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The Impact of Oil and Foreign Labor

in the Gulf
Raha A. Fadol

Introduction:

The Gulf region has witnessed a drastic transformation
over the last three decades. The changes have been felt not only
by Gulf nationals but also by many visitors to the region.
Sociologists, historians, journalists, and other scholars have
been interested in this transition, and many have documented it.
The once-poor Gulf emirates have emerged as “modern” states.
In a brief period of time, they have been able to construct
modern infrastructure. Schools, hospitals, motorways, television
networks, radio stations, newspapers, supermarkets, and
shopping centers have been established. These vast and rapid
changes can only be compared with the tales in One Thousand
and One Nights. The newly created states and governments were
able to transform their countries because of the vast oil revenues
they earned following the discovery of large quantities of oil.
The dependence on oil as the main source of the world’s energy
has increased prices. New modern cities were built on the rubble
of the old shanty Gulf towns. In these newly constructed cities,
old crafts disappeared to give way to new professions and vastly
higher standards of living. In the 1970s and 1980s, the standard
of living in most of these oil-rich Gulf states was among the
highest in the world.

In their rush to construct modern states, the Gulf
governments needed all the expertise and help they could get.
Professionals and skilled laborers were imported from various
parts of the world. In the fields of education, health, banking,
services, and construction, expatriate workers were recruited.
Thousands of white-collar and blue-collar workers rushed to the
region to share the abundance of oil wealth. Many Arabs from
capital-poor countries were needed, especially where mastery of
the language was crucial, such as in the education and media
sectors.
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Foreign expertise and labor, together with the
importation of advanced technology-possible due to the massive
oil revenues-transformed the Gulf in line with the standards of
industrialized countries. In addition, this foreign labor has
influenced the Gulf society in many respects. This dissertation
will concentrate on the effect of this foreign labor and on the
national reaction to the massive influx of foreigners.

Given that this dissertation is based on a literature
review, | would like to highlight the obstacles faced in this
research. First, there were difficulties in obtaining the data, as
there was not enough literature in English examining foreign
labor in the Gulf states. Secondly, most of the newspaper reports
were strongly biased and presented foreigners in a negative
light.

An Introduction To Gulf Society:

This chapter examines the impact of oil revenues and
modernization on Islamic societies in the Gulf. The societies,
state structure, and development of the Gulf have been a focus
of interest for many sociologists, historians, and political
analysts. Most of these studies have concentrated on the rapid
changes that these societies have witnessed as a result of the oil
surplus and have emphasized their material transformations.
They have also looked at the foundation of an advanced
infrastructure, the formation of state structures (ministries and
specialized agencies), and the adoption of advanced
technologies in most fields.

A few scholars, however, have been interested in the

development of the state in relation to citizens’ rights, and a few
have also been interested in the position of foreigners. Many
scholars have raised the question of whether the Gulf citizens
have gained any rights in the process of this state formation.
Three main discourses have dominated work on this issue. The
first was the Orientalists’ approach, which noted that these
societies are completely dominated by rulers who control all
aspects of their states. These studies were the main theme of
Edward Said’s (1991) book Orientalism. The Orientalists argued
that the emirs in the Gulf states controlled all aspects of life in
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their emirates, whether political, economic, or social. Such an
argument can be found in J.B. Kelly’s (1980) book Arabia, the
Gulf and the West.

The second-mostly by Gulf scholars-argued that these
states have their own particular type of democracy, in which the
majlis plays an important role in citizens’ representation. Civil
rights-according to this argument-have been preserved, and the
ruling families are in no better position than their people. This
argument recurs in most Arab writings on the Gulf, such as in
Sayf Marzouq Al-Shamlan’s study of Kuwait and the relations
between the ruling Al-Sabah family and their citizens. In his
book Min Tarikh al Kuwait (From Kuwait’s History), Al-
Shamlan wrote about Al-Sabah as if they were not more
privileged than most of the Kuwaiti population in any way.
Indeed, some tribe leaders had more power in controlling the
public attitude than the rulers themselves.

The third category of writing on the Gulf with regards to
civil rights is that of the radical sociologist, which upon closer
inspection does not differ from Orientalist writings. For
example, Fred Halliday asserts in Arabia without Sultans that
the Gulf regimes are extremely oppressive and that their citizens
have no rights whatsoever, he maintains the view that the Gulf
rulers have a tight grip on their states and that there is no room
for the expression of discontent.

However, | shall argue that the Gulf states cannot be
satisfactorily analyzed by any of these approaches. They have
their own particular kind of political system, which | refer to as
a “modernized patriarchal structure.” The Gulf ruling families
and tribes have been able to combine traditional elements with
some features of a modern state structure. Patriarchal and
kinship  organizations have managed to survive the
transformation from tribal to state frameworks, and religion and
oil wealth were utilized to camouflage the absence of civil
rights. Michael Hudson has noted that in most of the Arab
world, “Monarchies, religion and kinship have been exploited to
legitimize the ruling families. Many of the Arab leaders stress
the point that they are the descendants of the prophet
Mohammad” (Hudson, 1977:25).
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The Gulf monarchies are unique. They have been able to
preserve most of their traditional patriarchal structures while
adopting modern technological development. They have
accomplished this through a process of legitimation whereby the
king or emir became the father of his country. It is common in
the Gulf for leaders to use the word “family” in reference to
their states.

The monarchical legitimacy strategy may be designated

as patriarchal in order to convey the character of the king’s

authority; in a fatherly way he governed each tribe and sect
(Hudson, 1977:25).

The modernized patriarchal structure of the Gulf
required an ideology to support and legitimize it, and Gulf
leaders found this legitimizing ideology in religion. Islam was
manipulated in the process of the formation of modern states.
Political, social, and economic aspects were defined through the
holy book, the Quran. This is clearly seen in Ghassan Salame’s
study of Saudi society and its political system. In Saudi Arabia,
royal decrees forbid Saudis from embracing any religion other
than Islam. The punishment for infringement, according to the
decree of 1961, for example, is imprisonment. Salame also
noted that the same decree calls for the execution of anyone who
engages in violent action against the state or the royal family.
Here, too, the accused has no right to see a lawyer or to undergo
a trial (Salame, 1989).

The Islamic religion is continuously exploited as the

state ideology. Even in development plans, the maintenance of

religious values is mentioned, such as in the case of the Saudi

second development plan of 1975-1980. Glen Balfour-Paul
states:

The fundamental goals for social development in the
Second Development Plan were to maintain the religious and
moral values of Islam, to increase the well-being of all groups
within the society, and to foster social stability under
circumstances of rapid economic change (Balfour-Paul,
1984:186).
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A further peculiarity of the Gulf’s modernized patriarchal
structure is the absence of civil society. Social, civil, and
political rights have no basis in any of these modern Gulf states.
Dwyer quoted most of the people he talked to as thinking that
individuals had more freedom in the West than in the Arab
countries. The most notable example of the lack of civil rights is
the case of the Gulf women (Dwyer, 1991). Michael Hudson
remarked that apathy and alienation among Arabs, which are the
result of this process of modernization along with the
maintenance of traditional patriarchal structures, “facilitate the
manipulation of the individual by the state” (Hudson, 1977:13).

Kamel Abu Jaber has argued that, although most of the

Arab states have developed in terms of administration and

socioeconomic development, in the political sphere they have
not.

Politically, however, that has not been the case,
especially since popular, participatory political institutions have
either been effectively harnessed or in many instances sterilised,
emasculated, repressed, or banned and replaced by docile
institutions with lofty sounding names (Abu Jaber, 1987:6)

With the exploitation of their oil wealth, the Gulf states
have been able to develop their countries and to import the
technology needed for such transformation. A few people in the
West thought that with the importation of technology, these
countries would be forced to shift and to create a civil society to
replace the traditional norms. This idea did not materialize,
however, and in many cases, Gulf officials challenged it. In a
British television program on the transfer of technology, a Gulf
official was asked, “But do you not see that, if you accept
Western technology, you have to accept the culture that goes
with it?” to which the official replied: “If I buy your electric
cooker, do I have to use your recipe for soufflés?” (Balfour-
Paul, 1984:195).

Ahmed Al-Rub’ai has noted that economic and social

development in the region has not transferred citizens’ loyalties
from the tribe to the newly created state (Al-Rub’ai, 1989).
While interviewing different Arab intellectuals concerned with
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the lack of citizens’ rights in most of the region, Kevin Dwyer
discovered that individuals count for nothing; consequently,
their freedom vanishes in the midst of the group.

...the individual has no meaning. It is like in the
traditional society, where you are always seen as a member of
one group or another where you always have to be attached to
some collective identity. In effect, the individual has no right or
possibility to express his own personal opinions without being
accused of being in the service of a group (Dwyer, 1991:87).

Citizens’ rights in the Gulf could also be extended to
include occupations. Since most of these states have been able to
provide free education up to university degrees, individuals
expect to find jobs appropriate to these qualifications. However,
education in these countries bears no relation to the kind of
occupation one obtains. Many individuals know the position
they are going to fill even before they start their education; it is,
in fact, a mere enhancement of the individual’s stratum in
society or his class structure. Members of the ruling families or
their supporting tribes are promised higher positions in the
government ministries or even, in a few cases, in the private
sectors (Schemeil, 1992).

The rest of this section will attempt to highlight the
modernized patriarchal structure of the Gulf states, and to show
the nature of the states’ structure in times of crisis. It will
concentrate on the six member-states of the Gulf Cooperation
Council formed in 1981, since they have many common
features. Five of the six countries-Kuwait, Bahrain, the United
Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Oman-have been colonized at one
point or another by the Iranians, the Portuguese, the Turks
during the Ottoman Empire, or the British. As for Saudi Arabia,
although the Ottoman Empire was able to control parts of it
(then known as the Arabian Peninsula).

It was never in full control of the whole country. These

countries also shared the same dependence on commerce as the

mainstay of their economies before the discovery of oil and the
socio-political changes that accompanied it.
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The core of the argument here will be derived from the

study by the Kuwaiti sociologist Khaldoun Hassan Al-Nageeb.

Although his analysis of the Gulf societies does not entirely

correspond with the argument presented here, it is the closest to

it overall. Al-Nageeb has criticized most of the writings on the

Gulf, especially those that he described as coming from
“scissors and paste” historians and journalists.

Most of this type of writing is impressionistic and
superficial, lacking intimate knowledge of the area. In the case
of non-Arabs, the lack of mastery of the Arabic language
detracts greatly from the significance of these writings, added to
the fact that generally they lack historical perspective and vision
(Al-Nageeb, 1990:2).

He also commented on economists with only one
perspective on the region, namely the pre-oil and the post-oil
periods, specifically mentioning studies by Muhammad Sadiq
and William Snavely, Naiem Sherbiny and Mark Tessler,
George Lenczowski, Benjamin Shwadran, Ragaei Al-Mallakh,
and many others. It should be mentioned here that the same
perspective has been adopted by many scholars from the region,
who either lacked the theoretical background or depended
entirely on the documentary and archival material available
through the official institutions of the Gulf countries. It should
also be noted that much of the history of the region has been
tailored to suit the ruling elites in the Gulf.

Al-Nageeb has also taken issue with many writers who
saw the collapse of the tribal role and the disappearance of the
tribal mentality after the discovery of oil and its vast revenue. In
fact, tribal power has not yet been buried in the sands of the
Gulf deserts, but that does not mean that new forces of power
have not emerged. The Gulf today is a combination of both
tribal patriarchal (centralized) states and free capitalist
economies. It is going through a complicated and difficult
process that is unique to the region.

In saying this, one should not dispute that some of the
information in these books could be used or at least referred to
when necessary, but the reader will notice a great dependence
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here on the argument presented by Al-Nageeb, since he
represents a different approach to the study of the Gulf states.
This does not amount to complete agreement with his argument,
especially when he refers to the current economic system in the
Gulf as state capitalism. This could be a correct description of a
few Arab countries such as Algeria, Egypt (under Nasser), and

Irag, but not of the Gulf.

The history of the Gulf region, according to Al-Nageeb,
can be divided into four periods:
Portuguese hegemony (1509-1622) -
The European struggle in the region-mainly between the -¥
British and the Portuguese-over control of the area (1630-
1839).
British hegemony over the whole region (1839-1920). -v
The formation of the rentier and the patriarchal states (1920). -¢

It is important to note that the fourth period, the
contemporary period, witnessed a struggle between the British
and the Americans over control of the Gulf that ended in the
Americans’ favor. This period has been referred to by many
writers as “reflagging the Gulf,” when the Union Jack was
replaced by the Stars and Stripes.

Finally, we may conclude that the perspectives on the
Gulf are varied and rather complex. However, many scholars
have implied that the Gulf is characterized by tradition and
religious constraints. The following chapter will concentrate on
the four periods of Gulf history to clarify the importance of the
region in each era.

From Tribes to States: The Emergence of
The Rentier State

This chapter discusses the geographical importance of
the Gulf region and its attractiveness to the West. The historical
background detailing and justifying the British protectorate over
the region will be also discussed, together with the main source
of income entering the region. The key focus of this chapter is to
clarify the major shift following the discovery of oil and the
subsequent impact on Gulf nationals in terms of lifestyle
changes.
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The Gulf’s main attraction for Western powers was its
location in the middle of the trade routes to the East. Starting in
1515¢g the Portuguese had a few trading posts along the coastal
towns of the Gulf. They conquered the region after long battles
with the Safavid Persians and the Ottoman Turks. From this
time on, the region faced tribal battles and the migration of
many of these tribes either from the heart of the Arabian
Peninsula to the coastal areas or from one trade center to another
(Graz, 1990). Many tribes appeared, and others disappeared or
were scattered, all depending, according to Al-Nageeb, on
fighting over trade routes, or one tribe raiding another and
forcing it to pay a protection tax.

The strongest of these tribes have always derived their
power from either tribal affiliations or tribal militias known as
fadawiyah. Al-Nageeb noted that the tribes used these two
elements to protect their trade, which meant that the same tribes
would have complete control over trade and would enforce their
authority over the coastal towns (Al-Nageeb, 1990). This could
be seen in the emergence of the Al-Saud family in 1745 after the
union of two tribes: Muhammed ibn Abdul Wahab (the father of
the puritanical Wahabi sect of Islam) united with the emir of Al-
Diryya, a small town close to the present-day capital, Riyadh
(Graz, 1990).

Until recent times, trade in the region depended on al-
mudarabah, a complicated process that can be translated simply
as ‘“speculation,” but which actually involved much more. The
trader who engaged in this, who was known as a mudarib,
traveled long distances and carried out many different
transactions, thus earning huge profits. One aspect of al-
mudarabah in the Gulf was the commission charged to
merchants for the protection of their trade. The rulers of the
small Gulf emirates used organized violence to sell certain kinds
of services, such as this protection. They also received gifts and
sums of money from the big merchants in the region. Bribery
was a common source of income, especially during the
Portuguese occupation of the Gulf ports (Al-Nageeb, 1990).

The west coast of the Gulf has always been dependent on
commerce. Historically speaking, the inhabitants of this region




Raha A. Fadol

Yvy

relied on pearl-diving, fishing, and farming rather than on
commerce. Pearl-diving played a significant economic and
political role until the discovery of cultured pearls in Japan
(Graz, 1990). The pearl-diving industry was organized under the
zaba’nah or patronage structure, as explained in many studies by
Muhammad Al-Rumaihi and others. The zaba’nah meant that
the workers depended on the loans they obtained from their
employers, the shipowners, during the winter season. Pearl-
diving was a seasonal occupation, from June to October. The
divers spent their whole lives trying to repay their loans, and if
they died, then their sons had to take on the repayments. In other
words, the shipowners known as al-nokhadh essentially
controlled the lives of hundreds of families, and not just those of

their employees.

As noted earlier, the Gulf’s strategic location at the
center of important trade routes was always the main attraction
for most of the major empires. The British perceived control
over the Gulf region-at the heart of their shipping lanes to India-
as vital. In 1798 they secured their position in Muscat (Oman)
and thus controlled the main entrance to the warm waters of the
Gulf, namely the Strait of Hormuz. From there they penetrated
the whole region under the pretext of fighting piracy, the slave
trade, and the arms trade after they stopped taking part in this
trade (Al-Nageeb, 1990). The concentration by Western-
especially British-historians on piracy in the Indian Ocean and
the Gulf gave this phenomenon the illusion of credibility, to the
extent that the Gulf was nicknamed the “Pirate Coast.” The
British advisor to the sheikh of Bahrain, Sir Charles Belgrave,
devoted a whole book to the subject of the “Pirate Coast”
(Belgrave, 1960).

While no one can deny that piracy took place, it was not

on the same scale as that by Western pirates. It was also carried
out at times against the British presence in the region and their
absolute control over trade and commerce. The present ruler of
Sharjah (one of the seven member-states of the United Arab
Emirates) devoted his PhD thesis to rebutting this argument (Al-
Qasimi, 1986). Later in the nineteenth century, many ships
owned by these small emirates would be forced to fly a flag

[ 1N il — | il — 2t <ol -sg Ml bl som smml — il y tlgileml e




Yvy

P00 il — pdalall el — Bl gl -sqMall o _gnomluall s sl — dggilly dlgal alsa

designed by the British. A few kept the British-designed flag
even after independence or adapted it as their national flag, as
Bahrain did.

Following the first major treaty of 1820, the British
signed a succession of protection treaties with the sheikhs of the
Gulf emirates: in 1861 and 1892 with Bahrain, in 1891 with
Muscat (Oman), and in 1899 with Kuwait. By this time Britain
had control over almost all the Gulf apart from Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Arabia was never under direct British control, but this is
not to say that the British had no influence over the country.
Initially, the British were interested in the Arabian Peninsula
only to secure their protectorates on its borders. Afterward, they
wanted to curb the Turks who controlled part of the western
province. To achieve this objective, Britain signed an agreement
in 1915 with King Abdul Aziz Al-Saud in which the Saudi ruler
pledged not to have relations with any foreign power and not to
isolate any of his territory or to grant any concessions without
first consulting Britain. He also guaranteed to keep open the
pilgrimage routes to the holy places of Mecca and Medina
(Lackner, 1978).

Pilgrimage revenues were the main source of revenue for
the Saudi monarchy prior to the discovery of oil. In 1941-1942
the British government had to cover the deficit in the Saudi
budget due to World War Il and the resulting disruption of the
pilgrimage to Mecca (Al-Nageeb, 1990). Later in the 20th
century, the ruling Al-Saud family would use the shrines in
Mecca to legitimize its dynasty and create its powerful position,
not only in the Arab world but also in all Muslim countries, as
the protector of Islam and its most holy shrines (Graz, 1990).

British hegemony over the Gulf region changed the
whole political and economic atmosphere. For the British
supported a few tribes or families against the others, even to the
extent of fratricidal conflicts. An example of this was Britain’s
removal of Sheikh Isa Bin Ali, the ruler of Bahrain, in 1922, and
his replacement by his son Hamad who, as Muhammad Al-
Rumaihi has noted, was more prepared to listen to British advice
(Al-Rumaihi, 1984).
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The economy of these protectorates faced a great setback

as a result of Britain’s control over their trade. The local traders

could not compete and were forced to become local agents or

distributors for European commodities. By this time local

handicrafts had begun to fade, and the economy of many of the

emirates depended almost exclusively on pearl-diving (Al-
Nageeb, 1990).

This does not mean that all inhabitants of these lands
were in the pearl-diving industry; as mentioned, there was also
trade. There was also some farming and fishing. Many people in
Bahrain, for example, were farmers working on the date-palm
plantations that were mostly owned by members of the ruling
Al-Khalifah family. In other parts of the Gulf, cattle-raising was
popular, especially in Saudi Arabia, which until the 1940s was
one of the biggest Arab exporters of livestock. Following the
discovery of oil, however, it became one of the biggest
importers, since most sheep-raisers abandoned their jobs for
better-paid employment in the oil industry. The Saudi
government itself, like many others in the region, abandoned all
other resources and concentrated on oil (Niblock, 1982).

In general, the economies of these countries prior to the

discovery of oil depended mainly on pearl-diving and other
small businesses, which were all controlled by the ruling tribes
or families. The degree of direct or indirect control varied from
one emirate to another. The Al-Khalifah in Bahrain had much
more control than the Al-Sabah of Kuwait or the Al-Thani of
Qatar. As for the political system, it continued to be a tribal
patriarchal system in which the emir or sheikh would sit in his
majlis and listen to the opinions of other members of the tribe or
of traders. The majlis, however, was never the place for other
groups in the population to raise complaints or seek to influence
the sheikh or ruler. As Niblock put it in relation to Saudi Arabia:

The ability to express views to the decision-maker is not

equivalent to having a share in determining what decisions are
made. Abd Al-Aziz’s attitude toward advice offered to him is
neatly summarised in a Koranic text which he frequently quoted
to Philby: “Take council among yourselves, and if they agree
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with you, well and good: but if otherwise, then put your trust in
God and do that which you deem best” (Niblock, 1982:89)

In most Gulf states, the tradition of the majlis still exists.
For example, in Bahrain, Sheikh Isa Bin Salman Al-Khalifah
used to open his majlis to the public until his death, but only
members of his own family, ministers, and big businessmen
went to see him. Occasionally, though, a member of the public
might present a letter in which he asked the sheikh for a house
or piece of land, since land, even after the discovery of oil and
the change in the political and economic structure, was still
considered part of the ruler’s property. Ghassan Salame noted in
his book Saudi Foreign Policy since 1945 that Abdul Aziz Bin
Saud in 1925 converted the tribal lands (which constituted 80%
of the peninsula) into the monarch’s property. He also
announced that all the underground resources in the country
belonged to the state (Shararah, 1981).

The absolute control of Al-Saud and most other ruling
families in the Gulf was achieved by means of the sword and
British support, combined with oil wealth and religion. The use
of force and dependence on foreign powers (first the British,
then the Americans) are still the main pillars supporting the Gulf
dynasties today. The British intervened several times to save the
Gulf monarchies, as in the case of the Al-Khalifah of Bahrain in
1871, 1895, and 1905 (Al-Nageeb, 1990). The support of
foreign powers for the Gulf dynasties was clearly visible during
the 1990-1991 Gulf War; after the Iraqgi invasion of Kuwait, the
six members of the Gulf Co-operation Council called on their
American and European “allies” to come to their aid.

Wadah Shararah also noted that the British government

used to reward supportive Arab tribes, and this, in the end,

helped specific tribes to bribe others (Shararah, 1981). While

these tribal rulers tried their best to please the British, many
other locals were suspicious of them.

Most of these states had no borders between them, and

many, in fact, did not exist as independent entities until World
War |, when the borders were drawn. Nevertheless, these
borders were still adjusted several times by the British to please
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one ruler at the expense of another. Still, the borders were not
important until the discovery of oil.

It was not an easy task in a world where the territory of
one or the other tribe was defined more by loyalty to a sheikh
than by lines on a map (Graz, 1990:6-7).

The whole picture of the region changed at the beginning
of the twentieth century following the discovery of oil and the
increase in interest from Western powers, especially the British.
Oil was first discovered in Iran in 1905, and from then on, the
region seemed to be sitting on a gold mine. By this time oil had
become an important source of energy, and the oil companies,
mainly those known as the Seven Sisters, proceeded to fight for
concessions in the region (Sampson, 1975). However, the Gulf-
apart from Kuwait under the 1927 Red Line agreement among
the Seven Sisters-was reserved for British companies. This was
why when Standard Oil of California gained a concession in
Bahrain, it had itself registered in Canada as the Bahrain
Petroleum Company (BAPCO). In Saudi Arabia the situation
was different. Abdul Aziz Al-Saud had made a special
agreement with Bahrain in 1927, and so Standard Oil of
California got the concession there too (Lackner, 1978).

The discovery of oil added to the significance of the
region. Thereafter, the emirates were to suffer another colonizer
in the form of the oil companies. Although the governments of
the Gulf were to control half of these oil companies in
accordance with agreements signed in the 1950s and 1960s,
many companies would keep actual operations in their own
hands (Graz, 1990).

According to the concession agreements signed by the

oil companies with the sheikhs, the companies had to pay the

rulers a small percentage of the revenues. Since the Gulf

countries were very poor and the pearl-diving industry was

facing a serious setback due to Japanese competition from

cultured pearls, the rulers were satisfied with the small amount
of money they obtained from the companies (Lackner, 1978).

Oil will continue to be the main source of income for
these countries. Almost 90% of their national income during the
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last half-century has come from oil profits. It was obvious that
the oil companies indirectly ruled the emirates because of the
increased amount of power they retained. They imported foreign
expertise from Europe and America and laborers from India and
other Asian countries. Many Gulf nationals were also enticed to
work for the companies. Locally recruited workers, however,
earned lower salaries than the experts and lived in appalling

conditions in the companies’ camps (Munif, 1988).

The great rush to work in the oil sector by local
inhabitants, whether farmers, Bedouins, craftsmen, or pearl-
divers, led to the decline of many old crafts and economic
sectors. As for the few merchants in the Gulf who survived the
competition with foreign, mostly Western companies, they
shifted to work with the oil companies as suppliers of goods and
material or as agents supplying the local manpower needed
(Munif, 1988).

The population concentrated in the newly created oil

cities and towns set up to accommodate the people moving in.

Many local people working for oil companies began to consume

the various products imported from Europe that were available

in the markets for the experts, and modern western technology
became integrated into the emirates. (Al-Rumaihi, 1984).

The early 1960s encountered a new diversion in the oil
industry that affected the world in general and the Gulf in
particular. In 1959-1960 the oil companies reduced the price of
oil twice without consulting the producing countries. This
conduct alarmed the latter, ultimately endangering the
companies.

A few of the producing countries met in Baghdad in the

same year, which witnessed the establishment of the
Organization of Petroleum-Exporting Countries (OPEC). Soon
afterwards some Arab countries, mainly Kuwait, Saudi Arabia,
and Libya, formed OAPEC, the Arab version of OPEC, which
was later joined by the other Arab countries. Countries such as
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and later the UAE established their own
national oil companies, which were to take the place of, or at
least to join, the foreign ones. In general, this period, from the
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discovery of oil to the price war of the early 1970s, was
characterized by a lack of heavy industry, a tremendous
dependence on oil revenues, and a phenomenal expenditure on
imported goods (Al-Rumaihi, 1986).

Owing to the spread of nationalist movements in the
Arab world in the 1950s and 1960s, and the great problems
Britain was facing, independence agreements were signed with
the Gulf states. Moreover, this period (the 1950s and 1960s) was
characterized by the rise of the rentier state system in the Gulf.
Ruth First argued that oil-producing countries that receive
regular rents in the form of petroleum revenues could be
described as rentier states. She described the characteristics of
the rentier state as follows:

The oil revenues received by the governments of the oil-
producing and exporting countries have very little to do with the
production processes of their domestic economies. The inputs
from the local economies other than raw materials are
insignificant (First, 1980:119).

In most of the oil-producing countries-and the Gulf
states are the outstanding example-the economy shifted towards
the services sector to serve oil production, while most of the
other aspects of the economy collapsed. In the Gulf, individuals
gradually abandoned their jobs and shifted to work in the oil
industry. Although most of these countries did not have a large
agriculture sector, after the oil rush that sector faced a huge
setback, and most of the foodstuffs needed were imported.
Dependence on foreign goods increased, as did the need for
imported manpower, since most of these countries had only a
small indigenous population (McLachlan and McLachlan,
1989).

An important characteristic of the rentier state is the
creation of a mammoth public sector. A portion of the oil wealth
was distributed by offering jobs to a large number of nationals,
compensating for the lack of development projects that might
absorb a large proportion of the workforce. The inflated public
sector policy benefitted the establishment by reducing the
chances of any kind of public revolt or a call for democratic
changes in the political system.
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The governments of these countries, while providing
jobs for a large proportion of the population, failed to impose
any kind of taxation. Gradually the government took over
complete control of the economy and indulged in lavish
expenditure on the country’s infrastructure. Most of these
schemes were to serve the oil industry, such as large seaport
facilities, airports to receive the large number of foreign
workers, etc. People in the region who suddenly went from rags
to riches also adopted the same pattern of extravagant
expenditure. Luxury items such as designer clothes from Paris
and Rome, high-speed cars, expensive stereo systems, and a
summer exodus to Europe became part of the Gulf nationals’
way of life. This economic model and the way of life adopted by
the governments of the Gulf states and their populations were
properly defined as “slave economies,” a term used by many
economists. It simply refers to the idea of importing goods and
people who live like “masters” without being involved in any
kind of hard productive work (McLachlan and McLachlan,
1989). Flora Sullivan noted in her study of Kuwait how
nationals belittled hard work and gradually shifted to white-
collar jobs only:

The resulting wholesale move of Kuwaitis out of skilled

work signaled the beginning of a caste status for nationals.

Thereafter a Kuwaiti’s identity became tied up with white-collar

employment as even skilled labor soon held the taint of being
associated with cheaper foreign workers (Sullivan, 1987:12).

Per capita income in most of these countries rocketed
within a period of twenty years without the countries going
through the normal process of gradual economic and social
changes. Until very recently, these countries were not obliged to
improve their educational or training programs in order to be
able to replace foreign labor or expertise with locals. This is a
recipe for a disaster in the long term. The education system in
the Gulf states is tailored to producing government employees,
not skilled workers (Al-Nageeb, 1990).

While most of the traditional crafts and professions
vanished, new ones emerged after the exploitation of oil. The
roles of the “guarantors” surfaced after the arrival of foreign
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laborers (especially from the Indian subcontinent) to work in the
oil production sector. Many locals accumulated wealth simply
by working as agents for expatriate workers. In all the Gulf
states, the law requires foreigners to have a national sponsor or
partner. Gulf nationals exploited this privilege by manipulating
workers, desperate for jobs, in order to attain wealth without
making any effort. Sullivan noted that this system ‘“gave
nationals a vested interest in the inferior legal status of

foreigners” (Sullivan, 1986:3).

Gulf governments have provided free healthcare,
education, and social insurance. They also subsidized a few food
items, electricity, water, and other important public services. In
some of these countries, people did not have to pay for their
electricity or telephone lines. Recently, however, a number of
Gulf states have enforced taxation because of the debilitation of
oil resources (Al-Nageeb, 1990).

The rentier states of the Gulf that emerged between the
1950s and the early 1970s were able to dominate the political,
economic, and social aspects of life. Their governments had a
firm grip on all facets of the economy and were able to exploit
it. Construction projects-under government control-were
distributed among local agents for international construction
companies. Individuals were encouraged to launch new projects
such as food-processing and shipping agencies with the support
of the government (Al-Nageeb, 1990).

Contrasts between the extremely rich and the relatively
poor in the Gulf have been sharpened, while the disparity
between the wealthy Arab countries and the rest of the
impoverished Third World has also widened. This period also
witnessed a large influx of Arab professionals who were needed
mostly in education and other public sectors. Many less
prosperous Arab countries, such as Egypt, Syria, Yemen, and
Jordan, benefited from the Gulf oil revenues through the
remittances of their nationals who were working in the Gulf.
However, this by no means implies that the oil revenues were
distributed equally among the Gulf population or the Arab world
at large (Al-Nageeb, 1990).
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It is also crucial to note that the Gulf states were never
completely dominated by the foreign powers, either British or
American. Up until the early 1970s, many Gulf leaders
safeguarded their independence and dignity. One of these
leaders was King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, who in 1973 imposed
an oil embargo on the United States and the Netherlands in
response to their unconditional support for Israel in the Arab-
Israeli War. All the other Arab oil-producing countries followed
suit and refrained from supplying oil to the two nations. The
Arab oil embargo marked a new stage in using oil as a powerful
political weapon. Oil prices were to move sharply upwards from
this time on, which was to put the foreign powers (especially the
United States) in an uneasy position and hence obliged to
increase their presence in the region to protect their interests. In
the same year, OPEC raised its price of oil 67%, from US $3 to
$5 per barrel, and then by a further 133%, to $11.65. By 1980,
oil prices had reached $37 per barrel (Zahlan, 1989).

The Economist (27 June 1987) estimated that after the
19734 price rises, Saudi Arabia and some of its OPEC allies
were accumulating foreign-exchange surpluses at around
$115,000 a second; and that they could have bought the
equivalent of the four British clearing banks every eleven days,
or all the equities on the London Stock Exchange after nine
months; and that in under thirteen years, they could have
supplied every adult Arab with an annuity of $115 per week
(Zahlan, 1989:129).

The Oil Bonanza

Within a span of twenty years or so, people have moved
from desert tents with bushes as lavatories to villas with gold-
plated bathtubs. The ideological confusion that arose from this
contradiction is enormous. Western producers and local
importers encouraged material development that attracted a
massive work force, including professionals and blue-collar
workers who were not previously required in the Gulf region.
The availability of huge amounts of money encouraged the
government and the public to call for foreign labor, and
eventually resulted in almost total dependence.
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The importance of the region depends not only on the
amount of oil it produces, but also on its oil reserves. In 1986,
Kuwait's oil revenues were $9.2 billion. In the same year, its
population was 600,000, meaning that the average oil income
per head was about $15,333 (McLachlan and McLachlan, 1989).
The largest oil field in the world, Saudi Arabia’s Ghawar field,
lies in the Gulf region. The Gulf has four times as much oil as
the United States and the former Soviet Union combined. In
1986, it was reported that 40% of the world oil trade originated
from the Gulf (McLachlan and McLachlan, 1989).

The Gulf economy has enabled large numbers of
nationals to shift towards the commercial sector. Many
merchants created empires of their own on the same scale as
those of the business tycoons in industrialized nations. There
were more people working in the government ministries and
offices than these institutions could absorb. By 1981, the
numbers of government employees in the six Gulf countries
were as follows: 197,935 in the UAE; 37,758 in Bahrain;
252,898 in Saudi Arabia; 38,840 in Oman; 37,587 in Qatar; and
167,616 in Kuwait (McLachlan and McLachlan, 1989).

Additionally, new types of jobs and sectors continued to
surface. These included middlemen or local agents not only for
merchandise, but also expatriates seeking jobs in the Gulf as
construction workers, maids, or nannies. In general, there was a
shift towards the services sector, and most of the population
switched from satisfying their own needs to living off the oil
revenues.

...15% of the wage of salary earners changed their
profession-the tendency was for teachers, college graduates and
engineers to become civil servants, free enterprisers, and
merchants; technicians became tax-drivers and salesmen;
craftsmen and tradesmen became shopkeepers, peddlers, or
messenger. The high frequency of foreign labour in blue-collar
jobs has pushed the Bahrainis to the more profitable 'services'
sector of the economy (Khuri, 1980:140).

The enormous changes in the economic activities of both
governments and individuals in the region created one of the
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largest markets in the world. The Gulf countries, with their
major dependence on oil revenues, imported all kinds of goods
and foodstuffs from the United States, Western Europe, Japan
and other Asian countries (Lackner, 1978). This consumerist
attitude produced new conceptions, ideas and expectations. The
concept of fast money replaced the need of and respect for hard
work. A large number of young people in the Gulf became
unproductive, looking for easy shortcuts to becoming
millionaires. They depended excessively on foreign workers and
servants. Even children were left to be cared for by nannies from
India, Sri Lanka, or the Philippines. As a result, children knew
English better than their native Arabic, and learned traditions

and habits that were previously foreign to them.

Men and women alike spent more and more money on

status symbols such as expensive cars, clothes and jewelry.

Holiday traveling during the summer became a necessity for

those who could afford it, and a goal for those who could not.
(Azzam, 1988).

Gulf nationals not only consumed material goods, but
also human beings who supplemented labor forces. These
countries, with their small populations, were unable to meet the
needs of huge construction and other projects. Combined with
the previously mentioned elements, this led to an increased
dependence on foreign labor. Gulf inhabitants had lost respect
for hard work, and the younger generation looked for easy
moneymaking outlets, or undemanding jobs with high salaries.
Even those from poor village families left school early, with no
ambition other than finding easy employment in the public
sector (Al-Kawwari, 1981).

The number of foreign workers gradually increased to

such an extent that nationals became a minority. According to
the International Labour Organization, there were six million
foreigners living in the Gulf in 1982, representing 46% of the
total population (Al-Nageeb, 1990). With the increased
dependence on foreign workers, a labor market has been created
in which many nationals act as agents for hundreds of foreign
workers. They provide them with visas, on the condition that
they supply the local agent with a stated number of Dinars or
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Riyals monthly. The Gulf is also packed with recruiting
agencies advertising for workers in the daily newspapers. These
agencies have started using modern technology in their offices.
One can visit their premises and watch videos of maids being
interviewed, in which they answer questions about their

credentials (Birks and Sinclair, 1980).

Foreign laborers, particularly those who are unskilled,
who flooded the Gulf during the oil boom years have created
massive changes back in their home countries by transferring the
consumerist habits of the Gulf to their own villages and towns.
For example, many Egyptians have been able to buy a flat or a
house in their village, something many professional Egyptians
could not afford, and many Pakistanis have taken television sets
and videos back to villages with no electricity (Birks and
Sinclair, 1980).

The major dependence on foreign laborers could perhaps
be attributed to the absence of construction workers, and the
absence of women's participation in their country's development
projects due to social, political and religious restrictions. The
Gulf countries failed to adopt any policies by which they could
integrate women into the labor force and thus reduce their
dependence on expatriates. Nevertheless, many of these
countries provided social security benefits for women who were
divorced, widowed, etc. (Niblock, 1982 & Hijab, 1988)..

The shift in the Gulf economic and political systems
from the rentier state to the patriarchal authoritarian state
structure is characterized by dependence on foreign workers,
limited participation of women in development projects and the
economy in general, huge expenditures by the state or public on
luxury goods and projects, as well as the state’s complete
control of the political, economic and social systems (Al-
Nageeb, 1990).

During the last thirty years, development has taken place

in most of these countries under full state control. Gulf leaders
have managed to manipulate the people and governments of
most Arab countries, if not the entire Third World. Intellectuals
and others in most of the destitute Arab countries waited in line
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to obtain visas and jobs in the Gulf. Many Egyptians, Lebanese,
Palestinians and others made fortunes from their jobs in the Gulf
region. Countries like Jordan came to depend entirely on the
remittances of Jordanians working in the Gulf. Gulf countries
were united by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) pact,

establishing policies for foreigners.

Each government outlined its goals for replacing
expatriate employees with nationals. They have also attempted
forcing this policy on the private sector. For example, Saudi
Arabia's five-year plan of 1985-90 targeted the substitution of
foreigners with Saudi men and women whenever possible and
proper. In most of the states with small populations, such a goal
seemed unrealistic; partly because of the lack of a full
development plan, and partly due to lack of sincerity on the part
of officials. At the same time, newspaper headlines were
drumming up support for the plans (Graz, 1990).

The Irag-Iran War, the collapse of the Souq Al-Manakh

—a huge market in Kuwait — and the drop in oil prices after 1985
changed the atmosphere in the region. The price of crude oil
took a sharp dive at the beginning of 1986. Oil revenues
dropped to half those of previous years. The combined oil
revenues of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates
dropped from $186 billion in 1982 to $57 billion in 1985, and to
$36.9 billion in 1986. This drastic decline was felt both at
official and individual levels. Almost all construction projects
were frozen, government schemes were abandoned, and many
local companies went bankrupt. Foreign banks also experienced
difficulties, and a few closed down their offices. Others left
small operation outlets either in Bahrain or Dubai. Banks that
had lent large sums of money to companies and individuals were
confronted with the reality that these funds would never be
recovered. British companies such as John Laing and George
Wimpey had to pack up and leave Saudi Arabia, theretofore one
of their biggest markets. As most major construction companies
pulled out, many foreign workers, especially skilled ones, were
also forced to leave the region. Property rents plummeted as a
result of the departure of many expatriates. In Saudi Arabia it
was estimated that 150,000 houses and flats were vacant, and
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30,000 apartments in Kuwait remained empty. A Kuwaiti
economist commented that “sending the foreigners home will

save money, but making money requires their presence” (Hirst,
1986).

The newly created wealthy class in the Gulf was faced
with no solution other than adjusting to this change in
circumstances. They no longer changed cars every year, cut
down on their number of trips to Europe, and purchased fewer
luxury items and jewelry than they had previously. Roy (1986)
expressed the situation as a “dream,” wherein people must
realize that what took place is a condition which happens rarely
in history. That dream has ended, and people must adjust to a
new reality.

For the first time in recent history, taxes were introduced
in the oil-rich Gulf countries. A few states are considering
reducing subsidies on foodstuffs. A Kuwaiti businessman was
quoted as saying “we are like a child that has been born into a
nice prosperous family and is trained to do nothing but spend.
At the age of 30 it is difficult to change your habits” (a special
survey by The Economist, 1986: 29). The local press tried to
comfort the people by reporting that the recession would not last
long, and that oil prices would rise again (Hirst, 1986).

While the GCC governments were still trying to cope
with the effects of the oil price crash of 1985 and the deficits in
their budgets, the Iragi army invaded Kuwait on the morning of
2 August 1990. As a result, large numbers of foreign workers —
Arabs and others — fled the country during the occupation. Of
the two million inhabitants of Kuwait, 1.5 million were non-
Kuwaitis- mostly Palestinians, Lebanese, Jordanians and Asians
(Al-Ghunaim et al., 1994). The Independent listed the number of
foreigners in Kuwait and lIraq after the invasion as follows:
300,000 Palestinians; 167,000 Indians; 90,000 Sri Lankans;
59,800 Bangladeshis; 40,000 Iranians; 43,000 Filipinos; and
6,000 Moroccans (The Independent, 7 August 1990).

Most of the foreigners who escaped from Kuwait and
Irag went to Jordan. By the end of August 1990, there were
around 100,000 refugees in Jordan, most of them Asians and
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Egyptians who had been working in either the construction and
service sectors, or as domestic servants. It was these Asian and
Arab countries that felt the pinch of the crisis more than others,
since most of them depended heavily on remittances from the
Gulf. Arabs who were working in the Gulf states were faced
with interrogation and deportation because their countries were
supporting the Iraqi regime. The Saudi police, for example,
launched an arrest and deportation campaign against Yemeni

citizens (Crystal, 1992).

The Gulf nations represent a combination of many
contradictory elements. They have free markets (though not in
labor), yet they have maintained their tribal alliances and
practices. While many Gulf scholars consider foreign workers as
intruders, they actually largely comprise the working class. Not
all foreigners, though, have taken blue-collar jobs. A few have
made it to the top and become big businessmen, in turn allowing
them to become citizens of their adopted countries.

Immigration to the Gulf

Despite the massive level of migration to the Gulf, many

have failed to fully integrate into society. Nationals were also

worried about losing power over their own land, thus creating

further tension between the two groups. As a remedy,

governments in the Gulf tried to pacify national concerns by

implementing programs to reduce foreign labor reliance and
increase the national labor force.

The changes that have occurred in the Gulf over the last

thirty years or so would prove amazing to anyone, even those
with vivid imaginations. Massive oil revenues have meant that
these low-populated, newly created states have had to craft
development plans. Huge cities have been built in the middle of
deserts, and international airports, industrial cities, motorways
and commercial shopping centers have been erected. To the
people of the Gulf, it was like a fairy tale come true. Suddenly
their camels were exchanged for flashy Mercedes, Rolls Royces,
etc. Their small mud houses were upgraded to villas with
swimming pools, and their tiny shops to large department stores.
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Most residents of Gulf countries had never even dreamt of such
changes.

The first problem facing both governments and the
people themselves was a lack of the necessary workforce, since
almost all of these oil-rich states had very small populations.
Unlike immigrant workers in Europe or the US, the Gulf
Emirates invited huge numbers of expatriates from capital-poor
Arab countries (e.g. Egypt, Sudan, and Yemen) or from Asia.
Those possessing the necessary expertise were also recruited
from Europe and the US. From the late 1960s to the early 1970s,
the huge jump in oil prices led to a massive foreign influx (Hill,
1983).

With the increased amounts of oil revenues, the ruling
Gulf tribes could afford to distribute a small part of the proceeds
among the indigenous populations. The Gulf governments
offered free education, healthcare, and social insurance. People
did not have to pay taxes; in fact, in some parts of the Gulf only
foreigners had to pay their telephone, electricity and water bills.
Individual nationals were offered jobs not according to their
qualifications, but as their right as citizens of the country. They
were able to rise in the employment sector without much effort
(Birks and Sinclair, 1980).

This situation increased the labor shortage problem in a
number of ways. The indigenous population lost their appetite
for hard work. The Gulf regimes were ready to offer jobs in the
bureaucracy to a large number of their citizens as a way of
redistributing the oil revenues. Most of the workforce needed to
build the infrastructure and industrial cities of the Gulf states
was imported. Although in the early days most of the imported
laborers were from capital-poor Arab countries, they were soon
outnumbered by workers from the Indian subcontinent, followed
soon after by workers from the Far East. Most of the Gulf states
preferred to exchange Asians for Arabs for a number of reasons.
Asian laborers were cheaper and more willing to accept poorer
conditions and were therefore more economically advantageous.
Furthermore, due to the lack of shared culture, history, and
language, Asian laborers were less likely to integrate into or
influence the indigenous Gulf population. (Al-Rumaihi, 1984).
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Many scholars have argued that the influx of foreign
workers to the Gulf was part of a new international division of
labor. It began at a time when the markets of industrialized
countries had reached saturation point, while Third World
countries with few resources were reaching the point of
explosion. The number of unemployed in most of the capital-
poor Third World countries was increasing daily, and a solution
was sorely needed. Other scholars have argued that the
importation of large numbers of immigrants was helpful to both
sides. This helped the Gulf States in their development plans by
providing the needed work force, while simultaneously solving
the problem of lack of capital in workers’ countries of origin. It
was a matter of substituting human beings for goods. Most of
these capital-poor countries depended heavily on remittances
from their workers in the Gulf region (Ferjani, 1983).

As the Arab Gulf countries became a huge market for
goods, where everything could be bought and sold, immigrant
laborers were influenced by these consumption habits and soon
they, too, became a market force. Their needs and aspirations
changed from those they had held at home. The Gulf region,
with the world’s largest oil reserves, became a safe zone for the
industrialized nations that depended on oil as a source of energy.
With the importation of large numbers of Asian workers, the
Arab identity of the Gulf started to fade, and nationalist feelings
and aspirations withered. The region was transformed into a vast
supermarket for Western goods and ideologies. Ferjani noted
that the large importation of labor from non-Arab Third World
nations had created a peculiar situation of extreme dependence
on expatriate, largely non-Arab labor. This led to a downswing
in relations, and a growing dislike, between expatriates and
indigenous populations, and a lack of plans for the development
of national human resources began to cause strife (Ferjani,
1984).

Most studies on the phenomenon of the Gulf's total

dependence on foreign labor have tied it to the economic
situation in Western industrialized nations, and the ways in
which this system could benefit world capitalism. Scholars from
the region itself, however, viewed the importation of foreign
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laborers — especially Arabs — as a new type of colonization.
They wrote that most of these foreign workers could be used, in
the event of political upheaval, as an army, or a fifth column.
This situation only served to create more hatred towards them
on the part of indigenous populations. The idea was supported
by a number of political underground movements in the region,
especially after Korean construction companies started to build
their camps in remote areas, isolated from the big cities (Ferjani,

1984).

During and after the second Gulf War, it was evident that
the Arab Gulf countries were becoming more dependent on the
outside world, whether East or West. Food, consumer and
capital goods, soft technology, armaments, and labor were all
imported. In their eagerness for rapid development, these oil-
rich states introduced the most advanced technologies,
innovations that were not available to their capital-poor Arab
neighbors. This in itself meant an increased dependence on non-
Arab expertise. The nationals, meanwhile, moved into new easy
jobs and occupations. A new system, known as the Kafil system,
was introduced, with nationals working essentially as
middlemen for the importation of foreign laborers (Al-Najjar,
1985).

This migration from capital-poor to capital-rich countries
had drastic effects on both sides. Problems began to emerge, and
dependence on the industrialized world also increased in the
labor-exporting Third World countries. Peasants in Upper
Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, India, and elsewhere abandoned their
lands for the pot of gold that was supposed to be waiting for
them in the warm Gulf waters at the end of the rainbow. But for
many of them, the gold did not materialize and their land was
lost forever. They returned home with videos, refrigerators and
color television sets, starting up small businesses, since now
they were no longer peasants, but urban dwellers (Houidi,
1979).

In many Arab countries, shortages of labor in specific

jobs and occupations created another problem. There is evidence
of such cases in Egypt, Jordan and even Yemen, which is the
poorest of the affected nations. In some parts of Yemen,
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children were used to carry out the jobs of the male adults who
had left for the Gulf. Yemeni children between the ages of 11
and 15 were hired to perform labor-intensive jobs such as road

work etc. (Ferjani, 1983).

Gulf societies have never seamlessly accepted foreign
laborers. As a group of scholars noted, in societies such as the
Gulf, emigrant laborers were not able to find welcoming hands.
These tribal societies, they said, were incapable of treating
individuals according to their abilities, but focused only on their
family ties (Zahlan, 1982).

The Invisible Majority

Despite the need for foreign labor in the Gulf, their

proliferation has caused significant problems both for the
indigenous population as well as the imported laborers. These
problems can be summarized as follows:
The presence of a large proportion of illegal immigrants
Immigrants failing to adapt to Gulf society
Nationals feel superior to foreign laborers

Increasing violence from the huge gap in social classes-in
favor of nationals-between nationals and laborers

While their cities, airports, and ports were crowded with
foreign laborers, the Gulf ignored these problems altogether,
excluding a few sponsored conferences on the effect of
expatriates, especially nannies, on indigenous societies. To
officials, these expatriates exist only as a problem over which
they have no control, and the Gulf media reflected this attitude.
Most of the television stations avoided filming foreign workers,
and shots were removed from different programs if they showed
the faces of expatriate workers, especially Asians. In the eyes of
all television networks, these thousands of workers who
constitute the largest proportion of the population do not exist.

The local press tackles the matter in a very low-key

manner. Even though most of the Gulf newspapers are privately
owned, they are under the Ministry of Information’s indirect
control. Self-censorship is practiced not only among the local
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press and media, but also the foreign press that is represented in
the region.

Gulf newspapers are the only avenue through which
nationals and expatriates can air their issues and problems.
Without any popular political representation, many people turn
to the correspondence pages of newspapers to voice their
opinions, provided they are acceptable to the state. Unlike the
case of letters to the editor in Western industrialized nations,
Gulf leaders consider newspapers to be the barometers of local
society.

The English language newspapers became the only
means through which foreign workers could voice their
problems and complaints. Poorly treated nannies, servants, and
construction workers write to these papers asking for help. They
also write seeking to know if any laws can safeguard their
rights. It is significant that most reporters of these newspapers
are from the Indian subcontinent and are themselves faced with
the same problems.

Some Arab journalists are interested in the problems of

foreign workers. Their writings, however, have concentrated on
the idea that expatriates are dangerous to local society and,
ordinarily, they end up blaming them for its difficulties. Even
those who tried to understand the problems of imported labor
and its influence on the development of the region participate in
what they preach against. Most of them employ servants and
nannies to take care of their children and do their domestic
work. It is also worth noting that some of the Arab-speaking
staff of the Gulf newspapers are Arabs from capital-poor
countries. National journalists are not faced with deportation
like their Arab colleagues and can tackle issues that others
would shy away from. In saying this, one should note that local
journalists are still under threat and could lose their press cards.

In 1998, the Philippine government banned Filipinas

working as nannies and maids in some Arab Gulf countries after
incidents of ill-treatment by nationals. Saudi Arabia was one of
the states faced with such a ban. Arab News published a news
item on 31 October 1988 announcing the lifting of the ban by
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the Philippine government. It stated that the Saudis had been
putting pressure on the Philippine government to lift the ban, by
refusing visas for Filipino nationals and by offering to build a
communication tower in the southern part of the Philippines,
providing the ban was lifted. The same issue of the newspaper
carried a feature on the difficulties Saudi families went through

in finding a suitable maid.

On 1 November 1988, the Qatari newspaper Daily Gulf
Times reported that the Saudi government was encouraging the
private sector to replace foreign workers with nationals, while
the Bahrain-based Gulf Daily News concentrated on the
Philippine government’s lifting of the ban on Filipina maids.
Such contradictory reports are common in Gulf media. A
newspaper may report a government plan to reduce the number
of immigrant workers on its front page, and inside the paper,
there could be a report about more importation of labor from the
Asian subcontinent.

In general, for the local media, foreign workers do not
constitute an issue or represent a problem. Even though the local
newspapers and magazines have a considerable amount of
freedom when it comes to this matter-compared with the
television network-they try to down play the number of
incidents pertaining to mistreated foreign workers. Occasionally,
small news items appear in the local papers announcing that yet
another foreign worker has committed suicide, died at a
construction site, or been deported or reported missing, but these
stories are never followed up or investigated. For example, The
Gulf Daily News disclosed the full story of an Indian laborer
who committed suicide in Bahrain. On 2 January 1999, it
reported that an Indian worker who had hanged himself in his
room three weeks earlier had been under severe stress. While the
article had stated that he had run away from his employer weeks
before but had been caught and forced to pay his sponsor money
in return for this release letter, the paper provided no further
elaboration on the subject.

Many of the news items related to foreign workers are
given little space and are usually hidden in the inside pages.
Such was the case in one news story published by the Bahraini
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Arabic language newspaper Akhbar Al-Khalieej on 15 October
1998. It reported the sacking of a large number of Indian
workers by a Bahraini company which was facing financial
difficulties. The news was published in a small box at the
bottom of page four. Akhbar Al-Khaleej usually publishes

twelve pages only.

Furthermore, fatalities of foreign workers are often
treated as “just another news story” by the local news media,
and the causes of these incidents are usually ignored. On 13
November 1998, The Gulf Daily News reported the police
investigation of an accident at a construction site where one
Indian laborer had been killed and another injured. The paper
noted that both were working on a project to renovate the
Sheraton Hotel. It failed to mention that the renovation was for
the forthcoming Gulf-Cooperation Council summit meeting to
be held at the hotel. The construction company that had the
contract for the project was forcing its workers-most of whom
were from the Indian subcontinent-to work day and night to
meet its deadline.

Sensationalism is an international phenomenon among
journalists, and the Gulf is no exception. Crime stories are at the
top of the list since newspapers in the region are not allowed to
report gossip, prostitution, or the private lives of celebrities.
Even with crime, the newspapers never publish a story unless
they receive prior permission from the police or the Ministry of
the Interior. Crimes that are committed by foreigners, however,
can be reported much more easily and at times without
permission.

A number of Gulf newspapers have reported incidents

where some mistreated and abused maids get their revenge on
the children of the family they work for. On 11 March 1989,
Arab News reported that a Filipina maid had been sentenced to
death after being convicted of killing the daughter of her
sponsor. The newspaper noted that the maid had argued with the
mother who had accused her of stealing money. It continued by
saying that the maid became angry with her employer and got
her revenge by killing the daughter. It also disclosed a separate
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incident in which a mother discovered that her maid had been
abusing her children by kicking and beating them.

On the same day, the Qatari newspaper Daily Gulf
Times published a story on its front page of a Filipina woman
who had been beheaded after being convicted of strangling a
young Saudi woman. These are but a few such events that get
published; many others did not find their way into print, but
nationals always talk about them. Gulf nationals blame the
maids and nannies they hire to take care of their children and
never really think that they could be part of the cause of such
tragic events.

Akhbar A-Khaleej reported on two incidents on 17
October and 22 December 1998 where 14 Indians and 22
Filipinos, respectively, were caught gambling at private
residences. The articles emphasized how this act was forbidden
by Islamic law and disrespectful to the local culture. However,
none of the journalists at the newspaper had raised questions of
whether these expatriate laborers knew anything about the Gulf
societies and their culture since they were so isolated from the
local population. They also failed to note that many Gulf
nationals engage in gambling but are neither caught nor
reported.

In an article titled “Maids on the run,” on 16 November
1998, Arab News investigated what it called the “phenomenon”
of maids on the run. It reported that between ten and 15
housemaids in Saudi Arabia abandon their sponsors every week.
One of the Saudis interviewed by the paper said that his wife
insisted on having a maid although they did not need for one. He
remarked that it was becoming a kind of fashion for Saudi
families to hire maids even if they did not need one.

Akhbar Al-Khaleej also reported on this so-called

phenomenon of maids on the run by publishing another long
letter from an angry reader on 24 October 1998 dealing with
maids who had run away from their employers while
accompanying them on a visit to London. The reader
complained that no one had been helping these Bahraini families
who were faced with such a “tragedy,” and that something
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should be done to protect the employers of foreign maids from
these events. While this reader called for the protection of
nationals against their maids, another blamed the Asian workers

for the lack of morals among Bahrainis.

The same accusations can be seen from time to time in
almost all the Gulf Arabic-language newspapers. Both
journalists and readers constantly write about the bad influence
of foreign workers on the indigenous population. Journalists and
readers write about these immigrant laborers only as a threat to
them and as the source of all the negative change in their
societies.

Reading the daily newspapers in the Gulf, one could not
help but notice that most of the nationals’ anger was directed
against a specific section of immigrant laborers. Although the
Gulf countries employ individuals from almost all parts of the
world, Indians are treated the worst, mostly because they come
in large numbers and are ready to take any job, no matter how
low the salary. But the main reason could be that most of those
who come from the Indian subcontinent usually occupy many
manual jobs which are despised and looked down upon by the
natives.

On 28 October 1998, Akhbar Al-Khalieej published a
long article about the hotel sector in Bahrain, reporting that 87%
of the employees at the local hotels were foreigners and that
Bahrainis constituted only 13% of the total number. Although
this article raised the problem of the increased dependence on
foreigners in such a vital sector, it did not raise the question of
the reason why and simply blamed the expatriate workers for
snatching jobs from nationals. On 8 December, Arab News
reported that there were around 100,000 Bangladeshi workers in
Saudi Arabia and that the two governments had signed an
agreement for more “cooperation” in this field. In the same
issue, the newspaper commented that 200,000 positions
occupied by non-Saudis could be taken up by locals.

Reports such as these only further the tensions between
Gulf nationals and expatriate workers. Foreign workers are seen
as an unwelcome intrusion into Gulf society. One Bahraini
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journalist even published a feature in Akhbar Al-Khaleej on 24
December about an old part of the capital Manama, where all
Asian workers have resided since the nationals left the area. She
said that she could not find a single Bahraini walking around in
the district streets. Furthermore, she reported that people were
looking at her suspiciously because she was not wearing the
“sari,” the long dress worn by women of the Indian-
subcontinent. She wrote with sadness that this was only one of
the areas where “strangers” had moved in to occupy the
beautiful old traditional houses. Finally, she blamed Asians for
these changes and never thought to question why the Bahrainis

had left their beautiful old houses.

This chapter has concentrated on several news items to
clarify some points. First, despite the dependence of Gulf
nationals on foreign labor, they are hostile to their presence in
the Gulf. Second, Gulf nationals are resistant to the intrusion of
new imported cultural habits. Third, the mistreatment of foreign
laborers by nationals has triggered much violence. Fourth,
foreign workers have not been able to adapt to the new cultural
habits of their host country. Last, foreign laborers refuse to
establish social relations with nationals.

Conclusion

Following the discovery of oil, people in the Gulf have
become increasingly preoccupied with materialism and imported
luxuries. They are no longer concerned about work and have
become totally dependent on foreign labour even within the
domestic arena.

Whilst the Arab Gulf states remain dependent on oil
revenues, the influx of foreign labourers will continue and more
dependence on foreigners will surface. For the capital-rich Gulf
countries, the lack of development plans, especially those that
are aimed at developing human resources, means that the need
for workers to clean, build, teach, etc. will persist. The capital-
poor, on the other hand, will always encourage this migration of
its manpower — what two Arab writers have called the 'lottery
ticket' (Sa'ad Al-Din and Abd Al-Fadil, 1983:20).
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This lottery ticket has not only been purchased by
labourers in most of the capital-poor Third World' countries, but
also by intellectuals and academics. Even Arab political
dissidents — especially Egyptians — immigrated to the Gulf in the
1970s. Whilst the first Arab migration to the region influenced
the indigenous population and stirred Arab nationalism, the
second one has created more division. Those political dissidents
who worked in the oil-rich Gulf states concentrated on making
money and isolated themselves from nationals keeping
interaction minimal.

The Gulf states are faced with gloomy future. The

decline of the oil revenues and the lack of any substitute means

that the dependence of these countries on the West and the East
will persist.

It will take years before the people of the region
themselves begin to feel the need to take up more of the jobs
essential to building their countries' future. By that time, the
identity of the Gulf Arab countries will have disappeared in the
midst of this invasion of labourers who do not share the same
culture, language, heritage or history.

In some of the Arab Gulf countries the indigenous
population represents a small minority and will continue to do
s0. The Gulf states have no clear plans for reducing the number
of immigrant laborers, and their media will continue to reflect
the government line. Local newspapers reproduce the same
statements all the time — that the Gulf states need to develop and
cannot do so without the help of foreigners.

Finally, 1 will conclude by urging Gulf nationals to

return to the quality of their pre-oil situation and start recovering
from the material shock that petro-dollars era has brought with
it. In addition, governments in the Gulf should recruit scholars
from different sociological and educational backgrounds.
Sociological scholars should devote their work to afford social
support for the nationals through the media. This support may
include programmers which provide guidance to the nationals
on how to maintain and develop the family structure without
reliance on housemaids and chauffeur. On the other hand,
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educational scholars should encourage children how to respect
skilled work which in turn will facilitate the adoption of blue-
collar jobs amongst nationals. Furthermore, the reduction of
foreign laborers will create more job opportunities for the
nationals, and will also increase the competition between the

jobless populations to prove themselves in various fields
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