




 

CREATIVITY VS. PRODUCTIVITY 
 

ontinuing to ponder the question as to whether time for crafts was a “luxury,” I got to pondering, instead, the 
question of how much we value “creativity” in today’s society.  We pay a great deal of lip service to the 
importance of being creative, and of inspiring creativity in our children.  But when it comes to making time 

for being creative—i.e., engaging in an art or craft—I believe we run into a cultural conflict. We come up against 
the question of whether it is more worthwhile to be creative or to be productive—as if the two are mutually exclusive. 
 Victorians placed a high value on using time wisely, which meant “productively.”  In Victorian days, however, 
creative pursuits such as needlework, arts, crafts, music, and so forth were considered a good and productive use of 
a woman’s time.  Beautifying one’s home, or making one’s garments attractive with embroidery, were considered 
worthwhile efforts.  Of course, one could argue that because most Victorian women were not actively pursuing a 
“career” (though they did work—don’t be fooled into supposing they didn’t!), then obviously they had to do 
something to fill their time, and arts and crafts took the place of pursuits we, today, might consider more “productive.” 
 For a Victorian woman, however, arts and crafts were not considered merely a “recreational” activity, suited to 
simple minds that couldn’t handle the strain of business or employment.  Such projects were considered an important 
part of maintaining one’s home, one’s garments, and one’s lifestyle.   
 We still consider “beautifying the home” to be a worthwhile endeavor—but today, we have something Victorians 
lacked: mass market “stuff.”  And so, today, one is less likely to spend hours creating, say, a decorative basket, when 
it takes only a few minutes to pop into Walmart and buy one.  If you saw someone who had spent months 
embroidering flowers on a skirt, you might be tempted to use a very modern phrase: “Now, there’s someone with 
way too much time on her hands!” 
 Of course, in order to buy that basket, one has to be “productive,” in the sense of doing work to earn the money 
that makes buying the basket possible.  So here we have the ultimate trade-off; the Victorian woman would use the 
time to make the basket, while today’s woman would probably use the time to earn the money to buy the basket.  
 Today, making the basket—i.e., investing time in arts and crafts—is regarded as engaging in recreation, in a 
leisure-time activity.  Sacrificing productive (work) time to creative (leisure) time is not a highly regarded tradeoff 
in our fast-paced, get-ahead world.  And while we do, again, make a lot of fuss over promoting creativity in our 
children, we tend to be less than enthusiastic if our progeny declare that they are going to try to make a “living” as 
an artist, craftsperson or musician.   
 One result of the pandemic is that many people have discovered, at last, the problems inherent in working simply 
to earn enough money to be able to sustain the lifestyle of working—whether that means paying for childcare, 
household help, take-out meals or whatever.  In the years to come, I think we will be seeing a slow, steady redefinition 
of the idea of what, in fact, constitutes “productivity.”  Hopefully, that definition will focus less on “making more 
money” and a bit more on “making what makes you happy.” If so, we will no longer feel that we have to choose 
between creativity and productivity, because they are one and the same! 

—Moira Allen 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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