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Abstract 

In international law, Palestinian refugees are regarded as stateless. This 

allows the countries hosting them to be discrete in the way they treat them. In 

Lebanon, Palestinian refugees are treated like “temporary guests”; they reside in 

refugee camps and have no legal rights for education and work. In Jordan, a 

common assumption that Palestinians are granted more rights than in Lebanon 

may be proven to be true by some laws. However, till this day Palestinian 

refugees in Jordan are struggling. In 2010, the Jordanian nationality was 

withdrawn from many Jordanians with Palestinian origin, this means that the 

rights that come hand in hand with the nationality were stripped away too. This 

study on Palestinian refugees will examine the different laws (citizenship, 

employment, property) the Palestinians have to face in Jordan and in Lebanon. 

This information will give us a deeper understanding on how each of the 

countries’ laws affects Palestinians and their access to rights and how these laws 

threaten to cause tension between these countries and the refugees residing in 

them. Furthermore, the study will underscore the institutional origins of the 

injustice Palestinian refugees are continuing to face ever since the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. 
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Laws imposed on Palestinian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon 

Palestinian refugees as defined by UNRWA are people who lived in 

Palestine during the period from 1 June 1946 till 15 May 1948 and lost their 

means of livelihood and homes due to the 1948 Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

Palestinian refugees now reside in refugee camps in their host countries. These 

camps have poor socioeconomic conditions, inadequate infrastructure, high 

population, and cramped living conditions. Furthermore, Palestinians are the 

largest and longest-standing refugee group in the world. The United Nations 

resolution 242 guarantees the right to return and compensation for refugees’ lost 

property. However, Israel still refuses to allow Palestinian refugees to return or 

compensate for their losses. This study compares the laws implemented by Jordan 

and Lebanon’s legal systems towards Palestinian refugees: namely, how these 

laws affect the refugees, and how they might cause tension between refugees and 

their host countries. 

Jordan hosts the largest number of Palestinian refugees and most of them 

have obtained Jordanian citizenship. On the other hand, the refugees without 

citizenship suffer from poverty and uncertain legal status. Similarly, in Lebanon, 

Palestinians face poverty, unemployment, lack of access to justice, and poor living 

conditions in refugee camps. Since Palestinian refugees are legally recognized as 

stateless, they are unable to claim the rights that other foreigners living in 

Lebanon have, they are unable to work in a total of thirty-nine professions and 

they do not have property rights. This study will not only examine the laws 

Palestinian refugees have to face in their host countries (Jordan and Lebanon), but 
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it will also discuss the reasons presented by these countries for implementing 

these laws and the tensions that occur because of these policies. Moreover, this 

study sheds insight into the injustice Palestinian refugees have been through and 

continue to face in their host countries to this day. 

Research questions 

This study aims to provide a connection between the laws and policies 

Lebanon and Jordan implemented and their effects on Palestinian refugees. This is 

done by examining what legal mechanisms organize Palestinian refugees in 

Lebanon and Jordan, and how are the lives of the refugees affected by these 

mechanisms? This study will observe the different laws of each country such as 

property, citizenship, and employment, and establishing which laws are acting as a 

barrier between Palestinian refugees and their rights. To understand the legal status 

of Palestinian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon the question of what different laws 

Palestinian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon face must be raised. Furthermore, what 

are the reasons behind the execution of such laws and policies? How do these laws 

affect Palestinian refugees residing in Jordan and Lebanon?  

Methodology 

The methodology applied for this study is the comparative method by 

comparing two-case studies, Jordan and Lebanon. The first case (Jordan) was 

selected because it hosts the largest number of Palestinian refugees and because it 

also granted citizenships to most of the refugees, this allows observing differences 

between both countries. Lebanon was selected because of the previous and 

ongoing tensions it has with the Palestinian refugees it is hosting, analysis on how 
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laws and policies led to these tensions will be made. The study will be looking at 

the Palestinian refugee crisis through three different aspects: laws and policies 

taken, justification made by the countries and the affects on Palestinian refugees. 

The sources used for this research include journal articles, newspaper articles, and 

books.  

Map of the paper 

This paper will be divided into five parts. The first part will include an 

introduction to the topic and its significance. The second part will survey the 

existing literature. The third part will examine laws Palestinian refugees face in 

Jordan and Lebanon and the reasons behind them. The fourth part will observe the 

effects the laws had on the Palestinian refugees as well as the host countries. 

Finally, the last part will include a comparative analysis of both host countries and 

whether their policies were a success or a failure. 

2. Literature review  

The laws imposed on Palestinian refugees by Jordan and Lebanon must be 

examined to understand the difference in the levels of injustice the refugees face in 

each country. The debate on why such laws have been imposed will be addressed 

while examining each country’s policies towards the refugees, the reasons behind 

the implementation of such policies, and the effects these policies have on 

Palestinian refugees.  

Abdallah et al. (2017) and Al-Natour (1997) discuss the citizenship law in 

Lebanon which does not permit a Lebanese mother to give her children Lebanese 

citizenship. Moreover, the citizenship law in Lebanon only allows a Lebanese 
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father to give citizenship to his children, people born in Lebanon without proof of 

being born to a foreign national, people born in Lebanon to unknown parents, or an 

unknown nationality can also obtain Lebanese citizenship. Furthermore, Al-

Natour (1997) discusses that a Palestinian woman married to a Lebanese man can 

take citizenship after a year of marriage. Moreover, Palestinian refugees do not 

have access to rights because they are not Lebanese nationals, they are also 

not allowed to work in Lebanon because of the Labor Laws. Abdallah et al. (2017) 

and Bakri (2010) argue that Palestinian refugees have long been denied their basic 

rights in Lebanon, Palestinian men married to Lebanese women have no rights at 

all. 

Despite the Lebanese labor law reforms reported by Bakri (2010) that would 

allow Palestinian refugees to work in Lebanon, Smith (2010) argued that 

Palestinian refugees remained out of work. Also, since the Palestinians are not 

permitted to own property Smith (2010) and Al-Natour (1997) claim that 

Palestinians cannot run their businesses, in 2010, Bakri reported that the 

government claimed that they were willing to grant Palestinian 

refugees property rights, yet Smith proves that this is another empty promise. 

Bakri (2010), Al- Natour (1997), and Smith (2010) conveyed that the 

reason Lebanon is imposing such laws on Palestinian refugees is because of the 

right of return, Palestinian refugees should be able to return to their properties in 

Israel. Al-Natour (1997) and Smith (2010) also added the following reasons: 

Lebanon’s limited size, financial means, and the Palestinian opposition to the 

settlement. However, Al-Natour (1997) debates that the Palestinians’ opposition to 
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settlement should not prevent them from seeking their civil rights and better 

conditions while they are in exile until they can eventually return to their country. 

Immigration Refugee Board of Canada (IRBC) (2014) and Sherab (2015) 

explain that in 1988, a decision to stop the color-coded system was 

taken, Palestinian refugees that could not provide that they resided in Jordan were 

rendered stateless. Sherab (2015) asserts that the reason behind this decision taken 

by the Jordanian government is a retort to an incident in which Palestinians with 

yellow cards were replacing them with green cards without warning. Unlike Sherab 

(2015), IRBC (2014) did not mention the reason behind the government’s decision 

in the study. 

In the years 2004-2008, Jordan withdrew nationalities from many 

Palestinian-Jordanians, IRBC (2014) and Sherab (2015) both discuss the negative 

effects this had on Palestinian people, losing rights and privileges. Sherab (2015) 

presented that the Jordanian government justified this withdrawal by announcing 

that these Palestinians failed to renew their Israeli residence permit and the 

withdrawal will aid in motivating Palestinians with the right of return. Moreover, 

citizenships were reinstated after they were ruled as wrongful withdrawals. Once 

again, IRBC failed to mention any information about the government’s decision or 

the reinstated citizenships. 

Additionally, IRBC (2014) and Sherab (2015) both suggest that Palestinians 

without Jordanian citizenship have fewer rights than Jordanians. Furthermore, 

Saliba (2019) expresses that Jordan is against the integration of Palestinian refugees 

and the lack of resources makes it difficult to provide for refugees. 
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In contrast to West Bankers, ex-Gazans were never granted citizenship in 

Jordan because they sought asylum in Jordan in 1967, not 1948 

(Sherab,2015) (IRBC, 2014). Sherab (2015) also explained that they were not 

granted citizenship so that they do not resettle and fight for their right to return, this 

was not included in IRBC's study. 

As for Palestinian-Syrian refugees that sought asylum in Jordan after the 

Syrian conflict in 2011, IRBC (2014) and Sherab (2015) declared that they were 

being treated terribly simply because they were Palestinians, in some cases, they 

were forcefully deported back to Syria. The Prime minister later explained that if 

they allowed them to stay another wave of displacement would occur and soon all 

Palestinian refugees from different countries would want to stay in Jordan (Sherab, 

2015), this fact was also not referred to by IRBC (2014). 

As declared by IRBC (2014) and Sherab (2015) the Withdrawal of 

citizenship from Jordanian Nationals contradicts the Jordanian constitution and 

nationality law along with the international conventions that Jordan is a part of. 

Additionally, Jordan's treatment of Palestinian- Syrian refugees is a violation of 

human rights, customary international law, and political and civil rights. Jordan 

defends its discrimination by claiming that these actions are 

needed to maintain national security. Saliba (2019) disagrees with Jordan’s policy 

and its attempt to justify mistreating Palestinian refugees. 

This study will provide a comparative analysis regarding the laws both 

Jordan and Lebanon execute to deal with Palestinian refugees. It will also analyze 
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how the laws Palestinian refugees have to abide by in their host countries affect 

them and prohibit their access to basic rights.  

 

3. The Neglected Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.  

In Lebanon, laws imposed on Palestinian refugees have an impact on their 

freedom, status and lives (Al-Natour, 1997). The Palestinian refugees are 

experiencing the longest exile in history and yet since the beginning Lebanon has 

been a reluctant host (Knudsen, 2007). Moreover, Palestinian refugees residing in 

Lebanon are subject to Lebanese laws even though they do not receive basic 

rights (UNRWA, 2012). Palestinians live in refugee camps with poor living 

conditions and infrastructure, they have no access to healthcare. Medical 

treatment is expensive in Lebanon and UNRWA does not have the proper 

resources to treat Palestinians in need of medical attention (Amnesty 

international, 2007). Furthermore, Palestinian refugees are losing hope, they no 

longer believe that they will return to Palestine anytime soon and they believe that 

their Arab host countries gave up fighting for the Palestinian cause. Refugees are 

neglected and their host countries do not carry out their responsibilities towards 

them (Andersen, 2016).  It is therefore important to bear in mind the different 

laws which deny Palestinian refugees access to their rights.   

Citizenship 

The Lebanese nationality law is defined by territorial or blood ties. 

Therefore, a person is only considered a Lebanese national if born to a Lebanese 

father, or a person born in Lebanon with unknown parents that are not proved to 
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be foreigners. Moreover, the president of the state of Lebanon can grant 

citizenship or withhold it from non-citizens as an act of sovereignty. (Al-Natour, 

1997). In 1992, Prime minister Rafik Al Hariri created a naturalization program in 

which the president granted citizenships to around 30,000 Palestinian refugees. 

The Maronite Church feared that this naturalization process would shift Lebanese 

demographic balance and naturally they were against it (Knudsen, 2007). In 

Lebanon, access to rights is directly linked to citizenship, so all other laws like 

property, employment, education, and marriage are related to the citizenship law. 

Property 

The 1969 decree of property ownership stated that Arab citizens are 

permitted to own up to 3000m² in Beirut and 5000m² in the rest of Lebanon. 

However, the 2001 amendment 296, states that people that do not have a 

nationality of a recognized state are prohibited from owning property in Lebanon. 

Palestinian refugees are the only foreigners in Lebanon that do not belong to a 

recognized state and therefore they were barred from owning and passing down 

existing property (Knudsen, 2007). Palestinian refugees are only permitted to 

reside inside refugee camps, they are not permitted to inherit or register housing 

or land (Amnesty international, 2007). Moreover, it is crucial to examine what 

laws Palestinians have to abide by in terms of employment.  

Employment  

Palestinian refugees are not permitted to access many sectors in the labor 

market. Before 2005 Palestinian refugees were banned from working in a total of 

109 professions, now 70 of these professions are no longer restricted (Khazaal, 
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2017). Lebanon justifies restricting jobs by claiming that if Palestinian refugees 

were integrated into Lebanese society and offered jobs, they would not want to 

leave Lebanon (Anderson, 2016). Palestinian refugees are still banned from 

seeking jobs in law, medicine, and engineering, these restrictions cause high 

levels of unemployment, poor working conditions, and low wages (Amnesty 

international, 2007). It is important to note that if a Palestinian refugee wants to 

be hired, he/she needs a work permit first, these work permits are difficult to 

obtain, they are expensive and need to be renewed (Amnesty international, 2007) 

(Khazaal, 2017). As a result, Palestinian refugees work illegally in Lebanon, these 

jobs are not reputable, and they offer them poor pay. Nor are Palestinian refugees 

offered any work benefits, and they are still required to pay taxes. (Amnesty 

international, 2007) (Anderson, 2016). Palestinian refugees work in the informal 

job sector in the lowest paid jobs where they now have to compete with Syrian 

refugees (Knudsen, 2007). In addition, Palestinian refugees who are educated still 

find it difficult to find jobs. 

Education  

In Lebanon, Palestinian refugees have been denied their right to education 

in public schools since 1948 (Shiblak 1996). Therefore, they only have the option 

to study in overcrowded UNRWA schools. However, Al- Natour (1997) claims 

that Palestinians are permitted to apply to all universities and schools with the 

exception of the education major at the faculty of arts of the Lebanese University, 

this is because it aims prepare Lebanese instructors for high school teaching 

positions. However, it is important to note that the majority of Palestinian 
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refugees cannot afford to pay the tuition fees for private education. Will 

Palestinian children receive more rights if they are born to Lebanese mothers? 

Marriage  

The Lebanese nationality law states that the Lebanese citizenship is 

granted to children born to a Lebanese father. Moreover, if a Lebanese man 

marries a foreigner or a Palestinian woman, this woman is given citizenship after 

a year of marriage (Al-Natour, 1997). As discussed in the study by Abdallah et al. 

(2017) the nationality law in Lebanon forbids Lebanese women from passing 

Lebanese citizenship to their husbands and children, this law is a violation to 

international law and to the Lebanese constitution which states that all Lebanese 

people are “equal before the law”. This has a negative effect on the Lebanese 

women as they struggle to provide for their families, they face discrimination and 

cannot guarantee basic rights for their children. The next section discusses the 

legalities Palestinian refugees face in Lebanon’s neighboring country, Jordan. 

 

4. The Forgotten Palestinian refugees in Jordan. 

Out of all of the host countries, the largest number of Palestinian refugees 

(2.2 million) reside in Jordan. There is a common assumption that Palestinian 

refugees living in Jordan have decent lives. However, Palestinian refugees in Jordan 

are vulnerable, they have limited access to rights, and they live in refugee camps 

with poor living conditions. Moreover, 50% of the Palestinian refugee population 

is living below the poverty line, they are usually excluded, and they are often met 

with gender-based violence, In Jordan, there is no clear refugee law, instead 
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refugees are treated like other foreigners, Palestinian refugees without Jordanian 

citizenship are left with no political, economic, or civil rights. Furthermore, 

Palestinians living in Jordan have limited access or are excluded from accessing a 

number of services such as poverty funds and public assistance; they also face 

restrictions on public healthcare services, and they cannot afford private healthcare 

(IRBC, 2014). In addition, Human Rights Watch, as cited by the IRBC (2014), 

claims that healthcare costs are more expensive for Palestinians than for Jordanians. 

Moreover, Palestinian refugees in Jordan are not locally integrated and adapted to 

society although this is a crucial step for refugees as individuals and for the stability 

of Jordan as a host country. 

Palestinians living in Jordan are a marginalized group, they do not have 

neither the Palestinian passport nor the Jordanian passport, they do not participate 

in their host country’s political events nor against it, so they are vulnerable to 

political manipulation (Soh et al., 2016). Furthermore, since Jordan’s policy 

involves giving Palestinian refugees freedom of movement and the right of 

employment more than other host countries it is usually considered to be an 

empathetic host country that treats refugees like its own citizens. The following 

sections will discuss the different laws Palestinian refugees face in Jordan. 

Citizenship  

The majority of Palestinian refugees have Jordanian citizenship. Refugees 

with a permanent Jordanian passport receive the same rights Jordanian nationals 

have. Palestinian refugees who fled from the West Bank prior to 1967 were all 

granted the Jordanian nationality. According to the Family Book of Jordanian Law, 
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descendants of Palestinian refugees with Jordanian citizenships receive the 

Jordanian nationality as well (Soh et at., 2016). However, Palestinian refugees who 

fled to Jordan after 1967 (Palestinians who fled from Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria) 

were denied Jordanian citizenship (IRBC, 2014). The reason behind denying these 

refugees citizenship was to prevent another wave of displacement, granting all 

Palestinian refugees citizenship would cause refugees from other countries to go to 

Jordan in hopes of getting citizenships. Furthermore, this policy of not granting 

citizenships was also used so that the refugees do not resettle and continue to fight 

for their right of return, if Palestinians get the Jordanian citizenship, they will settle 

in Jordan and they will not be willing to fight for their right of return to Palestine.  

(Sherab, 2015). 

Jordan was the first Arab host country to grant Palestinian refugees 

nationalities, other Arab states granted them refugee documents instead because 

they resisted resettlement and naturalization (Shiblak, 1996). In the years 2004-

2008 the Jordanian government revoked the Jordanian nationality from many 

Palestinian refugees, without their Jordanian nationality these Palestinian refugees 

were left with no rights once again (IRBC, 2014) (Sherab, 2015). However, the 

Jordanian government justified this action claiming that Palestinian refugees were 

not renewing their permits. However, citizenships that were wrongfully withdrawn 

by the government were reinstated for Palestinians who were able to renew their 

permits (Sherab, 2015). Like Lebanon, Jordan’s laws heavily rely on the citizenship 

law, citizenship is the key to rights. For instance, the property law in Jordan relies 

on the citizenship law. 
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Property 

The Human Rights Watch claims that non-citizen Palestinians are not 

permitted to own property in Jordan, they cannot invest, purchase cars or run a 

business. If Palestinians are fortunate enough to have social networks and 

connections, they can own property or register their property under the name of a 

Jordanian national (IRBC, 2014) On the other hand, Shiblak (1996) states that any 

Palestinian refugee is permitted to own property in Jordan, but they have to go 

through regulations like any other foreigner, including obtaining permits from the 

Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Interior. However, it is claimed by the 

Human Rights Watch to be much easier for foreigners to obtain these permits than 

for Palestinian refugees. Similarly, employment laws in Jordan require Palestinian 

refugees to obtain permits. 

Employment  

The employment law in Jordan permits non-citizen Palestinian refugees to 

work in jobs that are not part of the public sector (IRBC, 2014; Shiblak 1996). In 

addition, Palestinian refugees are not permitted to work as lawyers, dentists, or 

engineers. Palestinian refugees face difficulties getting approval from the General 

Intelligence Directorate (GID) to obtain jobs in the private sector, and if they do, 

they are exploited by their employers, forced to work longer, paid less, have no 

access to medical insurance, and no security benefits. (IRBC, 2014). Palestinian 

refugees are allowed to run small businesses in refugee camps without the need for 

state permission, as long as this business uses the amenities of the owner’s house 
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(Shiblak, 1996). Moreover, the following section discusses if Palestinian refugees 

can pursue an education in Jordsn. 

Education  

Palestinian refugees are not permitted to attend public schools and they 

require a security clearance from the GID to attend private schools. Usually, 

Palestinian refugees cannot afford to pay tuition for private schools and 

universities, so they do not complete secondary school education and they avoid 

studying in UNRWA classrooms because they are overcrowded and have multiple 

shifts (IRBC, 2014). Palestinian refugees indeed face a hard time completing their 

education because of the barriers the Jordanian government puts against them 

(Shiblak 1996). 

Marriage 

If a Jordanian man marries a Palestinian woman, his children will be granted 

the Jordanian citizenship at birth while his wife will wait three years. In the case of 

a marriage union between a Jordanian woman and a Palestinian man, the woman 

cannot give the Jordanian citizenship to her husband or children. The same law is 

applied to other foreigners married to Jordanian women. Non-citizen children of 

Jordanian women face legal restriction and do not have access to social and 

economic welfare, these children also cannot obtain the Jordanian citizenship in the 

event of their non-citizen fathers’ death. The majority of Jordanian women are 

married to non-citizen Palestinian men, therefore the Jordanian government fears 

allowing women to pass on citizenship to their husbands and children would 

undermine the effort to secure the right of return. However, Bailey (2018) claims 
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that this justification is false and discriminatory because it does not apply to men 

even though they are also passing Jordan citizenship to non-citizen Palestinian 

women. Despite promises to lift some restrictions against non-citizen children of 

Jordanian women and allow them to access basic rights such as employment, 

education, and healthcare, these promises were not fulfilled by the Jordanian 

government and the non-citizen children remain without rights (Bailey, 2018). 

5. Conclusion  

To conclude, Jordanian and Lebanese policies for dealing with Palestinian 

refugees are fairly the same despite the different societies present in Jordan and 

Lebanon. Both Jordan and Lebanon impose laws on the refugees to restrict their 

access to rights and claim that this will help them fight for their right to return. 

Jordan and Lebanon like other Arab host countries are against resettlement and 

naturalization, they treat Palestinian refugees like temporary visitors despite how 

long they have been displaced from their country. Palestinian refugees will still 

fight for their right to return if they are granted other basic rights by their host 

countries, so they have to stop imposing barriers on them and instead work on 

making their exile easier for them. Moreover, in both countries the rights are 

directly related to citizenship, this situation is baffling, especially with the large 

number of refugees present in each country respectively. When analyzing the laws 

imposed by Jordan and Lebanon on Palestinian refugees, we can clearly see that 

the only difference is that Jordan gave citizenship to more refugees, still non-citizen 

Palestinians receive a harsh treatment. Instead of imposing such rules on refugees 

Jordan and Lebanon should stop this injustice, start treating refugees like humans, 
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help them adapt and integrate them into society even if it is just a temporary 

situation. Furthermore, both Jordan and Lebanon should address the problem of not 

granting rights for non-citizens, they should realize that these are basic rights that 

should be given to all humans regardless of the place they came from. 
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