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Numbered arguments for debate and analysis. Narrative evidence, funding maps, and primary
sources are in Who Controls Bitcoin; structural logic in The Social Layer Is the Attack Surface. For why
the adversarial culture is calibrated to that threat environment rather than a defect to be
socialized away, see The Adversarial Default. For refutations of the most common monopoly
defenses in debate, see Bitcoin Core: The Biggest Fallacies.

Each numbered point is a standalone claim. Use the cross-links for evidence; use this document
for the argument structure.
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Part I. Structure and Power

1. Merge authority is the actual governance mechanism, not miners or nodes. Five people
hold merge authority on the reference client (bitcoin/bitcoin) today (e.g. after Gloria Zhao
stepped down from that role). Live GitHub permissions are authoritative; rosters change;
this document does not enumerate names. They decide what code enters releases. If code
never merges, there is nothing for nodes to signal for. The bottleneck is upstream of any user
choice.
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Historical merge share (Bitcoin Core)

81% 19%

Merge holders today 5 Source Bitcoin Governance Research

Full-history rollup. Merge authority is a fixed-capacity gate, not a diffuse volunteer pool.

2. "Miners can run what they want and don't have to upgrade" misdescribes practice. Miners
can in principle run any consensus-compatible software and skip a release. In practice,
industrial hash rate overwhelmingly follows the path of least operational friction: pool stacks,
hosting providers, and automated deployment adopt new Core (or Core-derived) binaries on
maintenance schedules. Most operators do not perform an independent line-by-line or
consensus audit of every release; they stay compatible with peers, with pool software, and with
what the dominant client ships. A theoretical veto that almost nobody exercises is not a
distributed check on merge authority. It is latency dressed up as choice.

3. A tiny maintainer set, not meritocracy: the oligarchy in practice. Meritocratic by whose
criteria? Defined by the same people who control merge authority. That is not meritocracy.
That is oligarchy with a friendlier brand name.

4. The menu problem. Users choose from options Core provides, not from all possible options.
"Just don't upgrade" is not deciding what features exist. It is choosing from the menu, not what
gets put on it.

5. Success likelihood correlates with maintainer proximity and social relationships.
Governance is political and relationship-driven: people go out of their way to stay credible with
maintainers because outcomes depend on it. That is not necessarily improper; it is still a
concentration of informal gatekeeping. Jon Atack, a Bitcoin Core insider since 2019, described
those dynamics at the Plan B Forum. On funding self-censorship and the office path to
maintainership, see BIS #195, a later return appearance (2026), and points 19a and 58a below.

6. The security assumption mismatch. Bitcoin's network security model assumes adversarial
nodes but not an adversarial merge layer (the small group that can land code in the reference
client). Merge holders are typically publicly identifiable and often under U.S.-adjacent
jurisdiction; that profile is not modeled as an adversary class in the system's usual security
story. That assumption needs updating.

7. The "rough consensus" definition is controlled by the same people who invoke it. Ava
Chow closed a PR because it "was obviously controversial and had no hope of reaching a
conclusion acceptable to everyone." No external arbiter defines rough consensus. The
maintainer defines it unilaterally and invokes it as justification for closure. That is unlimited
discretion with a rule-shaped wrapper.
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8. The "janitorial function" framing versus material reality. Maintainer-adjacent commentary
has described merge ability as "more of a janitorial function than a position of power." The
material reality is that this function determines what improvements are available for anyone to
use. Janitorial framing obscures structural authority.

Part II. The Specification Problem

9. The reference client is the protocol in practice. There is no independent mathematical
specification floating above what Core ships and the network runs. When 99% of economic
nodes run one codebase, the reference client and the protocol are functionally identical.

10. The no-spec moat protects the incumbent structurally. Without a formal specification, any
alternative implementation must reverse-engineer undocumented behavior. This is not an
accident. Unspecified behavior creates a structural barrier to competition that cannot be
resolved without an independent mathematical specification.

11. Code as specification means no independent verification. When the code is the
specification, there is no independent standard against which to verify correctness or detect
consensus bugs before they ship. CVE-2018-17144 sat in production for 18 months. That is the
consequence. For why a human-readable formal specification matters for governance, see Why
Bitcoin Needs a Specification.
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Part III. "You Can Run Whatever You Want" Is Victim-Blaming

12. The two actual paths and what each costs. Option A: spend an inordinate amount of time
and money reimplementing consensus that has never been formally specified in mathematics,
and to date no independent specification has been adopted as the operational standard
the economy actually runs on. Option B: fork Bitcoin Core and inherit 300,000 lines of
monolithic code with 17 years of technical debt that Core itself is not funded enough to
properly maintain. Remember the inflation bug. Remember the wallet deletion bug. Developing
and maintaining production code is not free.

13. Structural barriers are not philosophical. The barrier to alternatives is real. The no-spec
problem, the monolithic architecture, the maintenance burden, and the absence of funding for
pure replication work combine into a structural wall. Pointing at it is not paranoia. Building an
alternative proves it.

14. Core itself is underfunded to maintain what it has. L1 reference-client / protocol
engineering grants (not total ecosystem spend): roughly $8.4 million went to Bitcoin Core-
related development in 2023 against a ~$2 trillion native-asset market cap. Ethereum L1
core development in the same year is on the order of $32 million against a much smaller
native-asset market cap at the time. The argument that alternatives should "just go build it"
ignores that Core barely has the resources to maintain the existing codebase. (Pair like with
like: protocol-layer funding vs protocol-layer funding; asset market cap vs asset market cap.)

15. Active suppression of alternatives through social influence. A Core developer killed
Libbitcoin's funding by warning the prospective funder that alternatives are dangerous. This is
veto power exercised through social influence, not formal authority. No power structure
voluntarily diminishes itself.

Part IV. Funding and Accountability

16. The funding constellation has no coordination or user accountability. Chaincode Labs,
Blockstream, Spiral, Brink, OpenSats, HRF, MIT DCI, and Btrust fund Core development with no
mechanism for user accountability, no coordination, and no obligation to the network they
depend on.

17. The funding-to-market-cap disparity is documented. Same pairing as §14: $8.4 million
(Bitcoin L1 / Core-oriented dev funding, 2023) vs ~$2T BTC market cap (~0.42% ratio). Polkadot
(~$16.8M protocol/core-style spend, 2024) vs DOT market cap ~1.2% of BTC’s at comparable
snapshots. Ethereum ~$50M (2024) on similar L1 client/protocol definitions. Bitcoin is among
the most underfunded major L1s on a funding-to-native-market-cap basis in this sample,
not a claim about every possible definition of “protocol spend.”
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L1 protocol funding per $1T native market cap (approx.)

Bitcoin $4.2M

Polkadot ~$0.7M

Ethereum ~$125M

Normalized comparison from §14–§17 definitions. See Who Controls Bitcoin, quantitative record.

18. Few merge gates vs enormous secured value. Bitcoin Governance Research documents
extreme concentration in who authors and merges (e.g. contribution Gini ~0.851, review
Gini ~0.92, top three merger roles ~81% of historical merges, 89.3% voting-bloc cohesion;
see findings/EXECUTIVE_SUMMARY.md  / findings/GINI_COEFFICIENT_EXPLANATION.md ). Merge
rights on the reference repo are always a small, fixed-capacity set (currently five merge
holders on bitcoin/bitcoin; confirm live permissions). Review labor is far less concentrated:
since 2017, top-three reviewers ~19% of volume vs top-three mergers ~90%
( findings/REVIEW_ACCESS_OUTCOMES.md ). Separately,
findings/CONTRIBUTOR_TIMELINE_ANALYSIS.md  (dataset
findings/data/contributor_timeline_analysis.json ) analyzes 132 contributors who meet

≥5 authored PRs and average quality score ≥0.3; of those, 41 are classified active and 91
inactive (definitions per that pipeline: PR-based, full-history, not “commits in 2023”). Large
commercial organizations employ tens of thousands of engineers on systems with comparable
economic footprint; Bitcoin’s permissioned merge bottleneck and thin sustained PR bench
sit on a handful of merge keys and a small active cohort. That gap is a governance risk, not
“conservative engineering” by itself.

Concentration indexes (0 = equal share, 1 = one actor)

PR
contribution

0.851

PR reviews ~0.92

Gini metrics from Bitcoin Governance Research. Reviews concentrate more than
merges.

Qualifying contributors: sustained engagement

41 active 91 inactive

Qualifying pool 132 authors Merge holders today 5

From contributor timeline analysis. Thin sustained bench relative to secured value.

19. Pipeline control: developers on funder boards decide who gets funded next. OpenSats has
Core developers on its board making grant decisions. That is a closed loop. Brink dominates
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incubation. The funding pipeline is controlled by overlapping cohorts with no external
accountability.

19a. Funding shapes what contributors say before anyone sends a memo. Contributors
describe inferring editorial lines from grant renewal pressure, self-censoring to keep a low-
controversy profile, and learning that funders discussed their grants without them present. See
Who Controls Bitcoin, §III–V.

19b. Brink's cited grant committee does not appear in federal filings. Brink's Executive Director
named an independent grant committee publicly, including Gloria Zhao while she received Brink
funding. Schedule O of every Brink IRS Form 990 from FY2020 through FY2023 states "The
Organization did not have committees." Brink board member Jonathan Bier confirmed no grant
committee recommendation has ever been rejected. See Who Controls Bitcoin, §III (Brink).

20. The liability contradiction. The MIT license is what protects Core from liability for bugs like the
wallet deletion incident. That license exists because Bitcoin is a commons. You cannot hide
behind the commons when convenient and claim owner authority to exclude proposals when it
is not.

21. Institutional history: from Bitcoin Foundation to MIT DCI. The Bitcoin Foundation collapsed
amid scandals from 2012 to 2015. MIT DCI absorbed the developers with legacy finance
partnerships intact, including donors with documented Epstein connections. Blockstream was
funded by AXA. When the Foundation failed, DCI inherited the developers without cleaning the
funding relationships.

22. No published security standards, no OpSec requirements, no accountability for lapses.
Bitcoin Core has no published security requirements for maintainers, no OpSec audits, and no
accountability framework when failures occur. After a widely reported maintainer-account
compromise, much of the public response amounted to “don’t click suspicious links”, not a
governance or OpSec remediation program.

23. Maintainer account compromise: correlated failure risk. A Core maintainer with merge
access to software securing trillions in value had that account compromised. That role
demands state-actor-level threat modeling. Poor public account security and poor development
environment security are correlated because they reflect the same threat modeling judgment.
Failures cluster in individuals, they do not distribute randomly.

24. Luke Dashjr removal from security list: no process, no appeal. Removed after a decade with
no documented process and no accountability mechanism. Two trillion dollars in value runs on
handshake agreements. Informal power becomes hierarchy when you need it most.
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Part V. Governance Paralysis in Practice

IMPROVEMENT CONSENSUS STATUS
DOCUMENTED
SINCE

Wallet / node separation Universal Not shipped ~12 years

UTXO set commitments
Research-
complete

Not shipped 2014

Full node sync burden
Symptom of
above

~700GB (Nov
2025), growing

Solvable since
2014

Formal verification integration Tooling exists
Not integrated
into Core process

n/a

Networking upgrades
Clear wins, no
opposition

Waiting in same
limbo

n/a

Implementation vs consensus ossification
Conflated
deliberately

Non-consensus
fixes blocked

Ongoing

Stalled or deferred items with broad agreement (§25–31). Bottleneck is structural, not technical.

For the full stalled-proposals dossier and what shipping looks like from a formal spec, see What
Bitcoin's Stalled Proposals Tell You and Governance Paralysis Was The Victory.

25. Wallet and node separation: 12 years, universal agreement, not done. No opposition exists.
The feature has broad consensus. It has not shipped. The bottleneck is structural, not technical.

26. UTXO set commitments: the compounding opportunity cost. Research-complete since 2014.
Would reduce initial blockchain download by approximately 98% forever rolling forward. Every
new node that syncs today pays the full cost of 17 years of chain history including all spam,
paying in bandwidth and storage for data that UTXO commitments would have made irrelevant
a decade ago. That cost compounds with every new node, every year, permanently.

27. Full node size is now 700GB and growing. As of November 2025 a full node requires
approximately 700GB of storage. This is not a stable cost. It increases with every block. UTXO
commitments would have capped that burden for new participants. Not implementing them
means each successive year of new node operators pays a cost that was solvable in 2014.

28. Formal verification infrastructure: exists, not integrated. The tooling exists. The proofs can
be written. Integration into Core's development process has not happened.
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29. Networking upgrades: clear wins, no opposition, waiting. Improvements with obvious
benefits and no meaningful objection sit in the same limbo as contested proposals. Erlay's full-
protocol PR set shows 0/7 merged in Bitcoin Governance Research dossiers; scaffolding
merges are not delivery ( findings/STALLED_PROPOSALS_REPORT.md ). The structure has not
reliably distinguished between contested and uncontested. When coordination costs exceed
any threshold, nothing ships.

30. "What if something goes wrong" collapses under actual failures. A maintainer account
was compromised. The wallet deletion bug shipped to production. OP_RETURN was uncapped
over significant opposition and with documented governance misconduct. "We can't risk
improvements because something might go wrong" loses all force when the things going
wrong are from inaction and from the decisions that did get made.

31. Good and bad ossification deliberately conflated. Consensus rules should be stable. That
legitimate truth gets weaponized to mean the implementation is also untouchable. These are
two distinct things collapsed into one slogan. The result is that obvious improvements with no
consensus implications die alongside genuinely risky consensus changes.

Part VI. Forced Participation

For the consensus-vs-policy distinction and which embedding channels consensus can close, see
The Achievable Floor. For quantified operator burden, see Full Cost of Running a Bitcoin Node. The
specified consensus stack: Permanent Data Channel Closure, Static Per-Output Miner Fee, Dynamic
Escalation of the Per-Output Miner Fee.

32. The actual problem with blockchain spam: you cannot opt out. The problem is not that
spam exists. It is that every full node must download, store, and validate all of it forever to
participate in Bitcoin. Policy defaults and relay configurations are theater. Consensus validity is
what matters.

33. Spam filters do not resolve the structural problem. Spam filters address only new spam.
They do nothing about existing bloat. Every node operator today pays for all historical spam in
bandwidth and storage. The only mechanism that would resolve this is UTXO commitments,
which Core has not shipped.

34. Spam as extortion. Threatening to unleash a coordinated spam attack on the network unless a
governance proposal is withdrawn is not a principled stand for permissionlessness. It is
extortion.
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Part VII. The OP_RETURN Case Study (2025)

35. Change merged despite broad, documented opposition. The proposal was pushed through
over opposition from Dashjr, Mow, and dozens of others. An open letter from 31 Core
developers argued for the pro-removal position, meaning even the internal pro-change camp
needed a letter to push it through. Community opposition was extensive, public, and named. It
did not matter.

36. Bitcoin Mechanic banned from GitHub for naming a conflict of interest. On April 28, 2025,
Bitcoin Mechanic tweeted: "Someone pushing for a major change to Bitcoin is affiliated with a
company whose current exploit of Bitcoin was the motivation for the change. Pointing this out
on the github discussion has resulted in me being banned." The contributor in question was a
VC backer of a for-profit rollup project that posts data to Bitcoin's base layer and directly
benefits from lifting the OP_RETURN limit. Raising a documented conflict of interest resulted in
removal from the discussion platform.

37. Luke Dashjr muted on the same PR. A 15-plus year Bitcoin Core contributor was locked out of
the discussion on the most contested change of 2025.

38. GitHub meta thread documents mass bans. The bitcoin-core meta repository contains a
megathread documenting users banned for off-topic comments during the OP_RETURN
debate. One participant wrote: "with extreme confidence I can say that this is the most
contentious and contested upgrade that ever happened to bitcoin core. It's the most disputed.
The most hated. The most criticized, ever. Yet it was done anyway."

39. Auto-ban script targeting 13% of network peers. A contributor published a public bash script
to auto-ban all nodes running Bitcoin Knots, enacting a year-long ban on approximately 2,938
publicly reachable nodes representing about 13% of reachable Bitcoin peers. Policy
disagreement was met with attempted network excision.

40. Pattern matches blocksize wars. Same suppression mechanics: opposition management,
platform fragmentation, GitHub moderation used against critics, framing of dissent as
illegitimate. Different proposal, identical governance behavior.
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Part VIII. Process as Veto (MtGox Case Study, 2025)

41. A carefully constructed proposal received a spam lock. Mark Karpeles submitted a pull
request proposing a narrowly scoped consensus rule to recover 79,956 BTC stolen in the 2011
MtGox hack, with the activation height set to INT_MAX meaning the code does literally nothing
without explicit community consensus. DrahtBot auto-closed it within hours and it was locked
as spam before any substantive response appeared.

42. CONTRIBUTING.md as unlimited discretion. The document states consensus changes require
discussion that is "extensive" and "widely perceived" as worthwhile, with the final arbiter being
"the judgement of the maintainers." That is not a rule. It is unlimited discretion with a rule-
shaped wrapper. No defined threshold. No accountable decision-maker. No appeal.

43. Process violation has a correctable path; spam has none. Applying the rule correctly would
mean citing it with a link to the guideline and a clear path forward. Closing as spam tells the
submitter nothing actionable and leaves no record anyone can reference. The distinction
matters: a process violation can be fixed, a spam classification cannot.

44. The mailing list redirect is not neutral routing. Low traffic, high friction, dominated by
people already inside the technical consensus, and produces no documented decision with
binding weight. Redirecting an outside proposal to the mailing list is structural disadvantage
dressed as procedure.

45. Platform fragmentation is the structural output for outside proposals. When a proposal
gets closed on GitHub, redirected to the mailing list, discussed on X, mentioned on Bitcointalk,
argued on Delving Bitcoin, and relitigated on the Bitcoin subreddit, the conversation splinters
across five platforms with different audiences, norms, and signal-to-noise ratios. No single
place can build the critical mass required to produce the consensus the process nominally
requires. This is the predictable output of a governance structure that imposes maximum
coordination cost on proposals originating outside the maintainer circle.
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Part IX. Blocksize Wars and Institutional Capture

46. The small block position was technically stronger. Preserving decentralization is what makes
Bitcoin valuable. Larger blocks that raise node operation costs threaten that property. This is
not the dispute. The dispute is whether the war itself was organic and whether the governance
paralysis it produced was a side effect or the objective.

47. Brian Armstrong email to Epstein investor network: primary source documentation. An
email from Armstrong to an Epstein-connected investor group explicitly frames the blocksize
increase as a revenue play and characterizes original Bitcoin developers as obstacles. This is not
pattern inference. It is a primary source document showing coordinated, revenue-motivated
framing of the debate.

48. The Epstein, MIT DCI timeline. July 2014: Epstein provides Peter Thiel a detailed analysis of
Bitcoin's "internal contradictions." April 2015: Joi Ito emails Epstein that MIT "used gift funds to
underwrite this which allowed us to move quickly and win this round" and "take control of the
developers." 2015 to 2017: the blocksize war consumed the bulk of governance bandwidth.
Implementation diversity that Gavin Andresen had identified as critical did not materialize at
scale in that window (whether from war fatigue, technical risk, or both); the observable
outcome is the missing diversity, not a single causal story.

49. Gavin Andresen's confidence threshold. Andresen called for multiple independent
implementations when Bitcoin was at $6 billion and the problem was tractable. A confidence
threshold was set for when implementation diversity should be built. That threshold was not
met in practice while the blocksize conflict absorbed maintainer and community attention
that might otherwise have gone to specification and multi-client work. The claim is
opportunity cost, not that no one could have built in parallel under counterfactual peace.

50. CVE-2018-17144: the technical proof. An inflation bug in Bitcoin Core sat in production for 18
months. It could have allowed Bitcoin to be created out of thin air. A second implementation
running differential tests against the same blocks would have caught it immediately. The bug
was in Core, not in Bitcoin. Core's implementation monopoly is what made the bug dangerous.

51. Who benefits if L1 competitive upgrades stall? Stablecoins: over $300 billion in market cap,
49% annual growth, over $33 trillion in annual transaction volume often compared to Visa (see
empirical sourcing note: on-chain volume ≠  card settlement). Banks: trillions annually in
transaction fees on legacy rails. States: Bitcoin framed as non-threatening digital gold rather
than bearer money competing with state monetary monopolies. Listing aligned interests is
not proof of coordinated intent; it maps who gains when base-layer payment
competitiveness moves slowly. For structure without conspiracy and outcomes without
requiring individual malice, see Who Controls Bitcoin, IV. The Personnel Revolving Door and
VII. Summary.
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52. Paralysis as default outcome. You do not need Bitcoin to make wrong decisions. You only
need it to make no decisions. Bitcoin Governance Research fair-cite dossiers include Erlay (0/7
full-protocol PRs merged) and Dandelion (implementation PR closed unmerged); see
findings/STALLED_PROPOSALS_REPORT.md  and Who Controls Bitcoin, §VII. The result can

function like controlled opposition: revolutionary origin story, implementation that defaults to
not shipping contested upgrades. The governance structure tends to preserve paralysis while
merge bottlenecks and incentive maps in §51 persist. Not every actor need intend that
outcome. Same intent vs structure distinction: §IV, §VII.

53. BCH failed as a solution. Bitcoin Cash forked the chain and moved the same governance
vulnerabilities to different maintainers with the same monolithic architecture, the same
informal merge authority, and the same capture vectors. The problem was governance
structure, not block size. See The Social Layer Is the Attack Surface, §VII.

Part X. The Commons Problem

54. Bitcoin as a codebase commons and the authority/liability contradiction. Core cannot
claim authority to exclude proposals and simultaneously disclaim liability for bugs. The MIT
license provides liability protection precisely because Bitcoin is a commons. You cannot invoke
the commons when it protects you and deny it when it constrains you.

55. Closing proposals as spam while claiming no authority to exclude. Core developers
regularly disclaim ownership and authority over Bitcoin while exercising exactly that authority
through the PR closure and moderation process. Calling governance critique a DDOS is
admitting inability to engage on merit.
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Part XI. The Talent Pipeline

56. Brain drain mechanism. Contributors funnel into Core because it is the only game. They hit
blocked PRs, ossification culture, and political gatekeeping. They then either burn out and leave
the industry entirely or redirect to altcoins where they can actually ship something. The altcoin
ecosystem has absorbed enormous Bitcoin engineering talent through exactly this mechanism.

57. Nobody gets paid to replicate. The open source economy rewards innovation and
improvement, not unglamorous consensus-correctness work. Pure replication has no
intellectual reward and no natural funding mechanism. The incentive structure selects against
the exact work that implementation diversity requires.

58. Major alternative implementations to date each carried a distinct agenda. Libbitcoin
abandoned the UTXO set and mempool. Btcd prioritized its own architecture. The mindset
required to build a pure consensus-compatible alternative with no improvement agenda is
exactly what the entire pipeline selects against.

58a. Office rotation as an unwritten maintainership path. In a later return appearance on The
Bitcoin Infinity Show (2026), Atack said he asked a South African contributor how he reached
maintainership without a fixed Core-affiliated office and quoted the reply: rotation through those
offices on a roughly three month cycle. The requirement appears in no published Core process.
Points 56 through 58 describe a thin talent pool; geography and physical presence narrow it
further. See Who Controls Bitcoin, §III (Brink).

59. The talent pool is structurally thin before funding and gatekeeping constraints even
apply. The multi-domain requirement spanning C++, applied cryptography, distributed
systems, security engineering, economics, and open source governance narrows the globally
available pool to dozens to hundreds of people. This is not a Bitcoin-specific problem. It is a
structural constraint on the entire development ecosystem.

Part XII. Civil War as Architectural Output

60. The monolith forces civil war as the only mechanism for change. Any significant
disagreement requires either winning inside Core or executing a contentious chain split with
chain-split risk. Both paths carry enormous cost. The community normalized perpetual conflict
as "how Bitcoin works" when it is actually an architectural constraint produced by having one
implementation with no governance alternatives.

61. "Who started it" framing protects the monolith. The framing makes governance
improvement advocates the aggressors rather than the people maintaining the structure that
makes conflict inevitable. Pointing at the cage is not the same as building it.
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Part XIII. The Digital Gold vs. Peer-to-Peer Cash Failure

62. Governance paralysis and the “digital gold” framing. Full causation is messy: risk-off macro,
custody products, fee markets, and L1 throughput limits all mattered. The narrower claim: the
governance structure could not process the class of base-layer (and tightly coupled)
improvements needed for retail p2p cash at scale at pace, while “digital gold” remained a
narrative path that did not require those upgrades to ship. That enabled digital-gold
positioning to dominate by default among public narratives. It does not mean governance
alone mechanically caused every holder’s worldview.

63. Lightning and trust (scope: typical retail / product reality). For many users on custodial
wallets, exchanges, and routing-heavy retail flows, Lightning often reintroduces trusted-
counterparty patterns (custody, compliance, liquidity providers). Self-custodied Lightning
remains viable for sophisticated operators; the critique targets dominant product and UX
patterns, not a claim that the protocol cannot be used in a less trusted way.

64. The unbanked contradiction. "Bitcoin banks the unbanked" is incompatible with "self-custody
is for the few." If the honest answer is that self-custody requires technical sophistication most
people do not have, and that the alternative is custodial services that recreate traditional
finance, then Bitcoin has not solved the problem it claimed to solve. Both claims cannot be true
simultaneously.

65. UTXOs-per-person arithmetic. Base layer alone cannot serve 8 billion people with current
on-chain throughput for everyday micro-payments. Scaling paths (L2, channel design,
blockspace policy) were the realistic routes under the “payments for everyone” story;
governance paralysis removed or delayed several of those paths in practice. That is a claim
about shipped history and political viability inside Core’s process, not that no alternate
design is imaginable in theory.

66. Stablecoins and the payment market. Stablecoin growth rode regulatory arbitrage, dollar
unit-of-account demand, exchange plumbing, and UX, not merge authority alone. Bitcoin’s
slow movement on base-layer throughput and payment-competitive features was
necessary but not sufficient for stablecoins to occupy that space: it opened margin
centralized issuers exploited. The combined story is alignment of incentives, not a single-
cause history.
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Part XIV. Competitive Consequences

67. Stablecoin transaction volume now exceeds Visa annually. Over $33 trillion in annual
transaction volume, over $300 billion in market cap, growing 49% annually. These are use cases
Bitcoin should own. Bitcoin's governance structure left it effectively unable to compete for
much of that flow on comparable product timelines (see empirical sourcing note on volume
definitions).

68. CBDC rails and tokenized deposits filling governance voids. Every governance failure that
prevents Bitcoin from serving a legitimate monetary use case creates space for state-controlled
alternatives. The governance paralysis is not neutral. It has a directional consequence.

69. The compounding opportunity cost. Each year that UTXO commitments did not ship, each
year that node operation costs remained artificially elevated, each year of delayed
improvements compounds into a larger gap between what Bitcoin is and what it could have
been. The opportunity cost is not a fixed number. It grows.

70. Bitcoin is not competing badly. Bitcoin is not competing. The governance structure has not
allowed the reference implementation path to adapt quickly enough to compete in several
payment-adjacent markets. This is a structural / process condition, not a claim that no Bitcoin
use case thrives.
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Part XV. What Alternatives Actually Require

71. Forking Core is not a solution. A Core fork inherits the same monolithic architecture, the same
technical debt, and the same governance capture vectors. New maintainers on the same throne
are not a structural fix.

72. Existing alternatives each fail for documented reasons. Knots is a Core fork with the same
structural problems and more concentrated maintainer control. Btcd abandoned active
development. Libbitcoin abandoned the UTXO set and mempool, requiring ecosystem retooling
and accepting isolation. None of these are genuine alternatives.

73. Mathematical specification is necessary, not optional. The only way to prove consensus
compatibility without inheriting Core's governance is to specify the consensus rules
independently in mathematics and prove correctness against that specification. Differential
testing against Core's historical behavior is the validation methodology that bridges the gap.
See Why Bitcoin Needs a Specification for the verification-methodology argument.

74. Differential testing proves what IBD cannot. An Initial Block Download proves a node can
sync. It does not prove the node matches the network's consensus rules, because IBD has no
reference to compare against. Differential testing runs both implementations against the same
blocks and treats any mismatch as a bug in the alternative. That is the proof of consensus
compatibility. It is not optional. It is the only honest claim to consensus validity.

75. Implementation diversity is the structural fix, not a personnel change at Core. Swapping
one small maintainer cohort for another without changing the monopoly implementation
+ informal merge structure reproduces the same capture vector. The fix is eliminating the
single point of failure, which requires multiple independent implementations with proven
consensus compatibility and different governance models.
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APPROACH RELATIONSHIP TO CORE WHY NOT A STRUCTURAL FIX

Fork Core Same codebase lineage
Same architecture, debt, and merge
capture

Knots
Core fork (~95% shared
code)

Same structural problems; more
concentrated control

Btcd
Independent
implementation

Active development abandoned

Libbitcoin
Independent
implementation

Dropped UTXO set and mempool;
ecosystem isolation

Formal spec + differential testing
Independent mathematical
standard

Required path; not yet deployed at
scale (§73–74)

Existing alternatives and the fix they fail to provide (§71–75).
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Part XVI. Broader Implications

76. Quantitative analysis over 16 years: data over theory. The oligarchic structure is not a
theoretical concern. It is documented in Bitcoin Governance Research from Git history: PR-
weighted contribution Gini ~0.851 (and review activity Gini even higher), merge share
concentrated in a tiny set of merger accounts (e.g. ~81% of merges from top three in their
full-history rollup), 89.3% voting-bloc cohesion, and review vs merge asymmetry (top-three
reviewers ~19% vs top-three mergers ~90% since 2017); see findings/EXECUTIVE_SUMMARY.md ,
findings/GINI_COEFFICIENT_EXPLANATION.md , findings/REVIEW_ACCESS_OUTCOMES.md ,
findings/RESEARCH_METHODOLOGY.md . Those are repository-activity metrics, not every

possible definition of “who is a developer.” Qualitative accounts from Core insiders about
process (e.g. maintainer influence) can sit alongside those numbers without implying any
insider audited or endorsed the Bitcoin Governance Research pipeline.

77. Concentrated development is a FOSS-wide threat, not Bitcoin-specific. Network effects
override license terms. The "open source therefore free" framing ignores that infrastructure
control matters regardless of license. The Linux Foundation facing pressure for identity
verification requirements illustrates that open source projects with network effects face the
same capture dynamics as closed ones.

78. Geographic and jurisdictional concentration. Merge holders are typically publicly
identifiable and often under U.S.-adjacent jurisdiction. State-level compulsion does not
require compromise. It requires a subpoena or a quiet conversation. Geographic and
jurisdictional diversity among both maintainers and implementations is structural defense, not
cosmetic.

79. PoW and implementation diversity. Proof-of-work and proof-of-stake face different security
and capture surfaces; PoW does not make Bitcoin immune to upstream software
monoculture. Governance failures that concentrate the reference implementation erode part
of what PoW is supposed to secure, a diversely validated rule set, without claiming PoS and
PoW are identical on every axis.

80. Telling Bitcoin's governance truth is more useful than sugar-coating it. If governance truth
turns people off, lying will not help long-term. The protocol is sound. The development
infrastructure needs work. New participants deserve accuracy, not marketing.

81. Bitcoin needs ultra-conservative consensus rules and urgently better governance
infrastructure. These are not in tension. Conservative consensus rules are exactly right. The
implementation monopoly, the governance paralysis, and the funding failure are separate
problems that do not require touching the consensus rules to fix.
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Part XVII. The Definitional Trap: Governance vs. Government

These arguments address the most common sophisticated deflection: conflating governance with
government to deny that Bitcoin has governance at all.

82. Governance is not government. Etymology clarifies ordinary usage. The word governance
comes from the Greek kubernao, meaning to steer a ship. Plato applied it early in the Western
tradition to how a state should be run. Governance means the mechanism by which decisions
get made and a system is steered. Any live system that persists is steered somehow; the live
question is by whom and under what accountability, not whether steering happens. Notably,
Kubernetes, the container orchestration system, derives from the same Greek root. In ordinary
English, the word concerns steering, not necessarily coercion.

83. There is no ship without a helmsman. If governance means steering a ship, and Bitcoin is
moving in a direction, someone is steering it. The question is not whether the ship has a
helmsman. The question is who the helmsman is, whether anyone knows their name, and
whether anyone can hold them accountable for where the ship is going. Denying governance
exists is claiming the ship steers itself.

84. The conflation is doing political work. Calling informal power "not governance" is not a
neutral semantic position. It protects the people exercising that power from accountability.
Once you accept that Bitcoin has no governance, nobody did anything wrong, nobody owes
anyone an explanation, and the people who banned critics and buried conflicts of interest get
to walk away clean. The definitional move has a beneficiary.

85. Unnamed power is not absent power. It is unaccountable power. Power does not need a
name to be real. It needs a name to be seen. And power that cannot be seen cannot be
contested. Defending unnamed power as a feature of Satoshi's design is defending the
condition that makes capture permanent.

86. The self-defeating competition argument. A common defense holds that competition is
always better than governance and that Bitcoin is ungovernable. It then names exit rights and
competition between implementations as how Bitcoin should work. Those are governance
mechanisms. It describes the cure while denying the disease exists. Competition between
implementations IS a governance mechanism. Saying otherwise doesn't change what it is.

87. "If it can be ignored it isn't governing anything" proves too much. You can ignore the FDA
too, if you are willing to accept the consequences. Exit rights do not erase the fact that power
was exercised, a conflict of interest was buried, and a critic was banned for naming it. The test
for whether something is governance is not whether it can be ignored. It is whether one
group's decisions structurally shape the choices available to everyone else on the network.

ARTICLE SECSOV.COM

SECURESOVEREIGN Bitcoin Governance: Argument Map 20 / 25



Part XVIII. The 98%+ Kitchen Problem

These arguments address the claim that Knots provides meaningful competition to Core.

Effective Core codebase share on reachable nodes

Core 77% Knots · Core code 21% ~1%

■ Bitcoin Core ■ Knots (95% Core codebase) ■ Knots-only delta

Node split 77% Core · 22.5% Knots Effective same recipe ~98%+

77% + (22.5% × 95% Core code) ≈ 98%. Node share alone understates how much of the network runs the same
implementation lineage.

88. One kitchen is preparing 98%+ of the menu. Core runs on roughly 77% of nodes directly.
Knots runs on roughly 22.5%. Knots is 95% Core's codebase. That means one kitchen is
preparing 98%+ of the menu, because the only other kitchen is using 95% the same recipes.
Nobody is forcing you to eat anything. But if one kitchen is preparing every dish on every menu
in every restaurant in town, that kitchen is governing what you eat whether they hold a gun to
your head or not.

89. Knots is the counterargument to Core's dominance. Knots is 95% Core. That is not a
counterargument. Knots is a fork of Core. It inherits Core's architecture, Core's codebase, and
Core's technical debt. The only people who can maintain it are people who understand Core
deeply enough to track its changes and merge them selectively. If Core ships a bug, Knots
inherits it. If Core's architecture makes something impossible, Knots cannot do it either. That is
not a free market in implementations. That is one implementation with a small permission slip
to disagree on policy at the margins.

90. The Knots surge proves the governance problem, not refutes it. Knots surged to 25%+ of
public nodes as a direct response to the 2025 OP_RETURN decision. That was the largest
coordinated user response in Bitcoin's recent history, triggered by one policy decision made by
a handful of people with no accountability mechanism. Thousands of node operators had to
mount a significant response just to push back against a change they didn't consent to. That is
governance working badly, not the absence of governance.

91. The safety constraint reproduces Core's authority in every alternative. Independent
implementations are risky because a single validation bug can cause a chain split. So practical
diversity stays close to Core's codebase. Serious non-Core consensus clients are a negligible
share of what operators actually run on public node crawls, too small to behave like a
competitive discipline, while the ecosystem still implicitly treats Core as the reference. That is
not a free market in implementations and a separate safety story; the same structure produces
both.
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92. The no-spec moat makes the safety constraint permanent without intervention. Core has
never produced a formal mathematical specification of its consensus rules. Efforts to develop
one inside Core's process have continued for years without an adopted specification. Without a
spec, every alternative has to reverse-engineer undocumented behavior from Core itself, which
means staying dependent on Core by definition. The effect is self-reinforcing: it is what makes
the implementation monopoly self-perpetuating without a countervailing mechanism
(formal spec, funded diversity), whether or not anyone intended that lock-in.

Part XIX. Answering "You Can Just Ignore It"

These arguments address a common position: that the ability to exit proves there is no governance.

93. The 22.5% proves the cost, not the freedom. When the evidence offered for a free market is
that 22.5% of node operators staged a significant coordinated response to one decision by a
handful of maintainers, that proves exit is expensive and exceptional, not easy and routine. A
genuinely free market doesn't require a revolt to change suppliers.

94. Building around the problem is evidence the problem was real. Bitcoin Commons spent
seven months building a ground-up Rust implementation from a formal mathematical
specification precisely because ignoring Core's process while staying on its codebase is not a
real alternative. That is the cost the governance problem predicts. One kitchen. Enormous
switching cost to cook your own food. Not a gun. Still power.

95. The absence of coercion is not the absence of governance. Elinor Ostrom won the Nobel
Prize in Economics for demonstrating that commons can be governed successfully through
voluntary, self-organized institutions with no coercive authority whatsoever. Her work
documented hundreds of cases. The question is not whether Bitcoin's governance uses
coercion. The question is whether it has the properties Ostrom identified as necessary for
commons governance to work: visible rules, visible decision-making, accountability to
participants, and genuine alternatives. Bitcoin currently fails most of those tests.

96. Ostrom's failure modes describe Bitcoin's current situation closely. Ostrom documented
how commons fail: rules are invisible, decision-making is captured by a small group,
participants cannot see who is making decisions on their behalf, and exit options are
theoretical rather than practical. A small group controls what 77% of the network runs, banned
critics for naming conflicts of interest, and blocked a formal spec for seventeen years. That is
not friction. That is Ostrom's failure pattern.

97. Good governance and formalized government are not the same thing. The goal is not
foundations, steering committees, or stakeholder processes. Those are capture vectors. The
goal is the same thing Ostrom's successful commons had: visible rules, visible decision-making,
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accountability to participants, and genuine alternatives so that exit is real rather than
theoretical. That is compatible with everything Bitcoin's defenders claim to value. It is what they
are not currently delivering.

OSTROM REQUIREMENT BITCOIN CORE DEVELOPMENT TODAY

Visible rules Informal process; no adopted formal consensus specification

Visible decision-making Concentrated merge authority; unpublished merge criteria

Accountability to participants Critics moderated off conflicts; no appeal mechanism

Genuine alternatives Core lineage runs ~98%+ of nodes; exit is costly and exceptional

Ostrom's successful-commons criteria applied to reference-client governance (§95–97).

Part XX. When Defenders Concede Every Fact

These arguments address the endgame when sophisticated defenders concede all the material facts and
argue only about the label.

98. Conceding the facts and arguing the label is conceding the argument. When a defender
agrees that one dominant kitchen exists, that disproportionate influence is real, that critics
were banned, that a formal spec was blocked for seventeen years, that switching costs are
enormous, and then argues only that you should not call this governance, the substance of the
argument is over. The word is now doing accountability work, not descriptive work.

99. Unnamed influence framed as non-power. A sophisticated defense characterizes the relevant
influence as having "no name and no authority precisely so it can never become legitimate
power." That is not a defense of decentralization. It is a defense of unaccountable influence:
power that refuses identification refuses accountability. Unnamed power does not stay
contestable. It stays invisible.

00. Power without a name is the most dangerous kind in this context. "Bitcoin isn't governable"
is the claim that protects the people who already govern it from being held accountable. It is a
political position that benefits exactly the people it refuses to name. That is not a neutral
semantic preference. That is capture that learned to call itself freedom.

Part XXI. The Language Analogy and Its Limits

These arguments address the claim that Bitcoin is like a language with no governance.
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01. Languages do have governance where stakes are high enough. Legal English, medical
terminology, and financial contracts are heavily standardized precisely because precision
matters when money and lives depend on it. The claim that languages have no governance is
only true for casual speech. Bitcoin is the high-stakes version of language. High stakes are
exactly what create the power Core maintainers hold.

02. People coming to agreement is governance. Voluntary consensus, exit rights, competing
implementations, people deciding together what words mean, these are all governance
mechanisms. Describing them while arguing governance doesn't exist is self-defeating: those
mechanisms are what governance is. The question has never been whether governance should
be coercive. The question is whether the current informal governance is visible, accountable,
and contestable.

Part XXII. Blockspace Governance and Relay-Policy Failure

These arguments address the blockspace governance crisis of 2025 to 2026: relay-policy collapse,
consensus paralysis, and design-purpose drift. For the documented OP_RETURN timeline, see Who
Controls Bitcoin, §V. For measured impact, see The Achievable Floor, §VI. For operator cost accounting,
see Full Cost of Running a Bitcoin Node. For the design-purpose argument, see Bitcoin Is Not a Hard
Drive. The consensus stack that implements that response: Permanent Data Channel Closure, Static Per-
Output Miner Fee, Dynamic Escalation of the Per-Output Miner Fee.

03. The policy enforcement collapse. For approximately 14 years, the blockspace policy against
non-monetary data held because Bitcoin Core's single dominant implementation enforced it.
Relay bypass infrastructure (direct submission APIs, alternative relay networks, private pool
peering) hollowed enforcement before inscriptions arrived. Core v30's OP_RETURN uncap
ratified a surrender the infrastructure had already produced; it did not cause the failure. The
correct engineering response was to move protections to consensus. The actual response was
to remove the policy and call it pragmatism. That consensus response is specified in Permanent
Data Channel Closure and the per-output fee pre-proposals.

04. When documented consensus proposals stall. Full-chain analysis now exists at scale.
Proposals to cap dedicated embedding channels at consensus can cite that record and face no
credible technical refutation. Activation support nonetheless stays negligible. When empirical
support cannot convert into forward movement against coordinated social pressure and
incumbent inertia, the bottleneck is governance structure, not technical merit.

05. The impedance mismatch. Bitcoin's original OP_RETURN limit was intentional friction between
Bitcoin's design as a settlement layer and demand to use it as a subsidized data bus. Removing
the limit accommodates a governance capture outcome, not revealed legitimate demand. That
premise was never established. See Bitcoin Is Not a Hard Drive, §II and §VII.
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