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Consumers, Citizens, and Deviants: 
Differing Forms of Personal Identification 

in England since the Victorian Period 
EDWARD HIGGS 

I. Introduction 

In recent years governments in the United Kingdom have 
attempted to reconceptualize their relationship to citizens by 
positing the latter as clients to whom they provide services. 1 This 
is the model that lies behind the UK's 'Directgov' website which 
boasts, 'Easy access to the public services you use and the infor-
mation you need, delivered by the UK government', 2 and the 
numerous initiatives on service delivery introduced by both 
Conservatives and New Labour alike. The emphasis on 'UK PLC', 
in which the United Kingdom is discussed as if it were a public 
limited company, has been widely derided, but has also blurred 
the distinctions between state and market. One area where one 
might see problems in collapsing such distinctions is in the field 
of identification, defined here as the set of social performances 
that an individual has to deploy to convince other people and 
institutions that he or she is the person to whom certain rights and 
obligations pertain. What does the person have to do to convince 
another that they have the right to alienate a piece of property, or 
that they are the person who has the right to claim a particular 
welfare benefit? 

Both market organizations and states often demand tokens of 
identification from people-objects that show that these bodies 

1 John Clarke, 'Creating Citizen-Consumers: The Trajectory of an Identity', Creating 
Citizen-Consumers Website: <http: I /www.open.ac. uk/ socialsciences/ creating-citizen-
consumers/ downloadable-paper. php>; id., 'What's in a Name? New Labour's Citizen-
Consumers and the Remaking of Public Services', Creating Citizen-Consumers Website: 
<http:IIwww.open.ac. uk/ socialscienccs/ creating-citizen-consumers/ downloadable-
paper. php>, accessed 7 Jan. 2009. See also John Clarke's essay in this volume. 

2 Directgov website: <http:/ /www.direct.gov.uk/>, accessed wJuly 2008. 
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have undertaken an authoritative act of authentication of an indi-
vidual's identity, such as a birth certificate or a credit card. 
However, the reaction of individuals to demands for tokens from 
commercial and government bodies has been very different in the 
recent past. This calls into question whether the individual's rela-
tionship with the state can ever be the same as with the market. 
The difference, it can be suggested, lies, in part, in terms of the 
hidden 'Other' in the citizen-consumer dichotomy, and that is the 
deviant. The contrasting attitudes of citizens and consumers to 
identification by the market and the state will be explored in the 
present essay in terms of the differing reactions to supermarket 
loyalty cards and national ID cards. Both are tokens that identify 
individuals, but the former have been accepted, for the most part, 
without comment, whilst the latter have been the subject of 
intense political conflict, and public opposition. 

II. 17ze Triumph ef the Loyalty Card 

The history of the supermarket loyalty card in Britain has been 
one of the great marketing triumphs of recent years. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, the demise of the British Census of Distribution, and 
other state-sponsored forms of information gathering, created plan-
ning problems for retailers. 3 The store loyalty card was an attempt 
by the supermarkets to collect useful information for themselves 
and also to capture larger market shares. Tesco's Club Card, for 
example, helped that store to move away from treating customers 
en masse and to build an apparently more personal relationship 
with them via the customer loyalty scheme. The company changed 
the way in which shoppers thought about the supermarket chain, 
Tesco's mission statement being to 'Continually increase value for 
customers to earn their lifetime loyalty'. Of course, such card 
schemes did not actually allow supermarkets to deal with cus-
tomers as individuals, but by allowing a finer segmentation of the 
customer base into ever more specific groups, they allowed firms 
such as Tesco to give customers the impression that they were 
being treated on a one-to-one basis.4 

3 John A Dawson and Leigh Sparks, lriformatwn Sources and Retail Planning (Stirling, 1985). 
4 Devon Wylie, 'Tesco has Links with the Corner Shops of England's Past', 

Sekelemian/Newell International Marketing Consultants Website: <http:/ /www.loyalty.vg/ 
pages/CRM/case_study_14_Tesco.htm>, accessed 10July 2008. 



Consumers, Citizens, and Deviants 181 

Customers in Tesco's databases were originally segmented into 
cost-conscious, mid-market, and up-market segments, which were, 
in tum, segmented into healthy, gourmet, convenience, family 
living, and so on. These sub-segments were then segmented 
further and communications tailored to each. By early 1996 Tesco 
had analysed their customer database and identified twelve dif-
ferent segments, each of which was targeted differently. By late 
1996 there were 5,000 different versions of the Tesco magazine 
being sent out, and by mid 1998 there were 60,000 different 
market segments, each targeted with a different version of the 
magazine or 'offer'. By 2005 the Tesco's Club Card programme 
had IO million active households, and sent out 4 million unique 
quarterly mailings. Tesco reaped the rewards after the introduc-
tion of the store card in the mid 1990s, moving from being 
number two to number one grocer in the UK. By the late 1990s 
there were 150 retailer card-based nationwide schemes in the UK, 
with some 40 million cards in circulation. 5 

Such schemes not only identify individuals via the information 
card holders supply, but use Geographical Information Systems 
(GIS) to combine a number of different sorts of area information, 
including census data, postcodes, electoral role information, credit 
data, information on court judgements respecting bad debts, 
details of motor vehicle ownership, lifestyle data, transactional 
data, geographical information, and so on. 6 This form of data 
profiling has also taken place in the USA, where credit card com-
panies and online traders hold vast amounts of information about 
individuals. Wiland Services, for example, maintains a database of 
about 1,000 different pieces of information on more than 215 
million individuals. Acxiom, which collects and sells data on con-
sumers to marketing agencies, has created InfoBase, which holds 
over 50 variables of information on individuals-age, income and 
real property data, education levels, occupation, height, weight, 
political affiliation, ethnicity, hobbies, and so on. 7 

Similarly, members of the public seem only too happy to pub-
licize information about themselves on commercial internet net-
working sites such as MySpace, Bebo, and Facebook, despite the 

5 Martin Evans, 'Food Retailing Loyalty Schemes and the Orwellian Millenium', British 
Food]oumal, IOI (1999), 132-47. 6 Ibid. 

7 Daniel]. Solove, 1he Digital Person: Technology and Privary in the InfarmationAge (London, 
2004), 3-4. 
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possibility that this information can be used by criminals to steal 
their identities. Thus a survey undertaken by Equifax, a credit 
rating agency, revealed that of those using social networking sites, 
87 per cent gave their full name, and 38 per cent their date of 
birth, on their profile. The same survey showed that 27 per cent 
of those using such sites place their education history online, and 
26 per cent do the same with their work history. Nearly a third 
of social networkers used no privacy or security settings on their 
personal sites.8 Equifax itself holds vast amounts of information 
on individuals supplied by consumers themselves, their creditors, 
or compiled by Equifax from other sources. The 'Personal 
Information' section of its credit files includes name, date of birth, 
and current and previous address. To this information it adds 
details of individual credit agreements, credit searches, county 
court judgements and decrees, bankruptcy proceedings, aliases, 
electoral role data, administration data, and other financial 
details. 9 In turn, Equifax is only one of the credit rating agencies 
currently active in the UK, and the British history of such agen-
cies goes back to the National Association of Trade Protection 
Societies (NA TPS) that coordinated the work of provincial trade 
protection organizations from 1866 onwards. These grew out of 
the increasing problems of fraud experienced by retailers in the 
burgeoning consumer society of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 10 

This type of information potentially enables commercial organ-
izations to develop intimate portraits of their customers. As an 
experiment two academics, Andrew Smith and Leigh Sparks, 
were given access to two years' worth (1998~2000) ofloyalty card 
data for a customer, dubbed by them 'Brenda', who used a loyalty 
card issued by a large British supermarket. Over a two-year 
period Brenda used the card on 243 different days, spending 
£2,263.25. She undertook 1,551 product purchase transactions, 
resulting in 1,667 items being purchased, and her mean spend was 
£9.31. She made very few purchases on a Sunday in the first year, 
although this became more frequent later, and Smith and Sparks 

8 Equifax Newsroom Website: 'Are Facebook Privacy Settings Good Enough?': 
<http:/ /www.cquifax.eo.uk/ About-us/Press_releases/2008/ ARE_FACEBOOK_ 
PRIVACY_SEITINGS_GOOD_ENOUGH.HTM>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

9 Equifax UK Website: <https://equifaxuk.custhelp.com/>, accessed 28Jan. 2008. 
to Margot C. Finn, 17ze Character ef Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740-1914 

(Cambridge, 2003), 291. 
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wondered if she was religious, or had other commitments. She 
bought savoury items, chocolate, and snacks, which led them to 
ask if she was 'a greedy and indulgent person', or just buying for 
others. She wore contact lenses, and used lip salves to ward off 
cold sores. She bought blemish concealer and Clearasil, so had 
spots, or was buying these for a family member so afflicted. From 
the size of her tights she was plainly a 'large woman', and she had 
long hair because of the hair grips and pony tail grip she pur-
chased, and so on. 11 The combination of probable facts about 
Brenda, and surmises about characteristics which she may, or 
may not, have had, indicates both the intrusive and problematic 
nature of this surveillance. 

Moreover, as David Lyon has argued, such data collection and 
profiling is a form of 'social sorting' that affects individuals 
through narrowing access to goods and services, and placing them 
in social categories that are seen as problematic. 12 Plainly, 'cost-
conscious', that is, poorer, customers will receive information 
about a narrower range of products from supermarkets, and if 
they live in a poor area their local shop may well stock fewer 
products as well. Questions may also be raised about their credit-
worthiness, whatever their actual credit history. Thus as long ago 
as 1992, the British Director General of Fair Trading noted the 
development of 'red-lining' in credit scoring agencies-where 
people lived had become a significant variable amongst others in 
their credit rating. The postcode in which people lived had been 
given a weighting according to the number of county court judge-
ments in that area. This, in turn, had been supplemented by 'geo-
demographic' information on type of housing, composition of 
households, age, occupations, and so on, drawn from the census. 13 

The collection of information by commercial organizations is not 
without consequence. 

11 Andrew Smith and Leigh Sparks, 'Making Tracks: Loyalty Cards as Consumer 
Surveillance', in Darach Turley and Stephen Brown (eds.), European Advances in Consumer 
Research (Valdosta, Ga., 2003), vi. 368;3. 

12 David Lyon (ed.), Surveillance as Social Sorting: Privacy, Risk, and Digi,tal Discrimination 
(Abingdon, 2003). 

13 Director General of Fair Trading, Credit Scoring: A Report (London, 1992). 
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III. British Opposition to Identity Cards 

This is a level of individual information coverage that is quite 
Orwellian in scope, but is hardly seen as such. The individuals so 
delineated receive special offers and a jaunty magazine, or the 
ability to buy 'on tick', rather than Big Brother's bullet in the 
neck. Members of the public seem quite happy to provide copious 
amounts of information to commercial organizations because they 
do not see problems, only advantages, in the transaction. If they 
want credit or special offers, or develop online networks of friends, 
they have to supply the necessary information. This stands in 
marked contrast to reactions to New Labour's recent proposed 
introduction of national identity cards under the 2006 Identity 
Card Act. The national identification regime to be introduced 
under this legislation comprised eight elements: 

the National Identity Register--a central population register 
containing a wide range of information on every UK citizen 
and resident aged 16 years and 3 months [younger children 
were not to be entered on the Register]; 
the National Identity Registration Number (NIRN). This 
number would become the 'key' for government and private 
sector organizations to access information on the register and, 
in certain circumstances, to share that information; 
biometrics-individuals were required to submit to fingerprint-
ing and 'other' means of physical identification, which might 
include electronic facial recognition, and signature and iris 
recognition; 
the actual identity card, generated from, and containing part 
of the information in, the Register; 
legal obligations to produce the card in order to obtain public 
seIV1ces; 
data profiling-the number and the card register was to be 
used by a variety of agencies and organizations both for access 
and disclosures, and in the future as a possible administrative 
base, bringing together all registration numbers (National 
Insurance, NHS number, etc.) used by a person; 
cross-notification-agencies would be required to notify each 
other of changes to a person's details. The Secretary of State 
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was authorized to disclose details from the register to other 
agencies without the consent of the individual; 
new crimes and penalties-new offences were to be created to 
ensure that people complied with the ID requirements. 14 

Although many people accepted this new system in principle, it 
also raised opposition in a manner totally absent from the intro-
duction of store cards. The opposition political parties were reso-
lutely opposed, the Conservative Party arguing that 'Labour's 
plan to introduce ID cards will cost billions of pounds but will not 
make us safer and could expose the public to an even greater risk 
of identity fraud'; 15 whilst the Liberal Democrats saw the cards 
as expensive, intrusive, and ineffective. 16 Liberty, the civil rights 
organization, also opposed ID cards on the grounds that they are 
discriminatory, costly, and an invasion of privacy. 17 The ID card 
proposals even led to the creation of a dedicated opposition cam-
paign, N02ID. 18 Some of this was perhaps political posturing--
the Conservative governments of the rggos certainly played with 
the idea of introducing an identification card system 19-but con-
cerns for civil liberties seem to reflect principled opposition. 

So how might one explain why ID cards have created so much 
hostility, whilst supermarket store cards have been accepted with 
alacrity? The key to explaining this lies, one might argue, in the 
mixed targets to be identified by the ID card, and the presence of 
biometric data. The government portrayed the ID system both in 
terms of providing services to the public, but also in identifying 
criminals and deviants. According to the Home Office Identity 
and Passport Service, the National Identity Scheme would: 

help protect cardholders against identity theft and fraud; 
provide a reliable way of checking the identity of people in 
positions of trust; 

14 London School of Economics, The Identity Prrject: An Assessment qf the UK Identity Cards 
Bill and its Implications (London, 2005), 24-5. 

15 The Conservative Party Website: <http:/ /www.conservatives.com/Campaigns/ 
ID_Cards_Labours_Bad_IDea.aspx>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

16 Liberal Democratic Party Website: <http:/ /www.libdems.org.uk/noidcards>, 
accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

17 Liberty Website: <http:/ /www.liberty-human-rights.org.uk/issues/3-privacy/31-id-
card/why-liberty-opposes-id-cards.shtml>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

18 N02ID Website: <http://www.no2id.net/>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 
19 Edward Higgs, The Information State in England: The Central Collection qf Information on 

Citizens, I5ocr-2000 (London, 2004), 184-5. 
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make travelling in Europe easier; 
provide a secure way of applying for financial products and 
making financial transactions, including those made over the 
internet; 
offer a secure and convenient way of proving your age; 
help to confirm your eligibility for public services and benefits-
and reduce fraud relating to these services and benefits; 
help in the prevention of organised crime and terrorism; 
help combat illegal working and reduce illegal immigration to 
the UK; 
allow the police more quickly to identify suspects and people 
they arrest. 20 

But where in this system did the citizen end and the deviant 
begin? To answer this question one needs to examine the long 
and complex history of state identification in the UK, and of the 
broader identification of the deviant body stretching back into the 
classical period. 

In the uses of the new British identity card outlined above by 
the British Home Office, one can identify three sorts of personal-
ity that identification was intended to address: 

r. the legal person who can own and alienate property, and 
enter into market transactions; 

2. the citizen, or at least the person with a right to claim state 
welfare benefits; 

3. the deviant criminal or alien who is to be the subject of 
control. 

None of these personalities are, of course, natural; they are the 
product of social conventions, since civil and administrative law 
does not exist in a state of brute nature. The legal person and the 
citizen are constituted as personalities by social practices embed-
ded in social interactions. One is a legal person because one can 
go to court to defend one's rights to property, and one is a citizen 
because one can make claims that the state recognizes as binding 
upon it. The legal person and the citizen do not even need to have 
a body, since the dead can bequeath property via wills, or pass on 

20 Home Office Identity and Passport Service Website: <http:/ /www.ips.gov.uk/ 
identity /benefits-glance.asp>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 
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pension rights. However, if people do not undertake these activi-
ties-claiming property or welfare rights-the state, at least in 
classical liberal theory, is not interested in them. The criminal and 
the alien are treated as if they do not have some of these rights, or 
cannot make these claims. As deviants, they are, moreover, always 
in the state's purview. Moreover, whilst the citizen has usually 
been identified by records and the community, the deviant has 
been identified through the body. 

IV. Identifying the Citizen 

The use of documentation and the community for the identifica-
tion of the 'respectable' or 'deserving' citizenry has had a long 
history in England. Michael Clanchy has argued, for example, 
that by the second half of the thirteenth century it was imprudent 
for anyone in England to wander far from his or her own village 
without some form of identification in writing, both for themselves 
and for anything in their possession. 21 In the medieval period, 
both the frankpledge system, which grouped neighbours into 
pledging groups for legal purposes, and the coroner's inquest, 
which used neighbours to identify the dead, relied upon the com-
munity for identification.22 Similarly, under the Tudor and Stuart 
Poor Laws, welfare claimants had to depend on recognition by 
the local community for access to relief. Indeed, the Poor Law 
assumed that everyone was, or ought to be, a known member of 
a parish. Proving a settlement for Poor Law purposes depended 
on the personal knowledge of the local overseers of the poor, or 
the ability to produce documentation, such as a baptismal entry 
in a parish register, or a certificate from magistrates in another 
parish indicating that one had a settlement there. 23 

With the elaboration of a central welfare state from the 
Edwardian period onwards two main techniques were used for 

21 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England !066-1307 (Oxford, 1993), 
49· 

22 Douglas A. Crowley, 'The Later History of Frankpledge', Bulletin ef the Institute ef 
Historical Research, 48 (1975), 1-16; Roy Frank Hunnisett, The Medieval Coroner (Cambridge, 
1961), w-21. 

23 Steve Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics ef Poor Relief in Rural England, c.1550-1750 
(Oxford, 2004), 258-60, 398; id., 'Technologies ofldentification under the Old Poor Law', 
Local Historian, 36 (2006), 231-2; Keith D. M. Snell, 'Settlement, Poor Law, and the Rural 
Historian: New Approaches and Opportunities', Rural History, 3 (1992), 1451 2. 
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identifying welfare claimants and citizens, namely, the 'recom-
mender system' and the cross-checking of documents. The former 
involved some person with official status in the local community 
countersigning the application forms of claimants to vouch for 
their identity and the information they supplied. 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 either a minister of religion, a magistrate, a physician 
or surgeon, an officer of HM services, a secretary of a friendly 
society, a postmaster or mistress, a police officer, a civil servant 
earning more than £200 a year, a solicitor, a bank manager, an 
accountant, a head teacher, or a chief area officer of the Ministry 
of Pensions. 24 At the same date a similar range of local worthies 
were expected to countersign passport applications, and to sign 
the back of photographs forwarded with the applications to the 
Foreign Office. 25 

The cross-referencing of official documents was also introduced 
at an early stage in this nascent welfare state. By 1912 census 
records from the mid nineteenth century held at the Public Record 
Office were being used to check the age of old age pension appli-
cants who had been born before the introduction of compulsory 
birth registration in 1874. 26 Similarly, when applying under 
the Widows', Orphans' and Old Age Contributory Pensions 
(Voluntary Contributors) Act of 1937, applicants had to give proof 
of age-a birth or baptism certificate, or, in their absence, a mar-
riage certificate, an insurance policy, a certificate of military service, 
apprenticeship papers, a naturalization paper, a vaccination paper, 
or a certificate of admission to a trade union or friendly society. 27 

However, what the British state did not develop was a general 
national registration and identity card system to identify citizens 
as citizens, rather than on an ad hoe basis as welfare claimants. 
This appears to have represented a belief that liberty was freedom 
from the state, rather than freedom through the state, as it might 

24 The National Archives, London (hereafter TNA) PIN15/2594 Identification of 
Pensioners 1929-39. 

25 TNA F0612h34 Correspondence re. What Constitutes 'Personal Knowledge', etc. 
1924-37. 

26 TNA T1h1491 London County Local Pension Committee. Verification of Ages of 
Claimants to Old Age Pensions by Making Available for Public Examination of Records, 
Primarily Census Enumeration Books, at the Public Record Office 1912. 

27 TNA PIN900/2 Forms and Records: National Insurance Pensions 1939-1963. 
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be understood on the Continent.28 The Englishman's liberties, 
forged in the Civil Wars of the seventeenth century, were freedom 
from absolute monarchy, and from the imposition of a state reli-
gion. He, and later she, had the right to be left alone, if he or she 
did not become a physical burden on the state. The classical 
liberal notion of the citizen was the individual who had internal-
ized the forms of personal behaviour that made up the 'rule of 
freedom', and could be left alone to get on with their life, rather 
than a person who needed constant surveillance or control. 29 

Consequently, national registration systems and identity cards 
were only introduced at times of emergency, and abandoned 
when those exceptional circumstances had passed. 

During the First World War, for example, it was recognized 
that the conflict with Germany could only be won if the entire 
human resources of the nation could be mobilized.30 A series of 
official reports called for the establishment of a system that would 
facilitate military conscription but also enable the claims of indus-
try and agriculture to be taken into account.31 Under the resulting 
1915 National Registration Act, the General Register Office 
(GRO) became the central military registration authority for the 
country, with the metropolitan and municipal boroughs, and 
urban and rural district councils, acting as its local agents. The 
Act also authorized the creation of a register of all men and 
women aged 15 to 65 who were not members of the armed forces, 
or resident in certain institutions-prisons, lunatic asylums, poor 
law hospitals, and so on. Registration forms, asking for the 
required data on each relevant member of the public, were sent 
to the local registration authorities by the GRO. When these had 
been completed and returned, registered citizens were issued with 
a certificate that they had to sign and keep in their possession. 
Individuals were also required to notify the local authorities of 

28 Bryan S. Turner, 'Outline of a Theory of Citizenship', in id. and Peter Hamilton 
(eds.), Citizenship: Critical Concepts (London, 1994), i. 199-226. 

29 Patrick Joyce, 1he Rule ef Freedom: liberalism and the Modern Ci!)I (London, 2003). 
30 Paul Guinn, British Strategy and Politics 1914 to 1918 (Oxford, 1965), 85, 179-8o;Jay M. 

Winter, 1he Great War and the British People (London, 1986), 25-48; David French, British 
Strategy and War Aims 1914-1916 (London, 1986), u6-31; Keith Grieves, 1he Politics ef 
Manpower, 19r4-19 (Manchester, 1988), 19-24. 

31 TNA RG 28/8 1915 National Registration (Jackson) Committee: Minutes; First and 
Second Interim Reports: First Interim Report (6 Aug. 1915), 2; TNA RG 28/9 1915 
National Register (Landsdowne) Committee: Minutes, Reports and Papers: Interim Report 
(3 Sept. 1915), 2. 
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changes of address, and were then issued with new, corrected cer-
tificates, which were a form of identification document. 32 

The overall success of these administrative arrangements 
encouraged T. H. C. Stevenson, the GRO's then superintendent 
of statistics, to suggest in 1916 that the national registration system 
should be continued after the war. 33 He envisaged this leading to 
the issuing of a single document that would be a general means of 
identification to replace all the official documents issued by various 
government departments-an identity card in all but name. As a 
result of Stevenson's musings, and with the active support of the 
Registrar General, Sir Bernard Mallet, a Committee on National 
Registration was set up in May 1917 by the President of the Local 
Government Board (LGB). The original members of the commit-
tee included Hayes Fisher, Parliamentary Secretary to the 
President of the LGB; Mallet; Horace Monro, Permanent 
Secretary at the LGB; Seebohm Rowntree, the Liberal social 
reformer; Stevenson; Sylvanus Vivian from the National Insurance 
Commission; and Beatrice Webb, the Fabian socialist activist. 34 

The Committee was thus an amalgam of senior civil servants and 
left-leaning social scientists. 

The Committee reported inJuly 1918, and advocated the con-
tinuation of the national register to facilitate: 

the improved registration of births, marriages and deaths; 
increased accuracy of the census; 
better administration of poor law charge ability; 
allowing the estimation of the population of districts for medical 
purposes; 
tracing those with communicable diseases; 
providing against 'overlap, neglect or fraud' with respect to all 
the differing bodies responsible for public assistance and war 
pensions-boards of guardians, local health authorities, 
National Insurance Committee, local education authorities, 
local war pensions committees, employment exchanges, etc.; 

32 Jon Agar, 'Modern Horrors: British Identity and Identity Cards', in Jane Caplan 
and John Torpey (eds.), Documenting Individual Identity: 17te Development of State Practices in the 
Modem World (Princeton, 2001), w1-20 at w3-6. 

33 TNA RG 28/3 National Register 1915-19. Vol. III. Committee on National 
Registration 1917-18: Pt. I Correspondence. 

34 TNA RG 28/3: letter from B. B. Cubitt of 2July 1917-
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enforcing school attendance; 
and facilitating registration for military service. 35 

These recommendations reveal the potential intertwining of 
positive rights, obligations, and state surveillance of the individual, 
which can also be found in the 2006 Identity Card Act. In prac-
tice, however, there appears to have been little chance of the 
National Registration Committee's proposals leading to any polit-
ical or administrative action. This was partly due to the cost to 
local authorities, 36 but the main stumbling block was the per-
ceived limits of the extent to which the central state should 
monitor citizens. An internal GRO memorandum advocated the 
postponement of the introduction of the scheme because of public 
hostility to 'Prussianism'.37 During the financial stringencies of the 
1920s the subject of national registration simply vanished from 
view, as with most of the state controls of the war period. 38 

The events leading up to the Second World War, and the 
threat of another European conflict, reactivated interest in the 
subject of internal passports. A plan for the enumeration that was 
to be the basis of the register was drafted in 1936 and an experi-
ment in one county was proposed to find out how much work 
would be involved. The National Service (Armed Forces) Act was 
passed on the same day that war was declared on Germany in 
September 1939, and gave authority to issue royal proclamations 
imposing a liability for service with the armed forces on men 
between the ages of 18 and 41. The enumeration machinery was 
activated for the compilation of a national register by the end of 
that month, and in 1941 a little over 7 million men had been reg-
istered. As in the First World War, the register was used to issue 
identity cards; for rationing purposes; and for the deployment of 
labour in the military and other essential services. 39 

35 TNA RG 28/6 Report of the Sub-Committee Appointed to Consider a System of 
General Registration ... , 3-8. 

36 TNA RG 28/3 Letter from Sir Robert Morant to Sir Bernard Mallet, dated 12July 
1919. 

37 TNA RG 28/7 Committee on National Registration 1917, and 'Suggestions for the 
Reorganization of the Registration Service', undated, unsigned memorandum. 

38 Philip Harling, The Modern British State: An Historical Introduction (Cambridge, 2001), 142. 
39 TNA RG 26/6 National Register 1939: Preparation in the Event of War ... 1938-41; 
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The onset of the Cold War, and the continuation of the state 
direction of the economy, meant that national registration was 
not abolished after the defeat of Germany in 1945. According to 
a cabinet memorandum drawn up in 1951, national registration 
was being used at that date for organizing National Service in the 
forces, NHS registration, food rationing, and the investigation of 
crime.40 The maintenance of such a system for the enforcement 
of national obligations upon vast numbers of citizens during 
'peacetime' was, and is, unique in British history. However, 
despite its usefulness, and against the wishes of the security serv-
ices and police, national registration and the issuing of identity 
cards was wound up in 1952.41 This again was partly on the 
grounds of expense, but the carrying of identity cards, and the 
need to register changes of address, were also associated with the 
austerity controls of the post-war Labour governments which had 
come to be widely regarded as unnecessary and oppressive.42 

Conservative and Liberal peers objected strenuously in Parliament 
to what they saw as 'Socialist card-indexing'.43 Even the Bench 
was turning against the need for citizens to produce identity cards 
for the police in petty disputes, a practice Lord Goddard 
described as 'wholly unreasonable' in a legal judgement in 1951. 
He felt that this undermined law and order, since 'such action 
tends to make the people resentful of the acts of the police and 
induces them to obstruct the police instead of to assist them'. 44 

V. Identif.ying the Deviant 

While the citizen in England was being identified by the commu-
nity or piecemeal documentation, and usually only when calling 
on the state for welfare benefits, the deviant, or non-citizen, was 
traditionally identified through the body. This identification was 
increasingly being made permanent through the development of 
centralized criminal databases. In the early modern period the 
older, physical hue and cry after criminals had been replaced by 
warrants of hue and cry to be circulated amongst law enforcement 

40 Agar, 'Modern Horrors', 106-II. 41 Ibid. 
42 TNA RG 28/201 Discontinuance of the National Registration Act, 1939: Proceedings 

in Parliament. 
43 Ibid. 44 Agar, 'Modern Horrors', IIO-II. 
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officers. The written warrant, designed to be passed from official 
hand to hand, necessitated the introduction of the prose descrip-
tion of the wanted person. By the late eighteenth century, the cir-
culating warrant of hue and cry seems to have been in decline,45 

and gradually gave way to the more general use of the newspaper 
and the printed handbill as a means of identifying the criminal. 

John Fielding, the blind London magistrate and brother of 
Henry Fielding, took the logical step of bringing the descriptions 
of wanted criminals together into a single publication, which 
could be circulated to justices throughout the country. In 1771, he 
began publishing the Qy,arter!J! Pursuit and the Week[y or Extraordinary 
Pursuit, which later became the Hue and Cry. Fielding was in cor-
respondence with magistrates all over London and the provinces 
and asked them to send him details of criminals at large. He col-
lated these and sent the results to the magistrates on a weekly and 
quarterly basis. The information collected on criminals was to 
include 'an exact description of their persons'.46 The general 
public also began using newspapers for circulating descriptions of 
suspected criminals. This reflected the rapid spread of printing in 
the provinces, as well as improvements in postal services, coaching 
and carrying services, and the road network itsel( Associations for 
the prosecution of felons were set up, and subscribers could use 
them to place adverts and make rewards. 47 

These practices were supplemented by the marking of the 
body, which has always been associated in the classical and 
Christian worlds with slavery or criminality.48 Marking the body 
implied deviant status, as in the case of those migrant poor under 
the Old Poor Law who refused, or were unable, to settle down to 
stable life in a parish. Such 'vagabonds' were early targets for 
bodily forms of identification. A labour statute of 1361 declared 
that fugitives were to be branded on the forehead with an 'F' for 
their 'falsity'. The Vagrancy Act of 154 7 said that vagrants should 
be branded with a 'V' on their breast. Ear-boring was introduced 
in 1572, when a statute was passed requiring all vagabonds to be 

45 John Styles, 'Print and Policing: Crime Advertising in Eighteenth-Century England', 
in Douglas Hay and Francis Snyder (eds.), Policing and Prosecution in Britain 1750-1850 
(Oxford, 1985), 55-112, at 83. 
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194 EDWARD HIGGS 

'grievously whipped and burned through the gristle of the right 
ear with a hot iron'. By an Act of 1604 incorrigible rogues were to 
be 'branded in the left shoulder with a hot burning iron of the 
breadth of an English shilling with a great Roman "R" upon the 
iron'.49 Branding was also applied to criminals. At the Old Bailey 
those convicts who successfully pleaded benefit of clergy, and 
those found guilty of manslaughter instead of murder, were 
branded on the thumb ('T' for a thief, 'F' for a felon, or 'M' for 
murderer), in order to prevent them benefiting from the process 
again.50 

These forms of physical identification were ad hoe, and dis-
persed in newspapers, or on the bodies of the deviant. From the 
late nineteenth century, however, the British state developed new 
forms of identification that were held in centralized information 
systems. Policing in the Victorian period was taken out of the 
hands of local village constables and became the responsibility of 
the large, organized police forces seen today. Given the scale of 
the areas covered by such forces (the whole of London in the case 
of the Metropolitan Police), local, communal knowledge could no 
longer be relied upon for the purposes of identification. 'Moral 
panics' in the 1860s, such as the London 'garrotting scare' of 1862, 
and general concern over crime rates, led to the passing of the 
Habitual Criminals Act in 1869. This set up a Habitual Criminals 
Register at the Metropolitan Police headquarters at Scotland 
Yard to record all persons convicted of crime in England. If they 
re-off ended they could be placed under police supervision, in 
addition to any other sentence passed on them. A series of alpha-
betical registers of habitual criminals were produced giving names, 
'distinctive marks' (mainly tattoos), and descriptions.51 

Subsequently, the need to supervise habitual criminals in 
London led to the creation of a separate Convict Supervision 
Office by the Metropolitan Police in 1880, with which the 
Habitual Criminals Register is often confused. Visiting officers 

49 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men: The Vagranry Problem in England 1560---1640 (London, 1985), 
159-60. 

50 The Old Bailey Online Website: <http:/ /www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/ 
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verified the addresses and workplaces of those being supervised, 
and by 1886 its records covered 32,000 ex-convicts. The Office 
acted as a deterrent to re-offending but was also seen as leading 
to the 'reformation, or restoration to honest labour, of old offend-
ers, thereby preventing fresh crime'. This bureau gradually 
expanded its remit as the movement of criminals into and out of 
London led to the compilation of records on men and women 
from across the whole country. The Supervision Office also com-
piled books of distinctive marks and descriptions of convicts, and 
kept albums of convict photographs, but its small permanent staff 
could not keep pace with the work required. 52 

Following the publication in 1894 of the report of a Home 
Office committee of inquiry into the best means for identifying 
habitual criminals, the Habitual Criminals Registry was amalga-
mated with a new anthropometric registry also being set up as a 
result of the committee's enquiries. The anthropometric registry 
was based on the system of identification invented by the chief of 
the police identification service in Paris, Alphonse Bertillon. The 
Bertillon system entailed photographing a subject looking directly 
at a camera, and then in profile, with the camera centred upon 
the right ear. Besides the two photographs, the subject's height 
was recorded, together with the length of one foot, an arm, and 
an index finger. This information was then archived as a code, 
and was seen as an infallible means of identifying the body. 53 

However, not all ofBertillon's contemporaries were convinced 
of the accuracy of his scheme of measurement. Sir Francis Galton, 
the British father of eugenics and modern statistics, was critical 
of Bertillon's system. Instead, Galton was an enthusiast for 
fingerprinting, which he advocated in his book Finger Prints, pub-
lished in 1892.54 Fingerprints had been scientifically described in 

52 Report of a Committee Appointed by the Secretary of State to Inquire into the Best Means Available 
for Identifying Habitual Criminals ... , 217, 226; TNA H0144/J84/ A45507, pp. 8-17; TNA 
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Office. 
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seventeenth-century Europe, and first classified in 1823 by the 
Czech anatomist Jan Evangelista Purkinje. However, the first 
extensive use of such prints for official identification was made by 
the British Raj in Victorian India. A colonial civil servant, Sir 
William Herschel, began to use fingerprints or palm prints to 
identify Indians in Bengal in the mid nineteenth century for the 
purpose of ensuring that native contracts could be made binding. 
Subsequently, Sir Edward Henry collected fingerprints as a means 
of identifying criminals while Inspector General of the Bengal 
Police at the end of the century. He also invented a practical way 
of classifying them for easy access, or at least took the credit for 
the work of his Indian subordinates in doing so. The British 
favoured such methods because they claimed that all 'natives' 
looked the same to the Western eye. Fingerprinting and the belief 
in the inevitable inferiority of the 'lower' races and classes were 
thus inextricably intertwined.55 The link between criminality and 
biometrics has been still further underlined for the British public 
by development in England and Wales of the world's largest crim-
inal DNA database, containing information on over 4 million 
individuals. 56 

This association between biometrics and criminality has meant 
that the British state has never attempted, until the passage of the 
2006 Identity Card Act, to identify citizens via their bodies. The 
only serious suggestion that this should be done was in 1919, when 
the Treasury sent out a circular letter to departments asking what 
they did about identifying pensioners, and how they would feel 
about the use of fingerprinting for this purpose.57 The Ministry 
of Pensions was opposed to the proposal on the grounds that the 
link between fingerprints and criminality meant that any attempt 
to fingerprint ordinary citizens would lead to public opposition. 
The War Office was similarly adamant that 'they could not agree 
to finger-prints of soldiers being taken during their service'. 58 This 
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reluctance to identify the citizen through the body also explains 
why the normal British identity card of the Second World War 
did not contain a photograph. 59 

VI. Conclusion 

The conclusion to be drawn from this analysis is that for the 
British, at least in the field of identification, there is no easy trans-
lation of the concept of the citizen into that of the consumer. 
Ultimately this is because the state can call upon citizens to do 
things they may not want to do, even to the extent of sacrificing 
their lives in war. The form of identification which supports this 
final sacrifice, the ID card, is seen as only to be used at times of 
total war. For the rest of the time the citizen wants to be left alone. 
The loyalty card of the consumer is seen as voluntary, and there-
fore as part of the realm of liberty, however misguided this may 
be in practice. Also, a difference between the modem ID card and 
the loyalty card is that the former is to carry biometrics. Contrary 
to New Labour's hopes, biometrics and identification through the 
body linked the ID card not to the consumer, but to the deviant 
and the criminal. 

Both the prosecution of war, and the punishment of the crim-
inal, are examples of that defining characteristic of the state, the 
claim to the monopoly of violence in society. This is why the rela-
tionship of the individual to the state is not the same as his or her 
relationship to the market. 

59 Sir Sylvanus Vivian, History of National Registration (London, 1951), 283-5. 




