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Abstract

This paper synthesizes interdisciplinary research to examine how contemporary systems of
extraction maintain control without primary reliance on overt violence. Drawing on literature
in sociology, criminology, political science, and media studies, it identifies a set of
mechanisms—coercion, institutional denial, epistemic exclusion, surveillance-based
economic models, and reputational control—that enable sustained asymmetries of power.
Particular attention is given to non-violent control strategies, including blackmail, stigma
weaponization, and institutional dismissal of claims. The paper introduces “institutional
gaslighting” as a systemic pattern in which multiple institutions collectively undermine the
credibility of affected individuals. It argues that these mechanisms are structurally embedded
rather than anomalous, and that understanding them is necessary for effective institutional
accountability and policy reform.

Keywords: extraction systems, coercion, institutional gaslighting, epistemic violence,
surveillance capitalism, stigma, blackmail, governance, accountability

1. Introduction

Modern systems of governance, law, and economic organization are widely assumed to
operate through formal rules and visible enforcement. However, a growing body of research
suggests that many systems maintain control through less visible mechanisms, including
information asymmetry, reputational pressure, and institutional coordination.

This paper examines how such systems function without reliance on overt violence. It argues
that non-violent mechanisms—particularly those that operate through silence, ambiguity, and
legitimacy—are often more effective in maintaining long-term compliance than visible force.
The analysis integrates findings across multiple domains to identify recurring structural
patterns.

2. The Preference for Non-Violent Control

2.1 Strategic Avoidance of Overt Conflict

Research on conflict and governance demonstrates that systems often rely on pre-emptive
and indirect methods to manage opposition (Keen, 2012). These include surveillance,
selective incentives, administrative procedures, and narrative framing. Such strategies
reduce the need for overt repression by preventing organized resistance from emerging.
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2.2 Administrative and Procedural Control

Empirical studies describe forms of “quiet violence” in which legal and bureaucratic
processes are used to restrict access to resources and rights without visible coercion (Keen,
2012). These mechanisms operate through formal procedures, making them difficult to
identify as forms of control.

2.3 Co-optation

Co-optation is identified as a key mechanism through which systems stabilize themselves by
integrating potential opposition into existing structures (Skaaning, 2021). This reduces the
likelihood of conflict while preserving underlying power asymmetries.

3. Institutional Gaslighting

3.1 Conceptual Definition

Institutional gaslighting refers to a pattern in which multiple institutions systematically
dismiss, minimize, or fail to act on claims, resulting in the erosion of individual credibility and
perceived legitimacy. This concept extends interpersonal gaslighting to the institutional level,
where the cumulative effect of dismissive responses from multiple authorities creates a self-
reinforcing cycle of doubt.

3.2 Structural Features

Research on criminal justice systems highlights several relevant dynamics (Bibas, 2012):

Decision-making concentrated among institutional insiders

Limited transparency in procedural processes

Reduced accountability mechanisms

Incentives aligned with system efficiency rather than individual outcomes

These features contribute to a persistent gap between institutional processes and external
expectations.

3.3 Accountability Gaps

Empirical analyses of prosecutorial conduct show that even confirmed instances of
misconduct rarely result in professional sanctions (Sapien & Hernandez, 2013). Legal
doctrines such as prosecutorial immunity further limit avenues for redress. The cumulative
effect is a system in which institutional actors face minimal consequences for actions that
harm individuals.
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3.4 Institutional Coordination Effects

When multiple institutions produce consistent dismissive responses, the cumulative effect
can reinforce the perceived legitimacy of those responses, regardless of underlying
accuracy. This creates a self-reinforcing system of credibility allocation in which institutional
authority is substituted for evidentiary evaluation.

4. Coercion and Blackmail as Control Mechanisms

4.1 Coercion Without Violence

Political theory defines coercion as the structuring of choices such that one option becomes
significantly less costly than alternatives (Skaaning, 2021). This definition encompasses both
violent and non-violent forms of control. The effectiveness of coercion depends not on the
mechanism but on the perceived cost of non-compliance.

4.2 Blackmail and Leverage

Blackmail operates through the threat of disclosure rather than direct harm. It is effective
because it creates ongoing compliance without requiring repeated enforcement. Historical
and contemporary analyses, including studies of kompromat, illustrate how compromising
information can be used to influence behavior across political and institutional contexts
(Wikipedia, 2025; Zinoviev, 2020).

4.3 Coercive Control Frameworks

Research on coercive control identifies patterns including (NIH/PMC, 2022):

» Strategic use of threats and isolation

e Control over information and resources
¢ Reputational manipulation

« [nstitutional indifference or inaction

These dynamics are not limited to interpersonal contexts and can scale to institutional
environments. The same mechanisms that operate in intimate partner violence appear in
modified form in organizational and systemic contexts.

4.4 Stigma as a Tool

Stigma can be deliberately deployed to discredit individuals or groups (Scambler, 2018).
Once stigmatized, individuals may be excluded from discourse without substantive
engagement with their claims. The weaponization of stigma is particularly effective because
it shifts attention from the content of claims to the perceived character of the claimant.
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5. Epistemic Control

5.1 Epistemic Exclusion

The concept of epistemic violence describes how systems determine which voices are
considered legitimate (Spivak, 1988). Exclusion does not require censorship; it can occur
through credibility frameworks and discourse norms that systematically disadvantage certain
perspectives.

5.2 Labeling Effects

Research shows that labels such as “conspiracy theory” can function as credibility-reducing
mechanisms independent of evidentiary evaluation (Perini & van Schie, 2025). Such labels
shift discourse from content to identity, allowing dismissal without refutation.

5.3 Strategic Litigation and Suppression

Strategic litigation (SLAPP) and related tactics impose financial and reputational costs on
individuals regardless of case merit (CAT Lab, 2024). These mechanisms discourage
participation in public discourse by making it costly to challenge powerful actors, regardless
of the legal merits of the challenge.

6. Surveillance Capitalism

6.1 Data Extraction Models

Surveillance capitalism describes an economic model based on the extraction and
monetization of behavioral data (Zuboff, 2019). This process operates largely without explicit
user awareness, with data collection embedded in routine digital activities.

6.2 Information Asymmetry

Consumers typically lack understanding of the scope and implications of data collection
(FTC, 2023). This asymmetry limits informed consent and reduces the ability to resist
extraction. The gap between what users know and what is collected is structural rather than
accidental.

6.3 Systemic Effects

Documented consequences include erosion of privacy, amplification of misinformation, and
shifts in power toward data-controlling entities (Zuboff, 2019). These effects are distributed
across populations but are no less significant for being diffuse.
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7. Control of Independent Actors

7.1 Structural Targeting Limitations

Systems are generally optimized to manage organized groups rather than unaffiliated
individuals. Mechanisms such as funding control, institutional pressure, and reputational
attacks are less effective when these leverage points are absent.

7.2 Attribution Challenges

Authorship identification techniques rely on existing data sets (Digital Scholarship in the
Humanities, 2023). Actors outside these systems are more difficult to track or categorize.
This creates a structural vulnerability in systems designed to monitor known entities.

7.3 Reputational Mechanisms

Attacks on credibility typically depend on identifiable attributes such as institutional affiliation
or public identity. Their effectiveness diminishes in the absence of these attributes.
Independent actors without institutional ties or public profiles are therefore more difficult to
discredit through conventional means.

8. Discussion

The mechanisms identified—coercion, institutional denial, epistemic exclusion, surveillance-
based extraction, and reputational control—operate collectively rather than independently.
Their effectiveness lies in their integration and their reliance on legitimacy rather than force.
Each mechanism reinforces the others, creating a system that is resilient against isolated
challenges.

These systems do not eliminate opposition entirely but shape the conditions under which
opposition can emerge, be recognized, and be acted upon. The cumulative effect is a bias
toward inaction and compliance, even in the absence of overt threats.

9. Conclusion

This paper has argued that contemporary extraction systems rely primarily on non-violent
mechanisms of control. These mechanisms are embedded in institutional structures and
operate through coordination, information asymmetry, and credibility management. The
absence of overt violence is not evidence of justice but rather evidence of sophisticated
design.

Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing effective accountability
frameworks. Future research should focus on identifying conditions under which these
mechanisms fail, and on designing institutional safeguards that increase transparency,
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reduce asymmetry, and strengthen independent oversight. Without such safeguards, the gap
between institutional processes and individual experience will continue to widen.
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