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My title today is, of course, a little joke – how could one possibly cover a millenium of history in a short presentation, and what could identification practitioners in the contemporary world find of interest in how people identified themselves in the 12th century, or under the Stuarts?  
I suppose my answer is that it is only by looking at long sweeps of history that we begin to see continuities and changes which place our own concerns and activities into some context, and challenge our own assumptions. Past techniques and technologies of identification have always been closely linked to the forms of social identity, and our own age is not unique in this respect.  I’m going to mainly talk about England today – it’s what I know, and trying to cover the whole world would be impossible.
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We tend to assume that pre-modern societies were places of immobility, where people lived from cradle to grave in stable rural communities.  Then along comes modernity, industrialisation, urbanisation and mobility, and face to face forms of identification have to be replaced by more formal technologies.
Actually all the evidence is that since at least the late 14th century Englishmen and women have moved about over their lifetimes as much as we do today, and for much the same reasons – work, love, and learning a trade.  Also, the period of the classic Industrial Revolution in England, say 1760 to 1850, sees very few innovations in the techniques and technologies of identification.  Indeed, in England the period saw the decline in the use of many forms identification, despite this being a period of vast national and international population movements.
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I am going to define ‘techniques and technologies of identification’ in a very broad manner, as those practices and artifacts that have been used to identify the person.  
Note here the use of the term ‘person’, which can mean both the individual human body and the different modes of being possible in a society.   The term ‘person’ after all comes from the Latin ‘persona’, the mask worn by actors in a play.  On a day to day basis we all play lots of different roles, and how others recognize us playing those roles is socially determined.
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I am going to talk today about identifying three different sorts of personality – 
The juridical person who can acquire and alienate property.
The citizen who has rights and obligations within a political system.
And the deviant – the criminal or the foreign alien (the English have always tended to confound the two!).
Historically in this country only the latter has usually been identified as, or via, the body.  The juridical person and the citizen have tended to be identified, or identified themselves, in very different ways.  Indeed, these personalities could do things through identifying themselves in wills, insurance documents, or pension forms, long after their bodies had actually ceased to exist.
The series of performances create an authoritative identification, and can continue to do so over time and space, as long as society recognises these particular performances as valid, or that the power that created an authenticated identification continues to be recognised – try presenting an East German passport at Heathrow.
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In fact what is identified is the not body but acceptable social performances – the use of a signature, for example.  Even the passport, that most ubiquitous form of identification, gets its power to act as a sign of identity through a whole process of social interactions – the provision of ‘proof’ to the state that one is who one says one is, processes of verification – the signature of a recommender on the back of the photograph, and the creation of the symbolic document, the actual passport, which is an act of state power that carries authority to other states.  The passport is, of course, a very special form of ID because of its limnal nature.
Nor is the passport an inevitable reaction to population mobility – the 19th century saw vast global population movements but also a decline across Europe in the documentation required to travel.  The rise of the passport in the early twentieth century reflected a change in the nature of the State – it became democratic; so English working class voters demanded limits to the immigration of foreign workers, especially Jews; and its survival depended on total mobilisation for war, so all foreigners were potential enemies.
Personally I don’t think that mobility itself has much to do with the elaboration of forms of identification – much more important are the political structures within which that mobility takes place. 
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The idea of social forms, including techniques and technologies of identification, as performances that are conventionally accepted in a society is associated with the great Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman, especially in his The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life  of 1959.  Of course, Goffman’s ideas imply that methods for establishing identity have cultural meanings – they are not simple objects or actions.  This has important implications for how they are understood and perceived, as I hope to show today. 
I now want to look at the three sorts of personality I’ve outlined in a little more detail to see how the forms of identification specific to each constituted the identity of the person, or at least made certain assumptions about what that identity was.  I will start with the juridical person. 
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From the early medieval period permanent means of identifying the will of the juridical person were being developed, especially the use of the seal matrix to impress a wax seal on a document.  Seal matrices had the power to represent the personality of their possessors – they were not simple utilitarian objects.  
In the 12th century debates about the nature of the Eucharist developed the idea that reality was capable of being embodied through an iconic convention. Thus, the bread and wine were the body and blood of Christ - ‘to be like’ became ‘to be part of’.   As a result, the impression of the owner’s symbol in the wax of the seal could embody his person in the artifact – part of him was literally attached to the document.  After all the person was not the body, that source of all corruption that was merely a temporary vessel for the soul
Seals could even speak in the first person with inscriptions such as TEGO SECRETA FRANGE L[EGE] (‘I cover secrets.  Break [me and] read’).  
[Slide 8]
In the course of the late medieval  and early modern periods the seal was supplemented, and increasingly superseded by the signature – performance through the possession and use of an artefact gave way to a performance via the body.  These are the signatures of Guy Fawkes, who tried to blow up parliament and the King in 1605, before, during and after torture – a graphic representation, literally, of the disintegration of a personality.
This shift cannot be ascribed to the replacement of one technique of identification by a more convenient one – in 1600 perhaps 10% of the population could sign their name but in 1400 perhaps 40% of the male population, and some women, may have possessed a seal.  The signature was actually associated with a decline in the ability of large swathes of the population to identify themselves as juridical persons.
So why might the ability to sign one’s name have replaced the use of the seal? It is possible that the ability of the seal to ‘embody’ the person declined in Reformation England along with the acceptance of other forms of embodiment, such as the Roman Catholic Church’s belief in transubstantiation.   The outward show of the sign was replaced by the signature that was supposed to reveal traits of character and penmanship – the inner man, rather than the outward show.  Some historians have seen this development in terms of the ‘importance progressively accorded to the singularity of the subject’, and the development of individualism from the sixteenth century onwards.  One might see this in terms of either the development of ‘possessive individualism’, or of the need of the state to individualise its subjects for the purposes of social control.  But this is all very speculative.
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Today to identify ourselves as legal persons we have systems such as Chip and PIN, where we have not only to possess an object, the card, but be able to repeat the signature on the back, and also have some knowledge – the PIN number. Identity in some sense resides in computer data bases that contains information about us – hence the possibility that our identity can be stolen.  Our identity resides in a sort of digital doppleganger that exists outside our direct control.
The reason for this shift in England was not directly mobility but the development of a mass banking system.  Banks were worried that the clearing system based on paper cheques was about to collapse, and so needed to computerise the system, and introduce EPOS (electronic point of sale) systems.
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The banks also wanted to introduce ATMs because the bank trade unions had restricted working hours, and the Wilson government was threatening to use the Post Office GIRO as a new personal banking system if the commercial banks did not improve services to their customers.
Here is the comedian Reg Varney using the first British ATM at Barclay’s in 1967.  At first you used to have to present special pre-printed coupons to the machine, as here, but later card and PIN systems were introduced. The first personal identification number (PIN), derived from the first four digits of the army number of the AMT’s inventor, John Shepherd-Barron.  His wife told him she couldn’t remember more than four numbers at a  time. 
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Turning now to the citizen, or at least the person who can claim welfare rights.  Traditionally he or she has been identified through written documentation or through the community.  In England basic welfare rights were first elaborated in the Poor Laws of the 16th century, which mandated that each parish should raise a tax, the poor rate, for the relief of the poor of the parish.  To obtain relief, however, one had to prove that one had a ‘settlement’ in a parish, through birth, marriage, or having worked in  a place for a stipulated period.  
In order to prove that one had a settlement one either had to appeal to the personal knowledge of the elders of the community, refer to a baptismal return in a parish register (introduced in 1538 to settle property disputes and to provide means of ID), or produce a settlement certificate signed by a magistrate (a sort of Poor Law passport).
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When welfare benefits started to be paid by the central state, starting with the introduction of old age pensions in  1908, the community was again called upon to identify the citizen.
By the 1930s those claiming pensions from the Ministry of Pensions had to obtain a ‘Life Certificate’ proving their identity, which was to be attested by one of the people on this list.
This ‘recommender’ system can still be seen in the requirement for someone of a particular rank to sign the back of a passport photograph. 
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Central documentation, such as the census returns, were also used to prove age and identity. 
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Increasingly documentation, whether official or communal, came to replace the ‘recommender’ system – this is the list of documents accepted in contemporary benefits offices as a form of identification.  As with the juridical person, the identification of the citizen is increasingly through information systems that allow data sharing and data profiling. 
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On the other hand, the deviant in England has traditionally been identified through the body.  Indeed the mutilation of the body was both punishment and identification – it marked out the body as a criminal body.  In a sense, that was all the outlaw was, a body to which no rights and obligations adhered, and on which the State could reek revenge.  The deviant was not really a person.
This attitude to the body of the criminal goes back a long way – in the Classical world it was slaves that were branded or scarified.  In the Judaic and Christian world the body was the temple of the soul and not to be marked.
Under the Old Poor Laws, the migrant poor, or ‘vagabonds’ were branded with a ‘V’, or burnt through the ear.  At the Old Bailey in London thieves and those found guilty of manslaughter were branded on the thumb, as in this etching of the 18th century. 
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Even more nasty forms of bodily marking were reserved for religious deviants as in the case of James Nailor the Quaker punished for blasphemy in 1656. Nailor had entered Bristol on a donkey on Palm Sunday with his followers crying, ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’, thus re-enacting Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem, and claiming that ‘Christ was in him’.  Here is Nailor being placed in the stock, bored through the tongue with a hot iron, and branded on the forehead with the letter ‘B’.
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The late 18th and 19th centuries saw the abandonment of such forms of identification – it was increasingly the mind of the deviant that was punished rather than his or her body.  The criminal was to be reformed rather than destroyed or stigmatised (in both senses of the word).
Criminal identification still concerned the body but not with its marking.  Instead, as in fingerprinting, and later DNA profiling, identification was through the body. 
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The body became a series of signs that could be compared to data held in an information system.  Fingerprinting, for example, had been around for centuries – it was being used by the Han Chinese.  What made the great breakthrough in the late Victorian period was the invention by Sir Edward Henry in India of a workable classification system that enabled information retrieval.  His classic manual, published in India in 1896 was graphically described as Instructions for classifying and deciphering finger impressions and for describing them with sufficient exactness to enable comparison of the description with the original impression to be satisfactorily made ………
But what did not happen was the use of these new biometric forms of identification to identify the citizen or the juridical person.  A Treasury Committee after the First World War considered the possibility of fingerprinting all pensioners but the idea was rejected as too ‘Prussian’.  The proposal would alienate the British public who associated fingerprinting with criminality, and native peoples in the Empire.
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This unwillingness to identify the citizen through the body extended to the identification systems introduced into Britain during the two World Wars.  This is the certificate given to people who entered the National Registration system during the First World War.  It recognises an act, not a person.
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Much the same could be said of the Second World War ID cards for the general public, on which the only form of ID was the signature. 
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The British could have insisted on having photographs on the Second World War ID card, as in the case of the registration cards that aliens had to carry from the Edwardian period.  The absence of any form of biometrics on the World War II card is, therefore, more striking. 
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To conclude, techniques and technologies of identification have always been intimately linked with forms of social identity.  But people have always had a multiplicity of social identities, that have been identified in different ways.  Current proposals to create a single form of identification, including biometrics, cuts across a millenium of social conventions.  Nothing wrong in that but one has to understand what is at stake.
But what is the nature of that link between the techniques and technologies of identification, and identity?  Does the increasing use of the body to identify all sorts of personalities, including those such as the juridical person and the citizen which were not traditionally identified through the body, lead to a different understanding of the individual?  Or does the shift indicate that we have already changed the way in which we understand the individual – that the classic liberal concept of the individual as a responsible social agent with a space of autonomy has already collapsed, to be placed with a belief that everyone is a potential deviant needing to be watched and controlled? 



