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The refugee crisis has brought the issue of identification back to the forefront 
of public attention in Europe and elsewhere in the world. The harragas, or 
‘burners’ of identity papers and borders, who try to make it to Lampedusa 
are required to register in the ‘hotspots’ that the European fortress has set 
up on its Mediterranean and now Saharan frontiers. Their fingerprints and 
biometric data are recorded by Frontex, the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency, so that under the Dublin regulation, European police forces 
can then send these migrants back to the country where they first left a trace 
of their stay, if not of their identity. In immigration offices and courts, asy-
lum seekers are put through tests to assess their identity narratives, drawing 
the line between the entitled and the rest (Griffiths 2012; Beneduce 2015; 
Mazouz 2017). And the anonymous bodies of migrants wash up on Italian 
and Moroccan shores, prompting tireless efforts by certain activists to 
find out their names so that they might recover their dignity (Ritaine 2015; 
Kobelinsky 2019; A. Diallo in this volume). The fear of terrorist attacks in 
Europe has intensified the security-based obsession with vetting individuals 
and the surveillance of mobility, casting doubt on any document that could 
certify a person’s legal identity—especially when they come from the Global 
South, and particularly Africa. In these hostile circumstances, African cit-
izens moving about the world are more than ever associated with the arche-
typal figure of the undocumented migrant (Siméant 1998). Since the 2010s, 
the identification of individuals has become a key issue for the international 
and national programmes being deployed in Africa, at the crossroads of 
these security and migration objectives, but also of the demands of ‘good 
governance’ and ‘development.’ According to the World Bank, half of the 
continent’s population has no legal identity and is consequently deprived of 
the most fundamental rights:1 nationality, electoral and social citizenship, 
education, health, mobility, etc. In this context, the fast-tracked adoption of 
biometric identification technologies is seen as a solution to fill the ‘identity 
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gap,’ in place of the more traditional administrative techniques of the docu-
mentary state, civil registration in particular.

The international craze for biometrics is particularly strong in Africa 
and raises major questions. It is predicated on the premise of chronic weak-
ness in postcolonial identification bureaucracies, which reinforces the idea 
of weak (if not failed) states and the outdated image of African societies 
with a documentary deficit, governed by informality and the absence of law, 
and resistant to bureaucratic reason and the material cultures of writing. 
New digital technologies have thus been hailed as a miracle cure for the 
structural ills of written identification and as the vehicle for an emerging 
modernity. Over the pages that follow, readers will quickly understand 
that this book challenges these preconceptions and offers an empirical, 
theoretical, and—to be frank—political critique of the new liberal fable 
of biometric identification and emergence. This technicist and globalizing 
premise precludes an understanding of national disparities and obfuscates 
the political issues at stake in the biometric modernization of legal identi-
ties. Furthermore, it hinges on the invisibilization and disqualification of 
the multifaceted systems of the identification of persons and their social 
and cultural roots in Africa. This volume seeks instead to bring them to 
light. By moving away from the usual North-South perspective to focus 
instead on the domestic production and uses of papers in the countries of 
the continent, it aims to shed new light on the role of identification poli-
cies and personal identity documents in the exercise of power and social 
life in contemporary Africa. In the process, the book challenges the com-
mon ideas of an Africa removed from written reason and the bureaucratic 
polity, echoing other scholarship which, following Goody, has shattered 
such stereotypes (Goody 1977; Ficquet & Mbodj-Pouye 2009; Bayart 2013;  
Hibou 2015).

The starting point for our research was a twofold observation. The 
dearth of research on legal identification and personal identity documents 
in Africa contrasted sharply with the role that they seemed to us to play in 
many contemporary political crises. A number of these crises—some have 
even been described as ‘wars of identification’—centre on the recognition 
of rights and bring into play both the legal and political frameworks on 
which rights are based and the mechanisms and practices through which 
they can be asserted. What is involved in identifying those who, in given 
historical contexts, are (or are not) considered entitled to vote, to own land, 
to reside, to pass a police roadblock, or even, in the most extreme and dra-
matic situations, to live? How do individuals prove a name, filiation, ori-
gin, or nationality—elements that not only (and not necessarily) define the 
person’s identity but also, and perhaps above all, determine their belong-
ing to a group? These questions are not only raised in times of crisis; they 
arise in the banality of ordinary social life where papers play a key role: a 
national identity card presented to staff at a government agency or a mobile 
phone company, a freshly issued delayed birth certificate to enrol in school, 
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a certificate of indigeneity to attend university in one’s home state, a driving 
licence required by the police or the transporters’ union, a village card to 
prove one’s local roots, and so on.

Many studies have analysed the ideological, political, and social drivers of 
identity-based mobilizations in Africa, be they religious, ethnic, or autoch-
thonous. But too few have made the link between the dynamics of group 
belonging and those of individual identification, even though the latter is 
at the heart of public policy in that it allows administrations to include and 
recognize legitimate citizens and to exclude and discriminate against the 
rest. This book aims to fill that gap by empirically examining the complex 
logics of legal identification and by elucidating its relationship to the issues 
of state-building, citizenship, and the formation of the individual in Africa. 
Besides these major issues, it endeavours to analyse the everyday banality of 
the manufacture of legal identities, the uses people make of them, and the 
moral and political subjectivities they generate.

This book is the result of a collective research project, ‘The social and 
political life of identity papers in Africa,’ supported by the French National 
Research Agency. The project initially involved some 15 researchers work-
ing in a dozen countries in sub-Saharan Africa (South Africa, Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Mauritania, Nigeria, Uganda, 
Rwanda, Senegal, and Chad).2 The multidisciplinary team of young and 
experienced researchers—historians, political scientists, anthropologists, 
and sociologists—gradually expanded over five years of fieldwork and 
archival research.3 Their findings were presented at an annual seminar and 
several international conferences with a comparative approach. Most of the 
research projects and eventually chapters were discussed collectively at sev-
eral writing retreats the team attended together. The fieldwork was carried 
out from a dual perspective: ‘from above,’ to study identification appara-
tuses as technologies of power, but especially ‘from below,’ to move beyond 
the usual state-centric paradigm and grasp the social depth of legal identi-
ties. The intention was obviously not to oppose these two scales of obser-
vation but, on the contrary, to underline their entanglement. Following the 
work of Arjun Appadurai (1986), we also wanted to focus on the material 
culture of papers and be able to trace and recount their social life and some-
times singular biography (Kopytoff 1986).

During their fieldwork, the team members constantly navigated between 
the offices of government agencies and the social and, in some cases, pri-
vate and intimate space of individuals. This sociology of the government 
of papers was not confined to the air-conditioned offices of central admin-
istrations or biometric multinationals. It also included an ethnography of 
the local authorities that produce and issue documents and constitute the 
‘outposts’ of the paper identity apparatus, particularly in rural areas. Some 
studies sought to capture the complex relationship between personal iden-
tity and paper identity at the level of individual experience. One of the orig-
inalities of this volume lies in this shift in perspective towards other bodies 
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that produce ‘papers’ and in the attention paid to the social and individual 
uses to which ordinary citizens put them.

Putting the issue of identification in Africa 
back on the academic agenda

This book brings together for the first time a series of contributions on legal 
identification and identity documents in Africa, bringing together analytical 
chapters and more concise case studies. By filling a historiographical void, 
it aims to stimulate comparative reflection and encourage the development 
of new research in the continent. This continental approach is obviously not 
cut off from the rest of the world. On the contrary, it builds on the remark-
able surge in research on identification that has shaped the field over the 
last 20 years, mainly around the European and American contexts (notably 
Dardy 1990; Torpey 2000; Crettiez & Piazza 2006; Noiriel 2007; Lyon 2009; 
Higgs 2011).4 Two main interpretations emerge from this research. The first 
stresses the coercive and surveillance functions of identification. It consid-
ers identification as a technology of power, associating the development of 
knowledge about individuals, recorded in registers, with the assertion and 
centralization of the authority of the modern state. The emphasis placed 
on the surveillance functions of state identification systems, historically 
linked to the control of mobility, has recently been strengthened with the 
analysis of the new biometric devices of global surveillance in response to 
post-September 11 security issues and international migration. Conversely, 
the second approach focuses on the dynamics of inclusion, access to rights, 
recognition of individuals, and the stabilization of economic and social 
relations that civil registration and the possession of identity papers allow.

The global reflection has been enriched by particularly stimulating trans-
continental comparative research (Caplan & Torpey 2001; Bennet & Lyon 
2009; Breckenridge & Szreter 2012; About et al. 2013). Among other things, 
this scholarship has demonstrated the ambivalence of identification and the 
need to complexify the analysis of its functions, meanings, and historical 
trajectories by moving past the Eurocentric perspectives from which it was 
initially studied. Some research has focused on the imperial circulation 
of identification techniques and policies, analysing how certain colonies 
served as testing grounds for such practices. It was in India, for example, 
that the British colonial government set up the first fingerprint registration 
system in 1877, initially for identifying the administration’s Indian person-
nel and criminals (Sengoopta 2007). From India, biometric technology was 
introduced in South Africa for the identification of adult Africans. Keith 
Breckenridge has shown how South Africa was used as a laboratory for the 
biometric state (Breckenridge 2014a), incubating this form of government for 
a century. We also know that in France, before national identity cards were 
introduced for French citizens, the first identity cards were the foreigners’  
identity cards instituted in 1917 to control the mobility of colonial workers 
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in metropolitan France (About & Denis 2010). Studies published on the doc-
umentary regimes of surveillance or nationality in Indochina and Algeria 
(Blévis 2003; Spire 2003; Saada 2004; About 2011) and on the plan for uni-
versal civil registration in post-war French West Africa (Cooper 2012) have 
further opened up the discussion to identification systems in the French 
Empire.

The study of the individual legal identification policies of colonial and 
postcolonial administrations in Africa has nonetheless remained a blind 
spot. To be sure, the question of identity has given rise to an extensive litera-
ture, from works on colonial ethnogenesis by ethnographer colonial powers 
to those on the invention of tradition and the most contemporary ideologies 
of autochthony. But for the most part, the historiography has focused on the 
more salient facet of colonial and postcolonial governmentality, namely, the 
government of groups, communities, or patron-client networks rather than 
the government of individuals. Historians, political scientists, and anthro-
pologists have taken a particular interest in community, ethnic, religious, 
or national affiliations and identifications in an effort to understand their 
historicity, moral economies, political instrumentalization, and the mobi-
lizing effects they produce. On the other hand, little is known about per-
sonal registration systems or the bureaucratic and documentary translation 
of personal identities and the statuses and affiliations they delineate. The 
documents and techniques of state identification, as instruments of colonial 
and postcolonial power, have occasionally been studied in research focus-
ing on mobility, combatants, police work, filiation, and medicine (Mann  
2006, 2015; Gary-Tounkara 2009; Glasman 2012; Tisseau, 2017; Keller 2018). 
The recent revival of interest in bureaucracies, in the state in its concrete 
form, but also in the cultures and practices of the written word in Africa 
demonstrates the relevance of looking at identity papers as both objects of 
negotiation and interface between bureaucrats and the public and objects  
of material and written culture (notably Barber 2006; Bierschenk & Olivier 
de Sardan 2014; Wion et al. 2018; Dewière & Bruzzi 2019). Yet until recently, 
legal identification had not been a subject of research in its own right, apart 
from a few isolated publications (Barnes 1997; Anderson 2000; Longman 
2001; Medina-Domenech 2009; Kouakou 2010; Balaton-Chrimes 2014).

In this context, the research undertaken in South Africa has long been 
an exception for the continent. Analysis of the identification systems imple-
mented to serve the colonial administration and later the policy of apart-
heid has been fruitful, producing an abundant literature that we cannot cite 
in full here (Savage 1986; Wells 1993; Posel 1995; Breckenridge 2005, 2008,  
2012, 2014; Edwards & Hecht 2010; Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie 2014). The themes 
have diversified over the last decade, particularly in the fields of bureau-
cratic materiality and visual studies (Rizzo 2013; Masondo 2019; Minkley 
2019), while new research has emerged on the circulation of biometric tech-
niques in other colonial territories, particularly Kenya (Brückenhaus 2016;  
Weitzberg 2020). The most recent developments in biometric identification 
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and digital capitalism in Anglophone Africa are attracting growing interest 
in the social sciences (Thiel 2020). International agencies and multinational 
biometric firms have also taken up the subject. Publications on identifica-
tion in Africa are now flourishing in this sphere, with an operational and 
legal approach.

Since the early 2010s, historian Keith Breckenridge has helped to bring 
Africa back into the academic discussion on identification and has played 
a remarkable role in renewing international thinking on these issues 
(Breckenridge & Szreter 2012; Breckenridge 2014). Building on this trend, 
our book aims to contribute to comparative thinking about the continent 
by bringing together 20 or so case studies on legal identification and identity 
documents, a large part of which deals with French-speaking areas that have 
hitherto been scarcely explored or taken into consideration. This is another 
of the book’s contributions. Indeed, the heuristic implications of the com-
parison between Anglophone and Francophone countries are significant. 
The South African context has influenced the way research questions on 
identification in Africa have been shaped. The long history of biometric 
identification techniques and the current acceleration in the biometriciza-
tion of public and private identification systems in Southern and Eastern 
Africa have focused attention on the hypothetical advent of a new form 
of (biometric) state, relegating the documentary systems of identifica-
tion—and the architecture of power that they helped to shape—to history 
(Breckenridge & Szreter 2012, p. 2) or non-existence. This is a strong theo-
retical hypothesis which is discussed empirically in our book. By covering 
a greater diversity of experiences across the continent, several chapters of 
the book offer scope to refine, and sometimes considerably qualify, certain 
points of this interpretation. They show that today, the documentary state is 
not really disappearing behind the biometric state, and that various regimes 
of identity verification continue to coexist, through complex arrangements 
that define, in each country, a historically situated governmentality of indi-
vidual and collective identities.

Power and knowledge in Africa: a (hi)story of papers

The field studies conducted as part of this collective project allow us to re- 
examine the question of the state in Africa, its relationship to individuals, and 
associated issues of citizenship. First, they introduce a notable reorientation 
in the comparative study of state expansion and control and of the relations 
between knowledge and power. Legal identification is typically interpreted 
as a vehicle of state centralization and an essential aspect of the exercise of 
state power through the progressive expansion of bureaucratic knowledge 
about individual identities. But how apt is this interpretation, which is based 
on European history, to elucidate the processes of state-building and the 
government of women and men on the other side of the Mediterranean? This 
brings us back to a central discussion on the state in Africa: its will to know 
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its citizens, record their existence, and govern through mechanisms of nor-
malization and individualization designed to make each person legible to the  
state, or, on the contrary, its will not to know (Breckenridge 2012), to keep 
the mass of its subjects invisible, and govern collectives rather than individ-
uals. Many states have forgone this kind of individualized knowledge about 
the lives of the governed without being considered weak or failed states. As 
Breckenridge shows in Chapter 2, the ‘informational void’ has even consti-
tuted a mode of government: both British colonial rule and the apartheid 
regime excluded Africans from documentary identification, precisely to 
restrict the scope for negotiation and struggle that civil recognition of the 
person allows. He explains that the systematic biometric identification of 
Africans was not a biopolitical project, based on knowledge and reserved 
for settlers, but an instrument of domination, of ‘hegemony on a shoe-string’ 
(Chapter 2). In a similar vein, Frederick Cooper (2002) considered that we 
must abandon the idea that the power of colonial and postcolonial states was 
founded on knowledge of individuals, on their hold on the social, cultural, 
and intimate realms of people in Africa, and that these states acted more 
like ‘gatekeepers’ preoccupied with controlling the resources of extraversion.

While we must not, of course, ‘overstate the bureaucratic enthusiasm for 
information gathering’ (Breckenridge & Szreter 2012, p. 7), our research 
demonstrates that it is equally important not to underestimate it and that it 
is possible to qualify these analyses. Indeed, the colonial control of Africans 
was also exerted through the registration of persons by name and the pro-
vision of identity documents. In a minority of territories—Kenya, South 
Africa, and Rhodesia and, as Léon Saur shows in this volume, the Belgian 
territories—the intention was to expand such identification on a ‘racial’ and 
often gendered basis. In his chapter on Ruanda-Urundi, Saur explains that 
personal identity booklets began to be issued in conjunction with the cen-
sus in 1930. While these operations were initially limited to the category of 
‘able-bodied adult males’ to serve the immediate interests of the admin-
istration, the goal was ultimately to achieve a much broader registration. 
In 1948, it was extended to all adult men and to women living alone—as 
with children, the existence of a married woman was recorded only in her 
husband’s booklet, which was both typical of colonial androcentrism and 
its bureaucratic translation, and indicative of the administrations’ concern 
about women living alone. These booklets contained individuals’ fingerprint 
data together with a series of information about the life of their holders. 
The debate that arose in the 1950s over whether to maintain the reference 
to the holder’s ‘race’ (the term printed in the booklet) shows that biometric 
identification did not discount the bureaucratic mode of knowledge produc-
tion. Those in favour argued that this information served not only in the 
surveillance of individuals but also to monitor demographic change and the 
relative size of the Bahutu and Batutsi in the population.

In French West Africa (Afrique occidentale française, or AOF), the colo-
nial administrations also registered and issued identity documents from the 
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outset of colonization, but in a much more fragmentary and limited fash-
ion than in the territories mentioned earlier, including certificates of free-
dom, military cards, seaman’s papers, health booklets, workers’ booklets, 
and foreigners’ cards, among others. Inter-territorial mobility theoretically 
required the issuance of a temporary pass or, in endemic-disease areas, a 
health passport. These documents were produced by different authorities, 
were not all mandatory, and their registration was not centralized. Unlike 
in South Africa, Kenya, or the territories under Belgian domination, little 
use seems to have been made of fingerprinting in the French colonies, where 
it was reserved for judicial and military identification—much to the chagrin  
of Dr Jouenne, director of the AOF’s forensic anthropometry department in 
the 1920s, who dreamed of applying the technique to the whole of civil life 
to solve the problem of uncertainty about the real identity of the ‘natives’ 
(Awenengo Dalberto 2020). These documents may have concerned only a 
tiny proportion of the inhabitants of AOF, but what is interesting is not so 
much to measure the number of people registered in the first decades of  
colonization as to examine the logic of this identification: namely, a category- 
based approach to French imperial identification, which corresponded 
more generally to a colonial mode of government exercised over collectives 
and communities rather than particular individuals.

After the Second World War, there was a shift in this logic. The spread 
of individual identification in AOF and French Equatorial Africa (Afrique 
équatoriale française, or AEF) corresponded to a profound change in colo-
nial government and altered the objectives of identification. Amid the 
expansion of imperial citizenship, the extension—albeit initially limited—
of the electoral franchise, and the embryonic development of the welfare 
state, the rationale behind identification was no longer so much surveil-
lance as recognition—even if, with the liberalization of movement, the 
question of control was not entirely disposed of. As Cooper (2012, 2014) 
has demonstrated, the reform of imperial electoral and social citizenship 
sparked a reshaping of the relationship between the state and the governed, 
which had to be established on an individual, rather than simply categor-
ical, basis. It raised new questions about very concrete problems: compil-
ing electoral rolls, issuing voter cards, and determining the beneficiaries of 
family allowances. Recognition of individuals and knowledge of the stages 
of their lives became necessary in order to empower the new rights hold-
ers. Cooper nonetheless stresses how late the plan for universal civil reg-
istration in the AOF was in coming and how little hurry politicians and 
bureaucrats were in to finalize and implement it, which points to the weak-
ness of the colonial bureaucracy and the limits of colonial governmentality. 
Yet Séverine Awenengo Dalberto’s research on the AOF identity card in 
Senegal in the 1950s (Chapter 9) and Louise Barré’s work on civil registra-
tion in Côte d’Ivoire during the same period (Chapter 18) provide a more 
nuanced picture. They show that in some AOF territories, identification was 
not only a colonial project; it was also a social and political demand that 
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bureaucrats and judges had to respond to. Our book aims to understand  
the contexts and ways in which individualized legal identification has become 
attractive for common citizen and to historicize its use as a technology  
of power.

This volume does not claim to be exhaustive, especially given how une-
venly it covers the various historical sequences of the last century, with most 
studies focusing on very recent times. Yet the new interest in this field of 
research may, if we are attentive to contextual differences, put the premise 
of the chronic weakness of the colonial and indeed postcolonial documen-
tary bureaucracy into perspective. It is true that in 1970, only 7 of the 16 
francophone states could publish civil registration statistics, and then only 
with very uneven coverage, ranging, in Senegal for example, from five per 
cent in rural areas to almost full coverage in the capital (François 1979,  
p. 10). In 1977, some countries, such as Benin, Upper Volta, and Niger, had 
still not reformed the 1950 colonial law on civil registration (François 1979, 
p. 11). In the early years of independence, if and when they were promul-
gated, laws on civil registration, nationality, and the bureaucratic appa-
ratus required to implement them were largely acts of national assertion 
and ostracism of foreigners rather than instruments of government (Manby 
2016). Subsequently, the authoritarian and/or single-party regimes of the 
1960s–1980s rather accommodated themselves to the mass invisibility of 
their subjects, developing other means to ‘embrace’ (Torpey 2000) popula-
tions than those based on knowledge of individuals—not least by leveraging 
the capacities of control, intermediation, and legitimation offered by clien-
telist, community, or partisan networks.

Yet our research shows that the situation has often been more complex 
and, on a continental scale, more contrasted. For instance, Florent Piton 
explains in Chapter 11 that the bureaucratic mobilization for the ethnic  
registration of Rwandans began immediately after independence, with major 
political effects. In Côte d’Ivoire, in the same period, the state invested in  
civil registration less for bureaucratic surveillance than to further citizens’ 
entitlement to services and promote a certain model of the family (Chapter 
18). Indeed, in examining the cases of Kenya, Nigeria, and Cameroon as well 
as Côte d’Ivoire, it becomes clear that the issuing of ‘papers’ was a signif-
icant component of what Mbembe (1992) called the ‘postcolonial compro-
mise’—which hinged not only on coercion but also on the delivery of public 
goods to legitimate beneficiaries, duly identified in the administration’s reg-
isters and integrated into the government’s patronage networks. The iden-
tification of individuals was, therefore, an integral part of the authoritarian 
mechanisms of subjugation and ‘governmentality of the belly’ (Bayart 
2009), but not any and all individuals. Indeed, far from being inclusive and 
egalitarian, the postcolonial regimes’ documentary policies were sectional 
and closely correlated to the patronage networks of the ruling party. In the 
course of this book, we will see just how significant these networks have 
been as vehicles for political inclusion or exclusion since independence, with 
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ruling party membership cards, for example, appearing in many cases to 
trump the national identity card when it came to passing through a police 
checkpoint or accessing basic social services. Socially and politically differ-
entiated, the issuance of identification documents under one-party regimes 
was not necessarily geared towards the panoptic surveillance of the entire 
population. In fact, the authoritarian state built itself on the informality of 
identification procedures, if not the denial of identification to subalterns. 
Our investigations into this period remain incomplete. Future research will 
doubtless be able to enrich the understanding of documentary identification 
in the first decades of independence: for example, the role that ruling party 
membership cards or tax receipts played in the identification of individuals, 
or the documentary dimension of African cultural revolutions which, as in 
Chad under Tombalbaye, led to the forced renaming of individuals and the 
transformation of civil status records (Manatouma 2020).

Our research nonetheless establishes that the crisis of one-party regimes 
at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s changed this picture considerably. The 
return to a multiparty system, and the highly equivocal democratization 
movement that followed in most sub-Saharan African countries, thrust the 
issue of personal identification and ‘papers’ back to the top of the agenda. 
Since then, tensions have continued to mount over the issuing of identity 
documents and the registration of individuals at the civil registry and on 
the electoral roll, at times degenerating into violent conflict. But here, too, 
the apparent correlation between identification and political violence needs 
to be clarified. Our research suggests that the intense concern with ‘papers’ 
in this phase of political liberalization was not simply tied to the question 
of who was or was not a voter but, more fundamentally, to a debate that 
had been largely neglected since independence, about the contours of the 
nation as an imagined community and ultimately the question of who is 
sovereign; and this amid increasingly heavy and visible donor interven-
tion in electoral and state reform processes. Under the guise of technical  
reforms, this tendency towards extraversation and international standardiza-
tion has undeniably interfered with local debates on sovereignty, national  
belonging, and citizenship. This is what Marielle Debos illustrates in the 
case of Chad (Chapter 3), where behind the sovereignist debates on the cen-
sus conducted by external actors, a new imagination of the Chadian nation 
has emerged. Our research aimed to investigate these moments of political 
tension around civil registration, the census, the establishment of electoral 
rolls, and the distribution of cards, to assess not only the extent to which 
these procedures constitute instruments of political inclusion or exclu-
sion but, more importantly still, the extent to which identification played 
a part—or not—in the vast rights movement that has taken hold across 
Africa over the past 30 years. At the juncture between these endogenous and 
exogenous logics of identification, the book also offers a renewed analysis 
of the ambivalent dynamics of democratization and the crises of citizenship  
they reveal.
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State, identification, and citizenship 
in contemporary African societies

In the chapters that follow, the ‘papers’ (and biometrics) that give tangi-
ble form to individuals’ legal identity are discussed not only as ‘acts of 
state’ (Bourdieu 2012), but above all as an ‘infrastructure of citizenship’ 
(Breckenridge 2014), and as empirical indicators for studying citizens’ rela-
tions to the state. As highlighted earlier, many of the crises affecting the 
African continent centre around the issue of identifying individuals, which 
determines the mechanisms of social inclusion or exclusion. These tensions 
around papers raise key questions about the foundations of nationality and 
the criteria that define the ‘good citizen,’ while at the same time discrim-
inating against ‘second-class’ citizens. Côte d’Ivoire illustrates this prob-
lem perfectly. The Ivorian conflict of the 2000s was a ‘war of identification’ 
(Banégas 2006; Marshall-Fratani 2006), a war for papers that pitted against 
each other two radically opposed conceptions of national belonging, one 
cosmopolitan, the other ethnonationalist, making ‘autochthonous’ status 
the key criterion for citizenship. As Banégas, Cutolo, and Kouyate point 
out in their contribution (Chapter 8), the post-war identification reforms 
undertaken by the Ouattara regime certainly helped to deradicalize this 
ideological opposition under a technicist veneer, but at the price of a gen-
eral amnesty for documentary fraud that amounted to state (and biometric!) 
institutionalization of identity falsification.

Laurent Fourchard (Chapter 14) shows that autochthony has also been 
institutionalized in the Nigerian federal framework through the wide-
spread production of certificates of indigeneity, which determine access to  
public-sector employment, universities, and more. The result is intense ‘docu-
mentary anxiety’ and a de facto partitioning of the perimeter of citizenship, 
correlated with the principle of ancestrality, between those who can prove 
their local roots and the ‘non-indigenes’ who are relegated to the fringes  
of the civic realm. Fourchard’s comparative analysis of the bureaucratic 
channels of identity certification highlights how the boundaries of this 
‘indigenous’ citizenship fluctuate from state to state and the role that these 
certificates have played in the mass violence in Plateau State. The history of 
the continent offers other illustrations of this pernicious correlation between 
identification processes and political violence, as shown, for example, by 
Claude Mbowou’s research on the radicalization of identification criteria in 
North Cameroon during the struggle against Boko Haram (Mbowou 2019 
and Chapter 16 in this volume), or, in an even more extreme case, Piton’s 
contribution (Chapter 11) on the use of ethnic identity cards in the violent 
history of Rwanda, and the preparation and conduct of the 1994 genocide 
(see also Piton 2018).

Far from putting an end to these controversies and easing tensions 
around citizenship, the new identification technologies seem in some cases 
to aggravate them. Our research underscores that in some countries, the 
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introduction of biometrics accentuates exclusionary effects and produces 
new tensions over who is a citizen and who is not—or, more precisely, who is 
not quite. In Mauritania, for example, studied here by Zekeria Ould Ahmed 
Salem, the introduction of a new biometric census in 2010 revived contro-
versies over national belonging and sparked a major resistance movement 
among those who saw themselves excluded from the civic sphere, ‘Touche  
pas à ma nationalité’ (Hands off my nationality) (Chapter 15). In Uganda 
too, Florence Brisset Foucault points out a major paradox: the biometric 
reforms have increased uncertainty about the identity of individuals, with 
ordinary citizens and local elected officials feeling that ‘the new system 
brought more insecurity. (…) We don’t know people [anymore]’ (Chapter 18).  
Similarly, in Côte d’Ivoire, the widespread use of biometric techniques for 
registering identities, far from depoliticizing the issue, has heightened sus-
picions of nationality fraud and revived tensions around Ivorian nationality 
in the run-up to the 2020 presidential election. In South Africa, as Jeanne 
Bouyat shows (Chapter 5), the modernization of student registration sys-
tems in schools intensifies the discrimination suffered by the children of 
immigrants, with the digitalization of identification systems markedly rein-
forcing ‘paper barriers’ and security-based logics.

The case of Kenya is also significant: the country is at the forefront of 
new digital technologies, which are spreading to all sectors of social, eco-
nomic, and political life. Following the electoral crises of 2007–2008, ambi-
tious civil registration reforms were undertaken with the introduction of a 
new biometric ecosystem designed to provide each individual with a unique 
and reputedly unforgeable ID number (the National Integrated Identity 
Management System—NIIMS—otherwise known as Huduma Namba). As 
Hervé Maupeu shows in his contribution (Chapter 13), these e-government 
reforms have certainly facilitated access to citizenship for certain com-
munities that had previously been excluded (Makonde and Nubians), but 
they have increased the segregation of Somali populations, whose Kenyan 
nationality is more disputed than ever. These studies confirm that instead 
of fostering social and political inclusion as the advocates of biometrics had 
hoped, digital technologies can on the contrary reinforce the logics of exclu-
sion that already pervaded the practices of the documentary state.

One of the objectives of our collective research, however, was to com-
pare the production and use of papers in crisis situations and in routine 
circumstances, postulating, following Dobry (Dobry 1986), that there is no 
dramatic sociological break between the two. Our studies, therefore, took 
seriously, by exploring empirically, the idea that papers are an interface 
between the state and the citizen and not just an instrument of control or 
administrative ‘legibility’ (Scott 1998). They illustrate that, contrary to the 
nonsense about the artificiality of the imported state in Africa, the relation-
ship between citizens and government has been intensively cultivated since 
the 1950s. These ties often rely on the work of brokers and intermediaries, 
whether they are stationed behind the desks of Nigerian local governments, 
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on the tarmac of Senegalese bus stations, on the pavements outside the 
courthouse in Abidjan, or in the vicinity of administrations in Yaoundé 
(Chapters 14, 23, 8, 7). These street-level bureaucrats (literally as well as 
figuratively for once) do not work against a hated or weakened state. On the 
contrary, they are part of a long chain of intermediaries that contributes to 
(and partakes of) the capillary expansion of bureaucratic reason across all 
strata of sub-Saharan societies. Our research thus shows that the produc-
tion of papers in Nigeria, Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire, or Cameroon cannot be 
reduced to corrupt practices of intermediation or to a political economy 
of falsification, even if both remain important. Even in countries marked 
by the extraversion and privatization of identification systems, the state 
remains ever-present, and not only because of its ‘practical norms’ (Olivier 
de Sardan 2015) or because, as the South Sudanese claim, it ‘makes the best 
passports’ (Marko 2016). The documentary state also maintains its hold 
through its routinized, bureaucratized legal norms, which compel drivers 
in Dakar to take the driving test properly to get their licence, civil servants 
in Ibadan to scrupulously follow the procedures for issuing certificates, or 
the margouillats in Abidjan and the appacheurs in Yaoundé to make ‘proper 
fakes’ when working, in the margouillats’ parlance, to ‘get nationalities out’ 
(Chapters 7 and 8).

As a counterpoint to the paradigm of the centralizing state, our book 
offers another interpretation of the historical modalities of the spread of 
bureaucratic power in Africa by shifting the focus to local authorities, 
whose role in the identification of individuals and, especially, the authen-
tication of identities is in many cases crucial. Fourchard demonstrates this 
eloquently in the case of Nigeria, where the federal system grants exorbitant 
power to local governments in the procedures for verifying citizens’ origin. 
Brisset-Foucault also underlines the importance of local document produc-
tion in the exercise of citizenship in Uganda: village identity cards, letters 
of introduction (and moral recommendation), and citizenship verification 
forms signed by local council officials are essential documents for anyone 
who wants to settle elsewhere, find a job, or even prove their citizenship to 
obtain a new biometric identity card. Varying the scales of analysis in this 
way gives another picture of African bureaucracies and helps refine the for-
merly established equation between identification and centralization.

Fundamentally, this book grapples with a major question: do new regis-
tration technologies reshuffle the cards of legal identity and alter the condi-
tions of the exercise of power and citizenship? This was one of the big issues 
raised by our collective project, echoing numerous publications on the real or 
supposed effects of the biometricization of societies. Chapter 1 attempts to 
address the issue, which obviously resonates beyond the African continent. 
Without going into the detail of these debates, we shall outline here the most 
salient comparative findings of our research: besides the fact that biometrics 
does not always fulfil its promises of sociopolitical inclusion—as mentioned 
earlier—and may even, in some cases, aggravate crises of citizenship, it also 
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fails to deliver on the promises of ‘state modernization’ and efficiency. The 
big tech companies, donors, international organizations, and their African 
government partners have been quick to propose and adopt a new biome-
tric cargo cult, presenting digital technologies as an antidote to the poor 
territorial coverage of civil registration and the state’s shortcomings in 
general. But our field research suggests that the trend towards centralizing 
legal identity data, which biometric registration theoretically allows, is con-
tradicted by a multitude of factors. For a start, the multiplication of ‘pilot 
initiatives,’ promoted by such and such a ‘development partner’ in such and 
such a locality, fragments the national coherence of census policies. Added 
to that is the highly privatized nature of these policies, the implementation 
of which is most often subcontracted to foreign multinationals—which, in 
passing, raises major questions as to the sovereignty of the states, the capac-
ities of which biometrics are supposed to build.

Thus, our team’s contributions bring to light an important contradiction 
between the strong tendency towards the technicalization and centralization 
of identity registration, and equally strong logics of privatization and frag-
mentation of identification systems, implemented by a host of actors whose 
schedules and agendas do not always coincide, far from it. They also show 
that the biometric modernization of identification apparatuses, seen as a 
recipe for ‘good governance,’ does not prevent the reproduction of informal 
brokerage and corrupt practices—on a scale that seems to have kept pace 
with the exponential growth of the colossal biometric markets. Contrary to 
the hypothesis of a rupture introduced by these new identification technol-
ogies, we maintain that these practices are instead a continuation of ‘the 
politics of the belly’ (Bayart 2009), a form of governmentality in which the 
entanglement between private and public was already the norm. The first 
section of the book, especially, discusses the issues at stake in this ‘indirect 
private government’ (Mbembe 1999; Hibou 2004) of legal identities and its 
consequences for citizenship practices in sub-Saharan Africa.

Our collective research leads us to qualify another argument that has 
been asserted in recent years in the study of new identification technologies, 
namely, the emergence of a new biometric state in place of the old documen-
tary state. This thesis, put forward most notably by Breckenridge in his 2014 
book and refined here in Chapter 2, highlights the difference in the intrin-
sic nature of the two systems of identity registration—one mathematical, 
the other written—and the architecture of power and citizenship that they 
underpin. We share his particularly stimulating analysis of this theoretical 
difference and of the strong tendency towards the biometricization of states 
and societies. However, most of the chapters in our book and the diverse 
situations studied controvert the idea that one system is replacing the other. 
Documentary and oral identification techniques continue to coexist with 
biometric registration, though on complex terms—overlapping, sometimes 
conflicting and competing, and often complementing one another. Nora 
Bardelli shows, for instance, that in practice, the UNHCR’s biometric 
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registration of refugees has not altered the preliminary process of collect-
ing biographical information, which alone makes it possible to establish the 
legitimacy of those claiming refugee status (Chapter 6). Debos echoes this 
with regard to Chad, stressing the crucial role that third-party testimony 
plays in biometric registration campaigns. She turns the view of the biomet-
ric state replacing the documentary state almost on its head, demonstrating, 
on the contrary, that the biometric capture of Chadian society has helped 
strengthen the documentary state, mainly through the expedited and neces-
sary documentary registration of individuals’ biographic data (Chapter 3).

As indicated in Chapter 1, biometric identification cannot really do with-
out the documentary state, the written word, testimony, and other—particu-
larly local—forms of social certification and authentication of individual 
identities. In other words, biometrics remains deeply embedded in the social 
sphere, and—contrary to Agamben’s (2011) assumptions—the social person 
is not erased, or not completely, by their digitized legal identity. Neither is 
there any evidence that the citizen is giving way to a biometric ‘statizen,’ 
as Arjun Appadurai (2019) prophesied with regard to the Aadhaar project  
in India. Lastly, the current biometric boom invites us to examine, in com-
parison, the deployment of bureaucracy that is being played down on the 
altar of the new digital deities. These findings are not just specialists split-
ting hairs; they have direct implications for ways of thinking about citi-
zenship in action, in countries subjected to the new imperium of new and 
willingly depoliticizing technologies. They are also an invitation to cast 
aside a positivist view of history that sees one identification regime succeed-
ing another through the ages, from the face to face to the documentary state 
to the biometric state, to instead underline the fundamental contingency  
of these developments and, above all, the entanglement of the techniques of 
identity veridiction.

Bureaucratic writing of the self

This major finding—the entanglement of identification regimes—is directly 
linked to another key idea that structures the book: the social embedded-
ness of the government of identities, which cannot be grasped in its techni-
cal or bureaucratic dimension alone. Our research shows that identification 
is deeply embedded in the everyday production and experience of the social 
world—reproducing its norms and logics, including the most discriminatory.

This is not to sidestep the fact that legal identification systems have been 
and still are injunctions, instruments of coercion, and identity allocation, 
which do symbolic and/or physical violence to individuals. In the pages that 
follow, Saur and Piton show how in colonial and postcolonial Rwanda the 
state obliged individuals—first adult men, then the general population—to 
define themselves according to ethnic categories, which were powerful tools 
for stigmatizing Tutsis before becoming appallingly deadly. Sandrine Perrot 
describes the Ugandan political elite’s opposition to the plan to adopt an 
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identity card for Africans in the British colony, inasmuch as it recalled the 
despised kipande system in Kenya, based on race and a source of suffering 
and humiliation until its repeal in 1947. Today, in the far north of Cameroon, 
where the state is remote in all but its increased punitive functions in the 
context of counterterrorism, identification imposes its discriminatory vio-
lence on the individuals, and chiefly the men, who want to escape police 
repression during road checks, as Mbowou’s chapter shows.

Yet in many other contexts, we observe that papers are a central means 
of claiming and securing (individual and collective) rights, but also of sta-
tus recognition. Barré’s chapter demonstrates the remarkable adaptability 
of social actors, particularly women, to this ‘world on paper’ (Hawkins 
2002), whose importance grew as first the colonial state, then the postco-
lonial Ivorian state took on a—modest—welfare role. Her work shows how 
individuals and certain social groups—still a minority in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s in Côte d’Ivoire—seized the legal opportunities afforded by com-
pulsory civil registration to assert their conceptions of family and filiation. 
The chapter by Sidy Cissokho, studying the relationship that professional 
drivers have with the driving licence in contemporary Senegal, also shows 
how the meanings of this document are ingrained in the social and profes-
sional values of its holders. The licence does not merely sanction a skill-
set and standardized knowledge; rather, it recognizes a new status within a 
professional group, and substantiates an individual’s success. These stud-
ies prompt reflection on the intertwined relations of meaning and power 
that are formed around registration and the issuing of documents. What 
Souleymane Kouyate, Armando Cutolo, and Richard Banégas reveal of 
the ‘arts of doing,’ the inventions and popular (re)appropriation of admin-
istrative systems by the margouillats of Abidjan, warrants our speaking of 
a ‘logic of practice’ that is formed and passed on around identification doc-
uments—a ‘logic of practice’ which, of course, varies widely with different 
groups and circumstances and is unequally distributed according to varia-
bles of gender, class, and living environment.

Indeed, being identified does not always mean individuals simply comply-
ing with the law—be it compulsory civil registration or a compulsory national 
identity card. In many cases, the undertaking relates to a quest for rights and 
the politics of recognition (Englund & Nyamnjoh 2004). Obviously, it is also 
very often a matter of practical necessity, which can therefore be situated in 
the biographical and social trajectory of individuals and families. Many of 
the chapters throughout this volume attest to the strong demand for papers, 
which corresponds to a demand for access to political but above all social 
rights—in this respect, the development of the welfare state favours consent 
to identification, as Paul-André Rosental (2012) clearly showed with regard 
to civil status in nineteenth-century France. Access to school and to school 
examinations, for instance, is a common reason for applying for a jugement  
supplétif (delayed birth registration document), as in Côte d’Ivoire (Chapter 7  
and 17) or in contemporary South Africa (Chapter 5). In Senegal in the 
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1950s, the AOF identity card was coveted not only by the urban and liter-
ate elites already familiar with the colonial bureaucracy, but also by other 
social categories apparently more distant from the administration. For 
instance, obtaining an AOF identity card figured in young farmers’ plans 
for professional mobility, allowing them to access salaried employment and 
escape from work in the fields (Awenengo Dalberto 2020 and Chapter 9). In 
contemporary Nigeria, as Fourchard shows, the peak periods for issuance 
of indigene certificates correspond to moments in the university and mili-
tary recruitment calendars.

It is also possible to gauge the demand for papers by studying the impor-
tance of the role of intermediaries and the intensity of the transactions they 
conduct around courthouses and the authorities charged with producing 
identification documents. The margouillats in Côte d’Ivoire and appacheurs 
in Cameroon support—however illegally—the state’s administrative capac-
ity for issuing documents and, as such, make the relationship between cit-
izens and the state more fluid. Yet this ‘fluidification’ remains profoundly 
unequal. Even in the market for forged documents, the purpose of this 
demand can be socially and geographically situated, as Marie Emmanuelle 
Pommerolle shows in her chapter on Cameroon: forged documents do not 
have the equalizing effects that one might suspect. The elites already have a 
legal identity and are usually looking for a diploma, while the little people 
want a birth certificate. The elites are also the most likely to obtain ‘real 
fakes,’ that is, false documents registered and/or authenticated by official 
authorities. With regard to North Cameroon, Mbowou strongly under-
scores the gender and class discrimination that also manifests itself in 
access to papers: women in particular and individuals ‘without paper or 
pencil’ (Goody 2004) bear the brunt of the physical and symbolic violence 
of biometric identification obligations, with circumstances (electoral in par-
ticular) making them into ‘disposable, fixed-term citizens’ (Chapter 16).

Legal identities can also be seen as the product of bureaucratic violence, 
in that they are the result of a process to transform and normalize personal 
identities into identities ‘proper to states’ (Scott et al. 2002), which have 
sometimes accompanied nationalist projects (Bouquet & Fliche 2013). The 
bureaucratic categories of civil identity do not always correspond to the dif-
ferent cultural and social practices and norms of naming, differentiating an 
individual, or establishing kinship ties, as Debos shows in Chad, for exam-
ple. In some states, the stabilization and passing on of a family name—most 
often a patronymic—is the result of recent reforms, as in Mauritania where, 
in addition to the prevailing practice of indicating the father’s first name, 
the family name did not become compulsory until the 1999 civil registra-
tion reform. The adoption of biometric identification technologies has rein-
forced this standardization of the rules of legal naming.

For all that, the imposed frameworks of bureaucracy do not make iden-
tity documents into objects independent of the subject, and papers do not 
force the citizen to face the state and a depersonalized bureaucracy alone. 
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Several chapters show how the concrete manufacture of legal identity is a 
moment of interface and negotiation between not only bureaucrats and the 
individual, but also the social world in which he or she is embedded (see 
also Rader 2017). Many identity documents are established on the basis of 
self-declaration and the oral attestation of witnesses, be it birth certificates 
at the civil registry, delayed birth registration documents, certificates of 
indigeneity, refugee cards, or even identity cards. This shared manufacture 
of legal identity partly explains the common errors of identification and 
sometimes the existence of multiple legal identities—which does not usually 
involve falsification, even if the lability of the process allows individuals to 
make very pragmatic use of it. Our studies show that biometrics has not—
or not yet—undone the dialogical and interpretative logics that govern the 
identification process in the documentary state. In the pages of this vol-
ume, Kelma Manatouma shows, for instance, that in Chad, which adopted 
the biometric identity card in 2002, an Identity Control and Verification 
Commission intervenes in the procedure for establishing identity cards to 
verify the veracity of the civil status information given—and whose reliabil-
ity is regularly contested. Ironically, this commission also draws extensively 
on oral hearings, the calling of witnesses, the examination of social mark-
ers, and modes of self-presentation and self-narrative as evidence of identity. 
The social recognition of the person is thus at the heart of the veridiction 
of legal identity. Alimou Diallo’s chapter details the painstaking efforts of 
those who describe themselves as ‘tracers’ to piece together the sociabili-
ties and family ties of migrants who have died in the Mediterranean, with-
out which they could not be identified. He demonstrates that it is only by 
reintegrating the person into the chain of social relations that it is possi-
ble, post mortem, for them to recover their name, nationality, and dignity. 
If biometric identification was imposed at some point along the migration 
route, it may well have associated a false name—a sometimes whimsical 
or insulting false name—with the captured body data: the subalterns’  
final ruse.

The bureaucratic writings (or biometric records) discussed in this book 
cannot, therefore, be reduced to the determination and presentation of a 
legal and administrative identity. Rather, they proceed from a bureaucratic 
writing of the self—both individual and collective—which reveals the full 
complexity of its social meanings. The abundance of logics of self-census 
and self-registration is a strong sign of these social appropriations from 
below of bureaucratic forms of self-affirmation. Indeed, many identification 
documents escape, link up, or compete with those produced by the state: tra-
ditional chief’s cards, baptism or religious community cards, village associ-
ation or local residents’ cards; professional, party, or trade union cards; tea 
grin membership cards; the cards of neo-traditionalist self-defence groups 
(dozos or Koglweogo); militia ID cards, demobilized ex-combatant cards, 
etc. These diverse documents often borrow the state’s graphic forms, aes-
thetics, materiality, and signs of authentication, reflecting the strength of 
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the state imaginary (Bayart 2013 and Chapter 25 in this book) in African 
societies which are typically cast as resistant to administrative reason.

Yet it is not a question here of considering these borrowings as mere 
mimicry. The diversity of contexts and instances in which these papers are 
produced is certainly an indication of the deep-rooted culture of the writ-
ten word and bureaucracy in Africa. In her chapter on evangelical migrant 
churches in Morocco and Senegal, Johara Berriane highlights the central 
role that the registration of the faithful and the issuance of personal cards 
(baptism cards, membership cards, letters of recommendation) play in 
building up these congregations. Of course, these practices seem to fall into 
the long history of ecclesiastical identification, but they do so in a rather 
paradoxical way: these new churches were often founded in reaction to 
the institutionalization of religious practices and are not officially recog-
nized in Morocco. Issuing these ‘faith papers’ makes it possible to control 
mobilities and maintain transnational networks and seeks to instil a sense 
of belonging among the followers. Berriane (Chapter 22) thus shows how 
these cards and documents play a part in identifying the ‘Christian,’ but 
above all the ‘good Christian.’ Indeed, they make it possible, at a distance, 
to situate migrant believers in a social and moral space of recognition, in 
the same way as the letters of introduction and village cards drawn up by 
the village chiefs in Uganda to accompany the mobility of ‘good citizens,’ 
which Brisset Foucault analyses in Chapter 19. In a quite different context, 
Romane Da Cunha Dupuy (Chapter 20) highlights the central role of the 
written word and self-identification in the functioning of the neo-tradition-
alist Koglweogo self-defence groups in Burkina Faso. While bureaucratic 
practices aim to legitimize and justify their coercive methods, her chapter 
also shows how the production of personal cards is a means of proving their 
moral integrity, on both an individual and collective scale.

This perspective invites us to go beyond a purely utilitarian view of the 
demand for or production of papers, to understand them also as vehicles 
of political and moral subjectivation, following the pioneering work of 
Claudine Dardy (1990). The academic literature has discussed the perform-
ative role of paper identity, the effects of the power of naming on the consti-
tution of the subject (Bourdieu 1982; Wilson 1998), especially the gendered 
subject (Butler 1997). Several chapters in our book explore the material 
dimension of this process of subjectivation. The chapter by Sandrine Perrot 
and Gerald Owachi shows how in Uganda, for instance, the mobilization 
of the Maragoli Association to obtain national identity cards is not only a 
question of gaining access to a political and electoral space that has been 
denied to them. The mobilization is also geared towards self-assertion pro-
duced through the material proof of identity, as evidenced by the associa-
tion’s efforts to constitute an archive of old identity documents, tax receipts, 
and administrative documents dating back to the colonial period. This 
meticulous archiving coupled with self-census practices is a way of attesting 
to their presence in the state and in the world. Kamina Diallo (Chapter 21) 
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also discusses the practice of archiving identification papers at the individ-
ual level of Aicha, a former member of the Ivorian rebel forces who worked 
as a cook in the organization—corresponding to a fairly classic gendered 
division of labour in armed struggle. The various cards issued to Aicha bear 
witness to the central role that documentary identification plays in formal-
izing membership, roles, and status within the social space—in this case 
within a rebel organization. Keeping this series of cards not only supports 
her claim to the status of demobilized woman combatant—and the rights 
that go with it, it also corresponds to a way of thinking of and representing 
herself to the world, materializing a personal history of engagement.

In this way, our research blurs the boundary often established between 
the voluntary, subjective writings and the bureaucratic printed materials of 
legal identity, instead considering that the latter also originate in a form of 
self-enunciation (Awenengo Dalberto 2018), and thus enable us to account 
for the complexity of the relationship between the production of the intimate 
sphere and bureaucracy and its materiality. It is on this journey between the 
micro-social intimacy of individual identities, the mesosociological dimen-
sion of collective belongings, and the macro-political apparatuses of state 
identification that this book invites the reader. We hope it will provide a bet-
ter understanding of the ‘social life of papers in Africa’ and, from a broader 
perspective, stimulate reflection on the historical trajectories of citizenship 
and its future in a global context of the rapid biometricization of societies.

Notes
 1. The World Bank measures global coverage of legal identities as part of the 

ID4D Initiative. The survey data are regularly updated on the dedicated web-
site: https://id4d.worldbank.org/global-dataset/visualization.

 2. PIAF project, co-directed by Séverine Awenengo Dalberto and Richard 
Banégas: https://piaf.hypotheses.org.

 3. In particular, to include the members of the IHA (Paris)—CREPOS programme 
‘Identification and Bureaucratization in Sub-Saharan Africa’ established at 
the University Cheikh Anta Diop (2015–2018) – which is now the transnational 
research group ‘Bureaucratization of African Societies’, funded by the Max 
Weber Foundation.

 4. The bibliography is too vast for us to cite all this stimulating literature here.
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