

“Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law.”

— Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 6

“The most potent form of control is the one the controlled believe they chose.”

— Adapted from Aldous Huxley
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Preface

This book began with a simple observation: the people who know you already possess most of the information that governments collect to prove you are who you say you are. It continued with a simple question: why, then, do we maintain a global infrastructure costing roughly one trillion dollars per year to duplicate this knowledge in centralized databases controlled by authorities who have never met us?

And it arrived at an uncomfortable answer: because the system was never primarily about identity. It was about authority.

The language tells the story. Identity is issued, not recognized. Documents are valid, not true. Citizens apply for proof of who they are. The grammar of centralized identity is the grammar of permission: a parent granting or withholding acknowledgment from a child.

This book names that paradigm. It traces its roots, quantifies its cost, documents its human consequences, and describes an alternative that is cheaper, more secure, more private, and more human.

The title carries a deliberate ambiguity. In the current system, your identity is available to you only upon your request to the state. In the system this book envisions, your identity is available to others only upon their request to you. The same phrase, with the power flowing in opposite directions.

Estienne Vernier

Bellegarde, 17 June 2026




A Note on Methodology

The economic estimates in this book are approximations. I have erred on the side of conservatism throughout. The full methodology, data sources, and sensitivity analysis are in Appendix B and on the companion website.

If the true cost of centralized identity is half what I estimate, the argument still holds. If it is double, the urgency only increases.

The technical architecture is a synthesis of existing technologies rather than a novel invention. I distinguish between what is mature, what is proven but not widespread, and what remains theoretical.

The human stories are real. Some names and details have been changed.




Part I
 The Invisible Monopoly

In which we examine what identity documents actually are, how the state came to monopolize their issuance, what they cost, and the paternalist assumption that makes all of it seem natural.




The Document in Your Pocket

States have successfully usurped from rival claimants the monopoly of the legitimate means of movement.

— John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport (2000)

A woman reaches into her bag at a routine checkpoint. Her fingers find the small rectangle of plastic that, in this moment, matters more than anything else she carries. More than her phone, which holds a decade of her life in messages and photographs. More than her wallet, which holds the means to feed herself and her children. More than the letter in her pocket, which holds the reason for her journey.

The plastic card holds her name, her photograph, a number, and an expiration date. It was issued by an authority that has never met her, has never seen her children’s priceless smile, has never heard her laugh, and could not pick her out of a crowd without consulting the very database it claims she needs in order to be recognized.

And yet, for the next thirty seconds, this card will determine whether her day continues or collapses.

Six thousand miles away, a mother sits in a government office in Lagos. She has been here since before dawn. She is here to register the birth of her son, who is now four months old and has existed, by any reasonable human measure, since the moment he drew breath in a room full of people who loved him before they saw his face.

But legally, he does not yet exist.

His grandmother held him as he was born. His father wept. His sisters fought over who would hold him first. His neighbours brought food for a week. He is known, deeply and specifically, by dozens of people who could describe him in rich and loving detail.

None of that counts.

What counts is the form his mother is waiting to submit, the fee she is waiting to pay, and the entry a clerk she has never met is waiting to type into a database she will never see.

In a refugee settlement in Jordan, a man has no document at all. He can tell you his name, his father’s name, his grandfather’s name, and the village where his family lived for generations. He carries an entire world of identity within him, richly detailed and deeply felt. But he carries no document, and without a document, he is no one. He exists entirely upon request. And no one with authority has made the request.

What an Identity Document Actually Is

Strip away the familiarity, and an identity document is a remarkable thing. It is a physical or digital object issued by a centralized authority that claims the right to declare who you are. Not to discover who you are — the document does not learn anything about you that you did not already know. Not to create who you are — you existed before the document and would continue to exist without it.

The document’s function is purely declarative. And this reveals something important about the relationship between the person and the institution. The person already knows who they are. The people around them already know who they are. The document adds no knowledge. What it adds is permission — the institutional blessing that allows the person to participate in systems that require institutional recognition.

Identity is issued. Not created. Not recognized. Not acknowledged. Issued. Like a decree. Like a ration. Like a permission slip from a parent to a child.

The Grammar of Permission

The language of centralized identity reveals its architecture of power with unusual clarity.

Identity is issued — the citizen receives it from an authority that grants it. Documents are valid — a legal term meaning recognized by the issuing authority, not true or accurate. The citizen applies — from the Latin applicare, to fold toward.1 The supplicant folds toward the authority. The authority may approve or deny.

When a document expires, you have not changed. Your identity has not changed. Your relationships persist. Your history continues. Nothing about who you are has altered. What expired is the state’s permission for you to prove it.

This is the grammar of paternalism: a parent deciding whether a child has been good enough, compliant enough, present enough to deserve acknowledgment. And like all paternalism, it is so deeply embedded in the system that it is invisible. Like water to a fish. It is never stated because it never needs to be.

Name it. And once named, it loses its power.

The Transaction You Never Agreed To

Every identity document represents an implicit transaction. The state provides you with a credential that others will accept. In exchange, the state receives your personal data, the right to store it indefinitely, the power to revoke your credential, and the ability to track your interactions with any system that requires you to present it.

This transaction is not optional. You cannot decline it and remain a functioning member of society. You cannot negotiate its terms. You cannot choose an alternative provider. You cannot see all of what the state stores about you. You cannot delete it. You cannot take your data and leave.

In any other context, we would recognize this as the behaviour of a monopoly. A single provider, no competition, compulsory participation, opaque terms, no exit.2

We accept it because we have never known anything else. We accept it because the alternative seems unthinkable. We accept it because we have been told, implicitly and repeatedly since birth, that we are not capable of establishing our own identity. That we need an institution to do it for us. That without the parent’s acknowledgment, the child does not exist.

The child was never a child. The monopoly exists not because it is necessary but because it is old. The technology to replace it is not speculative but present. And that the people who already know who you are — your family, your friends, your trusted circle — hold the key to an identity system that is more private, more resilient, more equitable, and more human than anything a centralized authority has ever provided.



1 Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879), s.v. applico: ‘to fold to, join, attach to.’ The directional metaphor—folding toward authority—is embedded in the etymology.

2 On the state’s monopolisation of legitimate identity, see torpey2000, particularly chapters 1–2 on the state’s appropriation of the ‘legitimate means of movement.’ On monopoly power in institutional design, see coase1937.
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