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The Outsourced Mind: Cognitive Debt
as a Collective Action Problem for Soci-ety

Weekly Analysis — https://ainews.social

There is a kind of harm that does not bleed. It accumulates the
way credit-card interest does, in increments small enough to ignore,
payable by someone who has not yet been born or has not yet been
told. The discourse around generative AI is saturated with talk of
”augmentation,” ”productivity,” ”copilots” — vocabulary borrowed
from aviation, where the human remains in command. The vocabulary
is misleading. What is being built, at planetary scale, is an infras-
tructure that quietly relieves citizens of the work of thinking — of
drafting, comparing, recalling, weighing, deciding — and that relief,
distributed across hundreds of millions of daily users, is not free. It is
borrowed cognition. The interest is paid in collective discernment.

Microsoft’s own house publication recently celebrated that the dif-
fusion of AI across the global workforce had crossed thresholds previ-
ously associated with electricity and the automobile [18]. The framing [18] L’état de la diffusion mondiale de

l’IA en 2026is triumphalist; the metric is adoption. What goes unmeasured is the
shape of the cognitive load being transferred. Electricity replaced mus-
cles and candles. Generative AI is replacing — for an extraordinary
range of tasks — the activity of articulating a thought clearly enough
to refute it. That is a category difference, and the discourse that sur-
rounds it has been authored almost entirely by the parties who profit
from it.

This essay is about who gets to speak about cognitive debt, who
pays it, and why the absence of a public health infrastructure for
thinking is not an oversight but a structural feature of how AI power
is currently organized. The argument runs against the grain of most
AI commentary, which treats the problem of ”AI literacy” as one of
individual upskilling — a private matter of habit and discipline. That
framing is itself a power move. It locates the responsibility for collec-
tive deskilling in the lap of the person being deskilled. It privatizes
what is, in every meaningful sense, a commons problem.

https://news.microsoft.com/source/canada/features/ai/letat-de-la-diffusion-mondiale-de-lia-en-2026/?lang=fr
https://news.microsoft.com/source/canada/features/ai/letat-de-la-diffusion-mondiale-de-lia-en-2026/?lang=fr
https://news.microsoft.com/source/canada/features/ai/letat-de-la-diffusion-mondiale-de-lia-en-2026/?lang=fr
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An Industrial Memory

The historical analogue worth dwelling on is not the printing press or
the calculator, both of which get trotted out routinely as reassurance.
It is the late-nineteenth-century reorganization of craft labor into
the assembly line. Skill, in that transition, was not eliminated; it
was relocated — out of the bodies of workers and into the design of
machines, time-and-motion studies, and managerial procedure. The
worker who had once known how to size, cut, fit, and finish a shoe
became the worker who fit one piece to one machine for eight hours.
The knowledge did not vanish from the world. It was simply no longer
his.

The cognitive version of this transition is now legible across white-
collar work. A recent Quebec analysis observed that AI may not steal
jobs outright, but it is restructuring them along axes that strip the
interpretive, comparative, and judgment-rich elements out of routine
professional tasks and concentrate those elements at the top of the
labor pyramid [16]. What remains for most workers is the supervisory [16] L’IA ne volera peut-être pas votre

emploi, mais…residue: accepting or rejecting outputs they no longer have the prac-
ticed eye to evaluate. Shoshana Zuboff caught the dynamic in passing
when she wondered, in [23], how different our society would look if [23] The Age of Surveillance Capital-

ismemployers had invested in people on the same scale as they had in-
vested in machines — a thought experiment that names, by absence,
the choice that was actually made.

The historical lesson is that deskilling is reversible only when the
public sphere builds compensating institutions: trade schools, libraries,
the eight-hour day, occupational safety regimes, mass literacy cam-
paigns. None of those arrived because industrialists requested them.
They were extracted, slowly and incompletely, by labor movements,
public health reformers, and democratic legislatures. There is at
present no analogous extraction happening around generative AI.
The cognitive equivalent of the eight-hour day — some collectively ne-
gotiated floor below which our thinking will not be allowed to atrophy
— does not exist even as a proposal in most political discourse. The
closest the conversation gets is a vague invocation of ”critical thinking
skills,” which, like ”personal responsibility,” does political work mainly
by changing the subject.

The Efficiency Premium and Who Collects It

Markets do not reward depth. They reward velocity, throughput, and
the legibility of output. Generative AI fits this reward structure with

https://lactualite.com/techno/ia-une-revolution-encore-tranquille-sur-le-marche-de-lemploi/
https://lactualite.com/techno/ia-une-revolution-encore-tranquille-sur-le-marche-de-lemploi/
https://lactualite.com/techno/ia-une-revolution-encore-tranquille-sur-le-marche-de-lemploi/
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eerie precision: it produces plausible artifacts in the time it once took
to produce a first draft, which means that any worker who refuses to
use it is, in measurable productivity terms, slower than the worker
who does. The pressure is not subtle. It runs through performance
reviews, hiring funnels, and the metrics that determine which firm
wins the next contract. A Brookings analysis recently traced how
AI-driven growth acceleration is, on current trajectories, almost guar-
anteed to widen distributional gaps unless explicit policy intervenes —
and noted that the discourse around AI productivity has consistently
elided the distributional question in favor of aggregate enthusiasm [4]. [4] AI growth acceleration versus

distributional fairness
The cognitive analogue to this distributional asymmetry is that

the efficiency premium is collected by the firms whose tools mediate
the work, while the cognitive cost — the slow loss of the practiced
ability to compose, weigh, and revise — is borne by the workers and,
downstream, by the publics who depend on those workers being able
to think. Kate Crawford’s [23] names a piece of what makes this so [23] The Atlas of AI
hard to see: an ”enchanted determinism” that frames AI’s spread as
inevitable and its inner workings as ineffable, ”obscur[ing] power and
clos[ing] off informed public discussion, critical scrutiny, or outright
rejection.” When the conversation about a technology is staged inside
the conceptual vocabulary supplied by its vendors, the conversation
has already been lost.

The pattern is structural and reproduces itself in domains the AI
press treats as separate stories. Karen Hao’s reporting, summarized
recently in a Spanish-language interview, presses the case that the
AI industry functions as a colonial enterprise — extracting data, at-
tention, and labor from the global periphery to enrich a core of US
and Chinese firms [19]. The Kenyan data-labeling workforce, whose [19] La industria de la inteligencia

artificial es un imperio colonialistaunderpaid attention trains the systems that then sell themselves as
labor-saving abroad, is one such periphery [13]. The cognitive periph- [13] IA au Kenya: derrière les en-

treprises de sous-traitance, l’essor
d’une nouvelle classe ouvrière

ery — the millions of workers whose judgment is being slowly replaced
by autocomplete in jurisdictions without the political muscle to ne-
gotiate compensating protections — is a less geographic but equally
structured phenomenon.

Whose Cognition Counts

Power is most visible in who is presumed to think and who is pre-
sumed to be thought about. In current AI discourse, the cognition
that matters — the cognition worth augmenting, optimizing, and
freeing from drudgery — belongs to engineers, executives, profession-
als, and the readers of the business press. The cognition of everyone

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ai-growth-acceleration-versus-distributional-fairness/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ai-growth-acceleration-versus-distributional-fairness/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ai-growth-acceleration-versus-distributional-fairness/
https://es.wired.com/articulos/la-industria-de-la-inteligencia-artificial-es-un-imperio-colonialista-hablamos-con-karen-hao-sobre-empire-of-ia
https://es.wired.com/articulos/la-industria-de-la-inteligencia-artificial-es-un-imperio-colonialista-hablamos-con-karen-hao-sobre-empire-of-ia
https://es.wired.com/articulos/la-industria-de-la-inteligencia-artificial-es-un-imperio-colonialista-hablamos-con-karen-hao-sobre-empire-of-ia
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
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else is, at best, a target for surveillance and, at worst, a problem to
be managed. This is not a rhetorical flourish; it is observable in the
products being shipped.

Consider the architecture of K–12 surveillance, which the AI in-
dustry has built out at remarkable speed under the cover of ”safety.”
Public schools across the United States now routinely deploy sys-
tems like Gaggle, GoGuardian, and Securly, which monitor every
search, document, and message a student produces on a school device
[12]. A New America investigation found that these tools, marketed [12] How AI monitors school Chrome-

books and what it means for privacyas suicide-prevention and harm-detection systems, have effectively
rewired the relationship between public schooling and the privacy of
the developing mind [21]. The Electronic Frontier Foundation, survey- [21] Public Schools, Private Eyes:

How EdTech Monitoring Is Reshaping
Public Schools

ing the evidence base, concluded bluntly that the monitoring software
sacrifices student privacy for unproven safety promises [22]. [22] School Monitoring Software Sac-

rifices Student Privacy for Unproven
PromisesThe point is not that surveillance is new. The point is that the ar-

chitecture trains children — at the formative moment when the habits
of thinking are being laid down — that the act of inquiry is itself
something to be watched. A child who learns to ask cautious ques-
tions, who self-censors the search bar because Gaggle is listening, is a
child whose capacity for the difficult, exploratory, sometimes-wrong
thinking that democratic citizenship requires has been systematically
clipped [25]. This is cognitive debt in its most explicit form, paid in [25] Why schools use AI like Gaggle to

monitor students’ online searchesadvance by the populations with the least standing to refuse. And it
is paid asymmetrically: well-resourced families can supply private de-
vices, private tutoring, and private intellectual space; the children of
working families cannot. The cognitive commons is being privatized at
the bottom while the top exits.

A similar asymmetry runs through hiring. The Mobley v. Workday
case, now winding through US courts, alleges that Workday’s screen-
ing algorithms systematically rejected older Black applicants — a case
that legal analysts predict will be the first of a surging wave [5]. The [5] AI Hiring Bias Lawsuits Are

About to SurgeEightfold AI lawsuit makes a parallel claim about secret ranking [9].
[9] Eightfold AI Lawsuit Claims
Secret Algorithm Ranking ApplicantsFor the affected applicants, the cognitive cost is not merely the lost

job; it is the slow erosion of the practiced ability to read one’s own
situation accurately. When a system rejects you for reasons it will not
disclose, the rational response is to stop trying to model the system
— to outsource the question of ”what should I do” to whatever advice
an opaque process accepts. That is cognitive debt, distributed by class
and race, and metered out one rejection at a time [11]. [11] How AI Bias Locked Out Millions

of Job Seekers

https://apnews.com/article/ai-school-chromebook-gaggle-goguardian-securly-25a3946727397951fd42324139aaf70f
https://apnews.com/article/ai-school-chromebook-gaggle-goguardian-securly-25a3946727397951fd42324139aaf70f
https://apnews.com/article/ai-school-chromebook-gaggle-goguardian-securly-25a3946727397951fd42324139aaf70f
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2025/0312/ai-surveillance-schools-gaggle
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2025/0312/ai-surveillance-schools-gaggle
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2025/0312/ai-surveillance-schools-gaggle
https://www.reworked.co/talent-management/why-ai-hiring-discrimination-lawsuits-are-about-to-explode/
https://www.reworked.co/talent-management/why-ai-hiring-discrimination-lawsuits-are-about-to-explode/
https://www.reworked.co/talent-management/why-ai-hiring-discrimination-lawsuits-are-about-to-explode/
https://natlawreview.com/article/ai-hiring-under-fire-what-eightfold-lawsuit-means-every-employer-using-algorithmic
https://natlawreview.com/article/ai-hiring-under-fire-what-eightfold-lawsuit-means-every-employer-using-algorithmic
https://natlawreview.com/article/ai-hiring-under-fire-what-eightfold-lawsuit-means-every-employer-using-algorithmic
https://www.globalsouth.ai/fairness101_ai-hiring-bias_workday-mobley-lawsuit_algorithmic-discrimination/
https://www.globalsouth.ai/fairness101_ai-hiring-bias_workday-mobley-lawsuit_algorithmic-discrimination/
https://www.globalsouth.ai/fairness101_ai-hiring-bias_workday-mobley-lawsuit_algorithmic-discrimination/
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The Voices That Are Missing

If you read a week of AI coverage end-to-end, what is most striking is
who is not in the room. The bylines are dominated by technologists,
vendors, consultants, foundation-funded researchers, and a thin layer
of academic critics. The voices that do not appear, or appear only
as data points, include: the Kenyan annotators whose labor under-
writes the labor savings; the parents of surveilled students; the workers
whose hiring funnels are being rebuilt around algorithms they cannot
inspect; the Mexican and Argentine school systems negotiating with
vendors whose pedagogical assumptions are imported wholesale [15]; [15] Inteligencia artificial en las aulas:

cómo impacta el uso de esta tec-
nología

the Kenyan patients whose AI-driven health system, as the Guardian
recently documented, has driven up costs for the poorest while promis-
ing the opposite [10]. [10] Flaws in Kenya’s AI-driven

health reforms driving up costs for the
poorestStructural silences are not accidents; they are the negative space of

a discourse organized around its sponsors. The MIT Press primer on
AI ethics observes that when a handful of companies exercise power
over both individual profiling and over the infrastructures of democ-
racy itself, even their best-intentioned ethics statements function as
barriers to substantive ethical discussion, because the terms of the
discussion are theirs to set [23]. The empirical proof of the proposition [23] AI Ethics - The MIT Press

Essential Knowledge seriesis the structural unimportance of any ethics violation to a major lab’s
quarterly numbers. Crawford notes the obvious fact, easy to forget:
tech companies ”rarely suffer serious financial penalties when their
AI systems violate the law and even fewer consequences when their
ethical principles are violated” [23]. The asymmetry between the doc- [23] The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics,

and the Planetary Costsumented harm and the documented consequence is the surest signal of
where the power actually sits.

A particularly telling structural silence concerns the cognitive sci-
ence of what is happening to users. The Argentine reporting cited
above — and a growing body of work coming out of Spanish-speaking
research communities — is beginning to name the phenomenon: pro-
longed reliance on generative tools appears to deactivate the cognitive
processes required for learning to occur in the first place, especially
in younger users [15]. That this work is more visible in non-English [15] Inteligencia artificial en las aulas:

cómo impacta el uso de esta tec-
nología

venues than in the Anglophone trade press is itself a piece of evidence
about who is allowed to ask the uncomfortable questions in the dom-
inant discourse. The English-language coverage of AI in education
tends instead to be organized around vendor product announcements
and the operational worries of administrators — for instance, the AP’s
reporting on the failed AI procurements in California’s two largest
school districts, which treats the story as a managerial cautionary tale
rather than as evidence of structural capture [8]. [8] California’s two biggest school

districts botched AI deals

https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://apnews.com/us-news/california-artificial-intelligence-schools-california-state-government-general-news-0c00ca12374a0362a2e5d961d9a55778
https://apnews.com/us-news/california-artificial-intelligence-schools-california-state-government-general-news-0c00ca12374a0362a2e5d961d9a55778
https://apnews.com/us-news/california-artificial-intelligence-schools-california-state-government-general-news-0c00ca12374a0362a2e5d961d9a55778
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Documenting Harms, Deferring Solutions

A useful diagnostic for any discourse is the ratio between harm doc-
umentation and solution-building. By that measure, AI discourse is
profoundly unbalanced. The catalog of documented harms is now
enormous: algorithmic discrimination in hiring; biased predictive ana-
lytics in educational placement [7]; false-positive accusations from AI- [7] Are algorithms biased in ed-

ucation? Exploring racial bias in
predicting

detection tools that NPR has shown teachers continue to use despite
the manufacturers’ own reliability disclaimers [3]; facial-recognition [3] AI detection tools are unreliable.

Teachers are using them anywaysystems whose accuracy depends on demographic categories the plat-
forms themselves acknowledge in their documentation [24]. The so- [24] What is the Azure Face service? -

Foundry Tools | Microsoft Learnlutions catalog, by contrast, consists overwhelmingly of voluntary
frameworks, ethics statements, and ”responsible AI” pledges from the
same firms whose products generated the harms.

This is not solution-building. It is a particular rhetorical move: the
staging of accountability without its substance. The Workday case is
being treated as exceptional precisely because the alternative — that
algorithmic hiring as currently practiced is routinely discriminatory at
scale — would force a structural response no participant in the current
discourse is prepared to bankroll [6]. The pattern echoes across juris- [6] AI on trial: The Workday case

that CIOs can’t ignoredictions: French analyses note that recruitment algorithms continue to
discriminate despite anti-discrimination law, in part because the legal
infrastructure for proving discrimination cannot keep pace with the
proprietary opacity of the systems [20]. [20] Pourquoi les algorithmes de

recrutement discriminent-ils malgré la
loiThe cognitive-debt version of this gap is acute. Every week brings

new documentation of how reliance on generative tools is altering at-
tention, memory, and the willingness to sit with difficult problems.
Almost none of that documentation is met with a proposal for insti-
tutional response. The proposals that do circulate — ”media literacy
curricula,” ”AI literacy training,” ”critical thinking emphasis” — are
unfunded mandates aimed at individual users. None of them touch
the design of the tools, the economics of the platforms, the incentive
structure of the workplaces that are now requiring their use, or the
question of whether a society can negotiate, collectively, a different
bargain.

The Missing Public Health Infrastructure

The right analogy here is to public health, and the analogy is instruc-
tive in two directions. When industrial society confronted infectious
disease, indoor air pollution, occupational injury, and food adulter-
ation, it did not respond by issuing pamphlets urging citizens to be

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://www.npr.org/2025/12/16/nx-s1-5492397/ai-schools-teachers-students
https://www.npr.org/2025/12/16/nx-s1-5492397/ai-schools-teachers-students
https://www.npr.org/2025/12/16/nx-s1-5492397/ai-schools-teachers-students
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/face/overview-identity
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/face/overview-identity
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/face/overview-identity
https://www.informationweek.com/responsible-ai/ai-on-trial-the-workday-case-that-cios-can-t-ignore
https://www.informationweek.com/responsible-ai/ai-on-trial-the-workday-case-that-cios-can-t-ignore
https://www.informationweek.com/responsible-ai/ai-on-trial-the-workday-case-that-cios-can-t-ignore
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
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careful. It built sewers, vaccination programs, factory inspectors, food
standards, and the legal frameworks that made the sale of poisoned
goods a crime. Public health succeeded to the extent that it shifted
the locus of responsibility from the individual sufferer to the structural
conditions producing the suffering.

Cognitive health, in the age of generative AI, has no such infras-
tructure. There is no agency monitoring the population-level effects
of AI use on attention, memory, or argumentative capacity. There is
no regulatory floor below which a workplace cannot push a worker’s
cognitive load onto an autocomplete. There is no equivalent of the
Pure Food and Drug Act for AI outputs sold as professional advice.
The Ontario information and privacy commissioner has tried to articu-
late elements of such a framework around campus deployments — the
document is worth reading precisely because of how lonely it is in the
global discourse [17]. [17] L’IA sur les campus - Information

and Privacy Commissioner of Ontario
In the absence of public infrastructure, the field has been ceded

to private and quasi-private substitutes whose incentives run in the
wrong direction. AI-detection tools, which schools and employers
have rushed to adopt, produce false positives at rates that researchers
describe as actively harmful to the populations they are meant to
evaluate [1]. The harm cascades: a student wrongly accused of using [1] AI Detection False Positives: What

Teachers Should Do InsteadAI learns, correctly, that the institutional response to AI-era anxiety is
to surveil and punish rather than to teach; the lesson generalizes, and
the cognitive habit it produces is defensive, not exploratory [2]. [2] AI Detection in Schools 2026 —

Policy + False Positives
A genuine cognitive-health infrastructure would look different. It

would include: mandated transparency for AI systems making conse-
quential decisions about people; legal recognition that the right not to
be subjected to algorithmic decision-making is a public-interest right,
not a consumer preference; public funding for the kind of independent
research that can actually track population-level cognitive effects; la-
bor protections that make refusing to use a particular tool a legitimate
professional stance rather than a fireable insubordination; and — per-
haps most fundamentally — a public conversation about what kinds
of cognition we want to preserve as collective capacities rather than as
individual luxuries.

The argument for such an infrastructure is not nostalgic. It is the
same argument that produced compulsory schooling, libraries, pub-
lic broadcasting, and the postal service: that some capacities are
too important to citizenship to leave to the market. The market has
demonstrated, repeatedly, what happens when cognition is left to its
tender mercies. The Kenyan health-system collapse documented in the
Guardian, the surveillance saturation of American public schools, the

https://www.ipc.on.ca/fr/centre-des-medias/blog/lia-sur-les-campus-concilier-linnovation-avec-la-protection-de-la-vie-privee-dans-les-universites
https://www.ipc.on.ca/fr/centre-des-medias/blog/lia-sur-les-campus-concilier-linnovation-avec-la-protection-de-la-vie-privee-dans-les-universites
https://www.ipc.on.ca/fr/centre-des-medias/blog/lia-sur-les-campus-concilier-linnovation-avec-la-protection-de-la-vie-privee-dans-les-universites
https://findskill.ai/blog/ai-detection-false-positives-teachers/
https://findskill.ai/blog/ai-detection-false-positives-teachers/
https://findskill.ai/blog/ai-detection-false-positives-teachers/
https://www.eyesift.com/faq/ai-detection-schools-policy-turnitin-false-positives-2026/
https://www.eyesift.com/faq/ai-detection-schools-policy-turnitin-false-positives-2026/
https://www.eyesift.com/faq/ai-detection-schools-policy-turnitin-false-positives-2026/
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hiring discrimination cases in the United States and France, the data-
labor exploitation across the global South — these are not aberrations.
They are what the absence of public cognitive infrastructure produces,
with the regularity of a law.

Hollow Citizens, Hollow Democracy

The reason cognitive debt is a collective action problem and not
merely a personal one is that the cognition being eroded is precisely
the cognition democracy requires. A citizen who cannot draft an ar-
gument cannot revise one. A citizen who cannot revise an argument
cannot be persuaded by evidence — only by tribe or by force. A cit-
izen who has outsourced the work of weighing competing claims to
a model whose training data she cannot inspect is a citizen who has,
however unwittingly, transferred a piece of her political sovereignty
to whoever owns the model. Multiply by hundreds of millions and
the result is not a society of empowered users; it is a society whose
deliberative substrate has been quietly enclosed.

The technocratic temptation, in such a society, is to treat the re-
sulting deliberative weakness as a reason for less democracy rather
than for more cognitive infrastructure. The argument writes itself: if
citizens cannot reliably tell true from false, perhaps decisions should
be made by experts, or by algorithms, or by some combination. This
is the logic by which hollowed-out democracies become administered
ones — managed, in good faith, by the same actors whose products
did the hollowing. Crawford’s ”enchanted determinism” is the rhetor-
ical vehicle for this transition; the assertion that AI’s diffusion is in-
evitable is, simultaneously, the assertion that the democratic question
of whether to want it is moot [23]. [23] The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics,

and the Planetary Costs
The counter-move is unfashionable and correct. It is to insist that

the diffusion of AI is a political choice, that the terms of its use are
negotiable, and that the cognitive commons is the kind of public good
whose maintenance is the proper business of democratic institutions.
The Mexican and Mexican-American research on bias in admissions
algorithms, the French and Quebec analyses of hiring discrimination,
the Spanish-language educational research on cognitive offloading, the
Kenyan investigations into health and labor — these are not regional
curiosities [14]. They are pieces of a global counter-discourse trying [14] IA y sesgo en la admisión es-

tudiantil: riesgos y salvaguardas en
México

to do the work that the dominant Anglophone AI press has been
structurally unable to do: name the harms, locate the power, and
propose responses that do not depend on the goodwill of the entities
producing the problem.

https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
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Whether that counter-discourse can scale fast enough to matter is
the open question of the next decade. The forces arrayed against it are
formidable: the largest concentrations of capital in human history, a
media ecosystem whose own production has been substantially cap-
tured by the tools it is meant to scrutinize, and a public conversation
in which the vocabulary of inevitability has done much of the per-
suasive work already. But the historical record offers some reason for
stubbornness. Industrial deskilling was met, after decades of denial,
by a public-health and labor-rights infrastructure that no one in 1880
would have predicted. The infrastructure was inadequate, partial, and
constantly under attack — and it still saved millions of lives and made
democratic citizenship materially possible. The cognitive version of
that infrastructure has not yet been built. Whether it will be is not a
technical question. It is a question about whether the publics whose
minds are being silently borrowed against can find the political voice
to call the loan.

The first step is refusing the framing in which cognitive debt is your
personal problem to manage. It is not. It is a structural condition
produced by specific firms operating under specific incentives, and it
will be resolved, if at all, by the same kinds of collective action that
resolved the structural harms of the last industrial transition. The
discourse that pretends otherwise — that locates the solution in your
habits, your literacy, your individual prudence — is performing a
service for the parties most invested in keeping the question private.
Notice the move. Then refuse it.

References

1. AI Detection False Positives: What Teachers Should Do Instead

2. AI Detection in Schools 2026 — Policy + False Positives

3. AI detection tools are unreliable. Teachers are using them anyway

4. AI growth acceleration versus distributional fairness

5. AI Hiring Bias Lawsuits Are About to Surge

6. AI on trial: The Workday case that CIOs can’t ignore

7. Are algorithms biased in education? Exploring racial bias in pre-
dicting

8. California’s two biggest school districts botched AI deals

9. Eightfold AI Lawsuit Claims Secret Algorithm Ranking Applicants

https://findskill.ai/blog/ai-detection-false-positives-teachers/
https://www.eyesift.com/faq/ai-detection-schools-policy-turnitin-false-positives-2026/
https://www.npr.org/2025/12/16/nx-s1-5492397/ai-schools-teachers-students
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ai-growth-acceleration-versus-distributional-fairness/
https://www.reworked.co/talent-management/why-ai-hiring-discrimination-lawsuits-are-about-to-explode/
https://www.informationweek.com/responsible-ai/ai-on-trial-the-workday-case-that-cios-can-t-ignore
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pam.22569
https://apnews.com/us-news/california-artificial-intelligence-schools-california-state-government-general-news-0c00ca12374a0362a2e5d961d9a55778
https://natlawreview.com/article/ai-hiring-under-fire-what-eightfold-lawsuit-means-every-employer-using-algorithmic


10

10. Flaws in Kenya’s AI-driven health reforms driving up costs for the
poorest

11. How AI Bias Locked Out Millions of Job Seekers

12. How AI monitors school Chromebooks and what it means for
privacy

13. IA au Kenya: derrière les entreprises de sous-traitance, l’essor
d’une nouvelle classe ouvrière

14. IA y sesgo en la admisión estudiantil: riesgos y salvaguardas en
México

15. Inteligencia artificial en las aulas: cómo impacta el uso de esta
tecnología

16. L’IA ne volera peut-être pas votre emploi, mais…

17. L’IA sur les campus - Information and Privacy Commissioner of
Ontario

18. L’état de la diffusion mondiale de l’IA en 2026

19. La industria de la inteligencia artificial es un imperio colonialista

20. Pourquoi les algorithmes de recrutement discriminent-ils malgré la
loi

21. Public Schools, Private Eyes: How EdTech Monitoring Is Reshap-
ing Public Schools

22. School Monitoring Software Sacrifices Student Privacy for Un-
proven Promises

23. The Atlas of AI - Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs

24. What is the Azure Face service? - Foundry Tools | Microsoft
Learn

25. Why schools use AI like Gaggle to monitor students’ online
searches

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/may/04/kenya-ai-healthcare-reforms-driving-up-costs-for-poor
https://www.globalsouth.ai/fairness101_ai-hiring-bias_workday-mobley-lawsuit_algorithmic-discrimination/
https://apnews.com/article/ai-school-chromebook-gaggle-goguardian-securly-25a3946727397951fd42324139aaf70f
https://apnews.com/article/ai-school-chromebook-gaggle-goguardian-securly-25a3946727397951fd42324139aaf70f
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20260509-ia-au-kenya-derri%C3%A8re-les-entreprises-de-sous-traitance-l-essor-d-une-nouvelle-classe-ouvri%C3%A8re
https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
https://www.skolbot.ai/es-MX/blog/ia-sesgo-captacion-estudiantes-riesgos
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://tn.com.ar/tecno/novedades/2025/11/24/ia-en-las-aulas-sesgo-cognitivo-y-los-riesgos-de-no-activar-los-procesos-que-se-necesitan-para-aprender/
https://lactualite.com/techno/ia-une-revolution-encore-tranquille-sur-le-marche-de-lemploi/
https://www.ipc.on.ca/fr/centre-des-medias/blog/lia-sur-les-campus-concilier-linnovation-avec-la-protection-de-la-vie-privee-dans-les-universites
https://www.ipc.on.ca/fr/centre-des-medias/blog/lia-sur-les-campus-concilier-linnovation-avec-la-protection-de-la-vie-privee-dans-les-universites
https://news.microsoft.com/source/canada/features/ai/letat-de-la-diffusion-mondiale-de-lia-en-2026/?lang=fr
https://es.wired.com/articulos/la-industria-de-la-inteligencia-artificial-es-un-imperio-colonialista-hablamos-con-karen-hao-sobre-empire-of-ia
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
https://www.nevousindignezpas.fr/pourquoi-les-algorithmes-de-recrutement-discriminent-ils-malgre-la-loi-et-comment-le-prouver
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/how-edtech-monitoring-is-reshaping-public-schools/
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/09/school-monitoring-software-sacrifices-student-privacy-unproven-promises-safety
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/face/overview-identity
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/face/overview-identity
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2025/0312/ai-surveillance-schools-gaggle
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Education/2025/0312/ai-surveillance-schools-gaggle

	An Industrial Memory
	The Efficiency Premium and Who Collects It
	Whose Cognition Counts
	The Voices That Are Missing
	Documenting Harms, Deferring Solutions
	The Missing Public Health Infrastructure
	Hollow Citizens, Hollow Democracy
	References

