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Zainab is a young woman whose life is organized around her kin—her
children and the affinal relations with whom she shares a house. When I met
her, Zainab was trying to register for Pakistan’s biometric-based, computerized
national identity card. Thus far, she had been unsuccessful. The reason: her liv-
ing kin relations were unable to transform themselves into the proof Pakistan’s
identification regime required to identify her as an individual citizen. Despite
the density of her kinship network, surrounding her in the house she lives in,
her kin relations failed to extend into state-authenticated identification. This was
primarily because Zainab’s parents, as well as her husband, are all dead. These
deaths pose a problem for the mode in which the Pakistani state identifies.

Pakistan’s National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) began
its operations in 2000 and now manages one of the largest centralized, biomet-
ric-based national identity databases in the world. Its reach extends into a range
of everyday needs. The national computerized identity card NADRA produces
for Pakistani citizens is used for banking, paying bills, property transactions,
and voting, among a host of other governance functions. About 97 percent of
Pakistan’s population, 142 million individuals, are now registered by NADRA at
identity-registration centers across the country. Individuals registered within the

database are linked by their kin relations to other uniquely identified individuals.
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The question that Pakistan’s identity database explicitly asks of the individuals
that comprise it is not “who are you?” or “are you who you say you are,” but “who
are you related to?”

It is this last question that has made Zainab so difficult to identify within
NADRA’s schema. The authority’s officials could not establish the truth of her
relations, and by extension, could not register her into the national identity da-
tabase. During one of our initial visits to the NADRA office, in a hopeful search
for the official authentication of Zainab’s identity, we went to see an assistant
manager at Islamabad’s Mega Registration Center and explained Zainab’s situa-
tion. She told the assistant manager that her parents and her husband had passed
away. In a case of somewhat astonishing symmetry, both her father and her hus-
band had two wives, and it was the first wives and their children who had full
control over the sources of documentary kinship. Zainab did not have access to
cither her father’s or her husband’s original identity documents—she only had a
copy of her husband’s identity card, but no way of proving that she was married
to her husband since she had no marriage certificate. She had never even seen
it. Further, it was her husband’s first wife, and the children from that marriage,
who showed up as connected to his family tree in the NADRA database. Zainab
also could not definitively prove that she was her father’s daughter, since she did
not have a birth certificate or “b-form,” a document that listed all members of a
family or household unit.

During this visit, the assistant manager told us that if Zainab had any next
of kin in the database, she too could gain access. He just could not register her
independently. Given the death of her husband and parents, he asked if Zainab’s
natal kin, such as a sibling, might have an identity card. Zainab could potentially
use a sibling’s identity card to vouch for herself. Zainab said one of her three
sisters might have an identity card. She remembered that when her sister and
her sister’s husband had visited many years ago they were discussing the identity
card. I asked if she had their phone number. Her sister did not own a cell phone,
but the sister’s husband did. I was amazed at Zainab’s ability to recall his num-
ber, after a few tries, entirely from memory. When Zainab’s husband was alive,
she was able to call her sister, and so had memorized it from back then. Now, she
felt reluctant to call, even though there was an urgent need. Zainab mentioned
that her sister’s husband’s overly religious nature did not sit well with her. “He
has these religious sermons playing as his caller tune. Oh, that’s how we will
know if we got the right number!”

Sure enough, I tried the number on my cell phone (Zainab did not have

one) and heard vivid details of a Day of Judgment (qaiyamat) scene. I handed the
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phone to Zainab, and she spoke to him. It turned out that while he did have a
card, Zainab’s sister did not: NADRA had changed their rules, and now required
all women to be photographed, something he did not agree with as it would
break the rules of pardah—the practice of protecting modesty, most commonly
through veiling but also in the form of gender segregation. Zainab and I simulta-
neously face-palmed. As long as Zainab’s next of kin, her sister, did not have an
identity card, she could not have one either. While NADRA allows for women
to draw on their natal relations as the source of authentication, the lived real-
ity of women such as Zainab—whose connection with their natal kin has been
fractured through marriage and the separation it entails—does not further their
ability to successfully identify themselves according to NADRA’s requirements.
Moreover, Zainab’s everyday life is intertwined with those of her affines, but
in the absence of her husband, relatives such as her mother-in-law who are reg-
istered in the identity database are unable to connect her to their family tree
without a “living” link.

Such a configuration of identification practices, which both rely on and reify
familial relations, produce what I term “datafied kinship.” Datafied kinship is the
outcome and the process by which NADRA deploys blood relations to construct
uniquely identifiable individuals within its database. While this digital identifi-
cation infrastructure is geared toward producing a singular individual, such an
individual can only ever be constituted through their relations with others. The
reach of identification technology extends beyond the individual it is purport-
edly identifying into the person’s kin networks. In so doing, identification affects
the way these relationships are recorded, configured, and enacted during the
process of identity registration. Recursively, as Zainab’s example illustrates, kin
relations—whether they are living, antagonistic, convivial, or dead—condition
the possibility of identification itself. Datafying kinship thus has profound impli-
cations for the kind of individual generated, compelling us to reconsider what
constitutes a unique identity.

This article examines the mode in which Pakistan’s identity database iden-
tifies. It demonstrates how its identification system constructs individuals that
are fundamentally relational in their character. Advancing the concept of data-
fied kinship, it illustrates that the individual does not already exist as a coher-
ent and atomized entity, ready to be captured by the identity database. Rather,
through technologies of identification, the individual is brought into existence
as a function of their relations with others. Drawing on twenty-two months of
cthnographic research on Pakistan’s identification regime—specifically fieldwork
at the NADRA Registration Center in Islamabad and with individuals struggling

to acquire identity cards—this article delineates the nature of the identifiable
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individual produced by NADRA. It argues that NADRA’s reliance on kinship
and genealogical relations reconfigures our understanding of modern identifica-
tion technology: individual identity is produced and tracked through relatedness,
not unique bodily characteristics or biometrics alone. This view from NADRA’s
offices decenters the body as the singular source of identification in biometric
regimes. This fact unsettles the notion that the process of identification rests on
a unitary object, that is, the singular individual. Instead, it highlights the ways
in which identification systems rely on bringing two or more entities into relation
to construct an identifiable individual. As this article will demonstrate, this re-
liance on rclationality, and particularly on kin relations, has signiﬁcant implica—
tions for those navigating Pakistan’s state-run identification system.

At its simplest, biometric technology deploys the body as a source of ev-
idence for determining individual identity. Historically, biometric technology
constitutes the most recent step in a long trajectory of identification through
unique identifying marks, including fingerprints (Cole 2001; Sengoopta 2003),
signatures, or seals (Caplan and Torpey 2001). By deploying the body as a means
to not just authenticate identity but also to speak over and against persons, bio-
metrics are considered absolute in that as long as the body is present, nothing
else is needed (Abraham 2018). In When Biometrics Fail (2011), Shoshana Magnet
borrows the notion of “corporeal fetishism” from Donna Haraway (1997, 142) to
show how biometric technology approaches the body as an independent and iso-
latable unit. Scholars of biometric technology emphasize how biometrics are de-
signed to access what is imagined to be biological essence through unique traces
of the individual body such as fingerprints or irises. In this schema, biometric
technology binds identity to the body (Gates 2011), or ties “the notion of the in-
dividual to bodily signatures” (Nair 2021, 29), such that bodily identity can then
be transmitted as data across information networks. Biometric decision-making
is considered the final arbiter of identity.

However, in biometrics’ univocal claim to identification, other non-bio-
metric practices and processes of identification might be obscured. What then
precisely produces a unique identity? Do individuals have to be isolated from
others to be identified? Or do their very ties to other persons, such as their kin,
reveal who they are? While biometrics are indeed significant to the identity-reg-
istration process at NADRA, they are also “kinned.” As a result, biometric tech-
nology is used for not only authenticating the individual providing the biometric
information but also their kin relations. Thus, even as the study of biometrics has
understandably focused on the individual’s body, for NADRA, biometric infor-
mation from a given individual is used toward the goal of identifying not bodies

but relations.
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With the introduction in India of Aadhar, a biometric identification system
that issues a unique identity number to all residents, discussions in South Asia
on the ethics and politics of centralized identity systems dramatically expanded.
This scholarship also centers the role of the body by accounting for the way ha-
bituated postures and aged or deviant bodies resist biometric technology (Rao
2013), and by demonstrating how biometrics in particular work to “fix” identity
(Rao and Nair 2019). Lawrence Cohen (2019, 2) has described the affordances
of biometrics by emphasizing its capacity for de-duplicating identity—that is, to
create a singular identifier that can unequivocally establish that “you are you.”

I build on this literature by ethnographically examining how persons are
abstracted into data, in particular at the NADRA Mega Registration Center in
Islamabad, where identification practices complicate notions that biometrics are
able to authenticate a unique truth of identity. While biometrics are certainly
crucial for linking name to body during various stages of identification, for NA-
DRA, as I will demonstrate, it is equally important to connect these biomet-
rically identified persons to one another. Biometric technology is thus not the
ultimate tool of identification. Instead of simply reducing people to bodies and
numbers, NADRA’s mode of identification sheds light on how the Pakistani state
exercises power by relying on the complexity of kin relatedness.

Why does NADRA use kinship, instead of biometrics, as the primary mode
for establishing individual identity? This article responds to this question in four
parts. First, I will outline what constitutes identification as a process in identifi-
cation systems at large, then specify why NADRA prioritizes kin relations over
other types of information to authenticate individual identity. Second, I will turn
to an ethnographic illustration of the registration procedure through which indi-
viduals are enrolled into Pakistan’s identity database, describing how biometrics
are repurposed toward relational ends. Third, the article will unpack the iden-
tity database’s technological category of the “system independent.” The system
independent is an entity in the database who shows up as entirely unconnected to
anyone else in the system. The figure of the system independent highlights how
the identification regime flags and disallows isolated individuals—those without
provable relations—from being included in the database. Fourth, to show what
this means in bureaucratic practice and social life, I will return to Zainab to
demonstrate how the inability to evidence kin relations results in exclusion from
the identity database. Through this ethnographic inquiry into NADRA’s mode of
identification, I hope not only to illustrate that kin relatedness is key to the basic
functioning of one of the largest identification systems in the world today but
also to attend to the ways this technology comes to condition the everyday lives

of those it identifies.
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The central goal of this article is to delineate what is meant by identifi-
cation as a process. It ethnographically uncovers how identification technology
constructs a particular type of individual and situates this emergent identifiable
individual in social and political life. Here, T am thinking with and through an-
thropological approaches to the meaning of the individual. The critique of the
Western notion of a coherent, unified individual has long been important to an-
thropological thought, particularly with respect to exchange, objecthood, and
materiality (Mauss 1954; Douglas 1986; Gell 1998; Appadurai 1986). Notably,
in Marilyn Strathern’s (1988, 13) conceptualization of the “dividual,” such a
person is “constructed as the plural and composite site of the relationships that
produced them.” Each dividual holds within them a social microcosm, in ways
that make them a partible and permeable person. While NADRA'’s identification
practices do not produce dividuals like the Melanesian subjects Strathern de-
scribes, the partible and composite character of NADRA’s digital identities un-
derlies the possibility of their individuation. In fact, there is no individual outside
of the set of relations NADRA records. In my approach to the relationship be-
tween datafied kinship and the construction of the identifiable individual, I draw
on the work of kinship studies scholars who have shown, in distinct contexts,
how the individual cannot exist without the relation (Carsten 2000) and how the
two are, in fact, mutually constituted (Sahlins 2013). In particular, NADRA de-
ploys the mutuality between an individual and their set of relations as information;
individuals can only be registered into the database as a function of their kin.
For NADRA, the two are co-produced. Through an ethnographic focus on why
kin relations are so crucial to Pakistan’s identification system, this essay builds
on conceptions of the individual and toward an anthropological understanding of
identification as a process.

Understanding identification as fundamentally relational is not only signifi-
cant for a precise analytical approach toward the process but also for following its
impact in the everyday lives of those who encounter these technologies. Grasp-
ing the character of identification technologies elucidates the modality of power
that structures the state bureaucracy that individuals like Zainab navigate. The
mode of identification employed by NADRA reveals the ways in which the Paki-
stani state is refining its capacity to rule (Anwar 2013; Ali 2019; Qasmi 2024). Tt
instrumentalizes that which connects people—their kin relations—for the pur-
pose of making them identifiable. Importantly, NADRA’s governance practices
depart, subtly, from exercises of making individuals governable through legibil-
ity (Scott 1998; Singh and Jackson 2021). Consider, for instance, that Zainab is
willing to make herself legible to the state as an individual, but that the relational

mode of identification requires something more, and in fact refuses to recognize



DATAFIED KINSHIP

her. The state thus wields power not just by making individuals legible but also
by managing the complex interplay between illegibility and a refusal to recog-
nize (Das 2007).

Pakistan’s NADRA accomplishes this double feat by requiring relations
to be made real through bureaucratic protocols of authentication, procedures
of documentation, attestation, and evidencing relatedness (Navaro-Yashin 2007;
Hoag 2011; Hull 2012; Engelke 2008). Yet while identification burcaucracy is
understood, particularly in its Weberian mode, to flatten individuals by reducing
them to numbers or documents, NADRA’s relational approach tells a different
story." It shows how identification protocols collect data on intimate familial con-
nections, relying on the complex and changing nature of kin ties to construct a
repeatedly identifiable individual. This proves key for understanding how identi-
fication burcaucracy functions, particularly given the extended reach of identifi-

cation systems in the fabric of daily life.

WHAT IS IDENTIFICATION?

The functioning of the identification bureaucracy is in large part shaped by
what constitutes identification as a process. If we look at different identification
systems, such as the United States’ driver’s license, India’s Aadhar system, or
NADRA’s identity database, we find a shared logic at play. They all rely on being
able to repetitively connect an individual to relatively stable pieces of informa-
tion, ones already established as being linked to them. For instance, the Aadhar
card connects biometrics to a number and a name (at its most basic), which then
generates repeatable identification for the holder of that Aadhar number (Rao
and Nair 2019; Singh 2021). The U.S. driver’s license connects the holder of the
license with their photograph, address, date of birth, sex, height, eye color, and
control number to create a set of relations that then point (ideally) to one singular
identity. It is the process of being able to repeatedly correlate these various qual-
ities and objects (for example, addresses with eye color) with an individual that
establishes individual identity.” Subsequently, being able to cross-check whether
these pieces of information correspond enables the authentication of identity. In
sum, these various identification mechanisms are relational in that they rely on
links and connections between discrete qualities (pieces of information) to con-
struct an individual identity—mnamely, to say that is that specific individual.

On the one hand, NADRA too, like these other systems, constitutes a rela-
tional system. Its explicit recording and linking of individuals as kin relations was
what led me to closely consider the role of relatedness in crafting identification
systems. This function, of creating connections between pieces of information,

indicates the ways that all identification systems are relational. On the other
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hand, the prioritization of family information by NADRA over other pieces of
information (which, too, are linked) sets it apart in the domain of identification
regimes. While there are ways that “the family,” broadly construed, proves sig-
nificant in other contexts too—such as by relatives facilitating the navigation
of bureaucracy in acquiring identity cards, or given that the names of parents
are written out on birth certificates, which can occasionally serve as identity
documents in some countries—the extent to which NADRA systematically en-
codes kin relations for the purpose of using them as informational links to define
individual identity is distinct from comparable identification regimes (Weitzberg
2020; Breckenridge 2014; Breckenridge and Szreter 2012; Sriraman 2019).

Given the way that relations undergird the system of verifying identify-
ing information, kinship offers a way to conceptualize the design of Pakistan’s
identity database. The NADRA identification regime is built using a relational
database (Castelle 2013; Mukherjee 2014), which allows for unique individuals
to be already represented through their kin relations. Within a database that can
issue search queries using the individual’s unique ID number, the individual is
constituted through a singular number that has the capacity to track its relations,
from all directions.

Why does NADRA use and in fact prefer kin relations over other types of
information for crafting individual identity in its relational database? As opposed
to relying solely on data from the body—a photograph, biometrics, or informa-
tion about the body such as unique marks—NADRA draws on a distinct type of
socially attested and recognized biological knowledge: parentage, and by exten-
sion, broader kin relations.

In NADRA’s schema, an individual’s parents serve as the ideal identifiers
for that person. Why? First, NADRA instrumentalizes the relation between an
individual and their parent as an unchangeable fact: once X is established as the
parent of Y, that fact cannot be altered. While other relationships, like those
between spouses, change (such as through divorce), and others can be added
through the birth of an individual’s child, one’s relation with a parent stays stable
through an individual’s life. T do not mean to suggest that the experience or per-
ception of this parent-child relationship cannot change or be unrecognized, such
as through disowning or estrangement. Rather, for NADRA, the parental link
constitutes the basic unit of identification because it offers—again, according to
NADRA’s logic—an unchangeable biological fact.

Second, in addition to being stable, an individual’s relation to each of their
parents is also a unique link. They may have more than one sister or brother, but

not any more than one mother or father. Similarly, the parents could have more
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than one child, but they themselves will only have one set of parents. In short,
the linear, upward link is unique and unchangeable. In this way, the unique pa-
rental link offers an immutability distinct from the changeable qualities attached
to individuals used by other systems, such as home address.

Third, the relation between an individual and their parent functions as a
node in a broader network, allowing other relations to become sharply defined.
Through the parents, other relational links can be established, such as between
siblings. This allows NADRA to then use these other connections, not just the
parent-child relation, as identifying attributes that anchor the individual within
a broader network. Unlike qualities such as eye color or height, kinship offers a
means to relate individuals into a network within the identification system.

It is important to note how siblings and other kin, such as children or
spouses—basically anything an individual can have multiples of—are distinct
from the unique parentage link with a mother or a father. Recording multiple
siblings within the database still serves NADRA because it allows another source
of differentiation between individuals. Siblings have the same set of parents, but
if both siblings are recorded, then they are made distinct through negation—one
is not the other. In this way, siblings serve as identifiers.

To summarize how the process of identification unfolds: an individual can
be determined as X if their mother is Y and their father is Z and their brother
is A and their sister is B and their spouse is C. Through the process of datafying
kin, the identification regime creates a number of qualifiers, and the more qual-
ifiers the system has to fulfill, the further it can extend its identification criteria,
thereby bolstering its capacity for authenticated identification. Technically, a sys-
tem can do this with any kind of information, adding more and more qualifiers.
However, as explained above, a parent as an identifier is distinct from any of
these other kinds of information; it offers a stability, singularity and non-fungi-
bility rarely afforded by other pieces of information.

If identification systems rely on the link between pieces of information to
repeatedly identify individuals, then having sources of information that are sta-
ble, unique, and even unchangeable is ideal. The significance of this fact became
evident through both identity registration protocols at the front end of the reg-
istration center and the design of the database in the backend. At the center,
an individual’s name—through spelling or pronunciation—could often become
the source of confusion or inaccuracy. Instead, data-entry operators use names
(and date of birth, place of birth, address) along with an individual’s set of re-
lations (such as their parents, siblings, spouses, or children). Relations, estab-

lished through a link between two unique ID numbers, function as more reliable
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identifying attributes. While the NADRA database is designed to construct indi-
vidual identity by encoding kin relations as anchors and identifiers for each indi-
vidual, how this happens relies on establishing relatedness through the everyday

work of identity registration.

BIOMETRIC KINSHIP AND BEYOND

The centrality of kinship to NADRA’s identification regime is made appar-
ent in the protocols of identity registration through the initial stages of produc-
ing individual identity. During my ethnographic fieldwork at NADRA’s Mega
Registration Center in Islamabad, a young man who had just turned eighteen
arrived at the center, intending to register for his identity card for the first time.
His mother accompanied him. Data-entry stations dotted the center, and when
his number was called, the young man was led to one of these. The data-entry
operator (DEO) at the station immediately asked for his mother’s identity card.
Before he took any information from the son, the DEO pulled up the mother’s
data through her unique identity number. He clicked through her familial rela-
tions, jumping between various family members as they showed up in relation to
the mother. He then pulled up a digital form on his computer. A mirror of this
form was visible to the mother and son on another screen facing them, and he
began to take down basic information such as the son’s name, age, and address.

When almost done, the DEO looked over to the young man’s mother and
asked her, “Aunty, you don’t have henna on your fingers, do you?” She replied
that she didn’t. He scanned her hands to assess their fitness for biometric prints,
as she was not too old but old enough that the years of houschold work—washing
dishes, scrubbing floors, and so on—might have taken their toll on her ﬁngcrs.

But why should her fingerprints matter? “Aren’t you registering her son?” I
asked the DEO. He responded that taking the mother’s—the applicant’s next of
kin’s—fingerprints allowed for a smoother process. Eventually, he asked the son
to put his fingers on the biometrics reader, took his photograph, and wrapped up
the data-entry process. He turned to the mother-son pair, handing over a form
with the son’s photograph printed on it, as well as all his personal information.
He then said, “Aunty, if I can get your biometrics, your process will be finished.
You just need to get this form signed by that person [the assistant director] at
that window over there. If your biometrics don’t go through, then you will have
to get this attested by a Grade 18 or higher officer.”

The ability of a mother’s body to attest for her son’s identity initially took
me by surprise. I began to take note of the frequency with which corporeal sub-

stitution (Haraway 1997), based on kinship, occurred at NADRA'’s registration
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centers. In this case and many others, T was told that, for NADRA’s purposes,
what would work better as proof of identity than a verified link to a parent? The
logic of attestation is overtly tied to authenticity, verifiability, and reliability. Bio-
metric verification by a next of kin becomes one mode, among others, of attest-
ing to the authenticity of an individual’s identity during the registration process.
I repeatedly questioned officials at NADRA, both at the registration center and
in administrative departments, about how they assured verification and why the
family played such an important role in this. Officials often responded that the
very existence of a familial record in NADRA’s database—with or without bio-
metric verification at the time of registration—evidenced an individual’s set of
kin relations, which then served as a means to verify their identity.

The process of creating an individual through their relations relies on an-
other core individuating technology at NADRA’s disposal, one that simultane-
ously links kin to create a family record: the unique ID number that anchors
every individual within the database. Early on in my fieldwork, I spoke to the
original architect and ex-chairman of NADRA, who explained that while each
card has a unique ID number on the front end, there were two, and at minimum
one, other number(s) on the backend. One of these backend numbers connected
an individual to a member of their natal family, such as siblings and parents. In
addition, if an individual is married, a number links the person and their spouse,
extending the individual into a distinct family tree from their natal one. Every
individual’s unique ID number not only connects that individual’s name to their
ID number, through which their identity record can be pulled up within the
database. The unique ID is also linked to the unique ID of the individual’s rela-
tives, establishing a unique relation between the numbers of two individuals. The
unique link is what makes each individual identifiable.

The kinning logic behind linking unique IDs is also historical. The ex-NA-
DRA chairman drew my attention to how NADRA was built on a legacy sys-
tem of district-based paper registries of identity cards records, launched in 1973,
which also collected data on family relations.* After NADRA launched in 2000, it
scanned these paper registers, so that NADRA officials could trace descent-based
relations that reached back into a longer, paper-based genealogical record. In this
way, recording and verifying family relations was central to NADRA’s operations
from the beginning. However, the ability to thoroughly network family mem-
bers only came with time, as more citizens registered and the database advanced
technologically. At present, individuals’ unique identity card numbers are con-
tinually connected to one another, a process that will ultimately complete what
the ex-NADRA official referred to as a “global family”—a databased network of
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Pakistani kin both across the country and abroad. Through this carly conversa-
tion, I learned that NADRA officials did not see the biometric information of indi-
vidual relatives as central to Pakistan’s identification system. Instead, evidencing

kin relations provided the key to authenticating individual identity.

SYSTEM INDEPENDENTS

One day I was sitting with an assistant manager—a NADRA official in
charge of approving applications for identity cards once they had gone through
the data-entry phase—when a DEO popped his head into the entryway of the
assistant manager’s office, stating. “this man wants to change his address. . . . I
can do it, but he is showing up as a ‘system independent.” This technological
category refers to a person not linked to at least one other person within the da-
tabase. Such a person is flagged as an individual without a family in the database.
Being a system independent would effectively prevent that individual from main-
taining their status as an identified individual within the database. In the words
of the assistant manager, system independents were people “without family com-
position” in the database—unconnected, floating, without form. The flagging of
system independents reveals how the only way to become, and stay, a uniquely
identifiable individual in the NADRA database is through datafied kinship.

It is tempting to see the identification process as machinic, churning out
individuals fed by data (Haggerty and Ericson 2000; Bouk 2017). Yet the gaps
and lulls in the process of manufacturing the ever-incomplete individual form
part of the design of the identification system. The individual does not come
prefabricated. They are continually composed by registering dynamic relation-
ships, which then allow for accurate identification through the stages of life. In
this way, the identified individual is far from “just a number” in the system.
Rather, for identification, and governance more broadly, to function, the sys-
tem accounts for and indeed is compelled to incorporate complexity. Through
the painstaking process of registration—of collecting and creating evidence of
an individual’s relationships, as well as the platforming of identification across
different parts of life—the individual gradually appears in view. They are in-
termittently constructed as more and more of their relations, their identifying
attributes, are attached to it, bringing its contours into sharper definition.

As described above, registration from the outset requires that the individ-
ual be situated in relation to at least one of their relations. However, system
independents can still turn up, likely, I learned, as remnants from an earlier era
of registration where familial connections were not as thoroughly networked as
they are now—either due to less stringent registration requirements or patchy

linking on the backend. As NADRA'’s list of required documents delineate (see
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Category Type Documents
Fresh Registration of Smart When any one of Parents or Blood relatives present
National Identity Card (SNIC) * Presence of applicant

Original/copy of S/CNIC-S/NICOP of any one of Parents/Blood relatives
Presence of any one of Parents/Blood relatives for Biometric Verification on CNICF

When any one of Parents or Blood relative ID Card holder but not present with applicant
however, document available

Presence of applicant

Original/copy of S/CNIC-S/NICOP of any one of Parents/Blood relatives

Any one of following Document(s):

CRC OR matric/equivalent certificate OR mark sheet OR domicile/local OR passport
Attestation of CNICF

When any one of Parents or Blood relative ID Card holder but not present AND Document Not
Available

Presence of applicant

Original ID of Parent’s/Blood relative's/Grandparent

Biometric Witness of any CNIC holder along with affidavit (as per format) AND interview to
satisfy case officer

Attestation of CNICF

satisfy case officer
® Attestation of CNICF

Figure 1. List of requirements for the ID card.
Source: wwyw.nadra.gov.pk/identity-requirements

Figure 1), the ideal circumstances for identity registration include the physical
presence of a parent or a “blood relative,” along with the parent or blood rela-
tive’s original identity card. If the living relative cannot be brought in, their orig-
inal document is accepted with governmental attestation. As I learned during my
fieldwork at the registration center, NADRA primarily defines “blood relative”
as a next of kin, that is, a member of the nuclear family, such as a parent, spouse,
child, or sibling. Yet in the absence of all of these, identification protocols oc-
casionally, with additional verification and approval, will accept a grandparent.

The requirements for cvidcncing kin relations for the idcntity-rcgistration
process appear obvious to, and are even internalized by, ordinary citizens. One
day during my ficldwork at the registration center, a woman came up to the
DEO and explained that she needed a “smart” identity card, somewhat urgently,
in connection with work. Workplaces often request identity cards as a means
of verifying their employee’s identity. The smart NADRA card is the new gen-
eration of the older “computerized” national identity card; it has a small, read-
able chip and is considered more secure. The woman was accompanied by her
brother. Ordinarily, when registering for an identity card for the first time, the
applicant would need their parents’ identity cards and, ideally, a parent or other
next of kin accompanying them in person. This was not necessary in this case, as
the woman was simply converting her computerized national identity card into a
smart card, without making significant changes to her data.

Nevertheless, in addition to bringing her brother, she presented her aunt’s

identity card to the DEO, saying, “In case you need to see it, here is my maasi’s
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[mother’s sister] card.” At the end of a long shift, Imran, the DEO, was more ir-
ritable than usual. “What am I supposed to do with your maasi’s card? If I needed
a relative’s card, it would be your parents” or next of kin’s! Anything else, or is
this it?” he snapped.

This instance exemplifies how NADRA’s reliance on relatedness is not
only important for NADRA but also deeply internalized by ordinary citizens
who come prepared—occasionally over or incorrectly prepared, as this example
shows—to evidence their kin relations. Further, this case sheds light on the pre-
cise way in which NADRA uses distinct relations. The sequential links between
next of kin build the bush-like structure of a relational database. The datafied kin
network spreads outward while connecting discrete uniquely identified entities.
It is a chain of connections, gradually built between members of the nuclear fam-
ily, which extends outward over time. This structure gives the kin network its
organizational coherence.

Such a blood-based vision is reflected in a standard operating procedure
built into the registration software itself. The registration application would not
allow DEOs to directly change an individual’s permanent address, father’s name,
or mother’s name. While corrections to date of birth and spelling errors in name
and address were the most common, and edited directly from the data-entry
station, the changing of parents’ names (if an incorrect spelling or name had
accidentally been recorded) required further documentation and attestation by
government officials of a certain rank bcyond the NADRA office. Parentage, and
the immediate family network that extends from it, constitutes one of the most
sensitive pieces of information in an identity record.

The world of lived, not just recorded, kin relations can and often does be-
come a part of datafying kinship in NADRA’s identity database, as applicants call
on family members, even extended family, to procure pieces of information such
as ID card numbers or format of addresses others might have used during the
data-entry process. It is important to note, however, that the protocols through
which relatives can evidence an individual’s identity are quite strict and narrow,
often delimiting the expansive notions of kinship to which kinship studies schol-
ars have alerted us (Clarke 2007; Leinaweaver 2008; Weston 2001; Navne and
Svendsen 2022). The way NADRA determines who counts as an evidentiary kin
relation—capable of establishing and authenticating identity for a relative—be-
comes particularly apparent through the category of “system independent.” Fol-
lowing system independents’ lives outside of the registration center allowed me
to see how, despite an expansive world of kinship practices, they could still fail to

be identified according to NADRA'’s conditions for datafying kinship.
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KINNED, BUT UNIDENTIFIABLE

Zainab, who I introduced earlier, represents precisely such an individual.
For NADRA, she was a potential system independent. In the absence of a living
adult next of kin (who was already registered within the identification system),
or any verifiable links to those who are now dead, Zainab’s circumstances reveal
a paradox. As described through the course of this essay, NADRA uses kin re-
lations to create a network within which individuals can be located as discrete
and unique. Yet Zainab’s inability to be turned into an identifiable individual
demonstrates that a thick web of kin relations does not always translate into
state-authenticated identity. The relationship between identity, in this case, a
person thoroughly shaped by kin relations, and identification, a state-authorized
process of authenticating individual identity, breaks down.

The relational nature of identification in Pakistan—both in terms of how
the system is structured and how those it identifies approach it—is also reflected
in the fact that Zainab needed the identity card, in the first place, not for her
personal use but for her children. Zainab had not felt the need for identifying
documents before this moment. However, her children, Fatima, age seven, and
Khalid, age four, needed b-forms: the document that verifies the identity of chil-
dren still under eighteen so they can enroll in public elementary schools. Cur-
rently, they were in a private school that was becoming too expensive to afford.
Zainab’s in-laws, with whom she lived, did not consider it necessary to continue
the children’s education beyond middle school. Zainab feared that without her
in-laws’ financial assistance, her children would have to leave school. To produce
these b-forms, the children had to be connected to a parent. In the absence of
their father, the only option left was for Zainab to make an identity card.

During one of our many visits to the NADRA registration center, Zainab
and T had decided that we would attempt to get the b-form for Zainab’s children
through their paternal grandmother who did have an identity card. In addition to
Zainab, her children, and their grandmother, we were accompanied by Zainab’s
close neighbor-friend and this friend’s mother. As we were waiting for our turn,
the friend’s mother offered that she could claim that Zainab was her daughter.
She said, “she is like my daughter.” We feared this would not work because, first,
there would need to be some kind of proof (as discussed above). Second, Zainab
worried that her nervousness about the lie would surely reveal it.

We went up to the DEO and explained our proposal for registering the
children for b-forms through their grandmother. We were promptly told that
this would only be possible if the grandmother was the children’s legal guardian.
I called a lawyer friend to see what this process looked like, and they explained
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that since one of the children’s parents was still alive, this was possible but com-
plicated. In addition, Zainab and her mother-in-law looked nervous and said that
the men in their family would likely not approve, because they would not under-
stand why they, as males, would not have received the guardianship. We drove

home dejected.

THE POLITICS OF UN-IDENTIFICATION

Zainab’s neighbor had told her that acquiring birth certificates for her chil-
dren might help their case, and even as I knew that this would likely not work
for NADRA'’s requirements (they did not give much weight to birth certificates,
as NADRA distrusted documents produced outside its own, secure ecosystem), I
did not want to advise Zainab against it just in case it did work. During our last
trip to NADRA, after having acquired these birth certificates, we went up to an
assistant manager whom I recognized but was less familiar with. He immediately
took me to the side, asking, “How do you know this woman is not Afghan? You
must not be so trusting.” Interestingly enough, Zainab had borrowed her neigh-
bor-friend’s burqa for precisely this reason: Zainab and her family wore pleated
frock shirts considered typical of Afghan women. I explained that I knew Zainab
well, and that she was younger than me, and was born in Chakwal (Punjab) until
she got married. T explained that, in fact, Zainab spoke excellent Punjabi!

The assistant manager’s comment to me, which expressed his suspicion to-
ward Zainab’s national identity, indicates another important role that kin rela-
tions play in NADRA’s identification practices. The bureaucracy’s reliance on
kinship serves a key political function: NADRA is a database of citizens, so not
just anyone with a parent and biometrics can be included in it. Encoding fam-
ily relations allows NADRA to not only verify individual identity but also to
approximate citizenship. In the absence of any other citizenship document, the
presumption is simple: if your parent is a citizen, and they are the link you need
to get a NADRA identity card, then you are a citizen too.

Conceptualizing individuation as foundationally relational is thus not only
a matter of analytical precision but also a practical and political one. Digital
identification systems like NADRA have proliferated, particularly across the
Global South, where they are justified through the goal of reducing “leakages”
in welfare systems (Nilekani and Shah 2016; Weitzberg et al. 2021; Ferguson
2015). Scholars and other groups have raised the alarm as governments, pow-
ered by new computational and biometric identification technologies, increase
their capacity to surveil (Hosein 2013; Amoore 2006). This discussion has raised
issues concerning individual privacy and the rights of citizens and refugees to
safeguard their personal data (Schoemaker et al. 2021; Beduschi 2019; Lyon
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2009). Concerns about the collection of biometric data, particularly in relation
to surveillance, racialization, and growing inequities (Madianou 2019; Benjamin
2019), are supremely valid for protecting civil liberties in our increasingly digi-
tized world. However, such an approach does not always account for how secu-
rity states like Pakistan precisely surveil the vectors of connection and influence
within the populations they govern. It is an explicitly relational mode of identi-
fication that tracks individuals and their kin in a post 9/11 landscape, in a context
with high rates of internal and regional population flows, particularly of Afghan
refugees (Alimia 2019). Given its preoccupations with securitization (Al-Bu-
lushi, Ghosh, and Grewal 2022), as well as citizenship (Zamindar 2007; Raheja
2022; Chhotray and McConnell 2018), NADRA is concerned not only with a
bodily individual and their personal data but also with one who fits into a broader
kin network and socio-political world. Thus, while national identity databases do
store and surveil through large quantities of biometric data, ultimately, as social
artifacts, they record, encode, and instrumentalize social relations.

Importantly, the primary use of kinship in the database is not for the pur-
pose of authenticating citizenship, but for that of establishing individual iden-
tity—something that an overwhelming focus on questions of citizenship can in
fact obscure. The general use of kinship for identification is apparent in the fact
that the requirement to evidence kin is not isolated to cases where citizenship is
suspect or ambiguous. Rather, kinship serves a foundational security function:
the need for others to vouch for you and to evidence your relatedness adds an ad-
ditional layer of authentication within the system. While someone could poten-
tially fake an identity document (for proof of name) and claim to be an individ-
ual named “X”—whether that is a national or non-national-—and then register
themselves biometrically as that, it is far more difficult to falsify an entire web of
relations. Starting from the parents and building outward, each of these relations
serve as discrete opportunities for verifying that the individual is truly who they
say they are.

Zainab’s problem was not a lack of kin relations, but that she lacked the
right ones. The obstacles in Zainab’s life demonstrate how identity registration
can become an impossibility for some. Each potential option for Zainab ulti-
mately became impossible—Tlargely because of the death of an adult next of kin
and the living male relatives she did have. While I met Zainab outside the reg-
istration center, which allowed me to see the complexities of this process from
her perspective, it was during our time at NADRA sites that I saw how relations
were recruited during attempts at registration. Between the phone calls to her
brother-in-law and Zainab’s neighbor’s mother offering her access into another

fictive kin unit, new and alternative channels were tried and tested.
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While these failed, for the most part due to the gendered social world that
Zainab inhabits, these failures also speak to the protocols of database structure:
who it sees as viable kin, and what it sees as a reliable record of viable kin. Who
is able to meet the requirements of these protocols? Zainab complained that her
late husband, as a man, could do the running around required for bureaucratic
work, which Zainab’s gendered position does not allow. It is in this way that
identity records, paper or digital, never concern individuals alone. They inevita-
bly involve a complex set of relations, dead or alive. To extend this further, Zain-
ab’s exclusion from the process of biometric identification—we could not even
get the data-entry process started—reveals how identification implicates much
more than biometrics. Instead, it interpolates a host of complex kinship connec-
tions. Zainab’s experiences expand the ethnographic view of the daily workings
of Pakistan’s identification system, furthering an anthropological understanding
of how individuals are made and nor made. In turn, her experience illustrates
what it means to “know the governed”—the Pakistani state exercises power over
those it identifies by ingesting, encoding, and working with deeply social forms

of relatedness.

CONCLUSION

The last time Zainab and I went to the NADRA Mega Registration Center,
Zainab had spoken to the assistant manager in Punjabi (partly to discredit any
suspicion that she was Afghan), narrating how her parents had died in Chakwal.
She also explained all the options we had attempted and exhausted. The assis-
tant manager explained that one path forward was a birth certificate record,
for Zainab, from Chakwal. In addition, however, she would need to bring her
parents’ death certificates. These documents, if they could be found, could pos-
sibly offer acceptable evidence for the parentage link. “So, we would have to
go to Chakwal?” T asked in clarification. When the assistant manager responded
in the affirmative, Zainab snorted and whispered to me, “Great! Let’s go to
Chakwal . . . then my brothers-in-law will murder us . . . and someone else
can try to make our death certificates.” Zainab was joking about the proximity
of patriarchal violence that frequently centers on the mobility of women, which
rendered the proposition entirely absurd.

In the absence of particular living relations or solid documentary proof
of their death—although we would never know whether the death certificates
would have ultimately been helpful or not—Zainab remained unidentifiable by
NADRA. In her failure to be identified, Zainab’s circumstances foreground the
feature most fundamental to NADRA’s workings: kin relatedness. Most identifi-
cation systems rely on correlating pieces of information, drawn from attributes
of an individual, to establish individual identity. Yet the mode in which NADRA
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deploys kinship has unique affordances and implications for those who seck state
identification. As this article has illustrated, NADRA’s use of kin relations is un-
dergirded by the presumption that since certain forms of relatedness are biolog-
ically unique and singular (such as parentage and the relations that extend from
that), they can serve to anchor individual identities.

This mode of identification speaks to the character of individual identifi-
cation practices and technologies at large: in decentering the role of biometrics
in the process of identity registration, we can follow how it is not the individual
body but the relations between individuals that serve as the source of identifica-
tion. This insight proves not only essential for an analytical approach toward how
identification works in practice but also for showing how the central place of
kinship in NADRA’s schema shapes the very possibility of identification for ordi-
nary citizens. Failures as well as obstacles in the path of identification are often a
function of the fraught and complex nature of kin relations. We can thus follow
how an identification system such as NADRA does not flatten individuals into
numbers or bodies, and instead relies on encoding a world of social relations. In
turn, this reliance on kinship not only enables but also disallows at-hand forms

of evidencing, conditioning the social and political processes of identification.

ABSTRACT

Pakistan’s National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) produces the
country’s national identity card and runs one of the world’s largest biometric-based
identity databases in the world. To be registered in the database, individuals are
linked through their kin relations to other uniquely identified individuals—a prac-
tice that this article terms “datqﬁed kinship.” Datqﬁ'ed kinship demonstrates how
individuals are not atomized bodies, ready to be captured by NADRA'’s identity da-
tabase. Rather, individuals are digitally constructed as a_function of their relations
with others. This article argues that NADRA’s reliance on kinship reconfigures our
understanding of modern identification: individual identity is produced and tracked
through relatedness, not biometrics alone. It ethnographically examines how identi-
ﬁab]e individuals are produced through identity registration, focusing on the treat-
ment of “system independents”—individuals unconnected to others in the database.
In turn, it shows how such a relational logic of identification comes to condition the
lives of those it identifies. [kinship; identification; Pakistan; digital technology;

database; biometrics; datafication]

NOTES

1. See Nayanika Mathur’s (2016) critique of the Weberian emphasis on rationality as the
cornerstone of bureaucracy through her emphasis on the role of informal practices,
irrationality, improvisation, and contextual decision-making.
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2. Importantly, while some of the qualities connected to an individual by the American
driver’s license can change, such as addresses, others are unchangeable, such as eye
color, height or date of birth.

3. Anybody employed in the Pakistani government has a rank, or “grade” in local par-
lance. Officials have the authority to “attest”—or vouch for—the authenticity of a
given document. The problem of false attestations by government officials on identity
registration forms for the earlier “manual,” paper-based identity registration system
led to inaccuracies in registration data. Also see Raman 2012.

4. The paper identity registry that preceded NADRA is the focus of the second half of
my book manuscript. Here, I also examine how kinship formed a part of nascent iden-
tification practices in the domain of property, revenue records, and colonial identity
documents that recorded individuals as the “son/daughter of” (s/0, d/o) their parent. I
argue that database technology ultimately allowed kinship information to be compre-
hensively networked and authenticated in ways impossible before.
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