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Vincent Denis has produced an engaging and highly topical history of identification in early modern France. After all, the issue of passports, visas, and the sans-papiers remains at the center of an ongoing and highly controversial debate in the European Union about measures to reduce Europe’s swelling number of illegal immigrants. In a sense, Denis has laid out the historical background to the discussion by tracing the growth of personal identification systems from the death of Louis XIV to the fall of Napoleon. It turns out that France has been dealing with the problem of sans-papiers for around three-hundred years, although the ‘foreign’ population under surveillance has changed considerably. 


The story that Denis tells is that French monarchy, the First Republic, and the First Empire became increasingly concerned with identifying and tracking individuals on French soil. Focusing on archives in Besançon, Bordeaux, Clermont-Ferrand, and Paris, Denis uncovers an abundance of material on the multiplicity of forms of identification used in the eighteenth century: passports, merchant papers, identification cards, military cards, certificats de vie et moeurs and aveux for the poor, begging certificates, livrets for journeyman artisans, billets de santé for persons of sound health who survived pandemics, cartes civique, cartes de sûreté, and certificats de civisme during the Revolution, and civic registry books for travelers or individuals who relocated to new cities. Taken as a whole, Denis argues, these multiple forms of identification reveal a newfound, secular concern for individuating members of society and monitoring their travels and whereabouts. Denis terms this process ‘savoir de l’État.’ This impulse to track and identify even extended to the morgue, where Denis shows that police investigators employed new tactics to identify anonymous corpses. He also argues that the numbering of houses in Paris from the 1760s onward—i.e. addresses—created another level of identification by associating individuals with particular buildings. 


Denis is at his best when he shows how stricter identification laws created new social categories—the sans-papiers—and new forms of differentiation—nationals and foreigners, for example. Prisons, bureaucratic offices, and dépôts de mendicité of the late eighteenth century swelled with vagabonds and ‘foreigners’ whose papers were not en règle, yet who, a century earlier, might have circulated in France with greater freedom. Denis is careful to note, however, that the ‘foreigners’ mentioned in the archives generally referred to Frenchmen from neighboring provinces, not illegal immigrants from other countries. Still, the trend throughout the entire period seems to have been toward greater xenophobia and mistrust of individuals who wandered out of their ‘proper’ locales. Denis is also insightful when investigating the links between nationalism and identification during the Revolution. When the revolutionary government made passports mandatory in 1792, it clarified the once-blurry rules about national citizenship in France—a not insignificant issue in border regions and maritime ports. The concept of ‘Frenchmen’ and ‘French citizen’ hardened during the bureaucratic reshuffling and safety concerns of the 1790s. 


However, the author’s overall argumentation could have benefited from greater dialogue with theoretical sources. Although, Foucault’s Surveiller et punir is referenced, the reader is quite surprised to see that Foucault’s ‘Governmentality’ lectures are never discussed. This oversight is regrettable since Foucault’s theory—the notion that governments in the early modern period became obsessed with surveying, cataloguing, and controlling their populations through different institutions—seems very well suited for Denis’ purposes. Integrating the work of Foucault and other scholars of governmentality could have helped Denis better explain this urge to identify. The author never really tells us why this administrative prise de conscience came about, although he certainly succeeds in tracking its formation. Moreover, the author might have linked identification to the advent of rights and personal liberty in the French Revolution. Did the concept of personal identity help bring about the concept of personal rights? Denis never characterizes this savoir de l’État in sinister and invasive terms, as Foucault did, yet he barely indicates how the advent of identification affected personal liberty, privacy, and concepts of the self. 

Finally, and related to the last point, I think the author could have delved a bit further into the philosophical question of the self. Did the passport and other forms of identification aid the formation of self-consciousness that historians have often traced back to early modernity? The author might have nuanced his argument by relating his material to Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self and Jan Goldstein’s The Post-Revolutionary Self, for instance

The philosophical and theoretical shortcomings of the books, however, should not detract from what is, fundamentally, a successful attempt to analyze the complex history of personal identification in France. 
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