
THEORY OF CAPTURE
A Systems Model of Democratic Degradation

Read as: Demand → Activation → Conversion → Outputs → Feedback Loops

INPUTS: ENABLING CONDITIONS

POLARIZATION
Affective sorting / tribal ID
Media fragmentation
Zero-sum framing

CRISIS (real or manufactured)
Economic precarity
Security threat narrative
Cultural displacement anxiety

INSTITUTIONAL EROSION

Declining institutional trust
Norm degradation / elite defection
Prior capture-cycle residue

PERMISSION STRUCTURE

(Legitimation + Operationalization)

LEGITIMATION
Ideological inversion ("freedom"
= control)
Legal theories (unitary executive)
Moral cover (emergency,
restoration)

OPERATIONALIZATION
Day-one executive order packages
Agency reorganization blueprints
Vetted personnel databases

INSTRUMENTS OF CAPTURE

MUTUAL REINFORCEMENT: EACH
INSTRUMENT ENABLES AND AMPLIFIES THE

OTHERS

LAW

Selective enforcement
/ non-enforcement
Remedies + review
disablement
Removal/appointments
Immunity & clemency

PERSONNEL

Loyalty tests / purges
Schedule F conversion
Acting appointments

FUNDS

Impoundment
Conditional spending
Contract steering
Grant defunding

INFORMATION

Collection halt /
sabotage
Access denial /
classification
Surveillance

NARRATIVE

State propaganda
Media intimidation
Platform capture

VIOLENCE

State: Militarization,
Detention
Stochastic:
Intimidation,
Vigilantism

OUTPUTS: CAPTURE

PRODUCTS

MINORITY RULE
Electoral lock-in
(suppression,
gerrymandering)
Counter-majoritarian
capture (courts, Senate)
Policy decoupling from
majority will
Structural lock-in / hard-
to-reverse rules

SYMBIOSIS

OLIGARCHIC
EXTRACTION
Regulatory capture
Tax arbitrage / public
asset transfer
Rent extraction (health,
housing, edu, energy)
Wealth concentration
acceleration

FEEDBACK LOOPS (ARCS FLOW RIGHT-TO-LEFT FROM OUTPUTS BACK TO EARLIER STAGES)

LOOP 1: IMPUNITY

Outputs → Instruments
No prosecution / clemency → Emboldens actors

LOOP 2: EXIT

Outputs → Permission Structure
Brain drain / capital flight → Weakened opposition

LOOP 3: EPISTEMIC COLLAPSE

Outputs → Inputs
Information destruction + narrative dominance →
Cannot measure harm → Cannot mobilize

EPISTEMIC COLLAPSE
EXIT

IMPUNITY
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