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Throughout 2020, the Boston Consortium for Arab Region Studies will release a series 
of bulletins examining how citizenship is located at the nexus of several overlapping issues related 

to displacement, human rights, and the role of civil society in the Arab Region. 
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Millions of citizens across the Arab 
Region are increasingly excluded 
from exercising their basic human 
and civil rights, whether they 
remain in the national home or 
are seeking refuge outside their 
state borders. 

As part of this “Citizenship in 
Context” series, the BCARS Bul-
letin will examine how the crisis of 
citizenship is located at the nexus 
of several overlapping issues related 
to displacement, human rights, 

Introduction

and the role of civil society in 
states where citizenship rights are 
in jeopardy.1 

BCARS is utilizing citizenship 
as a lens through which to assess 
these issues, deepening the under-
standing of the current situation 
for individuals whose citizenship 
rights are threatened. 

While our focus is on the Arab 
Region, these issues and questions 
are global in nature.
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Citizenship and nationality are used interchangeably in popular usage, and this bulletin will use them interchangeably. However, they are not the 
same concepts. As a legal matter, ‘nationality’ is defined under international law as a particular legal relationship with a state, and membership in a 
state. This has specific content that has been given authoritative interpretation by the international courts. In contrast, citizenship is defined solely 
as a matter of domestic law: however a state defines who is or can be a citizen of that state is within its discretion, provided it does not violate certain 
fundamental norms of international law. A stateless person is one who is not considered a national by any state under the operation of its (domestic) 
law. In many Arab states, however, including Jordan, the distinction between nationality and citizenship is not so clear, as they have not adopted the 
treaty norms that clarify the distinctions.
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Jordan has been a haven for dif-
ferent groups fleeing persecution 
throughout history, and for several 
decades has been hosting prolonged 
refugee populations. 

With a population of roughly 10 
million, a majority of people resid-
ing in Jordan today have a different 
country of origin. Palestinian refu-
gees arrived in the country in 1948, 
again after 1967, and continue to 
arrive as their displacement remains 
ongoing. Iraqis came to Jordan in 
the wake of the first Gulf War, and 

again as a consequence of the U.S. 
invasion in 2003. Most recently, 
Syrian, Sudanese, and Yemeni 
refugees have also sought safety in 
the Hashemite Kingdom. As these 
populations grow, so too does the 
presence of migrant workers from 
various African and Southeast 
Asian countries. 

As refugee flows within the Middle 
East have become more protracted, 
the lines of modern citizenship 
have become blurred, creating 
a “pseudo-citizenry,2” in which 

refugees experience uncertain 
status, minimal access to residency 
in the host states in which they are 
living for long periods of time, and 
precarious access to basic rights. 

The problems of status verifica-
tion are not confined to Jordan’s 
refugee populations, however; 
certain national Jordanian popu-
lations also face barriers to access 
to status verification and also have 
great difficulties in obtaining basic 
rights and services.

I.
Citizenship in Context: Jordan 

Sanyal, p. 639. UNHCR defines a protracted refugee situation as one in which 25,000 or more refugees have been in exile for five years or longer in a 
given asylum country. However, in the last decade, protracted refugee situations have steadily increased in longevity, with 29 such situations currently 
lasting up to 19 years, 13 protracted situations lasting up to 34 years, and 7 currently lasting up to 47 years. (See UNHCR statistics).
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Mansour-Ille et. al, p. 23.3

Similar to the problems BCARS 
and its partners have documented 
in Lebanon, possibly thousands of 
persons who are Jordanian na-
tionals are unable to perfect their 
citizenship. 

This Bulletin will examine issues of 
citizenship, status verification, and 
the challenges for Jordan’s diverse 
populations seeking documenta-
tion in order to access services and 
protections in the country. The 
Bulletin will explore: 

Which populations have access 
to citizenship status, and how is 
the ability to perfect citizenship 
influenced by political notions of 
‘nationality’ and class rather than 
legally-defined criteria for who is 
entitled to citizenship?

What are the consequences for 
different populations residing in 
Jordan of being unable to ac-
cess citizenship? What unique 
challenges in trying to obtain or 
perfect citizenship do different 
populations face? 

How to laws and policies in Jordan 
perpetuate these problems?

How, if at all, are these issues 
being addressed? 

Insights for this Bulletin are 
largely a result of the Workshop on 
Documentation and Status Vul-
nerabilities in Jordan, organized by 
the Arab Renaissance for Democ-
racy and Development (ARDD), 
Boston University School of Law’s 

International Human Rights 
Clinic (IHRC), and the Boston 
Consortium for Arab Region 
Studies, and held in Amman, 
Jordan, November 24, 2019.

The workshop included represen-
tatives from local organizations 
in Amman and across Jordan, 
as well as leading international 
organizations working on issues of 
documentation and deprivation of 
citizenship rights in Jordan. 

The authors thank all the partic-
ipants for their valuable insights 
and important ongoing work 
raising awareness on these issues.

“

“

For most of its existence as an independent state, 
Jordan has been a major refugee-hosting country. 

This has significantly altered its demographic composition 
and heavily influenced its political history, culture and 
identity… Jordan has historically been one of the most 

open countries towards Arab forced migrants….
[however] despite this rich history of welcome, in recent 

years policies towards refugees have become 
increasingly restrictive and securitized.3

•

•

•

•

I.
Citizenship in Context: Jordan 

https://ardd-jo.org/
https://ardd-jo.org/
https://www.bu.edu/law/current-students/jd-student-resources/experiential-learning/clinics/international-human-rights-clinic/
https://www.bu.edu/law/current-students/jd-student-resources/experiential-learning/clinics/international-human-rights-clinic/
https://www.bcars-global.org/
https://www.bcars-global.org/
https://www.bcars-global.org/
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Personal documentation is essen-
tial to daily life in Jordan; it helps 
guarantee access to essential goods 
and services, and to government 
protection. Furthermore, in refugee 
contexts, registration and documen-
tation play essential roles in pro-
viding humanitarian assistance and 
helping guarantee legal protection 
including resettlement. 

In Jordan, a country that has 
hosted refugees and migrants from 
many countries over time, birth 
and marriage registration policies 
for refugees, in addition to the vital 
records laws for Jordanian citizens, 
have been implemented to guaran-
tee the rule of law and access 
to justice. 

The benefits of citizenship are clear: 
the recognition of belonging to a 
national population brings with it 
rights and obligations, including all 
the core services of housing, health-
care and education that states must 
provide their citizens. However, 
the consequences of non-citizenship 
vary from group to group and have 

an impact at both national and in-
ternational levels. As such, non-cit-
izenship in Jordan has significant 
consequences outside of Jordan, 
particularly when non-citizenship 
results in statelessness. 

In Jordan, the consequences of 
statelessness vary from within and 
among different refugee popu-
lations. The consequences of an 
inability to perfect citizenship 
in Jordan also vary from within 
and among different non-refugee 
populations.4 

Furthermore, within the refugee 
groups residing in Jordan, there 
are different categories of individ-
uals ( grouped and sub-grouped 
by different countries of origin ) 
that have varying levels of access 
to rights and protections within 
the country. Amongst Palestinians 
living in Jordan, for example, there 
are various categories of rights and 
statuses primarily based on when 
an individual [ or his/her family ] 
arrived in Jordan and from where. 

II.
The Importance of Documentation and the Situation in Jordan

For example, Palestinian refugees 
who arrived from the Gaza Strip in 
the aftermath of the 1967 War do 
not have Jordanian nationality or 
access to the rights that accompa-
ny that status. Other Palestinians, 
in contrast, enjoy legal citizenship 
status.5 

Syrians and Iraqis experience 
varying levels of access to rights in 
Jordan, and are subject to differ-
ent rights of residency, work, and 
mobility based on their nationali-
ties and whether or not they have 
a Ministry of Interior Service card 
( MOI card ). Classified by the 
Jordanian government as “guests,” 
legal residency in Jordan for Iraqis 
is often tied to individual financial 
means.6 

Frost and Shteiwi, “Syrian refugees and citizenship,” in The Middle East in Transition, p. 294.
Frost, “Brief on Citizenship,” p. 3-4.
Sheldon, “Nationality, Class, and Iraqi Migrants in Jordan.”

4
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Iraqis without sufficient financial 
means face restricted access to 
services like health and education, 
as well as to humanitarian aid and 
employment. Syrians face similar 
struggles, but have also benefited 
from formalized opportunities for 
employment inaccessible to other 
refugee groups.7 

These examples highlight how ref-
ugees from different nationalities, 
and even categories within those 
nationalities, have varying experi-
ences accessing rights and services 
in Jordan. 

While Syrians, Iraqis, and Palestin-
ians represent the majority of refu-
gees in Jordan, refugees from other 
countries like Sudan and Yemen are 
also residing there and face similar, 
and often greater, challenges in 
accessing rights and services. 

Aside from refugees, ‘national’ Jor-
danian populations also lack access 
to rights and protections in Jordan. 
Bedouin populations exist largely 
outside the governing authority of 
the state, certain Bedouin groups 

are unable to perfect their citizenship 
status. 
Due to Jordan’s discriminatory 
nationality laws ( discussed further 
below ), children born to Jordanian 
mothers and foreign fathers cannot 
become Jordanian citizens. Chil-
dren born in Jordan of non-national 
parents who cannot obtain their 
parents’ foreign citizenship also 
struggle to gain full access to rights 
and services due to discriminatory 
nationality laws. 

It is important for policymakers, 
NGOs, and the Jordanian govern-
ment to consider these non-citizen 
populations, particularly protracted 
refugees. Currently, these individuals 
have limited rights in Jordan and 
therefore are unable to develop their 
human and economic potential, 
which can hurt Jordan’s economy or 
potentially foster illicit activities.8

In many cases, a lack of govern-
ment-approved documentation is 
cited as the reason for this lack of 
access. There are a wide range of rea-
sons that individuals are unable to 
access documentation to prove their 

II.
Drivers of Statelessness & the Impact of Imperfect Citizenship

status, but inability to obtain vital 
records, record births, marriages 
or divorces, are all linked to the 
inability to perfect residency or 
citizenship—and these problems 
exist across different nationalities, 
classes, and gender. 

Poverty or lack of financial means 
presents a barrier for many, as does 
a lack of awareness about docu-
mentation processes or misinfor-
mation around the necessary steps 
to obtain proper documentation. 
For refugees specifically, docu-
ments that have been lost, dam-
aged, or left behind can become 
a major hurdle, and can result in 
attempts to utilize falsified docu-
ments that further complicate the 
process. 

Additionally, a lack of docu-
mentation can lead to increased 
risk of early marriage, partic-
ularly amongst refugee girls. 
Gender-based violence and early 
marriage can affect status and 
documentation for women and 
their children, depending on the 
nationality of the spouse. 

For more information about Jordan’s work permit program, see BCARS Report, “The Work Permit Initiative for Syrian Refugees in Jordan: 
Implications for Policy and Practice” and for more information about how non-Syrian refugees cannot access formal work, refer to Refugees 
International’s report, “Out of reach: Legal work still inaccessible to refugees in Jordan,” https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/out-reach-le-
gal-work-still-inaccessible-refugees-jordan. 
Frost and Shteiwi, p. 292.

7

8

https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/out-reach-legal-work-still-inaccessible-refugees-jordan
https://reliefweb.int/report/jordan/out-reach-legal-work-still-inaccessible-refugees-jordan
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While it may be tempting to con-
sider only the logistical or financial 
barriers to obtaining proper docu-
mentation, structural and institu-
tional phenomena also play 
a critical role. 

Finally, it should be noted that the 
situation in Jordan for those unable 
to obtain documentation or a 
legally recognized status reflects its 
colonial legacy. 

II.
Drivers of Statelessness & the Impact of Imperfect Citizenship

Prior to the modern day conflicts 
driving current migration trends, 
colonial-era policies cultivated some 
of the ethnic and cultural divisions 
that persist to this day, and played 
a role in institutionalizing and per-
petuating dispossession of certain 
groups from the national fabric. 

These dynamics continue to shape 
how conceptions of citizenship and 
access to rights are approached in 
Jordan and across the Middle East. 
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III.
Key Issues Impacting Access to Rights and Services 

The key issues influencing access 
to citizenship rights in Jordan 
include, but are not limited to: 
1) gender discrimination in 
nationality laws which prevent Jor-
danian women from passing their 
nationality ( and accompanying 
rights in Jordan ) to non-national 
spouses and their children, 2) na-
tionality rights for children, an is-
sue directly tied to the gender dis-
crimination in Jordan’s nationality 
laws, and 3) issues surrounding 
civil registration processes, which 
in Jordan are heavily bureaucratic 
and politicized. 

Additionally, there are specific pol-
icies and practices creating chal-
lenges for refugees and migrants 
in accessing citizenship and social 
services that intersect with these 
three arenas.

Gender Discrimination in 
Nationality Law 
Jordanian law permits nationality 
to be passed to spouses or children 
only through the male line. The 
law discriminates against Jorda-
nian women by not permitting 

them to pass their citizenship to 
their children or their non-na-
tional spouses as Jordanian men 
can. This gender-discriminatory 
law violates both international 
human rights law, and the Jorda-
nian constitution,9 which requires 
equality and non-discrimination 
in its laws. However, challenges to 
the gender-discriminatory nation-
ality law have been resisted due 
to the government’s demographic 
fears, which drive decisions around 
citizenship status in Jordan. 

This issue is particularly sensitive 
and salient with regard to Jordan’s 
refugee populations, specifically 
Palestinians and Jordanians of 
Palestinian descent. According to 
government estimates, up to 62% 
of Jordanian women married to 
non-national spouses are married 
to Palestinians. In these cases, 
passing their citizenship to their 
children would nationalize roughly 
2222,500 children, which govern-
ment officials claim would hurt the 
Palestinian cause, and reinforce 
arguments for right-wing Israeli 
claims that Jordan “is Palestine.”10 

Human Rights Watch, “Q&A: Status of Non-Citizen Children of Jordanian Mothers.”
Frost, “Patriots Without Passports.”  
King Hussein Foundation Information and Research Center, “Reversing the Gender Bias Against Jordanian Women Married to Foreigners.”

9

10

11

There are also arguments that na-
tionalizing foreign spouses of Jor-
danian women and their children 
would be a significant burden on 
Jordan’s budget, as it would create 
increased costs in the healthcare 
and education sectors. 

At the same time, the Kingdom 
would lose the revenue associat-
ed with non-nationals renewing 
various identification and resi-
dency documents. However, a 
study commissioned by the King 
Hussein Foundation’s Information 
and Research Center found to the 
contrary, concluding that grant-
ing economic and social rights to 
non-national spouses and children 
would increase tax revenues, con-
sumption, and economic produc-
tivity.11 

Furthermore, participants in the 
workshop in Amman highlighted 
more nuanced issues that these 
gender discriminatory laws present 
for Jordanian women, such as 
those faced by Jordanian widows 
struggling to access social security 
and military benefits.
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The existence of these laws has led 
to local activism, as well as national 
campaigns led by Jordan’s National 
Commission for Women, joining 
in calls to amend the law. Despite 
these efforts, changing the nation-
ality law seems unlikely in the near 
future. Meanwhile, thousands of 
families are bearing the weight of 
discriminatory policies in varying 
and less well-understood ways. 

Some women have reported that 
their children have attempted sui-
cide due to feelings of hopelessness 
and their lack of rights in a country 
they consider “home.” Other wom-
en have tried to abort pregnancies 
to avoid having another child who 
is denied basic citizenship rights. 

Ultimately, although the domestic 
laws remain discriminatory towards 
Jordanian women, the country is 
“required to exercise its power over 
people’s lives in accordance with 
its obligations under international 
law, which require Jordan to not 
discriminate against women.”

Furthermore, participants in the 
workshop in Amman highlighted 
more nuanced issues that these 
gender discriminatory laws present 
for Jordanian women, such as 
those faced by Jordanian widows 
struggling to access social security 
and military benefits. The exis-
tence of these laws has led to local 
activism, as well as national cam-
paigns led by Jordan’s National 
Commission for Women, joining 
in calls to amend the law. 

Despite these efforts, changing the 
nationality law seems unlikely in 
the near future. Meanwhile, thou-
sands of families are bearing the 
weight of discriminatory policies 
in varying and less well-under-
stood ways. Some women have 
reported that their children have 
attempted suicide due to feelings 
of hopelessness and their lack of 
rights in a country they consider 
“home.” Other women have tried 
to abort pregnancies to avoid 
having another child who is denied 
basic citizenship rights.12 

Ultimately, although the domes-
tic laws remain discriminatory 
towards Jordanian women, the 
country is “required to exercise its 
power over people’s lives in accor-
dance with its obligations under 
international law, which require 
Jordan to not discriminate against 
women.”13 

A Child’s Right to Nationality
As previously noted, “Jordanian 
women cannot pass their citizen-
ship onto their children or spouses, 
while Jordanian men can pass 
theirs onto four wives. This policy 
leaves the children of Jordanian 
women married to non-Jordanians 
with limited access to public edu-
cation, healthcare, and jobs.”14   

Many children affected by these 
policies are born and raised in 
Jordan and know no other home. 
However, since the government 
treats them as foreign nationals, 
they hold no permanent residency 
rights or right to employment in 
the country. 

III.
Key Issues Impacting Access to Rights and Services 

Frost, “Patriots Without Passports.”  
Human Rights Watch, “Q&A.” 
Frost, “Patriots Without Passports.” 

12

13

14
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This drastically affects their ability 
to access healthcare and education, 
restricts their mobility, and in some 
cases even limits their ability to 
own property.15 Additionally, they 
face many financial and bureaucrat-
ic hurdles in attempts to complete 
everyday tasks, such accessing 
government services, investing, 
and applying for driver’s licenses.

Jordan has obligations under both 
its constitution and international 
law not to discriminate against 
women as well as children. The Jor-
danian Constitution and the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, to which Jordan is a party, 
require it to guarantee and protect 
children’s rights to life, education, 
social participation and to citizen-
ship if they are born in Jordan and 
have no other nationality. 

Currently, children born to Jorda-
nian women and non-national men 
do not enjoy these rights to their 
fullest extent, and Jordan’s domes-
tic policy should comply with its 
international obligations. 

Complex Civil Registration 
Processes
Jordan’s political interests, demo-
graphic concerns, limited financial 
resources, and concerns about state 
security are born out in its bureau-
cratic civil registration policies. As 
highlighted in previous sections of 
this report, the categorization of 
individuals, largely due to nation-
ality, creates inequalities in the 
distribution of rights. The intrica-
cies of these processes have created 
a situation wherein some groups of 
people are excluded from citizen-
ship privileges in Jordan, despite 
having citizenship status. 

This “categorization as governing 
politics” creates groups of “un-
derprivileged citizens” ( such as 
the different rights and services 
afforded Jordanians of Palestinian 
descent discussed earlier ) as well 
as groups of refugees, who despite 
having government issued MOI 
cards and official refugee status, 
lack access to healthcare, educa-
tion, and employment. 

These disparities based on cate-
gorization are systemic, notwith-
standing Jordan’s commitment to 
provide those services to refugees 
residing in the country. 

Documentation of legal residency 
status is particularly urgent, and 
also challenging to obtain, for 
all refugee populations. Refugee 
communities lack awareness about 
how to obtain required docu-
ments. The processes for issuing 
and registering documents fre-
quently change without adequate 
notice. Individuals often receive 
misinformation from within and 
outside their communities, and are 
influenced by practices they bring 
with them from their countries 
of origin about how records and 
documents are obtained, verified 
and registered. 

Additionally, the general violence 
or destruction in refugees’ coun-
tries of origin results in many of 
their identifying documents being 
destroyed or left behind. 

III.
Key Issues Impacting Access to Rights and Services 

 Human Rights Watch, “Q&A.”  15
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All these issues present major 
hurdles to the ability of entire 
communities to obtain the proper 
documents for residency, let alone 
access to citizenship procedures.

Refugees who are unable to ob-
tain proper identification or other 
civil documents in Jordan can lose 
marital rights ( if they have no rec-
ognized marriage certificate ) and 
become stateless ( if they have no 
proper documentation upon return 
to their countries of origin ). The 
consequences of having unregis-
tered marriages are far-reaching 
and deeply problematic: children of 
such parents will also lack docu-

mentation, and these families can 
face steep penalties as well as social 
stigma. Families without valid 
documents are forced to obtain 
forged or false documents, which 
make individuals more vulner-
able and more likely to work in 
unregulated and possibly abusive 
environments. 

The Jordanian government and 
UNHCR have implemented 
several commendable strategies 
to mitigate risks associated with 
civil registration ( or a lack of 
documents ) for refugees. The 
government has exempted some 
refugees from fines associated with 

unregistered marriages, and has 
implemented various strategies 
to encourage refugees to register 
and document their children. The 
government’s placement of civil 
registry officers in refugee camps 
has helped bring legal solutions to 
people who cannot travel outside 
the camps. It has also established 
special committees devoted to 
dealing with falsified documents, 
and issued ‘amnesties’ to lift fines 
and penalties for fraudulent doc-
uments. These efforts have led to 
issuing valid documents and reg-
istering many refugees, who were 
unable to secure legal status. 

III.
Key Issues Impacting Access to Rights and Services 
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Proper documentation for refugees 
in Jordan is more relevant than 
ever for Syrians who plan to return. 
The Syrian Embassy will rely on 
documents issued in Jordan to 
re-issue passports, marriage and 
birth certificates, and other identi-
fying documents for Syrians who 
will return to Syria. Jordanian and 
Syrian cooperation in processing 
documentation are essential in 
allowing Syrian refugees to exercise 
their right to return, as well as in 
the effort to reduce the risk of state-
lessness among this population. 

Despite these efforts, burdensome 
registration requirements, fees asso-
ciated with residency and employ-
ment permits, and lack of awareness 

of Jordan’s registration systems all 
create logistical challenges for ref-
ugees and others in Jordan. In an 
effort to develop the human and 
professional capital of its citizens 
and those it’s hosting, Jordan must 
build on its current efforts to ex-
pand its documentation efforts and 
make its civil registration processes 
more accessible to refugees. 

The issues surrounding Jordan’s 
gender discriminatory nationality 
law, the rights of children in Jor-
dan to a nationality, and the issues 
with civil registration ( for Jordani-
ans and refugees ) are inter-related. 
Regardless of nationality, peo-
ple residing in Jordan are being 
prevented from accessing basic 

residency, social, and economic 
rights, and Jordan’s policies ( as 
well as the history and politics 
governing them ) are reinforcing 
inequalities in access to rights and 
services amongst its diverse pop-
ulation. Long-term, creative, and 
comprehensive solutions must be 
generated to address these nuanced 
challenges. 

However, Jordan’s financial re-
sources are already stretched thin, 
and there is a lack of political will 
to further expand access to rights 
and services for refugees in the 
country. So what can be done?

III.
Key Issues Impacting Access to Rights and Services 
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Citizen and non-citizen groups in 
Jordan can and do share overlap-
ping conceptions of membership 
and identity.16 Components of 
citizenship, including legal status, 
de jure rights, de facto rights, and a 
sense of belonging to a state, are all 
important.17 However, in Jordan, 
host to so many non-citizens, se-
curing de facto economic and social 
rights for longstanding residents, 
regardless of citizenship status, 
should be a priority for those with 
the power to make change. 

Several key actions can be taken in 
order to expand access to rights and 
services across Jordan’s population 
with Jordan’s political and security 
interests in mind. 

Advocate for constitutional 
and legislative amendments 
that affirm gender equality:
Jordan’s National Commission for 
Women, local activists, and inter-
national actors have already built 
a strong coalition advocating for 
amendments to Jordan’s domestic 
law, and have made some gains on 

paper, such as the government’s 
decision to issue special identifica-
tion cards for non-citizen children. 
Still, women and non-citizen 
children face barriers in accessing 
employment opportunities, public 
healthcare, public education, 
property ownership, investment 
opportunities, and driver’s licens-
es.18 Civil society must continue to 
build momentum to ensure that 
the country’s nationality laws are 
amended to end gender discrim-
ination and implement increased 
rights for non-citizen children. 

Consider development of 
permanent residency status: 
An option to extend permanent 
residency, or extend the period 
between residency renewals, as 
well as a reconceptualization of the 
rights that would accompany that 
status, to more of Jordan’s residents 
( namely non-citizen children and 
different groups of refugees ) would 
decrease the financial burdens 
associated with residency renewals 
and allow for improved social and 
professional assimilation. 

Overall, residency reform would 
lead to better development of hu-
man capital, and increase potential 
for long-term economic growth for 
those currently burdened by the 
bureaucratic processes associated 
with applying for residency. 

Create clearer pathways to 
legal status for citizens and 
non-citizens: The Jordanian gov-
ernment, UNHCR and its part-
ners should be pressured to create 
clearer pathways to legal status by: 
raising awareness around docu-
mentation processes; providing 
legal assistance in refugee camps 
and urban centers where refugees 
reside; raising awareness around 
the importance of obtaining gov-
ernment approved documentation 
and sequencing ( marriage certifi-
cates before birth certificates, for 
example ); updating communities 
about changing requirements; and 
continuing to offer exemptions 
from fines and penalties associated 
with a lack of documentation or 
false documents. 

IV.
Key Recommendations & Ways Forward

For a more in-depth discussion of Jordanian and non-citizen conceptualizations of citizenship, see the Refugees in Towns report, “Citizens 
of Somewhere,” https://www.refugeesintowns.org/amman.
Frost, “Brief on Citizenship,” p. 4
Human Rights Watch, “I Just Want Him to Live Like Other Jordanians.”

16

17

18

https://www.refugeesintowns.org/amman
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Develop long-term, creative 
solutions that challenge the 
status quo: Currently, the defi-
nition of a citizen in Jordan is 
highly politicized and influenced 
by demographic, economic, and 
security concerns. Extending 
access to permanent residency, to 
a recognized refugee status, and to 
a legal migrant status that entitles 
such persons to access to social and 
economic rights like healthcare, ed-
ucation, and employment is crucial 
to fill in the gap left by restriction-
ist citizenship / nationality laws. 

Allowing non-citizens expanded 
rights so they can survive is crit-
ical, not only for Jordan in the 
short-to-medium term, but for ref-
ugee populations who may one day 
return to their countries of origin. 

The government of Jordan has suc-
cessfully worked with UNHCR to 
secure access to rights and services 
for refugees throughout history. 
However, as refugees’ stays in Jor-
dan remain protracted, new models 
that further secure access to rights 
and services are needed. 

IV.
Key Recommendations & Ways Forward
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The ability to be ‘documented’ 
in a way that gives a legal status 
and access to essential rights and 
privileges is intrinsically related to 
an individual’s dignity, respect, and 
sense of belonging. Non-citizen 
residents of Jordan and refugees 
deserve dignity and respect like 
any other human being, and as 
their stays in the Kingdom become 
more and more protracted, they are 
entitled to ‘belong’ to the national 
community. 

The government of Jordan, NGOs, 
and the international community 
must work together to increase 
access to rights and services for 

all who live within the country’s 
borders, and the longer the indi-
vidual remains in the country, to 
a pathway to permanent residency 
and citizenship. 

Notions of citizenship and its 
accompanying rights are also 
relevant for residents who are not 
necessarily citizens, as the case of 
Jordan makes clear.19 Rather than 
tying access to rights and services 
to a particular status or nationali-
ty, policymakers should be ensur-
ing that humanitarian assistance 
will be made available to all who 
need it. 

Government, non-government and 
other stakeholders need to work 
more closely together to resolve 
the new and complex challenges 
Jordan faces in providing basic 
services to both national and refu-
gee communities without access to 
residence or citizenship status. 

BCARS will continue to examine 
where inroads can be made to 
strengthen these efforts with its 
research and policy analysis. As 
always, we welcome your feedback 
and opportunities for collabora-
tion.

V.
Conclusion

Frost and Shteiwi, p. 294. 19



citizenship in context: jordan
bulletin april 2020

16

principal author

Allyson Hawkins
BCARS Assistant Director

Special thanks to Susan Akram 
for her generous comments and 
feedback.

design by 
Charlotte von Hardenburgh

bcars bulletin managing editor 
Denis J. Sullivan

Sharing is encouraged, but please 
give credit and let us know: 
www.bcars-global.org

resources 

Frost, Lillian. “Brief on Citizen-
ship.” Brief Prepared for June 2019 
Workshop ‘Vicious Cycles: Toward 
a Research Agenda on Return and 
Repeat Displacement.’ December 
2019. https://drive.google.com/
file/d/1Ardz7MpZGaUoc9YXSZ-
l4TPVv8-lyFitu/view. 

Frost, Lillian. “Patriots Without 
Passports.” American Center of 
Oriental Research. January 18, 
2018. https://www.acorjordan.
org/2018/01/18/patriots-with-
out-passports/. 
Frost, Lillian and Musa Shteiwi. 
“Syrian refugees and citizenship.” 
The Middle East in Transition: The 
Centrality of Citizenship. Eds. Nils 
A. Butenschøn and Roel Meijer. 
Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar 
Publishing, 2018. 292-315. 

Human Rights Watch. “‘I Just 
Want Him to Live Like Other Jor-
danians’: Treatment of Non-Citi-
zen Children of Jordanian Moth-
ers.” April 24, 2018. https://www.
hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-
want-him-live-other-jordanians/
treatment-non-citizen-children-jor-
danian. 

Human Rights Watch. “Q&A: 
Status of Non-Citizen Chil-
dren of Jordanian Mothers.” 
May 1, 2018. https://www.hrw.
org/news/2018/05/01/qa-sta-
tus-non-citizen-children-jordani-
an-mothers. 

King Hussein Foundation Infor-
mation and Research Center. “Re-
versing the Gender Bias Against 
Jordanian Women Married to 
Foreigners.” 2011. http://irckhf.
org/en/project/reversing-gender-bi-
as-against-jordanian-women-mar-
ried-foreigners.

Mansour-Ille, Dina, Simone 
Haysom, Sebastian Ille, and Jessica 
Hagen-Zanker. “Jordan: Between 
the making of a nation and the 
politics of living.” Humanitarian 
Policy Group Working Paper. De-
cember, 2018. 
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.
org.uk/files/resource-docu-
ments/12541.pdf

Sanyal, Romola. “Refugees and 
the City: An Urban Discussion.” 
Geography Compass, Vol. 6, Issue 
11, November 2012. 633-644. 

Sheldon, Zachary. “Nationality, 
Class, and Iraqi Migrants in Jor-
dan.” American Center for Oriental 
Research. January 2, 2018. https://
www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/02/
nationality-class-iraqi-mi-
grants-jordan/.

http://www.bcars-global.org
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ardz7MpZGaUoc9YXSZl4TPVv8-lyFitu/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ardz7MpZGaUoc9YXSZl4TPVv8-lyFitu/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ardz7MpZGaUoc9YXSZl4TPVv8-lyFitu/view
 https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/18/patriots-without-passports/
 https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/18/patriots-without-passports/
 https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/18/patriots-without-passports/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-citizen-children-jordanian
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-citizen-children-jordanian
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-citizen-children-jordanian
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-citizen-children-jordanian
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/24/i-just-want-him-live-other-jordanians/treatment-non-citizen-children-jordanian
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/01/qa-status-non-citizen-children-jordanian-mothers
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/01/qa-status-non-citizen-children-jordanian-mothers
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/01/qa-status-non-citizen-children-jordanian-mothers
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/01/qa-status-non-citizen-children-jordanian-mothers
http://irckhf.org/en/project/reversing-gender-bias-against-jordanian-women-married-foreigners
http://irckhf.org/en/project/reversing-gender-bias-against-jordanian-women-married-foreigners
http://irckhf.org/en/project/reversing-gender-bias-against-jordanian-women-married-foreigners
http://irckhf.org/en/project/reversing-gender-bias-against-jordanian-women-married-foreigners
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12541.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12541.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12541.pdf
https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/02/nationality-class-iraqi-migrants-jordan/
https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/02/nationality-class-iraqi-migrants-jordan/
https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/02/nationality-class-iraqi-migrants-jordan/
https://www.acorjordan.org/2018/01/02/nationality-class-iraqi-migrants-jordan/
https://www.facebook.com/BCARSglobal/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/bcars/
https://twitter.com/bcars_boston?lang=en

