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Introduction

As of January 5, 2004, the U.S. Government imposed fingerprint and photograph identification at the airport on all foreigners who need a visa to enter the U.S. – in practice on all except those who come from the 27 countries which are part of the U.S. government’s “visa waiver” program. The Brazilian constitution subscribes to the so called “principle of reciprocity” establishing that the Brazilian Government must treat a foreigner visiting Brazil in the same way the Government of the foreigner’s country treats Brazilian citizens. Based on this principle, after a Brazilian government office filed a formal complaint in federal court about the new U.S. immigration measures, a federal judge announced on December 2003 that, as of January 2004, U.S. citizens would be fingerprinted and photographed upon entering Brazil.

U.S. ambassador to Brazil Donna Hrinak called the judge’s decision “unnecessary.”  Secretary of State Collin Powell complained about the time taken by the process of identification in Brazil. Brazilians were divided in respect to the judge’s decision. Rio de Janeiro’s mayor César Maia filed an appeal claiming the measure would impinge huge losses for the tourist business sector in the city. The decision provoked a series of popular comments from people split on the issue, mainly in Brazil but also in the U.S. and even in other places, tending to take sides adopting either a pro or an anti American posture. During January two American citizens had their visa cancelled and were sent back to the U.S. for disrespect to Brazilian immigration officials in charge of the identification process. The sequence of events circumscribed an episode that was called “the war of the fingerprints” in the Brazilian press. 

This essay relates so called “material things” produced by modernity to identities, social classes, and hierarchies. It approaches the new identification devices and procedures from a socio​technical standpoint taking “the war of the fingerprints” as an example. New identification devices and procedures are new “material things” historically produced by modernity and translated into diverse forms all over the world, just like metal axes and hooks, riffles, vaccines, railroads, telephones, electricity, antibiotics, etc. have been new “material things” before their provisional stabilization and naturalization. It is precisely the compelling brilliance of this “enormous increase in the output and variety of goods and services” that blinds a great portion of the history of sciences and technologies, confining it in the cage of the modern diffusionist vision. Fascinated by the finding that “the Englishman of 1750 was closer in material things to Caesar’s legionnaires than to his own great-grand-children,” admirable historians have naturalized the construction of those hybrids they call “material things” and limited the problematization of that “enormous increase in the output and variety of goods and services” which, they claim in laudatory stile, “alone has changed man’s way of life more than anything since the discovery of fire”. (Landes, David S. 1969. The Unbound Prometheus – Technological Change and Industrial Development in Western Europe from 1750 to the Present.  Cambridge University Press. P. 5) 

STS came up with an alternative to the “winner’s history” customarily told by modern sciences and technologies. STS take those “material things” as quasi-objects and quasi-subjects, hybrids that perform and create new identities, social categories and hierarchies. Pasteur’s microbe performed and created new identities which shuffled social categories having effects in established hierarchies. “A different type of solidarity emerged when a very rich man’s son could die simply because the very poor maid was carrying typhoid” (Latour, Bruno. 1987. Science in Action. Harvard University Press. P. 116). Sick contagious people, healthy but dangerous carriers of microbes, immunized people, vaccinated people, etc. affected hierarchies of the body created by the social categories “rich” and “poor”.

Provisionally stable forms of the new identification devices and procedures, in particular for the identification of foreigners, are being achieved through negotiations carried out within hierarchical differentiated spaces (“frames of references” ( ref. Callon, Michell. 1998. The Laws of the Markets. London: Blackwell) constructed from certain approaching angles. The approaching angles result from “proto-negotiations” and have important built-in effects on hierarchy, social classes and identity formation and reproduction, though the discussion of approaching angles has been typically absent from the records of the war of the fingerprints. This should not come as a surprise since the approaching angles are practices established in accordance to the modern constitution principle of never putting together a simultaneous analysis of the work of purification and the work of translation which, nevertheless, are performed simultaneously. 1) The work of purification allows for the faster and faster creation of pure forms of limits that are deployed into completely distinct ontological zones. In dealing with the limits of the state, “identification delay” at the airports of the state’s territory is positioned in the technical area while at the same time the “right to fingerprint” is brought into action in the political zone. In dealing with the limits of our bodies, their fingerprints, iris, DNA, etc. are deployed into the ontological zone “nature” whereas their criminality, right to come and go, nationality, etc. are distributed into the ontological zone “subject”, “culture”, or “society”. 2) The work of translation juxtaposes heterogeneous elements expressed by pure forms created by the heirs of Boyle on one side, and those of Hobbes on the other side. Translations cross and mix the ontological zones of origin of diverse pure forms articulating them to construct quasi-objects and quasi-subjects which result, in fact, in hybrids of nature and society. (Latour, Bruno. 1993. We have never been modern. Harvard University Press. P. 10-11)

Negotiations proceed by translation and deployment of the controversies in a hierarchical differentiated space. This space of negotiation is obtained in the intersection where the diverse local negotiating agents (actants or “calculating agencies” ( ref. Callon, Michell. 1998. The Laws of the Markets. London: Blackwell) meet up and construct the reality of body identification from adopted approaching angles (adopted or practiced but necessarily not discussed if negotiating agents abide for the modern constitution – approaching angles are the results of  the previously mentioned “proto-negotiations”) by means of a complex process involving popular and professional participation. We carry this essay looking at the frames of references from three approaching angles: 1) time; 2) law; and 3) accuracy. Our preliminary results depict reproduction and reinforcement of hierarchies entailing ethnicity, economic class, degree of education, and nationality amid the negotiations to construct the reality of new identification devices and procedures – a construction that is, we remark, inseparable from the construction of new human bodies.

Time

Among the three approaching angles, the most universalized one is time – modern time is something the moderns have negotiated for centuries and successfully spread all over the world. Drawing time limits between what is and what is not acceptable under what circumstances seems to be an easy task as far as time is concerned. And at first sight the economic issues in the war of the fingerprints can be reduced to issues around the time it takes to fingerprint and photograph U.S. citizens entering Brazil.

In the war of the fingerprints, the issue of the time interval taken in fingerprinting American citizens entering Brazil – “identification delay” –  became prominent immediately. This should not come as a surprise in a world where money is put at the apex of attention and, moreover, a certain accountancy for economic efficiency always looms over other relations. Time is counted as money. “Identification delay” is a kind of time interval that is amenable to a kind of measurement that has since long been intensively negotiated in the history of modernity. Time framing and time devices, clocks, have long been made and stabilized, their spread all over the planet is strongly connected with the construction of the modern world, and hence they are easily regarded as something “technical”, that is, “pure”, “disentangled”, “simple” in its last instance. Measuring the time has been intensively naturalized. “Identification delay” performed a division between the technical and the political in the battle fields of the war of the fingerprints. Being sensed as a time interval, “identification delay” quickly became, or rather, got shaped already from its inception as something “technical”, of which the limits between acceptance and rejection should be legitimately decided on technological grounds:

“Claire Fallender, a 27-year-old American sociologist from Boston, … said she had been waiting for five hours. "The only problem is without the technol​ogy to process people, it's causing frustration and losing the point of protest​ing American policy." “Angry Reax To Airport Screening” in CBSNEWS.com, January 5, 2004.


Washington has been upset by Brazil's tit-for-tat reaction to the US-VISIT system that went into force Monday with digital technology after a year of preparation. … US travelers have complained of up to nine-hour delays at Rio de Janeiro Airport where Brazilian immigration authorities, only told of the order last week, are using ink pads and paper.  “Brazil Fingerprint Order Causing Delays” in AirWise News (Reuters), January 5, 2004   

If an issue becomes technical, there is no space for political or social considerations since moderns talk as if they do not mix the technical sphere, the sphere of science and technology (nature) with the sphere of politics (society). “Identi​fication delays” are placed deep into the technical sphere. It is so much so that the Brazilian Govern​ment quickly understood that long “identification delays” would be “technically” unacceptable and promptly announced that identification time would be minimized. Starting from there, the agents can look for and negotiate “technical solutions” (such as acquiring new equipments supplied by the US) to minimize waiting lines at the airports. 

Sticking to the divide between nature and society that is performed by moderns has effects on identities, social classes and hierarchies. For example, the more modern one’s identity is, the more one’s time is framed by the clock, the more important are one’s hours, the shorter is the time interval one finds acceptable for the identification process – that is part of the identity of someone who considers her/himself “modern”. And a modern identity is placed higher in a hierarchy of identities than other local identities not so much concerned with “wasting time”, identities that may have a very different sense of the urge to speed up processes. The modern identity appears to be so much above other identities that the latter will find no spokesmen in this kind of discussion. For all those involved, it goes without saying that the identification process should and must take no more than a few seconds. This reinforces hierarchies of identities and social classes based on concern with time. This hierarchy of identities has power effects and is hence political, but its politics are buried deep in the construction of the visible technical sphere.

Law

Law, the second angle, was also prominent from the very inception of the war of the fingerprints, since the announcement of the obligation of the Brazilian government to fingerprint and photograph U.S. citizens was made by a federal judge and not by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The ministry would certainly be more sensitive to issues that might deteriorate the good relations with the U.S.:

“Brazil's government has tried to make it clear the move to fingerprint and photograph all US visitors is the decision of a 34-year-old regional federal judge, not foreign policy. “Brazil Fingerprint Order Causing Delays” in AirWise News (Reuters), January 5, 2004 

Nevertheless, like time, the laws among men are something the moderns are also constantly negotiating and for long ‘governments and states are also subject to the laws’ has been one of their founding assumptions. Hence, except for the very first comment of the US ambassador to Brazil mentioned above (“The judge’s decision is ‘unnecessary’.”), the US government promptly acknowledged Brazil’s right to legislate over procedures at Brazilian airports:

“The US said it would watch closely the new Brazilian rules, but stressed that it was the country's right to impose such requirements. "Our consulates general in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro are monitoring developments on this issue closely," said deputy US state department spokesman Adam Ereli. But he added that the US had no plans to complain or even discuss the regulations with the Brazilian authorities. "This is their sovereign right to do if they want to do it," he told reporters.” “Rio mayor slams US visitor rules” in BBC News World Edition, January 3, 2004.

Notwithstanding their immensely asymmetrical power relation, it was ease for the two governments to frame and accommodate the situation within national laws. Enforcement of modernist law reinforces a divide between the technical and the political. The rules of society take care of those issues that are not part of nature. Together, national and international laws and time framed the issue and paved an ease way to negotiate a stable situation. Brazil’s right to fingerprint Americans citizens entering the country was already shaped as something “political” of which the limits between acceptance and rejection should be legitimately decided on grounds of the national and international laws. Discussions about “rights” should not be mixed up with technical matters such as “identification delay”. Negotiations take place more smoothly if and when made within bounds of a previously agreed upon frames of reference because negotiating agents will not make unframed (external, “irrational”) demands. The result is as if there were two independent undisputable facts: 1) Brazil has the right to do it (social ontological sphere); 2) Brazil has to do it fast (scientific-technological ontological sphere).

Again, in this case, adherence to the modern constitutional principle tends to reinforce existing distributions and hierarchies in Brazil. According to US officials, in order to be eligible to the visa waiver program a country must have a low rate of denied visa applications (a mathematical criterion that tends to present the decisions concerning “visa waiver” program in the US as “technical” decisions and allows the U.S. to claim that “Brazil is not being singled out”). It is then possible to conclude that the poor people who apply for a visa to enter the US looking for a job increase the rate of denied visas, and hence they render Brazil ineligible for the visa waiver program of the US government. Most of these people are from a particular region in the Brazilian inland, and it is not unusual among rich and middle class to hear references to those workers as “second class” people. With time the rich and middle class will likely be tempted to press the government to detach them from the poor people who try to get a visa to enter the US looking for a job (and end up embarking illegally on this adventure) by, for example, making passports even more expensive than they are now (about 50% of the “minimum salary”). If only rich people get passports only rich people will apply for a visa and the rate of denied visas will drop, opening the way to participation in some kind of visa waiver program such as a visa waiver for those who carry a very expensive biometric passport. 

Accuracy

Stable modern identities, social classes and hierarchies depend on not discussing simultaneously the work of purification and the work of hybridization that nevertheless take place simultaneously: the modern constitutional independent technical and political spheres should not be crossed and mixed up. The war of the fingerprints allowed one to perceive the precariousness of this artifice. A potential opening came up in official statements when the US Government claimed that Brazil “[was] not being singled out” at American airports:

"We regret the way in which new procedures have suddenly been put in place that single out US citizens," said a statement by the US embassy in Brazil. "Brazil is not being singled out." “Brazil Fingerprint Order Causing Delays” in AirWise News (Reuters), January 5, 2004 

On the occasion that seems to have been an isolated answer to Brazil’s claim to be simply reciprocating. At any rate, like the ambassador’s first reaction, this potential controversy was not pursued any further. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that even in this insinuation that a controversy might arise and proceed, a hybridization process was suggested and the modern constitutional independent technical and political spheres started to be crossed and mixed up: 

"While we acknowledge Brazil's sovereign right to determine the requirements for entry into Brazil, we regret the way in which new procedures have suddenly been put in place that single out U.S. citizens for exceptional treatment that has meant lengthy delays in processing, such as the case today with a more than nine hour delay for some U.S. citizens," said the statement signed by embassy press attache Wesley Carrington. “Angry Reax To Airport Screening” in CBSNEWS.com, January 5, 2004. 

Further crossing and mixing up was suggested when the head of a state agency in charge of financing technological development (FINEP) regretted the decision of the Brazilian government to use imported French identification devices to fingerprint American citizens entering Brazil. He claimed that given more time the war of the fingerprints was a good opportunity to enhance local technological capacity and have the identification process done with Brazilian equipments. Negotiation is eased when done within previously established frames of references. Even then, however, it may take unforeseen directions. “Identification time” is a technology incorporated in computer systems and interface devices. If the origin of this technology becomes a problem, the negotiation may get more complicated. If by hypothesis Brazil had to pay costly for American technology to satisfy the anticipations of Americans, the negotiation of the “identification time” might get complicated and the time frame might overflow on this bend giving in for unframed (external, “irrational”) claims: 

“The BBC reported that in Sao Paulo today, US travelers were put in separate lines and subjected to fingerprinting, photographing, and questioning, causing delays for the travelers. Eric Wesson, an American tourist, speaking to the Post said, "If we're going to treat them like criminals when they visit our country, they are going to make sure we feel the same way. It's kind of like a humiliation war rather than a trade war." “‘War of Humiliation’ Ensues as Brazil Fingerprints U.S. Visitors” in © 2004 The NewStandard. January 5.

Again the issues of “identification delay” and “right to fingerprint” were put together in the same statement crossing and mixing up the modern constitutional independent technical and political spheres to produce effects that subvert established hierarchies, now in response to previous statements that also subvert established hierarchies, such as legitimating fingerprinting as an effective way to curb terrorism.

As previously remarked, by means of microbes or cellular phones, sciences and technologies subvert established identities, social classes and hierarchies. Recently developed technological devices became important actants in the seemingly everlasting war waged around the endeavor to individually identify every body, and to do so in routine and constant ways. Powerful metaphors of naturalization are summoned to participate in this war where the limits of dimensions and positions of the human bodies in society – the rights of citizens’ bodies to identity and privacy – tremble at the accuracies of measurements of dimensions and positions of bodies in nature. Recently developed technological devices open broadband channels between that which heretofore customarily marked the traditional borders of human bodies (skin, iris, DNA) and the databanks of institutions. These broadband channels deconstruct the time-honored human body, the previous hard citadel of our identities and privacies. They make one more turn towards a world of, lets us say, cyborgs properly speaking, where bodies are immediately – or mediately – sensed by and sensitive to databanks of institutions (Latour, Bruno. 2004. How to talk about the body. The Normative Dimension of Science Studies. Body & Society, Vol.10 (2-3), p. 205-229). The police, the military and other medical, industrial, or commercial institutions are incorporated in our bodies, not metaphorically as we used to say, but literally. This new body will perform new translations of identities, social categories and hierarchies. It is likely that while the cyborg is shaped and shapes society, frames of references for negotiations of the body will be unstable and overflow more frequently. This third angle, accuracy, is much less universalized than time and law, since the accuracy of the new identification devices come together with radical reform in the sociotechnical identification of human bodies, with the creation of a new body and effects in identity, social categories and hierarchies. And negotiations get specially complicated when the proposed architecture of the reform puts its alleged capacity to curb terrorism as the core of its claims for legitimacy.

The previously pattern of identification technologies (for example, ink pads and paper for fingerprinting) had come to an end, but the search for fast and more accurate identification devices appears as a natural trajectory. Donald MacKensie showed us how, in the case of nuclear missile guidance, increasing missile accuracies was not a natural trajectory, though it appeared to be, but was rather “a self-fulfilling prophecy”. And we would like to conclude with his words on why the fatalism of the metaphor of trajectory constitutes a crucial flaw:

“For while the barrier to increased accuracy may not be surmounted, it may be circumvented by the adoption of new forms of guidance. Those who wish to stop missile accuracies from increasing could focus their efforts on preventing these becoming a reality. But they will not do so if they believe that missile accuracies will naturally continue to increase.” (MacKensie, Donald. 1990. Inventing Accuracy – A Historical Sociology of Nuclear Missile Guidance. The MIT Press. P. 169)

