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“Your Papers, Please!”:
The Origin and Evolution
of Official Identity

in the United States

By Carl Watner

The chief principle of a well-regulated police state
is this: That each citizen shall be at all times and places
... recognized as this or that particular person. Ix¢ one
must remain unknown to the police. This can be att: ined
with certainty only in the following manner: Each one
must always carry a pass with him, signed by his im-
mediate government official, in which his person is ar
curately described. There must be no exception to t!
rule.

—Johann G. Fichte, THE SCIENCE O™ P*GHTS.
Originally published 1796. Translated from the
German by A. E. Kroeger. London: Trubner and
Co., 1889, pp. 378-379 [1].

We need to create an atmosphere such that each citi-
zen feels that without [his government papers] he will
be unable to travel anywhere, that the single document
confirming his identity is [his government paperwork].
The first question you must ask a detained citizen is -
show me your [government id].

—Genrikh Yagoda, the People’s Commissar of In-

ternal Affairs, in a top-secret speech of April 16,
1935 at a conference convened by the People’s
Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD) [2].

Why introduce the topic of “official identity” in the
United States with quotes from a late-18th Century Ger-
man philosopher and a 20th Century commissar of the
Soviet secret police? The short answer is that government
identification practices in the United States have been
profoundly affected by foreign influences, especially by the
development of police identification practices in other
countries. The long response, and purpose of this article,
is to describe both the chronology and internal logic of
“official identity” as that concept developed in the United
States. :

The predominant way of identifying people in this coun-
try, as least until the beginning of the 20th Century, was
voluntaryist in nature. Individuals chose to identify them-
selves in whatever manner chosen by their parents, or
themselves in adult life. Family Bibles, church registries,
baptismal registries, or simply informal community
acknowledgement were some of the methods used to es-
tablish names. Individuals could change their names
whenever they wished, so long as they had no fraudulent
purpose in mind. Local, state, and federal governments
were left out of the picture. Home births were common,
driver’s licenses were non-existent, passports were usu-
ally not required for foreign travel, Social Security num-

bers were unknown, and numerous states had no laws
requiring the issuance of birth certificates. People had no
need for government identification because there were so
few interactions (at least compared to our situation to-
day) with the government. In many instances, they nei-
ther paid taxes directly to the government (as in income
taxes) or received any direct monetary assistance from
the government (as in Social Security benefits), and there-
fore there were no requirements to prove “who you were”
to the authorities.
Why Does the State Need to Know Who We Are?

The need for “official identities” stems from the expand-
ing power and scope of the modern nation-state. Pamela
Sankar elaborates on this thesis in her 1992 Ph.D. disser-
tation “State Power and Record-Keeping: The History of
Individualized Surveillance in the United States, 1790-
1935.” She points out that the modern nation-state must
maintain “direct, continual, and specific contact” between
its ruling bureaucracy and its citizenry. “This allows the
state to exert forceful and precise control over its popula-
tion, and “provides a critical source of the modern state’s
power.” [3] However, in order for this to occur, the state
must be able to fix the identity of each and every person
in its territory. [4]

The concept of official identity epitomizes governments’
“fundamental purpose, which is to maintain conquest.” [5]
How better to exercise control than to assign each human
being a permanent, indelible identity: “lasting, unchange-
able, and always recognizable, [and] easily proved.” [6] The
function of an “official identity” is to establish documen-
tary evidence and bureaucratic records which enable the
government to recognize unique and specific individuals.
It is the identity through which the individual must con-
duct all of his or her affairs with the government, and the
identity by which the state monitors, regulates, and di-
rects personal conduct. One’s official identity serves as
the basis for the claim to be an American citizen, mother
or father to one’s children, automobile driver, discharged
solider, recipient of government largess, etc. The threat of
various penalties for the refusal to use one’s official iden-
tity serves as an example of the carrot and stick approach
that government uses towards its citizens. No one can be
legally born, work, drive, or leave and re-enter the coun-
try without government id, and many quasi-public insti-
tutions have adopted government id requirements (try
cashing a check or renting a car without an official iden-
tity). [7] No one who lacks an official id may receive money
from the government, send their children to government
schools, or become a government employee (solider, po-
liceman, clerk, bureaucrat, schoolteacher), or enter into
any sort of licensed profession (doctor, lawyer, general con-
tractor, etc.).

Historically, in nearly every nation-state, the idea of
government identities was first thought of and used by
police, prison, and judicial officials. A judge or warden or
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Potpourri from the
Editor’s Desk

No. 1 “The Brain Tap: A Prediction from THE
MATCH”

“The Facial Action Coding System, or FACS, is sup-
posedly going to teach government terrorism experts how
to assign values to the minor and transient micro-expres-
sions that flit across a person’s face. Various exhibitions
of action by facial muscles are claimed to indicate corre-
sponding mental states. [See Malcolm Gladwell, “The
Naked Face: Can you read people’s thoughts just by look-
ing at them?” THE NEW YORKER, August 5, 2002.] ...

“[Based on these pseudo-scientific advances,] THE
MATCH herewith predicts that within 25 years a way will
be found to tap and decode the neural circuits of the brain.

“[Slome social consternation will arise because the
ability of the State to listen to a person’s ... thoughts will
mean that the last insulation one has from authoritarian
prying and investigation has broken down. Prior legal
rulings, perhaps from the facial-coding situations just
described, will say that there are situations in which it is
in the interests of society and the State to overcome the
barriers of ultimate human privacy.

“In some criminal cases in which a person refuses to
give vital evidence, or in trials where no other means of
arriving at the truth will serve, the brain-tap will blare to
selected examiners the jumble of words that stream un-
controllably through that self-aware structure known as
the mind. ...

“Legal opinions granting the State the right to take
sample of a person’s blood, and later his DNA ... will pro-
vide the logical basis for extension to his innermost
thoughts.”

—PFred Woodworth in THE MATCH, No. 99, Winter

2002-2003, pp. 13-14.
No. 2 “We the People”

- [M]ost government projects could be - should be -
funded and built voluntarily by private investors, founda-
tion grants, and the like. A free people will do what is
necessary and more; they do not need to be forced by pha-
raohs or politicians. For example, private funds are un-
derwriting the Chief Crazy Horse Memorial in South Da-
kota; when completed, it’ll dwarf Mt. Rushmore. Project
founder and sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski believed if people
accepted the goals of the Crazy Horse Memorial they would
support it privately.

We, the People, can and do build monuments and cre-
ate real jobs - privately, voluntarily. Good ideas do not re-
quire government force or slaves to be fulfilled. When poli-
ticians take our money, there is less money for private
medical research, for entrepreneurs to fund their ideas
and create jobs, for charities to help the needy, for grocer-
ies. People freely deciding how to live their lives without
government interference - that'’s diversity, that’s liberty.

—Kurt Weber, CASCADE [Policy Institute] UPDATE,

Summer 2003, p. 2.

No. 3 “Taxation: Important Precedents”

There was a strong prejudice against taxation in me-
dieval Europe, but the crusades could not be supported
without taxes. By the end of the twelfth century the pope
was encouraging the kings of France and England to tax
their subjects for expenses of the Third Crusade. A little
later, Innocent III imposed a tax on the clergy of Europe,
and gave the proceeds to the crusade leaders.

These were important precedents. Taxation brought
in more money than rulers could derive from any other
source, especially when the clergy, who were exempt from
almost all other services, were forced to contribute. The
king of England almost immediately began to ask similar
taxes for his own purposes and the king of France eventu-
ally followed his example. The transition was made easier
by drawing an analogy between the crusade tax for the
defense of Christendom and the royal tax for defense of
the realm. There were resistance and resentment; there
were long periods when no taxes of any kind could be col-
lected, but in the end the kings gained their point. By the
end of the thirteenth century national taxation, based on
the tax for the crusade, was firmly established in both
France and England. Even more surprising, the Western
kings succeeded in forcing their clergy to pay them the
equivalent of the crusading tax to support their private
wars. Pope Boniface VIII protested vehemently against
this abuse in his famous bull, Clerico laicos, but he was
forced to back down by Edward 1 of England and Philip
IV of France. In the end he admitted the clergy, like all
othier subjects, were bound to pay taxes for the defense of
the kingdom in which they lived.

This growth of taxation laid the foundations of the
modern national state. The power and institutions of the
modern state are based on its ability to tax - on the fact
that, in the last analysis, it can raise more money than
any competing social group. And the acceptance of the
principle that all subjects must pay taxes for defense of
the state, whatever their other loyalties and obligations,
was a long step toward nationalism. It meant that the
primary loyalty of all inhabitants of a kingdom must be to
that kingdom, and that supranational or subnational or-
ganizations were of less importance.

—dJoseph Strayer, MEDIEVAL STATECRAFT AND

THE PERSPECTIVES OF HISTORY (1971), pp.
339-340.

No. 4 “On the History of European State-Making”
Joseph Strayer tells us that the first powerful prece-
dent for general taxation by the crown came from the
pope’s promotion of forced contributions to finance the
Third Crusade. Kings were not slow in adapting that newly
legitimized procedure to their own secular military needs.
Up to our own time, dramatic increases in national bud-
gets, national debts, numbers of governmental employees,
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