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			The 9/11 attacks

			Key information

			
					When: 11 September 2001

					Where: New York City, USA

					Key figures: 	George W. Bush, American statesman (born 1946)

	Osama bin Laden, Saudi-Arabian Islamist extremist (1957-2011)

	Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, al-Qaeda military leader (born 1965)




					Impact:	The war against Afghanistan

	The hunt for Osama bin Laden 

	The Patriot Act




					Number of fatalities: 2976

			

			On 11 September 2001, the entire world was shocked to discover the news of a series of attacks on American soil. With no apparent warning on one fateful Tuesday morning, nineteen terrorists hijacked four flights and crashed them almost simultaneously into the World Trade Centre, the Pentagon and a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Two hours later, the Twin Towers collapsed, bringing down with them two other nearby buildings that had not been targeted by the planes. Official figures place the death toll at 2976 victims and 19 hijackers. 

			This was not the first time that America was subject to an insurmountable attack by a foreign enemy. The Pearl Harbor attack by the Japanese in 1941 or the USSR’s launch of Sputnik in 1957 had already seen both American hegemony and the country’s image weakened in the past. However, 9/11 marked the first instance of an enemy attack on American soil. In the space of twenty minutes, the USA came hurtling into the 21st century and landed with a resounding thud. 

		


		
			Political and social context

			A contested election

			The USA was attacked by al-Qaeda on 11 September 2001, just a few months after George W. Bush had entered the White House. He had emerged victorious from the election which pitted him against Democrat candidate Al Gore (born 1948), the former vice president under Bill Clinton (born 1946). The election was something of a saga, full of scandal and dramatic twists. In November 2000, the day after the vote, Bush seemed to have won the vote in Florida with the incredibly narrow majority of just 500 out of 5.9 million votes cast. Gore quickly raised concerns about various irregularities during polling, giving rise to legal and political controversy as authorities tried to establish who exactly had won; the winning candidate in Florida would be the next President of the United States. 

			35 days after the vote, five Supreme Court judges, appointed by George Herbert Walker Bush (born 1924) and Ronald Reagan (1911-2004), ruled in the Republican candidate’s favour. Therefore, George W. Bush succeeded Bill Clinton as president thanks to 271 electoral college votes versus Al Gore’s 267. The population remained calm amid this electoral chaos, however the election served to illustrate the weaknesses embedded in the American democratic system. Throughout the deliberations, the tension was palpable, not only with regards to the candidates themselves but also those close to them. When the former Texas governor arrived in the White House, it was certainly not an undisputed victory. Furthermore, the Senate was divided between the two parties, with the Republicans having just one more senator than the Democrats. As such, Bush found himself faced with a dilemma - should he concentrate on reuniting a divided nation or instead seek to strengthen Republican dominance? In any case, he was left little time to reflect on such a question, with the shocking interruption of the 9/11 attacks becoming the key factor shaping the policies of his administration. 

			The war on terror 

			While the 9/11 attacks caused shock and terror due to the cruelty involved and the fact that they happened on American soil in such a spectacular manner, Islamist terrorism was not something new for the American intelligence services. In fact, it had already been one of the major talking points of the 1996 presidential election. When re-elected, Clinton announced that he would place greater emphasis on the fight against terrorism than any president before him. He did so by introducing two laws - the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act and the Migrant’s Responsibility Act. While the size of the CIA as a whole had been decreasing since 1993, the National Counterterrorism Center’s staff numbers doubled, allowing them to thwart several potential attacks. 

			The 1990s were punctuated by numerous terrorist incidents, such as attack on the World Trade Center in 1993 and on the Khobar Towers (Saudi Arabia) which housed American soldiers in 1998. Newly emerged from the Cold War, America found itself facing the unfamiliar world of Islamism and the new powers arriving on the international political scene which could challenge its global hegemony. Pakistan and India’s nuclear testing in 1998 can be viewed as a failure of international policies of non-proliferation, something of key importance to the USA. In August of the same year, the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania were attacked, killing more than 300 people and injuring 4000 more. These terrorist tragedies echoed the 1993 attack on the World Trade Center and the attack on American military bases in Saudi Arabia in November 1995 and June 1996. 

			
				
					The 1993 attack on the World Trade Center

					On 26 February 1993, a car bomb exploded in the World Trade Center’s Tower 1 basement. Al-Qaeda - the organisation blamed for the attack - was aiming to destabilise the North Tower so it would crash into the South Tower and thus kill thousands of civilians. While the operation failed in this objective, 6 people did die and several hundred others were injured. The man at the heart of the operation was Ramzi Youssef (born 1967) who fled to Pakistan hours after the explosion. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who had provided funding for this bombing, was also to be a key figure in the 9/11 attacks. 

				

			

			Following these tragic events, the US became more and more aware that their politics and ideology were contested and being targeted by certain Islamist movements, most importantly al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden, its mentor. 

			The threat posed by bin Laden

			While most American citizens first saw Osama bin Laden’s face in the aftermath of 9/11, he was well-known to the CIA and the FBI, who had considered the millionaire as a priority target since the second half of the 1990s. 

			Bin Laden was known to harbour strong resentment towards the American army ever since the first Iraq war (1990-91). During the war, American troops sought to protect Saudi Arabia from Iraqi troops. While bin Laden, who had funded the Afghan revolution, was convinced that he could defeat Saddam Hussein’s (1937-2006) troops, the Saudis instead turned to America for support. A delegation of American experts under the leadership of Dick Cheney (American politician, born 1941) was sent to Saudi Arabia to convince King Fahd ben Abdelaziz al-Saoud (1921-2005) to allow the USA to tackle Hussein. As such, American troops, considered as infidels by some of the population (and by bin Laden himself), swarmed the land where the Prophet Mohammed was born. Bin Laden, who was himself growing in popularity, could not ignore this affront. He first threatened the USA in 1996 when he urged Muslims to attack and damage Americans and their interests whenever possible. He reiterated this threat several more times. 

			Bin Laden, who was at the time living in Sudan, had therefore been under CIA surveillance since 1995. In response to threats of Saudi terrorism, American diplomats and the secret service pressured the Saudi authorities to hand over bin Laden. He was then exiled to Afghanistan which had been recently conquered by the Taliban. 

			Clinton therefore proceeded to order air strikes on 20 August 1998, when bin Laden arrived in Afghanistan, which was governed by Taliban extremists, due to acts of violence and their links to al-Qaeda. Clinton sought in vain to put an end to the country’s troubles with bin Laden and his network with the help of the secret service and by diplomatic means. The situation did not improve and in October 2000, al-Qaeda organised an attack on the American destroyer USS Cole, anchored in Aden Port in Yemen. 17 marines were killed. 

			On 9 September 2001, bin Laden decided to lash out at one of his enemies, Commander Massoud (commander of the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan, 1953-2001), who was intent on showing the danger bin Laden represented to the international community. Two fake journalists with Belgian passports approached Massoud under the pretext that they wanted to interview him. They then set off a bomb hidden in their camera which killed Massoud. A link has now been established between this event and the 9/11 attacks. 

			The American authorities and their failures 

			In their fight against terrorism, the American authorities had several weaknesses.

			During the Clinton administration (1993-2001), the department of the Treasury voiced opposition to an operation to strip al-Qaeda of millions of dollars, arguing that it would violate market rules. Furthermore, Clinton and Bush’s advisers were convinced that China and Russia or “rogue” states who did not respect international law represented the main threats to America. This caused them to choose to ignore foreign intelligence agencies’ warnings that al-Qaeda was present on American territory and ready to strike. While they knew that their bases outside the US were in considerable danger, they were overly confident with regards to the possibility of an internal threat. As such, not long before 9/11, an FBI agent’s request to search a computer belonging to trainee pilot Zacarias Moussaoui (born 1968), due to his “suspect” behaviour, was denied. 

		


		
			Biographies

			George W. Bush, American statesman

			George W. Bush was the 43rd president of the United States and the son of the 41st president George Herbert Walker Bush. He graduated from Yale with a history of art degree and was part of a secret elitist student society known as the Skull and Bones. He voluntarily avoided serving in the Vietnam War (1955-1975) and became part of the Colorado National Guard in 1968, where he served as a pilot. He then earned a place in the prestigious Harvard Business School and gained his MBA in 1975 before beginning a career in the oil industry. Between 1983 and 1992, he was also the director of a film production society. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					Skull and Bones is the name given to a secret society of elites at Yale University, created in 1830 by businessman William Huntington Russell (1908-1885). Each year, the society selects fifteen undergraduates with brilliant futures ahead as its new members. The 27th US president William Taft (1857-1930), John F. Kennedy’s eminent adviser McGeorge Bundy (1919-1996), and politician John Kerry (born 1943) were all Skull and Bones members, known as “bonesmen”. Despite its members’ fame and fortune, little is known about the society itself, though it would seem that it plays an important role in decision-making circles of the political, economic and media worlds. 

				

			

			George Bush struggled with alcoholism until the age of 40 and managed to overcome his addiction through rediscovering his Christian faith and the Evangelist church when he became a Born Again Christian. 

			Though Bush was born in New Haven, Connecticut, Bush’s allegiances lie instead with Texas. He bought the local Texas baseball team the Rangers in 1989 with several friends before becoming Texas state governor in 1995 in an election against the popular democrat candidate Ann Richards (1933-2006). He was re-elected in 1998 with 69% of the vote. 

			In 2000, he won the US presidential election against democrat Al Gore, following in his father’s footsteps. He made frequent references to his father, seeking to learn from his mistakes and improve on his successes. The 9/11 attacks which took place not long after his inauguration markedly shaped his presidency and policies, most notably with regards to the Iraq War and the international war on terror. He was re-elected in 2004 against Senator John Kerry (born 1943), and by the end of his second term had only 33% of public support behind him; this was one of the lowest scores of any modern-era president. 

			At the end of his second term in 2008, Bush retired to his ranch in Texas to dedicate himself to painting. He wrote his own memoirs, published under the name Decision Points in 2010, in which he admits to having allowed the CIA to torture Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. 

			Osama bin Laden, Saudi-Arabian jihadist

			Born in Riyadh to a rich Saudi-Arabian family, Osama bin Laden was the spiritual leader of the extremist network known as al-Qaeda. Between 1974 and 1978, he studied commerce and technology at King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah and became part of the family business which specialised in public construction in the 1960s. It was at this time that he began studying the main texts of Wahhabism. 

			
				
					Wahhabism

					Founded in Saudi Arabia in the 18th century by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1792), Wahhabism is a political and religious movement with roots in Islam. It advocates a literal reading of the Quran and condemns all other interpretations as heretical. 

				

			

			He then fought in the war against the USSR in Afghanistan, in which Prince Turki al-Faisal (born 1945) entrusted him with the difficult task of organising transportation to Afghanistan for Saudi volunteers. The young bin Laden therefore became responsible for the fighters’ military and ideological training, after which he would educate the widows and children of fallen soldiers. He gradually rose through the ranks, building up an impressive network of contacts and becoming an important figure of Jihadism until Soviet troops withdrew in 1989. In Afghanistan, however, his organisation was far from the only one of its kind. Furthermore, some of the population were suspicious of these radical Saudi troops present in their country. One person who held this opinion was Commander Massoud, who refused to form any alliance with Osama bin Laden. 

			The young bin Laden received a hero’s welcome on his return to Saudi Arabia. Over time, he became more and more critical of the Saudi royal family, especially during the Gulf War (1990-1991), when Saudi royalty opened its doors to American troops. In May 1991, bin Laden decided to leave Saudi Arabia and left on business for Khartoum, Sudan, where he stayed between 1992 and 1996. In 1994, his network of allies in Saudi Arabia

			
			
			
			Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, al-Qaeda Military Leader
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