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ABSTRACT

In the modern world, IDs are indispensable objeettjout which we cannot prove
that we are who we say we are. We need materiataoimtion that attests to the
authenticity of our self-identification. This paper an account of an ethnographic
experience about IDs and identification processeshe US, based on the
examination of two events in which Eliot Spitzdre tNew York State governor from
January 2007 to March 2008, was a central figureomparison with the Brazilian
scenariois present throughout the paper, and it ends bysiog on the ID theft
phenomenon.
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As we all know, fieldwork does not begin in a chogéace or at a particular
moment; it takes place within us, when we mobitizepecific sensibility— that
“leweler’s eye”, as Fischer (2009) would term itdAily event becomes a native
expression, revealing that ethnography is not éef@ccording to the means of
communication, but rather by the purpose to whithdbservation is submitted.

When | thought | could leave for the United Statethe end of 2007, | received
an email from the officer of the Institute of Sdaad Economic Research, Columbia
University, to which | would be affiliated for tHellowing six months, in which she
apologized for asking me for another document topete all the necessary
paperwork. She explained to me that Columbia hpdra¢ed (“un-attachédwvas her
term)all personal information from the respective sosedurity numbers,. So, as a
way of “matching” a person to his/her documents, ltiternational Office then
required a copy of my passport with the applicatiims new regulation had just
come out to her.

This was truly the beginning of my fieldwork aba@acuments and processes of
identification in the US. Sufficiently familiarizedith the country’s immigration
bureaucracy after many years of to-ing and fro-thp, simple email revealed new,
relevant dimensions | was not aware-efl was dealing with an “ethnographic fact”
even before arriving in the “field”. After all, idéfication procedures change, they
are dynamic, despite the invariable and immutab&acter with which we tend to
view them. This was a singular change since a passpfait more complex in
semiotic terms than a social security card. A pagspcludes name, photo, number,
filiation, birth date, signature, issue date in teentry of origin, and the American
visa. On the contrary, the social security numakhough part of a national database,
is simply a card with a name and a number (sinidldhe Brazilian CPF).

My interest in processes of identification begathie 1980s, in the context of a
research on the impact of the governmental “progvadebureaucratization” of the

2 This image was published in th#artford Courantfrom Connecticut, October 30, 2001,
then copied from the site www.UnReallD.com (Febyuzr2009). It is based on the painting,
American Gothic, by Grant Wood.



time in small towns (Peirano 1986). A second pleagmnded it to the universe of
official papers in Brazil, in which | tried to urval the semantics of ID documents
and the role of redundancy in these objects (PeiZ®96). This was when | realized
that some aspects of the American case were i sieatrast to those in BraZil.

In the absence of a national ID card in the USdtineer’s license fully takes on
this role— but this is a state-issued ID and not compulsaitiijpugh one can apply
for a non-driver’s licenséAs in Brazil, the birth certificate serves as thigin of all
other papers, among which is the social securitgbar. But this number, contrary to
our CPF, which we make public all the time, musképt secret, given the danger of
fraud and “ID theft” (more on this below). Compatedrazilians, Americans are
born, live and die with few documentgrfter the World Trade Center terrorist attack,
new legislation established that, by 2013, a sortational ID known as the Real ID
will be mandatory for several activities, such aatding a plane, entering federal
buildings, crossing particular borders. But thigiséation faces great reaction from
the states that should implement them, and fronptpailation who retort to it in the
name of civil rights and liberties. So, while inail, we complain of the excesses of
bureaucracy and of the oppression of IDS” redungandhe US, the configuration
of existing documents indicates the opposite pbhel if the social security number
is the main identification of a person, kept inreé@and protected from foreign eyes,
this is the context in which the values of the “raodfact”, with its emphasis on
numbers as neutral and apolitical, have caughh @xémplary term$.

Latour (2007: 204-13) indicates that IDs are kinflplug-ins.Using computer
terminology and analogy, IDs are like softw#rat allow us to see an image, listen to
music, watch a DVD. They make visible what was yigtial and help eliminate the
local/global dichotomy. They could be callgabjectifiers, personnalizersy

% In Brazil, Oliven (2001) and DaMatta (2002) alsecidled to look at IDs as a subject of
investigation, the first in the context of the cu#tl value of money in the US, and the second,
as the invisible hand of the State in Brazil. Izdimentation is a topic seldom encountered in
the American or European social scientific literafuexcept among historians (Davis 1983,
Fraenkel 1992, Torpey 2000). However, during th& ldecade, the number of studies
increased considerably (Caplan e Torpey 2001, Efjett 2002, Fraenkel 2002, Groebner
2007).

* Oliven (2001) recounts his experience in the USvben 1993 and 1995, and considers that
three papers are indispensable in the Americanegonthe driver's license, the credit card,
and the social security number. The first has timeetion of a national ID card, the second is
proof of credit, and the third corresponds to daomal database of all citizens. The three
represent mobility, consumerism and rights, re$pelgt

® There is no generic term in the US for our “docaoto& A “photo ID” is used for a
document with a photo, which implies that anrfiay not have a photo.

® Isn't simplification what all modern nation-statesk for (Scott 1998)? And isn’t the
number the simplest of the mechanisms of identifica(Poovey 1998)? Cf. Scott et al.
(2002: 27): “Bureaucratically speaking, the simplsgstem of identification is the serial
number.Anything else is second best. Given half a chaadejinistrators are drawn to the
arithmetic beauty of a potentially endless seriesamsecutive numbers. It eliminates, at a
stroke, all the ambiguity and discretion which plagany [other] system.” But, as we are
about to see, this elimination is illusory.



individualisers but he prefers the more neutral ternphfg-ins’ My general
orientation follows a somewhat different pathsibiecause | believe that form and
content are inseparable, there is no impartialfrabar meaningless technology; they
always belong to cosmologi@&his is the challenge of this essay, and, with thi
objective in mind, | examine two events in whichoEBpitzer, the governor of the
state of New York during the period January 200M#&wch 2008, was a central
figure. Considered one of the most brilliant poléans of his generation, in two
crucial moments his career was shattered by evleatt$iad their subtext in
identification processes. First, however, | willkea brief digression to say
something about the place of ethnography in conteamg anthropological research.

Ethnography today

Nowadays, ethnography has been receiving reneviekst in a context in which
anthropology has apparently lost its appeal. Irctr@ers of intellectual production,
ethnography preempts the idea of an anthropoldglyldenounced by “incorrect”
power relations between researchers and nativashwiere the hallmark of its
beginnings. In the former research sites too, ejtaphy is also now adopted while
anthropology remains impure, thus eliminating treahweight due to having had
their population scrutinized by western ethnolagi8ut, more often than not, it is its
methodological aspects that are considered propeect and untainted regarding
the anthropological past and, so, it is exporteotier areas of investigation, such as
sociology, history, human geography, philosophy.

A sui generis phenomenon occursat the same time that the “Traditional
Model of Ethnography” is under attack in the emtaémfigure of Malinowski, it is
his own invention, fieldwork and/or ethnographyatthre now being established as
the great legacy of anthropology. But emphasishemtethod— be it in its critique
or renewed versiof- leaves aside precisely the great lesson Malinoleskus, i.e.,
that it is not possible to separate the ethnogcapéispective from its implicit
theoretical dimension. Malinowski was adamant ireleing for thelrobriand

" Latour (2007: 208) on documents: “If you doubt thkility of those humble paper
techniques to generatgiasi-subjectstry living in a large European city as an ‘undowanted
alien’ or extricating yourself out of the FBI's grbecause of a misspelling of your name”.
Plug-inshelp to eliminate the local/global dichotomy as mas the action/system repertoire.
8 See Tambiah (1985, Chap. 4) for the relation betw&tructural form and cultural content.
See Daniel (1996) for a brilliant analysis in whitie consequences of the adoption of
universal systems of measures and conceptionsstdrjiplay a fundamental role in the tea
plantations of Sri Lanka. As | write this essaylfeeary 2009) | see the implications of the
present financial crisis and the breaches in theraan identification processes, whether for
access to mortgages, obtaining a job, or acquisirftpuse. But this is a topic for another
paper.

® The launching oEthnographyin 2000, a journal published by Sage, isiratication of this
new interdisciplinary tendency (see http://eth.gafpecom ); another is the international
meetingscalled Ethnografeastsin the last decade, meetings were held in Beykebaris,
Lisbon and Taipei. The next one will be in VenioeAugust 2009, under the title “Practice,
Politics and Ethics in Ethnographic Research”.



theoriesof magic, language, myths etc., which would evditire translated into a
native cosmology populated by common men, witcblegefs, canoes, bracelets,
rocks, magic spells, all of them moving on the #igag in the air and anchoring on
earth. Ethnographic description with theoreticabdimns contrasted with
sociological analysis, which Malinowski consideredbsidiary, because, for him,
sociology— as “the view from outside> dismissed the search for the “native’s
point of view,” which was the hallmark of anthropgy*°

It is this ethnographic perspective of finding @isof evidence in the sayings,
facts and behavior (which eventually lead us tosnlogy) that | see as the very
theory in action. A theoretical reference doesamy inform a field research, but is
ethnography’s inseparable companion, by which bratfisform and improve
themselves, creating new “ethnographic facts” (EvRritchard’s expression). The
moment we turn the investigation to our own wowe, should register a multiplicity
of microevents everywhere, always attut@dreat and small surprises. It is in this
context that a newspaper became an exceptionarfive@nt” in my researcithe
New York Timed.could then combine, contextualize and confemées in my daily
life in New York— in the conversations | had in the university, intme spent
shopping in supermarkets, in ads in the subwapfarmal academic meetings, in
the details of students’ lives, in comments | heardoffee shops and, not least, in
the email messages from the university officersrastor new documentation.

The first Spitzer's controversy: IDs for immigrants

Due to the daily reading dthe New York Timesa Internet, when, on March
2008, Eliot Spitzer shocked New Yorkers with his suddesignation as governor of
the statehis name and a bit of his career were not tothignge to me: in late 2007,
the young, brilliant, faultless Democrat governbthe state issued an executive
order directing state offices to allow illegal ingrants to be issued driver’s licenses,
effective as of December 2007. Applicants for drsvécenses would not be required
to prove legal immigration status and would bevald to present a foreign passport
as identification. Proof of residence would alsadéguired. The door was opened to
make illegal immigrants, legal. Without a natioHalcard, the driver’s license is in
fact its substitute.

Spitzer’s executive order stressed other aspectsstate with more than
500,000 foreigners, Spitzer said that the new paliould help all New Yorkers by
improving traffic safety— unlicensed drivers are nearly five times as likelye in
fatal car crashes compared to licensed drivershdsame time, by allowing an
immigrant a driver’s license, this would bring hanher out of the shadows,
indirectly helping the country’s security. Proofrekidence would prevent a flood of

19 See Leach (1957:120) for a reference to Malinowaska “fanatical theoretical empiricist”;
Tambiah (1985, Chaps. 1 and 8 ) for a reanalysthefTrobriand cosmology; Fischer (2009)
for the “Traditional Model of Ethnography.”



requests from outside the state, and the use bftbidhnology to compare photos
would make it impossible for a driver to have mthran one license.

The proposal was unusual. After 9/11, many statiented themselves in the
opposite direction, increasing the requirementsatmper illegal immigrants applying
for a driver’s license, which, as we remember, magdessible for terrorists to
embark on the planes. But Spitzer argued that #gggmBment of Motor Vehicles was
not an immigration and naturalization service. l® aeminded that the social
security card and the birth certificate the IDs generally required to create others
do not include a photo and, for this reason, ed&slyome objects of fraud. Giving a
false lsloc:ial security number is one of the easiags for an illegal immigrant to get
a job.

Immediate reactions

Reactions were immediate, despite the fact thaptitdic was used to Spitzer's
proposals? Jubilant immigrants from community organizatiorswed banners and
shouted their approval as soon as Spitzer delivii@dews, but other organizations
such as the 9/11 Families for a Secure Americaidered it insane and threatened to
make the governor responsible in the event of ateenorist attack. During the seven
weeks after the governor had issued the bill orieelper 21, 2007, the proposal was
judged, debated, discussed, and finally removeNamrember 13.

During those weeks, the Catholic conference ostate ofNew York, which
represents the state’s Catholic bishops on matfegrablic policy, released a
statement supporting Spitzer’s plan to allow illéganigrants to obtain New York
driver’s licenses. Spitzer also had a good numbanimns and other organizations
lining up behind him. Some days later, some tesrorand security experts also
voiced their support, saying it would help bringidden population into the open and
ultimately make the system more secure, not to imegietting more drivers on the
roads licensed and insur&dMeanwhile, opponents decried Spitzer's move as a
“passport to terror” since the technology to comnedaces could not be relied on for
verifying people’s true identity. Republican ofits threatened to boycott the bill,
while Republican legislators threatened to bloakgblicy, saying the governor did
not have the statutory authority to act on his o@pitzer called the reactions
hysterical: “We are not talking about letting m@eople into this country; we are
talking about being practical about those who éeady here™*

Senator Hillary Clinton, at the time the candidatth more chance to become
the Democrat nominee for the presidential electionbeing asked about what she

1 See, inThe New York Timegereinafter NYT), September 22, 2007, the article “Spitzer
grants illegal immigrants easier access to driiizénses”.

121n April 2007, Spitzer issued a bill to legalizense sex marrige, which the state assembly
passed in June, but which later died in the Senate.

13 All this news may be accessed on M¥T site (www.nytimes.com), by typing “spitzer” in
the search engine.

1 NYT, October 9, 2007, “Licenses for immigrants findport”.



thought of Spitzer’s policy to allow illegal immints to get driver’s licenses, was at
a loss as to how to reply. She said the policy “esak lot of sense”, but did not quite
say she approved Spitzer’s plan, acknowledgingdtiatetimes a state must do what
the federal government fails to do. The situatiohrg better in terms of a host of
pros and cons: approved by the instances of sg@ird counter-terrorism- which
always prefer identification over anonymity, criied by Republicans and then
Democrats alike, threatened by the officers ofatheinistration who said they would
not implement it, by the end of October the billsansidered the single most
unpopular decision since Spitzer took office: indder 23, eight Democrat state
senators voted against it, in a vote result tre 89 to 19 against the motibh.

Changing the plan

Spitzer did not give up. To save the central idheachanged the proposal twice.
First, he accepted that the license for illegal igrants would have a different
appearance from the others, and would be restriotdte purpose of driving
vehicles, i.e., not valid for federal purposes.iBes, the cost would be less than for
the standard on®&.The usual driver’s license, in turn, would be wgutgd in
anticipation of the Real ID legislatidn.

But the new proposal continued to displease Denwarad Republicans, as well
as lawyers representing immigrants. For the latier new license would stigmatize
those who carry it and could potentially make tbége suspiciousMeanwhile, the
Real ID federal identification system had faceeirse opposition from civil
libertarians, immigration advocates and many lawenskThe basic concerns focused
on privacy protection and the costs to states pfémenting it® A third attempt

15 The state senate comprised 33 Republican sermtdr@9 Democrats; 2 senators from each
party decided to abstain. S&&'T, October 23, 2007, “Why some democrats defected on
Spitzer driver’s license plan”.

16'SeeNYT, October 28, 2007, “Spitzer tries new tack on immag licenses”.

" The Real ID proposal originated in the “9/11 Comssion” after the attack on the World
Trade Center, and would have toibgsued in all states by 2013. The Real ID will bguired

for several activities, including boarding a plaaed entering a federal building. It is
considered a super driver’s license with secugstdires that would deter terrorists and illegal
immigrants. The Real ID will be valid for eight ysa The applicant for a Real ID must
provide the following documentation: (i) a photo, i@ a non-photo ID that includes full legal
name and birthdate; (ii) documentation of birthd#t® documentation of legal status and
social security number; (iv) documentation showiragne and principal residence address.
Digital images of each identity document will bered in each state’s Department of Motor
Vehicles database. Despite the fact that the mzanize of databases will be in state hands,
organizations such as no2ReallD.org, unReallD.conh r@alnightmare.org claim it will in
fact be a national identification card, given theferm national standards and, in particular,
the possibility of linked databases. Real ID apanberican citizens are already classified and
catalogued in several databases: social securégltt) commercial, bank and political
databases are in widespread use [$¢& April 12, 2008, “Clinton aide’s databank venture
breaks ground in politicking”).

8 For an appraisal of the costs, Se¥T, October 29, 2007, “Real ID that Spitzer now
embraces has been widely criticized”.



consisted of an alternative kind of license, rettd to New Yorkers and which
would allow residents to cross the border to Canbmthis version of the plan,
licenses for foreigners would have the visa exjgratiate stamped on them. But, in
this case, the lawyers said, illegal immigrants \tdae unlikely to apply for licenses,
defeating Spitzer’s original purpose.

The following two weeks were crucial for the degtof the proposal.
Republicans criticized the arrogance of the govesrinsistence on giving driver’s
licenses to illegal aliens, thus entwining the drig license issue with the debate over
immigration® For their turn, Democrats questioned if Spitzereposal had not
given the Bush administration a political victony $upporting the Real ID proposal.
The plan was crushed when those who had initiaibpsrted it felt betrayed by the
inclusion of expiry dates for foreigners’ vis3s.

A national controversy

Initially a question of impact on the residents\&w York, by the beginning of
November, the proposal had become a national isspecially due tthe spread of
the antagonical positions of known radio and cdMecommentators, including
those who considered themselyesitically independent! When the discussion
reached the debate for the presidential succed3Empcrat congressmen tried to
convince Spitzer to shelve the idea; at the same, ta top aide to the secretary of
Homeland Security showed concern that the Spitizer would undermine the
federal initiative to roll out a new, highly secumationally recognized license. The
plan was upsetting everybody and became hugelypui@o A rising national star
just a year before, Spitzer had become isolatelimdtis own party? On November
13, a poll showed that 70% of the New York residemére opposed to the plan, and,
on this same day, Spitzer announced that he wapithgit. But he was still showing
his reluctance: “You have perhaps seen me struggheit because | thought we had
a principled decision, and it's not necessarilyydasdack away from trying to move
a debate forward®®

19 SeeNYT,October 29, 2007, “Some support, but still fureeonew plan for licenses”. The
executive direction of the New York Immigration @itan, which organized a protest at
Spitzer's Manhattan office said: “First the govartald us, ‘You will get apples’. And then
he’s saying, ‘Now you'll get rotten apples, And y@on’t even get your rotten apples new
you'll get them later”.

20 SeeNYT,October 30, 2007, “Governor Spitzer retreats”.

%L The CNN anchor Lou Dobbs led an almost nightlysarde against Spitzer's policy. See
NYT, October 31, 2007, “Chertoff pushed Spitzer tochen license idea”.

22 SeeNYT, November 8, 2007, “Congressional Democrats graavywof Spitzer license
plan”.

% SeeNYT,Breaking News, November 13, 2007, 19:27: “Spitpeditop his license plan for
illegal immigrants”.



Who is Eliot Spitzer?

At this point, a twofold clarification is necessafiyst, why the driver’s license
was such an issue at the end of 2007; and secdwdisvEliot Spitzer.

In the modern world, IDs are indispensable itemthaut which we cannot
prove that we are who we say we are. We need rabsefbstantiation that attests to
the authenticity of our self-identification becawse cannot, by ourselves, prove it.
Our word is not enougH. The American driver’s license acquires its impocgin
this context. Among the documents available inl8e— and in the absence of a
national ID card ( to some extent represented byRibal ID project, cf. footnote 17)
— the driver’s license is the document that mostaxmates to the ideal
redundancy of an ID card. This redundancy shouwtlide the three different kinds of
signs defined by Charles Peirce as the icon, ttieximnd the symbéP. The idea that
an ID refers to a single person means that theegsoaf matching the person and the
document musbe carried out with a maximum guarantee of sucdessthis reason,
redundancy is essential. This explains why, we realize, Columbia International
Office detached (“un-attach&dthe personal information from the social security
number, and, in its place, required the passpdmaie redundant” ID (as redundant
as the driver’s license, for instané®).

Central to this discussion is the photograph. Thgorty of the mandatory
documentation in use in the US does not includeaq as Spitzer himself indicated

# In a short fieldwork in the small town of Rio Paséba, Minas Gerais, in 1982, the
residents did not believe much in ttiebureaucratization program of the time, considgeitin
unnecessary given that “everybody knew everybo8ige Peirano (1986; 2006, Chapter 9).

% gSee Peirano (2002) for the proposition that th@nal ID is the reference among all legal
papers in Brazil because, according to Charlex®gitris a combination of an icon (a photo),
an index (fingerprint, signature), and a symbolnfiea Actually, this coincides with
Fraenkes’s (1992) suggestion that the elementgnssf modern identity are the name, the
photo and the fingerprint, which, later, Caplan Q2D noted, are exactly the elements of
Peirce’s trichotomy. For Peirce, icons are sigret tlepresent an object kyymilarity; its
images stimulate its idea mentally (the photogrdphjnstance); indexes are signs that refer
to its object due t@ dynamic connectioand to a contiguity between the individual object
and the senses (the fingerprint and the signataye)bols are in principlenore abstractind
more independent of the immediate context, charaetd by generality and by law (hame,
filiation etc.) Cf. Peirce 1955. Since for Peirdé saigns generally carry elements that are
simultaneously iconic, indexical and symbolic, IRrds as objects gather information of
various kinds— they are predominantly indexical icons, in thatjdeal terms, they point to
only one person. (See Peirano 2006, Chap. 10 fexpansion of this idea.)

% To identify someone we have never seen before, ¢ompare their description with
individual features: gender, height, age, the coloeyes and hair. We match one with the
other, and when we have made out a sufficient nurobeorrespondences, we have good
reason to assume that this is the person in ques{i@roebner 2007:17). This actually means
that there is no unique sign for identifying someand that the dreams of immediate
identification by just one feature is doomed. Reathnty is a fundamental feature of
identification. Groebner reminds us that modermiig papers, the result of techniques
developed between the thirteenth and sixteenttudest(such as marks, seals, pictures) are
“medieval echoes” that we carry in our pockets.



in his proposaf’ Missing then is the iconic element, which helpghie immediate
recognition ofoneperson viaeachlD. In this sense, the birth certificate and the
social security number do not identibgyond any doubthe person and are
therefore easily copied or fraud&lt is also in this context that the Real ID
proposal, despite its rejection by the populatiblamge, will try to remedy this
problem— the Real ID will produce an ID photo with fedevalidity requirements.
If redundancy is an element with a negative vatutné modern world, identification
documents are dependent oprieciselyto eliminate the ambiguity in matching the
document with its bearer. Americans seem to expeei¢his paradox in a radical
way, trying to simply eliminate the 1D, sometimesating it as the source of all evil,
sometimes rejecting the photo but accepting thelrmum to which they continue to
cling.

This is the context in which we can understandzgpi role in the driver’s
license controversy. A rising star in the natigpalitical scene, he was considered by
many as potentially the first Jewish presidenhefl)S, his victory as a governor of
New York having been obtained by the largest manfiany other candidate to the
state, 69% of the votes. Born in 1959, son of agtade tycoon, he attended
Princeton University for his undergraduate studied Harvard to study Law. As a
state Attorney General before the election, Spizesecuted cases relating to
corporate white collar crime, securities fraudeinet fraud and environmental
protection. He pursued cases against companietved/an computer chip price
fixing, predatory lending practices by mortgagediens, and became known as the
“sheriff of Wall Street” for revealing business ¢lats involving stock analysts at
Merrill Lynch. In 2004, he oversaw a task forceateest 18 people involved in a
prostitution ring on Staten Island, and, in 20@8gdfa civil complaint against the
chief executive of the AIG for violations of insa@ and securities laws. When he
was elected the $8yovernor of New York, he promised to “change ttigos of
Albany”, and pledged reforms “substantial in sine &istoric in scope®?

Considered arrogant by many, when criticized byhdel Bloomberg, the mayor
of New York, on the issue of the immigrants’ drigdicenses, he was emphatic in

2" England has a system in many ways similar to tBe it it plans to have ID cards for
foreigners and airport staffi 2009, as a way of eventually requiring them & the
population. Although it is recognized that they Wbhelp to prevent fraud, reduce illegal
immigration, avoid terrorist acts and facilitatetaihing public services, civil rights groups
and opposition parties regard the cards as unremgesexpensive and intrusive. See
NO2ID.net for the movement against the nationalniihie (A national ID card was
compulsory in England only during the Second Waxldr.)

% Rule et al. (1983) is an excellent source to erantie role of the six kinds of documents
most used in the US: birth certificates, driveitehses, social security cards, passports, bank
credit cards, and bank books. Though it is a 25-p&hpaper, the basis for the discussion of
documents are well explained. One of the centrgliraents for the paper refers to the fact
that the American system of identification is bas®d self-identification, with the birth
certificate being the one that generates the atl$énse they cannot be matched to the holder,
frauds are easy. Long before 9/11 then, Rule ehatle explicit the fragility of the system in
terms of security.

29 seeNYTMarch 10, 2008, “Milestones in an ambitious career”



saying that the mayor was “factually wrong, legaliyong, morally wrong, and
ethically wrong”. When he finally announced thathael dropped his bid to offer
licenses more widely, even then he said his wasod @glea®

This good idea was hindered, first by the antagoristween the federal
regulation and the state legislation in the Amarisgstem, in this particular case
reinforced by the bi-partidarism between the Budimiaistration federal law on the
Real ID and the Democrat idea that national IDsapieed the poor and the elderty.
Second, it made clear how identification has twagaxically complementary
aspects: on the one hand, they allow their holsieveral privileges in relation to
those who are undocumented; on the other, theyistierholders to constant
external control, taking from them several privaggts>? Spitzer emphasized the
first aspect: by granting illegal immigrants dri\gelicenses he was in fact allowing
them to hold some sort of legal status, and ingbisse he felt factually, legally,
morally and ethically correct: by putting their fuie in a legal card, he was giving
immigrants a “face”. On the other hand, the Fedbedartment of Homeland
Security, initially also approved the proposal dlalsecause it increased its control
over the population: for government identificatisralways better than anonymity.
These two sides of identification papers were @ntbt present in the weeks during
which the debate took place, represemgdpposed political parties and debated,
first, within the context of the large problem ofrigration, and second, within the
cultural values of freedom and individual rightsitBnere is another paradox related
to identification, and it refers to its dynamic asp we tend to consider that
documents are papers frozen in time, but actuldly ire constantly changing both
individually — for instance, in the process of inclusion of netady means of new
technologies, as everywhere the new passportsrooafi and in the historical
configuration of the available sorts of documewtain a particular country,
including their hierarchy— for instance, the social security number is stitsil by
the passport as a requirement for foreigners torbeaffiliated to Columbia
University, the driver’s license gives way to fReal ID in official terms.

30 SeeNYT,November 27, 2007, “After a rough start, Spitzéhirks his ways”.

31 See the dispute over voter identification, espigcthe Indiana case, which reached the
Supreme Court in April 2008. SedYT, April 29, 2008, “Supreme Court upholds voter
identification law in Indiana”.

32 Many authors have identified this double aspeiefkel (1992); Torpey (2000); Scott et
al. (2002). The reaction to the inclusion of phatosocial security cards is an example of
these values.



Spitzer’s true error: the photo in the media

The second episode, with a tragic Shakespeareactggs often mentioned),
occurred in the afternoon of March 10, 2008, whie, “breaking news” edition, The
New York Times announced that governor Eliot Spitzas linked to a high-priced
prostitution ring, a piece of news that spreaddigpthroughout the city?

The revelation shocked New Yorkers who considerembre than unforgivable
— it was incomprehensible. If Eliot Spitzer had beanght on a federal wiretap
arranging to meet with a high-priced prostituta &/ashington hotehobodycould
be trusted. Eliot Spitzer walse example of a public figure among politicians. Hoe t
next two days, headlines of printed and electroeis centered on this unique
scandal, which could eventually even affect thesigential dispute then in course.
Open television had constant updates and cablMd&le saw the number of viewers
increasing, Wall Street was said to be celebrgisgan attorney, Spitzer had
denounced speculators), there was discussion &hbwtas a private or a public
matter, if the payments involved campaign fundsgtiver Spitzer would resign or be
impeached— everybody wanted to know why this young, seri@msbitious
politician, with an exemplary marriage and famhgd committed such a mistaKe.
On March 12, after two long days in which the neves focused on the affair, Eliot
Spitzer announced his resignation with his wifeiatside saying: “I cannot allow my
private failings to disrupt the people’s work. Otlee course of my public life, | have
insisted— | believe correctly— that people take responsibility for their conduict.
can and will ask no less of myself. For this reas@m resigning from the office of
governor.” New Yorkers remained stunned for sewersks, with the help of the
media, which discussed not only the case but alsiog like lying in politics, the
“fashion” of public apologies, infidelity in marge and so or>

33 followed the driver’s license controversy bydesy theNYT via Internet.

3 SeeNYT,March 11, 2008, “Revelations Began in Routine Treguiry”. Possible political
motivations for the news were examined, includimg triminalization of the governor by his
political enemies, action by Washington Republicasrsbanks that, collaborating with the
investigation, had been previously involved in sabeard by Spitzer as Attorney General.
One year later, a former tax specialist, who raa Emperor's Club, was sentenced to two
years and a half in prison, on prostitution and eydlaundering conspiracy charges. SBeT,
FebruaryB, 2009, “Prostitutes’ boss in Spitzer case isesergd”.

% In an interview to PBS (see http://www.pbs.org/skaur/bb/law/jan-june08/spitzer_03-
12.html), David Boies, who had actedtlire Al Gore case in the Supreme Court after thé®200
election, said that “I think that one of the probkewith power is it can make you think that
you are above the law, not intellectually. Inteliledly, you know you're not above the law,
but emotionally you think you can get away withntgg that "ordinary people,” in quotes,
can't get away with. And | think that’'s one of theeat dangers of power. Power not only
tends to corrupt, but power tends to delude yoa blieving that you can get away with
things that you can't.” Several experts were imvite contribute to the article “Politics, and
scandal, as usualN{'T, March 11, 2008), among them Paul Apostolidisijtipal scientist at
the Whitman College, who said: “I don't see why weuld expect politics to be more free of
the psychological contradictions of other humamgsi People do self-destructive things that
are not rational”. Maureen Dowd, from th'T,asked: “Why, if you are a frugal governor,
do you really need to shell out $4,300 to a shethgany for two hours with a shady lady



The revelation that Spitzer was linked to a prastn ring began in a routine
examination of suspicious financial transactionmreed to the Internal Revenue
Service by banks, which found several unusual mevesnof cash involving the
governor of New York. Because the focus of the stigation involved a high-
ranking government official, prosecutors were reeplito seek the approval of the
United States Attorney General to proceed. Thatwleen the investigators learned
that the money was not related to political coruptwhich was a possibility that the
IRS considered, but was being used to pay for putisth, manipulated in a way so
as to conceal Spitzer's connection. Spitzer wasnt®, recognized as the governor
by a young woman who had worked previously as atjpube for the Emperor’s
Club. A judge approved wiretaps on the cell phoingome of those suspected of
involvement in the escort service. Though this haglly a criminal case, this
possibility could not be ruled out given the fdwtthe could be charged with human
trafficking (from New York to Washington) with thmirpose of prostitution, an
argument used by Spitzer himself when he prosedilitirings.*® In 2007, the
governor had signed one of the most rigorous antpcehensive laws against sexual
trafficking. Now the human rights groups that haglauded him before began to
accuse him of becoming one of those his own lawdeasined to punisH.

Client 9 had spent thousands of dollars in uncomtraamsactions, generally in
cash or as deposits in a shell company, indicaliagim of hiding the source, the
destination and the purpose of the money. Instéag@wn name, Spitzer used a
friend’s, George Fox— who, later on, was surprised to find out the goneehad
used it. In the files of the Mayflower Hotel, orethight that incriminated him when
he was already a suspect and being monitored,e8g&xe his true address, in New
York’s Fifth Avenue. But, during the months of teactions with the Emperor’s

[who works for] a prostitution ring that has hgurates based on rating its girls on a diamond
scale of 1 to 7, with 7 being $3,100, and above & $pecial club for $5,500 and up®Y(T,
March 12, 2008, “Ways of the wayward”). See d¥6T,March 16, 2008, “Public infidelity,
private debate: not my husband (right?)”; March 2008, “Just the fashion of public
apology”; March 21, 2008, “After the end of theaaf.

% Federal prosecutors could accuse him as a trasssgref the “Mann Act”, an obscure and
controversial law from 1910, which tried to deatiwinterstate prostitution trafficking.

3" The outpouring of news can be seen by their frequen the pages ®fYT.On March 11,
2008, see “Mr. Spitzer's ‘private matter”, an edial that accuses the governaoir being
caught in his own arrogance, besides another fitreles: “Revelations began in routine tax
inquiry”, “Affidavit: client 9 and room 871", “A fll from white knight to client 97, “Officials
process news of scandal and ponder future”, “Rslitand scandal, as usual”. On the
following day, open-ed articles, letters to thetediblogs and other articles: “Ways of the
wayward”, “Foes of sex trade are stung by the délan ally”, “Mars and Venus dissect the
Spitzer scandal on the TV talk shows”, “The repdhat drew federal eyes to Spitzer”,
“Lieutenant governor has a history of defying theblr’s expectations”, “Despite constant
security, politicians still find trouble”, “Spitzeesigns, citing personal failings”, “Full text of
Spitzer resignation”, “The myth of the victimlessinge”, “Stand by yourself’, “Really
dangerous liaisons” and “Waiting for Mr. Spitzetth the following weeks, the articles
continue with a miscellaneous viewpoints, letténs,role of women in politicians’ marriages,
the structure of the Emperor’'s Club ring.



Club, he had never revealed his identftf’he payment of almost 5,000 dollars for
the February date was made to the girl in cashidhwg being recognized was a
clear concern in his behavior during the contadts the Club.

Having struggled to give “a face” to immigrantsiogans of a legal driver’s
license, Spitzer now concealed his own. But thatien he made his true mistake. If
for New Yorkers the interest in this case was esldb its moral implications, in the
context of this paper’s discussion, it mattersrasg his semiotic miscalculatier
Spitzer does not take into account that he doese®d a name or a photo to be
recognized. Unlike most people, he does not nedDd &mat matches his persen
he was, and continues to be, beyond any doubt, &fibzer.

Identification and recognition are not the saihé/e all need identification to
prove who we are- papers, documents, IDs, some legal material sigingoints to
us. But Spitzer needs no identification, hesisognizedecause his is a familiar face
in the crowd. The usual photo that we have in @&, in wallets and pockets, in his
case was as if magicaltiislocatedending up in the media, in the newspapers and
television. His image has a place in the public diomHe is thus;ecognizechs the
governor of New York by some of the girls from eperor’s Club though it is
not his involvement with prostitutes and their igaition of whom he actually is that
make it a public scandal. For that to take plagepgnitionhad to be translatethto
identification. His name, address, bank accouhha to be checked to prove who
he really is. From then on, had bedentifiedas Eliot Spitzer, then it was a case of
inquiring whether his was a case of political cptron or criminal indictment for
transporting a woman across states for the punpiogestitution.

In terms of the American rules of identificatior,all the elements (name,
signature, photo), here again the photo seemsvi® Itieen the key and marked one
— in the two episodes involving Spitzer, the figtdsed on the driver’s license
(with a phot9, which he had proposed and had been rejecteddyatie political
instances and by the residents of New York; thersg@éepisode developed arouthe
absence of the photby which he believed he would escape identificatiewven if
Spitzer may have emotionally (even though not ietghally) felt that he was “above
the law,” in semiotic terms his real mistake wabétieve that, outside the context of
legal principles, i.e., without a document thatya who he was, the process of

% It is possible to argue that, in Washington, Spitwould have had less chance to be
recognized than in New York, considering the numbariety and turnover of politicians in
the capital. (Monique Girard drew my attention ldstpoint.). Spitzer had never arranged a
date in New York, though there could be many otkasons for this.

39 See Groebner (2007:17) for the difference betweengnition and identification: “We
recognize a familiar face in a crowd despite thd bght, picking up on the smallest of
details, be it posture, a gesture, a single werdnd sometimes even against our own will.”
Identifying someone we have never seen before, hervés a different procedure, and it is
based on the comparison between the descriptiothengerson’s individual features.

%0 SeeNYT, March 11, 2008, “Affidavit: Client 9 and room 871"Room 871 had been
booked under the name of George Fox, a pseudongnCtlent 9 had been using, and one by
which several people in the ring knew him, accagdima law enforcement official. However,
a few of the prostitutes had recently come to realho the man really was, the official
said”.



identification would not operaft. He gives a friend’s name, pays in cash, albeit
offers his own address, and is is given a numbkerfC9), instead of a name, by the
prostitution ring. Curiously, in the first episodgpitzer reveals himself as an
innovator trying to legitimize those who live, witin without legal papers, in the US;
in the second episode, he clings to common serges/about thee facto
correlation between the documents and the persahydnat exists in the world is
only what is registered on paper. In this contBligt Spitzer becomes the good
example of the contemporary ambiguity towards annBluding its dynamic and
historical aspects.

Show us your picture.
We'll show you ours.

apote O,

= \al

25 years & under must
show I.Ds for R-rated movies.

Six months after his resignation, an articl&iviTdescribed the new dalily life
of the former governor, as someone trying to rdhata his image. The newspaper
reminded the readers of the “breathtaking quiclkdesdrom office” saying how, one
day he was a national figure some had seen degtindéte White House; the next he
was a target of ridicule. He now dedicated himselfork at his father’s real estate
firm, to jogging in Central Park , buying his owmpcof coffee after dropping his
daughters at the school bus stdffhe article mentions how the glare of the cameras
outside his apartment had been replaced with mawénmecognition in the Upper
East Side neighborhood, where some people nowoaskd autograph or offer him

“1 All signs include an iconic, an indexical and abplic element, but generally only one of
them dominates, its character being defined bycttmimstances of each event. Peirce says
that “it is a nice problem to say to what classveeig sign belongs; since all the circumstances
of the case have to be considered. But it is seldmyuired to be very accurate; for if one does
not locate the sign precisely, one will easily comear enough to its character for any
ordinary purpose of logic” (1955 :119)

2 This image is from a poster in Lowell's cinemasBm.

3 SeeNYT,September 28, 2008, “6 months later, Spitzer igritenyes, but sometimes still
angry”.



supportive words or smiles, and cabdrivers takeupgs of him on their cell phones.
He still does not need a “photo ID” to tell whoike

ID theft

The absence of a federal photo ID may be one irapbsource for the
expansion of a phenomenon known as ID tffefince the formal identity is
basically predicated

only on names and numbesrs the social security number as a central ID and
the birth certificate as the mother of all othéing, official documents do not
guarantee the credibility deposited in them (Rulal €1983)* Lacking in this sort of
documentation is the “security of redundancy” tihat photograph offers (together
with all the other information), and which allowtg emergence both of medieval
characters, such as Arnaud du Tilh/Martin Guerrav{® 1983) and, today, Eliot
Spitzer/George Fox® In the two events discussed in this paper, the ehsnof
identity, in particular the photograph, were themsubtexts.

Identity theft occurs when someone uses someoga&s glsrsonaidentifying
information, like name, social security numberdireard number, without the
victim’s permission, to commit fraud or other crisffé The Federal Trade
Commission estimates that as many as 9 million ledugve their identities “stolen”
each year in the US. With some of the victims’ mifation, “identity thieves” may
rent a house, obtain a credit card, obtain telephioes, open bank accounts or take a
loan in the victim’s name, obtain government bdsefnedical services, give the
victim’s personal information to police during amest, clone an ATM card.

4 A common phenomenon in the US, for a citizen fi®razil “identity theft” is as strange

and curious as to be clearly seen as an “ethnogrégutt.” Thieves in Brazil steal
“documents”, not whole identities. A recent cas@ehtity theftAmerican style in Brazil
receivee prime space in the popular newsp&pé&tobo(Nunes 2009)

5 The social security number was first issued in6188 part of the New Deal Social Security
program. Initially, they were used for income triackpurposes. In 1986, American taxation
law was altered so that individuals over 5 yeadswaithout social security numbers could not
be claimed as dependents on tax returns; by 199@htieshold was lowered to 1 year old.
Since then, parents have often applied for soei@listy numbers for their children soon after
birth. The social security number is a 9-digit namin the format “123-45-6789”. The first
three digits are assigned by the geographical nedite middle two digits are the “group
number”, merely serving to break the number inediblocks for orderly issuance; the last
four digits are the “serial number”. They represanstraight numerical sequence of digits
from 0001-9999 within the group. For further infation, see www.socialsecurity.gov

“6 At the end of the XIX century, Buenos Aires horsath coach drivers also reacted to the
inclusion of the photo in their identity cards (Fet 2007). For the historical process of
individualization and the emphasis on the photolgrape Fraenkel (1992). For an analysis of
the post 9/11 graffiti and other iconic manifesiat in t New York City, see Fraenkel (2002).
*" This is a definition provided by the Federal Tra@emmission on its site, which includes
how identity theft works, what to do in case yoa arvictim of such, and what to do to avoid
it. See ftc.gov/bcp/edu/microsites/idtheft .




Thinves steal ten million
Amerlcan Identities a year

5495 manth

Among the possible crimes listed by the Federati@ @ommission, one has
grave consequences, when the thief obtains a &rivegnse or any other official ID,
uses the name of the victim and replacegtiaograph. This “doubles” the person,
which makes ID theft one of the most feared ca$ésiod. Some consumers
victimized by identity theft may lose job opportties, or be denied loans for
education, housing or cars because of negativenaimon on their credit reports. In
large cities, Americans in general zealously guheit social security numbers, birth
certificates and driver’s licenses, and are evesesbed with the destination of their
domestic garbage, the Internet, the change ohpitiddresses- all possible routes
for ID theft. Many people thus contract privatenfs that offer protection. For the
approximate price of 100 dollars a year, they kalepts in the companies that control
the credit history of consumeft3.

A contrast may help clarify ID theft: while in Bridthe cardsare the doubles of
people, which may be confirmed by looking at bakeagh desks and betting shops
which post missing ID cards on the glass, as ifdlag their true owners, in the US
this ordinary scene is unimaginablethe documents are not people’s doubles; the
fact is that, in the US, there would be multiplerthg of the victint?

“8 This image was taken in a New York subway, offgrin protection service against “ID
theft”. The face of the robber is covered, the adgntifying element being the height.

49 Among the several firms see, for example, idsafety 4idsafety.com ; www.security-
int.com ; www.idranksecurity.com ; www.identitygdacom . Information on ID theft can
also be accessed on www.ftd.com and idtheftcemtgr.o

0 In principle, the Real ID should change this scenhecause it will work as a kind of
national ID. But this is exactly why it is so costted. See www.UnReallD.com , which alerts
in a sort of dramatic tone: “Once you do go throtigé trouble of getting your documents
together, the Department of Motor Vehicles will reakigh-resolution digital copies and put
them onto a computer network that can be accesgethyp DMV worker, anywhere in the
country. The data on your license or ID card Wwél able to be called up by any federal or
state agency, anywhere. And your information wélgut in either a chip or an unencrypted
barcode on the back, making it easy for anyonekitm your personal information. With so
many databases sharing your information, all ietaks for one breach, anywhere in this
massive data collection sharing system, and yofarrimation is out in the open, forever.”
However, the adoption of a national ID has its adtes: just after 9/11, Harvard professor
Alan Dershowitz (2001) argued: “From a civil lineg perspective, | prefer a system that
takes a little bit of freedom from all to one thakes a great deal of freedom and dignity from



Two brief stories

Once in a while, th&YTpublishes some accounts about the anguish of those
who become victims of ID theft. I'll provide two amples. The first was written by a
psychiatrist and tells the story of a homeless st@meets in a shelter clinic, who
describes the worry that is causing him insomniall ktarted when he pulled a
muscle in his shoulder and went to a hospital eeragroom. As usual, first a nurse
came, and, after taking his vital signs, wrote tltawn on a chart with his name on
it. When the doctor came, she mentioned the overdegected on his last visit. The
patient denied it; he had never had been in thspited before; he does not
“do”drugs. He is corrected by her because his ders he had been transported in a
stupor from a shelter across town. In the entdyisnchart were his name, birth date
and an accurate social security number. The doesal them out loud to him. All
were right, he admitted, but he had not been inhthapital before. Since he had
actually been in that shelter, maybe someone hp@adis information, though not
stolen his wallet.

The doctor refuses to show him his medical inforamaand the chart because
she is in the surreal position of being asked tesbprivileged information about one
patient with another patient who might or might have been the same person. The
homeless man is finally discharged without seemegchart. When later on he asks
for help to fight his insomnia, he gets the prggn but, before leaving, reflects on
the nature of things: “Before my shoulder startadihg, life was easier.” And he

the few— especially since those few are usually from aathcior ethnically disfavored
group. A national ID card would be much more effectin preventing terrorism than
profiling millions of men simply because of thejpmearance.” However, American citizens
are actually in many databases today: social dgchealth databases, commercial and bank
databases, and even political databasesN¥deApril 13, 2008).

*1 This photo was taken by Fernando Firmo in 2007.



adds: “There was only one of me then.” The accowad written by the psychiatrist
who saw him for his sleeping problem (Ely 2008).

This feature of ID theft— that the problem is not the forging of documehts,
the duplication of the person, in the old Marting&e style— reappears in the
second short story, described by the victim hersalfira Dave. Finding herself in
California for a friend’s wedding, she calls henkan New York to be sure that she
can clear an important check. At this moment, tieklbassociate tells her that it
would be impossible because her account is almids0®0 overdrawn. She adds that
the bank had received a call from her saying sheiwdexico, and asks: “Who are
you?” She is a victim of ID theft.

Innocently, she thinks that some calls will solwe problem, but hears from a
police officer: “Get ready, kid. Once someone geb®ld of your identity, you have
to fight the good fight to get it back. This isftise beginning”. From then on, she
starts living in a situation in which she has toya, by phone, to skeptical strangers
at the other end of credit hot lines that she is sie says she is. In one of these epic
calls, she discovers that the new Laura had ngtemiptied her bank account, but
opened at least seven new credit card accouney ingdme.

In a roadside coffee shop, upon hanging up hepbelhe, a woman at a nearby
table gives her a kind smile, and, having overhéardconversation, says that her
sister-in-law had also gotten her identity stol&fwid it all turned out alright?”, she
asks.“Not really. It was a nightmare that went on foay&'. It is then that Laura gets
back into her car and, on her way to Los Angelesjdgs to go to Big Sur, where she
remembers how happy she was there as a childrgmwith her father. She is also
reminded of Henry Miller, who loved Big Sur and redthhis home, who said: “Until
we lose ourselves, there is no hope of finding@lues.” She is somehow peaceful at
last. But before this happens, she imagines ther dtlura walking around in

2 By Camilla Engman, published iNYT, January 8, 2008, “Homeless, with a new loss:
identity”.



Mexico, spending her money and even speaking toiaf at her bank, all in an
apparently convincing performance, and she, thelimaa, unable to tell a
convincing story about who she is. Maybe the oih@ot a better candidate to be
her...? (Dave 2008).

The end of the experience

In the last week of the six months that | sperthanUS, three people | know
received letters related to a threat of ID thefivtachthey could be subjected due to
loss of sensitive data: two letters were from geddvank and the third, from an
important university. The bank had lost one of saMeoxes of data back-up tapes
that were being transported to an off-site stofaggity, containing name, postal
address, social security number and share ownerdgbipnation about the clients;
the university had one archival database file domtg the housing information of
approximately 5,000 current and former undergraslgatdents, with names and
social security numbers, found on a Google-hostellsite— which was
immediately removed as soon as the fact was disedvé&he letters notifying the
bank clients and the university student offereahtleefree two-year subscription to a
credit monitoring service that would notify thentédrtain suspicious activities could
indicate identity theft.

| close this essay noting that comparison, wheglkglicit or implicit, has been
present throughout. The previous investigation theoBrazilian case made the US
case, as often happens, not be the “model” to hdated everywhere. On the
contrary, the contrast exposed the vulnerabilityoidentification processes. The
comparative aspects also revealed that to calplDg-ins,as does Latour, is quite
illuminating as long as we link them to cosmologiBisey are these special amulets,
wished-for items by some, restrictive and undesérabjects for others, our
“doubles” of which we cannot lose sight. They haweaning, value, and life. The
reaction to all types of centralized databasefeature of American cosmology, and
it has consequences that not only affect Ameridg@reas, but, within today’s
financial context, for example, reach the reshefworld. | remember an offer that |
received for a credit card from a large Americankb& o apply for it | was expected
to fill a simple detachable form and return it bgihwith the following information:
social security number, birth date, home phoneraather’'s maiden name. My name
and address, the bank probably got from some détabase. There was no
requirement for a “photo ID”.
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