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Introduction: The Path to Bitcoin, Decentralization and the Cypherpunk Vision

In the late 20th century, a group known as cypherpunks emerged. These individuals, In
the late 20th century, fueled by a confluence of technological advancements and a strong
ideological vision, a group known as cypherpunks emerged. They envisioned a radical
transformation in how information and value could be exchanged securely and privately (Jarvis
2022). Their vision, rooted in decentralization, cyberlibertarianism, and cryptography, aimed to
empower individuals and safeguard personal freedoms within our increasingly interconnected
world. Today, the term "crypto™ often conjures immediate images of cryptocurrencies like
Bitcoin. But how are these digital currencies linked to the cypherpunks, and how much influence
did these early digital activists have?

This paper delves into this very question: what conditions did the cypherpunk movement
(from 1992 to 2009) create for the development of decentralized and cryptographic ideas, and
how did these pave the way for Bitcoin? | will explore the Cypherpunk email list, a crucial online
forum established by Timothy C. May and E. Hughes, which served as a platform for early digital
activists and technologists to exchange ideas on cryptography, privacy, and decentralization. This
archived resource from Cryptoanarcy.wiki documents the foundational discussions that shaped
the cypherpunk movement's philosophy and technical advancements. Similarly, the Bitcoin white
paper, authored by the pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamoto and available through the Wayback
Machines digital archive, outlines the design of the first decentralized cryptocurrency. These
resources provide essential primary sources for understanding the evolution of decentralized

digital technologies and the intellectual context that birthed Bitcoin.



I argue that Satoshi's creation of Bitcoin can be seen as a logical progression from the
groundwork laid by the cypherpunk movement. Bitcoin embodies and realizes the cypherpunks'
ideals. The cultural and technological conditions fostered by this movement made Bitcoin's
emergence not only possible but almost inevitable.

The paper will delve deeper into the concept of cyberlibertarianism, drawing on the work
of Fred Turner (2006). We will also explore the principles of hacker culture, as outlined by Haigh
(2021). We will then examine how these principles align with the cypherpunk ideals of individual
freedom and a healthy skepticism towards centralized authority (Coleman 2017).
Decentralization is a key concept for both cypherpunks and cryptology. Emerging in the 1990s,
cypherpunks believed power, information, and financial transactions should be spread out, not
concentrated in the hands of a few (Jarvis 2022). They envisioned a world where individuals
control their own data and conduct transactions without needing oversight from authorities.

By focusing on sources up to 2009, this research acknowledges the time frame limitations
and underscores the pivotal role cypherpunk culture played in shaping Bitcoin's genesis (1992-
2009). The following section will analyze these concepts in greater detail and explore the broader

cultural context of the cypherpunks.

Change and continuity: Cyberlibertanianism and Hacker Culture
The broader cultural position of the Cypherpunk movement can be found within hacker culture.
A culture that was established through hacker practices. ""Hackers were not simply highly
individualistic and innovative engineers. They were cultural rebels -- and their computers were
the new tools of utopian cultural change” (Turner 2006, 11). This quote by Turner indicates that
hackers used computers as tools to develop and change the world to their likings, following their

ideals.



The hacker ethic, which embodies their ideals and beliefs, emphasizes information
freedom, mistrust of authority, not being judged by criteria such as degrees, age, race, sex or
position, that beauty and art can be created on computers, and that computers can change your
life for the better (Haigh 2021, 21). Within the context of cryptology and Cypherpunks, the ideals
of mistrusting authority and “information should be free” are most relevant. “[...] source code is
the most material of the five components of Free Software; it is both an expressive medium, like
writing or speech, and a tool that performs concrete actions” (Kelty 2008, 118). In other words,
hackers use source code to convey their ideas and beliefs. Although Hacker culture is one part of

Cypherpunks, politics also play a big role in the movement (Jarvis 2022, 327).

Cyberlibertarianism is introduced by Turner (2006) as a belief of Hackers to "[...]
identify the social work that has gone into aligning emerging digital technologies with libertarian
political ideals” (Turner 2006, 3). This quote emphasizes the importance of understanding the
historical context and social processes that have shaped cyberlibertarianism as an ideology

aligning hacker culture with libertarian principles.

The Cypherpunks also made a distinctive contribution to the history of decentralized and
cryptographically secure technology by introducing the concept of resilience not only as
architectural decentralization of digital infrastructure but also as political decentralization of
control (Nabben 2021). The cypherpunks helped shape our internet. Beltramini comments they
were, “perhaps the single most effective grassroots organization in history dedicated toprotecting
freedom in cyberspace” (Beltramini 2020, p. 1). United as "privacy activists," this diverse group
of individuals, including cryptographers, hippies, computer programmers, hackers, activists, and
philosophers, shared a common belief in safeguarding freedom from state interference in private

matters through digital encryption technology (Beltramini 2020). Cryptography emerged as their



primary tool against the threats of corporate and government surveillance (Coleman & Golub
2008; Beltramini 2020; Hughes 1992). The term "cryptology”, or short “crypto”, which involves
encrypting information to make it unreadable to anyone except the intended recipients. As stated
by the Helengren (2017, 286), "The term crypto is short for cryptography, which refers to the
practice of encrypting, i.e. rendering information illegible to anyone but its intended recipient(s)"
. This definition highlights the core purpose of cryptography, which is to ensure the

confidentiality and security of communication by making it inaccessible to unauthorized parties.

Timothy C. May, one of the creators of the Cypherpunk email list, took the foundational
principles of resilience advocated by David Chaum to an extreme political stance, aiming to
reshape the social, economic, and political order (Chaum 1985). He championed the concept of
digital cash as a means to diminish the coercive power of governments in taxation, thereby
advancing his vision of a more liberated society. Through works like the "Crypto-anarchist
Manifesto"” and the "Cyphernomicon”, May articulated cypherpunk ideals, portraying
cryptography and decentralization as tools to combat government surveillance. In his
interpretation of political decentralization, May envisioned an anarchic system characterized by
decentralized organization, devoid of central leadership, and driven by individual actions and
market dynamics (May 1992; 1994). The pursuit of digital cash epitomized their quest to realize

this vision.

It is also worth mentioning that there is a distinction between cypherpunks and crypto-
anarchists in their approaches to digital privacy and security. Computer scientist Arvind
Narayanan (2013) explains this difference by stating, "For cypherpunks, crypto was at the core of
a vision of how technology would cause sweeping social and political change, weakening the

power of governments and established institutions. A closely related term is crypto-anarchism, a



political philosophy that, in its idealized form, recognizes no laws except those that can be
described by math and enforced by code™. This quote elucidates that while cypherpunks focus on
utilizing cryptography for societal transformation and reducing governmental influence, crypto-
anarchists advocate for a governance model based solely on mathematical laws enforced through

code, rejecting traditional legal structures.

Figure 1. First post on the Cypherpunk email list by Russell E. Whitaker on the 21 of

September 2021. Archived by Cryptoanarchy.wiki.

The Cypherpunk Movement
To delve into the historical artifacts within this paper, there will be looked at the first ten
emails within the Cypherpunk email list (see Figure 1 for example of an email). These emails
origin from June 1992 to Mon, 15 July 1996 and are the expressions of the Cypherpunk ideals
and beliefs in a collective space. The mail list contains over 98.000 posts from at least a thousand
contributors (Jarvis 2022, 317). The list was organized by “threads”, which were derived from

email subject lines. Once a user posted to the mail list all subscribers would receive a message.



The artifacts will be analyzed based on textual analysis, a methodological approach that involves
examining and interpreting texts, such as emails, to uncover underlying meanings, themes, and
cultural implications (Phillipinov 2013, 2009). This approach focuses on analyzing the content,
structure, and language of texts to gain insights into the experiences, values, and perspectives

embedded within them.

The emails from the Cypherpunk community members in the analyzed sample from the
email list reflect a strong commitment to privacy, encryption, and resistance against government
control over cryptographic technologies. The members express concerns about potential
government efforts to restrict strong cryptography and undermine privacy rights. They emphasize
the importance of maintaining individual freedoms and resisting attempts to limit encryption

capabilities.

In one of the emails, the author (Whitaker) outlines a hypothetical scenario of how strong
crypto could be banned in the U.S., involving collaboration with various entities to limit crypto
use globally. "I propose a libertarian network spreading the technologies by which we may seize
freedom for ourselves” (Whitaker 1992). Whitaker advocates against supporting any plan that
grants the government such power and stresses the importance of resisting potential

encroachments on privacy and encryption rights.

The emails also touch upon the resistance against government control and the push for
encryption technologies that empower individuals. "But here we must be a bit careful. While it is
not (at present) illegal to encrypt information when government wants to spy on you, there is no
guarantee of what the future may hold" (Whitaker 1992). The Cypherpunks aim to protect
privacy and promote freedom through encryption tools, as seen in their efforts to combat

potential restrictions on cryptography. Based on these emails, the Cypherpunk ideals of privacy,



encryption, and individual empowerment shine through. The members are dedicated to
safeguarding privacy rights, resisting government overreach, and advocating for the use of strong
encryption technologies to protect personal freedoms. Their discussions reflect a commitment to

upholding civil liberties in the digital age.

The other main primary artifact surrounding cypherpunk was the Cypherpunk Manifesto
by Eric Hughes (1993). It underscores the critical role of privacy in an open society within the
electronic age. It distinguishes privacy from secrecy, emphasizing the power of selectively
revealing oneself to the world. The manifesto advocates for the use of anonymous transaction
systems and cryptography to safeguard privacy rights. It highlights the necessity of individuals
taking proactive measures to defend their privacy, including the development and utilization of
technologies that enable anonymous transactions and secure communication. The manifesto also
stresses the importance of a social contract where individuals come together to deploy privacy-

enhancing systems for the common good.

The Wired article (see Figure 1) also delves into this topic of privacy advocates, focusing
on the emergence of Cypherpunks, civil libertarians, and hackers as key players in the battle for
privacy (Levy 1993). The article introduces the Cypherpunks as a group of individuals who are
passionate about codes, privacy, and taking action to defend privacy rights in the digital realm.
They believe in the power of cryptography to protect anonymity and privacy in an increasingly

digitized society.



Rebels with a Cause

Figure 2. The cover of Wired Magazine 1.02 May/June 1993. The cover features the

founders of the Cypherpunks: Timothy C. May, Eric Hughes, and John Gilmore.

The Foundation of Bitcoin and Cypherpunk Ideals

By early 2000s, the excitement around both cypherpunk and crypto-anarchy had cooled
down (Swartz 2018, 628). John Gilmore, one of the list's founders, declared it dead in 2001
(Rodger 2001). While advances were made in academic and commercial cryptography, little new
work was being done in ‘crypto for privacy’ (Narayanan 2013, p. 75). Then, in 2008, an
individual or group using the pseudonym Satoshi Nakamoto posted to a different, largely non-
political cryptography email list a whitepaper outlining a new system for digital cash called
Bitcoin. Shortly after the publication of the whitepaper, Satoshi and members of the email list
began a Free and Open Source software project, a concept that lives up to its very name, to
implement the proposed system (Kelty 2008). In 2009, the first Bitcoin client was released, and
Satoshi mined the first ‘genesis block’ of 50 Bitcoins (Swartz 2018, 628). In the spirit of the

1990s Cypherpunks email list, the conversation about the technical and philosophical dimensions



of Bitcoin was spirited. On Bitcoin email lists and forums, veterans and newcomers revived the

conversation around cypherpunk and crypto-anarchy.

The Bitcoin whitepaper by Satoshi Nakamoto (2008) completely outlines a system for
digital cash that eliminates the need for trusted third parties like banks in online transactions. This
is achieved through a peer-to-peer network where users bundle transactions together into blocks,
chronologically chaining them using a complex mathematical problem called "proof-of-work™ for
security. Miners compete to solve these puzzles, adding new blocks to the chain and earning
rewards in the process. This approach creates a tamper-proof record of transactions while keeping
the system decentralized, transparent, and secure. Users are identified by public keys instead of
real names, offering a degree of anonymity, and the system incentivizes honest participation

through rewards.

Satoshi (2009) also posted an update on his newly created e-cash system on the P2P (Peer
to Peer) foundation forum (see Figure 2). In this posts he recalled the need for cryptographic
electronic currencies and secure and effortless transactions. Satoshi comments on someone else’s
responds on the project with that Bitcoin is based on the old “Chaumian” central stuff. Chaumian
referring to David Chaum's vision aimed to make traditional financial intermediaries obsolete by

offering a decentralized and anonymous way to conduct transactions.

The beliefs of Cypherpunks, characterized by a strong distrust of centralized authority and
a fervent belief in the power of cryptography for individual empowerment, laid the groundwork
for the emergence of Bitcoin. This ideological foundation permeated both the Bitcoin whitepaper
and Satoshi Nakamoto's forum posts. The whitepaper itself proposed a system that bypassed
traditional financial institutions, directly aligning with the Cypherpunks' desire to dismantle

reliance on trusted third parties. Satoshi's forum post referencing David Chaum's vision for



anonymous digital cash further reinforces this connection. By explicitly mentioning Chaum, a
prominent figure in crypto anarchist circles, Satoshi subtly acknowledges the intellectual heritage
of Bitcoin and its alignment with Cypherpunk ideals. In essence, Bitcoin wasn't just a technical
innovation; it was a cultural and ideological culmination of the Cypherpunk movement's vision

for a more secure, private, and an user-controlled financial future.
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Figure 3. Post by Satoshi Nakamoto on February 11 on the Bitcoin open-source
implementation of P2P currency. Posted on P2P (Peer-to-peer) foundation forum on February 11,

2009.

Conclusion: Bitcoin Founded in Conditions Created by Cypherpunks
The question | explored was whether the founding of Bitcoin by Satoshi Nakamoto in
2008 can be seen as a progression from conditions that the cypherpunk movement created. The
answer to this question is affirmative. The cultural and technological groundwork laid by the
cypherpunks not only made Bitcoin's emergence possible but almost inevitable. At its core, the

cypherpunk movement was fueled by a deep distrust of centralized authority and a belief in the



power of cryptography to empower individuals. This ideology found voice in online forums like
the Cypherpunk mailing list and manifestos like the Cypherpunk Manifesto. These platforms
emphasized the importance of privacy, encryption, and freedom from government oversight in

the digital age.

The 1990s also witnessed significant advancements in cryptography, paving the way for
secure communication channels and, ultimately, digital currencies. Enter Bitcoin, meticulously
outlined in a whitepaper by the pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamoto. Bitcoin's design perfectly
mirrored the cypherpunk desire for a decentralized system by eliminating the need for trusted
third parties like banks in financial transactions. Furthermore, Satoshi Nakamoto's reference to
David Chaum, a pioneer in anonymous digital cash, subtly acknowledged the intellectual heritage
of Bitcoin and its alignment with cypherpunk ideology. This connection goes beyond mere
technology; it represents a shared vision for a more secure, private, and user-controlled financial

future.

In conclusion, Bitcoin was not just a new technology; it was the realization of the
cypherpunk vision. The cultural and technological ideas and beliefs by this movement were
expressed into a revolutionary concept that challenged traditional financial structures and
empowered individuals with greater control over their financial lives. Bitcoin stands as a
testament to the enduring legacy of the cypherpunks and their belief in the transformative power

of cryptography.
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