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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines the convergence of data-driven systems and cognitive warfare
as hallmarks of 21st-century power. It introduces data terror, a subtle algorithmic
domination that reduces human complexity to probabilities, erodes agency, and
enforces anticipatory compliance through opaque scoring and predictive gover-
nance. The analysis traces warfare's shift from territorial and economic domains
to cognitive warfare, with the human mind as the primary battlespace, targeted via
personalized narratives, psychographic profiling, neuromarketing, and Al-driven
influence operations. Narratives serve as the core strategic tool. It's a weapon for
manipulation and a defense for resilience. The chapter argues that narrative dom-
inance, shaping meaning, perception, and interpretation, will define geopolitical
and societal power. Absent proactive narrative literacy, cognitive immunity, ethical
Al governance, and grassroots storytelling, societies risk algorithmic determinism
and pluralistic collapse. Reclaiming agency requires moving from data absolutism
to human-centered meaning frameworks.
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine a near future where a qualified job applicant is rejected not by a human
recruiter, but by an opaque algorithm that flags subtle behavioral patterns as “risk
indicators.” The applicant never learns why they were rejected, cannot appeal the
decision, and gradually begins to internalize algorithmic judgment as objective
truth. In such a world, data no longer merely describes reality; it begins to dictate it.
Human complexity, emotion, context, moral nuance, lived experience, is compressed
into statistical probability. This emerging condition can be described as data terror,
a systemic environment where individuals are governed by invisible data logics.
The fear does not come from physical coercion but from algorithmic inevitability.
When data systems become unquestionable authorities, agency erodes silently. This
scenario is no longer speculative but increasingly observable across employment,
finance, healthcare, and governance.

At the center of this transformation lies a fundamental shift in power: the tran-
sition from material control to narrative control. Mastery of the future will not
belong solely to those who control infrastructure or economic resources. Instead, it
will belong to those who control meaning, interpretation, and perception (Saroglu,
2025a). Narratives shape how individuals understand reality and therefore how
they behave within it. Without narrative agency, individuals become passive ob-
jects inside data-driven classification systems. Data systems, when detached from
human narrative framing, risk becoming deterministic governance structures. In
such systems, probability replaces possibility. Consequently, narrative dominance
emerges as the central strategic capability of the 21st century.

Narrative dominance can be defined as the capacity to shape collective and indi-
vidual interpretations of reality through stories, symbols, and meaning frameworks.
It is not simply propaganda or messaging. Rather, it is the ability to structure the
cognitive environment in which decisions are made. Narratives determine which
data is meaningful and which is ignored. They influence what societies consider
legitimate knowledge. They also shape institutional trust and legitimacy (Arslan,
2025c). In security terms, narrative dominance determines social stability before
physical order is threatened. Therefore, controlling narratives becomes equivalent
to controlling the future behavioral landscape of societies.

In contrast, data terror describes a condition in which individuals are trapped
within algorithmic evaluation systems that they neither understand nor control. This
condition emerges when data analytics becomes detached from ethical, social, and
narrative contexts. People become reduced to behavioral traces: clicks, transactions,
movements, biometric signals. The danger is not data itself but data absolutism.
When data is treated as pure truth, human interpretation disappears. This produces
a form of soft structural domination rather than overt oppression. Individuals begin
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