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	For my mother,
who never stopped in the face of any storm,
and by never stopping,
taught me what Passage really means.
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Foreword

	In today’s world, “creativity” is everywhere. Executives demand it, universities promise to teach it, corporations plaster it across their mission statements, and social media is flooded with hacks on how to “think more creatively.” Yet, if we look closely, a bizarre paradox emerges: the more we talk about creativity, the vaguer and more superficial our understanding of it becomes.

	Most of what is peddled as creativity is merely a collection of clichés and motivational quotes: “Think outside the box,” “Trust your gut,” “Don’t fear failure.” These phrases might inspire, but they rarely explain how truly valuable ideas are forged. They don’t reveal how the human mind frames a problem, how it selects from thousands of possible associations, or why some ideas thrive while others never survive the spark phase.

	This book is an active rebellion against those simplistic narratives. Here, creativity is neither a mystical talent nor a bumper-sticker slogan. It is examined as a complex, yet entirely decipherable process—one that takes shape at the exact intersection of cognition, experience, limitation, judgment, and execution.

	A significant part of my personal experience shaped the perspective of this book. Living and working as an entrepreneur in Iran—especially for someone obsessed with ideation and problem-solving—is an unintentional, high-stakes laboratory for creativity. In an environment where resources are painfully scarce, paths are rarely smooth, and existing structures are practically designed to stifle innovation, simply having an idea is never enough.

	In such a pressure cooker, you quickly realize that creativity is less about sudden lightning strikes of inspiration and more about the ability to spot patterns hidden within constraints. Ideas often sprout from the very things that look like dealbreakers: resource shortages, glaring contradictions, and questions with no clear answers. Constraints, contrary to popular belief, are not the enemies of creativity; they are its highest-octane fuel.

	One of the central premises of this book is astonishingly simple: A lack of ideas is rarely the actual problem. The human brain is hardwired to generate novel associations. The real bottleneck lies elsewhere:

	Identifying the right problem.

	Selecting the valuable idea.

	Paving the path to execute that idea.

	That is why this book treats creativity not merely as “brainstorming,” but as an end-to-end operating system. You might find that some concepts here directly contradict what you’ve been taught: that absolute freedom doesn’t always foster creativity, that deep expertise can be both an engine and a roadblock, and that the most profound breakthroughs stem from relentless iteration, not sudden epiphanies.

	Before We Begin: What Kind of Book Is This?

	The book you hold in your hands refuses to follow dry, conventional formats. Passage is neither a purely academic textbook nor a self-indulgent memoir. It is a hybrid built for those who want real-world lessons extracted from real-world survival.

	Between these chapters, we will track a true story step-by-step: the journey of one of my own ideas, starting from absolute zero, navigating through market launch, customer acquisition, fierce resistance, brutal failure, and eventual resurrection. This isn’t a sterile case study; it’s a living, breathing narrative of the concepts we discuss. This story acts as the invisible thread stitching the entire book together.

	Simultaneously, I will introduce a four-step framework you can deploy against any dead end—be it personal, professional, or organizational. This framework wasn’t born in a vacuum; it was forged in the fires of these exact real-world trials. I call it Passage:

	Observing: Observing the actual problem and unearthing hidden assumptions.

	Reframing: Shifting your angle of attack.

	Creating a Path: Creating new possibilities, rather than obsessing over a final fix.

	Advancing: Taking micro-steps forward, even when the complete solution remains elusive.

	If you are looking for an authentic story of resilience and innovation under extreme pressure, this book is for you. If you need actionable tools to shatter your mental roadblocks, this book is also for you. The only prerequisite is an open mind, ready to accept one fundamental truth:

	Problems aren’t always solved—but you can always find a way through them.

	Sam Mousavi

	For inquiries, permissions, or collaborations, please contact:

	official.sam.mousavi@gmail.com

	 


Introduction

	It is a crisp winter morning in Tehran. The sun has barely risen, and a biting chill hangs in the air. Outside an old government administrative building, a line of people has already formed. Some clutch folders tight against their chests, others nervously double-check their documents, and the rest stand with their hands shoved deep into their coat pockets, visibly irritated.

	The line creeps forward—one agonizing step every few minutes. In lines like this, regardless of geography, everyone quickly reaches the same bleak consensus: We are powerless. The system is rigid, the bureaucracy is soul-crushing, the rules are the rules, and all you can do is wait.

	The murmurs in the crowd reflect this collective resignation.

	“It’s always like this here,” one mutters.

	“If you’re missing a single paper, they make you start all over,” another warns.

	Someone sighs heavily, “By the time we get to the front, they’ll probably just tell us to come back tomorrow.”

	A few minutes pass. A man standing near the front steps out of the line and pushes through the glass doors of the building. The doors swing shut, and the line falls back into a tense silence. People watch him go, curious but quiet. Everyone is waiting to see what happens.

	Moments later, the man returns. He pushes the doors open, walks down the steps, and heads straight back to the line. The people closest to him immediately ask, “What happened?”

	With complete nonchalance, the man replies, “They said if you have your original ID and a photocopy ready, it goes much faster. If you don’t have the copy, they’ll probably send you to the back of the line.”

	Suddenly, a strange energy ripples through the crowd. People start unzipping bags and frantically flipping through folders. Phones are pulled out.

	“I have my copy!” one person announces.

	“There’s a print shop at the end of the block,” another points out.

	Instantly, half a dozen people break formation and sprint toward the corner shop.

	The physical line is exactly the same. The dreary building hasn’t changed. The rigid bureaucratic laws are firmly intact. But the atmosphere of the queue has fundamentally transformed. Now, the people know what action they can take. The overarching problem hasn’t been solved, but a path forward has been illuminated.

	When we think about creativity, we usually imagine grandiose things: world-changing inventions, strokes of genius, or visionaries pulling entirely new paradigms out of thin air. But in real life, creativity often takes a much humbler shape. Sometimes, creativity is simply this: observing a detail everyone else missed and opening a path that was previously invisible.

	Most situations we label as “dead ends” mirror that bureaucratic queue perfectly. The problem is looming, but the ultimate solution is out of reach. The rules haven’t changed, resources are capped, and the circumstances are what they are. In these moments, our brains default to fatalism: Nothing can be done. The problem can’t be solved, so we must stop.

	Yet, the history of science, business, and everyday life tells a wildly different story. The most significant breakthroughs almost always occur while the core problem is still unsolved.

	At its simplest, creativity is the ability to forge new paths forward—especially when the familiar roads hit a brick wall. In those critical moments, a creative mind asks a different question:

	If this problem cannot be solved right now, is there still a way to move forward?

	This book is about those exact moments. The moments where the problem is massive, but the complete answer is missing. In these situations, the most vital skill you can possess is the ability to navigate through. Because in life’s highest-stakes scenarios, the primary goal isn’t necessarily to fix the problem completely.

	The real goal is figuring out how to keep moving forward.

	 

	
Chapter 1: 
The Mental Dead End — Why We Can't See the Real Problem

	 


“The main problem isn't that we can't find the path. It's that the path we see is the only one we know how to look for.”

	I was 9 years old when I lost my father. He was a math teacher—the kind who went to school every morning with genuine enthusiasm, the kind his students called a "genius." In Malayer, our small town in western Iran, he was a familiar, respected face. One day, his heart stopped, and just like that, everything was over.

	In those days, our house was filled with people hugging me, using that specific tone of voice reserved for pitied orphans: "Poor thing, having to face this stage of life so soon." My siblings were older, but the worried glances mostly gravitated toward me.

	A few weeks passed. The house still carried the heavy scent of grief, but I had found a safe haven for myself: the world of video games. Unlike many kids my age, I thrived on high-stress, challenging games. The harder the level, the greater the thrill. Sometimes, I would intentionally tweak the game's settings on manual—reducing my resources, multiplying the enemies, and complicating the conditions. Then, I would push forward with those bare-minimum assets. No whining, no asking for help. I had discovered a simple rule at that age: "If you can manage a brutal level with minimal resources, the normal levels become an absolute cakewalk."

	One day, right in the middle of one of these games, my hands froze on the controller. A thought struck me like lightning: Wait... maybe this life is a game, too. The main character is currently stuck in a brutal level. His resources are scarce. He's lost a major part of his inventory. But in strategy games, even on "Ultra-Hard" mode, you don't get to complain or hit pause to beg for more resources. You just have to keep going. With what you have. And figure out how to clear the level with the highest possible score.

	Right there, in a dimly lit room facing a screen where the main character was on the brink of a "Game Over," a 9-year-old boy made a decision that is still woven into the fabric of his life decades later. But while that spark—the idea of treating life like a game—was born in that dimly lit room, the lesson of continuing came from somewhere else. From my mother. A woman who now had to raise four children on her own, without ever letting anyone see her crumble. She never spoke about "Passage." But every morning she woke up and set life back in motion, she was living it. In those days, I had two teachers: my father, whose death showed me that reality could be reframed, and my mother, whose quiet persistence showed me that you could keep going—even when nothing had been solved yet. So, I didn't bring my father back, nor did I change the circumstances. I simply changed my definition of the situation. And that is the exact micro-shift this entire book is about. Here is the takeaway: With one tiny shift in my mind, those bitter days morphed into a mission. A level in a game.

	What I discovered at age 9—without knowing its name—is exactly what Nobel laureate economist Herbert Simon later summarized: "Most human problems are, in fact, problems of problem definition."

	I don't share this story to elicit sympathy, but for a very specific purpose: I want you to see that "redefining" a problem isn't some abstract psychological concept. It is a survival skill that even a 9-year-old can wield. If he could do it, so can you.

	1. The "Default Definition" Trap

	The human brain loves to oversimplify. When confronted with a complex situation, we subconsciously force it into a familiar mold, defining the problem the only way we know how. This is often an efficient shortcut, but it has a massive blind spot: we lock onto that initial definition and become entirely blind to the actual shape of the problem.

	Cognitive psychologists have identified two distinct phases of this phenomenon. The first is the Mental Set: getting stuck on familiar solutions because they've worked in the past. The second is Cognitive Tunneling: the narrowing of our attention field to the point where fresh, out-of-the-box information is completely filtered out. First, we lock ourselves in a box; then, we forget that a world outside the box even exists. The end result is the same: the default definition

	Mohammad's Story: When the "Lazy Worker" Was an Illusion

	
	
	
	
	
	
	The Crowded Building Riddle

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Why Does This Happen?

	
	
	
	
	
	2. Cognitive Tunneling: Why Even Experts Go Blind

	
	
	
	
	
	
	3. A Brain Not Built for Creativity

	
	
	
	Search for Safety → Halt → Threat

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Reza's Story: When Sanctions Became a Window

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	4. Functional Fixedness: When the Mind Stays in the Box

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	5. The Illusion of the Perfect Solution: The Myth That Paralyzes Us
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