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IDENTIFICATION OFFICES IN INDIA
AND EGYPT

THERE are many Identification Offices, supported by Governments
and known by various titles, in different parts of the world. Their
number increases, and so does that of the purposes to which they are
applied ; a knowledge of them is, however, confined to few persons.
This is especially unfortunate, beécause a fair amount of popular
interest would ensure their adequate support, and would check the
common tendency in all Government institutions to slackness of
management, which is particularly fatal to the efficiency of Identifi~
cation Offices.

Those of which I am about to speak are the central establish-
ments in India and in Egypt. The Indian system was described ab
the meeting of the British Association last September by Mr. E. R.
Henry, late Chief of Police in Bengal, who reorganised it under its
present form. The Egyptian system was explained by its originator,
Colonel Harvey Pasha, Commandant of Police, in a book, or rather a
pamphlet, published in Alexandria on the 31st of December 1897. 1
Jhave had the advantage of frequent communication with both these
gentlemen, and I have also had the pleasure of witnessing the highly
successful workimg of the Egyptian system at the central office in
Cairo, but I have not visited India. .

The need for rapid means of identification is greatly felt in these
two countries. The natives are too illiterate for the common use of
signatures. Alphabetical registers are of little service, owing to the
paucity of different names, and, in Egypt, owing to the various ways
in which a man may fairly describe himself. Thus an Egyptian has .
his own special name, say Hassan; he may or may not use his
father’s name, say Mohamed ; and he usually bears a distinctive nick- -
name, say El Gazzar (the butcher). His full title is therefore
Hassan Mohamed El Gazzar, but he may legitimately call himself at
one time Hassan Mohamed, and at another time Hassan El Gazzar.
The difficulty of identification is increased by the roaming habits of
the natives, many of whom travel great distances for pilgrimages,
petty commerce, or change of employment, so that witnesses may
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uot easily be found to identify them. Again, while the natives of
India and of Egypt have beautiful traits of character and some
virtues in an exceptional degree, their warmest admirers would not
rank veracity among them. It is not insinuated that false testimony
is unknown in English courts of justice, or in England generally;
indeed I find, on a rough attempt at a vocabulary (made for quite
another purpose), that more than fifty English words exist which
express different shades and varieties of fraud ;! but if a map of the
world were tinted with gradations of colour to show the percentage
of false testimony in courts of law, whether in different nations or
communities, England would be tinted rather lightly and both
Bengal and Egypt very darkly. So, whether it be from the impossi-
bility of identifying the mass of natives by their signatures, or from

~ the difficulty of distingnishing them by name, or from their roving

habits, or from the extraordinary prevalence of personation and false

.testimony among them, the need for an Identification Office has been

strongly felt both in India and in Egypt.

Simple Identification.—Beginning with the simplest require-
ment, of being assured that a particular person is really the
man he professes to be, it has become recognised in India that the
impression in ink (printer’s ink is the best) of one or more fingers
is an adirable criterion of identity, being cheap, easy, and most
trustworthy. Impressions are used for the following purposes :
(1) All pensioners, whether civil or military, are now required in
India to make a print with their fingers, lest others should personate
them after their decease, and continue to draw allowances that should
have lapsed. Frauds of this kind have been apparently checked to
a great extent in this simple way. (2) The courts of law have often
to deal with cases in which a transfer, sometimes of property, some-
times of rights, is repudiated, which purports to have been duly
made in the presence of witnesses. Both parties freely suborn false
testimony, and most conflicting evidence is adduced. It is mnow
required in all registration offices in Bengal that every man who
registers a document shall make his thumb-print uponit. If the man

_ afterwards repudiates the document, he is obliged to make a thumb-

print in open court, for comparison ; so the doubt is settled at once.
Many cases of fraud have been detected in this manner during the
last few years, and the deterrent effect of the new system has already
become so marked that the total volume of work with which the

' It may be worth while to give these words. The list is imperfect, but will do.
Cant, cheat, chicanery, circumventing, counterfejt, chouse, connivance, cozen, crafty,
cunning, deceit, defraud, delude, dishonest, dissemble, dissimulate, dodge, duplicity,
tallacious, feign, flattery, frand, furtive, hoax, humbug, bypocrisy, insinuation,
intrigue, jesuitical, jobbery, knavery, lying, mendacious, peculating, perfidious,
perjury, personation, rascality, roguery, scheming, scoundrel, sharper, shuffier, slan-
derer, slimness (a new word due to the Boers), slyness, sneaking, spying, stratagem,
subterfuge, traducing, treachery, trickery, wiles.
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courts have to deal will probably become lessened toa sensible extent.
(3) Large advances are made by the Opium Department to culti-
vators, the forthcoming crops being pledged in security. The depart-
ment, of course, does not deal directly with the numerous cultivators,
but with middlemen ; thus there are at least two stages in which
fraud may occur. Sometimes the middleman puts forward a false
document which purports to be the receipt of the cultivator, some-
times the cultivator repudiates the receipt that he really gave. The
finger-print of the cultivator on the document is now required to
authenticate his receipt; this puts an end to all uncertainty, and
both middlemen and cultivators appreciate the efficacy of the new
system. (4) Employers when advancing money to labourers, or
‘making contracts with them, or paying their salaries, are now
beginning to protect themselves by requiring the finger-print of the
labourer upon the agreement or receipt. (5) In the large establish- »
ment of the Survey of India, it was found very desirable to prevent
the re-employment in distant districts of men who had been dismissed
for misconduct. Consequently a photo-zincograph of the thumb-
print of every such man is sent to all the working parties to prevent
his being re-engaged under a false name. (6) A similar practice is
employed by the Director-General of the post offices of India, and is
made applicable to all gazetted officers, who now number many thou-
sands. (7) In the Medical Department of India, both the local officer
and the Medical Board register the thumb-impression of the person
examined, before giving him his certificate. This provision might be
extended with advantage, for there is good reason to believe that per-
sonation is not infrequentin local examinationsin India(and sometimes
nearer home), an ignorant candidate bribing a clever scamp to pass the.
examination in hisname. (8) Certificates bearin g the thumb-impres-
sion of the person certified are used in the administration of the rules- -
for preventing the spread of plague, and for regulating the pilgrimage
of Mussulmans to Mecca. All thé foregoing are, according to Mr.
Henry’s statement, actually in use at the present time; there are
other purposes to which finger-prints might be, and probably will
be, applied with advantage. -For instance, insurance offices might
register the finger-prints of those whose lives they insure, and
recognise the testimony of prints taken before witnesses from the
hand of the sick man (or even from the corpse) as proof that he
was the man in question. "Also, finger-prints might properly be
used in authenticating wills, the testator havin g first registered them.
The Indian Legislature has passed a special Act amending the Law
of Evidence, by declaring relevant the testimony of those who have
become proficient in deciphering finger-prints. ,

It must be a great satisfaction to Sir William Herschel to follow
the modern development of finger-printing in India, for it was he
who first officially introduced it in the district of which he was the
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