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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Avrticle type: This theoretical and fundamental study examines the profound transformation of
Research paper political power resulting from the cognitive revolution through a systematic

literature review and thematic analysis. In recent decades, advances in
Received: December 22, neuroscience, cognitive psychology, behavioral economics, and digital

2025 technologies have transformed human cognition from an individual process into a
Revised: February 21, strategic infrastructure of political power. This transformation has shifted certain
2026 paradigms of governance from institutional-structural models toward cognition-
Accepted: March 23, centered approaches. The primary objective of the study is to conceptualize the
2026 emerging paradigm of cognitive governance and to analyze the role of cognition in
Published: March 28, redefining the concepts of power, legitimacy, inequality, and the role of the state.
2026 Methodologically, the research combines a systematic review of the literature

published between 1970 and 2024 with a theoretical thematic analysis of 128 key
Keywords:Cognitive sources. The findings indicate the emergence of “cognitive power” as the capacity
Revolution,Cognitive to shape and regulate architectures of attention, cognitive load, emotions, and
Governance,Cognitive collective expectations. The study further demonstrates that a new dimension,
Power, Cognitive Justice, termed “cognitive legitimacy,” has been added to the traditional concept of political
Cognitive Legitimacy legitimacy; “cognitive inequality” has emerged as a novel socio-political divide;

and one of the state's evolving functions has become that of a “regulator of
collective cognition.” These developments underscore the necessity of establishing
institutions such as cognitive regulatory bodies, strengthening cognitive literacy,
and ensuring cognitive justice. The study concludes that without recognizing and
adapting to this paradigmatic shift, the sustainability of democracy, social
cohesion, and the effectiveness of governance systems in the age of artificial
intelligence and digital platforms will be seriously jeopardized. By offering an
interdsciplinary conceptual framework, this research provides a foundation for
future empirical studies and policy initiatives in the field of cognitive governance.
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Introduction

In recent decades, human societies have witnessed a profound transformation in the nature of political
power. Where control over material resources, legal institutions, and physical coercion once formed
the core of governance, the cognitive architecture of citizens; attention, memory, emotions, biases, and
collective mental predictions; has now become the strategic infrastructure of power. This shift, termed
the “cognitive revolution” or “cognitive turn” in governance, stems from the convergence of advances
in neuroscience, cognitive psychology, behavioral economics, artificial intelligence, and digital
platforms. Human cognition has evolved from an individual psychological process into a critical
political infrastructure, fundamentally altering governance paradigms from institutional-structural
models to cognition-centric ones. Traditional theories of power (Weber, Dahl) and legitimacy
(Habermas, Weber), which emphasized institutions, economic structures, or coercion, are increasingly
insufficient without understanding the cognitive mechanisms of political actors, including bounded
rationality (Simon, 1957), systematic biases (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), and motivated reasoning
(Lodge & Taber, 2013). Digital environments have amplified these dynamics, fostering cognitive
polarization, rapid spread of misinformation, and algorithmic persuasion (Sunstein, 2017; Zuboff,
2019). This study addresses the theoretical gap by providing a comprehensive paradigmatic
framework for the cognitive transformation of governance.

Research Objective

The main objective of this fundamental-theoretical study is to conceptualize the new paradigm of
cognitive governance and demonstrate how the cognitive revolution drives the transition from
institutional-structural to cognition-centric governance paradigms. Specific aims include: (1)
formulating the concept of “cognitive power” as the capacity to regulate collective attention
architecture, cognitive load, emotions, and predictions; (2) redefining political legitimacy by adding a
“cognitive legitimacy” layer; (3) analyzing “cognitive inequality” as a new socio-political divide; and
(4) reconceptualizing the state’s role as a “collective cognition regulator.”

Research Method

This research employs a combination of systematic literature review and theoretical thematic analysis.
Sources were searched from 1970 to December 2024 across international databases (Web of Science,
Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO, JSTOR, etc.) and Persian databases. Boolean keywords were used in
both English and Persian. After screening, 128 high-quality sources (116 English, 12 Persian) were
selected for in-depth analysis based on PRISMA guidelines. Data analysis was conducted using
MAXQDA software for initial coding followed by Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-phase thematic
analysis, resulting in 20 sub-themes and five major themes. Validity was ensured through theoretical
sampling, source triangulation, and inter-coder reliability.

Report of Findings

The findings reveal a multi-layered paradigmatic shift. At the micro level, political decision-making is
dominated by bounded rationality, cognitive biases, and emotion-driven processing, intensified by
digital filter bubbles and information overload. At the meso level, “cognitive power” emerges with
four key dimensions: attention-shaping, choice architecture, emotional engineering, and predictive
power. These dimensions enable actors to influence pre-decisional cognitive processes rather than
merely persuade through traditional means. At the macro level, the state is transforming into a
“collective cognition regulator,” necessitating new institutions such as cognitive regulatory bodies. A
new layer of “cognitive legitimacy” is added to political legitimacy, requiring transparency and
fairness in cognitive environments. Finally, “cognitive inequality” constitutes a novel structural divide
rooted in differential access to cognitive literacy, quality information, and neural capacities,
exacerbating existing inequalities and undermining democratic participation.

Conclusion
The cognitive revolution has repositioned cognition as the central battlefield of political power in the
twenty-first century. Without embracing this paradigmatic shift and implementing corresponding
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institutions—such as independent cognitive regulators, lifelong cognitive literacy programs, and
cognitive justice policies—the stability of democracy, social cohesion, and governance effectiveness
will be severely jeopardized. This study contributes a novel interdisciplinary framework to the
“cognitive turn in governance” literature, integrating insights from neuroscience, political psychology,
digital studies, and governance theory. It calls for future empirical, comparative, and policy-oriented
research to ensure that cognitive technologies serve human dignity and democratic resilience rather
than undermine them. The transition from the “art of decision-making” to the “art of enabling free,
informed, and just decision-making” defines the central challenge of contemporary governance.

Keywords: Cognitive Revolution, Cognitive Governance, Cognitive Power, Cognitive Justice,
Cognitive Legitimacy
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