
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          No Nation's Child

        

        
        
          Dr Naim Tahir Baig

        

        
          Published by Dr Naim Tahir Baig, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      NO NATION'S CHILD

    

    
      First edition. February 24, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Dr Naim Tahir Baig.

    

    
    
      Written by Dr Naim Tahir Baig.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    And to Hannah Arendt — who was herself rendered stateless when the Nazi regime stripped German Jews of citizenship under the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, who spent years as a stateless refugee, and who in 1951 — the year she became a naturalised American citizen — published the diagnosis that remains the most precise account of what statelessness takes from a human being: not merely rights, but the condition under which rights become possible at all.

"We became aware of the existence of a right to have rights … only when millions of people emerged who had lost and could not regain these rights."

(Arendt, H. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Schocken Books, 1951, p. 296)

      

    



  	
        
            
             

"The most dangerous borders are not the ones drawn on maps. They are the ones drawn around persons — and enforced not by soldiers, but by the absence of a document."

 

— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface


[image: ]






There is a particular kind of invisibility that does not come from darkness. It comes from paperwork.

I have spent much of my scholarly career studying the machinery of states — how they are built, how they justify their power, how they project that power across borders and through generations. I have written on the geopolitics of great power competition, on the strategic logic of nuclear arsenals, on the economics of regional corridors and alliances, on the lived consequences of post-colonial inheritance in South Asia and the Middle East. But again and again, across these inquiries, I have encountered a particular category of person who appears in no census, registers in no electoral roll, and possesses no document that any state is obligated to honour: the stateless person.

This book is about them.

I arrived at the subject of statelessness not through a single dramatic encounter but through accumulation — the slow, disquieting recognition, repeated across years of research, that the international order I had spent my career studying was not merely imperfect in its outcomes but was, in certain fundamental respects, architecturally committed to producing a category of human being for whom it bore no enforceable responsibility. The more I examined the evidence — the Rohingya of Myanmar, whose exclusion from citizenship was written into the 1982 Citizenship Law; the Bidoon of Kuwait and the wider Gulf states, whose statelessness originated at the moment of state formation in the 1960s and 1970s; the highland communities of Thailand and the Philippines; the Nubian descendants in Kenya; the Dominican Haitian community stripped of citizenship by the Constitutional Tribunal ruling of 2013 — the more I became convinced that these cases were not anomalies. They were illustrations of a principle.

That principle, which this book argues systematically across twelve chapters, is this: statelessness is not a humanitarian accident. It is a structural output of the nation-state system — an inescapable consequence of a world organised around the premise that all territory belongs to some sovereign entity, and therefore all persons must belong to some state, while providing no binding mechanism to guarantee that this belonging is actually conferred. When the system fails to assign a person — through war, decolonisation, administrative collapse, ethnic exclusion, or bureaucratic indifference — the person does not disappear. They persist, invisible, in the margins of a world that has no institutional language adequate to their existence.

It was Hannah Arendt who diagnosed this condition most precisely. Arendt had personal experience of statelessness: in 1933 she fled Nazi Germany following the regime's escalating persecution of Jews, and the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 formally enacted what she already understood — that German Jews had been excluded from citizenship. She spent years as a stateless person, eventually becoming a naturalised American citizen in 1951. That same year, she published The Origins of Totalitarianism, which contained in Chapter 9 — "The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Man" — the most philosophically precise account of statelessness ever written. Arendt's central insight was that stateless people had lost not merely specific rights but what she called the "right to have rights" — the political membership that is the precondition for any rights claim at all. "We became aware of the existence of a right to have rights," she wrote, "only when millions of people emerged who had lost and could not regain these rights" (The Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 296). This book takes that diagnosis as its philosophical backbone and asks whether the international system constructed after Arendt wrote has answered it. The evidence accumulated across twelve chapters suggests, with considerable force, that it has not.

I should say something about my own position in relation to this subject. I am a Pakistani scholar, working within a South Asian intellectual tradition, writing about a phenomenon that is at once global and profoundly local. Pakistan hosts one of the world's largest refugee and displaced populations. The region has experienced some of history's most violent displacements — the 1947 Partition of India and Pakistan alone produced one of the largest forced migrations in recorded history, generating documentary gaps and registration failures whose effects on citizenship claims persisted for generations. The administrative legacies of British colonialism — the selective documentation, the ethnic categorisation, the borders drawn without regard for the communities they divided — continue to produce statelessness across South Asia in the twenty-first century. Statelessness is not a problem I observe from a distance. It is woven into the history of the region I come from.

I want to be clear about what this book does and does not claim to do. It is a work of synthesis, analysis, and moral argument, not original fieldwork. It draws on the best available primary sources: the text of the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons and the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness; UNHCR's annual Global Trends reports and statistical data; the 2018 Report of the UN Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar (A/HRC/39/64); and peer-reviewed and internationally recognised secondary scholarship. Where data is contested or acknowledged to be incomplete — as is the case with all statelessness statistics, given that approximately half of all countries report no data to UNHCR — I say so explicitly. UNHCR's most recent Global Trends report records 4.4 million stateless people across 101 countries at the end of 2024, and acknowledges that the true global total is considerably larger (UNHCR, Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2024). This book works with that acknowledged uncertainty rather than concealing it.

The book is structured in three parts. Part I traces the historical origins of statelessness as a structural feature of the modern international system, from the invention of the passport regime in the aftermath of the First World War — when the League of Nations issued the first Nansen Passports to stateless Russian émigrés from 1922 — through the large-scale production of stateless populations during twentieth-century decolonisation, to the persistent failures of the international legal frameworks constructed to address the problem. Part II presents a regional geography of statelessness as it is actually lived, drawing on documented cases in Myanmar, the Gulf states, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Palestinian territories, and the Pacific island nations facing territorial disappearance due to sea-level rise. Part III examines the bureaucratic and legal mechanisms that sustain statelessness, and assesses what has demonstrably worked: Kyrgyzstan reduced its stateless population from approximately 15,000 in 2014 to near-zero by 2019 through targeted civil registration reform, mobile registration units, simplified naturalisation procedures, and sustained collaboration with UNHCR — the most complete documented reduction of statelessness achieved by any state (UNHCR, Kyrgyzstan Becomes the First Country to End Statelessness, 2019).

I am indebted throughout to scholars whose foundational work made this synthesis possible. Ayelet Shachar's The Birthright Lottery: Citizenship and Global Inequality (Harvard University Press, 2009) provides the most rigorous philosophical treatment of citizenship as a form of inherited property; its argument — that birthright citizenship distributes the world's most consequential resource entirely by accident of birth, with no moral justification beyond convention — is the lens through which Chapter 4 of this book is written. Laura van Waas's Nationality Matters: Statelessness under International Law (Intersentia, 2008), originally her doctoral dissertation at Tilburg University, remains the definitive legal analysis of the two statelessness conventions and the international framework surrounding them. Bronwen Manby's Citizenship Law in Africa: A Comparative Study (Open Society Foundations, 3rd edition, 2016), which analyses the citizenship laws of all 54 African states, is the essential reference for Chapters 2 and 7. Their scholarship is cited throughout this book, and I acknowledge that debt with admiration.

A final word on the title. No Nation's Child is not a metaphor. It is a legal description of a condition that millions of children enter at birth and carry, in many cases, for the entirety of their lives. A child born stateless has committed no act, expressed no preference, and made no claim. The world, through law, through administrative failure, through ethnic exclusion, through bureaucratic indifference, has simply decided that this child does not belong to it. This book argues that this decision is not inevitable, not natural, and not beyond the reach of political reform. It is a choice — made repeatedly, and in full awareness of its consequences. The cost of that choice, borne entirely by those who had no voice in making it, is what the following twelve chapters attempt to measure.

––––––––
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PART I: 

HOW THE WORLD LEARNED TO LEAVE PEOPLE BEHIND
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Chapter 1: 

The Invention of the Passport — and the People It Erased
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"We became aware of the existence of a right to have rights, and a right to belong to some kind of organized community, only when millions of people emerged who had lost and could not regain these rights because of the new global political situation."

— Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)

[image: ]

1.1 Opening Scene: Nansen's Office, Geneva, 1922

The summer of 1922 arrived in Geneva carrying the weight of a continent recently broken. The League of Nations, barely three years old and already straining under the contradictions of its own ambitions, had lodged its humanitarian operations in offices that smelled of fresh paper and older anxieties. It was here, amid the particular bureaucratic hush of an institution attempting to manage catastrophe at a distance, that Fridtjof Nansen worked through correspondence he could not keep pace with.

Nansen was, by every standard of the age, an unlikely humanitarian. A Norwegian zoologist who had made his name crossing Greenland's ice cap on skis in 1888, then pushing toward the North Pole in a vessel he had deliberately frozen into the Arctic drift, he had arrived at politics through the peculiar route of national celebrity. When Norway separated from Sweden in 1905, Nansen was the country's most famous living citizen and lent his reputation to that cause. By August 1921, the League of Nations had appointed him High Commissioner for Refugees — a post he initially assumed would be temporary, as most things in his life had been.¹

It was not temporary. The situation confronting him in the summer of 1922 had been accumulating since October 1917, when the Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd began unravelling the Russian Empire's social fabric. Over the following five years, revolution, civil war, famine, and deliberate political exclusion had set millions of people in motion. The precise numbers are disputed — contemporary estimates ran between one and two million — but the human reality was unambiguous: across Constantinople, Paris, Prague, and a dozen other European cities, educated Russians found themselves without documents, without legal standing, and without any state willing to claim them.²

The Soviet government's decree of December 15, 1921, had formalised what policy had been implying for years: Russians who had left their homeland after October 1917 and who had not obtained Soviet passports by June 1922 were stripped of citizenship.³ With that administrative act, the world's largest empire shed a portion of its former subjects as one might shed a burden. They became, in the legal vocabulary of the age, apatrides — stateless persons — a category that barely existed in formal international law and which no existing institution was equipped to address.

Consider one figure drawn from documented testimonies of this period: a woman we might call Sophia Ivanovna, a former schoolteacher from Odessa who had left during the Civil War's most violent phase in 1919. She had taught Latin and history to the children of the city's professional classes, and she had left with a suitcase, her papers, and the reasonable expectation that the disruption would be temporary. By 1922 she was in Paris, her Russian Imperial passport expired and unrenewable, her application for French residency stalled because she could produce no document confirming her legal existence. She could not work legally, could not travel, could not formally exist within any national framework willing to recognise her. She had become, in Hannah Arendt's later phrase, a person who had lost not merely specific rights but the condition under which rights are possible at all.⁴

It was for people like her — and for the hundreds of thousands sharing her situation — that Nansen convened an intergovernmental conference in Geneva from July 3 to 5, 1922. The resulting instrument would become the first formal international acknowledgement that the modern state system could produce people who belonged nowhere, and that such people required a category of their own.
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1.2 Before Passports: A World of Relatively Free Movement

To understand what the post-1918 order created, it is necessary first to understand what it destroyed. The world that preceded the First World War was not, by any means, a world of perfect human freedom. Most of its population — peasants, labourers, colonial subjects, indentured workers across Africa and Asia — experienced movement not as liberty but as displacement under coercion. And yet for the educated and propertied classes of Europe and North America, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries offered something genuinely remarkable: the largely unimpeded capacity to cross borders without official permission.

In the fifty years before 1914, no universal system of passport controls existed in Europe. The great wave of transatlantic migration that brought some fifty million Europeans to the Americas between 1815 and 1914 was conducted without the systematic documentation apparatus that would become the norm within a decade of its conclusion. The movement of labour across European borders — Polish workers into the German Ruhr, Italians into Swiss construction sites, Hungarians into Austrian factories — operated under no unified identity document regime. A passport, where one existed, was a courtesy document rather than a gate that required passage.⁵

This is not to romanticise the nineteenth century as an era of general human freedom. The liberalisation of movement that Torpey documents was explicitly a liberalisation for workers, merchants, and capital — and was constructed on the simultaneous hardening of constraints governing colonial subjects, racial minorities, and the poor. The Chinese Exclusion Act in the United States, the stringent controls on Indian movement within the British Empire, the pass laws governing African workers in South African mines — these were the underbelly of the same period of apparent European openness. What was being liberalised was movement for certain kinds of people between certain kinds of polities; what was being constructed, at the same time, was a global infrastructure of racialised and classed exclusion that would intersect, after 1918, with the new passport regime in ways that amplified both.

John Torpey, whose foundational study of the passport's history remains the essential text on this subject, characterises the nineteenth century as an extended period of "sweeping out Augeas's stable" — a systematic dismantling, in the name of liberal free-trade ideology and industrial capitalism's need for mobile labour, of the earlier restrictive regimes that states had imposed on movement.⁶ The great Victorian and Edwardian era, in this reading, was an anomalous interval of relative freedom — one that looked permanent precisely because it was convenient, and which disappeared with extraordinary speed when states decided, after 1914, that the requirements of total war demanded comprehensive control over the movement of their populations.

The transformation Torpey describes was not gradual. It was the First World War itself — the mobilisation demands, the surveillance of populations for military-age men, the anxieties about enemy aliens, the nationalisation of loyalty — that created the modern passport system as a universal requirement within the space of six years. The international conference held in Paris in 1920, under League of Nations auspices, established the principles of the standardised passport that have governed documentary travel ever since: a booklet of specified dimensions, bearing the holder's photograph and physical description, issued by a state and conferring upon the holder that state's protection in foreign territories.⁷

This may seem a technical administrative detail. It was not. The requirement that every person crossing an international boundary produce a state-issued document certifying their nationality transformed the relationship between the individual and the state in a way from which there has been no return. Movement — which had been, for most of human history, governed by economic capacity, social class, and the practical obstacles of distance — became, after 1914-1920, governed by a documentary status conferred by states. Those without such status could not move legally. Those without a state to issue such a document could not move at all.

The question of what this meant for people who had no state to issue them a passport was not, in 1920, one that the architects of the new passport system had seriously addressed. They were building a system for citizens. The stateless, in the logic of this architecture, were simply an oversight — a category that did not fit the model, and for which the model had, accordingly, made no provision.
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1.3 The Nansen Passport: The First International Acknowledgement of Statelessness

On July 5, 1922, the intergovernmental conference that Nansen had convened in Geneva reached an agreement that would, in time, be recognised as a foundational moment in the history of international humanitarian law. The participating states agreed to issue to stateless Russian refugees a certificate of identity — popularly and permanently known as the "Nansen passport" — that would allow its holders to cross international boundaries, seek work in third countries, and exist, in some limited administrative sense, within the framework of the international system.⁸

The instrument was remarkable for its time. It was the first internationally coordinated effort to create a legal category for people who had lost state protection, and to provide them with a substitute document issued by the authority of an international body. Nansen himself was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1922 in part for this initiative, the citation noting his work on behalf of refugees as among his most significant achievements.⁹ In 1926, a further agreement extended the practical value of the certificate: more than twenty member states of the League agreed that holders of a Nansen passport could not only leave the country of issue but be readmitted to it — a right that had, until that point, been entirely at the discretion of individual governments. For the first time, a stateless person travelling on an international certificate could travel somewhere and be reasonably confident of being allowed back.

Over time, the scheme expanded. In 1924, it was extended to Armenian refugees — survivors and descendants of the Ottoman genocide of 1915 — who faced analogous conditions of statelessness. By 1928, it had been further broadened to include Assyrian, Bulgarian, and Turkish refugees. By 1942, the Nansen passport had been issued to approximately 450,000 individuals and was recognised by governments in fifty-two countries.¹⁰

Among those who would travel on Nansen passports were figures who became, in their different fields, exemplars of the stateless genius that the twentieth century would produce in such improbable abundance: the composer Igor Stravinsky, the novelist Vladimir Nabokov — whose 1957 novel Pnin features a Russian professor who arrived in America on a Nansen passport — the painter Marc Chagall, the pianist Sergey Rachmaninoff. Their names are invoked here not to romanticise the condition — statelessness was not a creative stimulus but a bureaucratic torment — but to illustrate the scope of who fell into its net, and to observe that even for those with international reputations and cultural capital, the condition of statelessness created dependencies and humiliations that no talent could entirely resolve.

The Nansen passport was, however, deeply limited in ways that its advocates understood and its critics pressed hard upon. The certificate was normally valid for only one year, at the discretion of the issuing authority, and its renewal was neither automatic nor guaranteed. It carried a social stigma: it identified its holder as a person without a country, a mark that could work against them in precisely the jurisdictions where they most needed goodwill. Most critically, and most consequentially for everything that would follow in this book, it conferred no right of return. A holder who left one country on a Nansen passport had no guaranteed right to re-enter it. The document was, in this sense, a permit to be elsewhere rather than a guarantee of belonging anywhere.¹¹

The historian Michael Marrus, in his survey of European refugees in the twentieth century, captured the Nansen passport's significance precisely: it was the first instrument to permit "determination of the juridical status of stateless persons through a specific international agreement."¹² That claim is accurate and important. What Marrus does not say, and what this chapter argues, is that the very terms on which that determination was made reproduced the structural flaw it was meant to address. The Nansen passport was issued by states and required states' cooperation to function. It depended entirely on the voluntary goodwill of sovereign governments. It was, in other words, not a challenge to the system that produced statelessness but an accommodation to it — a patch rather than a repair.
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1.4 The 1933 and 1938 Conventions: The System's First Failures

The decade following the Geneva conference of 1922 revealed the limits of the Nansen arrangement with a clarity that should have produced structural reform. It produced, instead, two conventions that reproduced the same fatal flaw at greater length.

The 1933 Convention Relating to the International Status of Refugees was the first multilateral treaty to codify the principle of non-refoulement — the prohibition on returning refugees to territories where they face persecution — and to specify rights for refugees in areas including access to courts, labour protections, and educational opportunities.¹³ Initially ratified by only nine states, including France, the United Kingdom (with a reservation on the second paragraph of Article 3), and Belgium, it was a genuine advance in the sense that it attempted to translate the ad hoc arrangements of the Nansen era into binding legal obligations. The Library of Congress, which holds the original typewritten text of the convention, describes it as "the most far-reaching attempt on the part of the League of Nations to define the responsibilities of states towards refugees."¹⁴

But its reach was circumscribed by a fundamental architectural principle: the convention applied only to the groups specifically named in it — primarily Russian and Armenian refugees — and extended protection only in states that chose to ratify it. For the German Jewish refugees who would require protection from 1933 onward, it offered nothing. The 1938 Convention Concerning the Status of Refugees Coming from Germany came too late to matter and was ratified by fewer states still.¹⁵

The pattern these two instruments established — negotiated text, voluntary ratification, narrow beneficiary groups, no enforcement mechanism — would define international refugee and statelessness law for the remainder of the century. Paul Weis, whose 1979 study Nationality and Statelessness in International Law remains one of the most rigorous technical treatments of the subject, characterised this structural weakness with characteristic precision: all the inter-war instruments "required state consent for protection" and provided "no mechanism to compel action."¹⁶ This observation, made in 1979, applies with equal force to the 1954 Convention that succeeded them, which will be examined in Chapter 3.

The League's refugee regime, as Claudena Skran documents in her authoritative study of the inter-war period, was not a failure in the simple sense — it provided real assistance to hundreds of thousands of people and developed institutional frameworks that would prove durable.¹⁷ It was a failure in the deeper sense that it was architecturally incapable of addressing the systemic problem. The League protected specific groups of refugees when states agreed to extend protection. It could not and did not challenge the sovereign right of states to create statelessness in the first place.

The German Jewish community after 1933 demonstrated this fatal inadequacy with horrifying clarity. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935, which stripped German Jews of citizenship and transformed them into "state subjects" without political rights, created statelessness by statute at national scale. The League had no legal instrument that applied to this population — they were German, not Russian or Armenian — and no political capacity to challenge a sovereign state's right to define its own citizenship categories.¹⁸ By the time the 1938 Évian Conference convened to address the Jewish refugee crisis, the international community's willingness to receive those whom Germany was willing to expel had been revealed as negligible. The conference, attended by thirty-two nations, produced no binding commitments and no meaningful increase in refugee admission quotas.

The inter-war period thus established a template that has never been fundamentally revised: states retain absolute sovereign authority over the definition of their citizenship; international instruments can provide secondary protections for those rendered stateless by that authority; but the system cannot challenge the authority itself. Statelessness was managed. It was never addressed at its root.
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1.5 Hannah Arendt's Diagnosis: The Right to Have Rights

In 1951, Hannah Arendt published The Origins of Totalitarianism, a work of political theory built on the ruins of the Europe she had fled. Arendt herself had experienced statelessness directly: expelled from Germany in 1933, she spent years as a refugee in France before being interned by the French government as an "enemy alien" in 1940 — a German Jew classified as German for purposes of persecution. She eventually reached the United States and naturalised as an American citizen in 1951. The experience of being a person without state protection, of existing in the bureaucratic and political no-man's-land that statelessness creates, informed every sentence of Chapter 9 of her masterwork.¹⁹

That chapter — titled "The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Man" — contains what is, in this author's judgement and that of virtually every subsequent theorist of statelessness, the most penetrating diagnosis ever written of the condition this book examines. Arendt observed that the millions of stateless persons thrown up by the First World War and its aftermath had exposed a catastrophic paradox at the heart of the modern human rights tradition. The Enlightenment and the revolutionary tradition it produced had grounded human rights in the fact of humanity itself — rights were "inalienable" because they derived not from legal status or political membership but from the mere fact of being human. Yet when people lost their political communities, when they became stateless, they discovered that their humanity alone conferred upon them nothing of practical value.

The stateless, Arendt observed, occupied a paradoxical position: reduced to their "abstract nakedness" as human beings, they found themselves in a condition of complete practical rightlessness. The world "found nothing sacred in the abstract nakedness of being human."²⁰ Rights, whatever the declarations said, were not properties of human beings as such; they were properties of citizens of states. Without membership in a political community, rights became philosophical assertions with no institutional enforcer, beautiful sentences with no institutional teeth.

From this observation Arendt drew the most important political claim she ever made: what the stateless had lost was not this or that right but "the right to have rights" — the condition under which rights are possible at all. To be stateless was not simply to be disadvantaged within a system of rights; it was to be expelled from the domain in which rights have meaning. The stateless person's fundamental problem was not any specific legal deprivation but the absence of "a place in the world which makes opinions significant and actions effective."²¹

This formulation has proved inexhaustibly productive for legal scholars, political theorists, and human rights practitioners, and will recur throughout this book as a touchstone against which to measure the condition of the populations examined in each chapter. But it is worth noting, at this stage, one of its most uncomfortable implications. If the right to have rights requires membership in a political community — a state — then the solution to statelessness within the existing international system is the acquisition of state membership by stateless persons. The system that produces statelessness is also the only system within which statelessness can be remedied. The circle is not merely vicious; it is structural.

The paradox has a further dimension that Arendt observed with particular precision: the stateless person's condition was, in the political world of her time, worse than that of a criminal. A criminal, however reviled, had legal standing. A criminal could be tried, convicted, sentenced, and punished — all of which required the state to recognise them as a subject of law. The stateless person was denied even this perverse recognition. They existed in a legal void so complete that the state had no formal relationship with them at all. Arendt quoted, with evident irony, the observation that stateless people sometimes deliberately committed crimes in order to be arrested and jailed — for prison, at least, was a place within the legal world, and a prisoner, at least, was a person the state had acknowledged.²²

Seyla Benhabib, in her important 2004 elaboration of Arendt's framework, identified what she called the central contradiction of the modern international order: human rights are simultaneously universal in their aspiration and dependent on state membership for their realisation.²³ Democratic states, Benhabib argued, must learn to recognise what she called "democratic iterations" — ongoing reinterpretations and reapplications of universal norms by actual communities — as a mechanism for extending rights beyond citizenship boundaries. This is a sophisticated and largely convincing argument, but it too ultimately depends on state action. The stateless remain dependent on the goodwill of the very institutions whose architecture produced their condition.

Arendt's diagnosis remains the book's philosophical backbone for a simple reason: it is accurate. Statelessness is not a technical problem awaiting an administrative solution. It is a structural condition produced by the nation-state system and remediable, within that system, only by the states that create it. This is not a counsel of despair — Chapter 11 of this book documents cases where reform has worked — but it is an accurate description of the terrain.
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1.6 Chapter Summary: What the Origins Tell Us

This chapter has traced the first arc of what this book will argue is statelessness's defining structural characteristic: its production by the nation-state system is not incidental but architectural.

The modern passport regime — consolidated between 1914 and 1920 under the pressures of total war — transformed movement from a practical freedom into a documentary privilege gated by nationality. The states that built this regime did not design it to include everyone; they designed it to sort populations into citizens and non-citizens, included and excluded, documented and undocumented. That the system would produce people who fell into no state's documentary framework was not an oversight. It was a predictable consequence of a system that assigned every person to exactly one state, in a world where populations and borders did not align.

Nansen's 1922 certificate was an acknowledgement of this failure, not its solution. The instruments of 1933 and 1938 reproduced the failure at greater scale. All of them shared the characteristic that Paul Weis identified as fatal: they required state consent and provided no mechanism to compel it. The sovereign right of states to define their own citizenship — and, by extension, to create statelessness — was never challenged by any of these instruments. It was accommodated, managed, and ultimately ratified.

Arendt's 1951 analysis of this architecture — that statelessness strips people not of specific rights but of the condition under which rights are possible — remains the sharpest available account of what statelessness means for those who experience it. It also identifies the book's central paradox: the only institutional remedies available for statelessness are state-based, and the states that remedy it are the same institutions that produce it.

The chapters that follow will trace this paradox across regions, populations, and legal frameworks. The historical origins examined here are not prologue but precondition. The world that learned to leave people behind between 1917 and 1951 has not, as subsequent chapters will demonstrate, learned to take them back. What has changed is the scale, the precision, and the bureaucratic sophistication of the mechanisms by which the leaving is accomplished.
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Chapter 2: 

Paper Citizens — Decolonisation and the Borders That Cut People in Half
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2.1 Opening Scene: Partition, 1947

It is August 1947 in Rawalpindi district, Punjab — a region that has existed for centuries as a coherent civilisational unit, its villages interlaced by kinship, trade, and the Punjabi language, indifferent to the theological quarrels being conducted five hundred miles away in the colonial capital. The Radcliffe Line, drawn by Sir Cyril Radcliffe in five weeks, a barrister who had never visited India and who burned his private papers before departing the subcontinent, has severed this world in two.¹ A family finds itself on the wrong side. The patriarch carries a land deed dating to his grandfather's time, witnessed by a colonial-era revenue official, stamped with the seal of British India. The deed proves ownership. It proves residency. It proves nothing, now, about nationality.

Within months, this family will join what Urvashi Butalia has documented as one of the most catastrophic mass displacements in recorded history: approximately twelve million people moving between the new truncated India and the two wings of the newly created Pakistan, with at least one million killed and more than seventy-five thousand women abducted and raped.² The legal question of who was, thereafter, a citizen of which state — and who was neither — was resolved not by justice but by administrative capacity, geography, and the accident of where one happened to be standing when the clock struck midnight on 14–15 August 1947. Those who could not be categorised, those whose documents were destroyed, those whose villages straddled the line or whose ethnic identity did not map onto either state's founding narrative — they became the first of a new category: the decolonisation stateless.

This chapter argues that decolonisation was not merely associated with statelessness but was its most prolific generator in the twentieth century. The creation of new nation-states from the wreckage of empire required every new government to define its citizenry — and every act of definition produces an exclusion. This structural fact, replicated across dozens of states across three decades of decolonisation, produced millions of people who belonged, legally, to no one. They are not the exceptions of decolonisation. They are its logic, carried to its conclusion.
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2.2 The Scramble for Citizenship: How Decolonisation Created Stateless Minorities

To understand how decolonisation manufactured statelessness at scale, it is necessary to understand how colonial empires had organised the populations they governed. British India, French West Africa, the Dutch East Indies — each operated systems of ethnic, religious, and administrative classification that organised subjects into legible categories without ever needing to resolve the question of nationality. Subjects of the British Empire were simply British subjects, a legal fiction that papered over the vast complexity of governed populations.³ The fiction worked as long as empire endured. When it dissolved, the fiction dissolved with it — and what remained was tens of millions of people whose legal status now had to be determined by newly sovereign governments that had neither the administrative capacity nor, in many cases, the political will to be inclusive.

The mechanism of exclusion was, in most cases, the nationality law. Post-colonial states typically defined citizenship through one or more of the following criteria: ethnicity or membership of a recognised "national" group; religion; domicile within a specified territory at a specified date; possession of documentary evidence of the foregoing. Each criterion was, in isolation, capable of excluding large populations. In combination, they were formidable instruments of expulsion. Groups without documentation — common among the poor, the rural, the nomadic, and those whose birth records had never been maintained by indifferent colonial administrators — were automatically disadvantaged. Groups whose ethnicity did not match the new state's ethnic self-definition were frequently excluded regardless of their historical connection to the territory. And groups displaced by the very violence of decolonisation found themselves trying to establish citizenship claims in states that had just been established on the basis of their exclusion.

Matthew Gibney, writing in Forced Migration Review, has identified the structural paradox at work: the primary injustice experienced by the stateless is not that no state will accept them, but that the state which should grant them citizenship — the state on whose territory they live or to which they have the strongest connection — refuses to do so.⁴ This refusal, across the post-colonial world, was rarely the product of oversight. It was the product of deliberate legal choices made by newly sovereign governments facing political pressures to define national identity in exclusionary terms.
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2.3 Africa: The Continent of Manufactured Statelessness

No region of the world better illustrates the relationship between colonial cartography and post-colonial statelessness than sub-Saharan Africa. The borders that define Africa's fifty-four states were drawn, for the most part, not in Africa but in Europe — and specifically in the ornate conference rooms of Berlin, where between 15 November 1884 and 26 February 1885, the representatives of fourteen European powers convened to regulate their competition for African territory.⁵ The conference produced the General Act of Berlin, which established the principle of "effective occupation" as the basis for territorial claims — a doctrine concerned entirely with European power dynamics, and not at all with the populations already living on the continent. No African representative attended. No African voice was heard.⁶

The consequences for legal identity were profound and long-lasting. Colonial borders divided existing polities, split ethnic communities across multiple administrative units, and forced together peoples who had no historical relationship into single territories. As the former Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere declared, Africa had inherited "artificial nations carved out at the Berlin Conference in 1884," structures that he feared risked producing "the most Balkanised continent of the world."⁷ The problem was not merely political. It was demographic and juridical. When these artificial nations became independent states and were required to define their citizens, they faced populations whose ethnic geography bore no relationship to administrative geography. The result was, in Bronwen Manby's formulation, "manufactured statelessness" — a condition produced not by accident but by the systematic application of exclusionary nationality criteria to populations that colonial borders had deliberately rendered anomalous.⁸

Manby's comparative study of citizenship law across all fifty-four African states, Citizenship Law in Africa, remains the most comprehensive analysis of this phenomenon. Her findings are damning. Citizenship laws in Africa, she demonstrates, "leave many millions of people at risk of statelessness" — people who cannot vote or stand for office, who cannot enrol their children in secondary school, who cannot travel freely, own property, or work in the formal economy.⁹ The roots of this contemporary crisis lie overwhelmingly in the colonial era: in the ethnic categorisation systems that colonial administrators created to manage diverse populations, in the identity documents that were issued selectively or not at all, and in the post-independence nationality laws that converted colonial administrative categories into legal definitions of who belonged to the new nation.

The case of Kenya's Nubian community illustrates the mechanism with particular clarity. The Nubians in Kenya are descendants of soldiers brought from Sudan by British colonial forces in the early twentieth century. They fought in British campaigns, settled in Kenya, and raised generations of children in Kibera — now one of Nairobi's largest informal settlements. At Kenyan independence in 1963, they found themselves classified as non-Kenyan: not because they lacked roots in Kenya, which were deeper than those of many recognised citizens, but because the colonial administrative record classified them as of Sudanese origin. For decades thereafter, they were denied identity documents, unable to register births, unable to access full state services, and required to prove their citizenship in a country their families had inhabited for generations.¹⁰ A partial resolution came only in 2018, when the Kenyan High Court ruled in their favour — decades of statelessness resolved by litigation in a court whose existence their ancestors had helped to establish.

The Côte d'Ivoire case demonstrates how colonial-era exclusions can be actively weaponised by post-independence governments. In the 1990s, President Henri Konan Bédié promoted the concept of ivoirité — a nativist political ideology distinguishing "true" Ivorians from those deemed insufficiently indigenous — as a tool for excluding political rivals and minority populations from citizenship and electoral participation.¹¹ The practical consequences were severe. Roughly 700,000 people in Côte d'Ivoire were rendered stateless or placed at serious risk of statelessness as nationality laws were applied along ethnic and regional lines. The concept had no colonial legal basis — it was an invention of post-independence ethnic politics. But it drew its power from the colonial infrastructure of ethnic categorisation that had preceded it, converting the soft discrimination of colonial administration into the hard exclusion of nationality law.
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2.4 The Soviet Dissolution and Post-Communist Statelessness

The collapse of the Soviet Union in December 1991 produced, almost overnight, the largest single episode of mass statelessness since the post-World War II settlement. Twenty-five million ethnic Russians found themselves living outside the Russian Federation in the newly independent successor states.¹² But the larger statelessness crisis was experienced not by Russians in the former Soviet space, but by the populations that the Baltic states — Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania — declined to automatically naturalise when they regained their independence.

The legal reasoning deployed by Estonia and Latvia was, on its own terms, coherent. Both states had been illegally occupied by the Soviet Union in 1940, and they claimed legal continuity with their pre-war statehood. On this basis, automatic citizenship was extended to those who had been citizens in 1940 and their descendants — but not to Soviet-era immigrants and their families.¹³ The consequence was that approximately one-third of Estonia's population and a comparable proportion of Latvia's — predominantly ethnic Russians and other Russian-speaking minorities who had settled in these republics during the Soviet period — found themselves legally stateless or holding a novel "non-citizen" status that existed in neither international law nor the laws of any other country.¹⁴

As the GLOBALCIT Country Report on Estonia recorded, the restoration of pre-1940 citizenship caused "mass statelessness of non-Estonians" and harmed relations between different ethnic communities inside Estonia, drawing sustained criticism from the United Nations, the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the Council of Europe, and the European Union.¹⁵ In Latvia, by 2006, there were 411,054 non-citizens — a category that barred them from working in over thirty professions, denied them full freedom of movement, excluded them from EU citizenship rights, and restricted their ability to travel internationally.¹⁶

The European Parliament, while acknowledging the unique legal character of Baltic "non-citizenship," noted that the European Commission itself had concluded that the non-citizen status raised serious concerns, and that the failure to resolve the situation during EU accession negotiations remained a matter of ongoing regret.¹⁷ The distinction between the Baltic states and the other twelve Soviet successor states is instructive: Lithuania, which had a smaller Soviet-era immigrant population, chose to grant citizenship to all residents at independence. Estonia and Latvia chose otherwise — and in choosing otherwise, manufactured stateless populations numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Lithuania's different choice is not a detail. It demonstrates that the statelessness produced in Estonia and Latvia was a policy outcome, not an inevitability.

The broader Soviet dissolution produced stateless populations across Central Asia and the Caucasus, as administrative categories that had been largely notional — the internal "national" classifications of Soviet policy — suddenly became the basis for determining which of the fifteen new states' citizenships a person was entitled to claim. Those who fell between categories — members of ethnic groups spread across multiple Soviet republics, those whose administrative records were incomplete or ambiguous, those who simply did not register in time — were left without citizenship in any successor state. The Bihari Muslims of Bangladesh, brought to what was then East Pakistan during the 1947 partition, offer a related case: when Bangladesh achieved independence in 1971, they were rendered stateless by the refusal of both Bangladesh and Pakistan to claim them, and remained so until 2008, when the Bangladesh High Court finally ruled that Biharis born on Bangladeshi territory would be granted citizenship.¹⁸
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2.5 Case Study: The Dominican Republic and Haiti — Denationalisation by Retroactive Law

On 23 September 2013, the Constitutional Tribunal of the Dominican Republic issued ruling TC 168-13, a decision that would create — in a single judicial act — the largest stateless population in the history of the Western Hemisphere. The ruling held that persons born in the Dominican Republic to parents who were undocumented migrants should be considered to have been "in transit" at the time of birth, and were therefore ineligible for Dominican citizenship. This interpretation was applied retroactively to all persons born between 1929 and 2010.¹⁹

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
GLOBAL AFFAIRS & HUMAN RIGHTS
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES IN LAW, IDENTITY & DISP

No Nation's
Child

A Global Portrait of Statelessness

How Citizenship Became the World's Most Unequal Resource

44M 10-15M 1.8M  47.2K

REPORTED ESTIMATED ROHINGYA GAINED CITIZENSHIP
STATELESS TRUE FIGURE STATELESS IN 2024

L3

ent in 2024+ UNHC

Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

Ph.D. International Relations - Author of 125+ Internationally Published Books

International Relations - Security Studies - Strategic Studies

GLOBAL ACADEMICS PRESS






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





