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Abstract 

 

Political communication has experienced a complete upheaval with the advent 

of social media, even more so with modern technologies such as AI, and 

algorithms. This has opened up new ways to control narratives and reshape 

perceived reality. As these developments have been exponentially increasing in 

speed, scholarship has struggled to keep up. As such, this thesis aims to utilise 

cognitive warfare, and strategic narratives as analytical frameworks to explore the 

ways in which political communication have been utilised by the Trump cabinet 

during his second presidency to manipulate and control the US population's 

cognition, and refocus narratives in ways that benefit them. 

While there are a multitude of studies on disinformation and other strategies 

for psychological attacks, little scholarship has been made utilising the theoretical 

lens of cognitive warfare. None of this scholarship focuses their lens on political 

communication, which indeed could serve to be a serious threat to democracy. 

The goal of this thesis is therefore to start the process of recontextualising our 

understanding of how political communication can be utilised within this new 

media landscape. This could help create a foundation on which future research 

could create safety barriers against the usage of cognitive warfare in political 

communication, as well as strengthen scholarship produced on the topic.  

By conducting a qualitative case study of the Trump cabinet’s utilisation of 

political communication as a tool for cognitive manipulation and control during 

the second Trump presidency, this thesis has found that there is a need to further 

deepen our understanding of the ways in which political actors utilise political 

communication as a means for narrative control and normative change, as current 

 



 

scholarship seems unprepared to tackle the problematic ways in which cognitive 

warfare has been inducted into the political norm. 
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Glossary 

TERM​ ​ -​ Definition 

Deepfake​ -​ AI produced video or image content that uses existing  

imagery and sounds of a designated individual to create 

fake content that seems highly realistic. 

 

MAGA ​​ -​ Make America great again. 

 

 

 

 

​  
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1. Introduction 

1.1.​ Research problem 

Over the last two decades, communications technologies have undergone 

drastic, and profound change. What was once expensive brick phones, and dial-up 

modems have become persistent connections, endless stimuli, and an equally 

infinite well of information available in your pocket. Humanity has, in essence, 

created its own hive-mind in the form of the internet. 

This, of course, has led to radical changes both within the social, and the 

political landscape. As more politicians have adopted these technologies as a way 

to communicate with their constituents, the language used, and information 

disseminated have changed. As has political communication. This was for the first 

time markedly noticeable as Trump ran for president in 2016. He used his 

experience with reality TV to inform the way in which he approached narratives 

and communication, and reignited the flame of populism. Through this change he 

could attune with a broader electoral base than many of his predecessors, which 

contributed to the election having the largest electoral turnout since 2008 

(Woolley and Peters, 2021). While the increased political engagement does sound 

enticing on paper, it is important to note that a lot of the communications used by 

Trump were factually incorrect, malicious in nature, or misleading (Pillai, Kim, 

and Fazio, 2023), painting a reality in which Trump would be a saviour for the 

common man against the “evil” political elite. These issues were made even more 

rampant with the advent of accessible AI, and language learning models, as it 

helped in the creation of false narratives, and discourse manipulation. Some of the 

ways this has manifested is in the emergence of automated accounts mimicking 
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humans (Woolley, 2016), as well as algorithmic curation services made to ensure 

that what the individual “like” is spoonfed to the user, which inherently risks 

creating worryingly biased perceptions of reality amongst its consumers (Meghani 

and Tripathi, 2025).  

In response to this, a new scholarly focus on computational propaganda, a term 

coined by, and researched by Philip N. Howard, and his team through the Oxford 

university sanctioned “Computational Propaganda Project” came to existence. 

These scholars have through massive research projects managed to find evidence 

that support the hypothesis that political bots not only managed to garner 

positions of influence, but also that through manipulation of narratives 

significantly contributed to Trump's first electoral success running against Clinton 

(Woolley and Guilbeauly, 2017). As such, some scholars have proposed the need 

to update and rework aspects of democracy and education around e-democracy 

(García-Orosa, 2021). The EU has also made the decision to ensure stricter 

restrictions of AI usage through the AI Act Regulation, which is currently getting 

implemented gradually until August 2nd 2027, when all regulation will have been 

put into effect (European Data Protection Supervisor, 2025). It is questionable, 

however, just how effective this would be in practice. Specifically when it comes 

to manipulative practices, as it could be quite the challenge to link the fraudulent 

accounts made to propel certain narratives to a specific actor, as such making it 

look good on paper, yet not having the desirable effect.  

Because of these massive changes to the political arena, much of the 

scholarship fails to recognise the importance of understanding the way in which 

political communication has changed. This becomes even clearer as there is little 

scholarship crafted in regards to how perceived reality is affected by existing 
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within a constant, and automated flow of information curated to keep you 

engaged. This indeed could hold the potential to change the way in which 

individuals engage with, and interpret political communication, as well as reshape 

their very view of reality. Due to this new context of existence, it is important to 

question how information dissemination within the modern political scene 

becomes a structural, and epistemic condition, that reshapes the very foundation 

of democratic participation. 

The implication of this is that we no longer simply face issues of falsehoods 

and manipulative narratives disseminated within political speeches. Rather, we are 

situated within a reality where there are tools available to reshape the way in 

which constituents perceive, interpret, and interact with political reality itself. 

 

The new norm of political communication has because of our constant access 

to the internet become remolded into a constant saturation of information, which 

is then further disseminated to the populace by an algorithm designed to keep the 

user engaged. This is done either through outrage, or by confirming already held 

beliefs. One could potentially through this create an epistemic fragmentation, 

alienation and fatigue within the electoral base. Which in turn could forcibly 

change the way in which constituents understand reality through a constant, slow 

grind of propaganda hidden within the algorithm that is presented to the user. This 

could not only ensure that it becomes harder and harder to question the 

understood reality, as the individual becomes locked into a bubble of confirmation 

bias, but also to strategically change narratives as needed as a way to control 

political reality in a way that benefits the actor in power. Indeed, what has 

previously been disinformation campaigns seem to have become what could only 
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be likened to a full-scale battle for our minds. By having the focus go from short 

term manipulation to the reshaping of societal norms, the actors responsible can, 

to a certain extent, create windows of opportunity for drastic and long-lasting 

changes to societal structures. It also allows for the targeting of an exponentially 

larger group of the population, as most societal groups have glaring cognitive 

vulnerabilities to exploit. By doing so, the actor can then create permanent 

normative change targeted groups to ensure that desired narratives have a higher 

chance to become normative identities internalised within their constituents as 

their normal cognitive functionality becomes impaired. This way of waging a 

“war against the mind” is best understood through cognitive warfare, a concept 

still in its infancy. Cognitive warfare is the act of utilising psychological, 

informational, and technological tactics to manipulate the cognitive processes of 

individuals, with the goal of weakening, influencing, or destabilising the intended 

audience (Marjanović and Smiljanić 2025, pp. 86-87). While scholarship has 

started drafting countermeasures by creating defense and resilience oriented 

measures against cognitive warfare (Gîndilă, 2024), there are few guardrails 

enacted to protect populations from its harmful effects. This indeed makes 

societies uniquely vulnerable to these types of attacks, as we still do not quite 

fully understand neither the techniques used, nor the full ramifications of long 

term exposure. Even more so as no scholarship has looked at the potential usage 

of these techniques within a domestic context, nor in political communication. 

 

1.2. Aim and research question 

Modern societies are not governed solely by institutional or material 

mechanisms, but also to an extent the modulation of perception, emotion and 
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beliefs (Ford and Ihrke, 2018). This could potentially be traced to the fact that we 

as a society have become terminally connected to the internet, and have access to 

an overabundance of information. As such, an environment in which equal 

amounts of real, and fake information is propagated.  

Therefore, cognitive warfare has become an increasingly glaring vulnerability 

to societal cohesion, and political systems. 

While existing scholarship have explored aspects of cognitive warfare, many of 

them specifically contextualise their research on disinformation, propaganda and 

manipulation as singular approaches, not as weapons of complete cognitive 

re-coding, or disruption. This fails to address the broader structural and epistemic 

dynamics that come into play as perceived reality, and internalised norms erode in 

response to large-scale cognitive attacks. Much of the scholarship also tends to 

avoid looking at Western political actors as disseminators of disinformation and 

propaganda in the same way as it views actors as Russia, or China, leaving us 

somewhat blind to how political speech has been reshaped in a way that can 

facilitate glaring normative changes to perception in the interest of certain 

political elites. Many of  the narratives utilised are also quite harmful to large 

groups of people that are portrayed as undesirables, further othering already 

marginalized communities. This implies that scholarship often overlooks not only 

how individual actors within political entities utilise narratives for their own gain, 

but also the way in which these new changes to political communication could 

further alienate marginalised communities by being othered by institutions that are 

often seen as sources of credible information. This in turn could lead to excellent 

societal conditions for dangerous ideologies such as fascism, populism and white 

supremacy to take root. 
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Mainly, however, by not situating scholarship on political communication 

together with cognitive warfare, we are left blind to the new ways in which it 

could be employed to control the internalised realities of constituents, as well as 

how cognitive impairment disrupts democratic processes, and lends an 

unprecedented amount of control to political elites and governing bodies. 

 

To address this gap in scholarship, this thesis seeks to contribute to current 

research by under the theoretical framework of cognitive warfare analyse the way 

in which the second presidential cabinet of Trump has weaponised political 

communication. Due to how new the concept of cognitive warfare is, this thesis 

will also employ the theoretical framework of strategic narratives to fill potential 

gaps. This will serve to help understand the ways in which perceived reality is 

affected by these types of attacks on human cognition. It will also be utilising 

concepts such as disinformation, and propaganda, as these concepts are somewhat 

inseparable from cognitive warfare. This will serve to not only distinguish 

cognitive warfare from disinformation, and propaganda, but also to further 

highlight the ways in which these concepts can be utilised as tools to conduct 

cognitive warfare. 

These concepts will together serve to create a holistic, and sturdy foundation 

on which to analyse the political communications utilised by the Trump cabinet 

during his second presidency, and thereby furthering our understanding of the 

ways in which political communications can be weaponised within the modern 

media landscape. 
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To reach the goal this thesis has set out to reach, the following research 

question was drafted: 

 

●​ How has the Trump cabinet weaponised political communication as a 

form of cognitive warfare during the second Trump presidency? 

 

As a way to further explore this question this thesis will be using the following 

supporting questions. 

 

●​ What are the effects of cognitive warfare on a population? 

 

●​ What implications are there for our current understanding of political 

communication within the modern social media focused landscape? 

 

1.3. Thesis outline 

To facilitate a digestible formatting for this rather complex and theoretical 

topic, this thesis has been split into five distinct chapters. The first chapter eases 

the reader into the subject through a short introduction presenting the research 

problem, as well as the research question. 

The second chapter will be dedicated to presenting the theoretical framework 

and concepts which this thesis will utilise, as well as previous research.  

Firstly, there will be a section which delves deeper into the theoretical 

framework cognitive warfare, which most of the analysis will be reliant upon. It 

will thereafter delve deeper into the concept of strategic narratives, which will be 

the secondary framework utilised, as cognitive warfare, arguably, is not currently 
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developed to the point in which it could be sufficiently utilised to explain the 

intricacies contained within political communications by itself. The thesis will 

thereafter present previous research within disinformation, political 

communication, and computational propaganda, explaining their interpretation of 

the current landscape of the topic, and highlighting the issues stemming from 

fragmenting the research, and further motivating the importance of considering 

cognitive warfare when analysing political communication and strategic 

narratives. This will help further the key argument regarding the need to reshape 

scholarship drafted on political communication. Finally, by creating a short 

summary of the contents of the chapter, a motivation for the theoretical departure 

for the study will be presented. 

The third chapter will serve as a presentation for the research design, 

methodological considerations, the analytical methods that were employed 

throughout the process, as well as the limitations and delimitations of the study. 

The fourth chapter will be dedicated to the analysis of the research question, as 

well as the support questions. 

The fifth chapter will be a short conclusion, in which the findings will be 

presented in conjunction with a question on which to ponder, to hopefully 

stimulate more scholarship to be produced on the topic.  
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2. Previous research and theory 

This chapter is dedicated to provide a short explanation of cognitive warfare, 

and strategic narratives, the theoretical frameworks of which will be utilised for 

the analytical section of the paper. The goal is to anchor the patterns of thought 

used throughout this thesis in a solid, and understandable foundation, thereby 

creating a solid chain of arguments that will be easy to follow. Thereafter, 

previous scholarship within disinformation, political communication, and 

computational propaganda, will be presented. Subsequently a critique which 

highlights the research gap will be provided, followed by a short summary in 

which a motivation for the theoretical departure used will be provided. 

 

2.1.​ Cognitive warfare 

Cognitive warfare is a relatively new concept within conflict studies, as such 

the scholastic works on the topic are still within their formative stages. This of 

course carries some implications on the reliability of such a new field of inquiry. 

However, while few, there are already notable contributions which have attempted 

to define and delimit the concept of cognitive warfare. Among these, the works of 

Gîndilă (2024), as well as Marjanović and Smiljanic (2025) have been selected for 

this thesis, as they represent some of the more comprehensive explorations of the 

concept within the emerging literature, by offering both theoretical framing, and 

practical implications. 

 

Gîndilă (2024) focuses his contribution on the concept through the 

conceptualisation of cognitive warfare as a strategic form of conflict in which the 
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human mind makes for the principal battlefield. It is described as the deliberate 

manipulation of perceptions, beliefs, and decision making processes through the 

exploitation of cognitive biases, as well as technological mediation.  

He further defines how by integrating behavioral science and algorithmic 

communication, cognitive warfare seeks to shape social reality itself, influencing 

public discourse, eroding trust, and destabilizing democratic institutions. 

 

Marjanović and Smiljanić (2025) expand this perspective by framing cognitive 

warfare as the evolution of traditional military operations into a domain where 

non-kinetic methods target societal cohesion and epistemic stability to garner a 

more persistent control. They emphasize how emerging technologies, particularly 

artificial intelligence, data analytics, and neuroscience have facilitated the creation 

of highly personalized and adaptive influence operations. This ensures that most 

groups of society are indeed vulnerable to the attacks, further raising concerns in 

regards to the growing weak spots that democratic societies have when it comes to 

manipulative information environments. 

 

While these two papers indeed contribute valuable insights which will be 

utilized within this thesis, both Gîndilă (2024), as well as Marjanović and 

Smiljanić (2025) primarily situate their scholarship in a tactical and event focused 

consideration. While this of course is of equal importance, it does fail to account 

for the long term, cumulative effects of long term cognitive manipulation. Both 

papers also suggest defensive counter-measures, such as digital literacy, public 

awareness, and international collaboration, which while still untested could be 

functional in episodic, or isolated cognitive attacks.  
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However under sustained attacks, even more so if coming from intrastate 

political actors as a way to manipulate constituents, these measures could instead 

run the risk of becoming quite ineffective. Especially so as individuals, and 

societies are persistently immersed in algorithmically mediated flows of content 

made to influence and reshape their current normative status. This prolonged 

saturation could act not only to erode cognitive resilience, but also serve as a way 

to normalise distorted epistemic conditions, thereby increasingly making it 

difficult to distinguish between authentic and engineered discourse and 

information. 

 

Therefore the main utilisation of these papers will instead be the way in which 

this thesis will define the concept of cognitive warfare. It will operate from the 

assumption that cognitive warfare is the following: 

 

“The definition we developed is based on the work of various scholars and 

experts. It describes cognitive warfare as the deliberate use of psychological, 

informational, and technological tactics to manipulate the cognitive processes of 

individuals, groups, and societies, such as perception, emotions, beliefs, and 

decision-making. Targeting the human mind seeks to weaken, influence, or 

destabilise the intended audience by undermining trust, cohesion, and autonomy, 

often without relying on physical force.” (Marjanović and Smiljanić 2025, pp. 

86-87) 

 

It is also important to note that the reason as to why we are so woefully 

unprepared for these types of attacks, and so little scholarship is made on the topic 
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is the high dependency on communications technologies that cognitive warfare 

has (Gîndilă, 2024). This has made it impossible to utilise up until fairly recently, 

and has therefore not held major relevancy in scholarship the same way that 

disinformation, or propaganda has. With the wake of social media, constant online 

connectivity, and AI, however, this is no longer the case. As more and more 

political entities, and actors adopt social media, and the digital landscape it 

becomes increasingly more relevant as an analytical framework in regards to 

political communication, which is the motivation for this thesis to exist. 

 

2.2.​ Strategic narratives 

Narratives hold immense power, indeed as Burke so beautifully explained in 

his seminal text “Definition of man”:  

 

“The "symbol-using animal," yes, obviously. But can we bring ourselves to 

realize just what that formula implies, just how overwhelmingly much of what we 

mean by "reality" has been built up for us through nothing but our 

symbol-systems?” (Burke, 1964, p. 493) 

 

The way in which we view, and understand reality is a complex web of 

internalised perceptions built through a myriad of different narratives collected 

through our lifetime. This, of course implies that the way in which we understand 

the world can be manipulated and changed through being fed new, and differing 

narratives. Strategic narratives are usually defined as a tool for political actors to 

construct a shared meaning of the past, present and future of international politics 

to shape the behaviour of domestic and international actors (Miskimmon, 
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O’Loughlin and Roselle, 2013, p. 2). However, as it is also further defined as a 

way for political actors to extend influence, and change the discursive 

environment in which they operate (Miskimmon, O’Loughlin and Roselle, 2013, 

p. 2), it should, arguably, be applicable not only in an international relations 

setting, but also within an intra state context. It is also important to note for the 

context in which this framework will be utilised that “They are not necessarily 

analytical and, when not grounded in evidence or experience, may rely on appeals 

to emotion, or on suspect metaphors and dubious historical analogies” (Freedman, 

2006, p. 23). Which situates this analytical framework very well to understand the 

ways in which the Trump administration have utilised political communication to 

create certain perceptual realities, and, in extension how it could situate political 

communication within the realm of cognitive warfare. 

 

2.3.​ Previous research - Disinformation 

Disinformation, much like many of the other concepts used within this thesis, 

is somewhat contested in the way it should be understood. This thesis will 

therefore operate under the definition of disinformation penned by Bennett and 

Livingstone: 

 

“disinformation involves the production and dissemination of intentionally 

distorted information for the purpose of deceiving an audience. Distortion might 

involve deliberate factual inaccuracies or amplified attention to persons, issues or 

events, or both.” (Bennett & Livingstone, 2021, p. 35) 
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Hellman (2024), too drafted a great scholarly text on disinformation with this 

very definition focused on the Russian disinformation machine. This will become 

quite valuable to this thesis as the Trump cabinet seemingly has adopted a model 

of political communication that mimics the intensity and volume utilised by the 

Russian propaganda machine. It is also of import to note the rapid change to the 

amount of disinformation circulating that has happened in recent years, as it 

seems to have had a tremendous effect on the trust between populace and political 

actors, which is very well explored by Wagnsson (2020). 

 

These texts, while great at exploring disinformation, ignore the ways in which 

distrust and changes to the ecosystem of political communication could empower, 

and disempower certain narratives. Furthermore, scholarship produced on 

disinformation does not look towards the ways in which it could serve as a part of 

a greater whole, designed to impair logical throughlines, and reshaping the way in 

which individuals process information, and perceive reality. Due to the way in 

which many now consume their information primarily through the internet, and 

social media (Liedke and St. Aubin, 2025), this indeed creates some worrying 

implications when considering the potential ramifications that could come from 

the ever evolving ways in which actors utilise psychological manipulation and 

attacks against cognition to gain power, influence, or diverting focus. It is also 

important to note that disinformation, while it could be a tool for cognitive 

warfare is not inherently cognitive warfare in and of itself, but could instead be 

part of a cognitive warfare attack, meaning that if one were to solely focus their 

attention towards disinformation, one could lose many of other aspects contained 

within the manipulation attempts, and thereby failing to sufficiently understand 
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the complex way in which modern social media manipulation is being conducted. 

This further highlights the importance of situating more scholarship towards 

cognitive warfare in political communication. As this thesis will prove during its 

analytical portion, the second Trump cabinet's utilisation of political 

communication could not only be classified as cognitive warfare, but also holds 

some alarmingly worrying implications for the state of democracy. 

 

2.4.​ Previous research - Computational propaganda and 

political communication 

Within the past decade, scholars have increasingly had to turn their attention 

towards the intersection between digital technology, political communication, and 

algorithmic power. 

As social media platforms have become arenas for political discourse, the 

automation and algorithmic curation of information have become new ways of 

spreading political influence. This has challenged traditional notions of how we 

view propaganda, manipulation and disinformation. In response to this, a group of 

scholars led by Philip N. Howard, in collaboration with Oxford university, have 

been foundational in establishing the concept of computational propaganda. 

Making clear the use of algorithmical systems, and automation to manipulate 

public opinion at scales never before seen.  

These collaborators have more or less created the basis upon which most 

scholastic work that deals with digital propaganda is produced. And this thesis, of 

course, is no exception.  
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Woolley (2016) identifies the emergence of automated social bots as a form of 

political tool and tries to make sense of how they are deployed, by what kind of 

governments they are used, as well as what political stratagems they employ.  

Woolley and Guilbeault (2017) present a comprehensive study on how 

computational propaganda in the United States operated in a coordinated effort to 

manufacture social agreement between specific groups through artificial 

amplification of certain discourse, and algorithmic targeting. They argue that the 

automation of persuasion through bots and algorithms have transformed political 

communication into a new form of infrastructural power, which holds the 

capability of subtly reshaping collective perception of political reality.  

Howard, Woolley, and Calo (2018) further extend this discussion by examining 

the challenges that this automated political communication poses within the 

context of electoral law and democratic governance. Their analysis of the 2016 

U.S. election reveals that these algorithmic systems indeed blur the line between 

civic discourse and engineered influence, thereby creating immense difficulties 

both when it comes to legal accountability, and institutional oversight. 

Meanwhile, Meghani and Tripathi (2025) provide a complementary 

perspective to these papers, by focusing on social media algorithms and the 

creation of echo chambers. Through their works, it is demonstrated how 

algorithmic curation serves as a way of narrowing the range of information users 

encounter. This then reinforces existing biases and ideological divisions, while 

continuing the fostering of epistemic isolation. 

As political actors adopt the strength of computational propaganda, it is not 

surprising that political communication has changed in response. By producing a 

landscape in which fake news, distrust in institutions and insecurity increases, it is 
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to no surprise that actors that adopt populist narratives have gained further control 

over discourse. Which is very much so exemplified with the specific political 

communications employed by Trump (Serttaş, A., Gürkan, H. and Dere, G., 2025, 

pp.210-215). 

 

These works, however, while incredibly important to understand the context of 

our current political landscape do not necessarily give us all the tools needed to 

properly understand the way in which political communication has evolved. 

While they to a certain extent explore long term consequences stemming from 

these tools being available, they seem to miss out on the normative change they 

could potentially bring, which is highlighted within scholarship on cognitive 

warfare. Therefore, the papers hold little consideration of the potential political 

apathy, and normalisation of distorted narratives that could become the new norm 

within the political arena, even in the absence of active propaganda events. 

 

2.5.​ Summary 

While scholarship on cognitive warfare, disinformation, propaganda, and 

political communications in the modern age have been steadily improving and 

adapting to the ever changing circumstances, there are indeed still severe blind 

spots in the way it views both functionality, and danger assessment. Much if not 

all the scholarship tends to be very limited in scope, and stays bound to previous 

interpretations of political communication, propaganda and disinformation, and as 

such miss the wider implications regarding cognitive control that modern 

communication technologies, and cognitive warfare strategies have given political 

communication. 
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With this in mind, it is then of no particular surprise that scholars fall behind in 

their analytical processes in comparison to political actors, who continuously 

reinvented the way they try to expand their political influence, leading to an 

exponentially faster adoption rate of these new techniques. This indeed means that 

we as scholars, too, must be ready to shed previous normative understandings and 

assumptions to facilitate new understandings of political communication, lest we 

will have no way to properly understand the ways in which they are utilised. 

In light of this, there is a glaring need to remold our way of thinking, or we run 

the risk of being left behind.  
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3. Methodology 

The decision to situate this thesis with cognitive warfare, and strategic 

narratives as analytical tools was, in part, inspired by the way in which 

Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2013) goes about explaining methodology. This being 

that the philosophical departure point of which the scholar views the world should 

also be consistent with the methodological choices made. To facilitate a cohesive 

scholastic work under these conditions, it was decided to approach this thesis as a 

qualitative case study, the motivations for the methodological choices made will 

be elaborated upon within this chapter to ensure that the scholarly work is both up 

to standard, rigorous and transparent. 

 

3.1. Cognitive warfare, and understanding the power of 

manipulation 

At the core of this thesis lies a concern in regards to how political 

communication has changed in response to the constant connection to the world 

wide web that humanity now enjoys. As we now always have a connection to the 

internet, we have entered an unprecedented era of mass information 

dissemination, algorithmic mediation, and cognitive manipulation. This indeed 

means that our worldview is constantly shaped, remodeled and manipulated by the 

constant flow of information, making society exceedingly vulnerable to large 

scale attacks on cognition (Marjanović and Smiljanić, 2025), as it becomes harder 

to distinguish fact from fiction. Inflammatory languages become normative, and 

populist narratives preying on division and confusion are empowered, this indeed 

makes it easier for actors willing to conduct these operations to control narratives, 
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perceptions, and reality for individuals entrapped in their line of communication. 

Which if adopted by political leaders could have increasingly dangerous 

implications towards democratic values, as well as marginalised groups within 

society, while empowering individuals that hold the power to conduct these 

operations to gain even further power, and resources, thereby continuing this 

vicious cycle. 

Therefore by avoiding to shy away from these quite frankly horrifying 

implications, one could more objectively understand the languages, and modus of 

operandi of political actors, and thereby manufacture a deeper understanding of 

not only how political communication is conducted in the modern era, but also 

create ways in which we can safeguard society from these types of cognitive 

attacks.  

 

3.2. Strategic narratives and understanding the “how” 

The ways in which information is circulated, framed, and received do not just 

inform public opinion. It constructs social realities, and serves to define collective 

norms (McLeod and Chaffee, 2017), and influence the very conditions of 

democratic participation.  

Given these concerns, this thesis has decided to adopt strategic narratives as a 

theoretical framework to put these processes to scrutiny. Interpretivism holds that 

social phenomena cannot be understood through purely empirical observation or 

causal explanation, and as such, cognitive warfare by itself, especially, as 

underdeveloped as it is, is not a suitable way to fully explore the topic of which 

this thesis focuses on. By understanding the underlying mechanical motivations, it 

is made easier to understand the actions and desired outcomes, but is at the same 

21 



 

time exponentially harder to understand the way in which the cognitive attacks 

have tangible effects on populations without this interpretivist lens. As political 

communication is an agent of perceptual change, it is important to understand the 

potential effects narrative has on the population to analyse why they are chosen to 

be communicated, and by doing so providing linkage between the act of 

disseminating information, and performing cognitive warfare. 

 

3.3. Research design 

The goal of this thesis is to recontextualise the way in which we understand 

political communication, and how it is weaponised within the digital age by 

contextualising it together with cognitive warfare. This is motivated by the threat 

this could pose to the democratic system as we know it. Without proper 

precautions we could see an exponential increase in democratic backsliding. To 

ensure this goal, previous scholarship will be contrasted with the second Trump 

presidency, and his cabinet. This is to not only highlight how cognitive warfare is 

being utilised in political communication, but also to show that our current 

understanding of political communication is lacking within an age where warfare 

is focused upon the mind.  

 

By positioning this study within qualitative research, it will be possible to 

contrast previous research with the current context of political communication and 

show the way in which it is currently lacking, as well as prove ways in which it 

can be utilised as a vehicle for cognitive warfare. 
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To ensure that this highly complex topic is somewhat feasible to tackle within 

the confines of a master thesis, the choice was made to narrow this thesis down to 

a singular case to study. That being the second Trump presidency in the United 

States, as the current political turmoil, and utilisation of political communication 

proves the importance of these types of studies. This became even more 

exceedingly clear throughout the process of studying this topic, as I found that the 

way in which the presidential cabinet utilises political communication not only 

could be classified as cognitive warfare, but also saw worrying trends in regards 

to cognitive changes within the MAGA movement, and Trump's voter-base as a 

whole. 

 

3.4. Case selection 

This study is, in essence, made as a critique to respond to our current state of 

research on political communication, and to highlight how cognitive warfare is 

being utilised by political leaders within their political communication due to the 

way in which modern communications technologies has changed the context of 

which democratic participation finds itself in. Because of this I believe it to be 

important to situate the thesis within a real world example. This is to highlight the 

dangers of falling behind in our understanding of the ways in which political 

communication is operationalised within the rapidly changing landscape of 

communications technologies and AI language models.  

With this in mind, using the United States of America became increasingly 

relevant as I progressed with my research. To clarify, there were two reasons 

which led to this selection. The first one being the fact that even the USA, a state 

which is perceived as one of the greatest powers within the international 
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community could fall victim to cognitive warfare. Which is even more worrying 

as they enjoy the privilege of having some of the most influential scholars on 

propaganda, political manipulation and coercion within their domicile. The 

second reasoning is in contrast quite simplistic. It is because of what the United 

States represents. By not shying away from the fact that the populace is more 

divided than ever (Pew Research Center, 2022), or hiding from the fact that the 

American government is far-right and have shown worrying trends of 

authoritarian behaviour (Toribio Vazquez, 2025), it is my hope that I can broaden 

the reach of this thesis, and therefore hopefully inspire more individuals to 

reassess the way in which they view political communication, and facilitate the 

creation of more scholarship on the topic. 

 

3.5. Material 

As this study is focused on an already well documented topic, albeit from a 

different angle, there is a large supply of material that can be drawn upon to 

facilitate analysis. This includes, but is not limited to scholarship, policy 

documents, political communication lines, and of course online discourse. To 

capture a holistic image of the situation and further highlight the way in which 

much of the scholarship on political communication is lacking, material for this 

study has been gathered from a multitude of different sources. By ensuring a 

multi-faceted approach, it will become easier to apply analytical reasoning to both 

the way in which the second Trump cabinet weaponises political communication, 

and the ways in which it affects the population. 
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It is of course of note that this thesis inherently becomes steeped in political 

connotations because of the topic it tackles.  

One could therefore argue that the integrity of scholarship could suffer. While 

this is of course a valid concern, a large focus has been put on reflexivity. To 

ensure that this was followed I have during the finding of material used for the 

thesis avoided the usage of “inflammatory” or pointed search queries. This is 

especially important when researching the Trump presidency, which has been 

quite controversial. Examples of search terms would be as follows: 

●​ Trump presidency 

●​ Political communication during the second presidency of Trump 

●​ Trump social media 

I have also throughout the process tried to question my own biases and 

interpretations of the studies and information used, to ensure that none of my 

statements are made in a way which is too informed by my own left-leaning 

ideology.  

 

To further solidify the scientific relevancy of this thesis and avoid inherent 

biases I have ensured that the arguments that are contained within are made with a 

solid scientific backing, and a clear argument as to why certain assumptions are 

made. It is the goal of this thesis to as objectively as possible present the way in 

which the Trump cabinet have utilised political communication, and the 

implications this present to scholarship. 
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3.6. Ethical considerations 

This thesis does not deal with interviewees, or any other peoples that could be 

put at risk by its contents. However, as it will be critically analysing the actions of 

the US government, it could result in negative ramifications for the author. 

Especially in light of actions taken by the seated government towards individuals 

who have criticised them, such as a French scientist who became detained and 

furthermore expelled from the country in response to messages of criticism found 

on his phone (Mackey, 2025). As such, there is the risk that I as the author might 

find myself unable to enter American soil due to the implications contained within 

this thesis. This could also hamper potential opportunities for employment, as 

much of my studies revolve around international relations. However, it is my 

belief that there will be no risk of physical harm. Furthermore I believe this line of 

inquiry to be of such importance that it heavily outweighs potential risks in 

writing a thesis on the topic. 

Due to the inherently political nature of this thesis, it is also important that I as 

a researcher ensure a non-biased approach to this study. Otherwise it could run the 

risk of veering off the path of scientific pursuit, and instead become a type of 

political manifesto. It is therefore of utmost importance that an effort is made to 

ensure sufficient scientific backing behind every assumption that is contained 

within this thesis. 

 

3.7. Limitations and delimitations 

Because of the scope of this thesis it was necessary to enact some delimitations 

on the study. Due to the changes to political communications, many, if not most 

political actors across the globe have started changing the way in which they 
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engage with their constituents. To analyse them all would be impossible. The 

choice was therefore made to solely focus on the second Trump cabinet for this 

thesis. This could indeed lead to certain blind-spots, but it is my sincerest hope 

that other scholars will be inspired by this line of inquiry, so as to mitigate these 

issues through future scholarship. 

 

To further limit the scope of this thesis and ensure that its contents do not 

become spread too thin, quantitative methods have been discarded. This could 

also lead to certain aspects not being taken into account. It is, however, my belief 

that though limited, the thesis will serve to highlight, and provide sufficient basis 

to warrant its relevancy, as well as provide a foundation upon which new 

scholarship can be crafted. 

 

This thesis has two limitations that need to be addressed.  

Firstly, due to the topic which has been chosen, there are certain assumptions 

that need to be made in regards to intent behind the communications that the 

Trump cabinet produces, and much of the analysis will depart from these 

assumptions. This is, in itself, somewhat problematic. While the actions and 

reactions made by the Trump administration paint a fairly clear picture of the 

motivations behind their actions, that being profit (Baker, 2025), and increased 

power. It also hints at the intent behind the way in which they utilise political 

communication, but it is of course impossible to make conclusive statements 

regarding this, as there is no way to ensure the validity of these interpretations. By 

analysing patterns, observing the way in which communication is disseminated, 

the narratives contained within, and end results, it is, however, my belief that one 
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can reach a conclusion fairly close to the motivation and intent of the second 

Trump cabinet, and as such is still highly important to research this topic. To 

combat this problem I have rigorously worked to ensure that all statements that 

make these types of assumptions are made with solid scientific research backing 

them. 

Secondly, researcher bias is of course a tangible worry in research that is 

situated within politics. To counteract this, I will be ensuring that every argument 

made is sufficiently backed by scientific reasoning, and by doing so upholding the 

standard of which is expected within a scholarly thesis. 

All scholarship is, however, to a certain extent, biased in one way or another. 

This thesis is not exempt from this fact. Through intense methodological rigour, 

however, it is my hope that it is clear that this text has been produced in a way that 

ensures a non-biased approach. 
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4. Analysis 

This chapter will be split between a couple of different areas of focus, to ensure 

that the reader will be able to understand underlying implications, and the thought 

processes of the author. As this thesis is trying to conceptualise the pitfalls of our 

current understanding of political communication, and the way in which cognitive 

warfare could be utilised within it, these two areas will first be analysed further. 

After having presented an analysis of these shortcomings, the next sections will 

dive deeper into the current state of US political communication. This will focus 

on the relationship that the second Trump regime's political communication has to 

cognitive warfare, how disinformation and distrust has been used as a tool to gain 

narrative control, and how they have used massive waves of information 

dissemination to manage reality. It will also explain the way it has utilised outrage 

as a spotlight for the populace, and finally the way in which Trump and his 

cabinet has used his knowledge within entertainment to adopt social media and 

populist speech to reshape the way political information is disseminated within 

US society as a whole, and the ways in which this relates to cognitive warfare. 

 

4.1. Political communication and social media 

 

4.1.1. Political communication in the modern era 

Due to changes in communications technologies and perceptions on the 

reliability of newsmedia, the way in which the population consumes political 

content has drastically changed. In a recent study it was concluded that social 

media plays a crucial role in the way adults consume political communication. 
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While for young adults, social media is a crucial part in how they consume their 

news, about 53% of American adults also say that they at least sometimes 

consume their news from social media (Liedke and St. Aubin, 2025). This implies 

that traditional speeches and appearances within news media, while still valuable, 

have seen somewhat of a diminished return. While newspapers started out as the 

de facto political news outlet, it is also known to delve a lot deeper, and political 

jargon and statistics might be hard for the uninitiated to take part in. As 

televisions became more commonly available, political actors of course took 

notice, and more political communication became televised. This led political 

news to be simplified and thereby digestible by a larger group of the population 

(Perloff, 2021). The way in which political speech became simplified for 

television to appeal to the masses of course hold further implications for the ease 

of access that social media then brings to political communication. Not only does 

it motivate yet another change in the approach to political communication, but 

also a great incentive for politicians to adapt to this new media-landscape to reach 

an even greater number of constituents with their preferred narratives. 

 

4.1.2. Social media as a tool for political communication 

Social media originally could be seen as a gateway for increased political 

participation. As the simplified nature of political posts enabled more individuals 

to be activated within the political landscape, and thereby be sufficiently informed 

before using their right to vote. It is however not as unproblematic as was 

originally hoped. There are no real regulations in regards to what politicians can 

communicate, and the validity of the messages they use. In contrast to the 

historical way in which news-media handles political news, there is, after all, no 

30 



 

fact-checking, or journalistic integrity to act as security against the proliferation of 

falsehood to serve specific narratives (Meraz, 2023). This has enabled an 

exponential rise in certain political ideologies in modern times, with far-right 

populism being of particular note. This of course being exemplified with the rise 

of Trump and America to a certain extent becoming the face of modern populism 

(Lowndes, 2021). 

 

4.1.3. Understanding the implications of constant political exposure 

The human mind is a strangely contradictory thing, while immensely durable 

and resilient it is not built for the informational overload we are currently facing. 

By engaging within this constant flow of information one could instead fall under 

what is known as cognitive or emotional overload (Rutkowski and Saunders, 

2018). As is implied by the conditions name, those affected by cognitive overload 

often show an inability to process and act upon information, and as cognitive 

overload rises, so does avoidant behaviour (Cezar and Carlos, 2023). This indeed 

is quite the worrying implication as political content becomes more of a constant. 

As constituents might start to detach from politics as a way to deal with cognitive 

overload, this could be weaponised. Especially if specific political demographics 

are targeted. It is important to note, while this could very well be the case, it has 

currently not yet been studied, and as such will be left as an implication, as any 

defining statement on the matter would be pure speculation. 

 

4.1.4. Algorithms and confirmation bias 

Humans have a tendency of gravitating towards opinions and facts that confirm 

their own beliefs, and as such the algorithmic nature of social media has a 
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tendency of creating echo chambers in which the consumer's views and beliefs are 

continually confirmed (Meghani and Tripathi, 2025). While it is quite predatory in 

the way it garners consumer retention, and produces dependency. One must note 

that it has some worrisome implications when connected to political 

communication. By getting caught in this bubble, the individual could become fed 

with increasingly more extreme political narratives, slowly warping their 

perception of reality. It is even more notable that much of these posts of political 

nature obfuscates the fact that it is indeed propaganda, leaving the consumer blind 

to the nature of the content they are being fed (Howard, Woolley and Calo, 2018). 

Notably, the very same algorithm that enables and promotes these feedback loops 

also promoted discourse created by chatbots to promote political discourse that 

positively affected Trump within the 2016 election, which seemed to have had a 

noticeable effect on the electoral results and leading to the first presidential win 

for Trump (Woolley and Guilbeault, 2017). 

 

4.2. Disinformation and cognitive warfare 

 

4.2.1. Disinformation strategies in the modern era 

To understand cognitive warfare, one must also understand the concept of 

disinformation, as they are so deeply tied to one another. While the working 

definition provided within the methodology chapter should be sufficient to an 

extent to motivate the importance of disinformation within this thesis, there are 

several important implications that arise from the deployment of disinformation. 
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“disinformation also aims to target deeper democratic competencies and alter 

people’s relationship with information and facts in general, as well as their ability 

to interpret and capacity for critical thinking. It calls on citizens in the target 

country to mistrust the state, the government, and its institutions, and to be 

skeptical about all information. It is an attempt to break down faith and trust not 

just in the nation or the government, but in the very basis of rational and critical 

thinking, and to make people doubt their own ability to make sense of social 

reality or play a part in it.” (Hellman, 2024, pp. 4-5) 

 

While this in theory might seem like a mistake to implement onto one's own 

population, this is not necessarily always the case. As is argued by Fieschi and 

Heywood (2004), populist politicians tend to gain support as trust in traditional 

political entities lowers. Therefore by lowering that institutional strength, 

individuals which employ populist rhetoric could potentially gain quite a 

significant amount of political power from the dissemination of disinformation. It 

is also important to note that there was a sense of distrust towards institutions 

already existing in American society as Trump ran for president for the first time. 

This quite significantly strengthened the populist rhetoric utilised, and 

significantly contributed to his ascension to office (Berg, 2021). With this in 

mind, it comes as no surprise that Trump during his first term proliferated about 

30,573 false claims that painted himself in the best possible light, and his 

opponents as “incompetent buffoons” (Pillai, Kim, and Fazio, 2023). 

Furthermore by implementing newsmedia, in the proliferation of quantifiably 

false information, further distrust in established politics were established. A 

prominent example of this is the conservative news network Fox News, which 
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ended up in a landmark defamation suit, after spreading accusations of the 2020 

election being tampered with (Chase, 2023). 

Disinformation is, also, understandably in its nature quite a tricky beast to 

address. As it is very amorphous in form, it can be used in equally many ways. By 

constantly changing the way in which it is utilised, it becomes much harder to 

combat. What could at the start be false information could quickly change into the 

obfuscation of authorship, providing truth from sources that make it seem less 

reliable, or avoiding accountability when spreading information that is damaging 

to oppositional actors (Arce, 2024). Due to the immense speed now available 

through communications technologies, and constant connectivity, one must 

similarly assume that disinformation is at an all time peak. While there have been 

efforts made to study the efficacy that the massive amounts of falsehoods that are 

spread online have had on the general populace, there has, so far been no 

conclusive results in that regard, which makes it all the more hard to efficiently 

challenge. This is, in large part due to the challenge that ethical consideration puts 

on conducting field research on the topic (Guess and Lyons, 2020). 

This indeed does make it harder to situate scholarship on the topic, and is one 

of the reasons as to why this thesis is highlighting the concept. As it is one aspect 

of cognitive warfare, by highlighting the umbrella that is cognitive warfare, one 

could situate the scholarship in news ways and glean deeper insights into the 

concept as you do. 

 

4.2.2. Cognitive warfare 

Cognitive warfare, could, and should reshape the way in which we look at 

political communication, the way in which narratives are spread, and how we 
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consume media and information on a daily basis. Indeed by moving the battlefield 

from landmasses to the human brain itself, cognitive warfare seeks to degrade 

rationality and by doing so opening vulnerabilities in target populations or 

military units that can be used to influence and reshape the way in which 

populations understand reality and reshape the norms on which the target society 

live by (NATO, 2023). 

Due to how our current conceptual understandings of conflict and war are 

reliant on casualties, cognitive warfare falls within a strange realm of few legal 

repercussions due to how it utilises non-kinetic aggression (Rinaldi, 2025). It 

certainly does not help that it is such a new concept that there currently is no 

exhaustive definition of the concept, making it harder to draft laws to protect 

against its usage. Cognitive warfare is, also, quite a terrifying stratagem due to 

how important perception is to our understood reality (DeNora, 2014). By use of 

deliberate psychological manipulation to deteriorate reasoning, reinforce existing 

societal divides, and manufacturing realities, it has the potential to completely 

reshape the way in which the targeted society functions, not only in relationship to 

governmental and political actors, but also how the different population groups 

within the state interact with one another, which could severely disrupt the 

functionality of any society, no matter how well functioning it has been 

previously. 

 

4.2.3. The intersectionality of disinformation and cognitive warfare 

As disinformation and cognitive warfare are at a surface level quite similar, 

one might think that they are one and the same, but this would be a somewhat 

faulty assumption to make. While disinformation is the willful dissemination of 
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faulty information, cognitive warfare in contrast instead is the act of priming the 

targets to react to information in specific ways (Deppe and Schaal, 2024). 

Meaning that while they are not the same, disinformation could be a part of a 

cognitive warfare effort. Making cognitive warfare more of an umbrella-term, that 

constitutes different types of psychological attacks. 

To attack a population with cognitive warfare, then, would be combining 

disinformation, strategic narratives, propaganda, inflammatory discourse. This 

would then make it much easier to disseminate specific narratives throughout the 

inhabitants and ensure that certain strategic goals are met. These types of attacks 

to procure power and influence become even more attractive to utilise, as it 

currently means that the actor falls within a legal grey-zone, protecting them from 

potential legal ramifications. While social fallout might be dire if found out, there 

is no real way to ensure that the perpetrator faces any repercussions outside of loss 

of social capital with the target for the psychological attacks conducted due to 

lacking humanitarian law (Rinaldi, 2025). 

 

4.3. The US and cognitive warfare 

 

4.3.1. Cognitive warfare in political communication 

As the 2024 election drew closer an increase in volume of information could be 

seen coming from the republican party. More political communication than ever 

before was spread throughout social media. This seemed to turn our previous 

understanding of focusing on the problematic aspect of disinformation on its head. 

Rather what one could surmise that it was an issue of cognitive overload (Lee, 

2025). This type of overload made it hard to discern truth from falsehoods, which 
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indeed primed the populace to be affected by disinformation, furthering the 

cognitive warfare aspect of the way in which they utilised political 

communication. This trend has continued throughout 2025, showing remarkable 

amounts of executive orders and policy changes, making it exponentially harder to 

follow the political developments within the USA. In recent studies it has been 

found that information abundance can be linked to democratic backsliding. People 

affected by an overabundance of information have a tendency of gravitating 

towards political information that contains the following four attributes: 

Information that is belief-consistent, negative, social and predictive 

(Lewandowsky and Hertwig, 2025). This in turn tends to lead to societal 

ramifications that include polarisation, reduced interaction with alternative ways 

of thinking, and emotional outrage (Lewandowsky and Hertwig, 2025). 

 

4.3.2. Manipulation through cognitive reshaping 

Throughout his first presidency Trump was a frequent user of twitter to 

disseminate messages to his constituents, many of which were quite antagonistic, 

and contained aspects of sexism, racism, homophobia. This type of rhetoric 

pushed a moral disengagement amongst his followers, where the dehumanisation 

efforts, politically motivated attacks, and hateful statements slowly increased in 

intensity (Rasul, Halversen and Smith, 2025). This indeed reshaped the way in 

which his followers viewed the world and the people around them, making the 

already quite problematic societal rift even larger, culminating in the insurrection 

of the US capitol on january 6th 2021. 
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4.3.3. Pushing boundaries 

Much in line with the communications highlighted within the previous section, 

Trump has confidently continued to push boundaries, not only in the way he 

creates enemies by othering specific communities through xenophobic and racist 

rhetoric (Onwumechili, 2022). This indeed reshaped the political landscape of 

conservative voters. Not only do individuals who voted for Trump show a 

significantly higher tendency to approve of political violence, and exhibit racist 

and xenophobic traits, but also tend to positively view the insurrection that 

occurred on january 6th 2021 (Piazza and Van Doren, 2022). Through this 

constant pushing of boundaries, new avenues to garner control has opened up 

within the US political system, which was evident even before his second 

presidency started, as he communicated the intention to push both the US 

constitution as well as international law to ensure that the ideals he was looking to 

impose were successful (Roberts, 2024). 

 

4.4. Narrative control through disinformation and distrust 

 

4.4.1. Cognitive warfare and disinformation as a tool for control 

Much in line with what was explored within section 4.1 Trump has frequently 

presented false information, or distorted realities throughout the political 

communication he employs (Pillai, Kim, and Fazio, 2023). Much of the 

communication also falls under three particular categories, the attacks on 

perceived rivals, attribution of blame, and the diffusion and displacement of 

responsibility (Rasul, Halversen and Smith, 2025). By doing so he has been able 

to use strategically constructed narratives to escape scrutiny from many of his less 
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popular decisions, one prominent example would be how he blames the current 

economic state of the US on Biden (Ray, 2025). By taking advantage of the 

COVID-19 pandemics disastrous effects on the economy, the Trump cabinet 

spread the narrative that the economy was in shambles due to Biden, even though 

the final inflation rate during Biden's presidency being at around 2.7% and 

projected optics being the best they had been in quite some time (Miller, 2025). 

He has also repeatedly used narratives around peacemaking that have been 

misrepresentations at best (Walt, 2025), this is patently dangerous, especially in 

light of his involvement with Israel, and the plan presented for the US to annex 

Palestine (Reuters, 2025) and resettle Palestinians in surrounding regions. 

 

4.4.2. How distrust empowers populist narratives 

Populism is rooted in a core divide between “the people” and “the elite”, which 

is an outrageously strong narrative to spin in an era of political distrust, this being 

present during both electoral wins for Trump, being at about 19% before his first 

presidency, and 22% in conjunction with his second electoral win (Bell, 2025). As 

the elections were drawing closer the political communication performed by the 

Trump faction was almost frenzied in the way it communicated how they would 

attack the “corrupt elite”, even more so in 2024, even more so as the Epstein files 

were the current Zeitgeist of the time. While this was a narrative more 

prominently spread by the individuals who would come to be his cabinet, he too 

confirmed that he would look into releasing them (Popli, 2025). This of course 

was a large driving force that led to his win, as it once again sparked the narrative 

of Trump being one of the common people, fighting back against the ruling elite 

working to corrupt and take advantage of the less fortunate. 
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4.5. Outrage as misdirection 

 

4.5.1. Controlling perception through attention manipulation 

The modern way in which media is consumed have had large impacts on 

societal attention spans, shortening the time in which we have the energy to focus 

on any one topic (Yan et al., 2024). This has manifested the short blink and you 

miss it news-cycles we are currently living through. Naturally, this increased 

focus on speed, and “clickability” has created glaring vulnerabilities for actors to 

project desired narratives, disinformation and other tools of cognitive warfare. 

This should, unsurprisingly make it easier for a political actor with experience 

within the entertainment industry, and an understanding of what grabs attention 

within the populace to further control narratives and perception. This is seemingly 

very evident throughout the current 2025 term of president Trump, as he 

frequently utilises outrage to refocus narratives. An example of this would be how 

Trump, as outrage grew around his “big beautiful bill”, posted a conspiracy theory 

about Biden being executed in 2020 and replaced by a robot, immediately 

changing the conversation within the news-cycle (Mitrovica, 2025). This very 

thing was mirrored once again, as he, during growing outrage around the Epstein 

files shared a deepfake of former president Barack Obama being arrested 

(Henderson, 2025). While it would be more important to focus on the actual 

substantial policy-changes, or worrying societal developments, the outrageous 

statements that keep flooding Trump’s timeline instead become a focal point 

driving more traffic to the news-sites that report on politics. This too exemplifies 

the way in which he controls narratives, disrupts cognitive processes, reshape 
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norms, pushes boundaries, and reshapes perceived reality in ways that benefit 

himself, and his cabinet of political elites. 

 

4.6. Trump, social media mastery, and identity manipulation 

 

4.6.1. Reality TV and politics 

Much of the way in which Trump handles his presidency can be traced back to 

his experience within reality TV. By presenting this authentic and raw personality, 

brash, and blunt, many of his followers are captivated by this magnetic 

“authenticity” (Maxim Voronov, Toubiana and Ruebottom, 2025). Despite clearly 

being part of the “elite” of which he so prominently uses his political 

communication to rally against, many people perceive him as “a real one”. This 

becomes even further compounded by the voyeuristic parasocial relationship that 

he is cultivating with his voters to garner stronger support. By voting for, and 

subsequently being part of the transgressions that Trump commits he provides a 

feeling of rebellion, and belonging to something special and forbidden to his 

voters (Maxim Voronov, Toubiana and Ruebottom, 2025). The fact that he has 

spent over 30 years in tabloids and television, Trump has an awareness of image 

and presentation that few other presidents have been taking into account 

(Showalter, 2017). This has indeed served him well both as a way to inform the 

theatrical approach to misdirection that he has adopted (Mitrovica, 2025), but also 

as a way to build a cult of personality around himself. By building this 

relationship on the charismatic populistic narrative he has surrounded himself 

with, the goal is to exert control through positive feelings of admiration and awe, 

while simultaneously ingraining a fear coming from the threat of being cut off 
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from the community that has formed around the leading personality by not 

following the whims of the leader (Koch, 2022). This has indeed served him well 

as his voters have shielded him from both criticism and culpability, exemplified 

excellently by how he escaped indictment by once again becoming president. 

 

4.6.2. Populist narratives 

Throughout Trump's many speeches and political communications one thing 

remains constant. His patented “Trump-speak”, which through crisis talk is 

designed to foster an us-vs-them narrative (Homolar and Scholz, 2019). This is 

broken down in a three step rhetoric, it communicates the faults in the current 

situation, it casts blame, and finally provides an often abstract pathway to regain 

greatness, creating the alluring magnetism of self-affirmation for the listener 

(Homolar and Scholz, 2019). Because of the simplified, and overly emotive way 

in which Trump expresses himself, he has been able to appeal to the working 

class, 71% of his voters in the 2016 election not having a college degree, which 

somewhat declined to 67% in the 2024 election (Nadeem, 2025). The particular 

way in which populism presents itself is notably also quite unique in the way it 

focuses on one charismatic leader condemning the political elite, while presenting 

authoritarian tendencies, much in line with the presentation of Trump, which gives 

the people who see themselves as forgotten and misfortunate a strong leader to 

rally around (Bucy et al., 2020), giving way to a stronger than usual emotional 

dependency on the populist leader, which indeed would serve the self-interest of 

Trump, both stroking his ego, but also enabling him to make decisions that 

blatantly disrespects the constitution, and the interests of the American people 

without much fear of repercussions. 
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4.6.3. Cultivating belonging through othering 

Trump has many times used xenophobic language as a way to fearmonger 

through his voting base, predominantly targeting the latino community, marking 

immigrants of latino descent as criminals, and more notably rapists (Stephenson, 

2018). By disseminating this narrative, Trump succeeded in creating an image of 

immigration being a national crisis, of which were responsible for many of the 

societal issues that plagued the US population, which because of the political 

incorrectness cultivated a stronger sense of community through the taboo nature 

of many of his talking points (Maxim Voronov, Toubiana and Ruebottom, 2025). 

By creating the narrative that the white god-fearing American will make America 

great again, while constantly fanning the flames of xenophobia and racism, Trump 

effectively played the already existing societal divides in a way that made the in- 

and out-groups even more prominent, building stronger societal cohesion within 

his desired in-group (Stets and Burke, 2000). As these types of societal groups 

tend to try to strive for homogeneity, many individuals may conform to 

behavioural patterns of which they would not usually partake in, as a way to 

remain within the perceived in-group. Much in the same way that individuals 

within the cult of personality formed around Trump have grown increasingly more 

radical to retain their belonging within the community (Koch, 2022). It is also 

important to note that studies have been made that once a political identity has 

been cultivated, many individuals will resist attempts to change their mind, even 

going so far as to be further convinced in their beliefs when presented with 

contradictory evidence (Kaplan, Gimbel and Harris, 2016), this being even more 

prevalent in individuals that have built their identity around their political 
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affiliation. A way of self identification that has become more common, and a 

stronger way of identification than even cultural heritage or religious affiliation, 

as explained by Martinovich (2017). 
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5. Conclusion 

By looking into the current turbulent political situation within the United 

States, one can see a worryingly large amount of manipulation techniques 

employed by the Trump regime in their utilisation of political communication. 

This has enabled them to constantly push boundaries, reshape political 

perceptions, and disrupt reality in a way where they can refocus power to the 

cabinet, ignore historical power structures, and overstep boundaries in the 

constitution, as well as in international law with little consideration of 

consequences. As explored through the thesis, many of the techniques used within 

their political communication could, and to a certain extent should be viewed as a 

form of cognitive warfare. By priming the population through these attempts to 

reshape their perception, targeted individuals have seemingly become more likely 

to be coaxed into believing the massive amounts of false, and misleading 

information that the Trump cabinet spreads as a way to increase their influence, 

and monetary gain through tax-plans, and policy changes. Furthermore, because 

the machinery to attain these goals are so complex and often surprisingly 

contradicting, and more often than not confusing, scholars are ill equipped to meet 

this new wave of political communication emerging from the US government. In 

light of these revelations, this thesis will seek to leave you with this following 

question: 

As we are quite ill prepared to meet the way in which political communication 

could be utilised as a weapon for cognitive warfare, how should we as scholars 

operationalise the way in which we view political communication and the social 

media that enables these attacks?  
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