
Panel 23.  The Social Life of DNA and Other Technoscientific Knowledge in Migration  
Convenor: Linda Pedersen & Disa Helander 

Thursday, August 13, 15.00-16.30 
 

Room: MA443 
 

Order Name  Affiliation  Title E-mail  
1  Mahmoud 

Keshavarz & Ab
dullah Moham
madi  

Uppsala Un
iversity   

Identification from Below: Limits of Forensics in the Search 
for Disappeared Migrants 

mahmoud.keshavarz@antro.u
u.se    

2  Disa Helander & 
Linda Berg  

Umeå Unive
rsity,   

The politics of knowledge in the use of DNA tests in family 
reunification 

disa.helander@umu.se    

3  Linda 
Pedersen   

King's Colle
ge London   

Governing Kinship through DNA: Epistemic Injustice and the 
Politics of Evidence 

linda.pedersen@kcl.ac.uk    

 

mailto:mahmoud.keshavarz@antro.uu.se
mailto:mahmoud.keshavarz@antro.uu.se
mailto:disa.helander@umu.se
mailto:linda.pedersen@kcl.ac.uk


Governing Kinship through DNA: Epistemic Injustice and the Politics of Evidence 

Linda  Pedersen 

King's College London 

In this paper, I examine how DNA evidence is evaluated and mobilised in migration governance, focusing on refugee family
reunion procedures within the UK Home Office. I ask how technoscientific evidence comes to shape determinations of family
relatedness and belonging, and what this reveals about the production and valuation of knowledge in migration decision-
making. My aim is to contribute to debates on the role of forensic and technoscientific tools in governing mobility by
foregrounding the epistemic injustice through which such evidence acquires authority.

My analysis is grounded in feminist technoscience studies and critical migration scholarship, and I draw explicitly on the
concept of epistemic injustice. I use this framework to examine how hierarchies of knowledge are produced in administrative
contexts, where applicants’ lived experiences and narratives of kinship may be marginalised or rendered less credible in
relation to technoscientific forms of evidence and interpretation. I argue that DNA testing does not simply verify biological
relatedness but also participates in structuring whose knowledge counts, under what conditions, and with what
consequences.

Methodologically, I draw on qualitative research conducted as part of an interdisciplinary project on DNA testing in migration
cases. My research design combines semi-structured interviews with migrant families, legal practitioners and forensic
experts, ethnographic observations at a UK-based DNA testing clinic, and analysis of policy documents and administrative
practices. This multi-sited approach allows me to trace how DNA evidence is produced, interpreted, and circulated across
legal, scientific, and bureaucratic settings.

My findings suggest that DNA evidence operates as a powerful but unstable form of authority. While it is often treated as
objective and decisive, its evidentiary value is shaped by institutional practices, varying levels of expertise, and differing
interpretative frameworks. At the same time, applicants may experience epistemic injustice when their accounts of family life
are discounted or when they are unable to meaningfully engage with the scientific evidence used in their cases. I also show
how legal practitioners and advocates work to translate, challenge, and strategically mobilise DNA evidence within these
constraints.



The politics of knowledge in the use of DNA tests in family reunification 

Disa Helander 

Umeå University, Sweden 

Knowledge has become a central object of contestation in migration control. As part of a culture of suspicion against
migrants, how to ‘know’ who people are and whether they meet the criteria for residence permits have become key concerns
for migration authorities. As part of family reunification proceedings, DNA testing is sometimes used for these purposes
(Heinemann & Lemke 2016; Helander 2023). Previous research has shown that when DNA tests are used as part of migration
control, it is ascribed high evidentiary value and as the “truth” about relationships. In this paper I explore how DNA testing is
ascribed such status of infallibility, the knowledge-political consequences of such understandings of DNA analyses, as well as
how we as migration scholars may contribute to a critical unpacking of often uncontested and taken-for-granted knowledge
claims. The paper analyses the use of DNA testing in Swedish migration control and builds on interviews with staff at the
migration authorities, laboratories, migration lawyers and people who have applied for reunification, collected as part of a
study carried out 2017-2023. Theoretically I draw on a combination of concepts from feminist science and technology
studies (STS), discourse theory and feminist postcolonial theory. I argue that the use of DNA tests enacts family,
relationships, migrants and knowledge in ways that have consequences far beyond migration control as well as more directly
for who is granted reunification. Further, I argue that there is an ongoing “epistemic struggle” between different knowledges
– of which DNA testing is merely one – in the realm of migration control, even if such struggles are often largely
unacknowledged when it comes to DNA testing and other highly technoscientific forms of knowledge. There is a
hierarchisation of knowledges whereby in practice, DNA analyses largely override any other ways of knowing. I approach
DNA analyses as technologies that – just as other technologies and forms of knowledge production – are situated and entail
decisions and simplifications. I argue that doing so becomes a way of bringing epistemic questions of how we know into the
analysis of the workings of migration control and its consequence. As such, this paper analyses the knowledge politics of
migration control in a Swedish context and suggests some ways in which its current epistemic-political consequences might
be understood and challenged.
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Identification from Below: Limits of Forensics in the Search for Disappeared
Migrants 

Mahmoud Keshavarz 

Uppsala University 

Migrant disappearances en route to Europe are not isolated or accidental events but are politically produced through illegalized
and racialized mobility regimes and what can be understood as organized abandonment: state inaction and selective protection
that render certain losses administratively negligible. Once migrants disappear, the attention that surveils and governs their
journeys often recedes, and the labor of searching, tracing, and identifying the disappeared is displaced onto families and
activists. Yet this long and costly work is primarily recognized only by states when it is translated into dominant medico-
juridical forms of proof—above all, DNA tracing and post-mortem data—mobilized by institutions that are frequently absent
or reluctant in the search itself. Families are thus compelled to speak the medico-juridical language of forensics to make
claims legible. This shift extends border violence beyond the moment of crossing, dispersing its harms across other
geographies, relationships, and communities. The paper asks how disappeared migrants can “reappear” beyond dominant
forensic regimes, or when their authority forecloses other ways of knowing.

The paper’s aim is twofold: first, to analyze the limits of medico‑juridical identification practices—particularly those centered
on DNA tracing and post‑mortem protocols—in contexts of migrant disappearance; and second, to foreground alternative
practices of tracing and identification developed “from below” by families, activists, and civil‑society actors. Theoretically, it
draws on anthropological theories of personhood and the body, critical border studies, and particularly “from below”
approaches, and feminist technoscience studies to conceptualize forensics as a hegemonic regime of evidentiary authority that
produces hierarchies of knowledge, credibility, and recognition.

Empirically, the paper is based on ongoing multi‑sited ethnographic fieldwork among families of disappeared migrants, activist
initiatives, and humanitarian organizations in Europe. Methodologically, the study combines interviews, ethnographic
observation, and the tracing of documents, archives, and digital materials mobilized in search‑and‑identification efforts.

Expected findings (based on emerging analysis) indicate a profound mismatch between DNA-centered protocols and the
conditions of migrant disappearance. Unlike contexts such as post-dictatorship Argentina, where identification infrastructures
have often relied on recovered bodies and relatively accessible kin networks, in migratory contexts, bodies are frequently not
recovered, while kinship and social networks are dispersed across borders by migration histories and visa regimes,
complicating reference sampling and bureaucratic coordination. At the same time, families and activists mobilize other forms
of knowledge, such as survivor testimony from co-travelers, family-held digital traces (messages, photographs, voice notes),
situated memories of last contact, and political mobilizations such as commemoration events. However, these carry little
juridical weight. Nevertheless, such practices operate as vernacular forensic methods: reconstructing social relations,
sustaining presence through care and memory work, and producing counter‑archives that contest official epistemic regimes
of identification.

The paper contributes to Nordic migration research by engaging debates on the expanding reliance on technoscientific
evidence in humanitarian and state responses to migration, and by showing how families and civil‑society actors across
Europe–including in Nordic institutional and humanitarian settings–negotiate, challenge, and supplement forensic regimes in
the aftermath of border violence.
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