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Author’s Note on the Cover Image

The cover image shows a man seated at a desk, lit by two light sources. On the
left, a softer light falls over pages he prepared himself, shaped by his own
reflection and effort. On the right, a nearby screen casts a brighter light,
immediate and fast in what it offers.

Both lights fall on the same person and the same workspace. But they do not
ask the same thing of him.

The image does not show a conflict between page and screen, or between
past and future. Instead, it asks a simpler question: which source shapes our
work through our own thinking, and which one shapes it by supplying words
and ideas? And when both are involved, what makes the final work genuinely
ours?

Abstract

People say, “You’re putting words into my mouth,” when someone else
finishes a thought before we can complete it ourselves. The words may be
clear or well-formed, but the person who began the thought may no longer
feel that what was said is fully their own.

That problem becomes harder to notice when the words come not from
another person, but from a system that can respond quickly and well. Al can
help clarify, extend, refine, and sometimes even improve the concepts we are
trying to express. That help may be real. But the question is no longer only
whether the words are good. It is whether we have reviewed them, accepted
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them, and made them our own, and whether we can stand behind them as
authors.

When The Words Return

Most people know the feeling before they can explain it, the moment
something seems right before they fully know why.

You say something incomplete. Someone else repeats it back cleaner,
stronger, more certain. The sentence improves, but something shifts. It
sounds like you, but not entirely from you.

That is usually the moment when the phrase comes to mind: “Don’t put words
into my mouth.”

The problem is not always that the words are wrong. It is that they no longer
feel fully our own.

Until recently, that experience belonged mostly in personal conversation, to
those moments when another person restated what we meant in words that
felt close, but not quite ours.

Now it can also happen when someone uses Al to help with writing. And that
shift is often harder to notice.

A person has an idea but cannot yet fully put it into words. They ask for help
making it clearer without losing what they mean. What comes back is often
more than a suggestion. It can arrive as a finished paragraph, with clear
structure and a level of confidence that makes the result seem more settled
than the thinking behind it really is. It can create the impression that the
thought has already been worked out, even when the reader has not yet fully
examined or claimed it as their own.
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When The Source Changes
None of this means the help itself has to be rejected.

People have long relied on others to help them think more clearly, especially
when their own thoughts are still taking shape. A good editor can often hear
what we mean before we have managed to say it well ourselves. A coach can
help us recognize what we have been circling around before we can name it
clearly. In that sense, relying on help to express what we mean is not new. It
has long been part of how people bring their thoughts into clearer form.

In that respect, Al can appear to play a similar role, at least at first. It can take
a scattered idea and return it in words that make it feel more complete. It can
also help someone see more clearly what they were reaching for before they
had fully managed to say it. None of that, by itself, means the person has lost
authorship.

Where The Comparison Breaks

The comparison is useful, but only up to a point. A human editor usually
begins with language or thought that is already there and works to refine it.
That process takes time and involves some friction, because the writer still
has to decide whether the revision actually says what they mean. There are
pauses where the writer has to judge whether the words still belong to the
thought they were trying to express.

Al changes that rhythm. It can move past those pauses and present language
that seems settled before the writer has fully tested it. It can move faster than
the writer’s own thinking, offering words before the thought has fully taken
shape. What looks like help may already be influencing the thought in ways
the writer has not yet recognized. The response can arrive polished and
complete, already taking shape as a decision the writer has not yet fully made.

This is where the distinction starts to blur. The writer may read the response
and think, “Yes, that’s basically what | was trying to say.” That recognition can
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come quickly, often before the writer has taken time to question it closely. But
recognition is still not the same as authorship. A person can accept a thought
before fully examining it, simply because the language makes it feel settled.

Agreeing with the response is not enough to make it fully one’s own. The real
question is whether the person has done the further work of testing it, judging
it, and accepting responsibility for it as their own.

When Fluency Removes Friction

Fluency makes this easier to miss because it can make a thought feel more
settled than it really is. A rough sentence still shows that the thinking behind it
is unfinished. That unfinished quality creates some resistance and keeps the
writer with the idea a little longer. But when a sentence arrives already
polished, that resistance can disappear before the thought has been fully
tested. The work can begin to look finished even when the person behind it
has not fully examined what they are now prepared to say.

That is where the sense of ownership can begin to shift, often before the
person fully notices it. It does not usually disappear all at once. The person
may still feel involved in the process, reading, approving, and adjusting what
appears before them. But the deeper shaping of the thought may already be
coming from the system, rather than from the writer’s own process. The result
can feel familiar enough to keep, even if the person did not fully arrive at it
through their own thinking.

Where Ownership Shifts

This would matter less if the system only clarified what the person already
believed or meant to say. But it can also introduce details, suggest claims,
and draw connections with more confidence than the evidence supports.
When those elements appear inside a well-written paragraph, the paragraph
itself can make them seem more reliable than they really are. The wording can
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feel settled enough that the reader begins to accept it before its accuracy or
basis has been fully checked.

If that happens without being noticed, it becomes harder to say where
responsibility now rests. It may be true that the system produced the false
detail or weak claim. But the final work does not appear in the world on its
own. Someone still has to review it, accept it, and let it stand as part of the
finished piece. If something untrue passes through that process,
responsibility does not stay with the system alone. It returns to the person
who accepted the words and presented them as their own.

What Responsibility Now Requires

Al can make thinking clearer and expression more precise, and it can begin to
feel like a partner in the development of ideas. The problem is not simply that
it participates, but that it can begin shaping the work before we have fully
recognized where our own thinking stands.

Merely being involved in the process is not enough to establish authorship,
and simply approving what appears is not enough to make the work fully our
own. Authorship requires more than participation or approval. It requires that
the person recognize what has been said, understand what it commits them
to, and be willing to stand behind it. What matters is not only that the
sentence is well written, but that the person has made the claim their own.

That distinction is not always obvious when the words first appear. Two
paragraphs can read with the same clarity and force even though the human
role behind them may be very different. One may have been worked through
slowly, with pauses, revisions, and judgment along the way. The other may
have arrived already formed.

Sometimes a sentence feels immediately familiar and yet not fully tested. The
wording fits, the structure holds, and nothing seems out of place. And yet
there can still be a brief pause where the person has not fully examined what
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the sentence is asking them to say. That pause is easy to move past. But it
may be one of the last places where authorship is still being decided rather
than simply assumed. At a time when expression is becoming easier, that kind
of attention becomes harder to see. And yet it may be one of the few places
where authorship still clearly remains.

Al can offer words that fit so well they seem as if they were always ours.
Sometimes that impression is accurate. Sometimes itis only convenient. The
difference is not in how smoothly the sentence reads, but in whether the
person behind it has taken the time to examine it, accept it, and stand behind
it as their own.

That is where the question returns: not whether the words were placed into
our mouths, but whether we have chosen to keep them there.

The Question That Remains

Al may offer us words that seem exactly right. They can arrive complete,
asking little from us beyond agreement. But that is not where authorship is
decided. A sentence can feel like ours before we have fully examined it. The
real question is whether we are willing to stand behind what those words now
commit us to say.

Author’s Governance Note

This essay was developed using a custom style guide, Al-assisted drafting,
and a deliberate review process guided by the ARC Framework and the
principles of Human-Governed Al Authorship. AuthorTrace™ was used during
revision as a review instrument to examine wording, reasoning, and possible
drift between fluent output and intended meaning. The tool did not determine
authorship or make final decisions. Its role was to support closer review.
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| am the author of this essay because | exercised judgment over what was
proposed, rejected what did not belong, accepted only what reflected my
intent, and take responsibility for the final work.
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This essay may be shared for non-commercial, educational purposes with
attribution.
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