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The passport is the noblest part of a person. It isn’t generated in the plain and 
simple way people are. A person can be begotten anywhere in the world, in 
the most frivolous of ways—but not a passport. That’s why a passport, so long 
as it’s a good one, is recognized—whereas a person can be ever so good and 
yet be denied recognition.
—­BERTOLT BRECHT, CONVERSATIONS IN EXILE

It becomes more and more clear that, when that religious adoration of the 
state, which makes it into a mysterium and a transcendent institution, is 
shaken, along with it goes the reverent and pious relationship. Henceforth, 
individuals see only the side of the state that can be helpful or harmful to 
them, and press forward by any means to gain influence over it.
—­FRIEDRICH NIETZ­SCHE, HUMAN, ALL TOO HUMAN
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1

Introduction

For most of the twentieth century, citizenship was an exclusive bond between 
an individual and a state. Countries refused to share their citizens with other 
countries just like they do not share their territories. Since the 1990s, the princi
ple of exclusive citizenship has been abandoned, and dozens of countries moved 
to permit dual citizenship. Today, toleration of multiple citizenship has become 
the norm, and tens of millions of persons around the world hold citizenship in 
two—sometimes even three or four—countries.1

The legitimation and proliferation of multiple citizenships is creating new 
realities on the ground, reshaping patterns of international migration, politi
cal participation, global security, and ethnic relations.2 Scholars have analyzed 
the causes that are driving this global shift, especially the legal and politi
cal dynamics behind permissive policy changes. Its consequences, however, 
remain understudied and undertheorized. The key question that this book aims 
to answer is: What happens to the institution of citizenship when the basic rules 
governing it are changed? What does national membership look like in age of 
flexible, overlapping, and nonterritorial citizenship?

Previous studies mostly examined dual citizenship in the context of immi-
gration to Western Europe and North America. In this book, I focus instead on 
the strategic acquisition of dual citizenship by nonimmigrants from outside the 
West.3 Once we shift the empirical focus, a crucial but overlooked aspect comes 
into sharp relief: the disparity in the value of the “citizenship packages” that 
different countries offer, and the tremendous practical usefulness that a second 
citizenship from a more developed country may provide.

Analyzing the rise of dual citizenship through the prism of global inequality 
highlights a mostly overlooked consequence of this shift: the creation of new 
opportunities for people around the world to obtain premium citizenship from 
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EU countries, the US or Canada. Millions of people from Latin America, Eastern 
Europe, the Middle East, and Asia strategically draw on resources like Euro
pean ancestry, ethnic origin, migration history, or economic capital in order 
to obtain a second nationality. The second citizenship operates as compensatory 
citizenship. It does not necessarily lead them to emigrate and does not replace 
their original nationality. Instead, it makes up for its deficits by providing addi-
tional opportunities, an insurance policy, a high-mobility passport, and even 
elevated social status. Dual citizenship constitutes a new kind of global asset.

This book analyzes the emergence and proliferation of compensatory citi-
zenship through in-depth analyses of three case studies: Hungarian-speaking 
Serbians who obtain Hungarian citizenship (and an EU passport) thanks to a 
policy of ethnic preference; upper-class Mexicans who strategically give birth 
in the United States to secure citizenship for their children, and immediately 
return to Mexico; and Israelis who acquire EU citizenship from their Euro
pean countries of origin, over five decades after their families have left those 
countries as refugees.

In each case, I combine interviews and statistics to analyze applicants’ moti-
vations and explore the dynamics of citizenship acquisition on the ground. 
There is substantial variation in the motivations to obtain dual citizenship: for 
example, Israelis mainly seek EU citizenship as an insurance policy and status 
symbol, whereas Serbians acquire it to facilitate emigration and secure travel 
freedom. Nevertheless, a common logic operates across all those cases. Dual 
citizenship allows for the conversion of resources between local and global sys-
tems of stratification. It leads to a revaluation of characteristics such as ancestry 
or ethnicity, which gain newfound practical value and are reinforced as axes 
of within-nation inequality. The rise of compensatory citizenship is associated 
with the diffusion of a new view of state membership: perceived as a piece of 
private property, citizenship is increasingly a domain for strategizing and maxi-
mizing utility. This new attitude can be described as “the sovereign individual.”

To get a sense of this new approach to citizenship, consider the two follow-
ing cases. Ya’akov, a Jewish Israeli engineer in his fifties, was born in Romania 
and came to Israel as a child.4 I interviewed him at the Romanian embassy in 
Tel-Aviv, where he applied to reacquire his citizenship and register his daughter 
as a Romanian citizen. Ya’akov felt entirely Israeli and had no nostalgia for 
Romania, he said. In fact, he was only interested in securing a “European pass-
port.” “This [citizenship],” he added, “is like a luxury article that you buy, a fine 
watch or a laptop computer. You will probably not use all of its features . . . ​but 
you are willing to pay extra for the potential.” His wife, Sarah, said: “It’s good 
to have another passport. We live in a very volatile country. Who knows what 
will happen here in ten years?”

Ricardo, a Mexican businessman in his late thirties, lives with his wife in 
Monterrey, Mexico, but their four children were born across the border in 
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the United States. In three of these births, Ricardo’s wife crossed the border 
especially to give birth, in order to make sure that their children will have US 
nationality in addition to their Mexican nationality. These births took place at a 
private clinic, at a cost of $20,000 per birth. Discussing his and his wife’s deci-
sion to give birth in the United States, Ricardo explained, “We wanted to give 
[our daughters] the option to choose where to live, study and work . . . ​Also, we 
had a big security crisis here before, and many people went to live abroad. So 
we wanted to give them flexibility to move between the territories.”

The attitudes that are reflected in these short vignettes starkly diverge from 
traditional conceptions of citizenship. They include strategically acquiring citi-
zenship; experiencing the acquisition as an economic transaction; imagining 
citizenship as a luxury product; mentally detaching the “European passport” 
from the country that granted it; conceiving of nationality as a source of security, 
flexibility, and freedom; and believing that good parents should obtain this 
asset for their children. This book will explore these emergent understandings 
of citizenship in three case studies, and thereby shed light on the new forms 
that this key institution assumes in our times.

Why Citizenship Matters

In a world that is dominated by nation-states, citizenship is the master sta-
tus.5 Citizenship defines the scope of rights that an individual may claim and 
specifies which state is expected to answer those claims. Until the 1990s, formal 
citizenship (or nationality) was mostly neglected as an object of study by social 
scientists.6 In recent decades, however, academic interest in citizenship has 
boomed. This interest was initially driven by the dilemmas of immigrant inte-
gration in Western Europe and the dynamics of nationalist resurgence in the 
new countries of Central and Eastern Europe.7 More recently, citizenship also 
emerged as a key perspective for studying inclusion and exclusion within 
nations (including in the context of diaspora politics) as well as analyzing the 
structure and dynamics of global inequality.8

Below, I briefly outline four key dimensions of citizenship. The first three 
dimensions—status, identity, and rights—draw on a classic formulation by Chris-
tian Joppke.9 The fourth dimension, citizenship as global sorting mechanism, 
captures an emergent perspective that has grown in importance in recent years, 
and which will be central to this book.

Citizenship as status. Citizenship signifies the formal status of state member-
ship. It is, as the sociologist Rogers Brubaker noted, an instrument of closure 
that serves to exclude those who are not members of the national community.10 
Citizenship-based closure comes in multiple forms: territorial closure (exclu-
sion of unauthorized noncitizens from the national territory), political closure 
(exclusion of noncitizens from political decision-making), economic closure 
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(exclusion from the labor market and welfare rights) and social closure (exclu-
sion from the national community). States use bureaucratic mechanisms to 
ensure citizenship-based closure: proof of nationality is often required in order 
to vote and receive some services, and border control officials routinely verify 
the nationality of persons who wish to enter a territory.

Citizenship, Brubaker points out, is not just an instrument of closure; it is 
also a contested object of closure. In other words, the boundaries of citizen-
ship reflect the distribution of power in society, and determine the present 
and future contours of the national collective. Citizenship laws, Brubaker 
famously argued, are shaped by national legacies.11 According to this logic, 
countries of immigration would have citizenship regimes that facilitate the 
integration of immigrants by providing automatic citizenship to anyone born in 
the territory, including the children of noncitizen immigrants. This is called the 
principle of jus soli, or the right of soil. Automatic, unconditional jus soli citizen-
ship is found in most countries in the Americas, including the United States and 
Canada; a qualified version of it exists in France, which employs “double jus 
soli” (the children of French-born persons are automatically French).

Meanwhile, countries that are defined by a connection to a particular eth-
nocultural group will use descent rather than place of birth as the main cri-
terion for citizenship (the principle of descent is called jus sanguinis, right of 
blood). Such policies make it easy for emigrants who leave the country to retain 
citizenship and pass it on to their descendants, while restricting the access of 
immigrants and their children.12 This principle is dominant in European and 
Asian countries, where the nation is often imagined as synonymous with a 
particular ethnic group. Another mechanism of ethnic nationalism consists of 
citizenship laws that offer facilitated access to members of a defined ethnic, reli-
gious, or cultural group: variants of such laws exist in Germany, Spain, Poland, 
Greece, Romania, Hungary, Israel, Japan, and other countries.13

Arguing against the “traditions of nationhood” approach, Patrick Weil has 
demonstrated that citizenship laws are actually highly responsive to changing 
historical circumstances.14 When political conditions call for it, countries with 
ethnonational traditions may liberalize their citizenship laws to include and 
accommodate immigrants.15 The most salient example is Germany. Previously 
a paradigmatic case of ethnic citizenship, Germany enacted a series of policy 
changes after 1999. These included a limited toleration of dual citizenship, a 
qualified form of jus soli, and the phasing out of ethnic preference.16 Marc How-
ard has shown that the presence of anti-immigrant populist parties may block 
such liberalizing moves.17 These works are part of a large body of literature that 
has demonstrated the dynamic and instrumental nature of citizenship policies: 
far from blindly enacting national legacies, policymakers are strategic in their 
use of citizenship to include or exclude individuals and populations based on 
changing criteria (ethnic, economic, or others).18
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Citizenship as rights. Citizenship is a set of rights that an individual may claim 
vis-à-vis a specific state. In a classic essay, Thomas H. Marshall has identi-
fied three categories of citizenship rights. These include civil rights (equality 
before the law and individual freedoms), political rights (political voice and, 
above all, the right to vote) and social rights (welfare, education, and health).19 
Note that these rights—and, more generally, the public goods produced by a 
state’s institutions, such as infrastructure, public safety, the job market, a clean 
environment—can usually only be enjoyed by persons who are present in the 
state’s territory. Given that control over movement into and within national ter-
ritory is a key prerogative of the modern state, the right to be admitted to and 
reside in the national territory should be considered a crucial component of 
citizenship.20 We should therefore add territorial rights as a component that 
complements Marshall’s model. Today, many scholars understand citizenship 
as a package of civil, political, social, and territorial rights that is supposed to 
provide the conditions for human flourishing.21

Reality is more complicated and more dynamic than this idealized picture. 
Most countries do not offer the full package of rights described by Marshall. For 
example, since the 1970s many Western countries have cut down on social rights 
(e.g., welfare benefits) while introducing new kinds of civil rights (above all, 
rights to nondiscrimination).22 Outside the West, few countries even come close 
to providing the full package of citizenship rights. About half of the world’s coun-
tries are not democratic and their citizens’ political and civil rights are severely 
curtailed.23 Many countries simply lack the resources to offer their citizens sub-
stantial rights of any kind, due to ineffective and underfunded institutions. Any 
examination of citizenship rights must go beyond the abstract ideal of citizenship 
and take into account the huge variation in states’ ability to realize the ideal.

Citizenship as identity. Historically, citizenship has evolved as a master status 
that ensures national unity and supersedes all subnational distinctions based 
on social class, ethnicity, religion, or race.24 The growth of citizenship is a story 
of expansion, from an exclusive status that was restricted to a small percentage 
of the population to a status that unifies an entire nation.25 The bureaucratic 
leveling of a state’s population through the imposition of a uniform status was 
associated with the creation of a unified national identity. Citizenship, there-
fore, is a key manifestation of national identity.

The identity aspect of citizenship has been studied in the context of the liter
ature on immigration. Scholars traditionally treated an immigrant’s decision to 
take up citizenship in her country of residence (a procedure called naturaliza-
tion) as an indicator of successful integration and the adoption of a new national 
identity.26 Empirical research has shown that immigrants who naturalized in 
European countries were more likely to identify with their new nations. In a 
parallel finding from the United States, it was found that immigrants who natu-
ralized tended to speak better English than those who did not become citizens.27
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6  Introduction

This effect extends to the second generation. Second-generation immigrants 
in the United States, who enjoy automatic jus soli citizenship, seem to be better 
integrated and are more likely to identify with the nation, compared to second-
generation immigrants in Europe, many of whom do not have citizenship in 
their country of residence.28 Citizens do not just have a greater sense of belong-
ing; they are also more likely to be perceived by others as full members who 
are worthy of solidarity and trust. For example, courts in the United States 
apply harsher sentences to noncitizens (including legal immigrants) relative to 
Americans who committed the same crime; employers in Germany are much 
more likely to call back applicants with foreign-sounding names if their job 
applications indicate that they hold German citizenship.29

The association of citizenship with national identity stands at the root of the 
citizenship allocation policies that were described above, under “citizenship as 
status.” Israel’s Law of Return, which offers automatic citizenship to any Jew who 
moves to Israel, or the United States’ Fourteenth Amendment (which establishes 
automatic jus soli citizenship) are not just technical definitions of who may claim 
rights. They also serve a performative function as statements of national identity. 
In the Israeli case, the law embodies the principle that Israel “belongs” to the 
Jewish people; US policy is founded on the idea of a nation that belongs first of 
all to native-born Americans (the same conception informs the restriction that 
bars an immigrant from becoming President).30 Citizenship policies are used 
to tie a particular population to a state in both institutional and symbolic terms.

Citizenship, as traditionally understood, is not just one aspect of an individu-
al’s identity. Rather, it is constructed as a sacred form of membership.31 Citizens 
are expected to make sacrifices for their nation and to avoid calculations of 
individual utility. The clichéd quotation from John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inaugu-
ral address—“Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do 
for your country”—captures this spirit. For most of the twentieth century, 
the sacred character of citizenship entailed the stigmatization of individuals 
who gave up their country’s citizenship or became citizens in another country. 
In many countries, persons who emigrated or took up another nationality 
were condemned as “traitors,” “sellouts,” or “weaklings.”32 The prevalence of 
such epithets reflects the traditional assumption that when individuals behave 
instrumentally in the domain of citizenship, this defiles the sanctity of citizen-
ship and casts shame on the national collective.

In recent years, a growing literature has argued that instrumental attitudes 
toward citizenship are becoming more common. Christian Joppke coined the 
term “citizenship light” to describe this instrumental turn. He points out three 
examples of instrumentalism: citizenship-for-sale schemes, ancestry-based 
dual citizenship, and EU citizenship. Joppke argues that EU citizenship is the 
avant-garde of citizenship light because “[it is] exclusively about rights with 
no complementary duties whatsoever, decoupled from even the thinnest of 
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identities.”33 Other authors who have studied the rise of instrumental attitudes 
toward citizenship described them as “flexible citizenship,” “citizenship á la 
carte,” “passport citizenship,” or “strategic citizenship.”34 The instrumentaliza-
tion of citizenship—a conspicuous symbol of a change in values—has encoun-
tered fierce political resistance. Claims that citizenship is being cheapened, 
diluted, or desecrated, along with calls to reinforce national identity, regain con-
trol of borders and make the nation “great again,” figure prominently on the 
agendas of populist movements in the West and beyond it.35

Citizenship as global sorter. The three dimensions of citizenship discussed 
above pertain to a dyadic relationship between an individual and a specific state 
(when an individual holds dual citizenship, this is actually a triad).36 A fourth 
dimension focuses on the way that the possession of a particular citizenship 
defines an individual’s relation to the entire global system. Viewed from a global 
perspective, Brubaker argues, citizenship is “an international filing system, a 
mechanism for allocating persons to states.”37 The underlying legal doctrine has 
been described by Rainer Bauböck as the “Westphalian conception of citizen-
ship”: every human being must belong to a sovereign nation-state.38

After World War II, Hannah Arendt famously wrote that citizenship was 
“the right to have rights.” A person without citizenship did not have recourse to 
any law that would protect her. Thankfully, this principle is not applied today 
with the same ruthlessness. A series of international conventions provide some 
(limited) protections for stateless persons.39 Nevertheless, statelessness remains 
highly problematic from the point of view of states, constituting a disruption to 
the entire international system—“matter out of place” in the words of anthro-
pologist Liisa Malkki.40 Dual nationality, potentially, may be equally problematic. 
Concerns about the neat sorting of persons into states have led most states to 
resist dual citizenship for a long time. Today, however, a growing number of 
countries no longer view overlapping memberships as ipso facto problematic.41

In theory, global sorting by citizenship places persons into equivalent cat-
egories. The “Westphalian” legal imagination at the root of international law 
treats the world’s countries as sovereign and equal units. In reality, there are vast 
disparities in value and prestige between the citizenships of different countries. 
The sorting function of citizenship places people into hierarchically ordered 
categories. It is therefore a mechanism of stratification.42 Audrey Macklin sug-
gested that we can rank countries by the heft of citizenship that they offer.43 
One of the most eloquent formulations of the connection between citizenship 
and global inequality is Ayelet Shachar’s concept of the “birthright lottery”: a 
critique of the fact that the status that has the largest impact on individuals’ life 
chances is ascribed at birth, according to particularistic principles.44

The key institution that enacts this hierarchical sorting by citizenship is the 
international system of passports and visa restrictions. This system accords 
extensive travel freedom to the citizens of rich countries while imposing strict 
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8  Introduction

limits on citizens of less developed countries: a “global mobility divide,” in the 
words of Steffen Mau and his collaborators.45 In this book, I focus on the sorting 
function of citizenship, which—as I will show—is indispensable for understand-
ing how dual citizenship is perceived and used by individuals on the ground.

The Global Shift Toward Dual Citizenship

For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most countries prohib-
ited dual citizenship and made significant efforts to suppress it. This ban was 
enforced through a combination of bilateral treaties, international conven-
tions, and attempts by individual states to monitor their citizens. The view 
of dual citizenship as an unwelcome anomaly is captured in the words of the 
nineteenth-century American statesman George Bancroft, who compared it to 
bigamy.46 Since the 1990s, however, a new permissive approach to citizenship 
has been gaining dominance.

Figure I.1 presents the dual citizenship policies of eighty-eight countries in the 
Americas, Europe, Oceania, and Asia (comprehensive data for the Middle East 
and Africa were not available). The graph shows the percentage of countries in 
each region that permitted dual nationality at naturalization in 1990 and in 2016.47

Figure I.1 demonstrates the shift in states’ acceptance of dual nationality: 
in 1990, only 28 percent of countries in the sample tolerated it; by 2016, it was 
accepted by 75 percent of those countries. This represents a dramatic change 
in the relation to a status that until recently was considered highly problematic, 
even scandalous. Over the past three decades, toleration of dual nationality has 
grown in all the examined regions, albeit at different paces. The two Western 
regions included many “early adopters” of multiple citizenship. By 1990, the 
United States, Canada and New Zealand already permitted dual citizenship; 
Australia joined them in 2002. In Western Europe, about 30 percent of coun-
tries permitted dual citizenship in 1990 (including France, Britain, Ireland, 
and Portugal); between 1990 and 2016, half the countries in Western Europe 
changed their laws to permit dual citizenship.

In Latin America and Central and Eastern Europe, pre-1990 acceptance 
levels were very low—under 20 percent of countries. In those regions, the per-
missive shift was rapid and dramatic. Today, dual citizenship policies increasingly 
converge across Europe and the Americas: the acceptance of dual nationality is 
becoming a new norm in those regions, where over four-fifths of countries permit 
dual citizenship.48 Asia also shows a trend toward the greater acceptance of dual 
citizenship, but at a much slower pace. While the majority of Asian countries 
do not permit dual citizenship, the number of accepters has tripled since 1990.

Citizenship in Europe and the Americas has undergone a post-exclusive turn. 
Countries no longer require exclusive allegiance from their citizens. This change 
is inseparable from another transformation: a post-territorial turn, whereby many 
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countries expand the scope of rights that they offer to their citizens abroad, 
including absentee voting and consular protection.49 These two shifts are con-
nected: the vast majority of dual citizens reside in just one country and their 
second citizenship comes from a country in which they do not reside. The pro-
liferation of dual citizenship is also the spread of nonresident citizenship. Here, 
I will refer to a dual citizen’s residence-country citizenship as their primary 
citizenship and to their nonresident citizenship as their secondary citizenship.

Pathways to Dual Citizenship

What explains the new permissive attitude toward dual citizenship? Analysts 
have pointed out changes in the global legal and normative context that have 
made multiple citizenship increasingly acceptable. They include the end of 
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FIGURE I.1. World regions by percentage of countries that permitted dual citizenship at natural-
ization in 1990, 2016
Note: The bars show the percentage of countries in each world region that permitted dual citi-
zenship at naturalization in 1990 (lighter bar) and 2016 (darker bar). The sample includes 72 
countries in 1990 and 88 in 2016. Countries were coded as permitting dual citizenship if they 
formally allowed foreigners to naturalize while retaining their original citizenship (“immigrant 
dual citizenship”) or allowed their citizens to naturalize elsewhere without expatriating them 
(“emigrant dual citizenship”).
Sources: Author’s calculation based on GLOBALCIT citizenship reports retrieved from www​
.globalcit​.eu, and Liebich 2000; Bloemraad 2004; Escobar 2007; Blatter et al. 2009; and 
Pogonyi et al. 2010. See also Harpaz and Mateos 2019.
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10  Introduction

the Cold War, the abolition of conscription, processes of democratization and 
liberalization, new norms of gender equality, intensified international migra-
tion, and more.50 While these contextual factors are important, we should 
remember that governments do not change citizenship laws in response to a 
general ambience of tolerance. Instead, governments and lawmakers move 
to permit dual citizenship because they believe that it will further the well-
being, power, or prestige of the nation, as defined by their political ideology 
and interests.

Different countries have made the move toward the permission of dual citi-
zenship for different reasons. Studies of legal and policy dynamics highlight this 
diversity.51 In the United States, the toleration of dual citizenship was pushed 
by the Supreme Court, which, in a series of rulings since the 1950s, limited the 
government’s authority to expatriate US citizens against their will.52 In most 
other cases, dual citizenship became accepted in the context of migration or 
ethnic politics. Immigrant-receiving countries such as Sweden and Finland 
permitted dual citizenship in order to facilitate the integration of immigrants 
and their children.53 Emigrant-sending countries such as Mexico or Turkey 
permitted dual citizenship to encourage emigrants to naturalize abroad while 
holding on to their original citizenship and identity.54 Countries that had lost 
territories in the twentieth century—including Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, and Serbia—offer dual citizenship to cross-border ethnic kin to bring 
them back into the national fold.55

In all of these cases, the actual scope and impact of dual citizenship go beyond 
the initial motivations that have inspired its acceptance. Once states offer indi-
viduals the possibility to become dual citizens, bottom-up dynamics inevitably 
lead to a host of unintended consequences. In contrast to the extensive litera
ture that adopted a state-centered approach, fewer studies have explored the 
implications of dual citizenship for the individuals who acquire and use it. 
The existing case studies on dual citizenship outside the West (which will be 
discussed in detail in chapter 1) reveal some common patterns that this book 
will explore in a more systematic comparative manner.

While researchers have analyzed data on dual citizenship from the Euro
pean Social Survey, selected censuses and surveys and official statistics from 
citizenship-granting countries, the statistical picture is far from complete.56 
There is still a need for statistics that would shed light on the global demographics 
of dual citizenship, including comparative data on prevalence and demand.57 
In chapter 1, I will present such a dataset, that I constructed from original data.

In order to formulate a new analytical approach to citizenship, we also need 
to expand our theoretical toolbox. Social scientists’ understanding of citizen-
ship has traditionally been framed by concepts and theories that were developed 
to analyze immigrant integration, minority politics, and transnationalism.58 
The approach I propose in this book builds upon this literature, but also expands 
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the theoretical lens by integrating the global, population-sorting function of citi-
zenship, and highlighting its role as a marker of differential status within a global 
hierarchy. This reframing broadens the analysis beyond questions of national 
identity and loyalty, bringing to the fore the practical value of dual citizenship 
as a source of additional opportunities, security, rights and travel freedom.

A New Approach: Investigating 

Compensatory Citizenship

This book focuses on a mostly overlooked type of dual citizenship that I call 
compensatory citizenship: dual citizenship from a Western or EU country that 
is acquired by individuals living outside Western Europe and North America. 
At least three million people in Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Israel have 
acquired dual citizenship from EU countries. Hundreds of thousands world-
wide have acquired compensatory citizenship through other means, such as 
strategic birth or residence. The rise of compensatory dual citizenship is a 
direct consequence of the post-exclusive turn in citizenship.

There are six main pathways that citizens of countries outside the West use 
to secure a second, Western citizenship. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this book will 
analyze three study cases that represent the three pathways that involve the 
largest number of persons.

	1.	Ancestry-based citizenship acquisition. Descendants of European 
emigrants living outside Western Europe and North America obtain 
EU dual citizenship from their origin countries. Major citizenship-
granting countries include Italy, Spain, Poland, and Germany. 
Applicants mostly hail from Latin American countries (including 
Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela) as well as Israel.59

I study this pathway by focusing on the case of Israelis who apply for 
EU citizenship.60 Between the 1920s and the 1960s, about a million Jews 
from Poland, Germany, Romania, and other countries settled in Israel 
(before 1948, the Palestine Mandate). They mostly came as refugees who 
fled persecution, and typically severed all links to their origin coun-
tries. Since 2000, over 85,000 Israelis with roots in Central and Eastern 
Europe have applied to reacquire citizenship in their countries of origin. 
Their declared aim is to secure a “European passport,” and they show 
minimal interest in their countries of origin.

	2.	Coethnic citizenship acquisition. Individuals obtain dual citizenship 
from kin-states on the basis of ethnic origin. Numerous countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe offer coethnic citizenship, including 
Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Greece, among others. Applicants 
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mostly come from neighboring countries in the region, especially 
those that are not EU members, such as Serbia, Ukraine, Macedonia, 
and Moldova.61

I study the coethnic pathway through the case of Hungarian dual citi-
zenship in Serbia. The multiethnic region of Vojvodina, now in north-
ern Serbia, is home to a sizable Hungarian minority. In 2011, Hungary 
enacted a new policy that made Vojvodina’s ethnic Hungarians eligi-
ble for dual citizenship. By 2018, over 180,000 citizens of Serbia had 
obtained a second citizenship from Hungary. This demand is driven in 
part by an authentic identification with Hungary among cross-border 
Hungarians—but it also reflects the strong desire of Serbians to become 
citizens of the EU and earn the right to work and study in Western 
Europe. Not all applicants are ethnically Hungarian: many ethnic Serbs 
have begun to study the Hungarian language with the express aim of 
securing EU citizenship.

	3.	Strategic cross-border birth. Middle- or upper-class individuals from 
many countries in Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East travel 
to the United States or Canada in order to give birth there. After 
they secure citizenship for their children thanks to automatic jus soli 
laws, they return to their home country. There is evidence that this 
strategy—colloquially called birth tourism—is employed by citizens of 
Mexico, China, Turkey, Taiwan, among others.62

I study this pathway through the case of Mexican strategic birth in the 
United States.63 In 1998, Mexico permitted dual nationality. This move 
was primarily intended to encourage Mexican immigrants to naturalize 
in the United States while retaining their nationality. An unintended con-
sequence has been a growth in the number of dual nationals in Mexico. 
While most of this growth is the result of deportation and return migra-
tion, there has also been a rapid growth in the number of elite Mexican 
parents who travel across the border to the United States, give birth, and 
immediately return to Mexico. An estimated figure of 140,000 Mexicans 
have secured US citizenship for their children in this manner since 1990.

The book will focus on these three pathways to compensatory citizenship. 
There are at least three additional pathways to compensatory citizenship. While 
they form part of the same global phenomenon, they will not be analyzed in 
this book. These include (4) residence strategies, which involve individuals who 
naturalize in Western countries and then immediately return to their origin 
countries or migrate onward;64 (5) matrimonial strategies, whereby individuals 
obtain dual citizenship through marriage;65 and (6) citizenship by investment, 
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which involves high-net-worth individuals who obtain a second citizenship 
by purchasing expensive real estate or making a monetary investment.66

The three study cases included in this book were selected to represent the 
three main pathways to compensatory citizenship: ancestry, ethnicity, and 
strategic birth. I collected extensive data on those cases through fieldwork 
and interviews (see methodological appendix). The diversity of cases also per-
mits two additional axes of internal comparison. First, the Serbian and Israeli 
cases represent the dynamics of dual citizenship in the EU, where blood ties—
ancestry and ethnicity—are central to citizenship allocation; the Mexican case 
illustrates the dynamics of dual citizenship from the United States, which is 
premised on the deliberate creation of citizenship ties (through strategic birth) 
where no prior connection exists.

The three-case design also makes it possible to compare countries with 
different positions in the global hierarchy. Serbia and Mexico are middle-
income economies and massive senders of emigration; these countries’ pat-
terns of trade and migration show tight dependence on their respective adjacent 
Western blocs (the EU for Serbia, the United States for Mexico). In contrast, 
Israel is a high-income, low-emigration country that is not dependent to such 
a degree on trade with a single Western bloc.67 This makes it possible to com-
pare cases where the practical usefulness of dual citizenship is self-explanatory 
(Serbia and Mexico) alongside a case where the use of citizenship is less obvi-
ous (Israel).

Roadmap for the Book

This book aims to reposition the phenomenon of dual citizenship within the 
context of global inequality and analyze it as a strategy of resource accumulation. 
Chapter 1 lays out the theoretical framework for the book. It describes a model of 
the global citizenship hierarchy. Within this hierarchy, citizenship from Western 
or EU countries provides the highest level of rights, opportunities, and travel 
freedom. Once dual citizenship became available, millions of individuals from 
middle-tier nations in Latin America and Eastern Europe drew on their ances-
try or ethnicity to obtain EU citizenship. For those individuals, compensatory 
citizenship is a deliberate strategy of upward mobility in the global hierarchy.

The following chapters explore three cases that illustrate the dynamics of 
compensatory citizenship on the ground. Chapter 2 explores the case of Hun-
garian dual citizenship in Serbia. Since 2011, Hungary has offered dual citizen-
ship to cross-border Hungarians living in neighboring countries. Coethnic dual 
citizenship has complicated and contradictory effects on Serbia’s Hungarian 
minority. On the one hand, they enjoy access to Europe, as well as elevated 
social status in Serbia. On the other hand, the proliferation of EU passports 
makes it easier for young Hungarians to emigrate, shrinking this beleaguered 
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population even further. Meanwhile, thousands of ethnic Serbs have also begun 
to study the Hungarian language. They hope to take advantage of Hungary’s 
generosity toward Hungarian speakers in order to thereby gain access to the EU.

In chapter 3, I study the growth in US dual nationality in Mexico, and specifi-
cally the phenomenon of strategic cross-borders births. This involves middle- 
and upper-class Mexican parents who travel to the United States to give 
birth, aiming to secure US citizenship for their children. The families who 
engage in this practice typically have little interest in emigrating. Instead, they 
mainly view the United States as a site of high-prestige consumption and wish 
to provide their children with easy access to tourism, shopping and education 
across the border. The American passport is also an insurance policy that allows 
easy exit at times of insecurity in Mexico. This strategic acquisition of US dual 
nationality by upper-class Mexicans can be juxtaposed with another recent 
trend: the deportation of hundreds of thousands of Mexican undocumented 
immigrants, who take their US-born children with them to Mexico.68 For the 
former group, dual nationality is voluntary and practical; for the latter, it is an 
imposed disadvantage.

In chapter 4, I analyze EU citizenship in Israel. EU-Israeli dual citizens 
rarely refer to themselves as dual citizens, but instead see themselves as 
“Israelis with a European passport.” The findings show that citizenship appli-
cants are mainly driven by two motivations that were conditioned by Jewish 
history: the wish to hold an insurance policy against the possibility of Israel 
being destroyed, and the desire for a status symbol that signifies their elitist 
position in Israel as European-origin Jews. Ironically, the grandchildren of Jews 
who had left Europe for Israel now look to German or Hungarian passports for 
security.

In the conclusion, I discuss the theoretical implications of the book’s 
findings. The proliferation of compensatory citizenship contributes to the 
commodification of nationality through multiple pathways: the emergence 
of citizenship industries, the exchange of citizenship for cash, and the instru-
mentalization of national belonging. Respondents exhibit an attitude that I call 
“the sovereign individual”; they understand citizenship status as a domain for 
individual free choice and maximization of utility, free from traditional collec-
tive dictates. In other words, citizenship is changing from an ascribed to an 
achieved status. The legal acceptance of multiple nationality has made Western 
citizenship into a valuable practical resource for elites in other parts of the world, 
allowing them to convert local advantages into a new kind of capital that elevates 
their position within the global system of stratification.
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Dual Citizenship as a Strategy 

of Global Upward Mobility

Since the 1990s, states have become increasingly tolerant of dual citizenship. 
Who benefited from this new state of affairs? What are the forces that drive 
demand for dual citizenship? Social scientists have studied how immigrants in 
the West acquire and use dual citizenship, focusing on questions of ethnic and 
national identity, integration, and transnationalism. At the same time, they have 
tended to overlook a crucial element that plays a key role in the acquisition and 
use of dual citizenship: disparities in the practical value of different countries’ 
citizenship. In this chapter, I introduce a new approach that posits that global 
inequality in citizenship value is the main factor that shapes the acquisition and 
use of dual citizenship.

The world’s citizenships are not equal. Some citizenships–say, Canadian 
or Swedish—provide access to a secure and prosperous territory, guarantee 
extensive social and political rights, and come with a prestigious, high-mobility 
passport. On the other end of the spectrum, some citizenships are practically 
worthless in terms of economic access, social welfare, and political rights—and, 
moreover, mark their bearer as an automatic suspect when trying to cross inter-
national borders. This is the situation for citizens of most African and many 
Middle Eastern countries. Other citizenships occupy an intermediate position 
between those two poles, providing some degree of opportunities and entitle-
ments but falling short of the ideal set by the rich West.

In this chapter, I take this global hierarchy as the point of departure and 
use it to explain variation in the way dual citizenship is understood and used. 
I introduce an index of citizenship value and analyze extensive data on the 
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prevalence of dual citizenship and its acquisition. The analysis demonstrates 
three points. First, individuals’ responses to the possibility to obtain dual 
citizenship are shaped by their position in the global hierarchy of citizen-
ship value. Second, individuals are motivated to acquire a second citizenship 
if it is ranked higher in the global hierarchy than their primary, residence-
country citizenship. Third, acquisition of dual citizenship is particularly high 
in countries that are in the middle of the global distribution (mostly in Eastern 
Europe and Latin America), where many citizens have both the practical 
incentive and the opportunity to obtain citizenship from a North American 
or an EU country.

The data show that millions of persons in middle-tier countries have acquired 
dual citizenship without immigrating; these persons draw on their ancestry, 
ethnicity, or economic capital to secure a second, Western citizenship. This sec-
ond citizenship—which I call compensatory citizenship—is used as an enhancer 
of opportunities, an insurance policy, a premium passport, even a status 
symbol. In other words, compensatory citizenship operates as an instrumental 
strategy of global upward mobility.

Dual Citizenship: An Actor’s Point of View

Most authors who have studied dual citizenship have focused on the legal 
and policy dynamics that led to its acceptance or prohibition by countries. 
Fewer works have studied it at the level of individuals: the motives and inter-
ests behind the acquisition of dual citizenship and its meaning and use once 
acquired. The existing individual-level, bottom-up literature mostly examined 
a particular set of cases: immigrants to North America and Western Europe 
who naturalized while retaining their origin-country citizenship. This literature 
explored the factors that lead some immigrants in the West to become dual 
citizens as well as the impact of dual citizenship on their social and political 
integration.1 The analytical focus has been on the decision to acquire resident 
(i.e., primary) dual citizenship in the country where the immigrant lives.

In the context of immigration, nonresident dual citizenship (i.e., second-
ary citizenship) is created passively through the retention of origin-country 
citizenship or by transmission jure sanguinis from immigrant parents, without 
requiring any special action on the part of the dual citizen. Furthermore, for 
immigrants in the West, a secondary citizenship from their origin country (say, 
from Mexico or Morocco) typically carries relatively limited practical value. 
Nonresident secondary citizenship has been characterized by David FitzGerald 
as “citizenship à la carte,” in reference to the autonomy that dual citizens enjoy 
in deciding when and how to use its benefits. However, it appears that, for dual 
citizens in the West, such uses typically remain only a potential.2
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No more than a small minority of immigrants use dual citizenship to engage 
in transnational entrepreneurship—5 percent, according to an analysis by Portes, 
Guarnizo, and Haller—while other economic uses, such as inheriting property 
or relocating for work or lifestyle, are very specific and remain irrelevant for 
most immigrants.3 Absentee voting in immigrants’ country of origin is more 
common, but carries limited practical benefits for the voters. Many first- and 
second-generation immigrants (e.g., Algerian-French) retain dual citizenship 
to secure visa-free access to their countries of origin as well as safeguard their 
right to own and inherit real estate.

Nonetheless, for individuals who hold primary (i.e., resident) citizenship in 
a Western country, a secondary citizenship carries practical uses that are specific 
and personal. It makes it easier to capitalize on preexisting economic, political, 
or social ties, but does not usually act as an independent resource. Any addi-
tional citizenship beyond the primary Western one does not provide access 
to enhanced rights or opportunities on a global scale. Instead, it provides 
rights in an additional specific territory, one that is usually less prosperous 
and attractive than the country of residence (which is why those persons or 
their parents emigrated in the first place).4 Therefore, dual citizens in Western 
countries do not typically treat their secondary, origin-country citizenship in 
an instrumental manner, but rather see it as a mark of identity and sentimental 
attachment.5

This explains why demand for dual citizenship among immigrants and their 
descendants in the West is relatively low, as evidenced by the relatively low 
percentage of dual citizens among first- and second-generation immigrants in 
countries like the United States, Germany, and Canada, compared to the poten-
tial number of those who could take up a second citizenship.6 Moreover, the 
predominately sentimental value of dual citizenship in the West explains why 
the sociological literature has not developed a theory about the practical uses 
and meanings of dual citizenship and focused on its meaning as an indicator of 
assimilation and identity.

Beyond the Sentimental Approach

The noninstrumental approach to dual citizenship, that analyzes it through the 
prism of identity and sentiments, is theoretically valid within the empirical 
scope of the West. When applying this approach beyond the West, however, its 
limitations become apparent. Dual citizenship follows a different pattern in coun-
tries that occupy a lower position in the global hierarchy of citizenship value.

A number of recent monographs explore the meaning and uses of dual citi-
zenship outside Western Europe and North America. Numerous researchers, 
including David Cook-Martin, Guido Tintori, Szabolcs Pogonyi, Pablo Mateos, 
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Eleanor Knott, and others (including the author) have examined specific case 
studies of dual citizenship. These included Bulgarian, Romanian, and Hungar-
ian EU dual citizenship in neighboring non-EU countries (such as Macedonia 
or Moldova), Spanish and Italian citizenship in Argentina or Mexico, and EU 
citizenship in Israel. Typically, individuals in those countries do not acquire 
their second citizenship by way of naturalization, but rather on the basis of 
their ancestry or ethnic identity. Some studies—including works by Aihwa 
Ong, Evren Balta, and Özlem Altan-Olcay—analyze the practices of strategic 
residence and birth by Chinese, Turks, and others who seek US or Canadian 
citizenship for themselves or their children.7

Those case studies represent highly diverse contexts and pathways. Never-
theless, they have two key features in common: eligible individuals exhibited 
high demand for Western or EU dual citizenship, and the relation to such citi-
zenship was strongly instrumental. While a small number of applicants were 
inspired by sentimental motives, most of them sought citizenship in countries 
to which they had no real connection and whose languages they often could 
not speak. This stands in marked contrast to dual citizens in the West, who are 
first- or second-generation immigrants and often have real experience of the 
“homeland.” Many dual citizens outside the West denied feeling any identifi-
cation or affinity with their countries of secondary citizenship (Israelis with 
German citizenship are a case in point). Moreover, most of them did not have 
concrete plans to immigrate to their new countries of citizenship.

Viewed from a traditional perspective that treats citizenship as a bind-
ing, socially significant tie to a specific nation-state, such attitudes appear puz-
zling. What could be the value of citizenship when detached from both residence 
and national identity? To answer this question, I propose an alternative way of 
looking at citizenship. This approach focuses on the function of citizenship as 
“marker in the international system of population management” (in the words 
of Barry Hindess) or, to put it differently, as position within a stratified global 
order.8 Viewed from this angle, it should come as no surprise that individuals 
from outside Western Europe and North America are eager to acquire citizen-
ship from any Western or EU country.

When individuals outside the West make decisions about whether to acquire 
a second citizenship, sentiments and identity do not seem to be the main crite-
ria. They often evaluate citizenship on the basis of its potential to provide better 
opportunities, more extensive rights, improved security, and greater freedom 
of movement. The secondary citizenship operates as compensatory citizenship 
because it makes up for limitations in one’s primary, residence-country citizen-
ship. Given the practical usefulness of compensatory citizenship, we expect 
to find strong demand for it. This understudied type of dual citizenship is 
distinct from sentimental dual citizenship, which, thanks to its ubiquity in the 
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West, has been the focus of the sociological literature. In the remainder of this 
chapter, I present a model of the structure of global stratification and explore 
how it produces different formations of dual citizenship in different contexts.

The Global Hierarchy of Citizenship Value

Nation-state citizenship is the key principle of stratification in today’s world.9 
Therefore, the quality of the citizenship that an individual already has will 
affect the likelihood that he or she will acquire a second citizenship and the 
way that they will use it. Below, I introduce an index that ranks the world’s 
countries by the value of their citizenship and, moreover, groups them into 
three tiers (or classes) of citizenship that will differ in their relation to dual 
citizenship.

CITIZENSHIP: THE KEY TO GLOBAL STRATIFICATION

Citizenship is the most important factor that affects one’s life chances—more 
than class, gender, or race.10 In terms of income distribution, we are living today 
in what the economist Branko Milanovic has called a “non-Marxian” world. 
In 1848, Marx and Engels concluded the Communist Manifesto with the ral-
lying cry, “Workers of the World, Unite!” At the time, the living standards of 
workers and peasants in England, Russia, and India were comparable, hover-
ing around the level of subsistence. Under those conditions, it was plausible 
to envision the “workers of the world” as having a shared fate and common 
interests that might lead them to unite against a supposed common enemy. 
Over the past century and a half, however, the global distribution of wealth has 
changed dramatically. Today, between-country inequality (location, or citizen-
ship) plays a bigger role than within-country inequality (class) in explaining 
economic gaps between individuals around the world—hence, a restructuring 
along “non-Marxian” lines.11

The fact that humanity is stratified by citizenship more than by class is 
evident in the vast income gaps that exist between rich and poor countries. 
To take an extreme example, the GDP per capita in Norway ($61,472) is over a 
hundred times higher than in the Central African Republic ($592), even after 
adjusting for different price levels (PPP). Even the poorest citizens of rich 
countries are well off relative to the world as a whole. Milanovic shows that the 
5 percent of Americans with the lowest incomes are in the 60th percentile of the 
global income distribution (i.e., their income is higher than 60 percent of man-
kind); the lowest-income 5 percent of Danes are in the global 90th percentile. 
Note that, since the 1980s, within-country (class) inequality in the West has 
been growing while between-country inequality has diminished somewhat; 
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nevertheless, the gap in living standards between the West and (most of ) the 
rest of the world remains very large.12

Global inequality in citizenship value is not limited to income; in fact, 
it extends to almost any conceivable domain of human flourishing, including 
security, political rights, access to health and social services and even clean air 
and water. Differences in access to education mean that over a third of young 
women in Pakistan cannot read, compared with practically zero female youth 
illiteracy in Europe. Gaps in access to healthcare make a child in Sierra Leone 
sixty times more likely to die before the age of five than a child in Norway. And 
differences in crime rates make a resident of Honduras fifty-six times more 
likely to be a victim of homicide than a resident of Canada.13

Furthermore, citizenship also stratifies individuals in terms of access to other 
national territories beside one’s own country. The world’s passports are not 
equal. Whereas citizens of rich Western countries may travel freely throughout 
most of the world, travelers from many other countries must expend substantial 
amounts of time and money on obtaining visas before they may venture abroad.14

The ranking of passports can be seen as a kind of “peer review” that states 
make of one another. The freedom to travel offered by a passport reflects the 
perception of the issuing country as a potential sender of unwanted immigrants, 
refugees, criminals, or terrorists. The citizens of rich, free and secure countries 
are welcome as tourists and business travelers and are admitted to many ter-
ritories without a visa. Citizens of lower-ranked countries, in contrast, are seen 
as “automatic suspects,” and their movement is controlled and restricted. This 
global system of citizenship-based mobility restrictions helps explain why, in 
spite of extremely high global income inequality, no more than 3 percent of 
mankind are immigrants.15

Legal scholar Ayelet Shachar describes this state of affairs as the “birth-
right lottery,” arguing that citizenship transmission at birth operates as a kind 
of (untaxed and unregulated) intergenerational transfer of wealth.16 Audrey 
Macklin has proposed the concept “heft of citizenship” to capture the different 
“packages” of rights and opportunities available to different individuals.17 One 
can envision a graded spectrum of global citizenship value, extending from the 
stateless refugee to the citizen of a rich and secure country. Within the starkly 
stratified political-economic system that encompasses all of humankind, citi-
zenship from a Western country acts as an entry ticket to the global elite.18

The model that is presented below uses a composite score that was calcu-
lated on the basis of four international indices to determine countries’ relative 
positions within the hierarchy of citizenship value.19 Each country’s rank was 
determined by combining the value of its resident citizenship—represented by 
a Citizenship Quality Index (CQI) that will be introduced below—alongside 
an index that measures the international freedom of movement that its pass-
port provides. The CQI represents the quality of a country’s citizenship for 
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residents in its territory, the passport ranking reflects the degree of recognition 
it receives abroad.

QUANTIFYING RESIDENT CITIZENSHIP: SECURITY, 

OPPORTUNITY, RIGHTS

The world’s countries can be ranked according to their relative success in real-
izing an ideal of citizenship, meaning the rights and benefits that citizens expect 
to receive from the state. The institution of citizenship—and the nation-state 
more broadly—developed in Western Europe and North America and then dif-
fused to other parts of the world, where it was emulated with varying degrees 
of success.20 Therefore, I treat the ideal of citizenship not as an abstract vision 
derived from a priori reasoning about human nature but as a concrete model 
that corresponds to the standard set by rich and democratic Western nations.

The quality of resident citizenship is defined here as the full range of 
potential benefits that derive from the fundamental right to be present in the 
territory of one’s state of citizenship (right of abode). There are three main 
components to resident citizenship: security, economic opportunity, and civil 
and political rights. Together, these elements constitute the ideal that modern 
individuals expect from their state when they are in its territory.

Security: this component of citizenship reflects states’ relative success in min-
imizing the risk of violence—particularly political violence—and instability in 
their territory. I measure it using the State Fragility Index (SFI) published by 
the Center for Systemic Peace, which combines various measures that affect a 
country’s security and stability, including external conflict, internal repression, 
regime stability, and social wellbeing.

Opportunity: this component captures states’ relative ability to assure the 
prosperity of the population living in their territory. It is dependent on a range 
of factors, including labor markets, possibilities for education, and consump-
tion and level of public services. I measure it using the Human Development 
Index (HDI) formulated by the United Nations Development Program, which 
combines measures of income, life expectancy, and educational attainment.

Rights: this component captures the relative degree of political rights enjoyed 
by citizens, including the basic democratic right to elect one’s government, as 
well as civil rights like the freedom of expression and assembly. I measure it 
using the Democracy Index calculated by the Economist Intelligence Unit, which 
ranks countries using a composite democracy score that includes electoral pro
cess, government functioning, political participation, political culture, and 
civil liberties.21

These three measures were combined to construct the Citizenship Quality 
Index (CQI), a composite measure of the benefits that accrue from resident 
citizenship in a country.22
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PASSPORT WORTH: STRATIFICATION THROUGH ­

MOBILITY RIGHTS

The second index represents the degree of mobility freedom provided by each 
country’s passport. I use the visa restrictions index published by the citizenship 
consulting company, Henley & Partners, which ranks passports by the number 
of countries to which they allow visa-free access. At the top of the list are the 
passports of Western European countries, the United States, Japan, and New 
Zealand, which in 2016 offered visa-free access to over 170 territories. Other 
countries with relatively strong passports were Hong Kong, Israel, Mexico, 
Poland, or Romania, whose citizens had free access to between 140 and 161 coun-
tries. Countries near the bottom of the list included China (visa-free access to 
53 countries), India (49), Iran (40), and Afghanistan (24).23

Mapping Citizenship Value: A Three-Tiered Hierarchy

Figure 1.1 plots the CQI, which measures the quality of resident citizenship, on 
the horizontal axis, and the Passport Index, which measures global freedom of 
movement, on the vertical axis. It thus shows the ranking of the world’s citi-
zenships by their internal and external value.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the global stratification of citizenship value and shows 
the strong association between a country’s CQI rank and its Passport Index rank. 
There was a rank order correlation (Spearman’s rho) of 0.89 between the two 
indices at a significance level of p<.0001. This is consistent with the expecta-
tion that high-value resident citizenship would go together with extensive travel 
freedom. This correlation is visible in the graph.

I divide the world’s countries into three tiers of citizenship value. These 
tiers roughly correspond to the top 10 percent of citizenship and passport value 
(first tier); the citizenships ranked between the fiftieth and ninetieth percentiles 
(middle tier); and those below the global median (third tier). The division of 
the world into three categories is consistent with preexisting conceptualizations, 
including the Cold War division into first, second, and third worlds, as well as 
Immanuel Wallerstein’s world systems theory, which divides countries into 
global core, semiperiphery, and periphery.24

As can be seen in figure 1.1, there is a strong correlation between citi-
zenship tier position and geographical region. The first tier is made up of 
Western European and North American nations, Australia, and New Zealand, 
as well as Japan and South Korea.25 The middle tier is dominated by Central 
and Eastern European (CEE) countries (represented by triangles) and Latin 
American countries (shown as Xs). It also includes Israel, Taiwan, Singa-
pore, Malaysia, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Mauritius, and South 
Africa. The third tier mostly consists of Asian, African, and Middle Eastern 
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nations. Figure 1.2 presents the citizenship tier breakdown on a map of the 
world.

The basic contours of this ranking are not surprising: it is well known that 
Norway is richer than Nicaragua, and Canada safer than Cameroon. The inte-
grated model of citizenship value, however, is useful in highlighting the regional 
and path-dependent nature of citizenship value.

As figure 1.1 shows, the top rankings in citizenship value are dominated by a 
tight cluster of mostly Western European and North American countries. These 
countries have emerged as the world’s first nation-states and have enjoyed hege-
monic global positions for most of the past two centuries. The global middle 
tier is mostly composed of countries in Latin America and Eastern Europe that 
have gained independence during the nineteenth century or in the early twen-
tieth century. These countries had strong historical ties with Central and West-
ern Europe. The third tier is mostly composed of Asian and African countries 
that have gained independence relatively recently—usually after World War II. 
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Position in the citizenship hierarchy is expected to affect various individual-
level behaviors and attitudes that pertain to global stratification, including, 
among others, the propensity to emigrate, constructions of identity, and 
patterns of consumption. Here, I focus on the way citizenship tier position 
shapes a specific behavior: attitudes toward the possibility of acquiring a sec-
ond citizenship.

First-tier citizenship countries provide their citizens with the full package of 
citizenship entitlements in terms of security, opportunities, and rights. In addi-
tion, these countries’ passports offer nearly unrestricted travel possibilities.26 
Most first-tier citizenship countries receive immigration from middle- and 
third-tier countries and most of them permit dual citizenship. Therefore, we 
can expect to find large numbers of dual citizens in first-tier countries who hold 
a secondary citizenship from lower-tier countries. However, demand for dual 
citizenship will be relatively low because the secondary citizenship will be of 
limited practical value.

Middle-tier citizenship countries provide their citizens with a package 
of security, opportunity, rights, and travel freedom that is above the global 
median, but falls short of the ideal set by the West.27 Fourteen middle-tier 
citizenship countries in Central and Eastern Europe are members of the EU, 
meaning that their citizenship provides full rights in first-tier Western Euro
pean countries. While Hungary, for example, remains far less prosperous than 
Germany or the Netherlands, EU citizenship compensates for this deficit in 
opportunities, providing access to the attractive labor and education markets 
of Western Europe. EU membership, and the settlement freedom that comes 
with it, boosts the value of these countries’ citizenship. Even if they do not wish 
to emigrate to Western Europe, citizens of these Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries benefit from the “backup plan” provided by EU citizenship, 
and may also use it for temporary, circular mobility. Therefore, even though 
Hungary, Romania or Poland are classified as middle-tier citizenship countries, 
for people outside the EU, their citizenship has the same practical value as 
first-tier citizenship.

Since 1990, most countries in Eastern Europe and Latin America moved to 
permit dual nationality. For historical and geographical reasons, many middle-
tier countries host large numbers of people who have ties to Western and 
EU countries. These include descendants of European immigrants (mostly in 
South America and Israel) and coethnics of EU member countries (mostly in 
Eastern Europe), as well as populations with extensive migration ties to the 
West (especially in Mexico and East Asia). Many of these individuals have 
obtained EU citizenship through programs that offer citizenship to descen-
dants of emigrants or coethnics including, for example, descendants of Italians 
in South America or ethnic Hungarians in Eastern Europe.28 I will refer to this 
phenomenon as long-distance citizenship acquisition, paraphrasing Benedict 
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Anderson’s concept of long-distance nationalism. Whereas Anderson focuses 
on emotional ties to the homeland, however, long-distance acquisition—as I 
will show below—does not necessarily involve sentiments or identity. In fact, 
it is usually free of such emotional ties.

We may expect to find relatively large populations in middle-tier coun-
tries that hold a highly desirable secondary citizenship from a Western or EU 
country. Moreover, demand for such citizenship will be high. At the same 
time, we do not expect to find large numbers of dual citizens produced by 
immigrant naturalization: not only because middle-tier countries receive small 
numbers of immigrants, but also because middle-tier citizens will only have 
a weak incentive to hold secondary citizenship from a middle- or third-tier 
country.

Third-tier citizenship countries occupy the bottom half of the world distri-
bution in citizenship quality and travel freedom. The population of third-tier 
countries typically has few ancestral or ethnic ties to Europe. Moreover, these 
countries receive relatively little immigration and often do not permit dual 
citizenship. In third-tier countries, demand for higher-tier citizenship is pre-
sumably strong, but there are relatively few opportunities to obtain such citi-
zenship. Wealthy individuals from third-tier citizenship countries are the most 
likely buyers in citizenship-by-investment programs, which will not be discussed 
in detail in this book.29

This model highlights the different dominant types of dual citizenship in 
the West and outside it. In Western countries, we would mainly find senti-
mental dual citizenship produced by ongoing immigration. In middle-tier citi-
zenship countries, in contrast, we expect to find high levels of compensatory 
dual citizenship that will be more instrumental in nature. This chapter, and 
this book more generally, will not discuss third-tier countries. In the analy
sis below, I will compare patterns of dual citizenship in first- and middle-tier 
countries. Three propositions logically flow from the theoretical approach 
outlined above.

Proposition 1: Dual citizens in first-tier (Western) countries will typically 
hold a secondary citizenship from a lower-tier country and will consist 
primarily of first- and second-generation immigrants.

Proposition 2: Dual citizens in middle-tier countries will typically hold a 
secondary citizenship from a Western country and will consist primarily 
of persons who have become dual citizens through long-distance 
acquisition.

Proposition 3: Individuals in middle-tier countries who are potentially 
eligible for long-distance citizenship acquisition will exhibit higher 
demand and more instrumental motivations relative to eligible 
individuals in Western countries.
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Dual Citizenship Statistics: Evaluating 

Prevalence and Demand

The study of dual citizenship has long been hindered by the unavailability of 
comparative statistics. Here, I fill this lacuna by analyzing an original dataset that 
I constructed from administrative data and existing academic publications. The 
main dataset includes statistics on the prevalence of dual citizenship in thirty 
countries. In addition, I will analyze a second dataset, that includes statistics on the 
acquisition of ancestry- or ethnicity-based dual citizenship from eight European 
countries (a total of 2.66 million citizenship acquisitions).30

PREVALENCE OF DUAL CITIZENSHIP

In order to evaluate the prevalence of dual citizenship, I use an original dataset 
based on statistics from thirty countries with a combined population of 948 
million. About 18.5 million of them—almost 2 percent—held dual citizenship. 
The countries in the sample include twenty-four European countries and four 
Latin American countries as well as Canada and Israel. In terms of citizenship 
tiers, the dataset includes nine first-tier countries and twenty-one middle-tier 
countries. For all countries but one, data pertain to years between 2010 and 2016 
(for France, data were for 2008).

I compiled these data from a variety of sources, including national censuses, 
consular reports and academic publications (see methodological appendix for 
more details). The numbers given below should be treated as minimum esti-
mates, because many persons with dual citizenship are unaware of their status 
or deliberately conceal it. Moreover, in some countries the data capture only 
part of the dual citizen population: in Switzerland, data only include persons 
over fifteen years of age; the figures for Israel, Brazil, Venezuela, Argentina, 
and Moldova rely on statistics from the major countries of secondary citizen-
ship and are therefore incomplete by definition. Table 1.1 shows levels of dual 
citizenship in twenty-three countries that hosted fifty thousand or more dual 
citizens. It leaves out seven countries in Central and Eastern Europe where 
the number of dual citizens in 2011 was under fifty thousand: Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, Albania, Bulgaria, Armenia, Montenegro, and Lithuania.

The table presents levels of dual citizenship in different countries, making it 
possible to analyze them in the context of the global citizenship stratification. 
Column 2 shows the number of dual citizens in each country. In Germany and 
France alone, the number of persons with dual citizenship exceeds 7.5 million. 
Overall, the nine first-tier countries in the sample were home to 11.8 million 
dual citizens, who constituted 4.3 percent of their populations. Middle-tier 
countries also show a strong presence of dual citizens. There were a total of 6.7 
million dual citizens in twenty-one sampled countries, equivalent to 1 percent 
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TABLE 1.1. Prevalence and Characteristics of Dual Citizenship in Selected Countries

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Country
Dual 

citizens
% Dual 
citizens

Most common 
secondary 
citizenship

Tier of 
secondary 
citizenship

Main pathway 
to secondary 
citizenship

% Foreign-
born

First-tier citizenship countries

Germany 4,300,000 5.3% Russia II Immigration 12%

France 3,300,000 5% Algeria III Immigration 12%

Netherlands 1,306,274 7.7% Morocco III Immigration 11%

Canada 944,700 2.9% UK I Immigration 21%

Spain 863,000 1.8% Ecuador II Immigration 14%

Switzerland 688,561 8.6% Italy (EU) I Immigration 29%

Portugal 244,745 2.3% Brazil II Immigration 8%

Finland 104,997 2% Russia II Immigration 5%

Ireland 104,784 2.3% US I Return 
migration

16%

Total: First tier 11,857,061 4.3% 13%

Middle-tier citizenship countries

Brazil 880,000 0.4% Portugal (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

<1%

Israel 840,000 10% US I Immigration 26%

Bosnia- 
Herzegovina

800,000 20% Croatia (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

<1%

Argentina 790,473 1.9% Italy (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

5%

Mexico 778,000 0.6% US I Return 
migration

<1%

Venezuela 587,555 2% Colombia III Immigration 4%

Romania 441,331 2% Hungary (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

<1%

Serbia 401,548 5.5% Hungary (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

6%

Poland 327,500 1% Germany (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

2%

Moldova 326,000 9% Romania (EU) I Long-distance 
acquisition

11%

Greece 190,000 1.7% Albania II Immigration 9%

Hungary 88,906 0.9% Romania (EU) I Immigration 5%

Croatia 86,404 2% Bosnia II Immigration 18%
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of those countries’ populations. While absolute numbers of dual citizens in first-
tier countries are much higher, numerous middle-tier countries host substantial 
populations of dual citizens. The three countries with the highest percentage 
of dual citizens were middle-tier countries: Bosnia-Herzegovina, Israel, and 
Moldova. Overall, almost a third of the dual citizens in the sample were in 
middle-tier countries—demonstrating that dual citizenship is not restricted to 
the West.

Columns 4 and 5 list the most common secondary citizenship in each resi-
dence country and its tier position. In first-tier countries, the tiers of second-
ary citizenship countries were mixed, but tended to be middle- or third-tier. In 
the first tier countries that had the highest numbers of dual citizens—Germany, 
France, and the Netherlands—countries of secondary citizenship were middle- 
or third-tier. For example, the most common secondary citizenship in France 
was Algerian. Therefore, the practical benefits of secondary citizenship were 
minimal.

In middle-tier countries, the situation was very different: the leading coun-
try of secondary citizenship was typically an EU country or the United States. 
In nine of the ten middle-tier countries with the highest numbers of dual citi-
zens, the dominant secondary citizenship was from an EU member coun-
try or the United States. Middle-tier countries where the dominant secondary 
citizenship was from a middle- or third-tier country (like Greece or Croatia) 
typically had very low numbers of dual citizens.

Columns 6 and 7 list the dominant pathways to dual citizenship in coun-
tries of different citizenship tiers. In Western European and North Ameri-
can countries, which receive large numbers of immigrants, dual citizenship 

­TABLE 1.1. (continued)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Country
Dual 

citizens
% Dual 
citizens

Most common 
secondary 
citizenship

Tier of 
secondary 
citizenship

Main pathway 
to secondary 
citizenship

% Foreign-
born

Russia 78,615 0.1% Ukraine II Immigration 8%

Total: Middle tier 6,723,374 1% 3.5%

Total sample 18,580,435 2% 6%

Note: Columns 2 and 3 present the number of dual citizens in each country in absolute numbers and as a percent-
age of the total population. Column 4 presents the leading country of secondary citizenship and column 5 its 
citizenship tier. Column 6 presents the pathway that characterizes the leading country of secondary citizenship. 
Column 7 presents the percentage of foreign-born immigrants in the country’s population. Totals also include  
low-prevalence countries (under 50,000 dual citizens) that are not shown in the table.

Sources: See methodological appendix.
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is created in the context of immigration. It is mainly found among first- and 
second-generation immigrants who do not make any special effort to obtain a 
secondary (i.e., nonresident) citizenship, but instead have acquired it at birth. 
The leading countries of secondary citizenship in first-tier countries were often 
the countries that have sent the largest numbers of immigrants—for example, 
Algeria in France, and Morocco in the Netherlands.31

Most middle-tier countries, in contrast, typically receive little ongoing 
immigration. In most cases, dual citizens in middle-tier countries consisted of 
native-born citizens who have acquired a secondary citizenship from an EU 
country in a long-distance manner on the basis of descent or ethnicity. For 
example, Argentineans and Brazilians acquire descent-based citizenship from 
Italy, Portugal, and Spain; Serbians and Ukrainians acquire coethnic citizen-
ship from Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Croatia. Long-distance acquisition 
was the dominant pathway to dual citizenship in most of the middle-tier coun-
tries in the sample.

The exceptions were Israel and Venezuela, where dual citizenship was driven 
by immigration. Besides immigrant dual citizens, these two countries also host 
large populations of EU dual citizens that acquired their citizenship in a long-
distance manner. In Mexico, secondary citizenship from the United States 
is produced in the context of circular migration, which includes voluntary 
return and deportation, but also strategic cross-border births.32 Immigration 
also played a major role in Greece, Croatia, and Russia, but these countries 
hosted relatively small dual citizen populations.

The findings from this analysis of the prevalence of dual citizenship confirm 
propositions 1 and 2: in Western countries, the secondary citizenship of dual 
citizens is typically from a lower-tier country and has been produced through 
immigration; in middle-tier countries outside the West, persons with dual citi-
zenship typically hold secondary citizenship from Western or EU countries 
that was produced through deliberate strategies of long-distance acquisition.

Long-Distance Acquisition: Evaluating Demand

The third proposition pertains to variation in demand and motivation. Given 
that potentially eligible individuals for, say, Italian or Hungarian citizenship 
are found in both first- and middle-tier countries, it is possible to compare 
levels of demand for ancestry-based dual citizenship. The compensatory citi-
zenship approach predicts a gap in demand for dual citizenship. In first-tier 
countries, people will apply for long-distance acquisition only if they have a 
strong sentimental motive, resulting in small numbers of applications. Citizens 
in middle-tier countries, in contrast, will perceive first-tier citizenship as having 
practical value and will apply en masse even if they have no sentimental tie to 
the specific granting country.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Global Upward Mobility  31

I took up this question in a 2015 paper that analyzed 1.1 million long-distance 
citizenship acquisitions on the basis of ancestry or ethnicity in six European 
countries: Italy, Germany, Romania, Bulgaria, Finland, and Switzerland.33 The 
analysis demonstrated that the vast majority of long-distance applications for 
dual citizenship in European countries were made by individuals from middle-
tier countries in Eastern Europe and Latin America; only a tiny minority of 
applications came from Western countries.

Here, I analyze an expanded dataset that includes the statistics used in that 
paper, in addition to two additional sources on Hungary and Spain.34 The data-
set includes 2.66 million citizenship acquisitions from eight granting countries. 
Table 1.2 presents a summary of the dataset, listing citizenship-granting 
countries and the three countries whose citizens were awarded the highest 
numbers of citizenships in each of them.

Table 1.2 highlights two patterns. First, long-distance acquisition creates 
surprisingly large numbers of EU citizens, which rival and even surpass the 
number of those who become citizens of EU countries through naturaliza-
tion. For example, Italy gave out about an average of 84,000 ancestry-based 
citizenships each year between 1998 and 2010 (mostly to Latin Americans), 
while approving only 25,700 immigrant naturalizations a year during the 
same period.35 Hungary approved over 160,000 coethnic citizenships each 
year from 2011 to 2016. This is not just higher than the number of immigrants 

­TABLE 1.2. Long-Distance Citizenship Acquisitions in Eight European Countries

Granting country
Long-distance 
acquisitions Applicants’ leading source countries Year range

Italy 1,003,403 Argentina Brazil Uruguay 1998–2010

Hungary 819,193 Romania Serbia Ukraine 2011–2016

Spain 491,101 Cuba Argentina Mexico 2009–2011

Romania 172,965 Moldova Israel Ukraine 2000–2011

Bulgaria 96,564 Macedonia Moldova Serbia 2000–2011

Germany 33,213 Israel US Argentina 2000–2011

Switzerland 25,092 France Italy Germany 1998–2012

Finland 18,372 Sweden US Canada 2003–2012

Total 2,659,903 Argentina Romania Brazil

Note: The first column lists the countries that offer ancestry-based or ethnic-based long-distance citizenship. 
The second column details the number of long-distance acquisitions during the year range in the sixth column. 
Columns three to five list, in order, the three countries whose citizens have acquired the largest number of 
long-distance citizenships. For example, the largest national group that acquired Italian long-distance citizen-
ship were Argentinians, and the second-largest group were Brazilians. 

Sources: Author’s calculation based on data from Harpaz 2015a; Izquierdo and Chao 2015; and Pogonyi 2017.
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who naturalized in Hungary; it is actually higher than the annual number of 
immigrant naturalizations approved by Germany or France.36 Long-distance 
acquisition is a major pathway into EU citizenship that has not yet been properly 
studied.

A second pattern is the predominance of applicants from middle-tier coun-
tries. In the EU countries that gave out hundreds of thousands of citizenships, 
the leading origin countries for applicants were from the global middle tier. 
There are only two countries where citizenship applicants mostly came from 
the West—Switzerland and Finland—and these countries gave out a relatively 
minuscule number of citizenships. Figure 1.3 presents the distribution of the 
total sum of 2.66 million long-distance acquisitions in the sample by applicants’ 
country and region of origin.

Moldova
7%

Romania
19%

Serbia
6%

Other Eastern
Europe

8% 

Other Latin America
8%

Cuba
8%

Brazil
10%

Argentina
22%

North America and
Western Europe

8% 

Other
4%

FIGURE 1.3. Long-distance acquisition of EU citizenship by applicants’ origin country
Note: The figure shows the breakdown of 2.66 million applications for ancestry-based citizen-
ship in eight European countries by applicants’ country of origin (see table 1.2). For example, 
6% of all applications in the sample were made by Serbian citizens.
Sources: See table 1.2.
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As the figure shows, at least 88 percent of all applications in the sample were 
made by citizens of Latin American and Eastern European countries.37 Citi-
zens of Western countries (e.g., Americans who applied for Italian passports 
or Canadians who applied for Finnish citizenship) were responsible for only 
8 percent of all applications. This demonstrates that long-distance acquisition 
on the basis of ancestry or ethnicity is predominantly a phenomenon of the 
global middle tier.38 Even though tens of millions of individuals in Western 
Europe and North America are potentially eligible for ancestry-based dual citi-
zenship, remarkably few of them applied to recover their ancestral nationality.

A closer analysis of patterns in long-distance citizenship acquisition from 
two EU countries, Hungary and Italy, can help demonstrate this point. I will 
combine multiple sources to construct estimates of the relative size of the popu-
lations that are eligible for Hungarian and Italian citizenship in first-tier and 
middle-tier countries and use these estimates to compare levels of demand for 
secondary EU citizenship. I expect to find that demand for EU citizenship will 
be negatively correlated with the value of citizenship in potential applicants’ 
original country of citizenship.

Hungarian citizenship. Since 2011, Hungary, an EU member country, offers 
dual citizenship to persons who are descended from former Hungarian citizens 
and can speak Hungarian (this case will be discussed in detail in chapter 2). 
Below, I compare levels of demand for Hungarian dual citizenship across a num-
ber of countries in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as the United States, 
Canada, and Australia. I used Hungarian citizenship statistics for 2011–14, 
together with census figures from the relevant counties that indicate the size 
of the eligible population.39 The eligible population was defined as individuals 
whose mother tongue was Hungarian (in Central and Eastern Europe) or who 
spoke Hungarian at home (in the United States, Canada, and Australia).40

Acquisition rates varied widely across countries: from January 2011 to 
August 2014, Hungary approved 400,000 citizenship applications from Roma-
nians: about 30 percent of Hungarian speakers in the country.41 Over the 
same period, only 1,500 persons in the United States applied for Hungarian 
citizenship—under 2 percent of 93,000 Hungarian speakers.42 Figure 1.4 plots 
the percentage of persons who acquired dual citizenship out of the eligible 
Hungarian-speaking population (an indicator of demand) against the origin 
country’s citizenship value (represented by a country’s passport index rank).

There was a very strong correlation (0.95) between origin countries’ citi-
zenship value and demand for Hungarian citizenship. The lower a country’s 
passport ranking (which is very strongly correlated to its overall citizenship 
quality), the higher the demand for Hungarian/EU dual citizenship. The Hun-
garian passport is ranked tenth in the world in terms of travel freedom. Demand 
was practically nonexistent in countries that had a passport ranking that was 
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equal to it or higher. It was higher in countries that joined the EU later than 
Hungary and enjoyed more limited EU citizenship rights (Romania and Croa-
tia) and reached peak levels in non-EU middle-tier countries (Serbia, Russia 
and Ukraine).43 Note that other factors besides raw demand affect citizenship 
acquisition: in Slovakia—the only country in the sample that enforced a ban on 
dual citizenship—there was practically no long-distance acquisition of Hungar-
ian citizenship. If we use the US acquisition rate as a baseline, the likelihood 
that a Hungarian speaker will obtain Hungarian citizenship was twenty times 
higher in Romania, thirty-one times higher in Serbia, and thirty-five times 
higher in Ukraine.

These results lend support to the hypothesis that decisions on whether 
to seek long-distance citizenship are shaped by instrumental calculations. 
Would-be applicants compare the value of the citizenship they already have 
and the one they stand to gain. Critics of this approach could counter that Hun-
garian ethnic identity is simply stronger in Eastern European countries that 
border Hungary. In those countries, ethnic Hungarians live in tight minority 
communities where national identity is strongly preserved. Moreover, cross-
border Hungarians have become citizens of those countries as a result of border 
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FIGURE 1.4. Acquisition of Hungarian citizenship and passport index ranking
Note: The y-axis represents the number of citizenship acquisitions between 2011 and 2014 as a 
percentage of the number of Hungarian speakers in each country. The x-axis presents the coun-
try’s passport index rank.
Sources: Henley & Partners Visa Index 2016; Bálint 2014; ACS 2013; Statistics Canada 2012; 
Commonwealth of Australia 2014; Romanian National Institute of Statistics 2013; Schnellbach 
2014; and national censuses of Serbia, Croatia, Russia, and Ukraine.
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changes after World War I, and—especially in Romania and Slovakia—often 
experience discrimination, which consolidates their Hungarian identity. There-
fore, the argument would go, it is no surprise that they are more attached to 
Hungary than people whose ancestors decided to emigrate to the United 
States or Australia. From this perspective, higher demand in Ukraine, Serbia, 
and Romania reflects a stronger Hungarian identity, rather than instrumental 
calculation.

There are various ways to respond to this counterargument (above all, 
by pointing to the fact that demand correlates citizenship value even when 
omitting Western immigration countries; see chapter 2). Here, I will provide 
further corroboration for the compensatory citizenship approach by conducting 
a similar analysis of demand that will compare uptake of Italian dual citizenship 
in Western countries and in Latin America.

Italian citizenship. To calculate demand for long-distance Italian citizenship, 
I use figures on the total number of acquisitions of Italian citizenship between 
1998 and 2010, and historical statistics on Italian emigration.44 The data per-
tain to the descendants of emigrants who have decided to leave Italy, and do 
not include cross-border coethnics.45 I calculated an indicator of demand for 
dual citizenship by dividing the number of citizenship acquisitions in the total 
number of immigrants from Italy who settled in each country from 1861 to 
1980. The figures on historical migration of Italians provide a rough sense of 
the relative size of the Italian “founder populations” in each country.46 This 
measure provides a rough estimate of relative demand, even if it is impossible 
to determine the present size of the eligible population.47

Figure 1.5 plots the percentage of citizenship acquisitions out of the number 
of Italian immigrants who arrived before 1980 against countries’ passport index 
ranking. Note that the percentage in the y-axis does not represent the actual 
share of the eligible population that took up citizenship but only a relative, ad 
hoc measure that is used for the sake of comparison.

As figure 1.5 clearly shows, demand for Italian citizenship varied widely 
between different countries that host descendants of Italian emigrants (all coun-
tries in the sample permit dual citizenship). Citizens of middle-tier countries 
with lower citizenship value exhibited much higher demand. The association 
of passport index rank and demand for Italian (EU) citizenship is again very 
high: a correlation of 0.96.

For example, the United States has received 3.1 million Italian immigrants 
between 1861 and 1980 but only 25,000 Americans applied for Italian citizen-
ship from 1998 to 2010. Argentina received about 2 million Italian immigrants 
over the same period, but its citizens filed 452,000 successful applications for 
Italian citizenship. Demand in Argentina was about twenty-seven times higher 
than in the United States (the number of acquisitions is eighteen times higher, 
coming from an estimated eligible population that is about two-thirds the size).
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It is interesting to note that demand for Italian citizenship in Canada and 
Australia is higher than in the US and Western Europe. This might be explained 
by the fact that Italian immigration to these countries was more recent, as well 
as by the more extensive travel freedom provided by Italy’s passport relative to 
those of Canada and Australia. The near-absence of interest in Italian citizen-
ship in France and Switzerland is particularly telling. Had acquisition of Italian 
citizenship been driven by attachment to Italian identity, descendants in these 
countries that border Italy would likely have shown much higher demand than 
third- or fourth-generation Argentineans whose main connection to Italy is 
through their grandparents’ home cooking. The fact is that French and Swiss 
citizens, who already enjoy access to the EU, feel no need for Italian citizen-
ship, whereas Argentineans and Brazilians, conscious of their lower position 
in the global hierarchy, view such citizenship as a valuable asset.

This comparative analysis of the acquisition of Hungarian and Italian citi-
zenship demonstrated that levels of demand for first-tier citizenship are mostly 
determined by the value of potential applicants’ original citizenship. This is not 
intended to deny the impact of institutional factors, such as Slovakia’s ban on 
dual citizenship. Overall, however, demand for citizenship is negatively corre-
lated to the value of the citizenship that the potential applicant already holds. 
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FIGURE 1.5. Acquisition of Italian citizenship and passport index ranking
Note: The y-axis represents the number of citizenship acquisitions between 1998 and 2010 as a 
percentage of the number of Italian immigrants before 1980. The x-axis presents the country’s 
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Sources: Tintori 2012; Henley & Partners Visa Restrictions Index 2016; and AltreItalie 2014.
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The more general findings that were presented in table 1.3 and figure 1.3 give 
us reason to believe that the same pattern that was demonstrated in detail for 
Hungarian and Italian citizenship would be replicated whenever an EU mem-
ber country offers ancestry- or ethnicity-based dual citizenship.

Furthermore, variation in demand for citizenship is expected to go hand 
in hand with variation in the motivations to acquire it. Low demand for dual 
citizenship in Western countries reflects its low practical value; those individu-
als who self-select into dual citizenship are more likely to have sentimental 
and symbolic attachments to the origin country. Outside Western Europe 
and North America, in contrast, individuals who were eligible for Western/
EU citizenship expected practical benefits (enhanced opportunities, a high-
prestige passport, an insurance policy, and more). This meant that demand for 
citizenship extended beyond the “ideological core” of people who had a strong 
attachment to their roots. Therefore, the motives of middle-tier applicants 
would be more instrumental.

In the paper mentioned above, I tested that hypothesis using statistical analy
sis of between-year fluctuations in the numbers of citizenship applications. I 
found that eligible individuals in first- and middle-tier countries responded 
differently to economic and political conditions.48 Eligible individuals in Latin 
American or Eastern European countries were more likely to apply for long-
distance citizenship acquisition when unemployment in their country of resi-
dence increased or when the country of eligibility joined the EU. This means 
that they engaged in a conscious or unconscious calculation of the practical 
value of their present citizenship relative to the one they stood to gain. In West-
ern countries, demand for ancestry-based citizenship was not responsive to 
changes in economic or political conditions. These findings are consistent with 
the expectation that applicants from the West will be few and sentimentally 
motivated whereas middle-tier applicants will be numerous and instrumentally 
motivated. This corroborates Proposition 3.

Conclusion

This chapter laid out a new perspective on the phenomenon of dual citizenship 
that repositioned it within the context of global stratification. I pointed out the 
emergence of a new and understudied citizenship formation in the intermedi-
ate parts of the global citizenship hierarchy. The emergence of compensatory 
dual citizenship affects millions of individuals in middle-tier countries who 
obtain a second citizenship from a Western or an EU country.

The existing literature has mostly neglected the practical value of dual 
citizenship and the way its meaning is shaped by global inequality. Here, in 
contrast, I argued that individuals’ attitudes toward citizenship are shaped 
by their position within the global citizenship hierarchy. In the West, dual 
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citizenship is mostly a byproduct of naturalized immigrants’ retaining their 
original citizenship. Few people actively apply for a second citizenship, and the 
demand for long-distance acquisition is very low. In middle-tier countries, dual 
citizenship is usually created through deliberate long-distance acquisition of 
Western/EU citizenship. Middle-tier citizenship is characterized by deficits 
in security, opportunities, mobility and/or rights. Consequently, individuals 
in middle-tier countries rush to take advantage of legal openings that allow 
them to acquire a second, higher-tier citizenship that will make up for those 
citizenship deficits. The acquisition of compensatory dual citizenship is an 
instrumental strategy of upward mobility in a stratified global system where 
rank is determined by citizenship.

Having established the general logic of demand for dual citizenship and the 
prevalence of compensatory citizenship in middle-tier countries, the next step is 
to explore the dynamics of the phenomenon on the ground. How do individu-
als obtain such citizenship and what do they do with it? The following chapters 
will offer in-depth analyses of three study cases that will analyze the dynamics 
of compensatory citizenship on the ground.
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Serbia
BECOMING HUNGARIAN, ­

RETURNING TO EU­ROPE

The European Union (EU) was conceived as an antidote against the nationalist 
conflicts that have wrecked the European continent twice over the past century. 
EU citizenship was celebrated as a new kind of membership that would replace 
primordial ethnic ties with an enlightened adherence to European universalist 
values.1 In an ironic development, however, EU citizenship is now being used 
by some European countries to reinforce ethnic nationalism.

The legitimation of multiple citizenship has allowed numerous European 
countries to adopt policies that offer citizenship to coethnics and emigrants, 
and their descendants, without requiring residence or renunciation of former 
citizenship.2 Countries that offer such programs include Spain, Italy, Hungary 
and Romania, among others. Demand runs high among eligible individuals liv-
ing outside the EU—above all, in Eastern Europe and Latin America. Programs 
of citizenship “reacquisition” allow EU countries that suffer from population 
decline to attract new citizens that have been selected on the basis of their 
origin and ethnicity.

In Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), this kind of citizenship projects takes 
on a particular signifiance. In this region, the offer of dual citizenship is not 
aimed at descendants of emigrants living in faraway lands. Rather, they aim 
to reintegrate coethnics living just across the border, in territories that the 
granting country had once controlled and that it lost through war. Hungary 
offers citizenship to ethnic Hungarians in the territories that it had lost after 
World War I, while Romania targets Romanian speakers in parts of “Greater 
Romania” that had fallen to the Soviet Union in 1945, and Bulgaria creates new 
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citizens in Macedonia, a territory on which it had its eyes set since the nineteenth 
century.3 In the CEE region, then, coethnic dual citizenship policies open up 
ethnic questions that touch the root of national identity and sovereignty.

In this chapter, I examine Hungarian dual citizenship in Serbia as a repre-
sentative case of compensatory citizenship that is created on the basis of coethnic 
ties. Hungary, a member of the EU since 2004, offers dual citizenship to citizens 
of neighboring countries on two conditions: descent from Hungarian nationals 
and command of the Hungarian language. Since its introduction in 2011, the 
Hungarian program met with enthusiastic demand: over one million persons 
have already acquired Hungarian dual citizenship.4 By October 2018, about 
180,000 Serbian citizens had obtained a second citizenship from Hungary.5

Most applicants come from Serbia’s Hungarian minority, which numbers 
250,000 persons. Serbia, meanwhile, has its own ethnic-kin citizenship policy 
aimed at ethnic Serbs in neighboring Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia and Monte-
negro. Hungarian-Serbian dual citizenship thus represents a juncture between 
two spaces where dual citizenship is harnessed in the service of ethnic national-
ism: the former Hungarian territories and the former Yugoslav space.6

Thanks to Hungary’s citizenship policy, speakers of Hungarian in countries 
like Serbia or Ukraine may gain full access to the EU—a tremendous opportu-
nity for citizens of those low-income, high-unemployment countries. Members 
of the Hungarian minority, who constitute the large majority of applicants 
in Serbia, are driven by a mix of instrumental and sentimental motives: the 
younger generation take citizenship to expand their economic horizons and emi-
grate to Western Europe, whereas older applicants take a more sentimental 
approach, often shedding tears of joy at the moment they become Hungar-
ian “once again.” Alongside these coethnic applicants, thousands of would-be 
applicants study the Hungarian language specifically for the sake of citizenship. 
These are persons of Serb or mixed ethnicity who are not interested in Hungary 
as a second homeland or an alternative national identity; they are driven above 
all by the desire to secure EU citizenship.

Before proceeding, a terminological note is in order. In Central and Eastern 
Europe, the distinction between names of states and ethnic groups is often 
blurred: words like “Hungarian” or “Polish” usually denote both a citizenship 
and an ethnicity.7 To avoid confusion, I will distinguish here between the terms 
“Serbian,” which will refer to citizens of Serbia (regardless of ethnicity), and 
“Serb,” which will pertain specifically to ethnic Serbs.8 Given that no such ready 
distinction exists for “Hungarian,” I will usually use “ethnic Hungarian” when 
referring to the ethnicity and simply “Hungarian” when referring to the state 
and nationality. I will use the term “non-Hungarians” to designate people in 
Serbia who are not of Hungarian ethnicity.
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Legal and Historical Background

Hungarian-Serbian dual citizenship came into being in the context of two recent 
geopolitical shifts that have redrawn the map of Central and Eastern Europe: 
the fall of communist regimes in the 1990s and the expansion of the EU in the 
2000s. The post-communist transition created the possibility to acquire dual 
citizenship (which communist regimes did not permit) while the expansion 
of the EU provided the incentive to do so. Since 2004, large gaps in citizen-
ship value emerged between countries that joined the union and those that 
were left out.

In this chapter, I focus on dual citizenship in the Serbian region of Vojvodina 
(Vajdaság in Hungarian). This multiethnic region was part of Hungary from 
1867 to 1918, and then became part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slo-
venes (renamed Yugoslavia in 1929).9 Before 1918, Hungary subjected its non-
Hungarian minorities to a policy of coerced assimilation or “Magyarization” 
(Magyar is another word for Hungarian). Serbs, Croats, and others living in 
Vojvodina were pressured to use the Hungarian language and to identify as Hun-
garian. Following World War I, the Treaty of Trianon tore away three-quarters 
of Hungary’s territory and divided it among the neighboring countries. The ter-
ritories lost by Hungary were ethnically mixed, but included three million ethnic 
Hungarians, who became minorities in their new countries of citizenship.

When it passed into Serbian-Yugoslav hands, Vojvodina was an extremely 
diverse region. Serbs and Hungarians made up a third and a quarter of the popu-
lation, respectively. Other ethnic groups in the territory included Germans, 
Slovaks, Croats and Jews.10 Northern Vojdovina—including the cities of Novi 
Sad and Subotica—fell under Hungarian control again in 1941 as part of 
Hungary’s alliance with Nazi Germany. In 1944, Yugoslavia retook the region. 
While both Hungarians and Yugoslavs committed atrocities during World War 
II, interethnic violence was not as extreme as in other parts of Yugoslavia. 
Unlike in fascist Croatia, Hungarian authorities did not try to exterminate the 
Serb population under their control. When Yugoslav forces retook the area, they 
did not heavily persecute Hungarians either. On the other hand, Vojvodina’s 
entire Jewish population, numbering 17,000 persons, were murdered by Ger-
man, Hungarian, and Croatian forces.11 During the Balkan wars of the 1990s, 
Vojvodina was again spared major interethnic violence.12

Today, Serbia’s Hungarian minority enjoys cultural and linguistic minority 
rights, and Hungarian cultural and educational institutions receive financial 
support from both Serbia and Hungary.13 Nevertheless, a century of Yugo
slav and Serbian rule in Vojvodina has seen Hungarian demographic presence 
shrink in both absolute and relative terms. The number of ethnic Hungarians 
in Vojvodina dropped from 420,000 in 1910 to 254,000 in 2011—a result of 
assimilation, emigration, and low birth rates.14 In relative terms, the percentage 
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of Hungarians in Vojvodina’s population shrunk dramatically: from 28 percent 
of the region’s population in 1910 to only 13 percent in 2011. This is due to the 
large numbers of ethnic Serbs from other parts of Yugoslavia who settled in 
Vojvodina after World War II and the Balkan Wars of the 1990s.15

The Treaty of Trianon and the massive loss of territory are a lingering 
national trauma in Hungary. The dream of undoing Trianon has been a key 
factor in the country’s foreign relations and citizenship policy. Revisionism was 
suppressed during communist times, but reemerged in the 1990s. Initially, Hun-
gary provided cross-border Hungarians with social, educational and cultural 
rights but stopped short of citizenship.16 Finally, in 2011, the government 
of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán offered dual citizenship to coethnics abroad, 
specifying two criteria: a) descent from citizens of Hungary (from before 1920 or 
between 1941 and 1944); and b) proficiency in the Hungarian language (dem-
onstrated through an informal interview with a state official). Residence in 
Hungary or renunciation of former citizenship are not required.

In the same year, 2011, Orbán’s government also approved a new constitu-
tion. The 2011 constitution states in its preamble (Article D): “Hungary shall 
bear responsibility for the fate of Hungarians living beyond its borders, and shall 
facilitate the survival and development of their communities; it shall support 
their efforts to preserve their Hungarian identity.” This constitutional declara-
tion provides the ideological context for the new citizenship law, which is 
the institutional expression of Hungary’s commitment to “Hungarians living 
beyond its borders.” Unlike the constitution, however, the citizenship law does 
not refer to “Hungarians” as a noun, and instead uses objective criteria of descent 
and language proficiency.17

These criteria create a façade of ethnic neutrality that is designed to cir-
cumvent criticism from neighboring countries and the EU, allowing Hungary 
to argue that the law expresses cultural affinity rather than ethnonationalist 
revisionism.18 This cautious attitude reflects the increasingly controversial char-
acter of explicitly ethnic clauses in liberal democracies, as well as the growing 
readiness in EU institutions to criticize members’ actions even in the traditionally 
sacrosanct field of citizenship policy.19 These developments do not necessarily 
eliminate ethnic preferentialism in the field of citizenship, but push states toward 
certain legal forms that would withstand legal scrutiny. Szabolcs Pogonyi has 
argued that some EU countries, including Hungary, take advantage of European 
citizenship norms that were originally designed to protect minorities (including 
easy access to citizenship and the recognition of cultural and symbolic ties) in 
order to practice preferential policies toward cross-border coethnics.20

While the seemingly neutral phrasing of the law is designed to deflect 
accusations of ethnic discrimination, there is another criticism that was voiced 
in Western Europe about Hungary’s citizenship policy. Some  Western Europe-
ans voiced concerns that Hungary’s citizenship policy would open the door to 
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mass immigration of Eastern Europeans. For example, the British Daily Mail 
ran a story under the headline “Passport Giveaway Opens UK Back Door: Two 
Million More Hungarians Will Have Right to Work Here.”21 Concerns about EU 
immigration were the biggest motive that drove UK citizens to vote “Leave” 
in the 2016 Brexit referendum.22

While the letter of Hungary’s citizenship law avoids reifying “Hungarianness,” 
the combination of criteria undeniably produces ethnic selection. If the descent 
criterion were used alone, millions of ethnic Serbs, Romanians, and Ukrainians 
would become eligible for citizenship. The language criterion excludes non-
Hungarians without using provocative ethnic terminology. At the same time, 
the discourse used by the Orbán government when addressing the Hungarian 
public portrays the law as an overtly ethnic move that offers “positive discrimi-
nation” to cross-border Hungarians.23 From a Hungarian nationalist perspec-
tive, the new law does late justice by redeeming cross-border Hungarians and 
healing the collective body of the nation by uniting all Hungarians in one state.24

Most analysts agree that there is another logic at work alongside the official 
ethnonationalist discourse. Numerous scholars, including Mária Kovács, Judit 
Tóth, and Kim Scheppele, posit that the creation of hundreds of thousands 
of new citizens was part of a plan to secure votes for Prime Minister Vik-
tor Orbán.25 New Hungarian citizens in Romania, Serbia, and Ukraine were 
granted the right to vote and even encouraged to do so. Indeed, 95 percent of 
the votes that were cast from outside Hungary in the 2014 elections went to 
Orbán and his party Fidesz, helping them secure a decisive majority in parlia-
ment, according to some analysts.26 Apparently, rates of support for Orbán in 
the 2018 elections were equally high.27

Orbán’s policy for recruiting “new Hungarians” should be understood in 
an additional context: demography. Hungary, like other CEE countries, has a 
very low birth rate. Its population has been steadily shrinking since the 1980s, 
exacerbating centuries-old fears about the very survival of the nation.28 The 
state’s official institutions stoke these anxieties: for example, in its 2018 demo-
graphic portrait of the nation, the Hungarian Central Statistical Office warned 
that Hungary’s population could drop to 6 million by 2070.29 In early 2019, 
Prime Minister Orbán declared his commitment to boosting the fertility rate 
of Hungarian women through a generous family benefit program.30 Hungary’s 
cross-border citizenship policy lies at the junction of “erasing Trianon” and 
“ensuring the nation’s survival,” making it hard for the opposition to resist it 
without sounding unpatriotic.

While some of Hungary’s neighbors—above all Slovakia—protested its deci-
sion to hand out ethnic-kin citizenship, in Serbia the move met with no oppo-
sition.31 This had to do with the relatively small percentage of Hungarians in 
Vojvodina and the good relations between the countries. It is also explained by 
the fact that Serbia has its own coethnic dual citizenship policy.
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The dissolution of communist Yugoslavia created citizenship struggles, 
migrations of ethnic unmixing, and “accidental diasporas” that are comparable 
to those that Rogers Brubaker identified following the breakup of the Soviet 
Union.32 As a result, the post-Yugoslav space contains complex configurations 
of dual citizenship.33 In spite of the rivalry between Serbia and Croatia, there 
are over 120,000 Croatian-Serbian dual citizens in Serbia.34 Since 2006, Serbia 
offers dual citizenship to coethnics abroad, focusing on ethnic Serbs in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Croatia, and Montenegro.35 Hungarian-Serbian dual citizenship 
is part of an emerging region-wide regime in which ethnicity is translated 
directly into citizenship, without being dependent on territorial residence. This 
new logic has been described as “post-territorial nationalism.”36

Hungarian Dual Citizenship by the Numbers

Hungary’s offer of dual citizenship met with strong demand in neighboring coun-
tries: from January 2011 to July 2016, about 820,000 persons obtained Hun-
garian citizenship through simplified naturalization (as noted above, the total 
number reached one million in December 2017, but no statistical breakdown 
was available for the latter figure).37

The vast majority of applicants came from the four CEE countries that 
host significant populations of ethnic Hungarians: Romania, Serbia, Ukraine, 
and Slovakia.38 Citizens of these countries alone were responsible for 98 per-
cent of all citizenship acquisitions between 2011 and 2016. Consistent with 
the citizenship hierarchy approach, only a minuscule number of applicants 
came from countries like the United States, Australia or Canada, countries 
that are home to millions of people of Hungarian origin.39 Figure 2.2 shows 
the number of people in each CEE country who obtained Hungarian citizen-
ship, relative to the potentially eligible population of ethnic Hungarians in 
that country.40

Figure 2.2 shows that 38 percent of the total population of cross-border 
Hungarians in those four countries has obtained dual citizenship by July 2016. 
Romania hosts the largest Hungarian community in the region, and 40 percent 
of them have acquired dual citizenship. While Slovakia hosts the second-largest 
ethnic Hungarian population after Romania—460,000 persons—fewer than 
1 percent of them obtained dual citizenship. This is mostly explained by Slo-
vakia’s ban on dual citizenship, which was adopted as a direct response to 
Hungary’s coethnic citizenship law. It also has to do with the fact that Slovak 
citizens are already full members in the EU. In the remaining two countries, 
acquisition rates were much higher: 61 percent of eligible individuals in Serbia 
and 96 percent in Ukraine.

Scholars who have studied Hungarian cross-border citizenship—most nota-
bly, Szabolcs Pogonyi in his 2017 book on the subject—have often highlighted 
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the role of symbolic and sentimental motives.41 While such motives play an 
important role in shaping demand for citizenship, the comparative statistics 
demonstrate that an instrumental approach is effective in explaining acquisi-
tion patterns. Demand for Hungarian citizenship is extremely high in Serbia and 
Ukraine, which are not members of the EU.42 Citizens of Romania and Slova-
kia, which are members of the EU, exhibited a smaller interest in Hungarian 
citizenship (demand in Romania was relatively high because it joined the EU 
later than Hungary and its citizens had only limited rights in the EU until 2014).

The regional comparison supports the citizenship hierarchy approach 
and suggests that demand in Serbia is generally high because of the gap in 
value between EU and non-EU citizenship. Additional statistical data that I 
have obtained from the Hungarian consulate in Subotica allow us to zoom in 
on the Serbian case and across levels of citizenship acquisition across different 
years from 2011 to 2014.43 These figures show that demand in Serbia peaked in 
2013. Combined with material from the interviews that will be presented later, I 
infer that the spike in applications came as a response to a threat made in 2013 
by the EU to reimpose a visa requirement on Serbian citizens.

Since the early 1990s until 2009, Serbian citizens needed a visa to enter EU 
countries. This requirement was waived in December 2009. In 2013, however, 
EU officials threatened to withdraw Serbia’s visa-free status, demanding that 
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the country stop its citizens’ “asylum system abuse” (mostly by Roma who 
entered EU territory with Serbian passports and then applied for asylum).44 
At a point when many Serbians feared losing their visa-free access to the EU, 
demand for Hungarian citizenship peaked. The Hungarian consul in Subotica 
reported that “when the EU threatened Serbia with visa restrictions, this led 
to a clear increase in the numbers of applicants.” This shows that demand for 
dual citizenship is responsive to the EU’s visa policy, providing an important 
indication about applicants’ motivations. The Hungarian or EU passport is 
valuable because it guarantees travel freedom.

Demand for Hungarian citizenship is also connected with emigration. Many 
Serbians see the EU passport as a way to build a better life abroad. Indeed, migra-
tion statistics from Eurostat, the United Nations, and the World Bank suggest 
that emigration from Serbia has to Western Europe increased after 2011, which 
coincides with the year when Hungary started handing out passports.45 Fur-
thermore, the data show a growth in the number of Serbian-born in countries 
like Germany or Switzerland, that traditionally serve as destinations for Serbian 
immigration. The growth in the number of Serbian-born in those countries is sig-
nificantly larger than the growth in the number of Serbian citizens. While some 
of this discrepancy is explained by the naturalization of Serbian immigrants in 
those destination countries, some of it is probably driven by the growing number 
of Serbian-born persons who enter EU countries with a Hungarian passport.

The great majority of the 154,000 Serbians who have acquired Hungarian 
dual citizenship by July 2016 were ethnic Hungarians. A sizable minority, how-
ever, were not. Hungarian consular officials estimated that 10 to 15 percent of 
citizenship recipients—about 15,000 to 23,000 persons—do not ethnically 
identify as Hungarian, but are ethnic Serbs or persons of mixed origin. Many 
of those strategic citizens have studied the Hungarian language just in order 
to secure a second citizenship. I will dedicate special attention to these non-
Hungarian applicants for Hungarian coethnic citizenship.

Becoming a Dual Citizen

Hungary’s decision to offer dual citizenship to its ethnic kin abroad has impacted 
society in northern Serbia in a number of ways. It increased the prestige of 
the Hungarian language and transformed understandings of nationality, while 
boosting emigration to EU countries. In the following sections, I discuss the 
everyday consequences of compensatory citizenship in Serbia. I mainly draw 
on interviews and fieldwork that I conducted in northern Serbia in 2014 (see 
methodological appendix).

Below, I present two short vignettes that illustrate the trajectories, motiva-
tions and discourses of three Serbians who seek Hungarian dual citizenship (none 
of them is an ethnic Hungarian). I will then describe the procedure of citizenship 
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acquisition while focusing on the citizenship industry that emerged in response 
to Hungary’s policy, and the family dynamics that surround applications. Then, I 
will analyze compensatory citizenship as a resource that provides opportunities 
and travel freedom.46 Finally, I will discuss dual citizenship as an instrument of 
social closure and explore its interaction with class and ethnic identities in Serbia.

Vignette 1: Bojana, 24, and Jelena, 23, ethnic Serbs, 

applying for Hungarian citizenship47

Bojana and Jelena are sisters from a town in northern Vojvodina. They 
are ethnic Serbs; their father’s family has lived in Vojvodina since Austro-
Hungarian times and their mother’s family immigrated from Bosnia 
after World War II At the time of the interview, both were students in 
Belgrade. Their father advised them to study Hungarian and apply for citi-
zenship. He was inspired by the example of his nephew, who emigrated 
to Sweden after having obtained Hungarian citizenship through fraud.

Bojana, the older sister, presented two motives to apply for citizen-
ship: “First, [Vojvodina] has always been closer culturally to Hungary 
and Austria. We prefer [Hungarian] goulash over pljeskavica [Serbian 
burger] . . . ​Hungarian citizenship was already in my family—so why not 
get it back? And, second, being a citizen of the EU would open a lot of 
doors for me, especially in terms of studying. . . . ​I want to do a second 
master’s degree in Europe.” At the moment, however, she has no con-
crete plans to leave Serbia.

The younger sister, Jelena, joined the application at Bojana’s sugges-
tion. She does not have any concrete plans to emigrate either, but would 
like to do so eventually. “I want this citizenship so I can have a normal 
life somewhere else,” she said. Jelena complained about the incompe-
tence and corruption in Serbia: “All people in Serbia ever do is drink 
coffee and smoke cigarettes. I don’t fit within this system,” She added 
that “[Hungarian citizenship] is just a paper that I need for a better 
life. . . . ​I would still feel Serbian in my heart.”

Bojana and Jelena study Hungarian with a private teacher. “We try to 
speak with each other in Hungarian. Our teacher is sending us episodes 
of [the American sitcom] ‘Love and Marriage’ in Hungarian. It’s perfect 
because it uses a simple vocabulary and it’s all about family.” They plan 
to file their applications in Budapest, where they heard that the required 
level of Hungarian is not as high. The total expenditure involved in obtain-
ing citizenship, Bojana estimated, would amount to 500 Euros ($610) for 
each of them, including the language classes and the trip to Budapest.
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Vignette 2: Mladen, 31, mixed ethnic origin, triple 

citizen of Serbia, Croatia, and Hungary

Mladen was born in Subotica. His father was Hungarian and his mother is 
Bunjevac, a small ethnic group that both Serbia and Croatia claim as coe-
thnics.48 His first language was Serbian and he went to Serbian-language 
schools. Until his father’s death when he was twelve, Mladen would usu-
ally speak with him in Hungarian. In 1998, Mladen’s mother applied for 
Croatian citizenship based on her Bunjevac ethnicity (she has never lived 
in Croatia). Mladen began his university studies in Croatia, where he 
received a special scholarship for students from the Croatian diaspora. 
At the time of the interview, he was living in Germany, where he was 
enrolled in a PhD program in physics. He and his mother applied for 
Hungarian citizenship in 2011. The application process was “very easy” 
because “we both speak Hungarian and have lived here for many genera-
tions.” His total expenditure was under fifty euros (sixty-one dollars).

Mladen’s motivation to obtain Hungarian citizenship, he says, was 
purely practical: “We have no emotional connection to Hungary . . . ​
Actually, I had no extra motive to get the Hungarian [citizenship] because 
I already had the Croatian [citizenship] which allows me to work out-
side Serbia. I have it just in case.”

His mother, he said, had an additional motive to apply, which was 
“to distinguish herself from the Serbs, [to show] that she is not a Serb. 
She is a little bit nationalist, but not Hungarian nationalist—Bunjevac 
nationalist. . . . ​Plus, she might like to be able work somewhere in the 
EU when she retires, so she can live somewhere close to me [if I emi-
grate].” Mladen says that he does not identify with any nationality: “I 
don’t have this ethnic thing and I don’t feel like I am Serbian or Croatian 
or Hungarian or anything else . . . ​If you must ask me, I am Vojvodinian.”

If he had to keep just one citizenship, he would keep the Hungarian 
“because of practical reasons.” Emotionally, however, he feels closer to 
Serbia than to any other country. This is expressed, for example, in his sup-
port for the national team: “When Hungary or Croatia play against anyone 
else, I am for them. But whenever Serbia plays, I am always for Serbia.”

Citizenship Industry: Strategizing Ethnolinguistic Identity

For ethnic Hungarians in Serbia, acquiring Hungarian citizenship is extremely 
easy. Hungarian authorities do not charge any fee for processing applications. 
To prove their descent from Hungarian subjects, applicants need only obtain 
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their own and their parents’ or grandparents’ birth certificates. As native 
speakers of Hungarian, they have no difficulty filling out forms and passing 
an interview in that language. Moreover, staff from the consulate in Subotica 
regularly make the rounds in smaller towns in Vojvodina in order to reach 
potential applicants. It is also possible to file citizenship applications in many 
towns and villages around Hungary. For the “right” applicants, application is a 
straightforward and practically cost-free process.

Interest in dual citizenship, however, is not limited to ethnic Hungarians. 
Roughly half of Vojvodina’s non-Hungarian population has roots in the region 
that stretch back before 1920, to Austro-Hungarian times. This makes these 
individuals—estimated at 750,000 to 900,000 people who are mostly ethnic 
Serbs—eligible for Hungarian citizenship based on the descent criterion.49 
All that stands between them and EU citizenship is the small technicality of 
passing a test in the Hungarian language (which, incidentally, is considered one 
of the hardest languages in the world). As a consequence, there is now lively 
demand for the instruction of Hungarian in Vojvodina and Belgrade.50 To meet 
this demand, a local industry of citizenship-related services has emerged. This 
citizenship industry is analogous to the well-known concept of a migration 
industry, that includes immigration brokers, lawyers, and smugglers.51

Signs advertising local Hungarian teachers have sprung up in towns around 
Vojvodina. In the Serbian capital Belgrade, which has a large number of lan-
guage schools focusing on languages that are useful for emigrants (e.g., English, 
German, or Swedish), many schools now also offer classes in Hungarian. The 
director of one Belgrade language school reported that, before 2011, the school 
employed one Hungarian teacher and only a handful of students studied the 
language. Now, he said, “We have three Hungarian teachers and fifty to a hun-
dred persons are studying it at any given moment. 99 percent of them are in 
it for the citizenship.”

Some companies explicitly state that their Hungarian classes are tailored 
for the citizenship exam at the Hungarian consulate. Rather than burdening stu-
dents with the intricacies of Hungarian grammar, teachers in those companies 
present students with a list of questions that may appear in the interview, and 
encourage them to memorize the answers. When students are ready, the com
pany arranges a minivan and takes them to file their application in small towns 
in Hungary, where the required level of Hungarian is rumored to be lower. Such 
companies also market their services to Serbian applicants who are already liv-
ing in Western Europe. One of those companies, for example, operates a center 
in Vienna alongside its centers in Belgrade and Subotica.52 Thus, a citizenship 
industry has emerged that focuses on the instruction of Hungarian to Serbians 
who seek EU citizenship.

The existence of this industry testifies to a degree of openness on the part 
of Hungarian authorities: it is possible (albeit difficult) to obtain Hungarian 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Serbia  51

citizenship even if one has acquired the language by studying it as an adult—in 
other words, even if one is not ethnically Hungarian. This is surprising, given 
that the language criterion included in the law is aimed precisely at excluding 
non-Hungarians from citizenship. In practical terms, this openness is reflected 
in the effort of consular officials to keep the application process neutral in terms 
of ethnicity. Applicants as well as officials confirm that consular officials focus 
on evaluating applicants’ level of Hungarian and disregard other indicators 
of ethnicity, such as names (Serbian and Hungarian names are easily distin-
guishable) and religion (Serbs are Orthodox and Hungarians mostly Catholic). 
Applicants are not asked whether or not they identify as Hungarian.53

This unexpected neutrality in the application of an overtly ethnic law can be 
explained, first of all, by a wish to avoid criticism from EU bodies for employing 
ethnic discrimination. According to a consular official in Subotica, “We only use 
language [as a criterion]. If you go any other way, you get lost”—that is to say, 
that decisions become legally indefensible and open to challenges.54 Second, 
many respondents pointed out a common cultural assumption that “foreigners 
cannot learn Hungarian,” which means that anyone who exhibits knowledge of 
the language is assumed to have learned while growing up.55 Third—and most 
important—the Hungarian government has set target numbers of citizens that 
it seeks to create; they aimed to create half a million new citizens by 2014 and 
a million by 2018. Both targets were achieved.56 Figure 2.3 shows Hungarian 
Prime Minister Orbán congratulating Miklós Lajkó, a farmer from a small vil-
lage in Vojvodina who became the one millionth person to obtain Hungarian 
citizenship on the basis of the 2011 law.

Strategic applicants rushed to benefit from this openness. Some of them 
could not speak any Hungarian and used fraud to “buy” citizenship, most com-
monly by paying a native speaker to take the language test in their place. I will 
not discuss those cases here because it was not possible to interview a sufficient 
number of people who obtained citizenship in this manner. Other applicants 
had some knowledge of the language, which they have acquired in one of two 
ways: growing up with Hungarian relatives, neighbors, or friends (like Mladen 
in vignette 2) or studying the language from scratch (like Bojana and Jelena in 
vignette 1). Interestingly, the two latter types of strategic applicants—those who 
knew Hungarian from home and those who studied it—actually found their 
emotional ties to Hungarian culture strengthening during the process of acquir-
ing citizenship.

Of particular interest in this context are strategic applicants who have stud-
ied the Hungarian language without prior background. Such applicants must 
first fulfill the criterion of descent from families that lived in Vojvodina when 
it was part of Hungary. This excludes Serb families that arrived in the region 
after World War II or during the 1990s and leaves only individuals from families 
with a long history in Vojvodina (and thus in Austria-Hungary).
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Eligible individuals who study Hungarian from scratch, without any prior 
knowledge of the language, will spend about 300 to 600 euros (375 to 750 
dollars)—one to two average monthly salaries in Serbia. Beyond the monetary 
expenditure, they must also spend substantial time and effort to master what 
is considered to be one of the world’s most difficult languages. Teachers of 
Hungarian reported that students had a high dropout rate. Tamara, who was 
teaching Hungarian at a language school in Belgrade, said,“The majority of 
people [who study Hungarian] don’t get the passport because it takes like a year 
to master it, and they are impatient.” Many Serbians who dream of Hungarian 
citizenship quit after failing the first application, or never even take the test.

Those who followed through all the way to citizenship—which usually 
required studying for over a year—were typically the most dedicated stu-
dents. Such a commitment was much easier for individuals who developed 
an interest in Hungarian culture and language. Committed students would 
speak Hungarian in their free time and watch Hungarian music videos, car-
toons, and TV shows. The case of Bojana and Jelena (vignette 1), who speak 

FIGURE 2.3. The one millionth ethnic Hungarian who acquired Hungarian citizenship.
In this photograph from December 2017, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán (second from 
left) greets the one millionth person who received Hungarian dual citizenship through simpli-
fied naturalization. The recipient is Miklós Lajkó (third from the right), a farmer from Vojvo-
dina, Serbia. He is photographed with his wife (third from the left) and their two children. Also 
present are the president of Hungary, his wife, and the speaker of the Hungarian Parliament.
Photograph credit: Máthé Zoltán, MTI.
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to each other in Hungarian and watch videos in Hungarian, is typical of 
successful applicants.

Other respondents said that they didn’t mind studying Hungarian because 
they enjoyed learning foreign languages. For example, Milica, a twenty-six-year-
old Serb who obtained Hungarian citizenship after studying the language, said, 
“I have a passion for languages so for me, it was like, why not. Plus, Hungarian 
is similar to Finnish and I really enjoyed my time [as an exchange student] in 
Helsinki.” Another common attitude was that Hungarian culture was interest
ing and formed part of applicants’ family heritage as Vojvodinians. While their 
initial motivation to study Hungarian was instrumental, successful applicants 
very often developed some sentimental attachment to Hungarian culture during 
the process. Some discovered that they had Hungarian ancestors and grew 
interested in learning more about their heritage. Whereas dual citizenship 
that is based on descent or place of birth may be entirely instrumental, citi-
zenship premised on linguistic criteria must inevitably bear some relevance to 
personal identity.

Strategic applicants who study Hungarian draw on a composite of resources: 
a) an intellectual ability and academic disposition that make it possible to mas-
ter a new language; b) a value orientation that would make such an endeavor 
normatively acceptable; and c) a cultural taste that enables them to enjoy the 
learning process. These characteristics—scholastic dispositions, cosmopolitan 
values, and a broad cultural taste—are mostly found among educated middle 
classes.57 Indeed, many of those who stand to benefit from compensatory 
citizenship belong to Serbia’s educated urban elites, who already possess a 
European self-understanding and a disposition to accumulate cultural capital.58 
Strategic applicants (those who started out the application procedure with no 
affinity to Hungary) often will have established some ties to Hungary by the 
time the process is complete.

Family Dynamics

The acquisition of Hungarian citizenship is legally defined as simplified natu-
ralization. Therefore, it is a process that may be carried out by individuals, and 
family coordination is optional. The fact that family members are not func-
tionally dependent on each other makes the Serbian case different from 
the Mexican case (where parents invest in citizenship for their children) or 
the Israeli case, where ancestry-based reacquisition depends on reconstruct-
ing the generational chain of citizenship all the way back to the original citizen. 
Furthermore, the procedure for proving ancestry is simple and straightfor-
ward. Vital records in most towns and villages in Vojvodina have been preserved 
since Austro-Hungarian times.59 Birth registration archives are extant and in 
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an easily accessible language, and visiting them requires nothing more than 
a short trip to the city center. This too makes cooperation between family 
members optional rather than mandatory.

Nevertheless, most ethnic Hungarians who applied for dual citizenship did 
so as a family. Members of different generations, however, had different moti-
vations. Younger people were typically interested in the practical aspects of 
citizenship while older Hungarians focused on its symbolic and sentimental 
aspects. Older applicants were often extremely emotional during the citizen-
ship ceremony and many of them were moved to tears. While they usually had 
few practical uses for citizenship, older applicants reported feelings of closure 
and completeness upon becoming Hungarian citizens.

Laszlo, a sixty-two-year-old ethnic Hungarian respondent, was born during 
World War II when his home village in northern Vojvodina was under Hungar-
ian occupation. By the time he reached the age of four, the area was again part 
of Yugoslavia. Even though he speaks perfect Serbian, and his wife is an ethnic 
Serb, Laszlo feels strongly Hungarian. This is how he described the moment he 
acquired Hungarian citizenship: “I was born as a Hungarian. [So] when I took the 
oath, it was a wonderful feeling for me: at last, I am once again what I was earlier.”

Hungarian citizenship connected older applicants not only to their former 
selves but also to their deceased parents and grandparents. This connection 
became especially powerful when those relatives suffered for being Hungar-
ian. Edit, a fifty-nine-year-old ethnic Hungarian from Subotica, spoke of her 
Hungarian citizenship as a “memorial” (spomenik in Serbian) for her grand
father who, she said, was killed by Yugoslav partisans in 1944 for being “a great 
Hungarian patriot.” She went on to say that “when I got the citizenship I was 
crying, it was as if I took a bouquet of flowers and put it on the grave of my 
mother and grandfather.”

These sentimental expressions were mostly absent from the discourses of 
younger Hungarians in Serbia. Instead, they emphasized their practical motives 
for taking citizenship. The reluctance of young Hungarian respondents to por-
tray their application as motivated by sentimental reasons did not mean that 
did not identify as Hungarian; typically, they described themselves as com-
pletely Hungarian. Instead, it reflected a view that saw citizenship and identity 
as two separate domains. A typical attitude was expressed by Agnes, a twenty-
eight year-old ethnic Hungarian from Subotica: “Of course I am Hungarian. But 
identity was not part of my motivation. I don’t belong [in Hungary]. . . . ​I just 
want the passport.”

In many Hungarian families, applications for citizenship were initiated by 
the practically minded young generation, and older parents went along with it 
(keep in mind that, for ethnic Hungarians, citizenship is free of cost or effort). 
For example, Edit, who was cited above, did not apply for citizenship of her 
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own initiative but rather followed her son, who applied because he plans to emi-
grate to the United States. In addition to the sentimental reasons mentioned 
above, she had a different reason to apply for citizenship: to make sure that 
she will be able to visit her son and future grandchildren in the United States 
without having to apply for a visa. This motivation is typical: in vignette 2, 
Mladen spoke about his mother, who obtained citizenship so that she will be 
able to live near him if he ends up settling in Western Europe. While many 
younger Hungarians obtained citizenship in order to emigrate (or at least have 
the option to do so), their parents applied for citizenship not only for symbolic 
reasons, but also to ensure that they had access to the EU, so that they do not 
become physically separated from their children by borders.

Many ethnic Hungarian families are driven to apply for citizenship for a mix 
of practical and sentimental motivations, but practical motivations take pre
cedence. During the interviews, some respondents would say with great 
conviction that they became dual citizens to express their Hungarian identity, 
but would then let on that the initiative came from another family member 
who had practical motivations. This finding helps explain the two seemingly 
contradictory patterns: on the one hand, the prevalence of sentimental and 
symbolic discourses around Hungarian citizenship, and, on the other hand, the 
instrumental logic that was revealed by the acquisition statistics.60 Most appli-
cations for coethnic dual citizenship involve both instrumental and sentimental 
components: an application that was begun with one type of motive often leads 
to the other as well.

In contrast to ethnic Hungarians, strategic applicants of Serb or mixed eth-
nicity typically acquire citizenship as individuals, not families.61 Almost all of 
them were young people in their twenties and thirties, who sought the practi-
cal benefits of EU citizenship. Nevertheless, these applicants too often devel-
oped some sentimental connection to Hungary, and underwent a process that 
can be called “retrospective Magyarization.” While studying Hungarian and 
preparing to apply for citizenship, those applicants developed a new interest 
in their Hungarian roots, sometimes even discovering that their own grand
mothers had spoken Hungarian.

The initial motivation to dig into one’s genealogy in search of Hungarians 
had to do with the biographical essay that applicants had to submit as part of 
their application. Applicants often felt that they had to emphasize any possible 
connection that they had to Hungary, whether historical, familial, or cultural. It 
should be made clear, however, that none of the strategic applicants underwent 
any kind of identity shift and reidentified as Hungarian. If these retrospective 
genealogical discoveries had an effect on identity, it had to do more with an 
increased sense of belonging to Vojvodina as a multiethnic and cosmopolitan 
region of Europe than to the ethnic nation-state of Hungary.
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Putting Hungarian Citizenship to Use

OPPORTUNITIES

When asked to explain their interest in Hungarian citizenship, the first and most 
common motive offered by respondents was the desire to emigrate. There was 
a consensus among practically all respondents that Serbia’s economic situation 
was hopeless and that emigration was the only real way to get ahead. Whatever 
good jobs that are available in Serbia, respondents said, are reserved to people 
with political or family connections. Indeed, the official unemployment rate in 
Serbia was about 22 percent in 2014 and the average household income was 
$600 per month.62 Wages in Germany or Austria are about four times higher 
than in Serbia (this is roughly the same wage gap as between Mexico and the 
United States).

Respondents had a typical manner of talking about the gap between Serbia 
and Western Europe. While presenting their (often scathing) view of Serbia, 
they repeatedly brought up the concept of “normality.” See the quotation from 
Jelena above (vignette 1): “I want [Hungarian] citizenship so that I can live a 
normal life somewhere else.” Many respondents were of the opinion that it was 
impossible to live a “normal life” (normalan život) in Serbia. Zoran, a thirty-
two-year-old engineer from Subotica, made a long list of everything that was 
wrong in Serbia: low salaries, bad health system, no social security, rampant 
corruption, and, in his words, a “small-town mentality.” He concluded: “[Ser-
bia] cannot provide me with a lifestyle like in normal countries . . . ​Therefore 
I will get the Hungarian passport and go to Sweden.”

In these two declarations from Jelena and Zoran, the word “normal” is not 
used in its conventional sense of “ordinary, common, prevalent.” What respon-
dents saw as “normal” was not the economic and social standards that are 
common in Serbia, in former Yugoslav countries, or even in Central and 
Eastern Europe (some respondents said that “Hungary is not a normal country 
either”). Instead, “normal” to them meant “conforming to Western European 
standards.” This raises an interesting question about Serbian respondents’ self-
perception: Why do they adopt a standard of normality according to which 
their own country and lifestyle are not normal?

On one level, evaluating one’s own society as “not normal” is a rhetorical 
strategy of distinction: it posits the speaker as superior to the mainstream by 
implying that he or she has higher standards (e.g., morally or economically). 
Such a discourse was also found among Israeli respondents, many of whom 
adopted a Western vantage point to criticize Israeli society for being collectiv-
istic, primitive, and oriental. Israeli respondents, however, did not actually 
believe that they were European and stressed their essential cultural difference 
vis-à-vis Europeans; their European self-identification was mostly rhetorical. 
The European identity of educated Serbians, in contrast, was not skin deep. 
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They deeply internalized a view of themselves as European and felt a deep 
disappointment with the failure of Serbia to live up to European (or, in their 
words, “normal”) expectations.

To some extent, this incongruence between expectations and reality can 
be seen in the context of “Yugo-nostalgia.”63 The generation that was born in 
the 1980s and 1990s was exposed to nostalgic discourses about communist 
Yugoslavia, a land of (alleged) full employment, high standards of living, and 
Western, liberal attitudes. This form of nostalgia is particularly strong among 
Serbia’s urban, educated middle classes. Part of the ideological justification of 
Yugoslav socialism came from its ability to offer Yugoslav citizens a Western-
level quality of life, allow them to consume Western products, and nurture cul-
tural ties with Western Europe.64 Even though Yugoslavia was never on par 
with the West economically, the idea that it was a Western country powerfully 
shaped the self-understanding and the expectations of its citizens.

In most countries in Central and Eastern Europe, the post-communist tran-
sition and EU accession have created the possibility to catch up and become 
part of the West. Educated urban classes in countries like Poland or Hungary 
have become the most dedicated advocates of democracy, free markets, and 
EU accession. They expected that following the post-communist transition, 
they would be able to convert their cultural capital (university diplomas, cul-
tural tastes, foreign language proficiency) into economic capital.65 In Serbia, 
the transition was initially blocked: the communist regime remained in power 
until the year 2000 (when president Slobodan Milošević was ousted), and all 
throughout the 1990s the country was scourged by economic crises and inter-
national sanctions. As other CEE countries moved nearer to the West in values 
and lifestyle, Serbia grew farther from it. Avenues for economic advancement 
for educated Serbians—a chance to live a “normal” life—were extremely limited. 
Within this context, the possibility to acquire EU citizenship presents itself as 
an extremely attractive opportunity.

As an unintended consequence of Hungary’s citizenship policy, educated 
persons from the most Europeanized parts of Serbia gained the possibility to 
convert their cultural capital into EU citizenship by strategically manipulating 
their ethnolinguistic identity. Some members of Serbia’s educated classes a way 
to catch up with Western Europe and realize their aspirations for integration 
with the West. This is a historical irony: Milošević kept Serbia’s educated elites 
out of Europe, and Orbán is now offering them a way in.

The idea that dual citizenship was above all a way to emigrate not only 
reflected Serbian applicants’ actual motivations but was also shaped by the 
prevalent positive view of emigration. Respondents praised and envied family 
members and acquaintances who have emigrated. The act of emigration itself 
was seen as reflecting courage, wisdom, and a “winner” attitude. This perspec-
tive seemed to be typical of Serbian society more broadly.66 There was far less 
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resonance in Serbia with the kinds of negative stereotypes on emigrants that 
were found in Mexico (emigrants as lower-class “wannabes” or “rotten persons” 
[pochos]) or Israel (emigrants as weaklings and defectors). Indeed, the prolif-
eration of Hungarian dual citizenship coincided with a growth in emigration 
from Serbia.

The vast majority of Serbian citizens who emigrate thanks to their Hungar-
ian dual citizenship are ethnic Hungarians. Informal evidence of different kinds 
suggest high rates of emigration among the Hungarian minority. Leaders in 
Serbia’s Hungarian community complained in interviews that dual citizenship 
was leading to a depopulation of their communities.67

The mayor of a Hungarian-majority village near the Hungarian border com-
plained that his village was shrinking rapidly: “All the young people obtained 
citizenship and left for abroad.” The mayor’s own son, who studied medicine 
in Hungary, left for Sweden, where wages are much higher. An official at the 
National Council of the Hungarian National Minority reported that the num-
ber of students entering Hungarian-language primary schools in Serbia has 
dropped by 15 percent between 2011 and 2014, which, she explains is a result 
of the emigration of young parents.68 Similar reports about mass emigration 
of Hungarians appeared in the Serbian media.69 The sense of local depopula-
tion is translated to a national concern. As the village mayor put it: “In 2050 
there will not be even 100,000 Hungarians in Vojvodina, I can sign you that!”

There are several reasons beside EU citizenship that make ethnic Hungar-
ians especially prone to emigrate and less likely to return from abroad. In recent 
years the number of emigrants from Hungary to Western Europe has dramati-
cally increased. The presence of Hungarians in Western European destination 
countries makes it easier for Hungarian speakers to make job connections and 
social ties, and even to find Hungarian food and entertainment.70 Moreover, 
many of the Hungarians in Vojvodina are weakly integrated into Serbian society 
and speak poor Serbian. After living with Hungarian passports in EU countries, 
integrating into Hungarian social networks, and working hard to master the Ger-
man or English language, most emigrants are unlikely to ever return to Serbia.

This finding adds an interesting dimension to an argument made by the 
sociologist Rogers Brubaker, who claimed that the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe are undergoing “nationalization without nationalism.” Even after 
those countries abandoned the coercive nationalistic policies of the past, which 
sought to impose the majority language and culture on minorities, the pro
cess of ethnic homogenization continues. In the absence of ethnonational ten-
sions that reinforce social boundaries, ethnic minority populations diminish 
through peaceful processes of intermarriage and reidentification.71 My findings 
suggest yet another powerful agent of national homogenization: emigration 
propelled by coethnic dual citizenship. Ethnic minorities in Serbia now have 
an easy way out. Thus, in an ironic development, Hungary’s 2011 citizenship 
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law—putatively aimed to fulfill the promise of Hungary’s new Basic Law and 
“facilitate the survival and development of [cross-border Hungarian] com-
munities”—is actually contributing to the shrinking of those communities 
through emigration.

TRAVEL FREEDOM

The global hierarchy of citizenship value that was described in chapter 1 is also 
a hierarchy of travel freedom. In Serbia, the issue of travel freedom resonates 
powerfully as a metonym for Serbia’s standing in the world. Dual citizenship is 
experienced as an opportunity to liberate oneself from the limitations placed 
on ordinary Serbians.

From 1992 to 2009, Serbian citizens were required to obtain a visa before 
they could visit EU countries. These restrictions were seen as a clear, everyday 
reminder of the dramatic decline in the value of their citizenship. Communist 
Yugoslavia had a high-value passport that allowed free movement around both 
the capitalist and communist blocs. Citizens of Yugoslavia often used that free-
dom to travel to Western Europe as tourists, shoppers, and guest workers. In 
the early 1990s, however, Serbia was plunged into a decade of wars, economic 
crises, and high emigration. EU countries responded by requiring visas from all 
Serbian visitors. Since 1992, Serbians who wanted to travel abroad have had to 
wait for hours outside foreign embassies and provide extensive documentation 
on their financial, personal, and medical condition, as well as their travel plans.72

For Serbians, this regime of “global immobility” was a source of painful 
humiliation. Many people responded by avoiding travel abroad altogether. In 
the mid-2000s, only about 10 percent of Serbians had a passport.73 At the same 
time that Serbians were becoming increasingly restricted in their movements, 
citizens of neighboring ex-communist countries such as Hungary—which, dur-
ing communism, was poorer and more oppressive than Yugoslavia—were 
enjoying ever-greater freedom to visit the West. To add insult to injury, the EU 
was quick to offer visa-free access to citizens of Croatia, Serbia’s bitter enemy 
in the wars of the 1990s.

As the anthropologist Stef Jansen points out, Serbians did not view Euro
pean travel restrictions as a rational policy move meant to deter immigration; 
instead, they saw them as a malicious attempt to punish and humiliate Serbia and 
the Serbs.74 This view was widely promoted by the Milošević regime because 
it strengthened Serbs’ sense of victimization and discouraged domestic chal-
lenges to his rule.75 One of its lasting effects is that people still refer to EU 
visa requirements as “sanctions” (sankcije).76 Jansen described this situation as 
“geopolitical entrapment” in the “immediate outside” of the EU.

Starting in December 2009, Serbian citizens enjoyed visa-free access to 
Schengen countries (they still need a visa to visit Britain). This means that 
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Serbians who are in their mid-twenties to early forties have spent seventeen 
years—most of their lives or at least its adult portion—“trapped” in Serbia. This 
experience produced a trauma that bears heavily on the minds of urban and 
educated elites, who used to travel abroad under communist Yugoslavia and 
who treat visits to Western Europe as constitutive of their identity. The fear of 
renewed entrapment helps explain the uptick in citizenship applications in 2013, 
when the EU threatened to reimpose a visa requirement on Serbian citizens.

The topic of cross-border mobility came up in many interviews as a central 
motivation for obtaining Hungarian citizenship. Respondents often said that 
they were determined never to be subjected to such restrictions again, and that 
the Hungarian passport was their way of making sure of that. In the words of 
one respondent from Subotica, “I just want [the Hungarian passport] to travel 
more easily and not be in big shit again.”

To illustrate the experience of travel restriction, consider the following state-
ment by Gabrijela, a twenty-seven-year-old local government official from 
Novi Sad of mixed Serb-Hungarian origin. She brought up travel freedom to 
explain why she had applied for a Hungarian passport: “I visited the Czech 
Republic in 2008 and I had to wait for a whole day in front of the embassy [to 
get a visa]. It was so humiliating. . . . ​You had to prove that you had money, 
say where you will sleep, and pay up front. And then—maybe you will get [the 
visa], maybe you won’t. . . . ​I hope we don’t have to live through this again.” In 
this typical account, the seemingly mundane procedure of applying for a visa 
is experienced as an extreme humiliation.

The humiliation of visa application is expressed in terms of time (“a whole 
day”), space (“in front of the embassy”), and information (“maybe you will get 
it, maybe you won’t”). It is exacerbated because it is delivered by the embassy 
of the formerly communist Czech Republic. When Serbians must request a visa 
to visit a country that they used to look down on, this provides a powerful illus-
tration of their loss of status.

In the final sentence, Gabrijela switches to the plural form: “I hope we don’t 
have to live through this again.” The humiliating experience of visa applica-
tion is not just her personal experience; instead, it is the collective experience 
of an entire generation. More precisely, it is the collective experience of a 
group within her generation: those who viewed travel to Europe as a central 
part of their identity and lifestyle but were barred from doing so. One reason 
that the EU’s imposition of visa requirements was so humiliating for Serbia’s 
educated elites was that it robbed them of one of their key strategies for social 
distinction.

Gabrijela continued: “After 2009, we could travel with the Serbian passport 
everywhere, so I didn’t need a Hungarian passport. But [in 2013] was some 
political problem . . . ​and they said Serbians might need visas, and I panicked 
and ran to do the [Hungarian] passport.” She is referring to the EU threat to 
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return the visa requirement that was discussed above. She describes the feel-
ing that drove her to acquire Hungarian citizenship as “panic,” even though it 
would be equally logical to say that she made a rational, calculated decision. The 
choice of terms has to do with the trauma that was described in the previous 
paragraph: the experience of life under visa restrictions was so bad that she 
would do anything to avoid it being repeated. Thus, attempts to avoid it have 
an irrational element to them.

Respondents who have acquired a Hungarian passport and use it for travel 
report a sense of liberation and ease. When traveling with a Hungarian pass-
port, they are no longer asked any questions when crossing borders in Europe. 
Moreover, they have a sense that their travel freedom is secure and not depen-
dent on political relations between Serbia and the EU. These responses provide 
evidence of the importance that Serbians attribute to freedom of movement. A 
range of powerful emotions (humiliation, panic, liberation) is associated with 
the mundane act of crossing borders. These findings demonstrate the manner 
in which global mobility acquires subjective value—not only for its practical 
implications, but as a marker of status, dignity and belonging.

Social Closure: Ethnic Hierarchies Upended

Serbian society is characterized by relatively low levels of economic inequality—
lower than most Western European nations, and much lower than the United 
States, Mexico or Israel.77 This is not just a product of Serbia’s recent com-
munist history. It also results from the country’s slow economic development 
since the nineteenth century, which did not create the conditions for the kind 
of encompassing economic stratification that is found in the West.78 At the same 
time, Serbia is an ethnic nation-state that has been shaped by dynamics of eth-
nonational competition, exclusion and violence.79 Today, ethnic minorities 
make up 14 percent of Serbia’s population. Status hierarchies strongly interact 
with ethnic hierarchies. I will discuss here two aspects of social closure through 
dual citizenship: individual prestige defined by cultural capital and prestige tied 
to collective ethnic identity.

On the individual level, we have seen that most strategic applicants belong 
to the educated urban strata of northern Serbia, a group that prides itself on 
having a special connection to Europe and being agents of “Europeanization” 
in the Balkan country. The boundary between Vojvodina and central Serbia 
parallels the historical border between Habsburg-dominated Central Europe 
and the Ottoman-dominated Balkans. Given the high prestige of European cul-
ture in Serbia, we would expect to find EU citizenship operate as a status sym-
bol, as it does, for example, in Israel and Mexico. There were no indications, 
however, that Hungarian dual citizenship was a status symbol. Respondents 
in Serbia typically discussed their second citizenship in a detached, almost 
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apologetic, manner that was very different from the excited attitude of Israeli 
respondents toward their EU citizenship.

How to explain this unexpected finding? Part of the explanation has to 
do with the communist legacy and a strong egalitarian tradition that makes 
Serbians less attuned to the acquisition and display of status symbols, relative 
to Mexicans and Israelis. Another key reason has to do with status hierarchies. 
In Mexico and Israel, European-origin elites are economically and politically 
dominant in society. Therefore, they are in a position to impose their views and 
values—what Pierre Bourdieu has called the “vision of divisions”—on other, 
less dominant, social groups.80 As a consequence, having EU citizenship denotes 
elite membership ipso facto. The association with dominant groups (Ashkenazi 
Jews, European-origin Mexicans) means that EU dual citizenship is to some 
degree impervious to criticism.

The situation in Serbia is very different. Ethnic Hungarians are usually worse 
off than the general population and Vojvodina is not significantly more pros-
perous than the rest of Serbia. Hungary itself is perceived in Serbia as a low-
status country, and there is no special pride in having a Hungarian passport. 
Moreover, Serbia’s liberal, European-oriented educated classes do not have any 
clear economic or political advantage over the rest of society and are not in a 
position to impose their vision on them.81 The dominant group that has power 
to define the agenda remains the communist-turned-nationalist elites that have 
thrived since the time of Milošević. These elites—led by current Prime Min-
ister Aleksandar Vučić (who at one point served as Milošević’s Minister of 
Information)—promote a nationalist-collectivist ideology that might potentially 
mark seekers of dual citizenship as targets for criticism.

At the time of the study, there were no significant negative responses in 
Serbia to Hungarian dual citizenship policy. Nationalist politicians and intel-
lectuals mostly kept silent on the topic. Nonetheless, ethnic Serb respondents 
who strategically sought dual citizenship often expressed concerns that they 
would be criticized by nationalists. To understand the basis for that criti-
cism, we should keep in mind that the principle of nonassimilation has been 
the hallmark of Serbian identity for centuries. It is credited with guaranteeing 
the survival of Serb identity as a discriminated and beleaguered group within the 
Ottoman and Habsburg empires.82 In fact, many Serb nationalists believe that 
(Catholic) Croats and (Muslim) Bosniaks are descended from disloyal Serbs 
who converted to Catholicism and Islam, respectively. Serbian folk culture 
provides a ready vocabulary of criticisms against Serbs who adopt other identi-
ties for the sake of expediency.83 Wary of such criticism, strategic applicants 
often kept a low profile.

Bojana, who was quoted above (vignette 1), did not tell people in Bel-
grade that she was seeking dual citizenship. While nobody has ever actually 
criticized her for applying, she had no difficulty imagining what hypothetical 
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critics—people she described as “conservative and closed”—would say. The 
criticism would be “that you’re acting elitist because you’re from [Vojvodina], 
that you don’t like Serbia, even that you don’t like Russia. [They would say] that 
you’re not a real Serb, you’re giving up your Serbian identity.” In the context 
of Serb-nationalist discourse, Serbs from Vojvodina are seen as lesser Serbs than 
people from central Serbia: less proud of being Serbian, less committed to pre-
serving Serbian traditions, suspected of being elitists, and having a pro-German 
instead of a pro-Russian orientation. By taking up Hungarian citizenship, 
Vojvodina Serbs confirm these suspicions and expose themselves to censure.

Furthermore, numerous respondents pointed out that Hungary’s policy 
of giving out passports in Vojvodina raises concerns that it might have territo-
rial designs on the region. Biljana, a thirty-two-year-old Serb engineer from 
Belgrade, said: “Some people say that Vojvodina will end up like Kosovo. I 
will not support such a thing.” The reference to Kosovo alludes to the region’s 
2008 declaration of independence from Serbia after decades of bloody conflict, 
which included NATO intervention against Serbia in 1999. There is nothing 
fantastic about the fear that Hungary might someday use coethnic citizenship 
as a pretext to try and seize parts of Serbia; such a strategy was actually used 
by Russia to justify invasions of Georgia and Ukraine. Moreover, in recent 
years, as Russian attacks on eastern Ukraine have weakened its state capacity, 
Hungary has been infringing on Ukrainian sovereignty by financing a growing 
number of institutions, handing out citizenships, and promoting Hungarian 
cultural presence and public displays of the Hungarian flag.84 At the time of 
writing, no such provocative acts have been conducted vis-à-vis Serbia.

In spite of her concerns about a Kosovo-like scenario, Biljana went ahead 
with the citizenship application because “I am selfish . . . ​I always tell myself 
that one more passport won’t make a difference.” This response was typical in 
the sense that many strategic applicants thought that there was something self-
ish or fake involved in taking dual citizenship. Usually, they would justify their 
decision to seek another citizenship by criticizing Serbia and the substandard 
“citizenship package” that it provides, rather than defending dual citizenship 
in principle. The insistence that Serbia is not a normal country is a form of 
self-justification that is inseparable from the sense of shame that is associated 
with Hungarian dual citizenship.

Aside from putting in question the relation of individual Serbian citizens to 
Serbia, Hungarian dual citizenship also has the potential to upend collective 
status hierarchies between ethnic groups. While Hungarian dual citizenship 
never became a status symbol at the individual level, it does have a tangible 
effect on power relations between Hungarians and Serbs in Vojvodina. Offi-
cially, Vojvodina is a multicultural region with a well-developed system of 
minority language and cultural rights that was passed down from communist 
Yugoslavia.85 For example, all official signs in Subotica are written in Serbian, 
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Hungarian, and Croatian, and the state provides public support for media and 
culture in the Hungarian language.86 In practice, however, the Serbo-Croatian 
language has dominated public life and public spaces in communist Yugoslavia 
as well as in present-day Serbia. All Hungarians had to speak some Serbian to 
gain access to employment and government services; the use of Hungarian was 
usually restricted to the ethnic community and to private and domestic settings.

The most important mechanism for the preservation of the dominance 
of the Serbian language has been the fact that the vast majority of Serbs could 
not speak any Hungarian and had no interest in learning it. Given that most 
local and state officials—including police, municipal staff, magistrates, and so 
on—cannot provide services in Hungarian, the official policy of multilingual-
ism remains on paper only. The linguistic opportunity structure was such that 
children who did not acquire a high level of Serbian would be disadvantaged for 
the rest of their lives. This led couples of mixed ethnicity to send their children 
to schools where the language of instruction was Serbian (Serbo-Croatian, in 
Yugoslav times); when they grew up, those children usually identified as Serbs or 
Yugoslavs.87 The Hungarian language had low social status and Hungarians were 
assimilating into the majority even in the absence of any assimilationist policy.

Hungary’s citizenship policy reshuffled the linguistic opportunity structure 
in Vojvodina, in a way that cannot but have an effect on ethnic power relations. 
Today, the Hungarian language acquires practical value because it provides 
access to a political-economic entity that is incomparably larger and richer than 
Serbia: the EU. The Hungarian language has become associated with opportuni-
ties, freedom and wealth.88

Above, I discussed the surge in demand for the study of Hungarian by non-
Hungarians who hope to secure EU citizenship. Remarkably, even individuals 
who are not making a systematic effort to learn the language are developing a 
new appreciation for and interest in Hungarian.89 Some Hungarian respondents 
were even approached by Serbs who asked them for Hungarian lessons, and 
some of them—especially retired teachers—began offering such classes. Hun-
garian shopkeepers are surprised to find longtime customers, with whom they 
always communicated in Serbian, suddenly asking them to speak to them in Hun-
garian “so I can practice.” Even the educational choices of mixed couples seem to 
be affected: according to an analysis made by the Hungarian National Council, 
there has been an increase of 25 percent in the number of children from mixed 
families who attend schools where the medium of instruction is Hungarian.90

The higher visibility (perhaps we should say audibility) of Hungarian is not 
just a function of citizenship policy: Hungary has dramatically increased its 
financial support for Hungarian-language education and culture in Serbia. It 
also provides funds for projects that would increase the accessibility of public 
services in the Hungarian language. Local Hungarian leaders report relatively 
high responsiveness on the part of Serbian public servants to this policy, which 
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they attribute in part to the newfound prestige and usefulness of Hungarian. 
Hungary’s dual policy of offering dual citizenship conditional on language 
while putting funds into cross-border Hungarian culture has been successful 
in stopping the drift toward Serbianization of the Hungarian and mixed-origin 
population in Vojvodina. This development, however, is highly ironic: with one 
hand, Hungary is bolstering the prestige of Hungarian language and culture in 
its Habsburg-era territories. Meanwhile, with the other hand, it is facilitating a 
large-scale emigration of the actual Hungarians living in those same territories.

Conclusions

In this chapter, I analyzed how Hungary’s dual citizenship policy is received 
on the ground in Serbia. This case exhibits the basic characteristics of the global 
phenomenon of compensatory citizenship: a granting state that permits exter-
nal dual citizenship as a result of domestic political processes; an eligible popu-
lation in a middle-tier country that rushes at the opportunity to acquire EU 
citizenship; and a population of strategic applicants who tweak relevant char-
acteristics (in this case, language) in order to gain citizenship. It can be seen,, 
moreover, that the opportunity to obtain compensatory citizenship interacts 
with domestic structures of inequality: there are specific types of preexisting 
capital that can be converted into a second citizenship.

The case of Hungarian-Serbian dual citizenship is characterized by an eth-
nolinguistic evidentiary regime, which is consistent with the dominant mode 
of population classification in Central and Eastern Europe. This means that 
the resources that can be converted into dual citizenship are ethnicity (being 
a native Hungarian speaker) or cultural capital (being able to learn Hungar-
ian). Hungarian citizenship policy is formulated in strongly ethnic terms. In 
practice, however, institutional gatekeepers exhibit surprising openness toward 
individuals who have studied the language, even if they do not identify as Hun-
garians. This highlights the inherent paradox in the way ethnicity is politicized 
in Central and Eastern Europe. On the one hand, ethnic identities provide the 
taken-for-granted principle of political legitimacy. Multiple times in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, this principle has led governments to brutally 
pursue projects of ethnic homogenization and persecute persons who spoke 
the “wrong” language. At the same time, ethnolinguistic identification is a 
performative practice that individuals may refashion and modify in a flexible 
and strategic manner.

In terms of its interaction with local structures of inequality in Serbia, we 
can identify two effects of Hungarian citizenship policy. On the level of ethnic 
identities, the availability of dual citizenship for Hungarian speakers has bol-
stered the prestige and practical value of the language. One could say that this 
constitutes a soft return to the policy of Magyarization that Hungary enacted 
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when the area was under its control. This time, however, the rising status of 
Hungarian coincides with a decline in the number of actual Hungarians living 
in the territory, as many use their citizenship to emigrate.

There is another effect of Hungary’s citizenship policy, which is the emer-
gence of unintended beneficiaries—that is, non-Hungarians who strategically 
study the Hungarian language For those individuals, who are mostly drawn from 
Serbia’s northern urban elites, the opportunity to obtain citizenship as a reward 
for studying a foreign language seems as a way out of their predicament at the 
margins of Europe. By obtaining EU citizenship as individuals, they rejoin the 
ranks of “normal” Europeans, compensating themselves for Serbia’s failure to 
become a member of the prestigious Union.

Furthermore, the findings contribute to the literature on ethnic minorities 
and disputed territories in Central and Eastern Europe. In recent years, there 
has been growing interest in the role that citizenship policy—and especially 
coethnic dual citizenship—play in these dynamics.91 While that literature 
focused on the impact of nationalism in those policies and the ways that they 
are received on the ground, my findings highlight the role of the EU, which is 
a silent but extremely powerful partner in many of those cases. The EU mem-
bership of some countries allows them to bolster the status and attractiveness 
of “their” ethnicity (whether Hungarian, Romanian, Bulgarian, or Croatian) in 
all of the neighboring countries, reshaping ethnic hierarchies across borders. 
The bottom-up responses to such policies illustrate the surprisingly flexible, 
even strategic structure of ethnolinguistic identity in the region, which stands in 
striking contrast to the reified discourses and violent struggles that surround it.
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3
Mexico
STRATEGIC BIRTH ­

AS ELITE INVESTMENT

Immigration from Mexico to the United States is one of the largest and longest-
lasting migrations in the contemporary world. It is also one of the most thor-
oughly studied; research on Mexican immigrants in the United States has played 
a crucial role in sociological theories on immigrant integration, transnational-
ism, and immigration policy.1 One key dimension, however, has been mostly 
overlooked in this extensive literature: citizenship and nationality.2 This ana-
lytic neglect is explained by the fact that, until recently, not much was happen-
ing in that domain. The United States grants automatic birthright citizenship 
to anyone born in its territory. Mexico, for its part, traditionally had limited 
interest in offering citizenship to US-born children of Mexican emigrants. As 
a consequence, for most of the twentieth century, the population of North 
America was neatly divided in terms of nationality. Migration between Mexico 
and the United States produced few dual nationals, no instances of stateless-
ness, and little of the struggles over political boundaries that have fueled the 
contested politics of citizenship in Europe.3

In recent years, however, two trends have combined to reshape the citizen-
ship constellation involving Mexico and the United States.4 The first change 
is legal: in 1998, Mexico moved to permit dual nationality and invited former 
citizens, and their children who were born abroad, to regain Mexican nation-
ality. The second is demographic: since 2007, Mexican immigration to the 
United States leveled off, and record numbers of Mexicans are moving back.5 
Return migration to Mexico—some of it voluntary and some coerced through 
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deportations—means that there are now millions of people in Mexico who have 
spent extended periods in the United States or were born there. Together, these 
legal and demographic changes are blurring the once-solid boundary between 
the citizenries of the United States and Mexico. Pablo Mateos estimates that 
over fifteen million persons in the United States and Mexico may be potentially 
eligible for dual nationality.6 As of now, we know remarkably little about the 
dual national population that straddles the political boundary between the two 
countries.7

American-Mexican dual nationals are divided into three major categories: 
a) immigrants and their children in the United States; b) returnee and deportee 
families in Mexico; and c) elite Mexican parents who strategically give birth in 
the United States.8 In this chapter, I set aside the first two groups and focus on 
the latter group and the practice of strategic cross-border births. This practice, 
colloquially called “birth tourism,” refers to parents who travel to the United 
States with the express purpose of giving birth there and securing citizen-
ship for their children; following the birth, they return to their countries of 
origin.9 Between 1990 and 2017, there were 178,000 births in the United States 
to mothers without a US address, who presumably have come from abroad in 
order to give birth. Of these births, 144,000 were to Mexican mothers.

Cross-border birth is a citizenship strategy used by individuals from middle-
tier countries to secure compensatory citizenship from the two first-tier coun-
tries that offer automatic jus soli (right of soil) citizenship: the United States 
and Canada.10 This strategy does not require ancestral or ethnic ties to the 
citizenship-granting country. It is theoretically open to anyone who holds a visa 
and can afford the rather hefty costs of travel and the delivery, which run from 
$7,000 to over $50,000. There is evidence that strategic birth is practiced by 
individuals of many diverse nationalities, including Turkey, Russia, China, 
Taiwan, Nigeria and others.11

This chapter analyzes the phenomenon of strategic cross-border birth among 
elites in northern Mexico. Studying strategic birth by Mexicans rather than, 
say, by Chinese or Russians, provides an opportunity to analyze the practice 
within the context of Mexican migration and the dynamics of the US-Mexico 
border. At a time when immigration is becoming increasingly contested and 
the lives of immigrants ever more precarious, it is important to examine how 
US citizenship operates as a valuable resource for persons both inside and 
outside the national territory. Class plays a key role in shaping the desired stake 
and the way to achieve it: while millions of working-class Mexicans expose 
themselves to risk and uncertainty by living in the United States without legal 
status, thousands of middle- and upper-class Mexicans manage to secure dual 
US citizenship while continuing to live in Mexico.

The typical Mexican birth strategizer is a person coming from the north 
(norteño) and belonging to the middle or upper classes. Families that practice 
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birth strategies use the resources at their disposal—economic capital, physi-
cal location, practical know-how, and even culture and phenotype—to secure 
extra rights from the United States. Elites in northern cities like Monterrey, 
Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez have intricate transnational ties with the United 
States that do not typically involve immigration, but rather focus on consump-
tion, tourism and education.12 In the present period, as northern Mexico is 
plagued by extreme insecurity, US territory also provides a safe haven. Dual 
nationality and strategic cross-border birth are integrated into this complex pat-
tern of border-crossing practices.

Legal and Historical Background

Over the past two decades, a new citizenship constellation has emerged between 
the United States and Mexico that allows individuals to belong to both coun-
tries simultaneously. Unlike the Serbian and Israeli cases of dual citizenship, 
which involve the awakening of ancestral or ethnic ties, the American-Mexican 
case represents the active creation of new ties. The United States does not 
encourage long-distance acquisition of its citizenship. And yet, in an example 
of equifinality (different conditions that lead to a similar outcome), compensa-
tory dual citizenship appears here as well. It is an unintended consequence of 
individuals’ taking advantage of a new opportunity structure that emerged at 
the crossroads of the United States’ birthright citizenship with Mexico’s recent 
acceptance of multiple nationality.

The United States’ legislation on citizenship is tied to its self-definition as a 
country of immigrants.13 According to the principle of birthright citizenship—
“right of soil” or jus soli—anyone born in US territory automatically becomes 
a citizen.14 This principle was enshrined in the Fourteenth Amendment (1868), 
which was adopted in order to end the exclusion of African Americans. It is 
continuous with a regime of easy access into US citizenship that has prevailed 
since colonial times, and was initially limited to Europeans.15 By ensuring full 
membership to second-generation immigrants, birthright citizenship precludes 
the creation of large populations of noncitizens. Immigration scholars, most 
notably Richard Alba, have argued that birthright citizenship plays a key role 
in explaining the United States’ greater success in integrating immigrants rela-
tive to Western European countries.16

For most of the twentieth century, the regime of easy entry into US citizen-
ship was complemented by a regime of easy—and often involuntary—exit. Pat-
rick Weil has shown that, from 1906 to 1977, nearly 150,000 Americans have been 
stripped of their citizenship for various reasons, including serving in a foreign 
military, voting in foreign elections, or just being away from the United States.17 
In 1967, however, the Supreme Court limited the State Department’s authority 
to expatriate Americans against their will, leading to a gradual elimination 
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of the practice. Patrick Weil has argued that this change reflects a new legal 
doctrine that he called “the sovereign citizen.”18 The retreat from citizenship 
stripping entailed the informal acceptance of dual nationality in the United 
States. Dual nationals, however, remain subject to some restrictions and are 
barred from sensitive government positions.

As the United States’ citizenship regime grew more flexible, new opportu-
nities emerged for foreigners who wished to acquire citizenship strategically. 
Here, I focus on strategic birth, which takes advantage of the combination of 
automatic jus soli and the principle of nonexpatriation.19 It is impossible to deter-
mine precisely when foreigners began to practice strategic birth in the United 
States and which origin countries produce the largest numbers of “birth tour-
ist” parents. Chinese strategic birth in particular has gained notoriety because 
of controversies over maternity homes for Chinese women in California and 
elsewhere.20 While Mexican strategic cross-border births are not as conspic
uous as Chinese birth tourism, Mexico still counts as one of the leading origin 
countries.

Mexico, like the United States, automatically grants nationality to anyone 
born in its territory. Until 1998, however, Mexican law did not tolerate dual 
nationality. Moreover, only native-born Mexicans enjoy full political rights, 
while Mexicans by naturalization are excluded from positions of power 
in politics, the economy, the military, and even academia.21 The restrictive 
approach toward naturalized citizens is a product of Mexico’s troubled history: 
Spanish colonialism followed by a French invasion followed by the traumatic 
loss of vast territories (half of Mexico’s original territory) to the United States 
in 1848. This series of setbacks has left a legacy of suspicion: those who were 
born in another country or hold another nationality are traditionally seen as 
potentially disloyal.

In 1998, the reality of mass emigration finally pushed the Mexican govern-
ment to permit dual nationality. While immigration from Mexico to the United 
States has a long history, going back as far as the 1880s, for many decades it 
mostly consisted of circular and short-term movement. Only since the 1970s 
did large numbers of Mexicans begin to settle in the United States.22 Douglas 
Massey has argued that the shift from circular migration to mass settlement is 
a response to changes in US policy. The Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) of 1986 led to the legalization of two million undocumented Mexican 
immigrants, opening a path to naturalization; this was followed in 1996 by 
a tightening of border controls and by legislation that stripped noncitizens 
in the United States of various entitlements. By blocking circular movement 
and penalizing nonnaturalized immigrants, this policy pushed many Mexican 
immigrants to apply for US citizenship. Whereas in 1995, only 20 percent of 
Mexican immigrants who were eligible to naturalize had done so, by 2011 this 
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percentage climbed to 36 percent. Even so, Mexicans remain the immigrant 
group that is least likely to naturalize in the United States.23

This was the context that led the Mexican government in 1998 to dramati-
cally retreat from its traditional position and permit dual nationality. Also 
referred to as the “law of no-loss” (ley de no pérdida), the new nationality law 
allowed Mexicans to naturalize in another country without losing their nation-
ality.24 The law aimed to encourage Mexican immigrants to naturalize in the 
United States while facilitating the retention of political and economic ties to 
Mexico. This inclusive intention did not stop Mexican legislators from stipu-
lating a long list of restrictions that limit the access of dual nationals to most 
sensitive or influential positions. Political scientist Henio Hoyo has argued 
that Mexico treats its dual nationals as suspicious “half-citizens.”25

As I will show below, Mexico’s 1998 law of no-loss was not a major suc-
cess in terms of promoting dual nationality among Mexican immigrants in the 
United States; it did, however, have the unintended consequence of increasing 

FIGURE 3.1. Map of Mexico
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the legitimacy and the prevalence of dual nationality among (mostly upper-
class) Mexicans in Mexico. This chapter will explore this phenomenon while 
focusing on the experiences and perspectives of residents of northern Mexico 
(norteños) and especially individuals from the city of Monterrey (often called 
regios).

US Nationality in Mexico, by the Numbers

Mass immigration from Mexico, which was a taken-for-granted aspect of US 
society for over a generation, is winding down. In recent years, more people 
have been moving to Mexico from the United States than the other way around: 
a million Mexicans and their family members returned to Mexico between 2009 
and 2014, compared with only 870,000 new arrivals in the United States. In 2013, 
China replaced Mexico as the top sending country of immigrants to the United 
States, and India might soon push it to the third place. In 2016, for the first time 
in five decades, the majority of undocumented immigrants apprehended at US 
borders were not Mexican nationals.26

This decline in Mexican immigration to the United States can be traced to 
societal changes in Mexico, including reduced fertility, improved education 
and intensified industrialization. The country has moved past its “migration 
hump”—a period of peak emigration that ensues as a society moves along 
the path to higher development and lower fertility, in the terms of Ronald 
Skeldon.27 This means that the volume of Mexican immigration to the United 
States is not expected to bounce back up (except in the event of a major crisis 
in Mexico). We are entering a new phase in the history of Mexico-US migra-
tion, that will be marked by new demographic, economic and political dynam-
ics that connect the two nations. The proliferation of dual nationality is a key 
element in this new, post–mass immigration constellation.

In this chapter, I focus on American-Mexican dual nationality on the Mexi-
can side of the border and set aside dual nationality in the United States. With 
over fifteen million first- and second-generation immigrants from Mexico in 
the United States, the potential for dual nationality is huge. At the present 
moment, however, Mexican immigration does not seem to produce a massive 
dual national population in the United States: the first generation typically 
live in the country for many years (legally or illegally) without naturalizing, while 
second-generation Mexican Americans rarely seek Mexican nationality.28 In 
contrast, when we move south of the border, we find a large and growing num-
ber of American-Mexican dual nationals living in Mexico. They can be divided 
into two categories.

The first category of dual nationals consists of returnee and deportee families. 
Children in these families are involuntary dual nationals: they were born in the 
United States and grew up there until their parents were deported or decided to 
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return to Mexico. Such families are mostly lower-class and rural; they typically 
do not have the resources (money, education, connections) to derive benefits 
from their status as dual nationals.29 In this chapter, I focus on a second group: 
nonimmigrant parents from middle- and upper-class backgrounds who practice 
strategic cross-border birth in the United States. Such parents enter the United 
States legally with a tourist visa, give birth there, and secure US nationality for 
their children. They then immediately return to Mexico.

The available data are not detailed enough to determine the precise number 
of persons in each category, but they provide a general sense of the trends. 
Data from the Mexican census show that there has been a dramatic growth in 
the number of persons who were born in the United States and are now living 
in Mexico.

Figure 3.2 illustrates the dramatic growth in the number of US-born indi-
viduals in Mexico since 1970. This number reached 900,000 persons in 
2017—almost triple the figure for 2000 and more than nine times the number 
in 1970.30 We can use these figures to learn about dual nationality. Anyone 
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FIGURE 3.2. Number of US-born persons in Mexico, 1970–2017
Note: The figure shows the number of persons living in Mexico who were born in the United 
States, based on data from the Mexican census (for 1970 to 2010) and the UN Population Divi-
sion (for 2017).
Sources: 1970–2010 data from Chavez 2010, 2013; 2017 data from United Nations Population 
Division 2017.
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who was born in the United States can safely be assumed to be a US citizen. How 
many among them are dual nationals? The Mexican National Institute of Migra-
tion (Instituto Nacional de Migracion) lists 60,000 US citizens who are living 
in Mexico with some kind of immigrant visa (data are for 2009).31 They are 
presumably mononational Americans; all the others can be assumed to hold 
both American and Mexican nationalities.

Note that the figure for US-born persons in Mexico—900,000 in 2017—does 
not capture the full number of dual nationals in Mexico, which also includes 
immigrants who returned after having naturalized in the United States, and 
people who received US citizenship from their parents jure sanguinis.32

Returning to the almost 900,000 US-born in Mexico, the census reveals 
that 80 percent of them are under the age of twenty.33 This means that the 
growth in US citizens in Mexico is not the result of hundreds of thousands of 
American adults (presumably retirees) deciding to leave for Mexico. Instead, 
this growth is driven by the US-born children of Mexicans who follow their 
families back to Mexico, whether as a result of return migration (including 
deportation), or strategic cross-border birth. In order to disentangle these two 
different pathways to dual nationality, is helpful to examine the distribution of 
dual nationals by region.

The map in figure 3.3 shows the prevalence of US-born dual nationals 
around Mexico’s territory. It is reproduced from a recent paper by the geog-
rapher Pablo Mateos, which shows the distribution of the​.US​-born in Mexico 
in 2010, by municipio, an administrative unit that is roughly equivalent to a 
U.S. county.34 Darker areas have a higher proportion of US-born persons in 
the population relative to the national average, whereas lighter ones are below 
national average (see index under the map). For the sake of simplicity, in 
this analysis I ignore the small percentage of US-born who are American 
mononationals.35

As the map illustrates, the large majority (75 percent) of the US-born in 
Mexico were concentrated in two regions: the central-western part of the 
country, which is a traditional emigration-sending region; and the area along 
Mexico’s border with the United States. The analysis of data from official Mexi-
can sources provides evidence of the different pathways that produce dual 
nationality in each region. The central-western region—an underdeveloped part 
of Mexico where incomes are significantly lower than the national average—is 
overrepresented in terms of emigration: home to 36 percent of Mexico’s popula-
tion, it is responsible for 47 percent of the country’s emigrants and 40 percent 
of return migrants (many of them have been deported). This region is home to 
29 percent of the US-born in Mexico.36 The large majority among them would 
logically be the children of returnees and deportees.

Mexico’s northern border states are marked by much higher level of eco-
nomic development (average income is 70 percent higher than in central-western 
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states). In spite of its proximity to the border, the northern region is not a hot 
spot of emigration: the share of northern states in emigration is proportional 
to their share in the national population. The six border states are home to 
17 percent of Mexico’s population, have sent 20 percent of emigrants, and 
received 19 percent of return migrants. The presence of dual nationals in this 
region, however, is disproportionately high: the border is home to 45 percent 
of the US-born in Mexico, or 330,000 persons. Roughly 1.6 percent of Mexi-
cans in the border region were born in the United States and hold American 
nationality—three times higher than the share in central-western Mexico or 
in the nation as a whole. Furthermore, since 2000, the border region has seen 
a much faster growth in the number of US-born persons than any other part 
of Mexico.37

Given the border region’s relatively modest and stable contribution to emi-
gration, the high and growing presence of US-born dual nationals in the border 
regions cannot be explained simply as a consequence of return migration and 
deportation. This suggests that strategic cross-border births play a growing role 
in producing dual nationality along the US-Mexico border.

Border region

Central-western region

0.00-0.16 0.16–0.72 0.72–1.85 1.85–4.37 4.37–37.60

0 235 470 940

Kilometers

FIGURE 3.3. US-born population in Mexico, by municipio, 2010
Note: Each municipio is colored to represent the proportion of the population that was born in 
the United States, relative to the national average. The darker ones have the largest number of 
US-born persons relative to their population.
Source: Mateos 2019, prepared from Mexican Census of Population longform microdata.
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Statistics from two sources provide further evidence of this trend. First, 
I analyzed data on births from the US National Center for Health Statistics 
(NCHS). These data show that births to nonresident mothers, who did not 
provide a US address when registering their child’s birth, represent a very small 
percentage of the total number of births; however, the numbers have grown 
since 1990, and the growth was driven by Mexicans.38 The data are presented 
in figure 3.4.

As the figure shows, in the period leading up to Mexico’s approval of dual 
nationality in 1998, there were about 2,500 births a year to nonresident Mex-
ican mothers and another 800 to 1,000 births annually to nonresidents who 
were not Mexican. After 1998, the number of births to nonresident non-Mexican 
mothers remained constant (until 2012), while the number of births to Mexican 
mothers began to climb, reaching 6,000 to 8,000 births a year after 2005. This 
increase is most likely attributable to Mexico’s acceptance of dual nationality. 
Since 2012, the number of births to non-Mexican foreign-resident mothers 
began to increase, while in 2017 there was an overall drop in the number of 
foreign-resident births. I do not have sufficient data to explain these trends in 
detail, but the latter change might reflect a tougher attitude at the US border 
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FIGURE 3.4. Births in the United States to nonresident mothers, 1990–2017
Note: The graph shows the number of births in the United States by mothers who did not pro-
vide a US address. The black line represents the total number of nonresident births, while the 
dotted lines represents births to Mexican mothers (the upper line) and non-Mexican mothers 
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Source: Author’s calculation based on NCHS statistics for 1990–2017.
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during the Trump administration, or greater caution on the part of prospec-
tive birth strategizers.

Between 1990 and 2017, there were 178,235 births in the United States 
to mothers without a US address (143,957, or 80 percent, were to Mexican 
mothers). The total figure of strategic births in the United States can be esti-
mated to be higher, because it is not difficult for foreign mothers who give birth 
there to provide a US address even if it is not their permanent domicile. Even 
when acknowledging that this is an undercount, it should be clear that such 
births represent a tiny fraction of the number of births in the United States. From 
1990 to 2017, a total of 113 million persons were born there; births to foreign-
resident mothers represent just 0.16 percent of this figure.39

The trend of growth after Mexico’s 1998 dual nationality law is also evident 
in a second set of statistics, that I obtained from the Mexican Ministry of For-
eign Affairs. These data pertain to registration of Mexican dual citizenship 
at the Mexican consulate in El Paso, Texas, between 1994 and 2014. These 
data show a growth in the number of US-born persons who registered as dual 
nationals in El Paso (a known destination for strategic birth). Mexican citizenship 
registrations increased from under 100 in 1994 to 503 in 1998 (when Mexico 
permitted dual nationality) to over 1,500 a year after 2011.40

Citizenship registrations provide an indication of cross-border strategic 
births because parents who wish to secure dual nationality for their children 
would usually register them as American as well as Mexican in the United States 
before returning to Mexico with them (see the next section). There was a strong 
correlation between the trends in US births to nonresidents (according to NCHS 
data) and registrations at the consulate in El Paso. This strengthens the hypoth-
esis that these indices are measuring the same phenomenon.41

These figures, coming from three different sources (the Mexican census, 
the United States’ NCHS, and the Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs), lend 
significant support to the hypothesis that the growth in the number of US-born 
dual nationals in Mexico is driven in part by a growth in the number of strategic 
cross-border birth. This growth, in turn, can be attributed to the legitimization 
of dual nationality in Mexico since 1998. I should note, however, that these 
figures cannot yet provide a full picture of strategic cross-border births—a phe-
nomenon that is very difficult to measure precisely.

The growing impact of strategic birth on dual nationality adds an impor
tant element to the extensive writing on the US-Mexico border as a binational 
region. Previous authors have explored cross-border interaction in the domains 
of language, economics, consumption, status hierarchies, and governance.42 The 
analysis given here shows that the border region is increasingly home to a large 
population that is binational not just in its language or culture, but in terms of 
its actual citizenship status.
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Obtaining US Nationality

The new legal structure of American-Mexican dual nationality has significant 
consequences across the border region. It allows thousands of Mexican families 
to convert their socioeconomic privilege into a new form of global resource, 
while at the same time tightening the integration between the two nations 
and creating a large American citizen population in Mexico. In the following 
sections, I discuss the everyday consequences of this case of compensatory 
citizenship.

I will first present two short vignettes to illustrate the life circumstances, 
motivations, and pathways of birth tourists and dual nationals. Then, I will dis-
cuss the procedure of citizenship acquisition, while focusing on the citizenship 
industry of births in the United States, and the family dynamics around it. I 
will then analyze compensatory citizenship as a resource that provides oppor-
tunities, security, and travel freedom. I will highlight the way dual nationality 
is integrated into preexisting social and economic ties between norteño elites 
and the United States. Finally, I will analyze US nationality as an instrument 
of social closure and a status symbol.

Vignette 1: Ricardo, 37, upper-class, from Monterrey, 

had his children in the United States43

Ricardo was born in Monterrey and lives there with his wife and their 
three daughters, who were all born in the United States. An entrepre-
neur from a wealthy family, he spent four years in the United States study-
ing for a master’s degree in business administration and working for a 
US firm. “My eldest daughter was born in Michigan because we were 
there at the time, and the younger ones, now 5 and 3, were born in McAl-
len [in Texas] of our own choice. . . . ​My wife is now pregnant with our 
fourth child and he will be born in McAllen too.”

Each birth in McAllen cost $18,000 to $20,000, including regular trips 
across the border for check-ups during the pregnancy and a month-long 
stay for the birth itself. Ricardo lists three motives for giving birth in 
McAllen: “First, to give them equal status with [the eldest]; second, to 
give them optionality [sic; originally in English] so that they can choose 
where to live, study and work. . . . ​And, third, we had a big security crisis 
here, and many people went to live abroad. So we wanted to give [our 
daughters] more flexibility, so they can move between the territories 
seamlessly.”

Ricardo was never interested in obtaining a US green card or citizen-
ship for himself because “it implies stringent fiscal liabilities and you’re 
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taxed on your global income.” The family has no plans to leave Monterrey 
in the foreseeable future. Ricardo’s daughters attend a bilingual Ameri-
can school but, he explains, this has nothing to do with their citizenship: 
“English is necessary for anybody who lives in Monterrey, [because] this 
city is so connected to the US.”

Vignette 2: Carmen, 30, middle-class, from a border 

town, born in the United States

Carmen was born in 1984 in Harlingen, Texas, a small town on the US-
Mexico border. She grew up in a small Mexican border town, where her 
father grows corn and cotton. She now lives in Monterrey with her 
husband and works in finance. Carmen is the eldest of four siblings; all 
of them were all born in the same Harlingen hospital and all are dual 
nationals. Carmen’s mother said that they had decided to have her in 
Harlingen because it had the nearest modern hospital and also “so that 
[Carmen and her siblings] could study in the United States without 
problems, [so] that they won’t need a visa, [and] that they will never 
stay without work.”

Carmen originally planned to study in the United States. However, 
she was offered a scholarship at a prestigious university in Monterrey 
and ended up studying and working there. In 2011, as violence in the 
border region escalated, Carmen moved to McAllen, Texas, and lived 
there for several months in order to sponsor US residency for her par-
ents. Carmen’s parents now spend two days a week in Mexico and five 
in McAllen. Her three younger siblings live in McAllen.

Carmen has an authentic US birth certificate but her Mexican birth 
certificate is fake: it says that she was born in Mexico. “My identity is 
completely Mexican, but I have no legal way to prove that I am Mexi-
can,” she says. She is trying to fix her status in Mexico with the help of a 
lawyer. She has a US passport and uses it for international travel. When 
she will have children, she plans to give birth in the United States “for 
the same reasons [that my parents had me there]: so that if things are 
bad here, [my children] can go live there.”

STRATEGIC BIRTH AS A CITIZENSHIP INDUSTRY

Cross-border strategic birth is a pathway to compensatory citizenship that devel-
oped in response to openings in the United States’ system for determining 
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individuals’ eligibility for citizenship (in other words, its evidentiary regime). 
In a jus soli citizenship regime, place of birth is the master principle that pro-
vides automatic, undisputed membership in the national community. The US 
birth certificate is the key document that establishes US nationality. Strategic 
birth is aimed at securing this document, which is produced at the intersec-
tion of two kinds of authority: a medical professional at the hospital or birth 
clinic, who supplies the certificate of live birth, and an official at the county’s 
vital statistics office. After having obtained a birth certificate, parents must also 
secure their child’s Mexican nationality. This procedure may be done either 
in Mexico or at a Mexican consulate in the United States. It is crucial because 
children without Mexican nationality do not have full rights to public education 
and health services in Mexico.44

Some norteño families practiced strategic birth in the United States before 
dual nationality became legal in 1998. In those times, fraud was the norm, but it 
was directed mostly toward Mexico.45 Parents would travel to the United States 
and give birth there; they would then show up at their local civil registry (registro 
civil) office in Mexico and use connections—or a bribe—to obtain a Mexican 
birth certificate that specified that the baby had been born in Mexico. Carmen’s 
account in vignette 2 is typical of those dynamics. With the acceptance of dual 
nationality and the tightening of control over personal identification in Mexico, 
this kind of fraud is becoming less common. However, many dual nationals 
(including Carmen in the vignette above) still have two distinct legal person-
alities: a legitimate one in the United States and a fake one in Mexico. Ironi-
cally, it is their primary citizenship, the one they use in their everyday lives, 
that is fraudulent, while their secondary citizenship from the United States is 
genuine. In recent years, many US-born norteños who have lived their entire 
lives with fake birth certificates are turning to lawyers to legalize their status. 
The Mexican government is encouraging this regularization. For example, in 
2015, the city of Tijuana put up posters that implored residents to register as 
dual nationals, under the slogan “Become Mexican!” (¡Hazte Mexicano!).46

Today, dual nationality is a legitimate status that is usually produced in a legal 
manner. There are two ways for parents to secure Mexican nationality for a baby 
that was born in the United States. The first is to register the child at a Mexican 
consulate in the United States. This registration (called inscripción) is done on 
the spot and carries a very low cost. Nonetheless, it requires planning ahead 
and some bureaucratic know-how. Parents who follow this method—including 
most middle-class parents who practice strategic birth—return to Mexico with 
their child already fitted with three crucial documents: a US birth certificate, a 
US passport, and a confirmation of Mexican nationality. The dual national status 
of such children is undisputed.

In contrast, most Mexican immigrants who give birth in the United States 
do not visit the consulate to register their children as Mexican. This population 
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consists mainly of low-income, uneducated persons who are often in the United 
States illegally. Due to their unstable economic situation, they are reluctant to 
take a day off work for a procedure that carries no immediate benefit; more-
over, they often lack the bureaucratic know-how.

This means that the large majority of deportee and returnee families come 
to Mexico with children that are US mononationals. Those children must then 
confirm their Mexican citizenship from inside Mexico. This is a challenging 
endeavor. Since Mexico’s registro civil does not accept documents in English, 
the US birth certificate must be apostille-approved in the United States and 
then translated. This procedure takes an average of five months and costs over 
$130—a hefty sum in rural Mexico.47 The process becomes even more challeng-
ing when applicants cannot enter the United States—the typical situation for 
deportees—in which case they must go through the procedure by mail. Often, 
children of deportees must wait for months in a state of effective statelessness 
before Mexico recognizes them as nationals.48

The gap between two kinds of dual nationals, who share the same legal 
status but diverge in their ability to realize their citizenship rights, highlights 
the class aspect of strategic birth. Middle- and upper-class individuals secure 
official recognition for dual nationality through a relatively simple and painless 
procedure; working-class individuals find themselves in far more complicated 
situations, often spending months or years in a state of uncertainty. Access to 
dual nationality depends not just on ties to the United States or financial ability, 
but also on bureaucratic know-how and planning ahead—two skills that are 
common among middle-class individuals but not those of a working-class or 
rural background.49

The most significant barriers facing parents who wish to practice strategic 
cross-border birth are the requirement to hold a visa to the United States and 
the ability to pay for the birth out of pocket. A US visa in itself is a mark of privi-
lege in itself in Mexico: the US consulate only issues visas to applicants who can 
prove that they have solid economic means and strong ties to Mexico. Often, 
they own real estate or hold a steady, well-earning job.50 Moreover, giving birth 
in the United States is expensive. The typical expenditure—including the birth 
itself, doctor visits, check-ups during pregnancy, and accommodation in the 
United States during the final months—ranges between $6,000 and $20,000. 
These sums represent a huge expense, given that average yearly salaries in 
northern Mexico range from about $7,500 to $9,000.51 Strategic birth is an 
exclusive strategy that is only open to middle-class and elite norteños.

For these elites, strategic birth is part of a broader pattern of border-spanning 
status-oriented consumption. High-income residents of Monterrey (regios) regu-
larly visit the United States for shopping and vacations. Some locations in 
Texas—McAllen, San Antonio, South Padre Island—figure on the mental map 
of regios as designated locations for high-prestige conspicuous consumption.52 
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The economy of US border towns is strongly dependent on Mexican shoppers, 
who frequent their malls, restaurants, outlet stores, and even grocery chains 
(the Trader Joe’s in San Diego is a favorite among residents of Tijuana). For 
many norteña mothers, giving birth in the US is yet another form of cross-border 
consumption. Mexican parents engage in “birth tourism” not only to secure US 
citizenship for their children, but also in order to enjoy high quality medical 
service and a gratifying consumer experience.

The decision by thousands of Mexican families each year to invest in acquir-
ing US citizenship for their children has led to the rise of a citizenship industry. 
The professionals who are positioned to take advantage of these opportunities 
include ob-gyn specialists in US hospitals and birth clinics, as well as lawyers 
and insurers in Mexico. All of the people that I interviewed picked a doctor 
based on personal acquaintance or reputation. Besides the natural tendency to 
rely on personal networks when seeking trust-sensitive services, this prefer-
ence also reflects the high degree of integration of the two sides of the border, 
which made it possible for norteños to locate clinics in the United States with 
relative ease.

The industry of cross-border births in northern Mexico is relatively infor-
mal. There are indications that the citizenship industries that offer maternity 
services to parents coming from farther abroad—for example, those catering 
to Russians or Chinese—are more formal and rely more heavily on organized 
service providers and online advertising. Often, the websites of maternity 
companies openly promise US citizenship as one of the benefits of giving birth 
in the United States. For example, the Spanish-language website of a com
pany called Doctores Para Ti invites parents from outside the United States to 
give birth in El Paso, assuring them that their children will have a guaranteed 
constitutional right for citizenship.53 Another company, Deluxe Childbirth 
Services, seems to cater mostly to Nigerians and promises a US birth at a cost 
of about $6,000.54

For Russians and Russian speakers, the company Аист (Russian for “stork”) 
invites parents through its Russian-language website to give birth in Houston, 
Texas. Parents can choose between an “optimal” package ($12,890) that includes 
all medical services and the formalization of the baby’s second nationality, and a 
“premium” package ($18,900) that also includes trips around Texas, a profes-
sional photo shoot with the newborn, and other perks.55 I did not investigate 
these websites and the companies behind them, but there is enough scholarly 
research and journalistic reporting to show that such firms do exist and that 
they arrange a certain number of US births each year (while precise data are 
unavailable, the biggest market seems to be Chinese).56

The citizenship industry that developed in northern Mexico is more local 
and informal than these global companies. From the point of the view of 
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the consumer, strategic birth (or birth tourism) is remarkably similar to 
other kinds of cross-border consumption and tourism. There are, however, 
special complexities involved in this practice—above all, its controversial and 
legally dubious nature. There is no law that prohibits nonresidents from giving 
birth in the United States, and the US government has not seriously carried 
out a systematic effort to eliminate strategic cross-border births.57 Nonetheless, 
would-be birth tourists must cross an international border, where they undergo 
heightened surveillance and may easily be denied entry.58

Respondents reported that US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agents 
occasionally refuse entry to visibly pregnant women. Mexican mothers who 
intend to give birth in the United States usually take precautions to conceal their 
pregnancy, including crossing the border before the final months of their preg-
nancy, wearing a loose coat, or holding a bag on their knees. This is possible 
because norteños usually enter the United States through land borders, seated 
in their cars; they do not typically undergo the rigorous scrutiny that airline 
passengers are subjected to.

Mexican parents who cross the border with a baby that was born in the 
United States are often asked to provide proof that they have paid for the birth 
and vaccinations out of pocket. If CBP agents find that they have drawn on gov-
ernment assistance—for example, by having Medicaid pay for the birth—their 
visas might be revoked.59 Cross-border birth is a risky endeavor.

These elements of risk and illegality are absent in other cases of com-
pensatory citizenship, where eligibility is based on ancestry or ethnicity. They 
lead us to consider the parallel between strategic birth and undocumented 
immigration—in other words, between a citizenship industry and a migra-
tion industry.60 Coyotes (human smugglers) that guide undocumented immi-
grants across the border in the United States charge fees that are not much 
lower than the prices charged by the medical professionals that offer birth 
services to upper-class Mexicans. Estimates from 2013 and 2014 put the cost 
of a single undocumented crossing at between $3,000 and $10,000.61 Besides 
the economic cost, lower-class, uneducated Mexicans who illegally cross the 
border are exposed to serious risks: they might die of thirst and exposure in 
scorching deserts, be abused or kidnapped by criminals, or face arrest and 
incarceration.

While lower-class undocumented immigrants put their life savings—and 
often, their life itself—on the line in order to enter the United States and work 
there precariously, upper-class birth tourists invest a much smaller propor-
tion of their wealth and take on much smaller risks to gain a secure link to the 
United States through their children. Socioeconomic status not only stratifies 
Mexicans within Mexico but defines divergent modes of access to the United 
States.
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Family Dynamics

Strategic cross-border birth is a form of intergenerational transfer of wealth, 
like an investment in children’s education or the purchase of real estate. It is 
an investment that would only pay off in the long run. The large majority of 
Mexican parents who engage in cross-border birth will most likely never 
benefit personally from the act in which they invested so much time and money. 
That is because US citizens may only sponsor their relatives for an immigrant visa 
after they have turned twenty-one. Contradicting the pejorative and misleading 
expression “anchor babies,” children born in the United States cannot provide 
any “anchor” before that age. There is no legal clause that protects foreign par-
ents of American citizens under the age of twenty-one from deportation (in 
fact, hundreds of thousands of such persons have been deported since 2008) 
or offer them privileged access to immigration visas. Typically, the middle- and 
upper-class norteños who practice strategic birth have no intention to emigrate 
from Mexico.

All respondents who strategically gave birth in the United States explained 
their decision in terms of the future usefulness to the child—above all, the gen-
eral formulation that he or she “will have more opportunities.” None of them said 
that they expected a direct personal benefit from their children’s citizenship. 
Nevertheless, there were cases where the parents of adult dual nationals did 
benefit directly from their children’s US citizenship, when they sponsored their 
immigration. This scenario usually unfolded when conditions in their places of 
residence in Mexico became dangerous, and they moved to the United States 
for security. Such immigration was usually temporary or part-time, and fol-
lows the pattern described in vignette 2 above: in towns that have become 
unlivable due to rampant crime, dual national children move to a US border 
town and then the parents obtain a “green card” and split their time between 
Mexico and the United States. I will discuss this kind of mobility in greater 
detail below.

In most cases, then, cross-border birth is a free gift from parents to children. 
By offering such a gift, Mexican parents are strengthening the cohesion of the 
family unit: the act of giving citizenship performs the parents’ commitment 
to their children, instills a reciprocal obligation on the part of the children, 
and creates a new family asset. This resonates with the insights of sociologist 
Viviana Zelizer, who argues that money and intimate relations are not “sepa-
rate spheres,” as the dominant ideology of our time decrees; rather, money is 
a central instrument in creating and maintaining relations.62

There are two additional, unexpected family values that came up in the 
interviews and were associated with strategic birth and dual nationality. The 
first is equality between siblings: several respondents (including Ricardo from 
vignette 1) wished “to give all children equal [citizenship] status.” Often, these 
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were parents whose first child was born while they were studying or working 
in the United States and then decided to give birth to all their other children 
there. Such decisions are conditioned by social class: equal treatment of older 
and younger siblings and of boys and girls may serve as a performance of 
parents’ enlightened values and their elite identity. This sets them apart from 
lower-class Mexican families, where between-sibling favoritism (based on 
gender, birth order, certainty of paternity, or looks) is common. It also sets 
them apart from migrant families, where mixed citizenship statuses are the 
norm.

A second value that was associated with dual nationality was personal free-
dom. Many interviewees contrasted Mexican and American systems of val-
ues and conduct. They viewed Mexican culture as marked by rigid codes that 
governed gender and family roles, class-appropriate behavior, and personal 
opinion. In contrast, Americans were seen as more free, independent, and 
efficacious than Mexicans. At the same time, many respondents preferred the 
Mexican system because they viewed it as warmer, more human, and more for-
giving. For example, respondents typically said that children who were raised 
in Mexico are more respectful and committed to their parents, and have a 
lower chance of getting in trouble. Within this context, US nationality provides 
children with greater personal freedom in a sense that extends beyond its prac-
tical advantages: it is a bridge to another culture that is more individualistic 
and achievement-oriented. These two points—equality and freedom—suggest 
that strategic birth is also used as a medium for performing and transmitting 
elite identity and values.

US citizenship is an asset that does not come free of liabilities. The chief 
liability is being subjected to global taxation: US citizens who live abroad are 
required to report their income and their assets, and higher-income individuals 
may have to pay additional taxes. In 2010, in the wake of the economic crisis, 
the US Treasury Department tightened its taxation regime, requiring foreign 
banks to report on the accounts of US citizens. As a result, record numbers of 
Americans living abroad have renounced their US citizenship.63

Remarkably, dual nationals in Mexico—especially those from working-class 
and middle-class backgrounds—were mostly unaware or indifferent to their 
potential tax obligations as Americans living abroad. When asked about the 
potential tax implications of US citizenship, most respondents reacted with sur-
prise. Most of the adult dual nationals that I interviewed have never filed a US 
tax report.

Some respondents formed an exception to this rule: individuals from the 
most affluent and business-savvy families in the sample were keenly aware of 
all the liabilities that came with dual nationality and frequently consulted their 
auditors about them. Several wealthy individuals had decided to renounce their 
US citizenship in order to protect their assets or their privacy.
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A few elite Monterrey families reportedly employed a strategy of differenti-
ated citizenship by gender: girls would be born in the United States and boys in 
Mexico, and all taxable assets would be registered under the name of the men 
in the family. This careful division of ownership allows families to enjoy the 
security provided by US citizenship, without exposing their property to the US 
tax collector. One respondent from an upper-class family (whose wife, also of 
elite background, was born in the United States) explained, “My wife was born 
in Texas, but she is not worried, because she has nothing on her name. . . . ​She 
has no income. Everything she buys, signs or pays is on my account. . . . ​So if 
they want her to pay taxes, what can they charge? She has nothing.”

Sociological research on elites has shown that they carefully plan how to 
distribute their wealth across different kinds of assets—including, for instance, 
real estate and stocks—in a way that would maximize benefits and minimize tax 
liability and exposure to risk. The strategy described in this quotation illustrates 
that a second citizenship has become yet another asset that is integrated into 
elites’ investment portfolio, one that comes with its own particular composi-
tion of benefits and liabilities. In this case, this strategy also had the added effect 
of reinforcing male domination in the family.

Putting US Nationality to Use

OPPORTUNITIES

American-Mexican dual nationals, like all American citizens, have an unqual-
ified right to reside and work in the United States. Given that the United States 
is the world’s top immigrant destination, that one in ten Mexicans already lives 
there and that US wages are on average four times higher than in Mexico, we 
might expect strategic birth to be closely tied to emigration. In other words, 
acquiring dual nationality could reasonably be seen as the first step toward 
moving to the United States. However, as the statistics above already showed, 
there are large and growing numbers of dual nationals living south of the bor-
der, and the interviews I conducted confirmed that emigration is not particu-
larly attractive to middle- or upper-class norteños. This raises a puzzle: Why 
would Mexicans invest significant resources in securing US citizenship and then 
refrain from using it to emigrate?

National identity and sentimental attachments to people and places play a 
huge role in keeping people from emigrating, and they are central to this case as 
well. Interestingly, however, respondents often presented practical-economic 
reasons to explain why they preferred to live in Mexico even with US citizenship. 
They referred to two main themes: quality of life and business opportunities.

First, many respondents explained that from their perspective Mexico 
offered superior quality of life relative to the United States: housing was 
cheaper, domestic help was more affordable, and there was much more leisure 
time. Saul, a twenty-eight-year-old dual national from Monterrey who works 
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in a successful family business established by his grandfather, explained (text 
in Italic was originally said in English): “Some people have the American 
Dream . . . ​but I have the Mexican Dream. Compared to the middle class in 
the US, I live much better. As middle-class here, I earn a lot more relative to 
the country. And I enjoy luxuries that [Americans] do not have [or] that are 
expensive there, like servants, personal drivers, [better service at] restaurants 
and bars.” This explanation was typical of upper-middle-class respondents, who 
emphasized the affordability of luxuries and high-quality services in Mexico.

Affordability of service is closely tied to extreme income inequality. The top 
decile of earners in Mexico enjoy an average income that is twenty-nine times 
higher than the bottom decile—almost double the ratio in the United States 
(sixteen to one), which is itself very high compared to the gap in EU countries 
(seven to one).64 Such vast income disparities allow members of the elite in 
Mexico to purchase personal services at ridiculously low costs and enjoy a very 
high quality of life.

A second reason for preferring Mexico was that it offered more extensive 
opportunities for profit that capitalize on know-how and social connections. A 
big part of the wealth of Mexican elites takes the form of connections, friend-
ships, and a reputation—social capital, in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms.65 This is a 
resource that does not travel well across borders.66 The more entrepreneurial 
among the respondents argued that Mexico offered more lucrative opportu-
nities because of its high growth rate and flexible rules. Saul continued: “In 
Mexico, if you have contacts, it’s much easier to do business here. You can 
avoid paying taxes, you can do things ‘incorrectly’ [use bribery] and you can 
start many businesses that don’t exist here yet.” This attitude was typical of elite 
regios, who seemed to view Mexico as a high-risk business environment, rife 
with crime and corruption, but one in which they could reap high profits, 
thanks to their advantageous starting position.

Alfredo, a thirty-one-year-old real-estate developer whose children were 
born in the United States, said: In terms of opportunities, “Mexico is now where 
the US was fifty or a hundred years ago. Things are less expensive so there are 
more opportunities . . . ​Here I can get much higher returns on my investment 
than in the US, where there is more competition and more information on the 
market.” According to this account, business in Mexico is more profitable not 
only because the country is less developed (and therefore has more potential 
for growth) but also because the market is more skewed in terms of informa-
tion and less carefully regulated than in the United States. From this perspec-
tive, US citizenship is seen as a valuable risk-mitigating strategy. Having both 
nationalities is comparable to holding a diverse investment portfolio that has 
both high-risk, high-yield stocks and more solid, low-risk stocks. I will discuss 
this point further in the next section.

While norteño elites were mostly uninterested in immigrating to the United 
States for work, they saw dual nationality as valuable because it facilitated their 
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children’s access to education in the United States. In fact, educational oppor-
tunities were the main motive that parents cited when asked why they opted 
for strategic birth. The possession of American nationality made studying there 
easier in several ways: dual nationals did not have to apply for a student visa 
and could work during their studies. Those born in Texas were even eligible for 
reduced in-state tuition in that state.

Some birth-tourist fathers had lived or studied in the United States with-
out citizenship—an experience that left them with a keen sense of the value of 
nationality. Pedro from Monterrey, who studied for a year in Houston, recalled 
a tough experience. He was not allowed to work during his studies and had to 
deal with strict visa rules: “This made the whole issue of studying more dif-
ficult, because [US authorities] required proof that I will come back here. . . . ​
I had to keep a large sum of money frozen in my bank account. . . . ​I don’t want 
my daughter to have to fight [to study in the United States] in the same way 
that I did.”

The concept of dual nationality as a pathway to a US education was part 
of a broader pattern of admiration for the US educational system. In northern 
Mexico, having an American or at least an English-language education was an 
indispensable part of being elite. Some of the most prestigious private schools 
are bilingual; teenagers from elite Monterrey families often spend a year in the 
United States or Canada as exchange students or au pairs; and many children in 
border towns commute every day to schools on the US side of the border. Even 
as many Americans are anxious about the level of public education—a concern 
fueled by the unimpressive performance of the country’s fifteen-year-olds in 
the international PISA examinations—Mexico’s middle and upper classes main-
tain a very high opinion of US schools and colleges. In this context, having an 
American or English-language education was not necessarily an avenue for 
emigration or a source of greater income; instead, it was first and foremost an 
enhancer of educational opportunities and an indicator of high social status.

SECURITY

Security is another public good that is included as part of the package of US 
citizenship. True to Max Weber’s definition of the modern state, the United 
States maintains a very effective monopoly on legitimate violence in its terri-
tory. Mexico, in contrast, suffers from endemic criminal and political violence. 
This violence has worsened in recent years, with the government occasionally 
losing control over large parts of the country’s territory.

The security situation in Mexico deteriorated in 2006, when then-president 
Felipe Calderon launched an attempt to quench drug smuggling. This led to a 
frontal confrontation between the state and powerful drug cartels, which for 
decades were integrated into local institutions of governance. Northern Mexico 
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and the border areas were hit especially hard. In town after town in the north, 
law and order broke down. Drug-smuggling gangs would wage gun battles 
on central streets in broad daylight, occasionally skirmishing with the police 
or the military; decapitated bodies would be left hanging from bridges, often 
with menacing handwritten notes pinned to their torsos; and residents often 
became the target of indiscriminate killings, kidnappings, and robberies.

This “insecurity” (inseguridad), as it is usually referred to, temporarily 
pushed many residents away from the affected areas. Youth from other parts 
of Mexico who were planning to study in Monterrey headed to Guadalajara or 
Mexico City instead; international visitors and tourists stayed away; affluent 
regios began looking for a way out. Many elite families temporarily moved to 
San Antonio, Texas; if they did not have dual nationality, they stayed there by 
obtaining an investor’s visa or buying real estate.

Statistics from the American Community Survey (ACS) provide clear evi-
dence of these movements. While the overall number of Mexican immigrants 
in the United States as a whole remained constant between 2007 and 2014 (at 
11.7 million), trends diverged in different parts of the country. Traditional immi-
grant destinations like Los Angeles and Dallas saw the number of Mexicans 
shrinking, as a result of mass deportations and return migration to Mexico. At 
the same time, the number of Mexican-born living in towns and cities along 
the border with Mexico surged.

The timing of the increase in each border county is synchronized with the 
onset and decline of mass violence in the Mexican state across the border. For 
example, the Mexican state of Baja California was hit by insecurity around 2008 
and levels of violence declined by 2011; the number of Mexicans in San Diego 
across the border shot up by 40,000 from 2007 to 2010, then went back down. 
Violence in the Mexican border states that border Texas peaked after 2010, and 
the result was a spike in the number of Mexicans living in Texas.67

In this context of semicoerced, temporary movement across the US bor-
der, dual nationals found themselves in a much better position relative to their 
mononational neighbors. Not only could they cross the border at will and set 
themselves up in the United States (for border residents, “immigrating” to the 
United States may mean moving no more than an hour’s drive away), but they 
could also sponsor their parents, siblings and partners for US residency.68

This practice was particularly common in the border towns of the state of 
Tamaulipas, which were hit hard by drug-related insecurity. Twenty-seven-year-
old Guadalupe was born in Brownsville, Texas, grew up in a small Mexican 
border town, and now resides in Monterrey. Some of her family members 
recently moved across the border to the United States. She said: “Many people 
from [my town] moved to Brownsville [around 2011]. My aunt, both of her sons 
were born in the US. So she moved there . . . ​because of the drug gangs, the 
gun fights, and the curfews.” A similar picture emerges from an interview with 
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a resident of another Tamaulipas border town (the mother of Carmen, the 
respondent cited in vignette 2):“When the shootings and kidnappings started 
here,” she said, “many people left for the US. . . . ​Those who had children [in 
the US] benefited from the possibility to become residents. The others had to 
immigrate illegally.”

Compensatory dual citizenship is often a form of “insurance policy” against 
some undefined future catastrophe. In Israel, people acquire EU citizenship as 
insurance in response to general fears about the country’s continued existence 
and prosperity (see chapter 4). In northern Mexico, the catastrophe against 
which US nationality was meant to insure has actually materialized, and com-
pensatory citizenship has proven its usefulness.

TRAVEL FREEDOM

Many respondents said that a major consideration in deciding to give birth 
in the United States was the wish to provide their children with greater travel 
freedom . As Ricardo (vignette 1) said, “We wanted to give [our daughters] 
more flexibility, so they can move between the territories seamlessly.” Many 
Mexicans from the northeast do not see Texas as a foreign country exactly; not 
only is it geographically close and topographically similar, but it is also home to 
many Mexican-origin people and Spanish is widely spoken. Moreover, Texas 
was part of Mexico until 1836, as reflected in the many Spanish-language 
place names. Popular shopping and vacation destinations in south Texas like 
McAllen or San Antonio are experienced by middle-class regios as closer than 
Mexico City or Guadalajara. Against this background, it is easy to understand 
why norteños experienced the border as a somewhat arbitrary check on their 
movement. Many felt that they were entitled to cross this border freely, and dual 
nationality guaranteed this freedom of movement.

All dual national respondents held a US passport and most of them have used 
it every time they entered the United States. Dual nationals reported that they 
crossed the border with greater ease than Mexican mononationals and faced 
less questioning. This fact was rarely discussed as a major advantage of US citi-
zenship, only mentioned in passing as a kind of side benefit. The low interest 
in border crossings can be contrasted to the attitudes of Israelis and Serbs with 
EU citizenship, who were enthusiastic about owning a “European passport” 
and were eager to use it when crossing borders. Why is there relatively little 
enthusiasm about the mobility provided by the US passport in Mexico?

The power of the passport as a marker of nationality becomes most visi
ble at border crossings. Passport control checkpoints are usually designed to 
demonstrate, even exaggerate, the difference between nationals and foreign-
ers. In most border crossings around the world, foreigners use a separate line 
which is slower-moving and more unpredictable than the line for nationals. 
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In the next chapter, I will describe the excitement that EU-Israeli dual citi-
zens experience when they are allowed to use the line for EU-nationals.69 
The same national-foreigner distinction is also experienced by travelers who 
arrive in US airports.

When entering the United States by land, however—and this is the most 
common mode of entry for norteños—nationality plays a more minor role. In 
border crossings such as San Diego or McAllen, Americans and foreigners 
wait in the same line. US citizens have an easier time entering the country, 
but they share the same line as Mexicans, making their advantage invisible to 
others and therefore less subjectively significant. At US land borders, access to 
the privileged, faster-moving lane is not allocated on the basis of nationality; 
instead, the special lane is reserved to persons of any nationality who signed up 
for programs like Global Entry and SENTRI. These programs offer a fast and 
easy crossing, in exchange for providing a great deal of personal information 
and paying a hefty fee. Through these programs, well-to-do Mexican mono-
nationals can cross the border faster and with greater ease than less affluent US 
citizens, reflecting a prioritization of class over nationality. For elite Mexicans 
who hold a visa to the United States, having a US passport does not dramati-
cally change the experience of entering the United States.

When traveling to destinations outside North America—above all, to 
Europe—dual-national respondents did not exhibit a preference for either of 
their passports. Since Mexicans may enter EU countries without a visa and 
are not treated with any special suspicion, the US passport did not provide any 
concrete advantage there. Some respondents reported that they have used their 
US passports in Europe but were ashamed of it, admitting that it was an act of 
“malinchismo” (Mexican admiration of foreigners).

Other respondents told stories about their travels whose moral was that 
people around the world liked Mexicans more than Americans. For example, 
Bernardo, a twenty-seven-year-old dual national from Nuevo Laredo, said, 
“When traveling abroad, I use a US passport but I always present myself as 
Mexican.” He went on to tell about a visit to Honduras, when “the customs guy 
was very hostile at first when he thought I was a gringo, but then I spoke to him 
in Spanish and he started liking me.” This statement was typical: other respon-
dents said that they preferred to use their Mexican passports when entering 
Brazil, France, or Spain, explaining that people in those countries didn’t like 
Americans.

In contrast, respondents said, “nobody has any problem with Mexicans” 
(“except in the US,” one respondent added after a moment’s reflection). Such 
narratives align with a Mexican self-image as a peaceful and globally well-liked 
nation, which was contrasted with a view of the United States as aggressive, 
imperialistic, and globally unpopular.70 On the other hand, numerous dual 
national respondents said that in case of need while abroad, they would prefer 
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to turn to the US embassy, because the United States was more committed to 
protecting its citizens.

Overall, travel freedom was not a central consideration of upper-class Mexi-
cans when seeking compensatory citizenship. They accepted the requirement 
for a visa to enter the United States as natural and did not consider it a humili-
ation or hindrance; moreover, everyone in their elite social circles typically 
held a tourist visa so the US passport was not experienced as a major upgrade. 
As for global travel beyond the United States, the Mexican passport was seen 
as entirely satisfactory. This stands in contrast to the situation in Israel and 
Serbia. In those countries, securing extra travel freedom was one of the key 
incentive to obtain a second, EU passport as a way to avoid being stigmatized 
when traveling abroad.

Dual Citizenship as Social Closure: 

Consumer, Not Migrante

Mexico is a country of extreme inequality in wealth as well as social status. More-
over, status inequality in Mexico is closely tied up with a cultural characteristic 
commonly called malinchismo: the admiration of anything foreign.71 Numer-
ous analysts of Mexican society—above all, the famous writer Octavio Paz—
identified malinchismo as a key feature of the Mexican national psyche and a 
powerful legacy of colonialism.

Respondents frequently made references to this trait during interviews.72 
Above, I discussed the way malinchismo is expressed in the high value that regios 
attached to shopping and consuming in the United States, to US schools and 
universities, and to the English language. Given those characteristics, one might 
expect US nationality to become a prominent status symbol among middle-class 
Mexicans. However, the interviews I conducted provided few indications that 
this was the case. In everyday life, dual nationals rarely mentioned to others that 
they were US citizens; and, during interviews, they spoke about their second 
citizenship with little excitement and usually downplayed its personal impor-
tance to them. Clearly, it was not a source of pride.

To understand why US citizenship is not perceived a sign of higher status in 
Mexico, a key clue is provided by a remark that was repeated by several respon-
dents: “Anybody can get it.” The notion that US citizenship is not exclusive 
enough sounds strange, given the high economic costs involved in cross-border 
birth. In fact, the exclusiveness implied in this statement is drawn from another 
system of social stratification: race and origin.

More precisely, it refers to the hierarchical ordering of Mexican society by 
degree of European ancestry and phenotype. The sociologist Edward Telles has 
described Latin American countries, including Mexico, as “pigmentocracies.” 
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In those societies, social status is powerfully connected with whiteness.73 Euro
pean colonialism, which officially ended two centuries ago, retains an influence 
on Latin American societies in the form of deeply internalized hierarchies that 
posit white as prestigious and beautiful, and indigenous or black as inferior.

In the wake of the Mexican Revolution, in the 1920s and 1930, elites 
attempted to create an alternative national ethos that depicted Mexico as a 
uniform mestizo (mixed-race) nation. Mexicans, according to this view, con-
stitute a unique “cosmic race” that has been created through the union of 
all human races.74 On the ground, however, a Eurocentric racial hierarchy 
continues to have a major impact on Mexican society. This bias is expressed, 
for example, in the everyday discrimination experienced by dark-skinned and 
indigenous-looking individuals and in the consistent tendency of Mexican 
media to cast fair-skinned actors or models for any role that conveys prestige 
and high status.75 The preoccupation with whiteness is particularly strong in 
northern Mexico, where many families claim descent from Spanish or other 
European settlers.76

Given this social context in which European ancestry equals high status, 
we should not be surprised to find that dual citizenship from any European 
country is a formidable status symbol: a Spanish, French or German passport 
provides an undisputable demonstration that one has European ancestry. A 
recent study on Euro-Mexican dual nationals by Pablo Mateos suggests that 
Euro-Mexican dual nationals almost all belonged to the upper class. European 
citizenship was widely perceived as a mark of high status. For example, one of 
Mateos’s Euro-Mexican respondents mentioned a (mononational Mexican) 
partner that she had dated: “He thought it was great that I was Spaniard, but I 
felt very uncomfortable that he could see this as attractive not because of the 
possibility of getting a job and moving to Europe [but simply for] being Euro
pean, only for having a nationality from the First World.”77

US citizenship, in contrast to European citizenship, says nothing about the 
origins of its bearer—European, indigenous, or otherwise. This is the sense in 
which “anybody can get it.” American dual nationality could even have a negative 
impact on its owner’s status because of its association with Mexican immigrants 
in the United States (migrantes) and their children.

Many middle- and upper-class norteños hold negative views of Mexican-
Americans. Migrantes are stereotypically seen as poor, uneducated persons 
from Mexico’s less developed states. It is an image that middle-class individuals 
wish to distance themselves from. At the same time, there is also widespread 
condemnation of people of Mexican origin who have become Americanized—
including immigrants who settled in the United States permanently, as well 
as their children who were born there. As David FitzGerald has shown, such 
individuals are pejoratively described as pochos (roughly meaning “rotten”) or 
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gabachos.78 Respondents in the Monterrey area usually referred to Mexican-
Americans as chicanos, a term that carried connotations of lower-class origins 
and a malinchista mentality.

Some respondents would accuse chicanos—especially those employed in 
border control and the police—of treating Mexicans from Mexico in a discrimi-
natory manner. They attributed this hostility to the resentment that those 
chicanos supposedly inherited from their lower-class immigrant parents. 
Sometimes, upper-class norteños would even point out the “Mexicanness” of 
chicanos in a derogatory (even racist) manner: for example, “He has the cac-
tus on his forehead” (tiene el nopal en la frente). The cactus (nopal) represents 
Mexico, and this phrase describes a person who tries to hide his lower-class 
Mexican origins (“they pretend that they are American”) but is given away by 
his indigenous phenotype.

Considering this view of Mexican Americans, it becomes clear why US 
nationality did not become a status symbol for middle- and upper-class Mexi-
cans. To put it crudely, from their perspective a Mexican with a European pass-
port is a member of the white elite; a Mexican with a US passport is a chicano.

The very act of strategic birth is an ambivalent practice in terms of status and 
prestige. On the one hand, it is a form of conspicuous consumption that demon-
strates that one has substantial economic means and a visa to the United States. 
Recounting the experience of having given birth in McAllen can be compared 
to talking about one’s last vacation in South Padre Island or shopping trip to San 
Antonio. On the other hand, strategic birth may symbolically lower one’s status 
because of its apparent similarity to the practices of lower-class migrantes who 
seek to enter the United States and make a living there. In 2011, it was reported 
that the wife of the notorious drug lord Joaquin Guzman (“El Chapo”) traveled to 
Los Angeles to deliver her daughters there—another illustration of the maxim 
that “anybody” can get US citizenship, regardless of background or origins.79

In response to this ambivalence, many respondents took pains to distance 
themselves from migrantes. One such self-distancing strategy included proclaim-
ing their commitment to and love of Mexico, and avowing lack of interest in 
the United States. Indeed, dual nationals who have acquired their American 
nationality through strategic birth never presented themselves as American 
or Mexican-American. Instead, they saw themselves as Mexicans who also had 
American nationality. This self-presentation strongly resembled that of EU-
Israeli dual citizens, who usually described themselves as “100 percent Israeli” 
that happened to carry a “European passport.”80 Dual nationals in Mexico 
typically exhibited little interest in the political aspects of American citizen-
ship. None of the respondents I interviewed had voted in American elections 
from Mexico.81

Another distancing strategy came up when discussing the future uses of 
citizenship: elite regio parents emphasized that they only wanted to give their 
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children opportunities to study in the United States, while dismissing the pos-
sibility that they would work or settle there. Respondents also made it clear 
that they had paid for the births themselves and that they regularly spent money 
on shopping and vacations in the United States. In other words, the bid for US 
citizenship as an act of consumption that will facilitate additional acts of con-
sumption, rather than an attempt to secure benefits from the US government.

Roberto, an entrepreneur from Monterrey whose wife has given birth in 
the United States, said: “[My family and I] contribute a lot to the US econom
ically. We travel there, shop there and engage in tourism. . . . ​And in the final 
count, we don’t use any of the benefits of US citizenship. We don’t use the 
infrastructure, don’t saturate the roads or the health system.” Pedro, another 
respondent whose wife gave birth in the United States, stressed that he was 
very different from lower-class immigrants who sought welfare benefits: 
“In general, the Mexican [immigrant] in the US works lot and does difficult 
jobs. . . . [But] some people are nothing but parasites. If you don’t contribute 
then you don’t have the right to demand anything.” This statement intends to 
distance the speaker from “parasites” who do not contribute, and to place his 
family’s citizenship strategy within a legitimizing framework.

These responses hint at the hierarchy of worth that is associated with dif
ferent types of economic transactions, and on the place of the United States 
within the moral universe of norteños. The complicated moral meaning of ties 
to the United States reflects more generally Mexicans’ ambivalent relation to 
the neighbor from the north. On the one hand, the United States is seen as the 
bully that has invaded Mexico, conquered its capital city, and took away half the 
national territory. The rhetoric and actions of President Trump act as a continu-
ous provocation and remind many of Mexicans of their country’s many humili-
ations at the hands of the United States. On the other hand, many Mexicans are 
attracted to the “American Dream”—this term came up in many interviews, 
and was always said in English—and seek to emulate American lifestyle and 
culture. The affinity with the United States is particularly strong in northern 
Mexico, which is a border region in the cultural as well as the political sense.

The relation to American nationality among middle- and upper-class respon-
dents mirrors this ambivalence: it may ennoble or degrade, and sometimes 
seems to be doing both at the same time. Having American nationality may 
signal high class and privilege, but it can also indicate that one is the pocho son 
or daughter of a lower-class migrante. Spending money in the United States on 
shopping and tourism is a mark of high status; working there is not particularly 
prestigious, and receiving money as welfare is degrading.82
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Conclusions

In this chapter, I explored the growing phenomenon of strategic cross-border 
births practiced by middle- and upper-class families in northern Mexico. Para-
doxically, those individuals and families who possess the resources and the 
motivation to practice cross-border birth often have the least incentive to emi-
grate to the United States. They perceive US nationality as an insurance policy 
and an opportunity enhancer (especially for education), and have little interest 
in the traditional contents of citizenship, such as residing in the United States, 
or voting.

The growth of strategic birth represents a new patterns of transnational 
interaction between Mexico and the United States. The massive immigration 
flow that started in the 1980s settled down in 2007–2008. The post–mass-
immigration age will presumably be marked by a greater overlap in the coun-
tries’ citizenries and by more short-term and short-distance mobility. These 
changes will be driven by the presence of large numbers of US dual nationals 
in Mexico—elite beneficiaries of cross-border births as well as the US-born 
children of returnees and deportees. Future studies should go beyond the tra-
ditional focus on Mexican labor migration and examine transnational dynamics 
of consumption, mobility and class formation.83

Second, this study of strategic US dual citizens highlights a population of 
growing importance: American citizens who live outside the United States. The 
number of US citizens abroad has more than doubled over fifteen years: from 
3.8 million in 1999 to about 8 million in 2015.84 Studies of Americans abroad 
have focused on “classic” expatriates who grew up in the United States before 
emigrating and have a strong national identity as Americans.85 However, there 
are strong grounds to assume that many nonresident US citizens—living in 
Mexico, China, the Philippines, and elsewhere—are dual nationals who have 
much stronger ties to their countries of residence. They include the US-born 
children of return migrants and deportees, as well as beneficiaries of strategic 
birth in the United States. While some preliminary studies have begun to exam-
ine these “accidental” or strategic Americans, there is still much to be learned 
about the novel ways in which these individuals understand and use their US 
citizenship.86
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4
Israel
EU­RO­PEAN PASSPORTS AS INSURANCE 

AND RESTITUTION

The expansion of the European Union, coupled with member countries’ citi-
zenship outreach policies, have created new opportunities for people outside 
the Union’s territory. In chapter 2, I explored the dynamics of cross-border EU 
citizenship in Serbia. The pull of the EU, however, extends far beyond the 
European continent. In middle-tier countries that have historically received 
immigration from Europe, the children and grandchildren of those immi-
grants are now drawing on their ancestry to acquire dual citizenship. Hundreds 
of thousands of Argentineans and Brazilians obtain Italian citizenship, Cubans 
and Venezuelans secure Spanish citizenship, and many Israelis acquire citizen-
ship from their countries of origin in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), 
such as Germany, Poland, Hungary and Romania.1

In this chapter, I analyze EU-Israeli dual citizenship as a case of compensa-
tory citizenship that is produced on the basis of ancestry. This case has a special 
place within the book’s comparative framework. Israel’s high income level and 
low emigration rate set it apart from Serbia and Mexico and make dual citizen-
ship less obviously useful. Many Serbians dream of immigrating to Western 
Europe, and many norteños are closely tied to the United States. Israelis may 
visit Europe frequently as tourists, but there is very little Israeli immigration 
to the EU.

Moreover, European-origin Israelis are hardly nostalgic about the coun-
tries where their families have been persecuted and murdered. Several Israeli 
politicians and intellectuals have condemned the quest for German and Polish 
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citizenship as a disgrace for Holocaust survivor families and an affront to Zion-
ist ideals.2 Israelis, these critics argue, should have neither a practical nor a 
sentimental reason to seek EU citizenship. And yet they do so—and in large 
numbers.

In this chapter, I argue that the motives that drive Israelis of European origin 
(or Ashkenazim) to acquire dual citizenship are thoroughly embedded in cul-
turally specific, noneconomic logics of action. Many applicants acquire dual 
citizenship as an “insurance policy” in case Israel is destroyed. This reflects an 
attitude toward citizenship that is conditioned by a Jewish family habitus—a 
set of behavioral dispositions and value orientations, in the terms of Pierre 
Bourdieu—that was shaped by centuries of diasporic existence as an ethnic 
minority. Another important motivation to obtain an EU passport is that it is 
perceived as a “cool” thing to have, talk about, and show at border crossings. 
For many younger Israelis of European origin, the EU passport also serves as 
a status symbol.

The particularity of this case is also reflected in the way Israelis speak about 
the phenomenon. The term “dual citizenship” and the name of the granting 
country are almost never used. Instead, Israeli dual citizens say that they 
have obtained a “European passport.” This phrasing tiptoes around the pro-
vocative term “dual citizen” while also minimizing the connection to origin 
countries like Germany and Poland, whose name usually evoke negative asso-
ciations in Israel. Instead, the focus is on Europe—with the global prestige 
that goes with that name—while citizenship is reduced to the physical object 
of the passport.

Citizenship from CEE countries is just one of multiple types of dual citi-
zenship in Israel. Nearly a quarter-million Israelis hold dual citizenship from 
the United States, and many are dual citizens of Russia (see methodological 
appendix). In 2015, Spain and Portugal passed laws that offer citizenship to the 
descendants of Jews who were expelled by Spanish and Portuguese kings at the 
end of the fifteenth century (called Sepharadim). This move expanded poten-
tial eligibility for EU citizenship to all Jews who have roots in the Balkans, North 
Africa, and the Levant—about 2.5 to 3.5 million persons in Israel alone. As of 
late 2018, about 10,000 persons have already acquired Spanish and Portuguese 
citizenship, but only about 2,000 of them were Israeli: many applicants hailed 
from Jewish communities in Turkey, Venezuela, Argentina and elsewhere.3 The 
eligibility criteria are essentially ethnic: applicants must prove their member-
ship in the Sepharadic community rather than direct descent from a former 
citizen (it cannot be otherwise, given that the loss of citizenship took place 
more than five centuries ago).4 Here, I focus on the more longstanding and 
common phenomenon of EU citizenship acquired on the basis of descent from 
CEE immigrants.
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Legal and Historical Background

The emergence of EU-Israeli dual citizenship reflects deep geopolitical and 
societal changes in both CEE countries and Israel. Like Hungarian dual citi-
zenship in Serbia, EU-Israeli dual citizenship became possible and attrac-
tive thanks to the legal acceptance of dual citizenship and the admission of 
post-communist CEE countries to the EU. At the same time, the phenomenon 
also reflects changes in Israeli society—above all, a generational shift that has 
created a new understanding of national identity.

Today, seven decades after the Nazi destruction of European Jews, 
Jewish presence in Central and Eastern Europe is negligible. Across most of 
the region, all that remain are old synagogues and abandoned graveyards. His-
torically, however, the region was home to the majority of the world’s Jews for 
centuries, from the late middle ages up until the Holocaust.5 Ashkenazi Jews 
from Central and Eastern Europe provided a large share of the immigrants 
who came to Israel. Between 1920 and 1970, about one million European 
Jews arrived in Israel (before 1948, the Mandate of Palestine). Most of them 
came from Poland, Romania, and Germany.6

Today, those immigrants (Olim in Hebrew) and their descendants number 
an estimated 2 to 2.5 million persons and form roughly a third of Israel’s Jewish 
population.7 Ashkenazi Jews are Israel’s most advantaged group, enjoying higher 
socioeconomic status and symbolic prestige compared to Jews of Middle Eastern 
or Russian-speaking origins, not to mention the country’s discriminated Arab 
minority. To date, all of Israel’s prime ministers and all but two of its presidents 
were Ashkenazi.8

Most Ashkenazim in Israel descend from immigrants who arrived shortly 
before or soon after World War II. They came as refugees and have lost most of 
their families—and whatever property they had—in the Holocaust. In some CEE 
countries, including Poland, Hungary, and Romania, anti-Jewish policies and 
actions began long before the Nazi occupation and continued into the postwar 
years.9 Jews were never accepted as full members of those nations, even when 
they were formally citizens. This defines a key difference between EU-Israeli 
dual citizens and other cases of ancestry-based citizenship acquisition. When 
Italian descendants in Argentina apply for dual citizenship, they are also recon-
necting with their ethnic roots.10 EU-Israeli dual citizens, in contrast, typically 
have no ethnic or national identification with their countries of origin.

How did dual citizenship become available in this case? Israel has always 
permitted toward dual citizenship. It is explicitly permitted in the country’s citi-
zenship law, which was passed in 1952 and has undergone only minor revisions 
since then.11 The main logic driving this tolerant attitude is ethnonational. As 
Patrick Weil has argued, Israeli law is premised on a legal construction whereby 
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Jewish immigrants (Olim) are defined as returning emigrants and thus already 
members of the nation.12

This conception lies at the root of Israel’s 1950 Law of Return, which offers 
automatic citizenship to Jewish immigrants without imposing any of the 
requirements that are associated with immigrant naturalization. The toleration 
of dual citizenship is aimed to encourage Olim to become Israeli while allowing 
them to keep their former nationality.13 In the early 1950s, when Israel’s citizen-
ship regime was taking shape, the right to dual citizenship was irrelevant for the 
majority of Israelis, who arrived stateless from Eastern Europe or the Middle 
East. The tolerant policy was mainly intended to attract Jews from Western 
Europe and North America. Dual citizenship, which was originally designed as 
an exception for elite immigrants, is now common among native-born Israelis.

In CEE countries, in contrast, the acceptance of dual citizenship is a new 
development that dates from the 1990s (see introduction). The newly permissive 
citizenship laws in CEE countries were not designed to facilitate the integration 
of immigrants, for the simple reason that these countries (except Germany) 
receive very little immigration. Instead, they were primarily aimed to facilitate 
the inclusion of descendants of emigrants and coethnics living abroad.

All countries in Europe allow the transmission of citizenship jure sanguinis 
to the children of citizens born abroad. Moreover, most European countries now 
permit the descendants of emigrants to reacquire dual citizenship from abroad 
even if they had not received it at birth.14 What makes the citizenship policy 
of many post-communist CEE countries remarkable is its restitutive function.

Dual citizenship laws in Central and Eastern Europe are a mechanism 
of restitution in the sense that they reclaim for the nation these territories 
and populations that had been lost through war. This is the logic that guides 
the Hungarian policy that was discussed in chapter 2, and the dual citizenship 
policies of other countries including Romania, Bulgaria, and Croatia. Some 
countries’ citizenship laws also seek to reverse the emigration of conationals 
during communism. In the nationalist historical narratives now accepted in most 
CEE countries, the communist period was a time of antinational repression that 
pushed countless patriots to emigrate to the West. The offer of dual citizenship 
is an invitation to those émigrés and their descendants to rejoin the nation.

Even when these individuals do not immigrate back to their ethnic home-
lands (and this is usually the case), the citizen diaspora is still valuable as a source 
of foreign investment, a political lobby, and a symbol of the nation’s persever-
ance. In the words of Constantin Iordachi, “In Central and Eastern Europe . . . ​
dual citizenship has not served as a way of integrating alien residents, but mostly 
as a way of reconstructing the national ‘imagined communities.’ ”15

Jews were never members of those imagined national communities, and the 
laws offering citizenship restitution are not aimed at them. Therefore, Israelis 
who obtain EU dual citizenship are accidental beneficiaries of policies that are 
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actually aimed at reinforcing ethnonationalism. This is ironic because ethnic 
nationalism in countries like Poland, Hungary and Romania was—and often 
still is—marked by strong anti-Jewish sentiments.

The case is different for Germany, where there is an explicit and deliberate 
policy of restitution for Jews. The German Basic Law from 1949 decrees the 
return of German citizenship to those who have lost it due to Nazi persecution, 
and to their descendants. Israelis have had the possibility of regaining German 
citizenship since 1965, when the two countries established diplomatic relations.16 
In recent years, additional CEE countries began to enact a deliberate policy 
of citizenship restitution vis-à-vis their Jewish former citizens—most notably, 
Poland.17

The growth of EU-Israeli dual citizenship, then, is mostly an unintended 
consequence of citizenship policies that are aimed to achieve very different 
aims. The rise of aggressive ethnic nationalisms in the 1920s and 1930s has led 
to the destruction of European Jewry and made Israel into a haven for Jewish 
refugees. In the 1990s, however, the children and grandchildren of those refu-
gees became eligible for dual citizenship from the countries that their families 
had escaped decades before. After 2000, with the expansion of the EU, such 
citizenship also became useful and desirable. This development is ironic in a 
double sense. First, the descendants of Jews who narrowly escaped destruc-
tion in Europe are now looking back to their origin countries for protection. 
Second, Israelis are now acquiring citizenship on the basis of laws that were not 
intended for them, and that draw on the same ethonnationalist ideas that previ-
ously justified their exclusion.

EU-Israeli Dual Citizenship by the Numbers

The number of EU dual citizens in Israel has increased dramatically over the 
past two decades. As of 2015, it can be estimated at about 380,000 (including 
British and Swiss), or almost 5 percent of Israel’s population.18 Out of this total, 
approximately 200,000 Israelis held dual citizenship from countries in Central 
and Eastern Europe: 125,000 from Germany and another 75,000 from Poland, 
Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, and Austria. Based on an esti-
mate of 2 to 2.5 million Israelis of CEE origin, between 8 and 10 percent of the 
potentially eligible population have acquired EU citizenship.

Dual citizenship in itself is not new in Israel, and there have always been 
some Israelis with dual citizenship from the United States or other Western 
countries. However, citizenship from CEE countries other than Germany is a 
new phenomenon. Data that I have collected from embassy records and various 
administrative sources show that before the year 2000, there was practically 
no demand for citizenship from Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and Hungary. 
Between 2000 to 2017, over 85,000 Israelis have acquired EU citizenship from 
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Germany, Poland, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Romania, Hungary, Greece, 
and Austria. This includes 33,321 acquisitions of German citizenship, about 
28,000 acquisitions of Polish citizenship, and between 3,000 and 6,000 citizen-
ship acquisitions in each of the following countries: Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, 
Hungary, Austria, and the Czech Republic.19

The timing of citizenship applications shows that the citizenship of post-
communist Eastern European countries only became attractive to Israelis 
once these countries were on their way to join the EU.20 This is consistent with 
the compensatory citizenship approach: conscious of the value of actual and 
potential citizenships, eligible individuals only file applications when they stand 
to gain a higher-tier passport. There are, however, other logics at work beside 
instrumentality. In order to learn more about the forces that drive citizenship 
acquisition, I will analyze data from the only granting country that has made 
detailed statistics available: Germany. Figure 4.1 displays statistics on the acquisi-
tion of German citizenship between 1990 and 2015, alongside figures on emi-
gration from Israel.

The graph shows that levels of German citizenship acquisition (the dotted 
gray line) were relatively low during the 1990s, punctuated by minor spikes in 
1992 and 1995. In 2001–2, acquisition begins to increase dramatically, alongside 
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a temporary increase in emigration from Israel. After a peak in 2006, citizenship 
acquisition settled down to a level that is almost double the level in the 1990s. 
Net emigration was relatively high during the 1990s, spiked in 2001–2, then 
gradually declined. The graph allows us to analyze the connection between 
citizenship acquisition and (1) the security situation in Israel, (2) EU expan-
sion, and (3) emigration. I will discuss these elements in order.

First, the spikes in citizenship acquisition in 1992 and 1995 most likely express 
Israelis’ response to security events: Iraqi missile attacks in 1991 and Palestinian 
suicide bombings in 1993–95 (the delay is explained by the processing time of 
applications, which is at least 6 to 12 months). Likewise, the dramatic increase 
after 2000 is partly explained by the wave of terrorist attacks that began that 
year and went on until 2003. In interviews with consular officers and citizen-
ship lawyers, they repeatedly mentioned that security-related events—the 
Palestinian suicide bombing campaign in 2000–2002 and the conflicts with 
Hezbollah and Hamas in 2006, 2008, and 2014—led to spikes in citizenship 
applications.

I corroborated this point through a separate analysis of statistics that I 
obtained from a citizenship lawyer on the number of phone inquiries about 
German citizenship received by his office. Phone inquiries provide a more 
direct indicator of raw demand than acquisitions, because there is no pro-
cessing delay. That analysis showed that between 2008 and 2014, interest in 
citizenship was strongly correlated with the number of Israeli casualties of war 
and terrorism. In years with more casualties, more people inquired about Ger-
man citizenship.21 This shows that security concerns are one of the key forces 
that drives demand for dual citizenship.

The second factor is the expansion of the EU, which affected citizenship 
acquisition both directly and indirectly. The direct effect has to do with the citi-
zenship of CEE countries beside Germany, including Poland, Romania, and 
others. Israeli demand for citizenship in those countries only appeared when 
they were about to join the EU. Indeed, the statistics show that the acquisi-
tion of Polish citizenship began to increase in the years leading up to 2004—the 
year that the country joined the EU. Demand for citizenship from Romania and 
Bulgaria, which became EU members in 2007, started increasing one to two 
years before their accession.

Beside the direct influence of EU expansion, which made citizenship from 
Poland or Romania attractive overnight, it also had an indirect effect on Ger-
man citizenship. Germany has been a member of the EU from its very begin-
nings, and the practical value of its citizenship did not increase in 2004–6, the 
years when acquisition reached its peak (see figure 4.1). This suggests that one 
of the factors driving the popularity of German citizenship has been destigma-
tization. As ever more Israelis acquired citizenship from countries like Poland 
or Hungary, it became increasingly legitimate and socially acceptable to have 
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a “European passport”; this effect spilled over into the most controversial and 
provocative citizenship.

German citizenship has been available to Israelis since 1965, when the 
two countries established diplomatic relations. For a long time, however, it was 
seen as an “abomination,” and Israelis who took it were subjected to harsh criti-
cism.22 Until the 1980s, many Israelis boycotted German products on principle.23 
Against this background, EU integration increased the legitimacy of German 
citizenship by minimizing its association with Germany. In contrast to the idea 
that individuals seek dual citizenship because it is associated with a particular 
nationality or ethnicity, in the Israeli case, German citizenship became desirable 
precisely because it had been disassociated from a specific national identity. It 
changed from “abominable” German citizenship into a prestigious European 
passport. This demonstrates the key role that conceptions of honor and shame 
play in shaping demand for dual citizenship.

The third aspect connected with EU citizenship is emigration. Did citizen-
ship uptake lead to an increase in emigration, as was seen in the Serbian case? 
The figure shows that it did not. The proliferation of EU citizenship did not lead 
to an increase in emigration. The spike in emigration in 2001–2 was a response 
to the security situation in addition to an economic downturn in Israel. Since 
2003, emigration levels went down in spite of the greater ease of emigrating 
with the help of the EU passport. In fact, the rate of emigration from Israel is 
now significantly lower than it was in the 1990s or the early 2000s, when far 
fewer Israelis had dual citizenship.24

In general, Israel is not an major emigration-sending country (only about 
4 percent of the persons who were born in Israel now live in other OECD coun-
tries, compared with 9 to 12 percent for Serbia or Mexico).25 While the emigra-
tion rate has declined, there is some evidence that a slightly larger proportion 
of Israeli emigrants head to Europe. There has been a modest growth in the 
number of Israelis who emigrated to EU countries in the period between 2000 
and 2015 relative to the period between 1990 and 2000.26 Some Israeli immi-
grants in Europe settled in a new destination: Germany, and especially Berlin. 
I will discuss this interesting development later in this chapter.

Acquiring EU Citizenship

The proliferation of EU citizenship has attracted a great deal of attention in Israeli 
society. This is no surprise, given that the phenomenon opens up provocative 
questions about identity and history. It also leads families to engage in a col-
lective effort to uncover documents from past lives and provides a new set of 
global resources and opportunities. In the following sections, I discuss the 
everyday consequences of EU dual citizenship in Israel.
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Below, I will present two short vignettes to illustrate the life circumstances 
and motivations of Israelis who seek EU dual citizenship. Then, I will discuss 
the citizenship industry that emerged in Israel and the dynamics of family 
cooperation. Next, I will describe how Israelis use EU citizenship to secure 
opportunities, security, and travel freedom. Finally, I will analyze dual citizen-
ship as an instrument of social closure, exploring its place within the Israeli 
system of ethnic and class stratification.

Vignette 1: Shiri, 37, German-Israeli dual citizen, lives 

in Tel-Aviv

Shiri was born in Tel-Aviv to parents who were also born in Israel. Three 
of her grandparents were born in Poland and one grandfather was born 
in Berlin. In 1992, her grandfather applied for German citizenship. “Back 
then, it was mainly about [getting back] the property and less about 
the citizenship—we had several buildings and a factory in East Berlin,” 
she said. Soon afterward, Shiri’s mother took her to get her first German 
passport. “I realized that there was some conflict around it because my 
aunt said to my mother: ‘Why would you take a Nazi passport?’ ”

At twenty-one, after completing her military service, Shiri moved to 
Europe and lived there for eight years. She studied cooking in Paris and 
completed a master’s degree in European Studies at Maastricht. When 
living in Europe, she discovered that her German citizenship gave her 
extensive rights, including reduced tuition fees, a work permit, and 
health insurance. She became friends with many Germans there (“I feel 
close to them in my mentality because my grandfather was very Ger-
man”). At the same time, she said she was often treated like a token 
Jew. “Once, on a class trip, we visited [the Nazi concentration camp] 
Theresienstadt. There I really felt like a monkey in the safari. All the Ger-
mans wanted to have their picture taken with me.”

Shiri returned to Israel in 2007 and now works at organizing col-
laborative projects between the EU and Israeli municipalities. “Living 
in Europe has not made me more European or more German but it has 
made me less Israeli. . . . ​My biggest insight from this sojourn abroad is 
that we [Israelis] are not the best or the most beautiful or the most just. . . . ​
I want to be cosmopolitan, to keep away from any kind of nationalism.”

When traveling abroad, Shiri uses her German passport exclusively. 
She is married and has a young son, whom she registered as a German 
citizen when he was two months old. “As an Ashkenazi Jew, you always 
feel persecuted and you want to know that you have other options.”
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About her right to German citizenship, she said, “Well, my grand
father was German so if there had been no Holocaust, I would have been 
German. But if anyone asked me to justify [my citizenship], I wouldn’t 
justify. It just happened. Karma. . . . ​It’s like winning the Green Card lot-
tery. I won a Green Card to Europe and I am very grateful for it. It’s 
tragic that it’s involved in the complex history of Ashkenazi Jews, but 
that’s how things turned out.”

Vignette 2: Nadav, 31, eligible for Hungarian  

and Spanish citizenship, lives in Tel-Aviv

Nadav was born in a village near Tel-Aviv to parents who were born 
in Israel. His father’s parents were born in Austro-Hungarian territories 
that now belong to Poland and Slovakia, and his mother’s parents were 
Sepharadic Jews from Turkey and Greece. After completing his under-
graduate studies in Israel, he completed a graduate degree in govern-
ment at an elite US university. At the time of the interview, he was 
working at a research institute in Tel-Aviv. “I started [my quest for EU 
citizenship] at the Polish embassy. But I discovered that my grandfather 
was briefly drafted to the IDF in 1948 so I was ineligible. . . . ​Then, I tried 
the Czechoslovak side but [my grandfather’s town in Silesia] changed 
hands several times and now it’s not part of the Czech Republic. So that 
didn’t work either. I also contacted the Turks and the Greeks but noth-
ing came out of that.”27

Nadav temporarily gave up on his dream of a second citizenship, until 
two years ago, when new opportunities surfaced: “In 2013, my sister dis-
covered that we might be eligible for Hungarian citizenship. It would 
cost us 10,000 shekels ($2,800) and I would need to study Hungarian—
but only to a basic level. . . . ​So I bought some books from Berlitz and at 
some point I will sit down and learn Hungarian.” Several months before 
the interview, he discovered he could get another, more attractive citi-
zenship: “My mom read in the newspaper that Spain was giving out 
citizenship and her parents’ last names are on the list of Sepharadic 
names. . . . ​She was initially against the dual citizenship thing but now 
that it’s Spain she got excited.”

The main reason that Nadav is interested in dual citizenship is “free-
dom of movement. . . . [With another passport] I can go to Jordan 
and from there, theoretically, anywhere I want. [I will be able to] go to 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Dubai . . . ​United States without a visa. Freedom.” 
He added, “There is this global elite that is very mobile. And you can’t 
get into it unless you’re in that small group of Israelis who have two 
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passports. . . . ​Having another passport, together with my connections 
from the time I spent in the US—that would open up many opportuni-
ties for me”.

Dual citizenship, he said, is also a form of insurance: “For my [future] 
kids, so they have more options. If [Israel] stops being prosperous or 
becomes insecure for any reason, they can leave.” A final motivation 
was that “with another passport, you tell a story [about yourself ] that’s 
more complex and unique. . . . ​It’s like some cool gadget that you install 
in your car and you can tell people about.”

Nadav defines his identity as exclusively Israeli. He does not feel con-
nected to any of the countries from which he tried to obtain citizenship 
(“except maybe Greece, because of the food my grandmother used to 
make”). Furthermore, he says, “the passport I would have really liked 
to have is American. Europe is not attractive for me. But I’ll take what
ever I can get.”

Citizenship Industry: Capitalizing on European Ancestry

Eligibility for EU citizenship is determined on the basis of a single criterion: 
descent from a citizen.28 Applicants are not officially required to demonstrate 
language skills or any other kind of affinity with the granting country.29 Ances-
try, in this case, can be described as genealogical capital. Once applicants have 
established the citizenship of the original European-born immigrant, eligibility 
for citizenship flows down to his or her descendants, thanks to the jus sanguinis 
laws of CEE granting countries, most of whom set no generational stopping 
point for citizenship transmission.30 Therefore, the key to EU citizenship is 
locating the documentation that provides proof of the original immigrant’s 
citizenship.

In chapter 2, I described the ease with which applicants in Vojvodina estab-
lished their ancestors’ Hungarian nationality: this requires nothing more than 
a trip to the nearby town where they could find the relevant records written 
in Serbian or Hungarian. Israeli citizenship applicants are in a very different 
situation. Most of them have never visited their country of origin and cannot 
speak its language. The typical immigrant grandparent has left his or her origin 
country fifty, sixty, or seventy years ago and has never visited it since. More-
over, many immigrants were sole survivors from families and communities that 
were wiped out and many have spent long years in Nazi concentration camps 
and then in resettlement camps for displaced persons. Jewish life throughout 
Central and Eastern Europe was extinguished in the Holocaust, meaning that 
no local communities remained there. In many cases, the Nazis destroyed the 
official records of Jews, seeking to wipe out the bureaucratic persona alongside 
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the physical person.31 In other cases, records were destroyed in the context of 
wartime chaos. Therefore, obtaining proof of the original citizenship is often 
a major challenge.

The first step in the quest for citizenship is digging up decades-old docu-
ments in the original citizen’s home. A surprising range of documents may pro-
vide the required proof, including passports, travel permits, identity cards, 
birth certificates, or even a high-school diploma from the European country 
of origin. In many cases, however, this search does not produce anything. When 
applicants cannot locate a document that testifies to the immigrant’s citizen-
ship, their families must somehow reconstruct the grandparents’ “paper trail” 
in their origin country and locate some documentary evidence of their past lives 
there. Often, they have only vague family anecdotes to guide them.

At this point, many families turn to citizenship specialists, who facilitate 
applications by locating necessary documents and pushing applications through 
the bureaucratic pipeline. Whereas demand for American-Mexican dual nation-
ality produced an industry of cross-border births and Hungarian-Serbian dual 
citizenship created an industry of foreign language instruction, in Israel the avail-
ability of EU ancestry-based citizenship gave rise to an industry of experts 
who specialize in navigating through the bureaucracies of CEE countries. This 
industry has grown rapidly after the year 2000, to the point that there are 
now dozens of lawyers, translators, and machers (Yiddish for “fixers,” who cut 
through red tape).

What kind of expertise do these citizenship specialists sell? The first and 
most important asset is knowledge: they are proficient in the relevant coun-
try’s language, familiar with its citizenship laws, and they possess bureaucratic 
contacts and know-how. Every lawyer or macher specializes in one or two coun-
tries, usually based on their origins (e.g., Romanian-origin lawyers specialize 
in Romanian citizenship).

A second and less obvious way in which specialists make applications acces-
sible to Israelis goes beyond resolving bureaucratic and linguistic difficulties. 
It has to do with the moral or normative aspect of dual citizenship. Citizenship 
specialists are agents of destigmatization, who play a key role in constructing 
EU dual citizenship as a legitimate commodity, one that is “good to think.” 
They do this by informing Israelis about their eligibility for citizenship and by 
serving as intermediaries who buffer applicants from direct contact with their 
would-be countries of citizenship.

First, citizenship lawyers contributed to the dramatic increase in the public 
awareness about the possibility of applying. In 2001, Israeli bar regulations 
changed to allow lawyers to advertise their services. Citizenship services 
proved ideal for advertisement, and soon there were many newspaper adver-
tisements inviting eligible Israelis to reclaim German, Austrian, or Polish citi-
zenship. Up to that point, most eligible Israelis had no idea that they could 
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become citizens of CEE countries. The appearance of advertisements led to an 
increase in awareness that led to an increase in demand, and that in turn led 
to a further increase in public awareness, as the media took up the subject.32

Today, the vast majority of European-origin Israelis are aware of their poten-
tial eligibility for citizenship. In this process, biographical trivia—a grand
mother from Łódź in Poland; a father born in Cluj, Romania—turned overnight 
into a valuable resource. It is interesting to compare this to the situation in Serbia, 
where the main actor that spreads information about eligibility for citizenship 
is the Hungarian government itself. Whereas demand for Hungarian citizen-
ship is promoted through top-down campaigns by a vote-seeking government, 
in Israel it is a bottom-up marketing effort by profit-seeking individual entre-
preneurs—in other words, a business.

Second, citizenship specialists act as buffers between applicants and the 
countries from which they seek citizenship. They insulate applicants from the 
negative associations and traumas that are associated with their origin country, 
and from feelings of shame and discomfort. The fieldwork I conducted at embas-
sies suggested that many applicants felt extremely uncomfortable when interact-
ing with officials from “their” European country. Officials typically insisted that 
applicants use only the national language (e.g., Polish or Hungarian) and refused 
to speak English. This created a stressful situation, as second-generation appli-
cants typically spoke the language poorly and first-generation immigrants associ-
ated it with painful memories. Furthermore, consular officials often displayed 
a hostile and uncooperative attitude and the embassies themselves—especially 
the Romanian and Polish—were experienced as disorderly and chaotic spaces, 
creating an experience of bureaucratic humiliation.33

Many applicants instinctively linked this unwelcoming treatment to the expe-
riences of persecution that they or their parents experienced in Europe, and 
to anti-Jewish prejudice. The following episode took place outside the Polish 
embassy during an observation session:

Ruth, a Polish-born Israeli woman in her seventies, was waiting outside the 
Polish embassy, which was scheduled to open in ten minutes. She told me 
that she had come to apply for the sake of her grandchildren. It started rain-
ing, and she asked the security guards to allow her to enter the embassy for 
shelter before the official opening time. After the security guards refused 
to let her in, she came back looking shocked and said: “They told me ‘Out!’ 
They dared to tell me ‘Out!’ They did not change one bit. They just want to 
humiliate us.” She then walked away from the embassy in anger.

The extreme sensitivity expressed in this vignette reveals the deep trauma 
that many Israeli Holocaust survivors carry, and which is also shared by many 
second-generation and even third-generation applicants. Thus, many people 
find the procedure of citizenship application too painful or humiliating even 
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when they have all the documents. Citizenship specialists handle most of the 
required embassy visits for their clients, thereby greatly reducing the emotional 
cost of application, and the sense that this is something other than the purchase 
of a good.

There were many indications of this commodified approach to citizenship. 
Applicants often used terms that explicitly compared citizenship acquisition to 
investment. For example, Ya’akov, a fifty-eight-year-old Romanian-born Israeli 
who applied for Romanian citizenship for himself and his daughter, explained: 
“[The European passport] is like a luxury article that you buy, a fine watch or 
a laptop computer. You will not use all of its features. Possibly, you will never 
use more than five or ten percent of its capacities. But you are willing to pay 
extra for the potential.” In this description, national membership is translated 
into the language of market consumption. EU citizenship is a “luxury article”; 
it is “bought” rather than acquired on the basis of origin and identity. This 
citizenship-reimagined-as-product does not confer rights (let alone impose 
duties); instead, it has “features” and “capacities.” In a similar vein, Nadav in 
vignette 2 compares EU citizenship to a high-tech gadget and admits that he 
would have preferred US citizenship, but “I’ll take whatever I can get.” In those 
discourses, citizenship is envisioned as a form of private property. It obeys the 
logic of instrumental rationality: it is a means to an end (and therefore inter-
changeable) rather than an end in itself.

Another variant of the property discourse revolves around restitution. Many 
respondents argued that their parents’ or grandparents’ citizenship was a piece 
of family property that was illegally taken away, and that they had a natural right 
to demand its return.34 Respondents often appealed to their right to restitu-
tion and historical justice when justifying their right for citizenship. Sharon, 
twenty-nine, a German-Israeli dual citizen, said: “My great-grandfather was 
from a bourgeois family that owned a big department store [in Germany]. 
Everything was taken away from them. They came [to Israel] and started every
thing anew and never received any compensation. So there is no reason why 
there shouldn’t be some indirect restitution to their descendants.” Another 
respondent, Shoshana, a second-generation Hungarian-Israeli, said: “We are 
not asking for any favors—we just want what is ours.”

Such conceptions are understandable when considering the losses of life and 
property suffered by Israeli Jewish families in the Holocaust. But there is also 
a hint of irony: until recently, when lawyers and the media began informing 
Israelis that they could acquire citizenship, most applicants had no idea that 
they possessed such a right.

The material from the interviews suggests a strong tendency among Israeli 
applicants to conceive of citizenship in economic terms: many of them spoke 
of their EU citizenship as an investment or a product, something that they 
received as restitution and passed on as gift. At the same time, we must stress 
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that applicants did not view citizenship acquisition as a purely economic trans-
action. Instead, it was an economic exchange that was mixed up with moral 
and emotional values: love, commitment, nostalgia, and a sense of vindication, 
but also discomfort and shame.

Many dual citizens felt that citizenship restitution offered late justice to 
their persecuted parents and grandparents, and, moreover, it displayed love 
and commitment vis-à-vis their children and siblings. Acquisition of ancestry-
based citizenship was never a straightforward purchase of the kind offered by 
citizenship-by-investment programs. Instead, it was a complex act of appro-
priation that does not conform to any one category of exchange. An application 
might be initiated for economic motives, but it proceeds as a legal claim for 
restitution and is justified on the basis of family history.

Family Dynamics

The decision to apply for EU citizenship always involves a whole circle of rela-
tives: not just the immigrant parent or grandparent (if they are alive), but also 
the children of citizenship applicants, their siblings, and often their spouses. 
The opportunities provided by EU citizenship are mainly relevant to the younger 
generation. And, indeed, it is often young people in their twenties and thirties 
who typically initiate applications after learning about that possibility from their 
friends or from the media. In other cases, second-generation parents initiate 
the application in order to improve their children’s life prospects. Citizenship 
lawyers report that an average application “produces” three to five citizens from 
two or three generations. Applying for a European passport is a family project 
governed—at least in part—by family logic.

Before going further, I will briefly clarify the generational structure of the 
Ashkenazi family in Israel, as it was understood by respondents and broader 
society. Israelis typically refer to a trigenerational family structure. The “first 
generation” includes individuals who were born in Europe around the years 
1910–1930 and immigrated between the 1920s and 1960s. The “second genera-
tion,” or the parent generation, were born between 1940 and 1960, most of 
them in Israel and some in Europe. The Ashkenazi “third generation” were 
born in Israel between 1970 and 1990. At first sight, these terms appear simi-
lar to those used in other immigration countries (as in “second-generation 
immigrants”). In fact, the generational count does not refer to immigration to 
Israel; instead, the “zero hour” they refer to is the Holocaust. It appears that 
this entire generational structure is extrapolated from the expression “second 
generation to the Holocaust,” (Dor Sheni LaShoah) which originated in the psy-
chotherapeutic discourse about the transmission of trauma.35

Most applications followed a typical generational division of labor: first-
generation immigrant grandparents provide the basis for eligibility, but (being 
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dead or very old) take no part in the application; and third-generation grand-
children often initiate the procedure, but do not actively contribute to it. The 
parent generation, in their fifties and sixties, are the ones who carry out the 
application and provide the necessary labor and expenses. This bureaucratic 
journey is often undertaken in collaboration with siblings, who also split the 
costs between them.

In spite of the work they put into obtaining citizenship, second-generation 
dual citizens typically do not derive any personal benefit from it. Most of them 
never even use their European passports for international travel. Thus, the pri-
mary motive of second-generation parents to apply for citizenship is the feel-
ing that it is “good for the family.” For example, fifty-eight-year old Shoshana 
said: “I only [obtained Hungarian citizenship] so that my children will have 
a passport. I have no intention of using it. Actually, I am ashamed to have a 
Hungarian passport. [I am ashamed] because my mother would turn in her 
grave if she knew. . . . ​She left Hungary at eighteen and never wanted to talk or 
visit or hear from them again.”

While not all second-generation dual citizens held such negative views of 
their countries of citizenship, the sentiment of shame expressed by Shoshana is 
highly typical of that generation. The phenomenon whereby people take the citi-
zenship of countries that they abhor often leads to ironic situations. Consider 
Haim, a fifty-five-year-old engineer whose German-born father left Germany in 
1939 as a boy and was the sole survivor from his large family. Haim boycotted 
German products his entire life and has never set foot in Germany. However, 
when his daughters asked him to obtain citizenship for them, he complied. Now 
he is a German citizen with a German passport who continues to boycott Ger-
many and everything German, including his own passport.

The intergenerational interaction within the Ashkenazi family around 
citizenship application demonstrates the way emotional and economic ele
ments intertwine with family relations, as pointed out by sociologists, including 
Pierre Bourdieu and Viviana Zelizer.36 Second-generation parents are reluctant 
to become dual citizens but do not hesitate to obtain citizenship for the sake 
of their children. They view this as an act of good parenthood that strengthens 
the family through a performance of love and unity. The cooperation between 
second-generation siblings, which was reported by almost all respondents, sets 
an example of coordinated family action to the younger generation. And the 
passport is bestowed upon the third generation as a gift.

The European passport is highly suitable to serve as a gift within the family: 
it is created through cooperation inspired by fraternal love and given as an 
act of parental love. Furthermore, it is impossible to quantify and calculate the 
costs and the benefits of citizenship. This makes the passport suitable as a “gift 
of love” that serves as an intergenerational transfer of wealth while at the same 
time reinforcing the noncalculating symbolic basis on which the family rests. 
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These features make the family dynamic in Israel very similar to those that were 
found in the Mexican case. This similarity is not self-evident, given the difference 
between drawing on preexisting ancestral ties and creating a new tie through 
strategic birth.

The quest for the European passport reinforces the cohesion of the family 
in an additional manner: it leads family members to engage with old docu-
ments like marriage certificates and passports, family photos, and stories—
both painful and quotidian—about the lives of former generations. Stories 
and personalities from past generations come to life, becoming present and 
relevant. Conversations about them act out the continuity of the family and 
expand the world of meaning shared by the second and third generations. In 
some cases, the application process also requires visits to the origin country; 
such visits often become joint family trips in search of traces of the immigrant 
generation’s past lives and strengthen the sense of a shared family history.

This collective act of weaving a continuous family story carries special mean-
ing because most Israelis understand their family’s immigration to Israel (Ali-
yah) not just as a geographical move but as an existential revolution: from the 
humiliated and miserable life in the diaspora to proud and independent life in 
Israel. This fundamental aspect of Zionist ideology—the rejection of the Exile 
(Shlilat HaGalut)—played out dramatically in the lives of second-generation 
Israelis. Growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, they sought to embrace Israeli 
identity in the most complete way possible, including refusing to understand 
Yiddish and origin-country languages, Hebraicizing their family names, and 
rejecting any nostalgia for or interest in their origin country. The total embrace 
of Israeli identity entailed a feeling of estrangement from, and even shame about, 
their Galuti (diasporic) parents and their past lives. This rupture with the ori-
gin country was facilitated by the fact that there were typically no relatives left 
behind and no possibility of visiting communist dictatorships. Therefore, the 
application for citizenship provides the second generation with an opportunity 
to rediscover and reconnect with their family roots together with their children.

At the same time, the acquisition of dual citizenship also reconnects Ash-
kenazi Israelis with family attitudes and strategies that have developed over the 
course of Jewish history as an ethnic minority that led a mobile, precarious 
existence. While demand for citizenship increased in relation to concrete secu-
rity events, it was linked to a more general existential anxiety. When discussing 
their motivation to seek EU citizenship, many respondents—especially second-
generation parents—brought up Israel’s uncertain future, the lessons of Jewish 
history, and their families’ experiences in the Holocaust. This suggests that 
Israeli parents who acquire EU citizenship for their children are partly inspired 
by dispositions that form part of a diasporic habitus.

The connection between dual citizenship and diasporic family habitus was 
explored by the anthropologist Aihwa Ong in her research on Chinese diaspora 
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elites in Southeast Asia. Ethnic Chinese in countries like Indonesia and Malaysia 
have a long history as a mobile ethnic caste of traders and middlemen.37 The 
Chinese diaspora flourished under the diverse and segmented arrangement 
of European colonial rule; under nationalist regimes, they suffered from dis-
crimination and persecution. More recently, thanks to the new opportunities 
provided by globalization, many overseas Chinese formed business connec-
tions across Asia, Europe, and North America. Such families go to great lengths 
to obtain citizenship in Western countries and relate to it in an instrumental 
approach that Ong terms “flexible citizenship.”

This strategic, nonsentimental approach to national membership is part 
of the practical, cognitive, and normative dispositions that overseas Chinese 
families perfected during the course of their history as a mobile, mercantile 
diaspora in an uncertain environment. The analogy to the Jewish case is obvi-
ous: like overseas Chinese, diaspora Jews were a highly mobile and often perse-
cuted ethnic caste that specialized in trade and finance.38 Such conditions can be 
expected to lead to the formation of long-term behavioral dispositions—a dia-
sporic habitus—that consist of suspicion toward host states, strong adherence 
to the family, and an attempt to secure mobility and economic opportunities.39

European citizenship acquires value within the family that goes far beyond 
the right to work or study in Europe. From the perspective of the diaspori-
cally conditioned second generation, the offer of citizenship restitution is an 
attractive opportunity to improve the family’s prospects by securing a valuable 
global resource. In a global context, it is an act of upward social mobility; in 
the intra-Israeli context, it is an intergenerational transfer of wealth. Moreover, 
the application procedure itself provides applicants with the opportunity to 
perform a number of roles within the family: dedicated parents, cooperative 
siblings, and dutiful sons and daughters who remember and pass on their par-
ents’ life stories.

Putting EU Citizenship to Use

OPPORTUNITIES

The most common answer that respondents provided when asked about their 
motivation to apply was that EU citizenship opened up economic opportuni-
ties. This pragmatic approach also dominated media discussions of the phe-
nomenon; several news outlets have even published “consumer guides” that 
instruct Israelis on how to obtain a second citizenship.40 EU citizenship does 
in fact carry potential economic benefits, including eligibility for residence and 
work in European countries on the basis of EU freedom of movement for 
workers, and reduced university tuition in some countries. In addition, dual 
citizens gain the right to purchase real estate in countries where this right is 
or was restricted to citizens (such as Romania and the Czech Republic), and 
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citizenship may facilitate their claims for restitution of family property in the 
countries of citizenship.41

On the other hand, the statistics that were presented above show that the 
proliferation of EU dual citizenship did not increase emigration from Israel. 
This is explained by Israel’s high level of economic development, which makes 
emigration to Europe relatively unattractive: average wages are on par with 
countries like Spain or Italy, and unemployment is low. Nevertheless, there has 
been a modest increase in the number of Israelis moving to Europe, and espe-
cially to Germany.

An interesting new destination is the German capital Berlin. A recent study 
by Dani Kranz estimated the number of Israelis in Berlin at around 11,000. About 
2,200 of them have German dual citizenship, and many others most likely hold 
citizenship from other EU countries.42 This immigration has received attention 
because of its provocative symbolism: the grandchildren of Holocaust survi-
vors returning to the capital of the Third Reich. It also provides an example of 
the new modalities of migration and forms of transnationalism that EU dual 
citizenship has made possible.

Israelis who move to Berlin are not looking for high-paying jobs, which are 
not that city’s strong point. Instead, the German capital has become a mecca for 
young Israeli artists, musicians and students, who enjoy the city’s vibrant and 
cosmopolitan atmosphere and its low living costs. Many of them divide their 
time between Tel-Aviv and Berlin. This migration is partly a response to the 
meteoric rise in real estate prices in Israel after 2008, which in turn has to do 
with the growing number of Jews from outside Israel (above all, from France) 
who bought real estate in Israel as an “insurance policy.” At the same time 
that Israelis use EU citizenship as insurance, some European and American 
Jews view ownership of property in Israel as insurance against risks in their 
own countries.43

Only a small minority of EU-Israeli dual citizens use their citizenship to emi-
grate to Europe, however. The vast majority continue to live in Israel. Most 
people who seek EU citizenship are inspired by a rather vague concept of its 
economic usefulness and not by a concrete plan of action. This attitude can 
be illustrated through a quotation from Shoshana, a fifty-eight-year-old travel 
agent from Tel-Aviv who obtained Hungarian passports for herself and her three 
sons: “Around 2000, that’s when [my sister and I] started handling the applica-
tion [for Hungarian citizenship]. It was then that people started talking about 
the European Union. And we thought it’s a good idea: if we have a European 
passport, then the kids can study, work, whatever they want. We’ll open up 
new horizons for them.” This statement is typical: dual citizens explained that 
a passport was “practical” because it created opportunities for employment 
and education in EU countries. Around the year 2000, in Shoshana’s words, 
“people started talking about the European Union.” This interest grew in the 
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period leading up to the introduction of the unified Euro currency in 2002 and 
the accession of ten new members to the EU (including Hungary and Poland) 
in 2004. Note the broad and nonspecific view of the perceived usefulness of 
the passport, which she describes as “European” rather than Hungarian. It is 
useful for the younger generation to do “whatever they want” and will open 
“new horizons” for them.

This nonspecific attitude toward EU citizenship—epitomized in the typical 
expression tov she’yesh (“it’s good to have”)—can be contrasted with the highly 
specific plans that Serbian applicants had for their Hungarian citizenship (e.g., 
study for a master’s degree in the Netherlands, join a cousin who lives and 
works in Sweden). The Israeli attitude was much closer to that of Mexican 
upper-middle-class parents, who had a general conception of US citizenship 
as potentially useful for their children, but could not anticipate more specific 
scenarios.

There was, however, a key difference that set Israeli citizenship applicants 
apart from Mexicans who practice strategic birth. Elite norteños are often inti-
mately connected to the United States: they speak English, are familiar with 
American culture, and sometimes have relatives living there. Shopping, study-
ing, and taking vacations in the United States are key practices that define the 
identity of the elite in northern Mexico. In contrast, Israelis do not see anything 
particularly exclusive about visiting Europe as tourists (it is the most com-
mon go-to destination, and people of all social classes visit there). An education 
from a European university is not considered as a mark of high status in Israel.44 
There is no folk knowledge about the practical uses of the EU passports, and 
respondents had little knowledge of tuition rates, wage levels, or potential job 
opportunities in Europe.45 This explains the vague expressions cited above: 
“new horizons,” “opening doors,” and “whatever they want to do.”

SECURITY

In Israel, more than in the other cases in this study, compensatory citizenship is 
prized as a source of security. Many Israelis referred to their second passport as 
Te’udat bituah (insurance policy) against a range of apocalyptic scenarios. For 
example, as fifty-six-year-old Sarah, who obtained a Romanian passport for the 
sake of her daughter, explained her motivation: “With a European passport, 
she will be able to work and study in Europe, it opens up more options. And 
besides, it’s good to have another passport. We live in a very volatile country. 
Who knows what will happen here in ten years? Maybe [the Arabs] will throw 
us to the sea?” This explanation, which was typical, suggests that demand for 
citizenship is associated not only with immediate security concerns—of the kind 
that is responsible for the short-term spikes in demand that were portrayed 
above—but also with longer-term doubts about the very existence of Israel. 
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While existential anxiety has long characterized Israelis, the specific threats to 
Israel’s survival varied over time. For example, until the 1979 peace treaty with 
Egypt, fears focused on the Egyptian and Syrian militaries and the promises of 
these countries’ leaders to “throw the Jews into the sea” (Sarah’s words above 
echo the terminology of those years). In the past decade, the most prevalent 
existential fear had to do with Iran’s nuclear program, and its leaders’ threats 
to “wipe Israel off the map”.46 Some respondents referred to other disastrous 
scenarios: a drastic escalation in the conflict with the Palestinians or a takeover 
of Israel by Jewish religious extremists.47

The respondents who were most interested in the protective capacity 
of the EU passport were second-generation applicants in their fifties and 
sixties. Beside the collective diasporic habitus that was discussed above, 
second-generation Ashkenazim typically had a direct personal reason that 
made them receptive to the concept of a life-saving document: their own 
parents’ experiences in the Holocaust as victims and refugees. For example, 
this is how Aviva, the fifty-four-year-old daughter of Holocaust survivors 
from Poland and Germany, explained why she applied for her passport: “I 
applied for the German passport to secure a safe place for the children, and 
also for myself. . . . ​This is part of being second generation. In my parents’ 
generation, if you had the right papers you were saved, and if you didn’t, you 
were doomed. So I, as their child, internalized this message. You must always 
have some place that you can escape to.” This message that Aviva, a classic 
“second generation to the Holocaust,” internalized through the memories 
and traumas of her parents is the horror of statelessness. Persons without 
citizenship are deprived of “the right to have rights” (in Arendt’s terms) and 
do not enjoy the protection of any sovereign.48 In times of crisis, having 
the right documents meant having a right to live, and being without papers 
spelled a death sentence.49

This principle was made explicit as in the case of European Jews in the 1930s 
and 1940s. In the areas under Nazi control, Jews’ passports were marked with 
the letter J to single them out and signal that they did not enjoy the protection 
of the state. During the Holocaust, Jews without papers were the first to be 
rounded up and deported. For example, Vichy France quickly handed over 
Jewish refugees from Germany and Poland to the Nazi regime; Jews with 
French citizenship were deported at a later stage and had a much higher chance 
of survival. In Romania, authorities spared most of the country’s longstand-
ing Jewish communities (with the exception of the 1941 Iasi pogrom) while 
exterminating Jews in the Soviet territories that it annexed. Bulgaria carefully 
protected its Jewish citizens from the Germans but did not object when the 
Germans deported the Jews of Macedonia to Auschwitz. Even in Germany, 
deportation to death camps was usually preceded by stripping the victim’s citi-
zenship.50 Meanwhile, many Jews who managed to obtain passports or visas 
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from countries that were not under German occupation—including Spain, 
Japan, Sweden, or even Paraguay—have used them to escape to safety.51

Many survivors owed their rescue to whatever state documents they man-
aged to obtain, including visas, immigration certificates and foreign passports. 
These events, even if they were not a direct part of the immigrant parent’s per-
sonal biography, left a strong impression and contributed to the perception 
that (the right) papers can save one from death. It is partly this lesson, com-
bined with a preexisting diasporic habitus of flexible citizenship that conditions 
second-generation parents to seek out the protective capacity of the European 
passport.

The idea of an insurance policy was not limited to the older generation, but 
also came up in many interviews with younger respondents. Eli, a thirty-four-
year-old government employee with German dual citizenship, said: “It’s hard 
for me to say this because I work for the government of Israel . . . [but] as a 
Jew and as third generation to the Holocaust, I feel that I must always have an 
insurance policy and backup. Even if the chance I will need it is tiny—and I 
believe it is—I still want to have it.” He added that“[the catastrophe] might be 
economic or demographic or security-related or political. We live in a world 
where [catastrophes] happen and I wouldn’t attribute it specifically to Israel. 
I would feel the same in any country that I lived in.”

This prevalent view of dual citizenship as the most rational response to inse-
curity stands in contradiction to classic Zionist thinking, which condemns 
the search for “insurance policies” and “escape routes” as the mark of the 
diasporic Jew living in Exile (Galut). In classic Zionist thinking, the State of 
Israel was supposed to provide the ultimate “insurance policy” that guarantees 
the survival of Jews, the one place where they do not need to secure a “route 
of escape.” The fact that Israelis seek out additional insurance suggests that 
some elements of the Jewish diasporic habitus have withstood the revaluation 
of values that Zionism aimed to achieve.52

TRAVEL FREEDOM

Travel freedom was another major benefit that Israelis expected to gain from 
EU citizenship. The most direct gain in the global mobility of dual citizens rela-
tive to other Israelis has to do with visa-free access to the United States through 
electronic preregistration (ESTA). This program is available to citizens of most 
EU countries, including Germany and Hungary but not Poland, Romania, or 
Bulgaria (as of 2019). Israelis who have visa-exempt passports and use them 
to travel to the United States usually spoke about it with great satisfaction. An 
official at the Polish embassy reported that the most common question that new 
citizens asked her upon receiving their Polish passport was whether it allowed 
visa-free travel to the United States (they are disappointed when they find out it 
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doesn’t). This reflects Israelis’ much stronger cultural and practical orientation 
toward the United States and their limited interest in Europe.

The second domain where dual citizens may exercise their travel freedom 
is the EU itself. Israeli citizens are not required to obtain a visa before visiting 
Schengen-area countries and they are not subjected to strict controls at the bor-
der. Nonetheless, many dual citizens felt that the EU passport allowed them to 
enter Europe more freely. While only a small fraction of the Israeli dual citizen 
population actually used their new passports to emigrate, there was another, far 
more common, way for dual citizens to experience a boost in their mobility: 
presenting their EU passports when crossing borders in Europe.

As in Serbia, Israeli dual citizens were often excited about using their 
EU passports to enter European countries. The kind of emotions that Israeli 
respondents reported, however, was very different from Serbians’. Serbians with 
Hungarian passports felt liberated; their point of reference was their former 
selves who would wait for hours outside embassies in Belgrade, hoping to get 
a visa. With a Hungarian passport, they were at last equal to other Europeans. 
Israelis did not feel a sense of liberation when using their EU passports because 
the Israeli passport already allows visa-free and hassle-free movement around 
Europe. Instead, the most commonly cited sentiment was pleasure at being 
admitted to the EU-nationals line at European airports. Respondents’ answers 
suggested that they viewed the EU-nationals line as a kind of “VIP line.” Obvi-
ously, this sense of exclusive privilege and superiority does not arise out of the 
comparison to Europeans. It is aimed at other Israelis who must use the non-
nationals line. In the next subsection, I will return to the topic of using the EU 
passport and discuss how it interacts with the structure of status in Israeli society.

The third category of destinations where the EU passport boosted Israelis’ 
mobility can be described as “the rest of the world.” When listing the poten-
tial destinations that they might visit thanks to their second passport, Israeli 
respondents were much more likely to mention countries outside Western 
Europe and North America. Many respondents said—half-jokingly—that they 
wished to visit Muslim-majority countries that did not admit Israeli citizens, 
including Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, Iran, and (less often) Middle Eastern 
destinations like Dubai.

While very few dual citizens are likely to ever actually visit any of those 
countries, their recurrent mention says two things. First, it highlights the 
Western self-understanding, income levels, and travel patterns of Israelis. Like 
travelers from Western Europe and North America, Israeli respondents were 
attracted to exotic destinations; in contrast, Mexican and Serbian travelers were 
interested in classic and “beautiful” destinations like Las Vegas, New York, 
or Paris. Second, the semifacetious desire to visit Arab and Muslim-majority 
countries reflects a reaction by Israelis to the sense of siege and exclusion that 
comes from being surrounded by hostile countries that they may only dream 
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of visiting. This feeling is expressed in the quotation of Nadav (vignette 2), who 
fantasized about using an EU passport to drive freely around the Middle East.

The EU passport may enhance global travel freedom in other ways besides 
allowing access to Muslim-majority countries. Even when traveling in coun-
tries that do admit Israeli citizens, some Israelis prefer to use their second pass-
port to avoid attracting attention and criticism. Moreover, several respondents 
said that traveling with a European passport made them safer from terrorists, 
who often deliberately target Israelis and Jews.53 Some dual citizens said that 
their German or Polish passports might allow them to hide their identity and 
save themselves if they found themselves in the midst of a terrorist attack. 
Hiding one’s Jewish identity to save one’s life is of course a familiar idea for the 
children of Holocaust survivors. Ironically, the German passport now appeared 
as a potential lifesaver.

There was a recurrent phrase that seemed to express this sense of security 
in anonymity provided by dual citizenship: “With a European passport, you are 
a citizen of the world.” This is a surprising way of thinking about dual citizen-
ship that would not occur to Mexican or Serbian respondents, who saw dual 
citizenship as a way of becoming US or European citizens. Why would Israelis 
with European passports describe themselves as “citizens of the world”?

On one level, the view of the passport as providing global rather than Euro
pean citizenship simply reflects the fact that Israelis are more disposed to think 
in global rather than regional terms. Being suspended between Europe and the 
Middle East while not really belonging in either—they were not really part 
of any region. This led them to automatically think of European passports as 
something that could also be useful in the United States or Asia.

On a deeper level, we can view the expression “citizen of the world” as reveal-
ing something about the way that Israelis conceive of their own Israeli citizen-
ship. The word “citizen” here is not used in the ordinary sense, as “a full member 
who enjoys full rights”; instead, “citizen” should be understood as “someone who 
is accepted and tolerated.” Israeli citizens do not see themselves as “citizens of 
the world” qua Israelis. Not only are there many countries that they are barred 
from entering, but even visits to friendly countries are fraught with anxiety about 
being attacked or criticized for their nationality (the Israeli media, by intensively 
covering such incidents, play a major role in stoking this sense of siege). In this 
context, the second passport allows Israelis to be received abroad with benevo-
lent indifference. As one respondent put it, “I want the Romanian passport so I 
can be free from the burden of being Israeli when I’m abroad.”
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Dual Citizenship as Social Closure: 

Reclaiming Ashkenazi Privilege

Third-generation dual citizens receive their European passports as gifts from 
their parents. Nevertheless, they tend to see their passports as pieces of indi-
vidual property to be used for their personal advancement. As I showed above, 
most third-generation dual citizens do not take advantage of the opportunity 
to work or study in Europe. Nevertheless, they are convinced that European 
passports are a good thing to have, and they speak about them with pride. Many 
felt that possession of a European passport was an exclusive privilege that sig-
naled social distinction.

The perception of an EU passport as status symbol is rooted in the Israeli 
system of class and ethnic stratification. Ashkenazi Jews of CEE origin are 
considered to be the most privileged group in Israel, while Israelis of other 
origins—Mizrahi Jews of Middle Eastern descent, Russian-speaking Jews, and 
Arabs—are relatively underprivileged.

Until the late 1970s, Ashkenazim enjoyed undisputed political and cultural 
dominance in Israel.54 Historically, two discourses were used to justify Ash-
kenazi dominance: one was an ideology of republican virtue, which stratified 
societal groups according to their contribution to the Israeli collective. This view 
placed the predominantly-Ashkenazi “serving elite” of settlers and fighters (epit-
omized in the kibbutz) at the top of the prestige hierarchy. The second source 
of legitimation was a modernizing, Eurocentric discourse that constructed 
Ashkenazi Jews as modern and “European” in opposition to Middle Eastern 
(Mizrahi) Jews, who were seen as “oriental” and less developed.55 Since the 
1980s, secular Ashkenazim no longer enjoy a monopolistic political hegemony, 
as multiple groups compete over the state’s resources and the power to deter-
mine its cultural orientation.56 Nevertheless, Ashkenazim remain the most 
privileged sector in terms of income and education.57

This shift—from hegemonic group to elite—has shaped the divergent per-
spectives of the second and third generations on Israeli society. Second-
generation Ashkenazim grew up in the 1950s and 1960s as members of the 
group that defined the Israeli mainstream. In contrast, their third-generation 
children, who grew up in the 1980s and 1990s, lived through the historic change 
whereby their ethno-class group was transformed from hegemonic majority 
into elite minority.58 The sociologist Orna Sasson-Levy argues that this change 
in social position went hand in hand with a change in self-understanding. Older 
Ashkenazi Jews saw themselves as “simply Israeli” while casting all other groups 
as “minority sects.” Younger Israelis of Ashkenazi origin perceive themselves as 
one sector among several. Status stratification on the basis of republican virtue 
and service to the nation has declined in importance, while the Eurocentric-
modernizing discourse has gained more resonance. Many young secular 
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Ashkenazim identify themselves as Western while looking down on other sec-
tors (Mizrahim, Russian speakers, religious Jews, and Arabs) that are viewed 
as less modern and developed.

This pattern was evident in the interviews with third-generation respon-
dents.59 Their claim to social prestige drew on privileged access to Europe and 
the West and was often coupled with a desire to distance themselves from the 
Israeli mainstream. Many young respondents characterized themselves as 
individualistic, liberal, and open-minded, while contrasting these values with 
most other Israelis, who they described as nationalistic and primitive. The 
European passport came up during the interviews as a rhetorical prop that 
reinforces this self-presentation.

Shlomit, a thirty-year-old German dual citizen, said that she was happy to 
have a German passport because it made her into “an Israeli with an alterna-
tive, someone who has the option of leaving.” Yariv, another third-generation 
respondent, said, “My [Hungarian] passport is a provocation against this thing 
they keep telling us, that we have no other country.” Most respondents preferred 
not to address directly the gap between Ashkenazim and Mizrahim. A few of 
them, however, did make explicit references to this topic. Dror, a twenty-eight-
year-old Hungarian-Israeli, said: “In some sense [the passport] does feel like 
a membership in an exclusive club. What would you prefer to belong to—the 
European Union or the Arab League?”

Younger Israelis were eager to discuss their EU citizenship and enjoyed lay-
ing out their family histories and their views on the topic. This was markedly 
different from Serbia and Mexico, where most respondents did not find the 
phenomenon interesting and were not eager to talk about it. Moreover, many 
young respondents referred to EU citizenship as “magniv.” This is a slang word 
that roughly correlates with “cool”: something that is magniv is good because 
it expresses its owner’s uniqueness and character (it is also used by Nadav in 
vignette 2).

For young Israelis, speaking about their EU passports displays high status in 
three ways: 1) it demonstrates that they belong to the high-status Ashkenazi 
group, 2) allows them to put rhetorical distance between themselves and other 
Israelis (“I have an alternative”), and 3) suggests some degree of uniqueness 
and sophistication. The European passport, then, is a performative device, 
part of an array of Ashkenazi strategies of social distinction.60 One of the main 
things that Israelis do with European citizenship is to talk about it. In the coming 
years, as increasing numbers of Sepharadic Jews acquire Spanish and Portu-
guese passports, EU passports are expected to lose their unique association with 
Ashkenazim—although not necessarily their association with high social status.

Interestingly, the distance that respondents put between themselves and 
“mainstream Israel” did not make them identify themselves as less Israeli. 
On the contrary, the recurring response to interview questions about their 
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identity was that they felt “100 percent Israeli.” Moreover, third-generation 
respondents spoke of their connection to the nation in surprisingly visceral and 
deterministic terms. Yariv said, “I carry this genetic disease of being Israeli, 
my mental structure is in Hebrew and I could never leave Tel Aviv completely, 
even if I tried to live abroad.” Sivan, a thirty-year-old German-Israeli dual citi-
zen, said: “When I spent a summer in Germany, I realized how Israeli I was. 
I couldn’t identify with [the Germans]. I sit like an Israeli, gesticulate like an 
Israeli, talk like an Israeli, I think differently from them.”

In those quotations, being Israeli is an embodied, indelible characteristic 
that is inscribed in one’s mental structure, language, and even bodily posture. 
Respondents framed the differences between Israelis and non-Israelis in ethno-
cultural terms, not in spiritual or racial terms: none of them said that Israelis 
had different souls or different bodies. Nevertheless, they saw these differences 
as solid enough to make assimilation into any other culture impossible. This 
essentialist, unconditional manner of understanding their own Israeli identity 
is an important element in the generational value shift away from a tradi-
tional Zionist view that conditions Israeli national identity on residence and 
exclusive allegiance.

Precisely because third-generation respondents saw their belonging to Israel 
an indelible part of their minds and bodies, they refused to accept that any 
action on their part—including the acceptance of another citizenship or leav-
ing Israel—would make them less Israeli. This confidence in being “100 percent 
Israeli” is the basis for the gap between them and their parents: whereas second-
generation parents were ashamed to be dual citizens, their third-generation 
children were proud to have a second passport. It is an attitude that echoes the 
approach of young ethnic Hungarians in Serbia (chapter 2), who claimed that 
there was no connection between their Hungarian identity and whether or not 
they held citizenship from Hungary.

Alongside everyday conversations, there was another social site where Euro
pean citizenship could be converted into an experience of social distinction: 
passport controls at European airports. For example, twenty-eight-year-old 
Omer explained that one of the main reasons he obtained his Czech passport 
was because “it allows me easy access to European countries—you don’t need 
to stamp it and all that, just show it and go through.” This was typical of third-
generation respondents. Although the amount of time that EU citizens save 
rarely exceeds ten minutes, the experience of taking the EU-nationals line 
came up in many interviews, and numerous respondents rhapsodized about 
the “pleasures” of taking it.

If the preoccupation with lines and stamps seems petty, it must be remem-
bered that situations like the passport-control line, where people are hierarchi-
cally arranged in space, are a prominent site for the display of status differences. 
For many young Ashkenazim, this is essentially what the European passport is 
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about: not having to stand in the same line with other Israelis. This is illustrated 
by the story told by Yariv, a twenty-nine-year-old from Tel-Aviv. Using his Hun-
garian passport to gain access to the EU-nationals line, he said, is “one of my 
greatest pleasures when I visit Europe.” He continued: “On my last flight to 
Europe, I arrived in Spain on a plane full of charter-flight passengers who at 
best could get a Moroccan passport. And of course they all tried to get into the 
shorter EU-nationals line, but the local gendarmes drove them back. I went 
right through, while the other Israelis stayed there for another ten minutes. 
Now that was fun.”

In this account, the European passport appears as a global status symbol that 
reaffirms Israeli class boundaries along the familiar lines of ethnicity (“Moroc-
can passport,” alluding to the Middle Eastern origin of the other Israeli passen-
gers), patterns of consumption (“charter flights” are all-included deals popular 
with lower-class Israelis), and “civilized” behavior (“they” are barbarically try-
ing to push themselves into the line where they do not belong). The European 
law enforcer, by deciding who to let through and who to push away, provides 
objective, state-sanctioned validation to the distinction between those Israelis 
who are “European” and worthy, and those who are “non-European” and of 
lesser worth. As the interviews made clear, many dual citizens think of the 
EU-nationals line as a VIP line: what makes it prestigious is the fact that other 
Israelis are not allowed to use it. The European passport serves as a portable 
status symbol that allows dual citizens to reproduce Israeli ethno-class hierar-
chy abroad and experience it in terms of an objectively justified global order.

Conclusions

Since the year 2000, over 85,000 Israelis have acquired citizenship from CEE 
countries. Applicants had no interest in becoming German or Polish and saw 
their second citizenship as having no bearing on their national identity. Their 
primary motivation was to gain a “European passport” that will give them access 
to opportunities in the EU and global freedom of movement. The analysis of 
trends in citizenship applications suggests another reason: Israelis seek EU citi-
zenship in the context of geopolitical insecurity and demand surges in response 
to wars and terrorist attacks. Migration statistics, however, reveal that few Israeli 
dual citizens actually use their passports to move to Europe, whether for secu-
rity or economic reasons.

This highlights the importance of noneconomic, nonpractical motivations 
in shaping Israeli demand for EU citizenship. These motivations vary between 
the two generations involved in the phenomenon. Second-generation parents 
appropriate the passport for the service of the family; for them, an additional 
passport is an “insurance policy,” a view conditioned by Jewish life in the diaspora 
and reinforced by the grandparent generation’s experiences in the Holocaust. In 
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addition, EU citizenship serves as an intergenerational transfer of wealth and a 
gift that reinforces the cohesion of the family. For the younger generation, the 
passport is a useful piece of private property that broadens their opportunities 
in the global market of labor and education. It also operates as a status symbol: 
the European passport is talked about and displayed in a way that demonstrates 
its bearer’s Ashkenazi origin and personal sophistication.

Within the context of this comparative framework, EU-Israeli dual citizen-
ship represents a case of compensatory citizenship that was acquired on the 
basis of ancestry. It has several features that set it apart from the Serbian and 
Mexican cases; most of them would also supposedly be found in other cases 
of ancestry-based dual citizenship—for example, in Brazil or Argentina.

Unlike in Serbia and Mexico, in Israel the second citizenship is not acquired 
from a neighboring country and is detached from a context of ongoing migra-
tion. This entails a much greater cultural distance from the granting country. 
Moreover, the procedure of acquiring citizenship on the basis of ancestry does 
little to bridge that distance. Whereas strategic applicants in Serbia and Mexico 
must undertake a difficult (and sometimes risky) personal journey in order to 
obtain citizenship—studying a new language, giving birth in a foreign coun-
try—in Israel, seekers of citizenship do not have to modify any part of their 
identity or lifestyle.61 They must only secure bureaucratic recognition of their 
family’s preexisting legal status and kinship ties. Most applicants do not even 
handle the procedure themselves: they only locate whatever documents they 
have and pay a lawyer to do the rest.

In the experience of those applicants, then, acquiring EU citizenship is an 
almost naked exchange of money for passports. This attitude is reinforced by 
the highly commercialized nature of the industry around EU citizenship. The 
relative affordability of EU citizenship makes it into a casual middle-class con-
sumption article. These factors explain the highly instrumental and economic 
relation of Israelis to their EU citizenship. German or Romanian citizenship 
is not experienced as an identity-relevant legal status that binds them to a 
certain collective, but rather as a piece of private property, which is obtained 
through a process of restitution that costs money (but no special effort) and 
bears the form of a concrete physical object—the European passport—that is 
only loosely national.
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Conclusion
THE RISE OF THE SOVEREIGN 

INDIVIDUAL

Citizenship sorts individuals into unequal positions within a stratified global 
society. Until recently, changing one’s place in the “birthright lottery” of 
citizenship was an extremely difficult endeavor. It involved immigrating to 
another country and living there for years, adopting a foreign language and cul-
ture, and being ready to give up one’s original nationality. Today, following 
the widespread toleration of dual citizenship, it has become much easier to 
acquire another citizenship. People may acquire a second citizenship through 
a simple bureaucratic procedure without having to leave their home country 
or embrace another culture, and without jeopardizing their original nationality. 
These legal changes contribute to a transformation in the meaning of citizen-
ship: from a rigid category that is determined at birth and cannot be changed 
into a flexible resource that one may pick and choose—or even strategize to 
maximize utility and compete with other actors. Citizenship is changing from 
an ascribed to an achieved status.

As individuals around the world gain greater autonomy to determine their 
own citizenship status, a new, openly instrumental attitude toward citizenship 
comes to the fore. As this book shows, dual citizenship is often used as a prac-
tical resource. Specific uses vary: respondents in Israel and Mexico mainly 
sought dual citizenship as an insurance policy and a key to opportunities in the 
United States or the EU (in Israel, social status also played a role), whereas in 
Serbia applicants were concerned with travel freedom and a potential for labor 
migration, and many also used citizenship to express their ethnic identity. These 
differences reveal variations in the kinds of citizenship deficits that individuals 
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in those middle-tier countries experienced: geopolitical risk in Israel, crime-
related insecurity in Mexico, and restricted economic opportunities and travel 
freedom in Serbia.

Citizenship is open ended and flexible in its potential uses. It is a relatively 
secure asset that, once acquired, may be held in the family for many years. 
Respondents often said that they could not predict all the uses that they 
or their children might find for their citizenship. The phenomenon of com-
pensatory citizenship demonstrates how individuals on the ground decouple 
citizenship from its association with a specific national identity and reframe it 
as a piece of private (or, more precisely, family) property that provides practical 
advantages on a global scale.

In this concluding chapter, I discuss the theoretical implications of the find-
ings that were presented in this book. I make four arguments that pertain to 
each of the four dimensions of citizenship that were brought up in the introduc-
tion: status, rights, identity, and global sorting. Regarding citizenship as status, I 
argue that the emergence of local citizenship industries around the world plays 
a central role in the commodification of citizenship. With regard to citizenship 
as rights, the book’s findings highlight the key importance of territorial rights, 
including the right to enter a territory, as well as global travel freedom. Con-
cerning citizenship as identity, I find that the legal acceptance of dual citizen-
ship encourages an instrumental attitude toward citizenship and legitimizes the 
pursuit and maximization of personal utility. Finally, regarding citizenship as 
global sorting, I argue that dual citizenship challenges the traditional construc-
tion of nations as self-contained, unitary, and equal political communities.

Status: Citizenship Industries  

and Inevitable Opportunism

Citizenship is an object of closure, a crucial stake in a multisided political con-
testation over the boundaries of the nation. Scholars who studied classificatory 
struggles over citizenship have mostly examined law and policy, focusing on 
the actions of political elites.1 In this book, I examined another, mostly over-
looked arena of contestation: that which occurs between individuals seeking 
external dual citizenship and the granting state’s bureaucratic apparatus. This 
approach aligns closely with the work of Jaeeun Kim on members of the Korean 
diaspora and their interactions with the South Korean state. It highlights appli-
cants’ bottom-up strategies and officials’ responses to those strategies, exposing 
unintended consequences of policy that top-down analyses often overlook.2 
Two of my findings are relevant to the study of citizenship as a contested status: 
the emergence of citizenship industries, and the inevitability of opportunism.

Citizenship industries have emerged in all three cases that were exam-
ined in this book. They consist of specialized professionals who facilitate the 
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acquisition of compensatory citizenship. The nature of the services varies 
depending on the granting country’s evidentiary regime. In Israel, the industry 
of ancestry-based EU citizenship involves lawyers and translators who locate 
documents and handle bureaucratic procedures; in Serbia, it consists of per-
sons who teach the Hungarian language on a small scale, often as a part-time 
job; meanwhile, the world-spanning interest by well-off parents who wish to 
give birth in the United States creates a profitable business for private birth 
clinics.

The cost and affordability of compensatory citizenship varied widely 
between cases. The typical expenditure involved in obtaining EU citizenship 
in Israel is about $1,500 per person. In terms of the average salary in Israel, this 
is equal to about two weeks’ pay. In northern Mexico, the cost of giving birth 
in the U.S. starts at $7,000 to $10,000, about a year of average income, and 
also involves the risk of losing one’s visa. This makes EU citizenship in Israel 
twenty-five times more affordable than strategic US citizenship for Mexicans. 
In Serbia, ethnic Hungarians obtain citizenship with practically no monetary 
expenditure; strategic applicants who study Hungarian have to spend about three 
hundred euros, a month’s income in average Serbian salaries, apart from the 
effort of studying a difficult foreign language.

These cost differences translate into large gaps in citizenship uptake. In 
Serbia, where application is easiest, about two-thirds of ethnic Hungarians 
have acquired dual citizenship. In Israel, 8 to 10 percent of individuals who 
are eligible for citizenship from CEE countries have acquired it. In contrast, 
only 1.6 percent of Mexican norteños were born in the United States, and only a 
minority among them were born there by parents’ strategic decision.3

Another potential dimension of comparison besides cost would be the 
degree of organization of different citizenship industries. The citizenship indus-
try in Israel, moreover, is much more competitive and organized. Whereas in 
Serbia and Mexico, applicants locate specialists through informal networks, 
citizenship experts in Israel create attractive websites and invest in online and 
newspaper advertising.

Citizenship industries vary in their degree of institutionalization as well as 
in the socioeconomic status of their potential clients. Mexican strategic birth is 
essentially an elite phenomenon, whereas European passports are widely avail-
able to Israel’s middle class; in Serbia, Serbs who study Hungarian belong to the 
educated urban middle classes, while ethnic Hungarians of any socioeconomic 
class may easily acquire citizenship.4

While these local citizenship industries differ in size and structure, they 
are small in comparison to the high-profile global industry that provides citi-
zenship by investment. Small Caribbean island nations have been offering 
“citizenship for sale” schemes since the 1980s; after 2008, similar programs 
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were launched by numerous other nations, including EU members Malta 
and Cyprus. The costs of investment citizenship range from $200,000 to 
$250,000 in Saint Kitts, Antigua, or Grenada, to over 1.2 million euros for 
Maltese citizenship and 2.5 million euros for a Cypriot passport.5

Other, less direct, options for changing cash into legal status include inves-
tor immigrant visas offered by the United States, Britain, or Canada, and the 
offer of resident status in Spain or Portugal for foreigners who buy expensive 
real estate.6 The industry of investment citizenship and residence is a big global 
business worth billions of dollars; the market mostly consists of millionaires 
from Russia, China, and the Middle East.7 To attract well-heeled investors, citi-
zenship firms organize glitzy events and produce copious amounts of high-
quality marketing material. The approach is explicitly economic. Chris Kälin, 
the chairman of Henley & Partners, one of the leading firms in the market, said 
in an interview to CBS News: “You probably have more than one credit card, 
I would assume. And, you know, if Visa doesn’t work, MasterCard will do. So 
I think any wealthy person nowadays should have more than one credit card. 
And likewise, you’d have more than one passport.”8

While it is marked by higher public visibility, the global industry of citizen-
ship by investment actually creates very small numbers of citizens compared to 
the millions who have acquired citizenship on the basis of ancestry or ethnicity. 
Globally, there is an extremely diverse array of citizenship industries and brokers: 
from global firms like Henley & Partners or Arton, to retired schoolteachers 
in Vojvodina who instruct their neighbors in the Hungarian language. The 
potential market includes millions of people in middle- and third-tier countries 
who occupy a vast range of social positions: unemployed persons in Serbia, 
Ukraine, or Macedonia; upper-middle-class Israelis, Taiwanese, Turks, and 
Mexicans; and multimillionaires from Russia, China, and the Middle East. There 
is no strict set of conditions that must be fulfilled for a citizenship industry to 
emerge; they appear wherever there is a legal opening, independent of whether 
the citizenship-granting countries encourage it or not.

This suggests that the growth of citizenship industries is a direct consequence 
of the legitimization of dual citizenship. Citizenship specialists—whether Hun-
garian language instructors in Serbia, Israeli citizenship lawyers, or executives 
in global citizenship-by-investment firms—promote dual citizenship as an asset 
that can and should be acquired strategically for personal gain. Applicants often 
pay specialists to handle their interactions with the state, bringing the acquisi-
tion procedure closer to a naked exchange of money for citizenship. Therefore, 
these different citizenship industries play a role in the refashioning of citizen-
ship as a market commodity.

This leads to another finding: the proliferation of an opportunistic attitude 
to citizenship among individuals. The word opportunism is not used here in 
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a normative sense; it refers to the manipulation of relevant characteristics in 
order to secure technical compliance with an administrative requirement.

The book surveyed a range of opportunistic strategies. Thousands of Serbs 
study Hungarian in order to fulfill a language criterion that was inserted in 
order to exclude them. Tens of thousands of parents from Mexico, Turkey, 
China, and elsewhere travel to the United States to give birth, benefiting from 
an evidentiary regime that was designed to include the children of residents 
and immigrants, not tourists. In other cases, applicants manipulated their eth-
nic identity, such as Macedonians, who declare that they feel Bulgarian in order 
to qualify for EU citizenship from Bulgaria.9 Others choose their marriage 
partners with an eye to securing citizenship: a study of CEE immigrants in Italy 
found that immigrants’ levels of intermarriage with Italians dropped significantly 
following the year when their origin countries joined the EU—in other words, 
when they no longer had a need for Italian citizenship.10

These opportunistic strategies constitute an unintended, bottom-up 
response to states’ citizenship policies. Given the strong worldwide demand 
for first-tier citizenship, such opportunism is bound to arise in response to any 
system of citizenship allocation. The inevitability of opportunism can be seen 
when we compare the citizenship policies of Hungary and the United States.

Hungary actively promotes nonresident dual citizenship for cross-border 
Hungarians and even set a target for the number of new citizens it sought 
to create. Moreover, it is actually willing to accept strategic applicants. This is 
reflected in the receptive attitude of consular officials, who invite applicants who 
fail the interview to study more Hungarian and try again. The United States, 
in contrast, does not encourage external citizenship. Native-born children are 
granted citizenship based on the expectation that they would continue to live 
in the country. Moreover, the borders of the United States are closely guarded, 
and the country has one of the world’s most restrictive visa admissions systems.11 
Furthermore, American citizens are required to report their income and pay 
taxes regardless of their place of residence. Nevertheless, external dual citizen-
ship has emerged in both cases.

In the Israeli case, the acquisition of citizenship on the basis of ancestry does 
not easily lend itself to strategic manipulation (that would require falsifying 
documents). Therefore, EU-Israeli dual citizens do not employ opportunistic 
strategies like strategic birth or studying a new language. In the cases where 
European countries’ external citizenship policy is predicated on the idea of res-
titution (as they are in Germany, and to some degree in Poland), Israeli appli-
cants are indeed their intended recipients. On the other hand, to the extent 
that such policies aim to reconstitute a disrupted ethnonational community 
(and this is the situation in most other CEE countries), then Israelis should 
be considered as opportunistic applicants. They are accidental beneficiaries of 
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policies aimed at the ethnic diaspora. In either case, Israeli applicants display 
an opportunistic attitude toward their second, EU citizenship, in the sense 
that they do not feel any belonging with the country in which they become 
citizens.

The analysis demonstrates that very different citizenship and evidentiary 
regimes lead to similar dynamics of opportunism, including the rise of citizen-
ship industries. This is an example of equifinality: different starting positions 
lead to similar outcomes. Opportunism seems to follow as a natural conse-
quence of the legitimization of dual citizenship. Once individuals are given 
the option to hold more than one citizenship, it becomes a good that may be 
acquired and accumulated.

Citizenship brokers and specialists emerge who encourage individuals 
to seek dual citizenship, highlighting its practical usefulness and helping to 
frame the acquisition of citizenship as a monetized market transaction. Dual 
citizenship is recast as a commodity that can be bought for money, and it also 
becomes a subject of competition. Individuals may now distinguish themselves 
in the quantity and quality of their nationalities: citizenship as a competitive 
achievement. In the tension between two classic models of citizenship—the 
Greek one, which is based on civic virtue, and the Roman model, which is based 
on property—dual citizenship clearly pushes in the direction of the latter.12

Rights: The Centrality of Territorial Rights

Thomas Marshall’s classic model of citizenship rights, which was formulated in 
the mid-twentieth century, is premised on a concept of exclusive and territorial 
citizenship. Marshall takes the citizen’s presence in the territory for granted and 
therefore leaves it out of his theory. In a similar vein, most of the social science lit
erature on citizenship focuses on immigrants in Western countries and assumes 
that they intend to remain in those countries. As a consequence, scholars have 
tended to overlook the crucial role that territorial rights play in citizenship: the 
right to enter and remain in the territory of the citizenship-granting country 
(right of abode), as well as the right to use that country’s passport to visit other 
countries (travel freedom). My findings highlight the key importance of territo-
rial rights as a component of citizenship.

The right of abode provides the basis for most of the economic uses of 
compensatory citizenship, including employment and education. Freedom of 
employment is a civil right, but it cannot be exercised without presence in the 
territory. Moreover, the importance of territorial rights for seekers of compensa-
tory citizenship extends far beyond the purely economic. The wish to gain an 
unrestricted right to enter the United States or the EU, and to obtain a premium 
passport, played a major role in motivating applications.
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For many Israelis and Mexicans, the right to enter another territory was a 
source of security. Israelis viewed it an insurance policy in case Israel were 
destroyed and they became refugees, as their grandparents had been. A second 
passport guaranteed that there would be another country that would be ready to 
accept them. Mexicans used American citizenship as an escape route to protect 
themselves against criminal violence and lawlessnes. In both cases, citizenship 
provides security by guaranteeing the right to access the safer territory of the 
United States or the EU. Other researchers reported comparable framings of 
dual citizenship as security in Lebanon (citizenship as an escape route in case 
of war), Argentina (insurance against economic crisis), and Turkey (insurance 
against authoritarian repression).13

Another crucial territorial right that applicants sought to secure through dual 
citizenship is travel freedom. For many respondents, particularly in Israel and 
Serbia, having dual citizenship was mainly about carrying a second passport. 
In Serbia, strategic applicants’ leading motive was to ensure easy access to 
EU countries: when the EU threatened to impose visa requirements on Ser-
bian citizens, applications for Hungarian citizenship shot up. While Israelis did 
not need a visa to enter EU countries, they were nonetheless fascinated with 
the idea of having a “European passport” and using the EU-nationals line at 
European airports. Travel freedom is closely connected to social status. While 
mobility restrictions are basically impersonal—they target categories rather than 
individuals—travelers often experience border control in a very personal way 
that might include a range of intense emotions, including shame, pride, libera-
tion, and entrapment.14

This finding is consistent with arguments made by scholars of globalization 
like Zygmunt Baumann, Stephen Castles, and Ronen Shamir, who pointed out 
that the ability to cross borders has become a key aspect of stratification in the 
contemporary world.15 Over the past decades, the selective growth of visa waiver 
agreements has contributed to the growth of a “mobility divide” between the 
citizens of rich and poor countries.16

The EU has been a key contributor to the consolidation of global mobility 
hierarchies. As EU countries harmonized their visa policies to create the Schen-
gen zone of free movement, the territorial rights of each member nationality 
expanded while the position of all nonmember nationalities was weakened. 
In the regions that border the EU—Eastern Europe, Western Asia, and North 
Africa—the question of which nationalities had visa-free access to Schengen 
became crucial.17 In countries that do not enjoy visa-free access to Schengen 
(such as Turkey or Russia) or were denied such access until recently (such as 
Serbia, Bosnia, or Ukraine), EU passports are valued primarily as a means to 
access EU territory. Even in Israel, subtle distinctions have emerged between 
those who use the EU-nationals line and the rest. The same logic can be seen 
in the surge in the growing demand for EU passports in Britain ahead of Brexit. 
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Even though it is extremely unlikely that Schengen countries will require visas 
from British citizens, many people are eager to make sure that they have the 
highest and most secure degree of access to the EU.18

These cases demonstrate that territorial access and travel freedom play a 
key role in the power of a second citizenship to provide security, opportunities 
and status. To some extent, these findings are also relevant to immigrants who 
acquire a second citizenship through naturalization. Recent research in the 
United States has found that the wish to secure the right to enter and stay in the 
country is a key motivation that drives immigrants to naturalize.19 The every-
day civil and social rights enjoyed by legal permanent residents and citizens do 
not differ significantly, but citizens are territorially secure whereas permanent 
residents may have their status terminated.20

In contrast to the strong preoccupation of applicants with territorial rights, 
civil and social rights play a relatively modest role in motivating applications for 
compensatory citizenship. The low interest in civil rights can partly be explained 
by the fact that the cases I studied here involved populations that are either part 
of the majority or constitute a tolerated minority. One could imagine that indi-
viduals in authoritarian countries or those who belong to threatened minorities 
might be much more interested in securing protection from a Western power 
(naturally, such dual citizenship would also be more politically controversial). 
The limited interest in social rights has another reason: welfare regimes are 
typically premised on residence, and social rights are not usually available for 
people who live outside the national territory, especially if they have never 
worked there.21

Finally, what is the role of political rights in external dual citizenship? This 
dimension has received a great deal of attention in the literature. Emigrant 
and coethnic diasporas are often politically engaged, with emigrant organ
izations lobbying their origin country to permit dual citizenship and absentee 
voting and playing a role in shaping political outcomes. Diaspora political 
involvement, which Benedict Anderson called “long-distance nationalism,” has 
played an important role in the politics of diverse countries across different 
continents and levels of development.22

The findings of this study suggest that citizen diasporas produced through 
long-distance strategic acquisition do not usually share this passion for home-
land politics. Interest in political rights in the granting country played no role 
in motivating applications. The typical person with compensatory citizenship 
had no interest in engaging with the politics of the long-distance citizenship 
country and did not vote there.23 Most American-Mexican or German-Israeli 
dual citizens would not even know the procedure needed to vote in the United 
States or Germany.

The one instance where the political dimension of citizenship finds strong 
resonance is the Hungarian-Serbian case. In this case, the citizenship-granting 
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government aggressively promotes nonresident voting among its cross-border 
citizens. About one-third of Hungarian-Serbian dual citizens in Serbia voted 
in Hungary’s 2014 elections, and the turnout in 2018 seems to have been simi-
lar if not higher.24 The rate of support by cross-border Hungarians for Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán—about 95 percent—reminds one of election results in 
Middle Eastern dictatorships. Cross-border voters often did not deliberate who 
to support in the elections but simply voted for Orbán as a show of gratitude to 
the leader who granted them EU citizenship. Voting was experienced more as 
an obligation than a right. In any case, the desire to vote in Hungarian elections 
was not a major motivation for citizenship applicants.

One can imagine that a diaspora of citizens created on the basis of long-
distance acquisition might organize as a community to promote its interests 
vis-à-vis the external homeland. In fact, scholars have identified such dynamics 
among Italian dual citizens in Argentina and Bulgarian dual citizens in Tur-
key.25 Nonetheless, it is not likely that political rights will become a central 
component of compensatory dual citizenship, for two main reasons. First, the 
location of external dual citizens outside the state’s territory limits the scope 
of benefits that they can expect from it. And, second, governments can easily 
limit the impact of nonresident voting, either by procedural means (e.g., limit-
ing the number of consulates where nonresidents may vote) or by changing 
the law. While diasporas may exert a big influence on home countries through 
financial or ideological means, we are unlikely to find massive voting by non-
resident citizens who do not pay taxes or fulfil civic obligations. Even in the age 
of “long-distance” or “post-territorial” nationalism, the territorial foundation 
of the nation-state as a political model remains too strong to legitimize direct 
diaspora interference of this kind.26

Identity: The Rise of the Sovereign Individual

Citizenship was traditionally understood as a sacred status that is intimately 
tied to national identity.27 Decisions about citizenship status—whether to give 
up one’s citizenship or take up another passport—were not left to the individual. 
He or she had to take account of social norms and preserve the honor of the 
nation, and failure to do so would attract social censure and even ostracism. 
Alongside the sacred aspect of allegiance to a state, citizenship also carries 
the affective aspect of belonging to a nation. Passports are decorated with 
national symbols (e.g., the national eagles of the United States or Mexico; the 
seven-branched menorah of Israel) to which citizens are programmed since 
childhood to respond with emotion. New entrants into a country’s citizenry 
must make solemn oaths and are welcomed through dramatic ceremonies.28

Against this background, the interviews in Serbia, Mexico, and Israel dem-
onstrate the proliferation of instrumental and individualist attitudes toward 
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nationality. In each case, the citizenship dyad in question would have been 
unthinkable two or three decades previously. When Yugoslavia took over Vojvo-
dina after World War I, residents of the region had to relinquish their Hungarian 
citizenship and become Yugoslav or leave; in Mexico, there was historically wide-
spread condemnation of emigrants who “betrayed” the nation by taking up US 
citizenship; and for several decades following the Holocaust, the vast majority 
of Israelis would be horrified by the thought of requesting German citizenship.29

The present legitimacy of dual citizenship in these cases provides evidence 
of a normative shift toward greater individual autonomy and maximization of 
personal utility. Strategic citizenship seekers were aware of the traditional objec-
tions to dual citizenship—Serbian fear of Hungarian irredentism, Mexican 
resentment at American dominance, the memory of the Holocaust in Israel—
but brushed them aside with no great difficulty. They dismissed critics as con-
servative, closed-minded, or hypocritical persons.

While they shared the basic sense of freedom to strategize citizenship, 
respondents differed in the discourses that they used to legitimize strategic 
behavior and justify their right to a second citizenship. I will first compare Israel 
and Mexico, where seekers of strategic dual citizenship felt at ease employing 
the discourse of the sovereign individual, and then discuss the Serbian case, 
where instrumentalism gained lesser acceptance.

In Mexico, upper-class individuals who engaged in or benefited from birth 
strategies saw themselves as members of a global capitalist class. They pointed 
to this cosmopolitan identity, defined primarily by their high economic status, 
when justifying their instrumental bid for US citizenship. Respondents argued 
that their spending in the United States as tourists and shoppers gave them a 
right to citizenship. At the same time, they also stressed that they were attached 
to Mexico and did not feel American or Mexican American.

When articulating their connection to Mexico, upper-class Mexican respon-
dents did not emphasize primordial characteristics such as the Spanish lan-
guage, the Catholic religion, or mestizo origin. Instead, they said that they 
preferred Mexico over the United States because of superior business opportu-
nities, comfort, and luxury. They did not rule out moving to the United States 
in the future. Thus, they exhibited a form of capitalist cosmopolitanism that 
treated both citizenships in an instrumental manner.30 This attitude can be 
compared to the approach that Aihwa Ong calls flexible citizenship, which she 
found among Chinese elites who strategically acquire citizenship in Western 
countries through residence programs.31

In Israel, respondents exhibited an instrumental-individualistic relation to 
their EU citizenship and used an economic argument to justify their right to 
it. Their specific economic claim on citizenship and their understanding of 
the nation were markedly different from those of Mexicans, however. Israelis 
saw their origin-country citizenship as a piece of inherited property that was 
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unjustly taken from their families. Whereas upper-class Mexicans claimed 
US citizenship as consumers, Israelis claimed EU citizenship as heirs seeking 
restitution. The basic position of Mexican elite respondents was that, by stra-
tegically obtaining US citizenship, they came to owe something to the United 
States that they expected to repay with their spending. In contrast, Israeli appli-
cants felt that European countries already owed them citizenship; they did not 
bother to justify their right to citizenship with any argument beside the legal one.

Discourses of national identity also varied: while Mexicans and Israelis 
were in agreement that their secondary citizenship did not come with any 
strong obligations or an identity commitment, Israelis were much more likely 
to stress their attachment to their Israeli citizenship and their distance from 
their secondary EU citizenship.32 The rhetoric they used was different from the 
instrumental, lifestyle- and opportunity-oriented discourse used by upper-class 
Mexicans. Israelis articulated their Israeli identity in explicitly ethnic, visceral 
terms. They argued that their Israeli upbringing and the Hebrew language inti-
mately shaped their mentality and demeanor, making them unassimilable in 
Europe. Respondents had a strong sense of partaking in a Jewish destiny that 
they could not escape—in the words of one respondent, “I will never be any-
thing but a Jew from the Land of Israel.” EU-Israeli dual citizens are instru-
mental and individualistic about their EU citizenship but sentimental and 
collectivistic about their Israeli citizenship. They can be described as “rooted 
cosmopolitans.”33

In Serbia, the penetration of individualistic, commodified attitudes to citi-
zenship has been slower than in Israel and Mexico—not a surprise, given the 
country’s very recent communist past. Serbian respondents did not typically 
use property metaphors when discussing citizenship. While their motivation 
to apply was very openly economic, they did not justify their right to citizenship 
in economic terms, but referred instead to ethnic identity or cultural affinity. 
Furthermore, Serbian respondents were far less confident in claiming a right 
to take citizenship decisions according to their own best interests. They did not 
see citizenship as completely detached from national allegiance. Some felt that 
their bid for Hungarian citizenship was a kind of “fraud” because, in the words 
of one respondent, “I am not really Hungarian.”

Another, related sentiment was shame. Ethnic Serbs who sought Hungarian 
citizenship could be seen as betraying their Serbian roots while also potentially 
exposing the region of Vojvodina to Hungarian irredentist designs. The uneasy 
relation to the instrumentalization of citizenship was also expressed in the ten-
dency of respondents to criticize Serbia when justifying their interest in dual 
citizenship. Respondents felt that by seeking another citizenship, they were 
in some way breaking a contract between themselves and their country. They 
sought to show that it was Serbia that broke the citizenship contract first, by 
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failing to provide “a normal life.” In spite of these dilemmas, the practical value of 
the EU passport has led many Serbians—of Hungarian as well as Serbian ethnic 
origins—to try and acquire Hungarian citizenship through behavior that they 
themselves often perceived as opportunistic.

This discussion suggests that the diffusion of compensatory dual citizenship is 
associated with a growth in the legitimacy of instrumental, even opportunistic 
behavior in the domain of citizenship. At the moment, the post-exclusive turn 
in citizenship directly affects only a small minority of the world’s population: 
about 2 percent of the population in the sample analyzed in chapter 1 holds 
dual citizenship. In the foreseeable future, most people will continue to live 
their entire lives with the same citizenship with which they were born. None-
theless, the presence of millions of individuals with dual nationality—many of 
them strategic long-distance citizens—contributes to a change in the meaning 
of citizenship.

The essence of sacredness consists in the taboo on instrumental, profane 
relation to the sacred object. The rise of acquisitive, instrumental behavior and 
the possibility of exchanging citizenship for money constitute a profanation of 
citizenship that works against its sacred dimension. In the same vein, the pres-
ence of citizens with weak ties to the nation might work to dilute the association 
between citizenship and national identity.34

Dual citizenship is at the forefront of the shift from the construction of citi-
zenship as a high-stakes, high-commitment, sacred status to what Christian 
Joppke has called “citizenship light.” Joppke describes this lightening as a para-
dox: even as the objective value of citizenship increases, its subjective value 
decreases.35 The findings of this book align with Joppke’s argument and extend 
it by specifying some of the mechanisms of lightening. The interviews dem-
onstrate that citizenship becomes lighter—less sacred and less national—as a 
consequence of commodification.

The commodification of citizenship means that individuals have a new kind 
of freedom vis-à-vis states: the freedom to choose their citizenship(s) to match 
their interests and convenience. It reflects a new conception of “the sovereign 
individual” in the sense that personal interests have become a legitimate basis 
for individuals’ decisions on citizenship. This term builds on Patrick Weil’s 
concept of “the sovereign citizen,” which he coined to describe a new legal 
doctrine formulated by the US Supreme Court in the 1950s and 1960s.36 The 
essence of that doctrine was that, since the source of all government authority 
lay in the citizens, it was unlawful to strip Americans of their nationality against 
their will. Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black wrote in the 1967 Afroyim vs. Rusk 
case decision: “In our country the people are sovereign and the Government 
cannot sever its relationship to the people by taking away their citizenship.”37 
In the United States, Weil argues, the acceptance of dual nationality is based 
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on the doctrine of “the sovereign citizen” that puts individual liberties above 
the interests of the government.

The concept of the sovereign individual is the bottom-up, actor’s point of 
view, counterpart of the legal doctrine that Patrick Weil has articulated. Once 
the legitimization of dual citizenship broadened the scope of personal choice 
in the field of citizenship, individuals on the ground experienced this new 
freedom as a right to which they are naturally entitled. The ideology of the 
sovereign individual goes hand in hand with the commodification of citizen-
ship; it represents individualistic, instrumental appropriation of a status that 
developed as a sacred collective good.

Sorting: Citizenship as Global Class Position

For a long time, social scientists have studied citizenship as a dyadic relation 
between a state and an individual. The perspective that views citizenship as a 
mechanism of hierarchical global sorting is a more recent development.38 Most 
of the scholars who adopted that perspective took a macrolevel approach and 
analyzed global inequality on the basis of economic statistics or legal structures. 
Key questions about the subjective dimension of the citizenship hierarchy are 
yet to be explored. Is this global structure transparent or opaque to the people 
living in it? How do the global positions in which they find themselves shape 
their strategies for personal advancement?

My findings show that citizenship is increasingly understood by social actors 
on the ground through its sorting function and experienced as global class posi-
tion. Moreover, citizenship is seen as a flexible position that an individual may 
improve or upgrade over his or her lifetime. This new relation to citizenship 
entails a cognitive component—the possession of a mental map of different 
countries’ relative citizenship value—as well as a behavioral component: spe-
cifically, value orientations and practical dispositions that make it possible to 
strategically manipulate citizenship status.

The statistical data presented in chapter 1 established the cognitive com-
ponent. Individuals around the world have a sense of the relative position of 
their citizenship with the global hierarchy of citizenship value. When making 
decisions on whether to acquire dual citizenship, they compare the value of the 
citizenship that they already have with the one that they stand to gain. This 
is why demand for ancestry-based citizenship is so much higher in less devel-
oped countries. Regarding the behavioral-normative component, the ideology 
of the sovereign individual—citizenship as an achieved, freely chosen status—
legitimizes strategic behavior to improve one’s global position. Compensatory 
citizenship is a strategy of upward mobility that is premised on a new under-
standing of citizenship as global class position.
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The growing tendency of individuals to focus on the sorting aspect of citi-
zenship, which is a precondition for the rise of compensatory citizenship, con-
tributes in yet another way to the dilution of the sacred character of national 
membership. It does so by deepening inequalities within nations in a way that 
casts doubt on the ideal of an equal citizenry.

Modern citizenship, Rogers Brubaker has argued, is premised on the con-
cept of the nation as a uniform space of political equality.39 In premodern 
states, it was acceptable for different population categories to have different 
legal rights (e.g., the estate society in early modern Europe) and for groups to 
maintain strong political ties with external powers (e.g., the clergy and Rome 
in medieval Europe, capitulations in the Ottoman empire). National citizenship 
eliminated such inequalities, providing the institutional basis for national unity. 
Modern citizenship disaggregates economic and political inequality, which, his-
torically, usually went hand in hand, in two different systems. In the national 
space that is delimited by citizenship, economic inequality is tolerated but politi
cal inequality is not.40

The rise of dual citizenship challenges this (idealized) model by creating new 
ways in which within-nation and between-nation inequalities interpenetrate.41 
This becomes particularly conspicuous when dual citizenship is accorded to 
categories of people rather than to specific individuals (as is often the case with 
coethnic and ancestry-based dual citizenship).

The cases presented in this book underline this complexity. Before the advent 
of dual citizenship, Ashkenazim in Israel, middle- and upper-class norteños, and 
Serbians from Vojvodina enjoyed some local advantages over their conationals 
(very modest advantages in the case of Vojvodinians) but had the same status 
and rights vis-à-vis the outside world. The diffusion of compensatory citizen-
ship means that domestic advantages of origin, wealth, location, and ethnicity 
can now be converted into global advantages in the form of Western or EU 
citizenship. Privileges that had an informal, local, and noninstitutionalized 
nature have turned into a formal status that is institutionalized in the form of 
a passport and recognized by all of the world’s countries.

Differential access to compensatory citizenship brings to the surface inter-
nal axes of heterogeneity that processes of nation-building in those countries 
sought to do away with: in Mexico, the gap between European-origin, globally 
connected elites and the less privileged mestizo masses; in Serbia, the histori-
cal split between a Habsburg-dominated, Central European region north of the 
Danube and an Ottoman-controlled, Balkan country to the south; and, in Israel, 
disparities between Jews of European and Middle Eastern origin.42 Evidence 
from additional cases—including US dual citizenship in Turkey and Taiwan 
and EU dual citizenship in Latin America—reinforces the observation that in 
middle-tier countries, dual citizenship mostly accrues to sectors that are already 
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privileged economically and symbolically.43 Pablo Mateos has argued that the 
acquisition of EU citizenship by Mexicans with recent European ancestry revives 
colonial-era racial hierarchies and challenges Mexico’s self-image as a unitary 
mestizo nation, which was crafted in the wake of the Mexican Revolution.44 The 
proliferation of compensatory citizenship among one sector of the population 
(typically, one that is already privileged) has the potential to undermine con-
ceptions of a unified and equal nation.

In the West as well, dual citizenship creates a potential disruption to national 
cohesion. It mostly goes in the opposite direction, however. Instead of being 
an additional resource for elites, dual citizenship is often the mark of suspect 
immigrant minorities. In the context of the fight against Islamic terrorism, 
several countries (including Britain, Canada, and Australia) have begun to 
strip dual national terrorists of their nationality; several additional countries 
(including France, Germany, and Switzerland) have considered such moves.45 
While citizenship stripping policies may be effective as security measures (by 
denying terrorists access to the national territory) they also raise formidable 
constitutional and political problems. One of the problematic aspects of this 
practice is the fact that it designates dual citizens—who, in the West, are mostly 
immigrants and their children—as “conditional citizens.”46

Thus, citizenship stripping may contribute to the creation of a two-tier 
system that defines naturalized citizens as constitutionally inferior. Such an inter-
nal hierarchy in political rights would contradict the ideal of civic equality 
that Western countries present as central to their politics.47 There is, then, a 
global divergence in the meaning of dual citizenship: in middle-tier countries, 
privileged individuals obtain dual citizenship to gain additional security and 
social prestige; meanwhile, in the West, dual citizenship (especially from the 
“wrong” country) increasingly marks its bearer as a suspect and a potential 
candidate for denationalization.

Concluding Thoughts: The Precarious 

Future of Dual Citizenship

This book analyzed a growing global phenomenon: the strategic acquisition 
of a second nationality from EU countries or the United States by citizens of 
middle-tier countries in Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia, and the Middle 
East. This trend is an unintended consequence of the permissive shift in states’ 
relation to dual citizenship, and it represents an overlooked dimension of glo-
balization. Compensatory dual citizenship currently plays an important role in 
reconfiguring inequalities within and between nations, forming identities and 
shaping patterns of mobility for the millions of persons. What does the future 
hold for this controversial model of national belonging? I will conclude with 
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two reflections on the future of dual citizenship and its connection with the 
rise of populism.

First, is the acceptance of dual citizenship a permanent new norm, or is 
it a passing trend? In the introduction, I presented statistics on the dramatic 
shift toward acceptance of dual citizenship after 1990. The permissive trend is 
not over. New countries continue to join the ranks of those who permit dual 
citizenship. For example, in 2010 South Korea voted to allow a qualified form 
of dual citizenship; Denmark joined the trend in 2014.48

On the other hand, some countries resist the spread of dual citizenship. 
The world’s largest countries, China and India, remain adamant in their refusal 
to permit dual citizenship, even as they engage in diaspora outreach. Some 
countries that experimented with dual citizenship have decided to prohibit it. 
Ukraine, which informally permitted dual citizenship since the 1990s, made 
it illegal again after the Russian-supported uprising. Proposals now circulate 
to criminalize dual citizenship and make it punishable by a prison sentence.49 
Other countries have shown growing strictness in imposing legal restrictions on 
dual citizens. Finland is considering barring dual citizens—especially Russian-
Finnish—from its military.50 In Australia, more than ten politicians have lost their 
posts after it was revealed that they held dual citizenship, which is prohibited to 
holders of office.51 Austria, which never permitted dual citizenship, stepped up 
its enforcement of the ban in late 2018, threatening to denationalize hundreds 
of Austrian citizens who allegedly voted in elections in Turkey.52

Dual citizenship tends to become more controversial in a context of geopo
litical tensions and anti-immigrant attitudes. With such tensions on the rise 
across the globe, the political atmosphere is likely to become more suspi-
cious toward dual citizenship. Policymakers will likely pay special attention 
to countries that are seen as using dual citizenship in an aggressive manner, 
such as Russia and Turkey. The future of dual citizenship  will doubtless be 
tied to developments in the field of international security and immigration.53

This leads to a second question, which concerns the connection between 
instrumental dual citizenship and the rising tide of populism and nativism. 
Across Europe and North America, a new style of politics has been gaining 
ground. Leaders such as US President Donald Trump, Italy’s Matteo Salvini 
and Hungary’s Viktor Orbán have gained popular support by proclaiming 
their opposition to globalization and immigration, and promising to fortify 
the nation’s physical and symbolic boundaries. The 2016 British vote to leave 
the EU, and the growth of populist nationalism in many countries in Europe, 
Asia and the Americas, are also part of this global trend.

In an effort to make sense of contemporary populist movements, Rogers 
Brubaker has argued that they accord central importance to the idea of a pure 
and virtuous “people,” whose voice is the only legitimate source of authority in 
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national politics. The populists’ people is defined in opposition to two groups: 
elites with a cosmopolitan bent, and outsiders, who consist of immigrants or 
racial minorities.54 From this angle, elites and outsiders are a threat, or even 
an enemy. Populist leaders often promise to stop alleged abuses of the political 
and economic system by these groups, and “restore” the “real” people to its 
rightful dominant position.

It is telling that the two sectors that are targeted by populist rhetoric are 
those that are most likely to hold dual citizenship: global-leaning elites, and 
immigrants and their children. A cursory examination of populist rhetoric 
suggests that dual citizenship policies, and the instrumental behavior that they 
make possible, provide rhetorical fodder for populists who condemn them as 
unfair, dangerous or sacrilegious.

In the US, perceived abuses of birthright citizenship, including “anchor 
babies” born to undocumented immigrants, and “birth tourism” by wealthy 
foreigners, were invoked by Republicans during and after the 2016 election 
campaign. In November 2018, President Trump took up the topic again, say-
ing: “[Birthright citizenship] has even created an entire industry. It’s called 
birth tourism, where pregnant mothers from all over the world travel to Amer
ica to make their children instant lifelong citizens with guaranteed everything. 
[. . . ] Hundreds of thousands of children born to illegal immigrants are made 
automatic citizens of the United States every year because of this crazy, lunatic 
policy.”55

In Britain, opposition to unregulated immigration by EU citizens from 
Eastern Europe (including dual citizens from countries outside the EU) 
played a key role in voters’ decision to leave the EU. In many European coun-
tries, concerns about the integration of Muslim-origin immigrants crystalize 
around questions of citizenship. Populist anti-immigrant parties in Germany, 
France, and elsewhere have called for restricting dual citizenship, arguing 
that allowing it keeps immigrants from integrating.56 European governments 
without explicit populist leanings likewise hardened their position on citizen-
ship matters, as reflected in the growing use of naturalization tests to ensure 
immigrants’ conformity to liberal principles, and the adoption of citizenship 
stripping as a tool against terrorism.57

The objections to instrumental citizenship are driven by practical consid-
erations drawn from the domains of economics and national security. At the 
same time, they also reflect a more principled opposition to the individualistic 
spirit that underlies instrumentalism. Christian Joppke has argued that the 
lightening of citizenship is part of a broader ideological shift, which consists 
in “the demystification of states and empowerment of individuals.”58Indeed, 
the legal toleration of dual citizenship has led to the emergence of citizenship 
strategies and industries, and a growing sense of individual liberty vis-à-vis 
states. Citizenship is becoming increasingly open to commodification, and is 
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treated in an irreverent, utility-seeking manner. For many, such attitudes are 
experienced as a provocative profanation of a sacred status. With the simulta-
neous growth in instrumentalism and nationalist populism, the coming years 
will see increased contention between the growing realities of desacralized, 
individualized citizenship, and the push to reestablish citizenship—and the 
nation—as sacred collective objects.
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METHODOLOGICAL APPENDIX

Chapter 1

Sources for Table 1.1:
Germany: Göroğlu (2014); data received upon request from Bundesamt für 

Migration und Flüchtlinge. Data for 2011.
France: calculation based on Simon (2012), INSEE (2012). Data for 2008.
Netherlands: Statistics Netherlands (2012). Data for 2011.
Canada: Statistics Canada (2011). Data for 2011.
Spain: INE (2015), Shachter (2015). Data for 2014.
Switzerland: OFS (2015). Pertains only to population over fifteen years of 

age. Data for 2012.
Portugal: Shachter 2015. Data for 2011.
Ireland: EMN 2017. Data for 2016.
Finland: Statistikcentralen 2017. Data for 2016.
Brazil: author’s calculation based on the number of dual citizens with Span-

ish, French, Italian, Swiss, and Portuguese citizenship. I used consular statis-
tics from those five countries, which list the number of nonresident citizens 
registered in their consulates and whether they are dual citizens (for France, 
Italy, and Switzerland) or whether they were in the granting country (for Spain 
and Portugal). I assumed that Spanish and Portuguese citizens who were born 
outside Spain and Portugal, respectively, were dual citizens, since Latin Ameri-
can countries grant automatic citizenship at birth. This minimum estimate 
only includes dual citizens from these five countries who registered at the 
consulates. The omission of other countries should not significantly bias the 
results, because the number of immigrant naturalizations in Brazil and other 
South American countries is low—between 1,000 and 4,000 a year on average, 
based on Acosta 2013; Courtis and Penchaszadeh 2015. Sources: AIRE (2012), 
Assemblée des Français (2013), EDA (2013), Ministero dell’Interno (2013), 
PERE (2014), Observatório da Emigração (2014). Data for 2012.

Israel: author’s calculation based on the figure of 380,000 EU and Swiss dual 
citizens in addition to estimates of 230,000 American-Israeli dual citizens, 
160,000 Russian dual citizens, and an estimated 70,000 from Turkey, Canada, 
Australia, and Latin American countries. These are minimum estimates and the 
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full figures may be higher. Sources: EU citizens: see chapter 4. USA: 79,082 
US-born in Israel (UN 2015) in addition to 150,000 passports issued to per-
sons born in Israel or Jerusalem (Paraszczuk 2011). While some Israeli-born 
Americans may have returned to the United States, there are also Israelis who 
have naturalized there and then returned to Israel. Therefore, 230,000 is a 
safe minimum estimate. This figure is roughly consistent with estimates from 
Democrats Abroad and Republicans Overseas, two organizations that encour-
age voting by Americans living abroad. Russia: MPC 2013. Other countries: 
extrapolations based on Toktas 2006, countries’ consular reports, and Israeli 
migration statistics. Due to the diversity of sources, it is impossible to pinpoint 
a year for the data, but most statistics were from the period 2010–15.

Bosnia-Herzegovina: Štiks 2010. Data for 2010.
Argentina: see Brazil.
Mexico: author’s calculation based on estimates of US dual citizens and 

EU dual citizens. US dual citizens were calculated on the basis of the US-born 
population in Mexico from which I deducted the number of US citizens with 
visas (Chávez and Cobo 2012). This is a minimum estimate. See chapter 3, 
note 32. The number of EU dual citizens was calculated in the same way as in 
Brazil. Data for 2012.

Venezuela: see Brazil, in addition to figures on Colombian dual citizenship 
from Schwarz (2014) and Galeano David (2015). Data for 2012.

Romania: census data from Shachter (2015) in addition to post-2011 Hun-
garian citizens from Bálint (2014). Data for 2014.

Serbia: data received upon request from Serbian Bureau of Statistics in 
addition to Bálint (2014). Data for 2014.

Poland: GUS 2013. In addition to 327,500 persons who declared dual citi-
zenship in the national census, the report notes that there were an additional 
1.93 million for whom it is not known whether they hold another citizenship. 
Data for 2011.

Moldova: minimum estimate based on at least 300,000 Romanian citizen-
ships granted to Moldovans in 1992–2016 (Dumbrava 2019) as well as 26,000 
Bulgarian citizenships in 2000–11 (Harpaz 2015a). The full figure may be higher. 
Data for 2016.

Greece: data received upon request from Greek National Statistical Bureau; 
Stjepanovic 2015. Data for 2011.

Hungary: Shachter 2015. Data for 2011.
Croatia: Shachter 2015. Data for 2011.
Russia: data received upon request from Russian Federal Statistics Service. 

These are the official census data; actual figures may be higher. Data for 2010.
Czech Republic: data received upon request from Czech Statistical Office. 

Data for 2011.
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Lithuania: data received upon request from Statistics Lithuania. Data for 
2011.

Slovakia, Bulgaria, Albania, Armenia, Montenegro: Shachter 2015. Data for 
2011.

* The percentage of foreign-born in the population of each country (col-
umn 7 in the table) was calculated for 2010, based on United Nations (2015).

* I used country reports from GLOBALCIT as a source of information about 
citizenship law, citizenship policy and migration trends in European countries. 
See www​.globalcit​.eu.

CHAPTERS 2–4

The principal methodology in these chapters consisted of interviews, most of 
which were carried out in 2014–15. I have been conducting fieldwork and inter-
views in Serbia since 2012 and conducted the majority of the research between 
June and October 2014. I carried out the bulk of fieldwork and interviews in 
Mexico between November 2014 and March 2015. I have been collecting data 
in Israel since 2008 and conducted most of the interviews between April and 
August 2015. In each study case, I conducted about fifty interviews with dual 
citizens and applicants and about ten interviews with bureaucrats, consular 
officials, and experts who offer services related to citizenship. I also collected 
citizenship and immigration statistics from various official and unofficial sources. 
In addition, I carried out ethnographic observation in relevant border crossings, 
embassies and consulates.

Interviews were 75 to 150 minutes in duration. They were conducted in Ser-
bian, Spanish, Hebrew, or English, according to respondents’ preference. Inter-
views included questions about three topics: 1) how respondents obtained, or 
tried to obtain, dual citizenship; 2) what motivated them to apply, including 
the way that they used it or envisioned themselves or others using it; and 3) how 
they evaluated the phenomenon from a normative perspective. I also noted 
respondents’ life histories in brief. I coded and analyzed the interviews based 
on predefined themes (e.g., actual and projected uses of second nationality) as 
well as themes that emerged inductively from the material (e.g., perceptions 
of migrants in Mexico).

CHAPTER 2

The material primarily consists of forty-eight in-depth interviews with 
Hungarian-Serbian dual citizens and applicants. The sample is nonrandom, 
since random sampling would be technically impossible (there is no list of dual 
citizens). The primary method of selection was strategic sampling: I defined 
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a population of interest and overrepresented it in the sample. This population 
of interest includes strategic dual citizens—that is, individuals who do not eth-
nically identify as Hungarian but acquire Hungarian citizenship. While ethnic 
Hungarians form an estimated 85 to 90 percent of citizenship recipients and 
strategic applicants only 10 to 15 percent (according to Hungarian consular offi-
cials), in the sample these two subgroups were given equal representation.

I conducted most of the interviews between June and October 2014. During 
that time, I resided in Belgrade and made frequent trips around Vojvodina. I 
conducted nineteen interviews in Belgrade and twenty-seven in Vojvodina 
(fifteen in and around Subotica and twelve in other towns). I also interviewed 
two dual citizens who had migrated to Western Europe. In terms of ethnicity, 
twenty-one respondents self-identified as ethnic Hungarians and nineteen as 
ethnic Serbs. Eight respondents of mixed parentage did not identify themselves 
as either Hungarian or Serb. These respondents defined themselves as Yugo
slav or Vojvodinian. Some of the people who identified as Serbs also had some 
Hungarian, Croatian, German, or Slovak ancestry.

I recruited respondents using a snowball sampling method. Respondent 
recruitment was made possible thanks to help from personal acquaintances, 
local academics, and Hungarian language instructors. It was not difficult to 
locate respondents through these channels, because people were eager to help 
“friends of friends” and curious about foreigners, especially those who spoke 
Serbian. Interviews were conducted in Serbian or in English, according to 
respondents’ preference.

The fact that I cannot speak Hungarian affected the selection of ethnic Hun-
garian respondents, because I only had access to people who spoke Serbian or 
English and had social ties with Serbs. This meant that almost all my Hungarian 
interviewees were urban and educated. Moreover, the fact that interviews were 
conducted in Serbian most likely influenced respondents’ self-presentation. 
Most other studies of Hungarian-Serbian dual citizens were conducted in the 
Hungarian language, by scholars including Szabolcs Pogonyi, Attila Papp, 
Tamás Kiss, and Agnes Vass (in English, see Pogonyi 2017, 2019; Danero Igle-
sias, Sata and Vass 2016).

In addition to interviews with dual citizens, I also conducted interviews with 
officials at the Hungarian consulate in Subotica and the embassy in Belgrade. 
During those visits to the consulate and the embassy, I also observed the appli-
cation procedure and carried out informal conversations with applicants. I 
visited four language schools in Belgrade and Subotica that offered classes in 
Hungarian and interviewed directors and teachers there. I attended a Hungar-
ian language course in Belgrade for Serbs who wish to apply for citizenship 
and observed the dynamics in class.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Appendix  151

CHAPTER 3

The analysis draws on forty-six in-depth interviews with dual nationals 
and with Mexicans who were involved in strategic birth in the United States. 
They included thirty-six respondents who were born in the United States and 
ten parents who strategically gave birth in the United States. The bulk of the 
interviews were conducted between November 2014 and April 2015. During 
those months, I resided in Monterrey, the largest city in northeastern Mexico. 
About half of the interviews (twenty-one) were carried out in Monterrey, 
and fifteen others were conducted in cross-border cities: Reynosa-McAllen, 
Nuevo Laredo-Laredo, and Tijuana-San Diego. Ten other interviews were con-
ducted with dual nationals who were living in Mexico City, in Colima, or in 
the United States.

I recruited respondents using a snowball sampling method, as random 
sampling was impossible. I employed strategic subsampling, meaning that 
sufficient numbers of respondents were recruited to represent each rel-
evant subpopulation: Monterrey parents who practiced strategic birth and 
dual nationals, border-town birth strategizers and dual nationals, and US-born 
return migrants. Interviews were conducted in Spanish, except when respon-
dents preferred English.

I recruited the initial respondents with the help of personal acquaintances 
and local academics in Monterrey. The recruitment of respondents was signifi-
cantly more challenging than in the other cases. Most potential respondents 
did not find the topic of dual nationality interesting , and exhibited a suspicious 
and uncooperative attitude, which made it difficult to secure interviews. This 
suspicious attitude might be connected to the controversial nature of cross-
border births, and to the fact that the research was conducted for an American 
university.

I communicated with respondents in Spanish, highlighted the fact that I was 
Israeli, and occasionally shared my own experiences with immigration authori-
ties as an international student in the United States. Nonetheless, it is likely 
that my affiliation with Princeton University made respondents view me as a 
connected to the United States, making them evasive at times. In particular, a 
Mexican interviewer might have gotten less defensive responses to questions 
like “Why don’t you use your citizenship to move to the US?” (the responses 
discussed under “opportunities” in chapter 3) and “How would you respond 
to criticisms by Americans saying that you or your child should not get citizen-
ship?” (discussed under “dual citizenship as social closure”).

The sample is representative of middle- and upper-class individuals in Mon-
terrey and the Texas-Tamaulipas border. This region is similar to other border 
regions—El Paso-Ciudad Juarez and San Diego-Tijuana—in two features: the 
tight interconnection between both sides of the border, and the extreme levels 
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of insecurity on the Mexican side. On the other hand, Monterrey is significantly 
richer than other border cities: in 2012, the city’s GDP per capita ($17,661) was 
75 to 85 percent higher than in Tijuana or Ciudad Juarez. This difference in 
economic terms should be kept in mind when drawing more general conclu-
sions from the findings.

In addition to the interviews with dual nationals and birth tourists, I con-
ducted interviews with Mexican and American consular staff at the Mexican 
consulates in McAllen, Texas and San Diego, California, and the US consulate 
in Monterrey. I also interviewed providers of medical insurance that cover the 
costs of births in the United States.

CHAPTER 4

The chapter uses material from fifty in-depth interviews with EU-Israeli dual 
citizens and applicants. The sample is nonrandom, since random sampling would 
be technically impossible, and respondents were recruited using a snowball 
technique. I conducted the interviews in two waves: twenty-two interviews 
in 2008–9 and twenty-eight interviews in 2015. In addition to the new inter-
views in 2015, I also conducted follow-up interviews with six of the first-wave 
respondents.

Interviewees held dual citizenship from Germany (fifteen respondents), 
Romania (ten), France (nine), Poland (five), or Hungary (four). There were 
one to two respondents who had sought citizenship from each of the follow-
ing countries: Britain, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Greece, and Italy. Forty 
interviewees were between twenty and thirty-five years old (“third generation”) 
and ten were between fifty and seventy years old (“second generation”).

I conducted all of the interviews in Hebrew. One factor that was likely to 
have had an effect was the fact that I am myself part of the studied population. 
I am a third-generation Israeli of Romanian origin and, since 2007, a dual citi-
zen of Israel and Romania. Having the same background as my respondents 
and partaking in the same phenomenon made it easy to build rapport, which 
helped them to open up quickly. My close familiarity with Israeli society and 
culture also allowed me to identify various nuances in their discourse.

In addition to interviews with dual citizens, I also conducted interviews 
with officials at the German, Romanian, Polish, and French embassies in Tel-
Aviv. I also carried out several sessions of ethnographic observation at those 
embassies. In addition, I interviewed lawyers who specialize in citizenship 
applications.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



153

NOTES

Introduction

1. ​ Spiro 1997; Sejersen 2008; Blätter et al. 2009; Harpaz and Mateos 2019.
2. ​ See Brubaker 1996; Ong 1999; Joppke 2003; Mazzolari 2009; Pogonyi et al. 2010; Tintori 

2011; Cook-Martin 2013; Harpaz 2013; Mateos 2015; and Bauböck 1994, 2003, 2010b.
3. ​ Throughout this book, I will use the term “the West” to refer to the countries of Western 

Europe as well as the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.
4. ​ The names of respondents were changed to protect their privacy. A more detailed account 

of these cases is given in the relevant chapters.
5. ​ In this book, I focus on citizenship as a formal status, in a sense that largely overlaps with 

the term “nationality.” I will mostly use “citizenship” for the European and Israeli cases (where the 
involved countries do not make a distinction between citizenship and nationality) while mostly 
using “nationality” for the American-Mexican case. Mexico makes a distinction between nationals 
and citizens—the former term simply denotes state membership; the latter denotes full political 
rights. Dual nationality is allowed but dual citizenship is not. See FitzGerald 2005, 178; Hoyo 
2015a,b. On the distinction between nationals and citizens in the United States, see Spiro 1997, 
1417n20.

6. ​ See Brubaker 1992a, chapter 1, for a discussion of the reasons behind this neglect.
7. ​ On immigration to the West, see Bauböck 1994, 2003; Yang 1994; Jones-Correa 2001; Sta-

ton, Jackson, and Canache 2007; Bloemraad 2004, 2006; Mazzolari 2007; Joppke 2010a; Vink and 
de Groot 2010; and Vink et al. 2013. On nationalism in Central and Eastern Europe, see Brubaker 
1992b, 1996, 1998; Pogonyi 2015, 2017; Ragazzi and Balalosvka 2011; Štiks 2010; Bauböck 2010b; 
Knott 2015; and Dumbrava 2015.

8. ​ On inclusion and exclusion, see Shafir and Peled 1998; Alba 2005; Simon 2012; and Bloem-
raad 2018. On citizenship and global inequality, see Shachar 2009; Milanovic 2010; Tanasoca 2014; 
Boatcă 2015; and Harpaz 2015a, 2019.

9. ​ Joppke 2007. See also Bloemraad 2018. Another key dimension of citizenship that was identi-
fied in the literature is citizenship as practice and as civic participation. The discussion of these 
components is given here under rights and identity.

10. ​ Brubaker 1992a.
11. ​ Brubaker 1992a, 1996. See also Hayden 1992; Liebich 2000; and Joppke 2005.
12. ​ See Brubaker 1992a; Joppke 2005; Gerstle 2015; Spiro 2015; and Bloemraad and Sheares 

2017.
13. ​ Shachar 1998; Dumbrava 2014b, 2015; Tsuda 2010; see also Brubaker and Kim 2011; and 

Kim 2016.
14. ​ Weil 2001; Brubaker 1999.
15. ​ Weil 2001; Hansen and Weil 2001; Joppke 2019.
16. ​ Martin 2002; Howard 2008; Naujoks 2009; Joppke 2010.
17. ​ Howard 2005.
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18. ​ See Ong 1999; Joppke 2005; Vink and de Groot 2010; Vink and Bauböck 2013; and 
Dumbrava 2014b.

19. ​ Marshall 1950.
20. ​ John Torpey has famously argued that the modern state monopolizes the means of legiti-

mate movement. Torpey 2000.
21. ​ See Morris 2012.
22. ​ Joppke 2007.
23. ​ According to the Economist Democracy Index, just under half of the world’s countries 

(49.3%) are democratic. The Polity IV index published by the Center for Systemic Peace uses 
slightly different measures and categorizes 58% of the world’s countries as democracies. See Desilver 
2017; and Democracy Index 2016.

24. ​ Brubaker 1990, 1992a.
25. ​ Kochenov 2019. See also Weber 1961; Heather 2004; Sassen 2006; and FitzGerald and 

Cook-Martin 2014.
26. ​ Yang 1994; Bloemraad 2006; see Bloemraad 2018.
27. ​ Bloemraad 2013; Hakimzadeh and Cohn 2007; Bloemraad and Sheares 2017; Simonsen 

2017; Warikoo and Bloemraad 2017.
28. ​ Alba and Foner 2014.
29. ​ Light, Massoglia and King 2014; Pietrantuono 2016. See Bloemraad and Sheares 2017.
30. ​ Weil 2001; Shachar 1999; Gerstle 2015; Spiro 2015.
31. ​ Brubaker 1990. See also Weil 2012, 4.
32. ​ See discussion in chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this book. Also see Cohen 2007; FitzGerald 2009; 

and Harpaz 2013.
33. ​ Joppke 2019:14. See also Joppke 2010.
34. ​ Ong 1999; FitzGerald 2012; Harpaz 2013; Harpaz and Mateos 2019.
35. ​ Brubaker 2017a; see also Joppke 2014, 2016; and Fargues 2017.
36.  Brubaker 1996.
37. ​ Brubaker 1992a, 31. See also Hindess 1998.
38. ​ Bauböck 2019.
39. ​ Arendt 1951; Darling 2009.
40. ​ Malkki 1992.
41. ​ Spiro 1997; Shuck 2002; Harpaz and Mateos 2019.
42. ​ In this text, I refer to global hierarchy in the sense of a stratified global structure. This usage 

should be distinguished from hierarchy in the sense of a structure of authority, as used by David 
Lake (2007).

43. ​ Macklin 2007.
44. ​ Shachar 2009. See also Macklin 2007; and Shachar and Hirschl 2007, 2013, 2014.
45. ​ Mau et al. 2015.
46. ​ Spiro 1997, 2019; Koslowski 2000; Shuck 2002; Weil 2011; Harpaz and Mateos 2019.
47. ​ Naturalization is far from being the only pathway to dual citizenship. More people acquire 

this status at birth because one or both their parents is an immigrant. Nonetheless, naturalization 
law provides a good indicator of countries’ relation to dual citizenship because it is a site where 
access to citizenship is relatively easy to control (compared to transmission at birth) and such leg-
islative changes are relatively easy for scholars to identify.

In figure I.1, the Western Europe category includes EU15 countries as well as Switzerland, Nor-
way, and Iceland (eighteen countries). Latin American countries include all South and Central 
American countries as well as the Dominican Republic, Cuba, and Haiti (twenty-one countries). 
CEE countries include the post-communist members of the EU as well as Russia, Belarus, 
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Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Turkey, and Malta (ten countries in 1990, 
twenty-five in 2016). Asian countries include Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, China, East 
Timor (which did not exist in 1990), India, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal, 
Pakistan, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
More data on dual citizenship are found at the MACIMIDE Global Dual Citizenship Database 
compiled by Maarten Peter Vink, Gerard-Rene de Groot, and Chun Luk. A recent paper that 
used that database to analyze trends in dual citizenship permission (Vink et al. 2016) came up 
with similar results to the ones presented here. See https://macimide​.maastrichtuniversity​.nl​
/dual​-cit​-database.

48. ​ Weil 2011.
49. ​ Ellis et al. 2007; Escobar 2007; Lafleur 2011; Collyer 2014.
50. ​ Spiro 1997; Howard 2005; Faist and Gerdes 2008; Sejersen 2008; Weil 2011.
51. ​ See, for example, Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; and Vink and Bauböck 2013.
52. ​ Weil 2012, 2017; Spiro 2015.
53. ​ GLOBALCIT country reports: Bernitz 2010; Fagerlund and Brander 2013. See Howard 

2005; Vink and de Groot 2010; Vink and Bauböck 2013; and Vonk 2012.
54. ​ GLOBALCIT country reports: Kadirbeyoglu 2012; Hoyo 2015a. See FitzGerald 2005; 

Escobar 2007; Vonk 2014; and Leblang 2017.
55. ​ Iordachi 2004; Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; Štiks 2010; Pogonyi 2017; Rava 2013; Dumbrava 

2019. See Brubaker 1996; Bauböck 2003; and Pogonyi et al. 2010.
56. ​ Vink et al. 2013; Simon 2012; Tintori 2011; Izquierdo and Chao 2015; Mateos 2019.
57. ​ See, however, Harpaz 2015a, 2019; and Shachter 2015. Some of data used in those publica-

tions, in addition to new statistics, are reanalyzed in chapter 1.
58. ​ For example, Brubaker 1992a, 1996; Bauböck 1994, 2003; Bloemraad 2006; and Joppke 2010.
59. ​ Tintori 2011; Cook-Martin 2013; Harpaz 2013, 2015; Izquierdo and Chao 2015; Mateos 

2016, 2019.
60. ​ EU dual citizenship in Latin America has already received significant scholarly attention 

(see previous note).
61. ​ Iordachi 2004; Neofotistos 2009; Harpaz 2015a; Knott 2015; Dumbrava 2019; Pogonyi 2019. 

Japan and Korea also offer some access to coethnics abroad which in some cases might be used to 
obtain citizenship and then emigrate onward. See Tsuda 2010; and Kim 2016.

62. ​ Lien 2006; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; Feere 2015; Grant 2015.
63. ​ The focus on strategic births by Mexicans rather than by Chinese or Russian allows me 

to explore this phenomenon in the broader context of immigration and cross-border interaction.
64. ​ Paul 2011; Harder and Zhyznomirska 2012; Mateos 2013.
65. ​ Curiel 2004; Balistreri et al. 2017; Azzolini and Guetto 2017.
66. ​ Dzankic 2012; Shachar and Bauböck 2014; Shachar 2017; Joppke 2019.
67. ​ Israel’s GDP per capita (PPP) in 2017 was $38,261, equal to 93% of EU average. Mexico’s 

GDP per capita (PPP) at $18,273 and Serbia’s at $15,428 represent 44% and 37% of EU average, 
respectively (World Bank statistics). In 2010–11, the number of Serbian-born persons living in OECD 
countries equaled 9% of the Serbian population, in Serbia reflecting a relatively high emigration 
rate. Emigration from Mexico is even higher, with 12.1% of Mexican-born living abroad. The equiva-
lent figure for Israel is 4.1% (OECD 2015). About 80% of Mexico’s exports go to the United States 
and about 65% of Serbia’s exports go to the EU. Israel’s exports are more evenly distributed, with 
30% going to the United States, 35% to the EU, and 35% to the rest of the world.

68. ​ The US government cannot deport US citizens. However, when Mexican immigrant par-
ents are deported, their underage children typically leave with them. See Mateos 2014, 2016, 2019, 
and chapter 3 of this book.
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Chapter 1: Dual Citizenship as a Strategy 
of Global Upward Mobility

1. ​ Bloemraad 2004, 2006; Simon 2012; Vink et al. 2012; Jones-Correa 2001; Mazzolari 2009; 
Staton, Jackson, and Canache 2007; Portes, Escobar, and Arana 2008.

2. ​ FitzGerald 2012.
3. ​ Portes, Guarnizo, and Haller 2002. See also Amit 2014.
4. ​ Some citizens of Western countries have a practical interest in dual citizenship as a means 

of evading tax authorities or law enforcement. Such dual citizenship is neither sentimental nor com-
pensatory. This is a relatively small minority mainly composed of globally mobile professionals, 
millionaires, and criminals.

5. ​ See Bloemraad 2004; and Morawska 2004. I do not argue that immigrants in the West com-
pletely lose interest in their original citizenship. The persistence of such interest is proven by the 
fact that immigrants from countries that permit dual citizenship are more likely to naturalize 
(Vink et al. 2013). However, as the literature shows, the actual usefulness of such citizenship is 
usually quite limited.

6. ​ In Germany, only 14% of first-generation immigrants and 9% of second-generation immi-
grants are dual nationals (Statistiches Bundesamt 2012). In the United States, out of 40 million 
descendants of Mexican and Italian immigrants who are potentially eligible for dual citizenship, 
only about 110,000 (or 0.3% of the total) have applied for descent-based dual citizenship. Source: 
MPI Data Hub, “Estimates of the Top 20 Diaspora Groups in the United States, 2011”; Tintori 2012; 
Escobar 2015. When calculating demand in the United States, I deducted foreign-born Mexicans 
and Italians in order to include only US-born descendants. In Canada, only 190,100 out of 5.7 
million second-generation Canadians (i.e., Canadian-born citizens who have at least one foreign-
born parent) had dual citizenship—about 3.3 % (Canada Statistics 2011, 2015). Even though data are 
incomplete, the pattern in Germany, the United States, and Canada seems to reflect the general 
trend in rich Western countries. One outlier seems to be France, where 23% of second-generation 
immigrants were dual citizens (Simon 2012). In France, children of North African and Turkish 
immigrants had much higher rates of dual citizenship than descendants of Italians or Spaniards. 
This has to do with Turkish and Moroccan laws that make citizenship transmission jure sanguinis 
automatic, but likely also reflects an identity element.

7. ​ On ethnic citizenship in Eastern Europe, see Brubaker 1992b, 1998, 2000; Bauböck 2003; 
and Dumbrava 2014b, 2019. On ancestry- and ethnicity-based citizenship acquisition in general, 
see Dumbrava 2014a,b; and Harpaz 2015a,b. On Spanish and Italian citizenship in Latin America, 
see Tintori 2011; Cook-Martin 2013; Izquierdo and Chao 2015; and Mateos 2013, 2019. On dual 
citizenship in Israel, see Harpaz 2013. On Malaysian citizenship: Ong 1999. Bulgarian citizenship: 
Maeva 2005; Neofotistos 2009. On Romanian citizenship: Knott 2015, 2019; Hungarian citizen-
ship: Pogonyi 2017, 2019. On residence and birth strategies, see Ong 1999; Mateos and Durand 2012; 
Mateos 2013; Grant 2015; Yan 2015; and Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016.

8. ​ Hindess 1998:68. Cf. Brubaker 1992a.
9. ​ See Castles 2005; Shachar 2009; and Harpaz 2019. On the application of global inequality to 

explain immigration and naturalization, see Massey et al. 1993; and Vink et al. 2013. On its role within 
discussions of distributive justice, see Macklin 2007; Shachar and Hirschl 2007; and Tanasoca 2014.

10. ​ Milanovic 2010.
11. ​ Milanovic 2010, 2012.
12. ​ Piketty 2014; Lakner and Milanovic 2013. See also Korzeniewicz and Moran 2009.
13. ​ Gaps in literacy: World Bank 2016a. Child mortality: UNDP 2013; see Shachar and Hirschl 

2007. Crime: UNODC 2014.
14. ​ Wang 2004; Shamir 2005; Mau et al. 2015.
15. ​ Czaika and de Haas 2014.
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16. ​ Shachar 2009.
17. ​ Macklin 2007.
18. ​ This is not to deny, of course, that many citizens in Western countries suffer from poverty 

and exclusion.
19. ​ An alternative index that ranks countries by citizenship value was created in 2016 by 

Chris Kälin (founder of the consulting company Henley & Partners) and Dimitry Kochenov (see 
https://nationalityindex​.com). The Kälin and Kochenov index determines countries’ rank order 
while updating it annually to take into account economic and political changes; thus, its main aim 
is descriptive. In contrast, the aim of the model I outline here is analytical: it identifies enduring 
structures of global citizenship inequality and serves as the basis for a theory that explains varia-
tions in the acquisition and use of dual citizenship around the world. One key difference is that 
in the Kälin and Kochenov index, 30% of the value of a country’s citizenship is based on citizens’ 
right to reside and work in other countries. I do not treat this factor as a component in the value 
of citizenship, because of its derivative and transient character. See also Harpaz, forthcoming.

20. ​ Meyer et al. 1997; Wimmer and Feinstein 2010.
21. ​ As a robustness test, I repeated the modeling with Polity IV regime type data. Country 

positions did not change significantly.
22. ​ I use country rankings and not scores because all these indices are relative, meaning that 

scores have no meaning in themselves. The CQI was calculated by taking a geometric mean of a 
country’s rankings in the three indices mentioned above (HDI, State Fragility Index, and Democ-
racy Index). The geometric mean is used in order to standardize the rankings. Countries’ ranks in 
different indicators were highly correlated with each other. Rank order correlations (Spearman’s 
rank correlation coefficients, which assesses the degree to which they follow the same order, from 
0 [no similarity] to 1 [identical]) were between 0.65 and 0.89, at p<0.001.

23. ​ The hierarchy of passports may be expressed not only in terms of quantity—how many 
countries one may enter—but also in terms of quality, or the attractiveness of the countries to 
which one may enter. Citizens of most Asian and African nations are not allowed into EU countries 
without a visa; the United States is even more selective and also requires visas from Latin American 
and Eastern European citizens who have visa-free access to the EU. Here, for the sake of simplic-
ity, I use Henley & Partners’ simple count of the number of countries one may enter. See however 
Henley & Partners and Kochenov’s new index, which also takes into account the “weight” of the 
countries to which one is allowed entry. Source: Henley & Partners Visa Restrictions Index 2016.

24. ​ The division into three tiers also echoes well-established ways of discussing class struc-
ture, with a structure of upper, middle, and lower/working classes. It is more useful than the dichoto-
mous division to global “north” and “south” because of the huge gaps in citizenship value between 
different countries outside the West (e.g., GDP per capita in Mexico or Turkey is ten to twenty 
times higher than in poor African or Asian countries). See Wallerstein 1974; and Clark and Beck-
field 2009; Harpaz, forthcoming.

25. ​ Japan and South Korea enjoy first-tier citizenship, but they will not be discussed in this 
book because they do not offer many possibilities for dual citizenship, let alone long-distance citi-
zenship. Therefore, they do not play a major role in the phenomenon of compensatory citizen-
ship. See the work of Takeyuki Tsuda (2010) and Jaeeun Kim (2011, 2016, 2018, 2019) on return 
migration to Japan and South Korea by descendants of emigrants.

26. ​ Countries were classified as first-tier citizenship countries if they were in the top 15% of the 
Citizenship Quality Index and the top 10% of the Passport Index. The Passport Index is distributed 
more densely because it allows “ties”—that is, two or more countries may have the same ranking, 
whereas the CQI does not.

27. ​ Countries were classified as middle-tier if they were ranked between the 50th and the 
85th to 90th percentiles in both indices. I also classified some countries as having middle-tier 
citizenship if they were ranked well above the median in one measure and almost at it on the other. 
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This led to the inclusion of Russia, Jamaica, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Ukraine in 
the middle tier.

28. ​ Note that long-distance citizenship acquisition includes two forms of eligibility that have 
been created through very different historical processes. Eligibility for ancestry-based acquisition 
is the result of historical voluntary emigration, whereas coethnic citizenship is usually offered to 
stranded minorities that have seen borders move “over” them, usually against their will. These 
differences are discussed in depth in chapters 2 and 4.

29. ​ See Surak 2016; and Shachar 2017.
30. ​ I presented and analyzed some of these data in a recent paper (Harpaz 2019). That paper 

included analyses of part of the dataset on prevalence that is presented here (13 countries); here 
I analyze the full dataset, which includes 30 countries. Jason Shachter (2015) presents census data 
on dual citizenship in 18 countries, but does not analyze the causes for differences in prevalence.

31. ​ Source: United Nations 2015.
32. ​ Hundreds of thousands of Colombian immigrants naturalized in Venezuela in the 2000s. 

The data are for 2012; given the crisis that Venezuela is currently suffering from, it is likely that many 
persons with dual citizenships have emigrated out of the country. In Mexico, dual citizenship with 
the United States is mostly produced in one of three pathways: voluntary return migration of 
migrants with US-born children, forced deportation of parents to such children, and deliberate 
“birth tourism” by nonmigrant parents (see chapter 3). Long-distance acquisition was an additional 
major pathway to dual citizenship in Mexico, Israel, and Venezuela. In each of the former two coun-
tries, over 100,000 have acquired ancestry-based EU citizenship, whereas in Venezuela the number 
exceeds 300,000. See Mateos 2019; Harpaz 2013, 2015; and Schwartz 2014. The high number of 
foreign-born in Croatia and Serbia consists mostly of coethnics who arrived from other former 
Yugoslav republics during the wars of the 1990s (e.g., ethnic Serbs who left Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina to resettle in Serbia).

33. ​ Harpaz 2015a.
34. ​ For Hungary, I use statistics from Bálint 2014 that pertain to the period Janu-

ary 2011–August 2014. I do not use here more up-to-date acquisition statistics published in Pogonyi 
2017 because they do not include specific acquisition data for countries outside the CEE region. 
In chapter 2, I use the most up-to-date data available that pertains to citizenship acquisition from 
Serbia, Romania, Ukraine, and Slovakia.

35. ​ Sartori 2011. The average annual naturalization figure was calculated for 1998–2009.
36. ​ Sartori 2011; Eurostat 2015.
37. ​ The Other category includes Israel (1.5% of the total sample) and unspecified countries 

(3%), at least half of which can be assumed to be middle tier. Therefore, we can safely say that 90% 
of the long-distance acquisition in the sample were made by citizens of middle-tier countries.

38. ​ Note, also, the absence of third-tier countries (except Cuba), as few European descen-
dants or coethnics live in those countries. This corroborates the theory’s prediction regarding the 
low availability of Western dual citizenship in third-tier countries.

39. ​ I used statistics that pertain to the years 2011–14 because they also include details on acquisi-
tion by citizens of non-European countries (data for later years, which will be used in chapter 2, 
only pertain to countries from Central and Eastern Europe).

40. ​ In Eastern European countries, the number of people who identified as Hungarian speakers 
was nearly identical to the number of people who declared their ethnic identity to be Hungarian, 
reflecting the overlap between language and ethnicity in the region (see chapter 2). The United 
States, Canada, and Australia do not collect data on the ethnic identity of whites, only on ances-
try and language use. The number of people who reported Hungarian ancestry in each of those 
countries was much higher than those who spoke Hungarian. For example, in the United States, 
1.5 million people reported Hungarian ancestry but only 93,102 spoke it at home (US Census 2012; 
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ACS 2013). I used the figure on Hungarian speakers in order to capture people who would not 
need to learn Hungarian especially for that purpose and to make the populations comparable.

41. ​ Romanian National Institute of Statistics 2013; Bálint 2014.
42. ​ The figure represents just 0.1% out of the 1.5 million Americans who reported having Hun-

garian ancestry (US Census 2012; ACS 2013).
43. ​ Romanian citizens were limited in terms of their EU free movement rights until 2014 and 

were prohibited from working in countries such as Germany and Austria. The EU citizenship of 
Croatians is still limited as of 2018.

44. ​ The acquisition data are based on Tintori 2012. The migration data were calculated 
on the basis of AltreItalie 2014. I calculated the number of Italians who settled in each country 
by deducting the number of return migrants from those who left for the country. The data on 
return migration is likely to be imperfect; it only lists returnees since 1900, whereas emigration 
data begin in 1860. When ignoring the statistics on return and counting only emigrants, the results 
stayed the same.

45. ​ Italy also offers dual citizenship to Italian speakers in territories that it had lost to Yugo
slavia, but they are not included in the statistics presented here.

46. ​ There are many factors that affect the size of the eligible population beside original popula-
tion size (see Hout and Goldstein 1994). One of the most crucial in this case is the timing of migra-
tion. Italian emigration to the United States, Argentina, and Brazil peaked between 1890 and 1920, 
whereas emigration to Canada, Australia, and Western Europe mostly took place in the 1950s and 
1960s. In this analysis, I will disregard these differences and the potential bias they might produce.

47. ​ In the 2009 US census, 18 million people reported having Italian ancestry. Latin American 
and European countries do not collect this kind of information. Source: US Census 2012.

48. ​ Harpaz 2015a.

Chapter 2: Serbia: Becoming Hungarian, Returning to Europe

1. ​ Weiler 1997; Kochenov 2014.
2. ​ Dumbrava 2014b.
3.  Pogonyi et al. 2010; Dumbrava 2019; Harpaz 2015a. The integration of Macedonia was a 

major Bulgarian objective in the First and Second Balkan Wars and the First and Second World 
Wars. Other EU countries that offer citizenship to coethnics in “lost” territories include Greece, 
Croatia, Germany, and Italy.

4. ​ Simon 2017.
5. ​ Subotica​.com 2018.
6. ​ Pogonyi 2017. On coethnic citizenship, see Brubaker 1996, 2000, 2006; Iordachi 2004; Pogo-

nyi et al. 2010; and Kovacs and Tóth 2013. On former Yugoslavia, see Jansen 2008; Štiks 2010; 
Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; Vasilijević 2014; and Krasniqi and Stjepanović 2015.

7. ​ The common usage of “nation” in Central and Eastern Europe is different from its usage 
in the English-speaking world: in the West, “nation” roughly correlates with “country,” whereas 
in Central and Eastern Europe it is usually synonymous with “ethnic group.” See Verdery 1998. 
Similarly, “nationality” in Central and Eastern Europe is synonymous with “ethnic identity” and 
not, as in the West, with “citizenship.” For example, the question in the Serbian census about citi-
zens’ “national belonging” (nacionalna pripadnost) is translated in the English version of the census 
as “ethnicity.”

8. ​ I am not aware of this distinction being widely used in English. I introduce it here for the 
sake of clarity (inspired by the distinction in Russian between русский (pertaining to Russian 
ethnicity) and российский (pertaining to the Russian state). Most Serbians would refer to Serbian 
Hungarians as Mađari iz Srbije—Hungarians from Serbia—and this is how this population usually 
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refers to itself. The underlying assumption is that only ethnicity is strong and “essential” enough 
to be represented with a noun.

9. ​ In 1918, the Kingdom of Serbia (which existed officially since 1882) expanded at the expense of 
the late Austria-Hungary and united with Montenegro. It became the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes, renamed Yugoslavia in 1929. The name Yugoslavia survived until 2004, by which point 
it included only the republics of Serbia and Montenegro. It was succeeded by the State Union of 
Serbia and Montenegro, which existed until 2006. In that year, Montenegro seceded and Serbia 
became a separate country once again.

10. ​ Vojvodina actually comprises three geographical subregions: Bačka, Banat, and Srem. His-
torically, only Bačka (the largest and most populous subregion) had a strong Hungarian presence. 
During World War II, only Bačka was under Hungarian occupation, whereas Banat and Srem were 
under German or Croatian control. For the sake of simplicity and clarity, I will ignore intraregional 
differences and refer to Vojvodina, which includes the entire area that Hungary lost to Yugoslavia 
after World War I and remains a distinct administrative unit within Serbia.

11. ​ There were a number of massacres and deportations of Serbs by Hungarians and of Hun-
garians by partisans. Nonetheless, the situation in Vojvodina during World War II was very differ
ent from the genocidal ethnic conflict that claimed hundreds of thousands of lives in Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, with Serbs suffering the heaviest casualties. After the war, about 500,000 
ethnic Germans were expelled from Vojvodina. See Ludanyi 1979; Boarov 2001; Bieber and Win-
tergarten 2006; and Laszak 2010.

12. ​ Bieber and Wintergarten 2006.
13. ​ Boarov 2001; Manic 2011; Sobyak 2012.
14. ​ We can track this decline with relative accuracy because CEE countries include questions 

about ethnic identity and mother tongue in their national censuses. See Serbia Census 2012; and 
Ilić 2010.

15. ​ The demographic weight of minorities in Vojvodina was diluted through massive resettle-
ments of Serbs from Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia in the 1940s and then again in the 1990s. 
See Boarov 2001.

16. ​ In 2005, Hungarian voters rejected in a referendum a proposal to offer dual citizenship 
to cross-border Hungarians. The reluctance to offer dual citizenship presumably had to do with 
a wish to avoid conflict with neighboring countries (above all Slovakia) and a reluctance to share 
the country’s scant resources with new citizens from poorer countries. Moreover, the socialist party, 
which was in power for most of the early 2000s, suspected that the new citizens might lean to the 
right politically (which they did). See Sütő 2012; and Kovács and Tóth 2013.

17. ​ This reluctance to use ethnic categories also sets Hungary’s citizenship law apart from “clas-
sic” laws of ethnic repatriation like those of Israel (the 1950 Law of Return) or Germany (the 1949 
Basic Law), which do not shy away from using the terms “Jew” or “German.” See Joppke 2005; 
and Harpaz and Herzog 2018. See also FitzGerald et al. 2018 about the avoidance of explicit racial 
and ethnic categories in the policies of European countries.

18. ​ Furthermore, if the law were defined as reacquisition of the citizenship that were lost by 
applicants’ parents or grandparents, Hungary would potentially be in violation of the Treaty of 
Trianon, which mandated that individuals should choose just one citizenship.

19. ​ Starr 1992; Dumbrava 2014b; Joppke 2005.
20. ​ Pogonyi 2017, chapter 3.
21. ​ Daily Mail 2010.
22. ​ CSI 2018. For criticisms that were leveled against the citizenship policies of EU entrants, 

see BBC 2009; Bauböck 2010; and EUDO 2010.
23. ​ Küpper 2006; Bauböck 2010; Dumbrava 2014b; Pogonyi 2017.
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24. ​ A clear expression of this ideology—Hungary as the protector of all Hungarians—can be 
seen in the deliberate policy of including ethnic Hungarians from Vojvodina and western Ukraine 
among Hungary’s delegates to the European Parliament. This is meant to demonstrate to cross-
border Hungarians outside the EU that, thanks to Orbán, they are members of the EU not just as 
individual passport holders but also as a political community.

25. ​ Kovács and Tóth 2013; Scheppele 2014a. This hypothesis is further reinforced by the 
Hungarian government’s aggressively promoting nonresident voting among transborder “new 
Hungarians” while at the same time making voting difficult for Hungarian emigrants in Western 
Europe.

26. ​ Voter turnout among cross-border Hungarians—in Serbia, about 35% according to Hun-
garian consular officials—was lower than among Hungary’s resident citizens, but is high when 
compared to other nonresident citizen populations. Scheppele 2014b.

27. ​ In 2018, there were 225,025 valid votes by mail in the 2018 elections (mostly representing 
the cross-border diaspora) and 96% of them went to Fidesz. Source: http://www​.valasztas​.hu​/dyn​
/pv18​/szavossz​/hu​/levjkv​.html.

28. ​ As far back as the eighteenth century, the German philosopher J. G. Herder predicted the 
extinction of the Hungarian language and the assimilation of Hungarians into the so-called sea of 
Germanics and Slavs that surrounds them. See Verdery 1979; and Abulof 2009.

29. ​ Hungary Today 2018.
30. ​ Economist 2019.
31. ​ Bauböck 2010.
32. ​ Brubaker 1992b, 1998, 2000.
33. ​ Štiks 2010.
34. ​ Figures are for 2011. Source: data received upon request from Serbian census.
35. ​ Vasilijević 2012; Rava 2013; Waterbury 2014. In a manner consistent with the compensa-

tory citizenship hypothesis, the number of ethnic Serbs from Bosnia, Croatia, and Montenegro 
who have taken up Serbian citizenship is not high.

36. ​ This term was coined in Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; see also Žilović 2012.
37. ​ Pogonyi 2017.
38. ​ There are also small Hungarian minorities in the remaining two countries that border 

Hungary—Croatia and Austria.
39. ​ There were five countries where between 1,000 and 3,000 people applied for citizenship: 

Croatia, Russia, Israel, Australia, and the United States. See Bálint 2014. Croatia borders Hungary 
and actually has a small Hungarian community of 15,000. By August 2014, eleven percent of them 
gained Hungarian citizenship. Croatia is excluded from the following analysis because data for it 
were not available for 2016.

40. ​ Compare to Pogonyi 2017, 170–71, and Pogonyi 2019. In the figure, ethnic Hungarians are 
those who identified in the national census as being of Hungarian ethnicity. There are also non-
Hungarians who obtain Hungarian citizenship, and they will be discussed them in the next section.

41. ​ Pogonyi 2017.
42. ​ Danero Iglesias et al. 2016.
43. ​ I received the data from the Hungarian consulate in Subotica, which is responsible for 

93% of citizenship acquisition in Serbia. Note, however, that a full third of successful citizenship 
applications by Serbians were not filed in Serbia, but were submitted either on Hungarian terri-
tory or in Hungarian consulates in other countries (such as Austria). This was calculated in the 
following manner: 118,936 Serbian citizens acquired Hungarian citizenship from January 2011 
to August 2014. Of this total, about 80,000 acquired their citizenship in Subotica and 5,839 at the 
embassy in Belgrade (personal communication with officials at the embassy on August 28, 2014). 
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The remaining 32,000 new dual citizens can be assumed to have filed their application in Hungary 
or elsewhere. The April 2013 data show that more than 200,000 citizenship applications were filed 
in the territory of Hungary.

44. ​ B92 2013; Economist 2013.
45. ​ These two trends—a growth in Serbian emigration and growing discrepancy between 

Serbian-born and Serbian citizens—were observed in some of these datasets. I do not provide 
precise numbers because the different data sources provide different figures and are sometimes 
incomplete. On recent emigration from Serbia, see also Grečić 2016. Eurostat: “Population 
on 1 January by Five-Year Age Group, Sex, and Country of Birth”; “Population on 1 January 
by Five-Year Age Group, Sex, and Citizenship.” http://ec​.europa​.eu​/eurostat​/web​/population​
-demography​-migration​-projections​/population​-data​/database. United Nations Population Divi-
sion (UNPD): “International Migrant Stock 2015, by Destination and Origin.” http://www​.un​.org​
/en​/development​/desa​/population​/migration​/data​/estimates2​/estimates15​.shtml. OECD: OECD 
International Migration Database. https://stats​.oecd​.org​/Index​.aspx​?DataSetCode​=MIG.

46. ​ In the Israeli and Mexican cases, security was an independent motive that received a great 
deal of attention (“the passport as insurance policy”); this concern played a much smaller role in 
the Serbian case and therefore I do not assign it a subsection of its own.

47. ​ The names of all respondents were changed to protect their privacy.
48. ​ Bunjevci (plural of Bunjevac) are a small ethnic group (about 20,000 persons) found almost 

exclusively in Vojvodina. Bunjevci are Catholic and speak Serbo-Croatian, and until 1991 most of 
them identified as Croatian. In 1991, Serbia introduced a Bunjevac ethnic category in the census. 
Source: Serbia Census 2011. Most people who identify as Bunjevac in Serbia today would say Bun-
jevci are distinct from Croats and some even argue that Bunjevci are Catholic Serbs. Croatia, for 
its part, recognizes them as Croatian and offers them citizenship. Cf. Stjepanovic 2015.

49. ​ There are about 1.3 million ethnic Serbs in Vojvodina (out of a total population of 1.9 mil-
lion). It can be estimated that roughly half of them, or 650,000 people, hail from families with 
Vojvodinian ancestry. This calculation is based on the fact that immediately after World War II, 
there were about 580,000 Serbs in Vojvodina. The region has received about 225,000 Serb settlers 
after World War II and about 300,000 during the 1990s, and the population growth rate is close 
to zero. Of the population that is neither Serb nor Hungarian—about 350,000 people—between 
one-third and two-thirds can be assumed to be descended from families who have lived there for 
a long time (most ethnic Croats, Bunjevci, Slovaks, Czechs, and Romanians date from Austro-
Hungarian times, while many Montenegrins and Roma settled in the region after 1920). Source: 
Ipsos 2011; Boarov 2011.

50. ​ See Tatrai et al. 2017 for a discussion of comparable dynamics in Ukraine.
51. ​ Castles 2004; cf. Cook-Martin 2013; Harpaz 2013.
52. ​ Source: http://www​.centarzaedukaciju​.com​/madjarski​.php.
53. ​ Pogonyi 2017; FitzGerald et al. 2018.
54. ​ See Pogonyi 2017
55. ​ Serbs actually have the same belief and are very surprised to meet foreigners who can 

speak Serbian. Many respondents assumed initially that I could speak the language because I had 
Serbian or Croatian ancestry.

56. ​ MTI 2014; Simon 2017.
57. ​ Bourdieu 1986, 1987.
58. ​ Lazić 2000; Lazić and Cvejić 2007; Baćević 2014; cf. Eyal, Szelényi and Townsley 1998.
59. ​ The preservation of records has to do with the fact that Hungarian authorities never 

attempted to exterminate Serbs. In contrast, in the parts of Vojvodina that were under Croatian 
control in World War II, birth records in many Serbian communities were destroyed.

60. ​ See Pogonyi 2017, 2019 for a further discussion of these points.
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61. ​ The case of Mladen (vignette 2), whose mother also applied for citizenship, is atypical in 
this sense. It is significant that they applied in 2011: if they applied in 2013 or later, it would have 
been more difficult for his mother to obtain citizenship because the required level of proficiency 
in Hungarian would be higher.

62. ​ InSerbia 2014.
63. ​ See Volčič 2007.
64. ​ Lazić 2003.
65. ​ Eyal et al. 1998.
66. ​ e.g. Mojić 2012
67. ​ Similar results were reported by Judit Molnár, a geographer who has conducted a series 

of research interviews with Hungarian political elites in Vojvodina (personal communication). Most 
of her respondents spontaneously brought the subject of emigration. See also Németh 2013.

68. ​ Personal communications, September 2014. A report detailing those trends (in Hungar-
ian) can be found at http://www​.mnt​.org​.rs​/22​-Kiemelt​-kozlemenyek​/1043​-Beszamolo​-az​-MNT​
-4​-eves​-tevekenysegerol.

69. ​ GradSubotica 2016; Gluscevic 2017.
70. ​ Moreh 2014.
71. ​ Brubaker 2009.
72. ​ Jansen 2009.
73. ​ Tudurić 2008.
74. ​ Jansen 2009.
75. ​ Lazić 2000.
76. ​ The view of visa restrictions as sanctions is inaccurate; the visa requirement was kept even 

after Milošević was replaced by a pro-European government in 2000, and Western-backed Bosnia-
Herzegovina was subject to the same visa regime as Serbia. Interestingly, many Bosnian Muslims 
also believe that the visa requirement imposed on them until 2010 were motivated by vindictive 
discrimination (in their case, anti-Muslim).

77. ​ World Bank 2016b. In 2010, Serbia’s Gini index was 29.7, similar to Hungary’s (29.4) and 
lower than that of Germany (31.1) or France (33.8). In the same year, the Gini index of the United 
States was 40.5, of Israel 42.8 and of Mexico 48.1.

78. ​ Lazić 2003; Baćević 2014.
79. ​ Lazić 2003; Ragazzi and Balalovka 2011; see also Wimmer 2002.
80. ​ Bourdieu 1989.
81. ​ Ramet 1996; Lazić 2000.
82. ​ Lazić 2003.
83. ​ On the other hand, emigration was not stigmatized as long as one preserved one’s identity.
84. ​ Tatrai et al. 2017; Higgins 2018.
85. ​ Huszka 2007; Manić 2011.
86. ​ Racz 2012.
87. ​ Ilić 2010.
88. ​ Hungarian citizenship policy is currently having a similar effect in Ukraine. See Tatrai et al. 

2017. Another example in which a marginalized minority finds that its language has become valu-
able concerns German speakers in Hungary, who were able to reconnect with Germany and Austria 
after the fall of communism. See Gal 1993.

89. ​ The same point came up in interviews that Szabolcs Pogonyi conducted among Vojvodina 
Hungarians. See Pogonyi 2017, 2019.

90. ​ Personal communication, Katinka Beretka, Hungarian National Council.
91. ​ Brubaker 1996; Bauböck 2010a; Štiks 2010; Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; Stjepanovic 2015; 

Knott 2015, 2019; Poyongi 2017, 2019; Dumbrava 2019.
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Chapter 3: Mexico: Strategic Birth as Elite Investment

1. ​ See Massey and Espinosa 1997; Durand, Massey, and Zenteno 2001; Massey, Durand, and 
Malone 2002; Smith 2005; Telles and Ortiz 2008; FitzGerald 2009; and Alarcon 2011; Alba 
and Foner 2014.

2. ​ See, however, Portes and Curtis 1987; FitzGerald 2005, 2009; Fox and Guglielmo 2012; and 
Mateos 2019. Note that in Mexico, citizenship and nationality are not the same. Nationality means 
state membership whereas citizenship which entails full political rights. Mexico does not permit 
dual citizenship, only dual nationality, and severely curtails the political rights of dual nationals. 
See FitzGerald 2005; and Hoyo 2015a, b.

3. ​ This stands in contrast to Western Europe, where struggles over citizenship continue in 
the second (sometimes even third) generation of immigrants. These contestations stem from the 
dominance of jus sanguinis citizenship laws and the absence of automatic jus soli in most European 
countries and the origin countries (e.g., Turkey or Morocco). Under these conditions, the citizen-
ship of the second generation becomes the object of dispute between the origin country, the 
destination country, and the individuals themselves. See Bauböck 2010. Immigration to Western 
Europe creates a “triadic nexus” of minority, homeland and external homeland that is similar to 
Brubaker’s (1996) argument about coethnic minorities in Eastern Europe.

4. ​ The term “citizenship constellation” is from Bauböck 2010.
5. ​ This represents a break with the pattern of settlement-oriented immigration that domi-

nated since the 1980s and intensified in the 1990s. Alarcon 2011; Massey, Durand, and Pren 2014; 
Gonzalez-Barrera 2015.

6. ​ Mateos 2019. This estimate includes naturalized Mexican immigrants in the United States and 
their US-born children. Most of these individuals do not act upon their eligibility for dual nationality.

7. ​ Several studies have begun to explore some aspects of American-Mexican dual nationality, 
including its political aspects (FitzGerald 2009), demographic proportions (Mateos 2019), and legal 
codification (Escobar 2015; Hoyo 2015a).

8. ​ See Mateos 2019 for a more extensive discussion of these pathways.
9. ​ Note that strategic birth is distinct from the well-known and pejorative term “anchor babies,” 

which is applied to births by undocumented immigrants. This term is seen by some as dehumanizing 
because it implies that undocumented immigrants use children as “anchors” to protect themselves 
against being deported; in fact, having a US-born child does not protect one against deportation. 
Cf. Lien 2006; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; and Grant 2015.

10. ​ Some European countries—for example, Germany or France—apply qualified forms of jus 
soli. Children of foreigners who were born in those countries and grew up there may obtain citizen-
ship relatively easily. Strategic cross-border births, however, may only be practiced in countries 
with automatic jus soli, where any child born in the country receives citizenship automatically 
and unconditionally. Most Latin American countries have similar clauses and there are reports of 
strategic birth among them: for example, some Venezuelans and Paraguyans give birth in Brazil, 
apparently due to better health services as well as a wish to secure citizenship for their children.

11. ​ Lien 2006; Feere 2015; Grant 2015; Yan 2015; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016.
12. ​ Sarabia 2015.
13. ​ Hansen and Weil 2001.
14. ​ For various reasons, however, the naturalization rate of immigrants in the United States is 

lower than in Canada and some Western European countries. See Bloemraad 2006; and Spiro 2015.
15. ​ Gerstle 2015.
16. ​ Alba 2005.
17. ​ Weil 2012, 2017. See also Herzog 2010a.
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18. ​ Weil 2012, 2017; Spiro 1997, 2015. The “sovereign citizen” approach also contributed to 
the refusal of the US government to join the secular trend toward reactivating the practice citizen-
ship stripping, unlike other countries such as Britain or Australia (at least as of early 2019). See 
Spiro 2014; and Joppke 2016.

19. ​ Weil 2012
20. ​ Feere 2015; Yan 2015; Jordan 2019.
21. ​ Hoyo 2015a,b.; FitzGerald 2005.
22. ​ Durand, Massey, and Zenteno 2001; Alarcon 2011.
23. ​ The average naturalization rate for immigrants of all national origins was 61% in 2011. 

Sources: FitzGerald 2009; Durand, Massey, and Zenteno 2001; Gonzalez-Barrera et al. 2013; Massey, 
Durand, and Pren 2014.

24. ​ Mateos 2019. The principle of no loss applies only to persons who acquired Mexican nation-
ality at birth. It does not include people who became Mexican by naturalization.

25. ​ Hoyo 2015a; see also FitzGerald 2005; Escobar 2007, 2015; Mateos 2019.
26. ​ Massey, Durand, and Pren 2014; Gonzalez-Barrera 2015; Jensen 2015; Cohen, Passel, and 

Gonzalez-Barrera 2017; Gonzalez-Barrera and Krogstad 2017.
27. ​ Skeldon 2013. The term “migration hump” was also used by Phillip L. Martin in 1993 to 

refer to the surge in Mexico-United States immigration that was expected as a result of NAFTA 
(Martin 1993).

28. ​ Mateos 2019. There are no official data on the total number of Mexican-American dual 
nationals in the United States, as neither government collects this information. However, the 
Mexican Foreign Ministry (Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores) published statistics on the number 
of people who declared Mexican dual nationality in Mexican consulates abroad in 2000-2010. 
The total number of declarations for these 11 years was 85,316—a small figure relative to the large 
population of potentially eligible individuals. Retrieved from https://sre​.gob​.mx​/estadisticas​-de​
-los​-servicios.

29. ​ Mateos 2014, 2019; Jacobo and Espinosa 2015; Velasco and Coubes 2013.
30. ​ I combine data from two sources because in the years when data exist from both sources 

(1990, 2000, 2010), the figures are almost identical. For example, in 2010 the Mexican census notes 
738,103 US-born in Mexico and UN statistics note 741,918. Immigrants to Mexico from other coun-
tries beside the United States numbered only 220,000 in 2010 and experienced a far more modest 
growth of 130% relative to 1970.

31. ​ Chavez and Cobo 2012.
32.  At this point, it was not possible to calculate the total number of US citizens in Mexico. 

Evidence suggests, however, that it is significantly higher than the number of US-born persons 
recorded by INEGI. For example, staff at the American consulate in Tijuana provided an informal 
estimate of about 250,000 US citizens in the Mexican state of Baja California (personal com-
munication, December 2014). This is double the number of US-born reported in INEGI data for 
that state. In 1999, a State Department document estimated that about one million American 
citizens were living in Mexico. At the time, INEGI data recorded only 344,000 US-born persons 
in the country. Source: Shachter 2006. Based on these non-systematic observations, it is safe to 
assume that the total number of US citizens in Mexico is at least double the number of US-born 
reported in INEGI statistics.

33. ​ Chavez 2013.
34. ​ Mateos 2019.
35. ​ This is justified for three reasons. First, the figures come from different sources. While the 

number of US mononationals comes from the administrative records of the Instituto Nacional de 
Migracion, the number of US-born comes from the census. It is likely that the census surveyors 
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undercounted foreigners because they could not speak Spanish or because they were not present 
in Mexico when the census was conducted. Second, even if we assume that all 60,000 US monon-
ationals in Mexico were included in the census, this represents only about 8% of the US-born in 
Mexico. And, third, this percentage is even lower in the northern border states that are our region 
of interest. There were only 16,000 US mononationals in Mexico’s northern border states (author’s 
calculation based on Chavez and Cobo 2012). This represents less than 5% of the 330,000 US-born 
individuals in those states.

36. ​ Author’s calculations based on statistics from Albo and Luiz 2011; CONAPO 2014; Chavez 
2013.

37. ​ Ibid. A census of primary and secondary school students carried out by INEGI supports 
these findings. It shows that Baja California and Chihuahua received only about 4% of return 
migrants from the United States but hosted 20% of the foreign-born school students. See Jacobo 
and Espinosa 2015. Some of this effect is produced by deportees who settle in border states with 
their US-born after being forced across the border from the United States. However, a survey 
among deportees in Tijuana shows the almost all of them return to their original community in 
Mexico or their home in the United States, and only 12% wish to stay in the border region. See 
Velasco y Coubès 2013.

38. ​ For each birth in the NCHS dataset, information is available on the mother’s residence 
status (as well as on many other factors). The mother might be a “resident” (same county), “intra-
state resident” (same state, different county), “interstate nonresident” (different state), or “foreign 
resident” (place of residence outside the United States). The latter category represents births to 
mother who did not provide a US address and can therefore be assumed to be temporary visitors. I 
assume that this category is made up of foreign mothers who came to the United States to give birth. 
I identified Mexicans based on statistics on ethnic origin for 1994–99 and 2003–14; for 2000–2002, 
I used statistics on place of birth. The use of birthplace and ethnicity interchangeably is justified in 
this case because the statistics refer to persons with no US address, and therefore most people who 
report Mexican ethnicity are assumed to be Mexicans, not Mexican-Americans. Source: Vital Sta-
tistics Online Data Portal, Birth Data Files. Retrieved from https://www​.cdc​.gov​/nchs​/data​_access​
/vitalstatsonline​.htm.

39. ​ Statistics from the National Center for Health Studies (NCHS).
40. ​ Statistics received upon request from the Mexican consulate in El Paso, Texas.
41. ​ The correlation between the two variables in 1994–2014 was 0.89 at p<0.00001.
42. ​ Kearney 1991; Martinez 1994; Sandoval 2008; Sarabia 2015.
43. ​ Respondents’ names were changed to protect their privacy.
44. ​ Escobar 2015; Hoyo 2015a; Jacobo and Espinosa 2015.
45. ​ Another kind of fraud was in fact directed at the United States: some midwives would 

work on both sides of the border, and they would register births as having taken place in the United 
States, even if they took place in Mexico. In recent years, the US government has cracked down 
on this practice, challenging the citizenship status of persons who were born outside hospitals. See 
Katz 1995; and Pérez 2018.

46. ​ Mateos 2019.
47. ​ Jacobo and Espinosa 2015; see also Mateos 2014.
48. ​ Ibid.
49. ​ Bernstein 1971; Bourdieu 1986.
50. ​ For Mexicans from border towns the costs are lower and it is a little easier to obtain a visa.
51. ​ Source: http://www​.observatoriolaboral​.gob​.mx​/swb​/es​/ola​/Panorama​_laboral​_por​

_Estados.
52. ​ Sandoval 2008; Sarabia 2015.
53. ​ Source: https://doctoresparati​.com.
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54. ​ Source: https://www​.deluxechildbirth​.com.
55. ​ Source: http://rodi​-v​-amerike​.com.
56. ​ See Durand 2015; Grant 2015; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; Oni 2016; Tam 2018.
57. ​ There were some attempts at suppressing Chinese birth tourism in California but it is not 

clear whether they seriously impacted this practice. See Yan 2015; Shyong 2016; Jordan 2019. I did 
not find evidence for any systematic policy against Mexican birth strategies.

58. ​ Salter 2006.
59. ​ This threat is less intimidating for undocumented immigrants, since they are “stuck” in 

the United States anyway. Massey, Durand, and Pren 2015.
60. ​ Chavez 2011; Martinez 2016.
61. ​ Massey 2013, Univision 2014.
62. ​ Zelizer 2005.
63. ​ University of Kent 2015.
64. ​ OECD Society at a Glance 2014. Social Indicators: reports for United States, Mexico. 

Retrieved from http://www​.oecd​.org.
65. ​ Bourdieu 1986.
66. ​ The reluctance of elites to move was demonstrated in a recent paper that examined mil-

lionaires’ responses to changes in states’ tax rates. See Young, Varner, and Lurie 2016.
67. ​ ACS 2007, 2010, 2014; Reyes and Estrada 2013.
68. ​ US citizens over the age of 21 may sponsor their immediate family members to come to 

the United States. After obtaining residency there, the parents would either stay there or return 
to their original towns in Mexico, secure in the knowledge that they can always come back.

69. ​ Harpaz 2013.
70. ​ The interviews were conducted during Obama’s presidency. Respondents would 

likely have argued this point even more forcefully if they had been conducted during Trump’s 
tenure.

71. ​ Malinche (or Malintzin) was an Aztec princess who married the conquistador Hernan Cortes 
and was crucial in the Spanish takeover, thanks to her translation and advice. She is at the same 
time a traitor to Mexico and the mother of the nation: the mixed-race child of Malinche and Cortes 
is often referred to as “the first Mexican.”

72. ​ Note that the tone of these references among middle-class regio interviewees was humoris-
tic, even conciliatory: they seemed to view malinchismo as a mildly embarrassing feature common 
to all Mexicans, not as some abominable sin.

73. ​ Telles 2014.
74. ​ Telles 2014; Hoyo 2015b.
75. ​ Telles 2014; De la Miyar 2013.
76. ​ In the PERLA survey, 22% of respondents in northern Mexico self-identified as white, 

compared with only 13% in the country overall. Fair-skinned individuals in the north were far more 
likely to identify as white than in the rest of Mexico. Sources: Telles 2014; Rene Flores, personal 
communication.

77. ​ Mateos 2019.
78. ​ FitzGerald 2009.
79. ​ Wilkinson and Ellingwood 2011.
80. ​ Evren Balta and Özlem Altan-Olcay (2016) found a similar hyperpatriotic rhetoric among 

Turkish parents who strategically gave birth in the United States.
81. ​ Some dual national respondents voted in US elections when they happened to live in the 

country at a time of elections. In contrast, none of them have voted from Mexico. This marks them 
as very different from “classic” expatriates, who have a strong American identity and high interest 
in politics. Croucher 2009; Klekowski von Koppenfels 2014.
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82. ​ This distinction seemed to be much less crucial for people from small towns near the bor-
der, as seen in the quotation from Carmen’s mother (vignette 2): one of the aims of cross-border 
birth, she openly says, is that her children “will never stay without work.”

83. ​ Other studies that have adopted such an approach include Reyes and Estrada 2013; and 
Sarabia 2015.

84. ​ Shachter 2006; AARO 2016.
85. ​ Croucher 2009; Klekowski von Koppenfels 2014.
86. ​ For example, Grant 2015; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; and Mateos 2019.

Chapter 4: Israel: European Passports 
as Insurance and Restitution

1. ​ Tintori 2011; Cook-Martin 2013; Izquierdo and Chao 2015; Harpaz 2015a.
2. ​ Rivlin 2008; Weiman 2008.
3. ​ Times of Israel 2018.
4. ​ Gónzalez 2018; Liphshiz 2018a; d’Oliveira 2015. Additional information obtained through 

an interview conducted in October 2018 with an Israeli lawyer who deals with the acquisition of 
Portuguese citizenship.

5. ​ Della Pergolla 2001.
6. ​ Cohen 2002.
7. ​ In a survey by Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and Pardo (2009), 40 percent of respondents 

said that they were eligible for EU citizenship. This leads to an estimate of 2.5 million potentially 
eligible individuals. A calculation based on CBS statistics produced a similar figure. The same sur-
vey also reported that 4 percent already had EU citizenship. Note that not every Israeli with CEE 
ancestry is actually eligible for citizenship. This calculation does not take into account Spanish 
and Portuguese citizenship, which have been available since 2015, and which extend hypothetical 
eligibility by 3 to 3.5 million persons.

8. ​ Cohen 2002; Shenhav 2006; Cohen, Haberfeld and Kristal 2007.
9. ​ Lendvai 1971; Rothschild 1993; Gross 2001.
10. ​ Tintori 2011; Cook-Martin 2013.
11. ​ Herzog 2010a; Harpaz and Herzog 2018.
12. ​ Weil 2001.
13. ​ Shachar 1999; Kalekin-Fishman 2007; Herzog 2010b; Harpaz and Herzog 2018. In con-

trast, non-Jewish immigrants who wish to naturalize in Israel must fulfill residence and language 
requirements and renounce their original citizenship. Dual citizenship never became a politically 
contentious issue in Israel, and there have been no serious proposals in the parliament to restrict 
it. There are, however, numerous limitations on dual citizens: they cannot serve as members of 
parliament or serve in some sensitive security positions.

14. ​ Brubaker 1992, Dumbrava 2014b.
15. ​ Iordachi 2004.
16. ​ Hailbronner 2010. In those years, Germany prohibited dual citizenship but made an excep-

tion for German Jews and their descendants: since the Nazi law that stripped them of citizenship 
was deemed illegal, it was decided that they had an unconditional right to regain it.

17. ​ The emergent discourse of restitution in Poland is focused on those who emigrated and 
were stripped of citizenship in the context of anti-Semitic persecutions in 1968. Plocker 2008; Gorny 
and Pudzianowka 2010.

18. ​ Estimate based on statistics that I have obtained from the embassies of European countries 
in Israel or from government websites. I obtained statistics from the following countries: Austria, 

168  NOTES TO CHAPTER 4

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Bulgaria, Czechia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Greece, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania, 
Spain, Switzerland, and Britain. There are large numbers of Israelis who hold a second citizen-
ship from France (at least 75,000) and Britain (at least 70,000). This is a minimum estimate 
because figures are missing for some countries, and figures for some countries might be higher 
than reported here.

19. ​ Data received upon request from European consulates in Israel, in addition to Liphshitz 
2018b, Times of Israel 2017.

20. ​ For a more detailed, comparative analysis of time variation in citizenship acquisitions, see 
Harpaz 2015.

21. ​ I found no such correlation with economic factors like growth rate or unemployment rates, 
or with the level of emigration.

22. ​ Porat 2011.
23. ​ Aderet 2015.
24. ​ In 1990–94, the average migration balance of Israelis (the number of Israelis who returned 

from abroad minus Israelis who left, without counting new immigrants) was -2.6 per 1,000 per year. 
The same rate was found for the years 2000–2004. In 2010–14, the rate was -0.85 per 1,000 per year. 
Source: Israeli CBS migration statistics, population totals from http://worldpopulationreview​.com.

25. ​ OECD 2015.
26. ​ In 2015, there were about 85,000 Israeli-born persons living in all European countries put 

together, and they constituted 32% of Israeli-born living abroad. This represents an increase rela-
tive to 2000, when only 55,000 Israeli-born lived in Europe, and they constituted 29% of all Israeli 
emigrants. For the sake of comparison, in 2015 there were 135,000 Israeli-born in the United States 
(52% of all Israeli emigrants), up from 110,000 in 2000. Source: United Nations Population Divi-
sion (UNPD): “International Migrant Stock 2000, by Destination and Origin”; “International 
Migrant Stock 2015, by Destination and Origin.” http://www​.un​.org​/en​/development​/desa​
/population​/migration​/data​/estimates2​/estimates15​.shtml.

27. ​ According to the Polish citizenship law that was in force until 1951, Poles who served in 
a foreign military lost their Polish citizenship.

28. ​ Not everyone whose ancestors immigrated from European countries is eligible for citizen-
ship. Eligibility for citizenship may be created in two ways: either the immigrant parent/grandpar-
ent has never lost her citizenship (and then it was transmitted jure sanguinis to their descendants 
in Israel) or they have lost it illegally and may now regain it. If, on the other hand, they lost their 
citizenship legally, they may not regain it. There is a random element here that depends upon 
countries’ changing citizenship laws. For example, many Jews who left Poland in the 1950s have 
never lost their citizenship and simply have to reactivate it; those who left in 1968 were stripped 
of their citizenship in a procedure that Poland’s current government considers flawed and may apply 
for its return. However, Polish citizens who served in the Israeli military between 1948 and 1951 
have automatically lost their Polish citizenship and cannot reacquire it. Most German Jews were 
stripped of citizenship by the Nazis and may now regain it. In Romania, as in Poland, both situ-
ations exist. I will set aside this criterion because it is of no sociological interest. It is impossible 
to determine precisely what proportion of European-origin Israelis are potentially eligible for 
citizenship but it appears that they are the majority.

29. ​ Some Israelis actually study Hungarian for the sake of citizenship. They remain, however, 
a small minority among dual citizens. None of the respondents I have interviewed had studied any 
language or made an ethnic performance for the sake of citizenship.

30. ​ Dumbrava 2014a, b.
31. ​ Such “bureaucratic cleansing” is typical of other cases of genocide and ethnic cleansing. 

For example, it was practiced by fascist Croatia against some of the Serbs in its territory.

NOTES TO CHAPTER 4  169

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:08 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://worldpopulationreview.com
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates15.shtml


32. ​ See Harpaz 2009.
33.  Such sentiments were very common among applicants for Polish, Hungarian or Roma-

nian citizenship, and far less typical of applicants for German citizenship. This resulted from the far 
greater order and professionalism in the German embassy but also—ironically—with the fact that 
many German Jewish families had an ambivalent relation to Germany, whereas other Ashkenazim 
often had an entirely negative view of their origin country.

34. ​ Alongside this view, some respondents also justified their right to citizenship in less econo-
mistic terms. Some of them said that they deserved citizenship because their immigrant parent 
or grandparent was born in the granting country and spoke its language.

35. ​ None of the respondents used these generational terms to refer to their family’s duration 
in Israel. Moreover, Israelis who were born in Europe after 1945 are also referred to as “second 
generation.” Several respondents used the full expression and referred to themselves as “second/
third generation to the Holocaust,” as a way of explaining various complexes and anxieties.

36. ​ Bourdieu notes that a crucial element in the construction of the family in Western cap
italist societies is the separation between the logic of the market, which is based on calculation 
and interests, and the logic of the family, which is supposedly based on pure love and free from 
overt calculation and expectation for repayment. Viviana Zelizer, in her work, has shown how this 
ideology—which she calls “hostile worlds”—masks the tremendous importance of economic trans-
fers and exchanges in any kind of intimate relationship. Bourdieu 1988, Zelizer 2005.

37. ​ Ong 1999; see Weber 1958.
38. ​ Slezkine 2004.
39. ​ The key role of cooperative family strategies in the social and economic advancement of 

Jewish immigrants was documented in the United States. Silverman 1988.
40. ​ Such guides were published in the popular websites Ynet and Walla as well as the Achbar 

Ha’Ir, which is a local Tel-Aviv culture weekly. See Goldstein and Barzilay 2004; Walla 2005; 
Halperin 2011.

41. ​ Weinbaum 1999.
42. ​ Kranz 2015.
43. ​ See Kranz 2015.
44. ​ Note, however, that several thousands of Israelis study medical professions in Italy, Hun-

gary, the Czech Republic, or Romania (attending English-language private programs) or pursue 
advanced degrees in Western European universities.

45. ​ Respondents believed that a “European passport” gave them the right to free university 
education in any European country. In fact, citizenship has no effect on tuition in France or Ger-
many, and EU citizens who did not live in Europe were not eligible for a reduced fee in Britain. 
In contrast, Mexican respondents were usually aware of the costs of studying in the United States 
and the reduced fee for Texas-born students at Texas institutions. Serbians knew about wages in 
Western Europe and had some idea about what jobs were available there.

46. ​ Nana10 2009.
47. ​ The latter scenario mirrors the concerns about religious extremism that were voiced by 

members of the secular elite in Turkey who strategically gave birth in the United States. Balta and 
Altan-Olcay 2016.

48. ​ Arendt 1951; Malkki 1992; Jean 2011.
49. ​ Foucault 1978, 2009; Agamben 1998.
50. ​ Reitlinger 1968; Ancel 2003; Weil 2005; Iordachi 2010.
51. ​ Reitlinger 1968; Yahil 1983; Marrus 1985; Washington Post 1982; Green 2013; Stein 2016.
52. ​ Avineri 1981; Conforti 2011; Neumann 2011.
53. ​ Recent examples include the 2008 attack in Mumbai as well as suicide bombings against 

Israelis in Bulgaria in 2012 and in Istanbul in 2016. Historically, there were incidents when terrorists 
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would release most hostages and keep only Israelis and Jews; this was done most famously in the 
Air France flight that was hijacked to Entebbe in 1976.

54. ​ Kimmerling 2001.
55. ​ Shafir and Peled 2002; Khazzoom 2003, 2008; Shenhav 2006.
56. ​ Kimmerling 2001.
57. ​ Cohen, Haberfeld, and Kristal 2007.
58. ​ Sasson-Levy 2008.
59. ​ Obviously, the association between Ashkenazi origin and EU citizenship will weaken 

in the coming years, as more Sepharadic-origin Israelis acquire EU passports from Spain and 
Portugal. 

60. ​ Cf. Bourdieu 1984.
61. ​ Of course, ethnic Hungarians in Serbia do not have to make any special effort to acquire 

citizenship.

Conclusion: The Rise of the Sovereign Individual

1. ​ For example, see Brubaker 1992; Howard 2005; Escobar 2007; Vink and de Groot 2010; 
and Brubaker and Kim 2011.

2. ​ The concept of struggle over classifications draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, and espe-
cially the insight that the authority to institutionalize categories and sort individual into them, is a 
key element in the state’s power (see Bourdieu 1986, 1989). In applying it to the case of citizenship, 
I draw on the work of Jaeeun Kim. Kim 2011, 2016, 2018, 2019.

3. ​ The figure for Serbia refers to the total number of citizenship acquisitions as of Decem-
ber 2018 (180,000), from which I deducted 10 percent to account for non-Hungarian applicants, 
and then divided it by the ethnic Hungarian population of Serbia (250,000).

4. ​ Mexican cross-border birth is more affordable and less exclusive for residents of border 
towns like Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez compared to residents of Monterrey. There may be a class 
component in the acquisition of Hungarian citizenship by ethnic Hungarians in Serbia; however, 
it is not mediated by price but by other mechanisms, such as education or intentions to emigrate. 

5. ​ Surak 2016.
6. ​ Shachar 2017; Dzankic 2012; Shachar and Bauböck 2014.
7. ​ Surak 2016; Kroft 2017.
8. ​ Kroft 2017.
9. ​ Neofotistos 2009;
10. ​ Azzolini and Guetto 2017; see also Curiel 2004.
11. ​ The United States allows visa-free access to the citizens of about 40 countries, making it 

much more selective than the EU Schengen zone, which admits the citizens of almost 100 countries 
without a visa requirement. Harpaz, forthcoming.

12. ​ Pocock 1998. See also FitzGerald 2006; and Joppke 2019.
13. ​ Statsiulis 2017; Cook-Martin 2013; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; see Harpaz 2013,  

2015.
14. ​ Jansen 2009; Harpaz 2013.
15. ​ Baumann 1998; Castles 2005; Shamir 2005; Salter 2006; Urry 2012.
16. ​ Mau et al. 2012, 2015.
17. ​ Margiotta and Vonk 2010; Kochenov 2014; Maas 2017.
18. ​ On British demand for EU citizenship, see New European 2018.
19. ​ Bloemraad 2018. For arguments about immigrants’ use of citizenship to gain secure resi-

dence or onward mobility, see Paul 2011; Mateos 2013; and Kim 2016, 2019.
20.  Shuck 1989; and Spiro 2008.
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21. ​ Pensions are an exception to this rule and are now largely payable across borders. This has 
to do with the fact that pensions are tied to contributions that the recipient has already made, not 
to expected future contributions. Child benefits are also paid across borders in some cases—for 
example, to the foreign-resident children of immigrants in Germany. For a discussion of transna-
tional social rights, see Levitt et al. 2016.

22. ​ Anderson 1998; Bauböck 1994, 2003; Tintori 2011; Portes, Escobar, and Arana 2008; 
FitzGerald 2009; Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011; Collyer 2014; Pogonyi 2017.

23. ​ Dual citizens were interested in their granting countries’ politics from the perspective 
of their primary citizenship country: Mexican dual nationals in Mexico were disturbed by the 
anti-Mexican tendencies of US President Trump and Israeli dual citizens complained about EU 
countries’ anti-Israeli bias. But they did not form a perspective on these politics as American or 
European citizens and did not seek to influence them by voting or lobbying.

24. ​ Hungarian Free Press 2018. See chapter 2.
25. ​ Maeva 2005; Tintori 2011.
26. ​ The term “post-territorial nationalism” is used by Ragazzi and Balalovska 2011, which ana-

lyzes citizenship politics in the countries of former Yugoslavia.
27. ​ Brubaker 1990. See also Smith 2000.
28. ​ Aptekar 2012.
29. ​ Boarov 2001; FitzGerald 2005.
30. ​ I should qualify this finding by noting that there might be an interviewer effect at work. 

Some respondents might have been perceived me as representing an American gaze and responded 
by emphasizing that they are not taking advantage of the United States and that Mexico is equal to 
the United States. If similar interviews had been conducted by a Mexican, there might have been 
greater emphasis on Mexican nationalism.

31. ​ Ong 1999.
32. ​ Here, too, there might be some interviewer effect. Israeli avowals of their identity can 

be compared to the exculpatory declarations of Turkish patriotism that the respondents of Evren 
Balta and Özlem Altan-Olcay often made when explaining their decision to seek US citizenship 
for their children. Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016.

33. ​ Harpaz 2013.
34. ​ Joppke 2010b, 2019.
35. ​ Joppke 2010a, b.
36. ​ Cf. Weil 2012.
37. ​ Weil 2012, 173.
38. ​ Hindess 1998; Macklin 2007; Shachar 2009; Milanovic 2010. In addition, since the 1970s 

world-system theory has developed a Marxian approach to analyze the world as a system of stratifica-
tion and its insights have been instrumental to the global sorting approach. This theory, however, 
takes states and societies rather than individual citizens as its unit of analysis. See Wallerstein 1979.

39. ​ Brubaker 1990, 1992a.
40. ​ Marshall 1950.
41. ​ See Spiro 2019.
42. ​ The diffusion of Spanish and Portuguese citizenship among Middle Eastern Jews in Israel 

may mean that, in the future, dual citizenship will presumsbly no longer draw a boundary between 
Ashkenazi and Sepharadic Jews. Once most Israeli Jews are eligible for EU citizenship, it will con-
tribute to reinforcing the nation’s most fundamental divide, that between Jews and Arabs.

43. ​ Wang 2004; Balta and Altan-Olcay 2016; Cook-Martin 2013; Mateos 2019. The association 
with privilege does not seem to hold for coethnic citizenship in Eastern Europe.

44. ​ Mateos 2019.
45. ​ Macklin 2014; Spiro 2014; Joppke 2016; Weil 2017.
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46. ​ Ibid. See also Stasiulis and Ross 2006, Nyers 2006.
47. ​ Weil 2012; Spiro 2016.
48. ​ Yonhap 2017; Miller 2014.
49. ​ Shevel 2013; UNIAN 2018.
50. ​ Yie 2018.
51. ​ Koziol 2018.
52. ​ Huggler 2018. On tightening citizenship requirements in other cases, see also Patriquin 

2006; and Orgad 2010.
53. ​ On the other hand, Spiro 2019 has argued that dual citizenship is by now “intractable” 

because of the strength in numbers and influence of the persons who hold this status.
54. ​ Brubaker 2017a,b.
55. ​ NDTV 2018.
56. ​ Euronews 2017. 
57. ​ Orgad 2010; Spiro 2014. Cf. Joppke 2019.
58. ​ Joppke 2019: 875
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