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ABSTRACT

The use of digitized biometric methods to certify citizenship has gained traction recently. It is argued by the World Bank and other scholars that there is an identification gap where members of the poorest and most vulnerable groups especially in Africa lack IDs and thus are not formally recognized as citizens. Therefore, the institutionalisation of biometric technologies in optimizing and creating new ID systems have been argued as a ‘technical solution’ to ensure inclusive development through formal recognition of marginalised groups, for them to be able to take up the full responsibilities of citizenship—have access to formal education, engage in formal employment, open a bank account, buy and register sim cards, receive cash transfers and access health services. However, the intensified adoption of biometric ID systems aimed at ensuring inclusivity and enhancing subalterns’ engagement in society, have not fulfilled their promise. Marginalised groups face discrimination and exclusion in various ways in accessing biometric ID systems, exacerbating existing institutionalised and social inequalities. In addition, meaningful and full responsibilities of citizenship go beyond the possession of state IDs that structure formal membership and belonging. Evincing these propositions, this research focuses on the second-generation non-pastoral Fulani and their descendants at Agogo in the southern part of Ghana. It analyses the Fulanis exclusionary and discriminatory experiences during the Ghana Card and voter ID registration. In addition, this research examines the extent to which the lives of these Fulanis are shaped substantively with or without the possession of [biometric] formal state IDs. Using a qualitative case-study methodology, the findings illuminate how institutional discrimination (through bureaucratic discretionary power) and politicization of citizenship impact exclusions and bureaucratized processes of citizen registration and certification. Underlying such dynamics is the purported notion that the Fulanis are non-indigenous and thus not ‘real’ Ghanaians. This emanates from how indigeneity, an exclusionary, colonially and historically constructed yet persistently applied identity marker, underpins ethnic classifications and structures formal membership and belonging to the Ghanaian state in contemporary times. The issue of Fulanis’ formal non-recognition and challenges with accessing citizenship IDs notwithstanding, although critiqued, the findings further reveal that the Agogo Fulanis construct citizenship and entrench themselves as Ghanaians through a number of strategies: by birth and length of residency; integration into the agricultural economy of Agogo; varied dynamics of land acquisition and engagement in significant livelihoods; socio-economic and political relational practices; and subjective feelings of deep connection with other dominant groups and ensuing societal acceptance. The study makes two arguments. Firstly, it argues that the Ghana Card and voter ID, in attempts to certify citizens, reproduce and consolidate existing exclusions, especially related to indigeneity-based and ethnicized differentiation of citizens. Thus, the nature of exclusionary tendencies does not emanate solely from the biometric identification logics and infrastructure, but rather its institutionalization builds on an existing exclusionary citizenship regime. Secondly, although the possession of some state IDs emphasizes the significance of formal citizenship, where membership is legally granted by the nation-state and territorially bounded, it is exclusionary and fails to capture the complex ways differentiated groups enact citizenship. Therefore, citizenship in a critical sense goes beyond the formal, statutory understandings and embraces how it is lived, built and practiced through everyday social relations in less formal and institutionalized spaces. The study makes important contributions to literature on emergent biometric ID systems and exclusions in Africa and beyond, Fulani studies in Ghana, critical citizenship studies and citizenship and exclusions in Africa.
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