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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 



4  Introduction

(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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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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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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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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