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Introduction
In recent months, a series of key personnel departures have swept the
Ethereum Foundation. High-profile contributors responsible for core proto-
col coordination and research—including Danny Ryan, a key architect who
led the transition to Proof-of-Stake, alongside Barnabé Monnot, Tim Beiko,
Trent Van Epps, and Alex Stokes—have resigned or entered a sabbatical
period. This unprecedented brain drain has ignited anxiety and debate
within the community. Critics argue that the Foundation has become exces-
sively dogmatic regarding ideology at the expense of tokenomics and com-
petitive edge, raising existential concerns that top talent and market share
could be ceded to rival ecosystems.

Amid stagnant ETH prices and the exodus of leading researchers, growing
uncertainty surrounding the ecosystem's trajectory prompted the
Foundation to release The Ethereum Foundation Mandate (EF Mandate)1. In
the document, the Foundation defines Ethereum as a "World Computer"—a
permissionless, decentralized infrastructure for computation, communica-
tion, and association. Furthermore, to safeguard this World Computer and
the "Infinite Garden," the Mandate establishes "CROPS"2—an acronym rep-
resenting Censorship & Capture Resistance, Open Source and Free (as in
freedom)3, Privacy, and Security—as non-negotiable core principles that
must not be compromised under any circumstances.

Behind these developments lie unexpected challenges born from
Ethereum's growth and success over the past decade. As Ethereum solidified
its position as the most successful blockchain project since Bitcoin, it at-
tracted vast waves of developers, capital, and users. Breakthrough innova-
tions such as smart contracts, decentralized finance (DeFi), non-fungible
tokens (NFTs), decentralized autonomous organizations (DAOs), and stable-
coins emerged, expanding the network to unprecedented scale. However,
this very success generated new pressures. The massive financial market
constructed atop the network demanded efficiency and profitability, leading
to a gradual concentration of core infrastructure among a small set of
actors. Concurrently, nation-states, regulatory bodies, and legacy financial
institutions sought to integrate Ethereum into existing legal and financial
frameworks. These forces exerted continuous pressure to reinterpret the
original vision of Ethereum—a neutral, general-purpose World Computer ac-
cessible to all—to fit specific, institutionalized objectives. This trend ulti-
mately raises a fundamental question: Can Ethereum remain an open, gen-
eral-purpose platform accessible to everyone?

Confronted with the pressures of hyper-financialization, centralization, and
internal debates over organizational direction, Vitalik Buterin published
"Make Ethereum Cypherpunk Again" (2023)4, emphasizing the urgent need
for the ecosystem to return to its foundational vision. Criticizing the degra-
dation of Ethereum into a speculative arena or an isolated financial instru-
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ment, he reminded the community that Ethereum's original aspiration was
to serve as a public, decentralized, shared hard drive—a true World
Computer—accessible and modifiable by anyone. His plea called for a
restoration of the authentic cypherpunk ethos: constructing a freer, open so-
ciety through the interplay of technical, social, and economic mechanisms,
and serving as the underlying infrastructure for an open web stack (Web3).

Vitalik's call resonates with historical precedent. In A Culture of Growth
(2016)5, economic historian Joel Mokyr traced the origins of modern
European innovation. Mokyr demonstrated that sustained innovation and
growth cannot be explained solely by formal institutions or physical re-
sources; rather, they flourish within a cultural environment where knowl-
edge is shared openly and existing authority can be freely challenged. When
specific entities monopolize the direction of knowledge, the springs of inno-
vation dry up. Although the structural pressures confronting Ethereum exert
force from distinct directions, hyper-financialization and infrastructure cen-
tralization risk locking the network into serving specific entities and narrow
use cases. Viewed through Mokyr’s analytical framework, if these pressures
constrain the open sharing of knowledge and the ability to contest authority,
they pose a direct threat to the very cultural conditions that enable innova-
tion.

Building upon these central inquiries, this paper explores the core nature of
Ethereum's foundational vision of the World Computer, analyzes the struc-
tural pressures brought about by its success, and examines the responses
formulated by the Ethereum community. In conclusion, we critically evaluate
both the limitations and potential of these responses, drawing upon histori-
cal precedents of non-coercive norms and culture to demonstrate why these
elements constitute a durable, uncopyable strategic asset for Ethereum.
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01
The Vision of Ethereum

The Cypherpunk Legacy

To trace the philosophy and vision of Ethereum, one must first understand
Vitalik Buterin. Given that Buterin was an active participant in the Bitcoin
community, examining the roots of Bitcoin provides essential context re-
garding his intellectual foundation. The philosophical origins of Bitcoin trace
back to the cypherpunk movement that emerged in the late 1980s. Eric
Hughes eloquently articulated the core thesis of this movement in "A
Cypherpunk's Manifesto" (1993)6: "Privacy in an open society requires anony-
mous transaction systems." This conviction inspired a series of digital cash
experiments. David Chaum’s DigiCash7, Wei Dai’s b-money (an anonymous,
distributed electronic cash system)8, and Nick Szabo’s Bit Gold9 all envisioned
autonomous payment networks capable of bypassing sovereign monetary
systems. In 2009, Satoshi Nakamoto’s Bitcoin10 emerged as the culmination
of these long-standing experiments.

Inheriting this cypherpunk tradition within Bitcoin culture, Buterin explored
the technical and philosophical implications of Bitcoin as a co-founder and
lead writer for Bitcoin Magazine. While he actively embraced foundational
cypherpunk principles—such as censorship resistance, open-source culture,
and the cryptographic guarantee of freedom—he selectively rejected the
movement's anti-statist radicalism and extreme individualism, which presup-
posed nation-states and existing institutions as inherently hostile
adversaries11. Buterin observed that the early cypherpunk movement was
excessively fixated on evading state surveillance and maximizing individual
autonomy, arguing that the cryptocurrency community needed to transcend
such insular individualism12. This selective adoption provided a key philo-
sophical foundation for Ethereum’s subsequent development, enabling it to
seek coexistence with nation-states and institutional frameworks while driv-
ing broader societal transformation through infrastructural experimenta-
tion.
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The World Computer

Buterin drew attention to the novel social possibilities demonstrated by
Bitcoin. Bitcoin was not merely a digital currency; it served as empirical proof
that participants across the globe could collaborate under a shared system
of rules without relying on a centralized authority. Though participants nei-
ther knew nor trusted one another, they could sustain a unified network by
trusting an open protocol and consensus rules. What Buterin envisioned was
a generalization of these social possibilities pioneered by Bitcoin.

In late 2013, Buterin published the Ethereum Whitepaper, proposing a trans-
formative thesis: the true breakthrough of blockchain technology lies in its
capacity as a social coordination mechanism, which can be extended beyond
currency into domains such as contracts, organizations, markets, and plat-
forms13. The use cases enumerated in his initial whitepaper extended far
beyond finance, encompassing decentralized file storage, identity verifica-
tion, prediction markets, domain name system (DNS)1) alternatives, and de-
centralized governance tools14. Buterin conceptualized a general-purpose
platform capable of executing diverse human social domains directly on top
of code.

1)
Domain Name System (DNS) is
a protocol that maps
human-readable domain
names, such as "exam-
ple.com," to machine-read-
able IP addresses. It is fre-
quently described by the anal-
ogy of an "internet phone-
book."

It was Gavin Wood who translated Buterin’s philosophical vision into a con-
crete technical architecture. In 2014, Wood authored the Ethereum Yellow
Paper, introducing the Ethereum Virtual Machine (EVM) as the execution en-
vironment and defining Ethereum as a "transaction-based state machine"15.
The EVM is a general-purpose computational environment engineered to
ensure that every node executes smart contracts identically, producing de-
terministic state transition results. All smart contracts on Ethereum run on
the EVM, and the execution of transactions consistently updates the global
state—termed the World State—of the network. This design fundamental
distinguishes Ethereum from Bitcoin’s constrained scripting language16.

A state machine refers to a system that transitions a shared state to a new
state according to deterministic rules. Human society itself can be conceptu-
alized as an aggregation of "states." Information regarding monetary bal-
ances, contractual obligations, land ownership records, and organizational
rules collectively constitutes the state of a society. Historically, these social
states were managed separately by centralized institutions—such as land
registries, bank databases, and corporate servers. Ethereum represented an
attempt to share social information by implementing a global, distributed
state space jointly verified and maintained by participants worldwide.

The "World Computer" is a metaphor encapsulating the profound social im-
plications embedded in the technical concept of a state machine. As a
system that collectively updates a universally shared state space, Ethereum
can be understood as a singular computer co-owned and operated by hu-
manity. On July 30, 2015, the day the Ethereum mainnet officially launched,
Stephan Tual, then Chief Communications Officer (CCO) of the Ethereum
Foundation, declared in an official statement: "The vision of a censorship-re-
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sistant world computer that anyone can program, paying only for what they
use... is now a reality"17. Subsequently, co-founder Gavin Wood described
Ethereum as "a computer for the entire planet," emphasizing that blockchain
should be understood not as a mere ledger for transactions, but as a gen-
eral-purpose computational platform18. Following these declarations, the
term "World Computer" became widely adopted as a foundational metaphor
within the Ethereum community.

As the World Computer became operational, developers sought to construct
societal institutions—including organizations, markets, contracts, ownership
systems, and internet infrastructure—atop this open network. The DAO
demonstrated decentralized organization; Augur introduced decentralized
prediction markets; the Ethereum Name Service (ENS) established a decen-
tralized naming system and the foundation for Web3 identity; and
CryptoKitties proved that digital asset ownership could be realized on a
blockchain. Although these projects pursued distinct objectives, they shared
a common foundation: all were social experiments enabled by the underly-
ing World Computer.

As these social experiments materialized, Ethereum evolved into a contested
arena among diverse actors driven by competing visions and economic in-
terests. Entrepreneurs seeking to build financial markets, projects issuing
novel digital assets, investors chasing yield opportunities, and nation-states
and financial institutions seeking to incorporate blockchain technology into
legacy regulatory frameworks all converged on Ethereum. This actor diver-
sity demonstrated the wide-ranging utility enabled by the World Computer.
However, as specific application domains experienced explosive growth, the
network faced increasing pressure to adapt to their specific demands. The
burgeoning DeFi market demanded efficiency and scalability; institutional in-
vestors required stability and regulatory alignment; and nation-states and
regulatory agencies demanded controllability and legal accountability. The
new actors who succeeded atop the World Computer sought to optimize the
network for their own requirements, gradually challenging the original ideal
of an open, general-purpose platform accessible to all. Ultimately, the cen-
tral dilemma confronting Ethereum was a consequence of its own success.
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02
Pressures Facing Ethereum

Over-concentration in DeFi

The ERC-20 token standard paved the way for anyone to issue their own digi-
tal assets on the Ethereum network. As thousands of projects issued tokens
to raise capital, Ethereum rapidly emerged as a primary asset issuance plat-
form. The subsequent emergence of MakerDAO, Uniswap, Compound,
Curve, and Yearn Finance brought about a more fundamental transforma-
tion. MakerDAO issued the stablecoin DAI backed by ETH collateral; Uniswap
implemented an Automated Market Maker (AMM) enabling asset exchanges
without centralized intermediaries; and Compound established a bankless
lending and borrowing market. Curve provided exchange infrastructure for
correlated assets analogous to foreign exchange markets, while Yearn
Finance automated the functions of asset managers through code, evolving
into a protocol that managed yields across the broader DeFi ecosystem.
These protocols constructed an open financial system by replicating tradi-
tional financial functions through smart contracts. During the "DeFi
Summer" that began in 2020, the Total Value Locked (TVL) in DeFi protocols
experienced explosive growth, gradually channeling the theoretical gen-
eral-purpose nature of the World Computer into market-driven financial ap-
plications.

The overwhelming success of DeFi encroached upon the space available for
broader social experimentation, pushing non-market values to the periph-
ery. Vitalik Buterin asserted that "Ethereum needs to expand beyond DeFi"19,
expressing hope that Ethereum would serve as a launchpad for diverse
socio-political experiments—including fair voting systems, urban planning,
universal basic income (UBI), and public works projects. Warning against the
risk of Ethereum’s vision being reshaped around short-term profits, he cau-
tioned: "If we don't exercise our voice, the only things that get built are the
things that are immediately profitable."20

However, the market had already determined its trajectory. Socio-political
experiments such as voting systems or urban planning possessed ambigu-
ous criteria for success and distant monetization pathways. Conversely, DeFi
demonstrated its value through immediate market signals, such as token
prices and TVL. Capital and developers gravitating toward explicit profit
models and measurable performance indicators represented a natural
market outcome. Consequently, non-financial experiments—such as identity
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systems, decentralized social media, and decentralized autonomous organi-
zations (DAOs)—increasingly lost attention and funding avenues. The finan-
cial gravitational field formed during this period established the blueprint
for the numerous pressures and structural tensions Ethereum would subse-
quently confront.

Infrastructure Concentration Stemming from
Convenience and Efficiency

In September 2022, Ethereum successfully executed "The Merge" upgrade,
transitioning its consensus mechanism from Proof-of-Work (PoW) to
Proof-of-Stake (PoS). This transition was widely recognized for reducing net-
work energy consumption by over 99% and significantly enhancing
Ethereum’s long-term sustainability. However, participating directly as a val-
idator required a substantial capital commitment of 32 ETH, along with the
technical overhead of operating independent hardware. To improve access
for smaller investors, liquid staking protocols emerged and expanded
rapidly, with Lido taking center stage. Under Lido's model, when users de-
posit ETH, the protocol distributes the funds across a set of node operators
and issues a liquid staking token (stETH) in return. Driven by its commercial
success, Lido came to control 32% of all staked Ether by May 202221. Danny
Ryan, a prominent researcher at the Ethereum Foundation, warned that a
single entity exceeding the critical 33% threshold introduced theoretical
risks of impeding block finality or exerting disproportionate influence over
block space allocation22. Although the Ethereum Community requested Lido
to self-impose a staking cap, 99.8% of Lido DAO token holders voted against
the proposal23.

Client2) diversity exhibits a similar category of systemic risk. Ethereum em-
ploys an architecture where multiple independent consensus client imple-
mentations jointly maintain the network, a design intended to prevent bugs
in a single client from corrupting the entire chain. Contrary to this design
goal, validator reliance concentrated heavily on a small subset of client soft-
ware, creating structural vulnerabilities capable of triggering network-wide
disruptions.

2)
A client is the software that
validators run to execute the
rules of the Ethereum proto-
col. Validators process trans-
actions, produce blocks, and
participate in network consen-
sus through their chosen
client. Execution clients
handle transaction execution
and state updates, while con-
sensus clients manage valida-
tors and block consensus.
Following The Merge upgrade,
Ethereum decoupled these
two functions to minimize the
network-wide impact of a
single software bug and
strengthen overall client diver-
sity.
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[Figure 1] This figure shows the market share distribution of Ethereum consensus clients based on
the number of beacon nodes. Lighthouse accounts for the highest proportion for a single client at
54.34% of the total, which significantly exceeds the safety recommendation threshold of 33%.
(Note: As of June 19, 2026, the figure is based on crawler-aggregated self-reported node data and
may differ from market shares based on validator counts.)
Source: Miga Labs crawler data (published on clientdiversity.org), reconstructed by Metanomia.

In December 2025, immediately following the activation of the Fusaka up-
grade, a critical software flaw was discovered in the Prysm consensus client,
which accounted for approximately one-quarter of all consensus nodes.
Consequently, the network's overall validator participation rate plunged
from nearly 100% to roughly 75%—flirting within 8 to 9 percentage points of
the 66.7% (two-thirds) supermajority threshold required to maintain final-
ity24. More alarmingly, the incident highlighted that another consensus
client, Lighthouse, commanded nearly 48% of all active consensus nodes25,
exposing the severe systemic vulnerability inherent in single-client domi-
nance.

These centralization dynamics also surfaced within the block production
pipeline centered around Maximal Extractable Value (MEV) and Flashbots.
MEV represents the economic value derived from exercising control over
transaction ordering, conceptually analogous to High-Frequency Trading
(HFT) in traditional finance. Just as HFT firms generate profit by leveraging
informational advantages within order flow, MEV reflects the additional rev-
enue block producers extract by reordering, inserting, or censoring transac-
tions. Flashbots was established in 2020 as a research and development col-
lective and block-building infrastructure provider to bring transparency and
efficiency to MEV extraction. Its software solution, MEV-Boost, enabled exter-
nal "block builders" to competitively construct blocks, allowing validators to
select and sign the most profitable proposal26. While Flashbots succeeded in
transforming MEV extraction into an open and competitive market, it inad-
vertently gave rise to new forms of concentration: by 2024, over 90% of all
Ethereum blocks were produced via MEV-Boost auctions, with just three
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major block builders accounting for approximately 80% of those blocks be-
tween late 2023 and early 202427.

Although Ethereum operates as a decentralized network backed by more
than one million active consensus validators, user access to the blockchain
passes through a tight bottleneck controlled by a small group of Remote
Procedure Call (RPC) providers3). RPC nodes act as gateways used by
non-custodial wallets and decentralized applications (dApps) to query ac-
count balances or broadcast transactions to the network; most services rely
on third-party RPC vendors rather than hosting their own full nodes. On the
morning of October 20, 2025, an outage at Amazon Web Services (AWS) dis-
rupted Infura, a dominant RPC provider operating on AWS infrastructure28.
The outage paralyzed direct connections to the Ethereum mainnet as well as
major scaling networks—including Polygon, Base, Arbitrum, and
Optimism—preventing user requests routed through Infura from reaching
the underlying blockchains. While Ethereum itself continued producing
blocks without interruption, user access pathways were severed, exposing
an infrastructural vulnerability where a single cloud service outage could si-
multaneously block millions of users from reading state or submitting trans-
actions.

3)
An RPC (Remote Procedure
Call) provider is an infrastruc-
ture vendor that supplies
remote access services allow-
ing user wallets and decen-
tralized applications to com-
municate with Ethereum
nodes. They act as intermedi-
ary server operators connect-
ing users to the Ethereum net-
work.

Crucially, none of these cases—Lido, client dominance, block builders, or
RPC providers—stemmed from malicious attacks. Rather, they were the nat-
ural byproduct of actors optimizing for convenience, proven reliability,
order-flow economics4), and engineering efficiency. Occurring entirely out-
side the jurisdiction of protocol consensus rules, these dynamics nonethe-
less brought about market concentration that structurally threatens
Ethereum's decentralization. Decentralization is not a permanent state
achieved once and for all; it is a precarious equilibrium maintained between
convenience and efficiency—a balance Ethereum continues to navigate.

4)
The order flow economy refers
to an economic structure in
which transaction orders
themselves become valuable
economic resources.
Controlling or routing these
orders generates revenue via
MEV extraction, transaction
fees, order flow rebates, and
related monetary incentives.

The Layer 2 Value Accrual Controversy and
the Weakening ETH Narrative

Ethereum adopted Layer 2 (L2) rollups as its primary strategy to address
scalability constraints. The Dencun upgrade in 2024 marked the full-scale de-
ployment of this approach, introducing dedicated "blob" space designed to
reduce data availability costs for L2s and drive expansion across the entire
ecosystem. However, as this rollup-centric roadmap materialized, a new con-
troversy erupted over whether L2s formed a symbiotic foundation for
Ethereum's growth or functioned as a structural mechanism for value ex-
traction. Following the Dencun upgrade, despite a surge in user activity on
L2 networks, Ethereum Layer 1 (L1) protocol revenue failed to increase as
anticipated. Critics argued that major L2s—such as Base, Arbitrum, and
Optimism—were leveraging Ethereum’s underlying security and consensus
to grow while capturing the vast majority of users, liquidity, and transaction
fee revenue. Some community members went so far as to describe this dy-
namic as "parasitic"29.
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Rollup proponents countered that such criticisms viewed Ethereum’s scaling
strategy through an overly narrow, short-term fee lens. Rollup architecture
offloads transaction execution to L2 while relying on Ethereum for final set-
tlement, security, and data availability. Through this design, Ethereum main-
tains its core security guarantees while accommodating higher transaction
volumes and broader user bases, thereby expanding the overall footprint of
the ecosystem. Indeed, transaction costs dropped dramatically post-Dencun,
significantly broadening user access to Ethereum-based applications.
However, data from August 2024 revealed that for every $1 paid to
Ethereum L1, Optimism Mainnet generated approximately $320 in revenue,
while Base captured roughly $225. Critics cited these figures as empirical evi-
dence that the relationship leaned closer to value extraction than mutual
symbiosis30.

[Figure 2] As of August 2024, for every $1 paid to Ethereum L1, OP Mainnet captured approxi-
mately $320, Base chain approximately $225, and Arbitrum approximately $25–$30 in fees.
Source: Unchained, "Are L2s Parasitic? Analysis Shows Ethereum Only Gets a Tiny Percentage of Fees"
(https://unchainedcrypto.com/are-l2s-parasitic-analysis-shows-
ethereum-only-gets-a-tiny-percentage-of-fees/), reconstructed by Metanomia.
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This revenue distribution dilemma sparked a more fundamental shift in
market narrative. Following The Merge, ETH’s annualized net supply growth
rate had remained negative for over 18 months; however, post-Dencun,
supply growth turned positive once again31, undermining the once-domi-
nant "Ultra Sound Money"5) narrative.5)

"Ultra Sound Money" gained
widespread popularity in 2020
after Ethereum Foundation re-
searcher Justin Drake popular-
ized it as a meme using the
bat emoji on Twitter. While
Bitcoin is considered "sound
money" due to its capped
supply, the "ultra sound
money" narrative posits that
Ethereum (ETH) becomes an
increasingly scarce, deflation-
ary asset as a portion of
transaction fees is perma-
nently burned through the
EIP-1559 mechanism. (Justin
Drake, X post, September 9,
2020, https://x.com/
drakefjustin/status/
1304064879662227456).

[Figure 3] The decline in ETH supply that had continued for about two years following The Merge
(Sep. 15, 2022) reached its lowest point following Dencun (Mar. 13, 2024) and then reversed, with
net supply turning positive on February 17, 2025. Since then, the supply has continued to increase,
reaching a cumulative gain of 0.294% as of July 22, 2026.
Source: Ultrasound Money (https://ultrasound.money/?timeFrame=since_merge), reconstructed by Metanomia.

This reversal signaled a weakening in Ethereum’s identity narrative, which
had sought to position ETH as a scarce store of value. Furthermore, as user
activity and economic value increasingly concentrated on L2s, concerns grew
that Ethereum risk being relegated from a general-purpose World Computer
to a mere settlement layer for peripheral platforms.

If the growth of L2s—and the accompanying rise in aggregate user activ-
ity—fails to translate into value accrual for ETH or economic sustainability for
L1, Ethereum’s long-term growth trajectory risks decoupling from the physi-
cal expansion of its broader ecosystem. The value capture debate and the
weakening ETH narrative leave a critical question unanswered: how can
Ethereum convert the independent success of L2s into its own?
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The Materialization of Censorship

On August 8, 2022, the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign
Assets Control (OFAC) added Tornado Cash—an Ethereum-based privacy
protocol—and its associated smart contract addresses to the Specially
Designated Nationals (SDN) sanctions list. A sovereign state designating au-
tonomously functioning smart contract code as sanctionable property con-
stituted an unprecedented regulatory precedent. The repercussions rever-
berated across two distinct dimensions. The first was a legal shockwave: a
key developer was arrested in the Netherlands, GitHub removed the
Tornado Cash code repository, and contributor accounts were suspended.
The second—and far more alarming—shockwave was the internal response
within the Ethereum ecosystem itself.

Immediately following the sanction announcement, Flashbots reconfigured
its relay operations to comply with OFAC regulations, subsequently becom-
ing the most widely utilized relay in the MEV-Boost ecosystem.
Consequently, blocks containing transactions interacting with Tornado Cash
were prohibited from passing through Flashbots relays. At its peak, the pro-
portion of blocks built via OFAC-compliant relays exceeded 90% of all
MEV-Boosted blocks32.

[Figure 4] This figure shows the monthly average trend of MEV-Boost payload proportions deliv-
ered through relays that comply with OFAC regulations. Because a single block can be delivered via
multiple relays, this may differ from counts based strictly on block numbers, and the marked points
indicate daily extreme values. Starting at approximately 89% at the time of The Merge (September
15, 2022), this proportion reached a daily peak of 94.8% on October 26 of the same year before
plummeting into the 30% range in the first half of 2023 due to the growth of non-censoring relays.
It subsequently rebounded to the 50% range in 2024, fell back down to hit a daily low of 23.8% on
April 11, 2026, and is currently trending upward again to around 40% as of mid-July.
Source: MEV Watch (https://www.mevwatch.info/) API data, reconstructed by Metanomia.

This constituted censorship carried out at the block-production layer, out-
side the protocol’s consensus rules, by preventing specific transactions from
being included in blocks. The block-building and relay infrastructure—which
had expanded rapidly by chasing economic incentives—was the first to yield
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to external regulatory pressure, effectively serving as an execution channel
for censorship that compromised protocol neutrality. This watershed event
laid bare the deep-seated ideological clash between internal and external
stakeholders. From a cypherpunk perspective, an immutable smart contract
was ownerless mathematics, and sanctioning permissionless code repre-
sented a direct infringement on freedom of speech. Conversely, from the in-
stitutional compliance standpoint, OFAC adherence was an indispensable
prerequisite for Ethereum to gain legitimacy as a lawful financial infrastruc-
ture.

The debate quickly expanded to whether major validators operated by cen-
tralized exchanges, such as Coinbase and Kraken, would comply with
state-directed censorship. Following the transition to Proof-of-Stake, valida-
tor power had concentrated within large staking pools and centralized ex-
changes, raising grave concerns that state regulations could directly infil-
trate the consensus process itself. Some community members argued that,
if faced with censorship mandates, validators should cease validating rather
than comply, even at the risk of being slashed. Others, however, maintained
that regulated entities could not disregard government sanctions.

Censorship challenges further spilled into the service provider layer, where
users directly interact with the protocol. Shortly after the Tornado Cash sanc-
tions were announced, Circle, the issuer of the USDC stablecoin, froze ap-
proximately 75,000 USDC held in addresses linked to the sanctioned proto-
col33. While this was a legally imperative action for a compliant corporation,
it delivered another profound shock to the Ethereum community. While
users treated Ethereum as a censorship-resistant network, the incident ex-
posed a stark reality: its primary dollar asset remained bound to centralized
issuers capable of freezing funds and nullifying private property at will.

These incidents carry profound significance because the censorship was exe-
cuted not via direct state intervention on the blockchain layer itself, but by
key market actors operating on top of Ethereum—including validators, relay
operators, and stablecoin issuers. They demonstrated that external pressure
could induce core ecosystem participants to self-enforce censorship.
Ultimately, the question of censorship expanded beyond a simple confronta-
tion of state versus protocol, evolving into a fundamental doubt over
whether the economic actors constituting the Ethereum ecosystem could
truly preserve political neutrality in practice.
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The Entry of Wall Street

Following the approval of spot Ethereum ETFs in the United States in 2024,
the world’s largest asset managers—including BlackRock, Franklin
Templeton, and Fidelity—began directly participating in the Ethereum
market. The ETF approvals marked a milestone where Ethereum secured in-
stitutional legitimacy as a recognized financial asset. Concurrently, Real
World Asset (RWA) tokenization sustained its upward momentum.
BlackRock’s BUIDL fund introduced a tokenized Treasury Money Market
Fund (MMF), enabling investors to hold direct rights to underlying assets
on-chain. Tokenized MMFs subsequently expanded into the banking sector:
JPMorgan launched MONY (My OnChain Net Yield Fund)—a private tok-
enized MMF for accredited investors—on Ethereum in December 2025, fol-
lowed by JLTXX (JPMorgan OnChain Liquidity-Token) in May 2026, a regis-
tered U.S. government MMF34 that expanded the product structure from pri-
vate placements to public offerings. Whereas earlier DeFi represented an in-
ternal financial innovation within the crypto sphere, this subsequent shift re-
flected Wall Street’s institutional capital adopting blockchain as its asset is-
suance and settlement infrastructure—entering the ecosystem from the out-
side in.

This shift ignited a new internal debate within the Ethereum community re-
garding how Wall Street’s participation alters the fundamental nature of the
network. Proponents interpret the arrival of ETFs and RWAs as a sign of
Ethereum’s maturity. They argue that Ethereum has evolved beyond a spec-
ulative blockchain into a trusted settlement infrastructure capable of hosting
real-world financial assets, such as U.S. Treasuries, MMFs, and interbank set-
tlements. In their view, financial institutions are actively issuing and operat-
ing products atop Ethereum’s open standards, smart contract environment,
and global liquidity pools.

Conversely, critical perspectives express concern that Ethereum risks being
restructured to serve the specific needs and imperatives of Wall Street. The
regulatory reshaping surrounding ETF staking clearly illustrates this tension.
During the SEC approval process in May 2024, under the direction of former
Chair Gary Gensler, issuers were required to strip staking functionality from
all applications, resulting in spot Ethereum ETFs launching in July 2024 with-
out staking features35. However, mega-asset managers led by BlackRock
pushed for the approval of new ETFs that included staking. Ultimately, pro-
pelled by the passage of the GENIUS Act in July 2025 and a shift in regulatory
stance under newly appointed SEC Chair Paul Atkins, BlackRock successfully
launched ETHB (iShares Staked Ethereum Trust ETF) in March 2026, staking
up to 95% of its holdings36. Wall Street effectively redesigned the institu-
tional framework governing Ethereum’s core staking architecture to align
with its own product logic.

As institutional capital accumulates on Ethereum, the nature of these exter-
nal pressures could become increasingly structural. Staking analysis reports
indicate that with hundreds of billions of dollars locked on Ethereum via ETFs
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and RWAs, the economic cost of a single code vulnerability becomes unac-
ceptable to institutional investors37. Should these concerns materialize, mas-
sive stakeholders might lobby against complex or innovative upgrades to
mitigate risk, giving rise to "innovation paralysis"—a state where incumbent
institutional capital halts the engine of protocol advancement in the name of
safety. This scenario cannot be dismissed as mere conjecture, as the
risk-averse posture of major asset holders is already becoming visible in
other contexts. For instance, Michael J. Saylor, Chairman of Strategy—the
largest corporate holder of Bitcoin—acknowledged potential quantum com-
puting threats yet advocated for caution, arguing that attempting protocol
modifications could introduce even greater risks38. For an institution holding
hundreds of thousands of bitcoins, protocol changes represent asset secu-
rity liabilities rather than purely technological progress. Vitalik Buterin made
a similar point: as Ethereum becomes the foundation backing hundreds of
billions of dollars in assets and transactions for ETFs and RWAs, the systemic
risks associated with protocol upgrades scale exponentially, creating struc-
tural incentives for institutional capital to prioritize stability over innova-
tion39.

These cases must be distinguished by their respective developmental
stages. The regulatory reshaping of ETF staking is an already realized shift:
from the initial prohibition of staking to BlackRock’s rollout of ETHB, Wall
Street actively influenced the institutional rules governing access to
Ethereum. By contrast, "innovation paralysis"—where institutional capital ac-
tively blocks complex upgrades—remains largely a warning. Yet, as demon-
strated by the ETF staking episode, where once-rejected institutional de-
mands eventually prevailed in a different form, this warning cannot be taken
lightly. Thus far, what Wall Street has redesigned is the SEC’s regulatory han-
dling of ETF staking. The critical boundary will be crossed when institutional
pressure begins dictating the adoption or postponement of core protocol
decisions. Whether Ethereum is drawing Wall Street into its own rules, or
Wall Street is reshaping Ethereum according to its own logic, will ultimately
be decided at that threshold.
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03
Ethereum's Three Responses

The Public Goods Funding Ecosystem

The external pressures examined in previous sections originated outside the
direct purview of Ethereum’s consensus rules. Correspondingly, the
Ethereum community’s responses emerged outside the protocol's consen-
sus rules—by reallocating resource flows (public goods funding), codifying
non-negotiable core values (CROPS), and reframing the overarching nature
of the participant game (the Infinite Garden). These three responses operate
across distinct layers: resources, norms, and culture.

Public goods funding represents an effort to fill a void where market mecha-
nisms fail to provide adequate incentives and sovereign states offer no pro-
tection. The financialization of DeFi and the materialization of protocol-level
censorship revealed the existence of core values that could not be sub-
sumed under either market-driven revenue logic or state-centered regula-
tory imperatives. While the success of DeFi and the influx of institutional cap-
ital undoubtedly generated immense economic value for Ethereum, the core
developers maintaining the underlying protocol were not the primary bene-
ficiaries of this prosperity. Validators earned staking rewards and DeFi
founders accumulated wealth via token issuance, whereas the researchers
designing and maintaining Ethereum’s base layer remained dependent on
limited grants from the Ethereum Foundation. Because market incentive
structures selectively reward monetizable domains, public-interest activi-
ties—such as base-protocol development, open-source maintenance, and
community organizing—suffer from systemic underfunding. Vitalik Buterin
emphasizes that for blockchain ecosystems like Ethereum to survive and
flourish, public goods such as open-source client implementations, protocol
research, cryptographic analysis, documentation, and community building
are indispensable40. Given the open-source paradigm where code can be
freely copied and deployed, public goods are notoriously difficult to con-
struct and even harder to sustain. While anyone could utilize the Ethereum
protocol, the economic costs of maintaining it fell upon a small minority.
Furthermore, traditional funding mechanisms—such as individual dona-
tions, corporate sponsorships, and one-off pre-mines—exhibited inherent
structural limits. Individual donations were insufficient in scale, whereas cor-
porate funding, despite aggregating capital, introduced the risk of central-
ized influence over public infrastructure. Buterin argued that the public
goods problem requires a long-term, systematic approach wherein sustain-
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able funding is continuously generated through revenues derived from ap-
plications and Layer-2 protocols41.

The theoretical foundation for this approach was articulated in the 2019
paper "A Flexible Design for Funding Public Goods" by Vitalik Buterin, Zoë
Hitzig, and E. Glen Weyl42. The authors sought to overcome both the
free-rider problem and underprovision of public goods inherent in pure cap-
italist market systems ("one dollar, one vote") as well as the suppression of
minority preferences common to traditional democratic systems ("one
person, one vote"). They introducedLiberal Radicalism as a novel political-eco-
nomic framework designed to preserve individual liberty and market flexibil-
ity while empowering communities to organically form and fund public
goods43. Specifically, they proposed the Quadratic Funding (QF) model,
wherein matching funds are allocated based on the total number of contrib-
utors rather than the absolute dollar amount raised. Under this mechanism,
a project supported by 100 individuals contributing $10 each receives a sig-
nificantly larger matching allocation than a project funded by a single bene-
factor contributing $1,000,000. By designing the matching formula such that
smaller contributions command proportionally higher subsidies, the model
mitigates plutocratic capture and reflects broader community preferences
without centralized decision-making44.

Gitcoin served as the primary real-world implementation of this mechanism
within the ecosystem. Gitcoin directly addressed the structural problem of
non-monetizable, non-financial experiments being starved of resources by
deploying Quadratic Funding. Founded in 2017 by Kevin Owocki and others,
Gitcoin launched Gitcoin Grants45, which evolved into a core public goods
funding infrastructure connecting capital with builders of critical
open-source libraries, developer tooling, security audits, and documenta-
tion. According to Gitcoin’s metrics, the Grants program has distributed over
$60 million across more than 3,700 projects via Quadratic Funding46.

Optimism’s Retroactive Public Goods Funding (Retro Funding) introduced an
alternative paradigm for capital allocation. While Gitcoin distributes capital
ex-ante based on community preferences, Retro Funding rewards public
goods ex-post after value has already been demonstrated. By capturing
value that markets fail to measure, this model ensures that public goods cre-
ators receive equitable compensation for their contributions to the broader
ecosystem, even if they cannot directly extract revenue from the market47.
Optimism allocated approximately 20% of its total OP token supply (roughly
850 million OP) toward public goods funding, and had distributed over 60
million tokens as of 202648.

Meanwhile, Protocol Guild implemented the public goods philosophy di-
rectly at the protocol maintenance layer, serving as critical infrastructure for
safeguarding Ethereum core development. Whereas Gitcoin Grants and
Retro Funding support the broader ecosystem, Protocol Guild focuses on
providing long-term funding to the core contributors maintaining the
Ethereum protocol itself. The organization established a collective structure
uniting researchers from the Ethereum Foundation alongside developers
from independent execution and consensus client teams—including Geth,
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Nethermind, and Lighthouse—enabling the broader ecosystem to collec-
tively sponsor core developers49. Major Ethereum projects, including Lido,
ENS, and Uniswap, provided financial support to Protocol Guild50.
Furthermore, Protocol Guild proposed the "1% Pledge," encouraging proto-
cols and DAOs to direct 1% of their token supply back toward core protocol
development51. This movement extended into traditional finance: asset man-
ager VanEck announced it would donate 10% of its Ethereum Strategy ETF
profits to Protocol Guild for at least ten years52. Although this futures ETF
was liquidated in 2024 during VanEck's product line restructuring53, it
marked a historic precedent as the first instance of a traditional asset man-
ager publicly committing a portion of ETF revenues to protocol-level public
goods over an extended horizon.

A defining strength of Protocol Guild is its organizational autonomy. Unlike
traditional grant programs or centralized foundations, Protocol Guild dis-
tributes capital directly to individual contributors via self-executing smart
contracts. Crucially, at its inception, only 30% of its members were affiliated
with the Ethereum Foundation, demonstrating a decentralized composition
reliant on widespread ecosystem participation54. Protocol Guild functions
both as a social safety net for core maintainers and as a foundational pillar
of community-led public goods governance. Growing from an initial cohort
of 111 contributors to over 190 core maintainers, its cumulative funding and
distribution volume surpassed $100 million as of 202555.

Nevertheless, Ethereum’s pursuit of public goods generated novel dilem-
mas—most notably exemplified by Tornado Cash, a privacy protocol devel-
oped to complement the complete transparency of public blockchains.
Positioned as an essential privacy-preserving infrastructure, the project ini-
tially received community funding through Gitcoin Grants56. However, tech-
nology designated by the community as a vital public good was subse-
quently categorized by sovereign states as illicit criminal infrastructure. Both
sides prioritized divergent values regarding the exact same technology: the
Ethereum community viewed privacy and censorship resistance as essential
public goods for the digital age, whereas sovereign states viewed transac-
tion traceability and law enforcement capabilities as non-negotiable prereq-
uisites for public order. This friction exposed a fundamental conflict over
who holds the authority to define public goods and prioritize values in the
digital era.

The Tornado Cash episode simultaneously highlighted the structural vulner-
abilities of public goods projects and reaffirmed their core raison d’être.
Values such as privacy, censorship resistance, and openness cannot be sus-
tained solely through market efficiency or profit motives. Institutional mech-
anisms like Gitcoin, Protocol Guild, and open-source grant programs repre-
sent the self-built framework through which the Ethereum community seeks
to preserve and perpetuate these principles.
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The CROPS Principles

The financialization of DeFi, capital concentration around specific entities,
value leakage controversies surrounding Layer-2s, the expanding influence
of state regulations and Wall Street, and the materialization of transaction
censorship may appear superficially as distinct issues. However, they con-
verge on a singular foundational question:What kind of network should
Ethereum remain? If public goods initiatives serve as institutional mecha-
nisms to sustain areas ignored by market rewards, CROPS codifies the
non-negotiable normative and technical principles that must not be compro-
mised under any circumstances. If protocol development is governed solely
by efficiency, profitability, and regulatory compliance, Ethereum risks degen-
erating into an infrastructure optimized for specific industries and powerful
stakeholders. Financial markets demand higher capital efficiency; institu-
tional investors demand stability and predictability; and sovereign regula-
tory bodies demand control and law enforcement capabilities. While each of
these demands possesses its own internal justification, they collectively act
as external forces attempting to reshape Ethereum toward specialized ends.
Structural tensions persist between censorship/capture resistance and regu-
latory compliance, openness and efficiency, privacy and traceability, and de-
centralization and economic optimization. CROPS represents the Ethereum
community’s normative consensus on what to prioritize and what to pre-
serve amidst these competing pressures.

CROPS can be structured into four interconnected pillars: Censorship and
Capture Resistance, Open Source and Freedom, Privacy, and Security. These
principles share a unifying premise: Ethereum exists to fulfill a social pur-
pose as a global World Computer. At the core of this framework is censor-
ship and capture resistance—the principle that no entity should possess the
arbitrary power to block or exclude specific transactions or accounts, nor
should a minority of actors, such as sovereign states, corporations, founda-
tions, or major validators, seize control of the network’s operation and
future direction57. This constitutes the baseline prerequisite for Ethereum to
function as a neutral public infrastructure, growing increasingly vital as the
influence of state regulation and concentrated validation power expands.
Key research streams aimed at implementing censorship and capture resis-
tance include Fork-Choice Enforced Inclusion Lists (FOCIL), enshrined
Proposer-Builder Separation (ePBS)6), and Encrypted Mempools7). FOCIL pre-
vents block proposers from intentionally omitting specific transactions by
mandating that a validator committee construct an inclusion list that pro-
posers are protocol-obligated to satisfy. By decentralizing inclusion authority
across multiple participants rather than concentrating it in a single pro-
poser, FOCIL minimizes single-entity censorship capabilities. ePBS absorbs
the block production architecture—previously reliant on external third-party
relays—directly into the base protocol, reducing vulnerabilities stemming
from off-chain relay dependency and lowering the risk of block production
being captured by centralized intermediaries. Meanwhile, Encrypted
Mempools eliminate the information-level prerequisites for censorship itself.
In current unencrypted mempools, pending transactions are publicly visible,

6)
Proposer-Builder Separation
(PBS) originally separated the
roles of block proposers and
builders to reduce censorship;
however, the relay-dependent
structure of MEV-Boost cre-
ated new trust bottlenecks
and builder centralization.
ePBS aims to eliminate re-
liance on third-party relays
and mitigate censorship con-
cerns.

7)
What Encrypted Mempools
prevent is weak censor-
ship—filtering transactions in
real time based on content in-
spection. Ensuring that trans-
actions are ultimately in-
cluded in a block is handled
by forced inclusion mecha-
nisms like FOCIL. The two
mechanisms are complemen-
tary.
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allowing builders to inspect content and deliberately delay or drop specific
transactions. Under an Encrypted Mempool scheme, users submit encrypted
transactions, and builders sequence them into blocks without knowledge of
their underlying contents. Decryption keys are revealed and executed only
after block commitment. Because builders construct blocks blind to payload
contents, real-time transaction censorship becomes structurally impossible,
while opportunistically extractive MEV strategies such as front-running and
sandwich attacks are heavily suppressed. Furthermore, since builders
cannot inspect payload data, regulatory risks associated with knowingly pro-
cessing sanctioned transactions are mitigated, thereby dismantling the pri-
mary pressure points used to compel censorship58.

The second CROPS principle, Open Source and Freedom, guarantees proto-
col transparency and accessibility. Originating as a licensing require-
ment—that anyone must be empowered to inspect, modify, and fork
code—this principle expanded into an overarching doctrine of permission-
less ecosystem participation. Universal access to code inspection, modifica-
tion, and forking functions as a structural safeguard against power concen-
tration. A scenario where a handful of corporate entities or developer teams
exercise a practical monopoly over core client implementations represents a
direct threat to this principle. Open Source and Freedom is operationalized
first through open decision-making processes. Ethereum implements this at
the governance level via the Ethereum Improvement Proposal (EIP) process,
which enables any participant to propose protocol modifications and join
technical discussions. Changes to protocol rules or new features undergo
transparent documentation and public review, preventing unilateral proto-
col changes by isolated corporate or organizational interests. By opening
protocol evolution to public scrutiny, Ethereum aligns technical innovation
with social consensus.

Open decision-making leads to decentralized implementation. Rather than
relying on a single official software implementation, Ethereum adopts a
multi-client architecture wherein multiple independently developed execu-
tion clients (such as Geth, Nethermind, and Besu) and consensus clients
(such as Lighthouse, Prysm, and Teku) implement the exact same protocol
specifications. This distributed setup prevents single-client software bugs
from causing network-wide failures and prevents any single development
team from monopolizing operational control over the protocol. Although the
Ethereum Foundation explicitly targets maintaining client diversity such that
no single client exceeds a 33% validator market share59, a gap between nor-
mative ideals and empirical reality persists. In execution clients, Geth has
historically maintained a dominant market position, while in consensus
clients, Lighthouse holds over half of the node-level distribution, perpetuat-
ing systemic risks associated with single-client dependencies.

This reality demonstrates that normative principles alone cannot automati-
cally prevent power concentration; they require continuous community vigi-
lance and active resource allocation toward alternative client software. This
commitment has materialized in dedicated measurement and monitoring in-
frastructures. Blockprint, developed by client team Sigma Prime, analyzes
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block proposal heuristics to estimate validator-level market share, while
crawlers operated by independent research group Miga Labs aggregate
node-level client distributions60. Additionally, the community-run portal
clientdiversity.org, managed by Ether Alpha, consolidates these metrics and
offers migration guides for operators running majority clients. These moni-
toring infrastructures were forged through real-world crises. In early 2022,
when Prysm’s node market share surged past two-thirds of the network,
community activists organized migration campaigns, prompting major stak-
ing operators like Coinbase and Kraken to publicly disclose and rebalance
their internal client configurations61. The Ethereum Foundation supports
these grass-roots efforts not by enforcing centralized dashboards, but by
funding client telemetry research and officially recommending minority
client adoption in technical documentation62. The 33% threshold operates
without protocol-level enforcement; instead, real-time metric visibility serves
as the practical mechanism compelling operators to recognize and recali-
brate the systemic impact of their software choices.

Underpinning this distributed architecture is code freedom. Ethereum’s
open nature is embedded in its open-source licensing models, which ensure
that core software implementations remain freely accessible for public
review, modification, and independent client development. This hinders cen-
tralized actors from monopolizing core technologies or restricting competi-
tor entry, while guaranteeing the freedom to fork—allowing developers to
deploy new networks based on existing codebases whenever necessary.
Open-source licensing thus serves as an institutional mechanism that checks
power concentration and drives continuous protocol development through
permissionless competition and voluntary collaboration.

The third CROPS principle, Privacy, asserts that users must retain sovereign
control over their transactions and personal data. Going beyond mere
anonymity, privacy safeguards individuals against pervasive surveillance and
tracking, functioning as a necessary condition for meaningful freedom of
participation. The core cryptographic technology enabling this principle is
Zero-Knowledge Proofs (ZKPs), which allow an entity to mathematically
prove the validity of a statement without disclosing the underlying data.
Privacy Pools represents a practical application of this technology, engi-
neered to allow users to demonstrate via ZKPs that their funds are unlinked
to illicit activities without exposing their complete transaction histories. By
establishing a mechanism that conceals "who you are" while proving "your
funds are clean," Privacy Pools seeks a balance between transaction privacy
and regulatory compliance—directly incorporating the lessons learned from
the Tornado Cash enforcement actions.

The fourth CROPS principle, Security, requires that network consensus and
data integrity be maintained even in the face of external attacks or internal
faults. Reflecting a design philosophy that prioritizes long-term stability over
short-term performance optimization, security is also a prerequisite for
Ethereum to function as social infrastructure. Key areas of technical research
aimed at realizing this principle include Peer Data Availability Sampling
(PeerDAS) and Single Slot Finality (SSF).
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PeerDAS is a mechanism that enables nodes to probabilistically verify Data
Availability (DA)8) without downloading the entirety of a block’s data. By sub-
stantially reducing the burden on individual nodes while maintaining resis-
tance to data-availability attacks, it seeks to address the vulnerability of the
current architecture, in which data verification is concentrated among a
small number of large nodes, through distributed sampling.

8)
Data Availability means that
when a block producer issues
a block in a blockchain net-
work, all transaction data re-
quired to verify that block is
actually published to the net-
work and accessible for other
participants to download. SSF aims to achieve block finality within a single slot—approximately 12 sec-

onds—rather than requiring multiple epochs9), as is currently the case.
Faster finality can reduce the risk of block reorganization (reorg)10) attacks
and diminish incentives to reorganize previously recorded blocks in pursuit
of additional arbitrage opportunities, thereby improving both network secu-
rity and user experience.

9)
A single slot is 12 seconds,
and 32 slots constitute 1
epoch. Currently, Ethereum's
economic finality takes ap-
proximately 2 epochs (about
12.8 minutes).

10)
Block reorganization is a phe-
nomenon where previously
recorded blocks are replaced
by a more valid chain, altering
transaction order. During this
process, transactions may be
canceled or reordered.

While each of these four pillars holds independent normative value, they
mutually reinforce one another. Censorship and capture resistance cannot
survive without open-source access and distributed client structures, and
transaction privacy loses practical utility without robust baseline security.
CROPS represents Ethereum’s answer not to what should be built, but to
what must be defended. While technical roadmaps and market demands in-
evitably evolve, these four principles delineate the absolute boundaries
Ethereum must not cross under any pressure. CROPS functions simultane-
ously as a set of engineering design constraints and as a normative social
contract by which the Ethereum community self-governs. Whether the World
Computer vision can withstand contemporary political and economic forces
ultimately hinges on the durability of this collective agreement.

The Infinite Garden

The growing influence of institutional capital pressures Ethereum to operate
according to the logic of a finite game—a pressure to slow the pace of evolu-
tion and move in predictable directions to safeguard accumulated assets.
The Ethereum community’s most fundamental response to this pressure
was one of self-definition. At the 2021 EthCC conference, Aya Miyaguchi,
then Executive Director of the Ethereum Foundation, described Ethereum as
an "Infinite Garden." Inspired by James P. Carse’s book Finite and Infinite
Games, this formulation applied a central thesis to Ethereum: "A finite game is
played for the purpose of winning, an infinite game for the purpose of continuing
the play."63 According to Carse, finite games operate under fixed rules with
clear endings, aiming solely for victory. In contrast, infinite games feature
fluid rules, aiming to sustain the game itself over time. While finite games
remain trapped in a zero-sum logic—seeking to validate one's success
through the failure of others—infinite games focus on expanding participa-
tion, fostering cooperation and innovation to render the broader ecosystem
sustainable64. Miyaguchi emphasized that human cooperation and coordina-
tion through Ethereum is not a finite game played to defeat opponents, but
a continuous process akin to cultivating a garden so that it may flourish65.
Under this philosophy, ecosystem participants, including the Ethereum
Foundation, view themselves as gardeners who nurture the soil and facili-
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tate growth. Even when inevitable competition and debate arise within the
network, they are understood not as attempts to exclude or defeat rivals,
but as part of an organic evolutionary process that enables Ethereum—a de-
centralized garden—to expand and endure indefinitely66. This metaphor
vividly captures Ethereum as an open space accessible to all, where new
actors and ideas continuously emerge, and where the collective ecosystem
sustains perpetual growth.

What distinguishes the Infinite Garden from public goods initiatives and the
CROPS principles is that it represents a cultural premise rather than an insti-
tutional framework or set of technical rules. Public goods initiatives con-
struct dedicated funding mechanisms for non-monetizable domains, while
CROPS defines the non-negotiable boundaries that must be defended under
all external pressures. In contrast, the Infinite Garden defines Ethereum’s ul-
timate orientation and the kind of community it strives to remain. DeFi finan-
cialization threatened to narrow Ethereum into a specialized financial
engine; Wall Street capital sought to reshape it according to institutional
logic; and regulatory pressures attempted to tame it into a manageable in-
frastructure. Amid these converging forces, the Infinite Garden stands as a
cultural assertion that Ethereum must not collapse into a single, closed pur-
pose, but must instead remain an open arena for continuous experimenta-
tion. The moment the logic of winning, dominating, and optimizing comes to
govern Ethereum, the network becomes susceptible to capture by powerful
stakeholders. The Infinite Garden serves as a cultural line of defense against
such capture.

The existential challenge facing Ethereum stems not from any specific tech-
nology or cohort of actors. The success of DeFi brought substantial capital
and users to Ethereum, while institutional participation served as a major
catalyst for its evolution into global financial infrastructure. The underlying
issue arose when a single success model grew so dominant that it threat-
ened to overwhelm alternative possibilities. When financial experiments
absorb disproportionate attention and resources, other vital domains—such
as governance, digital identity, social networks, and public goods—are in-
evitably pushed to the periphery. Similarly, if regulatory demands or institu-
tional requirements excessively dictate the network’s trajectory, novel exper-
iments that do not conform to the established order lose their footing.
Public goods initiatives and CROPS function as institutional and normative
safeguards to preserve this openness, while the Infinite Garden provides the
foundational rationale explaining why such safeguards are essential.
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Ethereum’s overarching trajectory is equally evident in the human resource
shifts accompanying the Ethereum Foundation’s structural reorganization
between 2025 and 2026. During this period, the Foundation underwent two
leadership transitions, culminating in the departure of at least eight senior
contributors by May 2026. Departing figures included key contributors who
had built Ethereum’s social and institutional foundations through Protocol
Guild operations, upgrade coordination, mechanism design research, and
community organizing. These coordination functions were increasingly as-
sumed by independent organizations outside the Foundation. Meanwhile,
the Foundation’s remaining protocol R&D leadership pivoted sharply toward
cryptographic capabilities, establishing dedicated security tracks such as
"Harden the L1,"11) the Trillion Dollar Security project,12) post-quantum con-
sensus research,13) internal zkEVM security frameworks14) and formal verifi-
cation15) capabilities67. Whereas previous leadership prioritized visible
achievements in scalability and user experience, the new leadership placed
paramount importance on cryptographic infrastructure and long-term secu-
rity. The Foundation and Vitalik Buterin explicitly articulated the objective
behind this reorganization: reducing the Foundation’s centrality while ex-
panding the roles of independent ecosystem actors.

11)
Harden the L1: Refers to a
development strategy aimed
at making Ethereum's base
layer safer and more resilient
by improving consensus pro-
tocols, validator structure,
data availability, and censor-
ship resistance.

12)
Trillion Dollar Security (1TS):
A proposed long-term secu-
rity strategy designed to
evolve Ethereum into a "civi-
lization-scale infrastructure."
The Ethereum Foundation es-
tablished the goal of securing
sufficient reliability and safety
so that billions of individuals
can hold over $1,000 on-chain
each, and corporations, insti-
tutions, or governments can
deposit over $1 trillion in
value into a single applica-
tion. See: Ethereum Foundation
Team, "Announcing the Trillion
Dollar Security Initiative,"
Ethereum Foundation Blog,
May 14, 2025, https://
blog.ethereum.
org/2025/05/14/trillion-
dollar-security.

13)
Post-Quantum Consensus
Research: A research area fo-
cused on post-quantum cryp-
tography and new consensus
structures to ensure
Ethereum maintains
long-term security and verifi-
ability against the possibility
of future quantum computers
neutralizing current crypto-
graphic systems.

14)
zkEVM Security Framework:
A security research domain
aimed at evaluating and en-
hancing the reliability of
proof systems, circuit de-
signs, and verification mecha-
nisms, ensuring that
zero-knowledge proof-based
Ethereum scaling technolo-
gies guarantee correct com-
putational results.

15)
Formal Verification: A
method of mathematically
proving that smart contracts
or protocol implementations
do not violate designed rules,
utilized to proactively identify
security vulnerabilities and
unexpected behaviors.

In practice, Etherealize—co-founded by former Foundation contributor
Danny Ryan—assumed the role of advocating for Ethereum’s economic
value to institutional audiences from outside the Foundation68. A similar pat-
tern unfolded through the spin-off of internal Foundation teams. Beginning
in 2025, the Foundation operated an Enterprise Team that established
touchpoints with hundreds of financial institutions. When the Foundation
decided in early 2026 to refocus its internal resources strictly on protocol
R&D and CROPS, the personnel leading this enterprise initiative departed in
July 2026 to establishEthereum Institutional, an independent non-profit orga-
nization dedicated to maintaining Wall Street institutional touchpoints out-
side the Foundation69. Shortly prior, in June 2026, five former Foundation re-
searchers, including Barnabé Monnot, launched Ethlabs, an independent
protocol R&D collective70. This broader trajectory—wherein capabilities de-
veloped and validated within the Foundation transition into autonomous en-
tities—marks a deliberate decentralization of the Foundation's authority.
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On February 22, 2026, during a pop-up event in Berlin, Vitalik Buterin pub-
lished an essay titled "Reclaiming the Cypherpunk Soul of the World Computer"
(2026), criticizing Ethereum for neglecting its core mission while overly fo-
cusing on financial speculation and regulatory compliance71. In March of the
same year, the Foundation released the EF Mandate, formally defining itself
as a neutral steward, establishing CROPS as unalterable principles, and
framing Ethereum as a sanctuary designed to protect individuals from coer-
cive power and empower permissionless cooperation72. Buterin character-
ized the Foundation as "one node, with a defined purpose, alongside other
nodes," affirming that his personal influence would continue to diminish over
time73. As the Foundation steps back from its role as central coordinator and
independent ecosystem actors assume these responsibilities, Ethereum
moves closer to an architecture that relies on no single entity. Viewed along-
side the Walkaway Test16) embedded in the EF Mandate, the Foundation’s
choice to streamline its scope while preserving core principles can be inter-
preted as the Infinite Garden’s primary survival strategy against capture
pressures.

16)
Walkaway Test: A bench-
mark dictating that
Ethereum must continue to
function normally even if the
Ethereum Foundation were
to disappear, establishing
the reduction of reliance on
the Foundation itself as a
primary criterion for the
Foundation's success.See:
Ethereum Foundation, The
Ethereum Foundation
Mandate, 6.

Whether this process will unfold as intended remains an open question.
Former Foundation researcher Dankrad Feist argued that because the
Foundation holds less than 0.1% of the total ETH supply and receives no rev-
enue from staking or transaction fees, it cannot effectively represent
Ethereum’s economic interests. He advocated for a new entity funded with
at least $1 billion in ETH, governed by a board explicitly responsible for ETH
price appreciation. Feist’s proposal—that a single, highly aligned, economi-
cally focused organization is the solution—represents a direct challenge
from the finite game mindset to the logic of the Infinite Garden. From the
perspective of the Infinite Garden, success cannot be evaluated through
short-term metrics. Values such as censorship resistance, openness, and
neutrality do not offer immediate, quantifiable comparisons like throughput
or transaction fees. They represent trust accumulated over extended hori-
zons, requiring considerable time to demonstrate their true value. However,
this argument cuts both ways: while it offers a justification for patience in
pursuit of long-term value, it also risks functioning as an unfalsifiable de-
fense that dismisses any empirical failure with the claim that "it is simply not
time yet." Whether Feist’s skepticism or the Infinite Garden’s response
proves correct will ultimately be revealed by Ethereum’s future trajectory.
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04
Ethereum's Competitive Edge

Structural Openness and Neutrality

The past decade of Ethereum is a history defined by the success of the World
Computer and the structural tensions generated by that very success. By
2026, Ethereum stands at an identity crossroads, re-evaluating what it was,
what it ought to be, and what it must never become. Inheriting the cypher-
punk legacy of Bitcoin, Vitalik Buterin did not limit Ethereum to the singular
function of peer-to-peer digital money. Instead, he sought to extend the
possibilities of decentralized social coordination demonstrated by Bitcoin
across contracts, organizations, markets, identity, and governance. The re-
sulting World Computer was conceived as a general-purpose state space
where anyone could experiment with novel social rules. However, the World
Computer’s success catalyzed new pressures. DeFi pulled Ethereum toward
financial specialization; core infrastructure gradually became concentrated
in the hands of a few, creating new concentrations of power; and Layer 2 so-
lutions addressed the challenge of scalability while also giving rise to de-
bates over value capture. The enforcement action against Tornado Cash
demonstrated that censorship resistance was not an abstract ideal, but a
value tested under real-world regulatory pressure. The launch of spot ETFs
and the expansion of RWAs signaled institutional finance’s endorsement of
Ethereum, yet simultaneously introduced new tensions regarding institu-
tional capital's ability to influence protocol trajectory.

Vitalik Buterin's calls to "return to the World Computer" and "reclaim the
cypherpunk soul" serve as warnings that accurately diagnose the direction
of external pressures exerted upon Ethereum. The cypherpunk ethos is the
conviction that individual liberty can be technologically guaranteed against
encroachment by sovereign states and capital; the World Computer was the
vision extending that conviction across society. As Ethereum faces these
mounting pressures, it risks preserving its outward form while degenerating
in substance—leaving the platform intact while narrowing the scope of per-
missionless experimentation allowed upon it. Buterin’s appeal is a demand
that Ethereum remain an uncapturable public space rather than sinking into
an efficient infrastructure optimized exclusively for specialized stakeholders.

The Ethereum community's response to these multifaceted pressures can be
synthesized into three pillars. First, public goods funding represents a social
framework designed to sustain areas ignored by market rewards. Initiatives
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such as Gitcoin, Retro Funding, and Protocol Guild represent systematic ef-
forts to ensure internal sustainability for non-monetizable activities, includ-
ing open-source development, protocol research, privacy tooling, documen-
tation, and community organizing. Second, the CROPS principles define the
non-negotiable boundaries that must not waver under short-term incentives
or external coercion. Censorship and capture resistance, open source and
freedom, privacy, and security guard Ethereum against being reduced to a
single-purpose financial clearinghouse or regulated settlement network.
Third, the Infinite Garden serves as the cultural foundation articulating why
these mechanisms are necessary. Ethereum is not engaged in a finite game
where a single dominant model suppresses alternative possibilities; it is an
infinite game where diverse experiments continuously emerge, collide, and
coexist.

The limitations of these three responses are self-evident: none are enforced
at the protocol consensus layer. Yet the absence of protocol-level enforce-
ment does not imply impotence. Rather than relying on hardcoded con-
straints, these three responses operate through voluntary choices made by
ecosystem actors, exerting influence even in domains they do not directly
govern. For example, direct interventions addressing Layer-2 value non-ac-
crual are being pursued through protocol economics—specifically by re-
designing fee structures, as seen in the Fusaka upgrade (EIP-7918), which in-
troduced a floor price for blob fees. The three responses address this issue
indirectly. Public goods funding promotes a norm under which L2s and ap-
plications voluntarily return a portion of their revenue to public goods.
CROPS provides the community with criteria for evaluating whether an L2
acts as a participant in the ecosystem or merely extracts value from it. The
Infinite Garden reframes the relationship between L1 and L2, moving it away
from a zero-sum competition and placing both within a shared ecosystem.

Ethereum’s design is not inherently frictionless for traditional finance.
Permissionless access, pseudonymous addresses, and the absence of native
compliance mechanisms present friction for traditional financial institutions
operating under prerequisites of credential verification, identity confirma-
tion, and transfer controls. However, these barriers exist because
Ethereum’s baseline defaults to a neutral, general-purpose state environ-
ment—not because Ethereum intentionally excludes traditional finance or
regulatory authorities. This gap is bridged through architectural separation.
Ethereum’s design operates across two distinct layers: the base protocol re-
mains a general-purpose execution environment unconstrained by special-
ized regulatory rules, while compliance requirements for financial assets are
handled by token standards at the application layer above. Standardized
protocols such as ERC-1400 and ERC-3643 (T-REX) exemplify this approach.
Extending ERC-20, both standards embed compliance logic directly into the
token contract itself, enabling investor qualification checks, on-chain identity
verification, transfer restrictions, and freeze/clawback capabilities. In the
case of ERC-3643, transfers to unqualified counterparties are blocked pro-
grammatically at the smart contract level. According to metrics from Tokeny,
the entity managing the standard, assets tokenized via ERC-3643 have ex-
ceeded $28 billion.74 In short, Ethereum is engineered so that permissionless
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activities and regulated financial instruments share the exact same underly-
ing infrastructure without compromising its core neutrality. Institutional in-
tegration on-chain takes place precisely upon this layered architecture.

A Culture of Growth

Ethereum’s neutrality and openness do not automatically translate into com-
petitive advantage. By the standards of efficiency and control, Ethereum
struggles to compete with existing systems. Centralized databases are
faster, enterprise platforms are more convenient, and state-operated sys-
tems possess stronger enforcement capabilities. Ethereum’s fundamental
competitive strength lies elsewhere.

In A Culture of Growth, economic historian Joel Mokyr does not explain
Europe’s sustained economic growth after the Industrial Revolution in terms
of any particular technology or exceptional invention. Innovations such as
the steam engine, the spinning machine, and advances in steelmaking were
outcomes rather than causes. Instead, he asks why such innovations in
Europe did not end as isolated events, but continued to emerge in succes-
sion, stimulating and building upon one another.

According to Mokyr, the answer lay in a cultural transformation in how
knowledge was understood and pursued. New knowledge could challenge
established authority, circulate freely across regional and disciplinary
boundaries, and be revised and refined through continual criticism and
debate. Mokyr called this environment a "market for ideas." Within such a
space, no single authority possessed the final power to determine what was
correct. Rather, the process through which competing claims were tested
and evaluated itself generated new useful knowledge.

Mokyr’s central argument is not that Europe possessed superior science or
technology compared with China or the Ottoman Empire. What made the
difference was that political decentralization prevented intellectual competi-
tion from coming to a halt in any one place, allowing innovation to generate
further innovation through a self-reinforcing process. Even when a state or
political authority suppressed new ideas, scholars could continue their work
by moving to other cities or universities or by seeking new patrons.

This competitive structure prevented any single authority from monopoliz-
ing the direction of knowledge and enabled a cumulative process in which
even failed experiments could become the foundation for subsequent inno-
vations. For Mokyr, the possession of a particular technology is an out-
come75. The essence of innovation lies in a society’s capacity to continuously
generate new technologies. Technologies can be copied, but the environ-
ment that continually produces them can be sustained only through culture,
institutions, and communal trust developed over long periods of time.

This is precisely the kind of environment Ethereum has cultivated over the
past decade. Censorship and capture resistance, openness, neutrality, a sup-
portive cultural environment, and a public-goods ecosystem are all forms of
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social capital that develop over time and are difficult to replicate quickly.
They embody the trust accumulated through Ethereum’s continuing efforts
to negotiate and reaffirm these values even under the pressures created by
its own success.

Competitors optimized for the interests of particular stakeholders are un-
likely to reproduce this trust in a short period of time. Ethereum’s distinctive
competitive strength lies in its ability to bring together developers pursuing
the vision of a World Computer, companies building financial infrastructure,
communities supporting public goods, and institutional capital on a single
network—even as these groups coexist in tension. Only a platform that re-
mains uncaptured by any single purpose can accommodate all of these par-
ticipants simultaneously.
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Conclusion
By 2026, Ethereum remains not a completed answer, but an ongoing ques-
tion. Amidst Ethereum’s expansion and the structural pressures generated
by that growth, what matters most is ensuring that no single identity com-
pletely eradicates another. The challenges Ethereum faces in the future will
manifest in forms vastly different from those of the past: a world where AI
agents execute economic activities autonomously, inter-state digital cur-
rency conflicts, a future where quantum computing threatens contemporary
cryptographic foundations, and unprecedented transformations that cur-
rently remain unnamed.

From a long-term perspective, the public goods mechanisms, the CROPS
principles, and the cultural commitment to the Infinite Garden cultivated by
Ethereum serve not only as responses to past pressures, but as the struc-
tural capacity to absorb future shocks. Herein lies the true meaning behind
the call to "return to the World Computer." It is neither a demand to restore
a specific historical artifact nor an impractical assertion trapped in abstract
idealisms detached from reality. Rather, it is a commitment to safeguard an
open space where new participants and novel imaginations can continually
emerge—regardless of whatever unnamed future arrives. The World
Computer is not a finalized blueprint, but a question being continuously
rewritten; and Ethereum strives to endure as the open space where that
question can endlessly persist.
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