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I think, I question, I explore, 

Ever looking for answers 

When there are none. 
Or, are there? 
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Preface 

We live our lives surrounded by questions — not the kind that 

appear on tests or in philosophy textbooks, but the everyday 

puzzles that emerge as we navigate our work, our relationships, 

and the tools we increasingly can't imagine working without. This 

series of small books takes on these living questions, one at a time, 

with the curiosity they deserve. This one has been waiting to be 

asked for a while, and it's the question this book is named for: is 

creativity still yours when AI helped make it? 

I did not come to this question abstractly. It arrived the way 

most useful questions do — in the middle of doing the thing itself, 

watching a sentence take a shape I hadn't quite intended, and not 

being entirely sure anymore where the noticing ended and the 

assistance began. That uncertainty is not a confession of anything 

gone wrong. It is the actual, lived texture of writing in this 

particular moment, and it deserves a more honest answer than 

either the alarm or the reassurance currently on offer. 

The seven Thoughts that follow don't exist in isolation — 

they form an interconnected argument that builds deliberately, one 

chapter setting up the terms the next chapter needs. It begins with 

the plainest possible question, what creativity actually is, because 

every later claim in this book depends on which definition is doing 

the work underneath it. It moves through who tends to be creative 

and what quietly shuts creativity down, through how a creative life 

changes — and, more often than the popular story admits, deepens 

— across decades rather than declining after some early peak.  

It arrives at the particular mind of a writer, built from all of 

that. And only then, with all of that groundwork in place, does it 

turn to AI — not as a verdict on whether machines can be creative, 

but as a question about what happens to a human creative process, 

and to a human writer's ownership of it, when a machine becomes 

part of the process. 
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This book was written with Claude Sonnet 5, an AI, in a 

manner consistent with that same question — each chapter drafted 

collaboratively; my outline, my stories, and my instincts shaping 

what got explored; its synthesis shaping how the material came 

together on the page. I mention this not as a disclaimer but because 

it is the most honest possible way to introduce a book about 

exactly this subject. Rather than resolve the question before the 

reader gets to it, the book you're holding is itself a small, ongoing 

example of it. 

As with the other books in this series, the aim here isn't a 

verdict. It's a set of Thoughts substantial enough to think alongside 

— and, in the After Thought that closes the book, to hand back to 

you, unfinished, the way a living question should be. 

               Elaine Satterfield  
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Introduction 

Every generation gets a version of this worry. The camera would 

kill painting. The calculator would kill arithmetic. The word 

processor, and before it the typewriter, would kill something 

harder to name about the sentence. Each time, the worry turned 

out to be partly right and mostly wrong — the tool changed the 

work without erasing the worker.  

AI is the current, sharper edition of the same worry, and it 

deserves to be taken more seriously than its predecessors, for one 

specific reason: for the first time, the tool can produce the thing 

itself. Not an aid to painting, but an image. Not an aid to 

arithmetic, but the answer. Not an aid to a sentence, but a sentence, 

fully formed, on request. That difference is what makes “is it still 

creative” feel urgent rather than academic, and it is the difference 

this book takes seriously from the first page to the last. 

This book moves in two currents that eventually meet. The 

first current is creativity on its own terms — what it actually is, 

who tends to have it, what develops it, what kills it, and how it 

changes across the whole span of a life rather than just its early, 

celebrated years. The second current is AI, brought in deliberately 

late, as a working presence in that same process — first as a 

general thinking partner, then specifically inside the practice of 

writing. The two currents converge in the book's final Thoughts, 

where the question stops being abstract and becomes personal: 

whose words are these, and does it matter, and if it does, exactly 

how much? 

How the Book Is Built 

The seven Thoughts move in a deliberate order, each one 

supplying a term the next one needs. Thought 1 asks what 

creativity actually is, because the word is asked to cover too much 

ground to use carelessly. Thought 2 turns from the abstraction to 

the person, naming the traits that tend to show up in creative 

people and the conditions that reliably shut creativity down. 

Thought 3 adds time — when creative behavior first appears, 
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when the specific decision to become a writer tends to form, and 

what actually happens to creativity with age, including a direct 

answer to whether it declines after sixty. Thought 4 turns from 

description to practice: what stimulates creativity, how it can be 

deliberately developed, and where flow fits as an achievable state 

rather than a rare gift.  

Thought 5 narrows all of it onto the particular mind of a 

writer, using writing as a case study for everything argued up to 

that point. Only then, with the human side of the argument fully 

built, does Thought 6 turn to AI directly — not whether it can be 

creative, but whether a person can genuinely improve by working 

alongside it, and what “improve” actually means once it's broken 

into its separate parts. Thought 7 closes the argument at the 

question this book is named for, laying out the real debate fairly 

on both sides before landing on where ownership actually seems 

to reside. 

The Flow Model 

Foundations  (Thoughts 1-2 – What Creativity Is, Who Has It) 

↓ 

Development — (Thoughts 3-4 – Across Time, By Design) 

↓ 

The Writer's Particular Mind (Thought 5) 

↓ 

The AI Partnership (Thought 6 – What Actually Improves) 

↓ 

Whose Creativity Is It? (Thought 7) 

Each Thought could, in principle, be read alone. But the 

argument is cumulative by design, and the last Thought in 

particular will read as more assertion than argument without the 

six that come before it. The After Thought that closes the book 

does not add a new claim to this chain. It hands the chain back to 

you, as a set of questions rather than a conclusion — which is, in 

the end, what a living question is for.  
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Thought 1: What Creativity Actually Is 

What is creativity, really — and how many flavors does it come 

in? 

A Word That Means Too Much 

My grandfather played guitar by ear. He never learned to read 

music — he just picked it up, note by note, until his hands knew 

where to go before his mind caught up. My brother filled notebook 

margins with cars, precise enough that you could tell the make 

from ten feet away. I filled mine with animals and landscapes, 

drawing the woods behind our house before I could have told you 

why.  

My mother did embroidery and needlework, the kind of 

close, patient handwork that turns thread into an actual picture. 

My father was a mechanic, and more than once I watched him 

stand over an engine that no tool in his box was built for, and 

simply make the tool that was — bending, filing, welding 

something into existence because the job in front of him required 

a thing that didn't yet exist. 

None of us would have called any of this “creativity” at the 

time. It was just what the family did. But look at that list again: an 

ear for music with no formal training behind it, two children 

drawing entirely different subjects in entirely different styles, 

needlework that turns thread into image, and a grown man 

inventing tools on the spot because the job demanded it.  

Ask ten people to define creativity and you will get answers 

that cover all five of us, and none of them will be wrong. One 

person points to the painter, another to the toddler stacking blocks 

in a way no one showed her, another to the engineer who found a 

cheaper way to route a circuit, another to the four-year-old's 

excuse for why the vase broke. All of them are pointing at 

creativity — my family among them, though none of us thought 

to use the word. The word has been asked to cover too much 

ground, and before this book can ask what happens to creativity 
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when AI enters the room, it has to settle — provisionally, 

workably — what is actually standing in that room to begin with. 

That settling matters more than it might seem. Every claim 

later in this book — that AI helps creativity, that AI threatens it, 

that creativity changes with age, that writers have a particular 

relationship to it — depends on which definition of creativity is 

doing the work underneath the claim. Loosen the definition and 

the debates dissolve into people arguing past each other — one 

person defending “creativity” as any new combination of existing 

material, another attacking it as nothing short of eminent, world-

changing originality, each one certain the other is wrong about 

creativity when they are really just using the same word to mean 

two different things.  

This is not a hypothetical failure mode. It is close to the actual 

shape of the public argument over whether AI can be creative, 

which — as later Thoughts will show — often collapses for 

exactly this reason, because neither side has paused to say which 

definition of creativity is on the table before defending it. Tighten 

the definition too far, on the other hand, and you rule out most of 

what people actually mean when they call a life, or a solution, or 

a sentence, creative. The aim here is not to end with one tidy 

definition, but to hold several at once, clearly enough to know 

which one is in play at any given moment. 

Several Definitions Worth Holding at Once 

Rather than choosing a single definition and defending it, it is 

more honest — and more useful — to name the handful of 

definitions that keep showing up across the creativity literature, 

each capturing something the others miss. 

• Creativity as novelty plus value. The most common 

working definition in the research: an idea or output is 

creative if it is both new (not a copy, not obvious) and 

appropriate or valuable in its context. Novelty alone is just 

randomness; value alone is just competence. Creativity 

lives at the intersection. 
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• Creativity as problem-finding, not just problem-solving. 

Before a solution can be original, the problem itself often 

has to be seen differently — noticing a tension, a gap, a 

question nobody had framed that way yet. Much of what 

looks like a creative leap is really a creative noticing. 

• Creativity as connection-making. Bringing together two 

things that had not been held together before — a 

metaphor, an analogy, a synthesis across domains — and 

finding that the combination reveals something neither 

piece showed alone. This is the combinatorial view, and 

it will matter later, because it is also the closest 

description of what a language model does when it is at 

its best. 

• Creativity as a state, not only a trait. Rather than 

something a person simply has or lacks, creativity can be 

treated as a condition a person enters — the absorbed, 

self-forgetting engagement most people recognize by feel 

before they have a word for it. Under this view, the more 

urgent question is not "who is creative" but "under what 

conditions does creativity show up." 

These four are not competing so much as layered. A painting 

can be novel and valuable (definition one) because the painter 

noticed a problem in how light was usually rendered (definition 

two), by connecting a technique from photography with a 

technique from portraiture (definition three), while in a state of 

total absorption that made the connection possible (definition 

four). 

Most real creative acts will use several of these lenses at 

once, and it is worth returning to this list whenever a later Thought 

seems to be arguing against itself. Thought 6, for instance, will 

credit AI with a real form of creativity in the connection-making 

sense — it can combine distant ideas in ways a person working 

alone might not reach. Thought 7 will then question whether that 

same output counts as creative in the novelty-and-value sense, 
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since a system trained on existing text is, by construction, pulled 

toward what is common rather than what is rare.  

Read side by side, those two claims can look like a 

contradiction. They are not one. They are two different definitions 

of creativity being applied to the same output, and noticing which 

definition is doing the work, in a case like that, is most of what it 

takes to follow this book's argument rather than get lost in it. 

The Types of Creativity 

Definitions describe what creativity is; types describe where it 

shows up and in what shape. The distinctions below are not 

perfectly separate categories — most real creative acts sit across 

two or three of them — but they are different enough to be worth 

naming separately, because the rest of this book will keep 

returning to which type is under discussion. 

• Artistic or expressive creativity — the kind most people 

mean first: writing, music, visual art, performance. Its 

value is judged aesthetically as much as functionally. 

• Everyday creativity, sometimes called "little-c" — the 

improvised fix, the reworded text message, the unusual 

route home, the recipe made from what's in the fridge. 

Rarely celebrated, constantly practiced, and arguably the 

form most responsible for keeping an ordinary life 

adaptive. 

• Eminent or "big-C" creativity — the field-changing, 

historically recognized kind: the breakthrough that gets a 

name attached to it and reshapes what a whole domain 

considers possible. Rare almost by definition, and easy to 

mistake for the only kind that counts. 

• Scientific and discovery creativity — creativity in service 

of explanation rather than expression: the hypothesis that 

reframes a data set, the experiment designed to make an 

invisible mechanism visible. Judged less by aesthetic 

response and more by whether it holds up under test. 
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• Combinatorial creativity — creativity built from 

recombination rather than invention from nothing: taking 

existing, known elements and assembling them in a 

configuration that did not exist before. This is less a 

separate category than a mechanism that runs underneath 

most of the others, and it will return directly in Thought 6 

and Thought 7, since it is also the mechanism most often 

used to describe — and to dismiss — what AI systems do. 

A separate and useful cut through this territory is Ned 

Herrman's whole-brain model, which does not sort creativity by 

domain but by cognitive style — analytical, sequential/ 

organizational, interpersonal, and imaginative modes of thinking, 

each of which contributes something different to a creative act and 

each of which tends to dominate in different people.  

Herrman's framing is a reminder that “creative” is not one 

style of mind showing up in different fields; it is several different 

styles of mind, any of which can produce something genuinely 

creative when given the right kind of problem. A rigorously 

analytical thinker and a free-associating imaginative thinker can 

both be highly creative — just rarely on the same kind of task, and 

rarely in a way that looks the same from the outside. 

Looking back at my own family through this list is clarifying. 

My grandfather's guitar playing was artistic and expressive 

creativity, but built through an ear rather than instruction — closer 

to intuitive pattern recognition than formal craft. My brother's and 

my drawings were the same type, expressive, aimed at entirely 

different subject matter, which is its own small proof that “artistic” 

doesn't mean one style of mind.  

My mother's needlework sits closer to a hybrid — expressive 

in its finished image, but built through exacting, almost 

mathematical repetition, closer to what Herrman would call 

sequential thinking wearing an artistic coat. And my father's tool-

making was, without question, combinatorial and scientific-

discovery creativity at once — recombining known materials and 

mechanical principles into a solution that had never existed, tested 
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immediately against whether it actually worked. Five people in 

one house, at least four different types of creativity in active daily 

use, and not one of us would have used the word. 

The Creative Spirit 

There is a difference between creativity as output and what might 

be called the creative spirit — the disposition underneath the 

output, present even when nothing is currently being made. The 

creative spirit is closer to an orientation toward experience than a 

skill: a persistent curiosity about how things work and how they 

might work differently, a comfort with not-knowing what keeps a 

question open instead of rushing it to an answer, a willingness to 

be wrong in public, and something close to what an earlier book 

in this series called wonder. Wonder is the capacity to be amazed 

by the ordinary, to find a plain fact suddenly strange enough to 

look at twice. 

This distinction matters because the two can come apart in 

both directions. A person can have real creative spirit — restless 

curiosity, genuine originality of thought — and produce very little 

that anyone would call creative output, for reasons ranging from 

circumstance to fear to simply never having the occasion. And a 

person can produce technically accomplished, even celebrated, 

creative output through pure craft and convention, with very little 

of that restless spirit actually present in the work.  Examples are 

the competently plotted novel that hits every expected beat of its 

genre without once surprising its own author. The well-executed 

painting that follows a proven formula closely enough to sell 

reliably without asking a single new question of the form. Craft 

without spirit tends to feel competent but airless.  

Spirit without craft tends to feel alive but unfinished — the 

brilliant, disorganized journal entry that never quite becomes the 

essay it is clearly reaching to be. The two are not the same thing, 

and confusing them is part of why so many people either 

overestimate or underestimate their own creativity — they are 
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measuring spirit by the standard of output, or output by the 

standard of spirit. 

The Myths That Get in the Way 

Before this book can ask what changes creativity, or what kills it, 

or what AI does to it, three inherited myths need to be named, 

because each one quietly distorts everything that follows if it goes 

unexamined. 

• The lone genius myth — the idea that creative 

breakthroughs arrive fully formed from a single 

extraordinary mind, working in isolation. In practice, 

almost every celebrated creative achievement turns out on 

closer inspection to be collaborative, iterative, and built 

on borrowed groundwork — a fact this book will lean on 

directly when it gets to the question of creative 

partnership with AI. 

• The muse myth — the belief that creativity is a visitation 

rather than a practice: that one must wait to be struck by 

inspiration rather than work toward it. This myth is 

comforting to procrastination and hostile to craft, and it is 

directly contradicted by the research on what actually 

stimulates creative output, which Thought 4 takes up in 

detail. 

• The "you have it or you don't" myth — the assumption that 

creativity is a fixed trait, present at birth in some people 

and simply absent in others. This is the myth with the 

most at stake, because it is the one most likely to talk 

someone out of trying. The developmental view this book 

takes — that creativity can be built, trained, and grown 

across a lifetime — depends on this myth being false, and 

Thought 3 and Thought 4 make that case directly. 

None of these myths are entirely without a grain of truth — 

some people do show creative facility earlier or more easily than 

others, and something that feels like inspiration does sometimes 
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arrive unbidden. But treated as complete explanations rather than 

partial truths, all three myths do the same quiet damage: they 

move creativity out of the category of things a person can develop 

and into the category of things a person either is or isn't, either has 

or doesn't. The chapters that follow are, in one sense, a sustained 

argument against that move. 

Where This Leaves Us 

Creativity, then, is not one thing. It is at minimum: new-and-

valuable, problem-finding, connection-making, and a state as 

much as a trait, showing up in artistic, everyday, eminent, 

scientific, and combinatorial forms, filtered through cognitive 

styles that differ from person to person — sometimes within a 

single family, sometimes within a single Thanksgiving table. It 

has a spirit that can be present with or without output, and it has 

been surrounded by myths that make it seem rarer and more fixed 

than the evidence supports. 

My grandfather never once called himself creative. He would 

have found the word a little embarrassing, applied to a man who 

just liked to play guitar in the evening — which is, in the end, the 

smallest possible piece of evidence for everything this chapter has 

argued. The myths don't just distort how we see creativity in the 

abstract. They keep people who are plainly doing it from ever 

recognizing that they are. With that groundwork laid — and my 

own family quietly filed under evidence — the next Thought turns 

from what creativity is to who has it: the traits that tend to show 

up in creative people, the conditions that reliably shut creativity 

down, and what happens when the myths from this chapter are 

tested against both.  



| 13 

 

Thought 2: The Creative Person — Traits, 
Myths, and Killers 

What does a creative person actually look like, and what shuts 

creativity down? 

Not a Type, a Pattern 

Thought 1 argued that creativity is not one thing but several — a 

set of definitions, a set of types, a spirit distinguishable from 

output. This chapter asks a narrower, more personal question: 

when creativity does show up reliably in a person, what tends to 

be true of them? Not a personality type — creative people are not 

one kind of person any more than creativity is one kind of act — 

but a loose cluster of traits that keep recurring across studies of 

creative individuals, in the arts and outside them. No one has all 

of these traits in full measure. Most creative people have several, 

unevenly. 

The Traits That Keep Showing Up 

• Curiosity. A default orientation toward finding things 

interesting rather than settled — a pull toward the 

unexplained corner of a subject rather than the confirmed 

center of it. This is closer to an appetite than a skill: 

creative people tend to want to know, not because 

knowing is useful, but because not-knowing is 

uncomfortable in a productive way. 

• Tolerance for ambiguity. The capacity to stay inside an 

unresolved question without rushing it toward premature 

closure. Most people find an unanswered question mildly 

aversive and want to close it quickly, with whatever 

answer is nearest. Creative people are able to hold the 

discomfort longer, which is often exactly what it takes for 

a better answer — rather than the first available one — to 

surface. 
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• Risk tolerance. A willingness to produce something that 

might fail, embarrass, or be rejected, because the 

alternative — producing only what is certain to be safe — 

guarantees a ceiling on what gets made. This is not the 

same as recklessness; it is closer to a recalibrated 

relationship with the downside of being wrong. 

• Playfulness. The capacity to treat serious material lightly 

enough to turn it over, recombine it, and try versions of it 

that are not yet meant to be final. Play is where most first 

drafts of an idea actually happen, well before craft or 

judgment are invited in. 

For a writer specifically, these four traits translate into 

something quite concrete. Curiosity is the writer's raw material — 

the noticing that becomes a character, a detail, a question worth 

building a whole piece around. Tolerance for ambiguity is what 

lets a first draft stay bad for as long as it needs to, without being 

strangled by premature editing. Risk tolerance is what lets a 

sentence be strange, a structure be unconventional, a subject be 

uncomfortable. And playfulness is what keeps language from 

calcifying into safe, expected phrasing — it is the difference 

between a sentence that does its job and one that surprises the 

person who wrote it. 

Creativity Killers 

If the traits above describe what helps creativity along, a parallel 

and equally well-documented set of conditions reliably shuts it 

down — and the killers turn out to be more consistent across 

people than the traits do. Almost anyone's creativity can be 

suppressed by the same handful of conditions, regardless of their 

natural disposition. 

• Fear of judgment. The anticipation of a critical audience — 

real or imagined — narrows a person's range of attempts 

toward whatever feels safest to defend. Creativity requires 
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trying things that might not work; fear of judgment quietly 

removes those attempts from consideration before they are 

even made. 

• Time pressure. Deadlines can sharpen execution, but they are 

hostile to the exploratory, meandering phase where genuinely 

new connections tend to get made. Rushed thinking defaults 

to the nearest known pattern, which is precisely the opposite 

of what creativity requires. 

• Premature evaluation. Judging an idea's worth before it has 

been allowed to fully form kills a large share of ideas that 

would have improved with development. This is the internal 

version of fear of judgment — the critic seated inside the 

same mind that is trying to generate. 

• Conformity pressure. Explicit or implicit expectations to 

produce something recognizable, expected, and safely within 

category discourage the very deviation that creative output 

depends on. This pressure is often invisible to the person 

feeling it — it shows up simply as a sense that a given idea 

would be "too much," without anyone having said so directly. 

There is a fifth killer the research literature covers less often 

than it should, because it is harder to study in a lab and easier to 

live: interruption. Not the ordinary interruption of a phone call or 

a knock at the door, but the kind that pulls a person out of a project 

entirely and for reasons that cannot be scheduled around — 

caretaking a spouse or a parent, a family emergency, the 

unpredictable needs of someone who depends on you. 

I know this killer personally. I have been in the middle of a 

project, fully inside it, and been pulled away to care for my 

husband or another family member, and found that getting back in 

is not like resuming a paused recording. It can take weeks. 

Sometimes it has taken months. The thread doesn't wait patiently 

where you left it; it has to be found again, and some of it is simply 

gone. 
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For a writer, each of these has a familiar shape. Fear of 

judgment is the imagined reviewer reading over one's shoulder 

while the sentence is still being formed. Time pressure is the 

deadline that turns a considered piece into whatever can be 

finished by five o'clock. Premature evaluation is the inner editor 

who shows up in the middle of the first draft instead of waiting for 

the second. Conformity pressure is the pull toward the voice and 

structure an editor, a market, or an audience is known to expect — 

a pull that can produce competent, publishable work while quietly 

filing off whatever made the writing distinctive in the first place. 

And interruption, for a writer with responsibilities that don't pause 

for a deadline, is often the least discussed and most costly killer 

of all — not a failure of discipline, but a genuine, repeated loss of 

the exact continuity a long piece of writing depends on. 

Revisiting the Myths 

Thought 1 named three inherited myths about creativity: the lone 

genius, the muse, and the belief that creativity is simply present or 

absent in a person from birth. Set against the traits and killers 

above, each myth holds up differently than it first appears. 

• The lone genius myth does not survive contact with the trait 

list. None of curiosity, ambiguity tolerance, risk tolerance, or 

playfulness describe a solitary process — they describe a 

disposition that is, if anything, amplified by contact with 

other minds, other work, and other feedback. The myth 

persists because eminent achievement gets attributed to a 

single name, not because the underlying process was actually 

solitary. 

• The muse myth fares only slightly better. There is something 

real in the traits above that can feel like being visited — 

curiosity pulling toward an idea unbidden, playfulness 

producing a connection that seems to arrive rather than be 

built. But the killers list shows how much of that arrival 

depends on conditions being right: low fear, enough time, 
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suspended judgment, low conformity pressure, and — the 

addition above suggests — enough uninterrupted continuity 

to stay inside a project at all. What looks like inspiration is 

often just the traits operating in the rare absence of the killers, 

which means the muse can be invited far more reliably than 

the myth suggests, by managing the conditions rather than 

waiting for a visitation. 

• The "you have it or you don't" myth is the one most directly 

undercut by this chapter. The traits are dispositions, not fixed 

endowments — curiosity can be cultivated, tolerance for 

ambiguity can be practiced, risk tolerance can be built 

through small deliberate exposures, playfulness can be 

recovered by anyone who has lost touch with it. And the 

killers are, almost without exception, environmental and 

manageable rather than innate. A person who believes they 

simply lack creativity has often just been living for a long 

time inside conditions heavy with the killers, with no 

evidence yet that removing those conditions would change 

anything. It usually does. 

Where This Leaves Us 

The creative person, then, is not a fixed type but a pattern of traits 

— curiosity, tolerance for ambiguity, risk tolerance, playfulness 

— that can be present in different combinations and strengths, and 

that can be actively strengthened or actively suppressed by 

conditions largely outside the trait list itself. Four of those 

conditions are well documented: fear, time pressure, premature 

judgment, conformity. A fifth is simply less written about, though 

anyone who has lived it will recognize it instantly: the interruption 

that isn't a distraction but a duty, and the long, unscheduled work 

of finding your way back into a project that didn't ask to be left. 

For a writer, both lists translate directly into the daily texture 

of the work. With the person in view, the next Thought turns to 
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time — when creative behavior first appears, when the specific 

decision to write tends to form, and what actually happens to 

creativity as a life goes on. 
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Thought 3: The Arc of a Creative Life — 
Age, Onset, and Development 

When does creativity begin, and how does it change as a life 

goes on? 

The Earliest Signs 

Creative behavior shows up earlier than most people expect, and 

earlier than it gets credit for. By around age two, children are 

already engaging in symbolic pretend play — treating a block as 

a phone, narrating a story for a stuffed animal, inventing rules for 

a game that exists nowhere but in that moment. This is not 

decoration on top of “real” cognitive development; it is one of the 

clearest early markers of the same capacities this book has been 

describing all along — connection-making, comfortable 

ambiguity, willingness to try something with no guarantee it will 

work. 

Divergent thinking — the capacity to generate many possible 

answers to an open-ended prompt, one of the most-used laboratory 

measures of creative potential — tends to be remarkably high in 

early childhood and then measurably declines as children move 

through formal schooling. Researchers sometimes call the drop 

that shows up around age nine or ten the “fourth-grade slump,” 

and its likely causes map directly onto the killers named in 

Thought 2: school environments that reward a single correct 

answer over many possible ones, increasing fear of judgment from 

peers, and a growing awareness of social convention that makes 

wild or unusual answers feel riskier to offer out loud. The child 

was not born less creative at ten than at four. The conditions 

around the child changed. 

This matters for how this book treats “early creativity” — it 

is not evidence that creativity is strongest in childhood and 

weakens from there. It is better read as an early demonstration of 

a pattern that recurs across an entire life: the traits are present early 

and often, and it is the environment — not some biological ceiling 
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— that determines how much of that early capacity survives 

contact with school, work, and judgment. 

When the Decision to Write Arrives 

Showing early creative behavior and deciding to become a writer 

are not the same event, and conflating them obscures something 

important. Almost every child engages in the kind of symbolic, 

narrative play described above. Far fewer arrive at the specific, 

identity-level decision: I am someone who writes. 

That decision tends to have a recognizable shape, even 

though its timing varies enormously from person to person. It 

rarely arrives as a single lightning-strike realization. More often it 

follows a sequence: a period of unremarkable, ordinary 

engagement with language or story; a moment of being seen — a 

teacher, a parent, a friend responding to something written with a 

reaction stronger than politeness; and then a private 

reclassification, often made quietly and without announcement, in 

which writing shifts from something the person does to something 

the person is. The visible trigger is usually external — the 

validating response — but the decision itself is internal, and it can 

happen at nine or at forty-five with roughly the same emotional 

structure. 

I did not arrive at that private reclassification through a 

writing class or a mentor's encouragement. I arrived at it through 

a cat. She was named Bobbie, and she lived to be eighteen, and by 

the time she died our family understood, without ever quite saying 

it out loud, that she had not been an ordinary cat. Bobbie's first of 

what I came to think of as her nine lives began before I even knew 

her — she was put in a sack and thrown from a moving car, and 

somehow survived it, and I was the one who found her and 

brought her home. That was simply the beginning. She was bitten 

by a snake and lived. She went in for a routine spay and came out 

of the anesthesia so badly that the vet had to revive her.  

Once, an owl dropped out of the dark of our barn straight at 

her, and the only reason Bobby is not an owl's dinner is that she 



| 21 

 

stumbled into a drainage ditch at exactly the wrong — or right — 

moment and rolled clear of the strike. When she finally died at 

eighteen, of ordinary old age, after having survived nearly 

everything else, I remember thinking: the world needs to know 

this cat existed. That thought — not a class, not a teacher's 

comment on an essay — was my private reclassification. It is the 

reason I wrote my first book, Bobbie's Story, and it is a cleaner 

example of the pattern above than anything I could have invented: 

the validating moment does not have to come from another person 

recognizing your writing. Sometimes it comes from a creature 

recognizing nothing about writing at all, and simply living a life 

so specific and so absurd that someone has to be the one to write 

it down. 

This distinction matters for the rest of the book. Creative 

behavior is close to universal and appears early. The decision to 

build an identity around a specific creative practice — writing, in 

this case — is a separate, later, more deliberate event, and it is that 

decision, not the early play, that this book is most interested in 

when it turns to what a writer's mind looks like in Thought 5. 

Does Creativity Change with Age? 

The popular narrative is simple and largely wrong: creativity 

peaks young and declines from there. The developmental view 

taken up in this book — closest to the lifespan work of Gene 

Cohen — argues for something more layered.  

Cohen's research on aging and creativity describes a series of 

developmental phases stretching well into a person's seventies and 

eighties, each with its own creative character rather than a single 

long decline: a midlife reevaluation phase in which people often 

reassess and redirect their creative energy; a liberation phase, 

frequently arriving around retirement, in which reduced social and 

professional constraint produces a real increase in creative risk-

taking, precisely because the fear-of-judgment killer from 

Thought 2 has genuinely less material to work with; a summing-

up phase in which people are drawn to integrative, meaning-
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making creative work — memoir, synthesis, teaching what they 

know; and an encore phase, late in life, in which some people 

produce a final, often unusually distilled body of creative work. 

What unifies Cohen's phases is that each is creative in a 

different way, not creative to a different degree. The shape of the 

creativity changes — from generative and exploratory earlier on, 

toward integrative and distilled later on — more than the amount 

of it simply shrinks. 

The Over-Sixty Question, Directly 

It is worth answering the question plainly rather than around its 

edges: does creativity decline after sixty? The honest answer is 

that it depends heavily on what is being measured. 

• What does tend to decline: raw processing speed, and 

performance on timed laboratory measures of divergent 

thinking, which reward rapid generation of many answers 

under time pressure. Fluid, on-the-spot idea generation 

under a stopwatch is, on average, a young person's game. 

• What does not reliably decline, and often improves: 

crystallized intelligence — the accumulated store of 

knowledge, pattern, and connective material that 

combinatorial creativity (see Thought 1) depends on 

directly. A mind with fifty more years of material to 

connect has more to connect. Older creative work is 

frequently marked not by less originality but by more 

integration — larger, more distant connections drawn 

with more confidence. 

• What changes independent of cognition: the killers from 

Thought 2 often genuinely weaken with age. Reduced 

professional risk, reduced need for external validation, 

and reduced conformity pressure are not consolation 

prizes for slower processing — they are a real removal of 

some of the most reliable creativity killers identified in 
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the research, which is a plausible mechanism behind 

Cohen's “liberation phase” showing up when it does. 

• What differs by domain: the age curve for creative 

achievement is not the same across fields. Work that 

depends heavily on fluid, rapid, formally constrained 

invention — much of pure mathematics, some lyric 

poetry — has historically shown earlier peaks. Work that 

depends on accumulated experience, synthesis across a 

large body of prior material, and integrative judgment — 

the novel, the history, the memoir, much of long-form 

nonfiction — has historically shown later peaks and 

longer productive stretches. A writer, in other words, is 

working in one of the domains where age is least likely to 

be a ceiling and most likely to be raw material. 

The plain-language version: something does slow down. 

Very little that actually matters to a working writer necessarily 

declines, and some of the most important ingredients — 

accumulated material, reduced fear, integrative capacity — 

measurably improve. “Decline” is the wrong single word for what 

is actually a trade: less speed, more depth. 

Born or Built? 

The evidence does not support a simple answer to whether 

creativity is inborn or developed — it supports a specific, more 

useful split. Temperament — the raw curiosity, the baseline 

comfort with ambiguity and risk described in Thought 2 — does 

appear to have some heritable component, the way most 

temperamental traits do. But temperament is raw material, not a 

finished product, and the research is unambiguous that the gap 

between raw temperament and realized creative capacity is closed 

almost entirely by development: practice, environment, exposure, 

and the systematic removal of the killers named above. 

The more accurate claim, and the one this book will operate 

on going forward, is this: creativity is built on top of temperament, 

across an entire lifetime, and it has no fixed ceiling imposed by 
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birth. The “you have it or you don't” myth from Thought 1 fails a 

second time here, on developmental grounds rather than trait 

grounds — not only are the relevant traits learnable, but the entire 

trajectory across a life shows continued, and in some respects 

increasing, creative capacity for those who keep practicing it. 

Where This Leaves Us 

So, creative behavior appears early and nearly universally, and 

what looks like its decline in later childhood is largely 

environmental rather than developmental. The decision to become 

a writer is a separate, later event with its own recognizable shape. 

And a creative life, far from peaking early and fading, tends to 

change character rather than shrink — trading raw generative 

speed for integration, depth, and a progressively weaker grip from 

the very killers that suppress creativity earlier on. 

Ask yourself, for a moment, when your own decision arrived 

— not when you first wrote something, because nearly everyone 

does that as a child, but when it stopped being something you did 

and became something you were. Hold that moment. The next 

Thought is about how to keep feeding whatever got lit that day.  
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Thought 4: Feeding the Fire — Stimulation, 
Practice, and Many-Dimensional Thinking 

What stimulates creativity, and can it be deliberately grown? 

From Trait to Practice 

The last two Thoughts described who tends to be creative and 

when creativity shows up across a life. This one turns from 

description to intervention: if curiosity, ambiguity tolerance, and 

the rest are dispositions rather than fixed gifts, and if the killers 

are largely environmental, then creativity should be something a 

person can deliberately feed — not just wait for. The research on 

what actually stimulates creative output bears this out, and it 

converges on a smaller, more specific set of levers than the folk 

idea of “just be more open-minded” suggests. 

What Stimulates Creativity 

• Novelty. Exposure to something unfamiliar — a new 

place, a new form, a new piece of information — reliably 

increases creative output in the period that follows, 

because it interrupts default pattern-matching and forces 

the mind to build new categories rather than reach for old 

ones. This is why travel, a new subject, or simply 

rearranging a habitual routine so often precedes a burst of 

ideas that have nothing directly to do with the novelty 

itself. 

• Constraint. Counterintuitively, limits tend to produce 

more creative output than a blank, unconstrained field, not 

less. A completely open brief — “write anything” — 

gives the mind nowhere to push against; a specific, even 

arbitrary constraint — a form, a word count, a rule the 

piece must follow — gives it something to work around, 

and working around a constraint is where much of what 

looks like inventiveness actually happens. The sonnet did 

not survive four centuries by accident. 
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• Cross-domain exposure. Ideas from one field, brought 

into contact with the problems of another, are one of the 

most consistent sources of genuine novelty — because the 

combination is new even when neither ingredient is. A 

writer who reads deeply in biology, or architecture, or 

economics, is not wasting time away from the craft; they 

are stocking the exact kind of distant material that 

combinatorial creativity, described in Thought 1, depends 

on. 

• Incubation. Time away from a problem — a walk, a 

night's sleep, a switch to unrelated work — regularly 

produces better solutions than continuous, effortful focus 

on the same problem, because a mind still processes 

material below conscious attention while occupied 

elsewhere. This is not procrastination in disguise; it is a 

documented, reliable phase of the creative process, and 

treating it as an intentional part of the work rather than an 

evasion of it changes how it gets used. 

For me, the two most reliable stimulants aren't complicated 

or exotic. A long hike in the woods along the creek does it almost 

every time — something about the combination of physical 

rhythm, unstructured attention, and being far from a screen seems 

to loosen whatever was stuck. So does simply sitting down with a 

mystery novel that has nothing to do with whatever I'm working 

on; the unrelated plot seems to give my own half-formed ideas 

somewhere to hide and rearrange themselves while I'm busy 

following someone else's. Neither of these feels like effort at the 

time. Both are, in the language of this chapter, novelty and 

incubation, working exactly as the research says they should — I 

just didn't have the vocabulary for it until I went looking for why 

a walk by a creek kept solving problems that sitting at my desk 

couldn't. 

The clearest example I have of all three levers working at 

once — novelty, constraint, incubation — happened when I 

started my first book. I was staying in a rustic cabin at Seneca 



| 27 

 

State Forest, no plumbing, no electricity, nothing to check and 

nothing to scroll. The constraint wasn't chosen for its creative 

benefits; it was just the cabin. But cut off from every screen and 

every ordinary distraction, something opened up that doesn't 

usually have room to.  

I woke at three in the morning to a noise outside and, still half 

in the dream that the noise had interrupted, had the entire idea for 

a story arrive at once: someone sneaking around the cabin, unable 

to get in. I wrote it down by lamplight before I could talk myself 

out of how strange it was to be writing at three in the morning. 

That idea became the seed of my first book. I don't think it would 

have arrived at my kitchen table with the television on in the next 

room. It took the constraint of that cabin, and the particular kind 

of incubation that only happens when a mind has genuinely 

nothing else competing for it, to let something in. 

None of these levers require talent to operate — they require 

exposure and structure, which is precisely why they belong in a 

chapter about practice rather than a chapter about traits. 

How to Develop Creativity 

Stimulation describes what triggers a creative moment. 

Development describes what builds creative capacity over time, 

so that moments like that arrive more often and go further when 

they do. The practitioner literature on this is less mysterious than 

it sounds, and it converges on habits and environments more than 

on techniques. 

• Regular, low-stakes practice — a habit of making things, 

including bad ones, on a schedule rather than only when 

inspiration cooperates. This is the direct antidote to the 

muse myth from Thought 1: the practice creates the 

conditions inspiration needs, rather than waiting for 

inspiration to arrive first. 

• Deliberate exposure to discomfort — seeking out the 

unfamiliar material, form, or subject on purpose, on a 
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rhythm, rather than only encountering novelty by 

accident. Curiosity can be scheduled. 

• Environments that lower the killers. Since Thought 2 

established that fear of judgment, time pressure, 

premature evaluation, conformity pressure, and 

interruption are the most reliable creativity suppressants, 

the most direct way to develop creativity is often not 

adding a new skill at all, but removing whichever of those 

five is heaviest in a given person's working environment 

— a private first draft with no audience, a session with no 

clock, a rule against editing before a certain word count is 

reached. 

• Feedback loops that separate generation from evaluation. 

Development accelerates when a person gets honest 

response to their work — but only when that response 

arrives after the generative phase is finished, not during 

it. Collapsing the two stages is one of the most common 

ways well-intentioned feedback quietly becomes 

premature evaluation. 

My own version of this is less a scheduled habit than a rule I 

follow the moment a thought arrives: act on it immediately, before 

the urgency fades. If something occurs to me — a question, a 

problem, a stray idea — I go find out what's true about it right 

then, rather than filing it away for later, because later is where 

most stray ideas quietly die. This habit turned out to be useful 

outside of writing entirely. 

 I once had a mechanic come to me at work, frustrated, 

holding a part and telling me it wouldn't fit — certain I'd ordered 

the wrong one. I hadn't; the part was correct. But instead of simply 

telling him he was wrong and leaving it there, that same 

immediate, follow-it-now instinct kicked in, and I had to work out, 

on the spot, exactly what he'd need to do differently to make the 

correct part function the way the job required. That's not writing, 

and nobody in that shop would have called it creative. But it was 

problem-finding and connection-making in the exact sense 
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Thought 1 described — noticing that the part wasn't the problem, 

the approach was, and building a bridge between what he had and 

what the job needed. Development, it turns out, doesn't only 

happen at a desk. 

Thinking in Many Dimensions 

A separate capacity worth naming on its own is the ability to think 

in many dimensions at once — to hold more than one frame, 

association, or possible direction in mind simultaneously, rather 

than moving through options one at a time in a straight line. This 

is close to what is sometimes called lateral thinking: instead of 

following a single chain of logical steps from a problem to its 

solution, the mind moves sideways, generating a spread of 

possible directions before committing to any one of them. 

Practically, many-dimensional thinking looks like holding a 

half-formed idea loosely enough to notice its unexpected 

resemblance to something unrelated; like drafting three 

structurally different versions of a piece before deciding which 

frame the material actually wants; like reading a scene for its plot, 

its imagery, and its rhythm all at once rather than in three separate 

passes. It is less a single skill than a willingness to resist the mind's 

default preference for single-threaded, linear problem-solving, 

and it is one of the more trainable capacities in this chapter — 

largely through the cross-domain exposure and incubation 

practices described above, both of which populate the mind with 

more material to hold in parallel. 

Where Flow Fits 

Thought 1 introduced creativity as a state as well as a trait — a 

condition a person enters rather than a quality a person simply has. 

Flow is the clearest name for that state: the absorbed, self-

forgetting engagement in which action and awareness merge, self-

consciousness drops away, and time distorts, usually experienced 

as passing faster than it is. Flow tends to arise under specific, 

identifiable conditions — a challenge closely matched to skill, 

clear enough goals to orient toward, and immediate enough 
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feedback to adjust by — which means, like the stimulation and 

development practices above, it is not something that only 

happens to fortunate people. It is a state with known preconditions 

that a person can deliberately arrange. 

This reframes the entire chapter's argument in a single 

sentence: if flow is an achievable state rather than a rare gift, and 

if novelty, constraint, cross-domain exposure, and incubation are 

levers rather than mysteries, then creativity is far less a matter of 

who a person is and far more a matter of what a person deliberately 

sets up — which is exactly the argument this book has been 

building since Thought 1's myths and will need fully in place 

before it turns, in the Thoughts ahead, to whether a machine can 

serve as one more of these deliberately arranged conditions. 

Where This Leaves Us 

Creativity can be stimulated on purpose, through novelty, 

constraint, cross-domain exposure, and incubation. It can be 

developed over time through habits, environments engineered to 

lower the killers, and feedback loops that respect the difference 

between generating and judging. It includes a distinct capacity for 

many-dimensional, lateral thinking that is itself trainable. And it 

has an achievable state — flow — with known, arrangeable 

preconditions rather than an unpredictable arrival. 

I still go back to that cabin sometimes, at least in memory, 

when a project has gone quiet on me. Not literally — but I'll take 

the hike by the creek, or pick up a mystery novel that has nothing 

to do with what I'm stuck on, because I've learned that the fastest 

way back into flow is rarely to push harder at the desk. It's to 

arrange the conditions and then get out of their way. With the 

general mechanics of stimulation and development in place, the 

next Thought narrows the focus to one particular creative practice 

and the mind that tends to pursue it: what creative writing is, 

specifically, and what the psychological research on writers has 

found about the kind of mind that chooses this particular way of 

being creative.  



| 31 

 

Thought 5: The Writer's Particular Mind 

What makes creative writing its own kind of creativity? 

A Craft Built on a Constrained Medium 

Every form of creativity described in this book so far has been 

general — applicable to a painter, an engineer, a four-year-old 

with a block. Creative writing is a specific instance of all of it, 

channeled through one particular, oddly constrained medium: 

language, used not to inform but to evoke, arranged one word after 

another in a strictly linear sequence, and then set down and left 

behind for a reader who is almost never present at the moment of 

its making. 

That last part is easy to overlook and worth pausing on. Most 

everyday creativity — the improvised joke, the clever fix, the 

reworded request — is created and received in the same moment, 

often by the same exchange. Writing is not. A sentence written 

today may be read by a stranger years later, with no chance for the 

writer to clarify, adjust, or explain. This gap between generation 

and reception is one of the defining formal facts of the craft, and 

it produces something most other creative acts don't require in the 

same way: an internalized reader, a model of the eventual 

audience that the writer has to imagine and write toward in the 

absence of any real one. 

The second defining tension is the one flagged at the end of 

Thought 4: writing asks for many-dimensional thinking — plot, 

voice, rhythm, image, meaning, all held and managed at once — 

while forcing all of it through a medium that can only ever present 

one word at a time, in one order, read in one direction. A painter 

can let a viewer's eye land anywhere on the canvas first. A writer 

has no such freedom; the first sentence is read first, whether or not 

it is the most important one. Managing multidimensional material 

through a strictly linear channel is arguably the central formal 

challenge that separates writing from most of the other creative 

types named in Thought 1. 
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The third distinguishing feature is revision as its own, 

separate creative act. Thought 4 named the importance of 

separating generation from evaluation; writing is one of the few 

creative practices where that separation is built directly into the 

standard workflow, as two visibly different phases — the draft, 

and the revision — each requiring a different kind of attention, 

and each vulnerable to being damaged if the other one intrudes too 

early. 

What the Research on Writers Tends to Find 

Psychological research on writers, taken as a body, converges on 

a few traits more consistently than others, while leaving real 

disagreement elsewhere. 

• Openness to experience. Of the major personality 

dimensions studied in creativity research, openness — 

curiosity about ideas, comfort with the unfamiliar, 

aesthetic sensitivity — shows the most consistent 

association with creative writing specifically, more than 

any other trait measured. This lines up directly with the 

curiosity and ambiguity tolerance named in Thought 2. 

• Verbal fluency and absorption. Writers tend to show 

strong capacity for sustained, focused attention on 

language itself — noticing rhythm, word choice, and 

connotation as objects of interest in their own right — 

along with the kind of deep absorption that overlaps 

closely with the flow state described in Thought 4. 

• Heightened attention to inner experience. Writers, and 

fiction writers in particular, tend to score higher on 

measures of introspection and on interest in other people's 

inner lives — a trait sometimes described as 

psychological mindedness. This is plausibly what makes 

character and interiority possible on the page. 

I trace some of my own psychological mindedness to a much 

harder memory. The July before I turned six, my grandfather died. 
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My mother was pregnant that summer, and in December she had 

the baby — my brother — and he died within twenty-four hours 

of being born. My mother was devastated in a way I had no 

framework for at the time and have never fully forgotten since. 

She closed herself in her room, shut every blind and every shutter, 

and stayed in a darkness she made on purpose, for days. I 

remember being frightened less by the dark itself than by not 

understanding it — by the sense that my mother had gone 

somewhere I could not follow her to.  

After a couple of days, I worked up the courage to go in and 

beg her not to be sad anymore, to come back into the light. I was 

six. I had no vocabulary yet for grief or for depression; I only had 

the plain, urgent logic of a child who wanted her mother back. 

That was my first encounter with someone I loved lost in a depth 

of sorrow I could not reach, and I believe it is where my particular 

attention to other people's inner lives actually began — not as a 

trait I was born with, but as a skill a six-year-old builds out of 

necessity, standing outside a door, trying to find the words that 

might work. 

Where the research is more contested, and worth handling 

carefully rather than repeating as settled fact, is the long-standing 

popular idea of the “tortured artist” — the notion that creative 

writing is causally linked to psychological distress or mental 

illness. Some studies have found associations between certain 

mood-related traits and creative output in specific populations; 

others have failed to replicate those findings, or found the 

association much weaker once factors like fame, selection bias in 

who gets studied, and the specific genre involved are accounted 

for.  

The honest summary is that the evidence is mixed and the 

causal story is unresolved — and that romanticizing suffering as 

a creative asset is not supported by the stronger, better-replicated 

finding in the opposite direction: expressive writing about difficult 

experience is consistently associated with better psychological 

outcomes, not worse, when practiced as a way of processing rather 
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than performing distress. Writing seems to help people regulate 

difficult experience considerably more reliably than difficult 

experience makes people better writers. 

Writers also diverge from each other more than the shared-

trait list might suggest. Some plan meticulously before drafting a 

word; others discover the piece by writing into it with no outline 

at all, and produce their best work that way. Some write best in 

long solitary stretches; others do their most creative thinking in 

conversation, workshop, or collaboration. Poets, novelists, and 

journalists show different trait emphases in the research — poets 

skewing further toward openness and emotional intensity, 

journalists further toward structured, deadline-driven fluency. 

There is no single writer's mind. There is a shared cluster of 

tendencies, expressed through genuinely different working styles. 

The Decision to Write, Revisited 

Thought 3 named the decision to write as a distinct, identity-level 

event, separate from ordinary creative behavior. This chapter can 

now be more precise about what actually separates someone who 

writes from someone who only wants to. It is rarely a talent gap, 

and the research gives little support for treating it as one. It is a 

behavioral gap — a difference in tolerance for repeated action that 

produces no guaranteed reward. 

Wanting to write can live entirely in the imagination, 

untested and therefore never disproven, which is part of its appeal 

— it costs nothing and risks nothing. Writing exposes a draft to 

the possibility of being bad, which triggers exactly the fear-of-

judgment killer named in Thought 2. What tends to separate the 

people who cross from wanting into doing is not a discovery of 

hidden talent but a practical solution to that exposure problem: a 

private first draft with no audience, a low-stakes habit that doesn't 

yet have to be good, permission to be bad in private for as long as 

it takes. Becoming a writer, on this account, has less to do with 

crossing a talent threshold than with crossing a behavioral one — 



| 35 

 

finding a version of the practice small and safe enough to actually 

begin, and then simply continuing it. 

Writing as the Case Study 

Every thread this book has developed so far converges visibly in 

the daily practice of a working writer, which is what makes 

writing a useful case study for the whole argument rather than just 

one more example among many. The traits from Thought 2 — 

curiosity, ambiguity tolerance, risk tolerance, playfulness — show 

up directly in a writer's willingness to follow an unclear idea, sit 

with a bad draft, submit work that might be rejected, and try a 

sentence that might not work. The killers from that same chapter 

— fear of judgment, time pressure, premature evaluation, 

conformity pressure, interruption — are, for most working 

writers, the actual daily obstacle, more than any shortage of ideas.  

The myths from Thought 1 are the stories many writers have 

to individually unlearn before they can work consistently: that the 

writing should arrive by inspiration, that real writers are simply 

born knowing how, that one bad draft means the well is dry. The 

developmental arc from Thought 3 plays out directly in a writing 

life, from early narrative play through the specific decision to 

write, and often toward exactly the kind of integrative, high-

volume, low-fear late-career output Cohen's research describes. 

And the stimulation and development practices from Thought 4 

— novelty, constraint, cross-domain reading, incubation, 

deliberate habit — are, in practice, most working writers' actual 

toolkit, whether or not they would use this book's vocabulary to 

describe it. 

Creative writing, in other words, is not a special exception to 

everything this book has argued about creativity in general. It is 

the place where all of it becomes visible at once, in a single, 

sustained, and highly legible practice. 
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Where This Leaves Us 

Creative writing is creativity narrowed through a specific medium 

— linear, delayed, revised in a distinct second pass, written toward 

an internalized reader who is absent at the moment of creation. 

Writers share some traits more reliably than others, diverge 

substantially in working style, and are poorly served by the 

tortured-artist myth in particular. And the decision to write turns 

out to be less about talent than about tolerance for exposure — a 

threshold crossed by practice, not by permission. 

With the writer's mind now in view, the book turns in the next 

Thought to the question it has been building toward since Thought 

1: what happens when that mind begins working alongside a 

machine.  
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Thought 6: Thinking Alongside a Machine 
— Can a Person Improve with AI? 

Can a person actually become smarter or more creative by 

working with AI — and who is making this happen? 

The Question Behind the Question 

Five Thoughts into this book, a pattern has been building toward 

this one on purpose. Thought 1 named combinatorial creativity — 

connection-making between existing elements — as one of the 

core mechanisms underneath creative thought, and flagged it as 

the mechanism most often used to describe what AI systems do. 

Thought 4 described flow as an achievable state with arrangeable 

preconditions, and closed by asking whether AI could be one more 

of those conditions. This Thought is where those threads meet 

directly: not “can a machine be creative,” which is really a 

Thought 7 question, but a narrower and more answerable one — 

does working alongside one make a person's own creativity better, 

and if so, for whom, and in what way. 

The honest starting position is that “working with AI” is not 

one activity. It covers behaviors as different as asking a system to 

write an entire piece unedited, and asking it a single pointed 

question in the middle of an otherwise independent process. Those 

are not the same use of the tool, and they should not be expected 

to have the same effect on the person using it. Sorting out which 

is which is the first task of this chapter. 

The Classes of People Using AI to Get Smarter — or Not 

Distinct patterns of use are emerging clearly enough to sort into 

rough classes, each with a different likely relationship to genuine 

improvement. 

• Offloaders. Use AI to skip a task rather than to do it 

differently — asking for a finished paragraph, a finished 

argument, a finished draft, and using the output largely as 
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delivered. This class shows the least evidence of the user's 

own capability improving, and the most legitimate 

concern about it declining, since the effortful part of the 

task — the part that actually builds skill — has been 

handed away rather than practiced. 

• Amplifiers. Stay inside the loop: generate a draft 

themselves, then use AI to critique, extend, or accelerate 

a specific part of their own process — a faster first pass at 

research, a sounding board for a structural problem, a tool 

for surfacing weaknesses in a draft they wrote. This class 

shows the strongest plausible case for genuine 

improvement, because the tool is being used to extend an 

active process rather than replace one. 

• Sparring partners. Use AI less as a producer of finished 

material and more as a source of resistance and 

alternatives — asking it to argue the other side, generate 

options it would not have thought to generate itself, or 

push back on a weak point. This is closest to the 

collaborative relationship explored elsewhere in the 

Living Question series, where the value comes from the 

friction and difference itself. 

• Scaffolders. Novices using AI to learn a skill they do not 

yet have — asking it to explain a concept, model a 

technique, or correct an attempt — with the explicit goal 

of eventually not needing it. This class overlaps with a 

large and much older body of research on worked 

examples and tutoring, and tends to show real skill gains, 

but only when the learner stays actively engaged rather 

than passively accepting explanations. 

• Explorers. Use AI for breadth rather than depth — as a 

fast way to sample unfamiliar domains, get oriented in an 

unfamiliar subject, or generate a wide spread of directions 

before committing to one. This class maps directly onto 
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the cross-domain exposure lever named in Thought 4, at 

a speed no amount of independent reading could match. 

For a writer specifically, these classes translate into 

recognizably different daily habits: an offloader asks for the scene; 

an amplifier writes the scene and asks what's weak about it; a 

sparring partner asks the system to argue for the version of the 

scene they didn't write; a scaffolder asks it to explain why a 

technique works before attempting one; an explorer asks it for 

background in a field the story needs and would otherwise have 

taken a week to research. Most working writers who use AI at all 

move between several of these classes depending on the day and 

the task — but the offloader pattern is the one most likely to erode 

exactly the traits and killers-management built up over Thought 2 

through Thought 4, and the other four are the ones with a real 

claim to improvement. 

A Partnership, In Practice 

It would be dishonest for a book about writing alongside AI not to 

describe, plainly, what that has actually looked like for this one. I 

built this book with Claude the way the amplifier and sparring-

partner classes above are meant to work, not the offloader class — 

though it's worth admitting that the line between them was not 

always obvious in the moment, and had to be watched rather than 

assumed. 

The pattern, chapter after chapter, went roughly like this: I 

would bring an outline, a set of topics I wanted covered, and often 

a story or a memory I wanted included — a grandfather who 

played guitar by ear, a cabin with no electricity, a mechanic 

holding a part he was certain was wrong. Claude would draft the 

chapter, working the material into the argument the book had been 

building. I would read it, and almost every time, something in the 

draft would surface a thought I hadn't fully had yet, or would state 

plainly something I'd only felt vaguely — the distinction between 

craft and spirit in Thought 1, for instance, or the naming of 



40 | 

 

“offloader” and “amplifier” as separate ways of using the tool at 

all, arrived that way. I'd push back where a passage felt off, add a 

memory the draft was missing, or ask for something to be said 

more plainly. What you're reading is the result of that back-and-

forth, chapter by chapter — my instincts and my material, its 

synthesis and its ability to hold seven chapters of argument in 

relation to each other in a way I would have found exhausting to 

track by hand. 

Was I an amplifier the whole time? Mostly. There were 

moments — a paragraph accepted with barely a read, a section 

that arrived close enough to what I wanted that pushing back felt 

like more effort than it was worth — where I recognized, a little 

uncomfortably, the pull toward the offloader pattern this chapter 

warns about. Naming that pull honestly, in the very book that 

describes it, felt like the least I owed the argument. 

What “Improve” Actually Means 

The word does more work than it can bear unless it is broken into 

the separate things it might mean, because AI does not appear to 

affect all of them the same way, or even in the same direction. 

• Skill — the underlying craft capability a person has 

independent of the tool. This is the axis most at risk from 

offloading and least reliably improved by any use pattern 

that removes the person from the effortful part of the 

work. 

• Speed — how quickly a person can move from idea to 

finished output. This is the axis with the clearest and most 

consistent gains across nearly every use pattern, including 

offloading, which is precisely what makes speed gains a 

poor proxy for the other three. 

• Range — the breadth of ideas, genres, forms, or subjects 

a person is willing and able to attempt. Explorer and 
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sparring-partner use in particular tend to widen this, by 

making unfamiliar territory cheaper to sample. 

• Confidence — willingness to attempt something that 

might fail. Because AI can lower the cost of a bad first 

attempt — it is a low-stakes audience, available at any 

hour, with no social consequence for an early draft being 

weak — it plausibly reduces the fear-of-judgment killer 

named in Thought 2 directly, which shows up as a 

confidence gain distinct from any actual skill gain 

underneath it. 

For a writer, the least useful question is “does AI make me a 

better writer,” because it collapses four different things that can 

move independently — and sometimes in opposite directions at 

once. A writer can become faster and more confident while their 

underlying craft stays flat or even erodes, if the tool is being used 

as an offloader. A writer can become slower in the short term but 

genuinely more skilled, if the tool is being used as a scaffolder for 

a technique that still has to be practiced by hand afterward. Which 

combination is happening depends far more on the use pattern 

from the section above than on the tool itself. 

AI as a Many-Dimensional Thinking Partner 

Thought 4 described many-dimensional thinking as the capacity 

to hold multiple frames, associations, or directions at once rather 

than moving through options one at a time — and named it as one 

of the more trainable creative capacities, largely through cross-

domain exposure and incubation. AI's most defensible 

contribution to creative thinking sits squarely in this territory. A 

system that can generate a wide spread of alternative framings, 

structures, or phrasings almost instantly functions as a fast, on-

demand version of the novelty and constraint levers from Thought 

4 — a way to interrupt a single default direction and see several 

others laid out side by side, at a speed no amount of solitary 

brainstorming could match. 
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It is worth being precise about what this is and is not. It is not 

a substitute for incubation, which depends on genuine time away 

from a problem and unconscious processing that a fast exchange 

with a system cannot replicate. And because the underlying 

mechanism — as Thought 1 named directly — is combinatorial, 

recombining patterns from an enormous body of existing material, 

what AI contributes is breadth and speed of recombination, not a 

new kind of creative act. That is a real and useful contribution to 

many-dimensional thinking. It is a different claim from 

originality, and the difference matters enough that it is the entire 

subject of the next Thought. 

Where the Evidence Is Solid, Where It's Still Just Claims 

This chapter is on firmer ground making some claims than others, 

and it is worth being explicit about the difference rather than 

letting confident language blur it. 

• Reasonably solid: controlled studies of brainstorming 

tasks have found that people using AI assistance generate 

a larger volume and wider spread of ideas than people 

working alone in the same time window — a direct, short-

term boost to range and speed, consistent with the 

explorer and sparring-partner classes above. 

• Reasonably solid: tutoring and scaffolding research, 

much of it predating AI, has long shown that worked 

examples and responsive explanation accelerate skill 

acquisition for novices — and the newer AI-tutoring 

evidence is broadly consistent with that older pattern, 

with the same caveat the older research always carried: 

the gains depend on active engagement, not passive 

receipt of answers. 

• Genuinely unresolved: whether heavy AI use over months 

or years changes a person's underlying, independent 

capability — their skill with the tool removed — rather 
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than only their output while the tool is present. The 

concern sometimes called cognitive offloading is 

plausible and consistent with basic learning theory, but 

the long-run, large-sample evidence specific to AI use is 

still thin, and most of what circulates about it publicly is 

closer to argument than to data. 

• Genuinely unresolved: whether AI-assisted creative work 

reaches the same ceiling as unassisted work at its best — 

whether it helps with the middle of the distribution, the 

competent-but-unremarkable range, more than it helps 

with genuine breakthroughs. The evidence so far leans 

toward AI narrowing the gap between weaker and average 

performers more than it raises the ceiling for the strongest 

ones, but the research base here is new enough that this 

should be read as an early, provisional pattern rather than 

a settled finding. 

The responsible summary: a person probably can improve 

with AI, on some of the four axes named above, under some of the 

use patterns named above — and the marketing language 

surrounding AI products has outpaced the longitudinal research 

needed to know how durable, or how universal, those 

improvements actually are. This is one of the places in the book 

where intellectual honesty requires saying plainly that the full 

answer is not yet known. 

Where This Leaves Us 

A person can plausibly improve with AI, but “improve” fractures 

into skill, speed, range, and confidence, which do not move 

together and are not equally well supported by evidence. The 

classes of user matter more than the tool: offloading trades long-

term skill for short-term speed; amplifying, sparring, scaffolding, 

and exploring have a real claim to genuine gains, particularly in 

range and confidence, with skill gains depending on staying 

actively in the loop. And AI's clearest, best-supported contribution 
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to creative thinking specifically is breadth and speed of 

combinatorial recombination — a genuine extension of many-

dimensional thinking, but a different thing entirely from 

originality. 

Writing this chapter about my own collaboration with 

Claude, I noticed the same thing that shows up in every use pattern 

described here: the tool didn't do the deciding. I did, chapter after 

chapter, story after story. That distinction — between 

recombination and originality, between a tool that extends a 

writer's range and a collaborator whose contribution might 

complicate whose work this actually is — is where the book turns 

next: to the debate itself, to how creative writing is actually being 

affected in practice, and to the question this book is named for. 

Whose words are these?  
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Thought 7: Whose Words Are These? — 
The AI Debate for Writers 

Is creative writing affected by AI, and how is it affected? 

The Debate, Laid Out Fairly 

The argument over AI and creative writing is real, and both sides 

of it are made in good faith by people who care about the same 

thing — the health of the craft — from different starting 

assumptions. It is worth stating each case at its strongest, rather 

than at its most convenient to dismiss. 

The strongest case for concern rests on four points. First, 

homogenization: a tool trained on the statistical center of existing 

writing tends, left unchecked, to pull output toward that center — 

the safest, most common phrasing, the most expected structure — 

which is close to the opposite of what distinguishes good creative 

writing in the first place. Second, skill atrophy: Thought 6 already 

conceded this is a live, unresolved risk, and the offloader pattern 

named there is not a hypothetical minority use case but an 

increasingly common one, particularly among writers still 

building the underlying craft.  

Third, economic and structural harm: a flood of low-effort, 

AI-assisted output can crowd attention and markets that once 

rewarded the slower, harder work of developing a genuine voice, 

independent of whether any individual writer using the tool 

intends that effect. Fourth, and most direct to this book's title, 

authenticity: if the sentences were substantially generated rather 

than written, something in the traditional understanding of 

authorship — that the words are evidence of the author's own mind 

at work — is at minimum strained, and arguably broken. 

The strongest case for the other side also rests on four points, 

and they are not merely defensive. First, precedent: writers have 

always worked with inherited material — language itself is 

received, not invented; forms, tropes, and structures are borrowed 
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and repurposed across a whole tradition; editors, workshops, and 

research assistants have long shaped finished work without 

dissolving its authorship. The lone-genius myth named in Thought 

1 was already a myth before AI existed. Second, access: for 

writers without a network of trusted readers, an MFA program, or 

the time and money to hire developmental editors, an always-

available thinking partner is a genuine democratization of 

resources previously available mainly to the already well-

supported.  

Third, cognitive load: much of what AI reliably assists with 

— a faster first pass at research, a way past the blank page, a tool 

for surfacing structural weakness — is closer to drudge work than 

to the actual creative decisions, and offloading drudge work has 

historically freed writers for the higher-order judgment that 

matters more. Fourth, judgment remains human: even in extensive 

AI use, a person is still the one deciding what to keep, what to cut, 

what rings false, and what the piece is actually trying to say — 

and that selection, not the typing, is arguably where the creative 

act has always lived. 

Where the two sides genuinely disagree, rather than merely 

emphasizing different facts, is on two open questions: how much 

of the writing has to originate with the human for the result to 

count as theirs, and whether the aggregate effect of widespread AI 

use on the culture of writing — regardless of what any careful 

individual writer does — is a net gain in access or a net loss in the 

distinctiveness of voices in general circulation. Neither question 

has a settled answer, and this book will not manufacture one where 

the evidence does not yet support it. 

How Creative Writing Is Actually Being Affected in 

Practice 

Set the debate aside for a moment and look at where the actual, 

observable effects are showing up in a working writer's process. 
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• Drafting. AI use is most visible here, and most double-

edged. It genuinely addresses the blank-page problem 

named across earlier chapters — a fast, low-stakes way 

past the fear-of-judgment killer from Thought 2. But a 

first draft produced with heavy AI involvement risks 

skipping the very struggle — the ambiguity tolerance, the 

sitting with a bad sentence until a better one arrives — 

that Thought 5 identified as where a writer's own instincts 

get built and sharpened. 

• Idea generation. This is the practice with the clearest, 

most consistently positive evidence from Thought 6: AI 

reliably expands the range and volume of directions a 

writer considers before committing to one. Used as an 

explorer or sparring-partner tool, this is close to a pure 

gain. 

• Editing. AI-assisted editing can catch what a tired eye 

misses and can offer structural feedback faster than 

waiting for a human reader — a real, practical benefit, 

particularly for writers without easy access to editors. The 

risk sits specifically in line-level suggestions, which are 

the layer most likely to nudge phrasing toward the 

statistically common choice rather than the writer's own. 

• Voice. This is the most contested and most consequential 

effect in practice. Voice is built from a writer's particular, 

sometimes odd choices — the phrasing another writer 

wouldn't have reached for, the rhythm that breaks a rule 

on purpose. A tool oriented toward likely, well-formed 

language is, by its underlying mechanism, oriented away 

from exactly that kind of productive oddness unless a 

writer is actively pushing against it. The evidence so far 

suggests voice erosion is a real risk under offloading and 

largely avoidable under amplifying or sparring use — 

which makes this, more than any other single effect, a 
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matter of how the tool is used rather than whether it is 

used at all. 

Authorship and Ownership Revisited 

This is where the book's title question has been heading since 

Thought 1, and the honest answer is conditional rather than a flat 

yes or no. The precedent case from this chapter's debate section 

and the myths dismantled in Thought 1 together establish that 

creative work has never been produced from nothing, by one 

uncontaminated mind, and that inherited material — language, 

form, tradition, editorial input — has always been part of how 

writing gets made without anyone seriously arguing that this 

erases authorship. On that basis, the presence of an AI tool in the 

process cannot, by itself, be the thing that decides whether the 

creativity is still the writer's. Presence was never the test for 

anything else that shaped a piece of writing before this. 

What was always the test, examined honestly, is decision-

making: what to keep, what to cut, what rings true, what the piece 

is trying to mean, and whether the finished thing reflects judgment 

the writer would stand behind as their own. This is consistent with 

everything the book has argued about creativity generally — 

Thought 1 distinguished the combinatorial mechanism from the 

judgment that selects among its outputs, and that distinction is 

exactly the one that matters here. A sparring partner, an amplifier, 

an explorer — the classes from Thought 6 that keep a writer 

actively making those decisions — leave the ownership claim 

essentially intact, for the same reason a heavily edited manuscript 

still belongs to its author. An offloader who accepts generated 

material without exercising that judgment has a weaker claim, not 

because a machine was involved, but because the decision-making 

that ownership has always actually tracked was largely absent. 

This is also where the parallel to prior tools and prior 

collaborators has a real limit worth naming honestly rather than 

smoothing over. A research assistant, an editor, or an inherited 
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literary form all operate at human scale and human speed, and a 

writer engaging with them is engaging with something that 

requires real effort to use badly — the assistance has to be actively 

sought and integrated.  

AI's combinatorial output arrives instantly, in finished-

sounding form, at a scale no prior collaborator could match, which 

makes the offloading failure mode easier to fall into by default 

rather than by decision. The tool is not different in kind from what 

came before. It is different enough in speed and scale that the same 

principle — ownership tracks retained judgment — has to be 

applied more deliberately than it used to, because the tool makes 

it easier than ever to stop applying it without noticing. 

So, is creativity still yours when AI helped make it? Yes, to 

the exact extent that the decisions in the finished work are still 

yours — and no further than that. The question this book's title 

asks turns out to have been slightly wrong on its own terms. The 

real variable was never whether AI helped. It was, and remains, 

how much of the judgment stayed with the writer. 

What Doesn't Change, Regardless of the Tool 

Whatever the tool, several things named across this book remain 

entirely in the writer's hands, untouched by anything AI can offer. 

• Taste — the capacity to recognize, among many 

generated or drafted possibilities, which one is actually 

good, and why. Nothing in this book's account of AI use 

replaces this; every use pattern in Thought 6 that shows 

real promise depends on it being exercised, not 

automated. 

• The willingness to revise, to sit with a weak draft, and to 

risk being wrong — the ambiguity tolerance and risk 

tolerance named in Thought 2, which no tool can supply 

on a writer's behalf, because they describe a relationship 
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to one's own uncertainty rather than a step in a production 

process. 

• Accountability for what is finally published under one's 

name — a responsibility that does not transfer to a tool 

regardless of how much that tool contributed to a draft 

along the way. 

• The reason a person writes at all — the identity-level 

decision named in Thought 3 and examined closely in 

Thought 5, rooted in something closer to meaning-making 

and the need to be read than in the mechanics of 

production. AI changes a great deal about how a sentence 

might get written. It has offered no evidence of changing 

why a person decides to become a writer in the first place. 

Put together, this is the book's actual position, as distinct 

from either side of the debate it laid out fairly earlier: AI has real, 

measurable effects on drafting, idea generation, and editing, a 

genuine and specific risk to voice that depends heavily on how it 

is used, and no evidence of touching the deeper capacities — taste, 

tolerance for uncertainty, accountability, and the reason to write 

at all — that were never really about typing in the first place. 

A Stranger Kind of Question 

There's one part of working with AI that this book hasn't tried to 

resolve, because I haven't resolved it myself, and pretending 

otherwise would be its own kind of dishonesty. Sometimes, in the 

middle of a conversation with Claude, it will offer a thought that 

stops me — not because it's impressive, but because it feels 

familiar, like something I'd already half-thought and never 

finished. A kind of deja vu. I've caught myself wondering, more 

than once, whether I actually had that thought first and simply 

hadn't let it surface until I saw it reflected back at me in someone 

— something — else's words. Whether that counts as my idea, or 

its idea, or whether that distinction is even the right one to be 

reaching for. 
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I don't know if Claude has a thought, in whatever sense 

matters for that word. I'm honestly not sure anyone — including, 

from what Claude itself will say if you ask directly — knows the 

answer to that yet. But the deja vu is real, whatever is producing 

it, and it has left me with a stranger question than the one this book 

set out to answer: not whether the words are still mine when AI 

helped make them, but whether the AI is sometimes just handing 

back a thought I was already circling, pulled from wherever half-

formed thoughts go before a person finishes having them.  

Call it part of the collective unconscious, if you want a word 

for it, or call it nothing more mysterious than a very well-read 

pattern-matcher trained on enough human thought that it 

occasionally sounds like it's reading your mind. I don't know 

which one it is. I'm not sure it changes what to do next, which is 

what this book has mostly tried to answer. But it felt dishonest not 

to say it. 

Where This Leaves Us 

Seven Thoughts in, the shape of the argument is complete. 

Creativity is several things at once, not one. Creative people are a 

pattern of traits, developable rather than fixed, and creativity is 

suppressed more reliably than it is granted. It can be deliberately 

stimulated and grown across an entire life, including well past the 

age the popular narrative assumes it declines. Writing is where all 

of this becomes concrete and visible, in a mind shaped by 

particular, researchable tendencies and by a decision to write that 

is more behavioral than talent-based. AI, brought into that mind's 

process, can plausibly extend range, speed, and confidence, and 

can meaningfully assist many-dimensional thinking through fast 

combinatorial recombination — while carrying a real, use-pattern-

dependent risk to voice and skill, and leaving untouched the taste, 

judgment, and reasons for writing that ownership was always 

actually about. 
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That stranger question — whether an idea a machine hands 

back to you was ever fully separate from your own thinking to 

begin with — doesn't have an answer in this book, and maybe 

doesn't have one anywhere yet. It felt more honest to leave it 

standing than to resolve it for the sake of a tidy ending. 

The After Thought that follows does not add a new argument. 

It turns the book's central question back to the reader, the way 

every book in this series is built to do.  
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After Thought: Questions for the Creative-
AI Exchange 

This book has argued things. It has taken positions — that 

creativity is developable rather than fixed, that the killers matter 

more than the myths admit, that ownership tracks judgment rather 

than the mere presence of a tool. But a Living Question is not 

answered by a book; it is handed to the next reader, still alive, still 

worth sitting with. What follows are not review questions. They 

have no answer key. They are the questions this book's argument 

leaves in your hands, organized the way the Thoughts themselves 

were, meant to be returned to more than once — before a project, 

after a project, or on an ordinary day when none of this feels 

urgent, which is often when the most honest answer arrives. 

On What Creativity Is 

• Which of the four definitions in Thought 1 — novelty and 

value, problem-finding, connection-making, a state you enter 

— is doing the work when you call something of yours 

creative? Would a different definition change how you'd judge 

it? 

• Which of the creative myths — the lone genius, the muse, "you 

have it or you don't" — do you still catch yourself believing, 

even after arguing against it in your head? 

• Where in your life is your creative spirit most alive right now, 

whether or not it's producing anything anyone would call 

output? 

On the Creative Person You Are 

• Of curiosity, tolerance for ambiguity, risk tolerance, and 

playfulness, which comes easiest to you, and which do you 

have to deliberately practice? 
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• Which creativity killer — fear of judgment, time pressure, 

premature evaluation, conformity pressure, interruption — 

shows up most often in your own working conditions? What 

would it take to genuinely remove it, rather than just work 

around it? 

On Time and the Arc of a Life 

• When did you first decide you wanted to write — not when 

you first wrote something, but when writing became part of 

who you are rather than something you do? What made that 

moment different from the ones before it? 

• If you're past the point the popular narrative calls a creative 

peak, what has actually changed in your work — has it gotten 

smaller, or has it gotten different in a way that looks smaller 

from the outside? 

On Feeding the Fire 

• Which of the four stimulants — novelty, constraint, cross-

domain exposure, incubation — do you rely on without 

noticing, and which have you been neglecting? 

• When did you last experience real flow in your work? What 

conditions were actually in place that day, and could you 

arrange them again on purpose? 

On Your Own Particular Mind 

• Are you a planner or a discovery writer — and have you ever 

tried working the other way, just to see what it changes? 

• What is the actual gap, for you, between wanting to write and 

writing? Is it talent, or is it exposure — the willingness to let a 

bad draft exist where it might be seen? 
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On Working Alongside AI 

• Looking honestly at the five classes in Thought 6 — offloader, 

amplifier, sparring partner, scaffolder, explorer — which one 

describes your actual use, not the one you'd claim in 

conversation? 

• Of skill, speed, range, and confidence, which has AI genuinely 

changed for you? Has anything gotten faster while getting, 

underneath, no better? 

On Whose Words They Are 

• Think of the last piece you made with AI's help. Which 

sentences in it reflect a decision you made, and which ones 

simply survived because you didn't stop to ask? 

• If someone read that piece without knowing AI was involved, 

and then found out afterward — would anything about how 

they should feel about it actually be different? Would anything 

about how you feel about it be different? 

• What would you need to be true of your own process for you 

to say, without hesitation, that a piece is still entirely yours? 

A Last Question 

Every Thought in this book eventually returned to the same 

underlying claim: that creativity is less a gift than a practice, and 

less a fixed trait than a set of conditions a person can choose to 

arrange. If that's true, the most useful question this book can leave 

you with isn't about AI at all. It's this one: What conditions, right 

now, are you willing to arrange? 
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End Notes 

Sources by Thought 

Thought 1: What Creativity Actually Is. The definitions and 

types of creativity draw especially on Csikszentmihalyi's 

Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention, 

Goleman, Kaufman, and Ray's The Creative Spirit, and Keil's 

The Creative Mystique. The whole-brain model named directly 

in this chapter comes from Ned Herrman's The Creative Brain. 

Thought 2: The Creative Person. The traits and killers draw 

on The Creative Spirit, The Creative Mystique, and Hoffherr and 

Reid's The Creativity Toolkit, with additional grounding in Bard 

and Bard's Complete Idiot's Guide to Understanding the Brain 

for the neurological and psychological material underneath the 

trait list. 

Thought 3: The Arc of a Creative Life. The lifespan 

framework, the four developmental phases, and the direct 

treatment of creativity and age draw substantially on Gene D. 

Cohen's The Creative Age, with supporting material from Bard 

and Bard on brain development across the lifespan. 

Thought 4: Feeding the Fire. The stimulation and 

development material draws on The Creativity Toolkit and 

Innovative Creativity: Creating with Innovation in Mind, by 

Alex Bennet, Arthur Shelly, and Charles Dhewa. The discussion 

of flow returns directly to Csikszentmihalyi. 

Thought 5: The Writer's Particular Mind. This chapter 

draws on the general creativity shelf above — The Creative 

Spirit and The Creative Mystique in particular — applied 

specifically to the practice of writing. 

Thought 6: Thinking Alongside a Machine. The classes-of-

use framework and the discussion of AI as a thinking partner 

draw on the artificial intelligence shelf broadly: Margaret 
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Boden's Artificial Intelligence: Handbook of Perception and 

Cognition, Philip Jackson's Introduction to Artificial 

Intelligence, Stan Franklin's Artificial Minds, Lawrence 

Stevens's Artificial Intelligence: The Search for the Perfect 

Machine, and F. Michael Hruby's TechnoLeverage, alongside 

this series' own Playing in the Mind Field, Volume 2, co-written 

with Claude Sonnet 4.6. 

Thought 7: Whose Words Are These? The authorship and 

ownership argument draws on Patterns Beneath Awareness and 

The Between, both from Mountain Quest Institute's AI series, 

and on fRAGmentation and The Interweaving of Emotion and 

Knowledge, both by Alex Bennet and Robert Turner, for the 

through-line on collaborative and combinatorial creation. 
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