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PASSPORTS

The state’s monopoly over the right to move.

A London banker stands at the port in August 1914, just days after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand has unspooled into a cascade of declarations of war. He possesses the means to travel, the social standing to expect courteous treatment, the knowledge of languages that would have carried him across Europe without question only weeks before. But he cannot simply board a ship. The port has transformed overnight. Customs officials who previously waved travelers through are now demanding documents proving his nationality, his purpose, his destination. Other Europeans—formerly free to wander as economic incentive or wanderlust dictated—are being turned away, interrogated, in some cases detained. The machinery of free movement has seized up. What was optional has become mandatory. What was trusted has become suspect. Within months, this transformation will spread to every border in Europe and across the Atlantic. It will persist long after the guns fall silent. And it will reshape the relationship between the individual and the state in ways that remain the architecture of the world today.

The passport—that ubiquitous, unremarkable booklet now so thoroughly woven into the fabric of international life that its necessity seems almost natural—is actually a recent invention, born not from centuries of tradition but from the specific pressures of industrial war. Before 1914, free movement across borders was the norm. Mandatory identity documents were virtually unknown to ordinary people. Economic capacity determined mobility, not state sanction. The first three decades of the twentieth century witnessed the rapid transformation of the passport from a diplomatic courtesy issued to occasional merchants and elites into an indispensable instrument of population control, surveillance, and demographic exclusion. This transformation was not inevitable. It was forged in the crucible of total war and then deliberately crystallized into permanent institutions long after peace returned.


THE WORLD WITHOUT PASSPORTS

The decades immediately preceding the First World War are often remembered as the Belle Époque, a golden age of European stability and cultural flourishing. But from the perspective of movement and borders, it was something more: an era of genuine openness. A person of means could travel across Europe with almost no bureaucratic friction. Stefan Zweig, looking back on this world from the vantage point of mid-century exile, recalled in his autobiography that travelers could roam the world entirely unhindered, provided they had sufficient means to support themselves. The mobility of the pre-war era was governed by economics, not by the state. John Maynard Keynes captured the essence of this world in his description of what a London resident could do before 1914: secure cheap and comfortable transit to any country or climate without the necessity of a passport or any other formal bureaucratic requirement.

This openness was not accidental. It reflected a deliberate absence of state machinery devoted to regulating movement. For the majority of the nineteenth century, the sovereign states of Europe and the Americas had exercised remarkably little administrative control over who crossed their borders. The administrative cost of policing movement exceeded any perceived benefit. A traveler might carry letters of introduction or requests for safe passage, especially if he was engaged in diplomacy or commerce, but the state did not require these documents or establish infrastructure to verify them. The concept of such documents existed in fragments throughout history: the Persian king had issued letters for safe passage to Judah in the fifth century before Christ; the Han Dynasty in imperial China had utilized documents recording physical characteristics to regulate movement across checkpoints; medieval Islamic authorities had issued the bara’a, a tax receipt that doubled as a travel permit; England’s first surviving passport had been issued by King Charles I in 1641. By the eighteenth century, passports were occasionally issued in France—where they were written in French, the language of diplomacy—and by 1794 all British passports were theoretically issued through the Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. Yet these were exceptions, not the rule. They were issued to specific classes of people—merchants, diplomats, elites—and they were optional. For the vast majority of the global population, formal documentation of identity for the purpose of travel was entirely unnecessary. A factory worker from Liverpool could board a ship to New York; a farm laborer from Naples could seek work in Argentina; a Finnish peasant could move to Minnesota. The mechanism of state oversight simply did not exist.

In the United Kingdom, the paradigm of open borders actually persisted through most of the nineteenth century despite some early tremors. The Aliens Act of 1793 had imposed temporary restrictions during the Napoleonic Wars, but once those wars ended, borders opened again. The Aliens Act of 1905, passed as a response to waves of impoverished Jewish immigrants fleeing pogroms in Eastern Europe, attempted to manage immigration more systematically. It established three rules: immigrants lacking adequate means of subsistence could be refused entry; they could be expelled if they received poor relief within a year of arrival; but crucially, they could not be refused if they were fleeing political or religious persecution. Even with these rules in place, systematic passport controls did not materialize. Between 1793 and 1914, the vast majority of Europeans lived in a world where one could simply board a ship and sail to another continent without proving who one was to state authorities.

Yet beneath this apparent openness, pressures were accumulating. The United States had begun experimenting with immigration restriction long before Europe did. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 explicitly halted migration from China based on ethnically targeted legal restrictions, driven by American labor leaders like Samuel Gompers of the American Federation of Labor and Dennis Kearney of the Workingman’s Party, who feared that unrestricted immigration would suppress wages. The State Department had occasionally used its passport authority to enforce ideological conformity. In the 1880s, it refused to issue passports to Mormons, operating under the assumption that such travelers would use their journeys to recruit polygamists abroad. The Expatriation Act of 1907 signaled a tightening of citizenship definitions by stripping American-born women of citizenship if they married noncitizen husbands—a provision that would persist until reversed by the Cable Act of 1922.

Germany, under Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, initiated a systematic anti-Polish campaign in 1885. Bismarck halted the importation of Polish labor and systematically expelled between thirty thousand and forty thousand Poles, framing this expulsion in terms of racial and ethnic preservation rather than economic regulation. The mechanism was crude but effective: Polish workers were identified through workplace inspections, detained, and expelled across the border. German landowners in the east who depended on seasonal Polish labor protested, but the state’s racial ideology overrode economic interests. Germany had also pioneered remote border control mechanisms at the Russian-German border by outsourcing surveillance to shipping companies, instructing them to stop transit migrants deemed medically unacceptable. This represented an early form of privatized border control—the state delegated the burden of surveillance to commercial entities that had strong incentives to comply, as refusing to cooperate would result in loss of shipping contracts. These were cracks in the edifice of openness, but they remained localized to specific populations and specific states. The general regime of free movement remained intact. Britain could still claim that almost any person, regardless of nationality or status, could take a ship from British ports and arrive in Canada, Australia, or the United States without facing significant legal barriers, provided they had the money for passage.



THE MACHINERY OF WAR

The outbreak of the First World War in August 1914 obliterated the world of open borders within weeks. The catalyst was not the assassination itself but the collision between military necessity and the existence of large foreign populations within belligerent states. When armies mobilized for total industrial war, governments faced an immediate operational problem: how to distinguish between citizens subject to conscription, allied nationals who could be trusted, and enemy aliens who represented security threats. There was no machinery to make these distinctions. States had not previously needed to systematically identify all persons within their territory by nationality. A German general might face a strategic problem: he needed to conscript all able-bodied German men into the army, but he could not easily identify who was German and who was French or Russian. British factories needed to employ workers, but had no systematic way to ensure they were not German spies. The machinery of identification did not exist. The war forced governments to invent that machinery with astonishing speed, borrowing techniques from census-taking, criminal record-keeping, and military administration.

The United Kingdom’s response set the pattern that other nations would follow. Within days of the declaration of war, Parliament passed the Aliens Restriction Act of 1914. This legislation represented a fundamental break with the prior legal regime governing immigration and deportation. Before 1914, deportation in Britain had been possible only upon formal conviction for a criminal offense—fraud, theft, burglary, and the like. The criminal justice system was the instrument of deportation; the threshold was high and required due process. A magistrate had to hear evidence, the accused had a right to defense, and a conviction had to be obtained. The Aliens Restriction Act eliminated this entire structure. Thereafter, a foreign national could be deported for administrative violations of landing, passport, and registration regulations, without criminal conviction and often without elaborate legal proceedings. A person could be detained at a port of entry if he lacked the documentation the state had suddenly required, or deported from his home if he failed to register according to new procedures. The act of deporting someone—separating him from his family and livelihood—no longer required a criminal conviction or judicial review. It required only an administrative decision. The Act suspended the right to asylum. It made the recognition and reception of refugees a strict prerogative of the state, a power previously distributed among private citizens, charitable organizations, and local communities. Religious and civic organizations had once provided aid to the persecuted; now the state controlled whether any person seeking refuge could even enter the country. This power, granted as an emergency wartime measure, proved remarkably sticky. The state did not relinquish it when peace returned. Instead, governments across Europe would retain and expand the power to expel persons from their territory without criminal conviction throughout the twentieth century.

The practical consequence of this legal shift was the rapid construction of bureaucratic apparatus for the registration and surveillance of foreign nationals. The British government instituted strict structures to facilitate the surveillance of alien subjects at ports of entry and throughout the domestic interior. The state established the infrastructure to know, at any moment, which foreigners were present in the country, where they were located, what they were doing. This required the development of elaborate technologies: registration systems that required aliens to report their residence to local police; filing protocols that generated standardized records of personal information in centralized archives; surveillance networks that tracked movements and associations. The War Office, the Home Office, and the Admiralty all created separate registries of foreign nationals based on nationality, occupation, and suspected loyalties. These systems did not interoperate. Information flowed poorly between departments. Yet the mere fact of attempting comprehensive registration created a novel form of state knowledge: the ability to count and track an entire population in a way that had never been possible before. The war drove immense advances in the technology of population identification and control. Index cards replaced loose papers. Filing systems became standardized. Forms were printed in quantities that presupposed mass surveillance. What had been ad hoc and voluntary—a traveler’s self-identification through letters of introduction—became systematic and mandatory. Everyone had to be registered. Everyone had to prove identity. Everyone had to carry documentation proving compliance.

The intelligence services of belligerent nations quickly realized the immense value of controlling the mechanics of movement. In the United Kingdom, MI5 (domestic security) and MI6 (foreign intelligence) became deeply intertwined with the administration of travel documents. By 1921, the Secret Intelligence Service had been granted direct control of the Passport Office. The intelligence services began using the official title of Passport Control Officer as a bureaucratic cover for station chiefs and operatives deployed in foreign capitals. Kenneth Cohen operated under this cover in France, coordinating espionage networks. William Stephenson, operating under the codename “Intrepid,” served as Britain’s Passport Control Officer in the United States, a title that obscured his actual role running the British Security Co-ordination, an intelligence operation involving thousands of agents. The passport system thus served a dual purpose: it explicitly restricted the movement of undesirable aliens and enemy agents while simultaneously providing an unassailable bureaucratic infrastructure for the state’s own intelligence officers to operate internationally without drawing suspicion.

Back in London, MI5 maintained a sprawling surveillance archive that relied heavily on the records of the Passport Office. The movement of suspected subversives, communists, and enemy sympathizers could be tracked through the machinery of arrival and departure records. The passport office became the central node of a surveillance state that had barely existed before 1914.



THE PHOTOGRAPHIC REVOLUTION

One of the most profound mechanical innovations of the wartime passport was the mandatory inclusion of the bearer’s photograph. Until the First World War, passports had relied entirely on written physical descriptions to establish identity. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, government offices required descriptions of the bearer’s age, height, face, eyes, nose, chin, hairstyle, and distinguishing marks. An American travel document from 1841 simply described the holder as having a “straight nose, fair complexion, and oval chin.” Such subjective descriptions proved entirely inadequate for the high-volume security demands of wartime border crossings. A single written description could fit hundreds or even thousands of people. It could be memorized, copied, passed along. It could not reliably distinguish one person from another under pressure.

Photography had existed for decades, but the idea of applying it to state documents was considered novel and radical. The concept of photo-based identification had been tested as early as 1876 at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, where photographic tickets were introduced to prevent fraudulent transfer of free-pass admissions. But this concept was viewed as so revolutionary that decades passed before governments considered applying it to travel documents. It took the pressure of a global war to overcome institutional inertia and skepticism.

In late 1914 and early 1915, belligerent and neutral nations alike began mandating photographs on passport applications. On December 21, 1914, the United States Department of State required all applicants to submit triplicate unmounted photographs on thin paper, not larger than three inches by three inches. One copy was affixed to the passport application with an impressed court seal, another affixed directly to the passport itself. The British government redesigned its passport in 1915 to include a photograph and signature, producing a mass-produced document consisting of a printed sheet folded into ten sections and affixed to a cardboard cover. Australia followed suit in February 1915, requiring two unmounted photographs under its War Precautions Act. Within a single year, what had been a controversial and untried innovation became standard across the belligerent powers.

The early implementation of this requirement was remarkably chaotic because no standardized international rules governed portraiture. Applicants submitted images cut from group photographs. Others submitted pictures of themselves in full religious or nursing uniforms. Some submitted casual outdoor portraits of themselves doing the things they loved. In Lithuania, where photography was entirely novel to the rural population, authorities photographed up to five people at once to save scarce materials, subsequently cutting the final print into strips to affix to individual documents. Many illiterate citizens used fingerprints instead of signatures, establishing patterns of biometric identification that would become standard.

The introduction of the passport photograph represented a massive epistemological shift. It moved the burden of identification from local, community-based recognition to state-sanctioned, ocularcentric verification. In the pre-photographic world, a British passport had simply stated the bearer’s name, nationality, and a written description. A customs official at Dover who knew the traveler personally could authenticate the document through recognition and conversation. A banker from London carrying a letter of introduction from his bank could be verified by presenting the letter and confirming his identity through local knowledge networks. But in the mass migration world of the early twentieth century, customs officials at busy ports processed thousands of people a day. Many travelers were strangers from distant places. Verification through personal recognition was impossible. The photograph solved this problem. A state official examining the passport no longer needed to verify the bearer’s identity through personal knowledge or the testimony of witnesses. He could examine the photograph and compare it to the face presented at the border. The photograph was supposed to provide objective proof, independent of local knowledge or social trust.

For many citizens, particularly those of the middle and upper classes accustomed to freedom from intrusive state oversight, the sudden requirement to compress their complex identity into a sterile photograph and a set of biometric statistics was profoundly alienating. It was often the first time that well-off individuals had encountered a peremptory state demand to systematically prove their identity through the body itself. Prior to 1914, the visual cataloging and systematic measurement of citizens—the taking of measurements, the recording of physical characteristics, the standardized photography—had been associated almost exclusively with the criminal justice system. The mugshot was a tool of police surveillance, an indignity inflicted on criminals and suspects. By applying similar photographic constraints to law-abiding travelers, the wartime state implicitly criminalized the act of unregulated movement. The requirement to photograph oneself for a travel document was widely described in public discourse as an absolute “indignity.” The complaint was not that the process was inconvenient. The complaint was that being photographed like a criminal suspect was degrading. Yet resistance proved futile. The mechanism worked. It enabled rapid identification and prevented fraud. A photograph could not be easily forged and could not be transferred to another person. Once the war ended, governments did not abandon this machinery. The system had demonstrated too much utility.



THE PERMANENCE OF EMERGENCY

When the Armistice was signed in November 1918, ending the bloodshed, there was a widespread expectation that the onerous travel restrictions would be swiftly dismantled. The immediate existential threat that had justified emergency measures—the need to identify enemy nationals and prevent espionage—had ostensibly evaporated. The war was over. Soldiers were demobilizing. International commerce and the movement of labor should resume their normal rhythms. Many people assumed that the passport restrictions were like the rationing and the conscription that had been imposed during wartime—temporary measures that would be lifted as peace was consolidated.

Yet instead of returning to the open borders of the Belle Époque, governments across the world moved decisively to entrench, expand, and legalize the powers they had accumulated during the conflict. The emergency became permanent. This transformation required no conspiracy or grand planning. It resulted from the convergence of multiple post-war crises and the availability of a machinery that appeared to address them.

The retention of the passport system was driven by overlapping post-war anxieties. Economic destabilization followed demobilization as nearly seven million soldiers in Europe and North America returned to civilian labor markets. Factories that had been producing armaments stopped producing and retooled for consumer goods, creating dislocations and unemployment spikes. Agricultural production had been disrupted by the war, and food prices spiked. Competition for jobs intensified. Labor unions demanded protection from wage competition. Employers demanded control over which workers could enter their markets. The passport system, which could distinguish between citizens and foreigners, provided a mechanism for managing labor supply. A government could restrict the immigration of foreign workers during periods of economic distress, thereby protecting domestic wages and employment. The Russian Revolution of 1917 and the subsequent emergence of communist states created intense fear of ideological contagion and subversion. Governments worried that Bolshevik agents would enter their territories to organize communist movements. Labor radicalism seemed threatening. The passport system could be used to exclude known radicals, to track suspected communists, and to prevent the infiltration of foreign revolutionary ideology. Intensifying nativism fueled by eugenic ideologies made population control seem scientifically justified. Pseudo-scientific theories about racial superiority and the dangers of genetic admixture gave governments a purportedly scientific reason to restrict immigration from certain populations. The passport system could be used to enforce racial hierarchies, to control the breeding of the national population, and to prevent the “degeneration” of the national stock. Passports and visas rapidly evolved from temporary instruments of military defense into permanent mechanisms of economic protectionism, ideological quarantine, and demographic engineering.

In the United Kingdom, the transition from wartime emergency to peacetime fixture occurred through the Aliens Restriction (Amendment) Act of 1919. Debated passionately in the House of Commons in April 1919, the Bill sought to extend the extraordinary powers granted to the executive branch during the war into the post-war era for an initial period of two years. The rhetoric employed by the government during these parliamentary debates perfectly illuminates the reasoning behind the permanent monopolization of movement. Edward Shortt, the Secretary of State for the Home Department, framed the continuation of stringent border controls as an absolute necessity for national safety. He explicitly created a dichotomy between “national safety” and “individual hardship,” arguing that any hardship inflicted on a foreign national by strict border controls “becomes necessary and ceases to be unjust” when weighed against the supreme security of the state.

Crucially, the 1919 Act allowed the government to continue governing immigration and passport controls through administrative “Orders in Council” rather than establishing rigid statutory laws subject to regular parliamentary scrutiny. This administrative flexibility was defended as an “experimental” necessity for the transition to peace, allowing the executive branch to alter regulations rapidly without legislative bottlenecks. Opponents of the Bill, including the MP Noel Pemberton Billing, fiercely decried the legislation as “unworkable and stupid,” fearing it would permanently entrench emergency powers, bypass the legislature, and leave the country in a state of perpetual executive overreach.

The proponents of the Bill prevailed by emphasizing the ruthless efficiency of the new surveillance infrastructure. Sir Hamar Greenwood passionately defended the permanent retention of the passport and visa system by boasting of its totalizing, panoptic scope: “no alien can land now without knowledge of his port of origin, without knowledge of his arrival, without knowledge of every hour of his existence in this country.” The machinery worked. It was comprehensive. It provided total visibility. The government would not surrender such power once peace returned. The 1919 Act institutionalized the Home Office’s permanent jurisdiction over the “alien problem,” ensuring that the bureaucratic machinery forged in the fires of the First World War would outlive the conflict itself.



THE MACHINERY OF EXCLUSION

A parallel entrenchment of border control occurred in the United States, where wartime fears of radicalism merged seamlessly with pseudo-scientific racial theories to produce the most restrictive immigration framework the nation had yet constructed. The U.S. had already signaled its definitive shift toward restrictionism before the war even ended. The Immigration Act of 1917, passed over President Wilson’s veto, was an omnibus bill that imposed a literacy test for immigrants over sixteen, increased head taxes on newcomers, and created the “Asiatic Barred Zone,” which excluded most Asian immigrants from entry. The literacy test was openly designed to exclude Southern and Eastern Europeans, who had lower literacy rates than Northern Europeans. The head tax was set high enough to be prohibitive for the poorest migrants. The Asiatic Barred Zone was an explicitly racial barrier—it codified the idea that entire races were ineligible for immigration.

In 1918, Congress passed the Entry and Departures Control Act, commonly known as the Passport Act, which further secured American borders against enemy aliens and established strict regulatory controls over populations that had previously crossed the U.S.-Mexico border entirely unimpeded. Before the war, Mexicans and Central Americans had moved back and forth across the U.S.-Mexico border with minimal oversight. The passport system changed this. Suddenly, movement had to be documented. The border became a line that required official crossing, not simply a geographic boundary.

Following the war, the temporary wartime passport infrastructure provided the vital mechanical foundation for a radically new system of demographic control: the national-origins quota system. Drawing on eugenics research and recommendations from the Dillingham Commission report of 1907-1911, which had explicitly blamed recent immigration for a supposed decline in American racial fitness, Congress passed the Emergency Quota Act of 1921. This legislation was explicitly discriminatory. It restricted annual immigration from any given country to three percent of the number of foreign-born persons of that nationality residing in the United States as recorded in the 1910 census. The mathematics were brutal in their precision. If there were ten thousand Italians in the United States in 1910, the quota for Italian immigration in 1921 would be three hundred per year. With millions of Italians in the U.S., this meant the quota for Italy was tiny. For countries with small populations in 1910—England, Germany, Scandinavia—the quota was large.

The quota system was subsequently tightened and made permanent by the Immigration Act of 1924, commonly known as the Johnson-Reed Act. This law lowered the cap to two percent and pushed the baseline census data back to 1890. This was not a random choice. The 1890 census, taken before the major wave of Southern and Eastern European immigration, showed far higher proportions of Northern and Western Europeans in the U.S. population. By using 1890 as the baseline, the law deliberately shut out the newer immigrant demographics—specifically Italians, Eastern European Jews, and Greeks—while heavily favoring immigrants from Northern and Western Europe. The Johnson-Reed Act also completely excluded immigrants from Asia, fortifying the racialized legal barriers established by earlier acts and by Supreme Court decisions like Ozawa v. United States (1922) and Thind v. United States (1923), which had established that Asians were racially ineligible for naturalization.

The enforcement of this mathematically precise, racially discriminatory quota system would have been entirely impossible without the universal adoption of the passport. An immigration official processing an Italian applicant needed to verify that the applicant was actually Italian, that he had not already been counted in the Italian quota, and that he was not falling under one of the racial exclusion categories. Before the passport system, verifying nationality was difficult. After the passport system, it was straightforward. The newly minted passport, with its official seal, its photograph, and its recorded place of birth, became the definitive proof of nationality. As the primary document authenticating an individual’s country of origin, the passport became the definitive arbiter of whether an immigrant fell within the permitted statistical quota. The passport transformed the subjective, fluid concept of nationality into an empirical, actionable data point that immigration officials could utilize to execute the state’s restrictionist agenda. A person’s national membership, which had once been a matter of custom and presumption, became a measurable, verifiable fact recorded in an official document.

To enforce this new reality and to police the vast U.S.-Mexico border, Congress officially authorized funding in 1924 for the U.S. Border Patrol to regulate crossings occurring between official immigration stations. Before this, the border had been lightly policed. After 1924, a permanent armed force was stationed along the entire U.S.-Mexico border, solidifying a permanent militarized presence at American borders. The Border Patrol recruited men trained in customs enforcement and immigration law. They were armed and authorized to stop and interrogate persons crossing the border. They had the authority to demand proof of identity and to turn people back. The border became a line of military strength, not merely a geographic boundary.



THE INTERNATIONAL STANDARDIZATION

As domestic laws solidified the necessity of passports, the international community was forced to grapple with the administrative chaos the new system had unleashed. International travel in Europe, which had been virtually frictionless before 1914, had devolved into an absolute nightmare of overlapping jurisdictions, exorbitant visa fees, and contradictory documentation requirements. The League of Nations, founded in 1920 to maintain world peace, convened a series of major international conferences to address the crisis.

The 1920 Paris Conference represented the international community’s attempt to restore something of the ease of pre-war travel. Delegates gathered to discuss the possibility of abolishing passport requirements altogether and returning to the open-border system that had worked so well in the nineteenth century. The conference achieved remarkable consensus on the goal: most participants agreed that universal passports were economically inefficient, administratively burdensome, and contrary to the spirit of international peace. Yet despite this agreement in principle, the conference failed to abolish passports. Delegation after delegation, when forced to confront the practical implementation of abolition, insisted on maintaining the right to control entry to its own territory.

The conference’s failure to abolish passports did produce one lasting achievement: the standardization of the passport booklet itself. The Paris Conference established specifications for an internationally standardized, bound booklet format. Instead of the various documents then in use—loose sheets, variously sized papers, inconsistent designs—there would be a single, standard format recognized across borders. This booklet could be filled with visas, endorsements, and official stamps. The design proved so practical that, with minor modifications, it remains the standard to this day. The passport booklet that sits in your pocket today descends directly from the specifications agreed to at the 1920 Paris Conference.

The League of Nations subsequently convened further conferences on travel documents in 1926, 1929, and 1930. Each conference produced incrementally more detailed specifications and greater standardization. Each conference also produced evidence that no nation was willing to surrender meaningful control over its borders, no matter how much the international community might prefer ease of movement. The standardization of the passport represented a compromise: the world could not agree on whether passports should exist, but it could agree on what they should look like. The bureaucratic machinery, once invented and proven useful, could not be dismantled, even in peace. It could only be standardized and improved.



MECHANISMS AND CONSEQUENCES

The emergence of the modern passport system between 1914 and 1930 was not an inevitable historical development. It resulted from specific wartime pressures, the successful functioning of emergency bureaucracies, the political decision to make emergency powers permanent, and the simultaneous emergence of racialized quota systems in the United States and Europe. Each element depended on the others. Without the wartime need to identify enemy aliens within belligerent territories, governments would not have constructed the surveillance machinery for registering and tracking populations. Without the perceived success of wartime controls in achieving security objectives—preventing espionage, enforcing conscription, identifying dangerous aliens—governments would not have retained them in peacetime. Without the new passport infrastructure proving useful for racial exclusion and labor market control, it would not have been embraced so thoroughly in democratic nations like the United States and maintained across Europe.

The passport system as it crystallized in the 1920s embodied a profound reversal of the pre-war presumption about the burden of proof in movement. Before 1914, the presumption had been freedom of movement. States needed a specific justification to restrict movement. They needed to point to a particular threat or reason for exclusion. After 1914, the presumption became state control. Individuals needed justification from the state to move. A person crossing a border had to prove to state authorities that he had the right to do so. The burden of proof inverted. The mechanism created to handle emergency conditions persisted because once a state apparatus existed, it generated constituencies with interests in its continuation. Immigration officials, border guards, intelligence services, customs bureaucrats—all these officials now depended on the existence of passport systems for their employment, their authority, their professional advancement. These officials became a constituency supporting the continuation of the system. The system also served the interests of employers in controlling labor supply by restricting entry of foreign workers, of nationalist political movements in controlling national membership and defending racial purity, and of intelligence agencies in surveilling populations and tracking suspected subversives.

The irony is profound: the open-border world of the nineteenth century was not simply abandoned through some conscious policy choice. It became impossible to return to precisely because the machinery had been built to replace it. A state that might theoretically have wished to abolish the passport system in 1925 would have found that doing so would immediately blind it to the movement of people, compromise its security apparatus, and surrender control to other states that maintained their restrictions. If Britain abolished passport requirements unilaterally, German nationals could enter without identification and surveillance. British officials would lose the ability to track who was in the country. The system created dependencies and lock-in effects. The more thoroughly every other nation adopted the passport system, the more impossible it became for any individual nation to abandon it. By 1930, the passport system was locked in place, sustained not so much by the logic that had created it—wartime security needs—but by the sheer difficulty of unmaking it. The machinery had developed its own inertia.

The passport represents what historians of technology call a “path dependency.” An initial choice made under specific pressures generated consequences that made reversal increasingly difficult. The choice to implement emergency passport controls during the First World War was rational and necessary given the information and incentives available to wartime governments. They faced an urgent operational problem—the need to identify enemy aliens and prevent espionage—and the passport system solved that problem efficiently. The choice to retain these controls in peacetime was also rational, given that a) they worked and had demonstrated utility, b) they served new purposes beyond wartime security (racial exclusion, labor market control), and c) other states retained theirs, making unilateral abolition costly. Yet the accumulated consequence of these individual rational choices was a fundamental and lasting transformation in the relationship between the individual and the state. The world had not merely implemented a new technology or a new administrative mechanism. It had created new forms of power and new dependencies that would shape international relations and personal freedom for the next century.

The passport that emerged from the 1920s was not merely a document for identification. It was a mechanism for the assertion of state sovereignty over movement, for the enforcement of racial and national hierarchies, for the development of surveillance infrastructure reaching into every community, and for the monopolization of the legitimate means of mobility. It transformed nationality from a presumed status of subjects of a particular monarch into a measured, documented, biometric property of the state. A person’s national membership was no longer a matter of presumption or common law inheritance. It was a recorded fact on an official document, verifiable through identification. It criminalized unregulated movement. A person who attempted to cross a border without a passport was now committing a crime, subject to arrest and deportation. It converted the freedom to roam into a privilege granted by authority. Movement across borders became a permission granted by the state, not a right inherent in human existence.

This was not an inevitable development in human history. It resulted from specific decisions made under the pressure of industrial war, from the successful demonstration that emergency bureaucracies could achieve their objectives, and from the fundamental unwillingness of states to relinquish power once accumulated. The passport system endured because it worked, because it served multiple interests simultaneously (security, racial purity, labor control, surveillance), and because alternatives became unimaginable once the system was in place. A person who suggested in 1930 that borders should be unpoliced and movement unrestricted would have been met with incredulity. How would the state know who was crossing the border? How could you prevent spies and criminals? How could you enforce immigration quotas and protect domestic labor? The machinery had become so naturalized that the world without it seemed not merely gone but impossible, a fantasy of a simpler age.

Yet it had been the norm only a generation before. A man born in 1880 in Austria-Hungary had lived through the Belle Époque as a young man, when he could travel across Europe with minimal documentation. That same man, fifty years old in 1930, lived in a world of rigid borders, passport checkpoints, visa requirements, and militarized frontiers. The transformation of his world had been rapid and profound. It had occurred not through the gradual evolution of institutions but through the rapid crystallization of emergency into permanence, crisis into structure, exception into rule. The Second World War, which would begin less than a decade after the passport regime was fully consolidated, would use these same mechanisms—nationality, biometric identification, surveillance infrastructure—for purposes that would horrify the world. But the machinery itself, first invented to secure borders against military enemies, would prove all too available for other purposes. The state’s monopoly over the right to move, established in the name of wartime security, would become the foundation for the twentieth century’s most elaborate systems of social control.
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