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A

hm
ed M

ansoor A
l Shehhi (ي

ح
ش

صور ال
مد من

ح
 .is a poet (أ

A
 fam

ily m
an. A

 social m
edia activist. A

nd since M
ay 2018, 

a prisoner of conscience in the U
nited A

rab Em
irates. 

M
ansoor is currently serving a 10 year prison sentence for 

his online activities – specifi
cally, for ‘prom

oting false and 
shaded inform

ation’ and ‘serving agendas aim
ed at spreading 

hatred and sectarianism
’. W

e are republishing the 3,159 
m

ost recent posts from
 his Tw

itter feed, @
A

hm
ed_M

ansoor, 
in parallel w

ith a m
achine translation into English, to 

give the reader an opportunity to assess the credibility of 
the accusations.  @

A
hm

ed_M
ansoor has 16.8K follow

ers, 
and has been silent since his arrest. 

The tw
eets are accom

panied by a selection of M
ansoor’s 

poetry in A
rabic from

 his 2007 collection ‘Beyond the Failure’, 
together w

ith new
 English translations. 

Broader context is provided by the transcript of an 
interview

 w
ith M

ansoor, conducted and fi
lm

ed by 
M

anu Luksch in M
ay 2016, and fi

rst published in the journal 
‘Surveillance &

 Society’. Im
ages and photographic 

docum
entation are from

 the international cam
paign 

to #
FreeA

hm
ed. 

M
anu Luksch: W

ould you tell us a little bit about 
yourself? W

here did you grow
 up?

A
hm

ed M
ansoor: I w

as born in a sm
all village in a northern 

Em
irate called Ras al-Khaim

ah, before the foundation of 
the U

A
E. I grew

 up in that village, betw
een the sea and the 

m
ountain, and fi

nished prim
ary school and high school there. 

A
t that tim

e, going to a city like D
ubai w

as a m
ission in itself. 

There w
as no easy transportation, or even electricity. The fi

rst 
tim

e I w
ent to a dem

onstration I w
as in prim

ary school – w
e 

w
ere dem

anding electricity to be brought to our village. Later, 
I m

oved to a diff
erent city for college and after that I w

ent 
to the U

nited States, for m
y Electrical Engineering degree 

and M
aster’s degree in Telecom

m
unications. I cam

e back to 
the U

A
E in the year 2000; since then I’ve lived in D

ubai, and 
in 2008 becam

e a citizen of D
ubai. (The U

A
E has diff

erent 
passports for diff

erent Em
irates; I had to change m

y passport 
from

 Ras al-Khaim
ah because I’d been living in D

ubai for a 
long tim

e.)Throughout this history I w
as involved in so m

any 
diff

erent things. The fi
rst w

as literature – I’d been w
riting in 

alm
ost all the new

spapers in the U
A

E about literature and 
specifi

cally poetry, and later I published a book on poetry. 
That’s w

hen the value of freedom
 of expression becam

e of 
great im

portance for m
e, and I started m

y involvem
ent in 

hum
an rights, driven by the great respect that I have for 

freedom
 of expression.

Let’s m
ove forw

ard to the tim
e around 2011. Could 

you describe the atm
osphere?

2011 w
as a turning point in the history of the U

A
E. W

hat 
happened after 2011 is diff

erent to anything that happened 
before. It’s a rem

arkable history. O
f course, the reason is the 

A
rab Spring that started tow

ard the end of 2010. W
e’d seen 

som
e of its initial results during early 2011, [so w

e also] tried 
to create an atm

osphere that w
ould allow

 people to express 
them

selves. W
e w

ere really doing this as a group of citizens, 
not as a cosm

opolitan city. […
] Em

iratis m
ake up 10%

 of the 
total population of the U

A
E. [There w

as no hope that] foreign-
ers in the country w

ould prom
ote our freedom

, because their 
interests are diff

erent W
e had to do that ourselves, and things 

w
ere m

oving tow
ard a narrow

ing of freedom
 of expression, 

and m
ore restrictions. So w

e thought of som
ething that w

ould 
at least shock the society and take things to a diff

erent level – 
and I, along w

ith a few
 individuals, established an online 

discussion forum
. 

A
t that tim

e, the forum
s w

ere fl
ourishing, but the 

discussion w
as poor, and not prom

oting hum
an rights and 

tolerance. W
e established this online discussion forum

 called 
U

A
E dialogue (U

A
EH

ew
ar.net). I thought that w

e could do 
som

ething really diff
erent and prom

ote freedom
 of expression 

to an extent that [others could] not, because of their ow
n 

internal censorship, because of the restrictive environm
ent 

that they w
orked in, because of their orientation, because 

of m
any other reasons. W

e opened the site for all types of 
discussions – political, religious, cultural, social…

 W
e had 

som
e parts that talked about m

usic, and even the ruling 
system

 in U
A

E and adjacent countries. W
e even translated 

som
e of the articles that had been w

ritten about the U
A

E in 
the foreign m

edia that w
ould not be published here because 

[they contained] negative things […
] about the country. W

e 
allow

ed people from
 diff

erent backgrounds to give their view
s 

and w
rite their thoughts – w

e had som
e liberal people w

ho 
w

ere w
riting, w

e had som
e atheists, w

e had som
e religious 

people, and they w
ere all interacting and creating a dialogue 

that w
e’d never seen, and w

ere craving, in the country. Shortly 
after that the site becam

e the focus of a lot of people.
W

hat w
as discussed on the U

A
EH

ew
ar forum

?
O

ne of the m
ajor subjects w

as the ruling system
 in the 

U
A

E – w
ho really has the upper hand at the m

om
ent, w

ho is 
controlling the country, [by] w

hat m
echanism

 […
] and w

hat 
are the m

ajor contributing factors in shaping policy. A
lso 

w
e talked about the econom

ic crisis that hit the U
A

E and 
the w

orld; w
e talked about hum

an rights, […
] religion w

as 
discussed. In fact the fi

rst thread on the site [w
as] w

ritten by 
an atheist w

ho w
as challenging som

e of the Islam
ists. This 

thread w
as blocked by the authorities, three m

onths after w
e 

launched the site.
O

f course after that the site becam
e really a trendsetter, 

you could say, in discussions. A
nd people w

ere spreading dis-
cussions through em

ails, through Blackberry M
essenger, and 

w
ere talking about it in society. That attracted security w

orries 
and close m

onitoring of the site and resulted in blocking of 
the site six m

onths after that. First of all they did som
e sort of 

technical blocking, so that w
hen you opened the site it w

ould 
tell you, there’s a system

 issue, the site is not loading. I have 
an engineering background, I could understand that they’d 
blocked the site at the D

N
S level […

 so] the site nam
e w

ouldn’t 
translate to the IP address that pulls the site. I asked people to 
w

rite the IP address directly and they w
ere able to reach the 

site. But then a few
 m

onths after that, they blocked the w
hole 

site [again] – form
ally blocked – and w

e tried to challenge that 
through the courts, but then w

e reach 2011 and I w
as arrested. 

But before the arrest w
e w

ere very active, lots of intel-
lectual people [w

ere] thinking a lot about w
hat w

as happening 
around us. Since the foundation of this country people [have 
been] asking for real political representation through the 
parliam

ent – the Federal N
ational Council (FN

C) – w
hich is 

supposed to represent the people. U
nfortunately that body is a 

purely consultative body and does not have any legislative or 
regulatory authority. In 2006, the president of U

A
E thought of 

im
proving that situation by […

] electing som
e of its m

em
bers. 

H
and-picked people w

ould elect half the m
em

bers w
ithout 

really adding any authority to the parliam
ent. W

e gave it the 
benefi

t of the doubt. I w
as also one of those candidates, w

ho 
w

anted to show
 […

] w
illingness to accept gradual im

prove-
m

ent. In 2011 there w
as supposed to be another election, also 

by som
e hand-picked people, to elect som

e m
em

bers of the 
FN

C w
ithout adding any authority to the w

ork they could do. 
[That’s w

hen] m
yself and other intellectuals in the U

A
E cam

e 
up w

ith the ‘3rd of M
arch Petition’, directed to the president 

and the other six rulers of the U
A

E, urging them
 to m

ake 
constitutional change to allow

 the m
em

bers of the FN
C to be 

elected by m
eans of universal suff

rage, like everyw
here else 

in the w
orld, and to give this parliam

ent full legislative and 
regulatory pow

er.
That petition w

as w
ell received in the beginning by the 

authorities, but w
hen w

e started to defend and prom
ote it in 

TV interview
s and w

ith international new
s agencies, w

e saw
 

a strange change that happened suddenly, during the [peak 
of the] A

rab Spring. Tw
o presidents, in Tunisia and Egypt, 

[had been] throw
n out basically, so that brought everybody 

here to extrem
e alert. W

e w
eren’t driven initially by w

hat 
w

as happening in the A
rab Spring as m

uch as [by the] decree 
issued February 2011 that governed new

 elections and the 
num

ber of people w
ho w

ere going to be hand-picked again 
to elect m

em
bers of the FN

C. W
e w

ere surprised to see no 
im

provem
ent in parliam

ent. Basically there w
as no new

 
pow

er, and w
e w

ere expecting that, during the A
rab Spring, 

they w
ould at least try to absorb anger that w

as grow
ing in the 

w
hole A

rab w
orld for m

ore freedom
 and m

ore accountability. 
W

e w
ere shocked to see no im

provem
ent. That’s w

hy w
e w

rote 
this petition, and w

e w
rote it in a very polite m

anner. But the 
reaction from

 the authorities w
as extrem

e, and they started 
focusing on m

e because I w
as really one of the initiators.

There w
ere other reasons as w

ell – I w
as involved for 

m
any years in defending hum

an rights [and] had som
e very 

good links w
ith international hum

an rights organisations, 
the international m

edia and also the U
N

. I could see that [the 
authorities] w

ere trying to prepare the nation for m
y arrest. 

It w
ould be noticed by the international com

m
unity, so they 

spared absolutely no eff
ort really to sm

ear m
e; they started 

to fabricate videos; they created a dedicated internet site 
[about m

e]; they m
ade up stories every day and started to 

spread inform
ation by Blackberry M

essenger, by Facebook, by 
Tw

itter at a later stage – and then radio, TV, new
spaper w

riters 
started getting involved. I received several death threats 
by individuals w

ho even indicated their actual nam
es and 

phone num
bers; in som

e cases they put their photos on their 
Facebook profi

les. I knew
 that som

ething w
as going to happen 

so I took copies of these threats to m
y law

yer in the hope that 
w

e w
ould take legal action. U

nfortunately [the threats] w
ere 

orchestrated by the body that w
as supposed to be protecting 

us, and none of these cases w
ere accepted by the authorities.

W
ere you arrested because you initiated the 3rd of 

M
arch Petition?

W
hen I w

as arrested on A
pril 8th 2011, they did not attribute 

m
y arrest to the petition, but to m

y hum
iliating the president, 

Crow
n Prince and prim

e m
inister of the U

A
E as ow

ner of the 
online discussion forum

. Though w
e didn’t declare our nam

es, 
by m

onitoring [U
A

EH
ew

ar.net], the authorities m
anaged 

to know
 w

ho w
as running the site and they pinpointed 

certain people concerned about freedom
 of expression and 

hum
an rights. [A

lso] I had asked people to boycott the 2011 
election for parliam

ent because I seriously believed it w
as 

G
ood Conduct.

So this is one side of the spectrum
; on the other, I’ve 

been targeted several tim
es by spyw

are. They’ve hacked m
y 

em
ails m

ore than once, they hacked m
y Tw

itter account. I 
w

as able to get m
y em

ails back – except H
otm

ail, because 
M

icrosoft aren’t cooperating w
ith m

e. [The hackers] m
anaged 

to dow
nload all of m

y em
ails, w

hich put at great risk not only 
m

e, but also the victim
s w

ho w
ere talking to m

e about their 
problem

s and the abuse that they w
ere receiving, and asking 

for help. So that’s the kind of pressure exerted on a person 
like m

yself w
ho’s really a very peaceful person, w

ho’s doing 
nothing really to threaten the security of the country. Yet if I 
am

 taken to jail I w
ill be treated as a person w

ho is threatening 
the security of the country, threatening the unity of the 
society, and I’ll be dealt w

ith in the special court and given 
a sentence that I cannot appeal. A

ll of m
y w

ork is related to 
hum

an rights. This is the type of harassm
ent that w

e receive 
as hum

an rights activists and defenders in the U
A

E. W
e are not 

involved in any type of aggressive activities at all, w
e are very 

peaceful people. But the governm
ent, like all the governm

ents 
in the region, apparently, sees us as a threat to their existence. 

H
ow

 do you go about your w
ork today? Is this 

som
ething you can speak about?

O
h yes, m

y activities involve m
onitoring and docum

entation 
and advocacy of hum

an rights. Because of m
y international 

reach, I also help people w
ho are voiceless in this country to 

voice their agony, to voice the abuses and violations that they 
face, to the international com

m
unity. I help those victim

s 
by giving them

 the consultancy they need in these kinds of 
situations. I raise aw

areness about these kinds of violations 
using the international m

edia that I can reach, and also social 
m

edia on w
hich I am

 very active. O
f course, there are lots of 

interactions that happen w
ith the stakeholders, the victim

s 
of diff

erent hum
an rights violations, and that is the m

ain 
thing that I’m

 trying to preserve, [despite] all the governm
ent 

harassm
ent and ability to infringe upon the com

m
unications 

tools that w
e use, the sophisticated softw

are that they use 
to m

onitor our activities, chats, even m
ovem

ents. I’ve been 
physically follow

ed, m
ore than once, and of course that 

hinders your activities, because som
etim

es the victim
s w

ould 
like to be anonym

ous. They don’t w
ant to be seen because that 

m
ight cause retaliation. 

I do no not have the ability to m
ove freely even inside 

the country, let alone outside the country, because since 2011 
I do not have a passport. Beyond that, I’m

 on a travel ban as 
w

ell, so I cannot even use m
y ID

 to travel in the neighbouring 
G

CC [G
ulf Cooperation Council]. W

e can usually use our ID
 

cards in the region, but I’m
 on a blacklist, so even if I had m

y 
passport, I w

ouldn’t be able to travel. These are the types of dif-
fi

culties that w
e are w

orking w
ith, in a country that portrays 

itself as a progressive state, but [in w
hich] w

e are unable really 
to express our view

s and opinions or [exercise] our legitim
ate 

hum
an rights.

The kind of hum
an rights breaches in the U

A
E that 

are w
ell know

n abroad concern construction site 
w

orkers —
 m

igrants, not Em
iratis.

Right, labourers. In U
A

E, betw
een 2003 and 2006, the subject 

that w
as raised m

ost by hum
an rights organisations w

as 
labour rights. Thanks to those organisations, they’ve helped 
a lot in im

proving slightly the situation of the labourers and 
im

m
igrant w

orkers. The governm
ent took som

e good steps 
forw

ard in this area; how
ever it is far less than w

hat should 
be in reality. W

e hoped that the sponsorship system
 w

ould 
be totally abolished, and w

e hoped to see labourers able to 
bargain collectively and set out their ow

n syndicates and bars. 
But this is not only not available to the m

igrant labourers, it 
is also not available to the citizens, so w

e share w
ith them

 the 
sam

e issues. The governm
ent set som

e criteria for the living 
conditions of the labourers, m

inim
um

 requirem
ents and 

standards, but they are not im
plem

ented in reality in m
any 

places. Though the governm
ent is trying to a certain extent 

to im
prove in this area, due to the large num

ber of blue collar 
w

orkers in the U
A

E and the lim
ited num

ber of inspectors w
ho 

can effi
ciently cover all areas and inspect them

, w
e see som

e 
people still living in m

iserable conditions that do not m
eet 

m
inim

um
 requirem

ents. So w
e still have all these issues, yet 

w
e have to acknow

ledge that the governm
ent has started to 

take som
e positive steps forw

ard. O
ne of the biggest problem

s 
initially w

as that em
ployers did not even pay salaries. To 

overcom
e that, the governm

ent created a w
age protection 

system
. It is an autom

atic system
 that every salary has to 

go through, and if you don’t pay salaries, it raises an alarm
 

w
ith the M

inistry of Labour and they block any transactions 
by your com

pany. That helped a lot. A
fter that, they passed 

regulations that stop people from
 w

orking in the sum
m

er 
tim

e from
 1pm

 till 3pm
 or 4pm

, and that allow
 labourers to 

term
inate their contracts w

ithout facing a ban, if they spend 
a m

inim
um

 of 6 m
onths on their existing contracts. So there 

are som
e im

provem
ents, but still quite a lot m

ore needs to 
be done.

The biggest hum
an rights issue in the U

A
E is the lack 

of freedom
 of expression – not sim

ply a low
ered ceiling, 

but that it does not exist, it is com
pletely destroyed by law

s 
that w

ere introduced and by the practice on the ground. 
They enforce arbitrary detention (according to international 
term

inology); they enforce disappearance and [m
ake] people 

incom
m

unicado, [they use] torture and degrading treatm
ent 

on individuals, there are political trials – these are the 
m

ain hum
an rights violations in the U

A
E according to the 

international com
m

unity. W
e never expected the U

A
E to have 

that im
age, and there’s really no reason for it to be in that 

spot, but if search about hum
an rights in the U

A
E, this is w

hat 
you w

ill get. A
nd w

hen you talk about torture and w
hen you 

talk about enforced disappearance, you’re talking – according 
to international law

 – about crim
es against hum

anity. If it’s 
practised system

atically, it could [am
ount] to crim

es against 
hum

anity, besides the fact that it is subhum
an behaviour. This 

is w
here w

e are, unfortunately, today. I think the U
A

E could 
really be a great country, it could be the candle in a rather 
dark region. But w

hy are w
e not respecting Em

iratis? W
hy 

are hum
an rights and freedom

 of expression and opinion not 
respected? They do not really constitute any danger to this 
country. You cannot have just one part of the equation. If you 
w

ant to be a m
odern, progressive city, then hum

an rights is 
a core value …

So even for you it’s a m
ystery w

hy existing pow
er 

structures are in place.
I’ve voiced m

y political view
 on TV and in m

y w
ritings... If it 

w
as up to m

e, I think the best political structure for the U
A

E 
w

ould be to m
ove from

 this federation concept – because it’s 
a hindrance, an obstacle right now

 to so m
any things – and 

m
ove to a constitutional m

onarchy, like the U
K for exam

ple, 
w

here the ruling fam
ily ow

ns but does not really run the 
country. That’s probably the trend that everybody’s going to 
[follow

] after they go through the struggle. A
nd unfortunately, 

w
e apparently w

ill have to go through the full duty cycle of the 
struggle to reach that state, to gain our freedom

, because w
e 

relaxed for quite a long tim
e w

hile w
e w

ere supposed to insist 
on those values being im

plem
ented, those freedom

s being 
respected. W

e should have m
ade sure that legal and social 

guarantees w
ere in place to foster these kinds of principles. 

So now
 w

e have to do quite a lot of w
ork, and a lot of it 

retroactively, unfortunately.
The U

A
E is living in the w

orst tim
e of its history in 

[term
s of] hum

an rights. […
] W

e have basic needs for freedom
, 

for justice, for participation in the developm
ent of the country. 

W
e have a need for a system

 that considers us equal individ-
uals like anybody else, not as sub-citizens. W

e need a system
 

that gives people hope that they could becom
e prim

e m
inister, 

that they even could be president. […
] People are not going to 

be happy [just] because [they’ve] established a M
inistry for 

H
appiness, [though] they m

ight be able to create som
e sort 

of fuss about it in the m
edia, in the international m

edia as 
w

ell for som
e tim

e. W
e’re m

oving fast on one track, m
oving 

forw
ard, and w

e’re m
oving backw

ard, m
oving fast in the other 

direction as w
ell. It’s the darkest era for the U

A
E – w

e’ve never 
been anyw

here close to this situation.

unconstitutional, so I called it a quasi-election – and that 
w

as also brought as a charge against m
e. W

ith m
y other four 

colleagues (w
e’d never m

et in person before w
e w

ere arrested), 
w

e becam
e w

idely know
n as the ‘U

A
E Five’. O

ne of us, 
professor of law

 at Sorbonne U
niversity D

r. N
asser bin G

haith, 
is right now

 again going back in solitary confi
nem

ent for nine 
m

onths because of som
e tw

eets that he w
rote w

ith regard to 
Egypt, and som

e other political opinions.
[This is w

hen] w
eird things really started (and w

hat 
happened afterw

ard w
as only an escalation to w

hat w
e expe-

rienced in 2011). W
e started for the fi

rst tim
e to see people’s 

citizenships being revoked. W
e started to see lots of arbitrary 

detention of people of diff
erent backgrounds, focusing m

ainly 
on the Islam

ists. W
e’ve seen enforced disappearance, torture, 

trum
ped up charges and politically m

otivated trials. If you go 
and look at the U

A
E hum

an rights record right now
 from

 all 
the prom

inent hum
an rights organisations, including the U

N
, 

these are the m
ajor concerns. The questions that everybody 

w
as asking – w

hy has U
A

E taken [these] steps? D
o w

e have a 
threat in U

A
E? A

nd the answ
er is – no. 

The biggest group of people targeted by the U
A

E 
authorities, the Islam

ist al-Islah – w
ho have som

e links to the 
M

uslim
 Brotherhood’s intellectual beliefs, w

hich they do not 
deny – w

as established in 1974, a few
 years after the founda-

tion of the country. [It w
as] even supported by the governm

ent 
throughout those years. The late Sheikh Rashid, w

ho w
as 

one of the m
ain founders of this country along w

ith Sheikh 
Zayed, granted perm

ission for al-Islah – they called it the 
Reform

 and Social G
uidance A

ssociation, a m
oderate group 

that w
as never a threat to the country1. In fact it w

as w
orking 

closely w
ith the governm

ent, and the rulers even som
etim

es 
attended their events. D

uring the A
rab Spring and the rise 

of the M
uslim

 Brotherhood in Egypt, and to som
e extent, 

in Tunisia, the governm
ent thought that [al-Islah] m

ight be 

em
pow

ered by actions there, and decided to really crack dow
n 

on them
. They are totally diff

erent to those guys in Egypt, 
although they have sim

ilar intellectual beliefs. […
]. But they 

w
ere really w

orking w
ithin the system

 and even considered 
to be the cream

 of society – they w
ere role m

odels a few
 days 

before their arrest in 2012. A
nd then suddenly the authorities 

w
anted us to believe that this group w

anted to overthrow
 

the governm
ent and take over. The sm

ear cam
paign that w

as 
practiced against m

e in 2011 w
as a rehearsal; the authorities 

im
plem

ented the sam
e thing against al-Islah, but they w

ere 
taken to secret detention. M

any of them
 cam

e in front of the 
court and claim

ed to tortured. A
 lot of them

 are [sentenced to] 
10 years im

prisonm
ent in the U

A
E right now

.
2011 w

as w
hen w

e started to see a real deviation from
 

the core values of the U
A

E. The founders of the U
A

E stated 
in the preface of the constitution that they w

ould lead the 
country to full parliam

entary representation. W
hat w

e 
asked for w

as really to im
plem

ent that statem
ent in the 

constitution, and yet that w
as dealt w

ith harshly, because the 
total orientation of the country is now

 tow
ards security, and 

the internal and external policy of the U
A

E is really centred 
around an obsession w

ith the M
uslim

 Brotherhood [w
hich 

w
as] never a threat to the U

A
E. Yes, w

e are in a very turbulent 
region that has lots of problem

s, but I don’t think by resorting 
to this security m

echanism
 you w

ill able to defeat problem
s, 

[because] you are creating reasons for internal diff
erences 

instead of stronger unity. 
U

A
E is now

 seen in the region to be the country that is 
leading the anti-dem

ocracy m
ovem

ent like that, Saudi A
rabia 

is now
 seen like that…

 A
ll the A

rab Spring countries that w
ere 

hoping for a better future w
ere dealt w

ith by Saudi A
rabia and 

U
A

E and the dictatorships w
ere brought back and supported – 

Egypt is the biggest exam
ple of this. Egypt’s biggest supporter 

is U
A

E, and Saudi A
rabia second. So the U

A
E is seen right 

now
 as a force that is going against the hope of the people in 

the region – despite the fact that it is creating big cities and 
great im

ages for the young A
rab people, and an environm

ent 
that they w

ould love to live in. There is a deep contradiction 
here – the U

A
E governm

ent needs people to live by its rules, 
it doesn’t w

ant to give them
 freedom

. But freedom
 is the core 

value of existence. If you do not have freedom
 you don’t have 

anything else. You could lose everything else – there is no […
] 

sustainable developm
ent w

ithout hum
an rights, and this is 

w
hat w

e lack in the region and, of course, in the U
A

E.
There’s a paradox, because from

 the outside w
e also 

see that the U
A

E has exceptional m
aterial w

ealth 
w

hich it shares out, invests in the people, higher 
education, healthcare – unlike other countries w

ith 
w

eak or no dem
ocratic representation…

You know
 w

e live in this real paradox […
]. Yes, U

A
E off

ers free 
schools for its citizens, sends lots of people aboard for higher 
degrees and so on. In every speech [the authorities] em

phasise 
the fact that the youth and the citizens are the building 
blocks of this country, and they are proud of them

, and they 
believe that […

] the country is going to thrive and develop 
further. They are putting all kinds of fl

attering statem
ents 
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rab Em

irates

in the speeches of the political fi
gures of the country. [But] 

w
hen you say that, if w

e are that good and w
ell educated and 

if w
e are going to be a m

ajor bloc for future developm
ent, w

hy 
don’t you involve us in the political decision m

aking process, 
[…

] in m
aking the decisions that really m

atter to us, to future 
generations? W

hy don’t you get us involved in know
ing how

 
the w

ealth of this country is distributed, w
hy don’t w

e [have] 
a m

onitoring tool for that? Basically w
hat w

e ask for is really 
w

hat everybody w
as asking for, to have representation that 

really holds the governm
ent accountable for w

hatever they do. 
Yet you w

ill hear a response saying that w
e are not ready for 

that. So how
 com

e w
e are ready to lead the w

orld, [but not to] 
choose representatives in the governm

ent?
[The authorities] m

ake excuses like, w
e’ve seen som

e 
other countries in this region that allow

ed this kind of rep-
resentation w

ith the result that developm
ent w

as regressing. 
A

nd they are referring to Kuw
ait of course, w

hich has a parlia-
m

ent that is elected by the people and has regulatory and leg-
islative authority, but the country is not doing w

ell com
pared 

to our country. So you suddenly becom
e, from

 a m
arvellous 

citizen, an incapable citizen, unable to select the people that 
w

ould represent you correctly, and hindering developm
ent. 

W
e live that kind of contradiction. From

 the outside you see 
beautiful buildings, great shopping m

alls, beautiful beaches, 
glittering w

indow
s on the highest skyscraper on Earth, but 

w
hen it com

es to values [w
ithout w

hich] no nation can sustain 
its developm

ent, […
] they are considered to be a threat to the 

security of the country. H
ow

 w
ould a critical view

 on the polit-
ical system

 be a threat to the existence of this country, or to its 
econom

y or foreign interests? H
ow

 w
ould people associating 

w
ith them

selves and asking for a change in society endanger 
the political system

 and collapse the w
hole country?

So from
 one side you see som

ething beautiful, m
aterial-

istic – basically, freedom
 as you expressed, but actual freedom

 
is not there. N

ow
 they’ve put an arsenal of law

s and regula-
tions […

] to reduce the space available for people speak up. 
There’s a long list of punishm

ents that w
ould deter anybody... 

You could lose your job, [get] a travel ban, not get scholarships 
– even your kids w

ould not get scholarships. Your citizenship 
could be revoked – and that is a real death, that’s equivalent to 
a death penalty. Physically you exist w

ithin the space that you 
occupy, but you have no other m

eans to even identify yourself, 
because you don’t have any docum

ents that prove that you 
are there – and they are doing this even to children, som

e not 
even in prim

ary school yet – their citizenship w
as revoked 

because their fathers w
ere considered to be political prisoners. 

So it [becom
es] a punishm

ent as w
ell, besides the fact that 

m
any are spending the best of their lives behind bars, for no 

good reason really, and [going] through serious ill treatm
ent, 

torture, psychologically and physically. It is the basic unit of 
the society that you are destroying – lots of people [w

ho have 
been targeted] have fam

ilies. W
ho w

ill pay for their living 
expenses? W

here could that kind of [father-child] passion take 
place if the kids are unable even to touch their father because 
there are barriers w

hen you go see them
 in jail?

I believe that if you w
ant to m

easure how
 hum

anistic 
any situation is, you need to start from

 the jail, because that is 
w

here you see how
 m

uch any governm
ent really cares about 

hum
an rights. A

nd I’ve been there…
 O

thers are in an even 
w

orse situation than m
ine, and w

ent through w
orse jails than 

the one I’ve been to, and I can tell you how
 aw

ful those jails 
are. Even your rights that they put in their regulations are not 
im

plem
ented. It’s just on a docum

ent and it’s show
, so that 

they can use it in the propaganda. But there’s no actual respect 
for even the regulations that they put in. So that kind of con-
tradiction really exists m

assively, m
assively in this country.

A
nd it’s not only that…

 I’ll throw
 a new

 dim
ension to 

this discussion. W
e’re trying to im

port the latest technology 
into the region, and now

 w
e’re talking about cars w

ithout even 
a driver, and w

e’re talking about space authorities to explore 
outer space and so on. A

t the sam
e tim

e, w
e cannot use som

e 
VoIP services like W

hatsA
pp voice. W

e cannot use FaceTim
e, w

e 
cannot use Snapchat Voice and video services, or Facebook voice 
services sim

ply because the authorities here are very obsessed 
about security. If they cannot m

onitor any tool, they w
ill not 

allow
 it. A

nd this is going really to go w
ith us all the w

ay until 
a good balance is struck betw

een w
hat is absolutely necessary 

for the security of people and w
hat is really necessary for the 

people to do the things that they have to do and to enjoy their 
lives as w

ell. A
t the m

om
ent that balance is not there at all. 

The only thing that you can enjoy is the area around you, the 
physical entities of this country. But the incorporeal values, the 
freedom

s, hum
an rights, political participation, justice—

are the 
values that w

e are m
issing. A

nd these are the values that w
e 

are trying our best, as hum
an rights defenders, to prom

ote and 
educate people about, and raise aw

areness about.
I follow

 a little bit w
hat the Sm

art D
ubai initiative 

publishes and announces, and it is the aim
 of the 

governm
ent that the w

hole range of citizen services 
w

ill be delivered to your sm
artphone, from

 navigat-
ing the streets in driverless cars to e- elections or 
cashless paym

ent. It’s called m
-governance (govern-

ance through m
obile phone). Through going sm

art, 
D

ubai w
ants to m

ake sure it’s the ‘happiest city’ by 
2020, and this is really being prom

oted and invested 
in abroad at Sm

art City expos…
A

ctually I think D
ubai as a city by itself has great potential, 

and the ruler of D
ubai has a vision – that is som

ething that 
I have to say, the guy started e-governm

ent in the very early 
stages of the Internet. H

e has this view
 and he im

plem
ented it, 

and other cities and countries started to copy D
ubai’s experi-

ence. So they are really ahead of everybody else in the region 
w

hen it com
es to im

plem
enting new

 technologies, bringing in 
new

 ideas and new
 concepts. The issue here probably is that 

this w
hole process is centralised, and the level of contribution 

by individuals is really only at the level of execution, as 
opposed to building the w

hole, or setting out a future path. So 
som

ebody else is going to do the thinking for you and you’ll be 

only executing it. A
nd this is not real participation to m

e. But 
to give credit to the ruler of D

ubai, he is a great visionary guy 
w

ho has lots of good ideas that w
ould benefi

t the region and 
the people. H

ow
ever, on the other side, the econom

ic/business 
m

odel that has been put onto D
ubai has been based on real 

estate, w
hich is w

hy in 2008, 2009, during the fi
nancial crisis 

it w
as greatly aff

ected.
O

n the one hand, e-services and ‘sm
art city initi-

atives’ (w
hich encom

pass a range of services that 
are not really w

ell defi
ned) prom

ise effi
ciency; on 

the other, it’s not really clear how
 everything from

 
your health indices, to w

here you go, or w
ith w

hom
 

you com
m

unicate, is protected. A
nd of course in 

som
e fi

elds m
ore transparency is to be w

elcom
ed, 

but it also m
eans that the individual becom

es 
transparent, because every step you take w

ith the 
sm

artphone in your pocket is fully docum
ented, as 

G
PS traces, or as com

m
unications, or transactions.

I think this ‘Sm
art City’ concept and the consequences that 

go w
ith the m

ove tow
ard w

ell connected and sm
art cities 

is universal, and they usually do not pertain to any specifi
c 

geographical location or city. In countries w
here the justice 

system
 is strong and is independent, you w

ill be able to claim
 

your rights, they w
ill be preserved through the judiciary 

system
 as w

ell as the law
s that give you protection. H

ow
ever, 

w
hen you com

e to third w
orld countries w

here the judicial 
system

 is not independent and is totally under the control of 
the executive authorities, the law

s do not even provide you 
w

ith protection as an individual. You w
ouldn’t be able, for 

exam
ple, to get the inform

ation about yourself held by any 
of the authorities. There is no Inform

ation A
ct; w

e don’t even 
have a right to inform

ation about any governm
ent spending. 

So the im
pact of a ‘Sm

art City’ kind of arrangem
ent in a dem

o-
cratic country is diff

erent than its im
pact in a non-dem

ocratic 
country. Like anyw

here else in the w
orld, an individual in the 

U
A

E cares about privacy, but, especially if you are involved in 
political activities or hum

an rights activities, you w
ill have to 

be extrem
ely cautious about w

hat you carry w
ith you. 

Your sm
artphone is […

] a tracking device, basically. Even 
regular telephones are tracking devices by nature because 
they com

m
unicate w

ith the tow
ers, and the authorities know

 
to great proxim

ity w
here you are by using the technology 

itself. They basically m
easure the signal-to-noise ratio from

 
the tow

er and they can tell your location w
ithin m

etres. 
This is even before sm

artphones. W
ith sm

artphones, there 
are several hundred applications that can track you. […

] In 
2009, the telecom

 operator pushed spyw
are over the air to all 

Blackberry devices. A
nd it w

as a real big scandal, because it 
w

as discovered im
m

ediately by softw
are experts as w

ell as 
acknow

ledged by the Blackberry com
pany. The U

A
E authori-

ties w
anted to have full control, to have everything under their 

view
. A

t that tim
e the encryption algorithm

 of Blackberry 
M

essenger hadn’t been given to the authorities, so Blackberry 
w

as the m
ost secure com

m
unications tool back then. But 

people didn’t run [the spyw
are], so the authorities decided to 

stop Blackberry services […
] Then, apparently, Blackberry gave 

[the U
A

E authorities] the encryption keys so that they could 
decode som

e of the activities, and w
e have evidence that that 

did happen actually in the U
A

E.
In the region here w

e have to be extrem
ely cautious. 

The technology developed in the W
est that is supposed to be 

adding extra protection to individuals som
etim

es becom
es a 

risk factor here. For exam
ple, in em

ails they have technology 
called tw

o-step verifi
cation, w

here they send you, for exam
ple, 

a code on your phone you have to use to enter your em
ail. In 

our country this is a risk factor because as an activist your 
phones are m

onitored, and if the governm
ent intercepts [the 

code] they could use it to log in to your em
ails. There is no 

respect really for the law
s and regulations, and the ethics also 

that technology brings in. You are m
onitored 24/7, basically 

– even w
hen you sleep at hom

e and you put the phone 
som

ew
here beside you, they know

 you’re at hom
e, you’re not 

active on Tw
itter, you’re not active on Facebook, you’re not 

com
m

unicating w
ith anybody else, so probably you’re sleep-

ing. So this is part of w
hat technology brings to us as w

ell.
Returning to your personal story, w

hat 
happened after U

A
EH

ew
ar w

as taken dow
n 

and you w
ere arrested?

A
fter w

e signed [the 3rd M
arch] petition, and after the 

sm
ear cam

paign against m
yself and other individuals that 

participated in the petition, I w
as arrested on the 8th of A

pril, 
2011. In general, here, w

hen you are taken [into] jail, you are 
exposed to a very hum

iliating body search, w
here you have to 

get rid of all of your clothes and m
ake som

e m
ovem

ents, up 
and dow

n on both the front and the back sides of your body 
w

hile you are naked. I [w
as m

ade to do] this in D
ubai and 

unfortunately also for the second tim
e in A

bu D
habi. I spent 

overall 11 days in solitary confi
nem

ent, tw
o days here and 

nine days in A
bu D

habi, in the public jail.
D

uring that tim
e, the sm

ear cam
paign w

as [still] going 
on against us, and w

e w
ere m

istreated in the jail as a group. 
W

e w
ere isolated in m

any aspects from
 the rest of the inm

ates, 
initially during the solitary confi

nem
ent, and then afterw

ard 
as w

ell. W
e w

eren’t given the sam
e rights as everybody else in 

the jail. [W
hen] I w

as adm
itted in, one of the careless police 

offi
cers did not give m

e clean clothes; he saw
 a w

heelchair 
[w

ith] som
e clothes on it and told m

e, ‘you can w
ear these 

things’. I w
as really shocked—

at least he should have given 
m

e som
e clean clothes—

but because I did not have any expe-
rience, I did not know

 how
 things happen in jail. A

 few
 days 

after that, I felt m
y w

aist itching, and I started to get spots on 
the w

aist and low
er part of m

y body. The spots becam
e larger 

and black, so I started to com
plain. A

nd then the cell that I w
as 

in w
as very, very dirty and it w

asn’t air conditioned. D
uring 

A
pril it w

as O
K, but afterw

ard in the sum
m

ertim
e – im

agine 
how

 bad a cell that is not air-conditioned in the m
iddle of the 

desert could be. D
uring m

y stay there, one guy passed aw
ay 

inside one of those cells, probably because of the heat, m
ainly.

[Later] w
e w

ere taken to the general blocks w
hile [w

e] 
w

ere prepared for trial. The hearings did not start at once. 
W

e w
ere taken back and forth for interrogation about the 

online discussion forum
 [and] w

hat had been w
ritten there, 

and political view
s. D

uring that tim
e they told people not to 

talk to us about our case. There w
as a huge cam

paign running 
against us throughout the period that w

e w
ere in jail – alm

ost 
8 m

onths – in all the governm
ent m

edia. N
ot only that, but 

they also invoked the tribes and diff
erent Em

irates to sign 
a petition against us, and to take m

e to court because I ‘hurt 
their feelings’ by criticising the governm

ent and the president 
and so on…

 w
ell, I didn’t do anything of that. I can criticise 

anybody politically, I have the right to do so, and I still do 
that, but I do not m

ake derogatory com
m

ents, and w
e didn’t 

even allow
 libellous com

m
ents or defam

ation of people – w
e 

need people to focus on ideas as opposed to individuals and 
personal things. But anyhow

, during our tim
e in jail w

e w
ere 

not allow
ed to go to the library, to the recreation centre, w

e 
w

eren’t given the sam
e level of com

m
unication capabilities 

w
ith the outside w

orld like everybody else, and w
e w

ere 

isolated in the visiting area.
The w

orst thing that happened to m
e w

as that I couldn’t 
get m

edical treatm
ent. A

fter that skin disease I also got 
scabies, w

here m
y w

hole body becam
e itchy and I w

asn’t 
able to sleep, day or night. I’d w

rite letter after letter [asking] 
to see a derm

atologist, but they w
ould not allow

 it. In the 
beginning they told m

e ‘he’s on leave’, and then after he cam
e 

off
 leave, they told m

e ‘you’ll be seeing him
’. I kept running 

after all the offi
cers there to allow

 m
e to see a derm

atologist, 
because I really couldn’t sleep, m

y w
hole body w

as itching 
day and night. I w

as in a m
iserable situation for m

ore than 
three m

onths, until I m
anaged to see a doctor – the general 

practitioner, but not the derm
atologist. H

e w
as able to fi

gure 
out easily that I had scabies and he had to send m

e right aw
ay 

for m
edical isolation. The treatm

ent w
as easy, you just had 

to do it – but that w
as the m

ost diffi
cult thing that happened 

to m
e health-w

ise. A
lso throughout this period, they w

ere 
m

oving us betw
een the cells arbitrarily so that w

e did not 
have a stable place inside the jail. I’d spend 10 days here and 
then suddenly they’d com

e to m
e in the m

iddle of the night or 
early in the m

orning and say, ‘you’re going to be relocated to a 
diff

erent cell’. A
nd they w

eren’t putting us together – the fi
ve 

of us had to be in diff
erent blocks, so that w

e didn’t have that 
psychological stability.

A
nd then, the trials w

ere going on, and every tim
e w

e 
got to the trial, w

e’d see governm
ent-sponsored individuals 

protesting outside. The police served them
 juice and w

ater, 
and w

ouldn’t allow
 people to support us outside. Initially the 

hearings w
ere on cam

era, behind closed doors – basically 

nobody w
as allow

ed to enter the hearing, and they changed 
the judge three tim

es during this w
hole trial! W

e w
eren’t really 

com
fortable and could see things w

ere not right, our law
yers 

w
eren’t given the right tim

e to talk, w
e w

eren’t given the right 
tim

e to talk, the hearings w
ere closed for I don’t know

 w
hat 

reasons…
 A

t that tim
e w

e w
ere still receiving death threats 

from
 outside and people w

ere m
aking [up] stories about us 

every day inside the jail. So w
e told the judge, ‘either you open 

the door and let the hearing be public, or w
e’re going to leave, 

w
e’ll boycott the hearings’. H

e totally ignored w
hat w

e told 
him

 and our request, so w
e decided to open the door and m

ove 
aw

ay from
 the courtroom

, but not the court – there is another 
block outside. So w

e left, w
e just opened the door and w

alked 
out there, and then w

e boycotted all the subsequent hearings 
until the end. So over the course of m

aybe three m
onths, w

e 
w

ouldn’t go to court. Every tim
e they cam

e to us to take us to 
the court, w

e refused, and then in the last 16 days w
e w

ent on 
hunger strike, all fi

ve of us.
The hearings after the one that w

e w
alked out from

 w
ere 

opened to the public, and m
any hum

an rights organisations 
w

ere able to com
e into the country and attend. They saw

 
som

ething that usually doesn’t happen in courts – basically, 
som

e law
yers w

ho w
ere appointed by citizens w

ho w
anted 

to sue us conducted an econom
ic presentation inside the 

court, and show
ed how

 prosperous the people w
ere and 

w
hat good things the governm

ent did for them
. The hum

an 
rights organisations w

ere am
azed to see this kind of thing 

happening inside the court, and understood the reasons that 
w

e boycotted the hearings. A
nyhow

, that continued until the 
very last date. O

n the verdict date, the phones w
ere sw

itched 
off

 deliberately so that w
e could not call our fam

ilies and 
understand w

hat w
as happening. But w

e had som
e radios 

there, and cam
e to know

 from
 the BBC that I w

as sentenced 
to three years, and that everybody else w

as sentenced to tw
o 

years. H
ow

ever, the next day the sentences w
ere com

m
uted 

and w
e w

ere released on presidential pardon.
N

ow
 things did not stop there for m

e. W
hen I w

as w
alking 

out of the jail, a journalist w
aiting outside asked if w

e w
ere going 

to stop doing w
hat w

e’d been doing, now
 that w

e’d received 
a pardon. I told her, ‘To the contrary, I really do not have the 
courage to back off

. I have m
ore reasons, now

 that I w
ent m

yself 
through this experience, to continue m

y w
ork in hum

an rights. 
N

ot only have I been listening to others’ stories, now
 I have m

y 
ow

n story as w
ell’. So I continued m

y activities. I w
as im

m
e-

diately fi
red from

 m
y job. The authorities did not return m

y 
passport (till this day, by the w

ay). They denied m
e a Certifi

cate 
of G

ood Conduct w
hich m

eans that I cannot even w
ork, because 

it’s a prerequisite for applying for any job in the U
A

E.
Then, the authorities started arresting the Islam

ist 
al-Islah group. A

s a hum
an rights defender, I do not look at the 

intellectual background of people, I consider them
 as abstract 

hum
an beings. I abstract them

 from
 everything else. To m

e 
they are hum

an beings, w
hether they are crim

inals, w
hether 

they are Islam
ists, w

hether they are leftists, atheists…
 I do 

not really care about their intellectual beliefs as m
uch as I 

care about their rights as hum
an beings, and w

hether these 
w

ere violated according to the international defi
nition. So I 

started defending these individuals, just as I’d been defending 
everybody else as a hum

an rights defender.
I w

as still under the sam
e [sm

ear] cam
paign m

onth after 
m

onth until in Sept 2012, I w
as assaulted physically at the 

U
niversity. I’d started a law

 degree in the evenings. I w
anted 

to foster m
y hum

an rights interest academ
ically. I had to stop 

w
hen they put m

e in jail, and then after I w
as released I w

ent 
back to the U

niversity. I’d done a sem
ester over the sum

m
er 

and w
as going into the spring sem

ester; the cam
paign w

as still 
running against m

e, infl
ating people’s em

otions against m
e. 

The authorities w
ere really doing a great job—

it w
as a clear 

case of M
cCarthyism

, they w
ere defam

ing us so that people 
w

ould think that w
e w

ere enem
ies of the country. They spared 

absolutely no eff
ort – there w

ere TV show
s, new

spaper, radio…
 

they w
ere w

orking relentlessly to sm
ear us. O

ne day, during 
the ‘add and drop’ w

eeks [w
hen] not all the people w

ere at the 
U

niversity, a person approached m
e behind m

y car and asked 
if I w

as A
hm

ed M
ansoor. I said yes and extended m

y hand to 
shake; he spat in m

y face and pushed m
e [to the ground]. I 

w
as carrying m

y bag and so got scratched on m
y arm

 and leg. 
W

hen I gained m
y balance and tried to run after him

 he ran 
aw

ay. Som
ebody w

as w
aiting for him

 inside a car that w
as 

parked w
ith easy access to the external gate and he jum

ped 
inside w

ithout saying anything else.
A

 w
eek later, I w

as attacked again at the U
niversity, 

this tim
e by a huge guy […

] H
e grabbed m

e from
 the back of 

m
y neck and started giving m

e a series of strong punches to 
the head, w

ithout saying anything. I started to scream
 and 

people started gathering. This w
as in the parking lot inside 

the U
niversity. A

nd w
hen people gathered, he ran aw

ay. It w
as 

quick, but they w
ere severe punches to the head. W

hen I w
as 

able to again stand and see [w
here he w

as heading], another 
short, m

uscly guy jum
ped in front of m

e from
 behind the 

trees to obstruct m
e. Then he also ran to the sam

e car that w
as 

parked w
ith som

ebody inside it, and they got aw
ay. In both 

cases I had to go and get m
edical reports and open cases w

ith 
the police, but of course nothing happened.

Cam
paigns continued against m

e, and m
y activities 

continued. N
ow

 the m
ajor incident…

 In January 2013, 
m

oney suddenly disappeared from
 m

y bank account. I’d 
been w

orking for 12 years in a com
pany, and w

hen they fi
red 

m
e [after I w

as released from
 jail] they gave m

e m
y end of 

service benefi
t. That w

as the only m
oney that I had to live 

for a few
 years, and it disappeared from

 m
y bank account. 

I w
as really shocked, to tell you the truth – I’m

 talking about 
alm

ost U
SD

 140,000. I called the bank and they said that 
a cheque had been w

ithdraw
n from

 m
y account. I told them

 
that I did not w

rite a cheque to anybody, and that this w
as 

fraud. M
y bank is in A

bu D
habi; the transaction took place 

in A
bu D

habi and I w
as living in D

ubai at that tim
e. The next 

day I w
ent to the bank – they w

ere shocked them
selves, and 

brought m
y [cheque]. I told them

 that the [stub] w
as not in m

y 
chequebook – it w

as not there at all and it had not been there, 
it seem

ed to m
e... there w

ere 11 pages before it and four pages 
after that w

ere not used, and that page had not existed at all. 
I told them

 that m
aybe som

ebody took it during the printing 
of the chequebook. I w

ent to the police and fi
led a case, and 

to the Prosecution [Public Prosecution O
ffi

ce in A
bu D

habi]. 
W

hen I w
as going there, a taxi driver honked at m

e telling m
e 

there w
as a problem

 w
ith m

y tyres, so I pulled over and saw
 

that the valves had been loosened deliberately on both tyres 
on the passenger side. I knew

 that I w
as being w

atched. So I 
fi

xed them
 and had m

y brother-in-law
, w

ho w
as w

ith m
e, w

ait 
inside the car w

hile I w
ent to the Prosecution. Then I w

ent to 
the police, and drove back to D

ubai.
A

fterw
ards, I w

as called tw
ice by the crim

inal lab in 
A

bu D
habi to give sam

ples of m
y handw

riting and bring them
 

docum
ents that had m

y signature. They also brought m
y fi

les 
from

 the bank to see if the signature w
as m

ine or not. They 
cam

e to the conclusion that the signature on the cheque had 

been forged, the handw
riting on the cheque w

as not m
ine, and 

the cheque had been rem
oved from

 the chequebook after it 
w

as stapled together in a very professional m
anner. A

ccording 
to U

A
E law

, I’d get m
y m

oney back, but unfortunately, to this 
day, I didn’t, and the court did not help m

e.
W

hat happened [after that] raised m
y doubts. I had 

given it the benefi
t of doubt – m

aybe there w
as som

e crim
inal 

group. Three w
eeks later, on January 23rd I had to go to 

the Prosecution in A
bu D

habi again to give m
y feedback. 

I parked m
y car in the parking lot of the Prosecution, w

hich 
is designated for custom

ers, and spent tw
o hours inside. A

fter 
I fi

nished m
y session, I w

ent out and m
y car w

asn’t there. 
They’d stolen m

y car. Vanished! So I had to fi
le another case of 

a stolen car. A
nd that car w

as w
orth around U

SD
 60,000, so I’m

 
talking about U

SD
 200,000 taken from

 m
e in one m

onth. A
nd 

till today, they’ve refused to give m
e the police report so that I 

can claim
 m

y car from
 the insurers. I w

ent through the court; 
the individual w

ho stole m
y m

oney is Iranian, supposedly, 
and they’ve seen his face on CCTV and they have his picture, 
but they can’t locate him

 because he gave them
 a w

rong ID
, a 

fake passport. Basically they say that this nam
e does not exist, 

and the ID
 he provided w

as fake, so the crim
inal court decided 

that he’d be given one year im
prisonm

ent, and deported after-
w

ards. O
n the civil side, the bank is responsible, according to 

U
A

E law
, and is supposed to give m

e m
y m

oney back. H
ow

ever 
the court decided that the bank is not responsible, and that 
I have to go and get m

y m
oney from

 this ghost w
ho does not 

exist. So I did not get m
y m

oney or m
y car, and to this day I 

cannot even get a job because I’ve been denied a Certifi
cate of 

Top left: Bruxelles, Belgium
. A

bove: Berlin, G
erm

any.

1 
See https://en.w

ikipedia.org/w
iki/A

l_Islah_(U
nited_A

rab_Em
irates). Perhaps not as  

 
straightforw

ardly uncontroversial as M
ansoor m

akes out.

A
 longer version of this interview

 w
as fi

rst published in the journal SU
R

V
EILLA

N
C

E &
 

SO
C

IE
T

Y 15 (3/4), pp 596-609. ISSN
: 1477-7487. Available at: 

https://ojs.library.queensu.ca/index.php/surveillance-and-society/article/view
/6764

A
n Interview

 w
ith A

hm
ed M

ansoor by M
anu Luksch, M

ay 2016 

Your citizenship 
could be revoked – 
and that is a real 
death, equivalent to 
the death penalty

The im
pact of a sm

art  
city arrangem

ent is diff
erent 

in a non-dem
ocratic  

country. W
e w

ould suff
er  

a lot m
ore.

Ti
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o 
su

ch
 th
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ن،

لآ
ي ا

ح
جرا

ش 
نب

ن ي
زم

لا 
ك،

هنا
ن 

زم
لا 

 و
لي

ح 
جر

لا 
ف

ء.
عزا

لا 
و

Th
ey

’v
e 

go
ne

 
A

nd
 I 

am
 le

ft
 a

lo
ne

Po
ki

ng
 a

bo
ut

 in
 th

e 
as

ht
ra

y
Tr
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 to
 fi

nd
 a

 p
ul

se
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وا،

حل
ر

ي، 
حد

 و
ت

قي
ا ب

دم
عن

و 
ة،

ض
نف

م
 ال

اد
رم

ت 
ربل

غ
م.

ضه
نب

ن 
 ع

ش
فت

ا

W
ha

t a
re

 a
ll 

th
os

e 
st

ar
s 

fo
r?

 
A

nd
 th

e 
ni

gh
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A
nd

 th
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cl
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A
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 th
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sk
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 p
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 th
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Ev
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ng
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Lu
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* 
م،

جو
الن

ه 
هذ

ل 
 ك

ما
م ل

ث
ل

للي
و ا

م
يو

غ
 ال

و
ء! 

عرا
 ال

في
ة 

م
خي

ل 
مث

ة 
وب

ص
من

 ال
اء

م
س

ال

ذا،
كه

ن 
كا

 م
في

ء،
شي

ل 
ك

ف.
تر
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 c
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Th

e 
en
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Ce

m
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نا،

ج
ه

تو
ي 

او
م

س
م 

جر
ك

ر.
ح

ل ب
دي

قن
 ك

أنا
طف

 ان
و

ك،
حد

 و
ك

ل
لةٍ

نب
كق

و 
لٍ أ

كلي
كإ

باً 
خ

م
 ال

ج
مو

 ال
ذا

ه
ل 

ك
ك،

حد
 و

ك
ل

م
عد

وال
ح 

رو
 ال

ج
زي

م
ك،

حد
 و

ك
ل

H
ea

rt
 

A
 d

ee
p 

bo
w

 to
 y

ou
Yo

u,
 th

e 
he

ar
t t

ha
t d

ie
d 

tw
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e
an

d 
ne

ve
r g

re
w
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A
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th
er

 b
ow

to
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t a

pp
ro
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he

s w
it

h 
it

s 
da

gg
er

Fr
om

 th
e 

ho
ri

zo
n

ك؛
ة ل

الي
ٌ ع

ءة
حنا

ان
ن،

رتي
 م

ت
ما

ي 
لذ

ب ا
قل

 ال
ها

أي
ر.

ج
ض

م ي
ول

ة،
ني

 ثا
ءة

حنا
إن

ة،
جر

خن
م ب

اد
لق

،ل

ق.
لاف

ن ا
م

H
ap

pe
ni

ng
 

H
e 

di
dn

’t 
fi

ni
sh

 th
e 

w
ho

le
 g

la
ss

If
 h

e 
ha

d 
an

d 
ha

d 
le

ft
 th

e 
ta

bl
e

th
e 

sk
y 

ou
ts

id
e 

w
ou
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av
e 
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in
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H

ow
 w

ou
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 h
e 

ha
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 c
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ss
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 th
e 

st
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w

he
n 

he
 h

ad
 fo
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te
n 

hi
s 

um
br

el
la

ة،
مل

كا
س 

كأ
 ال

ب
شر

م ي
ل

ة،
ول

طا
 ال

در
غا

 و
ل،

ع
 ف

لو
ف

ج.
خار

 ال
في

اء 
م

س
 ال

ت
مر

لأ
ة،

اد
ج

 ال
بر

ع
سي

ف 
كي

ف
ه!

ظلت
 م

سي
د ن

 ق
و

Th
e 

fl
ow

er
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f t
he

 d
oo

r  
Th

is
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te
d 
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e 

fl
ow
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 d
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ha
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d 

m
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g 
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w

he
n 

m
y 

lo
ve

r p
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d 

by
in

 th
e 

ev
en

in
g

ح،
صبا

 ال
ذا

ه
با 

اع
مد

تي 
ع

قب
ها 

ت ل
ع

رف
تي 

 ال
ب

لبا
ة ا

رد
و

ني،
جأت

فا
ة،

ذب
 ع

ج
آد

ثن
بان

تي،
يب

حب
ت 

رق
 م

ما
ند

ع

ء.
سا

م
 ال

في

Lo
ng

in
g
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e 
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 w
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w
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so

 w
e 
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th
e 

w
ho

le
 d

es
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t
w

he
n 

w
e 

fe
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 th
e 

fi
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t p
ri

ck
of

 n
os

ta
lg

ia
ةّ،

وي
س

ه 
فنا

 د
ي

لذ
ب ا

ح
ال

ه،
مت

لا 
 ع

عنا
ض

أ
ها،

مل
أك

ء ب
حرا

ص
نا 

فر
ح

ف
ة،

خز
 و

ول
د أ

عن

ن.
ني

ح
لل

Lo
ve

 
I f

el
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w
it

ho
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 d
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I f
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dr
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ك،
يت

حب
ا

ر.
قب

و 
ك أ

علي
ني 

دل
م ي

ند
ن 

دو

ك،
بت

حب
أ

ني،
 أن

إلا
م،

حل
 ال

في
اء 

حذ
 ال

ت
سي

ن
ح،

تي
فا

م
وال

ش.
ع

الن
في 

A
no

th
er

 L
ov

e 
W

he
n 

w
ill

 y
ou

 c
om

e?
M

y 
in

si
de

s 
fr

oz
e 

on
 th

e 
ba

rr
ow

an
d 

th
e 

co
at

 m
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I b
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ga
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ن؟

تي
ستأ

تي 
م

ة،
بي

لرا
لي ا

 ع
ت

مد
ج

د ت
 ق

ها
ئي، 

شا
ح

أ
ح.

ري
 ال

في
ب 

ذا
ف 

ط
ع

م
 ال

و

ة ،
فر

صا
 ال

ت
لق

ط
أ

ة ،
مر

ن 
يو

مل
بي 

قل
ت ب

مأ
أو

و 
ر.

خ
لآ

و ا
ه

م 
دي

س
 ال

دل
س

 ان
ة،

مر
ن 

يو
مل

و 

H
ow

 d
id

 y
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 n
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e 

A
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 I 
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m

ou
nt

ai
n

A
nd

 h
ow

 d
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ن،
ري

م ت
ف ل

كي
؛ ،

لً
جب

ف 
خل

 ٌ خبأ
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ني
 أن
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ما 

ك
ء ،
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ك إ

يت
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ف
كي

و
ن ،

خي
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ن
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م ،
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ري
ج

وت
؟!

ل
حق

 ال
لى

إ

Bu
t y

ou
 

D
id

 n
ot

 c
om

e

A
ll 

th
at

 is
A

 h
ai

r f
ro

m
 y

ou
r b

ra
id

Fe
ll 

in
to

 th
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ن،
آلا

ة 
سيل

 و
ن

 م
لي

س 
لي

ة،
ام

ع
 ال

حة
سا

 ال
ند

 ع
ق

طب
م

 ال
ت

م
ص

 ال
ى

سو
ت.

مرا
م

 ال
ند

 ع
أو

شي:
ل 

 ك
ت

رب
ج

د 
فق

ت.
فتا

للا
وا

ت 
فا

هتا
وال

خ 
صرا

ال
ر.

بي
وا

ط
 ال

م
ما

ا أ
ض

أر
اء 

لق
ست

الا
 و

ق
ري

ط
 ال

ض
ترا

إع
ت.

ارا
ط

لإا
ل 

عا
ش

وإ
م 

ط
ما

ط
وال

ض 
بي

بال
ب 

اك
مو

 ال
ق

ش
ر

ة.
جار

ح
وال

ة 
رق

حا
 ال

ت
جا

جا
لز

ف ا
قد

و

لأ،
م

 ال
م

ما
ي أ

عر
الت

د.
س

ج
 ال

لى
 ع

ت
ارا

عب
ت 

ح
ون

ت.
يرا

ام
لك

م ا
ما

شي أ
م

وال
ة 

ع
قن

لأ
س ا

لب
ل،

غلا
لأ

 با
ل

رب
س

الت
ق.

دائ
ح

 ال
وار

س
 بأ

ل
س

سلا
 ال

ط
رب

و
ج.

جا
ة ز

اد
بر

 و
ئة

صد
س 

وا
أم

ع 
تلا

إب
ر،

طو
سا

ع ب
صاب

لأ
ز ا

ج
ة.

نار
الإ

د 
مي

وا
ع

سي ب
نف

ق 
شن

و
د،

س
ج

 ال
لي

 ع
ن

سي
رو

كي
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