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Benyamin Daniels's Malayalam bestseller Aadu Jeevitham, (2008) translated to English 

by Joseph Koyippally as Goat Days was published in the year 2012. Benyamin's novel surpasses 

many Indian diasporic writings in shedding light on the atrocities faced by labor migrants who 

journey from India to Gulf countries in search of better employment and monetary avenues. The 

graphic and insightful description of the life of these migrants in a remote Arabian desert is 

indeed heart wrenching. The mercenary ventures of the mega industries at work in the 'oil 

kingdom' offers Indian as well as migrants of other nations an attitude of belligerence that is 

inexplicable in terms of humanity. 

The current paper delves into the ambivalent and anguished state of Najeeb Muhammad, 

the protagonist of this novel. Najeeb's tale of woe demystified all phantasmagoric charm that is 

attached to the life of migrants in Gulf countries. His homeland did not offer him any monitory 

elevation or job opportunities, so he convinced himself for this migration. He exposed the 

gruesome realities that hid behind the bedecked facade of employment benefits in these 

metropolises. The novel panoramically reveals the pathetic condition of Indian labor diaspora or 

migrants in economically booming nations so as to inform global as well as local readership of 

the issues that have been overlooked during the past few decades. This paper explores the issues 

of voluntary and involuntary labor migration, alienation, mourning, nostalgia, survival in a 

foreign land, and role of language and communication. 

Keywords: Labor diaspora, Alienation, Nostalgia, Survival, Communication and Language, 

Anthropomorphism 



 

“Misery won't touch you gentle. It always leaves its thumbprints on you; sometimes it 

leaves them for others to see, sometimes for nobody but you to know of.” 
                                                                                                          Edwidge Danticat, The Farming of Bones  

Benyamin Daniels's Malayalam bestseller Aadu Jeevitham, (2008) translated to English 

by Joseph Koyippally as Goat Days, was published in the year 2012. Benyamin's poignant 

literary endeavor surpasses many Indian diasporic writings in shedding light on the atrocities 

faced by labor migrants who travel from India to Gulf countries in search of better employment 

and monetary avenues. The graphic and insightful description of the life of these migrants in a 

remote Arabian desert is quite startling. The mercenary ventures undertaken by mega industries 

at work in the 'oil kingdom' offer Indian as well as migrants of other nations with an attitude of 

belligerence that is inexplicable in terms of humanity. This novel echoes with reflections of 

similar brutality that was experienced by innumerable blacks during the Transatlantic slave trade 

in the west. Though legally the institution of slavery was abolished, yet human trade in form of 

labor migration continued. In the era of British territorial expansion it was practiced in form of 

indentured labor, however, currently it is practiced as the ‘Kafala’ system of labor sponsorship in 

Gulf countries. Under this modern-day inhuman institution of slavery millions of people are 

exploited and tormented, their passports are confiscated by their masters and they are forced into 

rigorous servitude. Goat Days navigates across barriers of time and space to bring to light the 

desolation and helplessness of the people who have been trapped in the nexus of this 

contemporary labor trade. 

 After translation to English, Benyamin’s Malayalam novel Aadu Jeevitham, acquired 

enormous critical acclaim. Goat Days makes the peripheral voices of labor migrants audible 

across globe. It diligently explores the diasporic elements of the protagonist’s journey so as to 

convey the gruesome realities of the industrial wastelands and urban dystopias. The writer 

interrogates the cause of voluntary labor migration, and its consequences on a national as well as 

international rostrum. The novel is an eye opener for people across globe who desire to migrate 

to foreign lands in search of better monetary conditions. The poverty and lack of employment in 

our country must be eradicated to avoid the drain of Indian workforce to other economically 

booming nations. The writer narrates the story of one such labor migrant to Gulf in this novel. 

The protagonist, Najeeb Muhammad, stood determined in face of extreme deprivation and agony 



in an alien Arabian desert. He got the opportunity to return to his native land, and narrate the 

truth of his nightmarish expedition. This exclusive piece of writing captivates the reader as it 

focuses on the travails of South Asian diaspora not commonly explored.  

 The novel opens in a prison raising, at the outset, questions that will be resolved later . 

An aura of dismay and intrigue is generated by the narrator when he says, “Why is it that even 

misfortune hesitates to visit us when we need it desperately” (5). The narrator, Najeeb 

Muhammad along with his companion Hameed tries to enrol himself voluntarily in the prison. 

He gives the description of a large country prison called “Sumesi” prison. The prison blocks 

were divided on grounds of nationality, “One block for each nationality—Arabs, Pakistanis, 

Sudanese, Ethiopians, Bangladeshis, Filipinos, Moroccans, Sri Lankans and then, finally, 

Indians. Most of the Indians were surely Malayalis. Naturally we were taken to the Indian 

block”(11). The catastrophic life that Najeeb had escaped converted the prison into nothing less 

than a sanctuary where he could recuperate. He justifies his act of voluntary prison enrolment by 

dropping a clue regarding his horrifying past for the reader, “Can you imagine how much 

suffering I must have endured to voluntarily choose imprisonment!” (12).  

 The ‘identification parade’ and ‘day of embassy visit’ bring equal amount of dread and 

delight to the prison inmates. The condition of migrant laborers from various nations as 

described by the author is pitiable. Most of them bear the scars of a traumatic past, and an 

unknown fear of a ghastly future that awaits them. Najeeb dreamt of travelling to Gulf like many 

of his fellow Malayalis. There were countless employment opportunities in the “oil kingdoms” 

(35). The employment opportunities offered by his native country were limited and much below 

his expectation. After getting married he decided to revise his economic condition. He thought, 

“Can one go hungry?” (35), and pledged to travel to Gulf to undertake better livelihood 

opportunities for his family. He mortgaged his house, his wife’s jewellery, borrowed money and 

boarded the “Jayanti Janata” (39), train from Kayamkulam to Bombay.  Najeeb was 

accompanied by a young fellow Malayali boy named Hakeem. On landing in Riyadh Najeeb 

cheerfully exclaimed, “City of dreams, I have arrived. Kindly receive me. Ahlan wa sahlan!” 

(43). However, the following events transform Najeeb’s dream and ecstasy into an awful reality.  

 Najeeb and Hakeem are forcibly transported to a goat shed in an unfamiliar desert 

landscape by a stinking local Arab. Their journey is laced from this moment with strong 

apprehension regarding their future in Riyadh. Najeeb’s distress and perplexed mindset is 

revealed in his words, “From that moment, like the maniyan fly, an unknown fear began to 



envelop my mind. An irrational doubt began to grip me, a feeling that this journey was not 

leading me to the Gulf life that I had been dreaming about and craving for” (52). Like 

Pinnocchio, a character from children’s fiction, Najeeb and Hakeem are driven and lured to the 

‘Land of Toys’ here Riyadh, the land of dreams, which indeed is a farce. The inhospitable 

treatment that the narrator receives at the hands of the man who abducted him from the airport, 

locally known as ‘arbab’ was extremely annoying. In desperate agony Najeeb surrenders all hope 

of any generosity from his arbab. The word ‘arbab’ is a Persian word meaning “master” or 

“owner”. Najeeb’s agony did not affect his arbab as he was least bothered about Najeeb’s thirst 

and hunger. Najeeb questioned the tradition of Arabian hospitality and expressed his dwindling 

hope questioning, “Is this the legendary Arab hospitality that I have heard about? What kind of 

arbab are you, my arbab? Don’t deceive me. In you rests my future. In you rest my dreams. In 

you rest my hopes” (59). It seems as though at this juncture Najeeb hands over his life and that of 

his accomplice to this unknown sponsor who was heedless of their condition. 

 He was introduced to the hostility of his arbab when he displayed his authority over 

Najeeb by means of his binoculars and double barrelled gun. He used his binoculars to captivate 

the labors who tried to flee from his vicinity, and the gun was used to kill them if they tried to 

raise their voice. Both these objects terrify Najeeb to such an extent that he succumbs before his 

arbab’s brutal whims. In that “sterile wasteland” (74), his meals routinely comprise of khubus, 

an Arabian bread, milk and water. There were restrictions on sanitation due to dearth of water. 

He cleaned himself with stones after defecation. Najeeb angrily asserts that, “I had never faced 

such a predicament in my life….The harshest for me was this ban on sanitation” (78). He was 

being physically reprimanded by these regulations. It was in wake of these bitter circumstances 

that Najeeb pondered over the look of the camels living in the shed. He says, “I would like to 

describe the camel as the personification of detachment” (79). He realized that anxiety and worry 

would only endanger his life, and it was only his urge to survive that gave him the courage in 

face of adversity.   

 Najeeb lived isolated from other people in a ‘masara’ a place he understood to be a goat 

shed. He verbalizes his plight by saying that, “I lived on an alien planet inhabited by some goats, 

my arbab and me” (125). To him all human company was forbidden, and he could only interact 

with the goats around him. He gradually develops a strong familial bond with the goats. He 

named the new born goat Nabeel, the name he had picked for his own unborn son. He identified 

the goats by assigning them the names of people whom he knew in his native land such as 



Indipokkar, Ammu, Kausu, Lalitha, Ragini and many more. He also assigned human 

characteristics to these goats who shared his loneliness. He scolded the goats, cuddled them and 

adored them like his family. In an incident in the novel Najeeb embraced the sheep to shield him 

from extreme cold and confessed that, “I spent the winter as a sheep among the sheep” (140). 

Later when his arbab locks him in a masara, Arabic for goat shed as used by the narrator, he 

survives by consuming “unhusked wheat” that belonged to the goats. It was at this moment that 

he realized that, “By then I had indeed become a goat” (150). He empathized with the goats and 

other animals around him to such an extent that when young goat Nabeel was castrated Najeeb 

too lost his manliness. He surprisingly states that, “I haven’t yet figured out that mystery of how 

my virility vanished with that of a goat’s!” (115).  

 Najeeb’s attitude towards the animals that surrounded him as well as towards the plants 

that sprung out of the scorched earth after rain can be comprehended in terms of 

‘anthropomorphism’. The word anthropomorphism has Greek roots, ánthrop s, meaning 

“human” and morphé, meaning “shape”. This concept personifies the object to which it is 

attached with human characteristics. Najeeb assigns names and physical traits to the animals that 

surrounded him. He could also listen to the plants. He says, “Those plants taught me life’s great 

lessons of hope. They whispered to me: Najeeb, adopted son of the desert, like us, you too must 

preserve your life and wrestle with this desert” (144). His attitude is anthropomorphistic because 

he has developed an emotional bond with the animals that lived with him. Lorraine Daston and 

Gregg Mitman in their book Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism 

(2005), observe that: 

Thinking with animals can take the form of an intense yearning to transcend the 

confines of self and species, to understand from the inside or even to become an 

animal…. Instead of projection of one’s own way of thinking and feeling onto 

other minds submersion of self in the genuinely other is fervently attempted but 

never achieved. It is a virtuoso but doomed act of complete empathy. (7)    

 The protagonist is an alienated character amidst the harsh desert environment. He calls 

himself an “orphan’s corpse”, when he cannot withhold his anguish. Even the enticing serenity 

of the desert sunset cannot fetch him any solace, on the contrary it arouses in him extreme 

sorrow and longing. He vents his agony saying that, “One of the greatest sorrows in the world is 

to not have someone to share a beautiful sight” (159). He is a lonely man who has no control 

over his life. He surrendered all hopes of freeing himself and agreed to stay with animals as one 



of them. Najeeb had left home for making money in Gulf, but very soon he learned that his 

aspirations were nothing more than a mirage. His dreams were dismembered, and his life was 

ruined by the detrimental treatment he got in that forsaken Arabian desert. It is not very often 

that he craved for home, but whenever he did, it drained him of all his happiness. He says in a 

sort of confessional mood that, “At such moments, I could truly comprehend the meaning of 

nostalgia. It is a craving. An acute craving that makes us hate our present condition. Then, that 

craving takes the form of a crazy urge to rush home...” (146). He reflects on the feeling of 

nostalgia as he experienced it. He gives it his own definition and his own meaning.                   

 Najeeb fervently desires to survive. He believes in fighting for his survival. A different 

approach is introduced by Najeeb in the sphere of diaspora study, where the migrant does not 

long to return to his native land as is often the case. On the contrary the protagonist here tries to 

chalk out ways that would guarantee his survival. He maneuvered ways to survive and preserve 

his sanity. Najeeb was unable to communicate with his arbab or the “scary figure”(81), because 

they spoke languages he did not know. The “scary figure” was a weird looking man who like 

Najeeb served the arbab. This lack of communication fuelled Najeeb’s adversity. Though by 

means of non-verbal gestures he tried to communicate, yet he failed to fetch his master’s 

generosity. He learnt certain Arabic words, arbab, masara, khubus, mayin, and a few more. 

Though later he admits that, “If an Arabic expert among you asks whether the pronunciation and 

meaning of the words that I have tabled here are correct, I can only say I do not know” (97). This 

makes it very clear that Najeeb learnt the words as he heard them without focusing on their 

linguistic authenticity or correct usage. He philosophizes on one occasion saying that, “After all, 

“Compassion doesn’t require any language” (61). 

 The novel ends on an optimistic note when Najeeb is selected for deportation to his 

homeland India. Yet there remains in his mind the question as to who was indeed his sponsor. 

His arbab on the identification parade day did not recognize him or pretended to do so. Najeeb 

was bewildered over the intention of his sponsor. He thought, “Either the arbab had lied to mask 

the pity he had shown his prey or he had revealed a horrible truth. Wasn’t he my sponsor then? 

Had he illegally held me captive?” (251). When all legal documents were prepared the prisoners 

were flocked together before boarding their plane. Najeeb at this juncture remembered his life in 

Gulf saying that, “I could not help thinking how the sight was so similar to herding a flock of 

goats back into a masara!” (253). 



 The author emphatically asserts that Najeeb’s catastrophic voyage cannot be tampered 

with, or redesigned for securing popularity or critical acclaim. He says, “I didn’t sugarcoat 

Najeeb story or fluff it up to please the reader. Even without that, Najeeb’s story deserves to be 

read. This is not just Najeeb’s story, it is real life.A goat’s life” (255). Authenticity of narration 

and explicit portrayal of Najeeb’s fiasco in Gulf lent this troubling study of Indian labor migrants 

an extraordinary literary charisma. This novel also provides an insight into the lives of many 

suppressed people who suffer in countries other than their homeland. 
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