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Introduction 
 
In this paper I examine two of the principle issues to be raised in the Dialectic of Private and Public 
Knowledge in Early Modern Europe conference: 
 

• ‘How does the collection of information by private or socially located actors connect, or not, 
to state authority?’   

 
• ‘Under what conditions does official information become "public" information?’   

 
As I have argued elsewhere1, how we conceptualise the relationship between the knowledge of  
private or socially located actors and state authority depends very much on what you mean by ‘the 
State’ and the ‘Private Sphere’.   If we think of the early-modern English State as a distributed system 
of governance, with multiple levels and intersecting forms of authority and power (local, county, 
country), and both civil and religious, then I would argue that distinctions between private/local and 
public/central information collection meant comparatively little in England until the nineteenth 
century.  It was then that the State started to become an entity over and above the local and private 
spheres.  This picture of the genesis of the state/private spheres owes perhaps rather more to Hegel 
than to Habermas – the English central ‘State’ was differentiated out of networks of local social 
knowledge and intercourse, rather than the latter being established in opposition to the State as 
Habermas argues in his The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.2  This may reflect the 
way in which England failed to develop the type of absolute monarchy and courtly government seen 
in the rest of Europe at the end of the early-modern period which Habermas posits, and that the 
country’s route to ‘democracy’ was via the co-option of groups into the central ruling elite rather 
than through the establishment of revolutionary rights.   
 
 
Local knowledge and governance in pre-modern England 
 
It was, of course, possible for local knowledge to feed directly into the central State in England in the 
period prior to 1800 but this was mostly on a narrow range of matters reflecting the prime interests 
of the monarchy – taxation, and dynastic survival and expansion.  The direction of information travel 
was mostly, but not always, towards the centre, and there was little attempt to create a global 
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picture of the nation for local consumption. Domesday Book, for example, William the Conqueror’s 
great survey of English landowning and royal dues of the late eleventh century, drew directly on the 
local knowledge of aristocrats and villagers for its compilation.3  So powerful was the mystique of 
the resulting manuscript compilation of rights and resources that by the late twelfth century the 
Dialogus de Sacarrio stated that it had acquired the title ‘Domesday’ as a metaphor for the day of 
judgement, because its decisions, like those of the Last Judgement, were unalterable. For many 
centuries Domesday was regarded as the authoritative register of ancient landholding and was used 
mainly for that purpose.4  Similarly, Edward I’s Quo Warranto proceedings into the rights by which 
manorial lords of the late thirteen century held their properties depended on central commissioners 
holding local inquests across the country.5  The medieval and early-modern monarchs were also 
interested in the wealth that they could mulct from an estate when a feudal tenant-in-chief died, 
especially if the heir was under age.  This resulted in the long series of inquisitions post mortem in 
which local juries were called on to answer a series of questions relating to the extent, tenure and 
value of the lands, the properties and rights of the deceased, and to identity the nearest heir.6  In 
the early-modern period, as the monarchy ceased to ‘live off its own’, local elites were enlisted to 
gather information on the taxable wealth of their communities for the purposes of gathering 
assessed taxes.7   Local community assessors had to forward an estimate of the probable returns 
from such taxes to the central Exchequer, which often involved collecting information on the 
assessable items in each household – windows, hearths, dogs, male servants, and so on.8  All these 
examples show local information feeding into the activities of the central State from a very early 
date but, as already noted, it was not used as raw data for creating summary compilations to be fed 
back into society.9  Indeed, some of the original documents relating to assessed taxation held at the 
National Archives in London are still tied up in the original bags in which they were stored after 
presentation in the Exchequer.10 
 
Medieval and early-modern monarchs up to the early seventeenth century also had to undertake 
personal peregrinations on a regular basis to keep in touch with local elites and their concerns. 
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These royal progresses have, of course, been plotted via the places at which royal charters and writs 
were issued.11  However, such local information gathering was increasingly supplemented and then 
replaced by the networks of correspondence that found their way into the State Papers Office in 
London, and the inevitable activities of spies such as Daniel Defoe.12  Even if papers were collected 
by the secretaries of state in London, there was very little chance that they would have been the 
basis of public knowledge, since they were the working papers of royal government and were kept in 
comparatively little order.  The various record classes that these now form in the Nation Archives in 
London are a later reconstruction of this voluminous archive.  Even then the archivists in the 
Victorian Public Record Office (the precursor of the modern National Archives) destroyed much of 
the coherence of the papers by physically separating them into the State Papers Domestic and State 
Papers Foreign, and putting anything printed into the Office’s own internal library rather than into 
the main archive.13 
 
It is perhaps noteworthy in this respect that even during the Tudor Reformation, that great period of 
monarchical assertion of power over the realm of England, there was little attempt by the monarchy 
to create and disseminate a picture of the nation to inform local discourse.  John Leland may, or may 
not, have been Henry VIII’s official antiquarian, but his larger vision of an official history of Britain 
came to naught.14  Instead, the great Tudor works that established an image of Englishness for the 
literate of the period were private productions, such as John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments (‘The Book 
of Martyrs’), William Camden’s Britannia, and the maps of Humphrey Llwyd.15  Similarly, the first 
great work of English imperial hagiography was not an official work but a private publication, Richard 
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Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations.16  I will return to the issue of the ‘imagined community’ of England 
when I discuss below the creation of the classic liberal State of the nineteenth century.17 
 
Local knowledge was, however, much more likely to inform the workings of the local forms of 
governance that developed in early-modern England.  This statement is indeed something of a tautology 
because those involved in local governance in early-modern England were themselves local residents, 
rather than central appointees as in the case of the royal intendants in France.  Leaving aside the 
institutions of the manor as the basis of local feudal governance, we can see in the early-modern period 
numerous forms of local government by ‘officers under the Crown’, who were held to account by royal 
appointed justices or county sheriffs but who acted locally on their own initiative.  Such local elites in 
parishes, hundreds and counties shared with the central monarchy a desire for order and good 
governance, and were more than happy to share in the authority and dignity of the monarch in pursuing 
them.18  This symbiosis lasted throughout the early-modern period, except during the fracturing of the 
English polity during the Civil Wars of the 1640s. 

This co-option of the Crown by local elites, rather than the other way round, can be seen in the case of 
the Old Poor Laws, which were codified by the Elizabethan Poor Law Acts of 1597 and 1601, and the 
Vagabonds Acts of 1547, 1572 and 1597.  These Acts laid down that the deserving and undeserving poor 
should be distinguished by their behaviour and moral worth, and while the former were to be relieved 
by a poor rate, the latter could be forced into workhouses and compelled to work there, or, if ‘vagrants’, 
sent back to their home parishes, whipped without compunction, or eventually hung.  (If the State is that 
which claims the monopoly of violence, then it was certainly present in local Tudor communities in the 
form of the overseers of the poor and justices of the peace.)  Parishes had to appoint overseers of the 
poor to both undertake the narrow surveillance of the poor this system required, and to collect rates 
and run workhouses.19  The activities of the Poor Law officers involved the acquisition of an intimate 
knowledge of the material circumstances and doings of the poor.20  However, as Majorie Keniston 
McIntosh has recently shown, in a town such as Hadleigh in Suffolk many of these forms of provision for 
the management of the poor had already been set up in the course of the sixteenth century by a group 
of unofficial and self-appointed ‘Chief Inhabitants’.  These men, mostly local cloth manufacturers, acted 
partly out of Protestant charity, but the system they created also gave them more control over their 
workforce.  By the beginning of the seventeenth century Hadleigh’s system of poor relief was working 
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under the powers conferred by the Poor Law statutes.21  This Suffolk town developed an unusually 
complex system of relief but the relationship between local elites and the Crown its history reveals was 
mirrored across the realm. 

Even when welfare benefits became ‘nationalised’ in the twentieth century, it was still the 
responsibility of local elites to vouch for the identity of individuals via the ‘recommender system’.  
This involved some person with semi-official status in the local community countersigning the 
application forms of claimants to vouch for their identity and the information they supplied.  For 
example, in order to determine claims under the 1908 Old Age Pensions Act, pensions officers were 
advised to obtain references from former employers, and ‘respectable people on whose word 
reliance can be placed’ such as ‘poor law officials, ministers of religion, clerks to the justices, petty 
session clerks, collectors of rates, police officials, shopkeepers, or officials connected with friendly 
and other provident societies, or with trade unions’. Claimants for unemployment benefits under 
the 1911 National Insurance Act would also have their original applications sent back to previous 
employers for verification  By the 1930s those claiming pensions from the Ministry of Pensions had 
to obtain a ‘Life Certificate’ proving their identity, which was to be attested by local officials or 
professionals .  Life certificates were still being used for the dependents of soldiers who died in the 
Second World War. In the post-war period, a similar range of communal elites was expected to 
countersign passport applications, and to sign the back of photographs forwarded with the 
applications to the Foreign Office.22    Thus, centralised welfare still relied on local knowledge well 
into the modern period.23   
 
In many ways the local apparatus of the Church of England can be fitted into the local knowledge 
economy of the early-modern period.  Although the Church was a spiritual entity concerned with the 
afterlife of the human soul, we should also remember that it was an organ of royal government with 
the monarch at its head.  Local church courts not only gathered information from parish 
communities on religious misdemeanours through ‘presentments’ by parishioners but also allowed 
extra-marital liaisons and illegitimacy to be discovered and punished.  Apart from the suppression of 
sin, this had a purely secular motive in that such infidelities undermined the co-operation between 
households that might be essential during times of dearth, and so helped prevent food riots.  There 
was also the fear that illegitimate children might become a burden on the local Poor Law.  In this 
manner the church courts can be seen as working in parallel with the secular institutions of the civil, 
as opposed to ecclesiastical, parish, and might depend on the activities of the same local individuals 
in their spiritual as well as civil capacities.24  Similarly, parochial registration of baptisms, marriages 
and burials, introduced by Thomas Cromwell in 1538, not only marked religious rites of passage but 
conferred welfare rights in terms of proving a local Poor Law settlement, or property rights through 
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proving lines of descent.25  Their practical use was, of course, for local administration and legal 
proceedings, rather than for creating a central picture of the country as in modern censuses. 
Other local forms of knowledge, other than that supplied by the parish registers, underpinned the 
official recognition of death – the local community saw the soul into the communion of the faithful 
on earth, and also into heaven.  According to the late thirteenth-century statute De Officio 
Coronatoris, if someone was killed it was the duty of the coroner to ask locals, ‘whether they know 
where the person was slain, whether it were in any house, field, bed, tavern, or company, and if any 
and who were there’.   It was the duty of the person finding the body, the ‘first finder’, to raise the 
hue and cry, and the local township had to guard the dead body until the coroner’s arrival.  On being 
notified of such a death it was the responsibility of the coroner to go to view the body, and to 
summon a jury of 12 to 16 men from the locality to meet on a certain day, often in the local tavern.  
The ‘first finder’ showed the naked body to the coroner, who felt it to look for wounds, bruises or 
strangulation. The jurors at the inquest had to identify the body, and determine if the death had 
been caused feloniously, by misadventure or naturally, and, if feloniously, whether by homicide or 
suicide.  On obtaining the names of those who had committed the homicide from the jurors, the 
coroner had to order their arrest.26  The broader concept of ‘trial by one’s peers’ has been, of 
course, at the core of English common law tradition. 

Local communal knowledge was also crucial in the manner in which the local electoral system, the 
underpinning of one half of the governing ‘Crown in Parliament’, functioned.  In most towns in the 
early-modern period the franchise was restricted to the owners of certain freehold properties, or 
‘burgages’, to members of the corporation, and to the freemen.  In the countryside, the franchise 
was confined to those holding freehold property valued at 40s per annum.  In smaller boroughs, with 
their small constituencies of perhaps twelve to fifty voters, a man whose predecessor in the 
possession of a property had been admitted to the poll was himself entitled to vote.  Which 
properties conferred the franchise was general knowledge in the community, and the electors were 
known to each other, and to the officers who conducted the poll.27  However, more formal record 
keeping was gradually introduced, if haltingly, into the process of identifying voters.  The whole 
political system of ‘Old Corruption’ was, of course, intensely localised, and different constituencies 
could have differing franchises, especially in the boroughs. 

The nineteenth century Reform Acts, starting in 1832, saw the development of a standardised 
franchise, and that modern means of recording electors, the electoral register.  The £10 householder 
franchise was introduced in boroughs, and town clerks had the responsibility of drawing up lists of 
freemen. These lists were displayed on the doors of every church and chapel, and objections could 
be made to the names, appeals being heard by revising barristers. In counties, electors had to 
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approach the overseers to have their names put on the lists, and overseers could examine their 
qualifications, and objections could still be made.  Annual registration of voting involved the posting 
up of lists of voters which members of the public could vet. The overseers of the poor were the 
registration officials, and so used the poor rate books to identify qualified persons, since those 
holding property had to pay the rates. The 1867 Reform Act gave lodgers paying rent of £10 the vote 
but they were not on the rate books, so they had to make a claim to the registration officer. Their 
name on the list of voters could again be challenged by other voters or claimants, although the voter 
could appeal to a revising barrister’s court.28  The late nineteenth and twentieth-century legislation 
on voting and electoral registers merely strengthened and elaborated this system.  To this day it is 
still not necessary for English voters to show personal identification at the polling booth, and they 
merely have to show a card sent to their address on the electoral register.  This is despite an 
Electoral Commission report of 2014 recommending that identification documents should be 
produced when voting.29  

The conclusion to be drawn here is that early modern England was indeed an ‘information State’, in 
which there was an intimate connection between local knowledge and state activities.  But this was 
because governance was primarily local.  Given the inquisitorial nature of this local State, and its 
dependence on the knowledge of locals and communities informing its workings, state knowledge 
was inevitably public knowledge.   Of course, this ‘public’ might not include everyone in a locality, 
and we ought to make a distinction between elite knowledge and ‘common’ knowledge.   

 

A new State and a new Public? 

 

It is perhaps always a mistake to try to see fundamental breaks in English history, since there is a 
sense in which the country’s uniqueness lies in its lack of such upheavals.  Even the Civil Wars of the 
mid-seventeenth century ended in the Restoration of the Monarchy, although the balance between 
the Crown and its more powerful subjects had plainly shifted.  The country has never seen a 
successful invasion since the medieval period, bar that of the Dutch in 1688 and the Americans in 
1942, and both of these were welcomed by much of the political elite.  In addition, it never 
experienced the absolute monarchies of Continental Europe, nor the seismic revolutions that 
sometimes ended them.  However, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did see the 
beginnings of a replacement of the local regime of governance via parish, county, local courts and 
churches.  Eventually England has become one of the most heavily centralised states in modern 
Europe.  As this shift took place, so the central State began to become more concerned to amass 
information about the ‘state of the nation’, and to get local government to act upon it, or indeed to 
act locally itself.  This required local communities to accept both the central authority’s 
understanding of the conditions of society, and its right to intervene to change them. 
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Why this shift took place is plainly beyond the scope of a paper such as this but some possible 
answers might be sketched out here as a background to what follows.  According to a more 
traditional historiography, exemplified by the work of Oliver MacDonagh, the rise of central 
intervention into society reflected an administrative response to the ‘intolerable’ problems in 
society as a result of the Industrial Revolution.30  However, this raises the issue of why certain issues 
suddenly became ‘intolerable’ in this period.  Michel Foucault argued, of course, that this new 
interest in the central husbanding of the human resources of society reflected the need to foster 
‘biopower’ in a period of constant inter-state warfare.31  In Britain the Foucauldian concept of the 
state moulding of citizens has especially been developed by Patrick Joyce.32  There may well be 
something to this but one should note that the rise of the interventionist State in England in the 
early nineteenth century took place in the period of comparative peace between the countries of 
Europe in the period 1815 to the 1860s.  What may have been more important is that after the 
French Revolution social problems may have become ‘intolerable’ to political elites because they 
might portend political crises.  Alternatively, we might understand the modern period as one in 
which most polities have a mixed constitution in Aristotle’s sense33, where various groups contend 
for oligarchic power within the State but have to submit themselves to a periodic democratic, or at 
least external, mandate.  The interplay of aristocratic and bourgeois forces is, of course, the basis of 
much of the nineteenth century political history of England but we might also note the rise of 
another group, that of the middle-class ‘expert’, within the structures of the State.  Here we might 
point to the careers of the likes of Edwin Chadwick34 or William Farr35 in the nineteenth-century Civil 
Service, or the work of Fabian socialists in the twentieth.36  In the twenty-first century the influence 
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of this class of intellectual administrators and academic contributors to policy formation has been 
one (if not the) prime targets of right-wing populists.37 

In the early nineteenth century much state information collection was for the purpose of influencing 
local activity, whether public or private, for in the words of John Stewart Mill: 
 

The authority which is most conversant with principles should be supreme over principles, 
while that which is most competent in details should have the details left to it.  The principal 
business of the central authority should be to give instruction, of the local authority to apply 
it.  Power may be localized, but knowledge, to be most useful, must be centralized......... 
[Central government] ought to keep open a perpetual communication with the localities: 
informing itself by their experience, and them by its own; giving advice freely when asked, 
volunteering it when seen to be required; compelling publicity and recordation of 
proceedings, and enforcing obedience to every general law which the legislature has laid 
down on the subject of local management.38 

In order to facilitate such activity there was an expansion of centralised information gathering.  This 
took many forms, such as the introduction of the decennial census and its reports in 180139, and the 
publication of The Annual Reports of the Registrar General, based on the civil registration of births, 
marriages and deaths introduced in 1837.40  Combined these facilitated sanitary improvements, 
personal insurance, electoral reform, and a multitude of other Victorian developments.  These 
parliamentary reports and papers were part of a flood of material instigated by Parliament, both 
drawing on local elite knowledge and informing it in turn.  Thus, in 1750 there were 8 parliamentary 
papers and command paper published, but this rose to 280 in 1800, 606 in 1850, and to over a 
thousand in 1900.41  A classic example of this form of investigation was Edwin Chadwick’s Report on 
the sanitary condition of the labouring population of Gt. Britain of 1842, which gathered local  

information on the appalling filth in early Victorian cities, and led eventually to the 1848 Public 
Health Act and the beginnings of sanitary reform. 42 
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This new Liberal State was also concerned to inform middle-class public opinion through its creation 
and funding of bodies for the amassing and dissemination of knowledge, which underpinned the 
creation of a sense of nationhood and national genius.  We might include here the establishment or 
expansion of great museums and galleries across the country but especially in London, where the 
activities of Prince Albert, Victoria’s consort, were of crucial importance.43  To this may be added the 
creation of the great centres of public record such as the Public Record Office (now the National 
Archives), Patents Office, Land Registry, and so on, again in the Metropolis.44  In addition, unlike the 
private or botched public attempts at creating the geography and narrative of an ‘imagined 
community’ in the early modern period, we find the Ordnance Survey publishing the first national 
maps in 180145, and the Historical Section of the Committee of Imperial Defence sponsoring a 29 
volume of Official Histories of the Great War in the years after the conflict.46   

This was a new type of State, eager to facilitate and mould the actions and outlooks of the new 
citizens of a modern age. 

 
The enchanted world of Tony Blair 
 
There was another way in which the knowledge work of the new State of the Victorian period, and 
its successors in the twentieth century, were different.  Rather than relying solely on local and 
popular knowledge, its activities were increasingly informed by the desire of the middle-class 
experts,  medical, statistical, and later scientific and academic, noted above to create a positivistic 
form of public knowledge that could then be fed back into society. The positivism of such experts led 
them to believe that society and the physical world operated according to general laws, and that 
these could be revealed by the statistical State as STATE-istics.47  Introspective and intuitive 
knowledge were also rejected, as were metaphysics and theology, because metaphysical and 
theological claims could not be verified by sense experience or data collection.  Taking their cue from 
David Hume’s arguments in his Philosophical Essays Concerning Human Understanding of 1748, 
events, such as miracles, that were said to break the ‘laws of nature’ were ascribed to the ignorance 
and ‘barbarism’ of the less educated population.48  Private knowledge, especially that of the 
‘populace’, came to be seen as suspect if not downright reprehensible, infected as it was by 
prejudice and ‘superstition’.  As Weber was to point out49, the victory of Capitalism and the positivist 
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State were to lead to the ‘disenchantment’ of the world.  Only ‘facts’ created through ‘scientific’ and 
‘rational’ procedures could be the basis of public action – the ‘public’ now being that which was 
produced by state institutions, rather than by civil society.   
 
Older forms of knowledge, long accepted by ‘the common people’ and elites alike, came to be 
undermined by these new modes of official thought.  For example, when in the 1830s local medical 
practitioners began to fill out the new death certificates called for under the Civil Registration Act of 
1836 and gave causes of death in terms of traditional humouralist theories of health, the central 
General Register Office (GRO) sent them back asking for causes of death in terms of external disease 
pathogens and the site of lesions.  The GRO subsequently published its tables of causes of death 
based on classification systems using this newer understanding of disease in the Annual Reports of 
the Registrar General.50  Similarly, whereas in the early-modern period fitness for public office might 
be seen in terms of good breeding and physiognomy, the modern period saw the rise of the 
examination and the interview as the formal means of establishing fitness.  Rather than the body, it 
was the hidden mind and the measurement of innate intelligence that counted.51  In an interesting 
reversal, the causes of ill health were externalised, and those of character internalised. 
 
However, we might ask how far this disenchantment of the world, and the acceptance of positivistic 
state knowledge, actually influenced the populace, or even certain aspects of the knowledge set of 
the educated elite.  For example, some aspects humouralism continued to be accepted by ‘ordinary’ 
people in England well into the twentieth century, and those judged as physiognomically ‘beautiful’ 
still appear to get better jobs and earn more than the ‘homely’.52    In addition, as a recent BBC 
survey showed, three out of five British adults believe today that miracles are possible53, whilst a 
survey of spirituality in Britain taken in 2013 found that a mere 13 per cent believed ‘That humans 
are purely material beings with no spiritual element’, and 39 per cent definitely believed in the 
existence of the soul.  This was not necessarily a question of education since the highest social 
classes were more likely to believe in the soul than any other group.  The same report showed that 
25 per cent of people believed in angels, including 24 percent of those in the highest social classes A 
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and B.54  It is likely that other Western societies, such as the USA, would show still higher levels of 
such spiritual beliefs.   These sorts of results indicate that the ‘disenchantment’ thesis is rather more 
complicated than one might imagine.55 
 
It could be argued, moreover, that even when scientifically generated state knowledge is accepted 
and deployed, it can be understood in older ‘enchanted’ ways.  In some respects the underlying 
strategies of thought that informed ‘superstitious’ types of popular knowledge could have an 
important impact on the public reception and use of the positivistic knowledge of official experts 
and scientists.  In this manner the dichotomy between ‘enchantment’ and ‘disenchantment’ is 
elided. An example of this can perhaps be seen in aspects of the official scientific and technological 
identification of the criminal.  Thus, in 2000 the then British Prime Minister Tony Blair announced a 
massive expansion of the UK’s criminal DNA Database, which saw £200 million being spent on it by 
2004.   He justified this expenditure by claiming that by that date, the Database would include ‘the 
majority of the known active offender population’, estimated at 3,500,000 people.56  With hindsight 
this was a specious argument because the Database certainly did not include those in the City of 
London who were carrying our massive fraud at this time. But it was also suspect because Blair did 
not seem to have understood how the DNA of individuals got into the database.  Many people giving 
DNA samples to the police were perfectly innocent of any crime – some merely gave samples so that 
the police could eliminate them from their enquiries.  Eventually in 2008 the European Court of 
Human Rights ruled that the holding of DNA samples from persons who were not convicted of a 
crime was illegal.57   We might also note here the irrational manner in which juries in both the USA 
and UK place almost unlimited, and misguided, faith in the abilities of the techniques of DNA 
profiling to discover ‘truth’.58 

An earlier example of a similarly problematic faith in technological marvels can be seen in the official 
introduction of photography into the identification of criminals in mid-nineteenth century Europe.  
In England the police in Birmingham may have started taking photographic portraits of criminals in 
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1850,59  and photography in prison registers spread rapidly thereafter.60  Under the 1871 Prevention 
of Crimes Act, photographs of convicts were also sent by prison governors to the Habitual Criminals 
Registry in London, which held 34,000 portraits by 1888.61 However, such aids to identification were 
not frequently used by the police. This was because the information they contained could not be 
easily retrieved. In practice, one needed a name to use the photographic archives properly, which 
somewhat undermined their use as a means of identification. The problems of using registries of this 
type meant that many policemen preferred to rely on personally recognising criminals they had seen 
before, rather than on this new form of forensic science.62  
 
Similarly, the French had been collecting pen portraits of criminals since 1819 in the ‘redaction du 
bureau des prisons’63, and photography had been used in sections of the Paris Prefecture from at 
least 1872, with suspects photographed unsystematically from various angles and with various 
degrees of expertise.  The photographs were once more catalogued by name alone, and so could not 
be used when the criminal unsportingly gave a false name.  This was noticed by a young clerk in the 
Prefecture, Alphonse Bertillon, when he was filing out the forms on which the photographs were 
attached for retrieval.64   However, he claimed that he noticed from the photographs that the bodily 
measurements of no two individuals were exactly alike.  Bertillon went on to design a complex 
system of bodily measurement to be obtained from criminals, which could then be used to index the 
vast collection of forensic photographs in Paris for retrieval.65  The Metropolitan Police in London 
adopted this system of ‘Bertillonage’ for indexing its own photographs in the 1890s but replaced it 
with fingerprinting at the beginning of the twentieth century.66 
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This story has been examined by a number of scholars67 but rather less attention has been given to 
why both the French and British police collected photographs for decades when they were 
comparatively little used for practical policing.  We might possibly think here in terms of the 
talismanic appeal of photography in associating policing with modernity and scientific progress, or 
perhaps just bureaucratic inertia once systems of forensic photography had been established.  
However, we might also understand the history of this early forensic photography in terms of the 
continued role of ‘practical magic’ in the modern age.  Photographs are not just objects since as the 
anthropologist Alfred Gell argued: 

We suffer, as patients, from forms of agency mediated via images of ourselves, because, as 
social persons, we are present, not just in our singular bodies, but in everything in our 
surroundings, which bears witness to our existence, our attributes and our agency.’68   

In broader terms he argued that human beings are always projecting a form of ‘distributed 
personhood’ into works of art, or of worship, which gave them such agency.69  How else can art 
‘touch’ us, or the ‘primitive’ fetish benefit or harm its followers?70  ‘Capturing’ the images of 
criminals, could thus be seen as a way of capturing the criminals themselves in a form of effluvia 
magic, the ability to control those whose bodily fluids or ejecta one possesses, for as a 
correspondent in the Huddersfield Daily Chronicle put it in 1873: 

Prisoners in our gaols cannot complain that we display any lack of sentiment for them when 
they remember that, besides cutting off locks of their hair, we now take their photographs 
and most carefully treasure these little mementoes of our erring brethren.71 

Tony Blair in the twenty-first century also seems to have been as much concerned with the capture 
of evil (the ‘active offender population’) via effluvia magic as with its identification.  In this case, the 
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proposition that belief in such forms of magic still exists is given greater credence by the finding that 
many people, at least in the USA, believe that DNA is in fact alive.72    

The projection and capture of the personality of individuals in objects is, of course, a widely 
understood part of the early-modern mentality, from the presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist73 
to the urine, nail clippings and hair that people placed in bottles to deter witches.74  This also helps 
to explain the presence of shoes and other personal items found in the chimneys of early-modern 
houses across the Western world.75   In pre-modern Europe it was believed that witches, their 
familiars, or other evil forces such as fairies, imps and goblins, could easily infiltrate houses from 
outside, gaining access through windows, and cracks in doorways and walls.  With such evil forces 
acting like Wi-Fi how was one to protect the home, and especially the chimney and hearth, both its 
centre of the home and weakest point?  The answer was to place simulacra of the body and its 
human presence, such as shoes, in the chimney to act as decoys and so draw the evil away.76   
Photographs, as Walter Benjamin argued, can also be seen as giving off an ‘aura’ of the person 
represented.77 
 
We might extend this discussion of the enchantment of official scientific explanation in a number of 
ways.  For example, it is increasingly becoming clear that the placebo effect of medicines is a real 
phenomenon, which depends on the faith of patients in their curative powers, above and beyond 
their actual physiological effects.78  This has been portrayed as an ethical problem for official public 
medicine in the British National Health Service but we might also see this in terms of the use of 
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counter spells in order to deal with malign forces just as early modern people used talismans or 
witch bottles.79  Similarly, perhaps we might also link the theory of climate change caused by sun 
spots to the ancient astrological belief in the influence of celestial bodies such as the Sun on human 
affairs!   
 
 
Conclusions 
 
In this paper I have in fact done three things: traced the relationship between local information and 
state activity; shown how the local state was superseded by a central information state, and how 
this changed the status of knowledge; and finally suggested that the new positivistic knowledge was 
partially undermined by older, ‘enchanted’, understandings of cause and effect.  I think that I am on 
sounder ground with the first two parts of my analysis, and the third part is somewhat more 
speculative.  However, given that we now live in a world in which populist attacks on positivistic 
knowledge are growing, it is perhaps important to revisit the realm of practical magic once more.  
After all, as one author has noted, perhaps fancifully, ‘New Thought’, in which willing something can 
make it happen, has influenced the 45th President of the United States of America.80   
 
However, there are certain issues about the account above that I still struggle with, and which 
require further consideration.  As perhaps befits the outlook of an ex-archivist, this paper has often 
been concerned with the translation of oral knowledge into written documents.  Was this the only 
way in which the State acquired information, and was there a trend from the oral to the written, as 
Michael Clanchy argued for charters and writs in the medieval period?81  Is this an inevitable sign of 
progress, or part of a centuries old strategy of power, as James C. Scott argues?82  Also, this raises 
once again the issue of what we mean by the ‘public’ which supplied information to the new 
positivistic State, and received back State knowledge in the form of published parliamentary reports 
and expert commentary.  Until the twentieth century it was really the landed and middle classes that 
provided information to the State, and which imbibed the information that came back.83  Others 
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received information bowlderised, and reworked, by the popular media, if at all.   Does this explain 
why it has been so easy for populist politicians to reject it, or present it as part of an ‘agenda’.84 
 
Secondly, we might ask if there is a difference between ‘knowledge’ and ‘information’, or to repeat 
T. S. Eliot’s oft quoted lines: 
 

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? 
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?85 

 
There have been endless discussions as to what Eliot meant by this but in the context of the present 
paper we might ask whether what people understood locally in day to day discourse was understood 
in the same manner when such knowledge became information for the central state?  On a frivolous 
level I might point, for example, to the misunderstandings in the meaning of the term 'relationship 
to head of household' in the English censuses of the mid-nineteenth century.  The census authorities 
plainly meant it to refer to kinship terms, or the relationships of boarder, lodger, servant, or visitor.   
But in 1861 one farm labourer living in a shed at the bottom of a farmer's garden merely described 
his relationship to the head of the family in the manuscript census as ‘friendly'.86 Moreover, what 
broader shifts in understanding might have occurred?  Thus, what may have appeared as local 
customary forms of communal negotiation, such as food riots, might appear very different when 
reported to central authorities at times of crisis.87   
 
Lastly, is an anthropological approach to magical thinking in the modern world an appropriate one 
when discussing state information capture and dissemination?  Is the appeal to ‘basic’ human 
strategies to cope with complex modern problems really permissible?88 One could argue that what is 
important in our vast modern societies is to exclude a consideration of much of its complexity as 
possible, rather than projecting personhood into our interactions.89 Can one really describe 
President Donald Trump and Prime Minister Tony Blair as ‘cunning folk’?90 
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