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Introduction: Statelessness and the lack of official identity documentation are
not merely administrative or legal issues; rather, they are a multifaceted
phenomenon with economic, social, and human implications. Addressing this
issue necessitates a comprehensive comprehension, informed policymaking,
and targeted support that is designed to mitigate its negative effects and
ensure that all individuals affected by this situation have equal opportunities.
Methodology: The objective of the current study was to comprehend the
lived experiences of individuals who are stateless and lack identity
documents in the city of Mashhad in 2025. The research implemented
grounded theory and phenomenological analysis in accordance with Kathy
Charmaz's methodology, utilizing a qualitative design. Data were gathered
through semi-structured interviews with 16 male and female participants who
had lived without official identification for over ten years. Purposive
sampling was implemented until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Finding: Statelessness is not merely a legal or administrative condition; it is a
pervasive social status that impacts all aspects of personal, familial, and
collective life, as indicated by the findings. Themes such as persistent
insecurity and fear, deprivation of social rights and services, limitations in
fulfilling individual and familial roles, sense of identity loss and social
exclusion, and intergenerational reproduction of marginalization were
identified through data analysis. Statelessness places individuals in a state of
"social suspension™ or liminal existence, in which they are neither fully
accepted within society nor entirely outside of it. The “threshold other" is
proposed as a conceptual framework to elucidate the situation of
undocumented individuals, and the findings are interpreted through Hannah
Arendt's concept of the "right to have rights” and T. H. Marshall's theory of
social citizenship.

Conclusion: This research underscores the necessity of a critical reevaluation of
identity, social, and legal policies. It demonstrates that the issue of statelessness is
not merely an administrative or legal matter, but rather a multidimensional
phenomenon with significant human, social, and economic repercussions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Statelessness continues to be a significant global crisis that has resulted in the legal
invisibility and deprivation of fundamental rights of millions of individuals. The United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has reported that at least 4.4 million
individuals from 95 to 101 countries were officially classified as stateless or of
undetermined nationality by the end of 2024. However, experts concur that the actual
number is significantly higher due to inadequate data reporting. The Asia-Pacific region is
home to over half of the global stateless population. Stateless individuals are frequently
denied access to fundamental rights, including birth registration, education, healthcare,
formal employment, and social participation. This vulnerability renders them susceptible
to poverty, discrimination, and structural exclusion.

Unofficial reports suggest that a significant number of individuals in Iran lack birth
certificates, despite the fact that precise statistics are unavailable. The birth certificate, a
fundamental instrument of the contemporary state, has been instrumental in the
establishment of citizenship and the establishment of a structural distinction between
individuals who are legally recognized and those who are excluded from the juridical
order from a sociological perspective. The absence of identity documents not only results
in the denial of social and economic rights but also places individuals in a liminal
condition, as they are neither fully inside nor entirely outside society.

The text contends that identity documents have effectively replaced the human subject
within the institutional logic of the modern state, drawing on the theoretical insights of
scholars such as Adorno, Arendt, Bauman, and Elias. Recognition, visibility, and
audibility in interactions with official institutions are contingent upon the possession of
formal documentation, rather than action or speech. As a result, undocumented
individuals are confined to a state of “social limbo” that significantly influences their
daily routines, personal identities, and ability to engage in social activities.

The study's theoretical framework encompasses four significant sociological
perspectives on statelessness: Marshall's theory of social citizenship, Arendt's concept of
the “right to have rights,” identity-oriented theories of citizenship, and theories of
otherness, particularly the concept of the “liminal other.” These approaches are united in
their assertion that citizenship is not a mere legal status, despite their differences. Rather,
it functions as a social mechanism that facilitates inclusion and exclusion, marginalization
and recognition. Thus, stateless individuals are denied formal rights, as well as symbolic
and institutional recognition.

Statelessness is a multidimensional, structural, and intergenerational phenomenon, as
evidenced by empirical studies conducted at both national and international levels. The
role of discriminatory citizenship laws, ineffective civil registration systems, gender
inequality, and the profound psychological and social consequences of legal invisibility
have been previously highlighted in prior research. In general, the literature emphasizes
the importance of reevaluating citizenship beyond legal formalism, enhancing identity
registration systems, reforming national laws, and prioritizing the lived experiences of
stateless individuals in sociological research.

Methods and Data

The objective of this investigation was to investigate the lived experiences of
undocumented and stateless individuals in the City of Mashhad during the winter of 2025.
In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the challenges, meaning-making
processes, and daily lives of participants, a qualitative research design that was based on
social phenomenology was implemented. This method underscores the subjective
meanings that individuals assign to their social realities and the lived experience, thereby
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facilitating a nuanced examination of the intricate socio-cultural conditions that impact
marginalized populations.

Undocumented and stateless individuals who resided in Mashhad comprised the study
population. Approximately 20,000 of these individuals were residing in the city,
according to official estimates. Purposive sampling was implemented due to the subject's
sensitivity and the participants’ apprehension regarding disclosing their legal status.
Criteria such as age over 20, gender, family status, and more than ten years of living
without identity documents were used to select participants. After sixteen interviews, data
saturation was achieved, at which point no new concepts or significant variations
emerged.

Semi-structured interviews were employed to gather data, which provided a structured
framework and the necessary flexibility to capture detailed, rich narratives. Charmaz's
grounded theory approach was employed to conduct data analysis, which involved the
transcription, open coding, organization of codes into initial themes, and refinement of
final themes that represented shared patterns of experience.

The Declaration of Helsinki was strictly adhered to in terms of ethical considerations,
which included the acquisition of written informed consent, the guarantee of voluntary
participation, the preservation of confidentiality, and the conduct of interviews in a
culturally sensitive and secure environment. Although the generalizability of the findings
is limited by the limited sample size and focus on a specific city, the qualitative design
and purposive sampling have provided a deep and credible understanding of the lived
realities and everyday challenges encountered by stateless individuals.

Findings

The analysis of data obtained from semi-structured interviews with sixteen
undocumented and stateless individuals demonstrated that their lived experiences are
defined by patterns that are coherent, shared, and profoundly meaningful, and that these
patterns are influenced by social, legal, and psychological contexts. The results suggest
that statelessness is not merely an administrative or legal condition; rather, it is a
pervasive and permanent experience that significantly impacts all facets of daily life, such
as education, employment, access to social services, family relations, mental health, and
the sense of identity.

The identification of key concepts, including persistent fear and insecurity, structural
deprivation of social rights and services, economic marginalization and labor exploitation,
disruption in fulfilling social and familial roles, hidden modes of living, and psychological
exhaustion, was the result of the initial coding of participants' narratives. The final themes
that reflect dominant patterns of lived experience were extracted by organizing these
codes and investigating their interrelationships.

These themes demonstrate that stateless individuals live in a precarious and liminal
social state, which is frequently referred to as “social limbo.” The absence of identity
documents leads to social invisibility, chronic anxiety, and a lack of a clear future
horizon. Simultaneously, a central and recurring aspect of the lived experiences of
participants is a profound desire for legal recognition, social acceptance, and the
possession of an official identity.

Conclusion and Discussion

The results of this study indicate that statelessness and the absence of identity
documents are not solely legal or administrative conditions; rather, they are a pervasive
social situation that influences all aspects of the psychological, social, and individual lives
of participants. The birth certificate serves as a fundamental prerequisite for social
existence, visibility, and recognition as a social subject within the institutional logic of the
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modern state, in addition to serving as a means of identification. Without it, individuals
are confined to a liminal state of social suspension, where they are uncertain about the
boundaries of citizenship, rights, and social belonging.

The experience of identity loss and social exclusion, which results in undocumented
individuals becoming “officially invisible,” is one of the central themes of the study. This
discovery is consistent with Hannah Arendt's concept of the “right to have rights,” which
emphasizes that the initial consequence of citizenship deprivation is the loss of the ability
to assert rights. Furthermore, the motif of persistent insecurity and fear illustrates the
transformation of daily life into a concealed and psychologically taxing existence.

The condition of “non-citizenship” and the intergenerational reproduction of
marginalization are further reflected in the structural exclusion from social rights and
public services, as well as the impediment to fulfilling familial and social roles. In
general, the results bolster the notion of the “liminal other,” emphasizing the necessity of
reevaluating sociological theory and social policy to accommodate these boundary forms
of social existence.
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