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Stolen citizenship* 

Laura van Waas 

Introduction 

Exploring the relations of citizens to the state has been poignantly described by historian Linda Kerber 

as the study of “the largest questions of democracy”.1 In focusing on the revocation of citizenship, this 

Symposium cuts right to the deepest, darkest and most difficult of these questions. Indeed, if we 

understand citizens to be “the source of legitimate authority of democratic governments, then such 

governments should not have the power to redraw the boundaries of the citizenry through 

denationalisation”.2  

Yet, the case studies in this symposium demonstrate that denationalisation has historically been, and 

continues today to be, deployed precisely for the purpose of redrawing the boundaries of the citizenry. 

Citizenship revocation is, in fact, instrumentalised to deny the identity, status and rights of individuals 

or groups who are deemed somehow threatening to, or incompatible with, the political community of 

the state as it is imagined by those who wield power. This contribution places the case studies in context 

by situating them against wider global trends in denationalisation and then offering some reflections on 

the mechanics of citizenship revocation that are brought to the fore in the case studies and are common 

also to situations beyond them. 

A Decade of Denationalisation 

In the June 2020 edition of its annual ‘Global Trends’ report on forced displacement, the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) included a special section reflecting on A Decade of 

Displacement.3 It sets out that from 2010 to 2019, at least 100 million people were forced to flee their 

homes and only a fraction of these “found a solution”. A worrying picture, leading High Commissioner 

Filippo Grandi to reflect that “we are witnessing a changed reality in that forced displacement nowadays 

is not only vastly more widespread but is simply no longer a short-term and temporary phenomenon”.4 

UNHCR provides an annual update on statelessness in the same Global Trends report. However, in 

the section reflecting on the period of 2010 – 2019, the only information given on statelessness is that 

754,500 stateless people obtained or confirmed a nationality over the course of the decade. This number 

is not set in context, making it difficult to evaluate the level of progress this equates to. Meanwhile, in 

the report chapter dedicated to statelessness, the narrative concentrates on the state of data on 

statelessness globally, rather than the state of the issue itself.  

                                                      
* The title for this piece takes its inspiration from the words of Nay San Lwin, a Rohingya activist, who describes the 

deliberate production of Rohingya statelessness with the words “Our citizenship has been stolen from us”. As cited in 

Briefing Paper (2020) ‘Human Rights and Covid-19: What now for the Rohingya’, available at 

https://files.institutesi.org/Covid19_The_Rohingya_Briefing_Paper.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

 Tilburg University, Institute of Statelessness and Inclusion. 

1 Reflecting on her “Life of Learning”, Kerber remarked that much of her own writing life was spent on these questions. 

Kerber, L. (2020), Charles Homer Haskins Prize Lecture, American Council of Learned Societies, Iowa, 28 October 2020. 

2 Birnie, R. & Bauböck, R. (2020), ‘Introduction: expulsion and citizenship in the 21st century’, Citizenship Studies 24(3): 

271. 

3 UNHCR (2020), ‘Global Trends: Forced displacement in 2019’, available at https://www.unhcr.org/5ee200e37.pdf 

(accessed 3 November 2020). 

4 UNHCR (2020), ‘1 per cent of humanity is displaced: UNHCR Global Trends Report’, available at 

https://www.unhcr.org/neu/38233-1-per-cent-of-humanity-displaced-unhcr-global-trends-report.html (accessed 3 

November 2020). 

https://globalcit.eu/team/van-waas-laura/
https://files.institutesi.org/Covid19_The_Rohingya_Briefing_Paper.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/5ee200e37.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/neu/38233-1-per-cent-of-humanity-displaced-unhcr-global-trends-report.html
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While reliable statistics on statelessness are indeed difficult to come by,5 this challenge pales in 

comparison to that of promoting and protecting the right to a nationality today. Indeed, had the wider 

picture of statelessness from 2010 to 2019 been presented, it could have carried the headline A Decade 

of Denationalisation and the comment that only a fraction of people affected found a solution is equally 

applicable to the stateless as it is to displaced populations. At least 15 million people are stateless 

globally.6 Moreover, even though three-quarters of a million people confirmed or acquired a nationality 

during the last decade, at least as many were newly stateless due to intergenerational statelessness and 

emerging situations of denial and deprivation of nationality. 

This Decade of Denationalisation reached its crescendo on the 31st of August 2019, when 1.9 million 

people in Assam, India, were brought to the brink of statelessness because they were excluded from the 

updated National Register of Citizens (NRC), as discussed in the Symposium contribution by M. 

Mohsim Alam Bhat and Aashish Yavad. The citizenship crisis that this generated, aggravated by the 

subsequent passing of the widely criticised Citizenship Amendment Act, is now melding with the socio-

economic and health crisis precipitated by the global pandemic, placing those affected by the NRC 

process in a situation of extreme vulnerability – as is also the case for many stateless populations 

globally.7  

While Assam was the site of the biggest mass-disenfranchisement of the 21st century to date,8 it was 

not the only case of large-scale denationalisation in the last decade. Six years earlier, on the 23rd of 

September 2013, the Constitutional Court in the Dominican Republic passed a judgement that applied a 

narrowing interpretation of who qualifies for Dominican citizenship at birth retroactively all the way 

back to 1929.9 Tens of thousands of Dominicans of Haitian descent lost their nationality overnight in 

what some commentators described as a “civil genocide”. Following widespread international 

condemnation, a system for reviewing and remedying the status of those affected was put in place. 

However, it is (deliberately) complex and bureaucratic, and the vast majority of people are still waiting.10  

Back in Asia, what many worried could ultimately become the plight of the Rohingya came to pass 

in 2017, as this long-persecuted community was subjected to acts of genocide.11 The deprivation and 

denial of nationality of the Rohingya has a longer history, as discussed in the Symposium contribution 

by Jasmine Burnley, but this latest devastating chapter in their treatment reminds us of the far-reaching 

impact that denationalisation can have – a lesson we already learnt many decades ago when the tactic 

of stripping citizenship as a precursor to committing atrocities was deployed by Nazi Germany.  

While developments in Assam, the Dominican Republic and in respect of the Rohingya may be the 

most visible markers of this Decade of Denationalisation, there are other situations too where citizenship 

                                                      
5 Chen, L., Nahmias, P. & Steinmuller, S. (2019) ‘UNHCR Statistical Reporting on Statelessness’, UNHCR Statistical 

Technical Series: 2019/1, available at https://www.unhcr.org/5d9e182e7.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

6 Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (2020) ‘Statelessness in numbers: 2020. An overview and analysis of global 

statistics’, available at https://files.institutesi.org/ISI_statistics_analysis_2020.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

7 Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (2020) ‘Stateless in a global pandemic’, available at 

https://files.institutesi.org/Covid19_Stateless_Impact_Report.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

8 Joint Statement: 125 Civil Society Organisations condemn the exclusion of 1.9 million people from the Assam NRC and 

call for urgent action to protect everyone’s right to a nationality, 5 September 2019, available at 

https://files.institutesi.org/cso-joint-statement-on-assam-nrc.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

9 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (2015) ‘Report on the Situation of Human Rights in the Dominican 

Republic’, available at http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/DominicanRepublic-2015.pdf (accessed 3 November 

2020).  

10 Belique, A., Oguisten, A., Lorac, E. & Pelletier, P. (2020) ‘Why we continue to fight for our right to nationality in the 

Dominican Republic and how you can help: An activists perspective’ in Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion, The 

World’s Stateless. Deprivation of Nationality, 177-184.  

11 See, among others, the reports of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar, available at 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/MyanmarFFM/Pages/Index.aspx (accessed 3 November 2020). 

https://www.unhcr.org/5d9e182e7.pdf
https://files.institutesi.org/ISI_statistics_analysis_2020.pdf
https://files.institutesi.org/Covid19_Stateless_Impact_Report.pdf
https://files.institutesi.org/cso-joint-statement-on-assam-nrc.pdf
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/DominicanRepublic-2015.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/MyanmarFFM/Pages/Index.aspx
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has come under threat. For example, the secession of South Sudan left many at risk of statelessness,12 

while the denationalisation “Task Force” set up in the United States13 and the questioning of the status 

of “Windrush generation” in the United Kingdom14 have heralded problems for minority groups in those 

countries.  

Even as compared to other times in history when (mass) deprivation of nationality was also 

witnessed, such as in Syria in 1962 as set out in the Symposium contribution by Muhamad Alh,15 the 

decade 2010 – 2019 stands out because it is further characterised by a renaissance of individualised 

denationalisation. Journalists, political opponents and human rights defenders have been targeted, such 

as in Bahrain where citizenship stripping has been heavily instrumentalised since 2012 on the pretext of 

protecting national security.16 The increasing securitisation of citizenship policy is also evident in the 

Symposium contribution by MaryAnne Iwara, which describes the difficulties in accessing proof of 

citizenship status that have been encountered by returnees from abduction by Boko Haram in Nigeria. 

Denationalisation has also been adopted as an explicit counter-terrorism strategy, with at least fifteen 

countries amending their legislation over the course of the decade to expand executive or judiciary 

powers to deprive a citizen of their nationality as a national security measure.17  

Studying the mechanics of citizenship revocation 

A central thread across the case studies in this Symposium, and evident in other situations of 

denationalisation beyond these, is the  manner in which citizenship revocation is enabled and 

achieved through a trinity of law, bureaucracy and rhetoric. In all four of the country situations 

presented, the authors point to some form of legal basis that either paved the way for or consolidated 

the redrawing of the boundaries of the citizenry, to the exclusion of certain groups: the 1960 Citizenship 

law of Nigeria that invokes the notion of “indigenous communities” with lasting implications on who is 

treated as a citizen through the system of certificates of indigeneity, the 1962 Legislative Decree issued 

in Syria that provided the foundation for the exceptional census of the same year that catalysed the 

“Arabisation” of the Jazira region, the multiple citizenship law amendments in India through which a 

shift towards a more exclusive an ethnic conception of citizenship has been achieved, and the notorious 

1982 Citizenship Law of Myanmar which redefined citizenship to the exclusion of anyone not belonging 

to official national ethnicities (taingyintha). 

In each of the case studies, the role attributed to bureaucracy in the process of casting out citizens 

stands out arguably more starkly than that of the legal frameworks themselves. Whether framed as 

“citizenship determination procedures” as in the case of Assam in India, as a “population census” as in 

the case of the Kurds of North East Syria or as a documentation project to “update” the system of identity 

cards as in the case of the Rohingya, the authors of the case studies show that such exercises are neither 

benignly administrative nor executed in a manner that accords with due process. The odds were stacked 

                                                      
12 UNHCR (2017) ‘A study of statelessness in South Sudan’, available at 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/63857.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

13 Open Society Justice Initiative (2019) ‘Unmaking Americas. Insecure citizenship in the United States’, available at 

https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/e05c542e-0db4-40cc-a3ed-2d73abcfd37f/unmaking-americans-insecure-

citizenship-in-the-united-states-report-20190916.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

14 Wray, H. (2018) ‘The ‘Windrush Generation’ and Citizenship’, Globalcit Blog, available at https://globalcit.eu/the-

windrush-generation-and-citizenship/ (accessed 3 November 2020). 

15 Other examples include several situations of mass denationalisation occurred during the 1980s: Feili Kurds in Iraq, Black 

Mauritanians in Mauritania and Lhotshampas in Bhutan. 

16 See for an overview of cases the civil society initiative I am Bahraini, available at https://www.anabahraini.org/ (accessed 

3 November 2020). 

17 Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (2020) ‘The World’s Stateless: Deprivation of nationality’, available at 

https://files.institutesi.org/WORLD's_STATELESS_2020.pdf (accessed 3 November 2020). 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/63857.pdf
https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/e05c542e-0db4-40cc-a3ed-2d73abcfd37f/unmaking-americans-insecure-citizenship-in-the-united-states-report-20190916.pdf
https://www.justiceinitiative.org/uploads/e05c542e-0db4-40cc-a3ed-2d73abcfd37f/unmaking-americans-insecure-citizenship-in-the-united-states-report-20190916.pdf
https://globalcit.eu/the-windrush-generation-and-citizenship/
https://globalcit.eu/the-windrush-generation-and-citizenship/
https://www.anabahraini.org/
https://files.institutesi.org/WORLD's_STATELESS_2020.pdf
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deliberately against the groups that had already been marked for exclusion, including by placing the 

burden of proof on individuals who “predictably” lacked the documentation required to prove their 

entitlement to citizenship. The scope for arbitrary decision-making and corruption was increased by the 

devolution to local government officials of decision-making authority (Syria) or the power to determine 

“indigeneity” (Nigeria) and of appeals proceedings to Foreigners Tribunals that treat as suspicious any 

claims in which even minor – e.g. spelling – errors arise (India).  

As the authors note, in none of the case studies included in this Symposium are formal citizenship 

deprivation procedures invoked. Instead, the criteria for citizenship are narrowed (in formulation or 

interpretation) and this is accompanied by what Burnley describes as an “opaque and processual” 

denationalisation, that unfolds through administrative practice. The third integral component of the 

mechanics of citizenship revocation is the rhetoric that facilitates and provides the justification for these 

other two linked developments. Who is worthy of citizenship, who belongs, comes to be linked to 

narrative constructs invoking indigeneity, ethnicity or religion. As shown in several of the case studies, 

those targeted for exclusion are re-imagined and branded as “aliens” or even “infiltrators”, who the state 

can and must uncover in order to legitimately correct their citizenship status accordingly. 

When these three constituent parts of the mechanics of denationalisation are unpacked – law, 

bureaucracy and rhetoric – then the measure itself comes into full view, as one that is used to deliberately 

target individuals or groups who have already been marked as not-fully-belonging. The parallels 

between the Symposium’s case studies and other situations, from other geographies and other moments 

in time, then also become easier to trace. So much of what has been identified in here in terms of the 

role of the law, of bureaucracy and of supporting narratives in enabling citizenship revocation in the 

case studies is also true, for instance, of the mass denationalisation of Dominicans of Haitian descent in 

the Dominican Republic18 or of the Lhotshampas in Bhutan.19  

Importantly, this analytical lens challenges the often-assumed dichotomy between “non-Western” 

examples of denationalisation and the resurgence of citizenship stripping in the “West” as a counter-

terrorism. Burnley remarks, for example, that the Rohingya experience denationalisation “as an ongoing 

process rather than a distinct act, the latter of which characterises much of the citizenship revocation in 

richer countries”, before calling for investment in further comparative research of policies in the global 

south. However, the abundant scholarship that breaks down the targeting of terrorist suspects or ‘Foreign 

Fighters’ for denationalisation actually reveals a process that has many commonalities with the 

contributions to this Symposium.20 As Tendayi Achiume puts it, “in the context of counter-terrorism 

law and policy, where there are measures that strip people of nationality, ostensibly on national security 

grounds [these] nonetheless have racially, ethnically or religiously specified targets, that are also being 

identified in other discourses as threats to the nation”.21 The legislative changes that have brought in 

new or expanded powers to deprive citizens of their nationality as part of states’ counter-terrorism policy 

                                                      
18 For more on the parallels between the situation in the Dominican Republic and that in Myanmar and in India, see Arraiza, 

M., Sharikova, M. & Aye, P. (2020) ‘Statelessness motivated by nativism, racism and xenophobia: A comparison of 

Myanmar, the Dominican Republic and India’ in Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion, The World’s Stateless. 

Deprivation of Nationality, 163-175.  

19 Hutt, M. (2003) ‘Unbecoming Citizens. Culture, Nationhood, and the Flight of Refugees from Bhutan’, Oxford University 

Press. 

20 See, for instance, Macklin, A. (2014) ‘Citizenship Revocation, the Privilege to Have Rights and the Production of the 

Alien’, Queen’s LJ 40(1): 1-54; Van Waas, L. and Jaghai, S. (2018) ‘All Citizens are Created Equal, but Some are More 

Equal Than Others’, Netherlands International Law Review 65: 413–430; and Gibney, M. (2020) ‘Denationalisation and 

discrimination’, Journal of Ethical and Migration Studies 46(12): 2551-2568.  

21 Interview with Tendayi Achiume, UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Racism, Racial Discrimination, 

Xenophobia and Related Intolerance in Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (2020) ‘The World’s Stateless. Deprivation 

of Nationality’, p. 155. 
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have, in fact, been enabled by an already-potent rhetoric stigmatising “suspect communities”,22 while 

the practical use of this measure has also been accompanied and facilitated by bureaucratic 

manipulation, for instance in the form of the weakening of procedural safeguards.  

Conclusion 

The Decade of Denationalisation, in light of which the case studies presented in this Symposium can be 

contextualised, has prompted serious concern as to the immediate and long-term effects in terms of the 

deterioration of the institution of citizenship. The shift towards a rhetoric of citizenship as “privilege” 

has a potentially normalising effect on the understanding of nationality as contingent, which threatens 

to further undercut efforts to promote and protect nationality as a fundamental human right. Scholarship 

is playing a crucial role in unpacking the drivers and mechanics of citizenship revocation and 

problematises its use. Civil society groups have meanwhile launched a Year of Action Against 

Citizenship Stripping in 2020, to promote adherence to the longstanding and strong international law 

framework which obligates States to respect, protect, promote and fulfil everyone’s right to a 

nationality.23 As this work evolves, it is essential to enrich the study of denationalisation with further 

analytical and empirical work from the global south, such as this Symposium, in order to “overcome the 

current Western-centrism of the debate”.24 However, this must be achieved without treating such 

contexts as distinct or exceptional, as they relate to the manifestation of citizenship revocation in the 

“West”. Scholarship will be most effectively enriched, together with our understanding of the means 

and mechanisms by which citizenship is stolen from people, if there is a genuine dialogue that is open 

to the existence of more commonalities than may first meet the eye.

                                                      
22 Choudhury T (2017) ‘The radicalization of citizenship deprivation’, Critical Social Policy 37: 227. See also UN Human 

Rights Council (2018) ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, 

xenophobia and related intolerance’, A/HRC/38/52, available at https://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/52 (accessed 3 November 

2020). 

23 See for details, https://www.institutesi.org/year-of-action (accessed 3 November 2010). A key instrument developed to 

clarify and raise awareness of the relevant international norms is the Principles on Deprivation of Nationality as a National 

Security Measure, developed over a 30-month research and consultation period, with input from more than 60 leading 

experts in the fields of human rights, nationality and statelessness, counter-terrorism, refugee protection, child rights, 

migration and other related areas. The Principles have secured individual and institutional endorsements and together with 

the extensive accompanying Commentary provide much-needed guidance to litigators, policy makers, judges, advocates 

and researchers engaged with these issues around the world. See further https://www.institutesi.org/year-of-action-

resources/principles-on-deprivation-of-nationality.  

24 Birnie, R. & Bauböck, R. (2020), ‘Introduction: expulsion and citizenship in the 21st century’, Citizenship Studies 24(3): 

273. 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/52
https://www.institutesi.org/year-of-action
https://www.institutesi.org/year-of-action-resources/principles-on-deprivation-of-nationality
https://www.institutesi.org/year-of-action-resources/principles-on-deprivation-of-nationality

