
3,159 Tweets



A publication by Manu Luksch, Mukul Patel and Jack Wolf, 2019.

Designed by Lorenz Klingebiel.

Photographers and some translators have chosen to remain anonymous.  

Supported by denkbar projektentwicklungs gmbh

London, UK.

Ahmed Mansoor
The Last Human Rights 
Defender in the UAE

Editorial
Ahmed Mansoor Al Shehhi (أحمد منصور الشحي) is a poet. 

A family man. A social media activist. And since May 2018, 

a prisoner of conscience in the United Arab Emirates. 

Mansoor is currently serving a 10 year prison sentence for 

his online activities – specifically, for ‘promoting false and 
shaded information’ and ‘serving agendas aimed at spreading 
hatred and sectarianism’. We are republishing the 3,159 

most recent posts from his Twitter feed, @Ahmed_Mansoor, 

in parallel with a machine translation into English, to 
give the reader an opportunity to assess the credibility of 

the accusations.  @Ahmed_Mansoor has 16.8K followers, 

and has been silent since his arrest. 

The tweets are accompanied by a selection of Mansoor’s 

poetry in Arabic from his 2007 collection ‘Beyond the Failure’, 
together with new English translations. 

Broader context is provided by the transcript of an 
interview with Mansoor, conducted and filmed by 
Manu Luksch in May 2016, and first published in the journal 
‘Surveillance & Society’. Images and photographic 
documentation are from the international campaign 

to #FreeAhmed. 



Time does not gore my wounds anymore 

For I have no wound and there is no such thing as time
And no consolation

لا زمن ينبش جراحي الآن، 
فلا جرح لي ولا زمن هناك،

ولا عزاء.

They’ve gone 

And I am left alone
Poking about in the ashtray

Trying to find a pulse*
رحلوا، 

و عندما بقيت وحدي، 
غربلت رماد المنفضة،

افتش عن نبضهم.

What are all those stars for? 

And the night

And the clouds

And the sky erected like a tent in the desert

In a place like this
Everything is
Luxury* 

ثم لما كل هذه النجوم،
و الليل

و الغيوم
السماء المنصوبة مثل خيمة في العراء! 

في مكان كهذا،
كل شيء،

ترف.

Like a celestial body we burned bright 

And went out like a jellyfish
 

Just for you

All these waves hidden like a wreath or a bomb

Just for you

A blend of the spirit and annihilation

Just for you

 The entire

 Cemetery*
كجرم سماوي توهجنا، 

و انطفأنا كقنديل بحر.

لك وحدك،
كل هذا الموج المخباً كإكليلٍ أو كقنبلةٍ

لك وحدك،
مزيج الروح والعدم

لك وحدك،

Heart 
A deep bow to you

You, the heart that died twice

and never grew jaded

Another bow

to what approaches with its dagger

From the horizon
انحناءةٌ عالية لك؛

أيها القلب الذي مات مرتين،
ولم يضجر.

إنحناءة ثانية،
،للقادم بخنجرة،

من الافق.

Happening 
He didn’t finish the whole glass
If he had and had left the table
the sky outside would have rained

How would he have crossed the street

when he had forgotten his umbrella

لم يشرب الكأس كاملة،
فلو فعل، وغادر الطاولة،

لأمرت السماء في الخارج.
فكيف سيعبر الجادة،

و قد نسي مظلته!

The flower of the door  
This morning I greeted the flower at the door by lifting my hat
She surprised me

leaning softly,

when my lover passed by

in the evening

وردة الباب التي رفعت لها قبعتي مداعبا هذا الصباح،
فاجأتني،

بانثنآدج عذبة،
عندما مرقت حبيبتي،

في المساء.

Longing
The love we buried together

we’ve lost its location 

so we dug the whole desert

when we felt the first prick
of nostalgia

الحب الذي دفناه سويةّ،
أضعنا علا مته،

فحفرنا صحراء بأكملها،
عند أول وخزة،

للحنين.

Love 
I fell in love with you
without any regret directed at you or the grave

I fell in love with you
but I
I forgot the shoes in the dream
and the keys

in the coffin
احبيتك، 

دون ندم يدلني عليك أو قبر.

أحببتك،
إلا أنني،

نسيت الحذاء في الحلم،
والمفاتيح،
في النعش.

Another Love 
When will you come?

My insides froze on the barrow

and the coat melted in the wind

I blew the whistle 
I nodded with my heart one million times
and one million times the galaxy fell
متي ستأتين؟ 

أحشائي، ها قد تجمدت علي الرابية،
و المعطف ذاب في الريح.

أطلقت الصافرة ،
و أومأت بقلبي مليون مرة ،

و مليون مرة، انسدل السديم هو الآخر.

How did you not see me 

As if I were hiding behind a mountain
And how did I see you then
Passing in a distance of two leagues

Curving the moon with a gaze

And pulling the stars

To the field
كيف لم ترين، 

ٌ خلف جبلً؛ ، كما لو أنني مخبأ
وكيف رأيتك إذاء ،

تمرين على بعد فرسخين ،
تعقفين القمر بنظرة

وتجرين النجوم ،
إلى الحقل؟!

But you 
Did not come

All that is

A hair from your braid

Fell into the dream
And I found it

Finally
لكنك،

لم تأتين.

كل ما في الأمر،
شعرة من ظفيرتك،
سقطت في الحلم،

وعثرت عليها،

أخيرا!

Final Choice
I have no other means now
but a tight-lipped silence in the square and through corridors

Since I have tried everything
screams, chants, signboards

obstructing roads

and lying on the ground in front of the queues

Cutting through the procession with eggs, tomatoes, and 

blazing tires

Hurling burning bottles and stones

Stripped naked in front of the public

Carving statements in the flesh
Walking masked in front of cameras

Dressed in shackles

Tied and chained to garden fences

Swallowing rusty razor blades and splintered glass

Hacking off fingers with a machete
and hanging myself from the lampposts

Dousing the body with kerosene

and setting it aflame 

 I have tried all this, but you didn’t even turn to look
This time, I swear
I won’t utter a word, or move
I will stay the way I am
until you turn to look

or until I am petrified 
ليس لي من وسيلة آلان، 

سوى الصمت المطبق عند الساحة العامة،
أو عند الممرات.

فقد جربت كل شي:
الصراخ والهتافات واللافتات.

إعتراض الطريق والاستلقاء أرضا أمام الطوابير.
رشق المواكب بالبيض والطماطم وإشعال لإاطارات.

وقدف الزجاجات الحارقة والحجارة.

التعري أمام الملأ،
ونحت عبارات على الجسد.

لبس الأقنعة والمشي أمام الكاميرات.
التسربل بالأغلال،

وربط السلاسل بأسوار الحدائق.
إبتلاع أمواس صدئة وبرادة زجاج.

جز الأصابع بساطور،
وشنق نفسي بعواميد الإنارة.
رش الكيروسين علي الجسد،

و إضرام النار فيه.

جربت كل ذلك و لم تلتفت،
هذه المرة، قسما، لن أنطلق أو أتحرك.

سأبقي هكذا،
حتي تلفت،

أو أتحنط!

In 2007, Ahmed Mansoor published a collection of his 
poetry in Arabic entitled ‘Beyond the Failure’. Some 
of these poems have been translated into English and are 
included here.

Beyond the Failure Timeline
2011 
The UAE Five
The Arab Spring. As telecommunication engineer and blogger, 

Ahmed Mansoor facilitates an online discussion forum 

together with other activists, later known as the UAE Five. 
After signing a petition in favour of an elected parliament, 

Mansoor is arrested and convicted for ‘insults to the nation’s 
leadership’. International pressure leads to his release, 
but he loses his passport and right to employment. 

2015 
The 'Nobel Prize for Human Rights'
Mansoor is awarded the Martin Ennals Award for Human 
Rights Defenders. The jury statement reads:

‘Mr Mansoor is one of the few voices within the United Arab 
Emirates who provides a credible independent assessment 
of human rights developments. He regularly raises concerns 

on arbitrary detention, torture, international standards for fair 

trials, non-independence of the judiciary and domestic laws 

that violate international law. He has faced repeated intimi-

dation and harassment, including imprisonment in 2011 after 

being convicted of “insulting officials” and sentenced to three 
years in prison, although he was released after eight months. 

Since being jailed in 2011, he has been denied a passport and 

banned from travelling.’

2016 
The Million Dollar Dissident
Mansoor’s iPhone is targeted by expensive ‘lawful-intercept’ 
spyware developed by the Israel-based NSO Group. (Mansoor 
had been the target of several prior electronic attacks). 

A report by The Citizen Lab, University of Toronto questions 

the lack of accountability and regulation of sales of spyware 

developed in democracies to countries with records of 

serious human rights violations. 

2017, March 20 
The Last Emirati Human Rights 
Activist 
Mansoor is once again detained on the orders of The Public 

Prosecution for Cybercrimes, on charges of ‘promoting false 
and shaded information through the Internet and serving 
agendas aimed at spreading hatred and sectarianism on social 

media’ (Emirates News Agency). He is taken from his home 
in Ajman to the Central Prison in Abu Dhabi.

2018, May 
10 Years for a Tweet
The court sentences Ahmed Mansoor to 10 years in prison and 

a fine of 1 million Emirati Dirham, and orders him be placed 
under surveillance for three years after his release. An appeal 

is turned down on December 31st.

The UK–UAE Relationship
The UK–UAE relationship is deep, and there should be 
opportunities to raise concerns through commercial channels 

as well as government diplomacy.  Emirati investment and 
sponsorship is omnipresent in the UK across sports, culture, 

and infrastructure – London boasts the Emirates Stadium 
and the Emirates Air Line cable car across the Thames, and 
Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital has received a £60m 
donation. Manchester is another hub of UAE investment, most 
visibly in the purchase of Manchester City Football Club by 
Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, deputy prime minister 
of Abu Dhabi. 

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch had already 
petitioned the City Council of Manchester and the Football 
Club in 2016 over human rights abuses in the UAE. But 
although Manchester takes pride in its history of progressive 

politics, neither the Council nor the Football Club responded 
to the petition. Was the disappearance of UAE activists just too 
far away from the football terraces to be of concern? 

Sheikh Mansour describes his purchase of the Club as part of 

a ‘strategy to hold a wide portfolio of business investments’. 
Another of his billion-pound projects in Manchester is a joint 

venture with the Council to redevelop the impoverished East 
of the city. This development of former public land has been 

negotiated so that there is no requirement to build ‘affordable 
housing’. Instead, it will become another luxury district. How 
is this even permitted?

It turns out that the British government is complicit in such 
dealing at the highest levels. The UAE enjoys privileged 
access to Britain’s political elite and prime land, thanks to an 
arrangement brokered in 2013 (codename: Project Falcon) by 
Tony Blair, who controversially was on the Emirates’ payroll 
while also acting as ‘peace envoy’ of the Quartet on the Middle 
East. The UAE has also been putting pressure on the UK to 
‘reign in’ the BBC, whose coverage of the region irritates the 
Sheikhdom. Then there are the lucrative defence contracts. 

The UK-UAE relationship is so ‘special’ that, as UK ambassador 
to the UAE, Dominic Jermey even referred to London as the 
‘Eighth Emirate’.  

The UAE is the fantasy frontier where hi-tech dreams of smart 
cities and a frictionless economy are being realised. Its glass 
towers appear to have risen out of the sand  almost overnight 

– fully formed, weightless, pointing to the future. But its also 
a hereditary Sheikhdom, lacking democracy, free speech, and 

an independent judiciary. Citizens of the UAE have none of 
the freedoms that Western beneficiaries of its wealth would 
expect for themselves in their own countries. 

It has become clear that the terms of the UK-UAE relationship 
are such that neither the UK government nor commercial 

partners will raise the issue of UAE human rights abuses. It 
is just not worth the possible loss of investment. Once 
the Million Dollar Dissident, Ahmed Mansoor has become 

the Billion Dollar Dissident – that’s how much an untroubled 
relationship with the UAE is worth to the UK.  

UK ambassador to 
the UAE Dominic Jermey 
referred to London 
as the ‘Eighth Emirate’.

Above: Nantes, France. Below: Emirates Air Line, London, UK. 

* Translated by Tony Calderbank

كل هذه
المقبرة.



Manu Luksch: Would you tell us a little bit about 

yourself? Where did you grow up?

Ahmed Mansoor: I was born in a small village in a northern 
Emirate called Ras al-Khaimah, before the foundation of 
the UAE. I grew up in that village, between the sea and the 
mountain, and finished primary school and high school there. 
At that time, going to a city like Dubai was a mission in itself. 

There was no easy transportation, or even electricity. The first 
time I went to a demonstration I was in primary school – we 
were demanding electricity to be brought to our village. Later, 

I moved to a different city for college and after that I went 
to the United States, for my Electrical Engineering degree 
and Master’s degree in Telecommunications. I came back to 
the UAE in the year 2000; since then I’ve lived in Dubai, and 
in 2008 became a citizen of Dubai. (The UAE has different 
passports for different Emirates; I had to change my passport 
from Ras al-Khaimah because I’d been living in Dubai for a 
long time.)Throughout this history I was involved in so many 
different things. The first was literature – I’d been writing in 
almost all the newspapers in the UAE about literature and 
specifically poetry, and later I published a book on poetry. 
That’s when the value of freedom of expression became of 
great importance for me, and I started my involvement in 
human rights, driven by the great respect that I have for 
freedom of expression.

Let’s move forward to the time around 2011. Could 

you describe the atmosphere?

2011 was a turning point in the history of the UAE. What 
happened after 2011 is different to anything that happened 
before. It’s a remarkable history. Of course, the reason is the 
Arab Spring that started toward the end of 2010. We’d seen 

some of its initial results during early 2011, [so we also] tried 

to create an atmosphere that would allow people to express 
themselves. We were really doing this as a group of citizens, 

not as a cosmopolitan city. […] Emiratis make up 10% of the 
total population of the UAE. [There was no hope that] foreign-

ers in the country would promote our freedom, because their 

interests are different We had to do that ourselves, and things 
were moving toward a narrowing of freedom of expression, 
and more restrictions. So we thought of something that would 

at least shock the society and take things to a different level – 
and I, along with a few individuals, established an online 
discussion forum. 

At that time, the forums were flourishing, but the 
discussion was poor, and not promoting human rights and 

tolerance. We established this online discussion forum called 

UAE dialogue (UAEHewar.net). I thought that we could do 
something really different and promote freedom of expression 
to an extent that [others could] not, because of their own 
internal censorship, because of the restrictive environment 

that they worked in, because of their orientation, because 

of many other reasons. We opened the site for all types of 

discussions – political, religious, cultural, social… We had 

some parts that talked about music, and even the ruling 

system in UAE and adjacent countries. We even translated 
some of the articles that had been written about the UAE in 
the foreign media that would not be published here because 

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

allowed people from different backgrounds to give their views 
and write their thoughts – we had some liberal people who 

were writing, we had some atheists, we had some religious 

people, and they were all interacting and creating a dialogue 

that we’d never seen, and were craving, in the country. Shortly 

after that the site became the focus of a lot of people.

What was discussed on the UAEHewar forum?

One of the major subjects was the ruling system in the 
UAE – who really has the upper hand at the moment, who is 
controlling the country, [by] what mechanism […] and what 

are the major contributing factors in shaping policy. Also 

we talked about the economic crisis that hit the UAE and 
the world; we talked about human rights, […] religion was 
discussed. In fact the first thread on the site [was] written by 
an atheist who was challenging some of the Islamists. This 
thread was blocked by the authorities, three months after we 

launched the site.

Of course after that the site became really a trendsetter, 
you could say, in discussions. And people were spreading dis-

cussions through emails, through Blackberry Messenger, and 
were talking about it in society. That attracted security worries 

and close monitoring of the site and resulted in blocking of 

the site six months after that. First of all they did some sort of 
technical blocking, so that when you opened the site it would 

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 DNS level [… so] the site name wouldn’t 
translate to the IP address that pulls the site. I asked people to 
write the IP address directly and they were able to reach the 
site. But then a few months after that, they blocked the whole 
site [again] – formally blocked – and we tried to challenge that 

through the courts, but then we reach 2011 and I was arrested. 
But before the arrest we were very active, lots of intel-

lectual people [were] thinking a lot about what was happening 

around us. Since the foundation of this country people [have 

been] asking for real political representation through the 

parliament – the Federal National Council (FNC) – which is 
supposed to represent the people. Unfortunately that body is a 

purely consultative body and does not have any legislative or 

regulatory authority. In 2006, the president of UAE thought of 
improving that situation by […] electing some of its members. 

Hand-picked people would elect half the members without 

really adding any authority to the parliament. We gave it the 

benefit of the doubt. I was also one of those candidates, who 
wanted to show […] willingness to accept gradual improve-

ment. In 2011 there was supposed to be another election, also 
by some hand-picked people, to elect some members of the 

FNC without adding any authority to the work they could do. 
[That’s when] myself and other intellectuals in the UAE came 
up with the ‘3rd of March Petition’, directed to the president 
and the other six rulers of the UAE, urging them to make 
constitutional change to allow the members of the FNC to be 
elected by means of universal suffrage, like everywhere else 
in the world, and to give this parliament full legislative and 

regulatory power.

That petition was well received in the beginning by the 

authorities, but when we started to defend and promote it in 

TV interviews and with international news agencies, we saw 

a strange change that happened suddenly, during the [peak 

of the] Arab Spring. Two presidents, in Tunisia and Egypt, 
[had been] thrown out basically, so that brought everybody 

here to extreme alert. We weren’t driven initially by what 
was happening in the Arab Spring as much as [by the] decree 

issued February 2011 that governed new elections and the 
number of people who were going to be hand-picked again 

to elect members of the FNC. We were surprised to see no 
improvement in parliament. Basically there was no new 
power, and we were expecting that, during the Arab Spring, 
they would at least try to absorb anger that was growing in the 

whole Arab world for more freedom and more accountability. 

We were shocked to see no improvement. That’s why we wrote 

this petition, and we wrote it in a very polite manner. But the 
reaction from the authorities was extreme, and they started 
focusing on me because I was really one of the initiators.

There were other reasons as well – I was involved for 
many years in defending human rights [and] had some very 

good links with international human rights organisations, 

the international media and also the UN. I could see that [the 
authorities] were trying to prepare the nation for my arrest. 

It would be noticed by the international community, so they 
spared absolutely no effort really to smear me; they started 
to fabricate videos; they created a dedicated internet site 
[about me]; they made up stories every day and started to 
spread information by Blackberry Messenger, by Facebook, by 
Twitter at a later stage – and then radio, TV, newspaper writers 

started getting involved. I received several death threats 
by individuals who even indicated their actual names and 

phone numbers; in some cases they put their photos on their 
Facebook profiles. I knew that something was going to happen 
so I took copies of these threats to my lawyer in the hope that 
we would take legal action. Unfortunately [the threats] were 

orchestrated by the body that was supposed to be protecting 

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

Were you arrested because you initiated the 3rd of 

March Petition?

When I was arrested on April 8th 2011, they did not attribute 
my arrest to the petition, but to my humiliating the president, 

Crown Prince and prime minister of the UAE as owner of the 
online discussion forum. Though we didn’t declare our names, 

by monitoring [UAEHewar.net], the authorities managed 
to know who was running the site and they pinpointed 

certain people concerned about freedom of expression and 
human rights. [Also] I had asked people to boycott the 2011 
election for parliament because I seriously believed it was 

exist. So I did not get my money or my car, and to this day I 
cannot even get a job because I’ve been denied a Certificate of 
Good Conduct.

So this is one side of the spectrum; on the other, I’ve 
been targeted several times by spyware. They’ve hacked my 

emails more than once, they hacked my Twitter account. I 
was able to get my emails back – except Hotmail, because 
Microsoft aren’t cooperating with me. [The hackers] managed 

to download all of my emails, which put at great risk not only 

me, but also the victims who were talking to me about their 

problems and the abuse that they were receiving, and asking 

for help. So that’s the kind of pressure exerted on a person 
like myself who’s really a very peaceful person, who’s doing 

nothing really to threaten the security of the country. Yet if I 
am taken to jail I will be treated as a person who is threatening 
the security of the country, threatening the unity of the 

society, and I’ll be dealt with in the special court and given 
a sentence that I cannot appeal. All of my work is related to 
human rights. This is the type of harassment that we receive 

as human rights activists and defenders in the UAE. We are not 
involved in any type of aggressive activities at all, we are very 

peaceful people. But the government, like all the governments 
in the region, apparently, sees us as a threat to their existence. 

How do you go about your work today? Is this 

something you can speak about?

Oh yes, my activities involve monitoring and documentation 
and advocacy of human rights. Because of my international 
reach, I also help people who are voiceless in this country to 
voice their agony, to voice the abuses and violations that they 

face, to the international community. I help those victims 
by giving them the consultancy they need in these kinds of 

situations. I raise awareness about these kinds of violations 
using the international media that I can reach, and also social 
media on which I am very active. Of course, there are lots of 
interactions that happen with the stakeholders, the victims 

of different human rights violations, and that is the main 
thing that I’m trying to preserve, [despite] all the government 
harassment and ability to infringe upon the communications 

tools that we use, the sophisticated software that they use 

to monitor our activities, chats, even movements. I’ve been 
physically followed, more than once, and of course that 

hinders your activities, because sometimes the victims would 

like to be anonymous. They don’t want to be seen because that 

might cause retaliation. 

I do no not have the ability to move 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 
well, so I cannot even use my ID to travel in the neighbouring 
GCC [Gulf Cooperation Council]. We can usually use our ID 
cards in the region, but I’m on a blacklist, so even if I had my 
passport, I wouldn’t be able to travel. These are the types of dif-

ficulties that we are working with, in a country that portrays 
itself as a progressive state, but [in which] we are unable really 

to express our views and opinions or [exercise] our legitimate 
human rights.

The kind of human rights breaches in the UAE that 

are well known abroad concern construction site 

workers — migrants, not Emiratis.

Right, labourers. In UAE, between 2003 and 2006, the subject 
that was raised most by human rights organisations was 

labour rights. Thanks to those organisations, they’ve helped 

a lot in improving slightly the situation of the labourers and 

immigrant workers. The government took some good steps 

forward in this area; however it is far less than what should 
be in reality. We hoped that the sponsorship system would 

be totally abolished, and we hoped to see labourers able to 

bargain collectively and set out their own syndicates and bars. 

But this is not only not available to the migrant labourers, it 
is also not available to the citizens, so we share with them the 

same issues. The government set some criteria for the living 

conditions of the labourers, minimum requirements and 

standards, but they are not implemented in reality in many 

places. Though the government is trying to a certain extent 
to improve in this area, due to the large number of blue collar 

workers in the UAE and the limited number of inspectors who 
can efficiently cover all areas and inspect them, we see some 
people still living in miserable conditions that do not meet 

minimum requirements. So we still have all these issues, yet 

we have to acknowledge that the government has started to 

take some positive steps forward. One of the biggest problems 
initially was that employers did not even pay salaries. To 

overcome that, the government created a wage protection 

system. It is an automatic system that every salary has to 
go through, and if you don’t pay salaries, it raises an alarm 

with the Ministry of Labour and they block any transactions 

by your company. That helped a lot. After that, they passed 

regulations that stop people from working in the summer 

time from 1pm till 3pm or 4pm, and that allow labourers to 

terminate their contracts without facing a ban, if they spend 

a minimum of 6 months on their existing contracts. So there 
are some improvements, but still quite a lot more needs to 

be done.

The biggest human rights issue in the UAE is the lack 
of freedom of expression – not simply a lowered ceiling, 
but that it does not exist, it is completely destroyed by laws 
that were introduced and by the practice on the ground. 

They enforce arbitrary detention (according to international 

terminology); they enforce disappearance and [make] people 
incommunicado, [they use] torture and degrading treatment 

on individuals, there are political trials – these are the 

main human rights violations in the UAE according to the 
international community. We never expected the UAE to have 
that image, and there’s really no reason for it to be in that 

spot, but if search about human rights in the UAE, this is what 
you will get. And when you talk about torture and when you 

talk about enforced disappearance, you’re talking – according 

to international law – about crimes against humanity. If it’s 
practised systematically, it could [amount] to crimes against 

humanity, besides the fact that it is subhuman behaviour. This 

is where we are, unfortunately, today. I think the UAE could 
really be a great country, it could be the candle in a rather 

dark region. But why are we not respecting Emiratis? Why 
are human 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 
want to be a modern, progressive city, then human rights is 

a core value …

So even for you it’s a mystery why existing power 

structures are in place.

I’ve voiced my political view on TV and in my writings... If it 
was up to me, I think the best political structure for the UAE 
would be to move from this federation concept – because it’s 

a hindrance, an obstacle right now to so many things – and 

move to a constitutional monarchy, like the UK for example, 
where the ruling family owns but does not really run the 

country. That’s probably the trend that everybody’s going to 

[follow] after they go through the struggle. And unfortunately, 

we apparently will have to go through the full duty cycle of the 

struggle to reach that state, to gain our freedom, because we 

relaxed for quite a long time while we were supposed to insist 
on those values being implemented, those freedoms being 

respected. We should have made sure that legal and social 

guarantees were in place to foster these kinds of principles. 

So now we have to do quite a lot of work, and a lot of it 

retroactively, unfortunately.

The UAE is living in the worst time of its history in 
[terms of] human rights. […] We have basic needs for freedom, 

for justice, for participation in the development of the country. 

We have a need for a system that considers us equal individ-

uals like anybody else, not as sub-citizens. We need a system 

that gives people hope that they could become prime minister, 

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

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

Happiness, [though] they might be able to create some sort 

of fuss about it in the media, in the international media as 

well for some time. We’re moving fast on one track, moving 

forward, and we’re moving backward, moving fast in the other 

direction as well. It’s the darkest era for the UAE – we’ve never 
been anywhere close to this situation.

unconstitutional, so I called it a quasi-election – and that 
was also brought as a charge against me. With my other four 

colleagues (we’d never met in person before we were arrested), 

we became widely known as the ‘UAE Five’. One of us, 
professor of law at Sorbonne University Dr. Nasser bin Ghaith, 
is right now again going back in solitary confinement for nine 
months because of some tweets that he wrote with regard to 

Egypt, and some other political opinions.
[This is when] weird things really started (and what 

happened afterward was only an escalation to what we expe-

rienced in 2011). We started for the first time to see people’s 
citizenships being revoked. We started to see lots of arbitrary 

detention of people of different backgrounds, focusing mainly 
on the Islamists. We’ve seen enforced disappearance, torture, 
trumped up charges and politically motivated trials. If you go 
and look at the UAE human rights record right now from all 
the prominent human rights organisations, including the UN, 
these are the major concerns. The questions that everybody 

was asking – why has UAE taken [these] steps? Do we have a 
threat in UAE? And the answer is – no. 

The biggest group of people targeted by the UAE 
authorities, the Islamist al-Islah – who have some links to the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s intellectual beliefs, which they do not 
deny – was established in 1974, a few years after the founda-

tion of the country. [It was] even supported by the government 
throughout those years. The late Sheikh Rashid, who was 

one of the main founders of this country along with Sheikh 

Zayed, granted permission for al-Islah – they called it the 
Reform and Social Guidance Association, a moderate group 
that was never a threat to the country1. In fact it was working 
closely with the government, and the rulers even sometimes 

attended their events. During the Arab Spring and the rise 

of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, and to some extent, 

in Tunisia, the government thought that [al-Islah] might be 
empowered by actions there, and decided to really crack down 

on them. They are totally different to those guys in Egypt, 
although they have similar intellectual beliefs. […]. But they 
were really working within the system and even considered 

to be the cream of society – they were role models a few days 

before their arrest in 2012. And then suddenly the authorities 

wanted us to believe that this group wanted to overthrow 

the government and take over. The smear campaign that was 

practiced against me in 2011 was a rehearsal; the authorities 
implemented the same thing against al-Islah, but they were 
taken to secret detention. Many of them came in front of the 

court and claimed to tortured. A lot of them are [sentenced to] 

10 years imprisonment in the UAE right now.
2011 was when we started to see a real deviation from 

the core values of the UAE. The founders of the UAE stated 
in the preface of the constitution that they would lead the 

country to full parliamentary representation. What we 

asked for was really to implement that statement in the 

constitution, and yet that was dealt with harshly, because the 

total orientation of the country is now towards security, and 

the internal and external policy of the UAE is really centred 
around an obsession with the Muslim Brotherhood [which 
was] never a threat to the UAE. Yes, we are in a very turbulent 
region that has lots of problems, but I don’t think by resorting 
to this security mechanism you will able to defeat problems, 

[because] you are creating reasons for internal differences 
instead of stronger unity. 

UAE is now seen in the region to be the country that is 
leading the anti-democracy movement like that, Saudi Arabia 

is now seen like that… All the Arab Spring countries that were 

hoping for a better future were dealt with by Saudi Arabia and 

UAE and the dictatorships were brought back and supported – 
Egypt is the biggest example of this. Egypt’s biggest supporter 
is UAE, and Saudi Arabia second. So the UAE 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 images for the young Arab people, and an environment 

that they would love to live in. There is a deep contradiction 

here – the UAE government needs people to live by its rules, 
it doesn’t want 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 development without human rights, and this is 

what we lack in the region and, of course, in the UAE.
There’s a paradox, because from the outside we also 

see that the UAE has exceptional material wealth 

which it shares out, invests in the people, higher 

education, healthcare – unlike other countries with 

weak or no democratic representation…

You know we live in this real paradox […]. Yes, UAE offers free 
schools for its citizens, sends lots of people aboard for higher 

degrees and so on. In every speech [the authorities] emphasise 
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 
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further. They are putting all kinds of flattering statements 
in the speeches of the political figures of the country. [But] 
when you say that, if we are that good and well educated and 

if we are going to be a major bloc for future development, why 

don’t you involve us in the political decision making process, 

[…] in making the decisions that really matter to us, to future 

generations? Why don’t you get us involved in knowing how 

the wealth of this country is distributed, why don’t we [have] 

a monitoring tool for that? Basically what we ask for is really 
what everybody was asking for, to have representation that 

really holds the government accountable for whatever they do. 

Yet you will hear a response saying that we are not ready for 

that. So how come we are ready to lead the world, [but not to] 

choose representatives in the government?

[The authorities] make excuses like, we’ve seen some 
other countries in this region that allowed this kind of rep-

resentation with the result that development was regressing. 

And they are referring to Kuwait of course, which has a parlia-

ment that is elected by the people and has regulatory and leg-

islative authority, but the country is not doing well compared 

to our country. So you suddenly become, from a marvellous 

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

would represent you correctly, and hindering development. 

We live that kind of contradiction. From the outside you see 
beautiful buildings, great shopping malls, beautiful beaches, 

glittering windows on the highest skyscraper on Earth, but 
when it comes to values [without which] no nation can sustain 

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

security of the country. How would a critical view on the polit-

ical system be a threat to the existence of this country, or to its 
economy or foreign interests? How would people associating 

with themselves and asking for a change in society endanger 

the political system and collapse the whole country?

So from one side you see something beautiful, material-

istic – basically, freedom as you expressed, but actual freedom 
is not there. Now they’ve put an arsenal of laws and regula-

tions […] to reduce the space available for people speak up. 

There’s a long list of punishments that would deter anybody... 

You could lose your job, [get] a travel ban, not get scholarships 

– even your kids would not get scholarships. Your citizenship 

could be revoked – and that is a real death, that’s equivalent to 

a death penalty. Physically you exist within the space that you 
occupy, but you have no other means to even identify yourself, 

because you don’t have any documents that prove that you 

are there – and they are doing this even to children, some not 

even in primary school yet – their citizenship was revoked 

because their fathers were considered to be political prisoners. 

So it [becomes] a punishment as well, besides the fact that 

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

good reason really, and [going] through serious ill treatment, 

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

been targeted] have families. Who will pay for their living 

expenses? Where could that kind of [father-child] passion take 
place if the kids are unable even to touch their father because 

there are barriers when you go see them in jail?

I believe that if you want to measure how humanistic 
any situation is, you need to start from the jail, because that is 

where you see how much any government really cares about 

human rights. And I’ve been there… Others are in an even 
worse situation than mine, and went through worse jails than 

the one I’ve been to, and I can tell you how awful those jails 
are. Even your rights that they put in their regulations are not 
implemented. It’s just on a document 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 massively, massively in this country.
And it’s not only that… I’ll throw a new dimension to 

this discussion. We’re trying to import the latest technology 

into the region, and now we’re talking about cars without even 

a driver, and we’re talking about space authorities to explore 
outer space and so on. At the same time, we cannot use some 

VoIP services like WhatsApp voice. We cannot use FaceTime, we 
cannot use Snapchat Voice and video services, or Facebook voice 
services simply because the authorities here are very obsessed 

about security. If they cannot monitor any tool, they will not 
allow it. And this is going really to go with us all the way until 

a good balance is struck between what is absolutely necessary 

for the security of people and what is really necessary for the 

people to do the things that they have to do and to enjoy their 

lives as well. At the moment 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 
freedoms, human rights, political participation, justice—are the 

values that we are missing. And these are the values that we 

are trying our best, as human rights defenders, to promote and 

educate people about, and raise awareness about.

I follow a little bit what the Smart Dubai initiative 

publishes and announces, and it is the aim of the 

government that the whole range of citizen services 

will be delivered to your smartphone, from navigat-

ing the streets in driverless cars to e- elections or 

cashless payment. It’s called m-governance (govern-

ance through mobile phone). Through going smart, 

Dubai wants to make sure it’s the ‘happiest city’ by 

2020, and this is really being promoted and invested 

in abroad at Smart City expos…

Actually I think Dubai as a city by itself has great potential, 
and the ruler of Dubai has a vision – that is something that 

I have to say, the guy started e-government in the very early 
stages of the Internet. He has this view and he implemented it, 
and other cities and countries started to copy Dubai’s experi-
ence. So they are really ahead of everybody else in the region 

when it comes to implementing new technologies, bringing in 

new ideas and new concepts. The issue here probably is that 

this whole process is centralised, and the level of contribution 

by individuals is really only at the level of execution, as 
opposed to building the whole, or setting out a future path. So 

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

only executing it. And this is not real participation to me. But 
to give credit to the ruler of Dubai, he is a great visionary guy 

who has lots of good ideas that would benefit the region and 
the people. However, on the other side, the economic/business 

model that has been put onto Dubai has been based on real 

estate, which is why in 2008, 2009, during the financial crisis 
it was greatly affected.

On the one hand, e-services and ‘smart city initi-

atives’ (which encompass a range of services that 

are not really well defined) promise efficiency; on 
the other, it’s not really clear how everything from 

your health indices, to where you go, or with whom 

you communicate, is protected. And of course in 

some fields more transparency is to be welcomed, 
but it also means that the individual becomes 

transparent, because every step you take with the 

smartphone in your pocket is fully documented, as 

GPS traces, or as communications, or transactions.

I think this ‘Smart City’ concept and the consequences that 
go with the move toward well connected and smart cities 

is universal, and they usually do not pertain to any specific 
geographical location or city. In countries where the justice 
system is strong and is independent, you will be able to claim 

your rights, they will be preserved through the judiciary 

system as well as the laws that give you protection. However, 

when you come to third world countries where the judicial 

system is not independent and is totally under the control of 

the executive authorities, the laws do not even provide you 
with protection as an individual. You wouldn’t be able, for 

example, to get the information about yourself held by any 
of the authorities. There is no Information Act; we don’t even 
have a right to information about any government spending. 

So the impact of a ‘Smart City’ kind of arrangement in a demo-

cratic country is different than its impact in a non-democratic 
country. Like anywhere else in the world, an individual in the 

UAE cares about privacy, but, especially if you are involved in 
political activities or human rights activities, you will have to 

be extremely cautious about what you carry with you. 
Your smartphone is […] a tracking device, basically. Even 

regular telephones are tracking devices by nature because 

they communicate with the towers, and the authorities know 

to great proximity where you are by using the technology 
itself. They basically measure the signal-to-noise ratio from 

the tower and they can tell your location within metres. 

This is even before smartphones. With smartphones, there 

are several hundred applications that can track you. […] In 
2009, the telecom operator pushed spyware over the air to all 

Blackberry devices. And it was a real big scandal, because it 
was discovered immediately by software experts as well as 
acknowledged by the Blackberry company. The UAE authori-
ties wanted to have full control, to have everything under their 

view. At that time the encryption algorithm of Blackberry 
Messenger hadn’t been given to the authorities, so Blackberry 
was the most secure communications tool back then. But 
people didn’t run [the spyware], so the authorities decided to 

stop Blackberry services […] Then, apparently, Blackberry gave 
[the UAE authorities] the encryption keys so that they could 
decode some of the activities, and we have evidence that that 

did happen actually in the UAE.
In the region here we have to be extremely cautious. 

The technology developed in the West that is supposed to be 

adding extra protection to individuals sometimes becomes a 
risk factor here. For example, in emails they have technology 
called two-step verification, where they send you, for example, 
a code on your phone you have to use to enter your email. In 
our country this is a risk factor because as an activist your 

phones are monitored, and if the government intercepts [the 

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

respect really for the laws and regulations, and the ethics also 

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

– even when you sleep at home and you put the phone 

somewhere beside you, they know you’re at home, you’re not 

active on Twitter, you’re not active on Facebook, you’re not 
communicating with anybody else, so probably you’re sleep-

ing. So this is part of what technology brings to us as well.

Returning to your personal story, what 

happened after UAEHewar was taken down 

and you were arrested?

After we signed [the 3rd March] petition, and after the 

smear campaign against myself and other individuals that 

participated in the petition, I was arrested on the 8th of April, 
2011. In general, here, when you are taken [into] jail, you are 
exposed to a very humiliating body search, where you have to 
get rid of all of your clothes and make some movements, up 

and down on both the front and the back sides of your body 

while you are naked. I [was made to do] this in Dubai and 
unfortunately also for the second time in Abu Dhabi. I spent 
overall 11 days in solitary confinement, two days here and 
nine days in Abu Dhabi, in the public jail.

During that time, the smear campaign was [still] going 

on against us, and we were mistreated in the jail as a group. 

We were isolated in many aspects from the rest of the inmates, 

initially during the solitary confinement, and then afterward 
as well. We weren’t given the same rights as everybody else in 

the jail. [When] I was admitted in, one of the careless police 
officers did not give me clean clothes; he saw a wheelchair 
[with] some clothes on it and told me, ‘you can wear these 
things’. I was really shocked—at least he should have given 
me some 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 my waist itching, and I started to get spots on 
the waist and lower part of my body. The spots became larger 

and black, so I started to complain. And then the cell that I was 
in was very, very dirty and it wasn’t air conditioned. During 

April it was OK, but afterward in the summertime – imagine 
how bad a cell that is not air-conditioned in the middle of the 

desert could be. During my stay there, one guy passed away 

inside one of those cells, probably because of the heat, mainly.

[Later] we were taken to the general blocks while [we] 

were prepared for trial. The hearings did not start at once. 

We were taken back and forth for interrogation about the 

online discussion forum [and] what had been written there, 

and political views. During that time they told people not to 

talk to us about our case. There was a huge campaign running 

against us throughout the period that we were in jail – almost 

8 months – in all the government media. Not only that, but 
they also invoked the tribes and different Emirates to sign 
a petition against us, and to take me to court because I ‘hurt 
their feelings’ by criticising the government and the president 

and so on… well, 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 make derogatory comments, and we didn’t 
even allow libellous comments or defamation of people – we 

need people to focus on ideas as opposed to individuals and 

personal things. But anyhow, during our time in jail we were 
not allowed to go to the library, to the recreation centre, we 

weren’t given the same level of communication capabilities 

with the outside world like everybody else, and we were 

isolated in the visiting area.

The worst thing that happened to me was that I couldn’t 
get medical treatment. After that skin disease I also got 
scabies, where my whole body became itchy and I wasn’t 
able to sleep, day or night. I’d write letter after letter [asking] 
to see a dermatologist, but they would not allow it. In the 
beginning they told me ‘he’s on leave’, and then after he came 
off leave, they told me ‘you’ll be seeing him’. I kept running 
after all the officers there to allow me to see a dermatologist, 
because I really couldn’t sleep, my whole body was itching 
day and night. I was in a miserable situation for more than 
three months, until I managed to see a doctor – the general 
practitioner, but not the dermatologist. He was able to figure 
out easily that I had scabies and he had to send me right away 
for medical isolation. The treatment was easy, you just had 

to do it – but that was the most difficult thing that happened 
to me health-wise. Also throughout this period, they were 

moving us between the cells arbitrarily so that we did not 

have a stable place inside the jail. I’d spend 10 days here and 
then suddenly they’d come to me in the middle of the night or 

early in the morning and say, ‘you’re going to be relocated to a 
different cell’. And they weren’t putting us together – the five 
of us had to be in different blocks, so that we didn’t have that 
psychological stability.

And then, the trials were going on, and every time we 

got to the trial, we’d see government-sponsored individuals 

protesting outside. The police served them juice and water, 

and wouldn’t allow people to support us outside. Initially the 
hearings were on camera, behind closed doors – basically 

nobody was allowed to enter the hearing, and they changed 

the judge three times during this whole trial! We weren’t really 

comfortable and could see things were not right, our lawyers 

weren’t given the right time to talk, we weren’t given the right 

time to talk, the hearings were closed for I don’t know what 
reasons… At that time we were still receiving death threats 

from outside and people were making [up] stories about us 

every day inside the jail. So we told the judge, ‘either you open 
the door and let the hearing be public, or we’re going to leave, 

we’ll boycott the hearings’. He totally ignored what we told 

him and our request, so we decided to open the door and move 

away from the courtroom, but not the court – there is another 

block outside. So we left, we just opened the door and walked 

out there, and then we boycotted all the subsequent hearings 

until the end. So over the course of maybe three months, we 

wouldn’t go to court. Every time they came to us to take us to 
the court, we refused, and then in the last 16 days we went on 

hunger strike, all five of us.
The hearings after the one that we walked out from were 

opened to the public, and many human rights organisations 

were able to come into the country and attend. They saw 

something that usually doesn’t happen in courts – basically, 

some lawyers who were appointed by citizens who wanted 

to sue us conducted an economic presentation inside the 

court, and showed how prosperous the people were and 

what good things the government did for them. The human 

rights organisations were amazed to see this kind of thing 

happening inside the court, and understood the reasons that 

we boycotted the hearings. Anyhow, that continued until the 

very last date. On the verdict date, the phones were switched 
off deliberately so that we could not call our families and 
understand what was happening. But we had some radios 
there, and came to know from the BBC that I was sentenced 
to three years, and that everybody else was sentenced to two 

years. However, the next day the sentences were commuted 
and we were released on presidential pardon.

Now things did not stop there for me. When I was walking 
out of the jail, a journalist waiting outside asked if we were going 

to stop doing what we’d been doing, now that we’d received 

a pardon. I told her, ‘To the contrary, I really do not have the 
courage to back off. I have more reasons, now that I went myself 
through this experience, to continue my work in human rights. 
Not only have I been listening to others’ stories, now I have my 
own story as well’. So I continued my activities. I was imme-

diately fired from my job. The authorities did not return my 
passport (till this day, by the way). They denied me a Certificate 
of Good Conduct which means that I cannot even work, because 
it’s a prerequisite for applying for any job in the UAE.

Then, the authorities started arresting the Islamist 
al-Islah group. As a human rights defender, I do not look at the 
intellectual background of people, I consider them as abstract 
human beings. I abstract them from everything else. To me 
they are human beings, whether they are criminals, whether 

they are Islamists, whether they are leftists, atheists… I do 
not really care about their intellectual beliefs as much as I 
care about their rights as human beings, and whether these 

were violated according to the international definition. So I 
started defending these individuals, just as I’d been defending 
everybody else as a human rights defender.

I was still under the same [smear] campaign month after 
month until in Sept 2012, I was assaulted physically at the 
University. I’d started a law degree in the evenings. I wanted 
to foster my human rights interest academically. I had to stop 
when they put me in jail, and then after I was released I went 
back to the University. I’d done a semester over the summer 
and was going into the spring semester; the campaign was still 
running against me, inflating people’s emotions against me. 
The authorities were really doing a great job—it was a clear 

case of McCarthyism, they were defaming us so that people 

would think that we were enemies of the country. They spared 

absolutely no effort – there were TV shows, newspaper, radio… 
they were working relentlessly to smear us. One day, during 
the ‘add and drop’ weeks [when] not all the people were at the 
University, a person approached me behind my car and asked 

if I was Ahmed Mansoor. I said yes and extended my hand to 
shake; he spat in my face and pushed me [to the ground]. I 
was carrying my bag and so got scratched on my arm and leg. 

When I gained my balance and tried to run after him he ran 
away. Somebody was waiting for him inside a car that was 

parked with easy access to the external gate and he jumped 
inside without saying anything else.

A week later, I was attacked again at the University, 
this time by a huge guy […] He grabbed me from the back of 

my neck and started giving me a series of strong punches to 

the head, without saying anything. I started to scream and 
people started gathering. This was in the parking lot inside 

the University. And when people gathered, he ran away. It was 
quick, but they were severe punches to the head. When I was 
able to again stand and see [where he was heading], another 

short, muscly guy jumped in front of me from behind the 

trees to obstruct me. Then he also ran to the same car that was 

parked with somebody inside it, and they got away. In both 
cases I had to go and get medical reports and open cases with 
the police, but of course nothing happened.

Campaigns continued against me, and my activities 

continued. Now the major incident… In January 2013, 
money suddenly disappeared from my bank account. I’d 
been working for 12 years in a company, and when they fired 
me [after I was released from jail] they gave me my end of 
service benefit. That was the only money that I had to live 
for a few years, and it disappeared from my bank account. 

I was really shocked, to tell you the truth – I’m talking about 
almost USD 140,000. I called the bank and they said that 
a cheque had been withdrawn from my account. I told them 
that I did not write a cheque to anybody, and that this was 
fraud. My bank is in Abu Dhabi; the transaction took place 
in Abu Dhabi and I was living in Dubai at that time. The next 
day I went to the bank – they were shocked themselves, and 
brought my [cheque]. I told them that the [stub] was not in my 
chequebook – it was not there at all and it had not been there, 

it seemed to me... there were 11 pages before it and four pages 

after that were not used, and that page had not existed at all. 
I told them that maybe somebody took it during the printing 
of the chequebook. I went to the police and filed a case, and 
to the Prosecution [Public Prosecution Office in Abu Dhabi]. 
When I was going there, a taxi driver honked at me telling me 
there was a problem with my 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 was being watched. So I 
fixed them and had my brother-in-law, who was with me, wait 
inside the car while I went to the Prosecution. Then I went to 
the police, and drove back to Dubai.

Afterwards, I was called twice by the criminal lab in 
Abu Dhabi to give samples of my handwriting and bring them 

documents that had my signature. They also brought my files 

from the bank to see if the signature was mine or not. They 

came to the conclusion that the signature on the cheque had 

been forged, the handwriting on the cheque was not mine, and 

the cheque had been removed from the chequebook after it 

was stapled together in a very professional manner. According 

to UAE law, I’d get my money back, but unfortunately, to this 
day, I didn’t, and the court did not help me.

What happened [after that] raised my doubts. I had 
given it the benefit of doubt – maybe there was some criminal 
group. Three weeks later, on January 23rd I had to go to 
the Prosecution in Abu Dhabi again to give my feedback. 

I parked my car in the parking lot of the Prosecution, which 
is designated for customers, and spent two hours inside. After 

I finished my session, I went out and my car wasn’t there. 
They’d stolen my car. Vanished! So I had to file another case of 
a stolen car. And that car was worth around USD 60,000, so I’m 
talking about USD 200,000 taken from me in one month. And 

till today, they’ve refused to give me the police report so that I 
can claim my car from the insurers. I went through the court; 
the individual who stole my money 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 wrong ID, a 
fake passport. Basically they say that this name does not exist, 
and the ID he provided was fake, so the criminal court decided 
that he’d be given one year imprisonment, and deported after-

wards. On the civil side, the bank is responsible, according to 
UAE law, and is supposed to give me my money back. However 
the court decided that the bank is not responsible, and that 

I have to go and get my money from this ghost who does not 

Top left: Bruxelles, Belgium. Above: Berlin, Germany.

1 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al_Islah_(United_Arab_Emirates). Perhaps not as  
 straightforwardly uncontroversial as Mansoor makes out.

A longer version of this interview was first published in the journal SURVEILLANCE & 
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Your citizenship 
could be revoked – 
and that is a real 
death, equivalent to 
the death penalty

The impact of a smart  
city arrangement is different 
in a non-democratic  
country. We would suffer  
a lot more.
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