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Alexander Galloway's work significantly challenges our understanding of power
dynamics in decentralized systems. His exploration of the "protocol" as the locus of
control in a seemingly decentralized world offers a crucial lens through which to
examine the continued existence of power structures even within ostensibly anarchic
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networks. This article will delve into Galloway's perspective, examining how control
persists after decentralization, focusing on the subtle yet powerful mechanisms
embedded within the very architecture of these systems. We'll explore concepts like
protocol governance, network effects, algorithmic bias, and the politics of code
to fully grasp the complexities of this influential argument.

Introduction: The Illusion of Decentralization
The promise of decentralization – a world free from centralized authorities and their
inherent power imbalances – has captivated technologists and activists alike.
Blockchain technology, for instance, is often touted as a revolutionary force that
empowers individuals and disrupts traditional hierarchical structures. However, as
Galloway argues, simply distributing power doesn't necessarily eliminate it. Instead,
control often shifts to a new, less visible location: the protocol itself. This isn't about a
malicious, centrally planned conspiracy; it's about the inherent power dynamics
embedded within the design and implementation of decentralized systems. The subtle
mechanisms of control, often hidden in the lines of code, are the focus of Galloway's
work and are what we will examine further.
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Protocol Governance: The Architect of Control
Galloway argues that the seemingly neutral code of a decentralized protocol acts as a
form of governance. This protocol governance isn't exercised by a single entity but
is instead embedded in the rules and algorithms that define the system's operation.
These rules dictate who can participate, how decisions are made, and ultimately, who
benefits. Consider, for example, the Proof-of-Work consensus mechanism used in
Bitcoin. This mechanism, while decentralized in its execution across a network of
nodes, inherently favors those with greater computational power, creating a subtle
form of economic and political control. This control isn’t wielded by a single dictator,
but is instead an emergent property of the system’s design. This is a critical
distinction and a key element of Galloway's argument about the persistence of power
even in seemingly egalitarian systems.

Network Effects and the Power of Scale
The success of many decentralized systems hinges on network effects. The more
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users a system attracts, the more valuable it becomes, leading to a self-reinforcing
cycle of growth. This positive feedback loop, however, can also create significant
barriers to entry for newcomers. Established networks, through their sheer size and
accumulated data, gain a considerable advantage, effectively limiting competition and
consolidating power. This isn't necessarily a conscious act of control but a natural
consequence of the system's design and its inherent dynamics. This dynamic, where
the largest networks inherently possess more influence, is a core tenant in Galloway's
analysis of power in decentralized systems.

Algorithmic Bias and the Politics of Code
The code underlying decentralized systems, while often presented as objective and
neutral, is in fact created by human beings. Consequently, algorithmic bias – the
systematic and repeatable errors in a computer system that create unfair outcomes –
can easily become embedded within the protocol itself. This can lead to discriminatory
outcomes, reinforcing existing power structures or creating new ones. This highlights
the crucial role of critical analysis when examining protocols: the seemingly neutral
logic of a system can often mask deeply ingrained biases and political implications.
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The "politics of code", as Galloway emphasizes, is not merely about the technical
details of the system but also about the social, political, and economic consequences
of its design and implementation.

Conclusion: Understanding Power in the Digital Age
Galloway's work on protocol governance offers a vital counterpoint to simplistic
narratives of decentralization as a panacea for power imbalances. It forces us to move
beyond the superficial notion of "distributed power" and to critically examine the
subtle ways in which control is maintained and exercised, even in systems designed to
be democratic and transparent. Understanding how control exists *after*
decentralization requires an interrogation of the underlying algorithms, the network
effects, and the inherent biases embedded within the very fabric of these systems.
This nuanced understanding is critical for designing and implementing truly equitable
and democratic technologies in the future.
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FAQ
Q1: Isn't decentralization supposed to eliminate control?

A1: Decentralization aims to distribute power, preventing its concentration in a single
entity. However, Galloway argues that this doesn't eliminate power; rather, it shifts
the locus of control to the protocol itself. Control becomes embedded in the system's
architecture, algorithms, and network effects. This doesn't mean deliberate
manipulation, but rather the inherent power dynamics inherent within the system's
design.

Q2: How can we mitigate the power imbalances inherent in decentralized
protocols?

A2: Mitigating these imbalances requires a multifaceted approach. This involves
greater transparency in protocol design, rigorous audits for bias, and open community
participation in shaping the system's evolution. Furthermore, focusing on inclusive
governance models that prioritize diverse viewpoints and ensure fair representation is
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crucial. Active community monitoring for any emergent power imbalances is also
essential.

Q3: What are the practical implications of Galloway's argument for
blockchain technology?

A3: Galloway's ideas challenge the utopian narratives often associated with
blockchain. They highlight the need for careful consideration of the governance
models and incentive mechanisms within blockchain systems. For example, the energy
consumption of Proof-of-Work systems raises ethical and environmental questions that
are closely related to the concept of embedded power and control in a decentralized
system. Moving towards more energy-efficient consensus mechanisms is just one
example of attempting to mitigate the unintended consequences of a system's
architecture.

Q4: How does Galloway's work relate to other critical theories of technology?

A4: Galloway's work aligns with critical perspectives that challenge technological
determinism. He demonstrates how technology isn't neutral but is inherently shaped
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by social, political, and economic forces. His analysis resonates with the critical work
of scholars such as Michel Foucault and Donna Haraway, who examine the
relationship between power, knowledge, and technology.

Q5: What are some examples of protocols that demonstrate this persistence of
control?

A5: Beyond Bitcoin's Proof-of-Work mechanism, many other systems exhibit this
pattern. Consider the governance structures of decentralized autonomous
organizations (DAOs), where token holders wield significant influence. Even
seemingly open-source projects can display power dynamics based on who controls
the repository, manages the community, or shapes the direction of development. The
curation algorithms of social media platforms, while not explicitly decentralized, offer
further evidence of how algorithmic decisions subtly shape information access and
power relationships.

Q6: Does Galloway advocate for abandoning decentralization?

A6: No, Galloway doesn't argue for abandoning decentralization altogether. His work
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aims to provide a more critical and nuanced understanding of its complexities and
limitations. His goal is to foster more informed design and implementation of
decentralized systems that are genuinely democratic and equitable, acknowledging
and addressing the inherent challenges of power dynamics within these systems.

Q7: How can we ensure the protocols are truly democratic?

A7: Achieving truly democratic protocols requires careful attention to governance
mechanisms, promoting diverse participation, and developing transparent and
auditable decision-making processes. This includes incorporating mechanisms for
community feedback, allowing for modifications and updates based on collective
consensus and a constant evaluation of whether the system upholds its stated
democratic goals.

Q8: What are the future implications of understanding protocol governance?

A8: A deep understanding of protocol governance is crucial for navigating the
increasingly complex digital landscape. It informs the design of more equitable and
just technological systems, fostering a more critical approach to technological
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development and deployment. It encourages us to move beyond simplistic narratives
of technological progress and to grapple with the social, political, and ethical
implications of technological innovation. This deeper understanding empowers us to
build a future where technology truly serves the interests of all, rather than
perpetuating existing power imbalances.

Protocol: How Control Persists After
Decentralization – A Critical Examination of
Alexander R. Galloway's Thesis
Alexander R. Galloway's exploration of power structures in decentralized systems
challenges our assumptions about the quality of control in the digital age. His work,
particularly his examination of protocol as a mechanism for maintaining management,
gives a compelling framework for understanding how control not only persists but
often flourishes in ostensibly decentralized environments. This article will investigate
into Galloway's arguments, analyzing the ways in which protocols function as
instruments of control, and pondering the implications of his claim for our



Protocol How Control Exists After Decentralization Alexander R Galloway

Protocol How Control Exists After Decentralization Alexander R Galloway

11

comprehension of decentralized systems.

Galloway argues that decentralization, often touted as a cure for centralized
dominance, is frequently a illusion. He posits that while the physical framework of a
network may be distributed, the subjacent rules and standards governing its operation
– the protocol – inevitably create new forms of control. This is not a conspiracy, but
rather a effect of the inherent logic of digital systems. Protocols, by their very
essence, dictate the parameters within which communication can occur.

A key feature of Galloway's argument is the distinction between program and
protocol. Code is the execution of the protocol, the precise instructions that govern
the behavior of a system. The protocol, however, represents the abstract rules that
mold the software. It is the protocol that determines what is permitted and what is
forbidden, thereby establishing the boundaries of acceptable interaction.

Visualize the example of Bitcoin. While ostensibly decentralized, its protocol dictates
everything from the production of new Bitcoin to the verification of dealings. These
rules, embedded in the protocol, create a system of governance that is arguably more
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unbending than many centralized systems. Similarly, the protocols of the internet
itself, such as TCP/IP, create the structure for online exchange, but also determine the
parameters of permissible conduct, indirectly generating avenues for control.

Galloway's work isn't simply a denunciation of decentralization. Rather, it's a call for a
more subtle grasp of how power operates in the digital realm. He argues that by
recognizing the inherent limitations of decentralization and the persistent power of
protocols, we can begin to build more effective strategies for governing digital
systems and dealing with the problems they present. This involves not simply denying
decentralization, but comprehending how to utilize its capability while mitigating the
dangers associated with the inherent authority embedded within protocols.

In summary, Galloway's study of the link between protocol and influence in
decentralized systems offers a crucial framework for understanding the complexities
of digital governance. By understanding the subtle ways in which protocols mold
behavior and generate new forms of dominance, we can build more effective
strategies for handling the challenges and chances of the digital age.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Is Galloway arguing against decentralization entirely?

A1: No, Galloway's work isn't a rejection of decentralization. Instead, it's a call for a
more critical and nuanced understanding of how power dynamics operate even within
decentralized systems. He highlights the role of protocols in shaping behavior and
creating new forms of control.

Q2: How can we mitigate the control exerted through protocols?

A2: Mitigating the control exerted through protocols requires a multi-faceted
approach. This includes greater transparency in protocol design, increased user
participation in protocol development, and the exploration of alternative governance
models that prioritize decentralization and user autonomy.

Q3: What are some practical examples of protocol-based control beyond
Bitcoin?
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A3: Many online platforms and social media networks, while appearing decentralized
in their user base, utilize protocols that determine what content is permitted, how
users interact, and even what information is collected. These protocols exert
significant control over user experience and data.

Q4: What are the implications of Galloway's work for future technological
development?

A4: Galloway's work emphasizes the need for a critical lens on technological design.
By understanding how protocols shape power structures, we can design more
equitable and democratic systems that avoid concentrating control in the hands of a
few. This requires interdisciplinary collaboration between technologists, social
scientists, and policymakers.
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