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Creativity research has privileged making over the interpretive labor that precedes and shapes it. We introduce Reading Activity Traces
(RATs), a proposal that treats reading—broadly defined to include navigating, interpreting, and curating media across interconnected
sources—as creative activity both for future artifacts and as a form of creation in its own right. By tracing trajectories of traversal,
association, and reflection as inspectable artifacts, RATs render visible the creative work that algorithmic feeds and AI summarization
increasingly compress and automate away. We illustrate this throughWikiRAT, a speculative instantiation onWikipedia, and open new
ground for reflective practice, reader modeling, collective sensemaking, and understanding what is lost when human interpretation is
automated—towards designing intelligent tools that preserve it.
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1 Introduction

Our literature is characterized by the pitiless divorce which the literary institution maintains between the

producer of the text and its user, between its owner and its customer, between its author and its reader. This

reader is thereby plunged into a kind of idleness...

— Roland Barthes

Creative work rarely begins with artifact production; it begins with the labor of finding, gathering, and interpreting
what already exists. Writers, designers, and researchers all situate themselves within prior work to form the conceptual
models that precede drafting or sketching. These activities shape internal models even when no visible artifact is
produced. To fully support the creative process, we must account for these earlier phases of discovery and sensemaking.

Shneiderman’s account of Creativity Support Tools (CSTs) explicitly includes discovery and exploratory search
as creative activities [27]. Yet CSTs tend to center composition, neglecting the position of artifact production within
wider creative ecosystems that depend upon media distribution and reception activities [3, 11]. If we aim to trace
creative activity, we should consider how reading shapes what creators produce, and how interpretation itself can be a
meaningful and generative creative act.
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2 Liu & Almeda

We extend Creative Activity Traces (CATs) into Reading Activity Traces (RATs)—using reading to broadly describe
navigating, interpreting, and curating media—especially across interconnected sources, as afforded by the web’s
hypermedia structures. Reading operates for creative activity when it inspires future artifacts, and as creative activity
when navigation itself constitutes a reader-led trajectory of sensemaking. Hypertextual traversal, such as “Wikipedia
rabbit-holing,” exemplifies reading as a creative act: users author knowledge paths by following links, even in the
absence of visible artifact production [5].

We propose RATs as a way of characterizing reading as creative activity, and illustrate the concept in WikiRAT,
a speculative instantiation on Wikipedia. We situate this proposal in creativity and sensemaking research, framing
reading traces as a design material that can broaden how we understand and support creative processes [19, 22].

2 Related Work

Many media and cultural domains recognize reading as an active process. Aarseth’s ergodic literature frames traversal
as non-trivial work where meaning emerges through a reader’s effortful movement across a textual system [1]. The
work of internet artist Chia Amisola recognizes web browsing and hypertextual navigation as a performance of
authorship and creativity [5]. In HCI, Bardzell’s interaction criticism centers aesthetic interpretation in the evaluation
of systems as cultural artifacts, regarding the user as an interpretative Reader/Viewer [7]. Critical Creativity Support
Tool (CST) research has noted a reductive overemphasis on designing and evaluating CSTs for productivity and artifact-
production [22, 26], and have called for methodological shifts towards understanding creativity support, especially in
the context of artist support, as socially and culturally entangled [3, 11, 20, 22]. This “artifact bias” in CST research has
left the sensemaking layer of creative research neglected, as what some have called “creative dark matter”—meaningful
creative and intellectual work that remains invisible [9, 28, 31].

Valuing the process of reading shifts focus from creative products toward creative experiences, echoing prior work
recognizing dialectical [36] and autotelic [12] creative activities—where value is intrinsic to the activity itself, rather than
its outcomes. Kreminski & Mateas’ “reflective creators” extend autotelic creativity support, offering process aesthetics
as a lens for analytically interpreting the experiential qualities of a CST [21]. CATs represent a shift toward valuing
and understanding process, with techniques like sensemaking curves [13] and fuzzy linkography [29]. RATs extend
this turn towards creative interpretation and reception—as one example, Artographer used traces of user activity to
characterize how users engaged with artwork within a spatial art presentation interface [2].

While digital tools for supporting artifact creation (e.g., formaking images, video, music) abound, the space of systems
for reading media is increasingly dominated by opaque, monolithic, algorithmically-mediated social media platforms
that embed the values of the corporations governing them [16, 33]. AI-generated summarization and “infinite-scroll”
content feeds restructure the experience of search and browsing, privileging passive consumption over user-directed
exploration [8]. This compression stands in tension with processes where friction, slowness, and seamfulness are
recognized as positive and desirable design values [2, 15, 21, 23].

Emerging content discovery systems challenge this paradigm by treating reading as a generative act grounded in
association—the intentional following of links and the contextual understanding of one idea in relation to another. This
associative sensemaking is increasingly under pressure as LLM-mediated dialogue and algorithmic recommendation
displace the reader’s own acts of finding and selecting [25]. Are.na and Sublime offer graph-like environments where
users find inspiration outside algorithmic feeds, foregrounding associative links as creative output and making those
links shareable and buildable-upon by others [6, 30]. In scientific communication, Discourse Graphs and Semble
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externalize the relational labor of reading, formalizing the associative layer as part of the intellectual record and
empowering collective sensemaking [9, 31].

Through RATs, we might seek to better understand and support reading—navigation, interpretation, and curation—as
a creative epistemic process [32], and to empower designers to move against hegemonic narratives that privilege outputs
at the expense of process. We see RATs as a way to make readers’ associative paths legible and shareable, and to open
new questions for CST researchers and designers about what it means to support creativity beyond production.

3 WikiRAT

To illustrate and explore the concept of RATs, we propose WikiRAT, a speculative browser extension for tracing reading
activity on Wikipedia. WikiRAT reifies reading, for and as creative activity, as a structured trace.

A reader on Wikipedia begins on the article for “Intentional community,” following hyperlinks from the “Whole
Earth Catalog” to “Stewart Brand,” then to “Doug Engelbart,” “Hypertext,” and finally the “World Wide Web.” Along
the way, article titles reappear as hyperlinks embedded into text on new pages, prompting recognition as implicit
associations form across contexts. The reader may revisit earlier pages as concepts resurface in new configurations.
This non-linear movement reflects a core creative affordance of hypertext. The reader may later use the associative
knowledge they’ve gained for making, e.g., to produce a research paper or write a blog post. They may also simply close
the tab. In either case, creative work has already unfolded. The sequence of interpretation, association, and navigational
choices constitutes reading as creative activity. WikiRAT traces this reader-driven path, making implicit connections
explicit, and embedding the creative and associative knowledge produced in this process as a design material.

Wikipedia is a well-suited site for this exploration, as its hyperlink topology is explicit and machine-readable.
Prior work has shown that Wikipedia rabbit hole sessions exhibit traceable and measurable structure [24]. Unlike
algorithmically-curated feeds and AI summaries that automate and compress the act of reading, Wikipedia readily
facilitates user-driven knowledge and media traversal.

We are interested in designing WikiRAT to trace reading at three levels, and producing a representation for each:

(1) A hyperlinkograph1 records the directed path of hyperlinks taken by the reader, annotated with engagement
signals such as dwell time.

(2) A computational fuzzy linkograph [29] adds edges between semantically similar articles, surfacing conceptual
relationships the reader traversed implicitly, beyond explicitly clicked links.

(3) A reflective linkograph invites readers to manually draw connections between concepts that stuck with them
from their traversal, towards understanding reflection, retrospection, and reinterpretation as creative acts [21].

By tracing navigation, association, and retrospection, WikiRAT seeks to help us understand reading and interpretation
as a layered, sociotechnically entangled activity. The next section considers the implications of tracing reading in this
way and explores what WikiRAT makes possible.

4 Implications & Future Work

We are interested in how WikiRAT can generate and present reading traces for a variety of audiences and uses; here we
outline three: individual readers, interpretive communities, and researchers, especially in the context of Human-AI
creativity research.

1We borrow the term linkograph from design process research, where it denotes a graph of links between creative moves [17]. We repurpose it here for
reading moves. The hyperlinkograph takes inspiration from prior work reconstructing hypertextual navigation on Wikipedia as trees [24].
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For individual readers, the trace becomes a reflective epistemic artifact [32], a map of their own sensemaking that
can be revisited and reused. For creativity researchers, WikiRAT opens empirical ground for comparison across readers,
comparison across the three linkograph types, and reader modeling that extends aggregate analysis [24] to individual,
inspectable trajectories [4]. For system designers, WikiRAT data could inform adaptive systems where recommendations
arise from a reader’s own traversal history rather than global popularity metrics [18], and because the model is derived
from a legible trace, it can remain inspectable and adjustable by the reader, allowing them to see and reshape the signals
that inform adaptation rather than having their exploratory labor optimized away [10].

Aggregated RATs are a promising material for designing collective and social experiences. Collective traces externalize
the interpretive labor of many readers as an inspectable, navigable artifact [9, 31]. Individual traces, aggregated across
many readers and sessions, can become shared infrastructure, surfacing desire paths that are well-traveled, versus
areas that remain uncharted by the community. This positions RATs as a human-community-driven alternative to
algorithmic-curation in the design of social media platforms. Platforms like Are.na and Discourse Graphs already gesture
toward this model for curation and scholarly sensemaking [6, 14]; as a framework for CST research and development,
we propose RATs as a move towards more deeply understanding, and designing for, the ways communities learn and
make meaning together.

As AI browsing agents and summarization tools increasingly perform research on behalf of users [10, 34, 35], the
dialectical, temporally unfolding labor of reading-it-yourself becomes harder to justify and easier to outsource. We
propose RATs as a necessary tool for addressing an urgent and timely space of questions. How does a human-driven
rabbit hole differ from that of an AI agent? What do we stand to lose in the automation of interpretive processes? Can
an AI agent be curious and creative? Emerging evidence suggests that AI summaries reduce click-through, shorten
browsing sessions, and redirect attention away from cited sources, compressing what might have unfolded as dynamic
traversal into a single static output [10]. Comparing human and AI-agent reading traces can help make legible what is
retained, and what is lost, in automation—in navigational structure, associative logic, dwell behavior, and in process
aesthetics, e.g., the moments of surprise that drive a human reader to draw a link between concepts. RATs can provide
the instrumentation to surface and study these differences at depth.

This paper is a position and proposal. Our immediate future work involves implementing WikiRAT (which we
imagine as a browser extension or experimental substrate) and instrumenting it in a user study to trace and study
reading activities. This involves considering which reading activity signals are tractable to log and meaningful to
analyze, and how to best organize and visualize this information, starting with the representations and use cases
proposed above. Beyond Wikipedia, the RAT framework extends naturally to browsing more broadly (Browsing Activity
Traces, or BATs), informational retrieval, and any information system where humans are conducting interpretive labor.

5 Conclusion

RATs extend CATs into interpretation for and as creative activity. By making knowledge and media traversal legible,
we might embed—and preserve—the work of sensemaking that contemporary information system design paradigms
are increasingly compressing, automating, and obscuring. As AI-mediation reshapes the ways we find and interpret
knowledge, we hope that RATs can empower readers as creative actors, and provide design material for counter-
hegemony.
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