



Terrorism: An Introduction
Is terrorism just brutal, unthinking violence?
No. Experts agree that there is almost always a strategy behind terrorist actions. Whether it takes the form of bombings, shootings, hijackings, or assassinations, terrorism is neither random, spontaneous, nor blind; it is a deliberate use of violence against civilians for political or religious ends. 

Is there a definition of terrorism?
Even though most people can recognize terrorism when they see it, experts have had difficulty coming up with an ironclad definition. The State Department defines terrorism as "premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience." In another useful attempt to produce a definition, Paul Pillar, a former deputy chief of the CIA's Counterterrorist Center, argues that there are four key elements of terrorism: 

It is premeditated—planned in advance, rather than an impulsive act of rage. 

It is political—not criminal, like the violence that groups such as the mafia use to get money, but designed to change the existing political order. 

It is aimed at civilians—not at military targets or combat-ready troops. 

It is carried out by subnational groups—not by the army of a country. 

Where does the word "terrorism" come from?
It was coined during France's Reign of Terror in 1793-94. Originally, the leaders of this systematized attempt to weed out "traitors" among the revolutionary ranks praised terror as the best way to defend liberty, but as the French Revolution soured, the word soon took on grim echoes of state violence and guillotines. Today, most terrorists dislike the label, according to Bruce Hoffman of the RAND think tank. 

Is terrorism aimed at an audience?
Usually, yes. Terrorist acts are often deliberately spectacular, designed to rattle and influence a wide audience, beyond the victims of the violence itself. The point is to use the psychological impact of violence or of the threat of violence to effect political change. As the terrorism expert Brian Jenkins bluntly put it in 1974, "Terrorism is theatre." 

9/11

Was September 11 the deadliest terrorist attack in history?
Yes. Before September 11, the deadliest attacks were the bombings of airplanes, such as Pan Am flight 103, destroyed over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988 by terrorists linked to Libya, or the 1985 bombing of an Air India jet. Each of these attacks killed more than 300 people. The August 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania—before September 11, the largest attacks on major buildings—killed 224 people; these attacks have been linked to al-Qaeda. 

By way of comparison, Timothy McVeigh killed 168 people by bombing a federal office building in Oklahoma City in 1995. The failed February 1993 attempt by Islamist terrorists to destroy the World Trade Center killed six people and injured about 1,000 others. And the 1983 Islamist suicide bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, Lebanon, killed 242 Americans. 

Was September 11 part of an increasingly deadly trend in the evolution of terrorism?
Yes. During the 1990s, there were fewer terrorist attacks, but they tended to kill more people. Experts attribute this trend—fewer attacks, more fatalities—to a rise in religiously motivated terrorism, which lacks some of the restraints of earlier versions of terrorism. They add that heightened vigilance and security has often made the hijackings and kidnappings popularized in the 1960s and 1970s more difficult, driving some groups toward simpler but sometimes deadlier bombing operations. 

Did anything hold back terrorists from mass killing in the past?
Yes. Some terrorist groups before the 1990s often were limited by fears that too much violence could backfire. In other words, experts say, terrorist groups wanted to find the proverbial sweet spot: they sought to use enough shocking violence to bring attention to a cause they felt had been neglected, but they did not want to use so much violence that their audiences abroad would become permanently alienated. Nor did nationalist terrorist groups—such as the Palestine Liberation Organization or the Irish Republican Army (IRA)—want to go so far that they dried up support among their own people. 

These considerations often affected choices of targets as well as the level of violence. Between 1969 and 1993, for instance, less than a fifth of the IRA’s victims were Protestant civilians, reflecting a deliberate choice to avoid alienating potential Irish supporters. As the terrorism expert Brian Jenkins has put it, terrorists used to want a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead. 

Have terrorists ever used weapons of mass destruction?
Yes. In 1995, members of Aum Shinrikyo, a Japanese cult, released sarin nerve gas into the Tokyo subway, killing 12 and wounding over 3,500—the first recorded use of chemical weapons by terrorists. The first deadly use of biological weapons by terrorists was the late-2001 U.S. mailings of anthrax-laced letters by persons still unknown. 

Are religiously motivated terrorists like al-Qaeda less restrained than other terrorists?
Yes, generally speaking. Not only are these terrorists’ goals after vaguer than those of nationalist terrorists—who want, for example, an independent state, a much more concrete goal than Osama bin Laden’s sweeping talk of jihad—but their methods are more lethal. That’s because, experts say, the religious terrorist often sees violence as an end in itself, as a divinely inspired way of serving a higher cause. As RAND’s Hoffman notes, even such earlier archterrorists as Carlos the Jackal and Abu Nidal never “contemplated, much less attempted, the complete destruction of a high-rise office building packed with people.” But for al-Qaeda, the Iranian-backed Hezbollah, the Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo, the Palestinian group Hamas, and other religious terrorist organizations, mass killings are considered not only acceptable but “holy.”

Types of Terrorism
Are there different types of terrorism?
Yes. While these categories are not written in stone, experts have identified at least six different sorts of terrorism: nationalist, religious, state-sponsored, left-wing, right-wing, and anarchist. 

What is nationalist terrorism?
Nationalist terrorists seek to form a separate state for their own national group, often by drawing attention to a fight for “national liberation” that they think the world has ignored. This sort of terrorism has been among the most successful at winning international sympathy and concessions. Experts say that nationalist terror groups have tended to calibrate their use of violence, using enough to rivet world attention but not so much that they alienate supporters abroad or members of their base community. Nationalist terrorism can be difficult to define, since many groups accused of the practice insist that they are not terrorists but freedom fighters. 
What are some examples of nationalist terrorist groups?
Nationalist terrorist groups include the Irish Republican Army and the Palestine Liberation Organization, both of which said during the 1990s that they had renounced terrorism. Other prominent examples are the Basque Fatherland and Liberty, which seeks to create a Basque homeland separate from Spain, and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which seeks to create a Kurdish state independent from Turkey. Earlier nationalist terror groups sought to expel colonial rulers; such groups included the Irgun and the Lehi (both Jewish militias opposed to British rule in Palestine in the 1940s) and the National Liberation Front (opposed to French rule in Algeria in the 1950s).

What is religious terrorism?
Religious terrorists seek to use violence to further what they see as divinely commanded purposes, often targeting broad categories of foes in an attempt to bring about sweeping changes. Religious terrorists come from many major faiths, as well as from small cults. This type of terrorism is growing swiftly, notes Bruce Hoffman of the RAND think tank; in 1995 (the most recent year for which such statistics were available), nearly half of the 56 known, active international terrorist groups were religiously motivated. Because religious terrorists are concerned not with rallying a constituency of fellow nationalists or ideologues but with pursuing their own vision of the divine will, they lack one of the major constraints that historically has limited the scope of terror attacks, experts say. As Hoffman puts it, the most extreme religious terrorists can sanction “almost limitless violence against a virtually open-ended category of targets: that is, anyone who is not a member of the terrorists’ religion or religious sect.”

What are some examples of religious terrorist groups?
Examples include Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda network, the Palestinian Sunni Muslim organization Hamas, the Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah, the radical Jewish groups affiliated with the late Rabbi Meir Kahane, the Israeli extremists Baruch Goldstein (who machine-gunned Muslim worshipers in a Hebron mosque in 1994) and Yigal Amir (who assassinated then Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995), some American white-supremacist militias, and the Aum Shinrikyo doomsday cult in Japan.

What is state-sponsored terrorism?
State-sponsored terrorist groups are deliberately used by radical states as foreign policy tools—as Hoffman puts it, as “a cost-effective way of waging war covertly, through the use of surrogate warriors or ‘guns for hire.’” One important early case was the Iranian government’s use of supposedly independent young militants to seize hostages at the American embassy in Tehran in 1979. With enhanced resources at their disposal, state-sponsored terrorist groups are often capable of carrying out more deadly attacks than other terrorists, including airplane bombings.

Which states sponsor terrorism?
The State Department says Iran is the primary state sponsor of terrorism today; it also accuses Cuba, Iraq, Libya, North Korea, Sudan, and Syria of sponsoring terrorism.

What are some examples of state-sponsored terrorist groups?
State-sponsored terrorist groups include Hezbollah (backed by Iran), the Abu Nidal Organization (which has been backed by Syria, Libya, and Iraq), and the Japanese Red Army (which often worked on contract for Libya).

Is al-Qaeda a state-sponsored terrorist group?
Some experts saw the Taliban’s rule in Afghanistan as a new wrinkle in the phenomenon of state-sponsored terrorism. Since the Taliban worked so closely with al-Qaeda while in power, some experts considered Taliban-ruled Afghanistan to be a state that was, to some degree, run by a terrorist group.

What is left-wing terrorism?
Left-wing terrorists are out to destroy capitalism and replace it with a communist or socialist regime. Because they see most civilians as suffering from capitalist exploitation, left-wing terrorists sometimes have limited their use of violence to avoid hurting the victims they say they want to save. Left-wing terrorists sometimes focus instead on such tactics as kidnapping tycoons or bombing monuments.

What are some examples of left-wing terrorist groups?
The Baader-Meinhof Group (Germany), the Japanese Red Army, the Weathermen (1970s America), and the Red Brigades (Italy) are examples of left-wing terrorist groups.

What is right-wing terrorism?
Right-wing terrorists are among the least organized terrorists, often associated with neo-Nazi street rioting in Western Europe, especially in the early 1980s. These groups, often dominated by skinheads, seek to do away with liberal democratic governments and create fascist states in their place. Neofascist terrorists frequently attack immigrants and refugees from the developing world and are both racist and antisemitic.

What is anarchist terrorism?
From the 1870s until about 1920, anarchist terrorism was a major global phenomenon. Revolutionaries seeking to overthrow established governments launched a wave of bombings and assassinated a series of heads of state; one such victim was President William McKinley, killed in 1901 by a young Hungarian refugee influenced by anarchist sentiments. Some experts see signs of a new interest in anarchist violence arising out of the recent wave of protests against globalization.

Suicide Terror
Were the September 11 attacks something new? 
Only in the magnitude of the destruction and loss of life. The attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon harnessed modern technology to the age-old tactic of suicide terrorism. Because the hijackers were willing to die, they could turn passenger jets into deadly missiles and inflict mass casualties. 

Is suicide terrorism something new?
Not really. Most terrorism throughout history has carried a high risk of death for the terrorists themselves. As the historian Walter Laqueur observes, traditionally “the main weapon of the attack was the dagger, and unless the victim could be found alone and defenseless,” early terrorists “were unlikely to return from their missions.” And the makeshift bombs used by nineteenth-century anarchists and Russian revolutionaries “were so unstable that they had to be thrown from a short distance (that is, if they did not explode first in the hands of the attacker). Those who went on an attack of this kind were fully aware of the risk and many of them wrote farewell letters to their friends and families.” 

How has suicide terrorism evolved over the years?
The development of more sophisticated weapons in the twentieth century allowed terrorists to kill from a distance. At the same time, many groups got over their inhibitions about killing large numbers of innocent victims indiscriminately, so close-up targeting became less necessary. These factors made attacks less risky and de facto suicide terrorism less common. But suicide terrorism has reemerged with a vengeance in the last two decades as a favored tactic of certain terrorist groups, experts say. Among the reasons these groups choose suicide terrorism are the fear it generates and the ability to execute accurate, large-scale attacks without sophisticated technology.

Is suicide terrorism linked to any particular religion or nationality?
No. Far and away the largest number of suicide terrorist attacks in recent years have come from the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE, or Tamil Tigers), a separatist group fighting the government of Sri Lanka. Using suicide attackers, the Tigers managed to kill two heads of state, Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, in 1991, and Sri Lankan President Ranasinghe Premadasa, in 1993. 

The phenomenon reaches far beyond Sri Lanka, however. Other groups that have embraced suicide terrorism include the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a Kurdish, Marxist separatist group fighting the government of Turkey; Hezbollah, an Iranian-backed group of Shiite Islamists based in Lebanon; and al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden’s network of radical Sunni Islamists. And while not technically terrorism, the kamikaze attacks of Japanese pilots during World War II also showed a willingness to use suicide as a weapon. The concept of self-sacrifice “is not specific to any given culture,” argues the Wesleyan University terrorism expert Martha Crenshaw.

Is suicide terrorism becoming more common?
Yes. The most recent wave of suicide terrorism began with attacks by Hezbollah in Lebanon in 1983. The tactic was adopted by the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka in 1987, by the Palestinian Islamist group Hamas in Israel in 1994, and by the PKK in Turkey in 1996. Al-Qaeda embraced suicide terrorism in the mid-1990s when the network began planning the 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania and other attacks. The second Palestinian intifada (uprising), which began in 2000, has featured numerous suicide attacks from both religious and secular Palestinian terrorist groups. In May 2002, FBI director Robert S. Mueller III said future suicide attacks on American soil are “inevitable.”

Are suicide terrorists crazy?
Not necessarily. Experts say such terrorists are deeply committed to their causes and see themselves as martyrs. “Self-sacrifice is a way of legitimizing a cause, inspiring imitation, and promising individual glory,” argues Wesleyan’s Crenshaw.

Do suicide terrorists fit a common profile?
Experts used to think so, but after September 11, they are less sure. As Brian Jenkins of the RAND think tank has put it, typical Middle Eastern suicide bombers were usually thought to be “poor, not very well educated, and possibly psychologically damaged young men in their early 20s.” Experts used to argue that men who were older, better educated, and had more social status would be less inclined to kill themselves. “This would normally have been a good bet, but the September 11 attackers were older—particularly those who clearly knew it was to be a suicide mission,” writes Jenkins. “They had better educations and appear to have been far more sophisticated than their predecessors. The profile of suicide attackers now requires revision.”

Do women ever become suicide terrorists?
Yes. Women have carried out around one-third of the LTTE’s suicide attacks and two-thirds of the PKK’s. Both of these groups, along with the Syrian Socialist Nationalist Party, have used ostensibly pregnant women to get past security checks on the way to their targets. In early 2002, the first female Palestinian suicide bombers appeared.

Do suicide terrorists work on their own?
Rarely. Experts generally agree that instead of thinking of suicide terrorists as passionate people driven to kill themselves and others out of a spontaneous surge of emotion, we should regard them as a sort of guided missile, carefully prepared and launched by some larger, organized terrorist group. In other words, suicide terrorism is chiefly a deliberate tactic used by terrorist groups, not an individual act of rage.

Is suicide terrorism especially dangerous?
Yes, because it can make it easier for terrorist groups to achieve dramatic results. Once the suicide terrorist is psychologically ready for the job, planning the rest of the operation can be less complicated than it would be if the terrorist’s life needed to be safeguarded. (For instance, the September 11 pilots did not need to learn how to land a plane, only how to fly it into a building.) A clever and determined suicide terrorist, moreover, may be able to get closer to a target than other delivery methods could and can make last-minute tactical decisions—like swerving toward crowds or pausing before they detonate until more potential victims gather—that render their attacks more effective and more deadly.

Can suicide terrorism be prevented?
Sometimes. Just as good, timely intelligence can stop other kinds of terrorism, it can prevent or disrupt a suicide attack—as it did in 1997, when police arrested two men, one Palestinian and the other Lebanese, in Brooklyn as they were finalizing plans for a suicide-bomb attack in the New York City subways. And since suicide terrorism is less a spontaneous individual act than a method used by existing terrorist groups, a successful crackdown on those groups sending out suicide terrorists can suppress the threat. But experts say that if a competent terrorist organization can operate freely and keep its operations secret, stopping its suicide attacks may be extremely difficult.

Terrorism and the Media
Are terrorists interested in publicity?
Intensely. The scholar Brian Jenkins declared in 1974 that “terrorism is theatre,” and terrorists themselves have long seen it much the same way. Narodnaya Volya, the late-19th-century Russian anarchist group, conceived of its violent activities as “propaganda by deed.” Ever since, terrorists have tailored their attacks to maximize publicity and get their messages out through all available channels. Experts say the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, for example, were designed to provide billions of television viewers with pictures symbolizing U.S. vulnerability, and they prompted extensive reporting on al-Qaeda and its Islamist agenda. 

However, some experts say that the nature of terrorism may now be changing. Jenkins has famously said that terrorists want a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead. But the emergence of religious terror groups with apocalyptic outlooks and the availability of weapons of mass destruction may indicate that inflicting mass casualties has supplanted publicity as the primary goal of some terrorist campaigns.

Is modern terrorism tailored to the media?
Yes. Terrorists want governments and the public to pay attention, and the media provide the conduit. Experts say terrorism is calculated violence, usually against symbolic targets, designed to deliver a political or religious message. Beyond that, terrorists’ goals might also include winning popular support, provoking the attacked country to act rashly, attracting recruits, polarizing public opinion, demonstrating their ability to cause pain, or undermining governments.

Do terrorists try to attract media attention?
Yes, and terrorists say they design their operations accordingly. Timothy McVeigh, who was convicted of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing that killed 168 people, said he chose the Murrah Federal Building as a target because it had “plenty of open space around it, to allow for the best possible news photos and television footage.” The Italian leftist Red Brigades liked to stage attacks on Saturdays to make it into the Sunday newspapers, which had a higher circulation. And the Palestinian group Black September took Israeli athletes hostage at the 1972 Munich Olympics because television sets worldwide were already tuned in to the games and the concentrated foreign press would amplify the story. Terrorist groups study the media carefully, and some groups have their own media operations; the Colombian leftists of the FARC, for example, put out their own radio broadcasts, and many groups have promotional Web sites.

Does media attention help terrorists?
Experts disagree. The old saying that any publicity is good publicity has often been applied to terrorism; even when an assassin misses or a bomb doesn’t go off, an attack can raise awareness about the terrorists’ cause. Terrorism, which garners a disproportionately large share of news coverage, can also move neglected issues to the top of the political agenda—as a series of attacks in the 1970s and 1980s did for the cause of Palestinian nationalism. Terrorism can also provoke policy debates and public discussion by highlighting both the terrorists’ radical views and the visceral anger of terrorism’s victims and their families. 

But other experts doubt that media coverage really helps terrorists. Attacks can spin out of control or have unintended consequences; too much slaughter can alienate potential supporters and sympathizers; terrorist activities have different meanings for different audiences; and even when terrorists’ attack plans work, they cannot necessarily control how their actions are covered or perceived. Finally, being saddled with the pejorative label “terrorist” focuses attention on a group’s methods, not its message, and can delegitimize its cause in the public eye.

Why do the media cover terrorist attacks?
Because terrorist attacks are news, journalists say. Many terrorism scholars have identified a symbiotic relationship between terrorists, who want attention, and news organizations, which want dramatic stories to boost readership or ratings. Most news organizations, while aware that terrorist groups are manipulating them, want to report on major events without becoming a platform for terrorists. Critics say live television news is particularly susceptible to becoming an unwitting partner in the theater of terrorism.

Can media coverage shape the outcome of a terrorist incident?
Yes, in various ways. Experts say sustained coverage of a hijacking sometimes protects hostages’ lives by building international sympathy for their plight. But it can also prolong a hostage situation since terrorists may hold out until the publicity—and therefore the attention—fades. When an unfolding attack is covered on television, a lull in real-time developments can make it seem like a government isn’t responding to an attack and lead to pressure on officials to resolve the situation, perhaps prematurely, with dangerous consequences. Media coverage can also disrupt or prevent counterterrorist operations. It can tell hijackers how their attack is proceeding and even tip them off to a rescue attempt. But it can also lead to arrests. The decision by major U.S. newspapers to publish the antimodern political manifesto of the Unabomber, a lone serial mail bomber who eluded FBI investigators for 17 years, brought about his identification and capture.

Do terrorist groups ever target the media?
Yes; experts say targeting the media can help to attract attention or shape coverage. Anthrax-laden letters were mailed to several newsrooms; Islamist militants in Pakistan linked to al-Qaeda lured the Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl to an interview only to abduct and kill him; and intelligence reports said that al-Qaeda was scouting the Prague headquarters of Radio Free Europe as a target. Earlier terrorists in Beirut killed or kidnapped foreign correspondents whose coverage they considered unsympathetic—Associated Press reporter Terry Anderson spent seven years as a hostage in Lebanon—and the Basque separatist group ETA killed a Spanish editor whose newspaper published an antiterrorist manifesto.

Do democracies ever try to control media coverage of terrorism?
Yes. In the 1980s, for example, Britain banned the broadcasting of statements by members of terrorist organizations or their supporters, following then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s argument that the surest way to stop terrorism was to cut off “the oxygen of publicity.” Democracies that do not regulate press coverage of terrorism sometimes ask media organizations to voluntarily hold back—either for national security reasons or to deny terrorists an outlet for their political views. Following the September 11 attacks, for example, the Bush administration asked U.S. networks not to air videos of Osama bin Laden because the government said they might contain coded messages with instructions for future attacks. Other U.S. officials have said that coverage of homeland-security vulnerabilities, from nuclear power plants to cyberterrorism, has been a boon for terrorists planning future attacks. 

News organizations say that they carefully consider whether to interview terrorists or broadcast footage of their activities and that they prefer to establish their own guidelines for covering terrorist activity rather than bowing to government censorship or pressure. They also say that the Bush administration has never demonstrated that bin Laden videos do contain coded messages, and that reporting on homeland-security vulnerabilities brings attention to these situations and encourages the government to fix them. However, critics argue that many news organizations focus more on profits than public service.

Do new forms of media change terrorists’ behavior?
Yes. Experts say terrorists have learned to adapt their methods and messages as the media have evolved. Hijacking passenger airplanes, for example, became a common terrorist strategy only after the launch of the first international television satellite, which allowed viewers worldwide to watch hijackings as real-time dramas. More recently, al-Qaeda’s strategy of not claiming responsibility for attacks—unlike earlier generations of terrorists—helps perpetuate insecurity and drive media coverage. The growth of satellite networks such as the Arabic cable news network al-Jazeera and of the video capabilities of the World Wide Web let terrorists make video recordings—for example, ones showing the murder of Daniel Pearl or Palestinian suicide bombers’ last testaments—that can be seen even if CNN and the BBC decide not to show them.

How do terrorists use the Internet?
Terrorists have learned to use the Internet for secret communications among themselves, facilitating planning and fund-raising, and they have promotional Web sites. However, experts say that information flow on the World Wide Web is hard to predict or control, and the Internet isn’t yet a way to reach everyone at once, as carrying out a spectacular televised attack is. However, rumors spread via the Internet sometimes filter up into other media.

Al-Qaeda
What is al-Qaeda?
Al-Qaeda is an international terrorist network led by Osama bin Laden. It seeks to rid Muslim countries of what it sees as the profane influence of the West and replace their governments with fundamentalist Islamic regimes. After al-Qaeda’s September 11, 2001, attacks on America, the United States launched a war in Afghanistan to destroy al-Qaeda’s bases there and overthrow the Taliban, the country’s Muslim fundamentalist rulers who harbored bin Laden and his followers. “Al-Qaeda” is Arabic for “the base.” 

What are al-Qaeda’s origins?
Al-Qaeda grew out of the Services Office, a clearinghouse for the international Muslim brigade opposed to the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. In the 1980s, the Services Office—run by bin Laden and the Palestinian religious scholar Abdullah Azzam—recruited, trained, and financed thousands of foreign mujahedeen, or holy warriors, from more than 50 countries. Bin Laden wanted these fighters to continue the “holy war” beyond Afghanistan. He formed al-Qaeda around 1988. 

Who are al-Qaeda’s leaders?
According to a 1998 federal indictment, al-Qaeda is administered by a council that “discussed and approved major undertakings, including terrorist operations.” At the top is bin Laden. Ayman al-Zawahiri, the head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, is thought to be bin Laden’s top lieutenant and al-Qaeda’s ideological adviser. At least one senior al-Qaeda commander, Muhammad Atef, died in the U.S. air strikes in Afghanistan, and another top lieutenant, Abu Zubaydah, was captured in Pakistan in March 2002. In March 2003, the alleged mastermind of the September 11 attacks, Khalid Shaikh Muhammad, and al-Qaeda’s treasurer, Mustafa Ahmed al-Hawsawi, were also captured in Pakistan. 

Where does al-Qaeda operate?
We don’t know if it has a headquarters anymore. From 1991 to 1996, al-Qaeda worked out of Sudan. From 1996 until the collapse of the Taliban in 2001, al-Qaeda operated out of Afghanistan and maintained its training camps there. U.S. intelligence officials now think al-Qaeda’s senior leadership is trying to regroup in lawless tribal regions just inside Pakistan, near the Afghan border, or inside Pakistani cities. Al-Qaeda has autonomous underground cells in some 100 countries, including the United States, officials say. Law enforcement has broken up al-Qaeda cells in the United Kingdom, the United States, Italy, France, Spain, Germany, Albania, Uganda, and elsewhere. 

How big is al-Qaeda?
It’s impossible to say precisely, because al-Qaeda is decentralized. Estimates range from several hundred to several thousand members. 

Is al-Qaeda connected to other terrorist organizations?
Yes. Among them: 

Egyptian Islamic Jihad 
Jamaat Islamiyya (Egypt) 

The Libyan Islamic Fighting Group 

Islamic Army of Aden (Yemen) 

Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Muhammad (Kashmir) 

Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 

Salafist Group for Call and Combat and the Armed Islamic Group (Algeria) 

Abu Sayyaf Group (Malaysia, Philippines) 

These groups share al-Qaeda’s Sunni Muslim fundamentalist views. Some terror experts theorize that Al-Qaeda, after the loss of it Afghanistan base, may be increasingly reliant on sympathetic affiliates to carry out it agenda. Intelligence officials and terrorism experts also say that al-Qaeda has stepped up its cooperation on logistics and training with Hezbollah, a radical, Iran-backed Lebanese militia drawn from the minority Shiite strain of Islam. 

What major attacks has al-Qaeda been responsible for?
The group has targeted American and other Western interests as well as Jewish targets and Muslim governments it saw as corrupt or impious — above all, the Saudi monarchy. Al-Qaeda linked attacks include: 

The May 2003 car bomb attacks on three residential compounds in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 

The November 2002 car bomb attack and a failed attempt to shoot down an Israeli jetliner with shoulder-fired missiles, both in Mombasa, Kenya 

The October 2002 attack on a French tanker off the coast of Yemen Several spring 2002 bombings in Pakistan 

The April 2002 explosion of a fuel tanker outside a synagogue in Tunisia 

The September 11, 2001, hijacking attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 

The October 2000 U.S.S. Cole bombing 

The August 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania 

Al-Qaeda is suspected of carrying out or directing sympathetic groups to carry out the May 2003 suicide attacks on Western interests in Casablanca, Morocco; the October 2002 nightclub bombing in Bali, Indonesia; and the 1993 World Trade Center bombing. 

Plots linked to al-Qaeda that were disrupted or prevented include: a 2001 attempt by Richard Reid to explode a shoe bomb on a transatlantic flight; a 1999 plot to set off a bomb at Los Angeles International Airport; a 1995 plan to blow up 12 transpacific flights of U.S. commercial airliners; a 1995 plan to kill President Bill Clinton on a visit to the Philippines; and a 1994 plot to kill Pope John Paul II during a visit to Manila. 

How is al-Qaeda connected to the 1993 World Trade Center bombing?
There are strong links. Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, the militant cleric convicted in the 1993 plot, once led an Egyptian group now affiliated with al-Qaeda; two of his sons are senior al-Qaeda officials. And Ramzi Ahmed Yousef, who was convicted of masterminding the 1993 attack, planned al-Qaeda’s foiled attack on American airliners over the Pacific Ocean. He is also the nephew of the former senior al-Qaeda terrorist Khalid Shaikh Muhammad, who is now in U.S. custody. 

How is al-Qaeda funded?
In several ways. Bin Laden, whose family runs a large construction company in Saudi Arabia, has provided funds from his vast inheritance, and he established companies to provide income and charities that act as fronts. Protection schemes, credit-card fraud, and diamond and drug smuggling are other possible sources of money. Donors sympathetic to al-Qaeda’s mission—many from the Persian Gulf region and reportedly including disaffected members of the Saudi royal family—channel funds to the group. 

How does al-Qaeda operate in the United States?
Secretly. What we know about al-Qaeda’s U.S. operations comes largely from investigations into the September 11 attacks and a foiled millennial attack on the Los Angeles airport. In the federal indictment of Zacarias Moussaoui, who was apprehended before September 11, prosecutors describe how the hijackers lived in the United States for months before the attacks—renting apartments, taking flight classes, joining health clubs, and living off funds wired from overseas. 

Are there still al-Qaeda operatives at large in the United States?
Experts suspect there are, although they don’t know how many. In February 2003, FBI Director Robert Mueller III warned that several hundred Islamist radicals with links to al-Qaeda are living in America, some of them organized into cells that are plotting future attacks. 

Before September 11, had al-Qaeda attacked U.S. interests?
Yes, repeatedly. In 1995, a car bomb outside the Saudi National Guard building in Riyadh killed seven people, five of them Americans. In 1998, simultaneous bombings at the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania killed 224 people, including 12 Americans. In Yemen in 2000, a small boat laden with explosives hit the destroyer U.S.S. Cole, killing 17 U.S. sailors. Other al-Qaeda plots—such as 1995 plans to simultaneously blow up a dozen American airliners over the Pacific and to reportedly crash a plane into CIA headquarters—were uncovered before they could be carried out. 

Is al-Qaeda the same as the Taliban?
No. Al-Qaeda is an international terrorist organization; the Taliban are Afghan fundamentalists who established an Islamic republic. However, the two were closely linked. The Taliban provided refuge for bin Laden and al-Qaeda; bin Laden and al-Qaeda offered ideological guidance and financial assistance to the Taliban. 

Does al-Qaeda engage in forms of violence other than terrorism?
Yes. Al-Qaeda has supported, trained, and fought alongside Muslim guerrillas in armed conflicts in Chechnya, the former Yugoslavia, and Uzbekistan. 

Does al-Qaeda have a charter or manifesto?
In an al-Qaeda house in Afghanistan, New York Times reporters found a brief statement of the “Goals and Objectives of Jihad”: 

Establishing the rule of God on earth 

Attaining martyrdom in the cause of God 

Purification of the ranks of Islam from the elements of depravity 

In 1998, several al-Qaeda leaders issued a declaration calling on Muslims to kill Americans—including civilians—as well as “those who are allied with them from among the helpers of Satan.” 

Does al-Qaeda have an operations manual?
Yes. In the early 1990s, al-Qaeda produced the Encyclopedia of the Afghan Jihad, a detailed how-to guide for using handguns, explosives, and biological and chemical weapons, in print and on CD-ROM. Materials belonging to a captured al-Qaeda operative in England detail techniques for forgery, surveillance, and espionage. 

How does al-Qaeda find new members?
It recruits Muslim men from around the world. Many recruits have come from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Yemen, but al-Qaeda has also succeeded in attracting Muslims living in the West. 

Other than Afghanistan, which countries have had ties with al-Qaeda?
Sudan provided a base for al-Qaeda from 1991 to 1996. Iran, which supports the Lebanese terrorist group Hezbollah, has reportedly cooperated with al-Qaeda, some of whose members may have trained in Hezbollah camps in Lebanon. U.S. and Arab intelligence officials say that al-Qaeda operatives, including several senior leaders, found shelter in eastern Iran after fleeing Afghanistan. In May 2003, administration officials claimed that senior al-Qaeda figures were in Iran and urged Tehran to apprehend them. 

Did Iraq have ties with al-Qaeda?
The question of Iraqi links to al-Qaeda remains murky, although senior Bush administration officials insist such ties existed. Both al-Qaeda operatives and Iraqi intelligence officers reportedly backed Ansar al-Islam, an Islamist militia fighting U.S.-backed Kurds who opposed Saddam Hussein’s government. In the 2003 Iraq war, U.S. warplanes destroyed the Ansar camps in northeastern Iraq. 

In February 2003, Secretary of State Colin Powell told the U.N. Security Council that Iraq was harboring a terrorist cell led by Abu Musab Zarqawi, a suspected al-Qaeda affiliate and chemical and biological weapons specialist. Powell said Zarqawi had both planned the October 2002 assassination of a U.S. diplomat in Jordan and set up a camp in Ansar al-Islam’s territory in northeastern Iraq to train terrorists in the use of chemical weapons. Powell added that senior Iraqi and al-Qaeda leaders had met at least eight times since the early 1990s. 

Beyond that, some Iraq-watchers suspect that al-Qaeda members attended Iraq’s Salman Pak terrorist training camp. Widely circulated reports said that Muhammad Atta, a mastermind of the September 11 attacks, met an Iraqi intelligence agent in Prague. And fleeing al-Qaeda members reportedly took refuge in Iraq. But U.S. officials say they doubt that the Atta meeting took place, and many experts and State Department officials say that any al-Qaeda presence in Iraq probably was in northern regions of the country beyond Saddam’s control. Some analysts say there was scant evidence of ties between al-Qaeda and Saddam’s secular regime, a claim supported by the lack of such evidence found after Saddam’s downfall. The CIA in May 2003 began an internal review of prewar intelligence reports, including those related to suspected connections between Iraq and terrorism. 

Does al-Qaeda have biological or chemical weapons?
We don’t know, but the terror network has certainly been interested in acquiring them. U.S. officials say they found a laboratory under construction near Kandahar that seems to have been intended for developing biological weapons such as anthrax, and evidence recovered elsewhere in Afghanistan—including a videotape of dogs succumbing to unknown vapors—suggests that al-Qaeda was conducting crude chemical warfare experiments. The United States has attacked several Afghan sites where it suspected chemical weapons were being developed. And, while in the United States, the September 11 hijacker Muhammad Atta reportedly looked into obtaining a crop duster, which could be used to spray biological or chemical agents. 

Does al-Qaeda have nuclear or radiological weapons?
We don’t know. While experts say al-Qaeda would find it difficult to steal or build an atomic bomb, the network’s interest in atomic weaponry is clear. In January 2003, British officials said that documents found in the Afghan city of Herat had led them to conclude that al-Qaeda had successfully built a small “dirty bomb”—an ordinary explosive laced with radioactive material. That tracks with an April 2002 statement by Abu Zubaydah, a top al-Qaeda lieutenant captured in Pakistan, who told U.S. investigators that al-Qaeda had worked on building a dirty bomb. 

In November 2001, bin Laden told a Pakistani newspaper that al-Qaeda had nuclear weapons. Although little evidence has surfaced to back that claim, we do know that al-Qaeda has tried to acquire nuclear bombs, materials, and know-how. Several Pakistani nuclear scientists reportedly met with bin Laden in Afghanistan in August 2001 to discuss weapons of mass destruction. 

Can al-Qaeda outlive bin Laden?
We don’t know. Bin Laden may have planned operations to be carried out after his own death, experts say. Historically, many terrorist groups have dissolved or succumbed to infighting after key figures died. However, al-Qaeda’s structure is less centralized than these groups, and some members could launch further attacks themselves. “The network is perfectly capable of functioning without this head,” Michelle Flournoy of the Center for Strategic and International Studies told the Washington Post. But Peter Bergen, author of Holy War, Inc., says that while bin Laden’s death alone would not necessarily cause al-Qaeda’s demise, “when you eliminate the leadership of that group and don’t have training camps, I think al-Qaeda is out of business in the long term.” 

Muslim Militant Extremists? 

Was there a religious motive behind the September 11 attacks?
Yes—but one that expressed a radical, politicized form of religion. Al-Qaeda, the network of Islamist terrorists that the United States says was behind the terror attacks, subscribes to a militant form of Islam that seeks to rid the Middle East of all Western influence and establish an Islamist state. Al-Qaeda and like-minded extremists believe that violence, including killing civilians, is justified as a means to restore sharia (Islamic law) and maintain Islamic cultural identity. Adherents to this brand of Islamist activism say they are engaged in a jihad (holy struggle) against Islam’s enemies, including even fellow Muslims who have abandoned what the extremists view as “true” Islam. 

Why have these extremists targeted the United States?
Osama bin Laden, al-Qaeda’s leader, and other Arab militants have given several reasons for declaring a jihad against the United States. High on their list is the belief that the United States has “colonized” the Arab world to protect U.S. access to oil. In particular, bin Laden has expressed outrage at the presence of American troops in Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad. (U.S. forces remained in Saudi Arabia after the 1991 Gulf War to deter Iraq from attacking the oil-rich country.) The extremists also have accused the United States of supporting authoritarian governments in the Middle East while promoting democracy elsewhere, of helping oppress the Palestinians by backing Israel, and of killing what they claim are millions of Iraqis through U.N. economic sanctions against Saddam Hussein. 

What do radical Islamists hope to accomplish by attacking the United States?
Behind the attacks against the United States lies an effort by Muslim extremists to foment a wider Islamist revolution and topple more secular Arab rulers, Middle East observers say. Many Arab Islamists have been killed, tortured, jailed, or banished by the authoritarian governments that rule their home countries—both for attacking the West and for trying to create Islamist states to supplant regimes that the extremists consider corrupt and nonbelieving. “The primary goal of most of these Islamic radicals was to seize power at home, something they failed to do,” says Michael Scott Doran, a professor of Near Eastern studies at Princeton University. “Now these extremists are waging attacks against the United States to discredit these oppressive regimes and gain new followers.”
Is this brand of Islamist extremism a new phenomenon?
No. The basic sentiment of today’s Muslim extremists has flourished in the Islamic world for decades. It can be traced at least to the founding of the Muslim Brotherhood, a political force that began in Egypt in 1928 with the goal of restoring Islamic laws and values in the face of growing Western influence. About the same time, another group of radical “brethren” was taking shape in Saudi Arabia, advocating the puritanical interpretation of Islam known as Wahhabism. The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and the Wahhabi radicals in Saudi Arabia both arose out of an Islamic religious movement called the Salafiyya, which believes that the practice of Islam has become corrupted and must be reformed to reflect the seventh-century form of Islam practiced at the time of the Prophet Muhammad. This brash interpretation of Islam would eventually influence a new generation of violent, radical Muslim groups, including the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and Egyptian Islamic Jihad—the last of which assassinated Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat in 1981.

How many militant Islamist groups are there?
Of the 28 foreign terrorist organizations listed by the State Department in October 2001, 11 are Islamist. In his September 2001 speech before a joint session of Congress, President Bush said there were thousands of Islamist terrorists in more than 60 countries. “They are recruited from their own nations and neighborhoods and brought to places like Afghanistan, where they are trained in the tactics of terror,” the president said. “They are sent back to their homes or sent to hide in countries around the world to plot evil and destruction.” Islamist extremist groups on the State Department’s terrorist list include the Filipino group Abu Sayyaf, Algeria’s Armed Islamic Group, the Palestinian group Hamas, the Kashmiri militants of Harakat ul-Mujahedeen, Lebanon’s Hezbollah, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, Egyptian Islamic Jihad, and al-Qaeda itself. 

Do most Muslims support these extremist groups? 
No. Few Muslim clerics advocate the radical form of Islam espoused by groups like al-Qaeda. At the same time, experts note, extremist Islamist groups often represent the only form of political opposition in many Muslim countries and often find a significant number of sympathizers. The September 11 attacks were widely condemned across the Muslim world, experts say—notwithstanding significant pockets of support for bin Laden, deep wellsprings of anti-Americanism (further deepened by the spring 2002 Israeli-Palestinian crisis), and a widespread insistence in the Arab world that U.S. policies helped pave the way for the attacks.

What type of person joins these terrorist organizations?
Experts say that the militancy of the Islamist radicals has often appealed to poor, disillusioned, single, young men in the Arab-Muslim world—often people with scant future prospects. But many of the terrorists who carried out the September 11 attacks were older, educated men with families. 

Did the September 11 attacks help or hurt the radical Islamist groups?
Before September 11, Arab states such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria had beaten back their Islamist domestic foes and driven them to chaotic places such as Sudan and Afghanistan, experts say. The attacks on America prompted a further crackdown on Muslim extremists by governments across the world, including in the Middle East. Since September 11, many radical groups have been outlawed, their assets seized, and some of their leaders and members detained. Moreover, there has been increased cooperation among states to combat terrorism. But Palestinian groups such as Hamas have lately been emboldened.

Causes of 9/11:
U.S. Support for Repressive Regimes?
Were the September 11 attacks motivated by America’s support for repressive Arab regimes?
To some extent, yes. Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda followers have long opposed the regimes ruling Saudi Arabia and Egypt and have railed against the United States for backing them. In a 1998 interview, bin Laden said he had declared war on America because U.S. troops were propping up Saudi Arabia’s “oppressive, corrupt and tyrannical regime.” Bin Laden also called the behavior of the Egyptian and Saudi regimes “completely the opposite” of “humanity, justice, and peace.” By attacking the United States, some experts argue, bin Laden was trying to hurt the Saudi regime indirectly while linking it to its “infidel” patron. For al-Qaeda, writes Princeton University’s Michael Scott Doran, attacking America “was not a goal in and of itself but rather an instrument designed to help [bin Laden’s] brand of extremist Islam survive and flourish among the believers. America, in short, has been drawn into somebody else’s civil war.” 

Is al-Qaeda angry about U.S. support for other regimes?
Yes. Many senior al-Qaeda leaders are Egyptian Islamists infuriated by America’s support for Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, who they see as godless, anti-Islamic, tyrannical, and treasonous (for backing Egypt’s peace with Israel). In the words of Ayman al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian terrorist who is bin Laden’s chief deputy, “America claims to be the champion and protector of human rights, democracy, and liberties, while at the same time forcing on Muslims oppressive and corrupt political regimes.” Zawahiri calls America “responsible for everything that happens in Egypt and responsible for human rights violations there, and in other countries as well.”

Has America backed other repressive regimes during its war on terrorism?
Yes. In support of its operations against al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan, the United States has worked with authoritarian regimes throughout Central Asia. And while before September 11 the Bush administration had complained about widespread human rights abuses during Russia’s crackdown on the rebellious province of Chechnya, the White House subsequently changed its tune while seeking Russian cooperation in the war on terrorism. 

Moreover, in a broader sense, human rights groups worry that the United States could put the war on terrorism ahead of human rights. Amnesty International has warned that the U.S. decision to work on counterterrorism with such countries as Uzbekistan, Yemen, Colombia, and Indonesia could lead to human rights abuses.

Does America support democracy in the Middle East?
To some degree, but often not at the expense of important U.S. strategic interests such as oil, regional stability, and the Arab-Israeli peace process. Experts say support for corrupt autocrats is a leading cause of anti-Americanism in the Arab world. Saudi Arabia, an absolute monarchy sitting atop the world’s largest oil reserves, is one of Washington’s most important global partners. Egypt, an authoritarian state, has had a close relationship with the United States since the late 1970s. According to Martin Indyk, the Clinton administration’s assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs, Washington decided that “pushing hard for political change [inside Arab states] might not only disrupt the effort to promote [Arab-Israeli] peace but could also work against vital U.S. interests: stability in the oil-rich Persian Gulf and in strategically critical Egypt.” Indyk argues that during the 1990s, “the United States did not ignore political reform entirely; it just tinkered with it on the margins.” America maintains strong relationships with Israel, the region’s lone democracy, as well as with those Middle Eastern states making the greatest strides toward democracy, such as Turkey, Jordan, and Morocco. And Washington has praised recent moves toward liberalization in Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, and other Gulf countries.

Should America do more to push Middle Eastern countries toward democracy?
Experts disagree. Some argue that America has been too timid about urging other countries to adopt reforms, such as greater political participation and more open societies. Even Islamists can sometimes play by democratic rules, these experts say. In Jordan, Islamist parties came to power democratically and were voted out when they couldn’t deliver on their domestic agenda, and in Kuwait, Islamist parties regularly win and lose seats in the semifree parliament. This school also points to the benefits of America’s post-World War II push to democratize Japan and Germany and argues that the United States should use its influence to advance democracy in the Middle East as well—which might help inhibit terrorism over the long haul. 

But others argue that America has been wise to avoid meddling in Arab countries’ domestic arrangements. “The key to encouraging stability is not to make impractical efforts to export our political system,” writes Anthony Cordesman of the Center for Strategic and International Studies. “Rather, we should help Saudi Arabia implement economic reform and cut population growth in ways that will aid its people, allow them to modernize their society and economy, and prepare the way for political evolution.” In Saudi Arabia, these experts argue, the current regime—warts and all—is much more pro-American than any alternative that is likely to win an election; after all, much of the Saudi opposition admires bin Laden.

What would happen if the United States did try to push democracy on the Middle East?
No one knows, and experts remain divided. Some think it would create more stable, legitimate, and prosperous Arab countries that would be less likely to produce terrorists and less prone to anti-Americanism. Some friendly regional leaders have echoed similar sentiments. In March 2002, for example, King Mohammed of Morocco called democracy “the best means to eradicate terrorism, extremism, and marginalization, and also to devise peaceful solutions to all tensions and disputes, everywhere in the world.” 

But other experts remain unconvinced, fearing that democratization would not lead to lasting benefits and could undermine order in the region. They argue that so long as the principal opponents of the existing Arab regimes are Islamists, elections carry the risk of the democratic concept of “one person, one vote” becoming “one person, one vote, one time.” They worry that Islamist parties would come to power through elections and then impose their own brand of tyranny, cutting democracy short and implementing anti-American foreign policies to boot.

How much leverage does America wield over Egypt and Saudi Arabia?
A lot. U.S. friendship is deeply important to both countries’ foreign policies. Moreover, Egypt receives around $2 billion of America’s $14-billion annual foreign aid budget, in large part as payment for making peace with Israel. Of that, about $1.3 billion goes to military assistance. Only Israel receives more U.S. aid than Egypt. Saudi Arabia, meanwhile, does not receive economic or military aid but is protected from foreign attack by American troops stationed in the Gulf. Moreover, in 2001-2, America approved $2.7 billion in foreign military sales to Saudi Arabia, making up approximately 10 percent of Saudi Arabia’s defense budget.

U.S. Support for Israel? 

Did U.S. support for Israel cause the September 11 terrorist attacks?
Probably not, experts say. Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda terrorist network is certainly bitterly opposed to the existence of Israel, but bin Laden’s statements before September 11 placed anti-Israel themes relatively low on his litany of grievances. Experts say bin Laden’s anti-Americanism focuses instead on the presence of U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia and U.S. support for the Saudi and Egyptian regimes, which al-Qaeda hopes to topple en route to creating a new Islamic caliphate. 

Bin Laden started invoking the Palestinian cause more frequently after September 11 to rally Arab support. Al-Qaeda seems to have attacked its first Jewish and Israeli targets (respectively, a synagogue in Tunisia in April 2002, and an Israeli-owned resort and an Israeli airliner in Kenya in December 2002) well after the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks. Still, antisemitism and hatred for Israel—portrayed as a colonial, artificial implant in the Arab world—are commonplace in bin Laden’s circles, even if they are not al-Qaeda’s leading motivations. 

Did Osama bin Laden stress anti-Israel themes before September 11?
Israel wasn’t his top priority, experts say. In December 2002, Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat concurred. “I’m telling him directly not to hide behind the Palestinian cause,” Arafat told the Sunday Times of London. “Why is bin Laden talking about Palestine now? He never helped us. He was working in another, completely different area and against our interests.” 

For instance, a 1992 bin Laden statement exhorting Muslims to kill U.S. soldiers in Saudi Arabia made no mention of Palestine. His 1996 declaration of war against the United States mentioned the Palestinians among a lengthy list of oppressed Muslim peoples, including the Chechens, the Kosovars, the Kashmiris, and the Somalis. In 1998, bin Laden’s “Declaration of the World Islamic Front for Jihad against the Jews and the Crusaders” listed Jewish control of Jerusalem as his third grievance, after U.S. troops on Saudi soil and U.N. sanctions against Iraq. 

If the Israeli-Palestinian peace process had succeeded, would the September 11 attacks have still happened?
Yes, experts say. Much of the planning for the attacks occurred while the peace process was still moving forward. Moreover, the creation of a Palestinian state living peacefully alongside Israel would hardly have mollified al-Qaeda; bin Laden’s views are thought to be similar to those of other Islamists who scorn Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat as a sellout for negotiating with Israel.

Does U.S. support for Israel contribute to anti-Americanism in the Middle East?
Yes. Many—if not most—Arabs cite American backing for the Jewish state as one of their main complaints against the United States. An April 2002 Zogby International poll conducted in several Arab countries reported that more than 90 percent of respondents disapproved of U.S. policy toward the Palestinians. While many Arabs also dislike America for other reasons—its perceived arrogance and supposed hostility to Islam, as well as its support for repressive Arab regimes—Palestinian issues have struck a particularly raw nerve since the outbreak of the second intifada in September 2000. The satellite news channel al-Jazeera now broadcasts images of dead and wounded Palestinians into homes and coffeehouses across the Middle East. As one Saudi prince put it, “The people see their brothers dying in Palestine, and it makes them hate America.” (Other critics of U.S. support for Israel take matters even further, echoing antisemitic canards and conspiracy theories common in many Arab media outlets.)

Is the United States Israel’s most important ally?
Yes. While Israel has peace treaties with two of its neighbors, Egypt and Jordan, the Jewish state remains a regional outcast whose close ties to America are among its most important strategic assets. Since President Truman recognized Israel in May 1948, the two countries have had what historians call a “special relationship”—shaped by American admiration for Israeli democracy; Cold War maneuvering; U.S. distaste for Arab aggression and terrorism; long-standing congressional support for Israel; American guilt over turning away Jewish refugees fleeing Nazi Germany; the clout of the pro-Israel lobby; Christian interest in the holy land; and Israel’s value to America as a stable, reliable friend with a formidable military, a legendary intelligence service, and common values.

Does Israel receive U.S. aid?
Yes. It is the number-one recipient of American foreign aid, receiving some $2.1 billion in military financing and $600 million in economic aid per year. (The number-two recipient is Egypt, which annually gets $1.3 billion in military financing and $615 million in economic aid, an arrangement that began in the late 1970s as a reward for Egypt’s becoming the first Arab state to make peace with Israel.)

Does America supply Israel with weaponry?
Yes. Over the past decade, Israel has bought more than $7-billion worth of U.S. arms, including F-16 fighter jets, Apache attack helicopters, and Hellfire missiles, although some of Israel’s key weapons systems, such as the Merkava tank, are made domestically. The Bush administration has occasionally rebuked Israel for using U.S.-made weaponry in strikes it considers excessive, such as the July 2002 F-16 strike on a Gaza apartment complex that killed a senior Hamas terrorist but also 14 Palestinian civilians.

Has the United States always been Israel’s principal arms supplier?
No. America did not become Israel’s principal arms supplier until after the 1967 Six Day War. Israel won its 1948-49 War of Independence with an improvised arsenal that included Soviet weapons funneled through Czechoslovakia. When the Soviet Union began wooing Egypt and other Arab hard-liners in the mid-1950s, Israel forged a new arms relationship with France, which helped build both the air force that won the Six Day War and Israel’s secret nuclear arms program. The United States did not make a major arms sale to Israel until 1962, when President Kennedy decided to sell Israel Hawk anti-aircraft missiles.

Does the United States support the creation of a Palestinian state?
Yes. The United States enthusiastically backed the 1990s peace process that created the Palestinian Authority, and in December 2000, President Clinton became the first commander-in-chief to give a detailed proposal for a “two-state solution” to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since then, the Bush administration has repeatedly backed Palestinian statehood. In November 2001, President Bush told the U.N. General Assembly that he was “working toward the day when two states—Israel and Palestine—live peacefully together within secure and recognized borders.” The Bush administration helped enshrine similar language in a March 2002 U.N. Security Council resolution, and in June 2002, the Bush administration proposed creating a “provisional” Palestinian state within three years. But critics say the Bush administration has put little diplomatic muscle behind such pronouncements, refusing to pressure Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to end the occupation of the West Bank and shunning sustained U.S. engagement in Arab-Israeli diplomacy.

Does the United States support Israeli settlements?
No. The Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations labeled Jewish settlements in the West Bank and Gaza Strip illegal; presidents since Reagan have not deemed them illegal but have called them obstacles to peace. This has often led to significant U.S.-Israel friction, particularly when the Israeli government has been dominated by the rightist Likud Party, which has vowed never to leave the Jewish people’s ancestral West Bank homeland. Still, the Bush administration is reportedly reluctant to pressure the right-leaning Sharon to stop expanding settlements, which has deepened Arab frustrations with Washington. The settler population doubled to some 200,000 during the 1990s; many Arabs see this as evidence that despite Israeli withdrawals during the Oslo peace process, Israel never seriously intended to leave the occupied territories.

Does the United States support an Israeli withdrawal to its 1967 borders?
It’s long been U.S. policy to back whatever permanent borders Israelis and Arabs might be able to agree on. President Clinton’s December 2000 peace proposal called for Israel to withdraw from some 96 percent of the West Bank and compensate the Palestinians for the remaining territory with uninhabited land from Israel proper. Experts say the Bush administration would back a similar withdrawal to close to the 1967 lines if such a deal could be negotiated with a Palestinian leadership not tainted with terrorism—a condition President Bush says Arafat does not meet.

Is the United States pressing Israel to negotiate with Arafat?
No. In a sharp policy reversal, President Bush announced in June 2002 that Arafat had to go. 

The Reagan administration opened America’s first official dialogue with Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organization in 1988 after Arafat said he renounced terrorism; after receiving even more extensive pledges from Arafat in 1993, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin broke Israel’s taboo on talks with the PLO. Israel’s right has always regarded that as a catastrophic blunder and has cheered Bush’s decision to shun Arafat. But America’s European allies and even Arab leaders long irked by Arafat—including the leaders of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan—say that he is the legitimate leader of the Palestinians and cannot be bypassed.

Could the current crisis between Israelis and Palestinians hurt the U.S.-led campaign against terrorism?
Yes, experts say. The Bush administration will find it harder to win support in the Arab world for continued moves against al-Qaeda and future steps against Iraq if its efforts take place against a backdrop of Israeli-Palestinian bloodshed.

Arab Politics? 

Did political trends in the Arab world contribute to the September 11 attacks?
Many Middle East experts think so, arguing that shortcomings in Arab domestic politics are generating both anti-Americanism and Islamist zealots ready to strike at the United States. Increasingly, these experts note, the main opposition to the ruling Arab authoritarians and monarchs consists of Islamist fundamentalists who oppose both secular, corrupt Arab autocrats and their Western backers, including the United States. One particularly militant group of such extremists is al-Qaeda, the terrorist network led by the Saudi dissident Osama bin Laden. But Middle Eastern distaste for the United States isn’t limited to America’s declared foes; Arab governments with close ties to Washington, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, also frequently use anti-American rhetoric. Moreover, many Saudi and Egyptian radicals—including some key al-Qaeda leaders—resent America for backing the current regimes in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. In sum, many experts argue, Arab politics is now producing militant extremists angry at the United States. 

What types of governments rule the Arab world?
Authoritarian ones. Since shaking off British and French imperial rule after World War II, the Arab world has explored various ideologies and political systems, including monarchy, nationalism, and socialism. None has worked, leaving the Arab world largely authoritarian and often economically stagnant. Its countries run the gamut from totalitarian dictatorships such as Iraq and Syria to more moderate authoritarian regimes such as Egypt to chaotic, war-torn states such as Algeria and Sudan to more open monarchies such as Jordan, Morocco, and the oil-rich Gulf emirates. The regimes use different means to hold on to power; for instance, Iraqi President Saddam Hussein relies on terrifying state violence, while Saudi Arabia’s ruling royal family uses the prestige of its custodianship of Islam’s holiest cities, Mecca and Medina, to bolster its clout. No Arab states are democracies, although some Arab countries, including Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, and Qatar, have recently let select opposition figures participate in semifree local and parliamentary elections. Despite the oil wealth of the Arabian Peninsula, the region lags behind much of the rest of the world in economic development.

Do Arab governments encourage anti-American sentiment at home?
Yes, often, experts say. Facing sluggish economies, growing and increasingly youthful populations, and rising popular support for opposition movements, many Arab regimes have used anti-Americanism as a sort of steam valve to let their citizens vent their discontent. Experts say Arab regimes, including such important American partners as Saudi Arabia, often allow their media and elites to rail against the United States and Israel as a way of redirecting discontent away from themselves.

Have some Arab governments exported Islamist radicalism?
Yes, experts say. Arab states including Egypt and Saudi Arabia have driven many of their Islamist opponents into exile, where the militants have sometimes regrouped in weak states such as Afghanistan or formed cells in Western democracies including the United States and Germany. Martin Indyk, a high-ranking Clinton administration Middle East official, says that endangering Americans was the “actual, if unintended, consequence of buying off the opposition and exporting both the troublemakers and their extremist ideology.” For instance, several exiled Egyptian dissidents became al-Qaeda leaders, and of the 19 September 11 hijackers, 15 were Saudi. There’s also the question of the Arabs who joined the Afghan mujahedeen: of the thousands of Arabs who went to Afghanistan in the 1980s to fight the Soviets—a battle supported by the United States—the largest contingent came from Saudi Arabia, typically with financial support from the Saudi government or government-affiliated institutions. Finally, Saudi Arabia has played a unique role in spreading hard-line Islam.

Has Saudi Arabia sponsored Islamist hard-liners?
Yes. For at least two decades, experts say, Saudi Arabia has been a principal financial and political sponsor of Islamist movements throughout the Middle East and Asia. The Saudis supported the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and an extensive network of Islamist schools, or madrasas, in neighboring Pakistan that provided many of the Taliban’s supporters. “The Saudi regime has played a dangerous game,” argues Fareed Zakaria of Newsweek. “[It] deflects attention from its shoddy record at home by funding religious schools and centers that spread a rigid, puritanical brand of Islam. In the past 30 years Saudi-financed schools have churned out tens of thousands of half-educated fanatical Muslims who view the modern world and non-Muslims with great suspicion. America in this world view is almost always evil.”

Do most Arabs think their governments are legitimate?
Probably not. We lack reliable data from polls (which are notoriously imprecise in the region) or fully free elections (which aren’t held), but experts agree that there is a crisis of legitimacy throughout the Arab world. The Arab public’s distaste for their authoritarian rulers has been rising in recent years, particularly since the end of the Gulf War, driven by economic stagnation and public resentment of official corruption. Zakaria argues that Saudi Arabia has used a dangerous strategy to fight this trend, seeking “to bolster its faltering legitimacy in the past two decades by fueling a religious revival in the Arab world.”

Have Arab governments cracked down on opposition movements?
Yes. In the past two decades, virtually all Arab governments have moved against their foes at home, many of whom are Islamist militants. Their methods have ranged from arresting opposition figures and banning some political parties (engaged in by such relatively moderate states as Morocco, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia) to more extreme measures like expelling, torturing, or killing opponents (used by more hard-line regimes such as Syria, Iraq, Algeria, and Egypt).

A Clash of Civilizations?
Were the September 11 attacks part of a clash between Islam and Western civilization?
Osama bin Laden and his terror network see it that way, but most Western foreign policy experts disagree. Al-Qaeda considers its terrorist campaign against the United States to be part of a war between the ummah—Arabic for the “Muslim community”—and the Christian and Jewish West. But al-Qaeda’s extremist, politicized form of Islam represents only one strain within a diverse religion—and a radical one that many Muslims reject as a grotesque distortion of their faith. Many Muslim-majority countries are members of the U.S.-led coalition fighting al-Qaeda. Moreover, al-Qaeda also targets Muslim governments, such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, that it sees as godless. Many experts therefore say the September 11 attacks cannot be reduced to a “clash of civilizations.” 

What is a “clash of civilizations”?
In an influential 1993 Foreign Affairs article titled “The Clash of Civilizations?” the Harvard political scientist Samuel P. Huntington argued that in the wake of the Cold War, the main pattern of global conflict would probably be cultural, not economic or ideological. Civilizations, in Huntington’s thinking, are broad groupings organized around language, history, religion, and self-identification. “In the coming years, the local conflicts most likely to escalate into major wars will be those...along the fault lines between civilizations,” wrote Huntington, who listed eight “major civilizations”—Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American, and African—that might clash with one another.

Does al-Qaeda think it’s engaged in a clash of civilizations?
Yes. Bin Laden openly seeks a clash between Islam and the West. “This battle is not between al-Qaeda and the U.S.,” the al-Qaeda leader said in October 2001. “This is a battle of Muslims against the global crusaders.” From bin Laden’s perspective, it is a clash that has been under way for centuries, with the Americans as the latest incarnation of the Christian Crusaders—arrogant Western interlopers out to oppress Muslims. In an October 2001 interview on al-Jazeera, the Arabic satellite news channel, bin Laden talked about the “clash of civilizations” thesis. 

Muslims, bin Laden argues, must reverse a series of humiliations that they’ve endured since the Ottoman Empire, the last Muslim great power, was dismantled after World War I. Al-Qaeda’s 1998 declaration of a jihad, or holy war, against “Jews and Crusaders” urges Muslims to attack “the Americans and their allies, civilian and military,” supposedly as a response to U.S. policies that al-Qaeda feels oppress Muslims: the stationing of troops in Saudi Arabia; the backing of U.N. sanctions against Iraq; support for repressive Arab regimes; support for Israel; alleged complicity in Russian attacks on Muslims in Chechnya; and interventions in Bosnia, Somalia, and other Muslim regions that bin Laden sees as attempts to spread America’s empire. These Western policies, according to al-Qaeda, add up to a “clear declaration of war on Allah, his messenger, and Muslims.”

U.S. Power and Arrogance?
Did the United States bring the September 11 attacks on itself?
Most world leaders and foreign policy specialists say it didn’t, and most Americans reject the very notion as offensive. However, one of Osama bin Laden’s general complaints about the United States is its supposed arrogance. Moreover, even if America’s unparalleled dominance of world politics and economics was not a direct cause of the September 11 terror attacks, U.S. power and the ways it is sometimes used are a leading cause of anti-Americanism abroad. Leftist intellectuals, foreign officials, and other critics condemn America’s foreign policy as unilateral, belligerent, and selfish, and some even say that America had it coming on September 11. “The Americans are once again reaping a dragons’ teeth harvest they themselves sowed,” the columnist Seumas Milne wrote in the left-leaning British newspaper The Guardian on September 13. And in a summer 2002 poll taken in six European countries, 55 percent of respondents said that U.S. foreign policy is at least partly to blame for September 11. Such views remain marginal in America. 

Does al-Qaeda think America misuses its power?
Yes. Al-Qaeda sees U.S. foreign policy as part of an international campaign to repress the Muslim world, and many al-Qaeda sympathizers are jealous of American wealth and might. Bin Laden’s grievances against the United States—including the presence of its troops in Saudi Arabia, its backing of U.N. sanctions against Iraq, its support of repressive Arab regimes, and its alliance with Israel—all boil down to charges that American power is aimed at hurting Muslims. “The whole Muslim world is the victim of international terrorism, engineered by America at the United Nations,” bin Laden said in 1998. Experts note that bin Laden interprets U.S. policies aimed at helping Muslims, such as the 1990s humanitarian missions that saved thousands of Muslim lives in Somalia and the Balkans, as Western expansionism.

Did world poverty play a role in the September 11 attacks?
Experts disagree. Some world leaders, international aid officials, and columnists have argued that world poverty indirectly contributed to the attacks. World Bank President James Wolfensohn said that “the face of bin Laden, the terrorism of al-Qaeda, the rubble of the World Trade Center and of the Pentagon ... are just symptoms. The disease is the discontent seething in Islam and, more generally, in the world of the poor.” Many acknowledge that Afghanistan’s desperate economic situation enabled al-Qaeda to establish its headquarters and training camps there. President Bush has called the war on terrorism a “struggle against hateful groups that exploit poverty and despair.” 

But the connection between poverty—whether measured by income levels, literacy rates, infant mortality rates, or other gauges of personal welfare—and terrorism is at best indirect, and some economists and terrorism scholars question the link. Many people assume that terrorists are poor and desperate, but these experts argue that terrorism is not a reaction to economic hopelessness but is instead a violent expression of political dissent that tends to come from the upper or middle classes.

Does al-Qaeda recruit poor people?
Sometimes, but a substantial part of the network consists of those who are well-off and well educated. Bin Laden has boasted that al-Qaeda attracts wealthy men across the Muslim world. Fifteen of the 19 September 11 hijackers came from the relatively affluent country of Saudi Arabia, and some of them had studied at Western universities. The ringleader, Muhammad Atta, an Egyptian, was the son of a Cairo lawyer and had studied urban planning in Germany. 

However, fundamentalist madrasas (Islamic religious schools) that provide scholarships for poor students have also supplied al-Qaeda with recruits and sympathizers. Madrasas funded by adherents of the Saudi-based puritanical Wahhabi sect of Islam are the only schools available to many penniless families in places like Pakistan.
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