
Transcript TrustTalk podcast Interview Jaya Klara Brekke 

 

Interviewer:  Jaya, you are a cryptographic geographer and you were at Durham University in 

the UK, currently a Fellow at King's College London Department of Digital Humanities, as well as 

an expert advisor on distributed ledger technologies to the European Commission. Today, we 

will be talking about the political economy of block chain technology and trust. But before we 

do that, maybe as it start for you it's good to elaborate a bit on what you do for work. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah. So, like you mentioned, I have quite a few different roles. Strictly 

speaking, I'm not with Durham University anymore. I am now partially affiliated with King's 

College, London and their digital humanities department. But I guess one way to explain what I 

do for work is, practically speaking, the kind of stuff that I do is I do a bunch of research in the 

kind of broad field of distributed ledger technologies, but also decentralized systems more 

broadly. And I write academic papers like you mentioned, I work as an expert advisor with the 

European Commission every once in a while. And there my role is I was recently described by 

the European Commission as a scanner, which I think means something along the lines of 

someone who has a kind of good overview of a specific field. And what I do for them is basically 

write policy briefs and contribute to reports and that kind of thing. Most recently looking at 

distributed ledger technologies for social and public good, which is a program that the 

European Commission is running at the moment. Yeah, and like I said, I also work with King's 

College London, and for them I supervised visitations and do that kind of work. And apart from 

that, I give talks, write essays, write papers. And yeah, geographer of cryptography, that is,  

my academic field, let's say so far has been in geography and in digital geography more 

specifically. And, the kind of the work that I do is mostly looking at new cryptographic 

technologies, a new cryptographic systems. And so and very much the kind of way that that 

cryptography interacts with geopolitics in a sense, especially digital geopolitics. So if you think 

of cryptography as essentially being a field, a broad field of techniques that determine the 

conditions for how data is viewed and who can view data that's you start to kind of you can 

start to think of a kind of digital realm or digital space where geography or the cryptography 

kind of draws the borders and boundaries and essentially determines much of the geopolitics of 

digital space. 

 



Interviewer: Will come to that later. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Your PhD was about "Disassembling the trust machine, three cuts on the political 

matter of block chain. I guess that for many of our podcast listeners, this sounds intriguing. Can 

you explain a little bit where your research was about and especially the role of trust in it? 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah, so, blockchain technology famously, and a lot of people kind of say, 

OK, blockchain solves that problem of trust. Right. And it is this kind of curious proposition to 

solve trust through technology. And very briefly put the kind of like the thesis, let's say, of 

blockchain, the promise of blockchain technology is that decentralization in a sense solves the 

problem of power. So basically, by decentralizing a system, you no longer have to trust any 

particular node in the network. 

 

Interviewer: A middleman. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah, a middleman. Right. And that kind of if you look at it, I mean, for me is 

very important to understand the kind of source of how the concept of trust is actually dealt 

with in blockchain systems, because it actually comes from information security, engineering 

and in information security engineering, when you're talking about decentralized networks, 

you're talking about trust in a very particular way, which has to do with the nodes in the 

network. And how many what percentage of nodes in the network need to be honest, let's say, 

or non malicious in order for the system to operate as intended. And I think once we start using 

words like decentralization, trust and also consensus, you can see how those information 

security parameters that have very specific meanings can very quickly be translated onto the 

kind of social world and political world more generally. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: So the work that I that I was doing in my PhD was very much, what I wanted 

to do was to take this proposition, take this idea of like 

 blockchain technology, solving the problem of trust by decentralizing power and by using 

cryptography to secure that network and to solve the problem of consensus. I wanted to kind of 

like look at that proposition and really understand, let's say disassemble that machine, 



disassemble of this kind of machine that promises to solve the problem of trust and really 

understand what's going on, not just in the story itself, but also in how it operates. So and that's 

where the politics come in. Right. So when you look at how this technology or the story of 

blockchain technology looks to solve the problem of trust, it's also very much a proposition to 

solve the problem of politics, essentially, it's like you have this neutral machine that will 

basically coordinate consensus in a decentralized network, ensuring that no single node has 

complete power. And so they creates very quickly this idea of a perfect neutral mediator, a 

perfect neutral solution to kind of problems of conflict, power and politics in many ways. And 

 

Interviewer: is that, by the way, what you call the political economy of blocking technology? 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah. So coming to that, like what I wanted to do in my PhD the work that I 

ended up doing in my PhD was tracing how the political keeps resurfacing, but in new ways. 

Right. So politics isn't solved. It's just kind of like reconfigured and operates in in a different kind 

of a way. So, to get to make that much more precise, once you start talking about a, a trust 

machine that solves consensus and a network, the problem of politics all of a sudden shifts into 

the kind of language of information, security metrics and technical configurations. So you see in 

the blockchain space, you'll have kind of big disagreements or debates and conflicts and what's 

called Fork's in the chain and so on around specific technical decisions. So this is what I mean by 

political economies of blockchain is that, there is a there's a kind of broad focus in the field on 

economics and how economics kind of feature within blockchain systems, both in the invention 

of tokens, but also in the way that economic incentives are used in the security model of 

blockchains. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: But what I want to do in my work or what of what I have been doing for the 

past few years, has been to insist that there is actually a political economy going on here, 

because there are decisions that are being made about how these new crypto economic 

systems are configured, right But there is a tendency, because the technical was supposed to 

solve the problem of politics through these neutral mechanisms and because technology tends 

to be understood as neutral, there is a tendency to ignore the fact that you do have engineers, 

developers and so on that are making actual real decisions about how the system should be 

designed and that those decisions actually are political. As in they can very quickly become 

politically contentious because any kind of systems design will benefit some actors over others 



or will assume some types of use cases and not others, or will be more usable by some people 

and not others. So that's what I mean by political economy. 

 

Interviewer:  Maybe it has something to do with what I had in mind for my next question, 

because you're also running a blog, right. And you wrote on your blog that Hippocratic Oath, 

usually an oath taken by doctors right. Now you suggest that oath for blockchain developers 

and you call it the Satoshi oath. 

 

Speaker1:  It's a tricky one, right? like I was saying, my work is really about kind of trying to 

make people more conscious of the actual decisions that are taking place in the design of 

systems and not assume them to just be kind of neutral or obvious or straightforward in any 

kind of way. And the Hippocratic Oath is designed to basically have developers ask certain 

questions of themselves as they go about kind of designing new crypto economic systems. It 

was actually it was a commission. So there was a block chain developer training company called 

Benign Lab who approached me because they knew of my work and commissioned me to 

basically write a kind of ethical training module for their developer training course, which 

would then they then wanted it to end in the form of the Hippocratic Oath. And so you do get 

people that work in technology that are actually quite concerned about how and, how the 

technologies that they're developing and deploying might affect the social world around them. 

And so and especially, I think especially in the area of blockchain and also in the area of artificial 

intelligence, there's a lot of anxieties around how these new systems that are, potentially very 

powerful are going to affect people in a negative and positive ways. So, yeah, this company 

commissioned me to write this Hippocratic Oath, and it was picked up also by kind of the art 

world that was curious about these new technologies and stuff. So it's kind of travelled in 

different circles, let's say. 

 

Interviewer: In an 2018 interview, you said: "There is something about the structure of the 

blockchain technology, the built in monetary ideas, and the fact that markets in tech are 

trusted more than humans. Blockchain tech really does orient the mind and one's efforts 

towards private property, along with some of the more simplistic economic theories of market 

dynamics. I guess that need some explanation. 

 



Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah what block chain does? Is it, like to kind of go back in my own history a 

little bit like I come from, let's say, a background in digital culture that was quite fascinated by 

the possibility of digital information being infinitely replicable. So, a copy of a text, online is 

exactly the same as the original. Right. There is no such thing as original in the digital. And so 

one of the kind of interesting things about blockchain is that it tries to exactly create scarcity 

and create an unoriginal, in a sense, in the digital space. And so, looking at the kind of initial 

Bitcoin architecture, when you have this is kind of a necessary feature. If you want to kind of 

create currency that has any real meaning, you need to be able to kind of determine the 

uniqueness of a transaction. Otherwise, like new money can be invented ad infinitum and it 

doesn't really kind of function as a system. So the blockchain, the initial Bitcoin blockchain, 

essentially became a kind of technique, a technology for determining scarcity in the digital 

world. And that is very closely connected in obvious ways to the idea of private property.  it's 

something that determines ownership in a sense. And yeah. So there's determines ownership. 

And then there is also another aspect to the Bitcoin protocol that has to do with the way that 

Bitcoin mining operates, which is a competitive process and a competitive process that creates 

a game that assumes a kind of race for profit. Right. So the incentives are designed around the 

ability to basically be profit, profit oriented economic individual, in a sense, to put it in kind of 

clichéd political economy terms. So like there if you look at these design decisions, you look at 

these kinds of let's say, these the game elements in game design in the Bitcoin blockchain is 

very much kind of traditional market economic thinking and very much focused on determining 

and circulating private property. That's not to say that there aren't other possibilities and that's 

a lot of the kind of work that I'm trying to do also is to show that there's plenty of other 

possibilities going on here. And I mean, other possibilities in terms of like a much broader 

potential for different economic designs to come into play. 

 

Interviewer: If we talk about Bitcoin , I am quoting MIT Technology Review, where it was 

stated: "The real promise of blockchain technology is not that it could make you a billionaire 

overnight or give you a way to shield your financial activities from nosy governments, it's that it 

could drastically reduce the cost of trust by means of a radical, decentralized approach to 

accounting and by extension, create a new way to structure economic organizations. Would 

you feel the same way? 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: I mean, to some extent, I absolutely do,  



and I think some of the more interesting projects that are, trying to kind of create some new 

fun stuff around blockchain technology are the ones that are, trying to enable like cross 

jurisdictional collaborative organizations, right, so this idea that you can actually set up a 

vehicle for civil society organizations to collaborate, including collaborate around funds and so 

on, in quite easy ways. So it's something that I've been kind of thinking a little bit about, like 

especially when you think of cooperatives and, small companies or small organizations, setting 

things up across different jurisdictions and different geographical locations is like legally really 

difficult and like logistically really difficult and is something that traditionally you have 

transnational corporations being very good at because they have big law firms and so on. So I 

agree that, like reducing the cost of being able to set up, vehicles that can allow for people to 

collaborate around shared funds is something that is like super exciting and very, very 

interesting. But like there are a lot of difficulties to iron out still. I mean, like, on basic kind of 

usability, but also on the economic side, there's a lot of, like open questions about how, new 

digital tokens that are being created in the in the kind of cryptocurrency space are still hugely 

volatile. There's still a lot to be worked out about how, those crypto economic systems and 

those crypto currencies relate to national currencies and relate to digital money by private 

banks and so on. Like there's a lot of kind of bits and pieces that need to be worked out before 

we could actually get to that point of creating new forms of economic organizations that are 

accessible to a new group of people. And that's the exciting part. I mean, the exciting part is the 

possibility to collaborate for new people, new groups of people, to collaborate without needing 

to set up a basically or be part of a transnational corporation, essentially. But to get through the 

question of trust in this, like, again, like, that's the when I talk about accessibility and usability, 

it really has to do with trust on the human level, also like trust in interacting with these systems 

and so far beyond like very risky speculation, there isn't a whole lot of trust and there isn't a 

whole lot of reason to trust these systems. So, yeah, like it's. the technology doesn't solve the 

trust problem like just like that, there's a lot of social and economic and legal work that needs 

to be done around it to otherwise, basically, we're just talking about a hypothesis and an 

ideology and not how things actually really work, 

 

Interviewer: If we assume that trust is the currency of our times, would it be in the case of 

blockchain would it be replacing trust meant to be a trustless system or is it the future of trust? 

 



Jaya Klara Brekke: It is I mean, like, like I've talked about a lot, like I absolutely do not think it 

replaces trust. It is a it's a kind of curious, interesting new form of trust, I would say. So it is a 

potential future of trust, a potential future vehicle of of trust that has, serious benefits, but also 

serious drawbacks. And we're still just working those out. There is a kind of, I think, a bigger 

looming question, like I said, both within blockchain technology, but also especially within the 

development of artificial intelligence right now, which has to do with, much longer and deeper 

histories of how technologies and especially like the idea around data and data management 

and the creation of data, digital data like where that really comes from. And a lot of that has to 

do with this imagination of trusting a technical system more than anything else. And there is a 

bit of a kind of deeper philosophical schism there that has to do with this idea of creating a 

knowneutral exterior or a neutral kind of. a neutral, deterministic technical system that will 

somehow solve a lot of the kind of social anxieties that we otherwise have around trust and 

that I'm very sceptical of. And I think there's a lot of like deep work that needs to be done, both 

philosophically but also politically, legally, socially and technically on this issue. Also, because 

only by doing that work can we really understand how blockchain technology doesn't kind of 

replace or solve trust in any kind of way. It just reconfigures it and it changes and it becomes 

this new, very interesting, very weird thing. But we need to understand the specific nature of 

that thing rather than just assuming that it solves some kind of trust problem in the abstract. 

And I think the same is true for artificial intelligence, rather than imagining it as a replacement 

of intelligence or kind of surpassing of human intelligence is a very particular form. It's a very 

kind of strange and weird form and necessarily so because it's driven by a selection of data that 

can be translated into a certain kind of digital information. And that is a specific, weird thing, 

not the full reality, let's say. And the same is true for blockchain. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, you just mentioned data, right? It's often said that the current system of 

handling value, being its monetary value of data, is hampering innovation and competition. The 

need for trust, the cost of it and the dependence of middlemen to provide it, is one reason why 

companies like Google, Facebook and Amazon in the likes, turn economics of scale and network 

effect advantages into de facto monopolies. These giants are, in fact centralized ledger keepers 

building vast records of transactions in what is arguably the most important currency in the 

world, our digital data. In controlling those records, they control us. I look forward to your 

comments on this. 

 



Jaya Klara Brekke: Yeah, well, I completely agree. And this is it's one of the main reasons why 

I'm involved in and interested in the blockchain space and the distributed ledger space more 

generally, because it really is a set of technologies that have come out of a desire to address 

many of those problems with centralized, centralized control of data and not just centralized 

control over data, but also centralized ownership and economic rewards around data. And 

really the kind of to my mind, are like revolutionary proposition or revolutionary potential of of 

blockchain technology is to make that kind of centralized control and centralized value around 

data, both technically  and socially impossible by design, basically. So, that's what's interesting 

about decentralized, decentralized, networked technologies that are coming about now is that 

there is a there's a serious kind of technical critique, as well as business model, a critique of, 

big, big tech monopolies, essentially. 

 

Interviewer:  Maybe a little bit of a technical question. If the blockchain ledgers, in fact, replace 

the traditional ledgers like banks and financial institutions or any other exchange of value as a 

trusted middleman, blockchain just sounds like a new form of bookkeeping rather than a 

revolutionary accomplishment? 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Yup, I completely agree. It would just be another form of bookkeeping if we 

don't also progress somewhat on the potential or the promise potential on the question of 

control, because the question of control is really what is the revolutionary aspect of blockchain 

technology. It's this idea that you don't just have, the books and the bookkeeping taking place 

within by one institution or by one authority. But in fact, you distribute that control, you 

distribute not just the control over who holds those records, but also who is able to add to 

those records. And if we think of bookkeeping now, like beyond just kind of transactions and 

balancing the books and so on, but we think of bookkeeping, like in a broader sense of any type 

of story, any type of linear narrative, including archives or or whatever forms of records that 

you might kind of have in a in a group or in a society. If you think about those records no longer 

being held and secured by one specific group of people or one specific institution, but is 

actually held across several and in new kind of like organizational formats, a new kind of 

commons in a distributed manner, that's where it starts to get interesting. If it's really the 

question of control that makes blockchain and distribute ledger technologies potentially 

revolutionary. And unfortunately, a lot of that gets lost in, in kind of. Yeah, hype's around the 

kind of speculative ups and downs of the values of tokens and on the kind of crypto economic 



side of things. And that's why I kind of like I said earlier, I talk a lot about the question of politics 

and political economy, because that really is what touches on the question of control and 

ownership and governance. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, we have to we have limited time, so we have to round up the interview. And 

fortunately, there's a lot to be discussed and said about a subject. So lets  round up by asking 

you when we look into the future, what role do you see of trust in  new technologies in 

general? 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: I think we're in a time right now where there's a lot of mistrust in 

technologies, actually, and for very good reasons. So there I do think that decentralization is an 

important remedy to that. But there is like two different forms that decentralization can take. 

Let's say decentralization can either mean that people feel more empowered and more directly 

in control over the technologies and infrastructures that affect their lives or decentralization 

can really mean that nobody is in control, which is again, in part of the promise of blockchain 

technologies. You decentralized in order to ensure that there is no authority. And I think like 

there's a lot to be worked out between those two different forms of decentralization, how that 

plays out in practice. But so the role of trust in new technologies going into the future is to 

really start taking seriously the mistrust that is that exists in society around technology, because 

that mistrust is well founded. when you have technologies that that destroy jobs, destroy ways 

of life and so on, those are real concerns that that, new technologies that claim to address the 

question of trust actually should be should consider. 

 

Interviewer: Ok, well, that concludes our interview, Jaya Thank you very much for being the 

podcast, TrustTalk guest today and I wish you all the best and lots of success in your position at 

King's College. 

 

Jaya Klara Brekke: Thank you very much. 

 


	Transcript TrustTalk podcast Interview Jaya Klara Brekke

