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State of Denial

ByMartin Twomey

Having come full circle in half a century, today British citizens stand on the brink of having their
'fundamental rights and freedoms’ enshrined in the plasticated chip of a compulsory ID card. But
what, asks Martin Twomey of the Hackney NO2ID Group, is this card for exactly and whose interests
does it serve?

This man walks into a bar... a bar | happened to be in a few months ago. The conversation turned to
identity cards and he told me about his elderly parents’ recollections of WWII identity cards. They
spoke of the British public a few years after the war ended becoming fed up with growing intrusion
and harassment, with every jobs-worth official from post office clerks to railway porters, bus
inspectors to bobbies on the beat constantly demanding people’s identity cards. They told of people
gathering in the streets to burn their cards in defiance of what had come to symbolise an overbearing
and ever more intrusive state.

Id Card, WWII

And well they might! Wartime identity cards, when introduced in 1939, had just three administrative
functions: national service, national security and food rationing. Within eleven years this had risen to
thirty-nine, and showing your identity card for the most trivial of purposes had become routine.

This began to unravel on June 26th 1951, due to the defiance of one man: Clarence Willcock. Mr
Willcock refused to produce his ID card when stopped by a police officer. In court he argued that the
National Register was wartime legislation with no legitimacy in peacetime. Eventually the Court of
Appeal found in Willcock’s favour, giving him an absolute discharge. Lord Goddard, Lord Chief

Justice, summing up in the case said; 'To use Acts of Parliament, passed for particular purposes during
war, in times when the war is past - tends to turn law-abiding subjects into lawbreakers, which is a
most undesirable state of affairs’. Later in 1952, as a part of his 'bonfire of controls’, Winston

Churchill abolished the last compulsory ID scheme in Britain.

Since then, there have been failed attempts to reintroduce the card by both Conservatives and Labour,
with justifications varying from tax administration, to football hooliganism. Following the 9/11 attack
David Blunkett, then Home Secretary floated the idea but backed down in the face of parliamentary
opposition. In 2002, he tried again; calling it an 'entitlement card’ designed to help people obtain heath
care, get jobs and other 'entitlements’. When challenged, Blunkett declared he was in a 'contest with
intellectual pygmies’. This debate raged until March 2006 when the Identity Card Bill passed into law
following one of Parliament’s bloodiest battles in years.

ID Card Poster

Throughout this debate we have been repeatedly told the cards, and the vast database behind them, the
National Identity Register, will help fight crime, identity theft, illegal immigration, benefit fraud, and
terrorism. The detail of these claims has been analysed and discussed at length and is beyond the scope
of this article. But experts and officials in many fields have argued soundly that they are exaggerated,
misleading, or plain wrong. Even the proponents of these claims, including Ministers, have at one time

or another admitted, under pressure, that ID cards would not solve these problems. But they persist in
spinning those lies, presumably on the Goebbels principal that if you tell a lie big enough and keep
repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.



The success of these lies however is central to the aims of those pushing for the card and National
Identity Register. A 2004 YouGov survey for Privacy International indicated: 'millions of people
would take to the streets or break the law to fight the UK Government’s proposed national ID card’
and 'more than a million people would go to prison rather than register for a card’.[1]

The tactic to disarm such popular opposition has been to generate a climate of fear about the issues
mentioned above, and then proffer the ID card, and its Register as the solution. This is what we have
been witnessing for some time now and the great fear is that the tactic is working. The sound-bite: 'If
you have nothing to hide you have nothing to fear’ is frequently trotted out. The poverty of this
argument is to reason that if you are not a criminal the Government may use any surveillance and
monitoring against you no matter how draconian and intrusive.

It is against this background of fear that a sizeable part of the population seems to have lost or
abandoned its capacity for critical thought. Last November the Government’s own Information
Commissioner Richard Thomas stated: 'Two years ago | warned that we were in danger of
sleepwalking into a surveillance society. Today | fear that we are in fact waking up to a surveillance
society that is already all around us.’ But why is there no outcry from this ever more scrutinised
society? Two factors help explain this: ‘stealth’ and ‘mission creep’. Essential tools for anyone
wanting to subdue a population, these are shrewd alternatives to the jack-boot enforcement of other
times and places, but crucially, they can achieve the same results. The secret is to progress slowly in
small increments, introducing ‘necessary’ and benign legislation, which once passed, provides powers
that can be employed in ways which could not have been foreseen by the public, press, or Parliament
whose job it should be to filter out such dangerous aims.[2]

But this is just conspiracy theory you may say. Well, take the Terrorism Act (section 44), it allows the
police to detain without the need to demonstrate 'reasonable suspicion’. This happened in 2003 no less
then 995 times against peace protesters. (Liberty report ‘Casualty of War’ 2003).[3] The Act was even
used to expel a heckler from last year’s Labour party conference. Under The Serious Organised Crime
and Police Act, two people were convicted for reading out the names of UK soldiers killed in Iraq at

the Cenotaph.[4] The Protection From Harassment Act, passed to protect women from stalkers was
used to imprison a peaceful protester.[5] These are not isolated cases, the list goes on.

Shami Chakrabarti — Director of Liberty puts it well: ’If you throw live frogs into a pan of boiling

water, they will sensibly jump out and save themselves. If you put them in a pan of cold water and
gently apply heat.. they will lie in the pan and boil to death.” But could this Government really have

a hidden ‘frog boiling’ agenda? Well, lets go back to 1934 to look at one hidden agenda. Sylvanus
Percival Vivian, Registrar-General responsible for designing the far less intrusive WWII ID card,
identified a strategy referred to as 'parasitic vitality’: "if it cannot be given enough real peace value of
its own it must be given a borrowed and artificial peace value ... its use and production and the quoting
or recording of the number upon it must be made obligatory in regard to as many as possible of the
organised activities in close touch with the life of the people’.[6] Investigation shows a similar
philosophy behind the fagade of the Identity Cards Act 2006.

| realise that not everyone can plough through all Acts passed by Government for proof of this
argument but one man who has gone some way towards this is Henry Porter of Vanity Fair. He
discovered your NIR file will record all of your life — medical, prescription and driving record,
children’s details, insurance, mortgages, plane tickets, library cards, bank transactions and much
more. In his article ‘Blair's Big Brother Legacy’, which makes for compelling reading, Porter says:
'what is remarkable, in fact almost a historic phenomenon is the harm his (Blair's) Government has
done to the unwritten British constitution in those nine years, without anyone really noticing, without
the press objecting or the public mounting mass protests.’ Significantly, when Porter published his



comments on this research last year, Home Secretary Charles Clarke described it as 'pernicious and
even dangerous poison.’[7]

What is clear is that this ID project, if implemented, will in time lead to a population totally dependant
upon it for most of the normal transactions of their daily social and commercial existence. Bear in
mind that the card, for which you will have paid around £93, remains the property of the Government
and can be withdrawn at any time and that failure to submit to the process can result in fines up to
£1,000, which may be increased if you object.[8]

Another and even more pernicious aspect of the scheme’s ‘collateral damage’ will be its impact on
minority groups. In 2003 criminologist Ben Bowling found that African-Caribbeans are 27 times more
likely than Whites, and Asians 18 times more likely to be stopped under the Criminal Justice and
Public Order Act. [9] The current DNA database holds samples on hundreds of thousands of innocent
people, including 24,000 juveniles, who were never cautioned, charged or convicted of any crime.
38% of all black men are represented on that database, while just 10% of white men are.[10] In other
European countries with less intrusive identity systems we see shocking abuse of minorities: In France
young people North African descent complained they were asked to produce their papers several times
a week following new laws in the mid-1990s. In Belgium, a citizen who had produced her ID card was
disbelieved by police, who decided she must be an 'illegal’ carrying a fake document because she was
of African origin. She was detained for three days and almost deported to a country she had never
seen.[11]

The financial costs of realising this grand idea are estimated by the London School of Economics to be
up to £19 billion, with an annual running cost as much as £400m.[12] And this in a country with 3.6m
children still living in poverty, an education system strapped for cash and scores of inner cities
suffering deprivation and generating a growing minority of marginalised and disenfranchised youth. In
2005 Professor Danny Dorling stated in the report ‘Criminal Obsessions’: 'The rise in murder in

Britain has been concentrated almost exclusivelin the poorest parts of the country’.[13] The vast

ID card budget would surely be better spent on more targeted, intelligent investment in these areas.

But this Government denies direct links between crime and poverty. Of course they also deny
promoting a climate of fear while constantly reminding us of the crime and terror we need to be
protected from. They deny legislation will be abused yet we witness a string of abuse of existing laws.
They deny our civil liberties are being eroded while limiting our freedom to assemble and speak. In
the same vein, they deny that identity cards will be detrimental to society, yet it is plain to all who
examine the detail, that this Act of Parliament will alter forever the balance of power between the
rulers and those ruled. It is ironic that such a seismic shift in this delicate balance, and in this direction,
has not been seen in Western Europe since the 1930s.

But what has a Government of any colour to gain from such madness? It is said that communism keeps
people in fear of prison whilst capitalism keeps them in fear of debt. This ID project artfully combines
both, and once embedded in our culture, its insidious nature will create a widespread subconscious fear
of ‘making trouble’ of any kind. Those who are marginalised and most need a voice will be least able

to speak out for fear of the ever-present threats, which such a system of total centralised control
embodies.

My friend in the bar, where this discussion began, concluded that he would follow the conviction of

his parent’s generation, resisting at every turn the Government’s attempts to fingerprint, number and
control him for life — he might even become the Clarence Willcock of our time. But this is not 1952,

and as we see with road cameras and the Iraq war, this Government ignores the voices of millions. We
must hope there will be many Clarence Willcocks, people who value fundamental freedoms, who



understand and will defend the subtleties of the relationship between state and individual. As Edmund
Burke warned: 'The price of liberty is eternal vigilance.’
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