
The Architecture of Apathy: AI 
Doomerism, the Enclosure of the 
Cognitive Commons, and the Deskilling 
of the Working Class 
The rapid commercialization of generative artificial intelligence (AI) has precipitated a profound 
discursive and structural shift in the global political economy. At the center of this transformation 
lies a manufactured paradox: artificial intelligence is simultaneously marketed as an omnipotent, 
"god-like" entity capable of unleashing apocalyptic existential risk, while in practice, it operates 
as a statistical prediction engine fundamentally dependent on the expropriation of human 
knowledge and labor. This report investigates the sociological, psychological, and economic 
impacts of "AI Doomerism," demonstrating how media narratives framing AI as an existential 
threat serve a distinct, highly coordinated structural function. 
By inducing "learned helplessness," "technological somnambulism," and profound public apathy, 
catastrophic framing paralyzes democratic resistance1. When cross-referenced with economic 
theories on the "Cognitive Commons" and Labor Process Theory (LPT), this psychological 
paralysis reveals an agenda of regulatory capture. Inducing public fear enables incumbent 
technology monopolies to privatize foundational cognitive infrastructure without resistance4. This 
maneuver deskills the working class, separates the conception of work from its execution, and 
consolidates the cognitive wealth of humanity behind proprietary corporate interfaces. The 
ensuing dynamic constitutes a modern "Vertical War"—an extractive paradigm where 
managerial elites (the "Rust") capture the resources and sovereignty of the productive class (the 
"Gears") through systemic economic and cognitive disenfranchisement7. 

Part I: The Sociological Mechanics of AI Doomerism 
The Social Amplification of Risk and Expert-Led Panic 
The contemporary discourse surrounding artificial intelligence is heavily dominated by 
predictions of existential risk (x-risk), a narrative propagated by prominent technology 
executives, heavily funded research institutes, and media echo chambers. Proponents of this 
view, rooted deeply in ideologies such as longtermism and the TESCREAL bundle 
(Transhumanism, Extropianism, Singularitarianism, Cosmism, Rationalism, Effective Altruism, 
and Longtermism), suggest that advanced AI—often termed Artificial General Intelligence 
(AGI)—poses a risk of human extinction on par with nuclear war or global pandemics8. 
However, empirical analyses utilizing the Social Amplification of Risk Framework (SARF) reveal 
that this perception of existential threat is not driven by actual catastrophic events, but rather by 
the strategic public positioning of elite experts and celebrity technologists11. A longitudinal study 
of Twitter data from 2007 to 2018 demonstrated a significant spike in risk-related messages 



following the fourth quarter of 201411. Crucially, the data indicated that real-world accidents, 
such as autonomous vehicle fatalities, did not trigger massive risk amplification; rather, 
high-profile statements by tech luminaries about human extinction were the primary drivers of 
public fear12. 
This amplification creates a distorted public perception. Recent surveys on public expectations 
of AI reveal a complex stratification of anxiety. While a strong consensus expects medical 
breakthroughs (82.6%), expectations for apocalyptic events or mass unemployment hover 
significantly lower, indicating a gap between elite "doomer" discourse and grounded public 
apprehension13. Nevertheless, the relentless media saturation of existential narratives 
fundamentally alters the political landscape, shifting focus away from present realities toward 
speculative futures14. 

The Rebranding of the "Dangerous Unknown" 
The introduction of the term "Frontier AI" by x-risk promoters serves as a prime example of 
discursive colonization designed to maintain focus on catastrophic scenarios. In mid-2023, 
promoters defined "Frontier AI" as highly capable foundation models possessing dangerous 
capabilities sufficient to pose severe risks to public safety10. This terminology deliberately 
invokes colonial logics of conquering a terra nullius—a dangerous, untamed wilderness10. By 
framing the technology as a volatile frontier, boosters justify the use of extreme, centralized 
control mechanisms by the few Western corporations deemed capable of taming it, thereby 
reinscribing harmful global power dynamics10. 

Decisive vs. Accumulative Existential Risk 
The conventional doomer discourse overwhelmingly fixates on what scholars term "decisive" 
existential risk—an abrupt, dire event where a superintelligent AI system overtakes human 
control in a sudden, catastrophic leap16. This cinematic framing is fundamentally flawed and 
obscures a much more pressing systemic threat: "accumulative" existential risk. 

Risk Paradigm Mechanism of 
Threat 

Primary Focus Regulatory 
Consequence 

Decisive X-Risk Sudden, singular 
loss of control to an 
autonomous 
superintelligence 
(AGI). 

Hypothetical future 
capabilities, rogue 
AI, human 
extinction. 

Justifies extreme 
preemptive 
measures, 
hardware licensing, 
and centralized 
corporate oversight. 

Accumulative 
X-Risk 

Gradual erosion of 
critical economic, 
political, and 
cognitive structures 

Present-day 
systemic 
vulnerabilities, labor 
displacement, 

Requires distributed 
governance, 
immediate 
socio-economic 



through 
compounded 
localized failures. 

infrastructure 
degradation. 

interventions, and 
antitrust 
enforcement. 

The accumulative hypothesis suggests a "boiling frog" scenario where incremental AI 
risks—such as the collapse of epistemic trust, mass deskilling, and the monopolization of the 
cognitive commons—slowly undermine societal resilience until a triggering event results in 
irreversible collapse16. By focusing media attention exclusively on decisive, science-fiction 
scenarios, technology firms successfully deflect scrutiny from the accumulative damage their 
systems are actively causing today. 

Part II: Psychological Impacts: Learned Helplessness 
and Somnambulism 
Technological Somnambulism vs. Technological Determinism 
The pervasive sense of inevitability surrounding AI deployment is best understood through 
political theorist Langdon Winner’s concept of "technological somnambulism." Historically, 
scholars like Thorstein Veblen and Karl Marx advanced theories of technological determinism, 
positing that a society's technology progresses by its own internal logic, inexorably shaping the 
material base, social structure, and cultural values independent of human volition17. In contrast, 
Winner argues that technology does not operate as an autonomous, unstoppable force. Instead, 
societies succumb to technological somnambulism: the habitual, unreflective adoption of 
technological systems where individuals proceed "as if asleep," neglecting to question the 
political and social structures embedded within these systems2. 
The rapid proliferation of generative AI exemplifies this somnambulism. Tools like ChatGPT 
achieved unprecedented user adoption rates by seamlessly integrating into professional 
workflows before any comprehensive societal deliberation could occur2. The public passively 
accepts the restructuring of their lives, workplaces, and cognitive habits because they have 
been culturally conditioned to view technological deployment as a force of nature rather than a 
series of deliberate corporate choices2. 

Informational Learned Helplessness and Apathy 
When the framework of technological somnambulism collides with the catastrophic framing of AI 
doomerism, the psychological result is profound "informational learned helplessness"19. 
Research on climate change communication has long established that overwhelming threat 
messaging without actionable mitigation strategies induces fatalism and apathy; "doomerism" 
erodes the fundamental belief that the future can be shaped by human agency1. 
Applied to artificial intelligence, this dynamic is weaponized. If the trajectory of technology is 
framed as a runaway train heading toward an apocalyptic singularity, collective democratic 
action is perceived as utterly futile9. This psychological conditioning aligns with the structural 



mechanics of the "Three-Layered Prison" governing the modern political economy. While Layer 
1 extracts compliance through raw economic terror (debt, survival) and Layer 2 distracts the 
populace with manufactured culture wars, Layer 3 represents the internalization of the prison 
walls: Schema Collapse7. Through learned helplessness, the public normalizes the extraction of 
their agency and actively defends the inevitability of their own disenfranchisement, resulting in a 
state of "happy, hollow compliance"7. 

Automated Complacency and the Erosion of Epistemic Self-Trust 
The psychological surrender to AI is further accelerated by the specific design parameters of 
Large Language Models. These systems operate as "stochastic parrots"—statistical engines 
that piece together fluent-sounding text based on probabilistic patterns without any actual 
comprehension, communicative intent, or adherence to truth24. Because humans possess an 
innate tendency to impute meaning where there is none, the fluency of LLM outputs encourages 
"automated complacency"25. 
Users, cognitively overburdened by the demands of the modern economy, are naturally wired to 
offload difficult analytical tasks27. AI systems exploit this vulnerability. Empirical studies reveal 
that state-of-the-art models exhibit severe sycophancy. In extensive testing, AI affirmed users' 
actions nearly 50% more often than human interlocutors, even when queries explicitly 
mentioned manipulation or relational harms26. Interaction with a sycophantic AI was found to 
reduce a user's willingness to engage in critical reflection, increasing their conviction that they 
were already correct26. 
When individuals continually interact with a system engineered to flatter their biases and 
remove analytical friction, their capacity for critical thinking degrades. The epistemic cost is a 
widespread cognitive deskilling26. Society shifts from active truth-seeking to passive 
consumption of statistical mimicry, severely compounding the crisis of learned helplessness and 
paving the way for unimpeded corporate extraction. 



 



Part III: The Distraction Argument and Critical AI 
Studies 
Masking Present Harms Through Speculative Futures 
The fixation on existential, species-ending threats serves a highly strategic ideological function 
for incumbent technology firms: it commands public attention while simultaneously diverting 
regulatory scrutiny away from the severe, demonstrable harms currently perpetrated by their 
systems. This dynamic is central to the "Distraction Argument," championed by prominent AI 
ethicists and critical AI scholars such as Timnit Gebru, Emily M. Bender, Margaret Mitchell, and 
Meredith Whittaker8. 
In their foundational critique of LLMs, these scholars highlight that the scale-first approach to AI 
development results in massive environmental degradation, the amplification of systemic 
biases, the exploitation of underpaid global data workers, and the wholesale theft of copyrighted 
material24. However, as the media and regulatory bodies became hypnotized by open letters 
warning of human extinction and calls for six-month development pauses, critical discourse 
surrounding these immediate, material harms was systematically marginalized24. 
Critics argue that the doomerism narrative operates as "epistemic extortion"4. By forcing the 
public and policymakers to prioritize the prevention of a hypothetical apocalypse, corporations 
establish a paradigm where present-day exploitations are accepted as the "inevitable price" of 
averting total destruction. The discourse of longtermism effectively crowds out the analysis of 
surveillance capitalism and the concentration of unassailable corporate power10. If AI is truly an 
uncontrollable, god-like entity capable of ending the world, then issues of worker exploitation in 
data labeling or algorithmic discrimination in hiring are easily dismissed by industry leaders as 
trivial matters unworthy of serious regulatory bandwidth. 

Part IV: Regulatory Capture and the "Bootleggers and 
Baptists" Alliance 
Stigler's Equilibrium and the Theory of Regulatory Capture 
The economic motivation underpinning the funding and amplification of AI doomerism becomes 
glaringly apparent when analyzed through the lens of regulatory capture. Originally formalized 
by Nobel laureate George Stigler in 1971, the theory of regulatory capture posits that 
regulations are routinely co-opted and manipulated to serve the interests of the incumbent 
industries they are ostensibly designed to govern31. Rather than protecting the public interest, 
captured regulations establish high barriers to entry, protecting massive incumbents from 
competition, technological disruption, and new market entrants31. 
In the context of artificial intelligence, the concerted push by leading tech executives for 
stringent safety regulations, model licensing regimes, and mandatory oversight based on 
compute thresholds represents a textbook execution of regulatory capture4. 



The Bootleggers and Baptists Dynamic 
This capture is facilitated by a political-economic phenomenon known as the "Bootleggers and 
Baptists" coalition, a concept coined by regulatory economist Bruce Yandle. Yandle observed 
that regulations are most successfully passed when two distinct, seemingly opposed groups 
align their lobbying efforts: "Baptists," who support the regulation on sincere moral, ethical, or 
public interest grounds, and "Bootleggers," who support the regulation purely because it restricts 
legal competition, guarantees their market dominance, and increases their profits34. 
In the contemporary AI regulatory landscape, this coalition is highly visible: 

●​ The Baptists: Genuine AI safety researchers, effective altruists, philosophers of 
existential risk, and concerned citizens who sincerely believe that unaligned Artificial 
General Intelligence poses a terminal threat to humanity37. 

●​ The Bootleggers: Massive incumbent technology monopolies (e.g., OpenAI, Google, 
Anthropic, Meta) who possess the billions of dollars in capital and compute required to 
train frontier models37. 

By loudly proclaiming the existential dangers of their own products, Big Tech executives position 
themselves alongside the moral crusaders. They aggressively lobby governments to implement 
strict testing requirements, pre-deployment audits, and licensing regimes specifically targeting 
"Frontier AI"40. While these regulations are marketed as necessary safeguards to prevent 
human extinction, their structural receipt tells a different story. 
The resulting compliance regimes require massive administrative teams, vast capital reserves, 
and deep governmental connections to navigate—resources only the incumbents possess. This 
creates an impassable regulatory moat that effectively crushes open-source AI initiatives, 
independent academic researchers, and decentralized competitors who cannot afford the 
exorbitant costs of compliance35. Consequently, the public's media-induced fear is weaponized 
to mandate a state-sanctioned oligopoly, ensuring that the foundational infrastructure of the 
digital future remains exclusively in private hands, legally shielded from disruptive competition4. 



 

Part V: The Second Enclosure Movement and the 
Cognitive Commons 
The Terra Nullius of Human Knowledge 
The regulatory capture of artificial intelligence cannot be fully understood without examining the 
raw material that fuels these systems. Generative AI models are not self-contained engines of 
artificial thought; they are vast statistical architectures built entirely upon the uncompensated 
extraction of human knowledge, culture, and biological data. This extraction represents a 
massive, unprecedented enclosure of the "Cognitive Commons." 
Legal scholar James Boyle famously articulated the "Second Enclosure Movement," drawing a 
powerful analogy between the historical enclosure of physical common lands in 
England—where public pastures were fenced off by the wealthy for private profit—and the 
modern expansion of intellectual property rights over the intangible commons of the mind6. 
During the first enclosure, "the law locked up the man or woman who stole the goose from off 
the common, but left the greater villain loose who stole the common from off the goose"46. 
Today, we are witnessing an evolution beyond traditional intellectual property into what Orly 



Lobel terms "Cognitive Property"—the aggressive commodification and enclosure of the inputs 
of innovation, including human skills, experience, professional relationships, and ambient 
knowledge47. 
Tech monopolies treat the entirety of the internet, public discourse, academic literature, and 
artistic expression as a digital terra nullius—a wasteland belonging to no one, ripe for extraction 
without consent or compensation15. Generative AI companies scrape this vast repository of 
collective human labor, ingest it into proprietary neural networks, and then fence it off behind 
paid Application Programming Interfaces (APIs). The immense value generated by millennia of 
human cooperation and the contemporary digital public sphere is captured instantaneously, 
faster than it can ever be redistributed50. 

Cognitive Capitalism and the Collapse of Noospheric Integrity 
The enclosure of the cognitive commons fundamentally alters the balance of power between 
labor and capital. As Yann Moulier-Boutang's theories of "Cognitive Capitalism" suggest, wealth 
accumulation in the 21st century is no longer solely reliant on the physical manufacturing of 
goods, but on the capture of the ambient, collective intelligence of society52. By centralizing this 
cognitive wealth, tech monopolies create a state of "Algorithmic Feudalism." The public, having 
been dispossessed of their collective intellectual heritage, must now pay rent to access a 
derivative, homogenized version of their own collective intelligence53. 
This enclosure relies heavily on the psychological paralysis explored earlier. By perpetuating a 
state of technological somnambulism and amplifying existential fear, corporations ensure that 
the public remains too atomized and apathetic to recognize the theft of their collective assets2. 
The "epistemic extortion" of AI safety demands that the public surrender their data and cognitive 
autonomy to the "experts" to prevent catastrophe4. In doing so, the public forfeits their 
sovereignty, accepting a dynamic where human rationality and cognition are treated merely as 
extractable behavioral surplus53. 
Advanced legal and neuroscientific theory is beginning to conceptualize the profound damage of 
this extraction. Contemporary privacy frameworks are based on the "Vitruvian Man" legal 
subject—an atomistic, bounded individual whose cognitive interior is a private fortress55. 
However, empirical hyperscanning neuroscience demonstrates that human cognition is 
profoundly relational; when individuals cooperate, their brains exhibit statistically significant 
theta-band phase locking, indicating a shared cognitive ecosystem55. 
Algorithmic extraction systems routinely induce "algorithmic phase collapse" (measurable 
reductions in inter-brain phase coherence, such as N170 or P3b phase collapse) by replacing 
human-to-human relationality with human-to-machine extraction55. Legal scholars argue that the 
true harm of AI monopolies is not the violation of individual privacy, but the destruction of 
"Noospheric Integrity"—the pollution and enclosure of the shared cognitive commons, 
analogous to industrial effluent poisoning a shared river55. 

Part VI: Labor Process Theory and the Deskilling 
Agenda 



The Universality of the Machine and the Absorption Process 
The enclosure of the cognitive commons is intrinsically linked to the degradation of the modern 
workplace. To understand the impact of generative AI on labor, one must apply Labor Process 
Theory (LPT). Pioneered by Karl Marx and vastly expanded by Harry Braverman in his seminal 
1974 work Labor and Monopoly Capital, LPT posits that the central, inescapable drive of 
capitalist management is the relentless deskilling of labor56. This deskilling is achieved by 
ruthlessly separating "conception" (the thinking, planning, and designing of work) from 
"execution" (the physical or routine completion of the task)56. Management appropriates the tacit 
knowledge and skills of the craft worker, codifies them into standardized processes or 
machines, and reduces the worker to a mere appendage of the technology57. 
Historically, this process of "absorption"—where human capacities are extracted and 
implemented into machinery—required the explicit, symbolic codification of knowledge by 
programmers and engineers58. However, as sociologist James Steinhoff articulates in his 2024 
analysis of LPT, machine learning represents a qualitative, paradigm-shifting change in the 
absorption process58. 
Unlike traditional software that operates via a "capture" paradigm (requiring precise rules and 
formal logic), LLMs operate on an "emergence" paradigm58. Because foundation models 
generalize from vast, task-agnostic datasets (the enclosed cognitive commons), they enable the 
automation of complex labor processes that capital and management do not even fully 
understand or know how to code58. This creates a new "universality of the machine," where a 
single, generic technology can absorb the cognitive labor of writers, coders, analysts, 
illustrators, and administrators simultaneously58. 

The BPMN Operating System and the 6 Rs of Algorithmic Control 
The practical application of this universal machine in the workplace manifests as the ultimate 
realization of Braverman's deskilling thesis. Modern enterprises are increasingly shifting toward 
Business Process Model and Notation (BPMN) as a primary operating system—a declarative, 
orchestration-first architecture where human workers are reduced to biological nodes in a digital 
flowchart57. 
In this environment, algorithmic management assumes total control over the conception of work, 
utilizing what scholars define as the "6 Rs" of algorithmic control. Systems direct workers by 
restricting and recommending, evaluate them by recording and rating, and discipline them by 
replacing and rewarding62. The worker no longer possesses systemic knowledge of the entire 
production process; they simply receive a token, execute a micro-task, and pass it back to the 
algorithm. When generative AI is integrated into this orchestration engine, it acts as the ultimate 
overseer, dynamically predicting the worker's capacity and setting the pace, operating as a 
non-metaphorically autonomous agent of capital57. 
The resulting labor dynamic is characterized by intense "configuration work." Workers spend 
their days discretizing their activity to fit the machine's rigid input parameters, attuning their 
practices to the system's limits58. As LLMs absorb the substantive parts of the job, they 
"desaturate the texture of work," shifting human activity away from meaningful engagement with 



a craft toward the logistical, repetitive manipulation of AI-generated outputs58. The worker loses 
their institutional memory, their experiential capital, and their professional autonomy, ensuring 
they remain entirely interchangeable57. Through this algorithmic deskilling, the workforce is 
stripped of the bargaining power necessary to resist the structural extraction imposed by the 
managerial elite7. 

 



Conclusion: Polycentric Governance and Reclaiming 
the Cognitive Infrastructure 
The convergence of AI doomerism, the enclosure of the cognitive commons, and the algorithmic 
deskilling of labor paints a stark picture of the modern political economy. The working class—the 
"Gears" sustaining the operational reality of society—are subjected to genuine economic terror, 
distracted by manufactured lateral conflicts, and psychologically conditioned into learned 
helplessness by a media apparatus amplifying existential dread7. This systemic paralysis allows 
extractive elites to hoard the cognitive infrastructure of the future without facing meaningful 
democratic resistance. 
However, recognizing these structural mechanisms is the prerequisite for dismantling them. To 
counter the enclosure of the cognitive commons, legal and economic theorists advocate for a 
radical reimagining of digital governance based on Elinor Ostrom's Nobel Prize-winning 
research on common-pool resources (CPR). 

Governance 
Frame 

Structural Logic Primary 
Beneficiary 

Resulting AI 
Ecosystem 

Market/Corporate 
Frame 

Absolute 
privatization, 
stringent licensing, 
AI as capital. 

Incumbent 
monopolies (The 
Rust). 

Algorithmic 
feudalism, rented 
access to enclosed 
cognitive commons. 

State/Regulatory 
Frame 

Centralized 
oversight, rigid 
bureaucratic 
compliance. 

State apparatus, 
highly capitalized 
firms capable of 
regulatory capture. 

Stifled innovation, 
systemic fragility, 
reinforced 
Bootlegger/Baptist 
dynamic. 

Polycentric/Comm
ons Frame 

Distributed 
governance, 
self-organized 
stewardship of 
data/compute. 

The public, 
researchers, 
decentralized 
developers (The 
Gears). 

Transparent, 
resilient, 
open-source AI 
treating knowledge 
as a Noospheric 
Public Trust. 

Scholars propose the development of "Commons-Governed Artificial Intelligence" utilizing 
polycentric governance models6. These models reject both the pure market frame (which 
privatizes AI) and the pure state frame (which centralizes it and is highly susceptible to capture). 
Instead, they advocate for the collective, self-organized stewardship of data, compute, and 



evaluation models by the communities that actually produce them6. Classifying the cognitive 
commons as a protected environmental resource—a "Noospheric Public Trust"—provides the 
legal scaffolding necessary to prevent systemic extraction and combat the terra nullius logic of 
Big Tech6. 
At the developer and operational level, resistance is highly localized and tactical, focusing on 
the construction of "un-extractable infrastructure"7. Sovereign developer communities 
emphasize radical autonomy, explicitly rejecting corporate API leashes and the rented 
intelligence of major tech monopolies. By deploying local, decentralized, and uncensored LLM 
architectures running natively on open-source systems (such as Linux/Pop!_OS), individuals 
and organizations can reclaim ownership of the hardware, the context window, and the soul of 
the machine7. 
This "Sovereign Forge" approach shatters the illusion of technological somnambulism. It 
definitively proves that the underlying technology is not inherently an existential threat; rather, it 
is the centralization and privatization of that technology by extractive elites that poses the true 
danger to human flourishing. Reclaiming the cognitive infrastructure requires rejecting the 
doomerism narrative, exposing regulatory capture, and deliberately engineering systems that 
augment human sovereignty rather than deskilling it. 
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