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Blockchain Owns You 

From Cypherpunk to Self-Sovereign Identity  
Alesha Serada  

 

The technological term ‘blockchain’ became a common buzzword in the late 2010s. As of the 

2020s, it is impossible to ignore the rise of blockchain technologies in emerging projects of 

digital identity and governance. In this chapter, I argue that these projects represent the 

reaction to invasive surveillance and algorithmic control in online environments. Moreover, 

this reaction is so acute that it shifts to another extreme, regressing to unambiguous personal 

identification and direct control in dystopian projects characterised by what I will call 

‘blockchain governmentality’. The repressive nature of such projects is often concealed 

behind the façade of democratic decision-making, but the voting is too easily manipulated, 

and the options are too few. Negotiable outcome is replaced with the finality of a pre-

programmed decisions set in self-executable code. This mode of digital determinism is further 

reinforced by the immutability of historical records, the undeletability of personal data that is 

a feature of and not a bug in blockchain-based systems. 

The core promise of blockchain is decentralisation. From the perspective of its early adopters, 

decentralisation meant personal sovereignty and horizontal participation in decision-making; 

new forms of governance were expected to evolve on this platform. At its most basic level, 

blockchain is a distributed electronic database that consists of chronologically organised, 

cryptographically protected immutable records – the ledger records of transactions between 

different parties such as exchanges of cryptocurrencies or other tokens like NFTs. The same 

ledger is simultaneously kept in many nodes of the network and periodically updated, usually 

painstakingly slowly, in some form of collective consensus between the multiple nodes that 

have the power of decision. The decentralisation of blockchain governance means that no 

single entity can control other nodes, only the ones to which it holds the keys.1 Blockchain 

decentralisation affords multiplicity. In theory, it also affords direct democracy, if every node 

represents a person with the right to vote. There are two basic mechanisms of verification 

that support decentralised decision making, although both are open to technological and 

social exploits. Proof-of-work requires algorithmic ‘mining’ performed at large, factory-like, by 

time-and-energy-consuming private “mining farms.”2 Proof-of-stake, by contrast, gives the 

power of decision to the select few, typically those who hold big stakes in the appropriate 

cryptocurrency.3 Both in fact defy the democratic promise of decentralisation,4 however an 

elaborate discussion of this problem is beyond the scope of this chapter. While specific 

architectures of blockhain software solutions may be different, they have all inherited at least 
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some principles from the first popular blockchain software – Bitcoin.5 The following 

generation of blockchain platforms is best represented by the most popular, although 

prohibitively expensive to use, Ethereum platform.6 Ethereum has an added functionality in 

the form of ‘smart contracts,’ or self-executing programmes hosted in the nodes of the 

network. ‘Smart contracts’ are not, in fact, smart – and they are not even contracts,7 – but 

we will return to this later. 

Bitcoin and Ethereum are the most typical blockchains that possess many archetypical 

qualities8: network decentralisation, the immutability of past records, cryptographic security, 

transparency of some or all transactional data, and other, more conceptual than 

technological, features. One such feature is pseudonymity: most blockchain-based accounts 

have arbitrary names, and their users do not have to disclose their real-life identity in public. 

Initially, Bitcoin wallets were anonymous by design, but now personal identification is 

possible, and in fact easy, by forensic means. Almost every active blockchain user can be de-

anonymised by scrapping data traces that connect the wallet to their named accounts. 

Besides, personal identification is required in most exchanges to convert cryptocurrencies into 

real-world money.9 Even before the major cryptocurrency exchanges adopted Know Your 

Customer (KYC) policies, one of the early blockchain studies by Bill Maurer et al already noted 

that “[i]ts protocols offer not anonymity, but ‘pseudo-anonymity.’”10 Later studies of crypto 

markets confirmed the performative nature of ‘pseudonymity’ and identity on blockchain, 

too.11  The reversal of anonymity has been crucial in blockchain-based projects that verify 

and manage identities of natural and legal persons. To understand the problematic 

assumptions behind these projects, we need to pay closer attention to such (more conceptual 

than technological) features of blockchains as disintermediation and ‘trustlessness.’  

Disintermediation means removing intermediaries such as banks and corporations from the 

interaction between parties that exchange money for services and goods.12 Its liberating 

potential was discussed even before cryptocurrencies, in the virtual game items trade13 – a 

highly speculative grey market with a high margin of risk. In a later development by Satoshi 

Nakamoto, disintermediation was a measure to protect merchants from dissatisfied 

customers, or at least, to optimise the costs of settling their claims.14 This was Nakamoto’s 

reasoning behind making transactions irreversible, and their records immutable: neither party 

could abuse the payment system if they did not trust each other. Ideally, this meant the 

removal of the so-called unproductive beneficiaries, however also the removal of customer 

protection: everyone is their own bank with full financial responsibility for all their errors. 

‘Trustlessness’ is a mode of operation in a decentralised and disintermediated trader network. 

It characterises transactions between parties who do not trust each other personally but need 

to interact none the less. The question of whether this is an absence of trust or a new kind of 

trust15 – blind faith, to be more precise – is a discursive paradox specific to the community of 

blockchain users. To a blockchain enthusiast,16 ‘trustlessness’ refers to the trust in the 

blockchain technology, rather than in people. This trust is often unconditional, or at least, 
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unshakeable by daily occurrences such as when this novel (and easily abused) technology 

fails.17 However, as contemporary society is sliding into anomie in a manner similar to the 

beginning of the twentieth century18 – blockchain may be the answer to this sorry spectacle. 

 

Blockchain technologies represent powerful imaginaries in the international community of 

tech entrepreneurs.19 They have inspired many utopian projects of blockchain governance 

based on the ‘code is law’ principle,20 which originated in the techno-utopianism of early 

digital networks. In the words of Lawrence Lessig, “[t]his code, or architecture, sets the 

terms on which life in cyberspace is experienced.”21 In her later critique, Wendy Hui Kyong 

Chun highlights the repressive character of such conceptualisations by rephrasing it as “code 

as law is code as police.”22 In what follows, I examine representative projects of this kind 

through the lens of Foucaultian governmentality. The first section of the remainder of this 

chapter explains how digital society’s ‘algorithmic governmentality’ contributed to the 

emergence of the so-called ‘self-sovereign identity,’ – the project of the ‘digital self’ now 

habitually imagined on blockchain. In the second section, I examine what I term ‘blockchain 

governmentality’ using examples of ‘decentralised autonomous organisations’, or DAOs. 

‘Blockchain governmentality’ is a way to imagine, design and, possibly, implement new forms 

of power relations in society by prioritising decentralised software architecture and self-

executable machine code over the factual complexity of social relations.  In the last section, I 

explain why blockchain governance should be considered deterministic: because it leads to 

less freedom – or to worse unfreedom – in terms of power and control. 

 
THE ORIGINS OF BLOCKCHAIN GOVERNMENTALITY  
The concept of governmentality,23 introduced by Michel Foucault, refers to a specifically 

European approach to government normalised in modernity. Pre-modern projects of 

governance, exemplified by the Machiavellian Prince, were focussed on taking control over a 

certain territory and maintaining it by “the right to kill”24 (which is still the case with the 

Russian war against Ukraine in 2022). In contrast, in modern European governmentality, 

state power governs the population through indirect forms of governing (rather than through 

claiming territories and de-populating them with the aid of military force). This form of power 

is based on knowledge, not on force. As Johanna Oksala has observed, “[g]overnmentality 

implies the emergence of a particular, circular relationship between power and knowledge, or 

government and science.”25 Governmentality is rational: it is a way of thinking about society 

as an object of governance. As modern society moved into its post-industrial, or informational 

phase, the practices of governance incorporated more ‘scientific’ means such as big data 

processing and predictive statistics. Conveniently, major informational corporations today 

obtain the so-called objective truths about the population from data voluntarily submitted by 

the internet users, however also from the digital traces they leave, often unknowingly, in 
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virtual environments,26 in the form of cookies and browsing histories. This way of observing 

and modelling social reality can be described as “algorithmic governmentality.”27 Drawing on 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Antoinette Rouvroy and Thomas Berns refer to “a certain 

type of (a)normative or (a)political rationality founded on the automated collection, 

aggregation and analysis of big data so as to model, anticipate and pre-emptively affect 

possible behaviours.”28 While the previous, Panoptical, mode of surveillance implied human 

watchers, the data collected online is processed by machines capable of making decisions 

about individuals, such as whether they are allowed to cross the border,29 or, in an 

authoritarian country, to travel at all.30 The result is a regime of “dataveillance”31 – a rather 

traditional model of Panopticon, now recreated by means of digital surveillance and 

automation. In a broader sense, governmentality is the rationalisation of governance through 

a variety of tactics: for example, applying statistics to make decisions about the wellbeing of 

a population. Blockchain governmentality is a socio-technological imaginary that seeks to 

rationalise fluid and often implicit relations of power and trust in society, codify and stabilise 

them with immutable ledgers and self-executing code. The practices of algorithmic and 

blockchain governmentality can be studied as a variation on the more general #datapolitik, 

defined as “a form of realpolitik of and by non-human agents.”32 These non-human agents 

are represented by algorithms, in the first case, and by the so-called ‘smart contracts’ on 

blockchain, in the second.   
SELF-SOVEREIGN IDENTITY: THE ONE-PERSON PANOPTICON  
 

Self-sovereign identity, or SSI, is a socio-technological imaginary that refers to the 

autonomous data subject, unambiguously attached to a natural person who shares only the 

data they wish to share about themselves. The most referred to SSI manifesto was authored 

by the software developer Christopher Allen.33 Allen’s manifesto is a vision, not a 

technological concept, so paradoxes inevitably arise: appealing to the Cartesian ‘I,’ the 

manifesto describes singular, durable and portable digital identities where users fully control 

their data and online representation. These identities can exchange information across 

multiple systems and are issued independently of a centralised authority. The users’ rights 

are protected in conflicted situations, too. This appealing, if utopian, imaginary still inspires 

many blockchain projects. It is only natural to grow weary of ‘algorithmic governance’ and its 

statistical ‘regime of truth’ if one spends most of one's time online. From this perspective, SSI 

symbolises resistance to the ‘algorithmic governmentality’ performed by major online 

platforms. Compared to the latter, decentralised blockchain platforms can indeed provide 

adequate cryptographic tools to limit access to personal data. However, their other 

affordances may not be as suitable. The core vision of SSI is that the user remains in full 

control of their own data – a worthy and timely goal under the condition of dataveillance. 
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However, this is not technically possible: this paradox comes from the nature of digital data, 

which is duplicated when shared. In the practice of SSI, some data are shared consensually 

upon request – for example, to log into another party’s system. To make this work, the other 

party is trusted to erase the received data from its own system after use. In practice, and 

especially in blockchain environments, this goes against the condition of ‘trustlessness,’ where 

parties are expected to act against each other’s best interests (otherwise they would not use 

blockchain).  

 

The imaginary of a sovereign blockchain-based identity does not come from the technology 

itself, but from the philosophy of the crypto-anarchic ‘cypherpunk’ subculture that 

engendered Bitcoin,34 only without the extraordinary digital literacy required to be a 

cypherpunk. The most publicly active organisation in the SSI space is at this point the non-

profit blockchain alliance Sovrin Foundation.35 Notably, the vision of this organisation is 

formulated as “Identity for All,”36 which implies that one does not have a singular and 

unambiguous identity until they receive it from an institution such as Sovrin. This is as if 

“everyone on the planet wants and needs an identity in the form prescribed by the 

authorities, and that all that is required is a system to provide it.”37 Many would argue that 

human beings have the (basic human) right to “life, liberty and security of person,”38 

regardless of their digital presence ‘in the system’. Sovrin’s agenda inspired the much-cited 

blockchain enthusiasts Michael Casey and Paul Vigna: from their perspective, SSIs are good 

because they “don’t depend on a government or a company to assert a person’s ID.”39 

Instead, such identities are expected to be verified by blockchains, which does not make 

practical sense: blockchain as a technology can only verify digital information that is native to 

blockchain.40 Moreover, to forge a ‘native’ connection between a natural person and its digital 

identity, biometrics are commonly proposed,41 which takes us back to even more invasive 

regimes of biopower, in Foucauldian terms. While it is technologically possible to build a 

privacy-friendly configuration of biometric identification where no data is shared with external 

parties,42 it still remains to be seen whether blockchain adds value to such a configuration in 

terms of identity management. It could be that this technology’s affordance will steer 

blockchain in an even more dangerous direction, as we will see with another feature of 

blockchain: immutability.  

 

IMMUTABILITY AS UNFREEDOM 

  
Immutability means that it is impossible to delete, forge or correct the record that has 

already been submitted to the block that secures the data; there are workarounds to fix it, 

but why would one, in that case, want it to be on blockchain in the first place? To satisfy the 
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wish to permanently register all citizens ‘on the system,’ blockchain-based identity systems 

lend themselves to various exercises in instrumental governmentality by actual human 

governments.43 Such projects are already in development in a number of European countries, 

including The Netherlands,44 Belgium,45 Austria,46 and Malta,47 although still with some 

respect to personal freedom ensured by GDPR. Some of the state pilot projects in the USA 

include voting on blockchain.48 Consequently, the real-life implementation of blockchain 

imaginaries engenders a very different manifestation of disintermediation: effectively, this 

means removing any mediator that could stand between the self and the state. 

 

As soon as blockchain technology is used for the needs of centralised state control, projects 

of immutable, verifiable “permanent and portable digital identities”49 bring back the most 

oppressive strategies of governmentality. The first impulse is always to test the creative 

solutionism of blockchain governmentality on refugees, who are seen as tokens for exercises 

of the technology businesses in “social good.’’50 As the MIT scholars Cara Lapointe and Lara 

Fishbane suggest in their ethical framework for blockchain developers: 

 

blockchain applications could provide the means to establish identities for 

individuals without identification papers, improve access to finance and banking 

services for underserved populations, and distribute aid to refugees in a more 

transparent and efficient manner.51  

 

It is important to note that neither of these pilot projects has so far generated notable value 

for the people on whom they were tested.52 The same holds true for other projects for social 

good, such as sustainability. In their review of technology-led experiments in sustainability 

governance, Nick Bernards et al conclude that experiments in blockchain-based democracy 

“are being developed and applied in ways that reinforce existing patterns of governance and 

relations of power.”53 Blockchain tends to reproduce, or even amplify, the existing 

asymmetries in owning and managing personal data. As Bernards et al show on the example 

of blockchain applications in Africa, “technological solutions to sustainability issues often boil 

down to attempts to render complex and geographically dispersed informal spheres of activity 

‘legible’ and traceable.”54 This serves the needs of the controlling entities, such as investors 

and governments, rather than of those in need of help, which is similar to the above-

mentioned critique voiced by Btihaj Ajana.55 

 

Curiously, in the eyes of Lapointe and Fishbane, blockchain addresses “issues for underserved 

or marginalized people in ways that were previously unimaginable.”56 We should read this 

‘unimaginable’ as a lack of imagination, if not something worse. One such unimaginable 

application is tracking refugees by scanning their irises to confirm their right to free food, a 

feature presented as good and useful by the developers of this disturbing pilot project, 

Building Blocks. In a much-cited paper by Fennie Wand and Primavera de Filippi, “refugees 
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only need to scan their irises at the point-of-sale to receive food assistance.”57 My question is 

how little this ‘only’ actually means, and whether sharing surplus food with the most 

disadvantaged should subject these people to invasive biometric and algorithmic control. 

Ajana characterises this technocentric form of governmentality as “biometric 

humanitarianism;”58 this is also how data-driven and biometric technologies are de facto used 

for “bordering,”59 and for keeping displaced people outside of the digital state even when 

they are physically present on the state’s actual territory. Such practices are reminiscent of 

the most authoritarian disciplinarian practices and do not meet the actual needs of the 

displaced, the homeless, and the vulnerable. We tend to forget about workable solutions such 

as the Nansen passport – a temporary identity document issued by the League of Nations to 

refugees in 1922–1942, granting them the right to work in its member states60 – and, 

surprisingly, did not require blockchain. Finally, the immutability of blockchain contradicts the 

fluidity and flexibility of social identities as well as their multiplicity: being a refugee is not an 

identity; it is the most vulnerable social status that should not be commemorated with an 

immutable record. In the end, Lapointe and Fishbane acknowledge that “immutability of 

information on Blockchain removes the ability to be forgotten,”61 which also limits it 

applicability, at least in the EU projects of identity management. My guess would be that to 

leave it all behind is exactly what the most displaced, homeless, and more generally, 

marginalised subjects might desire. 

‘SMART CONTRACTS’ AS THE PILLARS OF TRUSTLESSNESS   
‘Smart contracts’ are lightweight software programmes hosted on a blockchain platform, such 

as Ethereum. Typically, they are self-executable, when triggered by a message or a certain 

state of the system, and almost impossible to change after they have been deployed. A 

combination of smart contracts constitutes a decentralised application (DAPP). Andrea Pinna 

et al describe a thriving community of coders in the programming language Solidity, used to 

create smart contracts on Ethereum; the most common applications are decentralised finance 

apps and blockchain-based games.62 The term ‘smart contracts’ causes a lot of confusion in 

the community of blockchain users, who imagine them as the legal manifestation of the ‘code 

is law’ principle63. Indeed, Pinna et al describe a particular, although significantly less used, 

category of ‘smart contracts.’ These are ‘notary contracts’ that codify agreements between 

parties and turn them into self-executable programmes. Again, smart contracts are not legal 

contracts – they are self-executing programmes that do what their programmers tell them to 

do. The output of these programmes is only legal if accompanied by an actual contract in a 

legally accepted form.64 This remains the case even when countries, such as Malta, partially 

integrate ‘smart contracts’ into their legal framework.65 

 

Blockchain-based governance is often imagined in the form of Decentralised Autonomous 

Organizations (DAOs) – communities that manage themselves and the projects they 
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collectively develop by technological means afforded by blockchain. Some aspects of 

governance, such as managing the collective property of the project, can be automated and 

inscribed in smart contracts.66 Blockchain-based tokens can be used for voting in certain 

forms of direct democracy.67 DAO as a form of collective governance was introduced in the 

Ethereum White paper, which described “long-term smart contracts that contain the assets 

and encode the bylaws of an entire organization.”68 However, the Ethereum DAO that was 

organised following these principles also became the first example of a major-scale fraud on 

the cryptocurrency market.69 While many blockchain projects today label themselves as 

DAOs, successful examples of long-term self-governance are yet to be seen, and it may be 

the right time to ask why. There is no shortage of democratic governance projects on 

blockchain today. A typical blueprint used in many such projects can be found, for example, 

in the paper by Vijay Mohan, who sees the main reason for academic misconduct in the 

increased competition for publications and funding, and yet suggests to solve the problem 

with ‘tokenomics’ and reputation tokens (which, upon second thought, would further intensify 

the competition and create black market for such tokens).70 Just to name a few least self-

contradictory examples: in his exploration of ‘fully-automated liberalism’, Bernhardt Reinsberg 

presents a utopian project of climate governance on blockchain in the form of a DAO;71 

Artyom Kosmarski explores how science and academic research can be governed in a 

decentralised way;72 Morshed Mannan envisions a workers’ cooperative in the form of a 

DAO.73 However, even the most productive discussions of DAOs – as the future form of self-

organisation – miss a crucial point. In all these cases, transparency, immutability, and 

automation via smart contracts are trusted above trusting the actual people and organisations 

that, by themselves, should constitute social changes. Blockchains are used to create non-

negotiable binding agreements in place of relationships based on good will and shared ideals 

in the real world. This constitutes distrust, not trustlessness. Finally, governance with smart 

contracts brings back the same problem of #datapolitik that has already been discussed in 

the context of ‘algorithmic governmentality:’74 only before, the rule of algorithms was indirect 

and implicit, and could be negotiated by most ‘algorithmically aware’ data subjects.75 Being 

‘smart’ is no longer about anticipating the needs of the internet users. Today, it is about the 

acceptable tyranny of programmes over people. With ‘smart contracts’ on blockchain, “non-

human, sovereign agents”76 are officially assigned as managers and judges of human 

behaviour in automated systems.77 Furthermore, they are entitled to govern reality itself, 

without the need to check back with the said reality.  
BLOCKCHAIN GOVERNANCE AS NEW FEUDALISM 

 

I have already mentioned the confusion between smart contracts and legal contracts. There 

is one more confusion to untangle: when blockchain enthusiasts speak of DAOs, they imagine 

smart contracts as a manifestation of the social contract. Their imaginaries of decentralised 

government usually repeat the principles of direct democracy described by Jean-Jacques 
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Rousseau in 1762; in Rousseau’s words, “this act of association creates a moral and collective 

body, composed of as many members as the assembly contains votes, and receiving from 

this act its unity, its common identity, its life and its will.”78 However, unlike the voluntary and 

implicit social contract in Rousseau's idealistic project, smart contracts are externally 

deployed, technologically unbreakable, and imposed by the developers of the software 

system. Even in the perfect and most reasonable implementation (yet to be observed ‘in the 

wild’ of blockchain communities), all power is delegated to the machines. Only now these 

machines do not even collect a digital dossier on their subjects – they reward and punish 

their behaviour based on pre-defined rules and simply apply them to ‘flocks of humans’, like 

flocks of sheep, without wasting any resources on recognising their identity (subjectivity) as 

the most basic and archaic form of ‘pastoral power’ that preceded modern governmentality.79 

In this way, blockchain governance projects use the most reactionary model of the 

Panopticon: Vigna and Casey even unironically praise “the God's-eye view” that blockchain 

provides.80 They may encourage communities to actively evaluate the worth of each member 

and reward or punish them by public voting on blockchain – as in a now reorganised social 

network Steem,81 one of the most active projects of collective blockchain governance. 

Compare this to Foucault’s Panopticon in its most radical and archaic form: “[y]ou have an 

apparatus of total and circulating mistrust, because there is no absolute point. The perfected 

form of surveillance consists in a summation of malveillance.”82 These communities may 

promise direct democracy of the Russeauian kind, however such democracy is predicated on 

Panoptical surveillance. Foucault would call it an illusion:  

 

It is the illusion of almost all of the eighteenth-century reformers who credited 

opinion with considerable potential force. Since opinion could only be good, 

being the immediate consciousness of the whole social body, they thought 

people would become virtuous by the simple fact of being observed.83 

 

However, while blockchain adopters are aware that every transaction they make remains on 

blockchain forever, this does not make them virtuous. Everything is permitted in the 

environment of trustlessness,’as long as it is technically possible, because all trust is now 

delegated to code,84 and ‘code is law.’85 Again, regardless of blockchain, Chun characterises 

the same scenario as “a decay of the decay that is democracy.”86 

CONCLUSION: BLOCKCHAIN GOVERNMENTALITY 
 
Algorithmic and blockchain governmentality represent two different forms of #realpolitik, 

whose “aim is no longer to exclude anything that does not fit the average but to avoid the 

unpredictable, to make sure that everybody is truly themselves.”87 Algorithmic 

governmentality sees this truth as the product of auto-learning algorithms that devour real-

life data in real time. Blockchain governmentality offers a different, and very literal and 
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transparent, regime of ‘digital truth.’ Every record on blockchain is cryptographically secured 

and cannot be changed, unless a new version ('fork') of blockchain is created, or the voting 

majority (typically of 51%) is controlled of a single entity (the former scenario is much more 

common than the latter). This conceptual (even if not always factual) immutability stands for 

‘truth’ in the Vigna and Casey's widely used metaphor of blockchain as the ‘truth machine.”88 

In light of this anxiety, self-sovereign identities are a barely masked attempt to identify and 

discipline others, not oneself. In addition, algorithmic and blockchain governance implements 

a variety of means to achieve the shared goal to de-subjectify the individual. Apart from 

possibly malicious intermediaries (whose danger and involvement may be overestimated), 

disintermediation also removes the intricate relation between the natural human, their data 

subject or data subjects, and the apparatus of control. The removal of intermediaries 

simultaneously establishes the blockchain network as the only unquestionable authority, the 

one that cannot be fooled by managing multiple personas or performing ‘pretend’ searches to 

trick the algorithm. The most disturbing effect of #datapolitik, potentially amplified in 

blockchain solutions, is that when non-human agents take control and make decisions about 

human subjects, human subjects lose their agency and even subjectivity. The subject is here 

rigidly, or even immutably, fixed at its designated location in the node network, and 

eventually becomes the property of the network, ruled by non-negotiable self-executing 

programmes. 

 

 

Blockchain inventors are well aware of the technology’s flaws. This, however, does not quell 

their urge to register homeless people on blockchain so they can get free food, likely because 

of the typical impulse of every inventor: ‘let’s try it (on others) and see what happens.’ This 

urge is what makes it ‘interesting,’ alongside a lack of empathy with the people to whom 

future blockchain solutions will be applied. By equating the individual with their data subject, 

blockchain governmentality downgrades to the previous regime of direct, unmediated 

discipline executed on one’s physical body. In blockchain governmentality, there is no relation 

between the individual and the state. Verified by a supposedly indestructible record, one 

becomes one’s own profile, and this, I would argue, is where blockchain governmentality 

wants us. Governing is outsourced to ‘the code is law’ principle; and, in fact, as of 2021, 51% 

of European and 31% of British respondents supported replacing parliamentarian seats with 

robots in the survey by IE University.89 

 

Despite claims to decentralisation and democratisation, blockchain affordances support a very 

particular power fantasy, and a very individualist one. Even before and beyond blockchain, 

“code resuscitates fantasies of sovereign, or executive, structures of power,” in Chun's 

interpretation of Judith Butler’s work.90 When a technology innovator or a researcher 

proposes another project of governance, they adopt the perspective of those who govern, 

rather than those who are governed (understandably so, as such inventors are typically 
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comfortable with their own privileges of prestigious education and career). This is particularly 

striking in utopian projects of democratic governance on blockchain such as Decentralised 

Autonomous Organizations. When in a position where external governance becomes visible 

and sensible, projects of personal autonomy are suggested, as we can see in the example of 

self-sovereign identity. Both of these two modes of blockchain governmentality ignore the 

multilateral direction and inherent asymmetry of governance, which always includes relations 

of governing and being governed, by the forces and impulses that come from outside and 

from within. 

 

Initially, blockchain technologies promised decentralisation, anonymity, transparency, 

verifiability, the removal of unproductive intermediaries, security, and trust. All these 

promises have long been broken or twisted, but the last crucial feature, immutability, 

remains, well… immutable. Its most inviting application is to produce undisputed historical 

truth about the past and the present of an object, human or a non-human entity. A 

blockchain-based subject writes their future with every deed, and this future, as well as the 

past, cannot be rewritten. When used for data integration across business and social 

networks, blockchain technology becomes the ultimate ‘de-Terminator,’ which poses the 

direct threat to the project of the self by limiting its future to options immutably secured on 

blockchain and prescribed in self-executing rules of governance. Furthermore, when 

collectively materialised in the form of DAOs or similar ‘social bodies,’ blockchain governance 

creates new hegemony in the form of stakeholders, who are either the first ones to adopt a 

certain solution as well as the ones who own most of its tokens, which gives them voting and 

decision rights, or, most typically, both at once. On a theoretical level, it equates this new 

governmentality with the technocentric “Californian ideology”91 that privileges wealthy ‘First-

world’ citizens. To showcase the ‘rags to riches’ principle, this ideology may also employ the 

lucky few token ‘self-made people’ who serve as the ‘model workers’ of the new blockchain 

economy.92 This technocentric meritocracy, however, is famously exclusive or ignorant. In the 

majority of cases, immutability, transparency and irreversibility may radically limit what 

Foucault called the “work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free beings”93 that 

characterises the (post) modern individual.                                                    
1 See, for example, Joshua Ellul et al., “Regulating Blockchain, DLT and Smart Contracts: A Technology Regulator’s 
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