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Is it morally legitimate for a state to revoke the citizenship under certain conditions? Should a state revoke the
citizenship of its nationals who joined a publicly known non-state terrorist organisation abroad? Although the 1948
Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms that “all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights”
(United Nations 1948), there is a wide variation on how states respect the inherent dignity of all individuals within its
territory. In the contemporary international system, states remain the primary legal guarantor of human rights
(Regilme 2019a; Regilme 2020). State-based citizenship constitutes the quintessential entry pass for a human
individual to enjoy a wide variety of rights and privileges that are only possible through formal membership in a
legitimate, territorially-bound political community. For that reason, citizenship revocation and statelessness have
lethal effects upon human individuals. The absence of formal membership in a political community concretely means
cutting off access to various tools for survival — sense of belongingness as well as material means of livelihood,
amongst many others. Yet, there are millions of people who remain stateless, one third of which are children
(UNHCR 2020), while many states practice citizenship revocation, especially of people deemed with inferior,
minoritized, and dehumanised identities.  

One of the most recent and widely known cases of citizenship revocation pertains to the British government’s
dehumanising treatment of Shamima Begum, who left Britain to join the self-proclaimed Islamic State (IS) in February
2015 and was discovered in the al-Hawl camp in Northern Syria. In 2019, Begum left IS territory and pleaded for
repatriation to Britain to provide her unborn child with a better chance of survival. When Shamima Begum asked to
return in February 2019, Britain’s Home Secretary, Sajid Javid, revoked her citizenship, thereby making Begum the
first-ever widely documented British woman stripped of her citizenship. Begum’s case triggered wide-ranging policy
debates and questions concerning the contentious politics of citizenship, human rights, and state power. These
debates in British and global politics expose the gendered, racialised, and class-based logics underlying the security
and citizenship discourses in the post-9/11 British context, explored briefly in this opinion piece as well as in the
earlier peer-reviewed article that we recently published in the Journal of Human Rights Practice (Oxford University
Press).

After 9/11, Western states employed the ‘Us vs Them’ discourse to legitimise anti-human rights practices (Regilme
2018a, 2018b). In Britain, multiple Prime Ministers and their respective Home Secretaries frequently indicated the
‘worth’ of swapping human rights for security measures (Grierson 2019; Walawalkar 2019; Turnbull 2019),
generating notions of national security protecting collective citizenship rights, namely through citizenship revocation
(Macklin 2014:17; Dearden 2019; Batty&Noor 2019). Citizenship is largely considered the primary human right – the
right to have rights via an unwritten social contract between the state and the individual (Arendt 1951). Conversely,
the absence of citizenship reduces a person to bare life, or homo sacer (Agamben 1998). In the legalistic notion of
citizenship, citizens with jus sanguinis are more likely to have their citizen stripped over those with jus soli (Macklin
2015; McGhee 2010; Kapoor 2018). Citizenship revocation is thus deeply politicised, and it establishes a hierarchical
human rights system for two ‘forms of life’ (Benhabib 2004; Agamben 2000; Schuilenburg 2008:2), transforming the
‘non-citizen’ into an ‘undesirable’ entity (Macklin 2014:2-3).

This notion of ‘undesirability’, as reinforced by citizenship revocation, traditionally belongs to marginalised groups in
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Britain, such as women, minority groups, and wage workers, rather than men, Caucasians, and property owners,
who are deemed exemplary ‘British’ citizens (Glenn 2000). In attempting to ‘prove’ loyalty to Britain, a narrative of
‘British values’/‘Britishness’ was established (McGhee 2010). This concept, however, only suits the aforementioned
prototype, with those falling outside presented as ‘Other’ and ‘un-British’ (Clarke&Garner 2010). These narratives
were employed surrounding Begum, labelling her a security threat as she ‘is’ against ‘the values we stand for’ (Javid
2019a). Particularly post-9/11, Muslims are expected to assume ‘Britishness’ above all other minority communities
(Tufail&Cohen 2017). This expectation is also gendered: Muslim women are frequently viewed as victims, perceived
as ‘incapable’ of speaking English and thus allegedly ‘more susceptible’ to extremism, abuse, and not
promoting/communicating ‘British values’ (Smith 2016:303; Mason&Sherwood 2016). Yet for Begum, this belief is
lacking. Rather than addressing the online grooming (Segalov 2019); exploitation (ibid); international trafficking (ibid);
underage ‘marriage’ (Gopal 2019); statutory rape (ibid); trauma (Davies&Ward 2019); and her potentially being a
child soldier (Jorgensen 2019:5); the government defined Begum as ‘a real threat’ (Javid 2019b).

Muslim women are therefore seen as both victims and threats. By branding Begum as ‘threatening’ and revoking her
citizenship, female Muslim agency is viewed as perilous to the white secular state. Perhaps, then, Begum’s
‘equivalence’ to a ‘security threat’ is not actually about threatening state security, but threatening the state’s
conception of what constitutes an agency-driven ‘British’ woman. For the British state, Begum does not match the
historical and contemporary illustrations of the ‘female Muslim victim’, thus when her own agency is visible, she
becomes a threat, and upon wishing to return, she receives the ultimate state punishment: citizenship revocation.

Shamima Begum’s case highlights how the dignity of citizens from marginalised backgrounds — in this case a
combination of an ethnic minority, a girl/woman, a Muslim, and a mother— has been systematically undermined by
the state. Begum’s case reminds us that a constitutional order’s affirmation for human rights is always subjected to
the persistent political contestations within the state-society nexus, which is embedded by racialised, gendered, and
class-based logics (Regilme 2019). The British state’s revocation of Begum’s citizenship constitutes a fundamental
assault on the dignity of Begum’s humanity. Through citizenship revocation, the British state expelled Begum from
her political community, as she was also denied of any recourse to procedural fairness and access to substantive
justice. The practice of citizenship revocation also undermines the dignity of the human person from marginalised
identities, particularly because of their race, gender, socio-economic class, disability, amongst others. Citizenship
revocation is just one of the many states’ dehumanising practices deployed against people from marginalised
communities. Yet, citizenship revocation causes an immediate and blatant banishment of a human person from one’s
political community, thereby reducing that dignified human person to a bare human, or homo sacer. Human rights
activists worldwide should collectively mobilise against any state practice that dehumanises anyone through
denaturalisation and perpetuates the statelessness of minoritized individuals.

Notably, such dehumanising practices concerning citizenship have gained traction in recent years, both in the Global
North and the Global South. In the United States, the Trump administration has intensified its denaturalisation efforts
that systematically targeted people of colour and from very poor socio-economic backgrounds. In many places
elsewhere, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR 2020) has reported millions of stateless
people from many parts of the globe. Accordingly, in the case of Myanmar, nearly 600,000 individuals living in
Rakhine state remain stateless on the basis of the current law, which effectively denies citizenship for members of
Muslim minority groups. In the Ivory Coast, approximately 700,000 Burkinabe migrants remain ineligible for Ivorian
citizenship, while Europe has around 500,000 stateless individuals, many of whom are from the Baltic states and
Eastern Europe (resulting from the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991). 

The case of Shamima Begum illustrates the enduring political logics of stratifications within humanity. Amidst
hundreds of thousands of stateless individuals worldwide, usually from minoritised groups, the crisis of statelessness
and citizenship revocation is a crisis of fundamental human rights. In the contemporary international system, where
states remain the primary guarantor of human rights, statelessness and citizenship revocation should be considered
as an assault to the dignity of the human person. Although statelessness and denaturalisation programs have
persisted even before Begum’s case, such practices remain largely invisible in mainstream scholarly and policy
discussions as well as the policy agendas of powerful states and global governance institutions. Hence, we should
continue to resist any political initiative that champions citizenship revocation or statelessness within and beyond the

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/5



Citizenship Revocation as a Human Rights Violation: The Case of Shamima Begum
Written by Mercedes Masters and Salvador Santino F. Regilme Jr.

level of state-level policy-making. 
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