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Like Goats on the Masara:  
The Futile Lives of Migrant Laborers in the Gulf

BY CAITLIN MITCHELL

Like tens of thousands of other young Indian men, Najeeb Muhammed 
set out from his home to seek not a fortune, but steady work and a moderate 
paycheck as a migrant laborer in the Gulf. Once there, corrupted individuals 
and institutional power structures in the kafala system, lead to him becoming 
a captive slave laborer on a remote goat farm where he toils for years on end. 
Though Najeeb’s story is found in a work of fiction, it is that of nearly every Gulf 
migrant laborer. Much research has been conducted on the families of Gulf 
migrant workers. These studies show that the families of migrant workers can 
often elevate their socio-economic position in society through the remittances 
their loved ones send home. However, what these studies are less interested in 
is the day-to-day plight of the Najeebs of the world. Benyamin’s Goat Days (2012) 
demonstrates that Gulf migrant laborers like Najeeb endure slave-like conditions 
in the hopes of earning a meager livelihood and improving their slate in life, but 
ultimately end up as goats to be slaughtered by capitalist power structures.

Marxist theory believes that “the capitalists, or the bourgeoisie, have 
successfully enslaved the working class, or the proletariat, through economic 
policies and production of goods” and that through this system “the rich will 
become richer, while the poor become poorer and more and more oppressed” 
(Bressler 168). Because of their position in the socio-economic hierarchy, 
workers like Najeeb become increasingly separated from the ruling classes, and, 
particularly in Najeeb’s case, become increasingly fragmented from their own 
sense of self the longer they remains cogs in this system. The Marxist idea of 
power structures explains the distribution of control in society. In any capitalist 
society, “the employers (the bourgeoisie) have the economic power and thereby 
gain social and political control of their society” (168). Several power structures 
are evident in both Goat Days and the migrant labor phenomena. The two most 
predominant, in terms of social and political control of the proletariat, are the 
host countries and the employers or sponsors in the kafala system. In relation 
to either of these two ruling entities, the migrant laborer is at the bottom rung 
of the social ladder. Both entities exert differing, but unchallengeable, means of 
control over the migrant laborer.

The age of global capitalism has changed the players and controlling 
structures in both significant and minute ways. Though the employers in the 
capitalist system still hold the economic power, and to large degrees social 
and political control, the modern-day “bourgeoisie” is not centralized within 
a particular nation-state, nor are workers necessarily members of the same 
nation-state as the bourgeoisie. The dominance of transnational corporations 
and cross-border economic engagement places even more power in the hands 
of the bourgeoisie as it can, in many instances, remove them from the oversight 
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or governance of one centralized nation-state. As William Robinson points out in 
“Marxism, the Crisis of Global Capitalism, and the Folly of Conventional Marxist 
Thinking on It:”

There is a new relation between space and power that is only just 
beginning to be theorized, along with novel political, cultural and 
institutional relations that are clearly transnational in the sense that the 
nation-state does not fundamentally mediate these relations as it did in 
the past. This is not to say that the nation-state is no longer important 
but that the system of nation-states as discrete interacting units—the 
inter-state system—is no longer the organizing principle of capitalist 
development, or the primary institutional framework that shapes social 
and class forces and political dynamics. (4)

While previous Marxist theorists looked to the nation-state as central to 
understanding the power structures that shaped and influenced workers, this is 
no longer as reliable a method of analysis as it once was. This increase in power 
on the part of transnational corporations both benefits host nation-states 
that wish to welcome capital within their borders, and further jeopardizes the 
position of the proletariat by moving not just capital, but workers themselves 
across borders to seek work, or under the rule of corporations even within the 
boundaries of their home nation-state. 

Though any Marxist analysis will find that power structures “lead to the 
fragmentation and alienation of individuals, particularly those of the proletariat,” 
the changing make-up of the proletariat from one bound by cultural or ethnic 
identity to one often bound by geographic displacement and shared economic 
status, leads to even further fragmentation of the self (Bressler 169).  As 
Sulayman Khalaf and Saad Alkobaisi explain in “Migrants’ Strategies of Coping 
and Patterns of Accommodation in the Oil-Rich Gulf Societies: Evidence from the 
UAE,” the migrant worker is constantly renegotiating his sense of self based on 
his position relative to the power structures around him. His sense of self, or 
“sense of status,” as Khalaf and Alkobaisi refer to it, is constantly in flux due 
to the “insecurity” under which he lives (294). The conditions that create this 
sense of insecurity are ultimately crafted and controlled by the bourgeoisie and 
strip the migrant worker of agency in society. For example, the average migrant 
laborer in the Gulf consistently deals with the following:

 (a) the absence of clearly defined rights . . . (b) dependence on the 
goodwill of individuals or institutional sponsors; (c) little access to the 
privileges enjoyed by nationals. . . (d) tremendous power in the hands 
of the initial sponsor . . . (e) loss of residency. . . and punitive fines for 
overstaying without a visa . . . (f) the ability for the kafeel [sponsor] to 
hold the migrant’s passport; (g) absence of trade/work unions . . . (h) 
the swift deportation of illegal immigrants . . . (i) restrictions on who 
can bring dependents; (j) inability to own property . . . [and] (k) formal 
and informal forms of discrimination. (294)
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The ruling class’s ability to exert this degree of control over millions of 
migrant laborers within their countries’ borders both erects a steel ceiling 
over the laborers, through which they cannot break, and contributes to the 
“alienation” alluded to by Bressler (more on this later). 

The systematic mistreatment of migrant Gulf workers, especially when 
contrasted with the opulence seen in many of the Gulf States, is akin to modern-
day slavery. Though no formal bill of sale is drawn up for these laborers, the 
comparison is just when one thinks about how “today’s slavery has less to do 
with historical or ethnical reasons than it has with income and social hierarchy” 
(Luise 471). The presence of migrant workers in the Gulf region, combined with 
the roles they play in the Gulf economy, serves to re-affirm existing power 
structures. Najeeb, like millions of other migrant laborers, encounters the 
aforementioned obstacles throughout his time in the Gulf. The kafala system 
grants migrant laborers access to jobs in the Middle East through sponsors or 
employer. However, rather than using sponsors as simply a job-focused travel 
agent, the kafala system essentially gives the sponsors or employers full control 
and de facto ownership of the worker. From the start, workers like Najeeb must 
buy into the system, paying exorbitant sums of money to individuals or agencies 
for the privilege of being matched with a sponsor and obtaining a visa. This 
takes the migrant worker, already economically disadvantaged, and reduces his 
agency and increases his dependency on his kafeel. Many migrant workers enter 
into the host country knowing that they cannot return home empty handed, no 
matter what kind of circumstances they must endure in order to do so. 

The small degree to which the kafala system benefits the migrant workers 
is entirely dependent on the benevolence and honesty of the sponsors and 
employers. Upon arrival, it is not uncommon for workers to find themselves 
working in fields other than the one they were promised. Najeeb believed he 
was going to the Gulf to be a helper in a construction company, only to become 
a captive on a goat farm (Benyamin 251). Amnesty International tells a strikingly 
similar story of a man, speaking under the alias of “Haroon,” who signed a contract 
to be a construction worker but was instead forced to work on a goat farm for 
18 hours a day. He was often denied food, physically abused by his employer, 
and his salary withheld for months on end (Eapen). Though it is possible that 
Najeeb and Haroon are one and the same, as Goat Days was based on the story 
purportedly told to the author, the fact remains that the magnanimity of the 
kafeel is one of the integral factors in both the economic advancement and the 
humane treatment of the migrant worker.

Even when the intended and actual fields of work align, it is not uncommon 
for contracts to be changed upon the workers’ arrival. In a study of migrant 
coping strategies, Sulayman Khalaf and Saad Alkobaisiin include the story of 
Habib, a Keralite construction worker who arrived in the Gulf, having signed a 
contract for Dh 800 a month. Once he arrived in the Emirates, he was made to 
sign a contract that reduced his pay to Dh 500 a month. When he objected he was 
told that the contract he signed before leaving India was a “formality required 
to facilitate migration” and that he should “accept the conditions in the new 
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[United Arab Emirates] contracts” (281). Because many workers have to borrow 
heavily to make it to the Gulf, they cannot afford to turn down the job because 
of a change in payment. In a study of Indian workers in the UAE, social scientists 
found that “more than one-fifth of the sample emigrants . . . did not receive the 
same job, the same wages, and the same non-wage benefits laid down in the 
work contracts” (Zachariah 2232). Even if a worker is in the economic position 
to challenge the changes, in almost every case, language barriers between the 
worker and the kafeel prevent such interactions and exchanges. The kafeel is 
able to use the workers’ economic dependence on him to his advantage to cheat 
them out of promised monies. The workers often have to work at the job longer 
to make the amount they counted on, increasing their time away from their 
families. In turn, their employer gets employees to work for longer and cheaper. 
As Bressler summed up, the rich get richer, the poor get poorer.

Once they begin working in the Gulf, “structural dependence is aggravated 
by a practice that constrains migrants’ freedom of movement” (Longva 
21). Whether or not they are held captive or kept in the isolation that Najeeb 
experiences on the goat farm, “expatriate workers are required to surrender 
their passports to their employers. The documents remain in the [employers’] 
possession as long as the workers are in the country” (21). The removal of 
workers’ passports is purported to be a means of protection for the employer, 
as an effective “crime-prevention measure since those who committed an 
infraction will not be able to leave the country and escape prosecution” (21). 
But without a passport, migrant workers are trapped in the host country, at the 
mercy of their sponsor or employer. If a worker wishes to terminate his contract 
with an employer, he is legally allowed to do so—but in these cases he is banking 
on his employer returning his passport, and thereby his agency. If the employer 
does not return the worker’s passport, the worker has no alternative but to run 
away from the situation, and become an illegal worker without legitimate reason 
for being in the country. While Najeeb elects this route, and surrenders himself 
to the judicial system to await deportation, many others instead remain with 
their employers, accepting their new lot in life. Whether they remain working 
or choose to flee, the working class is dependent upon both the benevolence 
and lawfulness of the employer, and in the cases of where this does not pan 
out, the social programs and support of the host country. As the laws in these 
countries are designed to benefit the local economy and the native populace, 
the sponsorship system “severely circumscribes some of the most fundamental 
freedoms of migrant workers and exploits their dependency and vulnerability” 
(Longva 22).

Najeeb’s experience demonstrates the physical and psychological injuries 
that can come from participation in this oppressive system. Because workers 
are considered simply a piece of machinery in the capitalist system, there is an 
incentive on the part of the employers to keep them in good health. A worker 
who cannot work affects the bottom dollar. In the novel, Najeeb is injured by one 
of the male goats on the farm. He is unable to work the following morning and 
the combination of his physical injuries and his psychological debasement leads 
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him to accept the possibility of death. When he cannot perform the morning’s 
duties he prays to Allah, “I hope you will have no objection if I leave myself to be 
killed by the arbab . . . I am not sad. Let me die . . . I cannot take this suffering 
anymore” (Benyamin 122). The arbab heals him with a poultice made of herbs, 
and though for a moment the interaction appears kind and loving, as soon as the 
treatment is applied he sends Najeeb back to resume his work with the goats. In 
the arbab’s eyes, Najeeb is nothing more than a tool for generating income, and 
he is treated like a tool, not a human.

Though many migrant laborers work on large construction sites or 
industries that employ many laborers, and therefore have a migrant community 
to be involved with (Khalaf), others, like Najeeb, exist in almost total isolation 
from other humans. Though the arbab is often present, because of the language 
barrier and the de facto barrier created by the master-“employee” relationship, 
Najeeb effectively spends every day alone, save the goats. Though he tries to 
adjust to the situation out of necessity, as he admits he is “utterly helpless,” the 
isolation psychologically takes its toll (104). Periodically delivery trucks would 
make their way to the masara with water, hay, and wheat. Though Najeeb longs 
to interact with the deliverymen, the arbab creates situations to prevent this 
interaction. Despite this, Najeeb’s “heart would flutter with inexpressible joy” 
upon seeing the trucks. After simply touching one of the truck drivers one time, 
Najeeb “felt a shiver of satisfaction passing through” him (126). He even goes so 
far as to pretend to drop something to “accidentally” touch a man’s feet.  The 
effects of isolation and social deprivation on the human brain have been studied 
extensively and in nearly all studies the results are damning. Isolation creates 
long-lasting damage to the human psyche and many argue it is akin to torture 
(Bond; Gawande; Marano; Will). While the isolation of Najeeb makes sense within 
the narrative, it also serves to demonstrate one of the ways in which migrant 
workers in the Gulf kafala system are treated as less than human. Like prisoners 
in solitary confinement, there is no recourse for either Najeeb, or workers like 
him, who must assume the role of the controlled and become grateful for any 
humane moments the governing institutions allow them.

In addition to using Najeeb’s story as a demonstration of the many hardships 
faced in the kafala system, Benyamin demonstrates the “fragmentation” that 
Bressler alludes to through Najeeb in two distinct but equally poignant ways. 
First, throughout the course of the text Najeeb becomes more and more like 
the goats he tends. The systematic dehumanization he experiences during 
his time at the masara with the arbab, eventually leads him to believe that he 
“had indeed become a goat” (150). By the end of this transformation, Najeeb is 
even more domesticated than his goat brethren. Early in his time at the masara, 
Najeeb notes that “goats are the only domesticated animals that, despite living 
with man for about six thousand years, slip back into their wild nature whenever 
possible” (105). However, near the end of his time in captivity Najeeb realizes 
that he has “lost all urge to escape” (181). He no longer feels he can return to 
human society in “this scruffy shape, this scruffy face, this scruffy life” because 
his life “is a goat’s life” (181). After months of eating and drinking with them, 
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sleeping with them, and spending his days with no other humans who speak his 
language, Najeeb no longer is able to conceive of himself as a human capable of 
existing within society.

Escape he does, however, and once reacquainted with society and people 
outside the masara, the continued alienation of Najeeb’s self is evident. In the 
time that Najeeb is in the desert, he has not once seen his reflection. The lack of 
food, dismal hygiene, and hard labor has taken its toll on his body and his sense 
of self. Upon arriving at Kunjikka’s hotel, he asks for a mirror so he can finally see 
himself:

I just wanted to see myself as everyone saw me, the man everyone 
thought was pitiable.

One of them brought me a small mirror. I looked at myself. I stared at it 
for a long time. I couldn’t recognize myself at all. The person I saw there 
was a stranger. His hair was cut short, his beard shaved off. The man in 
the mirror was not the one who had set off from the homeland. I was 
someone else all together. (244)

After “three years, four months, nine days” in Saudi Arabia, Najeeb has 
experienced a complete alienation of the self (246). He has gone from Najeeb, 
husband and father, citizen of Kerala to Najeeb the goat, the most domesticated 
goat in the herd, and finally, when presented with his own image, to nothing. 
When finally forced to confront his physical self, he has no concept of who he is, 
remarking that “had [he] been told on any other occasion that the person [he] 
saw in the mirror” was himself he “would not have believed it” (245). Though the 
individual and institutional forms of discrimination and enslavement that Najeeb 
and other migrant laborers experience are degrading, and set them apart from 
the rest of society which surrounds them, the sociological and philosophical 
exile in which they exist leads to their ultimate alienation of self (Khalaf 296). 

Najeeb’s story, as well as nearly any anecdote one can find regarding migrant 
workers in the Gulf, reveals that the kafala system does not benefit migrant 
workers the way they hope and pray it will. Najeeb set out for the Gulf with the 
intention of making money to support his family. Upon arrival he even refers to 
his purported sponsor as “the custodian of all my dreams, the visible god who 
would fulfil [sic] all my ambitions” (48). Despite the physical and psychological 
abuse he suffers at his hands, he continues throughout the text to refer to him 
as “arbab,” literally translated as “saviour” (96). However, in capitalism there is 
no such thing as gods or saviors, and the kafala system does not exist to be the 
custodian of the poor’s dreams: it exists to benefit the Gulf. Interestingly, the 
capitalist system’s systematic exploitation and objectification of workers stands 
in stark contrast to the religious tone of Benyamin’s text, as well as the role 
religion often plays in Indian migrant laborers’ lives. Though the text omits many 
references to Muslims’ daily religious practices, religious themes do influence 
the narrative. Throughout his time in occupational captivity, Najeeb routinely 
communicates with Allah, praying to him, cursing him, and even evoking his 
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name for emphasis. Najeeb’s eventual escape from servitude is facilitated by 
a man named Ibrahim, who both in name and in actions serves as an allegory 
of Ibrahim in the Qur’an as the model for mankind. Ibrahim leads Najeeb from 
his capitalist-driven servitude, through the desert, back to a part of society that 
prioritizes Islamic principles of hospitality and brotherhood. It is in this part of 
society, surrounded by others who are both ethnically and religiously akin to 
him, that Najeeb is able to begin stripping away his goat-identity for one that 
is decidedly human. Ibrahim and the men in the area he brings Najeeb to, help 
Najeeb because of a shared humanity—not for monetary gain. The only time 
Najeeb is treated well within the novel is when he is seen as separate from the 
capitalist system and viewed simply as a Muslim brother. Though he goes to the 
Gulf to save some money and make a living as a cog in the capitalist economy, it 
is his faith that ultimately saves him.

Outside the diegesis of the novel, however, faith and capitalism are in 
collision. Back in Najeeb’s home state of Kerala, Muslim entrepreneurs are 
attempting to marry the idea of the Muslim faith with the kafala capitalist 
system to benefit both themselves and their community, as reported by Filippo 
Osella and Caroline Osella in “Muslim entrepreneurs in public life between India 
and the Gulf: making good and doing good.” They note that,

[Muslim entrepreneurs] talk about their ‘social mindedness’ as a 
combination of piety and economic calculation, the two seen not 
as excluding but reinforcing each other. By promoting modern 
education among Muslims, entrepreneurs seek to promote economic 
development while also embedding economic practices within a 
framework of ethics and moral responsibilities deemed to be ‘Islamic’. 
(S202)

These entrepreneurs ostensibly seek to improve the education in their 
regions, in turn creating more literate and skilled workers to enter either into the 
workforce (either within India, or abroad). They are praised by their communities 
for creating or becoming involved with “community associations, orphanages, 
schools, trade organizations, and everyday politics,” but though they frame their 
business missions within the Islamic ideals of morality and ethics, they ultimately 
end up profiting from a system that exploits their brethren by encouraging them 
to enter into the global capitalist economy (S203). While some claim they are 
working to help fellow Muslims by better preparing them for what is waiting for 
them in the global workforce, it is still too soon to tell if there can be a happy 
marriage between personal faith and participation in the global economy. 
Najeeb’s story strongly suggests that there can not.

Migrant workers in the Gulf, like Najeeb, lack agency in the region and are 
unable to assert themselves against the capitalist driven power structures that 
make up the kafala system. In terms of agency, the migrant workers of the Gulf 
hold little more power than the goats to which Najeeb attends. The final scene of 
the novel shows this, as Najeeb embarks on his journey home to India. Of himself 
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and his fellow deportees, he remarks: “Together we were made to walk towards 
the plane. I could not help thinking how the sight was so similar to herding a flock 
of goats back into a masara! I was one of the goats. Mine was a goat’s life” (253).

As Najeeb’s deportation flight ascends into the air, he departs from a 
world unchanged by his participation in it. His arbab, and thousands of other 
kafeels like him, will go on with business, replacing one missing or broken cog 
with another. The Gulf States will continue to profit from the cheap labor and 
expendable workforce. Najeeb, like the millions of other migrant workers, will 
leave with virtually no more proof of his time in the Gulf than his “experience and 
his memories” (245). Though they enter into the system with the hope of raising 
themselves out of, or elevating themselves within the proletariat, migrant 
laborers’ participation in the kafala system does little more than increase the 
gap between the rich and the poor and re-affirms the dominance of the ruling 
class.
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