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The Dissident
Brian McClinton
T 1.14pm on 2nd
October 2018
Jamal Khashoggi
(far right), an exiled Saudi journalist,
walked into the Saudi
consulate in Istanbul to
obtain divorce papers
that would enable him to
marry his Turkish fiancée
Hatice Cengiz. He didn’t
come out again. Instead,
he was sedated, suffocated for seven and a half
minutes, dismembered with a bone
saw and disposed of, possibly in a
kebab well in the consul’s nearby
garden.
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This ghastly barbaric act was committed by a 15-member death
squad, allegedly on the orders of
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman (above left), known as MBS.
Most of them arrived in Istanbul in
two private jets hours earlier.
Bryan Fogel’s investigative documentary The Dissident examines the
murder as well as its background
and ramifications. Khashoggi was a
thorn in the flesh of the oppressive
Saudi regime over several years. He
was fired in 2010 as editor of the
pro-government newspaper for
what he described as ‘pushing the
boundaries of debate within Saudi
society’. Inspired by the Arab spring,
he openly spoke out in opposition.
In 2017 he was banned from writing and went into self-imposed exile
in America. His wife was forced to
divorce him. He became a regular
columnist in the Washington Post,
for which he wrote a score of hardhitting articles in the year before he
died.
Newspaper journalism was not the
only weapon of external criticism of
the Saudi autocracy. In 2017
Khashoggi became online friends
with Omar Abdulaziz Alzahrani, a
young Saudi video blogger living in
exile in Montreal under the protection of Canadian intelligence. Abdulaziz, whose family and friends in
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Saudi Arabia have all been arrested,
features prominently in Fogel’s documentary, frequently moving about
in subways or sidewalks to avoid
detection because he had received
several warnings of attempts on his
life. Days before the murder, he and
Khashoggi had started secretly collaborating on a social media campaign to fight MBS’s army of Twitter trolls.

The head of the hit
squad asks: “Has the
sacrificial animal
arrived yet?”
There is no free speech in Saudi
Arabia but 80% of the people have
a Twitter account, and it became
their Parliament, both inside and
outside the country. To counteract
online dissent, MBS used high-tech
spyware and took over Twitter.
Thus began a social media battle to
the death between MBS’s ‘Flies’ and
Abulaziz’s ‘Bees’, which Fogel has
fun depicting in CGI. I’m not sure,
though, that this childish cinematic
thriller element is appropriate in a
documentary. If anything, it detracts
from the seriousness of the project.
It isn’t really necessary anyway as
the facts speak for themselves and
generate enough emotional impact.
Fogel was provided with material
by the Turkish authorities, including
footage of the police search of the
Saudi consulate and – having rou-

tinely bugged the building – transcripts of
recordings in which the
perpetrators discuss the
grisly enterprise. A
minute before Khashoggi
enters the consulate, the
head of the hit squad
asks: “Has the sacrificial
animal arrived yet?” A
doctor suggests that
“joints are not going to
be a problem”. Another
asks: “Will the body and
hips fit into a bag this way?”
These and other chilling transcripts
are accompanied by testimony from
a Turkish prosecutor and Agnès
Callamard, the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or
arbitrary executions. She concludes
that Khashoggi was the victim of a
premeditated execution, for which
the state of Saudi Arabia was responsible.
The Dissident is a powerful film
whose emotional core is provided
by Khashoggi’s fiancé Hatice Cengiz. She describes the deep loss she
suffered on the verge of a new life
and how she has turned her grief
into a determined quest for justice.
However, subsequent events do not
presage such an outcome.
President Biden has reneged on his
promise to make Saudi Arabia ‘pay
the price’ for its action. There was
no bidding war for the film, though
it is being shown in the UK on
Amazon Prime, whose owner Jeff
Bezos also owns the Washington
Post and was a friend of Khashoggi.
He allegedly had his phone hacked
by the Saudi government, though of
course it has denied the charge.
In 2019 a Saudi court sentenced 5
men, probably mere foot soldiers, to
death for the killing. Amnesty called
the verdict a whitewash. The men
were later pardoned by Khashoggi’s
children. A ruthless dictator has apparently got away with a brutal
extra-judicial murder in a foreign
embassy. Whatever next?
q

