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Abstract

Starting in March 2012, the South African government engaged in a massive effort of
citizen registration that continued for more than a year. Twenty-one million social
welfare beneficiaries enrolled in a novel biometric identification scheme that uses
fingerprints and voice recognition to authenticate social grant recipients. This dissertation
seeks to understand the meaning of biometric identification in post-apartheid South
African welfare through a study of the bureaucratic and policy elite’s motivation for this
undertaking. It suggests that biometric technology was conceived of and implemented as
the most recent in a series of institutional, policymaking, and infrastructural reforms that
seek to deliver welfare in a standardized and objective manner.

At the time of the political transition, South Africa’s bureaucracy was fragmented
with uneven capacity. I trace the broader emergence of a will to standardize and a pursuit
of objectivity, animating commitments that influence the adoption of biometric
technology. I suggest that the adoption of a nationally centralized biometric welfare
database has been the result of ‘the biometric imaginary’, a belief that biometric
technology 1s a necessary, suitable, and effective means of enacting a uniform and
impartial welfare state. Although it is too early to judge the effectiveness of this new
system, the transformations in welfare administration more broadly have largely been a
success. It would be, however, a mistake to assume they are an unalloyed good, without
trade-offs. Their most recent result — the new biometric payment system — serves to
highlight some of those shortcomings, including often ignored technical failures and a

more subtle distancing of the state from the citizen.



I. Introduction

Beginning in March 2012 and continuing for a little more than a year, 21 million
predominantly low-income South African residents queued at government facilities to be
photographed and submit their personal details, including a full set of fingerprints and a
voice recording. From rural towns to major cities, old and young alike were required to
present themselves for this massive registration drive. States make records of their citizens
for various reasons, and depending on the age of those queued, chances were they had
been similarly registered in the past, perhaps for racial labor control during apartheid,
perhaps for South Africa’s democratic election in 1994.

The episode in question, though, was the result of a bureaucratic decision by
welfare policymakers to implement a new administrative infrastructure for South Africa’s
extensive program of social grants. Designated primarily for the elderly, poor caregivers,
and the disabled, these monthly government-to-citizen transfers are perhaps the most
significant means of poverty alleviation in contemporary South Africa. Those 21 million
residents — around 40 percent of the country’s entire population — provided their personal
details in order to receive their grants through a new payment system. For the recipients,
the new system offered increased convenience through the provision of a payment card
accepted at a large cash distribution network throughout the country. For the
government, the system promised a reliable means of delivering millions of rand per
month. As the Minister of Social Development Bathabile Dlamini (2013) would explain,
the goal was “to improve the integrity of our social security system, and to eliminate all
forms of fraud and corruption.” Prominent civil society organizations like the Black Sash,
too, “welcomed [the] move to a biometric system” (Nyembezi 2012).

The cornerstone of this new system 1is biometric identification, the use of
technologies to recognize specific bodily features. Most important is the use of fingerprint
scanners, but the system also aims to use voice recognition software for when
fingerprinting is infeasible and only a phone call can occur. This is not the first time
biometric identification has been used widely in South Africa. Both before and during
apartheid, government officials have been enamored of the potential for using analog

fingerprinting to identify individuals, most commonly in schemes of racial labor control.
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In the post-apartheid era, digital biometric technology has been central to the
identification programs of the Department of Home Affairs, as well as used extensively in
previous welfare systems.

Yet rarely have these systems functioned as promised, whether for good or ill.
Without ignoring the very real human cost of authoritarianism, Evans (1997: 99) suggests
that “the collective impact of recent scholarship on the labor bureau system has steadily
destroyed the structure’s reputation for omnipotence and doctrinaire imperiousness.”
Breckenridge (2005a) suggests the biometric obsession even undermined the apartheid
state’s ability to act. In the post-apartheid era, too, despite significant investment, large-
scale biometric identification schemes have stalled or proven ineffective (Breckenridge
2008).

Therefore, the continuing salience of biometric identification amongst the
bureaucratic and policy elite seems curious. This dissertation seeks to explore the
meaning of biometric identification within post-apartheid South Africa through an
investigation of the way in which it is conceptualized and the reasons for which it is
adopted by policymakers and members of government, especially those within the welfare
administration.

ek

Historians have suggested that states and societies tend to cohere particular systems for
registering and identifying individuals. “Viewed globally,” write Szreter and Breckenridge
(2012: 3), “societies, and the individuals within them, seem to be very variably shaped by
what we might call cultures of registration”. Similarly, Caplan (2001: 51) suggests that a
“culture of identification” — “essentially unruly” but comparatively distinct — can be said
to exist in a given society. These cultures are the historically contingent results of evolving
politics, economics, technology, and more. Their distinctions help to enact novel relations
between government and citizen, yet as Strathern (2000) notes in her discussion of the
related notion of “audit cultures” they are “always in the making”.

In the chapters that follow, I aim to explicate some of the dynamics behind a post-
apartheid culture of registration and identification. I argue that a relatively stable and
collective understanding exists among the bureaucratic and policy elite about how to

enact the relationship between the welfare state and beneficiary. In brief, this collective



understanding — that I propose to call ‘the biometric imaginary’ — posits biometric
technology as a necessary, suitable, and effective means of enacting a standardized and
objective welfare state. Following the gestures to culture mention by the scholars above, I
seek to provide an interpretive account, concerned with understanding the richness and
ambiguity of the experiences rather than a linear, causal narrative. As Rabinow and
Sullivan (1979: 6) note, “Culture, the shared meanings, practices, and symbols that
constitute the human world, does not present itself neutrally or with one voice.” As such,
my account is focused (and thus limited) in three meaningful ways. Temporally, it is
primarily confined to the post-apartheid period and does not discuss the important
transformations in the culture of identification and registration symbolized by 1994.
Secondly, its scope 1is particularly focused on the social grants program, rather than, say,
national security (where surveillance has recently become controversial through the so-
called ‘Secrecy Bill’). While I suspect the analysis applies more broadly, recent popular
resistance to biometric technology in schools (e.g. Mawson 2013) suggests important
differences from the welfare experience, where little opposition exists. And, finally, I have
considered primarily bureaucratic and policy elites, especially government but also civil
society and academia; insofar as the shared significance of biometric identification within
that community is distinct from the beneficiaries, this work excludes what might be called
the popular culture of grant identification.

For many individuals involved in post-apartheid welfare policy reform and
implementation, the manner in which biometric identification is conceived and
implemented is driven by two interlinked commitments of the era: a will to standardize
and a pursuit of objectivity. The emphasis on standardization has arisen as a means of
uniting and improving the fragmented and weak bureaucracy inherited from the
apartheid regime. South Africa has endeavored to create equality of citizenship through
enacting uniformity. This has included bureaucratic centralization (first through the
establishment of a unitary, national Department of Social Development (DSD) in 1994,
and after through the creation of the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) in
2005) as well as technological reform (such as through the linking of various databases

and implementation of new payment infrastructures).



In parallel, an egalitarian ethos has militated against subjectivity, in favor of rule-
bound — and thus objective — practices. As De Tocqueville and Weber elaborated long
ago, in a democratic setting, subjective discretion is viewed with suspicion. In post-
apartheid social protection, two forms of discretion have proven particularly troubling:
illicit access to grants and bureaucratic error. The preference for objectivity has affected
the types of knowledge deemed legitimate for policymaking, with quantified evidence
growing significantly. It has also deeply influenced the delivery of social grants, with
biometric identification offering an impersonal and presumptively neutral means of grant
administration.

Both standardization and objectivity are widespread and productive commitments
that shape the understanding of biometric registration and identification. The particular
confluence of the will to standardize, the pursuit of objectivity, and the use of social grants
have given rise to the belief that biometric identification is necessary, suitable, and
effective. As in Appadurar’s (1996: 31) discussions of social imaginaries, the biometric
imaginary is “a constructed landscape of collective aspirations” that serves as a “staging
ground for action”. These imaginaries are productive social forces with real-world
implications, but they do not always accurately correspond to reality, exhibiting varying
degrees of interpretive flexibility. As I will contend, the dominant understanding of
biometrics as necessary, suitable, and effective are each, in part, fantasy and reality.

However, the biometric imaginary is not merely relevant at the level of ideas.
Drawing on Hecht’s (2009 [1998]) notion of technopolitics — and the insights of science
and technology studies (STS) more broadly — I emphasize the materiality of South
Africa’s social grants initiative. As Jasanoff (2004) argues, society and technology co-
produce, with both elements capable of (surprising) influence on the other. Technopolitics
1s the “strategic practice of designing or using technology to constitute, embody, or enact
political goals” (Hecht 2009 [1998]: 15). The term serves to remind us that “technologies
cannot be reduced to politics... [and that] the effectiveness of these technologies as
objects designed to accomplish real material purposes... matters.” Biometric grant
schemes are material means of enabling the poor to purchase more than they could
otherwise; as such, they resemble what Callon et al (2007) call “market devices”,

“material and discursive assemblages that intervene in the constitution of markets” (see



also MacKenzie 2009). But perhaps more importantly, they are what might be called
‘citizenship devices,” the material enablers of constitutional rights, in this case the right to
social security. For many South Africans, the grant is the most obvious way in which the
state appears in their lives, and it 1s a relationship mediated by biometric technology.

The chapters that follow will show how the will to standardize and the pursuit of
objectivity have driven a series of technopolitical programs within the post-apartheid
welfare sector. Chapter two serves to introduce briefly three issues: the global diversity of
state identification practices, the tumultuous South African history of identification, and
the contemporary political contests about the social grants program.

Chapter three turns specifically to standardization, analyzing the emergence of an
influential elite discourse. This framing points to a ‘crisis’ in grant delivery, caused by a
fragmented bureaucracy and exhibited by the prevalence of fraud, corruption, and
failures in delivery. The government reports, Parliamentary hearings, and media
discussion that promulgated this discourse offered standardization — of institutions,
infrastructures, and policies — as the solution to the crisis. As a result, the post-apartheid
welfare elite have been consumed with a will to standardize the fractured and
incompatible processes, institutions, and infrastructures.

Chapter four illustrates the broader importance of objectivity through a discussion
of the rise of quantified evidence in welfare policymaking. The pursuit of objectivity is an
ethos and program of reducing discretion in favor of rule-bound, even mechanical,
processes, including those of statistical analysis. As apartheid came to a close, academic
and government surveys began to generate previously missing baseline statistical data
about the extent of poverty and the state of service delivery. In the years since, academics,
civil society, and government stakeholders have resorted to quantification, with numerical
evidence becoming an important means of testimony and advocacy.

Chapter five directly confronts the use of biometric identification in South African
social grants, illustrating the forms of inconsistency and discretion that have bedeviled the
social grants program, particularly unequal quality of service delivery, improper
bureaucratic behavior, and illicit access to grants through fraud and corruption. In the
realm of grant delivery, biometric identification has been conceived and implemented as

a means of instituting standardization and objectivity to combat these troubles, including



the new system instituted in 2012-2013, about which SASSA declared the intention “is to
have all the Beneficiaries, irrespective of the method through which they receive their
Grants, to be Biometrically identified [sic]” (SASSA 2011).

The final substantive chapter adopts a more reflective tone, critically assessing the
weaknesses and shortcomings in the biometric imaginary. As a means of accurately
identifying individuals, biometric technology often falls short, failing in persistent manners
that undermine claims to equal treatment; however, biometric identification can be a
productive failure, securing profits, deterring fraud, and demonstrating seriousness even if
the technology is oversold. Finally, I discuss the consensus around biometric identification
and the ways in which it assists in the creation of a centralized, national welfare program
that comes with subtle trade-offs. In particular it has created a structure that may distance
the citizen from the state, even while being the most prominent form of state-assistance to
citizens in post-apartheid South Africa.

It is too soon to tell if the new biometric registration and payment system will
prove to be another troubled use of the technology by the South African state; however
the emulation of both South Africa’s system of social grants (Hanlon et al. 2010) and
biometric methodologies (Gelb and Clark 2011) suggests the need for an understanding of

the conceptualization, meaning, and drivers of biometric welfare in South Africa.



II. An Introduction to the Politics & History of Biometric
Identification & Welfare

ABSTRACT: The purpose of this chapter is to introduce in three sections the
broad historical and political context of inquiry. The first provides an
overview of biometric state identification, emphasizing the divergent
political drivers and palatability of biometric identification across the
globe; while in some cases it is considered relatively innocuous, in others it
evokes significant controversy and opposition. Secondly, I present a brief
history of biometric state identification in South Africa that not only serves

b 13

to demonstrate the technology’s “momentum” (Hughes 1994) but also the
novelty of today’s lack of resistance to biometrics. Finally, I outline the
contested politics of welfare in post-apartheid South Africa, a series of
struggles over the proper redistributive role of the state that have deeply
influenced the use of biometric identification for grant recipients.

Biometric State Identification
Identity documents have historically been key means of materially fixing “the state-society

boundary”, a frontier that Mitchell (2006: 170) and others have shown to be fluid.
Various theorists link the creation of identity infrastructures closely to the bundle of
transformations that constitute ‘modernity’, however understood (Foucault 1975; Giddens
1990; Bauman 2004; Lyon 2009), but it has also occurred in places and times not usually
considered ‘modern’, such as imperial China (von Glahn 2012). Indeed, registration and
identification has unfolded globally with divergent results and using disparate means.

The tasks for which registration and identification have been enrolled vary from
conscription and taxation to education and welfare. The coercive nature of state-based
identification has often received the most scholarly attention, with influential theoretical
contributions from Weber, Foucault, and, more recently, Scott (1999). However, as Setel
et al. (2007) and Szreter and Breckenridge (2012) recently argue, the act of identification
often implies beneficial, even life-saving, results, through the provision and protection of
rights.

These debates about effects are intertwined with the methods through which
individuals are initially registered and subsequently identified. Not all methods of
identification imply equal effects. To pick an obvious example, the historical practice of

tattooing criminals and slaves has radically different implications than a system of identity
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documents, and an identity card noting ethnicity shapes the practice of identification in a
way that one without ethnicity does not (for this diversity, see the contributions to Caplan
and Torpey 2001).

The growth of biometric identification, therefore, implies certain biases and
affordances that will unfold in relation to particular contexts. In its contemporary sense,
biometric identification is typically understood as the use of bodily characteristics for
recognition. It has traditionally been done manually, but is increasingly conducted
digitally, through the algorithmic matching of precisely measured features. While the
geography of fingerprints is the most common method, today it is possible (with varying
degrees of accuracy) to use many other bodily features for identification purposes.
Fingerprints are appealing identifying features because no two humans have ever been
shown to have the same pattern and they are easily retrievable (unlike, say, DNA).

However, the actual act of matching fingerprints is far more difficult than that
may imply, and can therefore easily be mistaken (Cole 2006). To begin, a meaningful
portion of the population is unable to be recognized by biometric technology, for reasons
such as missing or damaged fingers. The act of registering biometric features is often error
prone, leading to databases that include poor samples. Furthermore, the humans or
algorithms tasked with comparing biometric samples are imperfect. As the National
Academies of Science concluded, “biometric recognition is an inherently probabilistic
endeavour” where complexity and uncertainty undermine sought-after certitude (Pato
and Millett 2010: viii).

In recent years, biometric identification has been used in a variety of fields,
ranging from policing and border control to welfare and voting. Gelb and Clark (2013)
estimate more than one billion people have been biometrically registered around the
world. In a growing number of cases, governments have adopted biometric identification
as the standard for national identification systems. As of December 2007, Lyon and
Bennett (2008: 6-8) estimate that 43 countries have a national biometric identification
program; these range from Argentina’s mandatory system that captures just the right
thumbprint to Mexico’s voluntary system of fingerprinting. A number of countries have

proposed biometric identification regimes, while others — like Greece — have removed
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fingerprinting from their identity cards. In others — such as the UK, Australia, Japan, and
France — biometric identification systems have been defeated by vociferous opposition.

As Martin et al. (2009) detail, the resistance arises from numerous sources, beyond
simply those to be biometrically identified, including commercial entities, trade unions,
civil society, international actors, and even artists (see also Marx 2003). The reasons for
resisting biometric identification have been manifold (see Pato and Millett 2010). Some
technologists are quick to point out the fallibility of the systems (including high rates of
failures to enroll people or accurately match within the database). Others worry about the
expansion of government surveillance and the reduction of individual autonomy. This is
often compounded by uncertainty about the security or secondary uses of data collected
for a specific purpose. The notion of consent is often troubled, with populations least able
to find alternatives being typical subjects of biometric identification (e.g. prisoners, welfare
recipients, and refugees). This leads to worries about discrimination, both in what types of
people do or do not get included in biometric databases, as well as the suspicion of those
excluded. Finally, the costs of biometric identification have often been too high to justify
their benefits. Resistance to biometric identification is particularly motivated by the
concern that biometrics exacerbate the risks due to their uniqueness: by capturing
immutable, life-long characteristics like fingerprints, the surveillance infrastructure is
considerably more durable, raising questions about the ability to contain security
breaches or data creep (see also Ball 2005; Martin and Whitley 2013).

Biometric identification 1s a component of a larger administrative and
technological regime that raises complex questions about social and political relations. As
such, biometric identification has been met with varying levels of support and resistance.
Bennett and Lyon (2008: 10-17) identify a variety of factors influencing the common
drivers and social acceptability of such schemes. At a basic level, the availability of
technical expertise (either domestic or imported) is essential. Certain policy issues (notably
national security or immigration concerns, but also social welfare schemes) tend to drive
government adoption of biometric identification. The authors also suggest that aspects of
a political culture (such as higher levels of trust in the state) and historical legacies (such as
familiarity with identification technology or collective memory of trauma) have been

relevant in many cases. Finally, Lyon and Bennett suggest that a state’s institutional
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structure will influence how registration and identification are “defined, debated, and
resolved”, with strong, centralized states — as well as those “permeable to private sector
influence” — perhaps proving more amenable to more significant identification regimes.
As explained in the subsequent chapters, these factors have, to varying degrees,
influenced the centrality of biometric identification within post-apartheid South African
social security. However, before turning to those specifics, this chapter next introduces the
South African history of state registration before turning to the post-apartheid politics of

welfare.

Biometric Identification in South African History

South Africa’s infamous history of state registration has its roots in the 18" century Cape
Colony but its structure and intensity has waxed and waned through the decades. Pass
laws, which varied between provinces and towns, were a means of controlling laborers.
Commonly, these written records detailed the employer, laborer, and terms of
employment (most crucially its duration). In practice, these served to tie underpaid
workers to a particular location, curtailing mobility. With the discovery of minerals in the
late 19% century, pass laws were revived and extended to prevent black farm workers
from flocking to the mines. As a method of labor control, passes did not apply to women
prior to the 1890s, and only unevenly after that (Wells 1993: 4-6).

At the start of the 20™ century, fingerprinting began to be incorporated in the pass
systems, most prominently in the case of the Asian population. Mohandas Gandhi, who
spent more than two decades in South Africa as a lawyer, was a major organizer of
popular resistance to these early biometric registration schemes (Power 1969; Bhana and
Vahed 2005). In addition to opposing segregation, part of the resistance from Gandhi and
other Indians stemmed from the particularities of the biometric plan: the proposed law
called for capturing ten fingerprints, an act that was seen as degrading and tinged with an
accusation of criminality. At the time, in the contexts in which Gandhi knew
fingerprinting, ten fingers were only used to identify criminals. Instead, Gandhi was
willing to accede, a single thumbprint was all that was needed for legitimate administration
of the Indian population who, as honest citizens, were willing to be identified. “Gandhi

insisted that, because the Indian traders in the Transvaal wanted to be recognized, ten-
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print finger registration was unnecessarily degrading and wasteful” (Breckenridge 2011:
340).

The government proponents, though, were able to convince Gandhi that full
fingerprinting was necessary through a discursive appeal to science: Smuts’s government
argued that “statistical certainty” required the full fingerprinting effort (Breckenridge
2011: 340). It was this appeal to the science of classification that eventually swayed
Gandhi in 1908, and he began exhorting his audience to accept fingerprinting, with “the
scientific, modernizing character of fingerprinting provid[ing] the core of his new
advocacy” (343). Ultimately, however, Gandhi was disillusioned in his compact with the
government, but his resulting last-ditch effort to resist again the biometric scheme failed
in the face of “a barrage of penalties and punishments” (344) from the state.

As the industrial sector grew around the time of the First World War and after, so
too did its political desire for a more fluid labor market. This conflict with the mining and
agricultural sectors led to years of indeterminacy where strict pass laws were less
effectively enforced. During the Second World War, the pass laws were even
“experimentally suspended” (Wells 1993: 8), a change that is often attributed to the
demands of the industrial sector, the reduced internal policing capacity during the war,
and the fear of African disloyalty at a vulnerable moment. Shear (2013) argues that the
latter 1s the most likely, and that the subsequent return to pass laws was the result of the
National Party’s gradual mobilization of white hostility to black urbanization.

The lull in pass enforcement changed with the election of the apartheid regime
that began applying and enforcing pass requirements far more vigorously. In the 1950s
and 1960s, Hendrik Verwoerd’s system issued to every African adult an identity
document that served as the everyday manifestation of an enormous, centralized
bureaucracy that captured personal information (Evans 1997). As Posel (2001) has shown,
the national population register was the regime’s cornerstone but the repressive
infrastructure “hinged on the efficacy of the fingerprinting systems” (Breckenridge 2005a:
86).

Then (as now) fingerprinting was chosen because it was felt to be the only reliable
way of identifying a population that was often illiterate, mobile, and had reason to

misrepresent itself. The capabilities of biometric identification, though, were greatly

14



overestimated. Although the passbooks were instrumental in a “dramatic rise in
prosecutions over the period 1960-68” (Savage 1986), within another decade, it would be
clear that the system was incapable of reliably monitoring the African population. The
logic of the passbooks was simply too contradictory: on the one hand, the system had to
facilitate inclusion of the labor needed by the white population, but it was also used to
exclude most Africans from everywhere but the “Bantustans that [were] already grossly
overcrowded and poverty stricken” (Savage 1986: 205). The incentive to subvert the
system was enormous, overwhelming the centralized bureaucracy (Breckenridge 2005a).
Even an effort to upgrade the technical means of surveillance proved infeasible (Edwards
and Hecht 2010; cf. Beniger 1986). By the 1980s, even President P.W. Botha admitted
that “On the question of influx control, I can only say it is outdated and too costly”
(quoted in Savage 1986: 182).

As the political transition emerged, while a national system of identity documents
and databases did not disappear, the capricious and violent use of them by the state did.
With this political change, the incentive for identification changed. For the bureaucratic
and policy elite, the task of identifying individuals was now directed at a process of
democratic state-building and, particularly, poverty alleviating redistribution. For the
citizens, in turn, state registration and identification was less the blunt tool of a coercive
state and more an instrument of a “caring society” (see Friedman 1999; cf. Sevenhuijsen
et al. 2003) engaged in a significant redistributive project.! However, given the
administrative and technical weaknesses of the database, this process of conversion has
been anything but straightforward, necessitating significant institutional and technological

reform (see, respectively, chapters three and five).

The Politics of Welfare in South Africa

The current political context is essential to understanding the role of biometric
identification in South Africa’s social protection programs. These programs have deep
roots, with formal welfare beginning in the 1920s as an effort to curtail poverty within the
white population (Seekings 2007). It expanded in the decades that followed, including to

the African, Asian, and coloured populations (though service remained best for the white

' It would be a mistake to ignore the elements of identification which remain coercive, including
the use of biometric identification in policing, immigration control and elsewhere.
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population). By the end of apartheid, the pillars of the system were a universal old age
pension, support for poor parents and the disabled, and a small contributory
unemployment scheme (Seekings 2002). This inheritance serves as a key component of
the democratic government’s poverty alleviation strategy, with much of the structure
continuing today. The most significant programmatic change has been the replacement
of the State Maintenance Grant with the Child Support Grant in 1998. The CSG was a
smaller monthly grant of R100 at first, but designed to be much more broadly accessible
than the SMG whose administrative structure limited its adoption (Lund 2008). The
grants have grown from about 2 to 3.5 percent of GDP in the first twelve years after
apartheid, with more than 12 million grants paid monthly in 2007 (Seekings 2008b), a
figure that today stands closer to 16 million due to continued parametric expansion (e.g.
expanding the qualifying age for children).

The social grants are widely viewed as an effective means of poverty alleviation in
the post-apartheid era, central to the promises of the democratic era. Despite this growth,
the politics of welfare in democratic South Africa are, to say the least, complicated.
Almost every stakeholder - from trade unions and industry to government ministries and
civil society - find themselves on a knife's edge, negotiating between contradictory and
evolving positions. As such, there has been nothing given about the expansion of the
programs in the post-apartheid era; indeed the grants have faced considerable opposition,
with the value of an individual grant even declining in real terms from 1996 to 2001
(Seekings and Matisonn 2012).

As Everatt (2008: 301) notes, it is difficult to discuss this complexity without
"broad brush strokes," but he delineates between social grant proponents (usually
represented by "COSATU and the SACP, the churches, and some elements of civil
society") and opponents ("including senior government officials, business and much of the
media [who emphasize] 'the dignity of work™ as the preeminent poverty alleviation
intervention).

Although they are marked by heterogeneity, within these camps the proponents of

social grant expansion tend to be motivated by apartheid's legacy of poverty and
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inequality.? They draw on a discourse of a ‘caring society’ and the protections of the
Constitution. While it is largely an effort of the left, there is an interesting strand of
support that emanates from a belief that grants permit an escape from a ‘poverty trap,’
allowing the poor to enter the market as entrepreneurial risk-takers (Ferguson 2009).3
That the substantial expansion of social grant programs was even thinkable owed, in large
part, to the fact that it was institutionalized long before the 1990s (Seekings 2002). It is the
joint inheritance of poverty and institutionalized welfare that has positioned South
African proponents not only to defend welfare in the face of opposition, but to campaign
actively for its expansion, an exceptional status that is beginning to be noticed more
broadly as a challenge to the dominant narrative about neoliberalism (e.g. Hilgers 2012;
Collier 2012; Ferguson 2009; Ferguson 2011).

On the other side is a vocal opposition to the scope of the social grants. Although
they often speak of similar poverty and inequality alleviation imperatives, opponents of
welfare tend to be prompted by a very different set of commitments, a set of interlinked
1deologies and discourses that Barchiesi (2011: 94) says are extreme enough to constitute a
Foucauldian episteme. There are at least three foundational commitments, the first of
which is the centrality of wage labor. Employment 1s seen as the pathway out of poverty
and largely the responsibility of the individual. This informs a belief — echoed in high-
level ANC documents (e.g. ANC 2007) and elsewhere — that social protection or other
‘government handouts’ create ‘dependency.” Barchiesi (2011: 98) asserts that, “Virulent
opposition to welfare “dependency” has become a distinctive characteristic of the ANC
government.” This discourse extends beyond government, as well, pervading society,
where rumours and theories about recipients using the money to buy drugs or avoid work
are prevalent. It is also proposed that grants create perverse incentives, encouraging
teenage pregnancies and non-treatment of HIV/AIDS (see also Everatt 2008; Meth
2004). These beliefs are all the more troubling to adherents of this discourse because of

worries about the affordability of the grants. Post-apartheid South Africa has placed

2 In the case of COSATU, whose members stand to gain through the defense of high wages, a
relaxed need to support poor dependents, and an expansion of state administration, there is also a
measure of self-interest (Seekings & Matisonn 2003)

3 This anti-paternalism (that posits that the poor know best how to spend their money) has also
militated against the type of intrusive and ongoing surveillance that characterizes the American
system (see Gilliom 2001).
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considerable emphasis on being viewed positively by global financial markets, and
profligate spending on welfare would trouble this image. As such, the ANC has offered a
vision of “developmental social welfare” (RSA 1997) where grants are framed as a path to
sustained economic activity.

These opposing poles have conflicted during the post-apartheid period, with
policy often being pulled in contradictory directions as a result. The ANC's 1994 election
manifesto, the Reconstruction and Development Programme, included a commitment to
"attacking poverty and deprivation" but it was ambivalent on social grants, noting that
"Although a much stronger welfare system is needed to support all the vulnerable, the
old, the disabled and the sick who currently live in poverty, a system of "handouts" for the
unemployed should be avoided" (ANC 1994). The different positions led to a lack of
clarity in foundational documents. The Constitutional definition of "appropriate social
assistance" for those unable to support themselves or dependents was vague, as was the
government's 1997 White Paper for Social Welfare which set out the concept of
"developmental welfare" which favored of linking welfare to employment, rather than
'handouts' (RSA 1997).

Beginning in the late 1990s, the RDP was supplanted by the conservative
macroeconomic approach of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR)
strategy. GEAR was eventually condemned for both its policies and the centralized
means through which it was designed and implemented. It was closely associated with
(then wvice-president) Thabo Mbeki whose technocratic approach to governance
consolidated considerable authority in the presidency. The first major social policy
implemented during this era was the Child Support Grant proposed by the Lund
Committee in 1996, which was also condemned for limited consultation and not
challenging the fiscal conservatism of the government (Johnson 2000).

In this fin de sicle setting, as promises of democracy were frustratingly slow to
emerge, the reaction within the social security sector was broad. A variety of civil society
organizations prominently resisted the changes, including through the Speak Out on
Poverty campaign which held hearings and marches to emphasize the lack of progress —
perhaps even regress — since the end of apartheid. A government appointed Committee of

Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security for South Africa (the ‘“Taylor
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Committee’) joined them in calling for improvements to the social safety net which many
had found to have “a very loose weave” (Samson 2002). Remarkably, this included a
proposed universal basic income grant of R100 monthly, which they recommended be
phased-in because “there is a need to first put in place appropriate capacity and
institutional arrangements to ensure effective implementation” (RSA 2002).

Ideologically, key policymakers including Thabo Mbeki and Trevor Manuel, who
controlled the purse strings for much of the period under discussion, have expressed
skepticism about the expansion of social grants, especially to all residents. Mbeki spoke of
the need “to cultivate the spirit of self-reliance among our people” (quoted in Marais
2011: 252). Manuel (2007) has repeatedly stressed, as he did at a World Economic Forum
event, that “The human condition does not allow people to live off handouts.” After
much discussion around the radical expansion of social grants to include everyone, the
government spokesman finally summed up the high-level opposition to the basic income
grant by pointing to a different "philosophy" that denigrated "handouts" in favor of the
"the opportunity, dignity and the rewards of work" (cited in Makino 2004).

This i1deological discord is supported (perhaps even reflected) in worries about the
administrative practicality of expanding welfare. Already in the early 1990s, the grants
were the subject of extensive exploitation by government bureaucrats and members of the
public. The prevalence of such activity is notoriously difficult to ascertain reliably, but
there is general consensus that corruption and fraud are major problems, perhaps even
"the greatest problem" (FinMark 2012a) facing the social grant program. Frequent
reports of grant fraud in the media have been corroborated by major government and
civil society reports (e.g. Reddy and Sokomani 2008). The problem has led to multiple
failed audits of the administrating agencies and failures of service delivery, such as a
dramatic example in the Eastern Cape when numerous grants went unpaid and the
government had to take-over from its contractor.

These troubles influence policymaking. For example, the welfare minister Zola
Skweylya, who was broadly sympathetic to expanding the programs, claimed "that
financing a BIG is less of an obstacle than administering it":

"The system is not there, we need to create the system. I am not talking
about the money part of it all, but the ability to be able to manage, that is
not a small thing...We have problems now distributing pensions to the
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elderly only and children. The system is not up to date at the present
moment. Can you imagine if we have to give this (Basic Income Grant) to
almost everybody? WIill it ever be able to administer and manage that
within two months? Do we have a civil service that is able to do that?"
(quoted in Seekings and Matisonn 2003).

The South African Social Security Agency was largely established in response to
these concerns, to eliminate loopholes and inequity by unifying delivery procedures.
Furthermore, the widespread perceptions that the grants are the subject of crookedness
and administrative incompetence have been a crucial motivating factor in the adoption of
biometric identification. As I will trace in the next two chapters, these problems that
enliven the political disputes about welfare are understood to be the result of a lack of
standards and objectivity. Biometric identification has been conceived as a means of
instituting impersonal and accurate means of delivering grants, free from human fraud or
error. It is to the ascendance of these durable worldviews, and their material

performance, that the next chapters turn.
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II1. The Will to Standardize: Discourse and Institutional
Reform

ABSTRACT: This chapter traces the emergence of a particularly
productive and durable discourse about the social grants. During the
1990s, unifying the fragmented bureaucracy inherited from the previous
regime became a pressing concern. The motivation for doing so arose
from the belief that the social security system was ‘in crisis’ due to
administrative weakness that failed to deliver grants and created the
opportunity for widespread illicit access. Elite discourse — typified by
government commissions and reflected in the media, Parliament, and
elsewhere — has brought attention to these issues and successfully
advocated for increased standardization through institutional
centralization.

Introduction
As apartheid came to a close, some observers worried that the country would fracture as

conflicts between Inkatha, the ANC, and Afrikaner nationalists reached a violent
crescendo. While the negotiated settlement and subsequent unifying effort of the Mandela
era have been widely discussed, a more insidious danger lurked in the governing structure
of post-apartheid South Africa. The National Party’s ideology of separate development
had led to the creation of quasi-independent ‘homelands’ in the 1970s. To a significant
degree, these entities lacked competent bureaucracies and were riddled with corruption.
Furthermore, the provinces displayed a high degree of variability in their processes,
technologies, and adeptness. As such, the post-apartheid state faced significant challenges
to even basic governance.* It was, write Seekings and Matisonn (2003), “organizational
chaos.”

One of the areas in which this was most evident was that of population registries.
Despite the panoptic ambitions of the apartheid government, the basic task of registration
was split between more than “a dozen discrete yet overlapping and duplicated population
registers” (Breckenridge 2005b: 276). The story was similar within welfare, where the
sector had been designated an “own affair” in 1984 for the respective racial houses of the
tricameral parliament. The peculiar result was “the creation of costly and duplicated

administrative structures, with 13 ‘national’ and 4 provincial head offices, plus another 3

+ For one analysis of South African bureaucracy, see Picard (2005).
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coordinating departments” (Lund 2008: 10-11). None of the ten ‘self-governing’ or
‘independent’ entities were geographically whole, but had instead been spatially
splintered (Lund 1996: 123). In the confusion of the 1980s, some of these administrative
entities moved forward with distinct welfare reform efforts while, at the same time, the
Pretoria government took steps toward harmonization.

At the time, it was not obvious how the new South Africa should administer the
welfare sector it had adopted and would subsequently expand. In the 1997 White Paper
on Social Welfare (RSA 1997) the new government defined a policy approach it deemed
“developmental welfare” which sought to reduce inequality and discrimination while
linking welfare to opportunities for wage income. However, the on-the-ground reality
began to emerge as a significant impediment to this vision. As the government began in
earnest to address the situation, it convened a series of national commissions of inquiry.
As Ashforth (1990) has shown, this form of official knowledge has influentially shaped the
politics of South Africa, and it has continued in the post-apartheid era (even if the results
differ from the pre-1994 era that is his focus). Beginning with the 1992 Mouton
Committee of Investigation into a Retirement Provision System in South Africa, no less
than four more major national commissions were convened between 1996 and 2000.°

Reflecting the politics of welfare, these were primarily concerned with improving
the delivery of social protection while reducing fraud and corruption in the system.
Although alternatives (such as significant delegation to the provinces) were at least
considered, these initiatives rather quickly coalesced around an understanding of the
problem as fragmentation that impeded service delivery and created the opportunity for
mischief. Increased uniformity required a process of standardization that, with time, was
enacted through the administrative centralization of social protection. In order to
lluminate the will to standardize that animates the biometric imaginary this chapter
traces the emergence of the standardization discourse. As we shall see, the issue of

identifying the recipients was at the forefront of these processes.

> These were the 1996 Chikane Committee for the Restructuring of Social Security, the 1996
Lund Committee on Child and Family Support, the 1998 Public Service Commission
Investigation into Social Security Services, and the 2002 Taylor Committee on Comprehensive
Social Security for South Africa.
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Chikane Committee
In early 1996, Frank Chikane, a special advisor to vice-president Thabo Mbeki, was

appointed to lead the Commattee for Restructuring of Social Security which was tasked with
investigating integration and improvements of the public welfare system. The report is
motivated by the disarray of governance in the 1990s and opens by stating that “the
delivery of social security is in crisis” (CRSS 1996: 5). Fragmentation into fourteen
separate systems, each with particular management, rules, and procedures, created the
opportunity for loopholes “which could easily be exploited by unscrupulous officials and
members of the public.” Of the R11.5 billion paid out to 2.8 million beneficiaries in
1995-1996, it is estimated that about ten percent is lost to fraud and corruption. As it
reports, “fraud and corruption are rampant as a consequence of a lack of systems, proper
internal controls, unduly complex legislation and department rules governing internal
disciplinary proceedings.” This malfeasance is said to “represent the greatest threat to the
programme” of welfare, requiring a “complete re-engineering” (23). While it mentioned
the possibility that some tasks could be decentralized, this potential was not the subject of
further detail; instead, the Committee focused on unifying and standardizing a national
system in which, as a result, it 1s believed that the detection of fraud would be easier. The
report also emphasized the need for “linkages with other systems be established such as
the Home Affairs, Population Registration System, other pension insurance funds, South
African Police Services (SAPS), Deeds Registry, the provincial financial control systems,
and post offices and banks” (6).6 Specific recommendations for the social security system
are offered, including a nationally organized system, a national human resources strategy,
a standardized and integrated management system, a ‘“national transverse information
system,” and regulatory simplifications. Thus, standardization was a task both within
social security and between other government programs.

The Chikane Committee was particularly concerned about the means of
identifying beneficiaries. Recall that at the end of apartheid, there existed various and
incomplete population registers; in many cases, individuals lacked identification
documents, especially those former citizens of the ‘independent’ territories. The will to

standardize deeply influenced how the Committee approached the issue of identification,

6 This interoperability between previously distinct databases is indicative of Garfinkel’s (2000)
thesis in Database Nation: The Death of Privacy in the 215 Century.
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particularly biometrics: “The benefits of a biometric system can only be reaped if there is
a uniform system for the country as a whole used by the Social Welfare and Home Affairs
departments” (44). They were deeply concerned that the Eastern Cape, Gauteng,
Northern Province, KwaZulu Natal and Mpumalanga were in various stages of issuing
biometric contracts, enrolling beneficiaries, and using the different proprietary systems for
delivery. They argued that a uniform system would allow duplicates to be identified, such
as individuals receiving grants in more than one province. “Without a national fingerprint
data-base [sic] this gives no assurance that the person is who they claim to be.” That is,
the Committee’s opposition to biometrics was not in principle — as some privacy
advocates would be — but rather in practice. It was concerned with the difficulty of a
creating a functioning system, noting that inaccuracies in the database would be difficult
to ferret out, and the amalgamation of different systems may compound the data integrity
problem. It noted that costs were likely to come down, so that rushed approaches would
undermine the goal of administrative affordability.

Furthermore, given the evidence available about the effectiveness of biometric
identification, the Chikane Committee expressed skepticism about their promised benefits
with regard to fraud and corruption. As early as 1993, welfare administrators in the Cape
Province had tested biometric identification to root out individuals receiving multiple
grants; yet, of the 190,000 recipients enrolled, the biometric system only highlighted
1,040 potential duplicates (those fingerprints deemed close enough to warrant suspicion).
When they further investigated 254 of those potential ‘double dippers,” only 32 were
found to be actual duplicates—the rest were simply similar fingerprints. The problem was
compounded by the cost of biometric identification: in the provinces where biometric
identification was being used, the cost was reportedly between R15 and R20 per month
per beneficiary, with “the biometric features costing at least half of that total.” In contrast,
the non-biometric identification system in Mpumalanga cost R6.50. In the Western
Cape, the biometric system was said to cost R1.9 million per month, compared to the
R 16,500 per month savings from identifying 32 duplicates.” According to the Committee,

“Biometric testing would have to identify and stop fraudulent payment in excess of 2

7 The general lack of objective cost and benefit analysis for biometrics has continued to this day
(and been noted globally by scholars [e.g. Magnet 2011; Gelb and Clark 2013]), even as the
technology is more widely adopted.
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percent of all claims to justi