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ABSTRACT. Population registration has figured only peripherally in histories of state formation in
modern Europe. Although the registries never fully shed their original security function, the
emergence of the interventionist state transformed the personal data or information collected
by the registries into a central element of state administrative power. However, the ways in
which this information could be used by both the civilian administration and the police to
govern individuals and populations were limited by the use of paper as a means of data storage
and transmission and by the information processing technologies available at the time. Rather
than viewing the population registries and, later, the National Registry (Volkskartei) primarily
as instruments of the Holocaust, this article embeds them in a longer, alternative history,
which explores the relationship between population registration, information, information
processing, and state formation between the mid-nineteenth and the mid-twentieth century.

Das Meldewesen wurde in der Geschichtsschreibung der Staatenbildung im modernen Europa
bislang nur peripher berücksichtigt. Wenngleich die Melderegister ihre ursprüngliche
Sicherheitsfunktion nie ganz abgestreift haben, machte das Aufkommen des interventionisti-
schen Staats die von den Meldebehörden gesammelten Daten zu einem zentralen Element
der staatlichen Verwaltungsmacht. Die Möglichkeiten der zivilen Verwaltung und der Polizei,
diese Informationen zur Lenkung und Beherrschung von Individuen und Bevölkerung zu
nutzen, waren jedoch durch die Verwendung von Papier als Speicher- und Transfermedium
sowie durch die zeitgenössischen Informationsverarbeitungstechnologien eingeschränkt. Statt
die Melderegister und die spätere Volkskartei primär als Instrumente des Holocaust zu
betrachten, bettet dieser Beitrag sie in eine längerfristige, alternative Geschichte ein, welche
die Beziehungen zwischen dem Meldewesen, Information, Informationsverarbeitung, und
Staatenbildung zwischen der Mitte des 19. und der Mitte des 20. Jahrhunderts untersucht.

POPULATION registration has figured only peripherally in histories of state formation in
modern Europe. Although the population registration regulations that were issued
in the German states and elsewhere in continental Europe beginning in the sixteenth

century were primarily intended to facilitate the policing of the mobile underclasses, the
function of population registries changed fundamentally between the middle of the nine-
teenth and the middle of the twentieth centuries. The emergence in the latter decades of
the nineteenth century of a global order of nation-states, whose legitimacy depended on
their success in regulating the social and economic domains and promoting the welfare of
their individual citizens, transformed personal data or information—that is, information per-
taining to identifiable individuals and their vital, biopolitical activities—into one of the
central elements of state power. Although the population registries never entirely shed
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their security function, during this period they became the most important source of individ-
ualized population information for the local, and then the national, interventionist state. It
was also during these years that population registration, as well as the identification and
control practices to which they gave rise, came to be seen as natural attributes of the
state—a process that Mara Loveman has characterized, following Pierre Bourdieu, as “the
primitive accumulation of symbolic power”1—and that the associated forms of administrative
knowledge came to be seen as natural and self-evident precisely because they made it possible
to carry out essential state functions.

Anthony Giddens provides a useful set of concepts for thinking about the relationship
between population registration, information, information processing, and state formation
during this period. Giddens begins with the organization, which he defines as “a collectivity
in which knowledge about the conditions of system reproduction is reflexively used to influ-
ence, shape or modify that system reproduction,” and he defines the political in terms of the
administrative power of organizations, that is, their capacity to marshal the “authoritative
resources” through which dominion over the activities of human beings is exercised.2

Giddens argues that surveillance, or the collection, storage, and dissemination of coded infor-
mation about the individual members of the population and the subsequent use of this infor-
mation to superintend and control their activities, is the primary means for the concentration
of the authoritative resources involved in the formation of the nation-state and thus the nec-
essary precondition of their administrative power.3 Although Giddens himself shows how
official statistics exemplified the reflexive use of information by the nation-state to
monitor and control the process of social reproduction, I argue that the personal information
collected by the population registries could be used to govern individuals, populations, and
large-scale social processes in a way that aggregate statistical data could not.

In Prussia, which set the pace for developments in other German states after unification,
the population registration system assumed its recognizably modern form in the second half
of the nineteenth century, and from this point onward the role of the population registries as
sources of administrative information increasingly came to rival their original security func-
tion. The ways in which and the extent to which this information could be used to govern
the population were, however, limited by the information processing technologies available
at the time. Solving these problems—problems where surveillance and information process-
ing were two sides of the same coin—was crucial to the development of the modern state.
Although Jon Agar has noted that it is important to put the “bureau” back into studies of
“bureaucracy,” I would suggest that it is equally important to understand the intimate rela-
tionship between bureau and kratos4—that is, between information processing technologies
and power or authority.

1Mara Loveman, “The Modern State and the Primitive Accumulation of Symbolic Power,” American
Journal of Sociology 110.6 (May 2005): 1651–1683, and for West Germany Götz Aly and Karl Heinz
Roth, Die restlose Erfassung. Volkszählung, Identifizieren, Aussondern im Nationalsozialismus (Berlin: Rotbuch
Verlag, 1984), 141, translated as The Nazi Census: Identification and Control in the Third Reich (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 2004), 146–47.

2Anthony Giddens, The Nation-State and Violence (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 12, 7, 19.
3Giddens, The Nation-State and Violence, 181, 309. Both Giddens and Michael Mann, The Sources of Social

Power, Volume II: The Rise of Classes and Nation-States, 1760–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 59, argue that there is no intrinsic relation between infrastructural and despotic power.

4Jon Agar, The Government Machine. A Revolutionary History of the Computer (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2003), 5. The connection between administrative writing and political power has also been a topic of recent
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The history of Europe between the 1860s and the 1970s can be conceptualized in terms
of the consolidation, and then the incipient dissolution, of both territory and the specific
forms of power associated with control over bordered political space. The key to understand-
ing this power is the intensity with which territory is penetrated and its potential resources
mobilized, actualized, and transformed into power. As Charles Maier has written:

National power and efficiency rested on the saturation of space inside the frontier. National space
was to be charged with “energy” throughout, like the ether … Territory would be pervaded
with prefectures and subprefectures, post offices, railroads and infrastructure, mass-circulation
newspapers, telegraphic communication, and the possibilities of electrical power in general.
Territorial consciousness now meant that no point inside the frontiers could be left devoid of
the state’s control, just as no point within a field was devoid of physical force. Administrative
energy in the form of primary schools, prefectures, and railroads would pervade and “fill” the
nation’s space.5

This relationship among information, territory, and “administrative energy”wasmediated
by the development of the bureaucratic infrastructure of the state. In Prussia, and presumably
elsewhere as well, the success of the Napoleonic era reforms was predicated on the creation of
a modern administration—with its distinctive culture and practices—to implement these
policies.6 The 1850s witnessed a European revolution in political and administrative practice
as moderate reformers, whose policies centered on the creation of the material infrastructures
that they saw as the key to economic growth, progress, and the resolution of the social ques-
tion, sought to create the bureaucratic infrastructure (including statistical offices) needed to
formulate and implement coordinated policies for the nation as a whole.7 In Germany,
the state bureaucracy assumed its ideal-typical form during the Empire. The internal division
of labor and the reliance upon professional expertise increased rapidly in tandem with indus-
trialization, urbanization, and the expanding regulation of economic and social life, and this
increasingly professionalized administration reached deeper into society and radiated outward
from the cities into the countryside in the manner of the electromagnetic fields invoked by
Maier.8 At the same time, the increasing reliance upon bureaucratic procedures, formalized

historiography of empire. See, for example, Patrick Joyce, The State of Freedom. A Social History of the British
State since 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 144-84; and Miles Ogburn, Indian Ink.
Script and Print in the Making of the English East India Company (Chicagp: University of Chicago Press, 2007).

5Charles Maier, “Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative Narratives for the Modern
Era,” American Historical Review 105.3 (June 2000): 807–31, esp. 819–20. As a complement to Maier’s
account, see the discussion of territory, the “state effect,” and the state mode of production in Neil
Brenner and Stuart Elden, “Henri Lefebvre on State, Space, Territory,” International Political Sociology 3
(2009): 353–77. Ulrike Jureit, Das Ordnen von Räumen. Territorium und Lebensraum im 19. und 20.
Jahrhundert (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2012), 17–22, challenges both Maier’s periodization and
what she sees as Maier’s assumption that, over more than a century, the conceptualization of political
space remained unchanged and virtually synonymous with that of the nation. In The State of Freedom,
53ff., Joyce offers a different account of infrastructure (both material and informational), the state, and
governance.

6Stefan Haas, Die Kultur der Verwaltung. Die Umsetzung der preußischen Reformen, 1800–1848 (Frankfurt/
New York: Campus Verlag, 2005).

7Christopher Clark, “After 1848: The European Revolution in Government,” Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society 22 (2012): 171–97; and Anna Ross, Beyond the Barricades. Government and State-Building in
Post-Revolutionary Prussia, 1848–1858 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).

8Lutz Raphael, Recht und Ordnung. Herrschaft durch Verwaltung im 19. Jahrhundert (Frankfurt: Fischer,
2000); Jörg Ganzenmüller and Tatjana Tönsmeyer, eds., Vom Vorrücken des Staates in die Fläche. Ein
europäisches Phänomen des langen 19. Jahrhunderts (Vienna: Böhlau, 2016); and, on the territorial dimension
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reporting requirements, the written word as a means of communication, and new office
technologies was altering the nature of public administration and making possible the exer-
cise of power by means of reiterative files, whose authority derived not from some transcen-
dental authority, but rather from their repeated, mutually-authenticating reference to the
larger, systemic whole to which they belonged.9 The formalization of the population regis-
tration system and the integration of the population registries with other bureaucracies and
other bodies of bureaucratic knowledge was an integral element of this process.

The historiography of the German population registration system has been dominated by
a single slim volume: Götz Aly and Karl Heinz Roth, The Nazi Census (1984). In this book,
which was researched and written during the 1983 census boycott, Aly and Roth argued that
the population registration system and other population technologies were, if not distinctly
Nazi, then at least intrinsically repressive, and they sought to undermine the legitimacy of the
1983 census by establishing continuities in personnel and policy between the Third Reich
and the country’s postwar statistical apparatus.10 However, this and other attempts to link
writing, population registration, and population knowledge to the growth of state power
in the transition to European modernity have been challenged by an important collection
of essays edited by Keith Breckenridge and Simon Szreter. Breckenridge and Szreter argue
that civil registration, that is, the administrative recording of the birth, death, and marital
status of individual citizens, their familial relationships, and their property, has always been
the most important means for recognizing and documenting individual membership in
the community and that, as the crucial instrument through which the individual has been
able to assert his or her claim to the rights and entitlements associated with such membership,
it has been a precondition of individual and collective welfare. The contributions to the
volume argue that church registries and those maintained by property and land record
offices, by poor relief authorities, and by voter registration, education, and public health
offices enjoyed the broad popular support that they needed to function because they
served a variety of vital communal ends, which ranged from establishing the right to poor
relief to creating stable relations between individuals and promoting the security of marriage,
property, and commercial intercourse.11

These forms of civil registration must be distinguished from population registration or
enumeration, and Breckenridge and Szreter argue that the instrumental dimension of the

and discursive construction of administrative power, Wolfgang Göderle, Zensus und Ethnizität. Zur
Herstellung von Wissen über soziale Wirklichkeiten im Habsburgerreich zwischen 1848 und 1910 (Göttingen:
Wallstein, 2016), 77–112.

9Thomas Ellwein, Der Staat als Zufall und als Notwendigkeit (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1993). See
also Peter Collin, “Die Organisation der binnenadministrativen Kommunikation in der preußischen
Verwaltung des 19. Jahrhunderts,” and Stefan Nellen, “Mechanisierte Sekretäre. Verwaltung im Zeichen
der Schreibmaschine,” both in Peter Becker, ed., Sprachvollzug im Amt. Kommunikation und Verwaltung im
Europa des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2011), 335–59 and 247–74, respectively;
Angelika Menne-Haritz, “Schriftlichkeit im Entscheidungsprozeß der Verwaltung. Die
Geschäftsordnung der preußischen Regierung Kassel von 1867,” in Jahrbuch für europäische
Verwaltungsgeschichte 9 (1997): 83–96; and Ilana Feldman, Governing Gaza. Bureaucracy, Authority and the
Work of Rule, 1917–1967 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).

10Aly and Roth, The Nazi Census.
11Keith Breckenridge and Simon Szreter, “Recognition and Registration: The Infrastructure of

Personhood in World History,” in Keith Breckenridge and Simon Szreter, ed., Registration and
Recognition: Documenting the Person in World History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1–36.
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latter comes to the fore precisely because the element of recognition is almost entirely lacking
in those population registration systems created by the central state in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries to meet its own needs.12 This distinction between “good” and “bad”
forms of registration, however, lets in through the back door the disciplinary state that
they sought to banish through the front. The result is to underemphasize the welfare goals
of the central state, the disciplinary potential of local organizations, and the overall ambiguity
of the relationship between rights and registration. Nevertheless, their volume effectively
undermines the assumption that registration must be understood primarily as a mechanism
through which the state exercises control over a passive civil society, and it opens the door
to historical analysis of their functioning in specific contexts. It also raises the question of
the relationship between civil and population registration.

The story of population registration in modern Germany cannot be told apart from the
histories of both civil registration, which established central elements of the administrative
identity of the person, and identification documents and practices, which sought to ensure
that this information was linked to the proper physical individual and which were the
precondition for the exercise of administrative power and social control at a scale that tran-
scended that of the face-to-face community. The political scientist and administrative histo-
rian Thomas Ellwein has argued that the establishment of a secularized civil registration
system first made possible the comprehensive registration of the population. I argue,
however, that origin and locality are mutually implicating, that the civil and population
registries each capture different dimensions of the administrative identity of individuals,
and that, just as the population registration system depended on the civil registries to establish
the identity of new residents, so, too, would the civil registration system have been ineffectual
without the ability to locate specific individuals.13

Population Registration and Information Processing in
Nineteenth-Century Prussia

Population registration regulations were codified for the Prussian state by the settlement law
that was promulgated at the turn of 1842–1843 in conjunction with laws governing commu-
nal responsibility for poor relief, the punishment of vagrants, beggars, and the work-shy, and
the acquisition and loss of Prussian citizenship. Although freedom of movement had been
established by the early nineteenth-century reforms, settlement proved to be a stickier
issue, and, together, population registration and the new poor relief system were the admin-
istrative links between movement and settlement.14

12Breckenridge and Szreter, “Recognition and Registration,” 7, 18–19.
13Ellwein, Der Staat als Zufall und als Notwendigkeit), I: 359–62. Colin Koopman, How We Became Our

Data. A Genealogy of the Informational Person (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019) argues that
birth certificates—as the most original or elemental documentation of civil identity—became the anchor
for the administrative identity of the person, the basis for the assertion of an array of individual rights
flowing from membership in the community, and the foundation for biopolitical programs (both hygienic
and statistical) to promote the health of the population.

14This decision to begin with the codification of Prussian regulations entails viewing parish registries
(Seelenregister, Kirchenbücher), tax lists, and the other registries of local inhabitants (Bürgerrollen, Hausbücher),
as well as the relevant early modern police ordinances, primarily as precursors of the later population regis-
tries, even though they all have their own histories.
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At the time, the Prussian government was eager to promote labor mobility and industri-
alization. However, officials worried that such a policy would overburden the towns with the
cost of relieving the poor whomoved there in search of work. The so-called “relief residence
system” sought to assure the poor that they would not find themselves entirely without a
safety net as they moved in search of work while assuring the towns that they would not
have to unfairly bear the burden of supporting these persons. The poor law regulated the
distribution of relief costs by dividing the entire state territory into poor law districts and
establishing a mechanism by which, as a result of the presence (or absence) of the individual
for a specified period of time (and thus his or her contribution to the local economy and the
finances of local government), the obligation to assist this person in case of need was placed
upon (or removed from) individual districts. The settlement law codified the right of all inde-
pendent persons to take up residence where they pleased. It also required all persons desiring
to settle in a new location to register with local authorities and provide relevant information
concerning their personal circumstances. In this way, the registration of settlement for police
purposes also started the clock governing the acquisition and loss of a relief residence.15

The introduction of near-universal freedom of movement by the North German
Confederation in 1867, the abolition of internal passports that same year, and the extension
of the Prussian relief residence system to the entire country after 1871 forced the other states
to revise their population registration regulations to bring them into accord with this more
liberal order. Although the idea of uniform national regulations for the registration of
both citizens and foreigners had a certain appeal, Imperial and Prussian officials felt that it
was important to give local officials the authority to determine precisely how registration
was to be carried out and the period within which persons were required to register.16

Consequently, the Reich government never made use of its authority to supervise state set-
tlement legislation (§4 Abs. 1 of the April 1871 Reichsverfassung), including the registration
obligations associated therewith, and population registration remained a matter for the states.

Because population registration fell within the purview of the interior ministries and the
police, registration requirements could be altered by ordinance. Consequently, population
registration only rarely became a matter of explicit legislative concern at either the Reich
or the state level, and most differences that did arise were resolved through negotiations
within the state bureaucracies or between officials in the individual states. In practice, the
responsibilities of the registry offices evolved primarily through the accretion of new tasks
imposed by legislation in other areas rather than as a result of direct legislative modification
of the registration system itself.

Two practitioner’s guides published at the end of the century—one for Berlin, the other
for the Rhenish town of Mülheim (now part of Cologne)—give a good picture of the
Prussian population registration system as it had evolved since 1842.17 For the authors of
both volumes, the function of the population registration offices was not only to monitor
and control the population for security purposes, but also to facilitate the work of the admin-
istration by providing public officials and the general public with “quick and reliable

15Larry Frohman, Poor Relief and Welfare in Germany from the Reformation to World War I (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 80ff.

16Grossherzogliche Hessische Regierung to Reichskanzleramt (August 9, 1871), and the response
(October 8, 1871), Bundesarchiv Berlin (BAB) R1501, Nr. 114036.

17F. Throl, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen. An der Hand der in Berlin bestehenden Einrichtung nach amtlichen
Quellen dargestellt (Berlin, 1897); and Friedrich Gronau, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 2. Aufl. (Köln, 1900).
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information on current and past residents of the community.” This latter function was so
important, the Mülheim volume noted, because “the police population registration system
is necessary to administer a large part of our laws and state institutions.”18

In Berlin, the registration form asked for information on all members of the household,
including name (and previous names of thewife), marital status, occupation, date and place of
birth, religion, tax registration information, the address of the new residence, the date on
which the party moved in, and previous addresses. This was the basis of the administrative
identity of the head of household and of those dependents whose relation to the state was
mediated through this person. If registry officials were suspicious of the authenticity of the
documents submitted, the identity of the person, or the person’s criminal or political past,
if the newcomer did not submit a certificate showing that he had informed registry officials
in his previous place of residence that they were departing for Berlin, or if the person did not
appear to be entirely reputable, then the official could inquire of the registry office in the
person’s previous residence.

The linkage between the population registration system and both the tax and conscription
systems was particularly close. The classified income tax that had been introduced in Prussia
in 1851 divided households into broad classes based primarily on such external indicators of
income as occupation, way of life, and social status, and the law required that a special tax
census (the Personenstandsaufnahme) be carried out each November. As was the case with
policing, the tax law was administered by local officials on behalf of the central state.
Because tax assessment was affected by any number of factors that were normally docu-
mented by the population registries (movement from one household to another, movement
from one locale to another, entry into or discharge from military service, emigration), and
because the law required local tax officials to communicate with one another—parallel to
the registration of departure and settlement—relevant information on newcomers (including
previous tax payments, the number under which this information was maintained in the tax
assessment list of the prior residence, and any outstanding obligations), it made a great deal of
sense to both administrators and the public to have the population registries, which also pro-
vided the basis for the tax census, collect this information when newcomers registered their
settlement and then to forward the necessary information to local tax officials.19

Registry officials also had to verify the military status of all male newcomers in the relevant
age group and compile the annual conscription lists of the men residing in their district. One
facet of this involved determining whether men seeking to emigrate had fulfilled their military
obligations. For example, and to our great misfortune, Donald Trump’s grandfather, who had
emigrated illegally before he had performed his military service, was expelled from Bavaria
when he sought to return.20 Moreover, not only did the precinct offices maintain lists of

18Gronau, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 2, 4; and Throl, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 1, 3.
19Ernst von Schwichow,Die Mitwirkung der Ortsbehörden bei der Klassensteuer. Eine Uebersicht über die hierfür

bestehenden Bestimmungen (Magdeburg, 1888).
20Gronau, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 27, 37–40, A. Schmidt, Das Meldewesen. Anleitung zur Einrichtung

des Meldeamts und zur Führung der Meldegeschäfte in kleinen und mittleren Gemeinden (H. Lamprecht,
1905), which devotes substantial space (43–44, 57–64) to the determination of the military status of new-
comers, and http://www.faz.net/aktuell/gesellschaft/menschen/trumps-opa-kaempfte-um-bleiberecht-
in-deutschland-14538356.html. In Prussia, conscription had originally been organized on the basis of the
Kantonsystem, but it was successively reorganized after the revolutionary-era introduction of universal
male military service, unification, and the 1875 secularization of civil status. See Emil Brandt, Das
Deutsche Militär-Ersatz-Wesen, 3. neu durchges. Aufl. (Langensalza, 1894).
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resident foreigners. As part of the broad understanding of police and its regulatory tasks, they
also issued the labor books required by servants, certificates of leaving, and good conduct attests
for persons applying for passports and prepared a variety of lists used by communal officials
(voters, jurors, and children subject to compulsory vaccination and schooling, as well as
persons practicing a variety of professions and occupations). Prussian regulations also required
population registries to provide the general public—on request—with information concerning
specific individuals (name, date of birth, and present or previous registered address). Although
the Berlin guide characterized all of these as ancillary duties, they were, in fact, essential func-
tions of a population registration system that was evolving into a multifunctional source of
information for the police, the civilian administration, and the general public.21

Both cities maintained two sets of forms—one ordered alphabetically, the other by street
and house number; while smaller towns may have continued to use bound registries, larger
cities used the modern medium of loose-leaf files, which more easily permitted the regular
addition and removal of individual members of an increasingly mobile population. The
manuals described both the various strategies employed to reduce the amount of labor
required to record and retrieve relevant information concerning specific individuals and
the ways in which the robustness of these files was enhanced by supplementing them with
information from other sources (such as the courts and the civil registries) so that the registries
became the point at which, and the means through which, much of the information relevant
to policing—including the regulatory tasks for which the police were responsible—was
integrated.22

Persons leaving their current place of residence were expected, but not required, to register
their departure and inform officials of their intended destination. Conversely, newcomers were
expected to submit a certificate of leaving from officials in their previous residence. The
problem was that many people who left one residence did not always know where they
were going; nor were they always truthful about their intended destination; and many
people simply decamped “on travels.” In such instances, it was difficult to monitor the move-
ment of individuals and verify the information contained in the documents they presented at
their new residence. One proposal that was being considered at the time to keep the paper trail
from being irreparably broken was to institute a universal “backwards reporting” (Rückmeldung)
system, which would require registry officials in the person’s new residence to notify their
counterparts in the place that the newcomer claimed as his or her previous residence. This

21In reading the development of the German population registration system in terms of its evolution into a
multifunctional information system for the civilian administration, both Ulrich Marenbach, Die informatio-
nellen Beziehungen zwischen Meldebehörde und Polizei in Berlin (Stuttgart: Duncker & Humblot, 1995), and I
follow Lothar Beyer, “Der Streit um die Aufgaben des Meldewesens,” in Ralf Bernd Abel et al.,
Kommunikationstechnische Vernetzung (Darmstadt: S. Toeche-Mittler Verlag, 1986), 205–41.

22Throl, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 7, 62. Paul-André Rosental, “Civil Status and Identification in
Nineteenth-Century France: A Matter of State Control?” in Registration and Recognition: Documenting the
Person in World History, 137–65, esp. 141, 149–50, also describes the cross-references among different reg-
istries. In “Machineries of Data Power: Manual versus Mechanical Census Compilation in Nineteenth-
Century Europe,”Osiris 32 (2017): 129-50, Christine von Oertzen argues that in Prussia the disaggregation
of the lengthy census lists into “counting slips” and “counting cards” represented an important conceptual
innovation, which facilitated the analysis of social complexity based on the new concept of “data,” and that
these changes opened theway for the development of a more efficient mechanism for the manual processing
of census data. In the long run, the administrative innovations described by vonOertzen facilitated the intro-
duction of punched cards and, later, electronic data processing.
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would allow officials there to reestablish any broken paper trail and maintain a seamless record
of the identity and location of the individual concerned. Such a requirement existed only for
the Prussian provinces of the Rhineland andWestphalia, and the author of theMülheim guide
could not recommend its wider adoption “urgently enough.”23

Business groups were also an important catalyst for the growth of state surveillance capac-
ity. The increasing mobility of the population and the intensification of commercial relations
across ever-larger distances made it increasingly important for business to be able to keep
track of the location and financial reputation of the persons with whom they did business,
especially those to whom they sold on credit.24 In early 1902 the Leipzig branch of the
national Creditreform association, which was one of the nation’s chief credit reporting agen-
cies, called on the ministry to “perfect” the population registration system by introducing a
universal backward reporting system. This proposal received wide support from chambers of
commerce and such influential groups as the League of Industrialists.25

Although the Prussian government was considering the introduction of such a require-
ment, officials were unsure whether the benefits of such a system would exceed its admin-
istrative costs, and the 1904 reform only mandated backward reporting in those instances
where the newcomer’s papers indicated that officials in the person’s previous place of resi-
dence were not informed of his actual residence.26 Although Reich and Prussian officials
hoped that this system could be extended to the entire country, the states were not able to
reach a consensus on the need for such a backward reporting mechanism, and the issue
was soon dropped.27 This was where matters stood at the start of World War I.

Territorial Power, Border Regimes, and Population Surveillance from the
Empire through the Republic

Territoriality involves not only the bureaucratic penetration of the internal space of the state,
but also control over the movement of people both within this space and across its borders.
Between the 1860s and the end of World War I, Germany experienced a series of different
border regimes. Although the November 1867 law on the freedom of movement allowed
German citizens to move within the states of the North German Confederation without

23Gronau, Das polizeiliche Meldewesen, 7.
24See James Beniger, The Control Revolution. Technological and Economic Origins of the Information Society

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986); and Josh Lauer, Creditworthy. A History of Consumer
Surveillance and Financial Identity in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 9–10, 34, 180,
who uses the history of consumer credit reporting to argue that the private sector played the “leading
role” in the formation of the modern surveillance society.

25Eingabe des Verbandsvorstandes der Vereine Creditreform e.V. in Leipzig, betreffend eine
Vervollständigung des polizeilichen Meldewesens (January 31, 1902), as well as the petitions and other cor-
respondence, in BAB R1501, Nr. 114024.

26Verfügung vom 7. März 1902, betr. die Polizeiverordnungen über das Meldewesen, MBliV—
Ministerial-Blatt für die gesammte innere Verwaltung in den Königlich Preußischen Staaten (1908-35:
Ministerialblatt für die preußische innere Verwaltung; 1936ff: RMBliV—Ministerialblatt des Reichs- und
Preußischen Ministers des Innern) 63 (1902), 64–66; Verfügung vom 16. Januar 1904, betr. die Regelung
des Meldewesens, MBliV 65 (1904), 40–45; and Minister des Innern to Regierungspräsidenten (March
23, 1903), BABR1501, Nr. 114024. These included instances where the individual registered without pre-
senting a certificate of leaving, where the certificate did not name a future place of settlement, or where the
place named on the certificate was not the place where the individual actually settled.

27Preußischer Minister des Innern to Reichskanzler (April 11, 1906), Reichskanzler/Reichsamt des
Innern (April 20, 1906), and the other correspondence in BAB R1501, Nr. 114024.
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an internal passport, the passport law, which had been approved three weeks earlier, permit-
ted citizens to leave the territory of the Confederation, and foreign nationals (with the excep-
tion of Russians) to enter, without an international passport issued by their respective
governments.28

The liberality of this international regime of movement that was later evoked so elegia-
cally by Stefan Zweig was, however, limited to the comfortable classes.29 Already by the
1880s, the German government had begun to establish the administrative infrastructure
for controlling the movement of Polish migrant workers, whose presence was regarded as
a danger to the culture, health, and racial quality of the nation. East European Jews, who trav-
eled through Prussia to Hamburg, Bremen, and points beyond, were subjected to similar sur-
veillance and control. And politically unreliable and ethnically undesirable minorities were
subjected to a series of mass expulsions.30 This use of ethnic, racial, and hygienic criteria
to construct and control Germany’s eastern borders was one dimension of a larger process in
which globalization and nationalizing states interacted to create a border regime whose
primary function was to limit the settlement of undesirable migrant labor. With the outbreak
of World War I, this process was overlaid and intensified by the more traditional desire to
protect against spies, saboteurs, and subversives.31 In this way borders were constructed as
liminal or heterotopic spaces, where travelers were constrained to submit to increasingly rou-
tinized administrative controls, undergo requisite hygienic screening, and disclose the personal
information needed to document either their citizenship or their status as tolerated aliens.32

On July 31, 1914, Germany abandoned the liberal border regime established in 1867 and
began to require that foreigners seeking to enter the country possess a passport establishing
their identity and nationality. In June 1916, the country adopted a more fully securitized
border regime, which required foreigners and citizens alike to have both a passport and a
visa to leave or enter the country and which imposed stricter registration regulations on for-
eigners residing in or traveling through the country.33 One of the chief goals of the 1916
passport law was to give military and police officials the chance to vet visa applicants, and

28Gesetz über das Paßwesen (October 12, 1867), Bundes-Gesetzblatt des Norddeutschen Bundes, 1867,
33–35; Reichsgesetzblatt (RGBl.), 1879, 9, 155 (Russians); and John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport.
Surveillance, Citizenship and the State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Even though travelers
did not have to obtain permission to cross borders during this liberal era, they still had to be able to prove their
identity, and passports were frequently used for this purpose. For earlier Prussian passport regulations, see
K.F. Rauer, Die preußische Paß-Polizei-Verwaltung (Nordhausen, 1844).

29Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press: 1943),
409–10.

30Christiane Reinecke, Grenzen der Freizügigkeit. Migrationskontrolle in Großbritannien und Deutschland,
1880–1930 (Munich: Oldenbourg Wissenschaftsverlag, 2010); Tobias Brinkmann, “‘Grenzerfahrungen’
zwischen Ruhleben und Ellis Island: Das System der deutschen Durchwandererkontrolle im internationalen
Kontext 1880–1914,” Leipziger Beiträge zur jüdischen Geschichte und Kultur 2 (2004): 209–29; Sebastian
Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany (Cambridge University Press, 2010); and
Matthew Fitzpatrick, Purging the Empire. Mass Expulsions in Germany, 1871-1914 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015).

31Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation; and Adam McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian Migration and the
Globalization of Borders (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008).

32Mark Salter, “Governmentalities of an Airport: Heterotopia and Confession,” International Political
Sociology 1.1 (2007), 49–66.

33Verordnung, betreffend die vorübergehende Einführung der Paßpflicht (July 31, 1914), RGBl., 1914,
264; Verordnung, betreffend anderweite Regelung der Paßpflicht (December 16, 1914),RGBl., 1914, 521;
and Verordnung, betreffend anderweite Regelung der Paßpflicht (June 21, 1916), RGBl., 1916, 599–609.

LAWRENCE FROHMAN512

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SUNY Stony Brook, on 10 Nov 2020 at 21:32:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
https://www.cambridge.org/core


visas were to be issued only to persons whose political reliability could be positively estab-
lished.34 This new border regime also placed great emphasis on the securitization of personal
identity andmovement. Already in June 1915, the Prussian interior minister had ordered that
new passports were to be issued only by the police in the person’s official place of residence,
that they include the bearer’s signature, his or her physical description, and a recent photo-
graph, and that the applicant present an official certification that he or she was, in fact, the
person shown in the photograph.35 These measures were incorporated into the June 1916
passport regulations, which also stipulated that passports were to be valid for no longer
than one year and that they were to be issued only to persons whose German nationality
had been clearly established. Although these regulations brought greater security to both
the administrative identity of the bearer and the passport document itself, the new visa reg-
ulations allowed the government tomore closely control travel across the country’s borders.36

These wartime border controls were maintained into the 1920s.37

At the same time, the military also sought to enhance the security of the country’s borders
by requiring the residents of designated border districts to obtain new identification docu-
ments—with a photograph of the bearer.38 The military even considered extending this
identification regime to the entire civilian population. Civilian officials did not, however,
feel that experience with the use of such cards in the border districts supported such a
policy, especially because it seemed unlikely that such a program would have survived the
transition to peacetime. As the Saxon interior ministry noted, “During the war the popula-
tion patiently endures many bureaucratic commands, which they would energetically oppose
after the end of the war.”39 Although the military did impose the ID card requirement on
occupied northern France and Belgium to control the movement of the local population
and facilitate conscription for work in Germany, even these regulations were far less
radical than those imposed upon the military fiefdom Ober Ost, which had been carved
out of the Latvian, Lithuanian, and Polish territories conquered from Russia in 1914.40

34Reichsamt des Innern to Kaiser/König (June 14, 1916), Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preussischer
Kulturbesitz (GStAPrK) I. HA Rep. 89, Nr. 15674.

35Minister des Innern to Regierungs- und Polizeipräsidenten (June 26, 1915), GStAPrK I. HA Rep. 89,
Nr. 101, Bd. 11.

36See Paß-Abteilung, Beauftragter des Generalintendanten des Feldheers to Regierungspräsident
Bromberg (November 18, 1916), and Oberpräsident Posen (August 4, 1916), GStAPrK I. HA Rep. 30,
Nr. 101, Bd. 11. On the logistics involved in monitoring transborder travel, see Minister des Innern (July
8, 1916), GStAPrK I. HA Rep. 30, Nr. 101, Bd. 11. In early 1917, control over passports was tightened
even further as the authority to issue passports was centralized in the hands of designated visa offices.

37Verordnung, betreffend Strafbestimmungen für Zuwiderhandlungen gegen die Passvorschriften (May
21, 1919), RGBl., 1919, 470–71; Verordnung über die Abänderung der Verordnung vom 21. Juni 1916…
(June 10, 1919), RGBl., 1919, 516–17; Notgesetz. Vom 24. Februar 1923, RGBl., 1923, 147–51 (Artikel
IV); and Bekanntmachung zur Ausführung der Paßverordnung. Vom 4. Juni 1924, RGBl., 1924, 613–37.

38Bekanntmachung für den Grenzbezirk (June 21, 1916), and Landrat des Kreises Hohensalza to
Regierungspräsidenten in Bromberg (June 24, 1916), both in GStAPrK I. HA Rep. 30, Nr. 101, Bd. 11.
These and related measures created so many problems and aroused so much resistance that the army had
to threaten to bring local officials before military courts in order to enforce them.

39Sächsisch. Minister des Innern to Stellvertretendes Generalkommando XII. Armeekorps (February 27,
1918), BAB R1501, Nr. 114025.

40Rosamunde Van Brakel and Xavier Van Kerckhoven, “The Emergence of the Identity Card in
Belgium and Its Colonies,” in Histories of State Surveillance in Europe and Beyond, ed. Kees Boersma, et al.
(Routledge, 2014), 170–85; Isabel Hull, Absolute Destruction. Military Culture and the Practices of War in
Imperial Germany (Cornell University Press, 2005), 248-57; Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the
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The effort that had been put into securitizing transborder movement would have gone
for naught in the absence of measures to monitor foreigners once they had entered the
country. Already in the fall of 1914, the military had begun to make use of its martial law
authority to ensure the closer monitoring of resident aliens in the country.41 The military
had a poor estimation of both the civilian policing of aliens before 1914 and the effectiveness
of these wartime measures, however, and by mid-1917 it was calling on the Reich govern-
ment to regulate the movement of foreigners into and within the country.42 The military
believed that the best way to close what it regarded as a glaring “gap” in the civil order
was to require every foreigner who crossed the border to complete a registration form that
would then be sent to the police in the capital of the state where the person entered the
country so that it could be checked against the police wanted persons file and other files
of suspect individuals. Interior ministry officials argued that such a crude tool was both inef-
fective and unworkable. On the one hand, such a policy would have meant that every day
boxes of forms would have rained down upon the desks of the police in Dresden and
Munich, the capital cities of the states with the greatest number of border crossings to the
Austro-Hungarian empire. On the other hand, ministry officials argued that such measures
could never be sustained in peacetime because they would unnecessarily burden both inno-
cent travelers and the police without preventing undesirable foreigners from entering the
country via other routes.43 In the end, the military was unable to overcome these objections.

In the initial postwar years, debate over the registration and policing of foreigners revolved
around two main issues. The first was whether such surveillance should be organized at the
state or national level. This debate, however, took place against the background of theRusso-
Polish war (1919–1921) and widespread political violence in the successor states to the
Habsburg and Russian Empires, and the question of immigration control was cast increas-
ingly in terms of how to respond to the growing number of Jewish refugees from the region.

In 1923, Reich Commissar for Civil Detainees andRefugees Daniel Stücklen (SPD) gen-
erously offered to solve the problem of illegal Jewish immigration by transforming his office
into an alien police agency for the entire country.44 Stücklen portrayed theseOstjuden as eco-
nomic parasites, whowere so dangerous that they needed to be “systematically apprehended,
registered, placed under continuous control, and, if necessary in the interest of the nation,
rendered incapable of doing harm.” Stücklen’s call for the more rigorous policing of foreign-
ers was important less because of its distasteful, antisemitic tone than because of his novel pro-
posal to create a central aliens registry. According to Stücklen’s plan, whenever foreigners
registered with local authorities, these officials were to relay the relevant information to
this central registry, which would record it, assign the person an identifying number, and
then report this number back to the local population registry. To ensure the unambiguous

Eastern Front. Culture, National Identity and German Occupation in World War I (Cambridge University Press,
2000), 54–112, esp. 101–04; and Jureit, Das Ordnen von Räumen, 159–219.

41See, for example, the materials in Landesarchiv Nordrhein-Westfalen (NRW) BR 0007, Nr. 15055;
and MBliV, 1916, 130 (July 6, 1916).

42Chef des Stellvertretenden Generalstabes der Armee to Reichsamt des Innern (May 18, 1917), BAB
R1501, Nr. 114036.

43Sächsisch. Minister des Innern to Stellvertretendes Generalkommando XII (February 27, 1918).
44Reichskommissar für Zivilgefangene und Flüchtlinge, Denkschrift betreffend Abänderung der

Bestimmungen über die Meldepflicht und die Behandlung der Ausländer (October 30, 1920), R1501,
Nr. 114054.
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identification of such persons, Stücklen proposed that they be issued a national identification
card, which was to be surrendered when the person crossed the border in the other direction.
Any foreigner who violated these registration regulations was to be interned.

The negative reactions to Stücklen’s proposal combined federalist reservations about the
nationalization of policing—“The policing of aliens is a matter for the states,” declared
PrussianMinister President Adam Stegerwald (Center), “andmust remain their responsibility
in the future”—with doubts about the effectiveness of such a national bureaucracy.45 The
more economical and politically palatable path—and the one that was actually taken—was
the coordinated promulgation of common regulations by the individual states.

The second question was whether registration requirements for foreigners should be differ-
ent from those for citizens. By themid-1920s, the strict wartime visa regime had been relaxed for
citizens of a number of countries as a result of bilateral agreements, and the regulations on the
registration of foreigners had been eased to the point where there were no longer any significant
differences in registration requirements for aliens and for citizens. In addition, settlement regu-
lations, which—in the absence of a national law—remained the responsibility of the states, had
traditionally been interpreted to mean that visas only entitled foreigners to reside in a specific
location. This practice had gradually fallen into desuetude, however, and by the mid-1920s it
had become generally accepted that, once granted the right to settle by one of the states, foreign-
ers should enjoy a general freedom of settlement within the country.46 These developments led
to the convergence of the debate over passports, visas, and the registration of foreigners with that
concerning registration requirements for German citizens.

In the summer of 1928, representatives of the federal and state interior ministries formu-
lated a set of guidelines to be employed in revising their respective population registration
regulations.47 In April 1930, the Prussian interior ministry published a model registration
ordinance, which was closely modeled on these guidelines, and required district governors
to repromulgate this ordinance for their own jurisdictions.48 These 1930 Prussian regulations
did not differ in any radical way from previous regulations. They did, however, subject for-
eigners to the same registration requirements as citizens; they included registration require-
ments for the operators of hotels and inns; and they ended a long controversy by requiring
the administrators of hospitals, clinics, and other institutions to register the admission and dis-
charge of patients.49 The initial reform of the population registration system after the Nazi
seizure of power continued in thesewell-worn tracks. InMay 1933, the Prussian government
went one step further and, on the basis of the 1931 Police Administration Law, issued new

45Preußischer Ministerpräsident to sämtliche Herrn Preußischen Staatsministern (April 26, 1921), and
Prussian Interior Minister Carl Severing (SPD) to Reichsminister des Innern (December 28, 1920), both
in BAB R1501, Nr. 114054.

46Preußischer Minister des Innern (February 18, 1926), BAB R1501, Nr. 114039.
47Martin Roedenbeck, “Das polizeiliche Meldewesen in Preußen,” Goltdammers Archiv für Strafrecht 74

(1930): 257–74. Severing complained that the Eisenach decision to only require information pertaining
to the head of household did not meet the needs of the criminal police. See Reichsminister des Innern
to Preußischer Minister des Innern, Betrifft: Meldewesen (August 26, 1929), GStAPrK I. HA, Rep 77,
tit. 343, Abt. II, Nr. 17, Beih. 6, Bd. 1.

48Neuregelung des polizeilichenMeldewesens. Runderlass desMinisters des Innern von 4.4.1930,MBliV
91 (1930), 353–66.

49Reichsminister des Innern to Preußischer Minister des Innern, Betrifft: Meldewesen (August 26, 1929);
and Roedenbeck, “Das polizeiliche Meldewesen in Preußen.”
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population registration regulations, which were virtually identical with those put in place in
1930, but which for the first time ever were directly binding on the entire population.50

The Limits of Administrative Power in the Age of Paper

WorldWar I and the immediate postwar years saw a vast expansion of both the administrative
responsibilities and the administrative capacities of the state, both national and local. Even
though the administrative power of the state also expanded during these years, however, it
was nevertheless limited by the continued reliance on paper as a means of storing, commu-
nicating, and retrieving information.

In a well-known study, sociologist James Rule evaluated the surveillance capacity of large
organizations on the cusp of the computer age in terms of four criteria: 1) the size of the pop-
ulation surveilled, including the number of persons monitored, the comprehensiveness of the
information held on each, and the resulting degree of discrimination permitted by this infor-
mation; 2) the extent to which organizational centralization was made to coincide with the
life-space of the population so as to ensure that individuals—especially the minority of indi-
viduals who in the absence of such control were likely to violate the rules of the organiza-
tion—could not evade monitoring by moving from one place to another; 3) the speed of
information flow and decision-making within the organization; and 4) the degree to
which the organization could both identify the individual members of the population and
remain in continuous contact with them so as to obtain the information required of them
or subject them to appropriate sanctions. By all of these measures, the surveillance capacity
of the population registration system that had developed by the end of the 1920s must be
rated rather high. It encompassed the entire population (including those persons who
moved across the country’s borders); most of the information required by the system trav-
eled—in the form of certificates of leaving and registration forms—at the speed of the pop-
ulation whose location they were to document; scarce bureaucratic resources were carefully
husbanded by limiting nonroutine, individualized surveillance to a small minority of known
or suspected deviants; and individual members of the population were required to present
themselves to the registry offices, which made it possible to bring the relevant information
to bear on these persons at the point where they were vulnerable to such control.51

The development of the German public administration between the Empire and the
Weimar Republic also brought about a qualitative change in the nature of both the informa-
tion available to the state and the informational relations between the citizen and the state. At
the beginning of the nineteenth century, state officials were expected to act as personal rep-
resentatives of royal authority and to make decisions based on their personal knowledge of
local society. Ellwein argues, however, that the situation had changed in fundamental
ways by the end of World War I. Not only had linkages between the civil and population
registries, on the one hand, and, on the other, land registries, tax lists, and the other registries
of personal information collected by local officials become deeper and more routine. The
importance of the knowledge that was acquired by officials by virtue of their immersion
in local society had substantially diminished while the amount of knowledge collected

50Polizeiverordnung über das Meldewesen. Vom 22. April 1933, Preußische Gesetzsammlung, Nr. 30/
1933, 129–47.

51James Rule, Private Lives and Public Surveillance: Social Control in the Computer Age (New York: Schocken,
1974), 24–25, 38–40, 290–98.

LAWRENCE FROHMAN516

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SUNY Stony Brook, on 10 Nov 2020 at 21:32:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
https://www.cambridge.org/core


through formal bureaucratic procedures and the extent to which this knowledge was
exchanged with and used by other branches of the administration had correspondingly
increased. Although the local state had long possessed much more knowledge of its individ-
ual citizens than had the central state, Ellwein concludes that the growth of the state bureauc-
racy, the formalization of its communication processes, and the intensity with which
information was exchanged among its different branches had made the individual citizen
transparent to the central state to a degree that had not been possible in earlier times.52

This intensification of information exchange at the local level, together with advances in
technologies used to process data held in paper form, prompted officials to look for ways to
both increase the value of this information and save money by more closely integrating these
processes. It quickly became clear, however, that there were narrow limits to such rational-
ization in the age of paper.

Between 1921 and 1936 or so, officials hoped that it might be possible to rationalize the
public administration either by consolidating the police population registries with the tax
registration system or with the lists maintained by local government for its own administrative
and social services, by using the tax registration system to collect the data normally collected
by the periodic occupational, business, and population censuses, and by using new office
technologies to make the consolidated registries more efficient and economical. The
problem was that such simplicity and economy could only be achieved at the price of
greater complexity because the police population registries, municipal government, and
the tax offices all collected different kinds of information for different purposes, and it was
feared that any potential savings from such measures would be offset by the growing com-
plexity of such integrated registries or negated if officials were forced to abstract from these
integrated master files specialized lists of manageable size—thereby reproducing existing
administrative structures. In addition, pilot projects to determine the feasibility of integrating
police registries with those maintained by local government concluded that such a fusion was
impractical because paper records would always have to be stored in a single location and that
this would give rise to conflicts over the physical location of, control over, and priority access
to these unified registries. And the proposal to use the information gathered by the tax registra-
tion system for census purposes was rejected because of the fear that the mixing of name-based
administrative (i.e., tax) and anonymous statistical (census) data would diminish the overall
quality of the information collected. In short, before computers and telecommunications
made possible decentralized access to and maintenance of integrated, centralized databases, it
was more efficient to maintain separate registries for specific purposes, even if this entailed a
degree of redundant labor in registering the population andmaintaining basic identifying data.53

52Ellwein,Der Staat als Zufall und als Notwendigkeit, I:450, 453, 456. The counterpart to this reconstruction
of administrative knowledge in terms of the exchange of data among official registries was what Craig
Robertson, “Paper, Information, and Identity in 1920s America,” Information & Culture 50.3 (2015):
392–416, has called the “paperization of identity,” though, as Vincent Denis, Une histoire de l’identité.
France 1715–1815 (Ceyzérieu: Editions Champ Vallon, 2008), has shown, the origins of this process
reach back to the eighteenth century, at least in the Old World. Although the development of surveillance
and record-keeping practices in the United States lagged that of the more advanced areas ofWestern Europe
by a half-century, see the account of personal information and the “organization” of American society in
Sarah Igo, The Known Citizen. A History of Privacy in Modern America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2018), 55-98.

53In the interwar years a number of cities attached Addressograph (or, in German, Adrema) offices to their
population registry offices. These offices helped rationalize the dissemination of information by using registry
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The Nazi Information Machine

Population was both the means and the end of the Nazi regime in a way that it had not been in
theWeimar Republic. TheNazis regarded the total registration of the population as an essential
tool for mobilizing theVolk, rationally deploying the nation’s human resources in support of the
global struggle for living space, and implementing their racial policies. Although population reg-
istries, censuses, ID cards, and other population technologies may be essential elements of
modern state power, they are not intrinsically genocidal. They only became so in Nazi
Germany as a result of a racial worldview that led to the abandonment of the rule of law and
the subordination of the rights of individuals to the ostensible needs of the Volk.

Nevertheless, when it comes to surveillance, privacy, and the use of personal information,
Nazi Germany was in a class by itself. Although the total state abolished, at least in theory, the
distinction between the public and the private, Nazi Germany was not a totalitarian state in
the sense of an all-powerful state riding roughshod over a supine civil society. The Gestapo
was certainly capable of bringing the full force of the state to bear on the enemies targeted by
the regime, that is, on racial outsiders, political opponents, and “socially harmful” elements.
However, it lacked the manpower to actively surveil the general population, and it depended
to a substantial degree on denunciations from a public that was mobilized behind the ideol-
ogy of a racial national community.54

The Nazi state was a vast machine for the collection and processing of personal informa-
tion, and racial policy was the pivot for all of these surveillance programs.55 The Nazis issued
approximately two thousand laws, decrees, and regulations that predicated the enjoyment of
specific rights and privileges upon proof of racial status. To obtain such proof, individuals had
to submit to investigations of their racial origins, health, and political reliability or provide
such documentation on their own. The most important of these papers was the
Ahnenpass, which documented family ancestry (including both racial purity and marital legit-
imacy) across multiple generations.56 At the population level, the civil registries sought to
transform themselves into offices for documenting the hereditary history and racial

information to press the metal plates that were used to automatically address correspondence to the public.
See the correspondence in NRW RW 0050-0053, Nr. 215; Regierender Bürgermeister (Bremen) to
Reichs- und Preußischer Minister des Innern (March 13, 1935), GStAPrK I. HA, Rep. 77, Nr. 107a,
Sonderakte, Bd. 1; Josef Sauermann, “Das polizeiliche Meldewesen maschinell!” Zeitschrift für
Organisation 3 (February 20, 1929), 95-96; and Igo, The Known Citizen, 64ff.

54Gisela Diewald-Kerkmann, Politische Denunziation imNS-Regime oder die kleine Macht der “Volksgenossen”
(Bonn: J. H. W. Dietz Nachfolger, 1995); Robert Gellately, The Gestapo and German Society. Enforcing Racial
Policy, 1933-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); and Klaus-Michael Mallmann and Gerhard
Paul, “Allwissend, allmächtig, allgegenwärtig? Gestapo, Gesellschaft und Widerstand,” in Zeitschrift für
Geschichtswissenschaft 41 (1993): 984–99. See also Elizabeth Harvey et al., eds., Private Life and Privacy in
Nazi Germany (Cambridge University Press, 2019), which describes the private sphere as a domain of
self-mobilization on behalf of the racial community.

55Karl Heinz Roth, “‘Erbbiologische Bestandsaufnahme’—ein Aspekt ‘ausmerzender’ Erfassung vor der
Entfesselung des Zweiten Weltkrieges,” in Erfassung zur Vernichtung. Von der Sozialhygiene zum ‘Gesetz über
Sterbehilfe,’ ed. Karl Heinz Roth (Berlin: Verlag Gesellschaft Gesundheit, 1984), 57–100.

56Eric Ehrenreich, The Nazi Ancestral Proof: Genealogy, Racial Science, and the Final Solution (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 2007), 58. These Nazi-era documents are still of great importance. In the early
2000s, a friend, who had just been appointed to a civil service position in Austria, was asked to document her
German citizenship. When asked, the Austrian official with whom she was working sheepishly conceded
that they were essentially asking for the information in her family Ahnenpass, which she then produced—
with the swastikas having been carefully marked through by her parents.
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composition of the individuals and families who made up theVolk, while theReichssippenamt
was responsible for the research needed to render pseudoscientific opinions on racial ances-
try.57 Like the Mormons, both offices engaged in the competitive plundering of church reg-
istries in order to construct their genealogical files. On the other hand, the public health
offices were responsible for maintaining the erbbiologische Karteien, which contained all
kinds of information pertaining to the racial fitness of those members of the population
who came into contact with the hereditary courts, schools, juvenile authorities, and
the public health offices themselves. Two other huge collections of personal information
were compiled during the Third Reich: those of the military and labor administrations.
The interaction of these two systems with the population registration systemwill be addressed
below.

With regard to the population registries, the key questions concern the nature of the
administrative power they generated. Their primary function was to establish and record
the administrative identity and physical location of the individual. They also served as the
primary mechanism through which changes in this information were relayed among the
police, conscription offices, the labor administration, the tax administration, municipal gov-
ernment, motor vehicle and driver’s license bureaus, and other agencies. As such, they were
the central node in a sprawling network of mutually authenticating registries, which made
use of coded information to directly superintend individuals in ways that registry officials
themselves did not.58 In other words, the population registries were the main administrative
database for an—unevenly—integrated population identification, information, and control
system. However, the Nazis did not so much solve the problems inherent in the use of
paper as the primary medium for the storage and transmission of information as transform
the associated limitations and redundancies into a virtue. The peculiar intensity and dyna-
mism of population surveillance during the Third Reich was the product not only of
more stringent registration practices, but also of the interaction among themany different sur-
veillance systems created to mobilize the nation for total war.

Oncework on a national population registration system had been put aside in 1935, other
issues caused additional delays. On the one hand, there was a debate over the ways in which
the registries might be involved in identifying the non-Aryan population, though it was ulti-
mately decided that the population registration system was not the proper mechanism for
investigating racial ancestry and that, instead, this should be done in conjunction with the
planned population census to be conducted on the basis of the 1935 Nuremberg laws.59

57Siegfried Maruhn, Staatsdiener im Unrechtsstaat. Die deutschen Standesbeamten und ihr Verband unter dem
Nationalsozialismus (Frankfurt: Verlag für Standesamtswesen, 2002); Diana Schulle, Das Reichssippenamt.
Eine Institution nationalsozialistischer Rassenpolitik (Berlin: Logos Verlag, 2001); and Jane Caplan,
“Registering the Volksgemeinschaft: Civil Status in Nazi Germany, 1933–39,” in Visions of Community in
Nazi Germany: Social Engineering and Private Lives, ed. Martina Steber and Bernhard Gotto (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2014), 116–28.

58To borrow a turn from Jane Caplan and John Torpey, eds., Documenting Individual Identity. The
Development of State Practices in the Modern World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 3, I
use the population registries to study identification practices, rather than identities themselves.

59Betr.: Judenfrage; Erhebungen über die Rassezugehörigkeit und Verwertung des Ergebnisses durch die
polizeilichen Meldebehörden (September 16, 1935), GStAPrK I. HA, Rep. 77, Nr. 107a, Sonderakte, Bd.
1; and Chef der Ordnungspolizei to Reichsführer SS und Chef der Deutschen Polizei, Hauptamt
Sicherheitspolizei, Betr.: Überwachung des Judentums (July 3, 1937), GStAPrK I. HA, Rep. 77, Tit.
343, Abt. II, Nr. 17, Sonderakten, Bd. 2.
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On the other hand, there was neither a legal basis on which to issue national population reg-
istration regulations nor a national police organization to ensure their uniform implementa-
tion. This latter problem was resolved by the unification of the country’s police under
Heinrich Himmler in summer and fall 1936, and in May 1937 the government promulgated
a law giving the interior minister the authority to regulate the passport, alien registration, and
population registration systems.60 On this basis, Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick issued the
Reich Population Registration Ordinance (Reichsmeldeordnung) in January 1938.61

The key innovation was the introduction of a universal backward reporting requirement.
This was the “backbone” of the Nazi registration system and the very epitome of the reflexive
use of information by the state to monitor and govern individual members of the popula-
tion.62 The postcards that were to be used by registry officials to let their counterparts
know where the newcomer had actually settled also asked officials in the person’s previous
place of residence to advise them if the individual was wanted for a crime or questioning
or if the person had a criminal or political past that would merit closer surveillance. The back-
ward reporting system did more than simply enhance the ability to track the individual as he
moved within the space of the state. It also ensured, at least in theory, that the person could
never escape either his own past or the solicitude of the state.63

The Nazis did not mince any words about the importance of the “more complete regis-
tration” (lückenlosere Erfassung) of the population. “To a greater extent than ever before in a
registration law of the states or local communities,” declared Police General Kurt Daluege,
one of Himmler’s deputies and the head of the uniformed constabulary, in his foreword to
the official commentary, “theReich PopulationRegistrationOrdinance expresses the position
that one of the most important tasks of the registration system is to contribute to the protection
of national comrades against criminals and to facilitate the work of the security police in their
struggle against these criminals.”64 On the other hand, the cities had long made use—in an
irregular and difficult-to-document manner—of police registration forms for administrative
and social purposes, and the ordinance formalized these arrangements and codified the role
of the police population registries as a source of information for the state and local civilian
administration.65 In fact, the draft Federal Population Registration Law, which was submitted
to the Bundestag in 1971, characterized the 1938 ordinance as the turning point in the
transformation of the registries from a purely repressive institution into a source of information
that could be used by both the police and the civilian administration.66

The registries were also involved in conscription. During the Empire, elaborate proce-
dures had been developed to coordinate the work of the civil and population registries in

60Gesetz über das Paß-, das Ausländerpolizei- und das Meldewesen sowie über das Ausweiswesen (May
11, 1937), RGBl., 1937, 589–90.

61Verordnung über dasMeldewesen (January 6, 1938),RGBl., 1938, 13–28. The preamble to this law can
be found in BAB R43-II, Nr. 411, Bl. 15–22. The original ordinance contained only the most basic ele-
ments of the population registration system. It was fleshed out by three important supplemental decrees
in 1938 and then amended many times before the end of the war. The official commentary is Erich
Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Artur Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 5. Aufl. (Munich, 1942), which
reprints all of the supplementary decrees.

62Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 15, 94.
63Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 15.
64Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, iii.
65Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 6, 97ff.
66Drs. VI/2654, 7.

LAWRENCE FROHMAN520

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SUNY Stony Brook, on 10 Nov 2020 at 21:32:30, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008938919000931
https://www.cambridge.org/core


this area, and, when universal male military service was reintroduced, this machinery was
cranked up again.67 In addition, men subject to military service were required to present
documents verifying their military status every time they interacted with the police and
the population registries, and passports and visas could only be issued to these men with
the permission of military authorities. When these menmoved to a new residence, this infor-
mation was entered into the population registration form and then forwarded to the army so
that the person’s military registration could be transferred to the proper office.68 One con-
temporary noted that documentation of one’s military status was required in so many
instances that it was impossible to lead an orderly civilian existence without such papers.69

Filing Modernity

Centralized, national registries had long been regarded as a solution to the problem of
tracking the individual members of a mobile population, and the debate over the
reform of the population registration system in Nazi Germany also raised the question of
whether modern office and information technologies could be employed to create a
national population registry to supplant the existing system of local, decentralized
registries. Although these proposals came from the public, rather than security officials,
they provide illuminating illustrations of contemporary advances in information processing
technology.

Figure 1 “Abolish the bound registry—Introduce the card file!” — The Call for modernization of
information processing technologies.

67Verordnung über das Erfassungswesen (February 15, 1937),RGBl., 1937, 205–20; and Liebermann von
Sonnenberg and Kääb,Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 189. On the military surveillance system in theKaiserreich, see
Brandt, Das Deutsche Militär-Ersatz-Wesen, 37–45, 90–100.

68Wehrüberwachung. RdErl. d. RuPrMdI von 29.8.1936, and Paßtechnische Behandlung der
Wehrpflichtigen und der Arbeitsdienstpflichtigen, RdErl. d. RuPrMdI v. 12.12.1936, both in RMBliV,
1936, Sp. 1199–1200, and 1679–82; and Ernst Peters, Standesamt und Erfassungswesen (Berlin, 1939).

69Brandt, Das Deutsche Militär-Ersatz-Wesen, 91.
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The emergence of big business, which dealt with both myriad suppliers and a mass con-
suming public, depended on the development of technologies for filing papers in a way
that would permit the rapid, efficient retrieval of large numbers of individual documents.
The key elements of this system were file cards and loose-leaf forms (which had emerged
through the disaggregation of the bound, chronologically ordered register that had been
the basic mechanism for coordinating the flow of information within large organizations
through the nineteenth century and beyond), new mechanisms (interlayering, tabs,
notches, riders, setbacks, indentations) for increasing both the amount of information
that could be stored and the number of criteria that could be used to classify, file, and
retrieve this information, staggered-tab filing systems (binders, vertical files, filing cabinets,
the Rolodex) that allowed a rapid overview of and access to information, and the novel
design and disposition of bureaucratic space itself. Even though the text is not easily
read, figure 1, which is taken from a 1927 article in the Journal of Organization entitled
“Abolish the bound registry—Introduce the card file!,” is still worth a thousand words.
The chaos of insertions, deletions, corrections, new information pasted on top of old,
and the resulting lack of clarity epitomized the irrationalities and inefficiencies of older
office practices that relied on bound ledgers or registries. This was to be contrasted with
the clarity with which the individual fields were defined, the cleanliness of the storage
medium, and the overall order and efficiency promised by the card file, which allowed
the user to rapidly survey the whole of the knowledge contained therein.70

Aly and Roth cite at length a plan submitted in November 1934 by Freiburg attorney
Erwin Cuntz.71 This plan called for the erection of a skyscraper-sized building that would
house a national population registry. The proposed building was, as Aly and Roth correctly

70Theodor Gayer, “Schafft die fortlaufenden Verzeichnisse ab—führt Karteien ein!” Zeitschrift für
Organisation 1 (1927): 99–101; see also Paul Schlenker, “Die Schuppen-Karteien. Ihre Arten und die
Voraussetzungen ihrer Verwendung,” Zeitschrift für Organisation 1 (1927): 453–61, which begins with the
declaration that “the bound volume is silent and rigid.” On the modernization of office and business prac-
tices, see Delphine Gardey, Écrire, calculer, classer. Comment une révolution de papier a transformé les sociétés con-
temporaines (1800–1940) (Paris: Éditions la Découverte, 2008); Gerri Flanzraich, “The Library Bureau and
Office Technology,” Libraries and Culture 28:4 (1993): 403-29; and JoAnne Yates, Control through
Communication: The Rise of System in American Management (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1993). In the public sector, this rationalization movement, which was known as Büroreform, was imple-
mented in Prussia and the Reich administration between the 1890s and 1945. See Bill Drews, Grundzüge
einer Verwaltungsreform (Berlin, 1919); Verwaltungsakademie München, ed., Wirtschaftliche Arbeit in der
öffentlichen Verwaltung (Munich, 1929); Arnold Brecht and Comstock Glaser, The Art and Technique of
Administration in German Ministries (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1940); Heinz Hoffmann, Behördliche
Schriftgutverwaltung (Boppard am Rhein: Harald Boldt Verlag, 1993), 25–75; and Cornelia Vismann,
Akten. Medientechnik und Recht, 3. Aufl. (Frankfurt: Fischer, 2011), which is available in English in abridged
form as Files. Law and Media Technology (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008). By the end of the 1950s,
the focus of debate had shifted from the rationalization of office work and record keeping to their “automa-
tion.” In Bürotechnik. Zur Soziologie der maschinellen Informationsbearbeitung (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke, 1963),
Theo Pirker argued that sociological inquiry had gone fundamentally astray in attempting to explain the
impact of punched cards and computers on the organization, functioning and work processes in adminis-
trative settings using concepts (the division and mechanization of labor) that had originally been developed
to describe modern industrial processes. Instead, he argued that administrative offices should be conceptu-
alized as information processing apparatuses.

71The letter (November 27, 1934), which is reprinted in Aly and Roth, Die restlose Erfassung, 36–39, and
The Nazi Census, 34–38, can be found in GStAPrK I. HA, Rep. 77, Nr. 107a, Sonderakte, Bd. 1. Aly and
Roth get both the date and the archival reference slightly wrong.
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note, nothing other than a hand-operated memory device for a national database, which
would permit the direct, individual addressing of each of the 60 million cards that it was
intended to hold.

This, however, was not the only such proposal. In January 1944, Hans Brodersen, a build-
ing inspector in the north German town of Rendsburg, submitted a forty-five-page plan—
replete with extensive blueprints—for the construction of a universal national registry (a
Volks-Universalkartei).72 The registry, as Brodersen envisioned it, would serve a number of dif-
ferent purposes that collectively capture the multiple functions of surveillance in modern
society. It would make civil and commercial life more secure by making fraud (Schwindel)
and identity theft (falsche Legitimation) impossible. Because property could be indelibly
marked with the person’s identity number, it would make theft unprofitable. It would
permit the detailed surveillance of each individual and the recording of “every notable occur-
rence in the birth, life, and death of the community (Volkskörper),” though Brodersen did not
elaborate on who would be recording such information or for what purposes. It would serve
as an information bureau for both public agencies and, in a more limited manner, the general
public. It would make the work of the police and the courts more efficient. And it would
obviate the need for periodic censuses. Brodersen, however, viewed the registry more as a

Figure 2 The use of notches, setback tabs, and colors to encode, store, and retrieve information - the state of
the art in card-based information processing technology.

72Reg. Bauamtmann Brodersen, Vorschlag über die Einrichtung von Volks-Universalkarteien, BAK
B106, Nr. 45485, 5. The cover letter, which is datedOctober 16, 1967, states that the proposal was originally
submitted to the Reichskanzlei in January 1944 and that minor changes had been made in November 1945.
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tool for the moral education—or, in Foucauldian terms, an apparatus for the disciplining—of
the population than as a technology of racial exclusion: the mere awareness of the existence of
the registry would, he explained, reinforce the conscience of those persons who might oth-
erwise be tempted to pursue a life of crime and work in a “silent” and “uncanny”manner to
guide them back onto the straight and narrow path.

What is of greatest interest here is the design of the registry itself, the density with which
information was to be encoded on the registry cards, and the techniques employed to process
changes of residence and monitor the accuracy of this process. The complex system of
notches, setback tabs, and colors, as shown in figure 2, was to be used to encode the
person’s national ID number. This number, which could be directly read from the physical
features of the card, facilitated easy access to the information recorded on the front of the
card. The person’s current residence, death, or emigration, as well as the loss of his or her
identification documents, could all be recorded on the card, which would remain in the
file as a check on fraudulent uses of the person’s identification number. The registry,
which was to be maintained at the national, regional, and local levels, also contained a
built-in control mechanism because it would be immediately evident from the physical
alignment of the notches and tabs if any card were filed incorrectly. In all of these respects,
Brodersen’s proposal represented the state of the art with regard to information processing in
the age of paper.

However, there was one additional problem that had to be solved: that of the logical and
physical accessibility of each of the 60 million cards to be contained in this registry. Like
Cuntz, Brodersen called for the construction of a special building-sized filing cabinet cum
memory device to permit the precise matching of physical location to logical address. But
while Cuntz called for a twenty-five-story building with twelve rooms per floor,
Brodersen thought more horizontally. He envisioned a four-story building with one
room—which was subdivided into sections for males and females and which contained a
specified number of file cabinets designed to hold a standardized number of file cards—for
each day of the month. Each floor would be dedicated to persons whose dates of birth
fell within the successive quarters of the year.

Proposals such as those by Cuntz and Brodersen provided workable solutions to the
problem of processing the huge amount of information that would flow through such a reg-
istry. Although the Nazis had been keenly interested in creating a national population regis-
tration system, however, they showed little interest in creating a national population registry.
Because registry information was overwhelmingly generated and used at the local level,
where it was often communicated orally, officials argued that the cost and effort involved
in sending information to and from a distant national registry far outweighed the potential
benefits of such a mechanism.73 However, they could have been so indifferent to the creation
of a national registry only if they were confident that the entire population was being mon-
itored by the decentralized system of local registries. Herein lay the importance of both the
1936 creation of a national police force and the universal backward reporting system estab-
lished by the Reich Population Registration Ordinance.

73Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Reichsmeldeordnung, 16–17. The British successfully oper-
ated a centralized National Registry. See Agar, The Government Machine, 201–61; and Kevin Manton,
Population Registers and Privacy in Britain, 1936–1984 (New York: Palgrave, 2019).
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The National Registry: Mobilizing (Wo)Manpower and Reconstituting the
Nation

The modernization of the population registries was one of the first steps toward mobilizing
the population for war, yet the highly mediated nature of the link and the paucity of surviving
archival material make it difficult to explicitly document this connection. The situation is
quite different for the Volkskartei, or National Registry, where the connections between reg-
istration and wartime manpower planning were more direct.74

Initially, the primary purpose of the National Registry was to provide an empirical basis
for military manpower planning by identifying those previously untapped sources of (pri-
marily female) labor that could be mobilized for the war economy and collecting new
kinds of information, which would enable the state to superintend and control the individual
members of this population in ways that had heretofore been impossible.75 By the end of
1936, the Labor Ministry had issued work books to some 22 million workers. This de
facto census of the factory working population collected information on the education,
work history, and special skills of the workers, which permitted the rational deployment
of this manpower in case of war, while the books provided a means of registering and super-
intending the workers themselves.

A sizeable segment of the population was not, however, covered by either the labor
administration or the military, and the precise size, gender and age composition, skill sets,
and work experience of this group remained a matter of speculation. Not only were
women exempt (or excluded) from military registration, but many of them remained invis-
ible to the labor administration because they worked in the home, the family business, or in
occupations where labor books were not required. Moreover, although the population reg-
istries enabled officials to establish the identity and locality of the population, information on
women and children could only be assembled in laborious, indirect ways because they were
listed under the head of the household rather than as individuals in their own right. Even if
they had been listed individually in the population registries, however, these registries did not
contain information on the education or work experience that might reveal how these
persons could best be deployed for industrial service.

The August 1936 announcement by the military of its own manpower requirements, the
evaporation of existing labor reserves across 1937–1938, and the growing uncertainty as to
whether sufficient reserves remained to meet these military manpower needs without reduc-
ing arms production focused military attention on this gap in the state’s knowledge of its pop-
ulation. This problem, however, did not become acute until after the March 1938
annexation of Austria, when the military high command began to make more concrete
plans for the deployment of the entire population in case of war.76 Although the proposed

74The official commentary is Erich Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Artur Kääb, Die Volkskartei
(Munich, 1939). The National Registry is also treated in Aly and Roth, Die restlose Erfassung, 44–52;
Holger Mühlbauer, Kontinuitäten und Brüche in der Entwicklung des deutschen Einwohnermeldewesens
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1995), 77–89; and Jutta Wietog, Volkszählungen unter dem Nationalsozialismus.
Eine Dokumentation zur Bevölkerungsstatistik im Dritten Reich (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2001), 158–66.

75The role of theNational Registry in targeting adults whowere either not engaged in remunerativework
or who were working in occupations for which a labor book was not required was made explicit in
Auswertung der Volkskartei. RdErl. d. RFSS (14.3.1940), NRW BR 005, Nr. 23279.

76Bernhard Kroener, “The Manpower Resources of the Third Reich in the Area of Conflict between
Wehrmacht, Bureaucracy, and the War Economy, 1939–1942,” in Germany and the Second World War,
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registry was supported by both the high command and Himmler, the labor ministry feared
that it represented an attempt to seize control of labor registration and deployment, and min-
istry officials tried to torpedo the plan by arguing that the registry would be rendered super-
fluous by their own plan to extend labor books to the entire population.77

The National Registry could function only in tandem with the population registries, and
it was impossible to move beyond the planning stage until the population registration system
itself was reformed in the spring of 1938.78 The registry was then piloted in the Potsdam dis-
trict in September/October 1938.79 Göring announced the decision to implement the reg-
istry on a nationwide basis at the November 18, 1938 meeting of the Reich Defense
Council.80 The decrees that provided the legal basis for the registry were issued in January
and February 1939, and the actual registration of the population was finally set for August
1939.81 Overall responsibility for the registry lay in the hands of Daluege.

The National Registry, which was conceived as a supplement to the alphabetically orga-
nized population registries, disaggregated the household into its individual members and then
reconstituted the population on the basis of age cohort. The registry, which was to include
information on all citizens between the ages of five and seventy, collected information con-
cerning the person’s occupation and education, whether or not the person had been issued a
labor book (and, if so, its number), experience abroad and knowledge of foreign languages,
special industrial, technical, or scientific knowledge and skills, the ability to operate a motor-
cycle, motor vehicle, or airplane, and dates of service in the armed forces or the Reich Labor
Service. With the exception of those relating to military service, the same questions were
posed of women, whose special skills were expected to lie in the areas of office work and
home economics.

In addition to targeting invisible labor reserves and collecting new kinds of information,
the registry also made it possible for the state to access individual members of the population
in ways that the population registries could not. It was laborious and time consuming to sort
through the population registries, which were organized alphabetically or by street address, to
produce the lists of age-based cohorts required by the military, the Reich Labor Service,
primary schools, and the party youth organizations. Such information was, however,
crucial to the war effort. As Frick had written in June 1937, “The mobilization of broad
masses of the Volk for military purposes can only be efficiently accomplished if those age
cohorts liable for national service have as a precaution already been registered as completely
as possible and their data recorded on cards in a way that also provides information on the

vol. V/I, ed. Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 787–1154,
esp. 850–67.

77Besprechung vom 24. November 1938, betr. Volkskartei, Brandenburgisches Landeshauptarchiv
(BLHA) Rep. ZA I Pol, Nr. 2701; and Daluege to Leiter der Parteikanzlei/Martin Bormann (June 17,
1943), BAB R19, Nr. 407.

78I have not been able to locate in the archives any preliminary discussion or early drafts of the National
Registry ordinance.

79Reichsführer SS to Regierungspräsidenten in Potsdam (July 25, 1938), in BLHARep. 8, Beeskow, Nr.
3546.

80Vermerk über die Sitzung des Reichsverteidigungsrats am 18. November 1938, in Trial of the Major War
Criminals before the International Military Tribunal (1948), Vol. XXXII, 411–15.

81Wietog, Volkszählungen unter dem Nationalsozialismus, 159–60, suggests that the creation of the registry
was postponed in order to not coincide with the census scheduled for May.
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degree of possible uses of the individual persons.”82 The National Registry greatly simplified
the process of compiling the lists that were so important to Frick, and, after the registration of
the invisible labor reserve, this was the second main purpose of the registry.83

State power depends not just on the collection of information, but on the ability to
process it as well, and the ability to sort the National Registry on the basis of both age
and the various pieces of information stored there enhanced the ability of the state to
directly control these individuals.84 The top of the card was divided into fourteen
columns, and color-coded metal tabs, which corresponded to specific pieces of informa-
tion, were to be attached at the top of specified columns. The cards could then be
sorted by running a thin metal rod through the relevant tabs. Cards for Jews were to be
marked with a “J” in a designated place and a black metal tab placed over the far-right
column. The January 1942 decision to simplify the administration of the registry by no
longer requiring that blue tabs be placed on the cards of those adults who did not have a
labor book could only have meant that, by that point, the registry had fulfilled this
aspect of its original purpose.85

The efforts to ensure the complete registration of the population soon acquired a dynamic
of their own and gave the registry a surveillance function that gradually became as important
as, if not more important than, its original registration and disaggregation functions. The
decree establishing the registry required population registry officials to check whether a cor-
responding National Registry card existed every time a person registered his or her arrival or
departure. If there was no National Registry card for the person, one was to be filled out; if
there was, a corresponding annotation was to be made in the population registry so that the
check would not have to be repeated in the future. Updates from the civil and population
registries also provided additional controls on the completeness and currency of the local
National Registry. In addition, after the outbreak of the war, the government made a big
push to introduce a uniform, more secure ID card for the entire population. These cards
were always issued in duplicate, with the second copy to be held together with the
person’s National Registry card. In this way, the receipt of an ID card for a person who
did not have a corresponding National Registry card would trigger the creation of such a
card. National Registry cards were supposed to follow every individual as he or she
moved from place to place. When the person departed, his or her National Registry card

82Reichs- und Preußischer Minister des Innern to Landesregierungen (June 1937), BLHA Rep. ZA I
Pol., Nr. 2701. A pithier version of this statement can be found in Liebermann von Sonnenberg and
Kääb, Die Volkskartei, 65.

83Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die Volkskartei, 47, 65. One observer estimated that this
accounted for 80 percent of the value of the new system. See Regierungspräsident Potsdam/Graf
G. Bismarck to Reichsführer SS, Betrifft: Volkskartei (December 24, 1938), BLHA Rep. ZA I Pol., Nr.
3724.

84The value of such registries had been demonstrated by the Labor Administration, which in the summer
of 1938 had used its files to rapidly compile statistics on the millions of persons to whom labor books had
been issued. Adam Tooze, Statistics and the German State, 1900–1945. The Making of Modern Economic
Knowledge (Cambridge University Press, 2001), 236. The information processing system maintained by
the labor offices was the largest and most modern one in the country. Jochen Mayer, “Speichern-
Verarbeiten-Übertragen: Arbeitsbücher, Karteikarten und Statistiken im Arbeitseinsatz des ‘Dritten
Reiches’,” Workshop Unabhängige Historikerkommission zur Geschichte des Reichsarbeitsministeriums
1933–1945 (October 2015). I would like to thank Mayer for sharing his paper with me.

85Vereinfachung der Volkskartei. RdErl. d. RFSS… (29.1.1942),MBliV, 1942, S. 270, NRWBR 0005,
Nr. 23279.
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was placed in a separate holding file, and, when officials received noticewhere the person had
actually settled, they were to forward the card to the proper authorities. Ultimately, the hope
was that these measures would establish what the official commentary called an “automatic
control” of the completeness of the National Registry.86

The exchange of information with the labor offices proved to be more complicated
and controversial than originally anticipated. When the National Registry was first
being planned, Göring had expected that local registry and labor offices would cooperate
closely and that the labor ministry would drop its plan to extend the existing labor book
obligation to the entire adult population.87 Neither the police nor the labor administra-
tion were willing to back down from their demands, however; nor were they able to force
the other to do so. The resulting decision to proceed with the partially overlapping reg-
istration of the population by the two agencies reflected both the polyarchic nature of the
regime and the limits on information integration in the age of paper.88

Nor was the relationship between theNational Registry and the population registries ever
entirely clear. Even though most of the information needed to keep the former up to date
came from registration of changes of residence, the maintenance of two closely related reg-
istries by the same local police officials entailed a large amount of redundant record keeping.
According to the official commentary, the main reason why the two registries were not con-
solidated at the outset was to avoid further disrupting the functioning of the population reg-
istries, which had themselves just been reformed.89 It is not, however, clear how the two
paper-based registration systems—each of which was based on a different logic and ratio-
nale—could have been consolidated.

By 1941, as more and more of the previously invisible labor reserves were brought within
the ambit of the labor administration and the military, the main value of the National
Registry was increasingly found in its surveillance function and the cross-checks with
other registries. At the same time, though, it became increasingly difficult to justify the con-
tinued operation of both the population registries and the National Registry, and in August
1942 the first steps were taken to simplify the administration of the latter.

In early 1943, Martin Bormann, the director of the party chancellery, called for the dis-
continuation of the National Registry. The registry, Bormann argued, did not include data
onmembership in the party and its mass organizations, and the information that it did contain
on occupational history and skills was of limited value in comparison with that held by the

86Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb,Die Volkskartei, 28. Beginning in April/May 1941, the supple-
mentary cards regarding Jewish ancestry that had been completed in conjunction with the 1939 census were
made available for comparison with the population registries and the National Registry. See Reichsführer SS
to the Höhere Verwaltungsbehörden, Betrifft: Ergänzungkarten für Angaben über Abstammung und
Vorbildung (March 31, 1941), NRW BR 005, Nr. 23279. On the impact of such comparisons, see
Wietog, Volkszählungen unter dem Nationalsozialismus, 161–66, 191–93.

87Besprechung vom 24. November 1938, betr. Volkskartei, BLHA Rep. ZA I Pol, Nr. 2701.
88Leiter der Partei-Kanzlei/Bormann to Reichsminister des Innern/Frick, Betrifft:

Verwaltungsvereinfachung; hier: Einstellung der Arbeiten an der Volkskartei (May 28, 1943), BAB R41,
Nr. 159. Despite their differences, Labor Ministry officials were extremely eager to gain access to the
newly constructed registries. See Reichsarbeitsminister to Herrn Reichsminister des Innern, Betrifft:
Volkskartei (July 9, 1939), BAB R41, Nr. 159.

89Regierungspräsident in Potsdam/Graf G. Bismarck to Reichsführer SS, Betrifft: Volkskartei
(December 24, 1938), and Oberregierungsrat Stegmann to Liebermann von Sonnenberg (January 6,
1939), both in BLHA Rep. ZA I Pol., Nr. 3724; and Liebermann von Sonnenberg and Kääb, Die
Volkskartei, 48–49.
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labor administration; the coupling of the National Registry with the population registries was
both redundant and incomplete; the registry was superfluous for military and labor service
conscription; it could not be used to organize rationing because it did not include the
very young and the very old; and the many gaps meant that, even when it was used for its
original purpose of identifying age cohorts for military, labor, and party youth service, exten-
sive additional inquiries were necessary.90

Daluege and Himmler conceded these limitations, but drew very different conclusions
from them. The inability to collect information on the men engaged in military or labor
service when the National Registry was set up in August 1939 was unimportant, Daluege
argued, because these men were already under the supervision of the organizations in
which they were serving. More important, Daluege insisted that these contingent difficul-
ties in no way altered the original rationale for the introduction of the National Registry.
Not only did the disaggregation of the household and the attendant registration of the
local population by age cohort provide ready access to information that could only be
culled in a laborious and time-consuming manner from the population registries, but
the registry also served an invaluable surveillance and control function. As Himmler
explained, the National Registry was “the simplest means for registration and for the ver-
ification of registration” (emphasis added). The complaint by local officials that they did not
need the registry for their own work reflected, he maintained, a limited understanding of
its purpose and function. “The primary advantage of the National Registry lies,” he
insisted, “in the fact that the person’s card automatically follows them to their new resi-
dence whenever they move. Without this mechanism registration authorities would be
more or less hopeless in the face of frequent wartime changes of residence.”91 In this
respect, the National Registry with its traveling cards represented a hybrid between a cen-
tralized, national registry and a decentralized registry system, whose operation was super-
vised by state authorities.

The question of party membership figured so prominently in this debate because some
party district governors had begun to establish their own registries of party members. Aside
from information relating to party membership, however, these registries were virtually
identical with the National Registry. The problem was that the reliance on these so-
called Gaukarteien set in motion a downward spiral in which a reduction in the frequency
and intensity with which the National Registry was consulted diminished the comprehen-
siveness and currency of the information contained therein and thus made it even more
tempting for the party district governors to rely on their own registries. In contrast,
however, Daluege and Himmler believed that the intermeshing of the National
Registry with other registries could sustain a virtuous circle, which would lead to the pro-
gressive perfection of the former.

90Leiter der Partei-Kanzlei/Bormann to Reichsminister des Innern/Frick, Betrifft:
Verwaltungsvereinfachung; hier Einstellung der Arbeiten an der Volkskartei (May 28, 1943), BAB R41,
Nr. 159. Bormann calculated that suspending the National Registry would free up about three thousand
persons for other duties.

91Reichsführer SS to Leiter der Parteikanzlei (February 27, 1943), Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv
(BayHStA) MInn 91735; and Daluege, Stellungnahme zum Schreiben des Leiters der Parteikanzlei vom
28. Mai 1943 an Reichsminister Dr. Frick, Betr.: Verwaltungsvereinfachung. Einstellung der Volkskartei
(June 12, 1943), BAB R43-II, Nr. 659.
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By this point, the deteriorating military situation was beginning to take its toll on the
domestic administration. The gradual breakdown of the backward reporting system toward
the end of 1942 meant that National Registry cards were no longer being forwarded in a
timely manner, if at all. In April 1943, local officials were ordered to move the local
National Registry files to locations where they would be safe from air attacks, and in July
Himmler suspended the operation of the National Registry for the duration.92 This decision,
however, did not mean that the Nazi leadership had abandoned its goal of the total registration
of the population. Himmler and Bormann agreed that once thewar had been brought to a suc-
cessful conclusion, a new general registration system would have to be established, though they
disagreed as to whether the National Registry could serve as the basis for such a system.93

It is by no means clear how any general registration system could have solved or evaded
the problems inherent in, or projected upon, the National Registry. The main problem was
that the information needed by the security agencies, the military, and the labor administra-
tion—as well as by the architects of the final solution—was not contained in the population
registries or any other single registry. But even if it had been, the population registries were
organized alphabetically, and these paper files could not have easily been sorted according to
criteria other than name or linked together in the manner of later integrated information
systems. As a result, separate registries dedicated to collecting the information needed for spe-
cific purposes remained the best solution to the problem of large-scale information manage-
ment in the age of paper. However, every attempt to compensate for the limitations of the
individual registries by using each registry as a check on the completeness and accuracy of all
of the others entangled the population in an increasingly fine-meshed network of mutually
verifying registries, which, in the medium run, made state population surveillance more
intense and more effective.

The maintenance of these diverse registries was labor intensive, and officials relied on
ideological fervor and coercion to ensure that this population identification, information,
and control system functioned as it should.94 However, the shift in the fortunes of war
after the Soviet victory at Stalingrad and the successful allied invasion of Sicily and the
Italian mainland in the summer and fall of 1943 undermined both the calculus underlying
this commitment of resources and the ability of the Nazi state to ensure the continued func-
tioning of this complex bureaucratic apparatus. The suspension of the National Registry was
part of the larger process by which the home front degenerated intowar and terror. From this
point onward, the defense of the homeland supplanted the fantasies of security technocrats,
whose limitations and failures had, in the interim, become amply clear, as the driving force

92Vermerk, Betrifft: Volkskartei (July 10, 1943), R43-II, Nr. 659; and Vereinfachung der Verwaltung;
hier Volkskartei (August 18, 1943), MBliV, 1943, 1343, in BLHA Rep. ZA I Pol., Nr. 2701. However,
a population registry by age cohort was simply too valuable to dispense with completely, and Himmler
ordered local officials to maintain a supplementary registry of the same age cohorts that would have been
included in the registry. Runderlass des Reichsführers SS (August 27, 1943), BayHStA StK, Nr. 6309.

93Bormann to Frick, Betrifft: Verwaltungsvereinfachung. Hier: Einstellung der Arbeiten an der Volkskartei
(May 28, 1943), BAB R 41, Nr. 159; and Himmler to Bormann, Betrifft: Verwaltungsvereinfachung.
Einstellung der Arbeiten an der Volkskartei (June 24, 1943), BAB R43-II, Nr. 659.

94In contrast, as Jan Lambertz, “The Urn and the Swastika: Recording Death in the Nazi Camp System,”
German History 38:1 (2020): 77-95, shows, the recording by the civil registries of the deaths of concentration
camp inmates (and especially those of Jews) was characterized by a combination of administrative precision
and cynical deception.
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behind the development of population technology.95 As the war entered its final stages, what
was urgently needed, it seemed, was not so much detailed personal information as warm
bodies to serve on the eastern front and to build the tanks that were to be deployed there
in a last-ditch attempt to reverse the tides of war.

This shift in priorities brought about two innovations that would in modified form play a
central role in the debates on privacy and population surveillance from the 1960s to the
1980s: an experiment with the automation of the population registration system and, in con-
junction with this, the proposed introduction of a national population enumeration system.
These technologies proved to be less than a panacea for the problems of population control
and manpower management, however, and during the war they never advanced beyond the
pilot stage. Moreover, at the time Germany was no more advanced than other countries in
the use of punched cards and identification numbers for population surveillance, and it is dif-
ficult to conclude that there is an essential connection between the administrative power they
generated and the despotic uses to which they could be put.96

The administrative power of the state also depended on being able to establish the identity
of persons within the national territory and to control movement across the country’s
borders. However, the war ministry proposal to introduce a more secure, mandatory national
identification card (theKennkarte) foundered on the resistance of other ministries and the exi-
gencies of war, and the national government would not succeed in establishing a monopoly
on the means of identification until after 1945.97 On the other hand, the story of both new
visa requirements and attempts in the late 1930s to establish a central aliens registry represent
little more than historical footnotes when seen in relation to the massive transborder move-
ment of soldiers, Jews, ethnic Germans, forced laborers, and prisoners of war as a result of
forces that had little to do with the bureaucratic routines of a peacetime border regime.

Conclusion

As the preceding pages have shown, the evolution of the German population registration
system between 1842 and 1945 increased in a variety of ways the administrative power of
the state over its population. Even under theNazis, however, this power was not unbounded.
On the one hand, it could be weakened by opposition from other state actors, and, in

95Aly and Roth, The Nazi Census, 119ff.
96I have briefly discussed these technologies in Larry Frohman, “PopulationRegistration, Social Planning,

and the Discourse on Privacy Protection in West Germany,” Journal of Modern History 87.2 (June 2015):
316–56. Although there is no account of the use of punched cards in interwar Germany for accounting
and inventory management purposes, see Richard Vahrenkamp, “Die erste Informationsexplosion. Die
Rolle der Lochkartentechnik bei der Bürorationalisierung in Deutschland 1910 bis 1939,”
Technikgeschichte 84.3 (2017): 209–41.

97See the correspondence on this issue in BABR2,Nr. 11659; and Jane Caplan, “‘Ausweis Bitte!’ Identity
and Identification in Nazi Germany,” Identification and Registration Practices in Transnational Perspective, ed.
James R. Brown, et al. (New York: Palgrave, 2013), 224–42. The Nazis could, however, impose security
arrangements in occupied territories that they could not impose at home. On the population registration
and ID card systems established in the Netherlands, see Friso Roest, et al., “Policy Windows for
Surveillance: The Phased Introduction of the Identification Card in the Netherlands since the Early
Twentieth Century,” in Histories of State Surveillance in Europe and Beyond, ed. Kees Boersma, et al.
(London: Routledge, 2014), 150–69; and Bob Moore, “Nazi Masters and Accommodating Dutch
Bureaucrats: Working Towards the Führer in the Occupied Netherlands, 1940–1945,” in Working
towards the Führer, ed. Anthony McElligott and Tim Kirk (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2003), 186–204.
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comparison to the imperious demands of the military and the security apparatus, civilian offi-
cials showed themselves to be sensitive to the limits of state control. On the other hand, this
power was limited—and indirectly enhanced—by the continued reliance on paper as the
medium of storage and transmission.

After the end of the war, occupation authorities revoked those laws that were regarded as
distinct products of Nazi ideology. The Reich Population Registration Ordinance did not
fall under this ban, however, and both the military administration andWest German officials
quickly showed themselves to be more interested in rebuilding the population registration
system and extending the ID card requirements instituted since 1938 than in rolling them
back. In the early years of the Federal Republic, this gave rise to a lively debate over the rel-
ative importance of the security and welfare functions of the registries, the fate and form of
the national ID card, the role of population surveillance in a democratic society, and the use
of personal information as a medium of social governance in the welfare state. The question
of the informational and administrative power of the population registries would be taken up
again at the end of the 1960s, when computers and integrated data processing made it pos-
sible for the federal government to envision a territorial population information system,
which would combine decentralized registration, centralized databases, electronic backward
reporting, and the verification at a distance of individual identity. Although privacy had never
emerged as an explicit problem in relation to the population registries before 1945, at the turn
of the 1970s it became the basic concept for theorizing the problems raised by the new infor-
mation technologies and contesting the new forms of informational and administrative
power that they generated.98

98This is the topic of my study The Politics of Personal Information. Surveillance, Privacy, and Power in West
Germany (forthcoming New York: Berghahn, 2020).
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