 51).

Who wants to follow themselves? – because this is what creative activity – art – requires us to do; to follow our selves.  If art is in fact reality, as Wilde says it is then the purpose of education must in some way come to serve this need to follow ourselves.  This is to say, the child should be encouraged to be creative, as it is the creative experience which facilitates the child to follow her self.  I understand to follow one’s self to imply that one should transform one’s self into a subject of one’s own knowledge, which is quite obviously different as an education outcome from the experience where the child transforms her self into a subject of knowledge that is governed by others, where she becomes an object to others. 

Conclusion:

If it is just as relevant today to say as Nietzsche did that the child’s brain, heredity and behaviour have been left behind a bush and equally that we should interpret this abandonment as conceiving a ‘standing resource’ to be later mined by the knowledge economy, then it would seem we have reconstituted the child in a manner that she will be capable of little Art, either in the creation of her life as a work of art or as the prescribed contribition she has been subjugated to make to the knowledge economy.  Why is this?  To subjugate the value of Art is to create our selves as theorists and educationalists in bad conscience.  If we are unconscious of this fact then perhaps we too have left ourselves behind a bush.  And how do we know that we too should find ourselves behind Nietzsche’s bush?  Because we, as adults, are unable to follow ourselves?  

However, if via the ‘art of lying’ or by means of a similar strategy we were to determine that together we should come out from behind Nietzsche’s bush and embrace the notion, in Wilde’s words, that Art is reality, and that Life should be Art’s pupil, then we need to decide what art should be in the educational setting – whether it should be as it was defined by Plato, Aristotle or Wilde, or whether it should be something as yet we are unable to define.  Suppose it should be the latter.  I would think we are in a position where we can only problematise this critical space if we are prepared to abandon Life’s prescriptive intentions and begin again by acting on ourselves as educators and theorists with the intention we might change the kind of relation we have with our selves.  What should be the nature of this change?  In my opinion we, as theorists and educators, should return to making personal choices that function to open us up to the experience of our own aesthetics of existence.  If we can do this, the formation of this conscience must then be tested against our understanding that Art, as Nietzsche says, is worth more than truth (1968, p.451, #853 (IV)).  In this way, I might speculate that we might not only learn to follow ourselves but that we will want to accompany each other to  the same place as children give us to understand they want to go – in Wilde’s words, to go to where Life imitates Art more than Art imitates Life.
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