
Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security 

© Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security  |  1 

 

Authentication 

Identity, Trust, and Security 

 

 

From Wax Seals to Passwordless Systems 

 
A comprehensive guide for engineers building secure systems 

  



Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security 

© Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security  |  2 

Preface 

Every software system that has ever mattered has wrestled with the same fundamental question: how 
do you know who you're talking to? This deceptively simple question sits at the heart of security, 
privacy, and trust in the digital world. 

Authentication is often reduced to a login box. Engineers implement it, product managers spec it, and 
security teams audit it. But behind that login box lies thousands of years of human ingenuity, 
mathematical breakthroughs, a trail of catastrophic failures, and a set of design decisions that will 
determine whether your users are safe or compromised. 

This book takes you on the full journey. We begin in the ancient world, with clay tablets, wax seals, 
and signet rings, and trace how humans have always needed to prove identity. We move through the 
birth of computer authentication in the 1960s, the explosive growth of the web, the password-reuse 
crisis, and the invention of modern standards like OAuth 2.0, FIDO2, and passkeys. 

Then we look forward: at how authentication must evolve for a world of AI agents acting on our behalf, 
of quantum computers that can break today's cryptography, and of billions of IoT devices that may 
not have a keyboard at all. 

Who This Book Is For 

This book is written for software engineers who build things. You don't need a security background, 
but you should be comfortable reading code and thinking about systems. The ideal reader is a mid-
to-senior engineer who: 

• Has implemented a login flow at least once and has questions about why things are the way 
they are 

• Is designing a new system and wants to get authentication right from the start 

• Is evaluating libraries, protocols, or services and wants to understand the tradeoffs 

• Is curious about where this field is heading and wants to be ahead of the curve 

 

Code examples are primarily in Python and JavaScript, the two most common languages for web 
authentication work. Where relevant, we use pseudocode to express concepts without getting lost in 
language specifics. 

How This Book Is Organized 

The book is divided into six parts that can be read sequentially or used as reference material: 

• Part I, Origins: Authentication before computers, and the early days of digital identity 

• Part II, The Password Era: How passwords became the default, and why that was a mistake 

• Part III, Modern Protocols: OAuth, OpenID Connect, SAML, and the standards that power 
today's web 

• Part IV, Beyond Passwords: MFA, biometrics, passkeys, and hardware tokens 

• Part V, Advanced Topics: Zero-trust, API authentication, mobile, and IoT 

• Part VI, The Future: AI agents, quantum threats, and the self-sovereign identity movement 
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A Note on Security Advice 

Authentication security is highly context-dependent. The recommendations in this book represent 
best practices as of writing, but security is a moving target. Always consult current sources (NIST, 
OWASP) for production systems and consider a security review for high-stakes applications. 
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PART I 

Origins 

Before the Password: 3000 BCE to 1960s CE 

Every civilization that needed to control access to resources, secrets, or power had to solve 
authentication. They did so with wax, metal, paper, ritual, and human judgment. Understanding this 
history reveals something important: the fundamental problem hasn't changed. What has changed is 
the medium, the scale, and the stakes. 
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Chapter 1: The Pre-Digital Identity Problem 

1.1 What Is Authentication? 

Authentication is the process of verifying a claim of identity. It answers one question: "Are you who 
you say you are?" This is subtly but importantly different from authorization ("Are you allowed to do 
this?") and identification ("Who are you?"). Authentication is the gate; authorization is what's on the 
other side. 

In security literature, authentication factors are grouped into three categories, often called the 
authentication trinity: 

• Something you know, a secret shared between you and the verifier (passwords, PINs, 
passphrases) 

• Something you have, a physical object that proves identity (keys, tokens, smart cards, 
phones) 

• Something you are, a physical characteristic unique to you (fingerprints, iris patterns, voice) 

 

Every authentication system ever built, from Sumerian clay tablets to FIDO2 passkeys, is a 
combination of these factors. The history of authentication is the history of how humans have traded 
off between them based on the threats they faced and the technology they had. 

1.2 Seals, Rings, and Wax: The Ancient World 

The earliest authentication systems were physical. Mesopotamian merchants used cylinder seals, 
small stone rollers engraved with unique patterns, to mark clay tablets. A tablet impressed with your 
seal was, legally and socially, your word. Forgery existed, but it required physical access to the seal 
itself. Authentication was "something you have" in its purest form. 

The Roman world added another layer: the signet ring. Emperors and senators wore rings whose 
distinctive engravings were known to scribes, officials, and allies. A letter sealed in wax and impressed 
with the emperor's signet ring could be trusted across thousands of miles. Julius Caesar used a sphinx; 
Augustus used a portrait of Alexander the Great, then later his own image. 

Historical Note 

The word 'authentication' itself comes from the Greek authentikos, meaning 'genuine' or 'original.' 
The related word 'author' shares the same root — an author is, literally, the authentic originator of a 
text. 

 

These systems worked because they relied on physical scarcity (only one signet ring existed), social 
infrastructure (a network of people who recognized the seal), and acceptable risk (forgery was 
possible but costly). The threat model was local; a forged seal in Rome didn't threaten Egypt. 

The internet would demolish every one of these assumptions. 

1.3 Passwords in the Ancient and Medieval World 
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Military passwords (verbal challenges and responses) appear in ancient history. Polybius, the Greek 
historian, described a sophisticated system used by Roman armies in the second century BCE. Each 
night, a watchword was written on a wooden tablet and passed from unit to unit. Sentries challenged 
anyone approaching with a question; the correct response proved you were Roman, or at least knew 
someone who was. 

Medieval guilds used secret handshakes, passwords, and recognition phrases to distinguish members 
from outsiders. The Freemasons, originating from medieval stonemason guilds, developed an 
elaborate system of grips, passwords, and signs, an early multi-factor authentication system that 
combined something you know (passwords and phrases) with something you do (ritual gestures). 
Crucially, these factors were separated: knowing the handshake without the words (or vice versa) was 
insufficient. 

1.4 The First Cryptographic Systems 

For most of human history, the primary way to prove the authenticity of a message was the physical 
seal. But as empires grew, a second problem emerged: messages could be intercepted and read. 
Authentication and encryption began to develop together, though they remained conceptually 
separate. 

The Caesar cipher, shifting each letter by a fixed number, is the most famous of ancient encryption 
schemes. But Caesar's system was really closer to authentication than encryption: if a message arrived 
from a general in proper Latin, shifted by the agreed number, it was probably genuine. The cipher 
served as both encryption and a weak authentication mechanism. 

The real leap came much later. The Vigenère cipher (16th century) introduced the concept of a key, a 
secret that transformed a plaintext message in a way that could only be reversed with knowledge of 
the same key. This is the conceptual ancestor of modern cryptographic authentication. 

Key Insight 

The history of authentication is a history of secrets. The question every authentication system must 
answer is: what is the secret, who holds it, how is it shared, and how do we prevent it from being 
stolen? Every vulnerability in authentication history comes down to a failure in one of these four 
areas. 

1.5 Signature and Law: Authentication as Social Contract 

By the 18th and 19th centuries, the handwritten signature had become the dominant authentication 
mechanism for legal and commercial documents. The signature is fascinating because it combines all 
three authentication factors in one act: 

• Something you know, the style and form of your signature is a learned habit 

• Something you have, your hand, pen, and the document itself 

• Something you are, the fine motor patterns of your writing are physiologically unique 

 

The legal infrastructure built around signatures was enormous: witnesses, notarization, handwriting 
experts, signature databases. But the system's fatal weakness was also built in from the start: 
signatures are static. Once captured, they can be copied. A determined forger with a good eye and 
enough practice can replicate most signatures. 



Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security 

© Authentication: Identity, Trust, and Security  |  7 

This foreshadows one of the central problems of digital authentication: any static secret (password, 
signature, or shared key) can be captured and replayed. The evolution of authentication is, in large 
part, an evolution from static secrets to dynamic proofs. 
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