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With the opportunity afforded me by the Derek Rose Memorial Studentship, I travelled to Dubai to 
undertake a three-week internship at CNBC Arabia, an Arabic-language business news channel. As 
I flew into the city it appeared like a computer-generated image, a cartoon of a city, the fundamental 
absurdity of so much existing on so little. Although I became accustomed to Dubai's space-age 
aesthetic, the strange scale of the city remained incredibly powerful. 
 
The CNBC offices were in Dubai Media City; Dubai likes to put things in zones, tidily dividing the 
city into Media City, Internet City, Knowledge Village, and so on. The staff were almost entirely 
Arabic-speaking – the CEO of CNBC later told me that they had employees from every Arab 
country except, ironically, the Emirates. Every day I spoke colloquial Arabic for six to eight hours, 
sometimes on quite technical subjects: for example, an explanation of how to create a cut in a video 
or how to patch a sound file. Luckily, media Arabic borrows a lot of words from English, so I had a 
head start; 'voiceover', for instance, becomes 'al-voiceover'. It was by far the most intensive Arabic 
practice I had ever done and by 5pm when I left the office I was invariably exhausted but satisfied.  
 
I divided my time between the main bureau in Dubai and the smaller bureau in Abu Dhabi. In the 
Dubai office I did mainly computer-based work, editing wire reports in Arabic down to the requisite 
two minutes for a news segment and slowly learning how to edit video clips, a laborious but 
ultimately rewarding process. I was also assigned to a reporter, Wodyan, with whom I spent two or 
three days a week shooting in Abu Dhabi. I helped set up equipment and even did my own 
interviews with English-speaking subjects. Wodyan also began my training in the fine art of 
snagging as many freebies as possible from the conferences and expos that we attended, which in 
true Emirati style were lavish to the point of distastefulness. I learned an incredible amount from 
working at CNBC, both in terms of Arabic practice and experience of the media. 
 
I found Dubai itself a strange and fascinating city, and sometimes quite unsettling. The ethnic 
diversity is incredible but I also found racial discrimination, particularly against Indian and Filipino 
workers, to be very prevalent and sometimes shockingly blatant. I stayed with family friends in a 
villa with a heated swimming pool in well-heeled Jumeira, but on my public transport route to work 
every morning I passed what were effectively shanty towns which had grown up between the 
skyscrapers. People I spoke to almost with exception praised the UAE's rulers for their 'visionary' 
approach to the city, but it seemed to me that the vision was simply making as much money as 
possible. Dubai is perhaps the world capital in conspicuous consumption, from the huge malls to the 
endless rows of sprinklers expending reams of energy and water in keeping this desert city green. 
 
As I came to the end of my three weeks, I began to feel more of a sense of community in a city 
which at first I found atomised and alienating. In the residential area where I stayed, despite the 
walled-off villas and entry codes, everyone knew each other and I could walk around at any time of 
night and feel completely safe. My colleagues at CNBC were a very tight-knit and welcoming 
group who insisted on taking me out for coffees and meals. Dubai felt inhuman at times, on a scale 
not designed for people, but by the end I had begun to see the humanity. 


