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Abstract
Based on fi eldwork with Iraqi women who married and 
then divorced Jordanian men and are now registered refu-
gees in Jordan, this study explores the relationship between 
marriage and immigration laws and refugee status for 
Iraqis in the country. Th e legal systems eff ectively fence 
the divorced women in, with child custody laws preventing 
them from leaving and citizenship laws preventing them 
from securing long-term residency. Jordan’s citizenship 
and immigration laws collude with family law traditions 
that assume women’s dependence on their husbands to 
magnify divorced Iraqi women’s social exclusion. As Iraqi 
refugees extend their stays in the country, Jordan’s “guests” 
and their needs have become part of the domestic social 
landscape; structural refusal to acknowledge their presence 
contributes to their isolation and invisibility. Th is case sug-
gests that citizenship laws that diff erentiate between men 
and women create gendered refugees as well as gendered 
citizens.

Résumé
Cet article repose sur une étude de terrain eff ectuée 
auprès de femmes irakiennes qui se sont mariées avec 
des Jordaniens, qui se sont ensuite divorcées, et qui sont 
maintenant enregistrées en Jordanie en tant que réfugiées. 
L’article explore les relations entre les lois du mariage et 
de l’immigration et le statut de réfugié dans le cas de ces 
Irakiennes. Le système légal jordanien limite eff ectivement 
les femmes divorcées, puisque les lois sur la garde des 
enfants les empêchent de quitter la Jordanie, tandis que les 
lois sur l’immigration et la citoyenneté les empêchent d’ob-
tenir un droit de résidence à long terme. Ces lois jordanien-
nes sur l’immigration et la citoyenneté fusionnent avec la 

tradition des lois sur la famille impliquant la dépendance 
de la femme envers son mari, et ainsi renforcent l’exclu-
sion sociale des femmes irakiennes divorcées. Alors que les 
réfugiés irakiens prolongent leur séjour en Jordanie, ces 
visiteurs et leurs besoins spécifi ques deviennent une partie 
constituante du paysage social du pays. Toutefois, le refus 
structurel de prendre en compte leur présence contribue à 
leur isolement et leur invisibilité. Cette problématique sug-
gère que les lois sur la citoyenneté faisant la diff érence entre 
les hommes et les femmes créent des catégories diff érentes 
de réfugiés basées sur le sexe, tout comme elles créent des 
catégories diff érentes de citoyens basées sur le sexe.

Universally Diff erent: Th e Refugee in the Eyes of 
the State
In 1943, Hannah Arendt described the refugee experience as 
one of confusion. “Th e less we are free to decide who we are 
and to live as we like, the more we try to put up a front, to hide 
the facts, and to play roles … It is the same story all over the 
world, again and again,” she wrote.1 Her writing addresses 
the experiences of European Jews displaced in World War II, 
but her observations are relevant for many current accounts 
of the upheaval that refugees experience.

Studies that focus on refugees’ experiences also show 
that displacement demands adaptations in numerous facets 
of social life, and that this process has an emotional dimen-
sion.2 Th e “same story” that Arendt refers to is not that 
which precedes displacement, but that which follows it: the 
individual being plunged into an unfamiliar environment 
that then shapes her way of life. Arendt argues that simply 
being labelled a refugee implies that other identifying details 
will be relegated to the background, both to the institutions 
charged with managing refugees and, consequently, for the 
displaced person himself as he goes about constructing 
normalcy in a new place. While this generalization makes 
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it easier for host societies to regulate the refugee and his 
brethren, it can make it more diffi  cult to integrate into the 
host society.

Th e nature of the regulations is diff erent in every con-
text, though, and while the progression of the story may be 
the same across locations, local policies defi ne refugee com-
munities in diff erent ways and thus enable diff erent sorts 
of livelihoods. Liisa Malkki made this fact very apparent in 
her comparison between Hutu “camp refugees” and “town 
refugees” in Tanzania, which told the story of two discrete 
communities with diff erent experiences of life aft er dis-
placement. Camp refugees, who lived in a secluded area just 
for displaced people located outside of the city of Kigoma, 
formed a tight-knit community within its confi nes and 
developed narratives explaining Hutu purity and separate-
ness. Town refugees lived among the Tanzanian residents 
of Kigoma and had the freedom to move about the city, and 
Malkki found their narratives refl ected their varied circum-
stances in Kigoma rather than a cohesive group narrative 
like that of the camp residents.

Laws and policies set the terms of refugees’ acclimation, 
and they have the potential to alter refugee communities’ 
and host communities’ view of their place in society.3 While 
political violence in home countries causes displacement, 
one does not become a refugee until he or she arrives in the 
place of refuge, the confi nes of which shape each person’s 
experience.4 It is the host country reception of refugees that 
concerns me here, specifi cally the infl uence of the paradigm 
of a refugee that host countries employ on the experiences 
of those who do not fi t within that model.

Th e modern state has wide-ranging power to infl uence 
through regulation, and it approaches the management of 
refugees through more than one channel. When an indi-
vidual seeks services as a refugee, her identity, personal 
story, and physical health are all subject to interrogation by 
Western asylum-granting nations, and by intergovernmental 
agencies like the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR). Th ose seeking resettlement are 
required to demonstrate the truth of their accounts,5 and 
they undergo numerous interviews, psychological assess-
ments, and medical examinations before receiving it.6 
Aihwa Ong has pointed out that the social and procedural 
means by which immigrants are incorporated into receiv-
ing societies actively place them in existing social categor-
ies.7 In the case of those enduring forced displacement, 
the homogenizing “minority” status in question is that of 
refugee—which can be produced through the assignment 
of status, such as that granted by the United Nations, and 
is also implied through the presence of special services for 
people to access. While citizenship anticipates diff erences in 

gender, class, and ethnicity, refugee-ness is primarily predi-
cated on two statuses that inspire opposing responses: that 
of “victim,”8 which entitles refugees to assistance, and that 
of the non-citizen,9 which restricts them to certain kinds of 
entitlements.

Th e notion of citizenship and the notion of the refugee 
are in some ways mutually reliant, to the extent that the 
nation-state system posits insiders and outsiders.10 Collier 
and Ong noted, though, that while citizenship remains the 
most direct means of accessing rights, it has been unbun-
dled in certain contexts, with refugee status and its associ-
ated entitlements one example of a partial rights-granting 
status.11 Nations now off er incomplete rights “packages” 
to people who are displaced, ill, or economically desirable 
skilled workers; the logic employed to distribute quasi-cit-
izenship destabilizes the original concept as systems adapt 
to include not just a nation of people but everybody, at least 
in theory. Refugee status protects people whose citizenship 
does not entitle them to protection, either because their gov-
ernment cannot help them or because it will not, and off ers 
one avenue toward accessing an approximation of citizens’ 
rights.

Citizens’ rights, of course, are context-dependent and 
oft en diff erentiate between male and female citizens. Suad 
Joseph refers to the production of citizens as a “cultural pro-
cess of subjectifi cation,” the content of which is substantially 
imbued with gender diff erence.12 Both juridical processes 
and rhetorical notions of the ideal citizen give primacy to 
the male ideal of a citizen, with females as their comple-
ment. Valentine Moghadam points out that the gendering 
of citizenship is also not purely a domestic project, and 
within the Middle East, where debates on the modern ver-
sus the traditionally Islamic are ongoing, roles for women 
are conceived as a means of declaring alignment with one 
perspective or the other.13 It is important to understand 
these debates about the appropriate nature of womanhood 
in light of the role colonizing interests played in depicting 
Islamic practices such as veiling as uncivilized, thus 
assigning women an outsized role in the project of creating 
a national identity.14 Across the Middle East, citizenship is 
reliant on local or national notions of gender, and the rights 
and responsibilities of female citizenship might diff er sub-
stantially from male.

In this paper, I will discuss the experiences of Iraqi 
women living in Jordan who were formerly married to 
Jordanians, and now are divorced and registered refugees 
with UNHCR, to make the argument that the narrowness 
of the “refugee” label ignores the diversity of circumstances 
that characterize Iraqis’ lives in Jordan. Since the paths to 
legal residence available to Iraqis are typically costly, those 
that cannot aff ord them are funnelled into the international 
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refugee management apparatus, which is ill-suited to meet-
ing their needs.15

Methodology
Research for this paper was conducted in Amman, Jordan, 
between December 2010 and September 2011. During this 
period I taught two diff erent English classes for Iraqis in 
East Amman, the lower-income counterpart to more affl  u-
ent West Amman, and was a volunteer teacher at a com-
munity centre that off ered kindergarten classes for Iraqi 
children as well as lectures and discussion groups for Iraqi 
mothers. I also conducted interviews with NGO directors 
who were providing services to Iraqis. My intended focus 
was the relationship between Jordanian law and Iraqi 
family life in Jordan, and intermarriage between Iraqis and 
Jordanians emerged as a facet of this topic meriting further 
exploration. Th is paper is the result of a series of interviews 
I conducted with four diff erent Iraqi women who had mar-
ried Jordanians and subsequently divorced, and quotes are 
taken from those interviews, though my work with Iraqis in 
the other above-mentioned contexts also informs the analy-
sis. Two of the women I interviewed were introduced to me 
by students in my English classes, which were coordinated 
by a neighbourhood organization off ering minimal grants 
of food and cash assistance, and two through an NGO that 
provided legal services. I learned subsequently that all four 
of them were aware of both organizations, and had been in 
touch with them to request services at diff erent points.

Being introduced to people through the organizations 
that off er them services added an interesting dimension to 
my research. Initially, I oft en found that people—including 
the divorced women that I interviewed, as well as others 
that I met through diff erent channels—assumed that my 
association with the charities meant that I had services to 
off er. When it became apparent that, other than occasional 
small gift s of fruit or sweets, I had little to give, the relation-
ship was reversed and they emerged as the ones meant to 
be helping me. As a young woman living alone in a foreign 
country, I was perceived as needing guidance and advice, 
and as people transitioned from seeing me as service pro-
vider to care recipient, they shared additional details about 
themselves, some of them contradicting earlier revelations. 
I came to see this feature of the work as another instance 
of the layers of truth and interpretation accompanying 
fi eldwork,16 particularly in the Middle East,17 though 
ongoing engagement on the importance of truth to the 
refugee experience18 suggest that this facet merits further 
engagement.

Th e fact that all four of these women had arrived in 
Jordan prior to 2003, and registered as refugees aft er, osten-
sibly leaves them out of the widely covered Iraqi refugee 

“crisis” of 2006 and 2007.19 Instead, they fi t into a longer-
term pattern of migration from Iraq into Jordan, and it is 
the contradiction and insecurity of their experience seeking 
services as refugees from UNHCR and other NGOs while 
remaining without a legal status in Jordan that this paper 
will discuss.20

Of Fences and Neighbours: Laws, Borders, 
Refugees, and Guests
Th e Iraqi divorcees I worked with live a fenced-in life in 
Jordan, with a myriad of social and political factors limit-
ing their choices. An Iraqi wife cannot obtain Jordanian 
citizenship before three years of marriage, and should a 
marriage not last long enough for citizenship then seeking 
refugee status through UNHCR is a logical alternative. Th e 
long-term solution that it off ers envisions a person using 
Jordan merely as a place of transit, which is not the case 
for women who have lived in the country for over a dec-
ade and have children with Jordanian citizenship.  While 
Iraqis’ interactions with offi  cial agencies in Jordan turn on 
their non-citizen status, the divorced women with whom I 
worked are similarly excluded by organizations whose man-
date is to serve Iraqis.

While the extenuating circumstances of Iraq in the 
present play an important role in shaping Iraqis’ experi-
ences of Jordan, their position within the social landscape 
is one with many layers in the history of migration into the 
country from Iraq and elsewhere in the region. In particular, 
the Palestinian presence in the country has been a defi ning 
part of Jordanian history and political strategy for nearly as 
long as it has been a country; Jordan became an independ-
ent state in 1946, and the politics of Palestinian refugees 
and their integration were a preoccupation from the out-
set. Aft er the establishment of Israel in 1948 and Jordan’s 
annexation of the West Bank, the population of Jordan grew 
rapidly to 1.5 million, with fewer than 500,000 Jordanians, 
and all West Bank Palestinians were off ered Jordanian 
citizenship.21 Th e question of Jordanian government and 
society’s precise relationships to the Palestinian population 
then became a sensitive issue, and continues to be politic-
ally sensitive. Joseph Massad argues in an investigation of 
Jordan’s laws and legal history, that the Palestinian ques-
tion’s ongoing relevance shaped the government’s approach 
to constructing a Jordanian nationalism, with citizen-
ship and immigration law that diff erentiated between the 
groups an important feature of these eff orts. Th e persistent 
felt need to demonstrate a diff erence between Jordan and 
Palestine meant that, following the initial openness toward 
citizenship, distinctions were maintained between the two 
groups despite the fact that over half of Jordan’s residents 
were Palestinian. Separating out Jordanians by whatever 
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means was a way of engendering nationalism in the absence 
of existing sentiments.22 Laws contributed to the making 
of the new nation by restricting the right to pass on citizen-
ship to men and by placing stringent restrictions on for-
eigners’ acquisition of a Jordanian passport. Th e originally 
conceived citizenship laws, which drew substantially on 
British legal code as it was in the 1920s and 30s, dovetailed 
with Islamic legal codes for inheritance and marriage to 
create a separate category of female citizen, which imbued 

“Jordanian-ness” with values and content.23 Th is initial con-
ception of the “Palestinian Other”, Massad argues, contrib-
uted to the ongoing view of refugees and displaced people—
which oft en rhetorically includes West Bankers who either 
had or received citizenship—as threatening Jordan’s terri-
torial sovereignty.  

Massad draws on Foucault’s work on governmentality 
to argue that citizenship laws and nationalism enable one 
another: once the laws defi ne a group of “citizens” and a 
group of “non-citizens,” nationalism has an opportunity to 
take root.24 Th e citizen does not exist as such until the laws 
clarify who a citizen is, aft er which everyone in the country 
either falls into the citizen category or outside it and fulfi lls 
his or her role as insider or outsider. In the Jordanian case, 
the opposing “refugee” category was present to contrast 
the emerging notion of citizenship from the early days of 
the nation; the Other of the Palestinian provided contrast 
against which Jordanian identity could take shape.

Th e nature of the Palestinian question in Jordan has 
given the term “refugee” a specifi c association with the 
Palestinian population, and until recently, the word “refu-
gee” was little used to describe Iraqis in the country, either 
socially or legally.25 Iraqis’ presence in Jordan is hardly 
new, however. Faisal II, the last king of Iraq, was a cousin 
of Jordan’s King Hussein; following Faisal’s assassination 
in 1958, King Hussein later became a close counterpart of 
Saddam Hussein until the former’s death in 1999. Jordan 
and Iraq maintained close, albeit sometimes strained, pol-
itical relations from the days of Iraq’s Hashemite monarchy 
through the sanctions period from 1990 to 2003, permitting 
cultural exchange and continuous multi-directional migra-
tion.26 Th e comprehensive international sanctions imposed 
by the United Nations in 1990 severely restricted the fl ow 
of goods into and out of Iraq, fi rst to encourage it to with-
draw troops from Kuwait and later to prevent any further 
military action. Th e sanctions had a devastating eff ect on 
Iraqi economy and society, with an estimated 20 percent of 
Iraqis living in extreme poverty by 1998.27 In 1997—well 
before the 2003 war—an estimated 60,000 Iraqis were liv-
ing in Jordan.28 Social ties, as well as perceived diff erences, 
between the two groups have deeper roots than the “refugee 
crisis” rhetoric implies.

Iraqis continue to come to Jordan for a myriad of rea-
sons: to visit relatives, to work, to do art, to transit in and 
out of Iraq, and to follow their spouses;29 they also continue 
returning to Iraq, when they are able, to see family, evaluate 
the security situation, or to check on property.30 Géraldine 
Chatelard argues that highly visible large-scale displacement 
post-2003 has eclipsed the role that prior migration played 
in establishing patterns that Iraqi movement in and out of 
Jordan continues to follow.31 For all these reasons, a strategy 
that off ers only the options of resettlement or return is an 
ill-fi tting solution to the more complicated cases of women 
whose parents are Iraqi but who have Jordanian children.

Jordan’s Iraqi Community, Past and Present
A brief look at the status of Iraqis in Jordan, past and present, 
makes clear the confusions inherent in discussions of “Iraqi 
refugees.” Despite the high visibility of the Iraqi refugee 
issue, accurate counts of their number in Jordan remain a 
topic of some contention,32 and the circumstances of the 
four women whose stories I share here highlight the import-
ance of Jordan as a safe haven for those who have developed 
strong ties within the country over the past several decades. 
Th e women’s experiences not fi tting properly into either the 

“guest” or the “refugee” category demonstrate the confu-
sion that has arisen through Jordan’s reluctance to explicitly 
address the needs of a population that has been using it as a 
second home for some time.

Th e four women who participated in this research fol-
lowed similar trajectories, arriving in Jordan during the 
late 1990s or early 2000s, before the war in 2003, and divor-
cing aft er having children without gaining citizenship. Two 
were married in Iraq and came into Jordan with their hus-
bands, and two came with their families and were married 
in Amman. Th ough they have registered for resettlement, 
the fact that their children are Jordanians with citizen-
ship and extended family in the country makes them both 
unlikely and unenthusiastic candidates for third-country 
resettlement. Th ough conditions continue to improve in 
Iraq, return is not yet entirely safe.33 Jordanian policy also 
permits fathers to block their children’s departure from the 
country with their mother, making exit diffi  cult in some 
cases.34 At the same time, their socially and economically 
vulnerable positions in Jordan mean that they have to seek 
assistance where it is available, and registering with the 
United Nations legitimizes their residence in the absence of 
a permit and in some cases gives them access to monthly 
cash assistance.35 Jordanian marriage law, regional migra-
tion history, and gendered policies act together to keep them 
isolated and economically vulnerable, which increases their 
need to draw on the internationally sponsored services in 
place. 
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While popular media accounts tend to depict displaced 
Iraqis as having fl ed sectarian violence in their country 
following its uptick aft er 2006,36 this represents only one 
trajectory through which Iraqis have arrived in Jordan. 
Many arrived during the 1990s and earlier37—making the 
rapidity suggested by the term “refugee crisis” a less accur-
ate description of their case. Th e 1951 Convention on the 
Status of Refugees, which guides UNHCR’s and signatory 
countries’ policies toward refugees, operates under the 
ostensibly straightforward mandate of protecting displaced 
people from a “well-founded fear of persecution” in their 
home country.38 UNHCR off ers protection, assistance, and 
coordination of their resettlement, repatriation, or inte-
gration to the host country; its mandate in Jordan is based 
on the understanding that refugees will not be residing in 
Jordan long-term.39 Jordan is not a signatory to the 1951 
Convention or the 1967 Protocol, and provides only limited 
rights and benefi ts for refugees. Asylum-seeker or refugee 
status does not in itself give Iraqis the right to seek employ-
ment in Jordan, leaving many either unemployed or work-
ing illegally.40 With a 13.1 percent unemployment rate for 
Jordanians, competition for work is high and wages are low 
already.41 Long-term residence in Jordan does not seem sus-
tainable for those who cannot secure work, making resettle-
ment in a third country a sought-aft er option for Iraqis 
despite the fact that it is infrequently granted.42

Th ough some Iraqis who were living outside the country 
have returned, a lack of appealing opportunities for work 
and stagnation in job creation and employment discour-
age people from going back. According to World Bank data 
from 2010, only 38 percent of Iraqi adults were working due 
to the absence of jobs and the minimal fi nancial benefi ts 
they brought.43 Baghdad’s infrastructure has suff ered from 
years of confl ict and inattention, and frequent power out-
ages and trouble accessing clean drinking water contribute 
to the oppressive conditions in the city; areas outside the 
capital off er even fewer comforts.44 Ongoing concerns about 
the security situation in addition to these other disincen-
tives to relocation make Jordan more appealing, at least for 
the time being. With neither return nor resettlement viable 
options, Iraqi divorcees—along with many others—piece 
together those bits of support available to them in Jordan.

Divorced women represent a mere 0.8 percent of Iraq’s 
population, and 10 percent of households are female-
headed.45 In Jordan, according to the most recent data avail-
able, 11 percent of households are female-headed,46 though 
since that statistic was published in 2006, the rate of divorce 
has been increasing47 and is an active topic for public 
debate.48 In both countries, however, female-headed house-
holds as well as divorcees represent a minority of cases.

For the women with whom I worked, their Iraqi cit-
izenship entitled them to support for refugees that, had 
they been Arab women of another nationality divorced by 
Jordanian men, would not have been available. Th eir mari-
tal status and economic situation were as much a cause of 
their vulnerability as the political situation in Iraq. Th e 70 
JOD (about $100) monthly cash assistance that UNHCR was 
providing at the time this research was conducted off ers a 
fi nancial lifeline. Th e years of waiting that the resettlement 
process oft en entails in fact made it a more attractive option, 
as it let them receive bits of aid without the threat of being 
transferred out of the country. While the services off ered by 
UNHCR serve to tide them over in the present, the roots of 
their path into the refugee system extend back before the 
2003 war.

Marriage as Refuge: Marriage and Migration in 
Iraq and the Arab World
By 2003, developments unfavourable to Iraqi women 
marrying Jordanians had been in motion for several years. 
Examining these trends reveals entrenched disadvantages 
for this group of women growing from intertwined systems 
of marriage, immigration, and social trends. Th e gendered 
features of citizenship addressed in the introduction are 
apparent in the Jordanian context in two ways that signifi -
cantly aff ect women’s rights in a marriage. First, citizenship 
is restricted to the patriline, meaning that children are born 
to the father’s nationality, and Jordanian women are not 
entitled to pass on their citizenship. Th is privileging of the 
male right to lineage is not unique to Jordan, and has its 
roots in the use of Islamic law to create legal codes that but-
tressed existing nationalist agendas.49 In Jordan, it is also 
seen as discouraging marriages between Jordanian women 
and foreigners, with non-citizen Palestinians included in 
that category.50 In addition to discriminatory policies on 
citizenship, Jordan’s personal status law for Muslims also 
includes the disincentives to divorce that characterize 
Islamic legal systems,51 wherein it is easy for men to initiate 
divorce and diffi  cult for women to contest it. Limited rights 
for wives make Iraqi brides vulnerable initially, and if they 
divorce before they acquire citizenship then they remain in 
the country as foreigners. Islamic inheritance laws, which 
aff ord male kin twice the shares of females, have in the past 
been correlated with endogamy;52 additionally, “close” mar-
riages are considered a safer choice, a preference refl ected in 
the continued—though declining—presence of marriages 
between fi rst or distant cousins.53

Th e combination of preferential legal treatment in cit-
izenship laws, marriage contracts, and wealth distribution 
means Jordanian husbands enjoy much more legal power in 
marriage than their wives. Th ey inherit more wealth, have 
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the right and ability to acquire passports for their children 
and family, and absent specifi c stipulations to the marriage 
contract can decree divorce at will. Th e laws keeping family 
wealth out of women’s hands—daughters inherit half their 
brothers’ share of a deceased father’s wealth, and widows 
with children take one-eighth of a deceased husband’s 
estate—incentivize families to keep their daughters close to 
home and to be wary of brides from outside. All of these fac-
tors put Iraqi women marrying Jordanians in a vulnerable 
position legally and socially.

Th ese policies have developed over years of nation-build-
ing eff orts,54 in which debates on the proper place of women 
play an important role,55 in the context of Jordan’s regional 
economic interdependence56 and migration fl ows both 
into and out of the country.57 Jordan’s position in regional 
migration streams has led to outsiders from around the 
region coming almost continuously since 1948. Regional 
migration follows numerous patterns, and Jordan is a des-
tination for both refugees (Iraqis, Palestinians, Lebanese 
during the 2006 war and, at present, Syrians) and economic 
migrants from less developed countries, such as Egypt.58 
Home to some of the region’s best hospitals and a more tem-
perate climate than the Gulf, it also draws summer residents 
from the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council. Arabs 
from around the region travel, live, and work in Jordan, 
making intermarriage a rather common phenomenon, and 
in response Jordan follows the global pattern of protecting 
its limited domestic resources by restricting access to cit-
izenship. Th is limiting makes foreign brides vulnerable to 
poverty and exclusion following divorce, especially if their 
natal families are not present in Jordan to advocate for them 
or support them fi nancially.

Iraqi women faced all of these structural disadvantages 
in a marriage to a Jordanian during the 1990s, as they do 
now, and social and economic circumstances in Iraq were 
also trying during the sanctions period. Women were par-
ticularly aff ected as the Iraqi social system adapted to the 
oppression and the pressures of dramatic economic dep-
rivation. Marriages in Iraq had tended to follow endog-
amous patterns prior to that point, but when social and 
economic circumstances in the country changed, other 
family confi gurations became increasingly commonplace.59 
International sanctions from 1990 to 2003 altered the econ-
omy drastically, and kin-making practices were adjusted to 
refl ect the circumstances.60 Many families struggled fi nan-
cially during sanctions, and supporting unmarried daugh-
ters became an increasingly unsustainable obligation. Th e 
population of young men had shrunk due to high casual-
ties during the Iran-Iraq war, increasing competition for 
husbands and pushing communities to accept suitors who 
may have been turned away in the past. Marrying outside 

kin groups became more acceptable as the importance of 
potential husbands’ income went up.  Young men living 
abroad, who could off er a life outside of Iraq, also became 
more appealing marriage partners.61 Th ese shift ing prior-
ities in marriage also refl ected the closing of paths that had 
formerly been common for young women, among them pre-
dictable marriages within their extended families.

Collateral Damage: Iraqi Divorcees’ Social 
Isolation
Looking at the various rules and patterns that govern 
divorced Iraqi women’s lives in Amman, it becomes apparent 
that they are located at the intersection of Iraqi, Jordanian, 
and international rules, and their attempts to fi t into any 
one category are generally followed by rebuff s on account of 
association with the other two. Current laws, policies, and 
social arrangements do not leave a place for Iraqi divorcees, 
and their sentiments of solitude refl ect this impression of 
falling through the cracks. As discussed above, confl ict in 
Iraq and their Jordanian children both make returning to 
Iraq and to their parents’ homes an unlikely resolution; 
their children, whose fathers and their extended families 
remain in Amman as well, make third-country resettle-
ment problematic. Th e women that participated in this pro-
ject have all fi led for resettlement with the United Nations, 
and their fi les are at various points in the process. One has 
been off ered resettlement and passed it up; one has seen her 
fi le closed; and the others are simply waiting, as are many 
other Iraqis. Uniformly, their expectations for resettlement 
are modest. As one woman, Hana, put it, “I am not going 
to get resettled … You just register because maybe once or 
twice a year they can help you.”

If neither staying in Jordan, returning to Iraq, nor 
resettlement abroad seems particularly hospitable, it may 
be because none of these avenues appears to have a place 
for them. Jordanian laws restrict their ability to earn a liv-
ing without a husband, and the drudgery of day-to-day sur-
vival makes a future anywhere seem a long way off . Th ey 
perceive Iraq as a door that closed behind them when they 
left , threatening restrictions beyond what they endure in 
Jordan. Resettlement holds little more than theoretical 
appeal; refl ecting on life outside the Arab world brings up 
the threat of language barriers and discrimination against 
Muslims, which oft en justify shelving the issue entirely, 
and if this is not enough to dissuade them, the possibility 
of the children’s father’s refusal remains as an obstacle.62 If 
women cannot travel with their children to Iraq, then travel 
to Europe or America or wherever they might be resettled is 
inconceivable. Doubts that resettlement will ever happen for 
them keeps the women’s commitment to the idea of moving 
thin. Th e UN, to them, is as much a centre for collecting 
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monthly cash assistance and drumming up extra winter 
blankets for their children as it is a means toward seeking 
resettlement.

Dua’a, a 30-year-old mother of two sons, lives in a small 
apartment in an Amman slum, and most of her time is spent 
crowded into it alongside her family’s belongings. Since 
there are no cabinets, plastic bags stuff ed with clothing 
and shoes line the walls. Shia from Baghdad, Dua’a moved 
to Jordan with her parents and siblings in 1999 to escape 
both persecution and economic hardship. Th ey waited, she 
told me, until the day aft er she fi nished her two-year teach-
ing certifi cate, but were frightened of what they perceived 
as the regime’s discrimination against Shia, and could not 
wait long enough for the paper diploma to arrive. Aft er their 
application for resettlement was rejected by the United 
Nations, they accepted a marriage proposal for her from 
their Jordanian neighbour in the hopes that it would lead to 
a Jordanian residence permit for her and them. In 2002 she 
was married, and had two sons in two years. She weathered 
a violent and unstable relationship with her husband until 
they separated in 2009.

When she and her family left  Iraq during the late 1990s, 
the coincidence of increased educational opportunities for 
women with a wartime clinging to traditional values meant 
that divorced women’s status became increasingly shameful. 

“For women, the consequences of divorce do not end with 
economic insecurity; more signifi cantly, divorced women 
have to endure social isolation from their families and soci-
ety,” Al-Jawaheri wrote.63 Dua’a explained it in diff erent 
terms:

Th e negatives of Iraqi marriage? … even if the marriage doesn’t 
turn out well, you have to endure and you have to stay in it. No 
question. Th ey say to you, forget it, you left  your father’s house 
in a white dress and you’ll return in a white burial shroud. You 
have to endure, and divorce or separation is rare. You are patient 
and you bear the unfairness, even if he turns out to be a bad hus-
band or a bad father, you endure it and you stay committed to 
your marriage.

Th e high stakes of a union like hers, which not only bound 
her to her husband and their future children but also car-
ried her and her parents’ residence in Jordan in the balance, 
made her a vulnerable bride. Her disadvantaged position in 
the Jordanian legal system, where men enjoy a greater share 
of rights in a marriage contract, further entrenched her 
vulnerability. Dua’a described herself as unaware when she 
got married and too young to evaluate her choice properly. 
Her family also failed to foresee the diffi  culties she would 
face. Her marriage and divorce changed their attitudes 

about intermarriage with Jordanians, she said, and aft er her 
experience, they want her sisters to marry Iraqis.

Dua’a’s parents and siblings returned to Baghdad in 2006 
and she fi led for resettlement again on her own aft er her 
divorce in 2009. She said that a UN lawyer informed her 
that while her case was sustainable, her children’s applica-
tions for resettlement would be diffi  cult. “Why would they 
give the rights of a refugee to someone who has a national 
number?” she said, referring to her children’s Jordanian 
citizenship. “It’s hard for them.” Th ere does not seem to be 
a way out of Jordan for her, and as a non-Jordanian with-
out a residence permit, the only work available to her is in 
the informal economy doing manual labour at low wages. 
Th e fact that she does not have her teaching certifi cate in 
hand makes her ineligible to apply for work as a teacher. 
Her establishment in Jordan is more of a default arrange-
ment then anything, with her ties to the community staying 
at a superfi cial level. “I have a formal relationship with my 
neighbours,” she says. “Hello, hello, that’s it.” Her learned 
suspicion of outsiders and her neighbours’ chilly reception 
of a divorced single mother keep relations distant.

I have superfi cial relationships. I go out, I like to go out, but people, 
when they come, they want a bigger house, furniture, they want 
you to take them out, these kinds of things. Me, most of my time 
is for my kids. Some lectures, and for the kids.

Th e absence of her husband means fi nancial scarcity—
here evoked in the small house, and the inadequate furni-
ture—which compounds the small size of her social circle, 
and the superfi ciality of the relationships. Th e home, where 
she might normally host guests or visitors, is now some-
thing to be kept out of view as well. Dua’a treats life in 
Jordan as something to be endured, though even the little 
freedom she has to be left  alone may not be available to her 
in Baghdad. Despite the threadbare nature of her days in 
Amman, divorcees’ reception in Iraq is worse, and she is 
wholly convinced that ostracism would be waiting for her 
upon her return. A woman living alone in Jordan struggles, 
but she perceives life in Iraq as presenting further challen-
ges, which she expresses in these terms:

[In Iraq] Th ey blame the woman for everything. No matter what 
you’ve endured already, you have to endure more for the sake of 
your family. Full stop. ( … )

Even if there are disagreements, the important thing is you, the 
woman. No one asks why you waited things out or why you stayed 
silent, no. And then when divorce happens, no one welcomes 
the divorcee. She’s divorced. Why did he leave her? He’s never in 
the wrong. Th ey don’t give her any excuses. She’s so-so, no good. 
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Th at’s why he left  her. Or she can’t have kids. Or she doesn’t know 
how to raise her kids. Th ey forget any good qualities that a woman 
might have. It’s a man’s world more than a humane world.

Dua’a articulates here the ways that social norms per-
form the task of discouraging divorce more forcefully than 
the law could do: a woman who fails to keep her marriage 
together, regardless of what that entails, sacrifi ces the regard 
of her neighbours, and so she usually tolerates as much as 
she is able. Parents do not always support their divorced 
daughters; one study participant, Zahra, has never told her 
family that she is divorced. Th e perception that Iraqi society 
is even less forgiving than Jordanian for divorced women 
adds a further reason not to leave Jordan and head home, 
but the sensation of being isolated in Jordan and ostracized 
in Iraq compounds the solitude of the divorced women’s 
experiences.

Herself the daughter of a Jordanian mother and an Iraqi 
father, Hana now lives in a one-bedroom apartment with 
her fi ve children. Her husband left  them without granting 
her a formal divorce and now lives in a suburb of Amman 
with his new wife. For her, being alone in a foreign country 
means a bitter self-reliance that keeps barriers up between 
herself and her family as well as her Jordanian hosts.

Hana: Exile is bitter. I’ll give you my experience: exile is bitter. It 
is hard, hard. And their customs here are diffi  cult.
Susan: In Jordan?
Hana: Very.
Susan: How would you compare Jordanian customs to Iraqi?
Hana: Iraqi customs are harder. Much harder. Jordanians, eh, 
somewhat. But the Iraqi customs are much harder. Much harder.

Hana’s experiences echo Dua’a’s; it is the woman, in both 
cases, who is expected to carry the burdens of being a wife, 
and should she divorce it will refl ect her failure to do so. In 
part, relative alienation from the neighbours minimizes the 
importance of their approval or disapproval. Jordanians, she 
explained, do not interfere like Iraqis—they can be cold, but 
they leave one another alone; in this sense, their customs are 
only somewhat hard. Th e bitterness of exile that she refers 
to, then, is tempered with an absence of illusions about the 
possibilities for returning home, as in fact, the rigidity of 
Iraqi expectations for women is part of what keeps her in 
Amman. Th e fatigue of life in Jordan does not generate nos-
talgia for life in Iraq; in fact, the opposite: women stay in 
Jordan because they are acutely aware of what awaits them 
if they go back.

Hana feels distinctly that when she left  her parents’ home 
she left  it for the last time. In this sense, Jordan is very much 
a refuge for her, though it off ers only scant comfort.

Th ere were problems between my family and my husband [aft er 
we were married]. I couldn’t leave my kids and run behind my 
family because my brothers were married and my parents, how 
long were they going to live? So to leave my children, and live with 
my brothers’ wives, and let them take me here and there and away 
from my kids … it’s much better for me to stay in my own house.

( … )

It’s been four years since he left  us, but I feel that this is my kingdom, 
this house. I ate, drank, went to sleep hungry, went to sleep naked 

… no one imposes on me here. With your family, God knows how 
much time you’ve spent with your family and how much of your 
upbringing was with them, but when you get married and go to 
them, you feel like you’ve become a foreigner. Tomorrow, you’ll 
get married and you’ll feel this feeling. Remember me.

Hana here expresses the fi nalism of her displacement. 
Unlike some others, she is not a temporary resident in 
Jordan merely passing through. At some point, she had the 
intention of staying, and to return is, in a sense, a regres-
sion to her childhood and to a subject position she no longer 
occupies. Zahra, like Hana, phrases her predicament in 
terms of social discrimination against divorcees. In her 
view, all Iraqi-Jordanian marriages were to be regarded 
skeptically: even if an Iraqi woman is living a good life with 
her husband here, she told me, you have to wonder how 
much better things were for her before. Th e everyday indig-
nities of life as a single mother, such as visiting the school 
her son attends to speak with the male principal, put her ill 
at ease. She described running errands more appropriately 
completed by a husband as embarrassing, marking her as 
divorced. Th ese everyday trials make her slow to put down 
roots. Another research participant, Hiba, framed her atti-
tude toward life in Jordan more emphatically: “I don’t have 
any Jordanian friends—My god, they are so prejudiced.”

Historical ties between Jordan and Iraq, and personal ties 
through their children and their in-laws, have not translated 
into full social integration for these women. Nonetheless, as 
Iraq remains unstable and life abroad untenable, leaving 
Jordan seems unrealistic. Th us, they access the minimal 
benefi ts available to them, by presenting themselves as refu-
gees if need be.

Refugees or Just Stranded: Challenging 
Classifi cation
Entwined in their host society in complex and intimate 
ways, Iraqi women married to Jordanian men are stranded 
in Jordan, caught between the violence of their home coun-
try and laws in their host country. Th eir displacement is 
social, not physical. Th e fact that they came to Amman 
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intending to settle there, rather than intending to move on 
or return, does not diminish their need for refuge. Dua’a’s 
choice between resettlement and her children and Hiba’s 
three postponements of her fl ight to the United States indi-
cate that transfer out of Jordan does not suit their needs 
either. Th ese women struggle against violent conditions in 
their home country, marriage and immigration laws lim-
ited in their regard for women’s rights in their host country, 
and stringent standards for resettlement candidates to third 
countries, which leaves them a limited range of choices. Th e 
long history preceding their predicament indicates a need 
for more refl ection on refugees’ integration in host societies 
and the structural, rather than tangible, violence that gives 

“displacement” such powerful meaning.
Th e migration patterns between Iraq and Jordan, and the 

tendency for Iraqis to marry foreigners during the 1990s and 
aft er, mean marriages between Iraqis and Jordanians were 
not unheard of during those years.64 Marriages between 
Jordanians and other Arab nationalities (e.g. Palestinians, 
Syrians, Lebanese) are anecdotally common. Th e attitude 
of crisis surrounding Iraqis in Jordan is typically attributed 
to the number of refugees in the country, but their num-
bers are diffi  cult to ascertain with any confi dence and the 
number tends to shrink every time it is subject to tighter 
scrutiny. One factor contributing to the crisis proportions 
of this problem, though, is the use of the refugee funnel as 
a safety valve for problems that have a domestic element. 
Iraqi women divorced from Jordanian men are caught in 
the spiderweb of so many Jordanian institutions, but refu-
gee resettlement remains the most straightforward means 
of alleviating the challenge they present to the system. Th e 
obstacles to their actually leaving speak to the need for a 
domestically oriented solution.

To call their circumstance the result of a crisis is an incom-
plete analysis for a situation developed over many years. Th e 
number of forcibly displaced people in the world—43.7 mil-
lion—should suffi  ce to demonstrate that these tragedies 
happen with enough frequency that continuing to call them 

“crises,” as if they catch the world off -guard, is an inadequate 
description.65 Th e isolation that the women experience and 
voice indicates that attention to Iraqis’ situation that ignores 
their isolating experience in Jordan will lead to more dis-
content, with undetermined consequences.

Evidence from the literature demonstrates how compli-
cated a relationship Jordan maintains with its Arab guests, a 
problem with roots that predate both the Iraqi refugee crisis 
and the 1948 and 1967 Palestinian refugee crises. In part 
because of this complex history, Jordan maintains policies 
that contribute to Iraqi women’s feelings of isolation in their 
marriages to Jordanians, a sentiment reinforced by tensions 
between native Jordanians and Iraqi guests. Th e discourse 

of “crisis” that surrounds Iraqis’ presence in Jordan empha-
sizes divisions and leaves the political and social con-
nections between Jordan and Iraq to one side. For all the 
above-mentioned reasons relating to domestic, regional, 
and international aid politics, the legal absorption of Iraqis 
as Jordanian citizens seems unlikely. Nevertheless, Iraqis 
like the women represented here are also unlikely to leave 
Jordan, and recognizing their ties to Jordan by giving them 
a legal status in the country could avoid exacerbating div-
isions between Iraqis and Jordanians unnecessarily.
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