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Setting the scene 

 

Creativity lies at the core of academic breakthroughs and masterpieces of art and is 

increasingly considered as the driving force of industries, economies and knowledge-based 

society (Florida, 2005; Törnqvist, 2011; Shiu, 2014). It has evolved from a rather specialized 

topic in (social) psychology (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Guilford, 1950; Koestler, 1964) to 

a central and interdisciplinary concern across the social sciences and a buzzword in public 

debates.  

 

In a first approximation, creativity can be specified as a novel and valuable contribution to a 

particular domain (Amabile, 1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). However, each constitutive 

element in this definition is contested. Novelty, for instance, is not a given quasi-objective 

quality of objects or ideas. Rather, the degree and extent of novelty have to be negotiated 

among participants. A historically unique novelty that is distinct from existing contributions is 
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exceptional. Most ideas only have a relative novelty: they are new in a particular context, such 

as a region, art genre or epistemic community. However, novelty is only one aspect that is 

considered in the process of valuation. Another question is whether or not a novel output 

matters in a particular field (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Hutter and Stark, 2015). For instance, 

scientific discovery has, by definition, value for the scientific community. At the same time, it 

also might be useful for potential users outside academia, which makes it valuable as a market 

opportunity. The value of creative outputs, in other words, can be measured along different 

yardsticks by different audiences, and translations between different registers of value 

frequently occur. Finally, the notion of the domain is similarly contested. On the one hand, 

creativity as a process is domain-specific since it relies on existing knowledge and 

institutionalized rules of collaboration and evaluation (Baer, 2010; Fasche, 2017). On the 

other hand, as shown by this theme issue, creative endeavors frequently take place right on the 

boundaries that separate existing domains, redefining these boundaries and even creating new 

domains. 

 

The humanities and social sciences including economic geographers increasingly tend to 

understand creativity as a collective process rather than an output (Fortwengel et al., 2017; Ibert 

et al., 2015). Along these lines, creative processes are conceived as inherently social and 

interactive (Hargadon and Bechky, 2006; Langley et al., 2013; Perry-Smith and Mannucci, 

2017). The resources required to generate and evaluate novelty are socially and spatially 

distributed. It is necessary to bring together different people with divergent mindsets and talents 

(Ibert and Müller, 2015; Page, 2008). All articles of this theme issue apply dynamic, process-

related materials and approaches, such as careers of creative individuals (Barnes, 2018; Lam, 

2018), creativity in innovation biographies (Brinks et al., 2018) or domain formation (Grabher, 

2018; Vermeulen, 2018). 
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Exploring the spatiality of creative processes around the terms of centre/periphery and 

mobility/travel 

 

Most disciplines interested in creativity have no primary interest in spatial issues. Yet, space 

matters in any creative practice. For instance, creative projects recombine people and resources 

that are distributed within domains and geographical spaces (Hautala and Jauhiainen, 2014; 

Ibert and Müller, 2015). Thus, it is necessary to identify, access and mobilize resources across 

distance (Maskell, 2014). Moreover, the presence and absence of actors, devices, audiences, 

and representations make a significant difference for negotiating value in a particular local 

setting (Hutter and Stark, 2015).  

 

The traditional approach of addressing space in creative processes is to think about it regarding 

a socio-material context, or “environment” (Meusburger et al., 2009: 27) for (individual) 

creative achievements. Places and cities with their particular intellectual cultures, networks, and 

available resources can inspire (or not) creative individuals (e.g., Drake, 2003; Livingstone, 

2003). Individuals internalize elements of the daily environment into the creation process that 

thus becomes collective and social (Scott, 2014: 569). Similarly, the articles of this theme issue 

describe creative processes as being restricted and enabled in daily environments in various 

locations such as Seattle and Detroit (Barnes, 2018), Tokyo and Vienna (Vermeulen, 2018), 

London (Lam, 2018), Berlin (Brinks et al., 2018) and the Austrian province of Vorarlberg 

(Grabher, 2018). 

 

However, contributors to this theme issue also go beyond this primarily contextual 

understanding of space. We asked all authors to use the interrelated spatial concepts of 

mobility/travel or centre/periphery to interrogate the spatiality inherent in the relational 

dynamics of social collaboration. Although the initial idea was that each article should focus 
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on one of the two dual categories, in the process of elaboration, the articles also explored their 

interrelatedness. For example, throughout their careers, innovators from the margins, like the 

North American geographer William Bunge (Barnes, 2018) or the Austrian Baukünstler 

craftsmen-architects (Grabher, 2018), were frequently attracted to the respective centres (see 

also, Ejermo and Hansen, 2015; Hautala, 2015; Törnqvist, 2011). Furthermore, the 

collaborative practices within innovation processes do not only connect existing central and 

peripheral locations (Brinks et al., 2018). In the long run, they may even challenge established 

geographical hierarchies by developing new centres in former peripheries (Barnes, 2018; 

Grabher, 2018; Vermeulen, 2018). 

 

Exploring similarities and differences between the arts and sciences 

 

Even though the arts and sciences are considered the most emblematic fields for creativity, they 

are seldom analysed together or compared systematically (Abreu and Grinevich, 2014; Chong, 

2013; Miller, 2014; Weisberg 2006). Traditionally, the emphasis has been on the differences. 

Academic creativity derives from a rationalist calculus and follows strict conventions, like blind 

peer-review practices or validation of experimental findings, and formal education (Merton, 

1987). The aim is to create similarly interpreted knowledge. Likewise, in the artistic sphere, 

modernist understanding has prevailed since the 18th century. There is a strict and sometimes 

artificial separation between the fine arts and economic calculus (Fasche, 2017). As a 

consequence, art was increasingly created for art’s sake, and artistic creativity was located 

mainly in the sphere of aesthetics, where sensual and affective stimuli are experienced and 

interpreted subjectively (Hutter and Stark, 2015; Reckwitz, 2017). Economic geographers 

adopted and reproduced this dualistic view by applying the terms of “creativity” and 

“knowledge creation” to different fields of study: creativity into cultural content production 

(Markusen et al., 2008) and knowledge creation into more analytical and technological fields 
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like high-tech industries or natural sciences. Hence, empirical studies in economic geography 

seldom address similar or comparable research questions across the arts and sciences. 

 

In this theme issue, we seek to challenge the habitual separation between the spheres of art and 

science and posit that creativity takes place in both spheres. A more recent practice-based 

research has shown that the fundamental differences between aesthetic and analytic creativity 

are overstated. For example, knowing in practice is no longer restricted to the Platonian (1976) 

understanding as “justified true belief”. Rather, from this perspective, intuition, interpretation, 

embodied skills and socially shared conventions and routines belong to science (Latour, 1987) 

as they belong to arts. Otherwise, many artists take advantage of scientific methods of 

exploration and conduct research on their subjects (Scott, 2006; Miller, 2014; Schneider and 

Wright, 2010). In this logic, the practices of developing a new diagnostic instrument, a new 

legal service or a new board game become comparable regarding how practitioners stimulate 

novelty, negotiate value or redefine domains (Brinks et al., 2018). Therefore, the analysis of 

creativity benefits from challenging the separation of the arts and sciences (examples: Latour, 

1987; Schneider and Wright, 2010). This theme issue presents examples from both spheres 

(science: Barnes, 2018; Vermeulen, 2018; arts: Grabher, 2018), analyses artistic and scientific 

practices in a comparative fashion (Brinks et al., 2018), and analyses practices of transgressing 

the boundaries between the arts and sciences (Lam, 2018). 

 

A more central concern for creativity in the periphery 

 

(Economic) Geography of creativity has been preoccupied with celebrating central places (for 

critique: Shearmur and Doloreux, 2016). Metropolitan regions are ascribed to provide the most 

beneficial local opportunity structures for creative projects (Florida, 2005; Glaeser, 2012). This 

core idea originates in urban qualities presented in the seminal works by Simmel (1903) and 



6 

 

Jacobs (1961). However, those contributors in the theme issue who put their focus on the 

centre/periphery duality (Barnes, 2018; Grabher, 2018; Vermeulen, 2018) are more concerned 

with the so far widely understudies specific affordances of peripheries for creativity processes 

(see also: Bain, 2013; Gibson and Brennan-Horley 2016; Glückler, 2014; Hautala, 2015). 

 

The articles in this theme issue advance a relational understanding of centre and periphery 

instead of using predefined parameters like agglomeration measures or employment statistics. 

From a relational point of view, the centres enact power to the rest of the domain as they set up 

values: styles of art and paradigms of science (Lionnet and Shih, 2005). Creative processes 

occur in a domain-specific and dynamic landscape of central and peripheral places. For 

example, the map of the emergent domain of systems biology (Vermeulen, 2018) differs from 

the map of the American Human Geography in the 1960s and 1970s (Barnes, 2018).  

 

Furthermore, collective creative processes may transform peripheries into new centres of 

creative inquiry. For example, through the seminal works by William Bunge, the run-down 

Detroit neighbourhood of Fitzgerald turned into the most intensively studied square mile in the 

Anglophone human geography of the 1970s and served as a reference case for the emerging 

radical human geography (Barnes, 2018). Similarly, the Austrian Baukünstler created a hub of 

architectural design by embedding themselves in the Vorarlberg region—a region that until then 

had not shown up as a prominent site in the landscape of professional architecture (Grabher, 

2018). 

 

What exactly are the affordances of peripheries for creativity? The most important quality 

identified by authors in this theme issue is the absence of power and control (see also: Glückler, 

2014) or the lack of influence from the mainstream (see also: Hautala, 2015). Thus, “different 

and challenging forms of knowledge can originate from them, becoming points of contestation 
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and resistance to the centre’s attempts to assert power” (Barnes, 2018). While William Bunge 

was forced into a peripheral location because the central actors refused to acknowledge his 

achievements, the Austrian Baukünstler (Grabher, 2018) moved deliberately into a region 

remote from the centre of Vienna to take advantage of the peripheral location. 

 

The articles of this theme issue address remote places as peripheries (Vermeulen, 2018) or 

margins (Barnes, 2018; Grabher, 2018). Whereas periphery emphasizes remoteness from a 

related centre, the notion margin stresses the proximity to a boundary (Park, 1928). For instance, 

did the Baukünstler not only move away from the centre (and its dominant institutions) into the 

periphery but founded their association at the margin—between architects and craftsmen 

(Grabher, 2018). Indeed, many creative projects start at the margins (or boundaries) of domains 

(Brinks et al., 2018). Creativity spurs from brokering knowledge across cognitive and cultural 

boundaries (Lam, 2018). Marginality, in other words, implies the presence of challenging 

problems and irritating worldviews that provide opportunities for creative responses. 

 

Different elements form the topologies of centres and peripheries in sciences and arts: 

universities, research sites and laboratories in science (Livingstone, 2003, Törnqvist, 2011), and 

auction houses, galleries and studios in arts (Fasche, 2017), to mention only a few. Beyond 

these differences, the articles of this theme issue suggest that the general patterns and 

underlying mechanisms creating these topologies are similar in the spheres of art and science. 

Systematic comparisons, such as the “Shanghai list” (ARWU 2015), suggest that only particular 

universities and galleries, for instance, are considered as centres of their respective domains, 

while most others remain peripheral. Therefore, the general impression of the sharp contrast 

between few centres and a broad and diverse spectrum of peripheries and margins is similar in 

the arts and sciences. 
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Furthermore, in both spheres, people can be creative not only in the centre but also in the 

periphery. Rather, the centre/periphery opposition is another example of a necessary shift from 

dualisms to dualities (Sydow, 2018). In creative processes, Sydow argues in his commentary, 

contradictive logics co-exist and interact in complex, sometimes surprising ways. In the case of 

the centre/periphery duality, both types of spaces provide different affordances and limitations 

as contexts for creative processes: While centrality seems dispensable for the generation of 

novelty, it is crucial for the valuation of novelty (Barnes, 2018; Grabher, 2018; see also 

Meusburger, 2015). Furthermore, due to superior power to make judgments of value, the centres 

may be less open to accepting radically new frames of meaning or may even actively suppress 

such novelty. Hence, the experimentation with radically new ideas might be easier at a 

peripheral location where the unfolding novelty is better protected against premature criticism. 

Against this background, participants typically do not decide to locate their creative projects in 

either a central or peripheral location. Rather, throughout the observed processes, the 

participants and the artefacts they create, shuttle between both types of spatial contexts. In doing 

so, the opposing logics prevailing in centres or peripheries remain in force and become 

interrelated (Hautala and Jauhiainen, 2018). 

 

 

 

Mobility and motility: Crossing boundaries, accessing resources, enacting surprise and 

experiencing vulnerability 

 

Mobility has been regarded as a vehicle for the transformation of social situations from the 

modernity onwards (Canzler et al., 2008), and traveling is key to bringing together people, 

ideas, concepts and resources in the arts and sciences (Straughan and Dixon, 2014, Jöns et al., 

2015). Mobility also includes the dimension of motility—the varying capacities of actors (or 
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objects) to move and the limited access set for their potential mobility (Canzler et al., 2008: 

750). Lately, the interest of analysing the relationship between the creativity of actors and 

their mobility has increased (Merriman, 2015; Vogl et al., 2013). For instance, there is 

evidence that those working abroad for longer periods reach outcomes of greater novelty (Fee 

and Gray, 2012; Franzoni et al., 2014; Maddux et al., 2014). However, more research is 

needed to understand the complex everyday creativity-related mobilities, for instance, 

temporary mobilities (de Bloom et al., 2014) and the mobility connecting centres and 

peripheries (Andrucki and Dickinson, 2015). These topics are developed further in the articles 

of this theme issue. 

 

In creative processes, participants must access and mobilize spatially distributed resources. 

Their search spurs everyday mobility and results in serendipitous and purposeful encounters. 

The (dis)ability to specify what is not yet known during the search process affects the 

participants’ motility (Brinks et al., 2018). From this perspective, the isolated view on either 

centres or peripheries is no longer useful. Rather, both play a significant role in creative 

processes and are interconnected through temporary mobility. However, mobility also 

contributes to the dynamics of creating, maintaining and undermining centres and peripheries, 

as illustrated in this theme issue by the case of the emergent domain of systems biology 

(Vermeulen, 2018; see also ‘centers of calculation’ by Latour, 1987). Similarly, the “third 

spaces of hybridity” (Lam, 2018) are not pre-existing arenas but are relational spaces enacted 

by artists moving between the domains of arts and academia. 

 

To understand the relationship between mobility and creativity, it is important to connect the 

underlying cognitive and social processes with movements through space. In the case of the 

artist-scientists (Lam, 2018), the move across an institutional boundary challenges the 

participant’s professional identity and perception of self-continuity. At the same time, such 
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moves create new opportunities to broker knowledge across cognitive boundaries. Movement 

in space, in other words, spurs the individual and collective experiences of ambiguity in the 

sense of “double-mindedness or bi-sociations” (Koestler, 1964: 36; cited in Barnes, 2018). This 

is often seen as a precondition for creative ideas. At the same time, such moves increase the 

vulnerability of a person. The “unsettled” (Lam, 2018) and “ignorant” (Brinks et al., 2018) 

states of mind that are connected with the creation of new associations across cognitive frames 

increases the experience of precariousness. In particular, actors involved in radically new 

ventures often experience exclusion and denial from the community of peers and 

contemporaries. Despite, or rather, because of his radically new contributions to human 

geography, Bunge was repeatedly denied tenure (Barnes, 2018). The early members of the 

Baukünstler movement risked their professional existence when refusing to become members 

of the chamber of architects (which was obligatory to pursue the profession) (Grabher, 2018). 

Again, this ambivalence of creativity can be found in the arts and sciences.  

 

Loose ends: looking ahead 

 

The emergent topics explored in this theme issue are all but complete. However, we regard 

this incompleteness (Garud et al., 2008) as a particularly valuable outcome of the theme issue 

because it provides new opportunities to induce future research on the spatiality of creativity.  

 

Unlike the predominating optimistic and positive accounts on creative practices in economic 

geography, the contributions collected in this theme issue highlight the ambivalent nature of 

creativity. Many aspects spurring creativity also increase individual and collective 

experiences of vulnerability. While uncertainty, ambiguity, and ignorance have been 

acknowledged as inextricably intertwined with creative processes, their productivity for 
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creativity is less well understood. As Sydow (2018) suggested in his commentary, exactly this 

double-sided nature is a promising area for future research. 

 

The approach to empirically investigate creative processes from the arts and sciences in a 

comparative manner is a similarly unfinished project. To have a collection of papers that 

cover both spheres and share crucial similarities is a good first step, as it allows for some 

comparison across the papers. One tentative result is that the socio-spatial practices 

cultivating novelty are not radically different in the arts and sciences while the distinct 

normative frames mobilized in the valuation processes persist. However, the evidence 

presented in this theme issue remains fragmented. These gaps call for collaborative research 

projects, which orchestrate the data collected in both spheres in a more structured way to 

afford a more systematic comparison of findings on creativity in the arts and sciences. 
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