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Abstract*

Cognitive empires represent a new form of imperial power: influence exercised not through 
territory or coercion but through the structuring of cognition itself. AI-enabled systems 
increasingly shape emotion and judgment from within, producing influence that scales 
rapidly, appears voluntary, and hardens into mass cognitive dependence. As the U.S.-China 
rivalry extends to cognitive control, others are becoming dependent on systems they did not 
design or govern. Sovereignty is falling outside state control, and the window for securing 
agency is narrowing. The same architectures enabling capture could serve autonomy, but 
not under current market and geopolitical incentives. Cognitive empire is not merely an 
addition to existing frameworks of power; it is the terrain on which all of them will operate. 
Built on capture of minds at home, what makes it historically distinctive is its invisibility: it 
advances through mechanisms that feel like freedom and hardens into dependence before 
resistance can be formed.

1. New Frontier of Power
Cognitive empires establish themselves in the mind in ways their 

subjects experience as freedom.

The greatest conquest of the twenty-first century is already 
complete in its essentials. No shots were fired. No treaties were 
signed. No occupied population knows it lost.

Nearly six billion people fall within the reach of systems 
engineered to shape what they feel, what they fear, and what they 
believe. These systems, AI-driven, engagement-optimized and 
globally scaled, do not resemble the instruments of earlier imperial 
power. They were not imposed. They were adopted, enthusiastically, 
because they arrived disguised as tools of liberation: connection, information, voice. The 
disguise was not deliberate, it was structural. Systems built to capture attention discovered, 
through relentless optimization, that the most effective capture feels like freedom.

This is what makes cognitive empire historically distinctive and politically unprecedented. 
All previous empires were eventually recognized by their subjects.1 Recognition, however 
long delayed, produced resistance and ultimately dissolution.2 Cognitive empire has solved 
this problem. It operates through mechanisms—convenience, identity reinforcement and 
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social belonging—that its subjects experience as self-expression. 
The question of resistance cannot form because the experience of 
subjugation has been replaced by the experience of participation. 
The empire does not need to prevent revolt. It prevents the 
perception of empire.

The grand frameworks that once explained the changing 
world order—Kennedy’s territorial and resource competition,3 
Huntington’s civilizational contests,4 Fukuyama’s ideological 
and institutional legitimacy,5 and Kagan’s assertion of national 
interest and power 6—retain an underlying explanatory force, human beings remain driven 
by these same impulses. However, these frameworks were conceived before power could 
reach inside cognition. That is precisely what makes the present shift transformative in ways 
none of them anticipated.

The defining context of this century is a planet where AI-driven digital systems are instant 
and intimate,7 and designed to engage belief and subtly reshape it, and where in the next few 
decades, almost all of humanity will likely find itself living inside them,8 excepting perhaps 
the least economically developed countries.9 These conditions are no longer emergent or 
speculative; they now form the primary operational environment within which states 
compete, communicate, and clash.

More recent frameworks have circled this transformation without capturing its essence. 
Nye’s soft power identifies that influence operates beyond coercion;10 cognitive empire 
restructures the conditions under which preferences form before attraction can be felt. 
Surveillance capitalism diagnoses the asymmetry between platform and user,11 but does not 
examine how cognitive capture at the individual level scales into imperial-level strategic 
advantage. Information warfare literature foregrounds state agency and tradecraft,12 providing 
useful context but not cutting to the essence of the cognitive issue. An influential typology of 
power examines compulsory, institutional, structural, and productive power,13 but cognitive 
architecture does not merely add a new dimension to these categories, it transforms the 
terrain on which all of them operate, changing the nature of power assertion itself. The reason 
is structural: each of these frameworks was built to analyze the exercise of power over others. 
None was built to analyze the conquest of the faculty through which power is perceived. That 
is the gap cognitive empire occupies and why existing frameworks cannot close it.

Where propaganda, mass media, and psychological operations once sought to influence 
minds from the outside, today’s digital architectures move inward, operating inside cognition 
itself, conditioning the processes through which billions interpret events and reach judgments. 
Humanity is entering the age of cognitive empire, political formations that impose their will 
on others, in this case not by coercion or consent, but by shaping beliefs. While military 
and economic power are set to endure, strategic rivalry increasingly turns on how societies 
perceive threat, legitimacy, and escalation, and this in turn elevates the role of contesting 
cognitive control.

As in the industrial revolution, when European states converted technological mastery 
into structural dominance over societies that arrived late, early command of cognitive 
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architectures generates asymmetric strategic advantage while late adopters face enduring 
dependence rather than temporary vulnerability.14  For the three-quarters of humanity that 
conducts much of its daily experience within engineered digital environments; with the 
advent of generative artificial intelligence, these systems have become more intimate, more 
adaptive, and harder to reverse. 

This shift reflects a fundamental reordering of political authority: power is migrating 
from states to platform operators, from institutions to algorithmic infrastructures; from 
public spheres to personalized cognitive environments. Given cognitive architectures 
mediate perception itself, they undermine human agency and absent state control, threaten 
state sovereignty. 

In the age of cognitive empire, minds are the new territory of conquest.

2. Cognition as the New Strategic Domain
The mind has become the central terrain of strategic competition because digital 

technologies now operate within the processes through which judgment forms. This 
development follows a logic long established in earlier domains of power. Empires consolidate 
influence by mapping a landscape, establishing positions of access, and shaping conditions 
over time until control has been established.15 Digital architectures do not seize control in a 
single moment. They advance through sustained interaction, becoming indispensable, then 
habitual, and eventually infrastructural.16 Their influence accumulates through convenience 
and repetition.

As these systems become embedded in daily routines, they subtly guide attention, shape 
emotional response, and structure the conditions under which beliefs arise. The process 
is experienced as voluntary, becomes habitual, and for many a dependency bordering on 
addiction, yet its subtlety allows the individual to always feel like a free agent.17 The citizen, 
once anchored primarily to the state, is progressively anchored to the system. The result—
polarization, weakened democratic deliberation, erosion of shared reality—restructures social 
and political life.18 When publics become more reactive, the strategic environment becomes 
more volatile and pressured, constraining patient diplomacy and exacerbating crises.19

Platforms maximize engagement, algorithms amplify reactivity, and AI systems refine 
prediction, producing feedback loops that no single actor directs yet all depend upon.  
Industrial technologies were once pushed outward, enabling commercial actors such as the 
East India Company to convert economic reach into territorial sovereignty in their own right, 
before that sovereignty was eventually absorbed by states.20 Today’s digital technologies 
push inward, into the cognitive terrain of billions, a form of cognitive colonization, creating 
empires of the mind. The conquest is less visible, but no less decisive.21

What began as tools of communication have grown into habitual dependencies and 
become environments through which reality is interpreted. 

Propaganda in the twentieth century was forceful but episodic and unidirectional, 
constrained by the reach of its medium.22 The information era altered this equilibrium. With 
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the shift from broadcast media to personalized feeds, information no longer waits to be 
sought; it pursues the individual. Algorithms learned to curate environments through real time 
capture of behavioral cues and continuous feedback-testing rather than editorial judgments. 
Public discourse fragmented into individualized cognitive ecosystems optimized not to aid 
comprehension but for engagement. The result is a public sphere less capable of absorbing 
complexity, ambiguity, and restraint—conditions essential for stable crisis management.

The human mind is especially vulnerable to such an environment because it prioritizes 
salience, novelty, and emotional intensity. Content that evokes threat, affirmation, or outrage 
commands attention more effectively than material that requires reflection or deliberation.23 
The mind adapts to expectations of continuous stimulation, reducing the space available for 
patience, ambiguity, and analytic judgment.24 Fear proves more mobilizing than empathy. 

This is not persuasion. It is the rewiring of the conditions under which persuasion becomes 
possible, before the individual knows the process has begun. AI-enabled platforms exert their 
power by reshaping identity itself, the prerequisite for any large-scale social shift.25  Offline 
identity grows slowly from long-term relationships and shared experience, online identity 
forms through rapid engagement and validation. Algorithms police group norms, reward 
conformity, and intensify emotion, communities narrow, and identity drifts away from place, 
tradition, and history.26

The result reaches far beyond the screen. Political loyalties, ideological commitments, 
religious views, consumer habits, even family life are pulled into the gravitational field of 
digital systems built to capture the mind before the world can. When identity formation 
shifts into the hands of algorithmic environments, beliefs and allegiance increasingly become 
outputs rather than constraints, enabling “truth” to be determined after the fact.

At scale, attentional dynamics amplify the most activated voices, marginalizing reflective 
ones. The cumulative effect is societies progressively stripped of the compassion, trust, and 
sustained deliberative capacities that democratic governance requires. 

States and movements that master digital influence can shape public opinion at scale, at 
home and abroad, at a fraction of the cost of traditional instruments of power, far exceeding 
what soft power hoped for.27 Authoritarian regimes can integrate mass surveillance and 
targeted messaging into a single architecture of control. Earlier, surveillance relied on 
intelligence networks and coercive bureaucracy; digital systems enable surveillance at a 
scale and precision unavailable to prior regimes. Liberal democracies face fragmentation, 
polarization, and declining institutional trust. The locus of political struggle moves from the 
public square to the digital feed, where narratives propagate at machine speed and emotional 

Whoever shapes cognition shapes power. That is the 
transformation this century is living through, and cognitive 
empire is its name. 
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alignment often substitutes for deliberation, increasing the risk of escalation driven by 
cognitive dynamics rather than strategic intent.

States now face a new requirement for sovereignty, one grounded not in territory but in 
cognition. Sovereignty now turns on the ability to protect citizens from systems that shape 
perception and judgment, and to withstand systems that shape how others see the state. The 
cognitive frontier has been established inside the individual, before the question of resistance 
can form. 

The obvious objection is that platforms are not empires. They are products. Users choose 
them. Attention can be withheld. No territory is held, no tribute collected, no force deployed. 
The argument extended here is different. Cognitive empire is defined not by the instruments it 
uses but by the structural condition it produces: one party shaping the cognitive environment 
of another, at scale, through mechanisms the second party experiences as choice rather than 
as power.28 By that measure, the objection demonstrates rather than refutes the analysis. The 
instinct to reach for commercial vocabulary rather than political vocabulary when describing 
these relationships is precisely the condition for subjugation. The empire is a cultural 
hegemony that sustains itself through the categories its subjects use to describe it.29 The 
absence of clear counter-cases is itself consistent with the thesis: a mechanism that operates 
through invisibility would not produce legible failures.

Cognitive technologies can be used for conquest or freedom; the window for the latter is 
narrowing. As cognitive architectures consolidate and embed themselves into everyday life, 
they are optimized for capture rather than autonomy, reform becomes exceptionally difficult 
and counter-architectures nearly impossible to build.30 

This is the threshold we have crossed. The central struggle of the twenty-first century 
centers on the organization of cognition itself.  Whoever shapes cognition shapes power. 
That is the transformation this century is living through, and cognitive empire is its name.

3. How Algorithmic Power Scales into Empire
Cognitive empire has solved the problem that defeated every prior empire: the cost of 

expansion. It requires no armies, no administrators, no extractive infrastructure. It expands 
because its subjects expand it—freely, enthusiastically, at their own expense. Platforms do 
not expand through coercion; they expand because individuals promulgate them.31 AI-driven 
systems capture a single user, embed them in a group, and then turn that group into a 
mechanism for further expansion.32 Each user becomes an agent of cognitive colonization, 
building communities and audiences, taking pride in the reach they accumulate. The empire 
grows because its subjects spread it. No prior empire so effectively converted the colonized 
into the primary agents of colonization.

This is the structural innovation of the digital age. Colonization no longer requires the 
projection of force. It advances through design. Platforms engineer incentives for users to pull 
others into the architecture through mundane cues such as likes, shares, recommendations, 
and invitations.33 New groups form, split, multiply, and travel across borders without friction 
or oversight. The platform becomes the cognitive territory on which social life organizes 



CADMUS Volume 5 - Issue 6, August 2026 The Age of Cognitive Empires Ketan Patel

38 39

itself. Expansion here is not the result of coordinated intent but of 
incentive alignment embedded in system architecture. Colonization 
is unlikely to be resisted because it is experienced as participation 
rather than domination.  

Rooted in individual cognition, this process scales globally. A 
system that shapes one mind can shape billions because its logic is 
identical at every level: capture attention, reinforce identity, reward 
replication. Empire becomes the emergent result of mass cognitive 
colonization. Those colonized become instruments of further 
colonization. 

Only a small number of states currently possess the infrastructural depth required to 
harness this mechanism at global scale.34 The United States and China alone control the 
system of platforms, foundational models, and cloud services through which these expanding 
cognitive architectures operate. Their capacity to structure the cognitive environments of 
other societies now exceeds the advantages conferred by industrial or military supremacy 
in earlier eras. Colonization is not territorial; it is informational. It determines whose digital 
systems become the mental horizon of global populations, a structural advantage that 
translates into geopolitical leverage over time. While earlier empires needed ships to cross 
oceans, this one arrives in the palm of our hand.

For all other states, this converts technological dependence into a strategic vulnerability 
rather than a neutral economic choice. They live inside architectures they did not design. 
Their publics join platforms not because they are compelled but because the people around 
them already have. The empire is not imposed; it is inhabited, seemingly voluntarily, through 
induction and dependence. 

As colonization advances, influence becomes ambient. Individuals believe they act 
autonomously even as their perceptions reflect algorithms calibrated to their impulses, fears, 
and identities. Power no longer needs to act on thought; it can set the conditions under which 
thought occurs. 

In America and China, a new co-dependence develops between corporation and state. 
The state depends on platforms to reach citizens; platforms depend on the state to ensure the 
market is unprotected and unregulated. This begins at home, seeing the local population fall 
under the control of platforms and then expands across borders. The state continues to use 
its power to open markets to unfettered access. Across the world, state authority diffuses, 
and political actors operate within environments they did not build and cannot fully govern.

The logic of empire endures—expansion, dependence, asymmetry. But the means have 
changed. Empires once colonized land; cognitive empires colonize minds—and unlike every 
prior empire, they require no armies to expand. The distribution of global power will be 
determined not by who controls territory, but by who controls the architectures through 
which minds are colonized and the clout to ensure other markets remain open. The subjects 
of cognitive empire are not its victims. They are its infrastructure.

The subjects 
of cognitive 

empire are not 
its victims. 
They are its 

infrastructure.
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4. The Tipping Point of Cognitive Subjugation 
Every rising empire has a tipping point, the moment when influence hardens into control 

and avoiding it becomes structurally impossible. For territorial empires that moment was 
legible—recorded in treaties, marked on maps, announced in proclamations. For cognitive 
empire it is invisible by design. It has passed before it can be named. That tipping point 
arrives when two conditions converge: when digital systems approach near-universal reach, 
and when their influence penetrates cognition deeply enough to outpace individual and 
institutional capacity to respond. Measurements will show where each country is, but the 
indications are that the battle is being lost.

Three-quarters of humanity now spends a significant portion of waking life inside 
engineered environments optimized for engagement.35 This digital habitat is no longer 
optional; it is growing towards cognitive saturation. Individuals do not enter digital spaces; 
digital spaces enter them. Human cognition, which evolved for slow information and stable 
rhythms, cannot organically match the speed and intensity of these environments. Autonomy 
is not removed but progressively displaced by architectures that structure perception before 
deliberation begins.

Depth of penetration increases as digital systems shift from shaping preferences to shaping 
impulses. Continuous activation of reward, threat, and identity pathways can gradually 
recalibrate the cognitive balance between immediacy and reflection.36 This is not episodic 
persuasion but sustained cognitive conditioning. Subjugation arises when that conditioning 
fuses with dependence, when communication, work, commerce, education, and political 
participation increasingly require engagement with systems that manipulate attention. At 
that point, exit is not impossible, it is just more structurally costly than acquiescence.

Behavior shifts accordingly. Outrage becomes the dominant heuristic because it is 
the most easily triggered and the most rapidly amplified.37 Collective behavior follows; 
consumption, mobilization, voting, and protest increasingly reflect the emotional cues of the 
digital environment rather than underlying interests or strategic judgment.  These dynamics 
shape political outcomes at scale—not as isolated incidents but as a pattern, replicable across 
cultures and regimes, because the mechanism is identical: cognitive architecture activating 
emotional responses faster than institutions can absorb them. 

The Arab Spring of  2010-11 spread across borders at speeds no previous revolutionary 
wave had achieved.38 In Sudan in 2018–19, the Sudanese Professionals Association coordinated 
a sustained uprising through encrypted messaging and social platforms, outmaneuvering a 
security apparatus built for an earlier intelligence environment.39 In Iran in 2022, the Mahsa 
Amini protests spread and sustained themselves through digital networks despite aggressive 
state suppression.40 In Bangladesh in 2024, student-led protests coordinated through social 
media contributed to the fall of a government that had held power for fifteen years.41 The 
Brexit referendum of 2016 was shaped by micro-targeted digital campaigns of a precision 
and scale previously unavailable to political actors.42 The Gilets Jaunes movement in France 
from 2018–19 was organized, sustained, and radicalized through social media.43 The assault 
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on the US Capitol on January 6th 2021 was assembled, coordinated, and incited through 
digital platforms over months, demonstrating that cognitive architectures can mobilize 
physical violence at scale in leading democracies too.44 What spread was not an ideology, it 
was an architecture that produced the movement as its output.

When political outcomes accelerate faster than institutional response, strategic stability 
erodes even in the absence of deliberate escalation.

The objection that some societies have resisted cognitive capture does not weaken this 
analysis—it confirms its mechanism and the difficulty of even partial success. In Sweden, 
decades of media literacy and high institutional trust failed to prevent platform-driven identity 
politics from making the Sweden Democrats a governing force, resulting in changes once 
deemed radical such as legislation to deport children raised in Sweden who hold no other 
citizenship.45 South Korea’s regulated digital landscape did not prevent a 2024 martial law 
attempt justified explicitly by appeals to fake news and anti-state manipulation.46 Taiwan’s 
sophisticated fact-checking infrastructure secured the election outcome but could not prevent 
measurable post-election shifts toward pro-Chinese narratives among social media users.47 
The architecture does not make resistance impossible but it does make it insufficient. 

The algorithm pushes people to their extremes and hollows out the center. Politicians need 
not be architects. They need only be opportunistic. As civic agency erodes, states can exploit 
the polarization. The resulting volatility hardens into managed stasis through surveillance, 
administrative control and diffused dissent and undermining truth. Divide-and-rule becomes 
an internal mechanism of control and an external tool of empire, dividing societies into 
cognitively subjugated and cognitively resilient ones, yet to be subjugated.

This is what cognitive subjugation looks like from the inside: the endless noise of 
arguments over freedom that have already been lost.

5. The New Architecture of Global Rivalry
Great-power rivalry has always followed the technologies that organize human life.48 

Steam and steel produced the imperial systems of the nineteenth century. Oil, aviation, and 
nuclear weapons structured the twentieth. The twenty-first century is increasingly shaped 
by technologies that operate at the level of cognition. States able to shape the cognitive 
territory of other societies gain an advantage once available only through territorial conquest 
or military force. 

Today, two states dominate this landscape.49 The United States currently dominates 
innovation, commercialization and deployment, and its foundational models set the 

What is emerging is a world divided into rival systems of 
perception, each with its own logic, its own limits, and its own 
claims to authority. 
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architecture through which global information flows. But this does not provide enduring 
structural dominance. China now leads in scientific publication output across many fields, 
including in the world’s most prestigious journals, and has the size to demonstrate an unmatched 
capacity to scale technologies from prototype to mass deployment.50 Where the United States 
excels at initial commercialization, China’s advantage deepens as technologies mature and 
industrial scale becomes decisive. American platforms may define the present cognitive 
order; Chinese systems are positioning to define the next one. Their rivalry is not ideological; 
it is rooted in structural competition between differently governed cognitive systems. 

Most states enter this hierarchy from structural dependence. Europe’s wealth, scale and 
regulatory power do not translate into cognitive autonomy—the capacity to shape, govern, 
and exit the architectures that structure one’s own public reasoning; its political and economic 
life unfolds inside American platforms it does not own. Japan’s public sphere is exposed 
to architectures designed elsewhere. India’s vast digital population is a target of external 
influence rather than an independent actor. The Middle East’s energy and capital fuel the 
global AI supply chain, yet these advantages generate vulnerability and manipulation not 
autonomy from those seeking their resources. The pattern is consistent: the architectures that 
shape attention, identity, and public reasoning are designed, managed and owned elsewhere. 
For these states, exit becomes increasingly difficult. Once cognitive autonomy is lost, political 
autonomy becomes increasingly constrained. 

What makes this landscape more volatile is that no state—dominant or subordinate—fully 
controls the cognitive systems through which it now acts.51 These architectures generate their 
own forms of instability: amplifying emotion and accelerating misperception until tensions 
escalate faster than diplomacy or institutions can respond. In cognitive rivalry, power and 
volatility rise together. 

Both superpowers understand the stakes. The United States exerts influence through 
platforms that set the global architecture of attention, determining which events become 
visible, which narratives spread, and which identities consolidate. These platforms do not 
need to impose ideology directly; instead, they structure the terrain on which ideological 
competition occurs. China integrates digital infrastructure into its geopolitical posture, 
exporting platforms, cloud systems, and surveillance technologies across Asia, Africa, the 
Middle East, and parts of Europe.52 These systems do more than process information; they 
export political norms, normalizing state surveillance and the primacy of authority over 
information. 

The global order is reorganizing around three movements—cognitive colonization, 
contestation over the architectures that sustain it, and consolidation into new spheres of 
influence defined by technological dependence. What is emerging is a world divided into 
rival systems of perception, each with its own logic, its own limits, and its own claims to 
authority.

Unlike the Cold War—a conflict between ideological blocs or competing alliances—the 
current rivalry is shaping up to be a structural competition to define the cognitive spheres in 
which societies think, argue, fear, and decide. 
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As cognitive spheres diverge, the international system fragments. Democracies, 
autocracies, and hybrid regimes now operate within incompatible informational environments. 
Their populations perceive different realities and respond to incompatible signals. The shared 
informational sphere that sustained the post-war order dissolves. The world is separating 
into competing cognitive spheres anchored in rival digital systems. Those who design the 
architectures of perception are set to wield strategic power; those who depend on them are 
set to operate within its limits.

Yet this framing conceals the deeper condition. Cognitive empire is not a contest between 
nations for the minds of others. The citizen of the dominant power is as much a subject of 
their cognitive architecture as anyone else. There is no outside.

6. The Endurance of Physical Empire in a Digital Age
Digital influence is reshaping global competition, but it does not replace the material 

foundations of geopolitics. Territory, resources, military power, and strategic geography 
remain the hard limits of world order. Algorithms can structure awareness, but they cannot 
substitute for energy systems, food supplies, industrial capacity, or security guarantees. The 
cognitive domain does not displace the physical; the two operate as interdependent layers of 
power.

Cognitive empire rests on physical infrastructure. Data centers, undersea cables, 
semiconductor manufacturing, electricity grids, rare earth supply chains, satellites, and 
global logistics form the backbone of digital power.53 Control over these assets determines 
who controls the platforms built atop them. China has pursued this explicitly: ports, fiber 
networks, and energy corridors constitute the physical base of its digital ambitions. 

Military power endures for the same reason. Armies still seize territory; navies still 
secure trade; nuclear forces still deter existential military threats. Yet modern conflict 
increasingly integrates physical and cognitive operations. Cyberattacks accompany kinetic 
strikes, disinformation precedes military escalation, and real-time digital narratives shape 
perceptions of conflict before diplomats can respond. This integration means that military 
outcomes increasingly depend on how conflicts are perceived as well as how they are fought.54

Cognitive warfare is the deliberate weaponization of what digital systems do by design. 
Where cognitive empire emerges through the self-replicating logic of platform design, 
cognitive warfare is intentional. The latter is the strategic deployment of the algorithmic 
architectures to degrade an adversary’s capacity for resistance. The distinction matters. 
Cognitive empire does not require a decision or an order, it can grow organically. Cognitive 
warfare does.

In cognitive empire and warfare, digital systems activate the brain’s threat and reward 
circuits—triggering responses that are fast, emotionally compelling, and difficult to 
override.55 The same activation simultaneously suppresses the reflective systems through 
which deliberation, patience, and nuanced judgment operate. The mental ground is ready to 
be captured. The tools to do so are already operational: deepfakes fabricate events, micro-
targeted messaging suppresses participation or inflames grievance, algorithmic amplification 
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accelerates social tensions beyond the threshold at which institutions can respond.56 None 
requires a declaration of war or acknowledged state involvement. Cognitive warfare exploits 
these vulnerabilities deliberately, injecting disinformation to activate threat responses, 
amplifying outrage to suppress reflection, targeting divisions to deepen polarization. Its 
aim is not to persuade but to recalibrate the cognitive environment within which judgment 
forms. It functions less as influence than as attrition—progressively degrading the capacity 
to distinguish signal from noise. Together these tools constitute a form of persistent low-
intensity conflict that operates beneath the threshold of conventional deterrence and outside 
the reach of existing international law. 

Authoritarian systems, across both democratic and autocratic states, have adapted most 
quickly, integrating digital architectures with coercive cognitive capacity—monitoring 
dissent, shaping behavior, exporting surveillance norms—to produce forms of governance 
more adaptive and more scalable than twentieth-century authoritarianism.57 Liberal 
democracies face the inverse condition: their openness creates vulnerabilities that predatory 
actors can exploit to distort elections, intensify polarization, and erode institutional legitimacy. 
Democratic systems become more expressive but structurally more fragile.

The most powerful states are likely to be those able to operate effectively in both domains. 
They combine technological reach with industrial depth, platform influence with military 
strength, and cognitive penetration with material capacity. Hegemony in the twenty-first 
century will be hybrid rather than exclusively cognitive or physical. Cognitive influence 
shapes the legitimacy of alliances and the narratives through which territorial claims are 
justified. Physical power secures the infrastructures through which digital influence 
flows. Together, these domains form a coupled architecture of power—one material, one 
psychological. 

The age of cognitive empire does not replace the geopolitics of the past; it integrates 
cognitive control into enduring structures of territorial and material power.

7. Defending Cognitive Sovereignty
States have learned that those who adopt transformative technologies dominate, and those 

who do not become prey.58 That lesson has held for two centuries. Applied to cognitive 
technologies, it produces a different problem. The cases where resistance has been most 
sustained—Sweden’s media literacy infrastructure, South Korea’s platform regulation, 
Taiwan’s fact-checking apparatus—demonstrate not that cognitive sovereignty is achievable 
but that loss can be slowed and made more costly. That is a meaningful finding. It is not a 
solution. States adopting the infrastructure of cognitive empire on its architects’ terms are 
not avoiding dependence—they are institutionalizing it. The challenge is not to refuse the 
technology but to place conditions on its arrival. That distinction will not be made by markets 
or platforms. It requires institutional will that the present moment does not naturally produce.

Recognition is therefore the deeper challenge. Systems of cognitive influence are most 
effective when unnoticed, when their effects are mistaken for the natural rhythm of daily life. 
A society cannot defend cognitive sovereignty if it cannot perceive its erosion. Recognition 
of this process becomes more difficult as the same systems that steer attention also weaken the 



CADMUS Volume 5 - Issue 6, August 2026 The Age of Cognitive Empires Ketan Patel

44 45

cognitive faculties—reflection and restraint—required to detect their influence. Sovereignty 
now rests on the integrity of cognitive agency. 

An effective defense needs to operate across three levels simultaneously matching the 
footprint of cognitive empire. At the geopolitical level, states require coordination frameworks 
for counterinfluence, regulation and cross-border data flows that preserve autonomy. At 
the national level, informational integrity becomes a domain of sovereignty: algorithmic 
transparency, limits on behavioral extraction, platform incentives realigned away from 
activation.  At the individual and societal level, the only durable defense is metacognition—
the capacity to see how digital systems steer attention, trigger emotion, and judgment before 
the process becomes habitual. 

As cognition becomes a domain of influence, the defense of cognitive sovereignty emerges 
as a central task of the state. Whether the technologies involved protect or undermine that 
sovereignty is a matter of institutional design, not technological destiny.

Technological revolutions shift the balance between power and autonomy. The industrial 
age produced the administrative state; the nuclear age produced deterrence. The digital age 
introduces a deeper adjustment: sovereignty increasingly extends into cognition. States that 
fail to recognize this transition risk experiencing authority eroded from within, by the same 
systems that citizens experience as freedom. 

Influence is no longer projected primarily through force or finance or diplomacy. It operates 
through cognitive environments that determine what populations encounter and how events 
are understood. Democratic systems feel this shift most sharply. Their legitimacy depends on 
cognitive conditions—reflection, restraint, shared factual horizons that engagement-driven 
architectures steadily corrode. Institutions that cannot govern their digital architectures 
increasingly find themselves operating within constraints they did not design. Autocracies 
face a different equilibrium. They integrate digital systems into surveillance, persuasion, and 
administrative control as instruments of rule. 

However, the global divide of the digital age is not between democracy and autocracy, or 
between East and West. It is between societies that can see the architecture they inhabit and 
those that cannot. 

8. Confronting Cognitive Empire
The standard response to cognitive empire is to call for governance: transparency 

requirements, algorithmic accountability, international frameworks, digital literacy 
programs. These responses are not wrong. They are insufficient. Governance will not address 
the structural conditions that diminish human agency and state sovereignty.

The deeper problem is not regulatory but perceptual. Earlier empires could eventually 
be mapped, named, and resisted because their mechanisms were visible: the garrison, the 
tariff, the flag. Cognitive empire has no such markers. Its expansion is indistinguishable from 
participation. Its dependence feels like connection. Its adoption feels like progress. The EU’s 
Digital Services Act and AI Act are serious instruments.59 However, they do not touch the 
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structural condition: that the architectures consolidate faster than institutions can respond, 
that the terrain has already shifted before frameworks are agreed, and that the systems which 
would need to be reformed are the same systems through which political will is now formed.60

What is required first is recognition; not as a precondition for action but as an act of 
political will in itself. To name cognitive empire accurately is to create the possibility of 
seeing it. Populations do not experience their cognitive environments as occupied territory. 
They experience them as daily life. The first political task of the cognitive age is not to 
regulate the architectures but to make them visible to those who inhabit them. Recognition 
is the precondition for everything else; and it is the condition least likely to be met by the 
systems through which recognition would have to travel. 

This is what distinguishes cognitive empire from every prior form of domination. All 
previous empires eventually generated the consciousness of their own injustice. Subject 
peoples saw what had been taken, named those who had taken it, and from that naming, 
built resistance. Cognitive empire forecloses this sequence. It does not take; it gives. It does 
not impose; it offers. The experience it produces is not subjugation but participation, not 
silence but voice, not constraint but connection. The possibility of resistance depends on a 
perception of empire that the empire itself is structured to prevent.

Cognitive sovereignty is the cause of the people—freedom is the liberation of all, not just 
of nations.

9. Conclusion: The Future of Freedom
The world is witnessing the rise of cognitive empires. Influence over minds has become a 

central source of power, reshaping how societies are governed and how authority is exercised. 
Conquest no longer starts at the border; it begins inside the digital environments that shape 
perception. 

The central question is immediate and unforgiving: can societies remain autonomous 
when their cognitive environments are shaped by actors—foreign or domestic—whose 
power rivals that of the state itself? In many cases, sovereignty is already strained, and the 
constraints on autonomous action are growing.

The growth of cognitive subjugation need not be driven by malicious design; the structural 
incentives of technologists and markets reward expansion and scale with vast wealth. Yet as 
economic and political stakes rise, these structural dynamics create pressures toward more 
intentional forms of domination. Semiconductor controls, data localization, and the sanction 
regimes now surrounding them are early expressions of a deeper confrontation. 

The United States and China sit at the center of this new imperial order. However, 
this is not simply a contest between great powers, nor is it limited to a competition to rule 
foreign states. It is a race to govern the cognition of their own citizens as well as others. 
Political autonomy is therefore dependent on individual human agency and state cognitive 
sovereignty. States that cannot effectively govern the architectures shaping judgment face 
growing constraints on their ability to shape their own futures.
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The platforms of power projection are technological and the resource they compete for is 
the mind. They grow and become powerful by monetizing human attention. Attention is held 
most powerfully by anxiety. The algorithm instantly detects what disturbs each individual 
and feeds more—finding that if it is progressively more extreme, more enraging, and more 
addictive—escalation keeps people engaged on the platform. At each stage the world you 
see is curated to confirm the threat you already fear. Evidence accumulates. The extreme 
position begins to look like realism. The worldview hardens. Each individual is moved to 
their extreme. Repeated across billions of users simultaneously, each locked in their own 
escalating loop, the conditions for balance, dialogue, and diplomacy erode—not due to intent 
but due to incentive. Scaled across societies and across nations, the same mechanism replaces 
reflection with outrage and deliberation with reaction. Civilized coexistence need not be 
attacked. It is quietly made impossible by a system that was never designed to preserve it.

Such a system is inherently unstable. Cognitive architectures intensify extremism—
reflection becomes weakness, and action is rewarded, from the personal to the international. 
The result is volatility, accelerated crises, and cascades of events that no actor—state or 
corporate—can fully contain. Power gained through cognitive capture is therefore unstable; 
it produces publics that are increasingly difficult to govern, including by those who seek to 
shape them. The deeper danger is not domination alone, but systemic disorder.

Digital systems already mobilize populations at speed, amplify division, distort alliances, 
and reorder politics across borders. The cognitive frontier is no longer speculative; it is 
operational.

The same architectures that enable capture could, under different institutional conditions, 
strengthen autonomy and deepen democratic capacity—but doing so would require a scale of 
coordinated action across states, platforms, and societies that the structural incentives of the 
present moment do not favor. 

What makes cognitive empire unprecedented is its invisibility. All previous empires 
were eventually named by their subjects. Naming produced resistance. Resistance produced 
dissolution. Cognitive empire forecloses this sequence not through force but through 
design: the mechanisms of capture feel like freedom, spread because subjects replicate them 
voluntarily, and consolidate into dependence before the question of resistance can form. 

No prior theory of power anticipated a form of domination whose subjects are also its army. 
The first act of resistance is not political, it is perceptual—to see, before the architecture of 
cognitive empire makes seeing impossible, is the last opening history offers for a domination 
of this kind to be named, contested, and undone. 
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