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opposite ends of the risk spectrum. On the one hand, there is fear and apprehension,

whereas on the other there is enthusiasm and opportunity. This tension has
informed human reactions to novelty ever since our early ancestors encountered fire
and eventually learned not to fear it, but to harness it.

The emergence of novel industries and technologies is often met with reactions at
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Our quest for innovation, new frontiers, and breaking
boundaries may be as natural a human instinct

as fight or flight. When we organize this instinct
collectively, we are capable of truly extraordinary
achievements, as much as we are capable of causing
truly extraordinary harm. The atomic age, for instance,
at once augured the prospects of limitless clean
energy, while also bringing about the specter of
nuclear annihilation. But innovate we must — not for
its own sake, but because so many of the governance
and business models underpinning the modern age
have ossified — stalled by an insidious innovation and
technology gradualism.

Technology is not a panacea for all the world's
challenges, but it often shows us where our existing
systems are falling short. This is as true in the
private sector — where incumbent firms have
grown complacent with scale, regulatory capture
and other competitive moats — as it is with the
provision of public services where hurry up and
wait is all too often the norm. The term analog

may be too charitable to describe the operating
models, standards, and outcomes supported by
many organizations, with the
world's governments perhaps
being last in line.

In many countries and industries,
novel technology-powered
activities have been ground

to a halt because of the fear of downside risks or
unintended consequences. Yet, there are many cases
where the cost of doing nothing may be higher than
the cost of expected downside risks or losses. In
facing a digitize or die choice, we should choose
wisely, as the risk of obsolescence can be both
attritional and acute.

Points of diminishing returns

For billions of people the ladder of economic mobility
is out of reach. Not only are they not able to join the
formal economy, they are relegated to the shadows.

Many of the governance
and business models
underpinning the modern
age have ossified.

In all, according to the World Bank, 1.4 billion people
live on the margins of formal financial access and
approximately 850 million of them functionally do
not exist for the lack of a basic nationally issued
identification. Moreover, at least 3.3 billion people do
not have access to a government-recognized digital
identity to securely transact online. Meanwhile, their
advanced economy peers are the perennial targets of
ID theft and unwitting third party data monetization.
As they say, if the product is free, you are the product.

An additional challenge in the global economy is

the perennial mismanagement of money itself. One
estimate suggests that about 14% of the world's
population — more than a billion people — live in
countries experiencing annual inflation of 20% or
more, a level severe enough to be considered highly
inflationary. In some of these countries, inflation
exceeds 100% per year, meaning the local currency
is rapidly losing value — and in extreme cases, may
not be worth the paper it is printed on. As economic
historian Niall Ferguson notes, “money is not metal, it
is trust inscribed.”

This yawning financial exclusion
challenge bleeds into other areas
of our global political economy,
begging the question: if there are
risks in using new approaches
and technologies to reach these
populations, what are the risks
of doing nothing? Indeed, part of what explains the
return of economic nationalism and the general
rejection of status quo in elections around the world,
is that people everywhere are as disaffected as they
are disconnected from new measures and means of
economic production and prosperity.

A fair question in developing and emerging markets

is this: how can people prosper if they remain entirely
out of reach of the global economy? The advanced
economies, ironically, are growing increasingly
disaffected by the prospects of nation-building abroad,
while their own nations are crumbling at home. If we
want to stop the inexorable march of humanity from
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poor countries to richer ones, we need to build an
economic fabric that localizes opportunity rather than
displaces people.

It is impossible to build this global safety net without
the threads of technology and the needle of purpose.
This need not be a charitable act, even if it is mission-
driven. Rather, as C.K. Prahalad described in his
seminal work, there is a fortune at the base of the
pyramid — we will need technologies, innovation, and
new supply chains to economically
unlock it. In short, we are in a
global economy where we have to
do more with less.

Digitize or die

In 2024, estimates suggest that more than 1.5 billion
people exercised their right to vote in more than 60
countries — the most in human history. This exercise
of democracy was the electoral equivalent of the
migration of the wildebeest — and like the trodden
plains beneath the hooves of those beasts, it left
incumbent parties and politicians downtrodden in
their wake. In short, 2024 was a year wherein people
voted for change the world over.

Meanwhile, 72% of the world's
population could cast no vote at all
for bearing the brunt of autarchy
and the forever rule of tyrants, the
highest rate since 1978, according
to the Sweden-based V-Dem
Institute. Indeed, while voters in
democracies were within their rights to reject the
domestic status quo, they may have cast their vote in
vain if they thought they could build fortress nations
in such a deeply interconnected world. While the
desire to put one's country first is noble and patriotic,
no nation’s fortunes can be decoupled from the

rest of the world.

As an example, America first should not mean
America alone — anymore than Europe can continue

If there are risks in using
new approaches and
technologies, what are the
risks of doing nothing?

We must shift our
posture towards novelty,
technology, innovation,
and competition.

shielding itself from the global economy. In many
respects, the U.S. innovates, Asia replicates, and
Europe regulates. In an age increasingly defined by
borderless, exponential technology, we must shift
our posture towards novelty, technology, innovation,
and competition — from one of risk aversion to one
of smart risk-taking. The risk of inaction now seems
far greater, fostering a false sense of comfort across
industries and societies.

Indeed, the negative drag
coefficient of technological
gradualism is spilling over into
political consequence and
political indictments. In the

U.S., for example, technologists
(including Elon Musk) changing
their historically Democratic stripes is partly driven
by the reality, or the perception, that the party had
prioritized politically engineered social progress over
economic progress. Meanwhile in Europe, Mario
Draghi's competitiveness report cast a sobering light
on the current state of EU competitiveness.

Elsewhere around the world, the trend holds: the
domain of technological competitiveness continues
to be defined by fits and starts, rather than by new
periods of prolonged growth. The global economy

is undergoing nothing short of a
Great Correction. Where previous
economic shifts were marked with
the Great Depression, to the Great
Deleveraging in 2008, the cycle
of economic disruption seems to
be accelerating.

The COVID-19 pandemic, perhaps more so than
any other modern event, demonstrated how truly
vulnerable yet interconnected the world really

is to systemic shocks. It also demonstrated two
other weaknesses. First, our global dependency on
technology as the basis for political, economic, and
societal continuity. Second, the illusion of resilience:
even so-called fortress nations had pre-pandemic
fragilities — from our inability to surge healthcare
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capacity, to the vulnerability and sclerotic nature of
our financial plumbing.

During the pandemic, even the most mundane
activities, like maintaining classroom continuity,
depended on technological access. The challenge,
however, is that many of these technologies — from
the perceived town square of social media platforms
like X (formerly known as Twitter) to virtual
classrooms and boardrooms powered
by Zoom — were governed not by
public institutions, but by the terms of
service of private enterprises.

This reality raises both the urgency
and necessity of laying down the
foundations of digital public goods, imbued with
democratic value systems and the technological
possibility of universal access. The ramparts and
bridges of strong nations are not built with ideals
alone, but by ingenuity and technology. It is time
to try harder to bend the arc of Moore's Law in our
collective favor.

Unsurprisingly, COVID-19 accelerated digital adoption
by decades, blowing apart the very boundaries of
work, productivity, and corporate internet firewalls.
For the first time in human history, opportunity

and prosperity can be hyper-localized — available

to anyone, anywhere, armed with little more than

a basic internet-connected device. People are

found everywhere, opportunity is not. We can use
responsible technology innovation to change this
equation of inequality.

The words In God We Trust are
emblazoned on U.S. currency,
hearkening both to Niall Ferguson's
observations that money is founded on
trust, as much as Yuval Noah Hariri's
insight that our species is unique in
ascribing our collective beliefs in often amorphous
concepts and institutions. Collective trust in
institutions and ideas — from money to democracy —
is built on a foundation of collective belief.

The global economy
is undergoing
nothing short of a
Great Correction.

Trust in institutions
and ideas is built

on a foundation of
collective belief.

Yet, as the Edelman Trust Barometer has shown over
the years, institutional trust is eroding. Increasingly,
people are starting to believe that the deposit base of
institutional trust may be written with rubber checks.
Perhaps it is time for those checks — and money itself

— to say: ‘In Code We Trust'?

Innovation needs a destination

As many mission-driven technologists
know in their hearts, they are

not innovating because they

want to — they are innovating
because they have to.

Emerging technologies now give us the possibility

of reimagining virtually every facet of human life:

from longevity to the de-extinction of lost species
(like dire wolves, brought back to life after 10,000
years by Colossal Biosciences), from limitless
knowledge powered by artificial intelligence (Al) to
digital scarcity powered by blockchains. Is an age of
abundance upon us, as some techno-optimists argue,
or are we facing a new era of technological feudalism?

Reimagining how technology can serve humanity —
and help the global economy go beyond diminishing
returns and political balkanization — is a worthy
endeavor. But it requires bold political vision, the kind
not seen since President John F. Kennedy's audacious
exhortation to land a man on the moon within a
decade, per aspera ad astra.

Imagine what we could achieve

if our political leaders met the
moment — matching our pent-up
entrepreneurialism and unmet global
needs with similarly clear, time-bound
calls to action? What if political leaders
aimed higher than their four-year
electoral cycles allowed? The clarity of purpose set
by a bold vision can marshal a societal approach to
innovation based less on fear and risk aversion and
more on opportunity and a new destination.

In Code We Trust: The Perils of Technology Gradualism 4



These calls to action need not always be moonshots,
but can be mini moonshots with outsized impact. A
compelling example was the vaccine breakthrough
made possible by Project Warp
Speed, which dramatically
shortened the cycle of developing
novel vaccines and mRNA
breakthroughs compared to
traditional methods. This stands
as an important case study in
targeted societal innovation, with
profound global implications made under the first
term of President Donald Trump.

Given the technological capabilities now at hand,
there is nothing stopping us from asking — and
beginning to answer — some of the world’s hardest
questions. How can we create safe and sound
universal financial access? How can we ensure
high-speed internet connectivity for all? How can
we arrest the effects of climate change, dread
diseases, and future pandemics? How can we ensure
gainful, hyper-localized employment? How can

we prevent the permanent loss of biodiversity and
endangered species?

The answers to these grand societal questions are
within reach. Technology alone is not a cure-all —
least of all in a vacuum — but it is no longer the
hardest part. The real obstacle increasingly seems
to be organizational and human entrenchment in
the status quo.

Technology dynamism

The era of excessively prescriptive policymaking —
rooted in fear or risk aversion — must give way to
policymaking based on principles, pragmatism, and
opportunity. After all, in protecting people from
excessive risk or shielding current systems from
disruption, policymakers and regulators may also
inadvertently protect their economies from job
creation, competitiveness, and future-proofing.

Excessively prescriptive
policymaking must give
way to policymaking based
on principles, pragmatism,
and opportunity.

All said, we cannot build the economies of the future
without the money and tools of the future. That future
is already here — but it is not yet evenly distributed.

Armed with little more than a
basic internet-connected device,
an individual in even the most
remote corner of the world

can be their own always-on
correspondent bank — as much
as this same device has unlocked
all of the world's information with the birth of the
mobile internet.

Courtesy of open-source mobile wallets, competitive
and upgradable blockchain ledgers, and today's
generation of stablecoins, global financial access

is less a matter of technology and more a matter

of policy. These same devices, when coupled with
increasingly ubiquitous and low-cost Al, can now
reach places where the democratization of the

early internet fell short — empowering people with
intelligent agents that can work for them: tirelessly,
coherently, and autonomously.

Indeed, the prospects of a single person unicorn
startup, as OpenAl’'s Sam Altman has predicted,
is not only likely, but may be imminent as more
and more people see Al not as a threat, but as a
generational opportunity.

Of course, the pursuit of technology-powered change
comes with risks, downsides, and inevitable setbacks
— some may even be catastrophic. But the worst
thing we can do or accept is to stop pressing forward
or to deliberately promulgate regulatory and policy
systems designed to insidiously starve innovation

of oxygen — causing hypoxia for entrepreneurs and
obsolescence for new ideas.

After all, there has been no greater force for global
economic prosperity than entrepreneurship and
the undying question entrepreneurs ask in defying
the odds: why not?
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Why not decouple telephony from costly, risk-

prone fixed-line infrastructure? Why not connect

the world to the internet? Why not enable a global
messaging protocol so information does not reside

in siloes? Why not decouple banking and financial
access from brick and mortar? Why not expand the
boundaries of human intelligence? Why not break the
forces of gravity — for commercial
spaceflight and, one day, interstellar
human civilization?

Modern iconoclasts

Each of these questions is being

asked and answered by iconoclasts, prompting
regulators and policymakers to ask some serious
societal questions of their own.

What if this perennial quest to unlock boundless
technology also opens a veritable technology
Pandora’s box — unleashing unchecked and
potentially fully automated cyber risk, dependency,
and distortion? What if the known business models
and businesses that drive employment and economic
stability are disrupted beyond recovery? What if our
national industrial, asset, and infrastructure base is
made obsolete, like so many stranded
assets in the Rust Belt? What if an
uninterrupted chain of systemic risk
cascades across the financial system
and the real economy?

Each of these are fair questions, which

policymakers have asked over the last decade where
the green shoots of emerging technologies began to
sprout, occasionally to flower, and were often found to
be carrying thorns.

In this environment, policymakers and regulators
would be well served not merely to pay lip service
to technology neutrality in their policymaking, but
by sincerely practicing what they preach. In such a
fast-moving age, principles will be more enduring
than prescriptions. It is also helpful to move beyond

There has been no
greater force for global
economic prosperity
than entrepreneurship.

In such a fast-moving
age, principles will
be more enduring
than prescriptions.

looking for a proverbial ‘throat to choke” with each
novel technology, especially where so much of the
world’'s novel technologies are open source and a part
of our global digital commons.

Instead, policy can be shaped around entities and
activities — as is the norm — and extend to code

and conduct. For example, in the
digital assets market, many crypto
products may begin life looking like

a security, behave like a commodity
or collectible in secondary markets,
and end life as a payment instrument
cashed out by a bank.

This novel technology lifecycle of a single
cryptographic token does not necessitate entirely
novel rules in finance, but rather principles of
flexibility and risk tolerance enshrined in existing rules.

For example, in the category of crypto products often
dismissed as little more than internet funny-money,
those companies and products that have mirrored
pre-existing payment, banking, and electronic money
rules have fared comparatively better over the maiden
roller-coaster ride of this fast-moving market.

Similarly, always-on decentralized
finance (DeFi) protocols that have
adopted guardrails around market
conduct and other voluntary code-
driven defenses, have not only
proven to be viable, they have also
demonstrated the broader utility

of composable and programmable money. DeFi
shows that digital money is not only a breakthrough
innovation in global payments and financial access,
but also a frontier for innovation in financial
abstractions across lending, credit, and debt markets.

Rather than ban these activities or pursue a strategy
of regulation through enforcement, financial market
regulators can anchor these novel market structures
in existing regimes, underpinned by the principle of

the caveat emptor, or buyer beware. Indeed, many
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enforcement actions against fintech companies
and digital asset providers can often be resolved
with better disclosure and clear customer risk
acceptance norms.

Crypto as a product class (noting that it is no more
monolithic than banks) may not be right for everyone,
but everyone's right to participate

in these emerging markets should

be protected. Thus, regulating both
code and conduct — including setting
standards for code audits, looking
broadly at market conduct, and
enabling a globally accessible looking-
glass, courtesy of the transparency of blockchains —
can ensure responsible financial services innovation
moves apace with combating fraud and illicit activity.

Indeed, while the terms of art in new industries or
technologies can be evocative of scary scenarios,
they are ultimately just tools — wielded or
exploited by people.

For example the term crypto is most often associated
with the digital thrift of the dark web. The fact
remains that people often exploit all tools for bad
purposes and good actors — both public and

private — would be well advised to ensure that bad
actors do not co-opt good or neutral
technologies. The false narrative that
crypto (which, again, is not monolithic)
contributes to a rise of ransomware
ignores the actual underlying proximate
cause of successful ransomware attacks
— namely, the nescient or clickbait-prone person
between the keyboard and the chair.

Nonetheless, we are better off because of the rise
of crypto — albeit largely unregulated, unchecked,
and mired by eye-watering bouts of progress and
regression like all novel domains — because it has
given rise to genuine, world-scale utilities.

These include constantly upgradable, universally
accessible public blockchains; privacy-preserving,

Policy can be shaped
around entities and
activities and extend
to code and conduct.

We are better off
because of the
rise of crypto.

cryptographically secured mobile wallets; and the
dollar-backed digital thrift of the internet — regulated
stablecoins that processed more than $24 trillion

in 2024 and are poised to revolutionize global

money movement from the bottom up and from
institutions out.

Additional utilities including the
veritable smoke alarms and carbon
monoxide detectors of internet
finance: the highly agile generation
of blockchain analytics and forensics
companies that have built a novel
industry by following the digital
breadcrumbs blockchains and crypto leave behind —
giving bad actors few places to hide.

These breadcrumbs — along with novel tools, evolving
regulations, and responsible actors — enable us to
imagine a world where universal financial access

can be granted with the presumption of innocence
and the proof of guilt. This stands in contrast with
today’s financial system, which often bars entire
continents from the formal economy, or exacts
punitive de-risking costs on the people who can afford
it least, for fear of a single bad payment made by a
single bad actor.

Responsibly harnessing novel blockchain
and crypto technology has proven

to turn this pyramid upside down,
comprising the perfect medium of
exchange for a hot, flat, and crowded
world. Perhaps most importantly, crypto
enables us to imagine an entirely new architecture for
the internet itself, where — rather than being products
— people are owners of digitally unique content,
assets, and activities, including, most critically, their
identities. An internet where we can read, right, and
own is being powered by these innovations.

Rather than consign novel innovations to regulatory
sandboxes or competitiveness-crushing trials,
countries should adopt regulatory airports and
passports. After all, despite the world-scale nature
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of emerging technologies, novel products may be
available everywhere, but the entrepreneurs and firms
behind them are born, choose to live, and eventually
die locally. This is as true for the people shaping the
future as it is for their firms.

For example, during the worldwide downfall of FTX,
which threatened to topple crypto markets, FTX Japan
— by virtue of being brought within the regulatory
perimeter — was able to meet consumer protection
obligations, maintain fund segregation,
and take other steps that made
Japanese customers whole, while
others had no recourse. While the
collapse of FTX stemmed largely from
human factors and our oldest and basest tendencies
for greed, bringing the activity into scope — and
regulating the entity, activity, code, and conduct —
ended well for Japan, where others stood to lose.

Why not?

Like banks, crypto is not monolithic. Unlike banks,
however, whenever there is a problem in this novel
market — most often involving specific products,
blockchains, or exchanges (each with names) — all
crypto is indicted with a scarlet letter. This would

be tantamount to censuring every bank in the world
because of Danske Bank's $230 billion Russian money
laundering scandal.

Unlike banking, however — where the failure of one
bank erodes confidence in banking — the staying
power of crypto markets and the counter-cyclical
growth of dollar-denominated stablecoins, which
increased by 56% in 2024, speaks to a certain
antifragility in both the market and technology.

The future is indeed
already here.

Perhaps, in the future, crypto and blockchain will
fade to the background — to become foundational
infrastructure powering an always-on internet
financial system used by startups and incumbents
alike. Just as companies no longer brand themselves
with terms like “internet” or “cloud,” the next
generation of firms will simply build on these
technologies to stay relevant, resilient, and
accessible to the world.

When new technologies — and their
hardware, software, and jargon — are
still the protagonists of headlines, it is
a sign we are still early. The future is
indeed already here; it is just unevenly
distributed. The next time technologists, policymakers,
and regulators confront an opportunity to make sure
the future is within reach of more people, rather than
ask what harm this pursuit may cause, they should

ask the age-old entrepreneurial question: why not?
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