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ARTICLE

Emotion as creative practice: Linking creativity and
wellbeing through the history and sociology of emotion
Frederic Kiernan

Abstract: This article draws on recent developments in the history of emotion and the sociology
of creativity to argue that emotions themselves may be viewed as creative practices. After an
initial, broad overview of key historical and epistemological complexities in emotions research, it
describes a framework for understanding emotion (and the history of emotion) proposed by
Monique Scheer (2012), which is grounded in the practice theory of French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu. In Scheer’s view, emotions should not be viewed as fundamentally internal
physiological or psychological states, but as the practices to which those states are inextricably
linked, and by which they are mobilized, named, communicated and regulated. The article then
describes a sociological framework for understanding creativity proposed by Janet Chan (2016),
which is also underpinned by Bourdieu’s practice theory, and which posits that creativity is an
inherent feature of all social action and may generate social change via institutionalized cultural
practice or cultural revolt, the latter of which may itself take at least three forms. It then links
Scheer’s and Chan’s frameworks together, explaining how, from this sociological perspective,
emotions can be understood as creative practices, as embodied acts of thinking performed in
habituated ways and which themselves generate change by doing different types of creative work.
It proposes a new four-part framework for categorizing emotions as creative practices, based on
Chan’s framework for creativity: 1) emotion as institutionalized cultural practice; 2) emotion as
cultural edgework; 3) emotion as cultural transcendence; and 4) emotion as cultural
transformation. It concludes by suggesting that this framework provides an original and useful
way of explaining the role of emotion in generating social and historical change, and of explaining
the link between creativity and wellbeing from a sociological perspective.
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Introduction
In a presentation at the Marconi Institute for Creativity (MIC) Conference, 2020, Vlad Glăveanu
(2020b) observed that the power of creativity is precisely that of helping us reposition ourselves
vis à vis the here and now of experience. In his recent writing about migrants from the
perspectives of mobility studies and possibility studies, Glăveanu (2020a) also points to
creativity’s relevance to the broader study of emotion and affect. Drawing inspiration from
Glăveanu, this article adopts his statement as the starting point for a sociologically oriented
theoretical investigation of creativity and wellbeing by employing emotion as a conceptual
stepping-stone linking the two.
Emotion is very often cited as a core element in definitions of wellbeing (Dodge et al., 2012).
Two broad traditions of wellbeing research have addressed emotion in different ways (Ryan &
Deci, 2001; Henderson & Knight, 2012; Huta, 2016). The hedonic tradition has tended to focus on
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pleasure attainment and pain avoidance, and therefore emphasizes happiness, positive affect,
low negative affect, and satisfaction with life (Diener, 2009; Kahneman et al., 1991; Lyubomirsky
& Lepper, 1999). On the other hand, the eudaimonic tradition has emphasized meaning, selfrealization, positive psychological functioning and human development (Rogers, 1961; Ryff,
1989; Ryff & Singer, 2008; Waterman et al., 2010; Vittersø, 2016). Most researchers now treat
wellbeing as a multi-dimensional construct (Diener, 2009), with positive emotion often
foregrounded as an essential defining feature, even if this is implied as a result of the cultivation
of other factors (Seligman, 2011). Sociological approaches to the study of wellbeing have
examined, for example, the link between social status and life satisfaction (Connolly & Sevä,
2018), and the way adjacent concepts such as occupational prestige predict health, self-esteem,
and job-satisfaction outcomes in various contexts (Treiman, 2013; Smith, 2004; Fujishiro et al.,
2010). However, in part because of historical and disciplinary complexities in both emotions and
creativity research (to be outlined in more detail below), the role of creativity and emotion in
understanding wellbeing from a sociological perspective is still not well understood. Steve Derné
(2017) has argued that sociologists of wellbeing are too heavily focused on suffering, and that
moving away from topics such as pain and anguish towards discussions about how people
define and experience wellbeing could provide fruitful avenues for further sociological research.
In thinking about creativity and its potential links with wellbeing, this article draws on a
definition of emotion as practice developed by Monique Scheer (2012) in the nascent field of the
history of emotion and synthesizes this with a framework for the sociology of creativity recently
proposed by Janet Chan (2016) to argue that emotions can be viewed as creative practices. The
article highlights multiple intersections between emotion and creativity to argue that emotions
may be viewed as fundamentally creative acts, proposing a four-part framework for categorizing
emotions as creative practices. The article concludes by suggesting that this framework provides
an original and useful way of explaining the role of emotion in generating social and historical
change, and of understanding the link between creativity and wellbeing from a sociological
perspective.
Research on emotion and creativity: Historical complexities
The term “emotion” has historically been just one of several related terms referring to a much
wider variety of phenomena than the scientific term “emotion” does nowadays. In the
seventeenth century, the term “emotion” could refer to physical agitations of any kind, including
those caused by the wind in the trees (Dixon, 2012). In the early nineteenth century, Thomas
Brown, a professor of moral philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, merged a number of
everyday concepts (including passion, sentiment, affection) into one scientific concept “emotion”
(Dixon, 2003), but struggled to define what he meant by the term, writing, “Perhaps, if any
definition of them [emotions] be possible, they may be defined to be vivid feelings, arising
immediately from the consideration of objects, perceived, or remembered, or imagined, or from
other prior emotions” (Brown, 1820/2010, 145–146). Some decades later, William James (1884)
famously asked “What is an emotion?”, reflecting not his engagement with an age-old
conundrum, but rather, an attempt to define a relatively new psychological category in scientific
discourse. For Thomas Dixon (2012), the transition of the term “emotion” into scientific discourse
during the nineteenth century severed important links between emotion, morals and ethics
which psychologists (Averill, 2009), sociologists (Harkness & Hitlin, 2014) and historians
(Boddice, 2018; 2019) have only relatively recently begun to reconnect. This is a project that
resonates strongly with the objectives of this article.
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The term “emotion” continues to resist clear definition. Paul Kleinginna and Ann Kleinginna
(1981) identified 92 definitions of “emotion”; almost three decades later, Carroll Izard’s (2010)
study of the many meanings and aspects of emotion explored the views of 35 distinguished
scientists on emotion, finding that:
many psychological scientists and behavioral neuroscientists affirm that ‘emotion’
influences thinking, decision-making, actions, social relationships, well-being, and
physical and mental health. Yet there is no consensus on a definition of the word
‘emotion,’ and the present data suggest that it cannot be defined as a unitary concept
(p. 363).
Izard also found there was moderate support for the view that the term “emotion” is “ambiguous
and has no status in science” (p. 367). A more recent study by Ursula Hess (2017) examined
whether cognitive scientists view emotions as categorical or dimensional in nature, where a
“categorical” definition of emotion would ascribe discrete states characterized by qualitatively
different neural substrates, expressive reactions, action tendencies and feeling states, while a
“dimensional” approach would define emotions according to degrees of valence and intensity.
The findings were inconclusive. Hess wrote, “the answer to the question of whether emotions
are categorical depends to some degree on why this question is asked” (p. 121). In other words,
cognitive scientists not only disagree about how to define emotion, but also about what type of
scientific category “emotion” even falls into.
Research on emotions across various disciplines (primarily the life sciences and
anthropology) has gradually been corralled into two main paradigms, identifiable by universalist
and social-constructionist discourses on emotion (Biess & Gross, 2014; Plamper, 2015), with the
latter being discussed further below. In the universalist camp, scholars have argued that at least
some “basic” emotions are universally experienced by all humans in the same way (Ekman et al.,
1969; Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman, 1999; 2007). This has encouraged psychological approaches
to the study of the link between emotions and creativity that focus primarily on individual-level
variables (Isen et al., 1987; Russ, 1993; Averill, 1999; Radford, 2004; Ivcevic & Hoffmann, 2017).
Scholars working in this paradigm have tended to investigate the link between emotion and
creativity by isolating variables pertaining to either or both concepts and then testing how they
interact (Russ, 2020). These approaches have shown emotion (Ivcevic & Hoffmann, 2019), affect
(Isen et al., 1987) and mood (Baas, 2019) to be crucial to creativity, where creativity is usually
treated as the production of a product deemed both novel and useful or appropriate in a
particular context (Cropley, 2011). Different definitions of creativity have typically placed
varying degrees of emphasis on the person, process, or product as elements of creativity (Runco
& Jaeger, 2012), while a fourth p, “press” (i.e., the pressure of the environment) has also been
given attention (Rhodes, 1961), taking the study of creativity into domains previously viewed as
irrelevant, such as education and business (Cropley, 2011). Recent research has further
broadened the focus in psychological creativity studies by showing how creativity can be viewed
as “distributed”, that is, existing across and between multiple actors, materials and domains
(Glăveanu, 2014). When relationships are taken as the unit of analysis rather than isolated
individuals, creativity can be viewed as a “socio-cultural act” (Glăveanu, 2015).
Research on the role of emotion in generating social and historical change is still relatively
new, with emotions often being treated as responses to, or by-products of, change processes,
rather than facilitators of them (Barclay, 2017). However, historians of emotion have begun to
view emotion as social structure rather than as something embedded in it (Barclay, 2017, p. 4),
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thereby providing new frameworks for understanding the links between emotion and social
change. Barbara Rosenwein’s (2006) concept of “emotional communities” emphasizes how social
groups can share norms of emotional valuation and expression, and in so doing she ties change
to language and society. Katie Barclay (2011) has suggested that emotions, especially love, can
reproduce particular forms of social order, and she uses a Foucauldian approach to argue that
emotions facilitate incremental change by way of reiterative processes of negotiation. William
Reddy’s (2001; 2008) concept of “emotional regimes” (2001, p. 29, and outlined further below)
describes normative standards for emotional behavior that reinforce political power, arguing that
change occurs through communities of resistance which also comprise “emotional refuges”
(2001, p. 29). (For a useful overview of recent theoretical work on emotion and change, see
Barclay, 2017). In what follows, I will propose an alternative explanation for the role of emotion
in generating social and historical change.
The most explicit recent attempt to define emotions as creative in psychology has been made
by James R. Averill (1999; 2009), who has proposed that the standard criteria for creativity (which
he states are novelty, effectiveness and authenticity) apply not only to intellectual and artistic
“responses” but also to emotional ones, and thus, he frames emotions “as creative products”
(2009, p. 251). In this vein, he argues that characteristics commonly associated with spiritual
experiences (meaning, vitality and connectedness) apply to emotionally creative responses
(Averill, 1999). This approach does much to link the concepts of ethics, emotions and creativity
together, by anchoring the functional and adaptive aspects of emotional behavior to an
individual’s moral and ethical frameworks and belief systems. He also observes that the way
emotional performances unfold is determined much more by social scripts than by evolutionary
or biological drivers. Using the example of grief, he writes, “From a social perspective, grief is a
role that societies create in order to facilitate transition following bereavement, and that people
may enact with greater or lesser involvement… biology only sets the stage; it does not write the
script” (Averill, 2009, p. 251; see also Averill & Nunley, 1988). However, while clearly grounded
in a social-constructionist view of emotion, his approach frames emotions as fundamentally
individual responses within a trigger-response dialectic, as “syndromes, that is, coordinated sets
of responses to situations appraised as beneficial or harmful to the person” (Averill, 2009, p. 250).
This definition does not adequately account for the possibility that emotions are not always
spontaneous responses to situations, but may indeed be deliberately evoked and strategically
performed, as will be argued below. His approach also hinges on a definition of creativity as
novelty, effectiveness and authenticity, which, as noted above, has recently been contested
(Glăveanu, 2015; 2020b).
Sociological and anthropological research on emotion increased significantly during the last
three decades of the twentieth century (Stets & Turner, 2014b) and has often contested the claim
that emotions are universally experienced by all humans the same way (Rosaldo, 1980; Lutz,
1988). Definitions of emotion in sociology have proposed that emotions are senses that signal
what is personally relevant about surrounding social events (Hochschild, 1983); or have
considered emotions in terms of four interdependent factors: physiology, cognition, expression
and labelling (Thoits, 1984); or, more recently, have framed emotions somewhat broadly as
“responses to events that are linked with corporeal manifestations” (Lively & Heise, 2014, p. 68).
These approaches share a key focus on the interdependent relationship between emotions and
the cultural and structural relationships in which they occur, showing how they are both shaped
by and reify those arrangements (Lively & Weed, 2016, p. 76; Stets & Turner, 2014a). The practice
theory of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977; 1986; 1990) has also been influential in
shaping sociological approaches to emotions research, for example, in discussions about
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“emotional capital” (Erickson & Cottingham, 2014), or “emotional habitus” (Burkitt, 1997), terms
which I will clarify below. However, it was actually in the field of the history of emotion, not
sociology, that Monique Scheer (2012) first proposed that emotions may be understood as a kind
of practice in the Bourdieuian sense. Together with Chan’s (2016) framework for the sociology of
creativity, to be outlined further below, Scheer’s theoretical contribution represents one of two
crucial pillars to the argument being made in this article: that emotions can be viewed as creative
practices.
In sociology, creativity has also been a marginal topic historically, with the field of creativity
research being dominated until recently by psychological and philosophical approaches (Paul &
Kaufman, 2014). While Weber’s notion of charismatic leadership, Durkheim’s “collective
effervescence”, and Marx’s “active and creative subject” all made use of the concept of creativity
in some way (Chan, 2016), “the tendency to marginalize creativity was common to sociology in
all the main national traditions” until recent years (Domingues, 2000, p. 468). Chan (2016) has
proposed that the two theorists who stand out as having made significant advances in the
sociology of creativity are Hans Joas and Pierre Bourdieu. Joas (1996) drew on models of creative
problem solving proposed by American pragmatists such as John Dewey, William James,
Charles Peirce and G. H. Mead to theorize creativity as a distinct model of social action alongside
habitual rational and normatively oriented action. He proposed that creativity is what happens
when habits are interrupted, where such interruptions lead the actor to reconstruct their context
through new ways of acting and thinking. Drawing inspiration from Joas, Benjamin Dalton
(2004) nonetheless challenges his position in three key aspects, asserting that: 1) the duality
between creativity and habit that Joas endorses is misleading, and human action can in fact be
simultaneously habitual and creative; 2) Joas ignores to his detriment a contemporary strand of
sociological theorizing based on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus which can explain the
simultaneous presence of habitual and creative elements in all human action; and 3) the
incorporation of creative action into sociological theories of agency requires recognizing that
creativity and habit cannot be viewed as separate types of action. As Dalton (2004) writes,
Creativity is not simply the impulsive action of an inherently creative agent, a
reaction to the interruption of previously successful routines, or a restrictive set of
strategies available to the habituated actor. It also rests on the perfection of routine
and the practical difficulties of action (pp. 604–605).
Artists can, for example, produce “good art”, which is deemed creative by the art world, without
ever consciously attempting to be creative or experiencing interruptions to their routines; indeed,
it is often the cultivation of routine that supports their production of creative work (Chan 2016,
p. 647). Thus, even when habits or routines are successful, actors may be driven by mere boredom
or exhaustion to alter or experiment with them. From this perspective, habits, routines and norms
are not static; they are developed over time and can generate change, and are thus an ethical and
political direction that actors may or may not move in.
The claim that habitual and creative elements simultaneously exist in all human action leads
Chan (2016) to point out that the sociology of creativity is therefore premised not on the idea that
specific people or processes are creative per se, but on the idea that creative social products are
deemed creative (or not) by relevant critical communities according to domain-specific criteria.
Chan’s framework for the sociology of creativity, which draws primarily on Bourdieu’s practice
theory while incorporating ideas from Joas, Dalton and others, thus forms the second key pillar,
alongside Scheer’s (2012) framework of emotion as practice, in my argument that emotions may
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be viewed as creative practices in this sociological sense. The two frameworks will now be set
out in more detail before I make an attempt at their synthesis.
Monique Scheer’s framework for understanding emotion as practice
Monique Scheer (2012) has argued that Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) practice theory can be used to
redefine “emotion” and to rethink the relationship between emotion, body and mind. In so
doing, she provided an important framework for doing the history of emotion which has since
been adopted by historians working across a range of periods (Davison et al., 2018). Bourdieu
argued that practices are unconscious strategies that actors use to position themselves within a
social field by investing capital and seeking more capital (Robbins, 2014). Here, “field” refers to
broad and sometimes overlapping social spaces such as family, work, or the legal system, which
influence the way things are said and done in that space, and which shape the way those sayings
and doings are likely to be interpreted by others (Thomson, 2014). “Capital” refers to various
types of resource, which all together take a symbolic form, but which can be classified into
different types (for example, economic, social and cultural capital); as such, capital includes
things like the knowledge of what constitutes appropriate behavior in a certain context
(Bourdieu, 1986; 1990, pp. 66–68; Moore, 2014).
Practices are strategic social action and have been defined as “an organized constellation of
different people’s activities” based on “practical rules … teleoaffective structures, and general
understandings” (Schatzki, 2012, pp. 13, 15). Practices arise from the bodily knowledge that is
accumulated as actors go about their social lives, much like the bodily knowledge that skilled
drivers draw upon when navigating traffic in almost-automatic (that is, habituated) yet also
improvised fashion, or which musicians with some degree of proficiency use when playing their
instrument. For Bourdieu (1990), this knowledge is stored in what he terms the “habitus”, which
is “embodied history, internalized as second nature and so forgotten as history—[it] is the active
presence of the whole past of which it is the product” (p. 56), or, in other words, a durable but
evolving tendency to act the same way in similar situations (Maton, 2014). “Habitus” thus refers
to a general disposition for intelligent and strategic action, which is never perfectly prescriptive,
meaning that it does not lock actors into robotic ways of being, even though it is the product of
past experiences and socialization (Dalton, 2004, p. 612). One’s actions in the world, even when
deeply habituated, must always be tempered by the demands of the field, and as such, the
imperfect alignment between habitus and field requires innovation in the carrying forth of social
action. For this reason, Bourdieu described the habitus as “the intentionless invention of
regulated improvisation” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 57).
Members of a particular ethnic or cultural group will usually learn particular values,
dispositions, ways of thinking, categorizing and even speaking that are acceptable within a field.
The habitus generates strategies and actions (i.e., practices) that inform and guide how people
maximize their capital in a field, and for this reason, practices arise from the interplay between
habitus, capital and field. Practices can be learned and unlearned, often but not always
unwittingly, and they are sustained by reiteration (Davison et al., 2018). Practices therefore fall
in and out of use in different social and historical contexts, and in Bourdieu’s theory the shared
embodied dispositions in the habitus are what mark people as members of a culture (Chan 2016,
p. 645). For example, in the past the act of tipping one’s hat may have felt like an almost entirely
automatic and natural way to greet somebody. From the perspective of Bourdieu’s practice
theory, this act can be viewed as an investment of the hat-tipper’s knowledge of the appropriate
way to act in a particular context, expressed in a habituated, embodied and performed way, and
which serves the strategic purpose of communicating the message “I greet you”. Nowadays, the

www.internationaljournalofwellbeing.org

48

Emotion as creative practice
Kiernan

practice may seem rather anachronistic because its strategic value has been reduced in many
fields if not completely lost.
Scheer (2012) argued that emotions can be understood as precisely the same type of thing:
strategies for navigating social space, which may be learned or unlearned, and which involve
engagements not just of internal physiological systems but also movements of the body and even
the conscription of objects from the material environment (like one’s hat) into a learned
performance of emotion. The performance of emotion may thus feel almost entirely automatic
and natural to the performer, but it is in fact deeply culturally and socially inflected. Scheer’s
argument closely parallels that made by the philosophers of science Paul E. Griffiths and Andrea
Scarantino (2009), who claim that emotions are “situated”, meaning that they are: designed to
function in a social context; forms of skillful engagement with the world; scaffolded by the
environment; and dynamically coupled to the environment which both influences and is
influenced by the unfolding emotion (pp. 437–438). Research in the fields of embodied cognitive
science, enactivism, ecological dynamics and ecological psychology also supports the idea that
the body is a knowing, mindful entity that stores past experiences in habituated, practical
processes (Gallagher, 2005; Sutton et al., 2011; Bergen, 2012; Kimmel et al., 2018), and has
proposed that cognition should be described in terms of agent-environment dynamics rather
than in terms of computation and representation (Chemero, 2009). These theoretical
developments are grounded in different epistemological frameworks than the sociology of
Bourdieu’s practice theory, and the current article is not attempting to map those concepts from
one discipline to another; however, the key messages of these approaches are very similar: along
with the brain, the body knows, remembers, and thinks.
Scheer (2012) thus argues that emotions are not something that happen to us so much as
something that we do, and for this reason, emotions are not timeless, ahistorical states of being,
but historically and socially specific acts of consciousness performed by a thinking, situated
body-and-mind that is accumulating knowledge of how to navigate its social environment all the
time. Scheer’s framework of emotion as practice also locates emotion not strictly within the body,
but instead in the practices that link habitus, capital and field, which exist both within and
between the body and its environment. Because of this, Scheer uses the terms “feeling” and
“emotion” interchangeably (and for this reason I will as well in this article), while acknowledging
that scholars working in the universalist-psychological paradigm usually do not (Scheer, 2012,
p. 198). Emotions can thus be induced, scaffolded, manipulated and diffused through practice,
and require reiteration to maintain their integrity (Davison et al., 2018). Critics of practice theory
as it applies to emotions have proposed that it struggles to deal with breaks in societal norms,
suggesting that affect theory and psychoanalysis have proposed better models for explaining
these issues (see the discussion of this issue in Trigg, 2014). However, the dependency of practices
on iteration does allow for shifts in performance and interactions within a field, thereby opening
up the opportunity for change leading to new logics of practice (Davison et al., 2018). Below, I
will take this point further to argue that emotions are creative practices, thus providing an
alternative explanation for the role of emotion in generating social and historical change that
relies not on the opportunities for change that exist between iterations of practice, but because,
as Chan (2016) has proposed, practices are themselves creative. Scheer’s framework has thus
been influential in advancing the history of emotion because it expands thinking beyond the
long-held assumption that emotions are fundamentally internal experiences and thus beyond the
reach of historians. It has allowed historians to examine the traces of emotion as practice left
behind in objects, texts and artifacts, to see how they have fallen in and out of use over time and
place, and to understand how emotions have served different strategic purposes, as practices do.
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Janet Chan’s framework for the sociology of creativity
Chan (2016) argues that Bourdieu’s theory of practice, with some minor modifications suggested
by Dalton (2004), provides a solid foundation for a useful sociology of creativity. She proposes
that while creativity is an inherent feature of social action arising from the necessarily partly
improvised strategies generated by the habitus, the form creativity takes depends on the nature
of the field and the intentions of the actors in it. Chan writes,
the necessity to innovate is part of an overarching habitus that people share,
regardless of their field of practice. When faced with obstacles and difficulties,
people may follow the habituated way of dealing with problems allowed in their
field, or they may question or challenge these accepted ways … (pp. 647, italics in
original).
If a field is stable and actors are in a comfortable position, creativity can take the form of
institutionalized cultural practice, while if a field is rapidly changing or one’s position in the field
is uncomfortable, creativity can emerge as cultural revolt, which will be described below.
For Chan (2016), creativity as institutionalized cultural practice is the typical form of
creativity produced by artists, scientists and workers in creative fields who simply do their work
well. This form of creativity may seem counterintuitive to those more familiar with pragmatist
approaches to understanding creativity, which often treat creativity and habit as oxymoronic and
which tend to emphasize novelty rather than value as evidence of creativity (Dalton, 2004; Rehn
& De Cock, 2009). However, by most definitions, novelty alone is not a sufficient condition for
creativity (Cropley, 2011), meaning that, in some contexts, the ability to identify and retrieve
value from the already-existing may also be considered creative (Rehn & De Cock, 2009).
Creativity as institutionalized cultural practice places less emphasis on the production of novelty
and originality as elements of creativity, even though it can facilitate gradual, valuable change,
and it also downplays “thinking outside the box” as the pathway to creative work (Rehn & De
Cock, 2009, p. 223); instead, it places greater emphasis on the cultivation of habits, the
achievement of incremental gains and the gradual perfection of routines leading to new social
(e.g. artistic, scientific) products judged as “creative” by critical communities according to
domain-specific standards of excellence. From this perspective, cultures marked by rhetorics of
novelty, experimentation and the valorization of risk-taking, and particularly those framed by
modernist narratives of progress and capitalist development (Rehn & De Cock, 2009) may
actually be less likely to lead to the production of great art, science and literature than the
orthodox strategy of simply doing one’s job well (Chan, 2016, pp. 649–650).
Creativity as cultural revolt can emerge when an actor finds themselves in a difficult or
uncomfortable position in a field, as a search for “control over emergence” or a bid for radical
sovereignty (Lippens, 2012). For Chan (2016), this control over emergence can take at least three
forms: cultural edgework, cultural transcendence, and cultural transformation. Drawing on Stephen
Lyng’s (1990) ethnographic foundation, Chan proposes that edgework occurs when actors seek
to push or negotiate the boundaries between fields. This is often characterized by high-risk
activities such as extreme sports, drug-taking, and high-risk sexual behavior, where boundaries
such as life/death and health/illness are negotiated. But, working at the cutting edge of one’s
artistic or scientific field can also entail such negotiation and risk. Edgework thus generates a
sense of authenticity and hyperreality, as a pathway to “objective reality uncontaminated by
subjective cognition” that feels more “real” than real life (Lyng, 1990, p. 449). Edgework thus
requires a high degree of skill as well as great trust in one’s habitus, because the closer actors
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come to the edge, the more the habitus recedes and agency is liberated, which can account for
the intense feelings of self-determination that edgeworkers report (Lyng, 1990, p. 453). However,
while edgework, as a form of cultural revolt, can renegotiate boundaries between fields and thus
do creative work, it is not a guaranteed pathway to creativity, because a failure to navigate its
inherent risks successfully can have potentially extreme negative consequences (Chan, 2016, p.
654).
Cultural transcendence involves actors seeking to go deeper into a field to reinterpret it. This
“occurs in and through detached reflection, decision and existential choice” (Lippens, 2012, p.
354), and is neither about the risk-taking of edgework nor about following traditions or
conventional practices. Cultural transcendence, for Chan (2016), occurs through the solitude of
being immersed in focused work, and paradoxically involves finding “more” by giving things
up. It is therefore characterized in part by a grueling but gratifying search for meaning, order
and unity. The creativity of this process occurs through the exchange of old meanings for new
ones, resulting in new interpretations of the familiar.
Lastly, cultural transformation occurs as a form of creativity when actors seek to recreate
(rather than reinterpret or renegotiate the boundaries of) a field. This involves bringing “newness
into the world” (Lippens, 2012, p. 354, italics in original) by engaging with and transforming the
field and its laws and codes that currently exist, without separating oneself from them. Chan
(2016, p. 657) cites Gustave Flaubert as an example from the literary field of this kind of creativity
through cultural transformation. Flaubert treated the seemingly mundane trivialities of everyday
life with exceptional refinement and in a “flawless style … as a result, his initial impotence turns
into an extraordinary creation” (Dubois, 2000, p. 99). Cultural transformation can also occur as a
result of encounters with different cultures, whereby fresh ideas can be adopted and adapted to
suit a local environment, as in, for example, the adoption of Japanese aesthetics by architect Frank
Lloyd Wright and their transformation into a “new unity” (Oiyama, 2013, p. 408). Chan’s
Bourdieuian sociology of creativity thus allows for creativity to take a variety of forms within the
two main strands of institutionalized cultural practice and cultural revolt, which arise from the
necessarily innovatory strategies of an imperfectly prescriptive habitus. In what follows I will
attempt to synthesize the above described Bourdieuian frameworks for emotion and creativity
in order to argue that emotions themselves may be viewed as creative practices.
Emotion as creative practice
Emotions may be viewed as creative practices in the Bourdieuian sense because emotions have
a creative element that takes a practical form, as institutionalized cultural practice or cultural
revolt, and in so doing, emotions do creative work. Because, for Chan (2016), the sociology of
creativity focuses not on creative people or processes but on creative products that must be
deemed creative by relevant knowledgeable communities, the creative element of emotion as
practice is measured by the response of the relevant community to the products of an emotional
performance, which is itself shaped by the agency of the actor and their creative decisions
regarding an emotion’s practical manifestation (e.g. its context, manner, media and timing). I
argue that emotion as creative practice may take at least four forms, based on Chan’s classifying
categories for the sociology of creativity: 1) emotion as institutionalized cultural practice, when
a field is stable or actors are in a comfortable position; or, emotion as cultural revolt, when a field
is unstable or actors are in a difficult or uncomfortable position in a field, which takes the form
of 2) cultural edgework; 3) cultural transcendence; or, 4) cultural transformation. And, because
the form of the emotion changes in accordance with its practical manifestation, the emotion itself
substantively changes, even if its name does not. An emotion may take different forms
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depending on how the emotion is practically oriented, and the emotion may do creative work in
different ways leading to different social outcomes. To demonstrate this, and in accordance with
the aim of this article to explore the link between creativity and wellbeing, I will apply the
concept of happiness to each of the four categories described below, while also giving examples
of how the creativity of other emotions can be understood using this framework.
Note that the argument being made here is that emotions are creative practices, but not
necessarily the reverse; creative practices may or may not be emotions, and this line of reasoning
may warrant further investigation elsewhere. The argument is, rather, that to feel is to do creative
work, and that by illuminating the creative element of emotion, emotion as creative practice can
provide a new way of explaining the role of emotion in generating social change and provide a
useful link between creativity and wellbeing from a sociological perspective. And, because
Scheer’s framework of emotion as practice does not treat emotions as distinct from, or as byproducts of, social action, but rather as practical forms of engagement with the world, when
coupled with Chan’s (2016) Bourdieuian sociology of creativity emotion as practice can provide
new insights into why people may engage in certain practices in order to feel, or avoid them in
order not to. People may strategically evoke emotions or avoid doing them precisely because
feeling does particular kinds of creative work. This, in turn, means that to feel involves varying
degrees of risk, uncertainty and effort, and brings about different kinds of social change (Frevert
et al., 2014; Davison et al., 2018; Eitler et al., 2014).
Emotion as institutionalized cultural practice
As Chan (2016) has proposed, when a field is stable or actors are in a comfortable position,
creativity can take the form of institutionalized cultural practice. In such contexts, creativity
appears not as “thinking outside the box” but as incremental change facilitated by routine
practice (e.g. the gradual perfection or refinement of routine) leading to products deemed
excellent by a knowledgeable community according to domain-specific standards. Emotion may
take the form of institutionalized cultural practice. Different societies and social groups value
emotions in different ways, encouraging and cultivating particular emotions in members of the
group while discouraging other emotions (Reddy, 2001; Rosenwein, 2006). Socially sanctioned
or appropriate emotions may be viewed as strategically valuable or desirable in one field, while
being of lesser value in another field. Where an emotion is highly valued, the habitus will be
oriented towards strategies (practices) that will cultivate it, and the success of the actor’s work
will depend on the domain-specific standards by which the emotional performance is judged.
From this Bourdieuian perspective, an emotion such as happiness may be viewed not strictly
as a physiological or psychological state different in nature from, for example, surprise or
disgust, but rather an institutionalized cultural practice to which physiological and psychological
states are linked, and of which they are the result, and through the reiteration of which they are
cultivated. Darrin McMahon’s (2006) sweeping study of the history of happiness has traced, for
example, the development of happiness over two thousand years. He argues that happiness was
not widely viewed as something that people could or should achieve during their lifetime (as
opposed to the hereafter) until the Enlightenment, and that this humanistic shift led to the
consecration of happiness in the Declaration of Independence and France’s Declaration of the
Rights of Man. This fundamental change in expectations meant that “by the end of the eighteenth
century … happiness could claim widespread recognition as a motivating ideal” (McMahon,
2006, p. 13), which, in turn, has led to a modern search for happiness that has generated both
new pleasures as well as new forms of pain. The latter has included, for example, gendered
experiences of unhappiness in modern marriages, and the weaponization of happiness against
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feminists as “killjoys” as they attempt to direct attention towards examples of sexism (Ahmed,
2010). For Ehrenreich (2010), happiness as a motivating ideal has encouraged a cult of positive
thinking whose obverse effects have included feelings of failure when succumbing to moments
of grief or misery, guilt about not always being happy enough, and even claims by health
professionals that Ehrenreich’s anger in response to her breast cancer diagnosis was unhealthy
and dangerous. When viewed through a Bourdieuian lens, happiness can be understood as an
institutionalized cultural practice, whose performance is oriented in accordance with the values,
norms and ethical frameworks internalized in the habitus of the actor in a given social or
historical context and measured against the domain-specific standards in a field.
This is not to say that happiness is always an institutionalized cultural practice; in what
follows I will suggest that there are other ways to be happy. I argue, rather, that when an emotion
is highly valued in a field, the habitus is oriented towards strategies for attaining it, and when
the field itself is stable or an actor’s position is comfortable, these strategies can take the form of
institutionalized cultural practice. The commercial slogans and happiness rhetoric of Coca Cola’s
various campaigns, from “Things Go Better with Coke” in 1963 to “Open Happiness” in 2009
(Ryan, 2019), or McDonalds reportedly spending $1.37 billion in advertising the year of their “I’m
Lovin’ It” campaign (Schultz, 2019), illustrate how those with sufficient investing power in a field
can generate value from an emotion by promising certain types of experience linked to specific
practices which in these cases unsurprisingly include purchasing the product. The emotion thus
becomes a collection of habituated activities arising from a habitus socialized to view happiness
as desirable and valuable, requiring sustained effort, cultivation and practice to fine-tune, and
whose performance is geared towards meeting domain-specific standards of excellence (for
example, by crafting conspicuous public displays of happiness on social media or at social
gatherings). The emotion may thus be viewed as an institutionalized cultural practice as defined
by Chan (2016) and therefore, in this regard, as creative.
Any emotion can become an institutionalized cultural practice. Grief, for example, may be
viewed this way in certain contexts, since the psychological and physiological manifestations of
the emotion are tied to and given shape by specific culturally and socially inflected practices
(Barclay, 2016). Such practices not only serve the purpose of expressing individual feelings of
grief, but they also guide the performance and thus the experience of grief itself in accordance
with domain-specific standards. These standards often vary across time and place (Averill, 2009).
They may, for example, entail extended periods of public ritual involving specific mourning
garments and musical or other cultural practices (Jalland, 1996; Maiello, 2005; Agawu, 1988; Racy,
1986). Or, as Paul Rosenblatt (2004) has observed, in cultures where the time available for solemn
contemplation is more restricted, these standards may allow only for the rather unceremonious
practice of “grieving while driving” (p. 679). Importantly, however, these standards and norms
are not fixed; they are gradually altered and fine-tuned, and thus by their very doing they may
change.
The concept of emotion as institutionalized cultural practice thus aligns in many ways with
Reddy’s (2001; 2008) concept of “emotional regimes”, which he defines as “normative emotional
styles that are backed up by socially enacted rewards and penalties” (2008, p. 96). This concept
is useful for explaining how political regimes can rely on emotion regulation as a coercive and
even oppressive tool, threatening sanctions of varying degrees to compel people into hiding
improper responses to normative emotional expressions. He thereby provides additional links
between emotion, ethics and political power, which raise the important question of how free we
really are to feel what we feel. However, while acknowledging that emotion as institutionalized
cultural practice may indeed function as a coercive political tool, my purpose here is to
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emphasize that, insofar as the concept of emotion as institutionalized cultural practice reflects
Reddy’s emotional regimes, emotional regimes are themselves creative and change-generating.
I suggest that the concept of emotion as institutionalized cultural practice provides an alternative
explanation for how emotional regimes actually develop and why they are not fixed or static, but
dynamic and changing.
From a sociological perspective, if actors are in a comfortable position in a field, or if the field
is stable, an emotion may take on the creative form of an institutionalized cultural practice;
however, if actors find themselves in a difficult or uncomfortable position in a field, or if the field
is unstable, emotion may emerge as cultural revolt in one of three forms: cultural edgework,
cultural transcendence, or cultural transformation. Each of these will be examined next in turn.
Emotion as cultural edgework
To recall, edgework is a sociological classifying category for voluntary risk-taking through
activities that have a “clearly observable threat to one’s physical or mental well-being or one’s
sense of an ordered existence” (Lyng, 1990, p. 857), and this, for Chan (2016), constitutes a
sociological category of creativity. Chan’s and Lyng’s accounts of edgework already make clear
links to emotion, by reference to feelings of fear and nervousness that usually arise during the
anticipatory phases of edgework, which then give way to feelings of exhilaration and
omnipotence (Lyng, 1990, p. 860). At the peak of the experience edgeworkers often report that
their perceptual field becomes highly focused, with background factors receding from view and
time passing either much faster or slower than usual (Lyng, 1990, p. 861). Edgework is thus
closely linked with physiological and perceptual changes and feeling states in sociological
literature.
Because the practice of edgework can take many forms (extreme sports, business
entrepreneurship, wartime combat, drug experimentation, creative arts, and others), there is no
unifying emotion that all edgeworkers experience, and in this sense it is somewhat analogous to
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s (2014) conception of “flow”. However, edgework differs from flow
by virtue of edgework’s extremeness (Lyng, 1990, p. 863). Edgework experiences are linked to
notions of self-realization, self-actualization and self-determination. Lyng (1990) writes, “In the
pure form of edgework, individuals experience themselves as instinctively acting entities, which
leaves them with a purified and magnified sense of self” (p. 860). Edgework experiences arise
from practices that push or negotiate the boundaries between fields through impulsive, anarchic
and spontaneous social action, and edgework thus seems to be antithetical to role behavior in the
institutional domain, where institutional practices are marked by constraint and normative
control. Edgework practices are thus typically associated with excitement in a broad sense,
although this does not necessarily always mean high physiological arousal. Activities that push
the boundaries or limits between fields may induce the feeling states described above while also
serving the purpose of slowing down the mind, as in, for example, the high-risk and high-skill
activity of voluntarily attempting to survive in the wilderness, where creative work at the (e.g.
geographical) boundaries of a field can be motivated by excitement as well as the desire “to slow
my mind down”, “to disengage from normal life”, and “to get away from authority” (Ewert,
1994, p. 14).
The emotion “happiness” could therefore ostensibly overlap in some ways with the concept
of edgework, given that the feeling of being one’s “authentic self” is usually considered to be a
key ingredient in popular conceptions of happiness (Seligman, 2002), although this version of
happiness would be different in many ways from the routine institutionalized cultural practices
described in the previous section. Emotion as cultural edgework is mobilized, named,
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communicated and regulated by practices at the boundaries between fields, and thus edgework
does its creative work by linking factors such as political-economic variables with individual
sensations and feelings (Lyng, 1990). Chan (2016) also drew upon Ronnie Lippens’s (2012) idea
of Radical Sovereignty Type 1 (pp. 353–354) in her formulation of edgework. For Lippens, this
kind of creative work occurs where “the self unrelentingly flees all code and all law, immersing
and indeed dissolving itself, i.e. its own coded self, in the sheer potential of life, and even beyond,
into the sheer vital matter of earth … In short: transgression” (p. 353–354, italics in original).
Using the example of Jackson Pollock’s painting Full Fathom Five (1947), Lippens shows how
Pollock reached beyond the realm of law and code that says “you be this, or that”, or “you be a
self with particular features and characteristics”, into a domain where he could encounter “the
sheer energetic potential of yet-unformed matter” (pp. 355–356). Words that name and practices
that shape such experiences, and which coalesce in a dynamic relationship between a thinking
body’s sensations and feelings and its environment, will vary across time and place, but they
may nevertheless be linked by the underlying sociological concept of edgework as a particular
form of creative practice at the boundaries between fields.
Emotion as cultural transcendence
Emotion as practice may facilitate the movement of an actor so deeply into a field that the actor
reinterprets it. For Chan (2016), this is a category of creative work in sociology because it
generates new perspectives on the familiar. For Lippens (2012), this work (which he named
Radical Sovereignty Type 2) takes the form of “radically detached and equally relentless
reflection” (p. 354), facilitating the exchange of old meanings for new ones, and generating new
perspectives without changing or transforming a field per se.
A good example of such creative work taking the form of an emotional practice is
mindfulness. There is now extensive literature on the practice and a variety of approaches to
doing it, but many practitioners have drawn on Buddhist philosophy and the writings of the
Dalai Lama to treat mindfulness as the “science of the mind” (Coleman & Coleman, 2019),
consciously and accurately identifying the reflective emotional states it induces as learnable
skills. Mindfulness is geared towards facilitating a deep meditative reflection that encourages
individuals to encounter and categorize their thoughts in particular ways, detaching oneself
from, and then paying attention to, the specific patterns of sensation that they produce (Ivtzan,
2020). Mindfulness seeks to cultivate an awareness of what the mind is doing in the present
moment, along with the skill of interrupting unwanted or unhelpful thought patterns, and some
have argued that it promises a healthier life, improved relationships with others and better
adaptability to one’s environment (Coleman & Coleman, 2019; Davis & Hayes, 2011). The new
perspectives generated by this creative work emerge without making any change whatsoever to
the field itself. Rather, the creativity of the practice resides in its transcendence, in the actor
moving deeply into a field in order to reinterpret it, emerging with a new outlook on a world
that remains precisely as the actor left it.
The creative practice of mindfulness may also overlap with the concept of happiness in some
ways, but here its creativity again takes a different form. Mindfulness is increasingly deployed
in developed societies as a strategy for achieving a manageable if temporary equilibrium with
one’s environment where that environment is rapidly changing or unstable, and without actually
acting upon the environment itself. Examples of this include the use of mindfulness techniques
as regular interventions to reduce work stress in high-pressure workplaces (Bostock et al., 2019),
or to reduce perfectionism and foster emotional wellbeing in highly gifted young people (OltonWeber et al., 2020). This approach to creativity is thus not about embracing institutionalized
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cultural practices or voluntary risk-taking at the edge of a field. It is, rather, about giving up old
meanings in order to gain new ones, as by-products of being totally involved in a field, perhaps
through immersion in creative arts or musical practice, or other forms of work. Emotion as
cultural transcendence may thus take many forms and names in different contexts, but the
underlying features described here point to a skilled and practiced cultivation of physiological
and psychological states that facilitate deep reflection and immersion in a field leading to new
interpretations of that field.
Emotion as cultural transformation
Emotions may take the form of practices aimed at recreating the field in which they occur, by
acting creatively upon that field. For Lippens (2012), practices of this nature (his Radical
Sovereignty Type 3) represent a more promising bid for sovereignty than the other two types
described above, because they are “about creation… it is to bring newness into the world. But in
order to be able to do that, that is, to be able to create new law, new code, one must engage with
the law or code that is” (p. 354, italics in original). In this process, old forms of oppression are
crushed by embracing the field as it exists and reworking it to bring about change. Emotion as
practice may thus do creative work by cultivating specific physiological and psychological states
in actors through organized social action aimed at bringing about cultural transformation of a
field.
The emotion “pride” and its potential for happiness may provide a good example. Viewed
from the perspective of emotion as practice, “gay pride” can be understood not as a
fundamentally internal physiological or psychological state that same-sex attracted or gayidentifying people may occasionally find themselves to be in, but rather as organized social
action aimed at mobilizing, naming, communicating and regulating such states in community
members for specific (e.g. social or political) purposes. Steven Kates and Russell Belk’s (2001)
four-year long ethnographic work on Lesbian and Gay Pride Day (LGPD), using data mainly
gathered at the Toronto celebrations, found that the events served as “a complex, multilayered
form of consumption-related cultural resistance that raises awareness of social injustice and
discursively informs social meanings in everyday life outside the festival” (p. 393). This was
partly because conspicuous consumption during the events, which on the one hand may be
considered a politically dubious activity, also acted as a “display and show of market power
[that] may actually result in social legitimization of the gay and lesbian community” (p. 392). The
carnivalesque nature of the events was also linked to specific feeling states, described as “an
unusually overwhelming and captivating experience in [participants’] lives” (p. 404). One
participant stated,
The first LGPD I experienced … it was warm, beautiful, wonderful, you know, all
the superlatives you can think of. I remember it as being as idealistic as anything I
had ever hoped for (laughs), people laughing, hugging each other, kissing, just
crowds of gay men and lesbians everywhere. It was definitely one of the biggest
highs of my life, that first one (Kates & Belk, 2001, p. 404).
Forms of participation in the events included “many public and private ritual behaviors”
including gift giving, special meals and foods, memorial ceremonies, and “public display by
participants in colorful and sometimes outrageous ‘gay apparel’ (e.g., drag, leather, tight shorts,
and T-shirts)”, which contributed to the events becoming “a contested social space, [whose]
meanings are actively negotiated—and reflexively fought over—in the course of its practice” (p.
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394). By grasping and working with the field as it is—its spaces, languages, products and their
meanings (i.e., its laws and codes)—pride, when viewed as emotion as practice, does creative
work in this context as cultural transformation by recreating the very field in which it occurs.
And, pride may also be linked without too much strain to the notion of happiness through the
attendant concepts of fulfilment and contentment (McKenzie, 2016, p. 80), meaning that
happiness has, at least tangentially, taken on yet more nuances in the current study, as an active
socially and politically driven emotion which exists as organized, creative social action.
Conclusion
This article opened by reflecting on Vlad Glăveanu’s claim that the power of creativity lies in its
capacity to reposition people in relation to one another and to the here and now of experience
(Glăveanu, 2020b). It has argued that emotions, when viewed from the perspective of emotion as
practice (Scheer, 2012), do this work precisely because emotions are, at a fundamental level,
creative acts, as Chan’s (2016) framework for the sociology of creativity helps to demonstrate.
The article has argued that because understanding emotion requires examination not just of selfreported or otherwise observed physiological or psychological states (including neuronal brain
states), but examination of the complete picture of the practice by which those states are induced,
named, communicated, and regulated, emotion as practice thus affords multiple points of
intersection with the sociology of creativity, which illuminates how emotions generate different
types of meaningful change and thus do creative work. Emotion as creative practice can be
viewed as an embodied and performed act of thought, dynamically linking the feelings and
sensations of the body with the body’s environment through practices, which, because of the
always-imperfect alignment between habitus and field, are both skillfully improvised and also
driven by the generative power of habituated tendencies.
This approach has implications for emotions historians, because it proposes a new
explanation of the role of emotion in generating historical change. Scheer’s (2012) argument
about how emotion as practice generates historical change hinged on the “plurality of practices”,
since practices can “collide with one another, causing misunderstandings, conflicts, and
crossovers between fields” (p. 204). This point is insightful, but it does not account for the
inherent creativity of emotional practices which this article has sought to identify. Emotions may
generate change because they can take the form of institutionalized cultural practice, where
individual normative emotional performances are gradually refined and measured against
domain-specific standards of excellence which are themselves also gradually shifting.
Additionally, emotions may take the form of cultural revolt, where change is wrought by
emotional practices as a) cultural edgework at the boundaries between fields; b) cultural
transcendence, facilitating new perspectives on an unchanged field; or c) cultural transformation,
where an emotional practice grasps and transforms the field itself. Accordingly, historians
working with the framework of emotion as practice may be encouraged to refract their line of
inquiry in one or more of these creative directions in order to provide a more nuanced
explanation of the role of emotion in generating social and historical change.
This approach also has implications for understanding the links between emotion, creativity
and individual agency, which can be seen to coalesce in the concept of wellbeing. Emotion as
creative practice suggests that emotions entail creative decisions involving varying degrees of
intentionality which are shaped in part by internalized moral frameworks. This is pertinent since
eminent creativity scholars such as Arthur Cropley have argued that “in defining creativity
moral issues should come first” (Cropley, 2011, p. 367); in a similar vein, emotions scholars such
as Dixon (2003; 2012) have argued that emotions research could benefit from stronger links
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between psychology, philosophy and ethics. Chan’s (2016) sociology of creativity thus helps to
explain not only how creativity is central to all social action, but also how its different forms
suggest different kinds of links between emotion as practice and a range of moral and ethical
concerns. Insofar as emotions are things that we do, rather than things that happen to us, as
Scheer (2012) argued, then Chan’s (2016) creativity framework helps to reveal how the creativity
of emotion connects emotion, in different ways, to the ethical and moral implications of social
action. The different creative forms of happiness suggested in this article thus illuminate some
of the different ethical and moral dimensions of happiness and how these manifest in practice.
This returns us to the question of the link between creativity and wellbeing. Emotion as
creative practice challenges the prevailing focus in wellbeing research on the individual over the
collective (Oades & Heazlewood, 2017, p. 9), a focus that is not only supported by psychological
approaches to the study of emotion that treat emotions as fundamentally internal and therefore
individual experiences (Ekman, 1999), but also by sociological approaches that treat emotions as
“responses” to situations (Lively & Heise, 2014) rather than practical manifestations of the
relationship between (or indeed the wrangling of) social structure and individual agency. Just as
systems-informed approaches to positive psychology are seeking out broader and more holistic
understandings of wellbeing (Kern et al., 2020), the concept of emotion as creative practice
encourages us to rethink wellbeing (and especially the sociology of wellbeing) by expanding the
analytical focus to include social structure as a component of emotion. This may help to address
Derné’s (2017) call for the sociology of wellbeing to pay greater attention to the ways people
define and experience wellbeing, by suggesting a pathway towards a more profound sociological
conception of wellbeing as a collective rather than individual creative achievement.
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