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The Pornographic Capture

Civilizational diagnosis — the eros panel of the Captured Domain series. See also: The Attention Economy, The Captured Word, The Adolescent Collapse, The Redefinition of the Human Person.




One Centre Lower

The attention economy is the best-documented extraction architecture ever built. A system was constructed to harvest a finite human resource, the harvesting was optimised by measurement, and the optimisation proceeded without regard to what the resource was for. The series that follows from it has traced the same architecture through language, cinema, psychiatry and medicine.

The same architecture was aimed at something lower in the body and more formative than attention. Not the hours — the charge. The energy that the contemplative traditions treat as the raw material of a human being’s capacity to bond, to create, and to be undone by another person, delivered to an optimisation loop that has no interest in what it is for.

That is the diagnosis. Everything below is the discipline required to make it stick.





What This Article Does Not Claim

The addiction model has to be surrendered, and surrendering it in the article’s own voice is the only way the rest of the argument survives contact with anyone informed.

The American diagnostic manual considered Hypersexual Disorder for its fifth edition, ran a field trial, and declined to include it. The international classification did admit a category — Compulsive Sexual Behaviour Disorder, 6C72 — and placed it deliberately: it sits in the Impulse Control Disorders block, between kleptomania and intermittent explosive disorder, and not in the block for Disorders Due to Addictive Behaviours where gambling and gaming were placed. The working group declined addiction status for want of evidence of tolerance and withdrawal. And the diagnostic text carries a sentence that ought to be read aloud by anyone writing on this subject: distress that is entirely related to moral judgments and disapproval about sexual impulses, urges, or behaviours is not sufficient to meet this requirement.

The neuroscience does not rescue the model either. If compulsive use worked like a substance addiction, heavy users with self-reported control problems should show heightened neural reactivity to sexual cues, in the way that a dependent drinker’s brain lights up for a bottle. Measured with event-related potentials, the finding ran the other way — reduced late positive potential in exactly the group the addiction hypothesis predicts should show the largest response, tracking sexual desire rather than anything resembling dependence.

And the self-report literature has a hole in the middle of it. Work on moral incongruence has repeatedly found that whether a person describes himself as addicted is predicted more strongly by his religiosity and moral disapproval of the behaviour than by how much he actually uses. Self-perceived addiction is therefore not usable as an outcome measure. It measures the distance between a man’s behaviour and his beliefs about it.

One further claim in wide circulation is contested rather than established: pornography-induced erectile dysfunction. Large samples of younger heterosexual men have found no meaningful association, reviews conclude the causal link has not been demonstrated, reverse causation is live — men with dysfunction use more — and almost the entire literature is cross-sectional self-report with poor control for anxiety and depression. It may be real. It is not evidence.

None of this is a concession extracted under pressure. It is the ground being cleared so that what remains cannot be dismissed by pointing at the weakest thing on it.





What Is Actually Established

Mark the categories and the argument becomes unanswerable at exactly the width it claims.

What the evidence establishes. An industrial supply chain exists, is optimised by engagement metrics, and delivers material to adolescents at a scale and explicitness no prior generation encountered. Systematic reviews of adolescent exposure find associations with earlier sexual initiation, more permissive attitudes, and the adoption of scripts drawn from the material. Novelty-seeking escalation is a documented feature of the delivery architecture, because the architecture is built to produce it — this is a fact about the recommendation system, not a claim about anyone’s brain.

What tradition claims. That the erotic charge is formative material rather than appetite, that it can be conserved and refined, and that its unregulated discharge costs something at a register no instrument measures. Four unrelated lineages hold this and say so in their own vocabulary.

What Harmonism holds. That the damage is to the capacity for encounter — for another person to actually land — and that this is a deformation of the heart centre’s function rather than a dysfunction of reward circuitry.

What is open. Individual causation. Whether any given man’s difficulty is caused by his use, by his shame about his use, by his depression, or by the same thing that produced all three, is not answerable from the outside and usually not from the inside either.

The diagnosis is civilizational. It does not require a claim about anyone’s brain.





What the Traditions Guarded

Four contemplative lineages, no contact between them, converge on treating sexual energy as a substance with a budget.

Daoist inner alchemy treats generative essence — jing — as finite and slow to replenish, and builds the entire refinement sequence on conserving it: essence into energy, energy into spirit. The prescription is conservation and transmutation, never abstention from eros. Indian practice names the discipline brahmacharya and its physiological claim ūrdhva-retas — the seminal energy turned upward — while the Tantric stream goes further and uses arousal itself as the vehicle rather than the obstacle. Christian monasticism did the sharpest analytic work. Evagrius and Cassian located the struggle not in the body and not in the act but in the logismos, the fantasy-image that arrives and asks to be entertained, and defined chastity as undivided attention rather than as the absence of desire. The Sufi discipline of the self — mujāhadat al-nafs — moves the commanding self toward the settled self and redirects the same ardour upward as ’ishq, divine passion, on the premise that the energy is not to be destroyed but re-aimed.

Four traditions, one structure. The charge is real, it is finite, it is the raw material of something else, and the discipline concerns where the attention goes rather than what the body is.

Notice what none of them says. None treats the body as the enemy. None prescribes shame. The desert fathers were fighting an image, not a physiology.





The Mechanism

Set the traditional understanding beside the industrial architecture and the diagnosis writes itself.

An adolescent’s erotic imagination is formative in the strict sense: it is the period in which the association between arousal and a particular person who is present gets laid down. What the delivery architecture supplies instead is unlimited novelty, on demand, unreciprocated, optimised by a system measuring only whether the session continued. The specific structural feature is that supply is decoupled from encounter. In every arrangement human beings have ever lived under, the erotic charge could only be discharged through negotiation with another consciousness who had their own interiority, their own refusals, and their own claims. That negotiation is not an obstacle to eros. It is the thing eros is for.

Byung-Chul Han’s formulation is the most precise available: pornography abolishes the Other. What is removed is not modesty and not innocence. It is the second party — the resistance, the particularity, the fact that the other person is a subject and not a surface. An imagination trained for years on material with the second party removed has been trained on a version of the act with its constitutive difficulty engineered out.

Gail Dines’s political-economy account supplies the supply-side half and should be taken at that level rather than as a causal claim about individuals: an industry with production incentives shapes the scripts available, and the scripts trend toward whatever holds attention rather than toward whatever anyone would choose.

The damage is therefore not a chemical dependency. It is an atrophy — the capacity for encounter thinning through disuse, the way any capacity does when a substitute removes the need to exercise it.





The Non-Puritan Ground

The moral-panic register has to be refused first, because it is the reason this subject cannot be discussed.

Shame is the engine of the problem and not its cure. The moral-incongruence research is the empirical form of an older observation: a man who believes his desire is disgusting has a second problem stacked on the first, and the second one drives concealment, and concealment is what makes the pattern durable. Marty Klein’s critique of what he calls the pornpanic is correct about this, and correct that a great deal of the harm attributed to the material belongs to secrecy and to broken agreements between partners. Any article that produces more shame has made its own subject worse.

Harmonism holds the body as sacred vessel rather than as liability, sexuality as one of the relational pillar’s genuine goods, and desire as a faculty to be aimed rather than extinguished. The critique here is not of eros. It is of an architecture that harvests eros and gives nothing back — which is the same critique the series makes of attention, of language, of medicine, and of cinema, applied to the one domain where making it has become socially impossible.

That impossibility is itself a finding. A civilization that cannot examine an extraction industry without the examination being read as prudery has lost a capacity it needs.





Practice

Name the actual variable: encounter, not abstinence. The traditions did not aim at zero. They aimed at where the attention goes, and a discipline framed as never produces the concealment cycle rather than the redirection. The working question is whether the capacity for encounter is growing or thinning — which is answerable by anyone honest, and not by a counter.

Break the secrecy before anything else. Concealment is the mechanism that makes the pattern self-sustaining and it is also the thing that damages a partnership independently of the material. Where there is a partner, the agreement between them is the operative fact, and a broken agreement is a relational injury whatever anyone concludes about the industry.

Remove the architecture, not the desire. Supply is what changed. Device-level constraints, no delivery system in the bedroom, and a home where the phone does not follow the body into private hours address the actual variable. Willpower against a recommendation engine is an unfair contest and framing it as a character test is a category error.

Put the charge to work. Every tradition named above redirects rather than suppresses — into training, into creation, into the partner who is actually present. Movement, cold, hard physical work, and something being built are the classical destinations, and they are classical because they function.

For parents: the exposure age is the intervention point. The formative window is the one thing here that is genuinely irreversible, and it closes early. This is the adolescent question and it belongs to the household before it belongs to anyone else.





The Closing

Every panel of this series describes the same operation: a human faculty that used to be exercised in relation gets routed through an architecture that supplies its object without the relation, and the faculty thins.

Attention was harvested and the capacity to attend thinned. Language was harvested and the capacity to mean thinned. Here the charge was harvested and the capacity to be met by another person thinned — and this panel cuts deepest, because eros is where a human being learns that another consciousness is real, has its own interior, and cannot be summoned.

The recovery is not continence for its own sake and it is certainly not shame. It is the restoration of the second party.



See also: The Attention Economy, The Captured Word, The Adolescent Collapse, The Redefinition of the Human Person, Wheel of Relationships, The Human Being, Jing Qi Shen
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