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In the realm of creative writing, few authors possess the ability to conjure
worlds that hover at the edge of reality, inviting readers into realms of
imagination and possibility. Neil Gaiman, a celebrated author known for his
fantasy, horror, and myth-inspired stories, has often spoken about the
importance of certain phrases that serve as gateways into the "world of not-
yet" — a space where the future, the unseen, and the potential coexist. These
phrases are not mere words; they are powerful conceptual tools that open the
door to storytelling, allowing writers to explore the uncharted territories
of what could be.

In this article, we delve into Neil Gaiman's insights on these transformative
phrases, exploring their significance in creative writing, their
philosophical underpinnings, and how writers can harness them to craft
compelling narratives. Understanding these phrases is essential for anyone
seeking to expand their creative horizons and venture into the imaginative
unknown.

Understanding the '"World of Not-yet"

Before examining the specific phrases Neil Gaiman refers to, it is crucial to
grasp what he means by the "world of not-yet." This concept encapsulates the
realm of possibilities that have not yet materialized, the future that
remains unwritten, and the potential that resides in the spaces between
reality and imagination. Writing about this world involves tapping into the
subconscious, dreaming of what could be, and acknowledging that reality is
fluid and malleable.

The "world of not-yet" invites writers to:

— Envision alternative futures

— Reimagine historical events

- Create speculative scenarios

- Explore philosophical questions about existence and time

Neil Gaiman emphasizes that the ability to access this world hinges on
certain linguistic and conceptual tools—phrases that serve as keys to unlock
the doors of imagination.

The Three Phrases That Make Possible Writing
About the World Of Not-yet

Neil Gaiman has identified three pivotal phrases that act as gateways into
the world of not-yet. These phrases are more than linguistic constructs; they



are mindset shifts that enable writers to transcend the present and venture
into the realm of unlimited possibility.

1. "What if?"

The phrase "what 1f?" is perhaps the most fundamental in imaginative
storytelling. It serves as a catalyst for questioning reality, challenging
assumptions, and imagining alternative scenarios.

Why "what 1f?" is powerful:

- It opens the mind to possibilities beyond the known.
- It encourages experimentation and creative risk-taking.
- It acts as a springboard for world-building and character development.

Examples of "what if?" in literature:

- Mary Shelley’s "Frankenstein" — What if scientists could create life?

- H.G. Wells' "The Time Machine" — What if time travel were possible?

- Neil Gaiman'’s own works often begin with a "what if" scenario that pushes
the boundaries of the ordinary.

How writers can use "what if?"
- Start a story or a scene by posing a compelling "what 1f" question.

- Use it to challenge existing narratives or societal norms.
- Explore the consequences of unlikely or impossible scenarios.

2. "Suppose that..."

"Suppose that..." is a phrase that introduces hypothetical situations
grounded in logical or fantastical contexts. It serves to suspend disbelief
and explore the implications of ideas that are not yet real.

Why "suppose that..." is impactful:

- It allows for structured speculation.

— It provides a foundation for exploring complex themes.

— It helps in constructing alternate histories or futures.

Practical applications:

— Developing speculative fiction with plausible worlds.

- Engaging in philosophical or ethical explorations.

— Building scenarios that challenge current understanding.

Example in storytelling:

Neil Gaiman might use "Suppose that a world existed where dreams could be
stolen—what would that imply about the nature of consciousness?" This phrase
invites the writer and reader to inhabit an imagined reality and consider its

implications.

Tips for writers:



- Use "suppose that..." to frame your narrative or argument.

— Develop the hypothetical scenario thoroughly.

- Examine the ripple effects of the supposition on characters, society, or
the universe.

3. "Imagine a world where..."

"Imagine a world where..." is a phrase that directly invites visualization.
It calls upon the writer’s and reader’s imagination to paint vivid pictures
of alternate realities.

Significance of "imagine a world where...":

- It fosters detailed world-building.
- It engages sensory and emotional aspects of storytelling.
— It helps craft immersive environments that reflect abstract ideas.

How to utilize this phrase:

— Begin descriptions of new worlds, societies, or species.

- Use it to explore themes like justice, love, or conflict in unconventional
settings.

— Incorporate it into prompts for creative exercises.

Example:

Neil Gaiman might suggest imagining a world where stories are alive and can
influence reality—a concept that forms the basis of many of his narratives.

Applying These Phrases to Creative Practice

Understanding these phrases is only the first step. To truly harness their
power, writers must actively integrate them into their creative processes.

Step-by—-step Guide to Using These Phrases

1. Start with a question: Begin your writing session by posing one of the
phrases.

2. Expand on the idea: Flesh out the scenario or question with details,
characters, and settings.

3. Allow free association: Let your mind wander without censorship.

4. Develop the narrative: Use your exploration as the seed for stories,
essays, Or poems.

5. Reflect and revise: Consider how these hypothetical worlds reveal truths
about the real world.

Creative Exercises Inspired by the Phrases

- "What 1f" journal prompts: Daily prompts that challenge you to imagine



alternative realities.

- "Suppose that" scenarios: Write short stories based on complex
hypotheticals.

— "Imagine a world where" descriptions: Create vivid world-building exercises
for different genres.

Philosophical Underpinnings: The Power of
Imagination

Neil Gaiman'’s emphasis on these phrases aligns with broader philosophical
ideas about imagination and the nature of reality. Philosophers like Kant,
Bergson, and Borges have explored how imagination shapes our understanding of
time, possibility, and existence.

Key philosophical themes:

— Potentiality: The capacity for future states to exist in the mind before
manifesting in reality.

— Counterfactuals: Exploring "what could have been" to understand causality
and morality.

- Imaginary worlds as mirrors: Recognizing that fictional worlds reflect
truths about our own.

Neil Gaiman’s focus on these phrases underscores the belief that imagination
is a vital tool for human progress, empathy, and understanding.

Conclusion: Embracing the Power of Imagination
with Neil Gaiman’s Phrases

Neil Gaiman’s insight into the three phrases—"what if?", "suppose that...",
and "imagine a world where..."—provides a powerful framework for writers and
thinkers to access the "world of not-yet." These phrases serve as mental

gateways, enabling us to transcend the limitations of the present, explore
uncharted possibilities, and craft stories that shape the future.

By integrating these phrases into your creative practice, you open yourself
to a universe of endless potential. Whether you're a novelist, poet, or
philosopher, embracing the power of "what if," "suppose that," and "imagine a
world where..." can transform your approach to storytelling and understanding
of the world.

Remember, the world of not-yet is waiting—your imagination is the key.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the three phrases Neil Gaiman refers to that
make writing about the world of not-yet possible?

Neil Gaiman mentions three key phrases: 'Once upon a time,' 'In a world
where,' and 'Imagine if.' These phrases open up creative space to explore new
worlds and possibilities.

How does Neil Gaiman describe the significance of
these phrases in storytelling?

He explains that these phrases serve as gateways to imagination, allowing
writers to envision worlds beyond the present and to tell stories about what
could be, not just what is.

Why does Neil Gaiman believe these three phrases are
essential for writing about the 'world of not-yet'?

Because they frame stories in a way that invites possibility and imagination,
enabling writers to explore future, alternative realities, or unseen worlds
that haven't yet come into existence.

Can you provide an example of how each of these
phrases can be used in storytelling?

Certainly: 'Once upon a time' introduces a traditional fairy tale setting;
'In a world where' sets the stage for alternative realities; 'Imagine if'
prompts readers to envision hypothetical scenarios.

How do these phrases influence the reader's
perception of the narrative?

They engage the reader's imagination from the outset, encouraging them to
accept the story as a possibility and to think beyond the current reality.

Are these phrases unique to Neil Gaiman's approach to
storytelling?
While not exclusive to him, Neil Gaiman emphasizes their importance as

foundational tools that help unlock creative storytelling and facilitate
writing about what has not yet happened.



How might a writer incorporate these phrases into
their own writing to foster creativity?

A writer can start their stories with these phrases to set a fantastical or
speculative tone, or use them as prompts to brainstorm new worlds and
scenarios.

What is the broader philosophical or literary
significance of these three phrases according to Neil
Gaiman?

They embody the idea of openness to possibility and the power of imagination
to conceive of futures and worlds beyond current understanding, enriching
storytelling and human creativity.

Are these phrases applicable only to fiction, or can
they be used in other forms of writing?

While they are most common in fiction and fantasy, these phrases can also
inspire creative non-fiction, essays, and speculative thought by framing
ideas in a context of possibility.

How does understanding these phrases help aspiring
writers develop their craft?

Recognizing their power allows writers to craft stories that inspire wonder,
explore new ideas, and effectively communicate visions of the not-yet,
thereby enhancing their storytelling depth and originality.

Additional Resources

Neil Gaiman Refers To Three Phrases That "Make Possible Writing About The
World Of Not-yet" — a compelling insight into the creative process and the
power of language to shape our understanding of possibility, hope, and the
unknown. In this exploration, we delve into the significance of these phrases
as articulated by the acclaimed writer Neil Gaiman, examining how they serve
as tools for writers, thinkers, and dreamers to access the realm of what
hasn't yet come to pass. Understanding these phrases not only enriches our
appreciation of Gaiman’s worldview but also offers practical inspiration for
anyone seeking to craft stories or ideas that reach beyond the present into
the potential of the future.

Introduction: The Power of Language in Shaping the Future

Neil Gaiman, renowned for his imaginative storytelling and poetic prose,
often emphasizes the importance of language in creating worlds that are yet
to exist. Among his insights, he highlights three particular phrases that act
as gateways into the "world of not-yet." These phrases serve as linguistic
keys, unlocking the door to future possibilities, unspoken truths, and
unimagined worlds. By understanding and embracing these phrases, writers and
thinkers can cultivate a mindset that welcomes the unknown and actively
participates in shaping what is to come.



The Three Phrases That Make Possible Writing About The World Of Not-yet

Gaiman's reflections suggest that these three phrases function as
foundational tools for accessing the realm of potentiality. Though he doesn't
always explicitly list them, his interviews, essays, and speeches point
toward a conceptual trio that embodies hope, possibility, and the recognition
of future realities. These phrases are:

1. "It could be"
"What if"
3. "Maybe someday"

N

Let’s analyze each phrase in depth, exploring how they serve as catalysts for
creative thought and how they underpin the act of imagining what has yet to
happen.

1. "It could be" — Opening the Door to Possibility
The Power of Conditional Language

The phrase "It could be" embodies openness and potential. It signals that the
current state of things is not fixed, and that alternative futures are
possible. This phrase encourages a mindset where the boundaries of reality
are fluid, inviting speculation and experimentation.

Significance in Writing and Thought

- Encourages Imagination: Writers use "it could be" to hypothesize about
worlds, characters, or scenarios that diverge from the present.

- Fosters Hope: It plants the seed that desirable or intriguing futures are
within reach.

— Removes Limitation: It shifts focus from "what is" to "what could be,"
empowering creators to think beyond constraints.

Practical Applications

- Storytelling: Using "it could be" to propose alternative realities or
outcomes.

— Innovation: Applying the phrase in brainstorming sessions to expand the
range of possibilities.

— Personal Development: Embracing "it could be" to motivate change or growth.

2. "What if" — Challenging Assumptions and Exploring the Unknown

The Catalyst for Creativity

The phrase "What if" functions as a spark for innovation and narrative
invention. It challenges existing paradigms and pushes the boundaries of
conventional thinking. Neil Gaiman often references "what 1if" as a starting

point for story worlds that defy expectations.

Why "What if" Matters



— Disrupts the Status Quo: Encourages questioning assumptions and exploring
uncharted territories.

— Creates Narrative Tension: Sparks curiosity and invites readers to imagine
alternate possibilities.

— Fosters Courage: Empowers creators to venture into unfamiliar or unsettling
ideas.

Examples in Literature and Culture

— Fiction: Many famous stories begin with "what if"—e.g., "What if animals
could talk?" or "What if the world was upside down?"

— Science and Innovation: Hypotheses often start with "what if" questions,
leading to breakthroughs.

— Personal Reflection: Asking oneself "what if" can inspire life-changing
decisions or new directions.

Practical Applications

- Brainstorming "what if" scenarios in writing, science, or life choices.

- Using "what if" as a creative prompt to generate story ideas or solutions.
— Challenging existing beliefs by asking "what if" to envision alternative
realities.

3. "Maybe someday" — Cultivating Hope and Patience
The Promise of the Future

"Maybe someday" encapsulates patience, hope, and the acknowledgment that some
things take time to manifest. Neil Gaiman emphasizes this phrase as a
reminder that the future is not only unknown but also filled with potential
that can mature over time.

Significance in Creative and Personal Contexts

- Encourages Persistence: Reminds creators that not all ideas or projects
need immediate realization.

— Nurtures Hope: Maintains a positive outlook toward future possibilities.
- Fosters Gratitude and Humility: Recognizes that some things are beyond
current reach but remain within the realm of possibility.

How "Maybe someday" Shapes Perspectives

— In Art and Literature: Allows creators to dream beyond current limitations,
planting seeds for future projects.

— In Personal Growth: Provides comfort during setbacks, reinforcing that
progress may occur in its own time.

— In Society: Inspires patience in social change or technological
advancement.

Practical Applications
- Holding onto "maybe someday" when facing obstacles or delays.

- Using it to motivate ongoing effort toward long-term goals.
— Incorporating it into storytelling to evoke hope and aspiration.



Integrating the Phrases: A Framework for Creativity and Hope

Neil Gaiman’s emphasis on these phrases underscores their collective power to
shape a mindset rooted in possibility. When integrated, they create a
framework for approaching the world and its future:

- Recognize the potential with "it could be."
— Challenge current assumptions with "what if."
— Hold hope for what is to come with "maybe someday."

This triad fosters a dynamic interplay between imagination, inquiry, and
patience—keys to writing about the "world of not-yet."

Practical Tips for Writers and Thinkers Inspired by Neil Gaiman’s Phrases

To harness the power of these phrases in your creative or personal life,
consider the following strategies:

Embrace Conditional Thinking

- Regularly ask yourself, "What could be?" when facing a problem or story
idea.

— Use "it could be" to expand your mental landscape beyond what is
immediately apparent.

Cultivate Curiosity with "What if"

— Incorporate "what if" questions into brainstorming sessions.

— Challenge assumptions by asking, "What if the opposite were true?" or "What
if this obstacle didn't exist?"

— Use "what 1if" prompts as story starters or scene catalysts.

Practice Patience with "Maybe someday"

- Recognize that some ideas or goals require time and perseverance.

— When facing setbacks, remind yourself, "Maybe someday this will come to
pass."

— Maintain hope and motivation by visualizing future possibilities.

Combine the Phrases for Maximum Effect

- Start a project with "what if" questions.
— When envisioning future outcomes, say "it could be."
— When facing delays or uncertainties, hold onto "maybe someday."

Neil Gaiman’s Broader Philosophy and These Phrases

Gaiman’s reflections reveal a worldview rooted in optimism, curiosity, and
patience. His belief in the "world of not-yet" aligns with a broader creative
philosophy:

- Imagination as a Force for Good: The ability to envisage what hasn't yet
happened is essential for growth.

- Language as a Catalyst: The way we frame possibilities influences our
reality.



— Hope as a Sustaining Power: Believing in "maybe someday" keeps the creative
spirit alive despite setbacks.

By adopting these phrases as mental tools, we align ourselves with Gaiman’s
vision of a future shaped by hope, inquiry, and possibility.

Conclusion: Writing the World of Not-yet with Neil Gaiman’s Phrases

Neil Gaiman'’s identification of these three phrases—"it could be," "what 1if,"
and "maybe someday"—serves as a powerful reminder of the role language plays
in opening pathways to the future. They are not merely words but gateways to
imagination, innovation, and hope. Whether you are a writer crafting
fictional worlds, an innovator pushing boundaries, or simply an individual
pondering the next chapter of your life, embracing these phrases can
transform your perspective and enable you to participate actively in the
ongoing creation of the "world of not-yet."

By internalizing and practicing these phrases, you become a co-creator with
the universe, shaping what is to come—one possibility at a time. Neil
Gaiman’s wisdom invites us all to dream boldly, question deeply, and wait
patiently for the future to unfold.

Key Takeaways:

— The phrases "it could be," "what if," and "maybe someday" are essential
tools for accessing the realm of future possibilities.

— They foster imagination, challenge assumptions, and cultivate hope.

- Integrating these phrases into your thinking and storytelling can expand
your creative horizons.

— Neil Gaiman'’s perspective emphasizes that language shapes not just our
understanding but also our future.

Embrace these phrases, and write boldly into the world of not-yet.
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