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assistance and protection for displaced people around the world 
and works to end the conditions that create displacement. based 
on up-to-date information gathered in the field, we provide  
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to improve the lives of displaced and stateless people. 
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about being without

StorieS of StateleSS in Kuwait

‘O believers, be you securers of justice, witness for God. Let not  

detestation for a people move you not to be equitable; be equitable  

— that is nearer to God-fearing.’ (Qur’an 5: 8)



introduction

in July refugees international visited Kuwait to look into the 
plight of 90,000-130,000 bidun, arabic for “without” and short 
for bidun jinsiya (without citizenship). over the years, the bidun 
have been called by various names. early on they were benignly 
called “awlaad al-badiya,” (children of the desert). at present, 
they are officially — and more ominously — designated as  
illegal residents. 

More than 11 million people around the world lack effective 
nationality. either having never acquired citizenship in the 
countries where they were born, or having lost it, they have 
no legal bond of nationality with any state. Kuwait’s bidun did 
not become stateless as a result of war, forced migration, or 
redrawing of borders between states. on the contrary, it was an 
absence of permanent borders that gave rise, in large part, to 
the problem of statelessness. 

during the vexatious negotiations to set the borders between 
Saudi arabia and its neighbors, Kuwait and iraq, in 1922 (the 
cuqair Conference), abdul aziz ibn Saud, the founder of Saudi 
arabia, insisted that borders be defined by people and not terri-
tory and reflect the movements of bedouin tribes. a permanent 
border between Kuwait and Saudi arabia was not fixed until 
1970, and Saudi arabia’s border with iraq was set only in 1991, 
after the first Persian Gulf war. Many of Kuwait’s stateless 
residents today are affiliated with the canazeh, Shammar, abu 
Kamel and other tribes that for generations roamed freely across 
the borders of present day Kuwait, Saudi arabia, Syria and iraq. 

the country’s 1959 nationality law, which became increas-
ingly restrictive with each revision since, contributed further 
to the problem of statelessness. it defined nationals as persons 
who were settled in Kuwait prior to 1920 and who maintained 
their normal residence there until the date of the publication 
of the law. it was, coincidentally, in that year that a three-meter 
high mud brick wall was raised around the city to keep out 
raiding bedouin (a first wall had been built in 1770 and another 
in 1815). nomads living outside the city walls, in the desert, or 
“badiya,” were classified at the time as stateless. Some failed 
to understand the importance of citizenship and neglected to 
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claim it. others were loath to abandon a centuries-old way of 
life, or were illiterate and thus unable to furnish documenta-
tion proving that they were settled in the country. 

for several decades bidun enjoyed the same privileges and 
services as citizens and constituted the bulk of Kuwait’s armed 
forces and police. they believed that they would one day be 
made citizens. then, in 1985, the government introduced a 
number of draconian measures that stripped them of their 
identity. bidun were dismissed from positions in the public 
sector, children were barred from schools, both public and 
private, and driving licenses were revoked. 

following the country’s liberation from iraqi occupation in 
1991, the government stepped up its efforts to curtail the rights 
of the bidun. they were fired en masse from their positions in 
the military and police, and only a small fraction was allowed to 
return. those dismissed were never paid their entitlements. 

at present the bidun live in a bureaucratic gray area. they are 
not allowed to register officially the birth of a child, a marriage, 
or a death. they are not permitted to own property or register 
vehicles. education and healthcare offered free of charge to 
citizens is denied them. one young woman described the plight 
of the bidun straightforwardly, “we are people who don’t exist.” 

bidun face systematic discrimination and ill treatment at every 
turn, and their future is uncertain at best. unable to afford  
tuition, they can not pursue a higher education. barred from 
employment in the public sector, they are constrained to 
accept work that is poorly paid and intermittent. Many are 
reluctant to marry, because they can not support a family and 
fear that their children would face the same hardships. 

to date, bidun have lived within the law. the older generation has 
waited patiently for a solution, but there is fear that the younger 
one will show less restraint. “we see the violence in other coun-
tries in the Middle east and how people suffer. we don’t want 
that for Kuwait,” one bidun man told refugees international.

there are however several encouraging signs that the Kuwaiti 
government and Kuwait’s citizens recognize the need to  



address the plight of the bidun. in July 2006, for example,  
parliament created a committee to address the issue. in 
november 2006 an audience in excess of 5,000 attended a 
conference organized by the Kuwait Society for Human rights, 
held under the title, “bidun Speak,” the first public event of 
its kind. More recently, the government announced that 100 
places in Kuwaiti universities would be designated for students 
who are bidun, and earlier this year the parliament approved a 
law that will grant citizenship to 2,000 bidun. a list of those to 
be granted citizenship will be approved in october. the bidun 
themselves and sympathetic citizens have formed a Popular 
Committee for Support of the bidun. 

these signs would suggest that the time is right for the  
Kuwaiti government to take courageous steps, whether through 
legislative or judicial reform, to resolve this contentious issue, 
accepting the implications, financial, political and otherwise, 
that these would necessarily entail. numerous bidun are able to 
furnish ample proof of their families’ presence in the country 
for several generations and their loyalty to Kuwait, as well. 
their applications for citizenship deserve consideration. 

failing a final, just and equitable resolution of the problem of 
statelessness, the Kuwaiti government should, at a minimum, 
address the humanitarian consequences of statelessness. it 
should guarantee the bidun the right to work and earn equi-
table incomes, allow their children to enroll in public schools, 
provide them healthcare free of charge, and issue all persons 
certificates that record births, marriages, and deaths, momen-
tous events in the lives of families anywhere in the world. after 
all, for many years until 1985, when the stateless in Kuwait 
were still designated “bidun jinsiya,” and not “illegal residents,” 
they had enjoyed these same rights and privileges. 

on the pages that follow are the voices, in english, of several 
bidun who spoke candidly with refugees international about 
the indignities they face on a daily basis. their names have 
been changed to protect their identities and those of their fami-
lies. their stories illustrate the lives they lead, characterized by 
fear, worry, insecurity and vulnerability. 
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A FAmily destroyed

“our family was destroyed for the sake of papers,” lamented 
rania, the articulate and outspoken daughter of a Kuwaiti 
mother and a stateless father. in Kuwait, citizenship is passed 
on to children through their fathers, and so the children of a 
Kuwaiti woman and a bidun husband are also bidun. 

nevertheless, the child of a divorced Kuwaiti woman or 
widow can acquire citizenship, so that there is an incentive 
for couples to divorce for the sake of their children. rania’s 
parents took this painful decision after she and Mohammad, 
the oldest son in the family, were unable to enroll in college. 
as bidun they had been barred from admission to Kuwait 
university. both sister and brother attempted unsuccessfully to 
enroll in colleges in other arab countries; however, bidun carry 
distinctive gray passports, and both were denied visas. 

with the parents now divorced, three younger siblings are 
enrolled in Kuwait university. they are treated as Kuwaiti  
citizens, but only insofar as their education is concerned and 
only until the age of 21. one of the three siblings, having 
recently turned 21, might well lose her place in the university. 
both Mohammad and rania, who recently graduated from a 
private college, are waiting for action to be taken on their  
citizenship applications. rania has been waiting two years. 
“our lives are on hold,” she said.   

following the divorce, the father, a one-time successful  
businessman with roots in Kuwait going back over 60 years, 
traveled to Saudi arabia in the hope of gaining citizenship 
there. to date he has been unsuccessful in his attempts.  
Mohammad set aside his plans for further education. now 
man of the house, he speaks with his father on the telephone 
every day. Separated for five years, he badly wants to visit him 
in Saudi arabia, but has been unable to obtain a visa. 

“there is no importance given to the issue of the bidun,” 
rania said. there is fear that granting us citizenship would 
somehow change the essence of what Kuwaiti means.” 
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Kuwait, a small 
oil-rich country, 
is bordered by 
Saudi Arabia to 
the south, Iraq 
to the north and 
Iran to the east. 

both sister and brother remember distinctly when they became 
aware of being stateless. “i first became aware of the problem 
when i was being admitted to school as a seven year old. i 
didn’t have a civil id. it was a shock.” Mohammad remembers 
that he lay awake all night, repeating the word “bidun” and 
wondering what it meant. 

Shortly after this story was compiled, Rania wrote to author Patrick 
Barbieri, “I was very pleased to get your email. Any news? Yes!  
Mohammad was admitted to university [private]. We are very 
thrilled. In fact, tomorrow he will have his first placement test.” 
We wish him success.



A liFetime oF lAbor unrewArded

the elderly man, bent by age or infirmity, walked with a 
cane. He was guided to a chair in the corner of the room. 
now it was almost time for guests to arrive for the diwaniyya 
(a gathering of men) he and his sons hosted, where conver-
sation is accompanied by glasses of tea and thimble-size cups 
of cardamom flavored coffee poured from brass pots with 
long, curved spouts.

He recalled the dangers of drilling for oil when he worked for 
the Kuwait oil Company as a teenager. He toiled in Kuwait’s 
oilfields for decades. like many other bidun, he was not per-
mitted to return to work after Kuwait’s liberation from iraqi 
occupation in 1991. His severance pay was withheld because 
he could not produce a passport, whether Kuwaiti or foreign. 
with a foreign passport he would have been able to obtain 
a five-year residence permit, like any other guest worker in 
Kuwait. it was only the first of many indignities the family 
would face.

in 1995 the family was threatened with eviction from their 
home in ahmadi, and it was only after a former minister of  
oil intervened on their behalf that they and the families of  
other former employees who are stateless were permitted to 
stay. they still live in fear of being turned out of their homes. 
later, he and his family became ineligible for free health-
care services. this privilege was reinstated, at least in part, 
in 2006, so that now sons of former oil company employees 
under the age of 26 and unmarried daughters of any age  
can be treated. 

His children and grandchildren continue to face other dif-
ficulties. His sons could not work with the company that had 
employed him for so many years, or with any government 
department. those who married were denied marriage cer-
tificates. bidun go to unusual lengths to obtain one. Couples 
must either bring lawsuits to prove in court that they are 
indeed married, or otherwise arrange to have their marriages 
registered in another arabian Gulf country. 
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His grandchildren were denied birth certificates, and only 
hospital birth announcements attest to their existence. when 
they reached school age, they were barred from government 
schools. despite charitable donations to help defray the costs of 
schooling for bidun, the family struggles to meet the full costs 
of private school tuition. 

the old man recalled that when Kuwait’s first citizenship law 
was passed in 1959 he was not allowed to take time off work 
to register with the government. He had ample proof of roots 
in the country: a birth certificate. the father remains hopeful 
that his and his family’s plight might yet be resolved. “i am still 
alive,” he said. “what about those who died bidun?”

This message, 
scrawled on a 
corrugated tin 
wall in Jahra 
asks, “Without 
until when?”



ultimAte sAcriFice unAcknowledged

“My father fought and died for Kuwait,” Ziyad, a shy and 
slight man, told refugees international. His father, like  
many of an older generation of Kuwait’s stateless, had been  
a soldier. He lost his life on the Golan Heights in the 1973 
arab-israeli war. 

in Kuwait citizenship can be granted on the basis of service to 
the country, “khidma jalila,” in arabic. Ziyad’s father however 
died stateless.
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in this connection, many bidun spoke of their hurt and  
disappointment that six of the bidun bodyguards who survived 
the 1985 failed attempt on the life of the late emir, Sheikh 
Jaber, have not yet been granted citizenship, despite their  
demonstration of loyalty to the country and allegiance to the 
late emir. two bidun bodyguards who lost their lives were buried 
as citizens. two others have since been granted citizenship. 

Ziyad’s father met another of the criteria for citizenship.  
He had registered in Kuwait’s 1965 census. even so, neither  
he nor his family was granted citizenship. 

after his death his widow and children continued to live in the 
government housing project in Jahra, 35 kilometers west of 
Kuwait City. then the mother remarried a Saudi national and 
left Kuwait with her new husband. Ziyad, his younger brother 
and sister remained in the house until four years ago, when 
they were evicted.

the three siblings moved from one relative’s home to another, 
and the younger brother sold vegetables on the street to support 
them. then, in 2004, in light of the father’s military service, 
the younger brother was inducted into the military. He was 
able to rent a home that he now shares with Ziyad and his sister. 

Ziyad did not complete secondary school. He has never been 
allowed to work and remains unmarried. He does not carry a 
driver’s license, which would label him an illegal resident in 
Kuwait. He relies on luck. “Some policemen are sympathetic 
and do not issue tickets to bidun.” 

Kuwait is supposed to grant citizenship to 2,000 bidun in 
october 2007 during the next parliamentary session. if Ziyad 
is one of them, “i’ll slaughter a sheep and have you to dinner,” 
he promised refugees international.
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dispersed

“My grandparents lived in a tent and tended sheep. they 
settled in doha. a u.S. military base is there now. they didn’t 
think it was important,” speaking of Kuwait’s 1959 national-
ity law and the subsequent need to register as a citizen. His 
grandfather later admitted his mistake.

rashid is an articulate, poised 50-year-old bidun. both his 
parents were stateless, but one of his maternal uncles was 
a citizen. in Kuwait it is not unusual for some members of 
the same family to be citizens and others bidun. on his birth 
certificate, his citizenship is indicated with a dash. a university 
graduate, like many other bidun of his generation, he worked 
for the Ministry of defense. He traveled twice to the u.S. for 
training. He fondly recalled the names of several washington, 
dC suburbs and complained about the cost of living there. 

He remained with his family in Kuwait throughout iraq’s  
occupation of the country in the early 1990s. after the  
ministry was convinced that he had not aided or abetted the 
iraqi occupiers, he was permitted to return to work. in 1999 
however, after 20 years of service, his superiors notified  
him that he would lose his job because he lacked Kuwaiti 
citizenship. 

“i had two choices: i could either leave Kuwait or produce 
another country’s passport, any country’s passport. then i 
could have kept my job with a five-year residence permit.” 
Such permits are given to foreign guest workers. He rejected 
both options and took a job in the private sector. “this is my 
home,” he said.

one of his brothers, a former soldier in the Kuwaiti army, was 
imprisoned for six months during the iraqi occupation. He 
returned to Kuwait after the country’s liberation and rejoined 
the military. when he too was told several years later that he 
would be dismissed because he lacked citizenship, he left the 
country with his family and settled abroad.

the father of six children, rashid could not obtain a birth 
certificate for his youngest daughter. the government insisted 

on his birth 

certificate, 

his citizen-

ship is  

indicated 

with a dash.
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that rashid was in fact an iraqi, and he was told to furnish a 
passport for her. the child’s birth announcement does not 
show a name. three of his children are enrolled in private 
schools, because children of bidun are barred from the govern-
ment school system. tuition for just one of them is Kd 300  
or uS$ 1,065.

rashid was visibly pained when he spoke about his oldest son. 
now 23 years old, he suffers from a learning disability, but was 
ineligible for the services provided to Kuwaiti students with 
special needs. He never completed secondary school. 

“they refuse to look at me, as you are doing now,” rashid said, 
describing the treatment bidun endure at the hands of officials 
working for the executive Committee for Settling the affairs 
of illegal residents, the department in the Ministry of interior 
that administers the bureaucratic gray area where bidun exist. 
the information given on rashid driver’s license has been 
written by hand, and the document identifies him as an illegal 
resident. while citizens carry licenses valid for 10 years, his 
will expire in two. He had to be fingerprinted to obtain it and 
waited several weeks before it was finally issued.   

like all bidun, rashid can not own a home, nor rent an apart-
ment in his own name. He can not purchase a household  
appliance on an installment plan without having a citizen 
guarantee the transaction. He no longer has a telephone in his 
home. bidun are not allowed to have telephone lines, nor even 
buy a SiM card for a cellular telephone. 

Kuwait, rashid believes, has not arrived at a clear definition 
of itself as a country. for this reason, citizenship is a concept 
based on exclusion rather than inclusion. rashid fears that the 
future for bidun is bleak. “our family used to share one house. 
now we are distributed among three countries. when i die, no 
death certificate will be issued.”

“our  
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no dAy in court

“My wife has said that she wishes she could give me her 
citizenship. then she would be able to apply for citizenship 
again in 15 years,” Hassan tells refugees international in his 
parents’ home in Jahra. indeed, article 8 of Kuwait’s 1959 
Citizenship law allows a foreign woman married to a citizen 
to become one after the couple has been married 15 years. 
by contrast, a bidun married to a Kuwaiti woman will never 
become eligible for citizenship based on marriage. 

if he and his wife divorced, his children would be eligible for 
citizenship on reaching the age of 21. with gallows humor, 
Hassan also mentions that children of a Kuwaiti woman can 
become citizens with the death of their bidun father. 

one of 11 children, Hassan is the only child with a college  
education. He graduated with distinction. because his wife  
is a government employee, they and their three children were 
able to rent a home of their own, not far from his parents. a 
younger married brother with two children is not as fortunate. 
He is unemployed, and his wife is also bidun. the couple and 
their children continue to share a cramped bedroom in his 
parents’ home. with some embarrassment Hassan recalls a 
difficult time earlier in his own marriage, when his wife had  
to seek charitable assistance, because he was unemployed.

Hassan holds a supervisory position in the company where 
he works, yet his future with the company is insecure. He 
recently traveled to another Gulf country to attend a business 
conference but was denied entry, because he carried the dis-
tinctive gray passport issued to bidun, which identifies them 
as illegal residents in Kuwait. He wishes he could reimburse 
his employer the cost of the wasted airfare. on a second occa-
sion, he was embarrassed when he was barred from entering  
a government building in front of his colleagues because he 
was bidun. 

the “hadhari,” Kuwait’s worldly city-dwellers, are distrustful 
of the country’s citizens with tribal backgrounds, who tend to 
be more conservative in their outlook. as noted earlier, many 
of the bidun are of bedouin descent. accordingly, prejudice 
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toward the bedouin is perhaps one of the reasons the plight  
of the bidun has not been addressed. neither Hassan nor  
his father is ashamed of the family’s bedouin ancestry.  
“My grandfather had a birth certificate and it identified him 
as Kuwaiti. He went to work for the Kuwait oil Company in 
1945.” Hassan’s father is nearing retirement and is concerned 
about his family’s future, because as a bidun he is ineligible  
for a pension. 

in Kuwait nationality is a matter relating to sovereignty, and 
courts are barred from hearing cases that touch on matters  
relating to citizenship. as a consequence, bidun can not resort  
to the courts to have their citizenship claims adjudicated. Hassan 
believes that the majority of bidun could prove their right to  
citizenship. “i wish i could go to court to prove my nationality.” 

although stateless, Hassan holds on to his pride. He drives 
a second-hand car and refuses to buy a new one, because he 
would not be permitted to register it in his name, but only in 
the name of his wife.
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Anguish oF A FAther

“You can use my name. i have nothing to lose,” said nasser. a 
father of five and former employee of the Ministry of the interior, 
he derides Kuwait’s efforts to address the problem of stateless-
ness, insisting that the problem is both politically and economi-
cally motivated. He worries that there might be no end in sight to 
rights violations. “of course, i’ve thought of leaving the country 
but i can’t, because it is impossible to get a passport.” 

in fact, there is a brisk business in counterfeit passports in 
Kuwait, from countries like eritrea, Yemen, Somalia and the 
dominican republic. with a foreign passport, the stateless 
can obtain a five-year residency permit and enjoy the privileges 
that Kuwait grants it guest workers, including free education 
and health care.

when in 1985 the Kuwaiti government took a series of steps 
to deny bidun the privileges and services they had enjoyed, 
nasser remained hopeful nonetheless. He was, after all, a 
government employee. then, in 1990 iraq invaded and oc-
cupied the country. out of loyalty to his country, nasser joined 
the resistance. after the country’s liberation, the government 
stepped up its efforts to harass the bidun. to his bewilderment 
and dismay, nasser, like thousands of other bidun, was dis-
missed from the police department. He received no severance 
pay and ever since has worked only intermittently and done 
menial work. in his last job, he ran a laundry. “no Kuwaiti 
would take such a job,” he pointed out. 

nasser is not a newcomer to Kuwait. He was born in the 
country, as was his father, a long-time government employee. 
the family was registered in the 1965 census, an eligibility 
requirement for citizenship. now however nasser does not 
even hold a driver’s license. He had one 17 years ago, but until 
recently bidun were not allowed to renew them. He declines to 
apply for one now, because it would identify him as an illegal 
resident, and he refuses to be characterized as such. the car 
he drives is registered in the name of someone else who has 
citizenship. as a result, he is forced to pay a Kd 15 (uS$ 52) 
fine every time he is stopped by traffic police on the road. with 
a family to care for, he has no choice but to drive illegally.

he worries 
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like many bidun he is unemployed at present and relies on 
relatives for support. He pays Kd 80 or uS$ 284 per month 
for a small two-room house in Jahra, where many bidun live in 
sha’abiyaat, public housing built some 30 years ago for employ-
ees of the ministries of defense and interior. the houses are 
a mere 180m2 (about 1,937 ft2) in area and in many instances 
accommodate four generations of a family. unless one of the 
occupants is a government employee, the houses must be reg-
istered in the name of a citizen. 

as a young father, one of nasser’s biggest worries is his chil-
dren’s future. He was able to obtain a birth certificate for his 
first born in 1997, but when he produced the birth announce-
ment for his second child, the Ministry of Health refused to is-
sue one. without a birth certificate, a child is ineligible for free 
public education. nasser’s school-age children will be able to 
attend school only as long as he can afford to pay private school 
tuitions. Higher education is almost certainly out of the ques-
tion, with annual tuition at Kd 5,000 Kd (uS$ 18,220). nasser 
insists, “we have to demand our rights.”
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