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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: The issue of lacking a birth certificate in Iran, despite the requirement for birth registration
within a limited period after birth, reflects a form of intergenerational injustice. The absence of legal identity forces
individuals into marginalization and involuntary migration; therefore, they should not be regarded as equivalent to other
marginalized populations. Accordingly, the present study aimed to explore in depth the meaning of life from the
perspective of individuals without legal identity and to illuminate their lived experiences and perceptions.

Data and method: This study was conducted within an interpretivist paradigm using a descriptive phenomenological
approach. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved with 15 participants. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and, following transcription,
were analyzed using initial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding. During the theoretical coding stage, the
constant comparative method was employed.

Findings: The findings, organized into six main themes and nine subthemes, revealed that individuals without legal
identity continuously experience fear of deportation, deprivation of fundamental rights, social exclusion, anxiety, self-
hatred, and persistent vulnerability within their lifeworld. They expressed negative feelings toward their ancestors,
whom they perceived as responsible for their current predicament. Their personal freedoms and citizenship rights
remain suspended, and legally they have become invisible, nameless individuals. Consequently, they hold little or no
hope for the future.

Conclusion: The research findings provide a deeper understanding of the subjective meanings that participants attach to
their lived experiences. Living without legal identity represents a condition imposed by previous generations. Identity
deprivation extends far beyond poverty in all its forms, as the absence of legal identity renders virtually every potential
solution to their problems contingent upon obtaining a birth certificate and legal recognition.

Keywords: Legal identity deprivation, lack of birth certificate, Baluch, informal settlements, suspended citizenship
rights.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the modern world, legal identity, established through birth registration and the issuance of a
birth certificate, is not only a prerequisite for accessing social benefits and exercising citizenship
rights but also a fundamental safeguard against social exclusion and discrimination. Nevertheless, a
considerable number of people in Iran, particularly in deprived areas and among the Baluch ethnic
group, remain without birth certificates and legal identity due to factors such as economic hardship,
cultural deprivation, historical mistrust of the central government, and fear of compulsory military
service. This deprivation has persisted across generations. These individuals are not only deprived
of basic necessities such as adequate housing, safe drinking water, and healthcare services but also
face a complex web of legal, economic, and social disadvantages that position them as “liminal
others.” In other words, they exist simultaneously inside and outside society, rendering them
socially invisible and voiceless. Although previous studies have examined marginalization and
migration, the unique lived experiences of individuals without legal identity in Iran have rarely been
explored from a phenomenological perspective. Moreover, they have often been conflated with
other marginalized populations or stateless persons. This gap in the literature highlights the need for
an in-depth investigation into how these individuals perceive and make sense of their lives and
lifeworld. Accordingly, the present study sought to answer the following research question: “What
is the lived experience of individuals without legal identity living in informal settlements?”
Methods and Data

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach within the interpretivist paradigm,
employing a descriptive phenomenological method, which enables access to the subjective
meanings and lived experiences of the participants. The study population consisted of all
individuals without identity documents residing in the informal settlements around Miyami Road in
Mashhad. All participants had migrated from Sistan and Baluchestan Province to this area,
identified themselves as Iranian Baluch, and did not possess a valid birth certificate. Given the
hidden nature of this population and the difficulty of accessing them, snowball sampling was
employed, whereby each participant introduced another individual for interview. The sampling
process continued until theoretical saturation was reached, that is, when the examination of the final
cases yielded no new data. Saturation was achieved with 15 participants. The primary data
collection tool was semi-structured interviews. The textual data obtained from the interviews were
analyzed line by line, and the main and subthemes were extracted using initial coding, focused
coding, and theoretical coding. To ensure the trustworthiness of the data, an auditing strategy
(supervision of the data analysis process by the research supervisor) was employed.

Findings
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Analysis of the interviews revealed that the lived experience of individuals without legal identity
constitutes an intertwined set of structural problems, which were categorized into six main themes
and nine subthemes. The first theme, “Deprivation of Basic Living Facilities,” included the lack of
adequate housing (small and unhygienic dwellings), the absence of piped water, and the lack of
sanitary facilities and bathrooms. The second theme, “Denial of Fundamental Rights,” comprised
three subthemes: social rights (lack of access to free education, healthcare services, and stable
employment), economic rights (deprivation of land ownership, telephone services, banking services,
insurance, and government subsidies), and citizenship rights (inability to legally register marriages,
file complaints in court, and obtain a birth certificate). The third theme, “The Intergenerational
Legacy of Identity Deprivation,” with the subtheme “Continuation of Intergenerational Injustice,”
showed that the participants’ ancestors had not obtained birth certificates because of fear of military
service, mistrust of the government, and poverty, and that this lack of legal identity had been
transmitted across generations. As a result, participants expressed hatred toward their ancestors and
regarded them as responsible for their tragic fate. The fourth theme, “Perceived Stigma,” included
rejection by the host community, insulting and humiliating behaviors, lack of recognition, and the
unwillingness of individuals with legal identity to marry their children to the participants’ children.
The fifth theme, “Exclusion,” was observed at three levels: legal exclusion (deprivation of legal
rights and decisions), social exclusion (marginalization through othering), and physical exclusion
(inability to leave their place of residence due to fear of arrest and deportation), with physical
exclusion in particular confining them to the boundaries of their settlements. The sixth theme,
“Future Uncertainty,” showed that the participants had no vision for the future, perceived life as
meaningless, and described death as preferable to continuing their current situation. Furthermore,
their survival strategies, such as enrolling their children under Afghan nationality, obtaining forged
documents, registering assets in the names of others, and working in uninsured jobs, were not only
ineffective but also further intensified their vulnerability.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of the study indicate that the lack of legal identity is a multidimensional,
intergenerational, and structural phenomenon that, beyond poverty, places individuals in a condition
of “invisibility” and “voicelessness” and makes it difficult to answer the fundamental question of
identity (“Who am 1?”). The participants experience a profound conflict between their claimed
identity (Iranian Baluch) and the imposed label (Afghan), and this conflict intensifies feelings of
meaninglessness, self-hatred, and helplessness. Furthermore, in response to the question, “How
should I live?”, they perceive the primary difference between themselves and their neighbors with
legal identity not as poverty or marginalization, but as the absence of a birth certificate and,
consequently, absolute powerlessness. They regard every possible solution as contingent upon
obtaining a birth certificate. The principal innovation of this study is the concept of the “liminal
condition.” In their place of origin, these individuals are recognized through informal networks
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(village heads, local councils, and community elders); however, such recognition lacks official
validity and is ineffective when dealing with the administrative system and police checkpoints. On
the other hand, physically returning to their place of origin is practically impossible due to the
absence of travel documents, loss of employment, and the continuation of structural deprivation.
Consequently, they are condemned to remain in a place where they have no identity and are unable
to return to the place where they do have an identity. This condition represents the deepest layer of
exclusion. The findings of this study are consistent with previous studies (KokabiSaghi & Abbasi,
2023; Fouladiyan et al., 2022; Talebi & Malakouti, 2014; Cicekli, 2025; Chudnovsky & Peeters,
2022; Hunter, 2019); however, the concepts of the “intergenerational legacy” and the three forms of
exclusion constitute the study’s main innovations. This study emphasizes the need to revise civil
registration laws, facilitate identity verification procedures, and eliminate discriminatory practices.

Ethical Considerations

In this study, prior to each interview, the objectives of the study were explained to the
participants, and their informed consent was obtained. To ensure confidentiality and complete
anonymity, pseudonyms were used. Participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from
the interview at any stage, and the necessity of audio recording and publication of the findings was
explained to them. All information was stored and analyzed in accordance with ethical principles.
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