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ABSTRACT 
 

The state of Qatar in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is home to an estimated 2.1 

million foreigners. All guest workers in the country, from high-waged “expatriates” to 

low-income migrant workers, are governed by a sponsorship system known as kafala. 

Under the system, management of foreigners is delegated to the citizenry, whereby a 

worker’s visa and residency permits are tethered to his/her kafeel, or sponsor. At the heart 

of the system is an asymmetric power relationship between the kafeel and the sponsored 

worker. Due to the low cost of importing labor and the nature of their work, Asian and 

African migrant workers employed in the construction, domestic, and service sectors are 

disproportionately affected by the system and rendered extremely vulnerable to abusive 

practices. As a result, workers are subject to passport confiscation and the withholding of 

wages, and cannot change and/or leave jobs, or leave the country, without obtaining 

employer permission. This asymmetric power relationship, one that affords the sponsor 

considerable power and control, undergirds the maltreatment that low-wage beneficiaries 

of the system endure throughout their employment.   

 

This study is significant in two respects. First, this ethnographic study adds to the existing 

literature by presenting additional documentation of the oppressive work and living 

conditions that Qatar’s labor regime exacts low-waged migrants to endure. Second, this 
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research argues that the Qatari state’s autocratic power, which it has delegated to 

sponsors through the kafala system, is part and parcel to neoliberalism in Qatar. I argue 

that the Qatari state’s neoliberal urban governmentality, or the demarcation and division 

of Doha and its surrounding municipalities by socioeconomic class, concentrates Qataris 

and the global elite around centers of capitalist development and shuttles the low-waged 

migrant class to the city’s outskirts. This state-imposed urban planning strategy, or urban 

governmentality, has produced spatial zones of exception, namely the Industrial Area and 

other peripheral zones populated with labor camps. In the absence of fundamental labor 

rights that afford workers autonomous means to seek recourse for abuse, such as the right 

to form and join a trade union and strike, these zones emerge as spaces where low-waged 

migrant workers foster black market and informal economic activity as a means of 

politicization and resistance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Suresh* arrived to Qatar four years ago from Nepal to work as a security guard. He lives 

in a labor camp roughly one hour from his work site. When I asked him to describe his 

accommodation, he recounted a bleak story instead. His employer had begun to unilaterally 

terminate workers without reason, including men who arrived just a few months prior and 

already heavily indebted from exorbitant recruitment fees they paid back home to secure their 

employment abroad. “Whoever they want to throw out, they will throw out. Some people cry. 

They started one month ago, they have interest on loans they took out to get the visa, their home 

collapsed, and the company can’t do anything, they won’t give an NOC,” he told me, referring to 

a No-Objection Certificate, a document that a migrant worker must obtain from his/her employer 

in Qatar in order to change and/or leave jobs. “Some people can’t control themselves. They cry, 

they drink. They’re here one month and then they leave.”1  

A Nepalese worker living in Suresh’s labor camp fell victim to their employer’s 

unscrupulous layoffs and, one evening, purchased non-branded alcohol from a fellow migrant 

worker in the camp for relief. The beverage, manufactured and sold by migrants in the camp on 

the underground black market, is concocted by combining Luma, a cologne with a high alcohol 

content, with the pesticide Blue Moon, and soda. On the Friday evening a week before I met 

Suresh, the man had purchased the drink—sold under the table for 45 Qatari riyals ($12 USD)— 

and wandered off into the desert alone and never came back. His body was found atop the sand 

dunes three days later.  

“These men think they’re going to hell,” Suresh told me, referring to the repercussions 

that his co-workers have faced as a result of the job loss, namely the inability to remit money 

                                                
1 Interview with Respondent #17.  
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back home to support family. Many of his fellow workers had resorted to buying and selling 

liquor on the camp’s underground black market for relief and to pocket extra cash. “The police 

don’t fix and ban laws [on drinking]. Why? They don’t care. If he [were] American or European, 

they would have found the body after one hour. But this guy, nobody found his body until 

Monday.”2  

Suresh is one of an estimated 2.1 million migrant workers in Qatar.3 As all other guest 

workers employed in the country and the states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), Suresh 

is governed by a sponsorship system known as kafala. Under the system, management of 

foreigners is delegated to the citizenry, whereby a worker’s visa and residency permit are 

tethered to his/her kafeel, or sponsor. In certain employment situations the employer is more 

visible, such as an individual Qatari citizen who employs a female migrant domestic worker as a 

“housemaid.” The kafeel is less visible in other sectors of work, such as construction, whereby 

the company’s Qatari sponsor has delegated power to subordinates to create subsidiary chains of 

responsibility. Although practice of the kafala system varies by country throughout the GCC, at 

the heart of the system is an asymmetric power relationship between the kafeel and the sponsored 

worker. In Qatar, a migrant cannot change and/or leave jobs, or leave the country, without 

securing employer permission, the latter a characteristic unique to Qatar and Saudi Arabia.4 This 

asymmetric power relationship, one that affords the kafeel considerable power and control, 

undergirds the maltreatment that low-wage beneficiaries of the system like Suresh and his fellow 

workers endure. 

                                                
2 Ibid.  
3 “Qatar population booms on back of 2022 World Cup.” Agence France-Presse, March 2, 2017, 
http://www.france24.com/en/20170302-qatar-population-booms-back-2022-world-cup   
4 The exit permit is codified in Qatar under Law No. 21 of 2015 Regulating the Entry, Exit, and Residence of 
Expatriates, and in Saudi Arabia under Article 3 of Law No. 17/2/25/1337, The Residence Regulations Law.  
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 The precarious work that can arise as a result of the kafala system and poor oversight of 

companies who abuse it is by no means exceptional to the Gulf region. Yet there are two 

defining characteristics of Qatar and the surrounding Gulf states that distinguish its labor regime 

from others in the globalized economy: the ethnocratic underpinnings of citizenship in the GCC 

that excludes migrants from accruing the benefits of capitalist development, and the 

demographic imbalances, in which the citizenry-minority is pitted against the migrant-majority. 

These two factors, compounded by the absence of fundamental labor rights, such as the right to 

form and join a trade union, collectively bargain and strike, create dire work conditions. While 

demographic data of Qatar and the region is scarce, the population imbalance in the country is 

striking. In 2013, the United Nations estimated the foreign population to be 1,601,000 people, 

which accounted for 73.8 percent of the total population.5 Since Qatar won the bid to host the 

2022 World Cup in 2010, the population of migrant workers in the country has now swelled to 

2.1 million.6 Moreover, Qatar proffers virtually no path to citizenship for its expatriate classes. 

These characteristics are crucial in foregrounding this research study and understanding the 

implications of migration policies in Qatar.   

The purpose of the tragic story recounted by Suresh in this chapter’s opening is two-fold. 

Not only does it reveal the dire circumstances faced by low-waged migrant workers in Qatar as a 

result of the kafala system and its racial underpinnings, but it also elucidates the engagement of 

workers in the production and consumption of items manufactured on the black market and 

informal economy. As this research shows, such engagement functions as a means to contest and 

cope with the challenges imposed upon them by the Qatari state and the kafala system that 

                                                
5 See the country data for Qatar released by the United Nations at UNData, available at 
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=QATAR.   
6 “Qatar population booms on back of 2022 World Cup,” Agence France-Presse, March 2, 2017.  
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governs them. First, this study adds to the literature of the exploitative work and living 

conditions that Qatar’s migration policies exact low-waged beneficiaries to endure. Second, this 

research argues that the Qatari state’s autocratic power, which it has delegated to citizen-

sponsors through the kafala system of sponsorship-based employment, is part and parcel to 

neoliberalism in Qatar. The state’s neoliberal urban governmentality has produced spatial zones 

of exception where migrant workers politicize themselves through engagement in the black 

market and informal economy as a means of resistance and subversion. In other words, Qatar’s 

neoliberal urbanism, which demarcates and divides the capital city of Doha by socioeconomic 

class, concentrates Qataris and the global elite around centers of capitalist development and 

shuttles the low-waged migrant class to the city’s outskirts. This “urban governmentality” is an 

integral part of the state’s autocratic power that it devolves to citizen-sponsors to produce zones 

of exception, namely the Industrial Area and other peripheral zones populated with labor camps. 

In the absence of fundamental labor rights, these sites emerge as spaces where low-waged 

inhabitants foster black market and informal economic activity as a means of subversion and 

politicization. As Asef Bayat writes, “Within these urban areas, such as the city, the street 

becomes the premier locus for political expression and “the ultimate arena to communicate 

discontent.”7   

More importantly, this research challenges the notion that low-income migrant workers in 

Qatar are docile subjects rendered helpless under an exploitative migratory scheme. Rather, 

many migrants are active agents in the betterment of their lives in Qatar and the lives of their 

families back home. As neoliberal subjects shuttled in and out of zones of growth in Qatar, low-

income migrant men and women actively contest the challenges imposed upon them in two 

                                                
7 Asef Bayat, Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East, (Stanford, 2013), p. 12.  
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ways: first, they utilize kinship networks back home and in Qatar to secure employment through 

the “free visa” system, by which they pay a sum of money to a sponsor upon their arrival to 

Qatar, who allows him/her, in exchange for a fee, to seek alternative and additional employment; 

and second, as a result of Qatar’s neoliberal urban governmentality, they engage in part-time 

work in the thriving black market and informal economy in the Industrial Area and other 

peripheral zones to mitigate the precariousness of their employment in Qatar, namely paltry and 

unlivable wages.   

  In Chapter One, I historicize labor migration to Qatar and the Gulf region to trace the 

cementation of an economically exploitative and oppressive labor regime that resounds in the 

region today. The chapter charts the history and emergence of precarious work in Qatar and the 

GCC states from the nineteenth century to the present. Chapter Two draws upon my fieldwork 

and elucidates the precarious work and living conditions of low-waged migrant workers who are 

largely employed in the domestic and service sectors. This chapter positions the operation of the 

kafala system in Qatar within a labor market that is oppressive and stratified by ethnic origin, 

and foregrounds the economic politicization of migrants in the reproduction of asymmetric 

power relations that underpin the dire conditions faced by the low-waged migrant class. In the 

third and final chapter, I reveal Qatar’s urban governmentality and the ways in which neoliberal 

urban policies are part and parcel to the creation of urban zones of exception in which migrant 

workers become active agents in their betterment of their lives. Grounding the lives of workers in 

the confluence of citizenship and capitalist development that reinforces the permanent 

temporariness of migrant labor in Qatar, the chapter highlights the ways in which workers 

subvert the autocratic power inherent in the kafala system that governs them and ultimately 

assert their “right to the city.”8   
                                                
8 Bayat, Life as Politics, p. 16.  
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Like the story of Suresh and his fellow worker that commenced this chapter, the aim of 

this research is two-fold. First, this research seeks to allow members of academia and the broader 

international community to better understand the lives of transnational migrant labor in the Gulf 

region and the complexities inherent in the permanent temporariness of their lives. Second, and 

more significant, this deeper understanding constitutes more than pedantic literature. The men 

and women I met, their stories of willingly choosing employment in Qatar, and the ways in 

which they challenge their circumstantial constraints, enables academics and practitioners to 

reconceive of how we speak of “enslaved and exploited” laborers and how we work to alleviate 

and ultimately eliminate their abuse. Their modes of resistance in their everyday life, as Bayat 

writes, “helps us to recognize, indeed give us hope, that despite authoritarian rule, there are 

always ways in which people resist, express agency, and instigate change, rather than waiting for 

a savior or resorting to violence.”9  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

                                                
9 Ibid., pp. 28-29.  
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METHODOLOGY  
  
Ethnography of Refusal  

One would be naive to assume that research on the lived experiences of low-income 

migrant workers in Qatar is a topic that the government wholeheartedly welcomes. The 

governments in the Gulf region have historically been viewed by researchers as inhospitable 

towards social science research, specifically research that is critical of the government and its 

policies. Governments are subsequently reluctant to release pertinent demographic data, such as a 

breakdown of the foreign workforce by nationality.10 Recently, increased public scrutiny and 

international pressure to uphold workers’ rights has led to government harassment of researchers, 

including those within the academic establishment, throughout their fieldwork in Qatar. 

Journalists, students and human rights researchers have been arrested, deported, and placed under 

surveillance for their work on the plight of low-waged migrant laborers.11 

Moreover, the system that governs the lives of all foreigners in Qatar, a system that 

disproportionately affects foreigners of a lower socioeconomic class (i.e. low-waged, “blue-

collared bachelors”) is premised upon asymmetric power relations that render a migrant’s ability 

                                                
10 Demographers claim that, historically, data in the Gulf is scarce. It is argued that the dearth of data in the last few 
decades is attributed to policy decisions of the states to suppress sensitive data. See: Martin Baldwin-Edwards, 
Labour Immigration and Labour Markets in the GCC Countries: National Patterns and Trends, (London, 2011), 2-
3. 
11 These individuals include: Niels Borchert Holm and a team of journalists from a Danish broadcasting company 
who were arrested and detained by Qatari authorities for two days in May 2016 after they visited a labor camp to 
gather footage for a documentary on the plight of workers; Mustafa Qadri, the former Gulf migrants researcher at 
Amnesty International, who was summoned by police authorities while interviewing migrant workers at a labor 
camp in 2015; Florian Bauer and a team of fellow German journalists who were also arrested and detained for 
filming a documentary of similar vein in May 2015; and two British human rights workers who disappeared for 
eight days while conducting research on the treatment of migrant workers in 2014. See: 
http://dohanews.co/opinion-qatar-may-recordings-back/; 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2016/04/fair-
playqatar/;https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/early-lead/wp/2015/05/05/journalists-arrested-and-detained-in-
qatarwhile-filming-documentary-critical-of-fifa-world-
cup/;http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/09/ukhuman-rights-workers-go-missing-qatar-
2014941644589454.html.    
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to legally seek recourse for maltreatment and abuse extremely difficult. Qatari labor law heavily 

circumscribes fundamental rights that migrant workers are entitled to by international law, 

including the right to join and form a trade union, collectively bargain and strike.12 Furthermore, 

the power afforded to employers under the kafala system sanctions the confiscation of passports, 

the withholding and/or delaying the payment of wages, and other forms of ill-treatment that the 

employer can exercise upon the migrant against his/her will. In light of these structural 

constraints and the binding of a migrant to his/her sponsor under the kafala system, a migrant 

worker’s ability to challenge his/her employer in a labor court and seek other means of legal 

redress for maltreatment is largely infeasible.   

For the reasons outlined above, I have situated my research in what scholars including 

Sherry Ortner and Audra Simpson have deemed an “ethnography of refusal.” Sherry Ortner first 

coined the term to critique researchers who dilute their ethnographic data out of fear of the 

political implications of their findings (See Ortner 1995). Writing out of concern for the 

misrepresentation of marginalized groups, Ortner argues that this process of withholding results 

in “ethnographic thinness” of the internal politics of dominated groups, their cultural richness, 

subjectivity, etc. that is ultimately dehumanizing.13 While I acknowledge Ortner's larger critique, 

in particular her concerns for the dehumanization of native and local communities, I instead align 

my use of the term “ethnography of refusal” with Audra Simpson. Like Simpson, I argue that the 

omission of certain information is not to dehumanize and misrepresent, but the antithesis. The 

inclusion of certain identifiable details could unduly jeopardize the modes of resistance 

articulated by native or subordinate populations, like those interviewed for this study. For 

                                                
12 Law No. 14 of 2004  
13 Sherry Ortner, “Resistance and the Problem of Ethnographic Refusal,” Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 37, 1. (1995): pp. 173-191.  



 

9 

Simpson, the notion of refusal “articulates a mode of sovereign authority over the presentation of 

ethnographic data, and so does not present ‘everything’ in order to protect the concerns of the 

community.”14 Writing in the context of settler colonialism, Simpson is cognizant of the 

asymmetric power relations that inform the research and writing about indigenous lives and 

politics, and “does not presume that they are on equal footing with anyone.”15 She posits that the 

ethnographic limit is reached not when it would cause harm or extreme discomfort, but before, 

“when the representation would bite all of us and compromise the representational territory that 

has been gained...”16 In other words, representational territory comes to signify the representative 

achievements gained by a “native” or inferior population. In contrast to Ortner, an ethnography 

of refusal is a mutually agreed upon arrangement between researchers and respondents. Thus, in 

articulating various modes of resistance amongst the low-income migrant worker communities in 

this study, not only do I refuse to claim to speak on behalf of them, I also refuse to disclose 

sensitive information about them, their identities and their lives so as to ensure their protection 

and ultimately preclude adversely affecting the modes of resistance and contestation they have 

articulated. Like Simpson, I invoke an “ethnography of refusal” to posit a community’s right to 

self-representation.   

Many respondents declined to partake in my research study for fear of reprisals from their 

employers and denunciation from immigration authorities. Those who did oblige were promised 

strict confidentiality and anonymity, per their request and mine. No personal information was 

collected from my subjects that could reveal their identity, such as their names and the names of 

their employers. I have made all of my respondents in my research and data collection 

                                                
14 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States (London, 1969, 2014), p. 
105.  
15 Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, p.105.   
16 Ibid., p. 111.  
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anonymous, and conducted interviews with them in places they designated as safe and secure. If 

respondents voluntarily divulged some of the aforementioned sensitive information, I omitted 

such information from my data collection. Employing methodological approaches, such as an 

“ethnography of refusal,” allows me to challenge the notion that low-income migrant workers in 

Qatar are docile subjects who are rendered helpless in the face of an exploitative mode of 

migration governance. Adopting this methodological approach further allows me to better 

understand the actions that low-income migrant workers undertake in Qatar in order to contest 

the challenges imposed upon them by the state and their unscrupulous employers.  

Scope & Technique  

The majority of the low-income migrant men and women interviewed for this study are 

employed in the domestic and service sectors, as opposed to the construction sector. Low-wage 

workers employed in the domestic and service sectors, such as cleaners, security guards, drivers, 

etc., are excluded from Qatar’s labor law, either in whole or in part, rendering them even more 

vulnerable to abusive practices.17 Their partial exclusion from the labor law exempts them from 

the minimal protections that the law ostensibly affords, such as prohibitions on passport retention 

and the payment of recruitment fees.18 However, in practice the efficacy of the labor law is 

contingent upon its enforcement and adherence by various companies. The failure of the Qatari 

government to extend the labor law to cover some of the most vulnerable workers not only 

renders these workers more susceptible to abuse, but also absolves the government and 

employers from bearing responsibility for any alleged mistreatment. Without an equitable 

                                                
17 Certain migrant workers are excluded pursuant to Article 3 of Qatar’s Labor Law, Law No. 14 of 2004, which 
states, “Except as otherwise provided for in any other law the provisions of this law shall not apply to the following 
categories: …. The workers employed in casual works. The persons employed in domestic employment such as 
drivers, nurses, cooks, gardeners and similar workers.” 
18 For more on Qatar’s labor law, see Chapter Two. 
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minimum set of standards for workers, it is difficult to establish mechanisms for holding 

particular entities responsible, especially when the legal grounds for contesting such abuse are 

minimal.  

The biggest challenge I faced during my fieldwork involved linguistic barriers. Qatar’s 

official language is Arabic, with English arguably its second. I speak English and Arabic, and at 

the time I conducted my research in Qatar, had no South Asian language capabilities. Many labor 

migrants in Qatar who are of non-Arab origin have oftentimes acquired some Arabic language 

skills, largely words from the Gulf dialect, through their interactions with their Qatari employers. 

Native tongues prevail amongst migrant workers, as opposed to national languages from source 

countries (i.e. Malayalam prevails over Hindi). In fact, many Indian migrants I conversed with 

throughout my time in Qatar told me that they learned Hindi only after they arrived to the Gulf 

by speaking with other transnational labor migrants who hail from different states in India.    

The recruitment of my respondents took place through informal networks. To alleviate 

the aforementioned challenges, I sought the assistance of an interlocutor, who was referred to me 

by an anthropologist and whom I paid on an hourly basis.19 As a transnational labor migrant, my 

interlocutor provided me with unparalleled access to certain migrant communities in Doha. His 

assistance proved invaluable. By approaching labor migrants through the assistance of a fellow 

South Asian labor migrant, I was preemptively vetted and perceived as a trustworthy individual. 

Given the sensitivity surrounding my research topic, migrants have adopted various social norms 

for their own protection. The environment in which they live and work, which often stifles their 

freedom to challenge their employment and their ability to legally seek redress without reprisal, 

                                                
19 I have chosen the term interlocutor rather than “fixer” or “assistant,” since his status and his life as a transnational 
labor migrant in Qatar implicitly informed my fieldwork and this research. To use any term other than interlocutor 
would diminish his importance to this study and his role within the larger migrant community in Qatar.  
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has diluted their definition and concept of trust. Together, my interlocutor and I utilized the 

importance of Friday, a significant day for Doha’s low-waged migrant community as it is often 

their only day off of work.  We sought particular spots in and outside the city where the majority 

of low-income migrants reside, such as the Industrial Area of Doha, which has been designated 

juridically by the state as the home of the city’s “blue-collar bachelors” and consequently 

normalized among the Qatari populace and higher-waged resident pools as such.20   

It is important to emphasize that the interlocutor did not serve as a principal investigator 

and did not influence the questions asked during my interviews. Instead, my interlocutor played a 

crucial role in alleviating the linguistic obstacles I faced and the aforementioned social and 

cultural norms that migrants face in speaking privately about their lives. As it relates to the 

former, I began each interview by asking my question in English, and if the respondent did not 

understand, the interlocutor proceeded to ask the question in the respondent’s native language of 

either Nepali or their local dialect. The respondent then answered the question, and the 

interlocutor translated the response immediately afterward in English in a methodological 

process known as consecutive interpretation. The interviews I conducted with my interlocutor 

were recorded with the permission of each respondent. The interlocutor did not transcribe any 

interviews that I conducted with him. To preclude selective bias from entering my research 

sample, I sought the assistance of another native-speaker outside Qatar who translated my tapes. 

In my data analysis, I have chosen to reproduce the translated quotations as they exist, largely the 

translations from my translator as opposed to my interlocutor, with very little corrections to 

proper English syntax so as to delineate and explicate the thought of low-waged migrant workers 

as precisely as possible.  

                                                
20 See Chapter Three  
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In line with the aforementioned “ethnography of refusal,” the methodology I employed 

for this research is modeled after and constitutes an extension of previous work done on the lived 

experiences of migrant communities in the Gulf (See Gardner 2010). I adhered to a certain 

methodological approach that is anthropological by nature in that it attempts to explicate the 

lives of those distant from the reader; I sought to better understand the everyday experiences of 

low-waged migrant workers in Qatar by using standardized, open-ended interviews, which are 

designed to minimize interviewer effects and judgment.21  My research is couched within the 

existing research conducted in and on Qatar concerning low-income migrant populations. A large 

chunk of the existing research is statistical and provides a quantitative portrait of migrant 

communities in Qatar. Researchers have conducted surveys on Qatari attitudes towards the 

presence of foreign workers in the country (See Diop 2012 and surveys conducted by the Qatar 

Statistics Authority). Likewise, in 2007 researchers carried out the first micro-level, empirical 

study of temporary migrants from developing countries in Qatar. The study estimates that the 

average migrant has the following profile: “male, thirty-one years of age, single and possessing a 

high school education...works ten hours a day, six days per week, and earns US$3,945 per annum 

of which over half is remitted home to his parents … [and] incurred a job placement fee 

equivalent to 1.25 times his monthly salary.”22 Andrew Gardner has also provided a quantitative 

portrait of low-income workers earning less than $540 USD a month. In this study, Gardner 

sheds light on the common practice of migrants acting as the individuals directly involved in the 

governance of foreign populations, and the role that foreigners play, alongside Qatari citizens, in 

                                                
21 Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Third Edition, (California, 2002), pp. 285, 
290-291.  
22 Ganesh Seshan, “Migrants in Qatar: A socio-Economic Profile,” Journal of Arabian Studies 2, 2 (2012).  
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governing transnational labor migrants.23 Gardner has also studied the “free visa” system, which 

is neither free nor legal, that arose in the shadows of the kafala through a case study of low-

income Ethiopian migrants in Qatar. Securing a “free visa,” he argues, helps workers to secure 

the freedom to choose their employer and abandon exploitative conditions, noting that migrants 

themselves recognize the nature of the structures that define the kafala and trade the increased 

vulnerability of work in the “free visa” system for the agency prohibited in the kafala 

arrangement.24 Sharon Nagy has also explored the growth and diversification of natives and 

foreigners in new, urbanized spaces of Qatar.25 The regional, intra-Arab aspect of labor 

migration in the Gulf has gone relatively unnoticed, largely due to the absence of adequate data 

on the region’s Arab migrant communities.26 A forthcoming book published by the Center for 

International and Regional Studies at Georgetown University in Qatar will provide new 

scholarship on these Arab migrant communities in Qatar.27   

A total of 41 standardized, open-ended interviews were conducted with migrants from 

South Asia, Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Thirty-seven of the informants are male and 

four are female. The majority of the respondents hail from Nepal, which constitutes the second 

largest migrant workforce in Qatar after India with an estimated population size of 400,000.28 

Twenty-two male Nepalese workers were interviewed for this study, alongside nine Kenyans, 

                                                
23 Andrew Gardner, Silvia Pessoa, Laura Harkness, Abdoulaye Diop, Kaltham Al-Ghanim, Kien Le Trung, “A 
Portrait of Low-Income Migrants in Contemporary Qatar,” Journal of Arabian Studies 3, 1. (2013).   
24 Andrew Gardner, Silvia Pessoa, Laura Harkness, “Ethiopian Labor Migrants and the "Free Visa" System in 
Qatar,” Human Organization 73, 3. (2014): p. 211. For more on the free visa system, see Chapter Three.  
25 Sharon Nagy, “Making Room for Migrants, Making Sense of Difference: Spatial and Ideological Expressions of 
Social Diversity in Urban Qatar,” Urban Studies 43, 1. (2006).  
26 Zahra Babar, “Introduction: Arab Migrant Communities in the GCC,” in Arab Migration Communities in the 
GCC, (2015).   
27 The book will include research on the statistical breakdown of Arab migrants in the workforce, the precarious 
status of migrant Arab teachers, among other topics.  
28 Interview with the Nepali Non Resident Association in Qatar, July 2016. See also “Official: Nepalis’ plight in 
Qatar improving, but more needs to be done,” Doha News, July 24, 2016 https://dohanews.co/official-nepalis-
plightqatar-improving-needs-done/   
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male and female; seven Filipinos, male and female; one Ghanaian; one Sri Lankan; and one 

Bangladeshi.  Six of the 41 interviews were conducted in a group setting. The remaining 35 

interviews were conducted as one-on-one interviews. Seventeen of the 41 interviews, both 

individual interviews and group interviews, were conducted with my interlocutor. This 

standardized, open-ended interview format resulted in “experience narratives” that focus on the 

individual and family migratory experience.29 Very few follow-up interviews were conducted 

with workers. Other ethnographic techniques employed for this research study include 

observations and multiple field visits to the Industrial Area and other small pockets of the city. 

My observations are largely participant observations, and include visits to shopping malls and 

grocery stores, in addition to other interactions throughout my summer stay in Doha, all of which 

inevitably informed my understanding of migrant relations in Qatar. Lastly, all interviews were 

analyzed through coding and triangulation.   

While I am confident that due to social and cultural norms my gender afforded me the 

opportunity to speak in English with the four women who are included in this study, the gender 

of my interlocutor impeded my ability to engage with the female low-waged laboring class. 

Consequently, very few women participated in my study. One of the hardest female migratory 

groups to speak with are domestic household workers, whose lives and work are strictly 

controlled and confined to the homes of the Qatari and expatriate families who employ them as 

“housemaids.” I observed this group on a daily basis in Doha, at malls and grocery stores where 

they were put to work. Malls are particularly interesting sites for observation, as they are both 

public and private spaces where all socioeconomic classes in Qatar collide. Furthermore, female 

migrant workers are subject to a curfew both during the week and on the weekend, in contrast to 

                                                
29 Karen Leonard, “Construction of Identity in Diaspora: Emigrants from Hyderabad, India,” in Expanding 
Landscapes: South Asians in Diaspora, (Delhi: 1999), p. 45.   
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their male counterparts.30 Though the female laboring class is largely elided from this research 

study, my observation of them has nonetheless informed my research study and my 

understanding of how their lives in Qatar differ from those of their “bachelor” counterparts.  

While field research constituted the main source of data collection, I collected additional 

data through interviews with relevant government and non-government actors. Generally, 

governments in the GCC states, including Qatar, release very little data pertaining to the 

demography of the migrant labor force in their countries. For example, it is difficult to locate 

data that provides a breakdown of the labor force by nationality.31 Thus, interviews and requests 

for data were conducted with the embassies of source countries in an attempt to fill this statistical 

gap. I conducted interviews with the Philippines Ambassador to Qatar and the Philippines 

Labour Attache, who provided statistics and other pertinent information regarding their overseas 

workers in Qatar. Contact was made with several labor attaches at other source-country 

embassies in Doha, including Nepal and Kenya, but they have not provided any statistical data at 

the time of this writing.   

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
  
 

                                                
30 See Chapter Two  
31 See http://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/32431/GLMM_ExpNote_08-2014.pdf?sequence=1   
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CHAPTER ONE  

Qatar’s Labor Regime: A Historical Overview  

  

This chapter historicizes labor migration to Qatar and the Gulf region in order to trace the 

cementation of an economically exploitative and segmented labor regime and sponsorship 

system that resounds in the region today. The chapter charts the history and emergence of 

precarious work in Qatar and the GCC states from the nineteenth century to the present. This 

historical overview begins with the onerous and oppressive conditions of the pearl diving system 

in the nineteenth century and ends with the governance of the influx of “cheap” manpower from 

South Asia to carry out massive infrastructure projects, such as the 2022 FIFA World Cup 

stadiums. By tracing the historical roots of precarious employment and the sponsorship of 

foreigners in the Gulf region, I elucidate the confluence of factors and actors in molding and 

cementing the operation of the kafala system in Qatar and the surrounding Gulf region today. 

This historical overview serves to foreground the lived experiences and modes of resistance that 

the system’s low-wage beneficiaries articulate.   

  

Imperial Precariousness: From Pearl Diving to ARAMCO   

The exploitative nature of labor in the Gulf today begins with the treatment of pearl 

divers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the debt-bondage situations in which they 

worked. The pearling trade served as the Gulf region’s primary mode of economic activity before 

the discovery of oil in the twentieth century. Thousands of freeborn men and slaves were 

employed in the pearl diving profession along the banks of the Trucial Coast during Great 

Britain’s colonial toehold in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is estimated that at least 

7,000 divers, including local Arabs, were dispatched yearly to the ports of the Gulf, at least 1,000 
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of whom were reputed to be slaves.32 The official pearling season, known as al-ghaws, lasted 

from May to October. The crew aboard the pearling dhows was composed of six categories of 

workers: the captain (nakhuda); a foreman (muqaddam); several divers (ghasa); pullers (suyub); 

apprentices (radif); and a few servants or cooks (tabbab).  The nakhuda served as the authority 

aboard the ship.33 Divers and pullers were Baluchis, South Persians, native Arab Shi’a, and 

slaves of African origin.34 Those involved in the pearl diving trade were employed on a 

shareholding basis: the higher the catch, the higher the profits, and the higher the profits, the 

higher the shares.35  

Boats involved in the pearl diving trade were financed through the maydan, or “in debt” 

method. The nakhuda borrowed money from a merchant or creditor, who in turn borrowed 

money from a class called usaqqams. Those of the usaqqam class who did not have enough 

money to fund their merchants sought loans from wealthy Arab or Indian merchants at 10 to 25 

percent interest.36  Interest was charged on both the merchant or creditor’s advances provided to 

the nakhuda, as well as the cash advances that nakhudas proffered to their divers and pullers.37 

Through his loans, the nakhuda provided his divers with cash advances, equipped his boat and 

purchased food and other provisions for the crew. The nakhuda provided three types of cash 

advances to divers and pullers: salaf, offered to sustain the diver’s family while he was out at 

sea; tisqam, provided to the family during the off-season; and kharjieh, proffered to divers during 

                                                
32 Jerzy Zdanowski, Speaking with their Own Voices: The Stories of Slaves in the Persian Gulf in the 20th Century 
(Newcastle: Cambridge, 1949), p. 78.   
33 Fuʼād Isḥāq Khuri, Tribe and State in Bahrain: The Transformation of Social and Political Authority in an Arab 
State (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 59-60.  
34 Khuri, Tribe and State in Bahrain, p. 66.  
35 Ibid., p. 59.  
36 Zdanowski, Speaking with their Own Voices, p. 75.  
37 Mahdi Abdalla Al-Tajir, Bahrain, 1920-1945: Britain, the Shaikh, and the Administration (London: Croom Helm, 
1987), p. 107.  
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the middle of the season.38 The interest increased with the size of the pearl catch: the larger the 

catch, the larger the loan granted, and the larger the loan, the higher the interest.39 Pearling 

operations in the Gulf were thus largely carried out with borrowed capital, rendering the entire 

industry dependent on the accrual of debt.40   

 Divers were held in virtual bondage by the nakhuda: a diver’s share of the profits rarely 

surpassed the debts he incurred throughout the season.41 Since the interest charged on the loan 

and the size of the loan was commensurate to the size of the catch and the level of skill of the 

diver, the diver and puller were entangled in a string of debt to the nakhuda, who was in turn 

indebted to his merchant or creditor.42 The system of granting larger loans to skillful divers was 

intended to keep divers in debt and in perpetual service to the nakhuda and the creditor.43 Divers 

could not break these cycles of debt unless they paid off the entire loan, but as the length of his 

service increased, so did the accrual of interest to an extent that no diver or puller could pay off 

his loan without changing employers and acquiring a new loan from another nakhuda.44 

Furthermore, the nakhuda often failed to keep adequate accounts of the divers he employed. If he 

did, divers did not have access to them, and a son acquired the debt of his father when the father 

passed.45 By virtue of the cycles of debt imposed upon divers and the dependency of the indebted 

pearl diver on his nakhuda to pay off any incurred debt, it is clear that economic exploitation 

underpinned the pearl-diving trade in the nineteenth centuries in the Gulf.   

                                                
38 Al-Tajir, Bahrain, 1920-1945s, pp. 105-106.  
39 Khuri, Tribe and State in Bahrain, p. 63.  
40 Zdanowski, Speaking with their Own Voices p. 75.  
41 Al-Tajir, Bahrain, 1920-1945s, pp. 107-108.  
42 Khuri, Tribe and State in Bahrain, p. 63.  
43 Ibid., p. 64. 
44 Ibid.  
45 Al-Tajir, Bahrain, 1920-1945s, pp. 107-108.  
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In 1931, the pearl diving industry was beset with economic misfortune. The onset of the 

Great Depression and the rise of the cultured pearl industry in Japan positioned the pearling trade 

in the Gulf on the brink of collapse. The economic slump consequently affected the pearl divers, 

as nakhudas greatly reduced the size of the divers’ advances to cope with the industry’s decline 

and subsequent loss of profits. The number of boats operating decreased, and as a result, a 

majority of divers received little to no profits as the expenses of diving exceeded the income.46 

This coincided with the British authorities’ movement to suppress the slave trade in the Arabian 

Peninsula, which inevitably became entangled in the slavery-like conditions inherent in the pearl 

diving industry. By the 1930s, manumission petitions filed by divers and submitted to the British 

authorities reflected the deep crisis of the pearl fisheries, as applicants began to comprehend their 

ill treatment in economic terms.47 By 1938, British authorities received over 150 applications, 86 

of which were filed by pearl divers who complained of the withholding of wages. This economic 

ill treatment signified that divers were not paid advances before the diving season, which 

allowed them to get food and sustain their families while out at sea.48 According to British 

agents, by 1939, nakhudas in the Trucial Coast towns were “cashing in” on their slaves because 

of the collapse of the pearl industry.   

The formal migration of foreign labor to the Gulf region occurred alongside and after the 

evolution and eventual dissolution of the pearl diving trade. The systematic import of foreign 

labor dates back to the nineteenth century under the British colonial administration in the Gulf. 

Omar Al-Shehabi argues that this wave of migration, in which the British systematically 

imported migrants to carry out the functions of the administrative and security apparatuses of 

                                                
46 Jerzy Zdanowski, “The Manumission Movement in the Gulf in the First Half of the Twentieth Century,” Middle 
Eastern Studies 47, 6. (2011): p. 876.   
47 Ibid., p. 878. 
48 Ibid. 
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their empire, induced a new type of population flow to the region. What distinguished this 

migratory flow was “the organized import of a workforce by a ‘sponsor,’ (in this case the British 

Administration) that did not necessarily have any cultural or geographical connection with the 

region.”49 Following the discovery of oil in the Gulf sheikhdoms, the nature of imported labor 

shifted from meeting colonial demands to serving the needs of the burgeoning oil sector and the 

growing presence of American and British domination of the industry. This shift gave way to the 

first organized introduction of foreign workers to the Gulf region, which serves as one historical 

precedent for the segmentation of a labor market along ethnic and racial lines, a phenomenon 

that resounds in the region today.50 Nationality clauses resulted in both a circulation of 

manpower from one Gulf sheikhdom to the other, but also a “segmentation of the labor market 

on the grounds of nationality.”51 In accordance with the oil concessions, skilled Westerners 

constituted the administrative classes, while the labor that filled the classes of clerks and 

semiskilled workers hailed from the Indian subcontinent.52 Furthermore, in all of the Gulf 

sheikhdoms, unskilled workers were sourced from the local population wherever possible, a 

condition that the local rulers imposed on the Western oil companies.53 By 1950, the number of 

imported foreign workers in the Gulf region had reached well over 16,000.54  

This phenomenon of a segmented labor market continued during the Arabization of the 

labor force that preceded and followed the period of the commercialization of oil. The scale of 

interaction between Gulf Arabs and non-Gulf Arabs increased after the 1931 discovery of oil, in 

                                                
49 Omar Al-Shehabi, “Histories of Migration to the Gulf,” in Transit States: Labour, Migration and Citizenship in 
the Gulf, (London: Pluto Press, 2015), p. 6. 
50 See Chapter Two.  
51 Gennaro Errichiello, “Foreign Workforce in the Arab Gulf States (1930-1950): Migration Patterns and Nationality 
Clause,” International Migration Review 46, 2. (2012): p. 1.  
52 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, pp. 6-7.  
53 Ibid., p. 7.  
54 Ibid. 
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which non-Gulf Arabs helped to build the new sectors of society in the Gulf.55 The consequences 

of the 1948 Palestinian nakba increased the number of Palestinian migrants to the Gulf region, 

and helped cultivate a local popular sentiment and the inclination of Gulf rulers towards the 

import of Arab labor.56 Palestinians flocked to all of the GCC states, where they took up jobs as 

teachers, educators, managers and civil servants.57 This influx of Palestinian labor coincided with 

the rise of nationalist and Pan-Arab sentiment. Iraqis and Yemenis began to enter the Gulf labor 

markets following the 1968 Ba’ath party coup in Baghdad and the civil war in Yemen, 

respectively.58  

Kuwait and Saudi Arabia had the greatest share of Arab migrants. The small number of 

Arab migrants in the British protectorates of Qatar, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain in this 

time period can be attributed to “British sensitivities about the political implications of 

employing large numbers of Arab migrants.”59 At the time, the citizenry cultivated a strong 

political consciousness, in part as a result of the experiences of the local labor force employed in 

the oil sector under the auspices of the Americans and the British. In his book America’s 

Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier, Robert Vitalis argues that the income and 

living conditions of expat workers in the labor camps of the Saudi Arabian Oil Company 

(ARAMCO) largely contributed to this political awakening.60 Throughout this period, oil 

company workers, who were largely native, protested to demand increased economic and 

                                                
55 Levon Melikian, “Arab Socio-political Impact on Gulf Life-styles,” in The Arab Gulf and the Arab World 
(London: Croom Helm, 1988), p. 112.   
56 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 8.  
57 Riad El-Rayyes, “Arab Nationalism and the Gulf,” in The Arab Gulf and the Arab World (London: Croom Helm, 
1988), p. 77.   
58 Andrejz Kapiszweski, “Arab versus Asian Migrant Workers in the GCC Countries,” United Nations Expert 
Group Meeting On International Migration And Development In The Arab Region (Beirut: 2006), p. 6.  
59 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 8. 
60 Ibid., p. 9.  
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political participation.61 For example, the Bahraini labor force employed at Bahrain Petroleum 

Company (BAPCO) camps went on strike and attacked company installations to protest 

American support for the creation of the Israeli state.62 Similarly, due to the segregation of 

foreign workers in ARAMCO’s camps in Saudi Arabia, Arab workers and local Saudi workers 

launched several strikes in the 1940s in protest over the inequity that the Americans promulgated 

in the camps, which most noticeably materialized in the division of labor compounds along racial 

lines.63 In ARAMCO’s compounds, “the conditions in each of the camps grew worse as you 

descended the ladder from whites, with their ranch-style homes, swimming pool, movie theater, 

and the rest, to Italians, kind of like whites but with many fewer amenities, then the Indians, in 

what some called Servant Camp, and finally the miserable surroundings of the Saudi Camp.”64  

 

The Rentier State and Oil Nationalism  

The discovery of oil in the Arabian Peninsula in the mid-twentieth century transformed 

the economies of the Gulf countries into rentier economies, in which the states relied on the 

export of a single raw material to generate government revenue, i.e. oil, natural gas and other 

resources.65 In a rentier economy, the government does not need to tax the local population due 

to the large income derived from the production and export of oil and other natural resources.66 

Only a few are engaged in the generation of this rent, as the majority are involved in its 

                                                
61 Ibid.  
62 El-Rayyes, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, p. 74.  
63 Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (California, 1955; 2007), pp. 92-94, 
118.  
64 Vitalis, America’s Kingdom, p. 93.  
65 Jill Crystal, Oil and Politics in the Gulf: Rulers and Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar (New York; England, 1990), 
p. 6.  
66 Martin Hvidt, “Economic and Institutional Reforms in the Arab Gulf Countries,” Middle East Journal, 65 (2011): 
p. 89.  
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distribution and utilization to the local population.67 The government is the principal recipient of 

the external rent, who then distributes the benefits to its constituencies.68  Qatar, and the 

remaining GCC states, can be classified as rentier states. Qatar today is one of the richest 

countries in the world, with a GDP per capita of $74,667.2 USD.69 The extrapolation and sale of 

natural resources constitute the bulk of Qatar’s national wealth, as oil and gas account for 

roughly two-thirds of Qatar’s GDP. As a result, Qatar has become one of the world’s fastest 

growing and highest per capita income countries. 70  

The discovery of oil and its growing commercialization in the world market engendered a 

sentiment referred to by the scholar Riad El-Rayyes as “oil nationalism,” whereby the Gulf 

countries began to “resist any attempt to forge an Arab unity which might threaten to dilute their 

newly-found wealth.”71 This oil nationalist rhetoric became “a weapon of mutual blackmail” 

amongst rich Arabs and poor Arabs; oil money began to increase the polarization between the 

two groups, and labor migration from the “poorer” Arab countries to the “richer” Arab countries 

became a means of exerting pressure on decision-making by both sides; the oil-rich countries of 

the GCC can threaten to expel Arab workers and replace them with a more docile and cheaper 

workforce, such as men and women from South and Southeast Asia, in order to “extract political 

advantage” from Arab countries without oil. 72  

In addition to its classification as a rentier economy, Qatar can be viewed as a 

“petromodernist state” that induced important implications for its citizens after the second oil 

                                                
67 Hazem Beblawi, “The Rentier State in the Arab World,” Arab Studies Quarterly 9:4 (1987): p. 87.  
68 Beblawi, “The Rentier State,” p. 88.  
69 See the World Bank’s data on Qatar, as of 2015, available at http://data.worldbank.org/country/qatar.    
70 Gabriella Gonzalez, Facing Human Capital Challenges of the 21st Century: Education and Labor Market 
Initiatives in Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.(California: RAND Corp 2008), 37. See also 
Chapter 6 of Adam Hanieh’s book, Lineages of Revolt.  
71 El-Rayyes, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, p. 84.  
72 Ibid., pp. 85-86.  
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boom period of 1973. The “petro-modernist state,” according to Al-Shehabi, situated royal 

families and the citizenry at its apex.73 As a result of the discovery of oil and the massive 

accumulation of wealth that this rent generated, which embedded the now oil-exporting Gulf 

countries into the global capitalist system, “exclusion really became a coordinated system of 

ideology and practice with a strategic threat and a coherent mode of procedure.”74 An important 

impact of these natural resource rents across the Gulf was the increasing political and economic 

power afforded to the ruling monarchies. As noted above, the ruling families accumulated the 

revenue generated from the newly formed rentier economies in the Gulf. This wealth then 

trickled down to all nationals irrespective of socioeconomic class. As a result of this 

“authoritarian bargain,” citizens and migrants in the Gulf increasingly became governed under a 

fragile social contract characterized by state patronage and networks of privilege.75  

Consequently, certain benefits accrued to citizens by virtue of their nationality.76  These included 

cheap utilities, low cost fuel and foodstuffs, and public sector employment.77 In Qatar, citizens 

benefit not only from government stipends, but also from guaranteed employment in the public 

sector, free education, training, healthcare, land grants, subsidized housing, free electricity and 

water, and a host of other benefits.78 Locals were thus not subjugated to the Gulf states’ new 

dictates of capital, but financially benefitted from it. As locals began to demand a greater say in 

the distribution of oil revenues and increased participation in the economic and political 

decision-making processes, “the dependence on local and Arab expatriate labour became a less 
                                                
73 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 10.   
74 Anh Longva, Walls Built on Sand: Migration, Exclusion, and Society in Kuwait, (Colorado, 1997), p. 44.  
75 Tarik Yousef, “Development, Growth and Policy Reform in the Middle East and North Africa since 1950,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 18, 3. (2004): p. 96.  
76 Crystal, Oil and Politics in the Gulf, p. 6.  
77 Christopher Davidson, After the Sheikhs: The Coming Collapse of the Gulf Monarchies, (Oxford; New York, 
2010), pp. 115-116.   
78 Andrew Rathmell and Kirsten Schulze, “Political Reform in the Gulf: The Case of Qatar,” Middle Eastern 
Studies, Vol. 36, No. 4 (October 2000), p. 52.  
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attractive option for the Gulf’s economic and political elite.”79 What followed was an increased 

dependence on imported, foreign labor.80    

 

From “De-Arabization” to “Asianization”  

The major shift, then, from an Arab to a non-Arab workforce occurred between 1975 and  

1983.81 By 1975, after Arab member states of OPEC issued an oil embargo in retaliation at 

American support of Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, the number of foreign migrant 

workers in the Gulf multiplied by over 80 percent to reach 1.39 million.82 By 1980, the share of  

Arabs in the non-national population of the GCC countries fell to 58 percent from 72 percent in 

1975.83 In Qatar specifically, Arab participation in the foreign workforce rose slightly between 

the years 1980 and 1985, when the government pursued an Arabization policy for its public 

sector, in which Egyptians, Jordanians and Palestinians constituted 78 percent of the Arab public 

sector workforce.84 The gradual fall in the number of Arab workers in the Gulf is further 

attributed to the increase of turnkey projects in which Asian contractors specialized; the cheaper 

cost of Asian workers who were regarded as more productive and docile; the success of 

recruiting agencies in providing a constant supply of Asian manpower; and the growing skilled 

labor shortages and continuing lack of formal labor supply mechanisms amongst Arab sending 

countries.85 Furthermore, the previous Arabization of the workforce posed political threats to the 

                                                
79 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 15.  
80 Ibid., p. 14.  
81 J.S. Birks, “The Demographic Challenge in the Arab Gulf,” in The Arab Gulf and the Arab World (London:  
Croom Helm, 1988), p. 138.   
82 Ian J. Seccombe, “International Migration, Arabisation and Localisation in the Gulf Labour Market,” in The Arab 
Gulf and the Arab World (London: Croom Helm, 1988), p. 154.   
83 Birks, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, p. 140.  
84 Ibid., 140; Seccombe, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, p. 182.   
85 Seccombe, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, p. 156.   
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Gulf monarchies.86 Arab migrants bore greater propensity to bring dependents, which could 

increase the social cost of their presence in the Gulf, as well as the political implications for the 

conservative Gulf monarchies to host what the regimes deemed a more “radical” Arab 

workforce.87  

The de-Arabization of the workforce continued into the 1990s. As citizens continued to 

accrue benefits from the state in the form of public sector employment and subsidies, the state 

increasingly turned to foreigners to meet the local demand for labor, which the social contract 

exempted local labor, i.e. citizens, from fulfilling. The region moved closer to resembling “a 

scattering of transit labour camps,” as the state’s energy was expended at “sustaining an 

omnipresent state that oversees the circulation of oil revenues and the execution of rapid 

economic growth, all the while carefully avoiding the formation of any significant political 

economic power within the population.”88 It is estimated that by the end of 1990, migrants in the 

Gulf region exceeded 5.2 million and primarily consisted of non-Arabs.89 The decade of the 90s, 

however, constituted a major turning point for Arab and non-Arab migration to the Gulf when 

Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in August of 1990, an invasion that hastened the transition 

toward South Asian labor.90 A direct consequence of the Palestinian government’s support for 

the invasion was the deportation of an estimated 350,000 Palestinian workers from Kuwait.91 

This economically driven political upheaval is argued to have further induced a de-Arabization 

of the labor force grounded largely in the name of national security. An estimated two million 

                                                
86 Kapiszweski, Arab versus Asian Migrant Workers in the GCC Countries, p. 6.  
87 Seccombe, The Arab Gulf and the Arab World, pp. 186-187.   
88 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 24.  
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Arab workers were deported from the Gulf region as a result of the invasion and its Palestinian 

support.92 As a result, “the obsession with the security implications of the expatriate Arab 

presence became even more intense.”93  

An increasing Asianization of the labor force to meet the demands of capitalist 

development in the private sector characterizes the final wave of migration from 2000 to the 

present. As a result of the oil boom in the early 2000s, when the Gulf’s foreign assets swelled to 

value more than $1.5 trillion USD,94 the increase in wealth induced an unprecedented increase in 

the number of migrants, as the “desire to mobilise such large amounts of capital caused the Gulf 

States to experience the highest population growth rate in the world.”95 The most noticeable 

demographic shift in this period was the growth of expatriate labor employed in the private 

sector. In order to feed the prodigious building boom across the region in this decade, migrant 

labor increasingly became concentrated in construction, with the sector accounting for up to a 

third of the migrant labor force in Qatar and Bahrain.96  

  

Kafala: Enabler of the Rentier State  

In the present day, the Qatari state has in effect devolved its state power to citizens who 

partake in the surveillance, maintenance and governance of all non-citizens, irrespective of 

socioeconomic class—i.e. both “expatriates” and low-income migrant workers—under the 

sponsorship system known as kafala that binds a migrant worker to his/her employer. As a result, 

the Qatari citizenry is able to benefit financially from the kafala both directly and indirectly. The 
                                                
92 N. Fergany, Aspects of Labour Migration and Unemployment in the Arab Region (Cairo: Almishkat Centre for 
Research, 2001), pp. 4-12.   
93 Al-Shehabi, Transit States, p. 25.  
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direct benefit to Qatari employers lies in the way that the sponsorship system enables Qataris to 

hire low-cost, inexpensive labor from overseas to populate jobs across a range of business 

enterprises, as Qatari construction companies, service sector entities, and other Qatari-owned and 

operated enterprises profit from access to an endless supply of cheap labor.97 The indirect benefit 

generated to Qataris through the kafala system relates to an enterprise known as the “free visa” 

system that arose in the shadows of the kafala. Under the “free visa” system, which is neither 

free nor legal, a migrant worker pays a sum of money to a sponsor who allows him/her, in 

exchange for a fee, to seek alternative and additional employment outside of the original 

sponsor.98 Citizens utilize such a system and apply for more visa permits at the Ministry of Labor 

than they require for business purposes; they then sell the surplus sponsored visas to potential 

migrants, as noted above, or import migrants as sponsored workers, allow them to engage in 

private work, and extract fees from them on an annual or a monthly basis.99   

Alongside this delegation of power to the citizenry and the ways in which they profit 

from the enterprise financially, the way in which the kafala constitutes an enabler of the rentier 

state hinges upon the notion of exclusion. Specifically, this notion of exclusion is embodied in 

the ethnocratic underpinnings of citizenship in Qatar and how they evolved over time in response 

to large numbers of migrants. In Qatar, it is nearly impossible for a migrant to naturalize and 

acquire Qatari citizenship. Citizenship laws in Qatar are highly exclusive and have grown more 

restrictive over time, largely in response to growing numbers of foreigners in the country.100 In 

Qatar, the construction of citizenship has been state-derived and state-driven over the past four 

                                                
97 Zahra Babar, “Population, Power, and Distributional Politics in Qatar,” Journal of Arabian Studies 5, 2. (2015): p. 
144. 
98 Gardner, Pessoa and Harkness, “Ethiopian Labor Migrants and the "Free Visa" System in Qatar,” p. 211.  
99 Babar, “Population, Power, and Distributional Politics in Qatar,” p. 145.  
100 Zahra Babar, “The Cost of Belonging: Citizenship Construction in Qatar,” The Middle East Journal 68, 3. 
(2014): pp. 403-404.   
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decades.101 Citizenship hinges on the accepted right to exclusivity—citizenship is offered 

through jus sanguinis, or by parentage or descent. In other words, citizenship is automatically 

conferred only for people and their descendants who resided in Qatar before 1930 and can 

provide such proof.102 The most significant development made to Qatari citizenship is envisaged 

in Article 2 of Law No. 38 of 2005, as it provides a mechanism by which one may become a 

naturalized Qatari citizen, other than by princely decree.103 Article 2 of the 2005 law ensures that 

the only way for citizenship to be legally conferred to a non-Qatari national is by princely decree, 

but it also provides that a migrant can become a Qatari citizen by obtaining and proving the 

following: residency in Qatar for 25 successive years, with no residency outside of Qatar for 

more than two consecutive months; sufficient means of income generation; maintenance of a 

good reputation and demonstrable good behavior; no prior commitment of a criminal act or act of 

“moral turpitude;” and finally, a fair command of the Arabic language.104 This restrictive and 

tiered access to citizenship is further codified and implemented within the employment arena. 

Qatar’s Law No. 8 of Year 2009 on the Promulgation of the Human Resources Management Law 

stipulates that priority for hiring purposes must be given to Qataris, followed by the children of a 

Qatari married to a non-Qatari, followed by citizens of other GCC countries, then by citizens of 

non-GCC Arab states, and finally, by other nationalities.105  

The demographic imbalance of the Qatari state, which over time has positioned the 

citizenry as the minority and the foreign population as the majority, underpins the significance of 

such exclusionary citizenship laws. As of 2015, the total population of Qatar was reported at 

                                                
101 Babar, “The Cost of Belonging,” p. 403.   
102 Ibid., pp. 411-412.  
103 Ibid., pp. 412-413.  
104 Ibid.  
105 Law No. 8 of Year 2009 on the Promulgation of the Human Resources Management Law  
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2,437,790 people.106 Estimates of the foreign population vary due to the dearth of demographic 

data released by the Qatari government. As stated in this study’s introduction, in 2010, the 

number of non-Qataris was estimated at 1,456,362, which accounted for 85.7 per cent of the total 

population of 1,699,435, therefore calculating the number of Qataris to be 243,073.107 In 2013, 

the United Nations estimated the foreign population to be 1,601,000 people, which accounted for 

73.8 percent of the total population, again indicating a relatively small citizen population.108  

Drawing from statistics gathered by the Qatar Statistics Authority and the Gulf Labour Markets 

and Migration Institute,109 Zahra Babar charted the demographic imbalance between citizens and 

foreigners from 1970 to 2010 as the following:  

                                                
106 Ministry of Development Planning and Statistics “First Section: Population and Social Statistics,” (Qatar: 2015), 
4. Available at 
http://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics/Statistical%20Releases/Population/Population/2015/1_Population_2015.pdf. 
107 Gulf Labor Markets and Migration, “Demography, Migration, and Labour Market in Qatar,” (2014), p. 6.  
Available at http://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/32431/GLMM_ExpNote_08-2014.pdf?sequence=1.  
The GLMM research institute notes that these figures have not been published by the Qatar Statistics Authority 
(QSA), which does not release figures of total population disaggregated by nationality, either for the Qatari or for 
the non-Qatari population.   
108 See the country data for Qatar released by the United Nations at UNData, available at 
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=QATAR.    
109 Babar cites “Qatar Statistics Authority, “Population and Housing Census” (2014), which provides data from the , 
1997, 2004, and 2010 censuses; Gulf Labor Markets and Migration, Demographic and Economic Database, 
“Population by Nationality (Qatari/Non Qatari) at Dates of Census”, http://gulfmigration.eu/ population-
bynationality-qatari-non-qatari-census-1970-2010/”   
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Figure 1 Source: Zahra Babar, “Population, Power, and Distributional Politics in Qatar,” 141. Babar cites  
“Qatar Statistics Authority, “Population and Housing Census” (2014), which provides data from the 1986, 1997, 2004, 
and 2010 censuses; Gulf Labor Markets and Migration, Demographic and Economic Database, “Population by 
Nationality (Qatari/Non Qatari) at Dates of Census”, http://gulfmigration.eu/ population-bynationality-qatari-non-qatari-
census-1970-2010/”   
  

Zahra Babar has argued that the international community’s growing concern for the 

treatment of migrant workers under the kafala system is “deeply disconnected from the anxieties 

of the citizen population in Qatar.”110 Qatari citizens are becoming “progressively uneasy” about 

their decreasing numbers in the country, and the predominant foreign population is now 

perceived as “leading directly to the marginalization of Qatari culture and identity.”111 In 2012, a 

survey carried out in 2012 by Qatar University’s Socioeconomic Survey Research Institute found 

that the Qatari general public is opposed to changing the sponsorship system. According to the 

survey, a majority of Qatari citizens wanted to maintain the system, and many said they would 
                                                
110 Babar, “Population, Power, and Distributional Politics in Qatar,” p. 141.  
111 Ibid.   
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prefer it to be strengthened, as they believed that the system’s erosion would negatively impact 

their own economic situation.112 Similar sentiments have been cited in Kuwait. The role of a 

citizen as a sponsor of foreigners led some nationals to conceive of their roles as sponsors as a 

“civic duty,” as “native sponsors were actually carrying their share of the collective task of alien 

surveillance, which, given the demographic imbalance between natives and migrants, would 

otherwise have been an impossible burden on the state infrastructure.”113   

Thus, in light of the aforementioned exclusionary citizenship laws and the historic 

demographic imbalance of the country, “naturalization legislation has developed tiered access to 

citizenship benefits, which reflects the way the state protects the domain of citizenship against 

encroachment and negotiates around existing pressures,” of which the substantial number of 

foreigners is one.114 Given Qatar’s political economy, the demographic imbalance, and the state’s 

ethnocratic underpinnings of citizenship, the kafala system serves as an enabler of the rentier 

state as it allows the state to maintain wealth distribution to its citizens. This financial 

maintenance to citizens allows the state to preserve the aforementioned social contract that 

defines the nature of state-citizen relations in Qatar and the surrounding Gulf region. Citizenship 

has thus become a “pecuniary relation” and a source of economic benefit.115 Moreover, as Hazem 

Beblawi writes, “[c]itizenship becomes a financial asset in this kafeel mentality and a sort of 

income that transcends national/expatriate relations.”116 The temporary impermanence of migrant 

labor in Qatar is inextricably tied to these notions of citizenship and hinges upon exclusion— 

from citizenship and the national body politic, and thus, capitalist development. As the following 

                                                
112 Diop et al., “Attitudes Towards Migrant Workers in The GCC: Evidence from Qatar”, JAS 2.2 (2012), pp. 173– 
87.  
113 Longva, Walls Built on Sand, pp. 100-101.   
114 Babar, “The Cost of Belonging,” p. 406.  
115 Hazem Beblawi and Giacomo Luciani, The Rentier State (New York, London: Croom Helm, 1987), p. 88; 92. 
116 Beblawi, “The Rentier State,” p. 92. 
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chapter will show, these exclusionary and economically exploitative underpinnings of the kafala 

system render low-wage migrant workers extremely vulnerable to abusive practices at the hands 

of their employers.   
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CHAPTER TWO  

The Lived Experiences of Migrant Workers in Qatar  

   
This chapter serves to explicate the challenges incurred by migrant workers in Qatar. The 

chapter will first outline the codification and current practice of the kafala system in Qatar, 

including the unfulfilled pledges that the Qatari state has made for the last five years to abolish 

the system and reform its labor laws. The chapter will then turn to an explanation of the kafala 

and the ways in which its inherent exploitative aspects can exact beneficiaries, i.e. low-waged 

workers, to endure conditions that can be akin to forced labor and/or debt bondage. Following 

this legal interlude, the remainder and majority of the chapter will examine the lived experiences 

of migrant workers in Qatar, from the challenges incurred throughout the recruitment process to 

the difficulties faced by workers throughout the employment period.  

  

The Kafala System & Forced Labor in Qatar   

All GCC states govern migrant workers under a system of sponsorship-based 

employment known as kafala that delegates responsibility of foreigners to private citizens. The 

kafala system is the chief mechanism that underpins the abuse endured by migrant workers 

across the Gulf. Under the kafala system, a migrant worker’s immigration status is legally bound 

to a sponsor, who oversees a migrant’s work and residency permits.117 The cycle of debt bondage 

that often entraps migrant workers governed by the kafala system begins in the source countries 

during the recruitment process. Despite the fact that Qatari law prohibits the payment of 

recruitment fees for workers who seek employment in the country, workers often take out large 

loans in order to pay exorbitant fees to their home-based recruiters in order to finance their 

                                                
117 International Labor Organization, Reform of the Kafala (Sponsorship) System, p. 1.   
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employment abroad. Similarly, the terms of their employment and the salary as stipulated in their 

original contracts often change upon arrival to Qatar at the hands of their employers, through a 

practice known as contract substitution. 

When a worker arrives to Qatar, already in debt due to the cost of recruitment, he/she is 

rendered entirely dependent on his/her sponsor throughout the employment period. A worker 

cannot change and/or leave jobs without seeking employer permission in the form of a “No-

Objection Certificate,” or an NOC. In Qatar specifically, a migrant worker cannot leave the 

country without securing employer approval. This asymmetric power imbalance renders migrant 

workers vulnerable to abusive and exploitative practices. As explained below, the asymmetric 

power relationship that defines kafala, compounded by weak and insufficient labor laws that 

circumscribe fundamental labor rights such as the right to strike and form a union, undergirds the 

exploitation endured by migrant workers. In the absence of fundamental labor rights that provide 

migrant workers with autonomous means to contest such abuse, such as by joining or forming 

trade unions, sponsors can confiscate passports, withhold or delay the payment of his/her wages, 

among other forms of ill treatment, with virtual ease. As such, the ability for men and women to 

lawfully seek recourse for such abuse is heavily circumscribed. As the International Labor 

Organization (ILO) affirms, the kafala system favors the rights of employers as it fails to provide 

for the protection of the rights and welfare of migrant workers.118   

The ILO Committee of Experts has stated that enforcement of the kafala system “may be 

conducive to the exaction of forced labor” due to the absence of autonomy afforded to workers 

                                                
118 Ibid., p. 3.    
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with respect to their employers.119 According to the ILO, forced labor is “all work or service 

which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person 

has not offered himself voluntarily.”120 The ILO further defines forced labor as “situations in 

which persons are coerced to work through the use of violence or intimidation, or by more subtle 

means such as accumulated debt, retention of identity papers or threats of denunciation to 

immigration authorities.”121 The ILO has identified 11 indicators of forced labor: abuse of 

vulnerability, such as when an employer withholds wages or imposes excessive work hours, 

noting in particular that multiple dependencies on an employer is a more likely indicator; 

deception, in terms of employment and recruitment practices; restriction of movement; isolation; 

physical and sexual violence; intimidation and threats, such as denunciation to immigration 

authorities; retention of identity documents; the withholding of wages; debt bondage, or bonded 

labor; abusive working and living conditions; and excessive overtime.122 A “menace of penalty” 

need not be in the form of penal sanctions, but may also constitute a loss of rights and privileges. 

The organization has identified “threats to denounce victims to the police or immigration 

authorities when their employment status is illegal” to be included, as well as penalties of a 

financial nature, such as economic penalties linked to debts, non-payment of wages, and the loss 

of wages accompanied by threats of dismissal if workers refuse to do overtime beyond the scope 

of their contract.123   

                                                
119 International Labor Organization, Giving globalization a human face: General survey on the fundamental 
Conventions concerning rights at work in light of the ILO Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization, 
2008, Report III (1B), International Labour Conference, 101st Session, Geneva, 2012, pp.126-127.  
120 Convention concerning Forced or Compulsory Labour, Art. 2   
121 International Labor Organization, The meanings of Forced Labour, 2014.   
122 International Labor Organization, ILO Indicators of Forced Labour.   
123 International Labor Organization, 2005, A Global Alliance Against Forced Labour: Global Report under the 
Follow-up to the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights of Work, p. 5.   
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The restriction of movement as a key indicator of forced labor is a fundamental aspect of 

the kafala system in Qatar, as the sponsor’s ability to control the mobility of the migrant worker 

from not only changing jobs but also leaving the country heavily circumscribes their right to 

freedom of movement. Qatar has failed to abolish its exit visa policies, which mandates that a 

worker secure permission from his/her sponsor in order to leave the country.124 The freedom to 

leave any country, including his own, is enshrined in Article 12 (2) of the International Covenant 

for Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which Qatar has not ratified.125 While Article 12 (3) of 

the ICCPR grants states the ability to restrict this right to protect national security and the public 

order, there is no basis upon which migrant workers constitute a threat to national security and/or 

the public order. The UN Human Rights Committee has also criticized the array of obstacles that 

states have implemented that make it difficult for individuals to leave the country, such as 

supportive statements from employers and the “refusal to issue a passport because the applicant 

is said to harm the good name of the country.”126 The UN Special Rapporteur on the Human 

Rights of Migrants has reiterated this sentiment, stating that the exit visa is a source of abuse and 

that “there is no valid justification for maintaining this system.”127 

Migrant workers who participated in this study understood and subsequently condemned 

the restrictive and exploitative laws that constitute the kafala. One Kenyan migrant worker stated 

the following:  

                                                
124 The exit visa system is enshrined in Article 3 of Law No. 4 of 2009 in Qatar.   
125 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Art. 12, Sec. 2.   
126 UN Human Rights Committee (HRC), CCPR General Comment No. 27: Article 12 (Freedom of Movement), 2  
November 1999, CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.9, available at: http://www.refworld.org/docid/45139c394.html 
127 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, Francois Crepe, Human Rights Council, 
26th Session, April 2014, p. 8.   
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They take that advantage because once you sign the contract that you agreed to 
work with the company for three years, [there is] no change of the company. Even 
the exit sometimes is a problem so they take that advantage and that is why they 
put some of these regulations to oppress you because you have got no other 
ways—you cannot change the company, you cannot exit, even they deny you exit 
or they tell you if you want exit maybe you have to pay the company a certain 
amount of money.128  

Other workers expressed similar sentiments. A Kenyan highlighted the delays in obtaining the 

exit permit, stating that sometimes workers must follow up for ten or 15 days straight to ensure 

that the permit will be granted.129 Another Nepalese worker first obtained an exit permit when he 

went home 1.5 years ago. “Now it’s easy. Before it wasn’t, you would have to constantly follow 

up with the company,” he said.130 At the time of the interview, his application for an exit permit 

to travel back home to Nepal had been pending for six months.131   

International bodies such as the ILO and the UN have been invited to Qatar to assess 

instances of forced labor within the private sector. During a visit to Qatar in 2013, the Special 

Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants interviewed migrant workers who had paid large 

recruitment fees and fell victim to contract substitution. The Rapporteur expressed additional 

concern regarding an insufficient number of labor inspections, the level of accidents in 

construction sites, hazardous working conditions resulting in injury or death, and “insalubrious 

conditions in the Doha industrial area.”132 An ILO complaint from 2014 against the Government 

of Qatar concerning non-observance of Convention No. 29 on Forced Labour and Convention 

No. 81 on Labour Inspection, which Qatar ratified in 1998, alleged that the problem of forced 

                                                
128 Interview with Respondent #13.  
129 Interview with Respondent #17.  
130 Interview with Respondent #18.  
131 Ibid.  
132 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, Francois Crepe, Human Rights Council, 26th 
Session, April 2014, p. 11.    



 

40 

labor affected Qatar’s migrant worker population that at the time stood at roughly 1.5 million.133 

The delegation found that widespread and systematic violations of Convention No. 29, “namely 

human trafficking for forced labour, is not in any doubt.”134  

The government has reneged on public commitments since 2012 to abolish the kafala 

system.135 The system was previously codified under Article 18 of Law No. 4 of 2009 for 

Regulating the Entry and Exit of Expatriates, their Residency and Sponsorship.136 Qatar 

reiterated its 2012 pledge in May 2014, vowing to abolish various aspects of the kafala system. 

However, many of the proposed changes were inherently flawed.137 Qatar announced it would 

replace the NOC with an employment contract system that would allow workers to change 

employers at the end of a fixed-term contract, and allow those on an indefinite contract to switch 

jobs after a period of five years, which still leaves a specified time frame and the need to obtain 

employer permission intact; eliminate the exit visa requirement by automatically granting exit 

permits to workers within 72-hours of filing, pending approval from a worker’s sponsor; increase 

the penalty for companies who confiscate workers’ passports, from 10,000 Qatari riyals ($2,746 

USD) to 50,000 Qatari riyals ($13,730 USD); and abolish the two-year rule, which prohibits 

workers from seeking employment in Qatar again until two years have passed since the 

                                                
133 International Labor Organization, 2014, Complaint alleging non-observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No. 29), and the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947) No. 81, made by the delegates to the 103rd 
Sessions (2014) of the International Labour Conference under article 26 of the ILO Constitution, p.1.   
134 Ibid.   
135 Toumi, Habib, “Qatar may allow trade unions, scrap ‘sponsorships’ for foreign workers,” Gulf News, May 1, , 
http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/qatar/qatar-may-allow-trade-unions-scrap-sponsorships-for-foreign-
workers1.1016594   
136 Article 18 of the Sponsorship Law states that “every expatriate granted a visa to enter the state shall have a 
sponsor.”  Law No.4 of 2009 Regulating the Entry and Exit of Expatriates in Qatar and their Residence and 
Sponsorship, Art.18.   
137 “Qatar Announces Wide-Ranging Labour Market Reforms,” Ministry of Interior, May 14, 2014. See 
https://www.moi.gov.qa/site/english/news/2014/05/14/32204.html.   
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completion of their previous job.138 The two-year rule, alongside other factors, plays a significant 

role in the exaction of forced labor. Many migrant workers, most of whom take out large loans to 

pay exorbitant recruitment fees to finance their employment abroad, feel unable to leave their 

exploitative circumstances, as they are prohibited from finding another job in Qatar for two years 

after their contract ends.139 Moreover, the ILO’s 2014 complaint against the Government of 

Qatar alleged that the government had undertaken no effective measures to stop the exaction of 

forced labor upon workers by their employers, stating, “At best, the government has moved from 

outright denial of the problem to significantly downplaying it.”140 The government attempted to 

carry out these proposed reforms that it made in May 2014 by replacing the 2009 sponsorship 

law in 2015. However, as will be explicated below, the new sponsorship law is heavily flawed.   

The 2009 sponsorship law is the legal framework that applies to cases documented in this 

research study. The 2009 law mandates that a worker cannot change or leave jobs without the 

permission of his/her sponsor, and affords sponsors the ability to terminate a worker’s residence 

permit and visa at any time and without providing a reason.141 Article 11 of the 2009 sponsorship 

law states that “An Expatriate permitted to enter or reside in the country for a specific purpose or 

to work for a specific undertaking shall not deviate from the purpose for which he is permitted to 

enter or reside and shall leave the country within ninety days after such purpose or business is 

                                                
138 Ibid. For a deeper assessment of Qatar’s pledges to reform and steps taken, see Amnesty International’s report 
from November 2014 titled, “No Extra Time: How Qatar Is Still Failing on Workers’ Rights Ahead Of The World  
Cup.”   
139 Amnesty International, “No Extra Time: How Qatar Is Still Failing on Workers’ Rights Ahead Of The World 
Cup,” p. 3.        
140 International Labor Organization, 2016, Complaint concerning non-observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No. 29), and the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947) No. 81, made by the delegates to the 
103rd Sessions (2014) of the International Labour Conference under article 26 of the ILO Constitution, p.5.  
141 Articles 4 and 11 of Law No. 4 of 2009. 
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completed or otherwise in the case that the residence is cancelled for any reason whatsoever.”142 

According to Amnesty International, migrant workers found to have violated this article face a 

maximum jail sentence of three years and/or a fine of up to 50,000 riyals ($13,731 USD).143 As 

the group rightfully notes, “[t]his legal provision underpins the power of sponsors to declare 

workers as “absconded” and seek the aid of the police and authorities in finding and deporting 

the migrant worker.”144 

The kafala system is now codified under Law No. 21 of 2015, which came into force in 

December 2016, four months after I conducted fieldwork for this study. As noted above, this law 

serves as the key instrument governing the sponsorship of migrants, but still leaves several 

exploitative aspects intact. The law refers to sponsors as “recruiters,” and maintains the NOC 

requirement.145 The law also provides that migrant workers no longer need to seek their 

sponsor’s permission to change jobs at the end of a fixed-term contract, but those who wish to 

change jobs before the end of their contract must obtain employer permission alongside 

permission from “the competent authority,” and the Interior, and Labor and Social Affairs 

Ministries.146 Additionally, migrant workers employed on contracts without a fixed end date are 

still required to obtain their employer’s permission to change jobs until they have completed five 

years of work.147 The law does create a new system for workers to appeal a sponsor’s decision to 

refuse them an exit permit in the form of grievance committees, but the exit permit system 

remains intact as workers are required to inform the “competent authorities” each time he/she 

                                                
142 Article 11 of Law No. 4 of 2009 
143 Amnesty International, “The Ugly Side of the Beautiful Game: Exploitation of Migrant Workers On A Qatar 
2022 World Cup Site,” March 2016, p. 34. 
144 Amnesty International, “The Ugly Side of the Beautiful Game,” p. 34. 
145 Article 21 of Law. No 21 of 2015 
146 Ibid. See also https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/11/08/qatar-new-reforms-wont-protect-migrant-workers. 
147 Articles 7 and 21 of Law No 21 of 2015   
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leaves the country at least three days prior to his/her departure.148 The 2015 law also removes the 

two-year rule, which is arguably the most significant change.149 Finally, the Emir of Qatar issued 

a law in early 2017 that reinforced the exit permit system. Law No. 1 of 2017, issued on January 

4, 2017, mandates that workers inform their employers before their departure from the country, 

thus leaving the exit permit system intact and nullifying any cosmetic changes to the exit visa 

system.150   

The aforementioned constraints are further compounded by the inability for migrant 

workers to avail themselves to core labor rights, such as freedom of association and collective 

bargaining. Qatar’s labor law, Law No. 14 of 2004, allows for the formation of trade unions, but 

this right is proffered to Qatari nationals only and excludes migrant workers.151 The law further 

allows the government to regulate union activities, from their formation to “the way of carrying 

out their business and the interrelated and similar trades and industries,” and grants the 

government the power to unilaterally dissolve any union at any time.152 The labor law provides 

for the right to strike only under four conditions, none of which apply to migrant workers, and 

requires that striking workers of Qatari origin inform their employer at least two weeks in 

advance of the strike.153  

As explicated above, Qatar’s practice of the kafala system affords the sponsor inordinate 

power in the employer-worker relationship. As a result, the ability for a worker to lodge a 
                                                
148 Law No. 21 of 2015; Human Rights Watch, 2015, Qatar: New Reforms Won’t Protect Migrant Workers: Still 
Tied To Employers Under Kafala System, New York: Human Rights Watch; Law No. 21 of 2015 in Qatar 
designates the Ministry of Interior with this responsibility. See: http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/--
ed_norm/---relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_459148.pdf   
149 Amnesty International, “The Ugly Side of the Beautiful Game,” p. 67.  
150 “Employers must be informed before exit,” The Peninsula Qatar, January 5, 2017, 
https://thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/05/01/2017/Employers-must-be-informed-before-exit   
151 Article 116 of Law No. 14 of 2004, available at: https://dohape.dfa.gov.ph/images/Logo/forms/LABOUR-
LAWSTATE-OF-QATAR.pdf   
152 Articles 116 and 119 of Law No. 14 of 2004.  
153 Article 120 of Law No. 14 of 2004.    
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complaint with the Ministry of Labor, as outlined in the 2004 labor law, without fear of reprisals 

from employers, is restricted.154 As the ILO noted in 2014, the complaint mechanisms available 

to migrant workers are “ineffective” as migrant workers face difficulties in filing and 

adjudicating their complaints due to “lack of information, legal aid and interpreters and partly 

because they fear retaliation.”155 Workers told the ILO that it is hard to lodge complaints, as it is 

difficult to get the appropriate time off and obtain transportation to file a complaint at the 

Ministry.156 Furthermore, employers often fail to appear throughout the complaint procedures, 

and workers have no income or legal accommodation throughout the process.157 In March 2017, 

local Qatari press reported that the government was considering a new draft law designed to 

improve the labor law, which includes simplifying litigation procedures in labor disputes.158  

According to the report, a new Labor Dispute Resolution Committee will be established within 

the Ministry of Administrative Development, Labor and Social Affairs, which will allegedly 

decide on disputes within three weeks.159 

Migrants interviewed for this study expressed disdain at the inability to contest their 

employers without fear of reprisals, namely threats of denunciation to immigration authorities 

and deportation from their employers.  A Kenyan migrant worker who had been working in 

Qatar for seven months and had yet to receive his health card that would allow him to seek 

medical assistance, said, “For one thing, the employees, they are not well-represented. The 
                                                
154 Articles 129 and 130 of Law No. 14 of 2004 outline the process for settling disputes between workers and their 
employers.  
155 International Labor Organization, 2016, Complaint concerning non-observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No. 29), and the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947) No. 81, made by the delegates to the 
103rd Sessions (2014) of the International Labour Conference under article 26 of the ILO Constitution, p.6.   
156 Ibid. 
157 Ibid. 
158 “Cabinet approves draft law amending some Labour Law provisions,” The Peninsula, March 8, 2017, 
https://www.thepeninsulaqatar.com/article/08/03/2017/Cabinet-approves-draft-law-amending-some-Labour-
Lawprovisions  
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companies, to come to know the problems that you are facing, it’s a problem. Even if you write 

an email, they don’t even respond, even if you write an email to the manager, they don’t even 

respond.”160 Another Kenyan who was promised a salary three times than the salary he currently 

receives said, “If I leak information about my company, they come to know [about] me [and] that 

would be a problem, they would sack me, something like that.”161 He continued: “If there was 

something like a labor organization, it would be nice, to see the plight of the workers.”162 

Similarly, a Nepalese worker who had been working in Qatar for four years said, “We will fail 

ourselves if we follow the Ministry of Interior’s rules to fight with our company. We can’t do it 

individually in the company. They’ll send me my termination notice.”163 He continued: “If you 

discuss food matters, they will make a problem for you and send you home so you stay quiet.”164 

Another Kenyan who had been working in Qatar for 11 months was promised a salary two and a 

half times his current salary said, “They kill our right of expression and ambition. They keep 

your termination letter that you signed and they go. There is no way to explain,”165 he said, 

referring to a colleague who got deported for using his phone while at work. Another Kenyan 

expressed similar sentiments. “Our company said not to talk to Qataris. If we’re spotted talking 

to them, we’ll get a termination letter. Maybe they think we are beggars,”166 he said. “They’re 

treating us like we’re underneath them. You can’t express yourself.  You can’t complain about 

                                                
160 Interview with Respondent #13.  
161 Interview with Respondent #14. 
162 Ibid. 
163 Interview with Respondent #17. 
164 Ibid. 
165 Interview with Respondent #21.  
166 Interview with Respondent #22.  
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Qatar because without the company, you wouldn’t be here,” he said.167 “They don’t take it as a 

complaint, they just deport you. There is no solution.”168 

Qatar’s labor law proffers some protections, but they are minimal, exclusionary and 

contingent upon proper enforcement measures and mechanisms. The law sets minimum 

standards regarding working hours, vacations and public holidays, health and safety and 

termination of employment.169 Despite the existence of provisions regulating the employment of 

workers, many companies flout the law entirely. Moreover, the law excludes several groups of 

workers, including domestic workers and casual workers,170 and excludes certain groups of 

workers, such as cleaners and security guards, from several of its provisions.171 The workers 

excluded from the labor law include “workers employed in casual works,” or work that “is by its 

very nature not included in the activities carried on by the employer and the performance of 

which does not take more than four weeks;” “persons employed in domestic employment such as 

drivers, nurses, cooks, gardeners and similar workers;” and “workers employed in agriculture 

and grazing other than the persons employed in the agricultural establishments processing and 

marketing their own products or those who are permanently employed in the operation or repair 

of the necessary agricultural mechanical appliances.”172  

During a visit to Qatar in 2013, the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants 

met female domestic workers employed as household workers who had run away from their 

                                                
167 Ibid. 
168 Ibid. 
169 Maysa Zahra, Qatar’s Legal Framework of Migration, 2016, Gulf Labour Markets and Migration, p. 4.   
170 Migrant domestic workers are excluded from Law No. 14 of 2004, pursuant to Article 3, Section 4.   
171 Article 76 of Law No. 14 of 2004 excludes “guarding and cleaning workers from Article 73 of the law, which 
regulates working hours, overtime pay, and weekly days of rest.  
172 Ibid.   
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employers after severe cases of physical, mental and sexual abuse.173 He also met migrant 

workers who were forced to work as much as 21 hours per day, workers who were on loan to 

other employers, as well as others who had not received their wages for up to ten months at a 

time.174 The Special Rapporteur strongly disagreed with assessments provided by host countries 

as to the exclusion of domestic workers from national labor laws, stating that “Domestic workers 

have as much need for their work to be regulated by law as any other worker, if not more.”175   

In February 2017, the Qatari government revived legislation that would offer protections 

to domestic workers who are excluded from the labor law and its provisions.176 According to 

Qatar’s News Agency, the proposed bill under consideration by the government specifies the 

“rights and duties” of domestic workers and their employers, and “regulates the relationship 

between them.”177 The Qatari government previously halted its review of legislation for domestic 

workers in 2014, when the six GCC states undertook a regional-wide effort to adopt a unified 

contract for domestic workers.178 However, the six GCC states later disbanded this effort in early 

2015.179 The move to review domestic legislation comes six months after Qatar’s National 

Human Rights Committee in July 2016 recommended that domestic workers receive law labor 

protection.180 Neither the text of the draft law for domestic workers, nor a timelines for its 

                                                
173 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants, Francois Crepe, Human Rights Council, 26th 
Session, April 2014, p. 11.  
174 Ibid.  
175 Ibid.  
176 Khatri, Shabina, “Qatar’s Cabinet approves draft law to protect domestic workers,” Doha News, February 9, 
2017, https://dohanews.co/qatars-cabinet-approves-draft-law-protect-domestic-workers/.   
177 “Cabinet holds regular weekly meeting,” Qatar News Agency, February 9, 2017, 
http://www.qna.org.qa/enus/News/17020817390047/Cabinet-Holds-Regular-Weekly-Meeting.    
178 Walker, Lesley, “GCC labor ministries agree on unified contract defining rights of maids,” Doha News, 
November 26, 2014, https://dohanews.co/gcc-labor-ministers-agree-unified-contract-defining-rights-maids/.     
179 Kovessy, Peter, “Gulf countries abandon idea of unified contract for domestic workers,” Doha News, January 5, 
2015, https://dohanews.co/gulf-countries-abandon-idea-unified-contract-domestic-workers/.   
180 “NHRC seeks to advance human rights,” Qatar Tribune, July 26, 2016, http://www.qatar-
tribune.com/newsdetails/id/15499.    
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finalization and implementation, has been published.181 The government further amended the 

labor law in 2015 to introduce a wage protection system, which took effect in November 2015.182 

As per the law, employers are required to transfer salaries directly from local Qatari accounts 

into a Qatari account in the name of the worker. Employers are also required to transfer salaries 

to the bank accounts of employees within seven days of their due date, or face penalties.183  

In March 2016, in response to the 2014 complaint alleging Qatar’s non-adherence to core 

ILO labor conventions, the ILO deferred further consideration of a Commission of Inquiry for 

one year.184 At its 329th session in March 2017, the ILO met and deferred, yet again, the launch 

of a Commission of Inquiry until November 2017.185 The ILO based its decision on “the recent 

measures taken by the Government to implement Law No. 21 of 2015 relating to the entry, exit 

and residence of migrant workers.”186 The extent to which Qatar has introduced purely cosmetic 

changes over the years to its labor laws and its sponsorship laws, such as the 2015 law, is largely 

attributed to the role of the international community and human rights groups who have utilized 

the 2022 FIFA World Cup as a catalyst for change. The amount of criticism levied against the 

state of Qatar is derived in part from the country winning the bid in 2010 to host the FIFA World 

Cup in 2022, which has catapulted the Gulf state onto the international arena at an unprecedented 

level. Additionally, source governments, specifically the Filipino government, have played a 
                                                
181 See Amnesty International’s statement, “Qatar: Proposed Domestic Workers law must protect human rights and 
prevent abuses” from February 15, 2017, available at https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde22/5721/2017/en/.  
182 Ministerial Decision No. 4 of 2015 Issuing the Regulations for the Wage Protection System for Workers Subject 
to the Labour Law   
183 Ibid.  
184 International Labor Organization, 2014, Complaint alleging non-observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No. 29), and the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947) No. 81 , made by the delegates to the 
103rd 

 Sessions (2014) of the International Labour Conference under article 26 of the ILO Constitution, p.1. 
185  International Labor Organization, 2017, Decision on the 14th item on the agenda: Complaint concerning non-
observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29), and the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947 
(No. 81), made by delegates to the 103rd Session (2014) of the International Labour Conference under article 26 of 
the ILO Constitution. 
186  Ibid.  
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large role in advocating for the welfare of its citizens abroad, but some governments of source 

countries are relatively intransigent.  For example, as will be explained in the sections that 

follow, the institution of minimum wage rates for migrant workers is an effort largely 

spearheaded by source countries that operate labor welfare offices in Qatar. Finally, the Qatar 

National Human Rights Committee (NHRC), which is neither a governmental entity nor a civil 

society organization but a “national official committee” plays a role in migrant worker welfare 

and often acts as an ally for external human rights organizations. However, the roles played by 

source country embassies and the NHRC is outside the scope of this ethnographic study.  

As this section explicates, Qatar’s practice of the kafala system, compounded by weak 

and insufficient labor laws, can exact migrant workers to endure conditions that amount to forced 

labor. When and if a migrant falls victim to circumstances that amount, to some degree, to forced 

labor, his/her ability to seek recourse is heavily stifled, as employers’ threats of denunciation to 

immigration authorities prohibits workers from expressing grievances and seeking lawful redress 

for abuse. As a Kenyan migrant indicated, “You always have to watch your back. You never 

know when you’re going to be terminated. But god willing, things will change.”187 

  
The Sojourn to the Gulf  
  
  As explicated above, the exploitation endured by migrant workers begins in the source 

country during recruitment. There are two significant aspects of the migration process that begin 

in source countries but assume a transnational character as they make their way across the 

transnational divide: recruitment fees and employment contracts. The two are inexorably 

intertwined, as the amount of the recruitment fee is oftentimes not offset by a migrant worker’s 

                                                
187 Interview with Respondent #25.  



 

50 

salary that can change upon arrival to Qatar. These two facets of the sojourn to Qatar play a 

significant role in the exploitation and abuse endured by the migrants who participated in this 

study.   

 

Recruitment Fees  

Low-waged workers often pay exorbitant recruitment fees to local agents and firms in 

their home countries in order to secure their employment in Qatar. The recruitment process 

consists of both licensed and unlicensed recruitment agencies that operate in host countries and 

in conjunction with employers and companies based in Qatar. The labor law of Qatar mandates 

that sponsors employ only those migrant workers who have been recruited “through a person 

authorised to do so.”188 Source countries and the GCC attempt to address ethical recruitment in 

their bilateral agreements and/or memoranda of understanding they have signed pertaining to the 

use of local manpower abroad, but the role of these documents and the overall roles of source 

governments fall outside the scope of this study.  

Additionally, the labor law also proffers employers the right to recruit workers 

individually, so long as he/she has sought approval from the Department of Labor, but this 

provision does not apply to household workers, rendering them even more vulnerable to illegal 

practices and abuse.189 Furthermore, the law prohibits recruitment agencies from charging 

foreign workers recruitment fees for their employment in Qatar.190 Despite this legal prohibition, 

35 of the 41 migrants interviewed for this study paid recruitment fees. Five either said they did 

                                                
188 Article 28 of Law No. 14 of 2004 
189 Ibid.  
190 Article 33 of Law No. 14 of 2004, which states that “The person who is licensed to recruit workers from abroad 
for others shall be prohibited from doing the following: 1. To receive from the worker any sums representing 
recruitment fees or expenses or any other costs.”  
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not pay any fee either to a manpower agency or to a family member who assisted in securing 

their employment in Qatar, and/or declined to answer this question. Table 1 shows the average 

recruitment fee paid and incurred by migrant workers by nationality.191 As Table 1 indicates, 

Nepalese workers paid the highest in recruitment fees, followed by Kenyans and Filipinos.   

Table 1: Average recruitment fees paid by nationality in USD 

Nationality  Average Recruitment Fee  

Nepal  $1,110.05   

Kenya  $774   

Philippines  $766   
Table 1 Sources: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016 

 Tables 2 through 5 outline the range and average of the recruitment fees paid by nationality and 

occupation. For Nepalese workers, the majority of the respondents who participated in this study, 

the less-skilled and lower-waged jobs are associated with higher recruitment fees.     

Table 2: Recruitment fees paid by Nepalese migrants in USD192 

Occupation/Sector  Recruitment Fee   

Security   Range: $91 - $1644, Average: $968   

Cleaning  Range: $686 - $1320, Average: $1143   

Construction  Range: $910 - $1517, Average: $1141   

Transportation  Range: $589 - $3683, Average: $1717   

Engineering193 $1236   

Food  $736   

                                                
191 The table excludes Ghana, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh as only one worker of each nationality participated in this 
study.  
192 Two Nepalese migrants interviewed for this study said they did not pay any recruitment fees as they came on 
“free visas.” For more on the free visa system, see Chapter Three. 
193 The range an average for engineering, food, retail and human resources are not computed as only worker from 
each respective sector was interviewed for this study. 
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Retail  $550   

Human Resources  $550   
Table 2 Sources: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016 

Table 3: Recruitment fees paid by Filipino migrants in USD 

Occupation/Sector  Recruitment Fee   

Clerical   Range: $503 - $1000, Average: $776   

Security194 $704  
Table 3 Sources: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016 

Table 4: Recruitment fees paid by Kenyan migrants in USD195 

Occupation/Sector  Recruitment Fee   

Cleaning  Range: $632 - $1157, Average: $774   
Table 4 Sources: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016 

  
Table 5: Recruitment fees paid by Sri Lankan migrant in USD 

Occupation/Sector  Recruitment Fee   

Clerical196 $1644   
Table 5 Source: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016                       

  The size of the recruitment fee incurred by the migrant can determine if he/she faces 

financial difficulties upon the commencement of their employment in Qatar. Many migrants 

finance their recruitment fees by various means, such as by taking out loans from a bank or 

borrowing money from friends or family; saving funds for years; or through other proprietary 

measures such as selling land. The process of charging workers exorbitant fees for their 

employment, and the extent to which these fees render them vulnerable to abusive practices once 

they arrive in Qatar, is transnational in character and cannot be explained by unlawful recruiters 

in the home country alone. The recruitment process involves many actors, from recruitment 
                                                
194 Only one Filipino employed in the field of security was interviewed for this study. 
195 Two Kenyan migrants interviewed for this study said they did not pay any recruitment fees. 
196 Only one Sri Lankan migrant was interviewed for this study. 
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agencies and sub-agents, or brokers, to middle men and company personnel in host countries like 

Qatar, thereby creating a complex and often murky chain of actors involved in the recruitment 

process. While the process and its subsidiary chain of agents fall outside the scope of this study, 

organizations have examined this facet of the sojourn to the Gulf more extensively. A report 

released by the Stern Center for Business and Human Rights in April 2017 examines the migrant 

recruitment industry in greater detail, specifically the high cost of recruitment for workers 

employed in the construction sector in Qatar and the UAE.197 The report notes, “In this highly 

irregular system, neither construction companies nor their clients pay for the cost of labor force 

recruitment. Instead, tens of thousands of migrant workers enter the region’s construction 

industry each year, bearing both the actual costs of their recruitment and exploitative markups 

paid to a series of agents in South Asia and the Gulf.”198 The high cost of recruitment, as 

reflected in recruitment fees that can at times reach as high as $5,000 USD, “is explained by 

layers of agents involved in recruitment; visa selling schemes; and additional markups imposed 

through kickbacks, inflated transportation and other costs, and corruption.”199 This process, 

however, also extends to the companies who operate in the Gulf, as corporate representatives of 

GCC-based companies sell visas, or “demand letters.” The Gulf governments provide visas to 

companies at a nominal cost, but these visas are then resold at a much higher price, a cost that is 

then charged to the worker in the home country through the subsidiary chain of recruitment 

agents and brokers.200   

                                                
197 David Segall and Sarah Labowitz, “Making Workers Pay: Recruitment of the Migrant Labor Force in the Gulf 
Construction Industry,” NYU Stern Center for Business and Human Rights, April 2017. Available at:  
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/547df270e4b0ba184dfc490e/t/58ec1e9ed1758e3915cb4c5b/1491869348464/F
INALFINAL-MakingWorkersPay-Report-Digital.pdf  
198 Segall and Labowitz, “Making Workers Pay” p.2.   
199 Ibid., p.3.   
200  Ibid., p.4.   
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  The extent to which a worker falls victim to cycles of debt stems from the amount paid in 

these recruitment fees and the salary that the worker receives, if a salary at all, throughout his/her 

employment in Qatar. The accumulation of debt can place workers in situations that amount to 

debt bondage. A Kenyan who had been working in Qatar for eight months paid $674 USD in 

recruitment fees to a broker in Kenya, who then secured him his visa for Qatar. He said he had to 

sacrifice himself to obtain the money, as he had to save for years. “They normally ask for—they 

call it commission. I say if it’s commission and if someone can travel, if someone can have 70 or 

80,000 [Kenyan shillings] to go travel and make money like 50,000 Kenyan shillings, 60,000 [or] 

40,000, then I have to do it.”201 He continued, “I was so secretive. I knew it was a risk and I 

know that so many people give money and they fail.” This failure, he said, is why he kept his job 

in Qatar a secret from his mother, especially since he had saved money for work in Qatar.202 

Another Nepalese worker who had been working in Qatar for years explained that a broker back 

home in Nepal demanded $1,370 USD for the visa to Qatar. “How can we control this, I don’t 

know. Maybe Qatar could open a manpower agency in Nepal,” he said.203   

  

Contract Substitution  
  
  Twenty-two of the 41 migrants interviewed for this study had their employment contracts 

altered upon their arrival to Qatar, with respect to either the monthly salary, the provision of food 

allowances, the nature of the job, etc, or a combination of all. Alterations were more widespread 

for migrants who were employed on their first job in Qatar and were fulfilling the terms of their 

first contract, as opposed to individuals who had returned to Qatar for a second or third time. 

                                                
201 Interview with Respondent #16.  
202 Ibid.  
203 Ibid.  
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Corporate representatives carry out the substitution of contracts, alongside various middlemen 

employed in the host countries, most oftentimes other migrants themselves. Thirty-one migrants 

did not have copies of their contract in Qatar, and aside from Kenyans who speak English, not a 

single contract was written in the worker’s native language. Qatar’ labor law requires that all 

employment contracts be written in Arabic, and leaves it up to the employer to “accompany such 

contracts, documents or written instruments with translations into other languages.”204 

Furthermore, the law requires the contract to be attested by the Ministry of Labor, and provided 

to both the employee and the employer.205  

   A Ghanaian migrant said he was recruited to Qatar under false pretenses, as he was 

promised that he would work part-time and continue his education. “I was deceived by my agent 

even though I had a certificate. I wanted to continue my education. I was told if I come to Qatar I 

could work and continue my education,” he said.206 “I got here and everything changed. Before I 

came there was no form, just a paper to sign. We weren’t allowed to read it. The others can’t 

speak or read English. They told us ‘why are you reading, just sign and go.’ We got the contract, 

there was no time, I had already signed, there was nothing I could do.”207 He said his agent in 

Ghana took additional money from him. “The company said we didn’t take money from you, 

we’re keeping this money just in case of an emergency.”208 Another migrant from the Philippines 

arrived to Qatar and found herself in a different line of work.    

They promised us to work in a hotel from the Philippines. They said we’re going 
to work in a five star hotel so that’s why we accepted this salary, like 1,000 Qatari 
riyals [$275 USD]. They said if you’re going to work in a hotel or a restaurant 

                                                
204 Article 9 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
205 Article 38 of Law No. 14 of 2004 
206 Interview with Respondent #12. 
207 Ibid.  
208 Ibid.  
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you are going to get more tip than your salary, so that’s why we accepted the 
offer.209   
  

Filipino government officials in Qatar reported that contract substitution remains a significant 

problem from non-household domestic workers, i.e. other low-waged workers employed as 

cleaners and office assistants, jobs that are steadily increasing.210 Additionally, officials have 

advised family members of workers already employed in Qatar not to sign new contracts and 

send family members for work in Qatar due to the widespread practice of contract substitution.211   

Another worker from Kenya who had been working in Qatar for one year and five 

months said everything changed when he arrived. “So when we came…they told us when you go 

there the job title will be cleaner but it will be [a] totally different thing.” He continued: “Going 

back to my country was hard because [you] have to pay back your flight, travel expenses to the 

country, plus the money which I had used…maybe it’s your savings that you had saved up for 

quite a while, maybe ten years or even borrowed from family or relatives or even taken a loan, so 

I couldn’t go back so we had to stay.”212 Another migrant from Kenya had been working in Qatar 

for seven months as a cleaner. He was wary, both in his home country and upon arrival to Qatar, 

of his contract and the terms of his employment. Although his salary didn’t change, he expressed 

that such a salary was too low and was told that his salary would increase after a few months in 

Qatar based upon his performance at his job.  

The question about the salary…I was so much surprised to get out of his own 
mouth that that is what they pay. I told him, what’s the probation for? I think 
probation is to get to see the performance of somebody after that, [and] that is 
when you increase [the salary]. No, the HR told me, no no no we just pay like the 
contract letter, just like that…What about medical? Do you cover 
comprehensively or it is partial? He told me medical they cover comprehensively. 

                                                
209 Interview with Respondent #4.  
210 Interview with Filipino government officials in July 2016.    
211 Ibid.  
212 Interview with Respondent #14.  
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As far as you are here you will be getting Qatari medical of which that is not what 
they are doing. So what about the accommodation? I asked him what about the 
size of the room and how many people should be sharing a room? I was so much 
surprised to be told that you will be sharing a room with four to six [people] 
depending on the size of the room. How unfortunate. Me, I’m just working 
because this is a total sacrifice because I cannot reverse [my trip], I cannot get the 
ticket back to Kenya.213  
  

Another worker from Kenya who had been working in Qatar for 11 months had applied for a job 

as a security guard with a monthly salary of 1,500 Qatari riyals ($412 USD), but upon his arrival 

to Qatar was forced to work as a cleaner with a basic salary of 600 Qatari riyals ($165 USD) and 

a food allowance of 200 Qatari riyals ($55 USD).214 Another Kenyan had been working in Qatar 

for one year and four months, and during recruitment was promised a salary of 1,200 Qatari 

riyals ($330 USD) with eight hours of work and four hours of overtime.215 However, at the time 

of his interview, he said he earned 600 Qatari riyals ($164 USD) with a food allowance of 200 

Qatari riyals ($55 USD) and was not entitled to work the four hours of overtime.216   

Another migrant from Kenya expressed the difficulties he incurred as a result of his low 

salary and his employment under altered circumstances, and the effects such changes bore on his 

livelihood.  

It’s different because when we were coming, they told us they would give us 
food. They said the accommodation is good…but when you come here you see 
that it’s not what they told you. So you come and see that the salary they told you 
is the salary that you are using for your food. Again, when you are in your 
country, sometimes you think that everything it sticks, but then you come here 
and everything is high. So the salary you’re getting doesn’t cope [with] your 
problems.217 

 
  

                                                
213 Interview with Respondent #13.  
214 Interview with Respondent #21.  
215 Interview with Respondent #22. 
216 Ibid. 
217 Interview with Respondent #10.  
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Life in Qatar  

As the aforementioned sections indicate, there are several indicators of forced labor that 

are a byproduct, if not an inherent part of, Qatar’s practice of the kafala system, including 

deception in terms of employment and recruitment practices. This section will demonstrate that 

the exploitative working conditions continue throughout the employment period. This section 

will address several issues and other indicators of forced labor, including the confiscation of 

passports and other restrictions placed on a worker’s mobility; paltry salaries and unwarranted 

salary deductions; work hours and overtime; discrimination at the workplace; and issues with 

worker accommodation and the provision, or lack thereof, of adequate medical and health 

coverage.  

  

Passport Confiscation  

Another key indicator of forced labor is the retention of passports and identity documents. 

Qatari law mandates that workers be in possession of their passports and identity documents.218 

Thirty of the 41 migrants interviewed for this study were not in possession of their passports, as 

their employers confiscated them upon their arrival to Qatar. A few of the migrants who 

participated in this study claimed that they preferred that their companies retain their passports 

for safekeeping, but it is unclear whether or not this is true or if they chose not to disclose the 

real reason out of fear of reprisals. The majority, however, conceived of the right to hold one’s 

passport a right of their own. “I want it, my passport...That’s my right…But I will follow the 

rules of [the] law, my company’s rules, I don’t want any drama or anything. But I want it, yes, 

                                                
218 The former and current sponsorship law prohibits the confiscation of passports. Article 9 of Part III of the 2009 
sponsorship law, Law No. 4 of 2009, mandates that employers provide workers with their passports after finalizing 
residence formalities. The current sponsorship law, Law No. 21 of 2015, contains the same provision in Article 8 of 
Part III.  
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it’s my right,” a female migrant from the Philippines said.219 Another migrant from Kenya 

intimated a similar sentiment. “Yeah it’s better to have our passport here because anything can 

happen anytime. So if you don’t have your passport it will be difficult.”220 Another benefit to 

having one’s passport in one’s possession, aside from it constituting a right, is to search for part-

time employment when salaries are low. “Maybe I can apply for a part-time job and they can ask 

me for my passport. It’s really helpful when I have it,” said a migrant from Kenya, who earns a 

basic salary of $165 USD a month.221 Another migrant from Kenya, who speaks and reads 

English, said that as he was forced to sign a contract upon his arrival to Qatar, he noted that the 

provision regarding the passport stated “You are a person that gives us the right to withhold the 

passport.”222 This codification of passport retention within employment contracts is troubling, as 

the employment contract has placed the onus on passport confiscation onto the worker, rather 

than the employer, as it stipulated that a worker forfeits his/her right to possess his/her passport, 

which is in direct contravention of Qatari law and equitable labor practices.  

  
 
Salaries  
  
   The single most troubling aspect of the working and living conditions for migrants 

interviewed for this study concerns the salary and unwarranted salary deductions. All workers 

interviewed in this study received a basic salary that was oftentimes was accompanied by a food 

allowance that the employer either provided or failed to provide. A basic salary excludes 

                                                
219 Interview with Respondent #1.  
220 Interview with Respondent #8.  
221 Interview with Respondent #16. 
222 Interview with Respondent #12. 
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overtime, and is the minimum amount that an employer must pay a worker.223 Table 6 outlines 

the basic salaries by nationality for all workers who participated in this study. The salaries 

reported are basic salaries that companies were contractually bound to, and do not reflect salary 

deductions or commissions earned from overtime and/or part-time work.   

  If an ideal minimum wage rate exists for workers, it is often set and advocated for by 

source-country governments. These wages rates, however, usually apply to household domestic 

workers, whom, as previously mentioned, are not covered by any provisions of Qatar’s labor law 

regarding work hours, days of rest, etc. Of the nationalities examined in this study, only Nepal 

has urged for a minimum wage for workers employed in sectors like construction. In early 2013, 

the Nepalese government reportedly asked Qatari officials to raise the monthly salary from 800 

Qatari riyals ($219 USD) including a 200 Qatari riyal ($56 USD) food allowance to 1,200 Qatari 

riyals ($329 USD), which includes a 300 Qatari riyal ($82 USD) food allowance.224 The Filipino 

government made similar initiatives as early as 2006, urging for a $400 USD minimum monthly 

wage for domestic household workers.225 As of July 2016, government officials said that 90 

percent of Filipino household domestic workers received this salary, and that such wage rates 

didn’t come into effect until recently due to pushback.226 For other low-waged Filipino workers, 

such as those employed as cleaners, Filipino officials in Qatar said that they are trying to impose 

                                                
223 Qatar labor law defines basic wage as “The rate of payment for the work done by the worker in a certain period 
of time or on the basis of piece or production and includes periodic increment.” Wage is defined as the “Basic wage 
plus all increments allowances and bonuses paid to the worker in return for or in respect of work of whatever kind 
and means of calculation.”  
224 Doha News Team, “Nepal to ask Qatar to raise minimum monthly wage to $356,” Doha News, January 15, 
2013, https://dohanews.co/nepal-to-ask-qatar-to-raise-minimum-monthly-wage-to/.  
225 Interview with Filipino government officials in July 2016.    
226 Ibid.  
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a basic salary of 1,600 Qatari riyals ($439 USD).227 Officials also noted that at any given time 

they deal with 70 to 100 cases of unpaid wages for household domestic workers.228   

Migrants interviewed for this study reported wage discrimination, whereby one 

nationality receives a higher salary than that of another nationality for the same job. Table 6 

aggregates the average basic salaries for all migrant workers interviewed for this study based on 

nationality and occupation.  A migrant from Ghana complained about the wage discrimination, 

noting that the basic salary is not based on the type of job, but the nationality of the worker. He 

said Ghanaians, Filipinos, Egyptians and Tunisians usually earn around 1,000 Qatari riyals ($275 

USD) in a basic salary, and Nepalese, Nigerians and Indians earn around 600 Qatari riyals ($165 

USD). His remarks do not diverge from the data obtained from this study. Furthermore, he said 

that he was told that the reason provided by employers to justify affording higher salaries to 

certain nationalities than others is based on exchange rates and the value of the currency back 

home. “The reason they gave us [for the difference in wages] is the currency rate in our home 

countries. But if you compare the Filipino currency and the Ghanaian to the [Qatari] riyal…the 

ratio is one to one. So if they say the rate that’s not it. The Ghanaian currency is supposed to be 

higher [than the Filipino.]” 229  
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228 Ibid.  
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Table 6: Basic monthly salary ranges by occupation and nationality in USD 

  Nepal  Kenya  Philippines  Sri Lanka  Bangladesh  Ghana  

Security   $165 - $494  N/A  $275   N/A  N/A  $220  

Cleaning  $165   $165 - $220   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

Clerical  N/A  N/A  $220 - $357   $357   N/A  N/A  

Construction  $275 - $385  $192 - $330   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

Transportation  $275 - $495  $385   N/A  N/A  $1373*   N/A  

Human Resources  $1319   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

Engineering  $1923   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

Food  $412   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

Retail  $495   N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  
Table 6 Sources: Interviews with respondents in June and July 2016 

 Low salaries constituted the largest complaint by workers who participated in this study. 

Many migrants said that their low salaries were wholly incompatible with the high cost of living 

in Qatar and were inadequate to meet their living needs, let alone send money home to their 

family members. A migrant from Kenya who paid $1,157 USD in recruitment fees earns $165 

USD a month and receives a $55 USD food allowance, an amount four times as low than the 

salary he was promised during recruitment. “It’s low,” he said. “You have bills you’ve got to pay 

from home, even here you need things like accessories, toothbrush, t-shirt, vest.”230 He said $55 

USD was inadequate for three meals a day over a period of one month, as he also spends money 

on the gas to cook the food, etc. Another migrant from Kenya shared a similar sentiment. “Even 

this 200 [Qatari riyals] for food…You understand food prices they keep on fluctuating, [they’re] 

going up and down. In most cases they keep on going up. They don’t see that.”231 Another 

migrant said he was tempted to steal as he is “paid peanuts.”232 A migrant from Nepal who earns 

                                                
230 Interview with Respondent #14.  
231 Interview with Respondent #13.   
232 Interview with Respondent #25.   
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$495 USD a month said, “Many Nepalese people come here uneducated and pay a lot of money 

but the salary is less than 700, 800, 900 [Qatari riyals]. We’re satisfied. But others, after one or 

two years they leave because they’re not satisfied. Cleaners get 600 basic salary plus 200 food 

and they can’t fulfill their economic needs because on 600, no way.”233  

Workers also reported unwarranted salary deductions from their employers, which 

Qatar’s labor law prohibits.234 A female Filipino migrant who paid $804 USD in recruitment fees 

and had been working in Qatar for two to three weeks said that her employer was deducting a 

“placement fee,” which was the equivalent of one month’s salary of $357 USD, despite the fact 

that she had paid the placement fee back home in the Philippines. The placement fee was to be 

deducted from her salary in six-month installments.235 Another migrant reported that if he misses 

work, his salary is cut by one or two days, a threat of deduction that another worker also 

reported.236 A Kenyan who works as a handyman and earns $192 USD a month said the terms of 

his salary and the deductions that followed began after the recruitment process.  

My salary, I can say it’s not good because, first of all, I did not know that we were 
going to be paid that salary, it was unclear. The agent who [took] us to [the] 
interview told us you’re not going to get more than 40,000 per month Kenyan 
money. But when we came here they say it is different. I did not expect the 
money I am getting now.237  
  

He said his employer has been deducting money every month for airfare.  
  

When they took us to interview they did not tell us that they would deduct airfare 
from our salary. But when we came here we saw [the deduction]. They told us 
‘now we are going to deduct your salary,’ like that. Since we got here we demand 
to get the contract letter but we don’t have [the] contract letter so we were 

                                                
233 Interview with Respondent #18.  
234 Article 70 of Law No. 14 of 2004, with respect to wages, states “the payment thereof may not be withheld 
except for the execution of a judicial decision.”  
235 Interview with Respondent #5. 
236 Interview with labor migrants in June and July 2016.  
237 Interview with Respondent #8.  
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working blindly. We don’t know. Sometimes they’re deducting 70, sometimes 
100, sometimes 150, like that. They said they will deduct it until [it totals] 1,400 
for airfare. 238  

  
 Aside from salary deductions, migrants also said that their employers had withheld money, 

namely food allowances. “They didn’t give us a food allowance until now,” a Filipino migrant 

said, who arrived to Qatar three years and eight months ago. His contract said he would be given 

300 Qatari riyals ($82 USD) a month for food.239 Another migrant from Nepal is awarded a food 

allowance, but problems persisted due to his low monthly salary of $165 USD. “The food is the 

very worst. It’s spoiled. If we spend money on our own food, then how are we able to send 

money home? It’s an obligation.”240  

 
 
Work Hours and Overtime  

   Another significant aspect of migrants’ employment in Qatar relates to overtime work. 

According to Qatari labor law, the maximum number of working hours allowed without overtime 

pay is 48,241 and that if overtime is provided by the company, the daily working hours with 

overtime shall not exceed 10 hours and that “the employer shall pay to the worker for the 

additional working hours the rate of not less than the basic wage plus not less than 25% 

thereof.”242 The labor law also stipulates that “the working hours shall include an interval or 

more for prayer, rest and taking of meals which interval or intervals shall not be less than one 

hour and shall not be more than three hours”243 and that “the worker shall be allowed of a weekly 

                                                
238 Ibid.   
239 Interview with Respondent #16.  
240 Interview with Respondent #20.  
241 Article 73 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
242 Article 74 of Law No. 14 of 2004 
243 Article 73 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
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paid rest which shall not be less than twenty-four consecutive hours and Friday shall be the 

weekly rest day for all workers with the exception of the shift workers.”244 Furthermore, as 

previously mentioned, the labor law excludes security guards and cleaners from the protections 

afforded in Article 73, which stipulate a maximum number of working hours and breaks during 

the day for rest.245  

   Many migrants who participated in this study expressed their desire to work overtime and 

would refuse a day of rest just to earn extra money as a means to compensate for their paltry 

salaries. Some migrants said that their employers offer overtime, and others said it’s prohibited. 

“Of course we always want to work overtime. It’s good for us because we can get additional 

income. But what can we do, we don’t have overtime, we can’t work overtime,” a migrant from 

the Philippines said.246 A migrant from Kenya reiterated this sentiment, stating, “Because of the 

few money I am getting, it has forced me to work overtime.”247Another migrant from Nepal said, 

“Most of the time when the company cancels our day off we are happy because we are getting 

extra money.”248 A fellow Nepalese migrant shared his sentiment, stating, “Why would I need 

off day for such low salary?”249 A Kenyan migrant worker who earns $165 USD a month and a 

$55 USD food allowance shared a similar sentiment. “It’s not [enough money], that’s why we 

seek overtime,” he said. “I paid in Kenyan shillings 70,000, whereby here I have to work for 

more than…even a year I think to cover the money.”250  

Even though Qatar’s labor law prohibits workers from working for a “third party,” 

workers interviewed for this study sought part-time employment on their days off as a means to 
                                                
244 Article 75 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
245 Article 76 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
246 Interview with Respondent #14. 
247 Interview with Respondent #25. 
248 Interview with Respondent #17. 
249 Interview with Respondent #36. 
250 Interview with Respondent #16. 
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compensate for their low salaries and their inability to work overtime. A female Filipino migrant 

cleans nearby houses on her days off. “Sometimes I serve in the events so if there is a party, like 

[a] house party, well that’s the only thing I could do to gain my income. Because if I was just 

living on my salary…Especially if you are a family person, if you already have a family you 

cannot…support your family with your salary so...”251 Similarly, another Filipino migrant said he 

works part-time for four hours on the weekend by cleaning nearby compounds and washing cars, 

which he has done consistently for one year.252  

  
Discrimination  

   Alongside instances of wage discrimination, many migrants recounted stories of racial 

discrimination at the workplace. A migrant worker from Nepal complained of discrimination 

against Asian people. “If you’re from Britain, USA, and you go to the company with a problem, 

then your problem will be solved. If you’re Asian, no,” he said. “White people, no problem they 

can do whatever they want. They will not care because of color. They [the Qatari government] 

doesn’t give power to our embassy, they hold it.”253 Another Nepali migrant worker expressed a 

similar sentiment. “I feel like I’m an animal. Some treat us like we’re nothing, like we’re 

dogs.”254 Another migrant worker from Nepal said he experienced discrimination regarding the 

provision and payment of food allowances. “I feel discrimination here. The company will 

provide a food allowance to them [the Arabs] but not to us [Asians.].”255 He continued: “Qatar is 

pushing humans away. They don’t treat us like humans.”256 Similarly, a Ghanaian migrant spoke 

                                                
251 Interview with Respondent #4.  
252 Interview with Respondent #15. 
253 Interview with Respondent #18. 
254 Interview with Respondent #19. 
255 Interview with Respondent #20. 
256 Ibid. 
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of discrimination based on race. He works as a security guard and said that the supervisor will 

keep certain nationalities outside in the sun longer than others. “There is so much discrimination 

at work. If we are not from the same nationality [as the supervisor] we are forced to stand outside 

[longer.]”257 While intra-migrant relations fall outside the scope of this study, it is important to 

note that discrimination at the workplace, such as the story recounted above by an African 

worker who was forced to stand in the sun by his Asian supervisor, is oftentimes highly 

racialized. Workers of a certain nationality who work in managerial roles will oftentimes look 

out for their own, i.e. workers of their own nationality, and demonstrate bias against other 

nationalities. Likewise, interaction with Qataris is often rare, though dependent on each migrant 

worker and the nature of his/her employment. Additionally, while some migrants reported very 

little interaction with Qataris, either by order from their supervisors and employers, or by sheer 

inability due to the nature of their work, interaction with locals was not the focus of this research 

study. 

Migrants from Kenyan also recounted stories of discrimination at work. A Kenyan who 

had been working in Qatar for one year and four months said, “Sometimes they think we come 

from the bush,” referring to his supervisors, fellow migrant workers and Qataris. He said that 

three months prior to his interview, his bus driver, who is a non-Kenyan migrant worker, failed 

to pick him up for work one day because he is Kenyan.258 A Kenyan who had been working in 

Qatar for nine months reiterated this sense of victimization at work. “Now as Kenyans, we’re in 

a very tight position. There is a lot of victimization,” he said.  He recounted a story from the 

week prior, when three Sri Lankan men were caught selling alcohol at his accommodation. They 

have a camp boss, he said, who is supposed to take those who were caught selling alcohol to the 
                                                
257 Interview with Respondent #12. 
258 Interview with Respondent #22. 
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head office, but instead the three Kenyans who purchased the alcohol were terminated while the 

three Sri Lankan men were “exempt” and went “scot free.” This is evidence of “Kenyans being 

victimized,” he said.259 He recounted a second story involving Kenyans and Sri Lankans. A week 

prior, four workers, two Kenyans and two Sri Lankans, were caught at work listening to music 

on their phones. He said the two Kenyan men were reprimanded and fined 500 Qatari riyals  

($137 USD) each, while the two Sri Lankan men were fined 200 Qatari riyals ($55 USD) 

each.260 “There is not [a] single Kenyan in management. They won’t listen to your grievances, 

they will look after their own people,” he added. “The racism is too much, the victimization is 

too much.”261  

Two migrant workers, both from Kenya, told the same story of racial discrimination at 

the workplace. The head office of his company had advertised for a supervisory role within the 

company. One Kenyan had held supervisory positions back home in Kenya, and came to Qatar  

with the certificates to prove it.  

They were telling people, Nepalese, Philippines and Sri Lanka, to tell their 
colleagues back home that there are these opportunities, [that] management will 
be going there to recruit them. I asked them, what about [us] Kenyans? Because I 
was interested in the supervision, I was interested because I have the papers. I 
came armed. They told me no, they want to recruit the Nepalese and Sri Lankan 
ones. This is discrimination. I went to the head office, I talked to the human 
resource manager...They told me they are recruiting Nepalese, Sri Lankans, just 
like that. I said what about Kenyans who are willing?262  

  
Another Kenyan reiterated the same sentiment.   
  

We undergo discrimination, something people don’t understand, mostly as 
Africans because [at] our company most of the managers are Indians and Asians 

                                                
259 Interview with Respondent #25. 
260 Ibid.  
261 Ibid.  
262 Interview with Respondent #13. 
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from maybe Sri Lanka, others [are] from [the] Philippines. Most top jobs they 
give to their nationalities…The discrimination, we try in the office to get a good 
job from there they don’t, they just tell us to wait, wait, or there is no position, but 
once the Philippines come, the Sri Lankans come direct, they’re given the posts 
like that, the posts like supervision, inspectors, some things like that. We undergo 
discrimination so much. Also, they got a contract, 40 tea boys and they 
interviewed last week but no Kenyans. They took other nationalities for 
interviews and we were left, so there is discrimination, so so so much and we 
don’t know where to go.263  

  

Medical  

  Alongside low salaries and unwarranted salary deductions, some migrants reported that 

their employers have failed to issue them health cards so that they could seek the proper medical 

assistance when and if necessary, and were prevented from seeking assistance when they needed 

it. Qatari labor law stipulates that workers are entitled to sick leave during every year of 

employment, but “[t]his sick leave shall not be granted unless after three months from the 

commencement of his engagement for the first time provided that the worker proves his sickness 

by a certificate from a physician approved by the employer.”264 While migrant workers are 

entitled to sick leave according to the labor law, workers’ testimony from this study shows that 

the right to receive health coverage and the ability to seek medical assistance is heavily 

circumscribed. A migrant from Kenya who had been working for one year said he had yet to 

receive a health card and that his company would penalize workers if they fell sick. “If you call 

in sick, the supervisor will mark you absent instead of sick and your salary will be cut by one or 

two days.”265 Another worker from Kenya had been working in Qatar for one year and four 

months and had yet to receive his health card. He said his bus driver left him at the hospital 

                                                
263 Interview with Respondent #14. 
264 Article 82 of Law No. 14 of 2004 
265 Interview with Respondent #24. 
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once.266 Another Nepalese worker employed in the construction sector got hurt on the job a few 

years back. He said his company refused to pay for his medical expenses and refused to let him 

leave the country to go back home and seek medical assistance.267 

   Other workers expressed similar sentiments and recounted similar stories. A Ghanaian 

worker said, “Here we’re not allowed to do what we want. Even if we’re sick we must go to 

work, [we] can’t go to the hospital. If you work 12 hours for two months you become very weak. 

Sometimes we’re told [to] come to work and we will take you to the hospital [but then we’re 

never taken to the hospital].”268 Another worker from Kenya expressed a similar sentiment.   

You go to Hamad hospital but you might not be even taken to Hamad hospital. 
Sometimes they don’t have even a vehicle to take you. You report to the office in 
the morning, you’re not feeling well, you try and get a vehicle and the driver to 
take you to hospital or the officer in charge, to organize for you the transport, it 
takes ages. How? You’re not feeling well, you don’t know what is eating you so 
you need to seek medical attention immediately. They take long. Why?269  
  

Another Kenyan reported a similar tale.   
  

If we are sick, it’s a very big problem. Even if you have the health cards, 
sometimes you go for transport for yourself. Maybe you’re sick at night, they say 
there’s nothing we can do, you wait until tomorrow morning. You go to the 
hospital because they’re far, if you don’t have money, you take taxis…but they 
are expensive. So we’ve got challenges.270  

   
  
Accommodation  

   Many migrants who participated in this study reported problems with the cleanliness and 

the number of occupants in their labor camps, and in some cases, the price paid by a worker per 
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267 Interview with Respondent #26.  
268 Interview with Respondent #12.  
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month for what is often deemed a “bed-spacer.” Qatari labor law stipulates that “the employers 

employing workers in locations distant from the cities and to which the usual means of 

transportation are not available shall provide them with the following services,” which includes 

“[s]uitable means of transportation or suitable accommodation or both” and “[s]uitable foodstuff 

or the means of obtaining thereof.”271  

   One significant characteristic of worker accommodation in Qatar is the segregation of 

men and women in Doha and its outskirts. The four women who were interviewed in this study 

are employed in the domestic and service sectors, and perform clerical work as office assistants 

or cleaners. Unlike other domestic workers, such as household workers employed as housemaids 

and nannies and who live with their employers, these women reside in female-only labor camps 

scattered across the outskirts of Doha proper. Unlike males, females are subject to a curfew in 

their labor camps. One labor camp on the outskirts of Doha proper imposed a curfew on the 

weekends and throughout the week. At this labor camp, female occupants must return to the 

camp no later than 10 p.m. from Saturday to Wednesday, and no later than 1 a.m. on Thursdays 

and Fridays. Female workers who resided in this compound reported that they must sign in and 

out each time they enter and exit the compound. They also reported that if they arrive back to the 

compound late, they are not allowed inside. In the past, women said they have had to climb over 

the compound’s walls and the main gate to get inside, or lift the garage door with the help from 

other females inside the compound.272 A sign at the compound informing the female occupants 

of the curfew reads, “Note: if any ladies fails to follow the policies than the curfew timing will be 

changed without any prior notice.”273  

                                                
271 Article 106 of Law No. 14 of 2004  
272 Visit to a female-only labor camp in July 2016.  
273 Ibid.   
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Figure 2: Sign at female-only labor camp in Qatar.   

Male migrants also complained of their living quarters, from the number of occupants to 

the overall insalubrious conditions of their labor camps. Every migrant worker interviewed for 

this study, except for one high-waged worker, lived with at least four other people. Most 

migrants who participated in this study said that they were satisfied with their accommodation or 

internalized their satisfaction, as their wages constituted the most important problem they 

incurred throughout their employment in Qatar. Nonetheless, regardless of whether or not the 

quality of their accommodation constituted the second or the third most important issue 

concerning their employment abroad, some migrants reported problems, such as concerns over 

the prevalence of bed bugs. A migrant from Kenya reported that, “Accommodation is good, we 

are living five people to one room. But it’s not good. It is not good because you can see there are 

sometimes, there are bed bugs on the tables, in the rooms. So it’s not good.”274 A female migrant 

worker from Kenya said she was not satisfied with her accommodation, also due to bed bugs. 
                                                
274 Interview with Respondent #8.  
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“No I’m not satisfied because in my accommodation there is this [thing] called [a] bed bug. 

We’ve been trying to tell the office. We are itching everyday, you can see, because it’s itching. 

But we will tell them to come and spread these things, they don’t. So you have to squeeze for 

yourself to go buy medicine, try to kill them but, what to do?”275 Workers also reported concerns 

over the cost of individual accommodation in employment scenarios where companies do not 

provide workers with a bed. A Nepalese worker employed in the construction sector lives with 

seven other people in Doha’s Industrial Area. The room costs 3,000 Qatari riyals ($824 USD) a 

month, which is divided amongst all eight occupants. All eight men are required to pay 375 

Qatari riyals ($103 USD) a month, which amounts to a third of his monthly salary of $330 

USD.276  

Similarly, migrants reported concerns over the number of occupants in their rooms and in 

the entire camp, and difficulties concerning privacy and individual freedom of movement that 

arise as a result of overcrowded facilities.  A migrant from Kenya questioned whether or not he 

and his belongings were safe. “I think if we can get one room for three people or two people it 

would be fine. If you are many people there, many things happen. Sometimes you left your 

things there and then you [come] in the evening and you see [that it’s gone] and…you cannot ask 

anyone, if you ask anyone, everybody is saying it’s not me it’s not me, so…”277 Another worker 

from Kenya lives with five other workers and said his labor camp is crowded and lacks privacy, 

as 80 to 100 people share the camp’s ten toilets.278 Another worker from Kenya expressed a 

similar sentiment regarding the camp’s kitchen facilities. “The accommodation is not favorable. 

There are three cooking machines for the entire compound, which houses 72 people. The usual 
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wait time to use a machine to cook food is two hours.”279 Similarly, another worker from Kenya 

condemned the overcrowding in his camp, which houses six people in each room. All 92 

occupants in his camp are required to share two stoves. “Some people fight over stoves, but me, 

no, I go to sleep. I’ll eat tomorrow.”280 

          
	 								Figure 3: Workers’ accommodation in Qatar281 

  Another worker raised the issue of labor inspections and the tendency of his company to 

clean the labor camp ahead of the inspections that municipal government authorities carry out. 

He said the company forces the workers to clean the rooms, and that in the past, the company has 

selected only “good” rooms to show to the inspectors. He said that the authorities’ response is 

always “Wallah, all good,” because the company is also given advanced notice of the visit by the 

                                                
279 Interview with Respondent #22. 
280 Interview with Respondent #25. 
281 The selected images of workers’ accommodation are printed in this study to convey workers’ dissatisfaction with 
their accommodation facilities. 
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municipal authorities.282          

              

Figures 4, 5 & 6: Workers' accommodation in Qatar 

                                                
282 Interview with Respondent #17.  
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 Conclusion  
  

Through personal narratives and testimony, this chapter elucidates the oppressive 

working and living conditions confronted by migrant workers in Qatar, from the deception 

incurred throughout the recruitment process to workers’ paltry wages and racial discrimination at 

the workplace. This chapter began with an explanation of forced labor and the codification and 

current practice of the kafala system in Qatar, and the ways in which migrants are rendered 

vulnerable to abusive practices. Amidst tales of deception and debt, some migrants actively 

challenge their circumstances and seek redress for their abuse, albeit risking their employment 

and immigration status in Qatar. Even if workers may not verbally contest their employers in a 

labor court or commence a strike out of fear of deportation, they do exercise agency, as will be 

explicated in the following chapter. As one Kenyan migrant asserted:  

We struggle with the office sometimes that’s why it becomes an issue that the 
company does not like any Kenyans because Kenyans they argue, they fight for 
their rights. We are in solidarity because we’ve come from a country of 
democracy whereby you have to stand up and fight for your rights. We come 
from a freedom country, that’s why you know we have no restriction on that. 
That’s how we are.283  

  
   

  

  

  

  

  

  

   
                                                
283 Ibid.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

Qatar’s Urban Governmentality and Worker Resistance  

  
  

This chapter elucidates the ways in which, in the absence of collective bargaining rights 

and freedom of association in Qatar, workers actively contest the challenges imposed upon them 

by the kafala system by engaging in the black market and informal economy in order to subvert 

the autocratic power of their sponsors and the state to assert their “right to the city.” These modes 

of resistance materialize in spatial zones of exception in Qatar, including the Industrial Area of 

Doha and other peripheral zones populated with labor camps, that the state has deliberately 

produced as part of its urban governmentality. This urban governmentality concentrates Qataris 

and the global elite around centers of capitalist development and excludes the low-waged 

laboring class from it. However, these zones of exception, or zones of exclusion, are in fact 

producing much of what they were intended to exclude in the first place. These spaces serve as 

grounds where low-waged migrant workers politicize themselves economically as a means of 

subversion. This politicization includes engagement in the black market and informal economy, 

as well as the utilization of kinship networks to secure work on a “free visa.”    

  

Doha:  A Neoliberal City  

   Qatar’s entrance and position within neoliberal policies and practices is inextricably tied 

to Gulf capital and the country’s status as a site of international and global consumption.  

Neoliberalism is commonly understood in economic vernacular as the “Washington Consensus” 

policies of the early 1980s, in which developing countries opted to rollback the state’s control 

and regulation of the economy in order to further plunge the state into the global capitalist 

system. This integration process is achieved through a variety of economically-driven initiatives, 
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namely privatization; a deregulated labor market conducive to rapid, export-oriented economic 

growth; the internationalization of capital production; foreign direct investment; among others.284 

In this study, I adopt the notion that neoliberalism is much more than a set of Westphalian 

economic policies. A re-conception of neoliberalism entails examining “the institutional 

reconfiguration of the state and ways in which the form of state power itself has shifted.”285 Such 

a re-conception posits that neoliberalism and its effects are context-specific phenomena that must 

be localized and historicized.   

What is “neoliberal” about Qatar, then, is the way it has integrated into the global 

capitalist system and the effect of this integration on and around transnational labor flows. As 

Chapter One delineates, the rapid growth of Qatar’s economy and its internationalization fueled 

the demand for imported labor from Arab and non-Arab countries during and after the post 

independence period, in particular from countries in South Asia, Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan 

Africa in the present-day. This influx served the manpower demands of infrastructure and other 

development projects that the citizenry could not execute alone. This massive influx of foreign 

labor and the positioning of manpower within the state are crucial to examining what I deem 

Qatar’s “neoliberal urbanism.” In Qatar, neoliberalism is manifested spatially across Qatar’s 

urban landscape in the capital city of Doha. As Peck, Theodore and Brenner argue, neoliberalism 

is “predicated on and realized through uneven spatial development.”286   

The ways in which uneven spatial development has unfolded across Qatar’s landscape 

needs to be examined within the notion of spatialization that has defined class formation in the 

                                                
284 See Chapter 3 of Adam Hanieh’s book, Lineages of Revolt: Adam Hanieh, Lineages of Revolt: Issues of 
Contemporary Capitalism in the Middle East (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 1972, 2013), p. 132.    
285 Hanieh, Lineages of Revolt, p. 48.  
286 Jamie Peck, Nik Theodore, and Neil Brenner, “Neoliberal Urbanism: Models, Moments, Mutations,” The SAIS 
Review of International Affairs 29, 1. (2009): p. 52.  
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Gulf in the post-independence period. As Adam Hanieh writes, “Each of the Gulf states settled 

on a particular spatial strategy as they emerged from independence. Class was constituted 

through its spatialization—an acute reliance on temporary migrant labor flows came to overlay 

an extremely narrow definition of citizenship.”287 The process of class formation during this first 

phase of capitalist development, he argues, is marked by two characteristics: a “spatial fix” 

underpinned by the systemic reliance on temporary migrant labor flows; and the development of 

a domestic capitalist class through the redirection of oil revenues to leading merchant families 

and other elites.288 Thus, class formation “congealed spatially around temporary migrant labor 

flows and was demarcated through the institution of citizenship.”289 Denying migrants the ability 

to gain citizenship excludes them from benefitting from the state’s capitalist development that it 

funnels to its citizens through public sector employment, subsidies and other income-generating 

activities.290  

I argue that this aforementioned spatialization that underpins migratory flows alongside 

capitalist development in the Gulf has assumed a new form in Qatar, that of neoliberal urbanism. 

Cities and their “suburban zones of influence” have become “increasingly important 

geographical targets and institutional laboratories for a variety of neoliberal policy 

experiments.”291 As Peck, et. al postulate, this neoliberal urbanism occurs “across a cluttered and 

contested institutional landscape in which newly emergent ‘projected spaces’ interact 

conflictually with inherited regulatory arrangements, leading in turn to new, unforeseen and often 
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highly unstable layerings of political-economic space.”292 These new layerings of political 

economic space in Qatar are the result of increasing elite consumption and the state’s 

entanglement within the global economy, in addition to the systematic exclusion of migrant 

workers from capitalist development that the state maintains through a stringent sponsorship 

system and exclusionary citizenship laws.   

Qatar’s neoliberal urbanism materializes in the division and disaggregation of the city of 

Doha into demarcated spaces according to socio-economic class. In Qatar, like Dubai, the state’s 

ruling elites deploy an aggressive, free-market reordering of the urban landscape to meet the 

demands of elite consumption.293 Certain parts of Doha, like the Pearl, are home to more higher-

waged, American and European “expatriates,” while the Industrial Area is home to a vast 

majority of the country’s blue-collared “bachelors.”294 As noted in Chapter One, an Asianization 

of the labor force characterizes the most recent wave of migration from 2000 to the present in 

order to meet the demands of capitalist development in the private sector. The increase in wealth 

when the Gulf’s foreign assets swelled to value more than $1.5 trillion USD295 induced an 

unprecedented increase in the number of migrants, as the Gulf countries sought to mobilize such 

new and large amounts of capital. The growth of expatriate labor employed in the private sector 

accelerated in this period in order to feed the prodigious building boom; migrant labor 

                                                
292 Ibid., 57. Citing  Alain Lipietz, “The National and the Regional: Their Autonomy vis-à-vis the Capitalist World 
Crisis,” In Transcending the State-Global Divide, eds. R. Palan and B. Gills (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
1994), pp. 23–44  
293 Michelle Buckley, “Locating Neoliberalism in Dubai: Migrant Workers and Class Struggle in the Autocratic 
City,” Antipode 45, 2. (2013): p. 260.  
294 I use the term “bachelors” in this paper to critique the use of the term in government rhetoric to describe the low 
waged migrant men. In fact, most migrant men are far from bachelors; they are married and have children, who 
remain back home while the father and husband seeks employment abroad in Qatar. Due to immigration policies in 
Qatar, low-waged migrants in particular do not have the money nor the right to bring their families to Qatar as 
opposed to other higher-waged “expatriates.”  
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increasingly became concentrated in construction, with the sector accounting for up to a third of 

the migrant labor force in Qatar and Bahrain.296 

The spatial development and restructuring of Qatar’s urban landscape grew exponentially 

in 2010, when Qatar increasingly became a site of global consumption, largely in response to 

winning the bid to host the FIFA 2022 World Cup. As a result, a greater number of migrants 

were forced to take residence in the Industrial Area of Doha. The vast numbers of low-waged 

migrant workers residing in Doha’s Industrial Area has formalized legislative roots. Since 2010, 

the state has exerted a concerted effort to shuttle Qatar’s low-waged migrant workers out of 

zones of growth in Doha. The effort is being carried out under the guise of an “urban planning 

strategy,” yet the legal mechanisms establishing the spatial restructuring are inherently 

discriminatory as they are designed to isolate low-waged workers from residing in more active 

districts of the city and prevent them from benefitting from such capital accumulation. In 2010, 

the Qatari government promulgated Law No. 15 of 2010 on the Prohibition of Housing Workers 

within Family Residential Areas.297 The law prohibits property owners or managers and business 

owners from renting, leasing or allocating areas in Doha that are located within family residential 

areas as housing zones for workers, thus shuttling all low-waged migrant workers to demarcated, 

nonfamily zones outside of Doha proper. The law is class-based; only “bachelors” employed in 

construction and other contracting jobs, such as cleaners, must be relocated to the Industrial 

Area.298  As of February 2016, the Industrial Area of Doha remained Doha’s most populated 

                                                
296 Ibid., p. 32. 
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area.299 Moreover, between 2010 and 2015, the Industrial Area’s population grew by more than 

103,300 people, or nearly 40 percent, to reach 364,710 residents in 2015, 95 percent of whom are 

men.300 Additionally, more than 58 percent of Qatar’s population lives in labor camps, 

accounting for 1.4 million people out of a total population of 2.4 million.301  

In October 2015, the Ministry of Municipality and Urban Planning released maps 

demarcating which zones are family zones, or no-go housing zones for this class of laborers. The 

demarcation for each municipality excludes large swaths of the land. For the municipality of 

Doha, almost all of central Doha is excluded, as well as in the municipality of Al Rayyan, where 

the Industrial Area is located.302 The yellow spaces shown in Figures 7 and 8 outlines the vast 

swaths of Doha and Al Rayyan respectively that are off-limits for blue-collared “bachelors.”    

                                                
299 Kovessy, Peter, “What are the fastest-growing neighborhoods in Qatar?” Doha News, February 16, 2016, 
http://dohanews.co/what-are-the-fastest-growing-neighborhoods-in-qatar/.    
300 The area is home to 347,591 men and 17,119 females according to government data.  See: Government of Qatar, 
Ministry of Development Planning and Statistics, The Simplified Census of Population, Housing and 
Establishments, 2015, p. 32.   
301 Kovessy, “What are the fastest-growing neighborhoods in Qatar?” February 16, 2016.  
302 Walker, Lesley, “Qatar ministry publishes maps with ‘no-go’ housing zones for workers,” Doha News, October 
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Figure 7: “Designated Areas for Family Living Only in the Doha Municipality.” Source: Ministry of  
Municipality and Environment, Qatar. See: http://www.mme.gov.qa/cui/index.dox?id=968&siteID=1   
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Figure 8: “Designated Areas for Family Living Only in the Al Rayyan Municipality.” Source: Ministry of  
Municipality and Environment, Qatar. See: http://www.mme.gov.qa/cui/index.dox?id=968&siteID=1   
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Figure 9: No-go housing zones for migrant workers in the municipality of Al Rayyan (left) and Doha (right).  

   
The urban city of Doha is a particular locus for spatial manifestations of neoliberal 

urbanism, as cities have become central to the reproduction, reconstitution and mutation of 

neoliberalism.303 Aihwa Ong argues that neoliberalism and its market strategies is a malleable 

technology that governs populations and re-engineers social space, where market-driven 

calculations are being introduced in the management of populations and the administration of 

special spaces.304 The result is an “exception to neoliberalism” and re-articulations and 

disarticulations in notions of citizenship, whereby membership to the nation-state is allocated by 

virtue of an individual's marketable skill. Welfare benefits for citizens are simultaneously 
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preserved alongside the exclusion of non-citizens from the benefits of capitalist development.305 

“In the course of interactions with global markets and regulatory institutions,” Ong writes, 

“sovereign rule invokes the exception to create new economic possibilities, spaces, and 

techniques for governing the population.”306   

While Ong argues that neoliberalism is a mode of governance that distributes citizenship 

upon one’s marketable skill, I expand upon her argument and posit that in Qatar, neoliberalism is 

a method of urban governmentality that hinges upon spatial restructuring. This spatial 

restructuring is indeed tied to the spatialization around class formation, as Hanieh writes, though 

I do depart from Hanieh in one aspect. He argues that “[b]ecause the spatial location of 

temporary labor in the Gulf is constituted through the social relations established in the course of 

the reproduction of capital—and not through birth or citizenship rights—this labor lacks any 

permanent right to space.”307 Yet, as explicated above, the confluence of stringent citizenship 

rights and an accelerated capitalist development in the late 1990s and early 2000s has resulted in 

a neoliberal mode of urban governmentality, whereby the state has spatially restructured the city 

of Doha to produce zones that serve as spaces where low-waged migrants assert their right to 

space, albeit in a temporal manner.  

 In these spaces, namely the Industrial Area and the other no-go housing zones that 

Qatar’s 2010 law stipulates, low-waged migrant workers became economically political to 

contest the challenges imposed upon them by the autocratic forms of power that govern their 

lives. Within these zones of exception, a low-waged migrant worker becomes a neoliberal 

subject, defined by Ong as an individual who is “not a citizen with claims on the state but a 
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selfenterprising citizen subject who is obligated to become an ‘entrepreneur of himself or 

herself.’”308 In Qatar, “expatriate talents” like those of the variegated migrant class, constitute “a 

form of movable entitlement without formal citizenship,” whereby “low-skill citizens and 

migrants become exceptions to neoliberal mechanisms and are constructed as excludable 

populations in transit, shuttled in and out of zones of growth.”309 The zones of exception, or 

zones of exclusion, carved out in Qatar by virtue of its neoliberal urbanism are in fact spaces 

where the very entrepreneurial ethos of neoliberal logic is reproduced amongst the most 

vulnerable state subjects.   

  

Entrepreneurialization of the Self in the Political Street  

In order to frame the context in which low-waged migrant workers politicize themselves 

economically in urban zones in Qatar as a means of subversion, I will first reiterate the Qatari 

state’s heavy circumscription of fundamental labor rights. These economically-driven political 

acts are significant not only by virtue of existing as modes of resistance, but also their 

materialization in an environment that stifles universal rights entitled to all workers. As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, the rights to freedom of association and collective bargaining are 

heavily circumscribed in Qatar, and migrant workers are not allowed to form or join a trade 

union or go on strike.310 This stringent context, coupled with the asymmetric power relationship 

inherent in the kafala system that affords the sponsor considerable power and control, impedes a 

worker’s ability to lawfully seek redress for abuse. Workers can challenge their employer in a 
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labor court, but this practice is by no means representative nor a feasible means accessible to all 

low-waged migrants.311 

 The Industrial Area of Doha and other zones populated with labor camps are conceived 

as zones of exception and exclusion as a result of the state’s neoliberal urbanism, where low-

waged migrant workers become politicized and actively contest, through everyday life, the 

challenges imposed upon them. Their exercise of agency and the ways in which they seek 

recourse is a manifestation of street politics, through which workers express grievances in public 

space, resorting to what Asef Bayat deems a “social nonmovement” that “interlock[s] activism 

with the practice of everyday life.”312 The active contestation, he argues, is particularly manifest 

in urban spaces that have become a “key theatre” for such contentions.313 Within these urban 

areas, such as the city, the street becomes the locus for political expression and “the ultimate 

arena to communicate discontent,” as urban subjects are rendered subordinate as a result of 

autocratic policies of power. In this arena, conflicts are addressed between individuals and the 

collective populace and the authorities, “which are shaped and expressed in the physical and 

social space of the streets.”314 Neoliberal cities, furthermore, are sites where forms of street 

politics are rendered particularly resonant and visible. As Bayat posits, throngs of people doing 

business in the street “represent the relatively new subaltern of the neoliberal city.”315 The low-

waged, male inhabitants of Doha’s Industrial Area and other zones designated for the laboring 

class, then, “operate, subsist, socialize, and simply live a life in the public spaces” that “serve as 

indispensable assets in the economic livelihood and social/cultural reproduction of a vast 
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312 Bayat, Life as Politics, p. 12.  
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segment of the urban population, and, consequently, as fertile ground for the expression of street 

politics.”316  

I turn now to the street politics of low-waged migrant workers in Doha’s Industrial Area 

and other peripheral zones of exception. Doha’s Industrial Area is a distinct part of the city 

designated by law for low-waged, blue-collar “bachelors.”  This neoliberal spatial restructuring 

allows for the subversion of totalizing and authoritarian notions of governmentality.317 Migrant 

workers in the Industrial Area subvert the autocratic and exploitative power of the kafala system 

through engagement in the black market and informal economy in these zones, which generally 

experience relatively low levels of municipal policing.318 Within these exclusionary zones, such 

as the Industrial Area, the streets denote “the collective sentiments, shared feelings, and public 

opinions of ordinary people in their day-to-day utterances and practices” that are “expressed 

broadly in public spaces—in taxis, buses, and shops, on street sidewalks, or in mass street 

demonstrations.”319 In the Industrial Area, men engage in part-time work in and outside the black 

market and the informal economy through the sale, production and consumption of illegal items, 

and utilize kinship networks to seek employment for themselves and others through a certain 

type of an illegal, “free” visa that affords them greater autonomy in negotiating the terms of their 

employment.   

Two sites of commercial activity exist in the Industrial Area, one public and one private. 

Both sites are spaces in which migrant workers engage in black market, informal economic 
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318 The level of policing is usually contingent upon whether or not brawls take place in labor camps, for example. 
There is a police station in the Industrial Area, but during my visits, I rarely saw Qatari officials policing the streets. 
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activity, in response to their paltry monthly earnings, some as low as 600 Qatari riyals ($148 

USD).320 Many of the workers interviewed who are not on free visas and were instead recruited 

to Qatar through a local kafeel are bound to their employer for the period stipulated in their 

contract. Throughout this employment period, workers cannot change and/or leave jobs without 

employer permission; thus, if the nature of the employment of the migrant worker changed upon 

arrival to Qatar, through a practice known as contract substitution, workers are subsequently 

entrapped in employment situations in which the salary has drastically changed, alongside the 

nature of their employment. In such situations, contesting the employer to receive a higher salary 

or switching jobs to do so is nearly impossible, as the employer is afforded significant power in 

the employer-worker relationship and oftentimes threatens the worker with denunciation to 

immigration authorities if the worker strays from any aspect of his/her work. As a result of such 

onerous circumstances, migrants in the Industrial Area and other zones of exception have, over 

time, fostered sites of economic activity where they contest these state-imposed challenges.   

The Al Attiyah market is the main shopping center in the Industrial Area; it is small and 

largely an outdoor, two-storied market. On Fridays, the market is heavily congested. Workers 

living in the Industrial Area do most of their holiday shopping at this market before they leave to 

go on vacation back home after a year or two of employment in Qatar, and often use the market 

as a meeting place to eat, socialize and drink tea with friends.321 The market serves a dual 

purpose as a site of both formal and informal black market activity. Shop owners sell a chewing 

tobacco that is common in Nepal, Bangladesh and Northern India that is composed of dry 
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betelnuts, lime, and paan leaves,.322 Certain shops in the market sell the tobacco product for 1 

Qatari riyal ($.25 USD).323 Back in 2008, it sold for half the price.324  

	       

                  Figure 10: Paan  

Another, more informal market is the “kachra” market. Kachra in Hindi means garbage; 

labor migrants in the Industrial Area reputedly coined the name about ten years ago, as the 

market is located near a particular cluster of dumpsters in the Industrial Area.325 The market is 

utilized by day laborers as a site of economic activity and exchange, where workers buy and sell 

several items like handkerchiefs, mobile phone chargers, movies, CDs and DVDs, rotten 
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vegetables, tobaccos, betelnuts, a high-alcohol content cologne called Luma, porn DVDs, and 

empty soda cans that migrants collect from factories and sell to other migrants who are employed 

in recycling jobs.326 The black market operates on Fridays only, the usual day off of work for 

transnational labor migrants, at select times.327  

A key item that migrant workers produce and sell is alcohol, both branded and 

unbranded. A certain section of the Industrial Area has been demarcated amongst the migrant 

community as a site for the production and purchase of these alcoholic beverages, a market that 

is thriving in this urban zone of exception and other labor camps scattered on the outer rims of 

Doha proper. A migrant needs a link to purchase the beverage; otherwise migrants who sell it to 

“foreign” migrants remain suspect as to whether or not the migrant has been co-opted by the 

municipal police. One such beverage is made by combining Luma, a brand of cologne with high 

alcohol content, with toilet cleaner. This toxic beverage is produced and sold by certain 

nationalities.328 Another alcoholic beverage, known as “bhuntey,” is produced with apples and 

bananas. It is also sold and produced amongst a particular migrant community. A sixteen-ounce 

bottle is marketed between 30 and 55 Qatari riyals ($8 to $15 USD), depending on the 

location.329 Another locally concocted liquor combines Luma with Blue Moon toilet cleaner and 

soda.330 The ingredients usually sell for 15 QAR ($4 USD), but stores near labor camps sell the 

beverage under the table for 45 QAR ($12 USD).331  Branded alcohol is also sold on the black 

market and its purchase and manufacture is arranged through local brokers.332 Once obtained by 
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various brokers, a 1.8 Liter bottle of branded liquor is sold between 160 and 170 Qatari riyals 

($44 to $47 USD), despite the market price valued between 45 and 50 Qatari riyals ($12 to $15 

USD).333 As noted in Chapter Two, some migrants receive salaries as low as $165 USD. Thus, if 

a migrant sells three, 1.8 Liter bottles of liquor in one day at $47 USD a bottle, he has earned 

money equivalent to one month’s salary from this sale alone. On Friday nights, certain outdoor 

pockets of the Industrial Area become havens for the production and consumption of these 

beverages, in addition to labor camps on the outer rims of Doha. Workers who consume these 

alcoholic beverages do so for a variety of reasons, the main one for “relief,” largely from the 

oppressive work and living conditions they face, as the story in this study's introduction 

elucidated.334   

Another means through which migrant workers circumvent the challenges imposed upon 

them by the autocratic policies inherent in the kafala system is through the utilization of kinship 

and friend networks in their home countries to secure employment in Qatar on a “free” visa. The 

free visa system is neither free nor legal, and arose in the shadows of the kafala.335 Under the 

“free visa” system, a migrant pays a sum of money to a sponsor who allows him/her, in exchange 

for a fee, to seek alternative and additional employment outside of the original sponsor. It is a 

transnational system operated through the black market in Qatar. The system helps workers to 

secure the freedom to choose their employer and abandon exploitative conditions, noting that 

migrants themselves recognize the nature of the structures that define the kafala and willingly 

decide to trade the increased vulnerability of work in the “free visa” system for the agency 
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prohibited in the kafala arrangement.336 On a “free visa,” a worker is afforded the power to 

choose his/her employment, which is often of a short-term nature. The employer grants the 

worker a No-Objection Certificate (NOC) at the beginning of his employment, who is 

consequently afforded mobility to shop around for work in the Industrial Area and other, 

juridically demarcated zones for laborers. More importantly, this system, as it is practiced with 

low-waged migrant workers in Qatar, affords workers the ability to sell their labor power under a 

system that systematically denies it. The freedom of workers to sell their labor power is an 

enhancement of their positive freedom; in the absence of the ability to sell their labor power in a 

market with rigid wages, like the tightly regulated labor market in Qatar, migrant workers foster 

acts of economic freedom to compensate for their state-imposed economic un-freedom.337  

Migrant workers of Nepalese origin residing in Doha’s Industrial Area sought 

employment in Qatar under such a system. One Nepalese construction laborer I met in the 

Industrial Area arrived to Qatar on a free visa that his father secured for him. Since he was 

recruited to Qatar on a free visa and not through a manpower agency, he bore the cost of travel to 

Qatar in addition to the cost of his accommodation, expenses normally covered by the sponsor.338 

Another Nepali construction laborer was recruited by the same means, and expressed the 

difficulty he encounters at times, as he has traded job security for the freedom to choose his 

employment.339 Another worker from Nepal employed as a mason first arrived to Qatar six years 

ago, and a second time in April of 2016, both migratory journeys brokered through a free visa. 

He pays his sponsor 3,000 Qatari riyals ($824 USD) every year in exchange for his NOC and 

ability to seek employment at other construction sites. Most recently, he signed a six-month 
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contract where he earns a basic salary of 1,000 Qatari riyals in addition to 500 to 600 Qatari 

riyals ($165 USD) in overtime.340  Another benefit offered to workers employed on the free visa 

system is the prospect of upward mobility without fear and practice of employer retribution. A 

Nepalese man employed as a construction laborer was promoted to foreman three months prior to 

me meeting him in Qatar. In his former job he earned 750 Qatari riyals ($206 USD) and was 

promoted to foreman with a salary two times as high.341  

The free visa system is significant not only because it serves as a conduit for workers to 

exercise agency by selling and marketing their own labor power at their own will and on their 

own terms, but also grants workers the ability to remit sufficient quantities of earned income 

back home—the very reason why they sought employment abroad in the first place. A Nepalese 

heavy driver who was recruited to Qatar through the system six years ago is able to remit roughly 

2,500 Qatari riyals ($687 USD) back home each month.342 Another worker, also a heavy driver 

from Nepal, remits roughly 1,100 Qatari riyals ($303 USD) back home every month as a result of 

his ability to seek out well-paying, short-term jobs of his choosing.343   

  

Conclusion  

This chapter has outlined a mode of neoliberal urban governmentality in Qatar that, 

contrary to its intended outcomes of excluding migrant workers out of zones of growth, has 

worked to produce zones of exception and exclusion where the entrepreneurial ethos of 

neoliberalism is incubated among low-waged workers as a means of subversion. Low-waged 

migrant workers use public spaces in the political streets of Doha’s Industrial Area and other 
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peripheral zones on the capital city’s outskirts as spaces for contestation to constitute what Asaf 

Bayat deems a “social nonmovement”—a “fluid, flexible, and self-producing strategy” that 

encapsulates the discreet and prolonged ways in which the subaltern actively better their lives by 

quietly impinging on the propertied and powerful, and on society at large.344 These individuals 

have transformed the streets of the Middle East, Bayat argues, thereby “generating a substantial 

outdoor economy, new communities, and arenas of self-development in the urban landscapes; 

they inscribe their active presence in the configuration and governance of urban life, asserting 

their “right to the city.”345  

In Qatar, low-waged migrant workers assert their “right to the city” by politicizing 

themselves economically in urban zones of exception to neoliberalism, mainly in the Industrial 

Area and other peripheral zones of Doha proper that are populated with labor camps. The state’s 

partition of Doha has counteracted the authorities by producing zones where migrant workers 

foster economic freedom to resist the state’s autocratic policies imposed by the kafala system. In 

these zones of neoliberal exception, workers engage in part-time work in the black market and 

informal economy to mitigate the onerous and oppressive conditions that their employment in 

Qatar mandates. Workers foster economic freedom of transaction and exchange in a market that 

systematically denies it by producing and consuming items of high demand on the thriving black 

market. Additionally, workers actively seek out the “free visa” system, which is neither free nor 

legal, before arriving to Qatar for their employment. Utilizing the system through their 

transnational kinship networks has allowed them to sell their labor power in temporal terms in 

Doha, which in turn grants them the ability to circumvent finite work contracts they cannot break 

as well as sponsors who may deceive and abuse them.   
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These manifestations in zones of exception and exclusion to Qatar’s urban neoliberalism 

constitute a social nonmovement amongst the country’s low-waged transnational migrant class 

and allows them to actively contest the challenges of the kafala system to better their lives and 

their families’ lives back home. The power of nonmovements, Bayat argues, rests on “the power 

of big numbers, that is, the consequential effect on norms and rules in society of many people 

simultaneously doing similar, though contentious things.”346 Because they are “part and parcel of 

everyday life,” nonmovements assume far more resiliency against repression than the 

conventional activisms, as suppressing nonmovements would mean curtailing a certain flow of 

life.347 Nonmovements involve “essentially contentious and often extralegal practices that 

subvert governing norms and laws.”348 In Qatar, the economic activity generated by migrants in 

the black market and informal economy constitutes the “extralegal” practices that subvert the 

exploitative aspects of the governing kafala system. The larger the number of people 

consolidating their self-made urban communities, the more limited the elite control of urban 

governance becomes,349 thus reinforcing the Industrial Area as a zone of exception and 

exclusion. The nonmovement of migrant workers in Qatar is premised upon the solidarities they 

forge in the public spaces of these zones.350  

The low-waged migrant workers I interviewed in these zones on the outer rims of Doha 

proper are those who “understand the constraints yet recognize and discover opportunities, and 

take advantage of the spaces that are available to enhance their life-chances.”351 The art of their 

presence—through circumventing constraints and utilizing what is available—allows workers to 
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be heard, seen, felt, and realized.352 The agency of migrant workers in these zones serves an 

important purpose in our vernacular and solidarity with the exploited. Their stories, of 

circumventing autocratic policies and selectively choosing employment in Qatar even with the 

associated risks, and challenging their circumstantial constraints, allows us to reconceive of how 

we speak of the lives of migrant workers in Qatar who are governed by an exploitative mode of 

labor governance. Their stories challenge the notion that migrant men and women are rendered 

docile subjects that need to be rescued and saved, oftentimes by people in the West. This is not to 

excuse the kafala system in any way shape or form, but to acknowledge that workers are not 

docile and actively exercise agency to challenge their unscrupulous employers. Their modes of 

resistance in their everyday life, then, “helps us to recognize, indeed give us hope, that despite 

authoritarian rule, there are always ways in which people resist, express agency, and instigate 

change, rather than waiting for a savior or resorting to violence.”353  
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CONCLUSION  

 As the story of Suresh in this study’s introduction outlined, low-income migrant workers 

in Qatar face enormous challenges throughout their employment in the Gulf state. The 

sponsorship-based system of employment that governs them undergirds the maltreatment that 

low-waged workers endure. The abuse that sponsors can carry out by virtue of the power that the 

Qatari state has delegated to them includes the retention of passports and identity documents, 

threats of denunciation to immigration authorities, the withholding of wages, among other forms 

of ill treatment. While the kafala system constitutes the chief mechanism for exacting workers 

like Suresh and his colleagues to endure conditions that can be akin to forced labor and debt 

bondage, the system’s low-waged beneficiaries are not docile in the face of the autocratic 

policies of power inherent in the kafala system. As a result of Qatar’s position in the global 

capitalist system, the state has pursued a neoliberal and urban mode of governmentality that 

divides and demarcates the city of Doha by socioeconomic class. This urban governmentality, 

which concentrates higher-waged classes and the global elite around centers of capitalist 

development and shuttles all low-income migrant workers outside zones of growth to legally 

demarcated areas such as the Industrial Area, has produced spatial zones of exception where 

migrant workers politicize themselves economically through engagement in the black market and 

informal economy as a means of resistance and subversion.  

While this research study provides substantial empirical data to explicate the oppressive 

and precarious conditions that entrap workers in Qatar and argues that they can be akin to forced 

labor at their worst, this research study subsequently argues that migrant workers are not 

rendered helpless and docile. Rather, the modes of resistance that workers articulate in the 

Industrial Area and other peripheral zones serve to position the cheated and exploited workers as 
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active agents in challenging their precarious employment and circumstantial constraints and 

seeking remedy for their abusive situations. This engagement constitutes what Asef Bayat deems 

a “social nonmovement” that allows the low-waged laboring classes of Qatar to assert their right 

to space and their “right to the city.” A social nonmovement, according to Bayat, is characterized 

by the collective actions of non-collective actors; it is an embodiment of the practices of large 

numbers of people, practices that are neither guided by an ideology nor by a recognizable 

leader.354 It is a “quiet encroachment of the ordinary” that “encapsulates the discreet and 

prolonged ways in which the poor struggle to survive and to better their lives by quietly 

impinging on the propertied and powerful, and on society at large.”355 The engagement of low-

waged migrant workers in the Industrial Area in the production and consumption of items on the 

black market and informal economy, such the “free visa” system, is an example of such a 

nonmovement.  

The implications for this nonmovement that manifest in zones of exception in Qatar are 

rooted on the individual level, i.e. the incremental changes made to a migrant worker’s 

livelihood, as well as on the collective level, i.e. the overall significance of a series of individual 

actions that amount to a collective yet subtle act of resistance. In viewing the actions of low-

waged migrant workers in the Industrial Area as political acts, this research addresses the notion 

of politics on both a micro and a macro level, or alternatively, on a practical and a theoretical 

level. In addition to charting and explicating the lived experiences of low-waged migrant workers 

under the oppressive kafala system and the subsequent modes of resistance that laborers 

articulate, this research serves another broader purpose of highlighting the need to reconceive of 

how we speak of the “enslaved” and the “exploited.” Low-waged migrant workers in Qatar know 

                                                
354 Bayat, Life as Politics, p. 15. 
355 Ibid. 
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and comprehend the situations in which they unwillingly find themselves. They actively resist 

and assert their right to the city. Such a re-conception allows practitioners, whether in the non-

governmental or international community, to appropriately utilize discourse in promoting 

solidarity with those who have been wronged. 

On a macro level, the ways in which workers assert their “right to the city” is linked to 

broader theoretical notion of politics. As Bayat writes, a nonmovement is significant regardless 

of whether or not it amasses to a mass protest. In countries like Qatar, where workers are either 

deported or severely reprimanded by the state if and when they go on strike, many seek 

alternative ways of politicizing themselves to mitigate their circumstantial constraints. As my 

research shows, these subversive economic acts materialize in zones of exception, like the 

Industrial Area, as the creation and engagement in the black market and informal economy. 

While these acts don’t constitute a mass protest, they are nonetheless significant. Politics, or 

political acts, do not need to be tantamount to mass mobilization to effect change. Such “street 

politics” allow workers, who have little means to lawfully seek recourse for abuse, to passively 

use a very active public space on an individual level as a mode of resistance. These acts are not a 

“politics of protest,” as Bayat writes, but a politics “of practice, of redress through direct and 

disparate actions.”356 The power of nonmovements then, like the one delineated in this research 

study, lies not in the unity of actors, but in the power of big numbers as these acts are “part and 

parcel of everyday life.”357 These economically political acts by migrant workers in the Industrial 

Area and other peripheral zones are significant because they provide a ripe context for 

contestation at the individual and the collective level. They are “contentious and often extralegal 

                                                
356 Ibid., p. 20. 
357 Ibid., p. 21 
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practices that subvert governing norms and laws and infringe on power, property, and [the] 

public.”358  

Thus, it in these spaces of exclusion in Qatar that the economically political acts of 

migrant workers serves a dual purpose. Not only do they work to allow practitioners to 

reconceive of how they speak of the “enslaved” and the “exploited” in international discourses, 

but they also actively posit a re-conception of politics characterized by daily resistance, a “quiet 

encroachment of the ordinary” that allows workers to subvert autocratic policies of power and 

assert their right to space and the city. 
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