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The Twin Towers of the 

World Trade Center as 

Flight United 175 crashes 

into the South Tower on 

September 11, 2001. 

The diverse faces of Islam 

Like all faith traditions, the religion of Islam encompasses a broad spectrum of beliefs. 

Islam falls into two major branches: Sunni and Shi’a. 80-90% of Muslims are Sunni, 

and the remaining 10-20% are Shi’a. The split between these groups emerged over the 

question of who should lead the Muslim community after the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad and what the nature of their leadership should be. Sunnis believe 

centralized religious leadership ended with Muhammad, leaving only political 

leadership to succeed to, determined in ways similar to succession in other polities. 

Shi’a Muslims, on the other hand, believe in succession of religious leadership from the 

Prophet along hereditary lines. Sunnis and Shi’as are divided by other issues of dagma 

and tradition as well, and cach denominations contains many distinct schools of thought 

within it.  

The Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001 
The Road to 9/11 and the Day of the Attacks 

 
On September 11, 2001, terrorists hijacked four commercial 

airplanes in the skies over the United States. They crashed two 

into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York 

City – one for each tower. They crashed the third airplane into the 

Pentagon, the headquarters of the United States Department of 

Defense near Washington, DC. The fourth airplane was destined 

for the Capitol Building in Washington, DC but instead crashed in 

an empty field in rural Pennsylvania after passengers attempted to 

regain control of the aircraft. 

 

2,977 people died in the attacks, not including the 19 hijackers, 

making them the deadliest terrorist attacks the world has ever 

seen. This was a pivotal event in the history of the United States 

and the world as a whole. The attacks directly or indirectly 

affected every segment of American society as well as people of 

every region, every culture, and every religion of the world. And, 

ironically, though the terrorists espoused the goal of destroying all cultures but their own, 

the attacks united the diverse peoples of the U.S. and the world in opposition to the 

carnage wrought by fundamentalist notions of religious and cultural superiority. 

 

 

Who was behind the attacks? 

 
Within hours of the attacks, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) was able to 

identify the 19 men who had hijacked the airplanes and verify their ties to the terrorist 

organization known as al-Qaeda. Al-Qaeda is a militant Islamist group that adheres to a 

strict and narrow interpretation of Sunni Islam. The overarching goal of this extremist 

organization is the establishment of a global Islamic caliphate, a theocratic Muslim state, 

in part through the destruction of forces its members perceive as threats to Islam, such as 

the United States, secular political leaders in the Muslim world, and Jews. 
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Osama bin Laden, the 

founder of the al-Qaeda 

terrorist organization. 

How 9/11 changed airport security 
One of the immediately tangible changes 

caused by 9/11 was heightened airport 

security as regulated by the federal 

Transportation Security Administration 

(TSA), which has implemented the 

following regulations since the attacks: 

 Only ticketed passengers may pass 

through security 

 All liquids and gels must be in 3.4 oz. 

containers or smaller, and all containers 

must fit into a single one-quart Ziploc 

 Shoes and jackets must be removed 

before passing through security; gel 

insoles are not permitted 

 Most sharp objects, tools, sporting 

goods, and flammable items are not 

allowed to be carried onto planes 

 Pilots are permitted to carry a handgun 

 Cockpit doors have been reinforced 

 Many airports have begun using 

controversial full-body scanners 

 Additional controversy has come from 

allegations that TSA agents single out 

Arabs and Muslims for intensive 

screening despite official rules against 

racial profiling 

The leader and founder of al-Qaeda was Osama bin Laden, a 

religiously motivated guerrilla fighter and a disowned member 

of a wealthy Saudi Arabian family. He first became involved in 

Islamic militancy in 1979 when he traveled to Afghanistan to 

lead and finance other Arab Muslim warriors against the 

invading Soviet Union, heeding a global call to Muslims to 

assist Afghanistan in maintaining its Muslim identity and 

preventing it from becoming an atheistic state under communist 

rule. Ironically, to thwart Soviet expansion during the Cold 

War, the U.S. government provided covert financial and arms 

support to the local Afghan mujahideen (Muslim warriors), 

some of which ended up in the hands of Arab Islamist militants 

like bin Laden. Bin Laden spent a decade leading other Arab 

warriors against the Soviet military in Afghanistan. By the time 

the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan in 1989, he had established al-Qaeda as a 

secretive organization of Islamic militants loyal to him that he could use as he saw fit. 

Once al-Qaeda’s connection to the September 11 attacks had been established, Osama bin 

Laden became the top target of worldwide criminal, intelligence, and military operations, 

as well as the global face of terrorism. 

 

While Osama bin Laden had a role in 

planning the attacks, another al-Qaeda leader 

from Pakistan, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, 

was the mastermind who first put the plan 

together. In fact, Mohammed had previously 

been involved in similar plots, one successful 

and others foiled. In 1993, a group of 

conspirators led by al-Qaeda operative 

Ramzi Yousef detonated a bomb in a parking 

garage under the World Trade Center, killing 

7 and wounding over a thousand people. A 

foiled plot uncovered in the Philippines in 

1995 – known as the Bojinka Plot – involved 

crashing an airplane into the headquarters of 

the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) near 

Washington, DC, and the investigation 

exposed a further plan to fly airplanes into 

numerous important building across the U.S., 

including the World Trade Center and the 

Pentagon. 

 

The first evidence linking al-Qaeda to 

terrorist plots against the United States 

surfaced in 1990, when a search of the New 

Jersey home of El Sayyid Nosair – a man 

with al-Qaeda connections who had 
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Understanding Sharia 

Sharia can mean different 

things for different Muslims. 

For many, it is simply a code of 

personal conduct. For others, it 

is a set of social ethics ranging 

from moderate to conservative 

depending on interpretation. For 

Islamists, sharia is the only 

rightful legal code, strictly 

governing all aspects of life, 

and the state should be charged 

with enforcing it. 

assassinated a controversial Jewish rabbi and politician – yielded plans to destroy 

skyscrapers in New York City. Several months after the 1993 World Trade Center 

bombing, the FBI foiled another plot that targeted landmarks around New York City by a 

group with links to al-Qaeda. Al-Qaeda went on to perpetrate attacks against American 

interests in Africa with the 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, 

which killed over 200 people, and in the Middle East with the 2000 bombing of the U.S. 

Navy warship USS Cole while docked in Yemen, killing 17 U.S. sailors. However, after 

the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, the organization did not take part in another 

successful attack on U.S. soil until September 11, 2001. 

 

As for the 19 men who hijacked the four airliners on September 11, 15 were from Saudi 

Arabia, two were from the United Arab Emirates, one was from Lebanon, and one was 

from Egypt. Three of the four hijacker-pilots – Mohamed Atta, Marwan al-Shehhi, and 

Ziad Jarrah – acted as the primary planners of the September 11 attacks after forming an 

al-Qaeda cell in Hamburg, Germany. However, they had not arrived in Germany as al-

Qaeda members; each of these three men had moved to Germany to pursue their 

education. Their religious views became radicalized during their time in Germany due to 

feelings of social alienation from the predominantly white and Christian population, and 

hardened by their enmity toward the Western cultural norms they encountered there. The 

fourth hijacker-pilot, Hani Hanjour, developed radicalized religious views after several 

unsuccessful attempts to become a commercial pilot in Saudi Arabia left him 

disillusioned with his life. The other fifteen hijackers acted as “muscle,” tasked with 

overpowering the airplanes’ crews to allow the hijacker-pilots to take over the flight 

controls of the planes. Most of these muscle-hijackers were citizens of Saudi Arabia, 

where the fundamentalist bent of the state-sponsored version of Islam, known as 

Salafism, has been known to produce Islamic radicals. They tended to come from poor 

regions of Saudi Arabia where Osama bin Laden was revered as a hero for his campaign 

in Afghanistan, making them easy targets for recruitment into al-Qaeda. 

 

 

What motivated the terrorists to attack the U.S.? 
 

Any discussion of the motivations for the September 11 attacks must be understood 

through the lens of Islamism, the ideology espoused by al-Qaeda and most other Islamic 

extremist groups. As an expansion upon the Muslim 

belief that Islam governs all aspects of human 

existence, Islamists believe that Islam is not simply a 

religion but is also a divinely mandated system of 

government. As such, Islamists advocate establishing 

a fundamentalist version of sharia – Islamic law based 

on the Qur’an and on the reports of the habits and 

words of the Prophet Muhammad – as the body of law 

governing all Muslim societies. Islamism thus rejects 

secular law and the concept of secularism as a whole, 

believing that the teachings of Islam do not allow for 

any distinction between religion and government. In 
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The Pentagon after the 9/11 attacks. The 

building was chosen as a symbol of American 

military power. 

practice, this means that Muslim societies ought, according to Islamists, to remove any 

non-Muslim influences from their midst and establish a theocracy governed by sharia. 

By doing so, Islamists hope to unite the Muslim world into a single political entity and 

restore the practice of Islam to what they see as its true roots. Because Western political 

and economic concepts, social and cultural norms, and military forces are seen by 

Islamists as contrary to Islam, militant Islamists seek to annihilate Western influences 

from the Muslim world through the use of violence. 

 

The September 11 attacks represent Islamist violence of a particularly offensive nature. 

Instead of trying to merely remove Western influences from Muslim countries, al-Qaeda 

chose to strike directly at the source of those influences by launching an attack within the 

borders of a Western country. The U.S. has 

been the world’s only superpower since the 

end of the Cold War, and as such it has come 

to embody Western political, economic, 

social, cultural, and military power. The 

specific targets al-Qaeda chose were 

symbolic of the Western influences the 

terrorists’ Islamism repudiates: the World 

Trade Center had for decades been a symbol 

of American economic dominance, the 

Pentagon serves as the headquarters of the 

U.S. military, and the Capitol Building, which 

was the intended target of the airplane that 

crashed prematurely during a passenger uprising, is the seat of the U.S. government. 

 

Widespread Muslim hostility to the role of the U.S. government in world affairs largely 

derives from American support for the State of Israel. A large influx of Jews into 

Palestine, then a British Mandate, began after the First World War ended in 1918, largely 

fleeing from an increasingly anti-Semitic Europe. Jewish-Muslim tensions rose over the 

following decades as both groups engaged in militant attacks against each other and 

against their British overlords, each side seeking independence from Britain but wanting 

a state determined along its own ethno-religious lines. As the British ended their mandate 

over Palestine in 1948, the new State of Israel received de facto recognition as a 

sovereign state from U.S. President Harry Truman eleven minutes after the Israeli 

declaration of independence was signed. Whereas Jews believed they had finally returned 

to their people’s historical and biblically promised homeland, local Arab Muslims felt 

that their homeland, in which they had been the majority for 1,300 years, had been stolen 

from them. This perceived slight at Arabs and Muslims made solidarity with Palestine 

and Palestinians – and the corresponding antagonism toward Israel – a widespread 

element of the Muslim worldview. Many Muslims believe that Israeli power has been 

made possible in large part through U.S. support for the Jewish state, as Israel – a small 

country in terms of land and population – has repeatedly fended off military attacks from 

its larger Muslim Arab neighbors with ease, and no other country has been more 

consistent in its support for Israel than the U.S., though American presidents have 

repeatedly attempted to facilitate mutually beneficial resolution to the Israel-Palestine 
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The crash site of United Flight 93 near 

Shanksville, Pennsylvania. A passenger 

uprising against the hijackers prevented 

the plane from reaching its target in 

Washington, DC. 

conflict. With Palestine as a global Muslim rallying cry for the past 60 years, radical calls 

for the destruction of the State of Israel and its most prominent ally, the U.S., have 

always been a central feature of militant Islamist ideology. 

 

Osama bin Laden has long held particular grievances against the U.S. that came to shape 

the ideology and mission of his al-Qaeda organization. The dominant form of Islam in his 

home country of Saudi Arabia is known as Wahhabism, a rigorously strict form of 

Muslim belief that places central importance on purging non-Muslim elements from 

Muslim lands. He first exercised this belief in his time fighting the Soviets in 

Afghanistan. Shortly after bin Laden returned to Saudi Arabia in 1990 as a hero for his 

role in opposing Soviet power in Afghanistan, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq invaded and 

conquered the nation of Kuwait. With Hussein poised to threaten neighboring Saudi 

Arabia to gain control of its vast oil wealth, bin Laden met with Saudi King Fahd to 

convince him to use only Muslim forces in defending the country, and he offered to 

mobilize his network of Muslim mujahideen fighters for the cause. The king turned bin 

Laden down and instead allowed the U.S. to establish military bases inside Saudi Arabia 

to launch an American-led campaign to push Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. Bin Laden 

viewed the American presence in Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of Islam and home of the 

tradition’s two holiest sites – Mecca and Medina – as an affront to Islam. Though bin 

Laden already had strong anti-Western sentiments, it was around this point that he 

decided to start targeting his efforts against the West, and against the U.S. in particular. 

 

In 1996, bin Laden issued a fatwa (a proclamation of religious opinion) entitled 

“Declaration of War against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy 

Places.” In this fatwa, bin Laden expressed his grievances against American policies and 

activities in numerous Muslim-majority countries, particularly in regard to the American 

alliance with Israel, as well as his grievances against the Saudi royal family and secular 

Arab rulers. He went on to declare that all Muslims are obligated to kill any Americans 

they can as well as American allies, most particularly Jews because of the American-

Israeli alliance. In another 1998 fatwa, cosigned by four other militant Islamist leaders, 

bin Laden reiterated this same position, pointing to the continued American military 

presence in the Arabian Peninsula, the strong alliance between the U.S. and Israel, and 

the devastation wrought by United Nations economic sanctions against Iraq – in place 

since the 1990 invasion of Kuwait – as proof of the evil ways of the U.S. and the West. 

 

The ideology of al-Qaeda is defined by the views of bin Laden. Thus, the issues that 

motivate bin Laden – anger against American foreign policy, political intervention, and 

military presence in the Muslim world – are 

generally the same as those that motivated the 19 

hijackers on September 11. However, as formerly 

discussed, several of the hijackers seemingly 

developed an affinity for the views of al-Qaeda 

after their personal experiences of social alienation 

and culture shock while living in the West. 
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An aerial view of Ground Zero in Lower Manhattan, where the 

Twin Towers of the World Trade Center collapsed after being hit 

by hijacked airplanes. Lower Manhattan is the financial capital of 

the U.S. and the Towers represented American economic power. 

An alternative or supplementary view of bin Laden’s motivations posits that one of the 

al-Qaeda leader’s goals was to provoke a war with the U.S., which 9/11 accomplished. 

By doing so, bin Laden hoped that U.S. retaliation against the attacks and the subsequent 

increase in American intervention and influence in the Muslim world would breed 

resentment and instill popular fears of non-Muslims controlling Muslim lands, thus 

uniting Muslims against the U.S. and compelling them to establish theocratic Islamist 

governments to safeguard their Muslim identity against Western forces. While bin Laden 

would not have admitted publicly to this strategy for fear of losing Muslim support, in a 

2004 video message he did suggest that baiting the American military to perpetuate its 

intervention in the Muslim world was an effective tactic in achieving his strategic goal of 

bankrupting the U.S.: 

All that we have mentioned has made it easy for us to provoke and bait 

this administration. All that we have to do is to send two mujahidin to the 

furthest point east to raise a piece of cloth on which is written “al-

Qaeda,” in order to make the generals race there to cause America to 

suffer human, economic, and political losses without their achieving for it 

anything of note… as we, alongside the mujahidin, bled Russia for 10 

years, until it went bankrupt and was forced to withdraw in defeat… So we 

are continuing this policy in bleeding America to the point of bankruptcy. 

By trying to bankrupt the U.S., bin Laden was hoping to weaken the country to the point 

that it could no longer afford to interfere in the Muslim world. However, the U.S. remains 

involved with the Muslim world, as it does with all parts of the globe given that it possess 

the largest economy and military in a highly globalized world. Since 9/11, al-Qaeda’s 

organizational integrity had been severely weakened after nearly ten years of intensive 

American operations against the group – including the May 2011 U.S. raid that killed bin 

Laden – though terrorism from al-Qaeda and other Islamist militant groups remains a 

serious threat around the world. 

 

 

Understanding the targets of the attacks 
 

New York City is not simply a city, nor just an American city; it is also a global city. In 

many ways, New York City is 

a microcosm of the world and 

a symbol of cultural harmony. 

There are approximately 800 

different languages spoken in 

the city, making it the most 

linguistically diverse city on 

earth, and likely the most 

ethnically diverse as well. 

New York is also the 

headquarters of the United 

Nations, the preeminent 

international organization 

working for global peace and 
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cooperation. Various landmarks and attractions around the city, from Wall Street to 

Times Square, make New York the financial, cultural, artistic, media, and entertainment 

capital of the world. People from nearly every culture, ethnicity, and religion on the 

planet call New York City their home. The city thrives on its diversity and in many ways 

represents what people can achieve when they accept each other’s differences and work 

together in harmony. These metropolitan attributes have made New York representative 

of the American social ideal of a cultural melting pot, and of the traditional American 

motto “E pluribus unum,” Latin for “Out of many, one.” It is no surprise that the 

terrorists who targeted the city on 9/11 rejected the pluralistic worldview that makes New 

York’s society possible, and resented the nature of the culture promulgated by the 

Western world, with New York as its cultural capital. 

 

The World Trade Center itself was a hub of international business, housing the offices of 

companies active across the globe. The Twin Towers acted as symbols of New York as 

the financial capital of the world, as well as symbols of international cooperation. People 

from many countries, cultures, and religions worked in and visited the World Trade 

Center, including up to 60 Muslims who died in the Towers on 9/11. The World Trade 

Center housed nine worship areas devoted to six faiths, including a Muslim prayer room 

on the 17
th

 floor of the South Tower. The symbolism of the World Trade Center led many 

to see the 9/11 attacks as an assault not just on the Towers themselves, but also on all of 

New York, the United States, and the world. 

 

While the World Trade Center was targeted for its association with American financial 

power across the world and for the global influence of Western culture embodied by New 

York City, the Pentagon was chosen as a target for its international recognition as the 

symbol of the American military, whose presence in Muslim countries has angered 

Islamic extremists as well as many moderate Muslims. The Capitol Building in 

Washington, DC, which was the intended target of the hijacked airplane that crashed in a 

field in Pennsylvania, is a clear symbol of the U.S. government, whose foreign policies in 

Muslim lands have also spurred resentment among violent Islamists along with many 

moderate Muslims. 

 

 

How did the September 11 attacks occur? 
 

 
The five people chronicled in the film Rebirth illustrate the diversity of those affected 

by the 9/11 attacks and of the city of New York: (from left to right) Tanya Villanueva 

Tepper, a Filipina/German-American shop owner; Brian Lyons, a Euro-American 

construction worker; Nick Chirls, a Jewish American high school student; Lin Young, a 

Chinese-American government employee; Tim Brown, a Euro-American firefighter. 
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A map of the attack on the World Trade Center. 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, the hijackers took control of the four flights 

through the use of pepper spray, utility knives, and false claims of having bombs on 

board the planes. They used these tools to overpower the flight crew and instill fear in the 

passengers. However, the biggest lessons to be learned come not from the particulars of 

how the hijackers were able to seize the aircrafts, but from specific security lapses and 

the general unpreparedness of the U.S. intelligence, defense, and aviation infrastructures 

for an attack of this nature, which allowed the terrorists to carry out the attacks. 

 

While responsibility for the attacks rests with 

al-Qaeda and the 19 hijackers, responsibility 

for the failure to prevent the attacks falls 

largely to the FBI and CIA. Investigations 

into the events of September 11 exposed 

several warning signs that the FBI and CIA 

had ignored, failed to act on, and failed to 

share with relevant parties. One element of 

the Bojinka Plot, uncovered in 1995, 

involved al-Qaeda operatives crashing an 

airplane into CIA headquarters. The U.S. 

intelligence community was made aware of 

this and a number of other plots involving 

the use of planes as weapons prior to 

September 11, 2001. However, after the 

attacks, high-level American intelligence, 

military, and political leaders insisted they 
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Rebirth: Personal Reactions to 9/11 

While statistics on the sheer number of deaths and the massive infrastructure and 

financial damage caused by the attacks give an idea of the scope of the destruction, the 

true depth of the tragedy can be seen in the reactions of the thousands upon thousands of 

individuals who lost friends and family members that day. In the film Rebirth, four 

ordinary people who lost loved ones on 9/11 along with another who herself nearly died 

that day share their thoughts and fears in the moments during and after the attacks. 

 
“I knew my brother [Michael] was working… 

„cos I talked to him earlier in the day… We called 

some emergency rooms, trying to call the fire 

house. We can‟t get nobody. I‟m like, „You know 

what? Let me go get some of Michael‟s gear and 

I‟ll go down.” … If there was a chief or 

something, I would just ask him, „What do you 

need? Do you need a machine? I‟ll get it for you. 

I just kind of jumped right in. Used some of my, 

you know, construction experience or, you know, 

because it was chaos.” 

 
“But before we even think about what to do, the 

[second] plane hit [our tower]… And I don‟t 

know how long, was I lost conscious or not… All 

I know, remember, is getting up… My glasses 

were… completely filled with blood… I cleaned it 

very carefully. And I put it back on, and I looked 

around. I see nothing but people laying down… 

So we walked down this long, long corridor… 

Got into the elevator. And they were waiting for 

people… Says, „Are we waiting for more?‟ I 

said… „There‟s nobody coming down.‟” 

 
“I remember shaking, just my legs just really just 

shaking. And you know, it was tough for me 

because it was a relatively new job for my mom. 

And I knew she worked in the World Trade 

Center, but I didn‟t know which building. I didn‟t 

know what floor… My dad got home, finally. And, 

you know, he said that she worked in the first 

building, 104
th

 floor. And so that was just, you 

know, a blow… And I remember just talking to 

my dad and… him just saying, „You know, I don‟t 

think she made it.‟ … All of us went to sleep in my 

dad‟s bed that night. We just cried. My brother 

cried that he wanted Mommy. My sister cried that 

she wanted her Mom. Just sucked. I mean, the 

whole thing was, you know, worst day of my life.” 

 
“And I saw [my brother Terry] and he saw me 

and he just gave me a nod of the head… So I went 

over to see him and he was in his gear and 

awaiting orders from the chief on what to do… 

He wrapped his big arms around me and kissed 

me on the cheek and said, „Might be the last time 

I see you, brother. I love you, man.‟ … [Later] 

I… saw the top of Number One lean over and 

then disappear with the antenna and everything. 

And I knew Terry was in there… [At Terry‟s 

home] I walked in the door and the first face I 

saw was [Terry‟s wife] Beth. And she was 

crying… and said to me, „Tell me he‟s alive.‟ And 

I couldn‟t „cos I knew. And I hugged her. And 

held her, and that was all I could do.” 
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“And I watched as it came down… And I felt 

like, for a split second, „[my fiancée] Sergio 

was in there, no he‟s not in there.‟ … And I 

couldn‟t believe that, you know, and then I 

said, „No, he‟s supposed to be coming home. 

You know he‟s on his way home.‟ And then I 

called the cell but his machine kept on picking 

up right away. So I said, „Shit. He didn‟t leave 

yet.‟ 

Everyone has a 9/11 story. Do you 

remember where you were when you 

heard about the attacks? Do you 

remember how you felt? How your 

parents felt? Do you know anyone who 

died that day, or who was injured? Did 

you take any action to help victims of the 

attacks, such as giving blood or donating 

food and water? If you were too young to 

remember much around the time of the 

attacks, ask parents, older siblings, 

teachers, and others to hear their personal 

stories of how they were affected by the 

attacks. 

had never considered the possibility that 

terrorists would use airplanes as weapons. 

This lack of foresight suggests a failure to 

adequately assess the threat of such use of airliners, a failure to share intelligence 

between different institutions like the CIA and FBI, and a lack of institutional memory 

even over a relatively short span of years. Due in part to the intelligence community’s 

failure to consider such threats realistic, the military had no established protocol 

regarding how to respond to attacks of this nature. 

 

Several significant intelligence failures occurred in the year before the September 11 

attacks. The CIA was aware that Nawaf al-Hazmi and Khalid al-Mihdhar, both of whom 

would later act as “muscle” hijackers for the attacks, would be attending a high-level 

meeting of al-Qaeda operatives in Malaysia in early 2000. However, the CIA did not 

track the movements of these two men after the meeting and was thus unaware that they 

entered the U.S. a week later for six months, which included some flight training. When 

the pair reentered the U.S. a month before the attacks, the FBI became aware of their 

presence in the country but did not consider them a matter of priority and assigned a 

single inexperienced agent to them. Also a month prior to the attacks, the FBI arrested 

Zacarias Moussaoui – the man believed to have been the intended twentieth hijacker – 

out of suspicions stemming from his flight training. FBI agents requested permission to 

search his laptop, but received a delayed response that prohibited them from doing so. In 

another intelligence underestimation, an FBI agent sent a memo to FBI headquarters 

suggesting the possibility the Osama bin Laden might be sending operatives to U.S. flight 

schools, but the FBI did not fully analyze the memo since it did not posit a specific threat. 

 

On the day of the attacks, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) – the federal 

agency that regulates civil aviation in the U.S. – also made notable missteps. Upon 

learning of a hijacking, the FAA is supposed to notify the North American Aerospace 

Defense Command (NORAD) for military assistance. However, in the confusion of the 

moment, the FAA did not immediately notify NORAD of the hijackings, which left 

NORAD jets unable to reach any of the hijacked aircrafts in time to thwart the attacks.  
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A New York City firefighter surveys the 

ruins of the World Trade Center during 

the mission to rescue survivors. 

 

Though intelligence gathering and analysis are difficult tasks that often lead to hazy 

conclusions, and it is possible that the September 11 attacks would have occurred even if 

the aforementioned oversights had not been made, those oversights certainly made it 

easier for the terrorists to carry out their plan and lessened the likelihood of preventing it. 

Still, the primary responsibility for the attacks falls to those al-Qaeda operatives who 

actively planned and perpetrated them. 

 

 

What damages did the attacks cause? 
 

The September 11 attacks were the deadliest single terrorist strike in the recent history of 

the world. The thousands of deaths were an incalculable loss, and the physical and 

financial damages were unparalleled, severely distressing the neighborhood of Lower 

Manhattan and the American and global economies. 

The tragedy of the day’s events left an indelible 

imprint on the consciousness of the American people 

and has largely defined the state of domestic and 

international affairs ever since. 

 

2,977 people died in the attacks, not including the 19 

suicide hijackers. Of these, 2,753 died at the World 

Trade Center: American Airlines Flight 11, which 

crashed into the North Tower, carried 87 victims, 

and United Airlines Flight 175, which crashed into 

the South Tower, carried 60 victims; 2,606 people 

died in the towers or on the ground after the towers 

collapsed, including 411 emergency workers – 341 

firefighters and 2 paramedics from the New York 

City Fire Department, 37 Port Authority Police 

Department officers, 23 New York City Police 

Department officers, and 8 paramedics and 

emergency medical technicians from private 

emergency medical service units. There were 125 

victims inside the Pentagon, including 55 military 

personnel – the only members of the military killed 

in the attacks, the other 2,922 victims being 

civilians. American Airlines Flight 77, which struck the Pentagon, carried 59 victims. 

United Airlines Flight 93, which crashed in rural Pennsylvania after a passenger uprising, 

carried 40 victims. More than 6,000 people were injured in the attacks. 

 

The role of the World Trade Center as a hub of global commerce and the status of New 

York City as a melting pot of cultures were highlighted by the fact that nearly 15% of 

those killed by the attack in Manhattan were foreigners who were working in or visiting 

the World Trade Center. At least 55 countries lost citizens in the 9/11 attacks, for a total 

of 380 non-American deaths, excluding the hijackers. The deaths of these people, along 
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Non-U.S. victims of 9/11, by region 

 

Canada: 24  Europe: 122   East Asia: 57 

Latin America: 76 Middle East: 10  South and Central Asia: 48 

Africa: 10  Southeast Asia: 20  Australia and New Zealand: 13 

with the diverse thousands of Americans who perished, made it so that 9/11 touched 

individuals from all walks of life and from every corner of the world. 

 

While by far the greatest devastation caused by the attacks was the loss of life, the 

economic costs were also catastrophic. Even a conservative tally of the financial losses 

caused by the attacks is far in excess of $100 billion. The city of New York alone has 

estimated losses directly tied to the attacks at around $95 billion, including damage to 

infrastructure, lost jobs, lost taxes, and cleanup costs. Over 100,000 people lost their jobs 

in Lower Manhattan and 18,000 small businesses were displaced or completely destroyed 

because of the damage caused by the attack on the World Trade Center. Property and 

infrastructure damage amounted to over $13 billion, as well as $21.8 billion in damaged 

or unrecoverable property. 

 

Beyond the consequences of the physical disaster, the U.S. economy as a whole struggled 

under the fear and uncertainty caused by the attacks. When the New York Stock 

Exchange reopened on September 17, the country experienced its largest one-day point 

decline ever, and the losses had doubled by the end of the week, resulting in a $1.4 

trillion decline in U.S. stock values. Continuing market volatilities – including the airline 

industry, which suffered a 20% loss in passenger numbers immediately after the attacks – 

led to financial losses of over $2 trillion that could reasonably be directly attributed to the 

attacks, equaling about one-fifth of the entire U.S. gross domestic product for that year. 

 

The events of September 11 led quickly to the War in Afghanistan, which began less than 

a month after the attacks and continues to the present. Around 10,000 allied soldiers had 

been killed in this conflict through 2010, including nearly 8,000 Afghans and over 1,400 

Americans; over 38,000 Islamist insurgents and fighters for Afghanistan’s former Taliban 

regime, which gave safe haven to Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda organization, were 

killed or captured in this period; and up to 34,000 civilians had died in the conflict as of 

the end of 2010. 

 



The Intercultural and Interreligious Aspects of 9/11 

14 

 

Though there was never a link between the September 11 attacks and anti-American Iraqi 

dictator Saddam Hussein, the political and military agenda that emerged in response to 

the attacks produced an environment in which the idea of a war against Iraq was able to 

gain legitimacy. The administration of U.S. President George W. Bush framed the Iraq 

War as part of the larger global War on Terror and argued for a connection between al-

Qaeda and the Hussein regime, a claim that was highly contested at the time and later 

disproven. In the invasion (March-May 2003) and the multi-faceted insurgency that has 

followed since, well over 20,000 allied soldiers died through the official end of the war in 

August 2010, including over 16,000 Iraqi soldiers and over 4,000 U.S. soldiers. More 

than 25,000 insurgents were killed between 2003 and 2010, and up to 45,000 Iraqi 

soldiers under Saddam Hussein were killed during the invasion phase of the conflict. 

Around 100,000 civilians had died as of the end of 2010, in large part due to insurgent 

violence, and the numbers continue to grow. 

 

 

The effect of 9/11 on intercultural relations 
 

As soon as news broke minutes after the attacks that the likely culprits were Muslims, 

relations between Westerners and Muslims – as well as anyone who even “looked 

Muslim” – were turned on their head. The previously low profile of the Arab-American 

community was no longer possible as all eyes turned toward them. The fact that most 

Americans knew almost nothing about Islam only fueled popular distrust further. A rash 

of crimes against people who either were or appeared to be Arab or Muslim began the 

day of the attacks and continued for months. In the span of just one September morning, 

Muslims became the most ostracized minority in the country at that moment in time. 

 

Interreligious efforts involving Muslims also took a hit both in the U.S. and across the 

world, affecting many issues from local community relations to global politics. The risk 

posed by 9/11 to interfaith harmony was recognized immediately by Prince El Hassan bin 

Talal of Jordan in his reaction to the attacks: 

I live in the birthplace of the three monotheistic faiths. I studied Hebrew 

as a young man. I feel that this action in itself and of itself reversed over 

30 years - 35 years - of attempting to promote a confidence which would 

overcome our fear of the other... This one action polarized hatred on all 

sides and that's what made me feel that it turned the world upside down... 

I think there was a basic fear that all our hopes of peace in the Middle 

East had been derailed. 

Indeed, suspicions against Islam and Muslims grew out of the attacks and, in turn, 

Muslims began feeling socially stigmatized, sometimes becoming very defensive as they 

felt under attack. 

 

Fortunately, others saw 9/11 as a call to promote interfaith understanding in order to 

educate people about Islam, prevent retaliatory violence, and undermine the intercultural 

distrust that led to 9/11 in the first place. Never before had interreligious cooperation 

been such an urgent national and global priority, and many individuals and groups would 

come forward to contribute their efforts to this cause. 


