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sama bin Laden’s 228-
page handwritten, 
yellow-bound diary 
was among the intel-
ligence pearls of the 

vast trove of material seized dur-
ing the US Navy SEALs’ raid on his 
walled compound in Abbottabad, 
Pakistan, on May 2, 2011, in which 
the al-Qaeda founder was killed. 
It provided unique insights into 
al-Qaeda’s history and the leader-
ship’s operational planning.

The documents show that bin 
Laden had groomed a “new gen-
eration” of leaders to replace those 
assassinated by the Americans — 
among them his son Saad, killed 
in a US air strike in Pakistan in July 
2009. Saad’s half-brother, Hamza, 
now in his late 20s and Osama bin 
Laden’s supposed favourite, is ap-
parently being groomed to take 
command.

More than that, bin Laden’s di-
ary appears to show that the for-
mer al-Qaeda leader considered 
political expediency more impor-

tant than ideological and religious 
convictions.

An example of this Machiavel-
lian perspective was his efforts to 
take advantage of the 2011 Libyan 
uprising against Libyan dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi.

“Tribalism among Libyan jihad-
ists is strong; I’ve never seen any-
thing like it. That’s why when we 

address the brothers [in Libya], we 
must be careful,” bin Laden wrote.

In Salafism, as well as in other 
schools of Islamic thought, trib-
alism is generally considered 
un-Islamic and belonging to al-
jahiliyyah (the pre-Islamic pe-
riod of “ignorance”). Bin Laden 
was clearly willing to sacrifice  
religious orthodoxy to gain a  

foothold in Libya.
Another example of such prag-

matism was revealed in an au-
dio file of an al-Qaeda operative 
known as Abu Muhammad. The 
recording narrates how Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi, a notorious al-Qaeda 
leader who was killed in 2006 in 
Iraq, negotiated with his ideologi-
cal nemeses — Iranian Shias — to 
gain entry to Iraq.

Zarqawi carried out murderous 
attacks against Shias in Iraq, de-
spite calls from al-Qaeda leader-
ship in Afghanistan for him to tone 
down his zeal.

The ultimate illustration of bin 
Laden’s Machiavellian nature, 
however, was his cynical marriage 
of convenience with Iran.

“Anyone who wants to strike 
America, Iran is ready to support 
him and help him,” bin Laden not-
ed in 2007. Iran offered al-Qaeda 
“money and arms and everything 
they need, and offered them train-
ing in Hezbollah camps in Leba-
non, in return for striking Ameri-
can interests in Saudi Arabia,” he 
said.

This was a far cry from the 
1980s, when al-Qaeda sided with 
the United States to combat the 

“godless” Soviet Union. Al-Qaeda 
considered that strategy to be in 
conformity with Islam at the time 
since Americans — unlike Soviets 
— were among the “People of the 
Book,” an Islamic expression that 
includes Christians and Jews.

While Shias remain a key tar-
get of al-Qaeda, its marriage of 
convenience with Iran was in-
strumental in transforming the 
United States into the terrorist or-
ganisation’s nemesis, determining 
the course of events for a long time 
to come.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
Ed Blanche, analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly, contributed 
to this report.

Face of terror. A  2015 file picture shows a journalist looking at 
documents on bin Laden on the US Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence’s website.                               (AFP)
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Saudi-Iranian tensions escalating as 
Houthi missile attack deemed ‘act of war’

CIA documents shed light on bin Laden’s Machiavellian mindset

London

T 

ensions dramatically es-
calated in the Arabian 
Peninsula, with Saudi 
Arabia accusing its arch-
nemesis Iran of “direct 

military aggression.”
Saudi Arabia’s frustration with 

Iran was clearly conveyed in a 
phone conversation between 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz and 
British Foreign Secretary Boris 
Johnson on November 7, in which 
the crown prince stated: “The in-
volvement of the Iranian regime 
in supplying its affiliated Houthi 
militias with missiles is a direct 
military aggression by the Iranian 
regime and could be considered an 
act of war against the kingdom,” 
the official Saudi Press Agency 
(SPA) reported.

The latest flare-up of tensions 
was triggered November 4 when 
a missile targeting King Khalid In-
ternational Airport in Riyadh was 
launched from Houthi-controlled 
territory in Yemen. The missile, 
said by US officials to be of Irani-
an origin, was intercepted by the 
kingdom’s air defence system.

“There have been Iranian mark-
ings on those missiles,” US Air 

Force Lieutenant-General Jeffrey 
L. Harrigian, commander of the 
US Air Forces Central Command 
in South-west Asia, said during a 
news conference in Dubai. “To me, 
that connects the dots to Iran.”

Empowered by missile capabili-
ties they did not possess before 
Yemen’s civil war broke out in 
2015, the Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
vowed more attacks on Saudi Ara-
bia and extended the threat to the 
United Arab Emirates.

“All airports, ports, border cross-
ings and areas of any importance 
to Saudi Arabia and the UAE will 
be a direct target of our weapons, 
which is a legitimate right,” the re-
bels’ political office said in a state-
ment.

The developments left Lebanon 
seemingly caught in the cross-
hairs. Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri, allied with the Sau-
dis, abruptly resigned November 
4 during a visit to Riyadh, throw-
ing the future of the fragile coali-
tion government in Beirut into 
question. Hariri blamed Iran and 
its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah, for 
creating discord in the region and 
cited fears for his life.

Confusion in Lebanese politi-
cal circles led to claims that Hariri 
had been forced to resign and was 
being held against his will in Ri-
yadh. That notion was discounted 
by Western officials who met with 
Hariri in Riyadh and Abu Dhabi.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait and Bahrain ad-
vised their citizens to avoid trav-
elling to Lebanon. This came as a 
Saudi national was reported miss-
ing and suspected of being kid-
napped in Lebanon.

Since his ascension to the throne 
in 2015, Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud has adopted an as-

sertive foreign policy that has seen 
Riyadh act against Iran’s alleged 
meddling in the region.

After Iran struck a nuclear deal 
— the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action — with world powers in 
2015, Saudi Arabia geared its strat-
egy towards countering Tehran’s 
attempts at building influence in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America 

through military agreements and 
economic deals.

The kingdom also introduced 
a series of ambitious domestic 
reforms, including a recent anti-
corruption drive that resulted in 
the arrest of more than 200 indi-
viduals, including current and for-
mer ministers and members of the 
royal family. The crackdown was 

an unprecedented step in a coun-
try where influential figures were 
long considered outside the reach 
of the law.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Meeting challenges. A Saudi man walks past posters depicting Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud (R) and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz in Riyadh.    (Reuters)
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The Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels vowed more 
attacks on Saudi 
Arabia and extended 
the threat to the 
United Arab Emirates.

The ultimate 
illustration of bin 
Laden’s Machiavellian 
nature, however, was 
his cynical marriage of 
convenience with Iran.
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