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BLOCKCHAIN DOESN’T DECENTRALISE POWER…

…Unless You Design It To

The scales of justice with bitcoin on one side and a swastika on the other

I gave a talk today at the re:publica conference in Dublin. Every time I go to one of
these internet-and-society conferences I get very grumpy about the blockchain
hype, so today I used my stage time to spell out my grumpiness. Here’s what I said…

There is a lot of anticipation for how blockchain and other decentralising
technologies are going to drastically reshape society.

Civilisation ❤❤  trusted databases

It might help to think of blockchain as a distributed database, that nobody owns,
and everybody trusts.

Then you think about all the trusted centralised databases that make society work
today. I’m thinking basically anything to do with money: transactions, insurance,
finance, the stockmarket… and lots of government functions too, like who can vote,
tax, benefits, laws, citizenship…

https://re-publica.com/
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So much of our identities, interactions, prohibitions and affordances are regulated
by these trusted, centralised databases.

So people have a good reason to get excited about blockchain: we’ve figured out
how to make a trusted database that is decentralised: nobody owns it. Surely this
innovation is going to change a lot. The explosion of cryptocurrencies prove we can
already print our own money, and we’re just getting started: probably we can write
our own laws, hold our own elections, build new markets with new values…
basically replace all the old slow corrupt institutions with shiny new ones we make
ourselves… yes! all of that is exciting! But…

How can we decentralise power?

If you take a step back from the technology, if you look at the challenges we face in
wider society, and you look at the history of social change, if you step back and just
consider for a minute: “how can we decentralise power?”, then “build a better
database” feels like a pretty weak answer. To me, it seems obvious that some of the
most urgent power imbalances fall on gender, race, and class lines.

IN THE PROJECT OF DECENTRALISING POWER,
BLOCKCHAIN IS MOSTLY A RED HERRING,
DISTRACTING FROM THE REAL WORK: DISMANTLE
PATRIARCHY, MAKE REPARATIONS FOR
COLONISATION, END WAGE SLAVERY. (PS. WE HAVE TO
KILL FASCISM AGAIN TOO.)

I’m really excited about how decentralising technology is going to help decentralise
power. My challenge to the blockchain entrepreneurs and the funders is simple: if
you’re going to claim your project is decentralising power, please explain it to me in
terms of justice, rather than just efficiency and disintermediation.

It’s fun to think about how technology can decentralise power at an epic scale. But
if you get 10 people trying to work together, you’ll see how power really works.
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If we can solve these human coordination problems at a small scale, then I’m much
more hopeful that our large scale interventions will bend towards justice and
equality. But if we can’t figure out how to share power at the scale of 10 or 100
people, I don’t have much hope that the cyber-institutions we build are going to be
any more just or equitable than our existing ones.

https://twitter.com/richdecibels/status/737599565000384514

What happens when we empower social movements with fintech?

If you’re working in decentralisation tech, please don’t get me wrong. I’m glad
you’re working on these projects, and I don’t expect you to fix all the problems all
at once. It’s exciting to imagine how much good could come from reinventing
money, law, and citizenship. All I’m asking is, if you are serious about
decentralising power, please make friends with some folks working on
decolonisation, workers rights, feminism, or other social movements, and see what
you can learn from each other. Imagine if #Occupy or #IdleNoMore or
#BlackLivesMatter or #WomensMarch graduated from a social movement to an
economic movement.

Decentralisation tech projects that are designed to decentralise
power

In this public Facebook post I put out a call, asking for pointers to any
decentralisation projects that are explicitly justice-oriented or commons-oriented.
Here’s the list I’ve gathered so far, please suggest additions:

faircoin: cryptocurrency w/ cooperative, social justice, democratic, ecological
ethics
osm-p2p: mapping tools supporting indigenous resistance to extractive
industry
scuttlebutt.nz: gossip platform w/ great community
economic space agency: for commons-oriented decentralised programmed
organisations
social.coop: democratically governed microblogging

https://www.facebook.com/rdbartlett/posts/10154793210070718
https://fair-coin.org/
http://www.digital-democracy.org/blog/osm-p2p/
http://scuttlebutt.nz/
http://economicspace.agency/
http://social.coop/
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redecentralize.org: community + app directory
duniter: cryptocurrency with built-in Basic Income

Thanks to the P2P Foundation Wiki for tracking projects like this "

p.s. If you want to encourage me to keep writing: please recommend this story, and
if you’re able, give me dollars on Patreon or Bitcoins on
1G6ab4aiYA42zauY4jBJDWY6xz64CepKrE #
p.p.s. This story is in the public domain: you can do what you like with it. Different
formats are available on my website.

http://redecentralize.org/
https://duniter.org/en/presentation/
https://wiki.p2pfoundation.net/Category:Cryptoledger_Applications
http://patreon.com/richdecibels
http://richdecibels.com/stories/blockchain-doesnt-decentralise-power/

