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A cryptocurrency — such as bitcoin, Litecoin 
or Ethereum — is a digital currency that uses 
cryptography to enable secure and verified 
financial transactions. Cryptocurrencies 
are not controlled by central banks like 
other forms of currency. For more on the 
emergence and applications of bitcoin, see 
Cristina Pagani’s article on pp. 10–13

1983 David Chaum, a cryptographer 
in the USA, published a paper 
introducing the idea of an anonymous 
electronic currency, eCash. The 
software stored the digital currency, 
which was also cryptographically 
signed by a bank. The RSA algorithm 
was used to ensure anonymity.

1998 Although some 
banks signed on, 
DigiCash struggled 
to recruit users 
and Chaum had to 
declare bankruptcy.

1999 PayPal was launched 
— although not a 
cryptocurrency, the company’s 
platform was designed to 
improve security for online 
transactions and allow 
payments through e-mail.

Cryptocurrency timeline

1977 Three professors from 
the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, Ron Rivest, 
Adi Shamir and Leonard 
Adleman, invented the RSA 
algorithm, which enabled 
encryption and decryption 
of messages, and enhanced 
privacy and digital security.

1998 More papers were 
published describing 
the potential for 
anonymous, digital 
currencies, including 
the idea of a ‘proof of 
work’ or a public ledger 
of solutions.

1989 David Chaum 
then launched 
DigiCash, the 
world’s first digital 
money.

2008 Satoshi Nakamoto (a 
pseudonym) created bitcoin — a 
secure, peer-to-peer digital currency 
that was independent of any 
government or financial institution. 
The blockchain was also introduced 
— this is an unmodifiable proof-
of-work ledger that records all 
transactions and their timestamp.

2014 HM Treasury commissioned 
a report on cryptocurrencies and 
their role in the UK economy, 
including if they could be 
used to help small businesses 
access finance. It also explored 
a regulatory framework for 
cryptocurrencies.

2011 The value of 
bitcoin equalled that 
of the US dollar. Rival 
cryptocurrencies 
emerge (Litecoin, 
Namecoin, Swiftcoin).

2017–18 Cryptocurrencies 
became more mainstream, 
with some banks beginning 
to accept them and 
governments cooperating 
to implement regulations. 
They remain illegal in some 
countries, including Egypt, 
Pakistan and the UAE.

2009 The first 
real-world 
transaction paid 
in bitcoin — the 
so-called ‘most 
expensive pizza.’

2011 The Silk Road 
marketplace went online, 
offering both legal and illegal 
goods and services that could 
be paid for using bitcoin.

2014 PayPal began 
accepting cryptocurrencies 
for payments. Mt Gox 
exchange hacked and files 
for bankruptcy after losing 
half a billion dollars.

2017 Trading on bitcoin 
futures was launched by 
the Chicago Board Options 
Exchange and the Chicago 
Mercantile Exchange 
(futures are an agreement 
to buy or sell an asset at a 
later date for a fixed price).

2018 Cryptocurrency 
crash, the sell-off of most 
cryptocurrencies from 
January 2018. Coincheck 
affected by the largest 
cryptocurrency exchange 
hack of all time.
2019  Facebook announces 
Libra cryptocurrency.

2013 Silk Road shut 
down by the FBI and its 
founder Ross William 
Ulbricht arrested on 
counts of money 
laundering, computer 
hacking and conspiracy 
to sell narcotics.
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