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The Road to 9/11 and the Day of the Attacks 
Key Terms 

 

Al-Qaeda – An Islamist terrorist network founded by Osama bin Laden in 1988-89 out of the 

Arab volunteers he led against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. The group’s goals include 
the expulsion of American and other non-Islamic military forces and cultural norms from 

Muslim lands, an end to American interference in the internal affairs of Muslim nations, the 
demise of secular Arab rulers, the demise of the state of Israel, and the establishment of a global 
caliphate (Islamic empire) to unite all Muslim nations under a fundamentalist interpretation of 

sharia (Islamic law). Al-Qaeda members and affiliates use violent methods to further these 
goals, as seen in the 9/11 attacks, the 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, 

and the 2000 bombing of the USS Cole. 
 
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) – The government agency responsible for overseeing 

the civilian airline industry, including regulating civilian air traffic and setting airport and 
passenger security protocols. 

 
Intercultural/interreligious/interfaith relations – Interaction among people and groups of 
different cultures or religions, involving establishing and maintaining peaceful relations among 

different communities through outreach, cooperation, and displays of friendship and peaceful 
intentions. 

 
Islam – A monotheistic, Abrahamic religion founded on the principles of absolute submission to 
God and of the oneness of God as set forth in the Qur’an – the sacred scripture of Islam – 

through the prophet Muhammad in the 7th century CE. The Islamic declaration of belief 
(Shahadah) states: “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the messenger of God.” There 

are nearly 1.5 billion Muslims across the world, and Islam is the second largest religion after 
Christianity. Arabs from the Middle East and North Africa represent about a quarter of the 
world’s Muslim population. The countries with the most Muslims are in Southeast Asia and 

South Asia, and large numbers also live in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
 

Islamism – A strand of thought that considers Islam to be both a religion and a political system. 
Islamists believe that the Shariah (Islamic law) set forth in the Qur’an and the example set by the 
prophet Muhammad (Sunnah) lays out both a code of conduct for individuals to live by and a 

code of governance to which governments must adhere. There are a variety of interpretations of 
Sharia among Islamists, ranging from liberal to ultra-conservative. While most Islamists do not 

advocate using violence to install Islamic governments, nearly all terrorists espouse a 
conservative brand of Islamism. 
 

Osama bin Laden – (1957-2011) The late founder and leader of the al-Qaeda terrorist network. 
A member of the extremely wealthy bin Laden family of Saudi Arabia, he used his personal 

fortune to fund armed Arab opposition to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and later the 
training of al-Qaeda terrorist operatives and the execution of their terror plots. As the charismatic 
leader of al-Qaeda, all members took a vow of loyalty to him and shared in his militant, anti-

American, Islamist ideology. After overseeing the planning of the 9/11 attacks, bin Laden was 
forced into hiding after a U.S.- led international military coalition overthrew the Taliban 
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government of Afghanistan, which had given refuge to bin Laden and al-Qaeda. For years, he 
issued sporadic video and audio messages, and was eventually tracked down by U.S. intelligence 

to a compound in Pakistan, where he was killed during a covert U.S. military mission against the 
compound after he had been hiding there for five years. 

 
Terrorism – There is no universally agreed upon definition of terrorism, as terrorism has been 
used by a diverse set of individuals, organizations, and governments across history, and the term 

can be used by one party to delegitimize another party’s use of force. A generally acceptable 
understanding of terrorism is the use of violence without regard for the safety of noncombatants 

– and often specifically targeting noncombatants – in order to instill fear, or “terror,” in a greater 
number of people than the violence itself is able to harm directly, usually in furtherance of 
political objectives and sometimes driven by religious motivations. People of many nationalities 

and most religions have perpetrated acts of terrorism. The first explicit and systemat ic use of 
terror as a political tool was during the French Revolution.  

 
World Trade Center (WTC) – Formerly a seven-building complex at the heart of Lower 
Manhattan’s financial district, including 1 World Trade Center and 2 World Trade Center – 

popularly known as the Twin Towers – which were the tallest buildings in the world when they 
were built in 1972-3 and remained the tallest in New York City at the time of their destruction. 

The massive towers became a symbol of American economic strength across the world. On 
February 26, 1993, terrorist Ramzi Yousef and other conspirators detonated a bomb in the garage 
below the World Trade Center, killing six and injuring over a thousand. Then, on September 11, 

2001, al-Qaeda terrorists crashed two commercial airplanes into the Twin Towers, causing them 
to collapse, which resulted in the deaths of 2,753 people. The attacks of that day acted as a global 

rallying cry to combat terrorism. The World Trade Center is now being rebuilt to contain six 
skyscrapers and a memorial and museum complex to honor the victims and remember what 
happened on 9/11. 

 


