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Technologies have always been important to democracy because they define the 

capacity to interact and share political relationships. Yet, technology by itself 

offers opportunities for democratic only to the extent that people chose to employ 

them for that purpose. In his critique of modern media, Robert McChesney 

focused on how this form of modern technology has become central to the 

struggle for knowledge and how economic concentrations of power have 

perverted its potential in the pursuit of profit.2 Taking McChesney’s critique one 

step further, it can also be said that the pursuit of profit has pervert all modern 

communication technologies, including those that created and sustain the 

internet. What McChesney’s critique missed, however, is the human role in the 

evolution of these technologies that have created at least the potential for greater 

democratic participation through the development of P2P technologies in cyber 

space. 

Democracy in cyberspace, as well as elsewhere, is multidimensional and 

interactive, consisting of both political democracy, which allows for the formation 

of common action, and economic, which enables meaningful participation among 

potential actors. As governments have grown more powerful as they insinuate 

themselves into the information stream, they have increasingly acted as gate-

keepers defining what can be shared public knowledge. This expansion of power 

has been met by an increase in resistance among those who have access to 

information they believe to be important to democratic discourse. Similarly, as 

corporations have grown more economically powerful and wielded that power to 
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control governments, they have increasingly exercised monopoly control over the 

conduct of financial affairs in such a way as to limit economic democracy. This 

extension of corporate power has similarly been met with resistance, which with 

the development of P2P technologies has allowed for the creation of alternative 

economic systems. Here, the Axis of Resistance has drawn together a loose 

coalition of political forces who are making common cause to wrest control of 

cyberspace and its promise of democracy and return it to broad public control. 

Cyber warfare and the struggle for political democracy in cyberspace 

While it is a new and poorly understood form of contest for political power, cyber 

warfare has quickly moved to the center of national and international security 

concerns. These concerns and the defensive actions taken by governments and 

corporations fall on both side of the Axis of Resistance, with greater public 

attention paid to the struggle over political democracy than over the struggle for 

economic democracy. The war for political democracy itself has two sides: the 

contest between governments over military and financial cyber systems, and the 

war by governments against so-called “hacktivists”3 and other cyber-warriors who 

are using cyber space to shatter the walls around official secrets. While they may 

appear to be separate battle fronts, the two arenas of struggle tend to overlap 

and the lines between them blurr in the fog created by the very nature of cyber 

warfare as a virtual conflict among anonymous actors.  

It is also the case that the struggle for political democracy in cyberspace is a 

function of the impact of new technologies that have been employed because of 

the advantages that they provide. The history of warfare in the modern era is a 

reflection of how new technologies provide an advantage to the side that first 

develops and deploys them. This “technological imperative” itself follows from the 

ideology of modernism that has underpinned the creation of modern states as 

capitalist projects that are inherently in competition with one another. Implicitly, it 

argues that knowledge must be employed for instrumental purposes that 
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advance the interests and security of the state and its corporate allies. As critics 

of the notion of a “technological Imperative” have observed, it is an argument that 

carries little historical weight as powerful technologies developed in the past have 

not been put to use for state purposes.4 However, this was the logic of Fascism 

that survived the two great World Wars of the Twentieth Century and it is the 

logic that continues to shape national capitalist policy in the Twenty-First 

Century. Following that logic and the historical use of technology in international 

conflict, governments and corporations are sliding into ominous tit-for-tat 

invasions of cyberspace, seeking comparative advantage in the competitive 

world of international capitalist competition. Containing that war to cyberspace 

may not be easy as the targets are military and financial, with the outcomes 

reaching beyond cyberspace to real-time systems. What is missing from this 

logic is the human dimension and the question of how technologies might/should 

be used for human needs, and particularly for advancing democratic 

participation, and it is this question that lies at the heart of the war launched by 

governments and their corporate allies against so-called “hacktivists” and other 

cyber-warriors 

The war between governments and corporations in cyberspace is not about 

democracy, but the war by governments and corporations against “hacktivists” 

and other cyber-warriors is an important faultline in the global democratic 

struggle. More and more, the lines between these struggles have blurred as the 

insecurity that the intergovernmental cyber war has spread to any disclosure of 

information that governments and corporations seek to control. The 

consequences of this paranoia have been tragic, claiming as victims those who 

like Aaron Swartz,5 who simply sought to challenge narrow interpretations of 
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5
 John Schwartz, “Internet Activist, a Creator of RSS, Is Dead at 26, Apparently a Suicide”, The New York 

Times, 12 Jan 2013 http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/13/technology/aaron-swartz-internet-activist-dies-at-

26.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. Aaron Swartz as a teenager helped develop code that delivered ever-

changing Web content to users and later became a steadfast crusader to make that information freely 

available, was found dead at the age of 26 in January 2013, an apparent suicide. In July 2011, Schwartz was 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/13/technology/aaron-swartz-internet-activist-dies-at-26.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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what should be protected, Bradley Manning6 who believed it his civic duty to 

disclose wrongdoing by government officials, and Julian Assange7 who through 

WikiLeaks has broadly challenged the anti-democratic practices of governments 

everywhere to conceal information from public view. Unlike government and 

corporate actors, these cyber warriors have been subjected to severe penalties 

and threats that are clearly intended to intimidate anyone who might who might 

be inclined to follow in their footstep.8  

Remarkably, the threats and prosecution of individual cyber warriors has done 

little to deter others from pushing the boundaries of cyber censorship. Nor has it 

discouraged the level and intensity of attacks on the cyberspace claimed by 

governments and corporations. Rather, a cottage industry has formed around 

WikiLeaks, complete with a full range of consumer products9, instructions on how 

to successfully leak government and corporate documents,10  and the expansion 

of WikiLeaks itself to a full-service venue for viewing classified documents from 

                                                                                                                                                 
indicted on federal charges of gaining illegal access to JSTOR, a subscription-only service for distributing 

scientific and literary journals, and downloading 4.8 million articles and documents, nearly the entire 

library. Charges in the case, including wire fraud and computer fraud, were pending at the time of Mr. 

Swartz’s death, carrying potential penalties of up to 35 years in prison and $1 million in fines.   

 

 

6
 Floyd Abrams and Yochai Benkler, “Death to Whistleblowwers?”, The New York Times, 13 Mar 2013, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/14/opinion/the-impact-of-the-bradley-manning-case.html In this Op-Ed 

piece in the New York Times, the authors decry the potentially lethal legal attack on Manning for releasing 

government documents concerning revelations, including American forces’ complicity in abuses by Iraqi 

allies, understatement of civilian casualties and abuses by contractors, observing that “If successful, the 

prosecution will establish a chilling precedent: national security leaks may subject the leakers to a capital 

prosecution or at least life imprisonment. Anyone who holds freedom of the press dear should shudder at 

the threat that the prosecution’s theory presents to journalists, their sources and the public that relies on 

them. 
7
 Assange and WikiLeaks have become international icons as symbols of resistance to government 

censorship. Assange studied physics and mathematics at the University of Melbourne. He wrote Strobe, the 

first free and open-source port scanner, and contributed to the book Underground: Tales of Hacking, 

Madness and Obsession on the Electronic Frontier. Currently, he is in involuntary residence at the 

Ecuadorian Embassy in London, resisting extradition to Sweden, and by inference to the U.S., where he 

like Bradley Manning would potentially face the death penalty for releasing official government secrets. 
8
 The U.S. government has gone so far as to threaten any federal worker with dismissal and potential 

prosecution for viewing WikiLeaks even on their personal computer.  
9
 See, e.g., www.cafepress.com    

10
 See, www.democratichub.com/WikiLeaks  

http://www.jstor.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/14/opinion/the-impact-of-the-bradley-manning-case.html
http://www.cafepress.com/
http://www.google.com/aclk?sa=l&ai=CvGHkhO9hUZjNIrG1yQHPmYHgC_6Foq4Dnsq_vT2BtdT-EBAEIJWdrQgoCFCZ49mk-_____8BYMmW0YbIo6AZoAGPjJD_A8gBAcgDG6oEIU_QEwJn2yXOdN60qeuJ2CZVascrfk-tNoxC0DpZm3fzd4AH2fNv&num=4&sig=AOD64_2Jit1A9lmEgxNJiL_Acud2pXy4wQ&adurl=http://www.democratichub.com/julian-assange.aspx%3Fo%3Dpv&nb=1&res_url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackle.com%2Fresults%2F%3Fcx%3Dpartner-pub-8993703457585266%253A4862972284%26cof%3DFORID%253A10%26ie%3DUTF-8%26q%3DwikiLeaks%26sa%3D%2B&rurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackle.com%2F&nm=76&nx=105&ny=6&is=250x533&clkt=119
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countries around the world. Also, activities by Anonymous, which describes itself 

as “a decentralized network of individuals focused on promoting access to 

information, free speech, and transparency”,11 have increased and broadly 

reached into international politics in recent months, raising the specter of an 

international organization of cyber warriors who are not limited by local and 

national issues.12 Further, cyber attacks on U.S. corporations and particularly 

major banks also have increased exponentially,13 leading the U.S. government to 

develop new rules for cyber security that greatly increases government/private 

sector information sharing and cooperation,14 and new government plans to 

expand the monitoring of private web traffic and emails.15  

Bit coin and the convergence of the struggle for political and economic 
democracy 

The knock on effect of the intensifying war over democracy in cyberspace and 

the continuing crises in advanced capitalist economies has been to drive the 

political fight toward economic functions in cyberspace. The point of joining came 

with the political attack on WikiLeaks which expanded to the economic arena 

when Visa, Mastercard, PayPal and other mainstream financial corporations 

initiated a boycott of WikiLeaks by denying customers the opportunity to make 

                                                 
11

 www. Anonanalytics.com  
12

 Natasha Lennard, “Anonymous hits Isreal over Gaza strikes, Salon 8 April 2013 

http://www.salon.com/2013/04/07/anonymous_hits_israel_over_gaza_strikes/  Anonymous claimed to have 

“crashed” 60,000 websites, 40,000 Facebook pages, 5,000 Twitter accounts, and 30,000 bank accounts 

causing some $3 billion in damages in Isreal in early April 2013 in retaliation for the November 2012 

Isreali bombing of Gaza that killed 133 Palestinians.  

13
 Andrew Dunn, “Cyber attacks on banks growing larger, more complex”, The Charlotte Observer, 28 

Mar. 2013 http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/03/28/3944188/cyber-attacks-on-banks-growing.html 

The author notes, “Security analysts say it’s nearly impossible to determine where the attacks come from, 

but they say they appear to have a large organization behind them. Some officials, including U.S. Sen. Joe 

Lieberman of Connecticut, have pointed to nations like Iran as a possible source of the attacks.” 

14 Suzanne Choney, “New rules for cybersecurity? Obama's executive order explained” NBC News, 13 

Feb 2013 http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/new-rules-cybersecurity-obamas-executive-

order-explained-1C8349895  

15
 Joseph Menn and Deborah Charles, “US plan calls for more scanning of private web traffic, emails”. 

”Reuters, 20 March 2013 http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/us-plan-calls-more-

scanning-private-web-traffic-email-1C9001922 

http://www.salon.com/2013/04/07/anonymous_hits_israel_over_gaza_strikes/
http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/03/28/3944188/cyber-attacks-on-banks-growing.html
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/new-rules-cybersecurity-obamas-executive-order-explained-1C8349895
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/new-rules-cybersecurity-obamas-executive-order-explained-1C8349895
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/new-rules-cybersecurity-obamas-executive-order-explained-1C8349895
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/us-plan-calls-more-scanning-private-web-traffic-email-1C9001922
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/us-plan-calls-more-scanning-private-web-traffic-email-1C9001922
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financial contributions to it. The slow development of an alternative system of 

financial exchange of which Bitcoin is the most prominent, accelerated from that 

point forward as a viable alternative to the corporate system of banking. Together 

with the assault on individual bank accounts that occurred during the sovereign 

debt/banking crisis in Cyprus, there has been a tidal wave of deposits made into 

Bitcoins by nervous account holders in Southern Europe as well as by an 

increasing number of activists who recognize the value of maintaining their 

financial accounts in cyberspace. As of this writing, the value of Bitcoins have 

soared from less than $20 in the Fall of 2012 to more than $100 in April 2013, 

representing more than $1 billion in value, which compares favorably with the 

currency of many smaller economies.  

By popular account, Bitcoin developed out of a P2P program casually created by 

a Japanese software engineer for the simple purpose of testing the viability of a 

virtual financial market in Cyberspace. The program may have continued to 

languish in obscurity, except that it attracted the attention of Amir Taaki, who 

describes himself as a crypto-anarchist,16 and Mihail Issi, the founder of Bitcoin 

Magazine17 which provides a running account of developments concerning virtual 

currencies such as Bitcoin. While the general political flavor of Bitcoin is 

decidedly anarchist, it has attracted a wide following among both leftist groups 

and mainstream capitalists who are both intrigued by the way that it functions 

and by its potential to disrupt, if not displace, existing systems of financial 

exchange. What everyone agrees is that Bitcoin is a concept with irresistible 

appeal for people who have lost or are losing faith in the integrity of fiat currency 

and the governments that produce it.  

The way that Bitcoin works is surprisingly simple, once you grasp how 

communications technology has transformed the exchange of information. The 

                                                 
16

 Crypto-anarchism is a form of anarchism that grew out of the communications revolution that created 

Cyberspace, which recognized as early as 1992 that communication technology would shatter the 

comfortable control by governments over information and exchanges between individuals. See, Timothy C. 

May, The Crypto Anarchist Manifesto http://www.activism.net/cypherpunk/crypto-anarchy.html  
17

 http://bitcoinmagazine.com/   

http://www.activism.net/cypherpunk/crypto-anarchy.html
http://bitcoinmagazine.com/
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basics of Bitcoins includes: 1) the tightly controlled and predictably managed 

production of physical Bitcoins, 2) the creation of a decentralized virtual system 

of “exchanges” to facilitate the transfer of Bitcoins among holders, and 3) the 

implementation of a security system to protect the exchange and storage of 

Bitcoins. Unlike fiat currencies, the production of Bitcoins is closely controlled by 

a technology that allows only for a specified number of coins to be produced 

during any one year. Presently, there are approximately 10 million bit coins now 

in circulation, with an anticipated maximum of @21 million by mid 2030. This 

feature guarantees that the value of Bitcoins cannot be debased, as can fiat 

currency, by the generation of an unlimited number of Bitcoins. The decentralized 

system of exchange then allows individuals to transact business through P2P 

connections where only the parties to the transaction are involved with one 

another. This feature eliminates the role now played by banks and other currency 

exchange services that add service charges to these transactions and also have 

the power to deny transactions based on almost any excuse they can 

manufacture, and greatly waters down the ability of governments to monitor, and 

thus control, transactions based on their own interests.18 The virtual security 

system employed by Bitcoin allows holders to store their bitcoins in what might 

be described as a virtual vault where only they know the actual value that they 

hold in Bitcoins. This latter feature has provoked considerable controversy, with 

claims that Bitcoin is involved in money laundering and other illegal transactions. 

But when the cases cited by critics are closely examined, they do not support the 

conclusions the Bitcoin facilitates illegal activity as there are far more efficient 

ways to evade official scrutiny for those who want to launder drug money or 

engaged in financial fraud.   

 
The appeal that Bitcoin offers to those concerned about financial security is 

broadly based on what it is not. For example, Bitcoin is not a centralized financial 

exchange system, which means it is not susceptible to manipulation by a discrete 

                                                 
18

 For example, U.S. security agencies monitor international monetary transfers and have blocked transfers 

and harassed and sometimes jailed those who make transfers to “parties of interest”, such as Hamas, that 

the U.S. wants to isolate. 
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group of self-interested money managers, as are banks and national treasuries. 

The value of Bitcoins is not dependent on national economic policies, such as 

managing interest rates and/or liquidity to stimulate growth or contain inflation. 

Rather, the value of Bitcoins is left to the demand for them, which tends to 

inversely reflect the level of confidence in banks and government management of 

the financial economy. This can and has from time to time created a bubble 

effect in the value of Bitcoins when there is a financial crisis, as is now occurring 

in response to the fiasco that was the “bail-in” of the Cypriot banking system. But 

for many, Bitcoins represent a safe-haven beyond the control of central bankers 

and as long as there is a financial crisis of confidence Bitcoins will continue to 

offer that sense of security. Finally, unlike gold, silver, and other commodities 

that sometime act as alternatives to fiat currencies, Bitcoin is a viable currency of 

exchange that easily transcends national borders and accommodates an endless 

variety of goods and services.19  

 

Perhaps the greatest democratic potential economically that Bitcoins offer is in 

the small everyday transactions between people, such as the international 

transfer of funds by immigrants to family and friends back home, the marketing of 

crafts and the publication and marketing of books, articles, and music by original 

authors, and the generation of and transfer funds to support community 

organizations where present practices invites in corporate and government 

management of the process. But, in the larger war over democracy in 

Cyberspace, Bitcoins also offers a unique way around the corporate economy 

that has a strangle hold on capitalist governments, while also implicitly arguing 

that political democracy is constrained by the interaction in cyberspace between 

these two powerful players. 

 

Fiat currency and the rise of global neo-liberal capitalism  

 

                                                 
19

 While the potential for Bitcoins as a functioning virtual currency is currently limited to a relatively small 

handful of companies, it is growing as a common currency in internet transactions and currently facilitates 

more than $2 million in transactions monthly.  
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The emergence of Bitcoins as a viable virtual currency is a direct challenge to the 

control over money that is core feature of modern global capitalism. Historically, 

fiat currency emerged in the Nineteenth Century as a consequence of the 

development of intra-national capital markets. David Ricardo, the Nineteenth 

Century British political economists who first critically examined fiat money, 

pointed out that a system of financial exchange based on fiat money was 

inherently unstable because it invited manipulation by capitalist bankers and 

governments who periodically debased the value of fiat money for their own 

interests.20  This led Ricardo to advocate for a currency tied to gold, a commodity 

that had an agreed, wide-spread inherent use value and as the Nineteenth 

Century proceeded with reoccurring economic crisis tied to currency, capitalist 

economists and governments seized on Ricardo’s idea as the only real solution 

that could protect not only the wealth of capitalists but the legitimacy of capitalist 

governments. Of course, the assumptions of the Nineteenth Century did not hold 

in the Twentieth Century, which witnessed the progressive decline of the gold 

standard as economic activity expanded beyond the ability of governments to 

hoard gold. Thus, in 1971 last vestiges of the gold standard vanished under the 

weight of U.S. debt and the growing recognition of its inherent limits. What 

appeared in its place was the “dollar standard” that now dominates the global 

political economy. 

 

The development of the “dollar standard”, however, carried with it inherent 

contradictions: it worked only so long as the U.S. could maintain global financial   

control, and it limited the ability of the U.S. to adjust to internal changes in its own 

financial economy by predicating monetary policy on the ability to attract dollars 

back to the U.S. for reinvestment. These contradictions led to a series of 

international economic crises, beginning with the Latin American debt crisis that 

began in 1979 as a consequence of the failure to find a way to successfully 

recycle petro-dollars, continuing with the global recession of 1981-1983 as the 

U.S. raised interest rates drastically to combat the inflation that followed from the 

                                                 
20

 David Ricardo. On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1821) 
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inflow of vast amounts of dollars, the 1990-1994 global recession, which was 

truncated only by the inflow of capital from the collapse of the Soviet Union and 

the Comecon System, to the 1998 Asian currency crisis that nearly sank the 

international financial system and plunged many East Asian countries into a 

severe recession, the U.S. recession in 2000-2002 that followed the collapse of 

speculative investments in internet companies, and the 2007-2009 financial panic 

that led to the 2009-2013 global economic crisis. Each of these crises chipped 

away at the credibility of the global dollar-standard and the government policies 

that responded to it.  

 

Arguably, the series of crises that begin in 1971 with the abandonment of the 

gold standard were instrumental in the evolution of the global political economy 

away from a system of liberal capitalist regulation and toward the present neo-

liberal global political economy that is primarily controlled and managed by 

capitalist banks and corporations. However, this movement away from liberal 

regulation implicitly undermined the legitimacy of national governments, leaving 

these capitalist governments dependent on international banks to manage global 

currency. This shift occurred during the rise of Cyberspace as a critical forum for 

conducting international business, but without any international authority that 

could regulate it or any political ideology to justify such regulation. When the 

1998 Asian crisis broke, it was clearly a reflection of this weakness, and while 

governments rushed to make promises about containing the problem, they had 

few weapons at their disposal with which to act. Now, as governments and 

corporations have grown ever more dependent on cyberspace and cyber 

technologies, they are attempting to deflect attention away from the weaknesses 

that they have created in the global political economy by declaring that control of 

cyberspace represents one of the greatest threats to national security.21  

                                                 

21 See, e.g., David Goldman, “Nations Prepare for Cyber Warfare”, CNN MoneyTech, 7 Jan 2013 

http://money.cnn.com/2013/01/07/technology/security/cyber-war/index.html; Mark Hosenball and Patricia 

Zengerle, “Cyber attacks are leading threat against US: spy agencies”, Reuters, 12 March 2013. 

 

http://money.cnn.com/2013/01/07/technology/security/cyber-war/index.html
http://www.nbcnews.com/technology/technolog/cyber-attacks-are-leading-threat-against-us-spy-agencies-1C8830308
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While attention has been focused on the threat of a cyber war involving military 

weapons systems, the greater threat to national security in Cyber space is the 

erosion of control over the global financial system. Much has been made of the 

need to reign in speculative transactions and the need to establish agreed 

principals of regulation of financial transactions. Yet, as with the Asian financial 

crisis, these arguments seem doomed to failure in the face of powerful 

institutional and ideological dynamics that argue against them. What remains, is 

the defense of national currencies as the firewall protecting the legitimacy of 

capitalist governments. Yet, here too the arguments appear to strongly favor non-

regulation and the power of Cyberspace technologies to circumvent and frustrate 

national regulation. It is here that Bitcoins appears as the wedge that may break 

open the system and require a radical restructuring of thinking about currency 

and its role in market transactions. And that wedge is sharper where Bitcoins 

gains credibility among capitalist themselves as more trustworthy than banks and 

the national politics that define how they function.  

 

P2P Cyber systems and the future of the Axis of Resistance 

 

The remarkable feature of P2P cyber systems is their ability to level the political 

and economic playing fields. Banks and governments that were once seen as all 

powerful and all knowing have shrunk considerably in status as the global 

economic crisis of capitalism continues and intensifies. Similarly, in the battle for 

control over cyberspace it is governments who are losing out to the ability of 

small groups of skilled and dedicated cyber warriors to disrupt and disarm them 

almost instantaneously.  

 

As Marx argued some 150 years ago, as material conditions change they change 

the terms of politics, newly empowering those who can access and use them 
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while disempowering those who fail to adapt. Cyber technologies represent a 

material change in the organization of economic and political life in the modern 

era because they limit possibilities for monopoly control while increasing 

possibilities for broad popular participation. Access to the internet, and thus to 

opportunities to know and act in modern times, has spread rapidly and has 

reached into the far corners of the globe and into areas where governments have 

only limited powers to control it. Centralization is giving way to decentralization 

and new groups are appearing with the ability to share information through P2P 

technologies that heretofore required mediation by governments and 

corporations. The question is less whether that process will continue, and more 

how it will develop and whether that development can be channeled toward more 

popular democracy.  

 

These questions have not been settled, but there are some hints at how they 

may be answered in the way that cyber warriors see themselves and the 

processes in which they are engaged. Amir Taaki, the co-founder of Bitcoin, 

observed that, “It is the first time we have a virtual currency uncontrolled by a 

central institution; it is completely decentralized. . . . I can send to who ever 

whenever I want, anywhere in the world and no one can stop me. . . . I feel 

responsibility because I have this skill that not many people have. I would feel 

bad if I was working in some corporation just writing code because it’s a black 

hole: putting more things in your life doesn’t make you happier. You have to have 

passions and interests.” In these few words Taaki spoke for the aspirations of 

many who want that sense of freedom and share his desire to use their 

knowledge and skills for the common good. His words also resonate with those 

of Bradley Manning, who explained his decision to release classified documents 

as, “I wanted the American public to know that not everyone in Iraq and 

Afghanistan are targets that needed to be neutralized, but rather people who 

were struggling to live in the pressure cooker environment of what we call 

asymmetric warfare. After the release I was encouraged by the response in the 

media and general public, who observed the aerial weapons team video. As I 
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hoped, others were just as troubled– if not more troubled that me by what they 

saw.”  

 

While these are admirable motives, they also expose a potentially fatal 

innocence about the politics of change, which require far more organization and 

discipline than most cyber warriors are willing to acknowledge. The future for 

Bitcoin may be limited to only serving as yet another vehicle for monopoly capital 

if it remains simply an alternative virtual currency. The evidence for this 

conscripted future lies in the way that it already has drawn the attention of 

financial capitalists, who interpret it as a new form of commodity based currency 

and in the way that the U.S. Treasury is evolving rules to govern activity in cyber 

currencies such as Bitcoin. These rules include regulating the exchange of virtual 

currencies, but leaving their use unregulated, which begins to look like a neo-

liberal prescription rather than the “free market” imagined by Bitcoin advocates.22 

Yet, even under the terms prescribed by FINCEN, Bitcoin would operate outside 

of corporate control, and potentially with only limited government regulation. This 

would allow Bitcoin to obtain some, but not all, of its promise for economic 

democracy and also limit its ability to contribute to political democracy.  

 

Beyond Bitcoin lies the cyber center of P2P technologies, which may ultimately 

prove to be the fulcum upon which the questions of democracy in cyberspace will 

be determined. These technologies reestablish the intimacy of personal 

exchange and offer the opportunity for each party to shape communications in 

ways that suit their purposes and interests. The loss of personal meaning and 

connection have been the bane of modern, technologically driven societies, and 

it may be that in reconnecting to those qualities P2P users will rediscover their 

value and how to nurture them in cyberspace. The challenges that they face are 
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 Vitalik Buterin, “FINCEN: Bitcoin Users Not Regulated, Exchanges Are” Bitcoin Magazine, 19 Mar 

2013 http://bitcoinmagazine.com/fincen-bitcoin-users-not-regulated-exchanges-are/  
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those experience in the earlier saga of Napster, the P2P file sharing experiment 

that eventually foundered on shoals of capitalist property law. For many, Napster 

was their first experience with P2P technologies and it offered a window into 

what a democratic cyberspace might become.  Yet, in its demise it also offers 

lessons about how the larger political economy dictates how technologies can be 

used. If the lesson is learned, the current legions of cyber warriors will 

understand that no democracy in cyberspace can survive without real democracy 

in the political economy that governs our modern world.  

 

 


