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In 1975, a Kodak engineer named Steve Sasson built the first digital camera. It was the size
of a toaster. It captured a black and white image at 0.01 megapixels and took 23 seconds to
record it to a cassette tape. Sasson showed it to Kodak's management.

The response he later described: don't tell anyone about this.

The technology existed inside the institution for decades before the institution failed.

Kodak's film business was not a legacy operation in the 1980s. It was one of the most
profitable businesses in the world. Film margins were exceptional. The consumable model,
cameras as the platform and film and processing as the recurring revenue, generated the
capital that funded everything else. Research. Development. The digital projects that ran
quietly alongside the film business for twenty years.

The board understood the digital trajectory. This is documented. The questions were asked
through the 1990s with increasing urgency. What was the timeline. What was the plan. How
would the institution navigate the transition from a consumable model to a hardware
model, from film margins to the thinner margins of digital equipment.

The questions were appropriate. The people asking them were engaged and informed. The
gate was functioning exactly as a governance mechanism should function. It was positioned
downstream of the threshold where the answers could have changed the architecture.

The constraint was not ignorance. It was structural.

The film business generated the margins that funded the digital development that was
meant to replace the film business. Acting on the digital trajectory at the pace the
trajectory required would have meant compressing the film revenue before the digital
revenue was ready to replace it. The institution would have been dismantling its capital
base to fund the construction of a replacement that was not yet capable of generating
comparable returns.

Every year the board asked the question, the answer was the same answer. The digital
business was developing. The film business was still necessary. The transition required
managing both simultaneously until the crossover point arrived. The crossover point
arrived after the window for managing it had already closed.

Sasson's prototype established the trajectory in 1975. The board began asking serious
questions about digital transition in the early 1990s. By then the consumer film market had
fifteen years of momentum, the processing infrastructure was embedded in retail
relationships across the world, and the institutional identity of Kodak was inseparable from
the chemistry it was trying to move beyond.
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The gate the board was running in the 1990s was a real gate. The questions it generated
were real questions. The answers they produced were accurate within the constraint
architecture they described.

The constraint architecture had been set by decisions made before the gate existed, by the
consumable model, by the margin dependency, by decades of building an institution whose
every system was calibrated to the thing it needed to stop doing. The board was asking
when at a stage where when had already been answered by the architecture they had
inherited.

The company that had invented digital photography, that had developed it internally for
decades, that had asked the right questions through a decade of board meetings, filed for
bankruptcy in January 2012 and exited the consumer digital camera market the same year.

The questions had been right. The answers had been accurate. The gate had been
downstream of the threshold where the questions could have produced a different
architecture.

The board meets. The questions are serious. The engagement is genuine. The information
presented is accurate within the frame that produces it. The corrective actions available are
the corrective actions within the constraint architecture as it exists at the moment the
questions are asked.

What the gate cannot see from its position in the sequence is the threshold it is
downstream of. The decision that made the current constraint architecture inevitable was
made before the gate existed, or before the gate was asking the right questions, or in the
space between two gate cycles when nothing was formally reviewed.

The gate is real. The board is competent. The questions arrive after the physics has
decided.

The digital camera Sasson built in 1975 is in the Smithsonian. The patent Kodak filed on the
technology generated licensing revenue for years. The institution that invented the thing
that replaced it watched the replacement arrive from inside the constraint architecture
that made responding to it structurally irrational until the window for response had closed.

The questions were right. The gate was downstream.

When the board asked, the architecture had already answered.
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