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Art serves to remind us that life is messy but beautiful. 
Laura Illig, artist statement, La Woman Studios 

This paper argues that two crises now treated as separate - the collapse of confidence in human-made 
creative work, and an epidemic of social isolation - are the same crisis. Both follow from a culture that has 
learned to optimize everything and, in doing so, has stripped out the friction, risk and presence that made 
creation and connection wortwhile. The paper proposes a name for the response, sets out seven principles, 
and argues that the response is neither nostalgia nor a rejection of technology. 

The Intuition 
Something is shifting, and most people can feel it before they can name it. 

After a decade of algorithmic feeds, curated personas and an increasingly synthetic media landscape, people 
are hungry for something they cannot quite articulate but recognize instantly on contact. It’s why a mediocre 
community theater production can move an audience more than a two-hundred-million-dollar film. It’s why a 
hand-thrown mug feels different in the hand than one that came off a line. It’s why an unpolished, 
emotionally honest collage lands in a way that a technically flawless generated image does not. 

The intuition is that there’s something irreplaceable about work made by a person, and that this has a great 
deal to do with why so many people feel alone. That intuition is correct, and it’s well timed. The two 
conversations - one about the future of human creativity, one about the crisis of human connection - have 
been running in parallel for years, as though they concerned separate problems. They do not. 

This paper is an attempt to name what a lot of people are sensing, to ground it in conversations already 
underway, and to propose a framework coherent enough to act on. 

The Landscape: What Is Already Being Said 
The New Authenticism is not an invention. It’s a synthesis. Nearly every element of it has been articulated 
somewhere already, usually by someone who did not know they were contributing to a larger argument. 

THE AURA PROBLEM 
In 1935, Walter Benjamin published “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” arguing that 
what makes an original artwork powerful is its aura: its unique existence in time and space, the history 
embedded in its physical presence. Benjamin warned that mechanical reproduction would erode this aura, 
making art infinitely available while stripping it of singular presence. 

Benjamin could not have imagined generative AI systems, but his framework anticipated this moment with 
uncomfortable precision. If photography threatened the aura of painting and film threatened the aura of 
theater, then machine generation threatens the aura of human creativity writ large. When a technically 
proficient image can be produced in seconds, the interesting question stops being whether you can make this 
and becomes whether a person made it, and whether those matters. The emerging answer, visible in 



everything from the backlash against generated art to the surge in demand for live performance, is that it 
matters enormously. 

METAMODERNISM AND THE NEW SINCERITY 
The academic world has been circling this shift for over a decade. In 2010, cultural theorists Timotheus 
Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker published “Notes on Metamodernism,” describing a sensibility emerging 
after postmodernism. Where postmodernism was defined by irony, deconstruction and suspicion of grand 
narratives, metamodernism is characterized by what they call informed naivety and pragmatic idealism: a 
willingness to care earnestly about things while remaining fully aware of how complicated the world is. 

A related idea, the New Sincerity, arrived through literary criticism and the work of writers including David 
Foster Wallace, who argued that in a culture saturated with irony, the genuinely radical artistic act would be 
to mean what you say. Irony had become the water everyone swam in. Everyone was too cool to care, too 
sophisticated to be earnest. In such an environment, Wallace suggested, vulnerability and emotional honesty 
become subversive. 

THE ARTS AND CRAFTS PARALLEL 
There is also a close historical precedent. In the late nineteenth century, industrial production made it 
possible to mass-produce objects that had always been made by hand: furniture, textiles, ceramics, books. 
The response was the Arts and Crafts movement, led by William Morris and others, which held that 
handmade objects carried a dignity that machine-made objects could not replicate. The claim was not only 
aesthetic but moral. Making things by hand connected people to their work, their materials and each other. 

Machine generation is to creative work what the factory was to craft. And as the Arts and Crafts movement 
did not reject industry outright - Morris himself used industrial printing - the response now need not be 
Luddite. The response is to revalue what is distinctly human in the creative act: intention, presence, 
emotional risk, imperfection, and the irreducible fact that a particular person chose to make this particular 
thing at this particular moment. 

The Japanese Inheritance 
The most fully developed version of this argument is neither Western nor new. Several Japanese concepts, 
refined over centuries, describe with precision what this paper is reaching for, and one of them is not a 
concept at all but a practice with rules and hours in it. 

WABI-SABI 
Wabi-sabi is an aesthetic sensibility, shaped over centuries and closely associated with the tea ceremony and 
with Zen Buddhist thought, that finds beauty in impermanence, incompleteness and imperfection. Wabi 
originally carried connotations of rustic austerity and solitude; sabi named the beauty that arrives with age, 
wear and use. Together they describe an attention trained on things that are visibly subject to time. 

What matters here is that wabi-sabi is not a tolerance of flaws, and it isn’t the idea that sloppiness is 
charming. It’s a claim that the marks of process and duration are where meaning accumulates, and that an 



object which conceals its own history has been diminished rather than perfected. A tea bowl that shows the 
potter's hand is not a worse bowl that we have generously agreed to like. It’s a bowl that tells the truth about 
how it came to exist. 

KINTSUGI 
Kintsugi makes the point unmistakable. When a ceramic vessel breaks, it is repaired with lacquer mixed with 
gold, so that the repair becomes the most visible thing about the finished object. The break is not concealed. 
It’s illuminated, because it’s now part of what the object is and where it’s been. It’s difficult to imagine a 
sharper rebuke to a culture that treats every flaw as something to be edited out before publication. 

MA, THE INTERVAL 
Ma names the space between things: the pause, the gap, the emptiness that is not absence but structure. In 
Japanese design, music and conversation, ma is composed as deliberately as the material around it. A culture 
that fills every interval with content has not added value to the interval. It’s removed the thing that made the 
surrounding material legible. Anyone who’s felt the difference between a conversation with pauses in it and a 
conversation without them has already encountered ma. 

ICHI-GO ICHI-E 
Ichi-go ichi-e, one time, one meeting, comes from the tea ceremony and holds that every gathering is 
unrepeatable and should be met as such. These people, in this room, in this weather, in this mood, will not 
assemble again. It’s the strongest available statement of the third principle below, and it’s a direct rebuke to 
the logic of the social media feed, which treats every moment as one of an endless supply. 

IKEBANA, AND THE SOGETSU CLAIM 
Ikebana is where these ideas stop being philosophy and become a discipline. Ikebana works in material that is 
alive and dying. An arrangement is finished at the moment it begins to change, and it cannot be reproduced, 
only made again differently. Negative space is composed as deliberately as the stems. A practitioner is not 
decorating a room; they’re making a temporary object whose impermanence is the medium rather than a 
defect in it. 

The Sogetsu school, founded in 1927 by Sofu Teshigahara, added a specifically modern claim to a highly 
codified tradition: that ikebana can be made by anyone, anywhere, with any material. That’s a democratic 
and anti-credentialist position, and it’s precisely the position this paper takes about community. The 
materials are wherever you already are. The practice does not require permission. 

A note on provenance.  The authors lived in Japan for two years, where they taught adults English and 
American business practices. Laura studied the language and trained in Sogetsu ikebana, qualifying as a 
“sensei” in the school. These concepts appear here because they were learned slowly and in the ordinary 
way, over years, and not because they decorate an argument. That distinction matters more than usual in a 
paper that goes on to argue against merely ornamental gestures. 



UBUNTU: A DIRECTION NOT YET TRAVELLED FAR ENOUGH 
The Nguni Bantu concept of ubuntu appears to supply the social half of this argument, and it’s included here 
with a caveat worth stating rather than hiding: we don’t know it well. 

What we understand is this. The often-quoted formulation, umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, holds that a person 
is a person through other persons. Personhood is not a possession an individual arrives with and then 
optionally shares. It’s constituted in relationship, and it can be diminished by isolation. If that’s right, it’s a 
genuinely different starting point from the one most connection technology is built on. Products designed in 
the individualist tradition treat a person as complete and self-contained, and treat other people as content to 
be delivered to them efficiently. If personhood is instead relational, then isolation is not merely unpleasant. 
It’s a subtraction from what a person is. 

We are also aware that ubuntu carries a philosophical and political history, in southern African thought and in 
the post-apartheid period, that we have not studied, and that it’s the subject of live debate about what it 
does and does not license. We raise this because the alignment seems real and worth pursuing, and because 
a paper that cited only the traditions its authors happen to know well would be a smaller paper than the 
subject deserves. Correction from people who know it properly would be welcome. 

THE UNOPTIMIZED HOUR 
Several cultures maintain ordinary practices that protect time from being made useful. The Spanish 
sobremesa is the stretch after a meal when nobody leaves the table and the conversation is the point. The 
Swedish fika treats a coffee break as an institution rather than an interruption. Neither is efficient. Neither is 
meant to be. Both are structures that make unhurried presence a default rather than an achievement. 

These are worth noticing because they’re practical. They aren’t philosophies to be adopted but arrangements 
to be copied: a recurring time, a physical place, no agenda, and a shared understanding that leaving early is a 
small rudeness. Much of what’s missing from contemporary social life is not desire but architecture. 

THE AUTHENTICITY PREMIUM 
The market has begun to price this in. Researchers in consumer behavior have documented that people 
evaluate identical creative works more favorably when told a human made them, and less favorably when 
told a machine did. Demand for handmade goods has grown. Live performance has proven unusually 
resilient, in part because the experience cannot be replicated or synthesized. People will pay more for the 
real thing, not because it’s better by an objective standard, but because the realness is itself the thing being 
bought. 

VULNERABILITY AS CONNECTION 
Brené Brown's research on vulnerability supplies another thread. Her central finding, drawn from decades of 
qualitative work, is that genuine connection requires vulnerability, and vulnerability requires the courage to 
be seen without curation. In a culture that has spent fifteen years rewarding personal branding and 
algorithmically optimized self-presentation, showing up unedited has become both rare and badly wanted. 



This maps directly onto the isolation crisis. The 2023 Surgeon General's advisory on loneliness is not simply 
about people spending too much time alone. It’s about people spending time inside structures that simulate 
connection without delivering it. What’s missing is not access to other people. It’s access to other people's 
actual selves. 

A Definition 
The word authentic carries no religious connotation, no academic obscurity, and no political valence. It’s 
understood immediately by everyone. The word new signals that this is not nostalgia: the argument is not 
that people should reject technology or return to an imagined past, but that in an age of generation and 
algorithmic mediation, authenticity has become the most valuable and most endangered human resource, 
and is worth organizing around. 

The New Authenticism holds that in an era of synthetic media, algorithmic curation and machine-generated 
content, the most radical and most valuable act is to show up - in art, in community and in relationship - as a 
real, unoptimized, imperfect self. It values human presence over digital perfection, lived experience over 
curated narrative, genuine connection over efficient matching, and action over display. 

It is not anti-technology. It embraces tools, including machine tools, that help people find each other, 
organize their creative lives and reach further than they otherwise could. But it draws a firm line: the tool 
serves the human, not the reverse. The painting is made by a hand. The friendship is built in person. The 
community gathers in a real room. 

Seven Principles 

1.  Human creation has intrinsic value 
A painting made by a human hand carries something a generated image cannot. Not because it is technically 
superior, but because it was made by someone who felt something, risked something, and chose to share it. That 
act is meaningful in itself, prior to any judgment of the quality of the result. 

2.  Imperfection is evidence, not failure 
A community theater production where an actor drops a line, a collage whose edges don’t align, a friendship in 
which two people disagree: these are evidence of life. Perfection, increasingly cheap to manufacture, is often the 
absence of the very thing that makes work and relationships matter. This is not a preference for carelessness. A tea 
bowl that shows the potter's hand is not a worse bowl. It’s a bowl that hasn’t hidden how it was made. 

3.  Presence creates connection 
Live theater moves people more than film not because the acting is better, but because the audience and the 
performers share a moment that will never occur again. Friendship works the same way. Time in the same room 
isn’t an inefficient version of time on a screen. It’s a different substance. 



4.  Sincerity is the new subversion 
In a culture that rewards ironic detachment, personal branding and algorithmic optimization, the genuinely radical 
act is to be earnest: to make work that says how you feel without curating it, to build a company that puts human 
wellbeing above engagement metrics, to say what you mean and be embarrassed later. 

5.  Performance is the counterfeit of presence 
The opposite of authenticity is not error. It’s display. A land acknowledgement that returns nothing to the 
dispossessed. A truck that never did any work. A company that calls itself mission-driven while optimizing for time 
on platform. Each substitutes the appearance of a commitment for the commitment itself, and each is worse than 
doing nothing, because it lets everyone involved feel finished. 

Two questions separate the real from the performed. Would this still happen if no one were watching? And does it 
cost the person doing it anything at all? Federico García Lorca drew a similar line in his account of duende, the 
force that arrives in a performance only when the performer risks something real, and which no amount of 
technical mastery can counterfeit. Authenticity isn’t a look. The moment it becomes a look, it’s already been lost. 

6.  Technology should serve human flourishing 
Machine intelligence is a powerful tool. Social platforms could have been a force for connection. The problem was 
never technology as such, but technology designed to extract attention rather than create value. The New 
Authenticism welcomes tools that help people do what people do best: create, connect, and show up for each 
other. 

7.  Community is a creative act 
Building a friendship, organizing a gathering, showing up for someone who did not expect it: these are acts of 
creation as real as painting on a canvas. They require intention, risk and sustained attention, and they can be done 
well or badly. Treating community as something that happens to people, rather than something people make, is 
why so little of it gets made. 

 

What This Is Not 
It isn’t nostalgia. 

Nothing here argues that an earlier decade was better, or that the answer is to go backward. The claim is about 
what to protect going forward, under conditions that have never existed before. 

It isn’t anti-technology. 

A philosophy expressed partly through a software product cannot coherently be anti-technology. The distinction is 
between tools that return people to their lives and tools designed to keep them from leaving. 



It isn’t a rejection of skill. 

Imperfection is not the goal. Honesty is. A superbly made object that shows evidence of the person who made it 
satisfies every principle here. Deliberate roughness adopted as a style satisfies none of them, because it’s a 
performance of authenticity rather than the thing itself. 

It isn’t an aesthetic. 

This is the most common way such arguments fail. Authenticity marketed as a visual language, all distressed 
surfaces and handwritten typefaces and the vocabulary of craft applied to mass-produced goods, is precisely the 
counterfeit described in principle five. If it can be bought, it wasn’t this. 

Two Practices 
This philosophy was not derived in the abstract. It emerged from two bodies of work that turned out to be 
addressing the same problem from opposite directions. 

Sidekick is a technology product built to move people off their screens and into shared physical experience. It 
uses a hand-built taxonomy of more than 2,500 interest categories and over 300 optional personal filters to 
help people find others nearby who share what they love and understand where they are in life. But the 
matching is not the product. The product is what happens when two real people spend an afternoon 
together. The technology is the bridge; the connection is the destination. Its design constraints follow from 
the principles: no advertising, no algorithmic feed, no engagement metrics, no synthetic accounts, and a 
named human accountable for every community. 

La Woman Studios is a physical art practice working in acrylic, collage, ink and graphite. It’s deliberately 
unoptimized. Work begins with a loose idea and unfolds through process, valuing the accidental discovery, 
the unexpected texture, the moment when a piece resolves into something the artist did not plan. This is the 
structural opposite of generation, which begins with a prompt and returns an output. The process is human 
presence made visible. 

Together they describe a way of working that takes technology seriously as a tool and human authenticity 
seriously as the thing worth protecting: not a retreat from technology, but the use of technology to create 
more occasions for real encounter, and the defense of the places where encounter happens. 

Why This Matters Now 
The timing is not incidental. Several forces have converged. 

Generative AI systems reached mainstream adoption within the last few years, and the cultural response has 
been swift and visceral. Artists, writers, musicians and performers have organized to protect human creative 
labor. Public polling shows persistent anxiety about the effect on authenticity and truth. Consumers actively 
seek human-made markers and labels. This is not a niche concern. It’s one of the defining cultural questions 
of the decade. 



At the same time, isolation has been formally recognized as a public health problem. The 2023 Surgeon 
General's advisory, the World Health Organization's attention to social connection, and a growing research 
literature have moved the issue from the margins to the center. People understand that something is broken 
in how they connect, and are looking for alternatives. 

These two conversations have proceeded as if they were unrelated. They are not. Both crises stem from the 
same cause, systems that optimize for efficiency at the expense of humanity, and both point toward the 
same response: a renewed commitment to showing up, being present, and valuing what cannot be reduced. 
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An Invitation 
This is a working paper, not a finished manifesto, and it’s published in that spirit. It makes several claims that 
ought to be argued with: that the crisis in creative work and the crisis in human connection are the actually 
the same crisis, that it has a cause, and that the response is available to anyone without permission or 
funding. 

The practical test proposed here is small enough to use today. Before making the gesture, ask whether it 
would still happen with no audience, and whether it costs you anything. Before employing the tool, ask 
whether it returns people to their lives or keeps them from leaving. Before the finished, frictionless, 
optimized version of the thing, ask what was removed to make it so smooth, and whether that was the part 
that mattered. 

Anyone who finds this useful is welcome to take it further. The argument does not belong to its authors, and 
a philosophy that required permission would fail its own first principle. 

A working paper from Sidekick and La Woman Studios  ·  August 2026  ·  Comments and disagreement are welcome. 


