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Preface — The Difference Between Seeing and Watching

Cinema as an art form isn’t just a coincidental transfixing effect achieved by the assemblage of random ingredients with the expectation of catching lightning in the bottle. Though that has resulted occasionally, the repeatable brilliance of certain auteurs can only be attributed to a commitment they’ve displayed towards the investigation into the human condition, similar to intellectuals who have, before this medium arrived, recorded through works of scientific inquiry, metaphysical discourses, dreamlike paintings, and godlike prophesies. It’s a highly distinguishable perspective that is arrived at only through the thorough distillation of ideas, down to their essences, and therefrom, formulating a style that is the result of careful curation, orchestration, and presentation of these disparate elements to impact the audience in a manner akin to sorcery: through dreams and nightmares that feel our own, we are transplanted into other forms and lifetimes, transcendent and sublime experiences nudge us into states where we are no longer able to return to who we were prior to this journey, often planting memories that live with us and shape who we are, well beyond our immediate engagement with life. Though all works deemed deserving of this title are also classified as movies, not all movies should be confused as cinema. Even those works, so astute and evolved as to emulate the celebrated qualities of ageless narratives that survive generations and influence society, which are cinematic, but they fall short on several fronts, and haven’t earned that title. The majority, however, isn’t even trying to be anything more than entertainment; cheap thrills and titillation, gloss and spectacle, that’s about the extent of what’s available there. These may find popularity, earn big at the box office, but for certain, that doesn’t prove there’s anything much else here that humanity should crave or support. But sadly, in a capitalist society, quality and decency are not what’s central to much of what governs choices. Cinema is a virtue that only the initiated attempt to attain, knowing well, similar to enlightenment, it’s never guaranteed, and much of the journey will make one hyper aware of the shortcomings and failings, and the best efforts may go unnoticed by a multitude that remains fixated to hedonism and escapism. But the pursuit of the sublime must not be ceded to the lethargic obsessions of heathens. Cinema must be pursued, and every so often, manifested to acquaint us with truths that are undeniable even when the masses lack the vocabulary, deservedness, and readiness to be enlightened.


❖


Another thing I wish to establish through the writing of this book is my role over the past decade as an explorer of the outer regions, where the transformation that’s upon us had already started to cause ripples, and several harbingers surfaced along the way.

I started my engagement with the medium early in life and was never wholly out of its spell. Whether it was a period of fascination with its grandeur or rawness, or when I was repulsed by the imitation that was alluring enough to draw me in and heartbreaking to discover that most would turn out to be such con acts.

I hadn’t met some of the more prolific masters whose works I list in the witness chapters until much later, so it felt as though I’d met some giants early on among the Hollywood greats, then had to make do with rip-offs for a while, and later was introduced to the real gods.

Though I grew up in a nation where the movie business was largely corrupt and immoral, with the true practitioner as scarce as yetis in a salon, the prospect of my being involved with the medium as a career option was impossible to consider or even bring up with my parents.

Also, the business was mostly a family affair for those who’d entered it and had any success. The rest who worked in it were folks with dreams for which they’d willingly or under coercion trade more than was ever going to be fair. Whether they were victims of casting couches or wage theft. A few made a killing and played demigods, while their footsteps traced back to a mountain of blood-let lambs.

I’ve always felt that, despite my love for the occasional glorious discovery of life-affirming truths from this medium, much of the field and what it seems to attract had continually dissuaded me from ever having anything to do with it. That is the irony of the medium. In some ways, it’s no different from what seems to happen to almost all forms of divine transmission; much of it is populated with con artists, wannabes, and dealers. Often, the real deal folks hide away as soon as they realize staying in the midst of such a brutal bunch would only end badly for them.

Truth be told, even after having been professionally engaged in one aspect or another of this field, I’ve skirted the problematic aspects that still persist and, in some ways, despite the loosening grip of blatantly nefarious elements of society, may have landed in the hands of a more dangerous class, the social engineers of doom.

I am being cryptic on purpose, and whoever can read into it will likely get the images I’ve unfortunately glimpsed and don’t hope to have much to do with.

Even when I felt I was close to the few who had a certain familiar panache for the touch of cinema, they, too, disappointed me when it came to the disparity and duplicity in the way they conducted themselves, treated their collaborators, and leeched off the brilliance, solidarity, and exuberance of others who were there for the real thing.

In my teens, one of my uncles, an advocate at the Bombay High Court, directed me to a client who was a financier of B-movies. I landed on a film set, my first time in this regard, and, of course, I had high hopes. What resulted from the exposure was the quick realization that beyond the bounds of the frame captured by the camera, the world in which that scene is orchestrated might be precisely where a different story writes itself: one that no one might ever know, and the truth of which might have a deeper implication for the world we live in than anything that was committed to film.

I had witnessed how poorly the young hopefuls who had agreed to be taken advantage of as mere warm bodies fueling the egos of the few who were profiting from the enterprise would be treated. I had heard the expletives that flew so casually toward them every so often, and even the occasional physical abuse. I was certain that if I were placed in their position, someone would leave the studio on a stretcher, so I decided to spare them and start my career in advertising instead.

Mind you, I knew the outcome I predicted would hold true because I was about a foot taller than most of these predators and worked out five days a week. But the alternative, choosing to use my stronger assets, turned out to be the better choice for me: my creativity and intellect.

How three decades have passed, and I transitioned through roles, working across industries and continents, advertising at Ogilvy, creative supervision for India’s fastest growing mobile network at Reliance, film school in Prague, Bollywood blockbusters, shadowing a leading Hollywood producer on a tentpole, working on an Oscar campaign, producing an Emmy-nominated documentary, and several other things that shaped me, and made me hungrier to use all of it into a few films and shows that would deliver to the world a unique vision I had developed for what should be possible within this medium despite the rigid and often ill-fitted mechanics of this industry.

When I moved to the U.S., it soon became clear that creativity wouldn’t work in my favor the same way it had in my culture of origin. I didn’t possess the nuanced understanding of society I had taken for granted, shaped by my upbringing in a densely populated migrant community in Bombay and by extensive travels throughout the nation, using every means of transportation and relying heavily on locals who had welcomed me wherever I went. Conversely, in America, I realized that the color of my skin served as a kind of shield, putting several members of the dominant Western culture off from seeing the human behind it. Members of law enforcement were equally possessed by this strange proclivity and even assaulted me during a local scouting and research trip to New York.

It felt wise to lean on my education in physics and the sciences instead, and so I turned to a different chapter, one that would have me dig deep into how production technology shapes the narrative. I forayed into real-time technologies and virtual production, and Epic Games’ valiant effort during the pandemic exposed me to a community of some of the most brilliant and gifted individuals, with enviable creativity and scientific minds. The Unreal Fellowship remains one of the most supercharged events I have participated in, for the sheer audacity of this global venture to unite and empower minds with such varied dreams and unbridled potential.

That’s where I first learned about USC’s Entertainment Technology Center, and immediately afterward, I was introduced to Erik Weaver, the mastermind behind the institution’s research grant that put several yet-to-be-released technologies to the test on an active production. I gravitated toward the then-active production, Fathead, and the rest is history. These engagements on production after production activated a joyous and fulfilling aspect of filmmaking I hadn’t explored to this extent or been curious about before this chance encounter, and probably an answered prayer.

On Fathead, I authored a nearly 200-page white paper after serving as the virtual production producer, learning about the technology and contributing to the conversations that helped that method proliferate in those early years. On later productions, Erik invited me to join him as a fellow Executive Producer to help shape them from the ground up.

I got to handpick the vendors, technologies, and collaborators, and piece together the workflows and tests that result in the final pipeline. The quality of engagement with each contributor led to rapid growth in my sense of what the future of our medium held and what it’d take to deliver it. Our presentations to the various studios that are sponsors at ETC, and careful listening to what they respond to and how the temperature in the room shifts for different parts of the discussion, allowed me to map those out to trends that emerged across the industry for decisions in hiring, greenlighting, and acquisitions.

There’s more than one simple product line for this business, but the revenue stream comes from engaging the same audience regardless. That’s the critical piece — the audience. The high demand for this single source of revenue, and the business model of converting their attention into dollars, led to more strategic and highly unsentimental forces swooping in and devising tools to engineer that attention grab to an extent that has almost immediately incapacitated the Goliath of entertainment.

Befuddled and bewildered might be extreme, but isn’t that how the industry has acted over the past few years? There hasn’t been leadership at any major studio to act with confidence, and almost everyone is severing arms and legs to keep the head and torso alive, hoping to come up with that one big idea while fighting the poison pill: investing in streaming was a harsh wake-up call for most who bit into it, revealing that technology isn’t their strong suit and that there are more blind sides here than on the other turf they engineered and designed to confuse and entrap others.

The immediate gut punch delivered by AI’s arrival and unprecedented adoption couldn’t have come at a worse time. The move by AI companies to go for the jugular was again not anticipated. Though the strikes may have suggested that a unified force would defend the workers, and that for the studios, there’d be no way out but to continue with business as usual, greenlighting productions that’d stick to the old ways, the wait-and-watch approach is seemingly the only one that has worked out for everyone. Some will have enough savings to survive to see the other side, and most others will need to adapt and evolve into something entirely different from anything they’d ever hoped to be, even in some future version of themselves.

Though these changes may seem forceful and uncomfortable, those who see them as a natural event of greater consequence than one worth spending time looking for someone to blame will discover a new self well beyond the dreams of their old self.


❖


I was five years old. The theater was named the Regal. The country was India. The household I had been born into was Catholic, in a primarily Hindu nation, which made us a minority. I had not seen much about Christ’s teachings in practice in the society around me. It felt rather duplicitous to go to a Catholic school with my Hindu classmates and neighbors, and strangely to be placed in the same environment that meant one thing to me and another to them. The symbols, the rituals, the walls meant something sacred to me. They were merely functions and objects to others, who could easily express their impish proclivities without censure despite the atmosphere. Christ was missing in action.

I had, at five years old, no reasoning capacity beyond doubts that I could not yet formulate into questions that would have inspired useful responses from adults. Much of what I asked resulted in a disgruntled adult needing to unleash a degree of lashing that would teach me never to rely on them for knowledge or reason. The institutional Christianity that surrounded me was not delivering what its symbols had promised. The doubts had begun to accumulate before I had any way to express them.

Then I walked into that theater. The film was Ben Hur. The lights went down. The screen began to throw light into the dark space where I was sitting. And what unfolded was a portal. I had traveled two thousand years in time. I had entered the life of an adult human who bore such sacrifices, an ego that was built up and torn down, all that could be won was had and lost entirely, for the loss to feel complete. I had never earned anything to know what that felt like. But there, in that darkened hall, I knew. I also saw Christ through the eyes of Judah. And again, I knew.

Those things I knew remained with me. That knowledge did not belong to a five-year-old. But it was known to me regardless. I could not articulate what I had learned, what I had felt, what I had been in communion with. But it was inseparable from my spirit from that moment forward.


❖


This book exists because of what occurred in that theater. Not because of the specific film, though the film delivered what it delivered. Because of the structural event the film conducted. A child in a body too young to have earned through experience what the film transmitted received, in the dark space the medium had constructed for receiving, knowledge that the surrounding institutional apparatus had been actively obstructing for years. The transmission was real. The transmission persisted. The deposit the film placed in me has continued to operate in my consciousness across the decades that separate me from the five-year-old who walked into the Regal.

Everything the book that follows argues about what cinema is, what cinema has been capable of at its highest, what cinema is now being prevented from doing by the surrounding apparatus that has captured and weaponized and bastardized what once was given freely — every claim the book makes is grounded in the experience the previous paragraphs have described. Without that experience, or one like it, the book would be theory. With it, the book has its evidence, and the evidence is mine, given honestly, with the texture of the actual experience preserved.

I do not pretend that the experience was unusual. The experience is, in fact, the standard outcome of the genuine encounter with cinema at its highest. Millions of viewers have had experiences of this order, in various theaters, through various films, at various ages. What is unusual is not the experience itself but the willingness to take it seriously enough to write a book in defense of the medium that made the experience possible. Most viewers who have had such experiences allow them to recede into the general inventory of cultural memory without taking up arms in their defense. I have not been able to do this. The deposit was too consequential. The threat to the medium that produced the deposit has become, across the decades since, too severe to ignore.


❖


This book is positioned in a tradition of visionary human inquiry — scientific, metaphysical, painterly, prophetic — that has, across the millennia, produced practitioners who recognized when something the human community required was being lost and who took up the work of defending what was being lost regardless of whether the defense would prove sufficient. I am not claiming that this book belongs in the company of the great works in this tradition. I am claiming that this book has been written within the tradition, in the register the tradition requires, with the recognition that the work is being conducted under the conditions the tradition’s previous practitioners have always been conducting their work under — conditions hostile to the work, with audiences uncertain about whether they want what the work is offering, with cultural apparatus organized largely to prevent the work from reaching the audiences who would benefit from it most.

The book is not academic. The voice is not the voice of a scholar conducting a balanced examination of available positions. The voice is the voice of someone who has accepted what the book argues, who has been changed by the encounters the book defends, and who is no longer interested in pretending that the question of cinema’s future is one the contemporary culture is equipped to answer correctly without the kind of intervention this book attempts to provide.

If the voice is uncomfortable to readers accustomed to the academic register, the discomfort is the point. The argument the book conducts cannot be conducted in the academic register without losing what the argument requires. The academic register has its uses. This is not the work for which it is suited. The prophetic register, in the precise sense the tradition the book operates within has used the term, is the register through which the argument can be made at the depth the argument requires. I have tried to use the register honestly. I have tried not to inflate the register into theatrics. I have tried to speak plainly about what is at stake, with the recognition that what is at stake exceeds what plain speech can entirely capture.


❖


The book is structured in five parts. The first part establishes what cinema is, in the strict sense the book defines as cinema rather than as the broader category of moving-image entertainment. The second part traces the lineage cinema inherits, from the pre-cinematic visionaries through the moment the medium arrived, and what the medium was made of when it began its first century. The third part examines the practitioners who carried the function across that first century — the witnesses whose work the book holds up as the demonstration of what cinema at its highest has been capable of. The fourth part diagnoses what has been done to the medium in the conditions that have developed across its second century — the captured world, the weaponized mind, the cookie cutter, the three deceits. The fifth part addresses what remains, what is required of the practitioner and the audience in the present moment, and what the lineage continues to make available to those willing to receive it.

The book is dense. The book asks the reader for sustained attention. The book does not apologize for either of these. The argument the book conducts cannot be compressed beyond what the book has already compressed it to. The reader who is not prepared to give the book the attention the book requires is invited to put the book down and return to it later when the conditions for sustained attention can be reassembled. The book will wait. The deposit the book is attempting to make does not depend on the urgency of any particular reading.

The book is also, in places, repetitive. The same arguments return in different chapters, examined from different angles, with different specific applications. This is not the failure of editing the contemporary publishing apparatus would identify it as. It is the deliberate structural choice the argument requires. The contemporary culture has trained the reader to receive a point once and consider the point delivered. The arguments this book conducts do not deliver in a single statement. They require the accumulation of the same observations across multiple contexts before the structural point becomes visible. The repetition is the instrument by which the structural point is made available to readers whose surrounding stimulation environment has trained them out of the ability to track sustained argument across long distances.


❖


I have been working on the book for many years. The book has been written under conditions specific to my own life, my own work, my own commitments to the institutions and practices that occupy my time outside the writing. I am not a professional theorist. I am not a film critic. I am a practitioner in adjacent fields who has watched the medium I love progressively dismantled by forces the surrounding cultural apparatus has been unwilling or unable to name accurately, and I have written the book that I believed needed to be written because no one else was going to write it in the precise terms the diagnosis required.


❖


It is a way I am processing my grief, turning it into a manifesto, and sending it into the world as a war cry for those who care to rise up in arms and use all they have in them to deliver to Cinema what is needed of us to keep it alive for future generations to receive it as providence.

I have given close to forty years of my life in devotion to this entity that I have sought to understand, become worthy of, and remain in service of. The grief is real. The determination to fight for what must be preserved for future generations is equally authentic.


❖


The language I chose is closer in kind to a sermon delivered at a funeral by someone who actually loved the dead — full of the specific bitterness and specific tenderness that only proximity to the loss permits.


❖


The book is unapologetic. The book is uncompromising. The book does not soften its diagnoses to make them more palatable to readers who would prefer not to have them. The book does not flatter the contemporary cultural apparatus by pretending that its accomplishments are more significant than they are. The book does not pretend that artificial intelligence is a continuation of the artistic tradition the book honors rather than the latest and most comprehensive instrument for replacing the tradition with simulations of the tradition that contain none of the substance. The book does not pretend that the streaming platforms are restoring access to cinema rather than progressively replacing cinema with content that has been engineered for the platforms’ algorithmic priorities.

If readers disagree with the book’s diagnoses, they are welcome to do so. The disagreement is part of how the conversation the book hopes to provoke proceeds. What I ask is that the disagreement engage with the actual arguments the book makes rather than dismissing them on the grounds of the prophetic register or the perceived severity of the conclusions. The arguments are available for examination. The evidence is in the films the witness chapters examine and in the diagnostic chapters’ specifications of the contemporary apparatus. The reader who wishes to disagree can do so. The reader who wishes to accept the diagnosis is invited to consider what the diagnosis implies for their own participation in the cultural apparatus the book has named.


❖


I dedicate this book to the practitioners who have carried the lineage across the first century of cinema, to the practitioners who continue to carry it across the second century under conditions that make the carrying more difficult, and to the audiences who continue to receive what the practitioners deposit despite the surrounding apparatus that has been working to prevent the receiving. I dedicate it to the five-year-old in the Regal who walked into the theater carrying his accumulated doubts and walked out carrying knowledge that did not belong to a five-year-old but that he carried regardless. I dedicate it to my mentees and students and to the children of practitioners and audiences I will never meet, who are growing up in conditions that have organized themselves more comprehensively against the encounter the book defends than the conditions any previous generation has faced.

The cinema that taught me what institutional Christianity had failed to teach me is the cinema this book has been written to defend. The medium that opened a portal to a five-year-old who had no reasoning capacity for what the portal delivered is the medium I am asking the reader to consider participating in the defense of. The defense is not abstract. It is not theoretical. It is the practical commitment to participating in a tradition the surrounding apparatus has organized itself to dismantle, and to doing so with the seriousness the tradition’s previous participants brought to their own work in their own conditions across the centuries that placed the medium in our hands.

The book that follows attempts to specify the terms of the defense. The reader who has reached this point in the preface is invited to continue. The reader who decides, at this point, that the work is not for them is welcome to put the book down. The argument continues regardless. The lineage continues regardless. The five-year-old who walked into the Regal carries what was deposited in him for the rest of his life regardless of who reads the book or who does not.

What follows is the book.

* * *




PART ZERO — The Diagnosis




Before the Collapse

I have spent my life as an instrument. Not as the owner of anything I have built, not as the claimant to anything I have touched, not as a name to be anchored to any monument. The principle I have carried since I first learned it as a child in a Hindu nation is the lesson Krishna imparts to Arjuna on the field of Kurukshetra — which I render in my own words, as I have lived it: seek knowledge, not reward for your actions; fear neither consequence nor the absence of recognition, so long as the duty is performed with absolute devotion. I have not pursued anything for the desire of association, for the fear of authority, or for the insatiable need to accrue wealth. Wherever I have stood, I have tried to deliver myself wholly as a vessel for something eternal that, in the moment, needed a body through which to pass.


❖


I say this not as biography but as the angle from which I see what I am about to describe. Because from that angle, one thing becomes unmistakable: greed is not a religion, but it has more disciples than all the world’s religions combined. Greed is no deity, no divine being, and yet it has found more homes in the hearts of men than every god ever named, and once it takes residence, it does not leave until death, and perhaps not even then. Throughout history, it has driven humans to atrocity under the cover of power and to crime under the cover of office. The only thing modernity has added is better concealment: methods so well disguised that they manufacture consent itself, through misinformation, through disillusionment, through the careful management of what is permitted to be known.


❖


Consider — briefly, because this is not yet the territory of this book — what greed has done to the food on the planet. The industrialization of agriculture, performed under the philanthropic banner of feeding the world, has produced something close to the opposite. The Food and Agriculture Organization estimates that roughly 75% of crop genetic diversity was lost during the twentieth century as farmers worldwide replaced local varieties with genetically uniform, high-yielding ones; more than 90% of the varieties once grown by farmers have vanished from their fields. Billionaires whose names sit on hospital wings and university chairs have acquired agricultural land at scale, engineered scarcities into existence, then sold the synthetic replacement back to the populations they had dispossessed. Whatever escaped the pesticide at the root received the preservative in transit, and whatever escaped that received the additive on the shelf. The planet that took millions of years to become fertile — the rock that the universe had to conspire across galaxies to render habitable — has had its inheritance edited by a handful of men who consider themselves the editors of providence.


❖


I do not name this to indict agriculture. I name it to establish a structure. Because the structure is the same in every industry that greed has captured, and it is the same in mine.


❖


The entertainment industry and Silicon Valley would like to believe they are a different species of enterprise. They would like to believe their harm is of a lower order because the bodies are not visible, the soil is not poisoned, the children do not starve in any photograph that runs in the morning paper. This is the sweet lie they live by, and I will not grant it.


❖


The mechanics are identical. Where agribusiness erased ninety percent of crop varieties, the algorithmic distribution machine is erasing regional cinemas, auteur traditions, and the languages of image that took a century of human invention to develop. Where agribusiness made populations dependent on a synthetic substitute by destroying the natural source, the streamers and franchise factories have made audiences dependent on engineered entertainment by collapsing the conditions under which Cinema could be made, screened, and sustained. Where agribusiness adds carcinogens at every stage from field to table, the attention industry adds compulsion at every stage from image to viewer: the algorithm at the source, the recommendation engine in transit, the dopamine architecture on the screen itself. Both industries operate beneath the same philanthropic banner — democratization, access, the world at your fingertips — while concentrating ownership in fewer hands than at any point in the history of either form.


❖


The poisoned harvest of this industry is invisible because it is internal. It is the atrophied attention. It is the foreclosed imagination. It is the generation taught to consume the image without inquiry into the image. The audience for Tarkovsky, for Bergman, for Ray, has not been killed; it has been prevented — the way a seed prevented from germinating is not technically destroyed.

Something has been done to the human mind. Not by accident, not by the slow drift of cultural preference, but by design — deliberate, funded, iterated, and optimized by some of the most sophisticated engineering talent of the last three decades. The platforms that now govern the majority of human attention were not built to inform, to connect, or to illuminate. They were built to capture — to hold the eye as long as possible, to trigger the dopaminergic loop as reliably as possible, and to convert the accumulated seconds of human attention into advertising revenue. That this process has had consequences for human cognition is not a conjecture. It is the documented conclusion of the engineers who built the systems and have since spent years trying to warn us about them.


❖


The attention economy did not emerge from nowhere. Its logic was latent in television, in tabloids, in the penny press of the nineteenth century. But the smartphone, combined with the social media platform and the algorithmic feed, achieved something qualitatively new: it made distraction not merely available but inescapable, not merely attractive but compulsive, not merely occasional but continuous. The average American now touches their phone roughly 2,617 times a day — and the heaviest users more than five thousand. The informatics researcher Gloria Mark has measured the other side of it directly: in 2004, people held their attention on a single screen for an average of two and a half minutes before switching; by her most recent measurements, the average has collapsed to forty-seven seconds, and the median to forty. They consume content at a rate that would have been physiologically impossible to their grandparents — and they retain a fraction of what they absorb, because retention requires the one thing the architecture is designed to prevent: the sustained, uninterrupted engagement of a single object of attention.


❖


What is being lost is not merely the ability to sit through a long film, or to finish a novel, or to follow an extended argument to its conclusion — though all of these are being lost, measurably and rapidly. What is being lost is the cognitive infrastructure on which all of those activities depend: the capacity for deep focus, for deferred gratification, for the tolerance of ambiguity, for the willingness to inhabit a question without immediately demanding its resolution. These are not cultural luxuries. They are the instruments of thought itself. And a mind that has been systematically trained away from them has not merely lost a preference for difficulty. It has lost a faculty.


❖


This is not nostalgia. Nostalgia looks backward and mourns a world that was already imperfect. What is being described here is a structural change in the conditions under which human consciousness operates — a change with no historical precedent in its speed, its scale, or its deliberateness. Previous civilizational disruptions to human cognition — the printing press, the industrial revolution, broadcast media — unfolded over generations and allowed time for adaptation. What is happening now is happening within a single generation, in real time, to minds that did not consent to the experiment and were never told they were in one.

I have called the harvest of this industry invisible. I must now correct myself because, in one respect, it is not invisible at all. It can be counted. For most of the twentieth century, the human race appeared to be getting smarter on a schedule. Measured intelligence rose, decade after decade, by roughly three points — a phenomenon named the Flynn effect, after the researcher who documented it most exhaustively. It was so regular that the tests themselves had to be re-standardized every so often to keep the average pinned at a hundred. The gain was almost certainly not genetic; evolution does not move at that speed. It was the signature of a world improving its inputs — nutrition, schooling, the sheer cognitive demand of modern life — pressing upward on the mind.


❖


And then it stopped. In several of the wealthiest, most-schooled nations on earth, the line bent over and began to descend. The most rigorous demonstration comes from Norway, where two researchers, Bratsberg and Rogeberg, had access to the cognitive test scores of essentially every young man called for military service across three decades. They found that scores peaked for the cohorts born in the mid-1970s and have since fallen by about 6 to 7 points per decade. The detail that closes the escape routes is this: the decline appears between brothers in the same family, the later-born scoring lower than the earlier-born. Whatever is doing this cannot be genetics, nor can it be immigration or the changing composition of who has children. It is environmental. It is something in the world we have built. Comparable stagnation or reversal has since been reported in Denmark, Finland, the United Kingdom, and beyond.


❖


The question is what changed. At least one witness was willing to name a date and a mechanism under oath. In January of 2026, the United States Senate’s Commerce Committee convened a hearing on the effects of screens on young people. Among those who testified was the cognitive neuroscientist Jared Cooney Horvath, who told the senators something stark: that for more than a century, each generation had outperformed the last on every measure of cognition we know how to take — and that this had now, for the first time, reversed. “Our kids are less cognitively capable than we were at their age,” he said. The break, by his account, came around 2010 — not in the schools, which had scarcely changed, and not in our biology, which could not change that fast, but in the tools introduced between the child and the act of learning. His verdict on the way education had begun to reshape itself around those tools — shortening its texts, simplifying its questions, rewarding the skim over the read — he delivered in a single sentence I would hang over the door of every school:


❖


“We are redefining education to better suit the tool, and that is not progress. That is surrender.”


❖


I cite him carefully, and I want the reader to notice the care, because it is the difference between an argument that holds and one that can be knocked over. What Horvath offered the Senate was testimony, not a closed case, and the cross-national data he draws on is in large part correlational — a limitation his fellow witnesses acknowledged in the same room. But the convergence is hard to wave away. The instruments of measurement, the family-level data from Norway, and the testimony of those who study learning for a living are all pointing in one direction. Something we have made is making us less able to do the very thing that made us. The seed was not destroyed. It was prevented from germinating, and now we have the figures for the harvest that never came.

More troubling than the raw score decline is what researchers have identified as the specific faculties most affected. Vocabulary. Spatial reasoning. The capacity to follow extended logical sequences. These are not peripheral cognitive skills. They are the foundations of abstract thought — the instruments by which a mind moves from the particular to the general, from the immediate to the consequential, from the surface of an event to the structure beneath it.


❖


What has also emerged, and what may be more consequential than the IQ figures alone, is what the psychologist Keith Stanovich calls dysrationalia: the capacity to hold a body of knowledge while having lost the ability to reason coherently with it. The dysrational individual is not ignorant. They may be extraordinarily well-informed — saturated, in fact, with data, opinion, and information of every kind. What they have lost is the connective tissue: the ability to evaluate a claim, to follow an implication, to recognize a contradiction, to construct and test an argument. They know many things. They cannot think.


❖


This is the cognitive profile of an era that has been optimized for consumption and against reflection. And it is the profile of the audience that Cinema — if it survives — will have to find a way to reach.


❖


There is a specific form of cognitive loss that the present era has perfected, and it is more insidious than ignorance. Ignorance can be remedied. What cannot be easily remedied is the loss of the capacity for self-inquiry — the willingness to turn the mind’s attention inward, to examine one’s own assumptions, to sit with the discomfort of not knowing, to follow a question past the first available answer.


❖


Self-inquiry requires exactly what the attention economy has been systematically destroying: sustained, undirected attention; tolerance for ambiguity; the willingness to be uncomfortable in one’s own company. It requires, in other words, the very conditions that Cinema — at its highest — has always been capable of creating in an audience. The darkened theater, the suspended ordinary life, the image that withholds as much as it reveals, the silence that demands completion: these are not the conditions of entertainment. They are the conditions of self-examination. And a civilization that has lost the tolerance for those conditions has lost more than its taste for difficult films. It has lost the machinery of its own inner life.


❖


What replaces self-inquiry, in the absence of the capacity for it, is performance. The outward expression that holds no inward resonance. The opinion delivered at volume without the examination that would either confirm it or complicate it. The life curated for display, in which the distance between the self that is shown and the self that is lived has become so habitual that the individual can no longer accurately report the difference. All of life becomes a continuum in which the living fool themselves through outward expressions that hold no inward resonance or foundational truth.


❖


This is not a new problem. Kierkegaard diagnosed it in the nineteenth century as the aesthetic stage of existence — the life lived entirely on the surface of sensation, mistaking the accumulation of experiences for the development of a self. Sartre named it bad faith: the flight from the terrifying freedom of self-determination into the comfort of a role, a type, a performance that relieves the individual of the burden of genuine choice. What is new is not the phenomenon but its industrialization — the fact that an entire economic infrastructure now exists to facilitate and monetize this flight from interiority, and that the infrastructure has become so pervasive that the alternative feels eccentric, uncomfortable, and increasingly unavailable.

What the preceding decade had been doing gradually, the pandemic years did suddenly. The lockdowns of 2020 and 2021 placed billions of people in conditions that were, from the perspective of the attention economy, ideal: captive, anxious, and equipped with screens. Every coping mechanism available was digital. Every social connection was mediated. Every escape from the relentless presence of one’s own unoccupied mind was available, instantly, through a device that had been engineered to make the alternative — stillness, silence, sustained engagement with a difficult object — feel like suffering.


❖


The boredom was real, and it was intolerable to minds that had already been partly trained out of the capacity to sit with themselves. The response — compulsive scrolling, binge consumption, the transformation of every idle moment into an opportunity for stimulation — was not weakness. It was the entirely rational response of a nervous system doing what it had been conditioned to do. But the conditioning deepened. The habits calcified. The threshold for stimulation rose. And when the world reopened, the attention spans did not recover, because the neural pathways that sustained them had been further eroded, and the habits that replaced them had become more entrenched.


❖


The streaming platforms reported the data with the enthusiasm of the newly powerful. Viewing hours were up. Content consumption was at historic highs. What the numbers did not measure — because they had no interest in measuring it — was the quality of engagement. How much was watched attentively, beginning to end, with the full apparatus of critical and emotional reception that Cinema requires? How much was played in the background, half-watched, scrolled past after three minutes, consumed as ambient noise rather than as the sustained encounter with a human vision that the work, at its best, was made to be? The answer could not be quantified. But it could be felt by anyone who was paying attention to what kind of attention was being paid.


❖


The lockdown era did not create the problem. It revealed it — with a clarity and a speed that made it impossible, for those willing to look, to continue treating the decline as a minor cultural adjustment rather than a civilizational emergency.

A civilization that cannot produce citizens capable of sustained self-inquiry cannot make good decisions — not about its politics, not about its environment, not about the kind of future it wants to inhabit. These are not separate problems. The atrophying of the inner life and the degradation of public discourse are the same problem at different scales. The mind that cannot sit with a difficult question long enough to understand it cannot vote with genuine discernment, cannot grieve with genuine depth, cannot love with genuine commitment, cannot create with genuine originality. It can only react — quickly, loudly, and without the residue of reflection.


❖


This is the civilization that Cinema must exist inside, if it is to exist at all. Not the civilization of the post-war European art house, with its educated, patient, philosophically literate audience willing to sit with Antonioni’s silences and Bergman’s interrogations. Not even the civilization of the 1990s, when the independent film movement briefly made the serious film commercially viable and culturally central. The civilization that Cinema must now find a way to reach is one whose capacity for the kind of attention Cinema requires has been systematically depleted — not by malice, but by design; not by ignorance, but by the extremely effective application of intelligence to the problem of capturing human attention for profit.


❖


The death of Cinema is one collateral damage among many. But it is a particularly consequential one, because Cinema — the genuine article, the work that meets the full demands of the Standard — was among the last instruments our culture possessed that was capable of reversing the very process that is killing it. A film that demands and rewards sustained attention is, in its very form, an argument against the attention economy. A film that withholds resolution is, in its very structure, a practice in the tolerance of ambiguity. A film that places the viewer inside another consciousness is, in its very operation, the antidote to the solipsism that the algorithmic feed enforces.


❖


We are not merely losing an art form. We are losing one of the last available instruments for the repair of the human mind.


❖


This is the field on which Cinema must be defended. Not because Cinema is more important than food, but because the same disease has come for it, dressed in the same philanthropy, performing the same theater of inevitability. The storytellers of any generation are the ones charged with breaking the delusion of their age. If there is salvation from ignorance — and I am not yet certain there is — it will not come from those who profit by it. But for those of us still asking what we will leave for the generations who come, let us be clear about what is at stake. The blood from the entertainment industry is not visible. The destruction is. And the destruction belongs to whoever did not stand against it.




The Artist’s Betrayal

“I think the job of the artist is to remind people of what they have chosen to forget.”

— Arthur Miller

Art has never existed outside of history. It has always been made inside a specific civilization, at a specific moment of that civilization’s development, by specific human beings whose capacity to see clearly was shaped by everything they had lived through and everything their culture had given them to work with. But the greatest art has always been distinguished by a refusal to be merely of its moment — a refusal to reflect only what the culture already knows about itself, to confirm only what it already believes, to show only what it is already prepared to see.

This refusal is not a posture. It is the artist’s primary obligation. Not to the market, not to the institution, not to the critical establishment, and not to the audience’s current appetite — but to the truth that the artist has found, or been found by, and that the work exists to transmit. This is what distinguishes art from entertainment at the level of intention: entertainment gives the audience what it already wants; art gives the audience what it does not yet know it needs. The first is a service. The second is a vocation.

The vocation has been abandoned on a scale that is difficult to overstate. Not by every artist — there remain, in every medium, practitioners of genuine commitment, working against the conditions their culture has created for them, making work that meets the demands of the Standard and accepting the consequences. But they work against a tide. The institutional, financial, and cultural incentives of the present moment all point in the same direction: toward the work that flatters, that reassures, that delivers what is already desired, that provokes only in the approved directions, and that measures its success by the metrics that the attention economy has made available.

The filmmaker who enters the studio system, the streaming platform, or the festival circuit in pursuit of Cinema is not entering a neutral space. They are entering a space whose every pressure point has been calibrated to produce something other than what they came to make. This is not conspiracy. It is structure. And structure, over time, shapes behavior with greater reliability than intention.


❖


The most visible form of artistic betrayal in contemporary Cinema — the one most easily identified and least often named — is imitation. Not the imitation that is homage, not the influence that every artist inevitably carries from the work that formed them, but the imitation that substitutes for originality: the film that reproduces the surface grammar of Cinema without the vision that would give that grammar meaning.

The symptoms are recognizable. The long take that aspires to Tarkovsky but lacks the pressure of genuine inner necessity — the duration that feels indulgent rather than inexorable, because nothing is actually at stake in the held image except the appearance of seriousness. The fragmented narrative that aspires to Kieślowski but lacks the metaphysical tenderness that made the fragmentation meaningful — the structure that feels like a puzzle rather than a mystery, because the filmmaker is interested in form rather than the truth that the form was made to carry. The unsparing portrayal of suffering that aspires to Von Trier but lacks the rigorous honesty that redeems the unsparing — the darkness that is merely darkness, neither diagnostic nor transformative, serving no purpose beyond the performance of difficulty.

These are not failed attempts at Cinema. They are sophisticated products designed to resemble Cinema closely enough to be received as such by audiences and institutions that have lost — or never developed — the capacity to tell the difference. They mimic the format. They reproduce the form. They are, in the precise terms of the Standard, inconsequential.

What makes imitation abdication rather than merely failure is the intention behind it. Failure is honorable — the attempt that fell short, the vision that exceeded the craft, the reach that exceeded the grasp. Every genuine Cinema-maker has failed in this way, and the failure is part of the work. Imitation is something different: it is the decision, conscious or otherwise, to substitute the appearance of the thing for the thing itself. It is the filmmaker who has looked at what Cinema does and asked not what do I have to say that only I can say and that the world needs to hear? but what does Cinema look like, and how do I make something that looks like that? The first question leads, through enormous difficulty and no guarantee of success, toward the possibility of Cinema. The second question leads, efficiently and reliably, toward its elegant corpse.


❖


It would be convenient, and wrong, to locate the artist’s betrayal entirely in individual failure of courage or vision. The systemic pressures that make capitulation easier than resistance are real, pervasive, and largely invisible to those who have not tried to work against them.

Development financing selects against the genuinely original. The institutional logic of studios, streaming platforms, and most production companies is built on risk management — on the reduction of uncertainty through the application of proven formulas to new materials. The original project, the film that has never been made before because no one has ever seen it this way before, is by definition impossible to evaluate by the metrics that risk management requires. It cannot be compared to prior successes. Its audience cannot be projected from existing data. Its return on investment cannot be modeled from a comparable title. It is, from the perspective of the financing infrastructure, an unacceptable risk — not because it is likely to fail, but because its failure or success cannot be predicted in the language that the infrastructure speaks.

Streaming metrics have compounded this problem by making the data of failure instantaneous. A film that loses its audience in the first fifteen minutes does not merely underperform — it generates real-time evidence of its own inadequacy, evidence that is immediately available to the platform and that shapes the next commissioning decision before the film has had the chance to find the audience that would have received it fully. The long take that demands patience is penalized not by critical rejection but by the data-point of the viewer who navigated away after eight minutes. The silence that requires tolerance is punished not by a negative review but by the algorithm that learned, from ten million instances of viewer behavior, that silence correlates with disengagement and should therefore be avoided.

The festival circuit, which once provided an alternative institutional pathway for Cinema outside commercial logic, has developed its own orthodoxies — its own approved forms of difficulty, its own tolerated transgressions, its own criteria for prestige that have calcified, over decades, into a new form of convention. The film that looks like a festival film but contains no genuine vision has learned to navigate these criteria with increasing efficiency. The film that is genuinely original often does not look, from the outside, like what the festival circuit has been trained to recognize as serious.

None of this excuses the artist. The initiated filmmaker — the one for whom the pursuit of Cinema is an existential necessity rather than a career ambition — has always worked against institutional resistance, and the history of Cinema is largely the history of that resistance overcome. But to pretend that the pressures are not real, or that they do not claim victims among artists who might otherwise have made Cinema, is to misunderstand the nature of the battle.


❖


There is a specific mode of artistic failure that is more dangerous than mediocrity, because it is more frequently mistaken for its opposite. Empty provocation — the work that deploys transgression, shock, or extreme content without the rigorous honesty that alone can redeem those instruments — masquerades as courage while performing the most fundamental act of cowardice available to an artist: the refusal to actually mean anything.

Provocation, properly understood, is one of art’s legitimate instruments. The work that disturbs the comfortable, that forces confrontation with what has been suppressed or refused, that strips away the consoling narrative and shows the thing as it actually is — this is not gratuitous. It is necessary. Von Trier’s willingness to follow a female protagonist to complete destruction without the consolation of redemption is not cruelty. It is the refusal to lie about what cruelty is and what it does. Moodysson’s unflinching portrayal of the absolute annihilation of innocence in his darkest work is not exploitation. It is the insistence that what was done to those children was actually done, and that the audience does not get to look away.

The distinction between provocation that is honest and provocation that is empty is not always easy to draw in the moment — and the difficulty of drawing it is itself part of what the empty provocateur exploits. But the test is consistent with the Standard: does the extremity of the work serve the transmission of a truth that could not have been transmitted without it? Or does the extremity serve only itself — the filmmaker’s desire to be seen as daring, the institution’s desire to be seen as edgy, the audience’s desire to congratulate itself on its own tolerance for discomfort?

The empty provocateur is not making a bet on permanence. They are making a bet on the news cycle — on the brief, bright burn of controversy that generates attention without requiring the sustained commitment that attention-worthy work demands. They are not asking the questions that Cinema asks. They are performing the asking of questions, which is a very different thing, and which the Standard identifies without ambiguity as inconsequential.


❖


Against this, the evidence. The artists who refused the terms being offered, who found ways to make Cinema under conditions designed to prevent it, who accepted the consequences of that refusal — the funding that did not arrive, the distribution that was withheld, the recognition that came decades late or not at all — and who continued regardless.

Kieślowski, who spent the first half of his career making documentaries for Polish state television under conditions that required constant negotiation with censorship, and who turned those conditions into a discipline — learning to say what could not be said directly by finding the image that contained it, the silence that implied it, the gap that the viewer would complete with their own suppressed understanding. The constraint did not diminish the work. It refined it, forcing the filmmaker toward a precision that
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