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Resumé  

Denne afhandling undersøger forudgående begivenheder og beslutningsprocesser som 

resulterede i det mest ødelæggende angreb på amerikansk jord i verdenshistorien. Hver begivenhed 

gennemgås og analyseres med fokus på nøglepersoner inden for de amerikanske myndigheder, 

heriblandt, CIA, FBI, Justitsministeriet, det Hvide Hus og Udenrigsministeriet; samt 

terrororganisationerne al Qaeda og Taleban.  

For at analysere de forskellige udslag, der resulterede i 9/11, vil afhandlingen først 

gennemgå situationen i Afghanistan under landets besættelse af Sovjetunionen. I denne periode 

støttede USA de afghanske oprørsgrupper, kaldet mujahedeen, i at bekæmpe de sovjetiske tropper. 

Efterfølgende går afhandlingen i dybden med CIA og FBI’s kontraspionage og terrorbekæmpelse, 

og hvordan de mislykkedes i at samarbejde. Dette vil blive illustreret med specifikke begivenheder 

og beslutningstagere, der på sigt var med til at påvirke udslaget af angrebet på World Trade Center.    

For at forstå og besvare disse udslag vil afhandlingen gøre brug af udvalgte teorier inden for 

udenrigspolitisk beslutningstagen. Analysen er udviklet på baggrund af modellen ’the Rational 

Actor Model’, som belyser strukturen af en beslutningsproces og dens funktion i forhold til 

udenrigspolitik. Den tager afsæt i ideen om at beslutningstageren søger at opnå det bedst mulige 

resultat. I forhold til de specifikke angreb beskrevet i analysen er de alle påvirket af kontekst, såsom 

risici og tidspres og derved er målet at fremstille beslutningerne som relativt gode.  

Afhandlingen søger at besvare hvordan de forskellige beslutningsprocesser i 

efterkoldkrigstiden førte til 9/11 på trods af at beslutningstagerne inden for de amerikanske 

myndigheder betragtes som rationelle. Der vil blive lagt vægt på især FBI og CIA’s samarbejde i 

forhold til vidensdeling for at belyse hvor problematisk deres kontraspionage var.  
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1. Introduction  

On September 11, 2001, nineteen terrorists hijacked four commercial airplanes as part of a 

coordinated terrorist attack against the United States by Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda organization. 

The attack killed more than 3,000 people (Library, 2017). This thesis will consider the chain of 

events that led up to the most disastrous attack on U.S. soil in world history. Each event played a 

vital part in the unfolding of the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in relation to decision making 

and its outcomes. These events have primarily been analyzed by using the ‘Rational Actor Model’, 

which perceives decision makers as rational beings aiming for the best possible outcome of a 

foreign policy decision (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 58). 

The model follows through eight stages of decision making from identifying the problem to 

implementing a decision and evaluating on it (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 58). In that way, the 

model is capable of explaining how U.S. authorities structured their decision-making in relation to 

attack conducted by al Qaeda. 

Section 4.1 in the analysis will go in depth with the settings of the Cold War in Afghanistan 

to explain the unrest the country was facing in the wake of Jihad. The 1980s started with the 

election of Ronald Reagan, who early in his administration referred to the Soviet Union as an “evil 

empire” (Risen, 1999). When Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush, was elected president in 

1988, the Cold War international order was disintegrating (Kaufman, 2014). President Bush 

proclaimed the creation of a “new world order,” as distinguished from the “old” Cold War order. 

After decades of proclaiming that the West would inevitably win the Cold War, it did. Yet it 

happened so suddenly that all the United States could do was react to international events: Wars in 

the Middle East and an apparent increase in terrorism (Kaufman, 2014, p. 118).  

This section is analyzed through brinkmanship which is a continuous escalation of threat to 

prevent the other player from defecting (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 66; Nalebuff, 1986). Likewise, 

is containment included, which was a strategy the Reagan administration waged the Cold War to 

limit the spread of Soviet power and Communist ideology (Leffler, 1993). The U.S. attempted to do 

this by providing covert aid to the Middle East to help them stop the expansion of the USSR. 

Furthermore, the groundwork for the birth of Osama bin Laden’s radical mindset and his terror 

organization al Qaeda will be examined.  
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In section 4.2 the work of the CIA before 9/11 will be analyzed to comprehend the restraints 

the agency was facing in relation to information sharing about al Qaeda networks. 

The CIA was consistently under time constraints due to the vast number of attacks aimed at 

the United States and its citizens and even though disclosing data was accessible at the time, the 

agency was not able to avert such an attack on U.S. soil. This was linked to several fallacies in the 

agency’s decision making. First of all, the CIA was not used to this new kind of threat and was 

therefore making unstructured decisions (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010) with no routine solution. Group 

dynamics were an issue for the CIA as well, as the structure of the agency made it hard for 

individuals to consider alternative solutions (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010).   

Besides from fighting against time without the right tools to manage the massive amount of 

intelligence, information was lost when circulating from different agencies. In general, information 

amongst the agencies before 9/11 was ill-structured in relation to the handling of terrorism from 

non-states (Coll, 2004; Kean, 2004). To comprehend these restraints, the thesis will make use of the 

concept of groupthink, which has a way of blocking critical thinking and instead constructing 

irrational actions (Tayfur, p. 134, 1994). Likewise, the FBI was suffering from groupthink and time 

constraints as the bureau was unable to contemplate and prevent 9/11. This will be examined in 

section 4.3. 

The two following sections (4.4 and 4.5) will consider Osama bin Laden’s radical 

ideas and how he managed to organize his Jihad will be analyzed with aim of the ‘Rational Actor 

Model’ to understand Bin Laden’s mindset and purpose and afterwards examine bin Laden’s terror 

organization, al Qaeda. This group was behind or connected to all of the attacks selected in the 

analysis. This tendency commenced in the end of the Cold War when the anti-Soviets, also referred 

to as the Mujahedeen, within Afghanistan were searching for a new enemy to stay united. The U.S. 

became an obvious target with its antagonistic history against Islam, for instance in relation to 

supporting Israel; not to mention the nation’s relatively liberal values as opposed to Islam 

(McCormick, 2014; Coll, 2004).  

Al Qaeda’s structure, belief system, goals and mindset has the same fallacies as the 

CIA and FBI as it follows the same structure of groupthink as the two others. Thus, the group will 

be analyzed the same way as the CIA and FBI through groupthink to construct an idea of what the 

U.S. authorities were fighting against. 
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The following sections will first consider the early warnings U.S. authorities were 

given and their reactions toward them to portray the decision environment the CIA and FBI were 

exposed to. To do this the thesis contains selected al Qaeda attacks towards the United States and 

their consequences. Each of the attacks will be analyzed by the use of the ‘Rational Actor Model’. 

The final section (4.10) will examine the situation at home during the presidency of Bill Clinton 

who was in office the last few years up to the attack. The beginning of George H. W. Bush’s 

presidency will too be examined as he was in office during the attack.  

Thus, the aim of this thesis is to understand what caused the attack on the World Trade 

Center by looking at specific key events and their consequences, considering the period from the 

end of the Cold War up to the years of the attack. To interpret the direction toward the attack on 

9/11, specific previous decisions and outcomes hereof must be taken into consideration. The attack 

on the World Trade Center was a product of historic decisions made by both Osama bin Laden and 

U.S. authorities. Especially the ‘Rational Actor Model’ is utilized to explain the function of foreign 

policy decision making.  

Thesis statement 

The chain of events that eventually led to the most devastating attack on U.S. soil in world 

history is conducted by decision makers who aim for the ‘Rational Actor Model’ to gain the most 

profitable outcome of their decision.  

Research question 

 Therefore, the main dispute of the thesis is: How did the decision making in the Cold War 

aftermath lead to 9/11?  
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2. Methodology  

This section will explain how the theories of the thesis have been implemented. As will be 

explained in the following section (3), the applied methods are founded within the hermeneutic 

phenomenology since they focus on interpreting; within the hermeneutics understanding occurs in 

interpreting (Gadamer, 2004; Laverty, 2017). Further, according to Gadamer interpretation is: “(…) 

a fusion of horizons, a dialectical interaction between the expectation of the interpreter and the 

meaning of the text” (Gadamer, 2004). 

The structure of the thesis is in view of qualitative research since it deals with words and not 

numbers as in quantitative research (Creswell, 2014). Further, it is utilizing inductive reasoning 

because it aims at generating meanings from the data set collected to identify patterns and 

relationships to build a theory. However, the inductive approach does not prevent the thesis from 

using existing theory to formulate the research question to be explored. This means that rather than 

creating a hypothesis to prove or disprove, as is the case with deductive reasoning, the thesis 

observes the data and then formulates a theory after the analysis (Laverty, 2017).  

Therefore, this form of reasoning aptly suits the nature of the research because it is based on 

probable evidence. Laverty (2017) states that inductive reasoning begins with specific observations 

and measures, where the researcher begins to detect patterns and regularities. This leads to 

formulating tentative hypotheses that can be explored which ends up with developing some general 

conclusions or theories. 

The thesis is constructed by patterns, categories, and themes from the bottom up by 

organizing the data into increasingly more abstract units of information. This inductive process 

illustrates how it has worked back and forth between the themes and the database until it has 

established a comprehensive set of themes. Then deductively, it considers the data from the themes 

to determine if more evidence is capable of supporting each theme or whether they need to gather 

additional information. Thus, while the process begins inductively, deductive thinking also plays an 

important part as the analysis moves forward (Laverty, 2017). 

 

Delimitation 
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The time frame chosen in the thesis begins around the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan in 

1979 and follows through to the attack on September 11, 2001. The focus of the thesis is thereby 

selected events, especially attacks conducted by al Qaeda, leading up to 9/11 and not its aftermath. 

The selected events are chosen to support the argument that 9/11 was inevitable, as the decision 

makers acted rationally and made the best possible decision in relation to their context.  

The argumentation for deselecting events before the Soviet-Afghan war is due to the size 

and significance of the transformation of terror in the Muslim world which took place during the 

Afghan Jihad’s victory over the Soviet Union. Additionally, the idea of choosing the framework of 

the Soviet War in Afghanistan in this thesis is because it emerges as the starting point of the terror 

conflict towards the West; it was the last straw for the Islamists to accept American interference 

(Coll, 2004).  

Nonetheless, considering the aftermath of 9/11 would have provided a broader 

understanding of the evolution of the U.S. authorities and road towards ‘war on terror’. However, 

this discourse would somehow disturb the connecting thread. The thesis is therefore solely 

considering the time before 9/11 as it perceives the aftermath as a different time period. 

Furthermore, not all events or plots in the chosen time frame will be dealt with to be able to 

go in depth with the chosen ones. These include the so-called Millennium Attacks (Wright, 2006), 

which only will be mentioned in relation to the attack on the USS Cole. Further, the thesis does not 

consider the Taliban in details and hardly mentions Hezbollah or other terror organizations to only 

keep focus on al Qaeda. As for presidents during the time period of the thesis, focus will mainly be 

on President Clinton as his two terms (from 1993-2001) were in the most critical period of the al 

Qaeda attacks. The beginning of the Bush Administration will be touched upon as already 

mentioned, he was in office during the attack.  The World Trade Center attack itself will not be 

considered in details, just the decision making prior to. Russian, as well as Afghan and other Middle 

Eastern presidents will further not be discussed in detail.  

In that way, the thesis is constructed from a specific point of view as the sources primarily 

used are written by Americans. The task is therefore to seek to limit the bias from the American 

perspective as most sources are pro-American. 
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The applied research consists of secondary data, which contains primary and secondary 

sources in shape of scientific reports, articles and interviews. The foundation of the analysis is 

constructed using “The Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks” referred to 

as, the 9/11 Commission Report (Kean, 2004), and Steve Coll’s “Ghost Wars” and “The Looming 

Tower: Al- Qaeda and the Road to 9/11”, written by Lawrence Wright and Michael Scheuer’s 

portray of Osama bin Laden in his book of the same name.  

All four sources follow a linear timeline of key events from before 9/11 up to the attack. As 

expected they are all comparable when describing these events; however, there are some interesting 

differences in, for example, the perspective of the U.S. authorities, since the 9/11 Commission 

Report fails to mention something as vital as the massive amount of covert aid in the form of 

weapons provided to the Middle East during the Soviet occupation.  

In fact, Steve Coll is quite straightforward in going into detail of the huge trouble the CIA 

were facing in trying to retrieve the weapons. Sending weapons to Pakistan later turned out not to 

be well thought through, as the media has criticized the U.S. authorities for financing their future 

enemies (Burke, 2004). Steve Coll is capable of being straighter about these facts seeing that he 

does not have the same incentive to honor the United States as the 9/11 Commission Report is 

aspiring to.  

Lawrence Wright ( 2006) takes on the perspective of the FBI and what obstacles they were 

facing in relation to the idled structured system of the U.S. authorities in general.  He tells the story 

of FBI agent John O’Neill, who was one of the few FBI agents aware of the seriousness of the al 

Qaeda threat, and therefore a vital decision maker in this thesis.  

One vital weakness of this thesis is that none of the applied sources are written by or takes 

the perspective of a Soviet. However, the primary sources applied are written by Americans with an 

aim of conceiving other viewpoints as well, for instance when applying Michael Scheuer’s book, 

“Osama Bin Laden”, as his aim is to portray bin Laden without too much bias.   

It is of course hardly possible to attain a source without any kind of bias and hence, the 

method used in creating this thesis is applying as much research as possible. In that way, the thesis 

will be provided with a broad understanding of the framework. Thus, the knowledge gathered of 

events prior to 9/11 is interpreted and in that way, it imparts to new knowledge. This way of 
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analyzing sources affiliates the hermeneutic method as previously discussed since the different data 

applied is interpreted into coherence with the thesis statement.  

 

3. Theoretical framework  

 

This section focuses on the psychological approach to foreign policy decision making 

(FPDM). This emphasizes the decision process the different key actors were dealing with in the 

wake of the growing terror threat, the dynamics related to it, and their outcome. Foreign policy 

analysis is characterized by an actor-specific focus, based upon the argument that all occurring 

between nations and across nations is grounded in human decision makers acting single-handedly or 

in groups (Hudson, p. 1).  

The thesis utilizes the ‘Rational Actor Model’ to explain the chain of events that led to 

9/11. This model belongs to the realist school in which events are structured as purposive choices of 

consistent actors in order to show how a state could have rationally chosen that action (leonce, p. 

11). Together with this model the different types of decisions that were so crucial and their 

restraints will be examined as well as the organizational process model, game theory including 

brinkmanship and containment, to provide an overall understanding of the selected events and their 

outcomes in the analysis of the thesis.  

The ‘Rational Actor Model’ is broadly considered “the most plausible candidate for a 

universal theory of political and social behavior, whose simple and intuitively plausible 

assumptions hold the promise of unifying the diverse subfields of political science” (Mintz & 

DeRouen, 2010, p. 58). The decision maker is assumed to be able to rank preferences “according to 

the degree of satisfaction of achieving these goals and objectives” (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 58). 

The rational actor is further expected to be able to identify alternatives and their consequences and 

to select from these alternatives in an effort to maximize satisfaction. 

The model follows eight set of stages in which the decision maker continuously 

chooses the best possible outcome within the timeframe and in relation to a possible risk:  

1. Identify problem 
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2. Identify and rank goals 

3. Gather information (this can be ongoing) 

4. Identify alternatives for reaching goals 

5. Analyze alternatives by considering consequences and effectiveness (costs 

and benefits) of each alternative and probabilities associated with success 

6. Select alternative that maximizes chances of selecting best alternative as 

determined in step 5 

7. Implement decision 

8. Monitor and evaluate 

(Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 58) 

  

The thesis employs this model to explain how U.S. authorities structured their 

decision-making in relation to attack conducted by al Qaeda. Anyhow, the model is more of a 

guidance of how the decision making took place and does not necessarily comply 100% in that 

specific order. For instance, identifying the problem in step 1 is not necessarily separated from 

identifying goals or gathering information in step 2 and 3.  

First, the decision maker must identify the problem and thereafter the goals of the 

decision maker are determined. For instance, it did not take long for CIA Director George Tenet 

together with the intelligence community to identify the bombings of the two American embassies 

in East Africa as al Qaeda doings. Tenet quickly confirmed that the attacks had been carried out by 

bin Laden’s network (Kean, 2004).  

 Second, the decision maker must identify alternatives and carefully consider a range 

of responses, instead of picking a random one based on emotions. Among the alternatives that were 

offered to President Clinton were: Doing nothing, responding to the bombings by launching 

missiles, or invading Afghanistan (Kean, 2004).  

Once the decision maker has identified the alternatives he must consider the 

consequences of each of them. Doing nothing might undermine the U.S. political position, which 

might explain why President Clinton decided to launch missiles at the Khost meeting expecting bin 

Laden to be present (Coll, 2004). It turned out bin Laden had been warned and did not show up. For 
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that, Clinton received loads of criticism and it affected his future decisions, making him less 

inclined in going forward with responses to attacks, which was the case after the al Qaeda bombing 

of the USS Cole. In this case he chose not to raid the Tarnak Farm (bin Laden’s temporary 

residence) to kidnap bin Laden due to the high risk. In that way he acted rational by doing nothing 

as this raid might turn into a massacre, which would undermine U.S. national interests in the 

Muslim world and elsewhere (Goldman, 2016). 

 Finally, the decision is made maximizing the utility in the context of original goals. 

For instance DCI Tenet estimated that it was too risky to raid the Tarnak Farm to kidnap bin Laden 

in 1998. Some of the field-level CIA officers involved in the Tarnak planning reacted bitterly to the 

decision since they believed it could succeed (Goldman, 2016). However, according to Mintz & 

DeRouen the decision maker examines a set of goals, evaluates them according to their utility, then 

picks the one that has the highest “payoff.” The goal is therefore to lead to better decisions, 

although not always to better outcomes (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010). 

  The ‘Rational Actor Model’ describes the decision-making process of USA leaders as 

that of a perfectly rational individual, who is normally assumed to have perfect situational 

knowledge, and who attempts to optimize whatever values/goals are sought in a given situation. The 

actions of the U.S. are analyzed by assuming that it has considered all options and act rationally to 

maximize its utility. However, this approach violates the law of falsifiability. Also, according to 

Graham Allison "rational" analysts must ignore a lot of facts in order to make their analysis fit their 

models (Allison, 1971).  

In that way, information constraints play a vital part when making decisions. The 

‘Rational Actor Model’ requires solid information if it is to work as designed. Without reliable 

information, it is difficult to compare alternatives, conduct a cost-benefit analysis, and determine 

utilities. However, foreign policy is rife with incomplete and inaccurate information. 

Thus, the thesis utilizes a different theory in the USS Cole section as the Rational 

Actor Model does not apply since the Clinton Administration was lacking information to conduct a 

counterattack. To analyze the decision-making process in this situation the thesis has employed the 

Organizational Process Model instead, in which the decision maker operates under time and 

information constraints and does not seek an optimal solution. Instead, the decision maker engages 

in “satisficing” behavior and attempts to find a solution which achieves a set (minimum) goal and 
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minimizes risk of failure. In this model, leaders gravitate towards solutions that limit short-term 

uncertainty (Allison, 1971).  

Another theory which is connected to the ‘Rational Actor Model’ is Game Theory. It 

is more a method though, since it aims at providing an understanding to decision making. Game 

theory is simply a way to understand the choices states have when dealing with each other. It puts 

their choices into a strategic perspective because it describes how an actor’s decision is contingent 

on the other actors’ past or expected behavior. The game format simplifies complicated 

relationships by uncovering equilibria among the players. Further it helps understanding or 

predicting behavior between states that is sometimes counterintuitive (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010).  

 

Moreover, Game theory is connected to brinkmanship, which essentially means a 

continuous escalation of threat to prevent the other player from defecting. Brinkmanship was a 

policy of the superpowers during the Cold War, which concerned the risk of escalation. In a 

conventional war between the superpowers, as long as each side holds firm there is a risk of 

escalation. This risk continues until the conflict is resolved: Either one side backs down or the 

probability of unintentional nuclear war turns into a reality. This nuclear game of “chicken” is 

called brinkmanship. Brinkmanship is the deliberate creation of a recognizable risk, a risk that one 

does not completely control. It is the tactics of deliberately letting the situation get somewhat out of 

hand, because it being out of hand may be intolerable to the other party and force his 

accommodation. It means intimidating an adversary and exposing him to a shared risk, or deterring 

him by showing that if he makes a contrary move he may be cause a disturbance in a way that 

affects both parties (Nalebuff, 1986). 

 Another theory explaining the actions of the Cold War policies is containment. This 

is a geopolitical strategy to stop the expansion of an enemy. It is best known as a Cold War foreign 

policy of the United States and its allies to prevent the spread of Communism. As a component of 

the Cold War, this policy was a response to a series of moves by the Soviet Union to increase 

communist influence in Eastern Europe, China, Korea, Africa, and Vietnam. Containment 

represented a middle-ground position between detente and rollback. The end of the Cold War in 

1991 marked the official end of U.S. containment policy, though it kept its bases in the areas around 

Russia, such as ones in Iceland, Germany, and Turkey (Nathanson, 1988).   

One more important factor when making decisions is the opportunity costs -especially 

in the context of civil war. For example, when a rebel army is beginning to form, each rebel (unless 
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coerced) makes a decision about whether to join the rebellion. If the rebel has little educational or 

economic opportunity available to him, opportunity costs to joining the rebellion are very low. The 

decision becomes harder (and the opportunity costs higher) when the potential rebel has to choose 

between going to university and living a life on the run. This is one reason why there are fewer civil 

wars in developed countries (Mintz and DeRouen, 2010). 

This does not completely comply with the Jihadist hijacking the planes that crashed 

into the Twin Towers as they in general were highly educated. They did however, have in common 

a lacking sense of belonging which they received from being martyred (Wright, 2006). It is a 

common misunderstanding that terrorists are uneducated and unintelligent, which is a very 

dangerous fallacy to make especially when talking al Qaeda operatives. These people knew exactly 

what they were doing but were underestimated by the U.S. authorities (Foden, 2001). 

Most decisions of importance in the analysis are part of a sequence of decisions and 

decisions that are made interactively with other actors – such as the CIA sending covert aid to 

Pakistan to prevent the Soviets from taking over Afghanistan. However, scholars of FPDM often 

focus on the analysis of a single decision, such as the U.S. government’s decision not to respond to 

the attack on the USS Cole in October 2000, or its Operation Infinite Reach: The decision to attack 

the Khost meeting in August 1998 (Kean, 2004). Though both decisions are a reaction of something 

prior and should therefore be perceived as such (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010, p. 15). 

The decisions to attack or not attack described in the analysis can be classified as 

strategic, interactive decisions which involves at least two players who make decisions that affect 

and are affected by the other player’s decisions. Foreign policy making consists of many decisions 

involving a sequence of interactive decisions. These decisions are a sequential and interactive 

process of decisions by at least two countries responding to each other’s decisions on armament or 

disarmament. It can be related to chess, which also is a game of strategic and sequential interaction 

as one player’s move affects the other player’s as well as his own subsequent moves (Mintz & 

DeRouen, 2010, p. 16).  

Furthermore, the foreign policy decisions are influenced by group dynamics – for 

instance the FBI, CIA or even Clinton Cabinet. Group decision making can be complicated because 

group members may have different agendas, interests, and preferences for ordering structures and 

policy options. Thus, group processes often involve bargaining among group members (Mintz & 

DeRouen, 2010, p. 44). As mentioned in section 4.3 the structure of the FBI used to be quite 
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inflexible as the agents were warned that sharing intelligence information with criminal 

investigators could mean the end of an agent’s career (Wright, 2006, p. 343; Coll, 2004, p. 79). 

The structure, cohesion (or lack of cohesion), internal processes and dynamics, and 

management of the group, affect decisions. The group making the decision seeks consensus at the 

expense of exploring a variety of alternatives, which was the case with both the FBI and CIA. 

Conformity to the group’s views is an overarching concern for all members, so dissent is stifled and 

in some instances even punished. The group exhibits self-censorship and feelings of invulnerability 

and does not tolerate contrary viewpoints as it seeks to consolidate its unanimity. The group vilifies 

outside groups and sees itself as morally superior. Groupthink gets poor when members of the 

group come to disregard information that does not conform to the majority position (Mintz & 

DeRouen, 2010).  

Unstructured decisions involve complexity and have no ready or routine solution. This 

was quite typical for the work of the CIA as the new terror threat, in the form of al Qaeda, 

demanded a whole new way of understanding their own intelligence. For instance, some structural 

features like goals and choices were not clear at the time or even missing, and it put the CIA in a 

somewhat uncertain situation. The same applied to the FBI – both examples will be described in the 

CIA and FBI sections respectively (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010).  

The decisions considered in the analysis are all on a group-level as not just a sole 

person had power to trump something through (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010). In the analysis, there is 

an example of a prolonged plot of the CIA to capture bin Laden (the Tarnak Farm, see section 4.2) . 

It is of high risk but there is a slight chance that he will be caught. However, due to the high risk, 

the Bin Laden Unit is prohibited to follow through with it even though the leader of the Bin Laden 

Unit, Michael Scheuer is very unhappy with the decision (Coll, 2004).  

Such concepts as groupthink, polythink, group polarization, and advisory group 

influence show the importance of small-group dynamics in foreign policy decision making. 

Decision making within agencies or presidential cabinets can also be considered group decisions in 

a bureaucratic politics decision setting (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010). The concept of polythink is quite 

relevant in relation to the cooperation of the CIA and FBI or rather lack hereof as it is somehow the 

opposite of groupthink. Polythink is characterized by varied and multiple views, opinions, and 

perceptions of the same goals and alternatives among group members. Polythink means many ways 

of perceiving the same decision problem, goals and solutions. Polythink reflects group 
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heterogeneity. It can be contrasted with the homogenous, uniform, monolithic worldview of group 

members that characterizes groupthink (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010). 

One of the hallmarks of crises is that time is limited and decisions might be rushed. 

Time pressure may take the form of a short deadline for a decision or, more likely, “an uncertain 

deadline that is believed to necessitate a quick decision”. Crisis decision makers do not have the 

luxury of waiting to see how decisions play out. Because time is limited, the rational actor model is 

typically compromised. It becomes difficult to carry out rational calculations. This does not 

necessarily mean that a bad decision will be made. Sometimes time constraints and pressure can 

force a decision maker to stop and devote full attention to the problem at hand and actually enhance 

a decision (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010). 

Another important feature, in relation to uncovering the numerous attacks for the CIA 

is familiarity. Familiarity with the decision problem is present when decision makers encounter a 

situation that is similar to one that they have seen or experienced before. In these situations, foreign 

policy decision makers often employ heuristics or SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) because 

they believe that what worked before will work again and tend to rely on prior acts and decisions. 

Familiarity with the decision problem often leads to the use of intuitive decision making. Instead of 

examining the components of the decision, the decision maker jumps to conclusions based on prior 

experience with a similar situation before even assessing the costs and benefits of alternatives. 

Often, familiarity with the decision task can be helpful in simplifying and facilitating a decision and 

allows a leader to choose an alternative quickly, without having to consider all of the information 

again. However, this process may lead to the discounting of inconsistent information as well as 

biases and errors in decision making; it can even result in overgeneralization (Mintz & DeRouen, 

2010). 

A decision problem typically consists of a set of decision alternatives (for example, do 

nothing, apply sanctions, or attack) and a set of decision dimensions or criteria (for example, 

political, diplomatic, military, and economic considerations). Many foreign policy decisions must 

be made in a relatively short time frame, under stress and ambiguity of information. Characteristics 

of the decision environment affect the decision strategies used by leaders and their ultimate choices. 

Specifically, uncertainty, stress, familiarity or lack of familiarity with the decision task, risk and 

threat perception, and accountability all influence decision strategy and choice. Some scholars have 
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argued that stress and external threats may even lead to increased “rigidity in decision making” and 

overreliance on standard operating procedures in decision making (Mintz & DeRouen, 2010).  

Most decisions in foreign policy are taken in interactive settings. The foreign policy 

decision-making environment is also characterized by ambiguity of information, uncertainty about 

opponents’ motivations and intentions, dynamic settings, and high risk. Foreign policy decisions 

often have important consequences for nations, their allies, and rival countries. Furthermore, they 

can affect the survivability of leaders in power. 

In the following, the thesis will go in depth with the analysis examining key events 

from the end of the Cold War up to the attack on the World Trade center utilizing aforementioned 

theories.  

  

 

4. Chain of events leading up to the attack on 9/11 

 

To answer the research question of how the decision making in the Cold War aftermath lead 

to 9/11, the following part of the thesis will go in depth with the function of the CIA, the FBI, the 

growth of al Qaeda followed by key events that led up to 9/11, ending with the Clinton 

Administration. Each of the events will be analyzed with use of theories of decision making to 

illustrate the evolution of the terror threat. The cooperation of the CIA and FBI will be analyzed to 

illustrate the failure of preventing the attack on the World Trade Center.     

 

4.1. End of the Cold War Framework 

 

The unexpected and rapid end of the Cold War in 1991 created trauma in the foreign policy and 

national security community both in and out of the U.S. government. The intelligence community 

was immensely criticized for failing to forecast the collapse of the Soviet Union and Robert Gates, a 

former director of central intelligence, agreed, saying, “During the mid-80's, our projections of 
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Soviet strategic forces were clearly too high” (Risen, 1999). Most reckoned that being relieved of 

the heavy burden of upholding a security structure to meet the Soviet challenge was followed by 

increased insecurity since the intelligence community faced threats and intelligence challenges that 

it was largely unprepared to meet (Kean, 2004, p. 104). 

In this section, the thesis will consider the framework of the growing tension in the political 

field among the Soviet Union, the United States and the Middle East. To comprehend the fallout of 

9/11 it is necessary to understand the conditions inside Afghanistan which resulted in instability and 

unrest. It is thus fundamental to consider the settings of the Cold War, more specific the Soviet-

Afghan War, also referred to as the Secret War (Dimitrakis, 2013). Thus, the beginning of the 

analysis takes place within the Middle East, in the 70’s just before the Soviet occupation of 

Afghanistan. At this point Afghanistan had become the center of a political conflict between the two 

Superpowers, the USSR and the U.S. (Coll, 2004; Dimitrakis, 2013). Afghanistan has a history of a 

high degree of decentralization, and resistance to foreign invasion and occupation. Some have 

termed it the “graveyard of empires” (Katzman and Thomas, 2017). 

Covert action in Afghanistan was the best suitable way for the CIA to help the Afghan 

rebels without escalating the conflict. The Russian security agency, the KGB, had in secret 

subsidized and supported communist leadership networks inside Afghanistan, especially the capital, 

Kabul (Coll, 2004). Further, the KGB had employed elaborate strategies to fuel civil war among the 

Afghan tribes, and on many occasions succeeded (Dimitrakis, 2013). 

On July 1973 Afghanistan's former Prime Minister, Sadar Mohammed Daoud, seized 

control of the Afghan government with support of Soviet-trained Afghan officers. Daoud managed 

to develop strong economic and military ties with Moscow. This proved to be a decisive event in 

Afghanistan’s evolution into a Cold War battlefield. U.S. officials considered this maneuver as a 

threat for the future (MacEachin, 2008; Dimitrakis, 2013, p. 2).  

On December 5, 1978, the Communist Afghan government secured a friendship treaty with 

the Soviet Union that allowed them to call on the Soviets for military assistance in fighting the 

Afghan guerrillas, referred to as the mujahedeen. This treaty marked the beginning of a turn in U.S. 

policy (MacEachin, 2008).  

Daoud’s turn toward the Soviet Union was in that way motivated by politics and not 

ideology. Nonetheless, his policies resulted in significant dependence on the USSR (MacEachin, 

2008). Meanwhile, he was double-crossing the Superpowers against each other during the 1970’s 

by accepting financial aid from both and accordingly ended up antagonizing the Soviets. 
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Consequently, this caused his assassination by communist leaders (Coll, 2004, p. 42; MacEachin, 

2008). 

Thereafter, Soviet military and political advisers began organizing secret police networks, 

and coeducational schools. The USSR installed Nur Muhammed Taraki as president to direct 

Afghanistan towards a Communist Regime (MacEachin, 2008). Proposed by the KGB, Marxists in 

Kabul launched a terror campaign against groups who might challenge this rule. By 1979 about 

twelve thousand political activists had been jailed. Systematic executions began behind prison walls 

(Coll, 2004, p. 43; MacEachin, 2008). 

In September 1979, Afghan Deputy Prime Minister Hafizullah Amin took power after a 

coup that ended with the shooting death of the Soviet installed President Nur Muhammad Taraki. 

The Soviets saw this as destabilizing in an attempt to assist the failing Communist government in 

Afghanistan. Moscow was not pleased with Amin and as the conditions in the country devolved, it 

resulted in the Soviet invasion on December 27 (Coll, 2004; Dimitrakis, 2013, p. 29).   

In such way did geopolitical interests motivate the Soviet Union to invade Afghanistan, at 

least from an American perspective. President Carter's National Security Advisor, Zbigniew 

Brzezinski, understood the coup as part of a Soviet plan to acquire hegemony in the region. By that, 

President Carter approved funding for the Afghan rebels, allowing them to buy more and better 

weapons, as well as authorizing the CIA to conduct anti Communist propaganda activities in the 

region. Thus, covert action should be aimed at making the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan as 

unsustainable as possible (Coll, 2004; Dimitrakis, 2013, p. 67; Lagon, 1992). 

A few years after the Soviets marched into Afghanistan and removed Amin from 

presidency, Afghan refugees in Pakistan became the recruiting grounds for combatants by the anti-

Soviet mujahedeen. This provided the setting for the emergence of the Taliban movement (literally 

meaning the students) in 1994 led by Mullah Omar, a mujahedeen who fought the Soviet 

intervention (D’Souza, 2016).  

Unrest and instability characterized the subsequent years in Afghanistan since the country 

no longer had a permanent ruler or a stable system. Instead several factions were fighting each other 

as well as Soviet soldiers over power, which led groundwork for the Mujahedeen. In the meantime, 

the CIA were providing them with covert aid to help them fight the Soviets (Coll, 2004). 

 The succeeding president Ronald Reagan took an even more aggressive approach to 

dealings with the USSR, as he believed the strategy détente was misguided and peaceful 

coexistence was the same as surrender. After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, American policy 
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makers worried that the Soviets were making a run for control of the Persian Gulf. Throughout the 

1980s, under a policy that came to be known as the Reagan Doctrine, the United States provided 

technical and economic assistance to the mujahedeen (Lagon, 1992).  

The biggest fear at that time for the U.S. was if the USSR could disseminate and therefore 

the Reagan administration’s strategy was to escalate conflicts the Soviets were involved in, 

especially the Soviet-Afghan war. During Reagan’s eight years in power, he approved the CIA’s 

covert action of sending billions of dollars of military aid to the mujahedeen in Afghanistan in a 

U.S.-supported Jihad against the Soviet Union. By sending military aid to anti-communist radicals 

in Afghanistan, Reagan confronted existing communist governments and went beyond the limits of 

the containment doctrine (Nathanson, 1988). Reagan's aim was to defeat the Soviets through an 

expensive arms buildup the Soviets could not match (Lagon, 1992). 

Due to the civil war, there were already 1.4 million Afghan refugees that fled to 

Pakistan by the end of 1980. This number almost doubled the following year. Many of the refugees 

were casualties of the Soviet land mines or the intensive bombing of towns and cities, and they 

desperately needed medical treatment. The conditions in the hospitals and clinics were degrading, 

however, especially at the beginning of the war (Wright, 2006, p. 45). 

The Soviets had lost fifteen thousand lives and suffered more than thirty thousand casualties. 

Between a million and two million Afghans perished, around 90 percent of them were civilians. 

Villages were razed, crops and livestock destroyed, the landscape studded with mines. A third of the 

population sheltered in refugee camps in Pakistan or Iran. The Afghan communist government 

remained in Kabul, however, and the Jihad entered a confusing new period (Wright, 2006, p. 

137).                                            

The USSR could not maintain control of Afghanistan, however. In 1986, it was becoming 

clear that the Afghans were winning the war. Admitting that Afghanistan was "a bleeding wound," 

Mikhail Gorbachev, the general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, offered a 

timetable for the complete withdrawal of Soviet troops. That was also the year that the American-

made Stinger, the shoulder-fired missiles that could shoot down helicopters, proved so deadly for 

Russian aircraft, decisively tipping the balance in favor of the mujahedeen (Coll. 2004; Wright, 

2006, p. 110). 

The Red Army’s defeat was a military victory for Islam, and it undermined the prevalent 

defeatism that had haunted the Muslim world for more than a century. The Afghans’ victory did not 

eliminate this defeatism, which therefore became a massive problem for bin Laden and all Islamist 
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leaders. But it did give strong support to those arguing that Muslims could arm themselves and beat 

God’s enemies. Moscow’s withdrawal from Afghanistan gave instant validity to the idea that non-

Muslim interference in the Muslim world justified a defensive Jihad, and that such a Jihad could 

succeed (Scheuer, 2011). Following the withdrawal of the Soviets, Afghanistan sunk into further 

chaos as the mujahedeen oversaw a period of bitter ethnic clashes. In Pashtun areas straddling 

Pakistan and Afghanistan, the Taliban promised to restore peace and security and enforce their own 

austere version of Shariah (Islamic law) once in power (D’Souza, 2016). 

The United States had new and different challenges to face after 1983. And without the Cold 

War framework as its guide, U.S. foreign policy often appeared rudderless (Kaufman, 2014, p. 

118). In the following, the analysis will go in depth with the role of the CIA during the years up to 

9/11 and the paradoxes the agency was fighting against in relation to information search and 

sharing. 

 

 

4.2. The CIA 
 

To counter unexpected attacks, especially after the attack on the Pearl Harbor, the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) was created. It was working on counterintelligence together with the 

National Security Agency (NSA) and the intelligence forces of the Pentagon, State, FBI, and other 

departments. Many of the thousands of analysts, linguists, technicians, communicators, and 

operations officers employed in the intelligence bureaucracy spent their time on soft analytic 

subjects such as political and scientific trends. Others within the department measured and 

distributed all credible evidence about active threats to American lives or facilities (Coll, 2004, p. 

320).  

Initially, the CIA had been advanced to protect the United States against unexpected nuclear 

strikes during the Cold War. Bin Laden’s fatwa on the U.S. in 1998 (see section four) eventually 

changed its focus to terrorist threats – it took a while though, for the CIA to incorporate this change 

in threat from state sponsors of terrorism like Iran and Iraq to a non-state terrorist organization, al 

Qaeda for instance. In that way, the end of the Cold War marked the beginning of a new tendency 

of international terrorist organizations.  
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This section will go in depth with the U.S. approval of the CIA’s decision of providing 

covert aid, especially the Stinger missiles, to the Mujahedeen, since it proved to be a rather decisive 

juncture as it later turned out to have fatal consequences (Coll, 1992). Further, the section will 

consider key decision makers within the CIA, who played a vital part in the agency before 9/11. 

The function of Northern Alliance leader, Ahmed Shah Massoud, will likewise be examined as his 

cooperation with the CIA in countering al Qaeda played a vital part. The bin Laden unit (Coll, 

2004), will be examined as well. The section will go through the development of the agency 

followed by its challenges in countering attacks from al Qaeda. 

During the Soviet war in Afghanistan, the CIA went great lengths in supporting resistance 

movements. In 1980, not long after Soviet forces invaded Afghanistan, President Carter signed a 

presidential finding on Afghanistan, the classified directive required by U.S. law to begin covert 

operations. The Carter finding sought to aid Afghan rebels in “harassment” of Soviet occupying 

forces in Afghanistan through secret supplies of weapons and economic aid (Coll, 1992).   

The succeeding Reagan Administration decided in 1985 to provide Stinger missiles to the 

mujahedeen after substantial debate on whether it would be too risky if the covert aid was being 

channeled to Islamist groups which had become hostile towards the U.S. in the realm of the post-

Soviet occupation power structure in Afghanistan (Katzman and Thomas, 2017). When the Cold 

War ended, the CIA feared that terrorist groups would buy the Stinger missiles and use them against 

American airplanes. Between 2,000 and 2,500 missiles had been given away by the CIA to Afghan 

rebels during the war. Many had gone to commanders associated with anti-American radical 

Islamist leaders (Coll, 2004, p. 24). Looking back, the CIA had probably not given enough thought 

as to hostile governments getting hold of these weapons and as a result, reclaiming the Stinger 

missiles became a huge operation for them.  

Later on the Stinger missile was classified as useful for assassination purpose and therefore 

dangerous in the hands of terrorists. In consequence, the CIA had to repurchase as many as possible 

as well as avert sending more weapons apt for terrorist use. To regulate the covert action, the 

agency created a dual use weapons system. They classified the weapons that could be used both 

against legitimate military targets but also in terrorism. To simplify it, the CIA headquarter Langley 

refused to equip weapons, which most likely would be used for assassination or criminal purpose 

(Coll, 2004, p. 113).  

However, this restriction was not necessarily working in praxis since the CIA was 

depending on Pakistani intelligence to comply, and it had become evident that Pakistan was 
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operating through its own agenda. In 1979, U.S. intelligence discovered that Pakistan was becoming 

supportive of Islamist movements. In fact, once the CIA supplied weapons to Pakistani intelligence 

(the ISI), the CIA lost all title of ownership and therefore all legal responsibility for the weapons’ 

use (Coll, 2004, p. 113).  

In 1987, General Hamid Gul, an anti-American figure, headed the ISI. He had been the 

conduit for U.S. and Saudi funding for the Afghan mujahedeen - especially the very radical 

Islamist, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar (Wright, 2015).  

During the Cold War Pakistan had become an ally of the U.S. When the Soviet Union 

invaded Afghanistan, President Carter offered Zia (Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq), former Pakistani 

President, four hundred million dollars in economic and military aid. Zia rejected the offer, calling 

it “peanuts”. Under Carter’s successor, Ronald Reagan, U.S. aid nearly quintupled: about three 

billion dollars in economic assistance and two billion in military aid. The Reagan Administration 

also provided three billion dollars to Afghan Jihadist. These funds went through the ISI. The ISI 

gained so much power and money that it formed a “state within a state,” in the words of Benazir 

Bhutto, who became Pakistan’s Prime Minister in 1988 (Wright, 2011). The journalist Peter Bergen 

estimates that as much as six hundred million dollars in American aid went to Hekmatyar, who 

waged most of his attacks on fellow Afghans. Islamic extremism in the region was financed by 

American taxpayers, largely thanks to Hamid Gul. According to Milton Bearden, who was the CIA 

station chief in Pakistan during the Afghan Jihad, the “plucky little general” had been a valuable 

friend of the U.S., but he soured when the U.S. imposed sanctions on Pakistan (Wright, 2015).  

U.S. authorities had continued to try to get cooperation from Pakistan in pressing the 

Taliban to stop sheltering bin Laden. However, Pakistan circumvent the request although President 

Clinton asked Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif multiple times for Pakistani help to bring bin Laden to 

justice from Afghanistan. Sharif is quoted telling President Clinton in a telephone conversation: “I 

will send my people tomorrow to Afghanistan to meet with them (the Taliban) and discuss this with 

them, and tell them this will not be in their interest and it will serve no purpose, that it will invite 

retaliation and a world reaction. I will do whatever I can, I can assure you of that, but you must 

understand they are very stubborn and uncooperative” (PTI, 2013). This effort proved to have no 

effect. Instead the ISI worked with bin Laden and the Taliban to breed terrorists (Coll, 2004, p. 

366). “We have reliable intelligence, and quite a lot of it, that Osama bin Laden intends to strike a 

U.S. target very soon, perhaps in 48 hours, and that the operations-there may be two of them-are 

being orchestrated by bin Laden from within Afghanistan,” Clinton had told Sharif (PTI, 2013). 
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According to Wright (2015), Gul was the reason for so many disturbances in Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. He stimulated the Taliban towards power and supported bin Laden in hiding inside 

Pakistan. In an interview, he stated: “The Americans thought they could use the fundamentalists to 

fight the Russians and drop them. This is what they do, they build something up and then destroy it. 

They did the same with ISI. When George Bush senior felt we were becoming too independent and 

ideologically motivated, he said, 'clip the wings of ISI’ and had me sacked” (Telegraph, 2015). 

The CIA did however find one quite useful source and assistance in Ahmed Shah Massoud, 

an Afghan political and military leader. The CIA spend a lot of time executing strategies with him, 

as his aim was to unify Afghanistan into a democratic state. He was a strong leader and therefore 

proper for rebuilding Afghanistan, which at that point consisted of many factions fighting each 

other. Further, Massoud was leading a military front fighting both al Qaeda and later on the Taliban 

called the Northern Alliance (Coll, 2004; Gutman, 2008). 

The CIA had many doubts supporting him, though. He was a drug trafficker to finance his 

forces’ expenses when fighting the Soviets and other rivals. Nonetheless, it was a political matter 

for the CIA to endorse it. The agency could fall into dispute if it became disclosed that they were 

supporting a drug trafficker, even worse, they could risk entanglements with the established heroin 

trade in Afghanistan (Coll, 2004; Gutman, 2008). 

Another problem with supporting Massoud was the neighboring country, Pakistan, which 

supported another politician, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, an opponent of Massoud. The CIA chose to 

support him too to maintain the goodwill from Pakistan. Furthermore, there was no doubt whether 

Hekmatyar was against the Soviets, which oftentimes were hard to recognize in relation to its other 

liaisons. However, Hekmatyar was considered quite controversial in his way of fighting rivals at all 

costs and even though he repeatedly was offered to share power with Massoud he refused to 

compromise since he wanted to gain sole power of Afghanistan. Another issue for the CIA was that 

he was in close contact with the still relatively unknown Saudi born Osama bin Laden whom the 

CIA already had concerns about (Coll, 2004). 

That Massoud was fighting both the Taliban and al Qaeda made cooperating openly with 

both him and Hekmatyar problematic. Moreover, by sending covert aid to Massoud the CIA was 

risking handing the next administration a new proxy war in one of the most dangerous corners of 

the world. They were risking that Pakistan responded to the Massoud aid by escalating its Jihad 

attacks in Kashmir, and thus provoking a nuclear crisis (Steve Coll, 2004, p, 410). 
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The CIA kept supporting both Massoud and Hekmatyar though. A tension between CIA leaders and 

policy makers started growing during the 1990s as the al Qaeda threat grew. Former CIA Director 

George Tenet was criticized for not doing enough to neutralize the terror threat and from his own 

field of staff he was criticized for not providing enough leadership. He also received criticism from 

Michael Scheuer, head of the bin Laden Unit, who thought Tenet should have taken more 

responsibility (Kelly, 2007). The authorities wanted the CIA to undertake more aggressive covert 

action and even though most CIA staff was eager to do more, CIA leaders were very careful in 

making sure that the legal basis and presidential authorization for their actions were undeniable 

clear (Kean, 2004, p. 90). 

In fact, the Northern Alliance commander represented the only credible force keeping the 

Taliban from completely consolidating their hold on Afghanistan. Massoud was a brilliant tactician, 

and he was willing to match the Taliban in ruthlessness. Now, that the Taliban had allied itself with 

al Qaeda, former National Coordinator for Security Richard Clarke and others saw Massoud as the 

last chance for an Afghan solution to the bin Laden problem (Wright, 2006, p. 337). Massoud was 

in that way the best hope Afghanistan had of a moderate Islamist alternative to the Taliban.  

Al Qaeda had turned its hatred toward Americans and the Taliban, Pakistani intelligence, 

and their Arab volunteers were acting hostile. Despite of these threats, Massoud and his men 

interpreted the CIA’s incentive as Stingers, first and foremost (Coll, 2004, p. 271). Massoud was 

positive that even if the CIA succeeded in capturing or killing bin Laden, the U.S. would still have a 

huge problem in Afghanistan. It appeared that al Qaeda had become much bigger than bin Laden 

and it was now protected by the Taliban, and in that way, would carry on bin Laden’s war against 

the U.S (see section five) (Coll, 2004). 

In 1996, the CIA established a special unit, designed to hunt down, capture, or kill Osama 

bin Laden, which they called the Bin Laden Unit. It was codenamed Alec Station - after Michael 

Scheuer’s son. Scheuer was placed in charge of the program when it was founded. This effort was 

the beginning of an exchange program between the FBI and the CIA in which senior personnel 

moved temporarily between the two agencies. The plan was to fuse intelligence disciplines into one 

office – including operations, analysis, signals intercepts, overhead photography, and covert action 

(Goldman, 2016). 

When the CIA began Alec Station, bin Laden was mostly known as a financier of terrorism. 

Soon afterward, it became apparent that bin Laden had declared open warfare against the United 
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States and its allies, and the campaign against bin Laden was stepped up (Goldman, 2016; Coll, 

2004). By 1998, Scheuer was convinced that bin Laden posed an ongoing danger to the United 

States, but he had difficulty convincing his superiors due to his difficult behavior. Scheuer believed 

that bin Laden constituted a clear and present danger, and he became increasingly frustrated by the 

lack of action taken toward bin Laden (Goldman, 2016). 

Additionally, Scheuer had difficulties with the FBI. Although Alec Station had been set up 

as an interagency operation, the FBI often refused to share information with the CIA. The most 

notorious member of the FBI in this regard was John O’Neill (see section three), the FBI’s top 

counterterrorism expert. O’Neill possessed a notebook captured from an al Qaeda operative that he 

refused to turn over to Alec Station for a year. In another instance, an FBI agent was caught raiding 

CIA files with the intent of taking their contents back to the FBI. Scheuer has claimed that Alec 

Station sent 700 to 800 requests for information to the FBI but never received answers to any of 

them (Goldman, 2016). 

Alec Station planned to capture bin Laden after he moved to Afghanistan in May 1996. For the first 

time, the CIA knew where bin Laden and his family lived—in the Tarnak Farm compound 12 miles 

outside Kandahar. Beginning in 1997, plans were made with Afghan tribal leaders to kidnap bin 

Laden and take him to an Arab country or the United States for trial. The CIA even staged four 

rehearsals for the operation in late 1997 and early 1998. Then, on May 29, 1998, Tenet, the head of 

the CIA, called off the operation due to its high risk. At that point President Clinton had already 

received immense criticism for his counterattack on Afghanistan and Sudan (Edition.cnn.com, 

2004). Scheuer was not satisfied with this decision as he was positive that the CIA had enough 

intelligence against bin Laden and Al Qaeda to eliminate both, and did not agree with the U. S. 

government not to take the chance to do so. The Clinton administration responded that it feared 

collateral damage and any negative publicity that might follow a less-than-perfect operation 

(Goldman, 2016; Kean, 2004).  

In summary, the U.S. spent the 1980’s fighting the Soviets on Afghan ground with 

very little concern of the growing terror threats from the hostile organization al Qaeda and the 

newly established Taliban. The CIA warned of multiple attacks inside the United States but 

provided few details. The establishment of Alec Station was the beginning of a more accumulated 

teamwork with the FBI to obtain more actionable intelligence on Bin Laden and his organization. It 

was not always without trouble however, which will be elaborated on in the next section where the 

function of the FBI before 9/11 will be examined.  
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4.3. The FBI 
 

This section will go in depth with the work of the FBI,  Federal Bureau of Investigation, in 

charge of domestic intelligence and security service of the United States (Justice, 2014; 

"Terrorism", n.d) and its attempt in preventing domestic attacks before 9/11. Furthermore, the 

section will examine the bureau’s obstruction with the CIA since a lot of time was wasted on the 

lack of information sharing (Coll, 2004).  

Before 9/11 the structure of the FBI was less rigorous for several reasons. The different 

offices often focused on traditional crimes such as white-collar offenses and those related to drugs 

and gangs. Even though the FBI’s counterterrorism budget tripled during the mid-1990s there were 

still twice as many agents devoted to drug enforcement as to counterterrorism in 2000. The 

intention was to strengthen the FBI’s strategic analysis capability, but the new division of analysts 

had trouble being accepted by the senior managers in the FBI’s operational divisions. Prior to 9/11 

they were used primarily in a tactical way where they could provide support for existing cases. 

Furthermore, they had difficulty getting access to the FBI and the intelligence community 

information they were hired to analyze. Getting access was grounded commonly on an analyst’s 

personal relationships with individuals in the operational units where the information was located. 

Due to this, very few strategic analytic reports about counterterrorism had been carried out prior to 

9/11 (Coll, 2004, p. 77). 

In addition to these fallacies the intelligence collection work was not efficient. Agents were 

not sufficiently trained to handle the data they were handed. The FBI did not have a competent 

system for certifying source reporting, nor did it have a system for adequately tracking and sharing 

source reporting, either within or outside the agency. The FBI did not devote ample resources to the 

surveillance and translation needs of counterterrorism agents. It lacked sufficient translators 

proficient in Arabic and other key languages, resulting in a considerable hoard of untranslated 

intercepts (Coll, 2004).  

Individual field offices made choices to serve local priorities, not national priorities such as 

countering terrorism (Coll, 2004, p. 74). This meant that the office’s priorities were determined by 

statistics such as numbers of arrests, indictments, prosecutions, and convictions. Consequently, 

counterterrorism and counterintelligence work, which often involves lengthy intelligence 

investigations that might never have positive or measurable outcomes, was not career-enhancing. 
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Therefore, most agents who reached management ranks had little counterterrorism knowledge 

(Coll, 2004; Wright, 2006). 

This did not apply to head of the FBI’s National Security Division, John O’Neil. In an 

interview with Richard Clarke, President Clinton’s national coordinator for counterterrorism, he 

states that O’Neil was extremely bright and fixed on getting things done. Clarke further said: “He 

(O’Neil) was among the first people to see the bin Laden threat. He believed there was a bin Laden 

network in the United States even if he couldn’t prove it. So he was constantly trying to prove it, 

because of what he understood about the Al Qaeda network and the rest of the world, he said, “It’s 

inconceivable that they’re not here”” ("Richard A. Clarke", 2002). 

As the millennium approached, O’Neil was particularly concerned that al Qaeda would seize 

the moment to dramatize its war with America as he was aware of how much timing and symbols 

meant to bin Laden. He was certain that Islamic terrorists had established a position inside the U.S. 

This view was quite different from the view of the leadership of the bureau endorsed. Director 

Freeh repeatedly stressed in White House meetings that al Qaeda posed no domestic threat since the 

intelligence to support that hypothesis was absent. Bin Laden did not even make the FBI's Most 

Wanted list until June 1999 (Coll, 2004; Wright, 2006, pp. 296-297). 

The terror threat proved quite different from any other threat. One basic unresolved question 

was whether to tackle terrorism as a national security problem, as a kind of war,  or as a law 

enforcement problem, with police and prosecutors in the lead. In some cases, terrorists looked like 

enemy soldiers. At other times, they were easy to dismiss as common criminals. Their sometimes-

spectacular media-conscious attacks might generate widespread fear and draw intense scrutiny, but 

the actual impact of terrorism on American society was minimal. In that respect, it made more sense 

to treat terrorism as a law enforcement problem (Coll, 2004, p. 202). 

The Justice Department issued a new policy in 1995 designed to regulate the exchange of 

information between agents and criminal prosecutors, but not among the agents themselves. 

Unfortunately, these were almost immediately misunderstood and misapplied as the FBI 

headquarters instead turned it into a limitation for their own investigators. These were strictly 

warned that sharing intelligence information with criminal investigators could mean the end of an 

agent’s career (Wright, 2006, p. 343; Coll, 2004, p. 79).  

This tendency evolved into the still more exaggerated belief that the FBI could not share any 

intelligence information with criminal investigators. Thus, relevant information from the NSA and 

the CIA often failed to make its way to criminal investigators. This caused that the FBI were 
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circumvented from sharing with the CIA leads or evidence they collected in domestic criminal 

cases. In many cases, if an FBI agent passed along files or witness statements to the CIA, which he 

had obtained during a terrorism investigation before a grand jury, he could go to jail, no matter how 

important that evidence might be to American national security (Coll, 2004, p. 202-203). The FBI’s 

enclosed culture had become notorious by the early 1990s.  

In 1998, the FBI issued a five-year strategic plan led by its deputy director Robert Bryant. The plan 

required a stronger intelligence collection effort. It requested a nationwide automated system to 

enable information collection, analysis, and dissemination. The idea of it was to address terrorism 

systematically, rather than as individual unrelated cases. However, this idea failed to translate into a 

significant shift. In general, before 9/11 changing the structure of the FBI (or government agencies 

in general) oftentimes proved to be rather complex due to the rigidity and bureaucratic structure 

within them (Kean, 2004). 

As part of the Counterterrorism Center, the FBI established an exchange of working-level 

personnel and managers with several government agencies, including the CIA, Immigration and 

Naturalization Service (INS), the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), and others. The FAA set 

and enforced aviation security rules, which airlines and airports were required to implement. The 

rules were supposed to produce a “layered” system of defense. This meant that the failure of any 

one layer of security would not be fatal, because additional layers would provide backup security. 

But each layer relevant to hijackings, intelligence, passenger prescreening, checkpoint screening, 

and onboard security, was seriously flawed prior to 9/11 (Coll, 2004, p. 83). 

Inspectors at the ports of entry were not asked to focus on terrorists. They were not even 

aware that when they checked the names of incoming passengers, they were checking for terrorists. 

The communication between the INS and the inspectors were flawed since the INS had failed to 

provide information relevant to counterterrorism to the inspectors (Coll, 2004, p 

81).                                               

Finally, if inspectors suspected a passenger to be a terrorist, deportation cases were an issue 

too. Since the FBI possessed the classified information, which sometimes was needed as evidence 

for the INS to use authority upon, it was not easy to find a suitable way for the Justice Department 

to conduct deportation cases against aliens who were suspected terrorists. This created a somewhat 

paradox due to the inflexibility of information-sharing (Coll, 2004). 

It was quite complex too for the FBI and CIA to see through these new kinds of terrorists. 

Beforehand they had simply been pawns of some hidden foreign government plot and now they had 
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become an independent terrorist cell. The FBI and CIA had to completely overturn the way they 

collected information, how they used information, and how they shared information and instead 

progress it toward non-state actors (Coll, 2004). 

 

Therefore, protecting the United States against terrorism was demanding a new framework 

for the way the FBI carries out its mission: A threat-based, intelligence-led approach. Rather than 

collecting information to solve a particular case, the new approach is prioritizing the collection and 

utilization of intelligence to develop a comprehensive threat picture, enabling strategic disruptions 

of terrorist networks before they act. This focus on the overall threat picture also elevates the need 

for information sharing, thereby changing the FBI’s role in and relationships with both the 

intelligence and law enforcement communities (Federal Bureau of Investigation, n.d). 

In the following section, the thesis will consider the mindset of Osama bin Laden.  

 

 

4.4. Osama bin Laden 
 

This section will go in depth with the mastermind of 9/11, Osama bin Laden. His 

motivations, intentions and mindset according to former Chief of the CIA’s bin Laden unit, Michael 

Scheuer, will be considered. The typical sources examining bin Laden induce to portray him quite 

subjectively as a terrorist thug without effort of understanding a possible subject matter of his. What 

increases Scheuer’s (2011) reliability is due to the fact that bin Laden himself approve it (Ajami, 

2011).  

Bin Laden came to the attention of the CIA as “an emerging terrorist threat” during his stay 

in Sudan from 1991 to 1996. Already in 1993, the CIA started suggesting action to reduce his 

organization’s (al Qaeda) capabilities. CIA Director George Tenet stated that the Intelligence 

Community was acting to stop bin Laden by 1996, when he left Sudan and moved to Afghanistan 

(Kean, 2004). 

On August 23, 1996, bin Laden declared war on the United States. His main target was 

indeed the Saudi regime. However, the declaration revealed that he had rethought his position. 

While he still considered the Saudi regime as un-Islamic, he figured that the al-Sauds (the Royal 



 30 

family of Saudi Arabia) were capable of oppressing Muslims due to the monetary, military, and 

political support they received from the United States. By shifting attention to the United States, bin 

Laden implemented an idea that, al Qaeda’s focus should be on the American occupiers, “the 

sponsor not the sponsored”; he regarded the al-Sauds as a “shadow of the U.S. presence” (Scheuer, 

2011 ch 5, p. 7). 

According to Scheuer, bin Laden believed that the Afghan war had bled the Russian 

economy dry and they could no longer afford to fund this expensive war. He further believed that 

not only was the Red Army defeated but that the huge economic drain that the Jihad placed on the 

Soviet economy was a huge setback to the morale of the Communist mindset.  This belief has since 

guided bin Laden’s military strategy, especially against the United States. “We are continuing this 

policy (guerrilla warfare) in bleeding America to the point of bankruptcy (…)” (Scheuer, 2011, ch 

3, p. 24). 

The following quote from 1998 by bin Laden states his view of the conflict with the West: 

“There are two sides in this conflict, world crusaders allied to Jewish Zionists (and) led by the 

United States, Britain, and Israel, and on the other side the Islamic world. In such a conflict, it is 

unacceptable for the first side to launch an aggression, enter my land, property, and sanctities, and 

plunder the Muslims’ oil, and then say the Muslims are terrorists when it faces any resistance from 

them. We think it is our Shariah duty to resist occupation with all our strength and punish it by the 

same means it uses against us” (Scheuer, 2011, ch5 p. 11). 

He had his inspiration from the Egyptian writer Sayyid Qutb who was a member of the 

Egyptian terrorist organization the Muslim Brotherhood. Qutb had various extremist ideas and 

claimed that the world was overrun with barbarism and nonbelief (Coll, 2004). He claimed that 

humans can only choose between Islam and nonbelief, which he referred to as “jahiliyya”. He 

added that there is no middle ground between the struggle against God and Satan. By that, it was a 

duty for all Muslims to take up this battle against Westerners, to kill Americans and by that, force 

their armies out of the Middle East. Those who would not join this crusade he deemed unworthy of 

living (Kean, 2004). 

This agitated mindset against especially Americans was, as bin Laden explained it, a result 

of American attack on Islam – including when the U.S. was supporting enemies of Muslims. The 

only way possible for bin Laden’s organization al Qaeda, to seize its attacks on Americans, 
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happened once the United States retreated from the Middle East, followed by converting to Islam 

(Kean, 2004, p. 51). 

Bin Laden’s second fatwa given in 1998, reflects this notion as he ends it with: “We – with 

God’s help – call on every Muslim who believes in God and wishes to be rewarded to comply with 

God’s order to kill Americans and plunder their money whenever they find it.” (Scheuer, 2011, ch 

5). Thus, the fatwa was given the necessary religious grounding to bin Laden’s defensive Jihad and 

in that way it became an individual duty for every Muslim. 

By returning the rule of Sharia, radical Islam could draw the line against the encroaching 

West. Even the values that America advertised as being universally desirable such as democracy, 

the rule of law, human rights, the separation of church and state, were discredited in the eyes of the 

extremist solely because of their descent. Al Qaeda saw it as its duty to awaken the Islamic nation 

to the threat posed by the secular, modernizing West. To do that, bin Laden told his men, al Qaeda 

would drag the United States into a war with Islam (Coll, 2004, p.172). According to Steve Coll 

(2004), the U.S. could have reduced the threat of Islamic radicalism if it had learned to interact with 

Islamists in more refined ways, by differentiating between peaceful movements of religious 

resurgence and those bent on violence. By this, the U.S. was carelessly pushing governments 

toward more radical postures (Coll, 2004, p. 251). 

To explain the confusing picture of bin Laden, Scheuer clarifies how the Saudis for instance 

had an incentive to portray him as a “good boy gone bad” since they in that way covered up their 

own disloyalty toward the United States (Scheuer, 2011, ch. 1, p. 12).  Likewise, bin Laden’s son 

Omar reinforced this portrait, saying, “The Egyptian doctor (Al-Zawahiri) had an evil influence 

over my father” (Scheuer, 2011, ch. 1, p. 12). On the contrary, bin Laden’s former anti-Soviet 

colleague Shaykh Musa al-Qarni, knew bin Laden to be: “(…) the kind of man who can influence 

others, not be influenced by others. He wanted to be a leader not a follower. … He does not have a 

hesitant or timid character. Usama is a man who loves death, seeks it, and would like to be 

martyred” (Scheuer, 2011 ch 3, p. 7). 

Steve Coll (2004) supports this claim by describing how bin Laden managed to manipulate 

his followers. According to Coll, he convinced bin Laden followers to seize martyrdom by 

providing them a sense of meaning and purpose in a world occupied by western values. To them 

martyrdom was more than life as it promised them an ideal alternative to their very prudent life 
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(Wright, 2006, p. 107). By providing his followers with this illusion, he managed to create a sub 

society for those he deemed proper Muslims (Coll, 2004). 

Oil had brought wealth to some Arabs, but in the process of becoming rich one could argue 

that they had become more Western. Consumerism, vice, and individuality, which the radical 

Islamists saw as the trademarks of American culture, threatened to destroy Islam by blending it into 

a globalized, corporate, interdependent, secular commercial world (Coll, 2004, p. 172). 

To offer a more authentic explanation of bin Laden’s point the thesis has included a 

conversation Scheuer (2011) has conducted of bin Laden and his son Omar bin Laden on why it 

was wisest to identify and then attack the enemy’s weakest link. Omar bin Laden had asked why not 

attack Israel before America, given that Israel was a “small country near to us,” while America was 

a “huge country far away from our shores” (Scheuer, 2011, p. 112.). 

The conversation went as followed: “Omar, try to imagine a two-wheeled bicycle. One 

wheel is made of steel. The other wheel is made of wood. Now, my son, if you wanted to destroy the 

bicycle, would you destroy the wooded or the steel wheel?” 

“The wooden wheel of course,” he replied. 

“You are correct my son. Remember this: America and Israel are one bicycle with two 

wheels. The wooden wheel represents the United States. The steel wheel represents Israel. Omar, 

Israel is the stronger power of the two. Does a general attack the strongest line when in battle? No, 

he concentrates on the weakest part of the line. The Americans are weak. It is best to attack the 

weakest point first. Once we take out the weak wooden wheel, the steel wheel will automatically 

fail. Who can ride a bicycle with only one wheel?” 

“First we obliterate America. By that I don’t mean militarily. We can destroy America from 

within by making it economically weak, until its markets collapse. When that happens, they will 

have no interest in supplying Israel with arms, for they will not have extra funds to do so. At that 

time, the steel wheel will corrode and be destroyed by lack of attention.” 

“That’s what we (Muslims) did to the Russians. We bled blood from their body in 

Afghanistan. The Russians spent all of their wealth on the war in Afghanistan. When they could no 

longer finance the war, they fled. After fleeing their whole system collapsed. Holy Warriors 
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defending Afghanistan are the ones responsible for bringing a huge nation to its knees. We can do 

the same thing with America and Israel. We only have to be patient” (Scheuer, 2011, p. 112). 

Bin Laden’s strategy was now to lure U.S. forces to Afghanistan in order to get favor from 

other Islamic states as al Qaeda were not capable of overcoming the U.S. on itself (Scheuer, 2011. 

Ch. 5, p. 13). Luring U.S. forces to Afghanistan, therefore, was the way to get al Qaeda’s strategic 

ball rolling. 

This strategy explains why bin Laden chose America as an enemy. According to Scheuer he 

did not chose the U.S. due to its liberal values or freedom of speech. The reality was that as long as 

the West did not try to impose its democracy in the Islamic world, Muslims would be indifferent 

towards the West. The idea of Muslims willing to die in a Jihad against congressional elections, 

gender equality, R-rated movies, or Budweiser only applied to a few. Cultural-political 

considerations have not been part of bin Laden’s Jihadist rhetoric. This idea stem from Western 

political, military, and media leaders who have tried to persuade people that al Qaeda and its allies 

are motivated by such factors (Scheuer, 2011 ch. 5, p. 10). 

From then on, he became the target of assassination attempts in Afghanistan. During the 

year he lived near Jalalabad, he was subjected to several clumsy attacks, which have been attributed 

to the Saudi intelligence service. It was after one of these attempts that Taliban leader, Mullah 

Omar, had invited bin Laden to move to Khandahar, where the Taliban could better protect them. 

Furthermore, according to the Pakistani journalist Rahimullah Yusufzai, the Saudi government had 

paid three men to kill bin Laden. The Taliban managed to arrest them beforehand (Scheuer, 2011, 

ch 1, p. 5). 

Thus, the Taliban was attempting to protect bin Laden. This was not only because of their 

shared enemy but also to protect themselves. The Egyptian lawyer Muntasir al-Zayyat, wrote in 

July 1999 that there would be high political costs to the Taliban if it abandoned bin Laden, for by so 

doing it would “lose its unique character of commitment to Shariah and the protection of Islamic 

movements’ leaders.” (Scheuer, 2011 ch 5, p. 20) 

To fight the West, bin Laden established al Qaeda, which directly transfers to “the base”. 

Originally, this group was a military base constructed to fight Soviet invasion, but as the Soviets 

began their withdrawal, the Jihad’s leaders debated what to do next. So far it had been the conflict 
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with the Soviets that had kept them together but now that threat was dissolving. The group could 

either dissolve or focus on a new target. They decided on continuing the Jihad against the West 

(Coll, 2004). 

 

4.5. Al Qaeda 
 

In the subsequent section, the thesis will go in depth with the terror organization al 

Qaeda, as this group, listed by Osama bin Laden, was behind the attack on the World Trade Center. 

To understand the structure of this massive international organization, section five will consider the 

structure and management of it. The section will further make use of statements from Pakistani-

born terror suspect Khalid Sheikh Mohammed (referred to as KSM) – the alleged mastermind of the 

9/11 attack (Blake, 2017).  

Al Qaeda had turned from being the anti-communist Islamic army that bin Laden 

originally envisioned into a terrorist organization bent on attacking the United States, the last 

remaining superpower and the force that bin Laden believed represented the greatest threat to Islam. 

Wright (2006) raises the question as to why these men turned against America, a highly religious 

country that so recently had been their ally in Afghanistan. He believes it was because they 

considered America as the headquarters of Christian power. Christianity and Islam were obviously 

competitive faiths. Viewed through the eyes of men who were spiritually anchored in the seventh 

century, Christianity was not just a rival, it was the archenemy (Wright, 2006, p.171). As mentioned 

in the previous section (see 4.4) Scheuer has a different viewpoint and considers the one of 

Wright’s to be obstructed by the media (Scheuer, 2011). 

Anyhow, al Qaeda is a unique terror organization since it is the first to have a 

significant global constituency. This is both to the large amount of Muslims all over the world and 

more important the Internet, which provides access to any Muslim anywhere in the world (Scheuer, 

2011, ch. 1). Its formal, on oath, hard-core membership might number in the hundreds. New 

Jihadists turned up each week at al Qaeda–linked mosques and recruitment centers worldwide. They 

were inspired by local imams, satellite television news or internet sites devoted to Jihadist violence 

in Palestine and Afghanistan (Coll, 2004, p. 361). 
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Al Qaeda is further unique in organizational terms since it is constructed with a central 

leadership that functions as a role model and inspiration. To maintain a structure fitting the 

organization al Qaeda developed a management philosophy called "centralization of decision and 

decentralization of execution”. This entailed that Bin Laden decided on the targets, selected the 

leaders, and provided at least some of the funding. After that, the planning of the operation and the 

method of attack were left to the men who would have the responsibility of carrying it out (Wright, 

2006, p. 318). 

Al Qaeda was constructed of four basic components at its inception. The first was a military 

component, which would field fighters for training, advising, and/or combat purposes to places 

where local Islamists were fighting insurgencies. The second component was broadly administrative 

to deal with finances – acquiring, budgeting, and dispensing funds – arms procurement, 

documentation, and logistical matters. The third would deal with religious matters: issuing fatwas 

and developing religious training courses for members of the organization and those its camps 

trained. The fourth was a committee in charge of media affairs and propaganda (Wright, 2006, p. 

142; Coll, 2004; Scheuer, 2011 ch 3, p. 28). 

Al Qaeda media activities operated at three levels: The local audience, the Muslim 

world audience, and the Western and other non-Muslim audience, often addressing all three in one 

message. Each of the statements discussed had an international angle – terrorism, U.S. policy 

toward Muslims, India’s aggression, and so on – but their main audiences were Afghans and 

Pakistanis, and they were meant to build a local constituency to stand by al Qaeda if it succeeded in 

luring Washington into a military invasion of Afghanistan (Scheuer, 2011, ch 5, p. 19). 

The organization operates in more than sixty countries, the CIA’s Counterterrorist 

Center calculated by late 1999 with day-to-day logistics. This is again possible due to the Internet, 

which provides, maintains and updates the ideological and strategic framework for commanders to 

operate within. Finally, al Qaeda is uniquely dangerous because it has the potential of mobilizing 

thousands, perhaps, millions of the world’s 1.3 billion Muslims by applying an interpretation of 

Islam, which includes the obligation to fight among its tenets (Scheuer, 2011). 

The men who came to train in Afghanistan in the 1990s were not impoverished social 

failures. Most of the prospective al Qaeda recruits were from the middle or upper class, nearly all of 

them from intact families. They were largely college-educated, with a strong bias toward the natural 

sciences and engineering. Few of them were products of religious schools. Many of them had in fact 

trained in Europe or the United States and spoke as many as six languages. They did not show signs 
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of mental disorders. Many were not even very religious when they joined the Jihad (Wright, 2006, 

p. 301). 

The recruits were interviewed about their background and special skills before they 

were hired. The information gathered was to identify what kinds of projects they would be given. 

Hani Hanjour, for instance, a young Saudi, declared that he had studied aviation in the United 

States; he would become a part of the 9/11 plot. In addition to the militant physical training the new 

recruits endured, they were also indoctrinated with the al Qaeda worldview. This worldview 

included Utopian goals as inaugurating the rule of God on Earth, attaining martyrdom in the cause 

of God and purification of the ranks of Islam from the elements of depravity (Wright, 2006). 

Besides having a college degree, the recruits typically tended to have displacement in 

common. Despite their accomplishments, they had little standing in the host societies where they 

lived. Similar to Sayyid Qutb, they defined themselves as radical Muslims while living in the West. 

Here they felt alienated, and often far from their families, and therefore they turned to the mosque, 

to seek companionship and the consolation of religion. In that way, Islam provided the element of 

commonality. It provided them more than a faith by becoming part of their identity (Wright, 2006, 

pp. 304-305). 

According to KSM, operatives seeking to become members of al Qaeda volunteered for 

suicide operations and were for the most part not pressured to martyr themselves. Upon arriving in 

Afghanistan, a recruit would fill out an application with standard questions, such as, “What brought 

you to Afghanistan? How did you travel here? How did you hear about us? What attracted you to 

the cause? What is your educational background? Where have you worked before?” (Kean, 2004). 

These questions were valuable in defining the potential of new arrivals, and for identifying recruits 

with special skills, as well as to filter out potential spies from among them. Prospective operatives 

were also asked whether they were prepared to serve as suicide operatives. KSM claimed that the 

most important quality for any al Qaeda operative was willingness to martyr himself (Kean, 2004). 

A key point often lost on Western analysts is that neither bin Laden nor his colleagues ever 

intended to build a terrorist organization; they intended to construct an insurgent organization that 

could absorb substantial punishment from always far more powerful foes and endure (Scheuer, 

2011, ch. 3, p. 27). However, this aspiration changed and later on Bin Laden’s aim was to become 

head of an international Jihad confederation. He established an “Islamic Army Shura” to function as 



 37 

the coordinating body for the association of terrorist groups he was making alliances with (Kean, 

2004, p. 58). Thus, the groundwork for a true global terrorist network was being laid. 

This pattern of expansion through building alliances even extended to the U.S. in a mosque 

in Brooklyn. The Al Farooq mosque was domicile of al Qaeda fund-raising with Sheikh Omar 

Abdel-Rahman also known as the Blind Sheik in charge. Al Farooq was the American headquarters 

of al Khifa, an organization founded by al Qaeda, to recruit and fund-raise for the Afghan Jihad 

among Muslims worldwide (Khan, 2017). Al Khifa and other recruiting networks spread 

throughout the country continued their activities after the end of the Afghan war against the Soviets, 

as American Muslims continued to travel to Afghanistan and Pakistan for Jihad. Pakistani 

authorities claim to have knowledge of at least 400 Americans who had received training in 

Pakistani and Afghan camps between the end of the Afghan war against the Soviets and 2001 

(Brooke, 2008). 

During the summer and early autumn of 2000, Bin Laden and senior al Qaeda leaders in 

Afghanistan started selecting the muscle hijackers – the operatives who would storm the cockpits 

and control the passengers. Despite the phrase widely used to describe them, the so-called muscle 

hijackers were not at all physically imposing; most were between 5' 5" and 5' 7" in height (Kean, 

200, p. 231). Saudi authorities interviewed the relatives of these men and it shows that the muscle 

hijackers came from a variety of educational and societal backgrounds. All were between 20 and 28 

years old; most were unemployed with no more than a high school education and were unmarried 

(Kean, 2004, p. 231). 

A new vision of al Qaeda was born. The two fatwas, the first authorizing the attacks 

on American troops and the second, the murder of innocents, turned al Qaeda into a global terrorist 

organization. Now, al Qaeda were concentrating on killing civilians instead of battling armies. The 

former conception of al Qaeda as a mobile army of mujahedeen that would defend Muslim lands 

wherever they were threatened was now cast aside in favor of a policy of permanent subversion of 

the West. The Soviet Union was dead and communism no longer menaced the margins of the 

Islamic world. America was the only power capable of blocking the restoration of the ancient 

Islamic caliphate, and it would have to be confronted and defeated (Coll, 2004, p. 175). 

In the following, the thesis will go in depth with different key events leading up to 9/11 

starting with the first World Trade Center bombing as it marks a beginning of al Qaeda related 

terrorist attacks against the United States. 

 



 38 

 

4.6. The first World Trade Center bombing    
 

This section examines the first al Qaeda related attack on the U.S. to analyze the 

difficulties of the new terror threat and decision-making process the U.S. authorities was facing by 

utilizing the Rational Actor Model (see section 3). First, it is described how the attack was 

conducted and what underlying motivation it had and – then section will consider the Clinton 

administration’s response toward it. 

Unlike most of America, the World Trade Center had been the target of terrorist 

attacks before 9/11. The first attack on the Trade Center illustrates how the Twin Towers already 

was a target back in the 1990’s. According to Wright (2006) it is due to several reasons. Initially, 

the first attack indicates the importance of symbolism to terrorist when choosing a target. Further, it 

proves how much the U.S. authorities had underestimated the power of the terrorists and the 

evolving terror threat. 

The first bombing of the World Trade Center is for some reason not something people 

talk much about. Many are not even aware of the attack which happened back in 1993. It might 

have become overshadowed by 9/11 since it was way less fatal and not as well planned and carried 

out. It is however quite important in relation to events that led up to 9/11 as several parts of the 

attack shows how fragile the security, intelligence and defense units were at the time (Coll, 2004; 

9/11 Commission Report). 

Even though the first World Trade Center attack was not directly conducted by Osama 

bin Laden or al Qaeda it is still considered an al Qaeda related attack since the mastermind behind 

it, Ramzi Yousef, was a product of an al Qaeda camp in Afghanistan, where he had learned his 

bomb-craft (Wright, 2006, p. 177). Yousef was not a formal member of anyone’s organization, but 

were instead joining projects that were linked to or supported by bin Laden (Kean, 2004, p. 59). He 

managed to enter the United States on a false Iraqi passport together with his partner Ahmed Ajaj in 

1992. They even accomplished to bring bomb-making manuals and materials into checked luggage 

– airport security back then was a different entity (Coll, 2004; Kean, 2004). 

Once in the States, Yousef had still not decided which target he was aiming for and it 

was first when he and Ajaj arrived in New York City that he decided to go forward with an attack 
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on the World Trade Center (Coll, 2004; Kean, 2004). As mentioned above, the World Trade Center 

had huge symbolic value to extremist. The towers represent America's pervasive cultural and 

economic imperialism. The buildings symbolized commercial power and the core American values 

of hard work and success. More than 150,000 people work in or visit the complex every day. For 

any terrorist wanting to inflict a devastating blow on the American psyche and cause vast numbers 

of casualties, there is no better target (Reeve and Foden, 2001). 

When Yousef came to the City he made contact with the Blind Sheikh who was a 

spiritual leader connected to a mosque in Brooklyn. The Blind Sheikh had a strong relationship with 

bin Laden who admired him because of his radical views. He spoke in sermons of destroying the 

“edifices of capitalism.” Further, he issued a fatwa in America that permitted his followers to rob 

banks and kill Jews. He traveled widely in the States, arousing thousands of young immigrant 

Muslims with his sermons, often directed against Americans. The FBI later learned that Osama bin 

Laden was financially backing the Blind Sheikh’s efforts (Wright, 2006, p. 177). When in touch, 

Yousef received help from the Blind Sheikh and his followers to execute the attack (Coll, 2004). 

Accordingly, Yousef, the Blind Sheikh and bin Laden were part of a larger plot against the United 

States. 

The attack occurred on February 26, 1993, when Yousef led his confederates in a car 

from Brooklyn into an underground garage at the World Trade Center. He set an electronic timer on 

the bomb and jumped into a rented, red Chevrolet Corsica. When it detonated at 12:18 P.M., it 

killed six people in a cafeteria above it, injured one thousand more who worked several floors 

higher, and caused just over $500 million in estimated damage. An FBI agent at the scene described 

the relatively low number of fatalities as a miracle (Kean, 2004, p. 71). 

The aim of the explosion was to crash the first tower into the second building. Yousef 

estimated that it would cause about 250,000 deaths. According to Steve Coll (2004) Reeve and 

Foden (2001) the reason for Yousef’s urge to kill that specific amount stems from the American 

attack on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the end of World War II, which caused around 250,000 

Japanese deaths. According to Steve Coll (2004), CNN (Library, 2017) and Lawrence Wright 

(2006) his aim was to punish the U.S. for supporting Israel against Palestine because he wanted the 

American people to understand that their civilians who got killed were no better than those who 

were getting killed by the American weapons and support. However, all three sources agree that he 

was doing it for political reasons as an act of revenge. In addition is his statement when in court two 
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years after the attack: “This is the only language which you understand. It is very painful to 

innocent people, (…) but it was necessary. This is what it takes to make you feel the pain which you 

are causing to other people” (Weiser, 1998). His viewpoint stood out from other Islamic terrorists. 

He was not a particularly devout Muslim since he was much more focused on secular political 

themes instead of referring to Islam. Thus, he was mainly motivated by his devotion to the 

Palestinian cause and his hatred of Jews (Wright, 2006, p. 178). 

Before President Clinton could carry through with a response to the attack he needed 

information about the terrorists. Head of the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center, James Woolsey, 

immediately established a seven-day, 24-hour task force to collect intelligence about the World 

Trade Center bombing. He further issued a worldwide call for all-source intelligence collection 

about the bombing. The New York Field Office of the FBI took control of the local investigation 

and, in the end, set a pattern for future management of terrorist incidents (Kean, 2004, p. 71). CIA 

stations worldwide reached out to their paid agents for reports and rumors about who had organized 

the New York attack. The NSA searched its telephone intercept network for suggestive fragments, 

such as a foreign intelligence agent talking about the case in celebratory tones. Nonetheless, the 

agency could not find credible suggestions of a hidden hand in the attack (Coll, 2004). 

However, Yousef must have been quite proud of his doings as he right after contacted 

New York newspapers to take responsibility. In these he issued three political demands: An end to 

all U.S. aid to Israel, an end to diplomatic relations with Israel, and a pledge to end interference 

with Middle Eastern countries’ interior affairs. He threatened with continuing his group’s attacks 

against the United States, including some potential Nuclear targets, if these demands were not met 

(Coll, 2004; Wright, 2006). According to Wright (2006) Yousef was not just seeking attention but 

also hoping to humiliate the U.S. He was targeting economic objects that were bound to provoke a 

ferocious response, and he courted retaliation as a prod to other Muslims. 

According to director of the FBI, Oliver Revell, Yousef and Bin Laden were the first 

of a new breed of terrorists who proved more difficult to deal with. “They want nothing less than 

the overthrow of the west, and since that's not going to happen, they just want to punish - the more 

casualties the better.” (Reeve and Foden, 2001). The terror threat was rapidly growing but was still 

not considered an actual threat by the U.S. authorities. In an interview with former CIA director 

James Woolsey, he labels U.S. policy on Iraq over the past ten years as “feckless” due to Iraq’s 

possible linkage to terrorist attacks against the U.S. At that point Woolsey was seeking to prove the 
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Iraqi connection in the 1993 World Trade Center bombing (Pbs.org, 2001). This is before it became 

evident that Sadam Hussein was uninvolved. Hence, the CIA was in serious lack of information. 

An unfortunate consequence of the first World Trade Center investigative and 

prosecutorial effort pointed out by FBI’s official Commission Report on 9/11 was that it created an 

impression that the law enforcement system was well-equipped to cope with terrorism. It turned out 

that the only reason why some of the plotters, like Mohammed Salameh, even were caught was 

simply due to failures and lack of planning of the terrorists. 

Salameh was in charge of renting the car that was used to transport the explosives for 

the bombing. To avoid suspicion he reported it stolen the day before the attack. But instead of 

letting it go and run he kept calling the car rental office to get back his $400 deposit. He had rented 

the van under his own name, and when he returned to the rental office to ask for his deposit, the FBI 

arrested him. Subsequent arrests were made of Ahmad Ajaj, Nidal Ayyad and Mahmoud 

Abouhalima. In March 1994, a federal jury convicted the four of them for their role in the bombing, 

and they were each sentenced to life behind bars (Kean, 2004).   

Arresting these was indeed a success, but it was not possible for investigators and 

prosecutors to present all the evidence of possible involvement of the other plotters since the system 

was not designed to consider these events as indications of worse to come. In that way the function 

of the process was to mark for the public the events as solved. Although the bombing heightened 

awareness of a new terrorist danger, successful prosecutions contributed to widespread 

underestimation of the threat. The government’s attorneys stressed the seriousness of the crimes, 

and put forward evidence of Yousef’s technical skill. Yet the public image that persisted was not of 

clever Yousef but of stupid Salameh going back again and again to reclaim his $400 truck rental 

deposit (Kean, 2004).  

Neither President Clinton, his principal advisers, the Congress, nor the news media 

felt prompted to press the question of whether the procedures that put the Blind Sheikh and Ramzi 

Yousef behind bars would really protect Americans against the new terror threat. The successful use 

of the legal system to address the first World Trade Center bombing had the side effect of obscuring 

the need to examine the character and extent of the new threat facing the US. The trials did not 

bring the Bin Laden network to the attention of the public and policymakers (Kean, 2004).  
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The FBI assembled some evidence showing that the men in the dock were not the only 

plotters. Materials taken from Ajaj indicated that the plot were hatched near the Khaldan camp, a 

terrorist training camp on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. Ajaj had left Texas in April 1992 to go 

there to learn how to construct bombs. He had met Ramzi Yousef in Pakistan, where they discussed 

bombing targets in the U.S. and assembled a “terrorist kit” that included bomb-making manuals, 

operations guidance, videotapes advocating terrorist action against the US, and false identification 

documents (Kean, 2004). 

Ramzi Yousef stood out from the rest of the Islamist terrorists as he was the first one 

to attack the American homeland. Until he arrived in America, the so-called Brooklyn cell 

(Cornwall, 2005) had only been experimenting with pipe bombs. It was Yousef's ambition and skill 

that radically changed the nature of terror (Wright, 2006, p. 178). Gradually, as the FBI’s evidence 

accumulated, a new theory of the case began to emerge. Informants quickly identified the Blind 

Sheikh as a source of inspiration for the World Trade Center attack. The CIA’s analysts began to 

look more closely at cross-border Islamist radicalism emanating from Egypt and its neighbors (Coll, 

2004, p. 204). It turned out that the terror threat was not just from one particular nation but in fact 

had become an international Jihad. 

The next section will examine the bombing of the East African embassies as these marked 

the next vital attack, this time conducted directly by al Qaeda. 

 

 

4.7. Embassy bombings 

 

This section considers al Qaeda’s first documented terrorist attack – the bombings of two 

U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. The attack was the first major effort to lure Washington 

into sending forces into Afghanistan (Scheuer, 2011, 5, p. 14). In the following, the details of the 

explosions and the purpose of it will be outlined after which the utilized theories will be applied to 

analyze the function of the decision-making process as a response to the attack. 

As Wright (2006) explains, the embassy bombings carried the features of al Qaeda’s future 

actions. The development of multiple, synchronized suicide bombings was a new and risky strategy, 
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due to the increased possibility of failure or exposure. If they succeeded, al Qaeda would receive 

attention all over the world. In that way, the bombings would be worthy of bin Laden’s 

overwhelming and allegedly lunatic declaration of war on the United States, and the suicide of the 

bombers would provide an insufficient moral cover for operations intended to murder as many 

people as possible. In this, al Qaeda was unusual compared to other terrorist organizations. Death 

on a grand scale was a goal in itself (Wright, 2006, pp. 270-271). 

The attack on the embassies took place shortly before 10:30 a.m. on Friday, August 7, 1998. 

Two teams of suicide bombers drove through two African capital cities. The first bombing went off 

in Nairobi, from a truck packed with homemade explosives in a parking lot behind the American 

embassy. One of the attackers jumped out and threw a grenade at the Kenyan guards, and fled. 

When the truck detonated, it blew off the U.S. embassy’s rear façade killing and wounding 

Americans and Africans at their desks. The nearby Ufundi Building collapsed, killing scores of 

Africans inside, including students at a college. Pedestrians in the crowded streets beside the 

embassy died where they stood. The toll was 213 dead, including 12 Americans; 4,500 were 

injured, more than 150 of them blinded by the flying glass. The ruins burned for days (Wright, 

2006, p. 272; Coll, 2004, p. 311) 

About nine minutes later, in Dar es Salaam in Tanzania, a second truck turned into the 

parking lot of the American embassy and exploded. By sheer luck, a filled embassy water tanker 

stood between the truck bomb and the building; it splashed and by that absorbed much of the 

explosive impact. This prevented the bomber from getting close enough to bring the building down. 

The toll was 11 dead and 85 wounded, all of them Africans (Wright, 2006, p. 272, Coll, 2004, p. 

311). 

Once again, there had been no warning about the attacks. For seven months prior to the 

bombings neither the Nairobi nor the Dar es Salaam CIA station picked up credible threats of a 

coming attack. The CIA’s Counterterrorist Center issued an alert on July 29 about a possible 

chemical, biological, or radiological attack by bin Laden, but it knew nothing of his plans in Africa. 

This was typical of terrorist violence. Earlier in the year bin Laden had given press conference 

threats which had led the State Department’s diplomatic security office to issue a series of terrorist 

alerts, publicly and through classified channels, but none of these was specific enough to be useful. 

The CIA had learned that it could not hope to defend against terrorists by relying solely on its 

ability to detect specific attacks in advance. No matter how many warnings they picked up, no 
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matter how many terrorist cells they disrupted, at least some attackers were going to get through. 

Nairobi and Dares Salaam were each deemed medium threat posts, but security officers worried at 

least as much about muggings and carjackings as they did about terrorists (Coll, 2004, p. 311). 

The point of the bombings seemed to simply be a goal of calling attention to the existence of 

al Qaeda. Bin Laden put forward several explanations for the attack. He initially said that the sites 

had been targeted because of the invasion of Somalia (Phillips, 2002); then he described an 

American plan to partition Sudan, which he said was hatched in the embassy in Nairobi. He also 

told his followers that the genocide in Rwanda had been planned inside the two American 

embassies (Wright, 2006, p. 272). 

It far from pleased Muslims all over the world however, who instead greeted the bombings 

with horror and dismay. The deaths of so many people, most of them Africans, many of them 

Muslims, created protests. Bin Laden said that the bombings gave the Americans a taste of the 

murders that Muslims had experienced. But to most of the world and even to some members of al 

Qaeda, the attacks seemed pointless, a showy act of mass murder with no conceivable effect on 

American policy except to provoke a massive response. But that, as it turned out, was exactly the 

point. Bin Laden wanted to lure the United States into Afghanistan (Wright, 2006, p. 272). 

Only eight hours after the bombings, dozens of FBI investigators were on their way to 

Kenya. Eventually, almost five hundred would be working on the two cases in Africa, the largest 

deployment in the history of the bureau (Wright, 2006, pp. 273-274). FBI special agent Stephen 

Gaudin were one of the first agents arriving at the scene. He had never heard of al Qaeda but was 

brought along to provide protection. Once he arrived he was shocked by the immense number of 

people surrounding the embassy. “What the hell are we going to do?” he wondered. The FBI had 

never solved an overseas bombing (Wright, 2006, p. 274).  

The CIA knew bin Laden had followers in Nairobi. The Counterterrorist Center and the 

Africa division, working with the FBI, had tracked Afghan-trained bin Laden followers to a 

ramshackle Nairobi charity office in 1996 and 1997 (Coll, 2004, p. 311). In a broader sense, the bin 

Laden tracking unit inside the Counterterrorist Center had seen this coming. The center’s analysts 

and officers spent enormous time on reading and analyzing translated text from bin Laden’s press 

conferences, television interviews, and intercepted messages and telephone calls. It seemed obvious 

to most of them that bin Laden meant what he had said in his press conferences. In that he had 

stated that he was launching a new jihad against the United States, and he would attack American 
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targets wherever he could reach them. Yet, the bin Laden unit’s officers had been unable to 

persuade their bosses to act on the previous mentioned plan to raid Tarnak Farm (Coll, 2004, p. 

311-312). 

Some of them were devastated and angry as they watched the television images of death and 

rescue in Africa. One of the bin Laden unit’s female analysts confronted CIA director Tenet: “You 

are responsible for those deaths because you didn’t act on the information we had, when we could 

have gotten him,” she told him, according to an American official familiar with the accusation. The 

woman was “crying and sobbing, and it was a very rough scene,” the official recalled (Coll, 2004, 

p. 312). 

The embassy bombings marked a change in the Clinton Cabinet as they finally started to 

consider al Qaeda as a serious threat. In an interview with former National Coordinator for Security, 

Richard Clarke, he emphasizes how the Clinton Administration this early in the process was 

appreciating the danger. According to him, most Americans at that point were looking at what the 

Clinton administration did about bin Laden and would have said, “What an overreaction. Why were 

they so preoccupied with bin Laden?” ("Richard A. Clarke", 2002). 

The bombings were an assault on America’s place in the world. The level of coordination 

and technical sophistication required to carry out nearly simultaneous explosions was surprising, 

but more troubling was the willingness of al Qaeda to escalate the level of violence. The FBI 

eventually discovered that five American embassies had been targeted – luck and better intelligence 

had saved the other three. An unpleasant discovery for the investigators’ was that nearly a year 

earlier a member of al Qaeda had walked into the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi and told the CIA about 

the bombing plot. The agency had dismissed this intelligence as unreliable. This was not an isolated 

incident. All through the spring there had been a buildup of threats and fatwas from bin Laden, but 

few had taken them seriously. Now they took the consequences of that neglect (Wright 2006, pp. 

274-275). 

The point of the bombings of the embassies, besides luring the United States into the Middle 

East, were to keep to keep them distracted while the real attack was being prepared (Wright, 2006, 

p. 279). In the following section President Clinton’s response towards the attack will be examined.   
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4.8. Response to embassy bombings  
 

This section will consider the consequences of the al Qaeda bombings of the 

American embassies in East Africa. In the middle of Clinton’s family crisis (see section 9) he 

received intelligence from the CIA which accelerated plans of attack. The day after the embassy 

bombings, the CIA received a report that senior leaders of Islamist militant and terrorist groups 

linked to bin Laden planned to meet on August 20 at the Zawhar Kili camp complex south of Khost 

in eastern Afghanistan (Coll, 2004, p. 315).  

The intelligence indicated that bin Laden himself might attend the meeting. By 

striking the complex, the Americans would be attacking the birthplace of bin Laden’s war and a 

symbol of his power. The complex routinely served as a training ground for jihadist fighters who 

were supported by Pakistani intelligence (Coll, 2004, p. 315).  

Participants later differed about the quality of the CIA’s intelligence on the Zawhar 

Kili meeting. General Anthony Zinni, then senior military officer for the Middle East and 

Afghanistan, recalled that “the intelligence wasn’t that solid.” He felt launching cruise missiles into 

the camp during the August 20 meeting would be “a long shot, very iffy.” The CIA’s Paul Pillar 

and two senior directors in Richard Clarke’s White House counterterrorism office recalled that the 

intelligence predicted bin Laden’s presence at the meeting. Other participants recalled the opposite, 

that the report offered no specific assurance bin Laden would attend (Coll, 2004, p. 315).  

The August 20 meeting was not much of a secret as it was known to Pakistani 

intelligence. Former ISI chief Hamid Gul later said that he provided the Taliban with advance 

warning of the American attack. Mushahid Hussain, a cabinet minister of Pakistani Prime Minister 

Nawaz Sharif called the head of Pakistan’s Intelligence Bureau while in Saudi Arabia to see how 

everything was going back home. “What’s happening?” He asked. The Intelligence Bureau 

responded: “Bin Laden is having a meeting tomorrow. . . . He’s called a summit.” Hussain asked: 

“Do the Americans know?” The answer was: “Of course.” Surely bin Laden with all of his 

resources would have known what was coming (Coll, 2004, p. 316).  

Seventy-five Tomahawk cruise missiles hit the Zawhar camp at about 10 P.M. At least 

twenty-one Pakistani jihadist volunteers died, and dozens more were wounded. Bin Laden was not 

among them. American cruise missiles pounded sites in Afghanistan and Sudan in retaliation for the 
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August 7 bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. U.S. officials say the six sites 

attacked in Afghanistan were part of a network of terrorist compounds near the Pakistani border that 

housed supporters of Saudi Osama bin Laden (Coll, 2004, p. 316; CNN).   

The CIA later reported to Clinton that it had received information that bin Laden had 

been at Zawhar Kili but that he had left several hours before the strikes. There was no way to be 

certain. They had made a symbolic reply to the embassy bombings and perhaps had killed a few 

Pakistani terrorists bound for Kashmir or Karachi’s Shiite slums, but as to bin Laden and his hard-

core leadership, they had missed (Coll, 2004, p. 316). None of al Qaeda's leaders were harmed. 

Moreover, bin Laden had nothing to do with the plant. The result of this hasty strike was that the 

impoverished country of Sudan lost one of its most important manufacturers, which employed three 

hundred people and produced more than half of the country’s medicines (Wright, 2006, p. 282). 

Simultaneously with the Zawhar Kili attack, thirteen cruise missiles slammed into a 

chemical factory in Khartoum, Sudan, called the al Shifa plant. Richard Clarke’s new 

Counterterrorism Security Group had begun the previous spring to target bin Laden’s global 

finances. Any cruise missile attack intended to disrupt bin Laden’s future operations ought to do 

more than kick up dirt in eastern Afghanistan. It should also hurt his financial network, Clarke and 

his aides argued. CIA reporting showed ownership links between bin Laden and the al Shifa plant 

(Coll, 2004, p. 316).  

Moreover, the CIA suspected that bin Laden was developing chemical weapons in 

Sudan. The information had come from Jamal al-Fadl, bin Laden's former assistant who was now a 

U.S. government witness. He had returned soil samples from al Shifa that purportedly showed 

traces of a chemical that was essential in making the extremely potent nerve gas (Coll, 2004, p. 316; 

Wright, 2006, p. 282). 

The CIA had reported on this finding to the White House in late July, just before the 

African bombings. Previous CIA reporting from bin Laden’s days of exile in Sudan had produced 

evidence of bin Laden’s interest in chemical and nuclear weapons. Moreover, Clinton had 

developed a personal and specific conviction that the United States faced a grave, even existential 

danger, from terrorists seeking to acquire biological, chemical, or nuclear arms. 

On August 20, on the basis of this information, President Clinton authorized the firing 

of thirteen Tomahawk cruise missiles into Khartoum as the first part of the American retaliation for 
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the embassy bombings. The plant was completely destroyed. It developed that the plant actually 

made only pharmaceuticals and veterinary medicines, not chemical weapons. No other traces of 

EMPTA were ever found in or around the site. The chemical might have been a product of the 

breakdown of a commercially available pesticide widely used in Africa, which it closely resembles. 

In the big-chested parlance of U.S. military planners, the failed strikes were dubbed 

Operation Infinite Reach. Designed to be a surgical and proportional response to the terrorist acts—

two bombings, two decisive replies—the missile attacks exposed the inadequacy of American 

intelligence and the futility of military power, which rained down nearly three-quarters of a billion 

dollars' worth of armament on two of the poorest countries in the world (Wright, 2006, p. 285). 

The main legacy of Operation Infinite Reach, however, was that it established bin 

Laden as a symbolic figure of resistance, not just in the Muslim world but wherever America, with 

the clamor of its narcissistic culture and the majestic presence of its military forces, had made itself 

unwelcome. Those Muslims who had objected to the slaughter of innocents in the embassies in East 

Africa were cowed by the popular support for this man whose defiance of America now seemed 

blessed by divine favor. Even in Kenya and Tanzania, the two countries that had suffered the most 

from al-Qaeda's attacks, children would be spotted wearing bin Laden T-shirts (Wright, 2006, p. 

285). 

Two days after the American missile attacks, Mullah Omar placed a secret call to the 

U.S. State Department to advise President Clinton on his future doings. The strikes would only 

arouse anti-American sentiment in the Islamic world and provoke more acts of terrorism, he said. 

The best solution was for President Clinton to resign (Wright, 2006, p. 287). 

 

 

4.9. USS Cole 

 

In section nine the analysis reviews the last crucial attack conducted by al Qaeda 

before September 11, 2001. In fact, the terror organization was launching a massive amount of 

attacks against the U.S. in 2000, referred to as the Millennium attacks (Coll, 2004; Wright, 2006). 

The encounter dealt with in this section was one of the last one of these, launched on October 12, 

2000 on the United States Navy, the USS Cole ("The USS Cole Investigation -- Yemen, October 
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2000", 2002). In the following, the attack will be examined in detail along with the alleged point of 

it and the reaction of the U.S. authorities. 

On October 12, 2000, at 11:15 a.m., al Qaeda operatives in a small boat packed with 

explosives attacked the USS Cole while docked at Aden in Yemen. The destroyer was a billion-

dollar command and attack ship equipped with computer-linked radar that could follow more than 

one hundred airplanes, ships, and missile targets at once. It had relatively little defense, 

nevertheless, against three suicide bombers in a thousand-dollar skiff. The blast ripped a hole in the 

side of the Cole, killing 17 American sailors, and wounding 39 (Coll, 2004, p. 190). The symbolism 

and the asymmetry of this moment were exactly what bin Laden had dreamed of. “The destroyer 

represented the capital of the West,” he later said, “and the small boat represented Mohammed.” 

(Wright, 2006, p. 319). CIA analysts later stated that with just a bit more skilled execution, the 

bombers would have killed 300 and sunk the ship (Wright, 2006). 

Like the other attacks there had been no specific warning that the Cole was a target. 

The CIA had circulated a classified analysis the day before the attack that highlighted the growing 

al Qaeda threat in the region, but it provided no specific warning about the Cole (Coll, 2004, p. 

407). A while after the attack it is still not clear who was behind it, even though al Qaeda was high 

on the list of suspects. Vincent Cannistraro, former head of CIA's counter-terrorist operations and a 

respected expert on Middle Eastern terrorism, said the timing, location and method of the attack 

pointed to al Qaeda since it was the only group in the area which has issued a fatwa against U.S. 

citizens (Borger, 2000). 

Head of FBI’s National Security Division John O’Neil placed special agent Ali 

Soufan in charge of the Cole investigation. At the time, Soufan was the only FBI agent in the city 

who spoke Arabic. After the 1998 embassy bombings, Soufan helped assemble the initial evidence 

linking them to bin Laden. Soufan’s language skills and his roots in the Middle East made him 

invaluable in helping the FBI understand al Qaeda. As it turned out, Soufan became America’s best 

chance to stop the attacks of September 11th (Wright, 2006). 

Back in Afghanistan, bin Laden prepared for a U.S. military reprisal took off to 

different cities in Afghanistan. There was no American strike however. This frustrated bin Laden 

since he was hoping to provoke the Americans to strike back (The 9/11 Commission Report, p. 

191). The point of the attack had been to achieve a reaction of some sort; to lure U.S. forces to the 

Middle East. But there was no American response. The country was in the middle of a presidential 
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election, and Clinton was trying to brighten his legacy by securing a peace agreement between 

Israel and Palestine. The Cole bombing had occurred just as the talks were falling apart. Clinton 

maintains that, despite the awkward political timing, his administration came close to launching 

another missile attack against bin Laden that October, but at the last minute the CIA recommended 

calling it off because his presence at the site was not completely certain (Goldman, 2016).  

Bin Laden was angry and disappointed since he had planned on trapping America into 

the same decoy the Soviets had fallen into, when they invaded Afghanistan. His strategy was to 

continually attack until the U.S. forces invaded; then the mujahedeen would swarm upon them and 

bleed them until the United States had fallen apart. It had happened to the Soviet Union and he was 

convinced it would happen to America. The declaration of war, the strike on the American 

embassies, and now the bombing of the Cole had however been inadequate to provoke a massive 

retaliation (Wright, 2006, p. 331). 

 The reason for the passiveness of the U.S. was that CIA needed more than just 

anticipating al Qaeda to be behind. They needed and actual link to someone known to be an al 

Qaeda operative. It was quite frustrating for two former White House counterterrorism aides who 

later accused the U.S. Navy of blatantly ignoring the al Qaeda threat. According to them: “A more 

telling display of the persistent disbelief” that bin Laden and his network posed a danger “would be 

hard to imagine,” they wrote (Coll, 2004, p. 407). 

After the bombing of the USS Cole, bin Laden told journalist Ahmad Zaydan in an 

interview: “I knelt to thank God for this heroic operation that damaged the prestige of the United 

States and served as a warning for them to leave the Arab world and the (Arabian) peninsula 

according to the Prophet’s hadith.” A month later he sent a messenger to the Pakistani journalist 

Rahimullah Yusufzai, who depicted that bin Laden had validated the action of those who bombed 

the U.S. warship in Aden. Bin Laden further told Zaydan that he hoped the Aden strike would draw 

U.S. forces to Afghanistan, but expected an American airstrike on al Qaeda interests there. He said 

they anticipated a more powerful and prolonged U.S. response than after the 1998 bombings and 

anticipated that they would occur in the beginning of 2001 (Wright, 2006 ch 5, p. 15). 

During the interview, Zaydan saw al Qaeda members and families in Kandahar 

moving their belongings from one house to another in anticipation of the airstrike that never came. 

Bin Laden even sent al-Zawahiri to Kabul and Abu-Hafs al-Masri elsewhere to ensure al Qaeda’s 

leadership stayed functional in case he was killed. At day’s end, this lure also failed, but al Qaeda 
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did not suffer the damage it had expected the attack to cost, and, as former al Qaeda theorist Hashim 

al-Makki has said, the stunning attack on the Cole greatly increased the flow of volunteers and 

funding to al Qaeda from across the Muslim world (Wright, 2006 ch. 5, p. 15).  

The Cole attack hit officers and analysts in the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center very 

hard. The millennium period had been a series of alarming close misses, but they had gotten 

through. Now they had taken the first big loss at bin Laden’s hands since the American embassy 

attacks in Africa (Coll, 2004, p. 408).  

In the initial weeks, the center was consumed by searches for evidence about the 

attackers and their links to bin Laden. They found connections between the bombers and an al 

Qaeda operative who had recently spent time at a Kandahar guest house. But they could not prove 

bin Laden’s personal responsibility for the attack. Nor could they provide specific proof of bin 

Laden’s role that Clinton could cite if he wished to publicly justify retaliation. Yet the CIA’s 

officers told colleagues that they were 100 percent positive of bin Laden’s involvement (Coll, 2004, 

p. 408). 

“We’ve got to change the rules,” Scheuer argued in the aftermath. He urged the agency to 

try to break the policy standstill about the Taliban. Al Qaeda was growing, and its sanctuary in 

Afghanistan allowed ever more ambitious operations. Within the CIA and at interagency White 

House sessions the Counterterrorist Center officers confirmed: “Al Qaeda is training and planning 

in Afghanistan, and their goal is to destroy the United States,” they declared, as one official recalled 

it. “Unless we attack their safe haven, they are going to get continually stronger and stronger” 

(Coll, 2004, p. 408). 

After the attack, President Clinton paid his tribute to the victims by stating that the 

attackers would be found and justice would prevail. The strike on the Cole had been a great victory 

for bin Laden. Al Qaeda camps in Afghanistan was filled with new recruits and contributors from 

the Gulf States (Wright, 2006, p. 331).                   

The following section will consider the situation at home during the Clinton 

Administration and beginning of Bush Presidency to evaluate on the strength of their decision 

making during a stressful period of time. 
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4.10. Homeland 

 

This section focuses on the domestic situation during the al Qaeda attacks in the late 

90’s and just before 9/11. The thesis will go through the presidency of Bill Clinton and George H. 

W. Bush in relation to the obstacles of the al Qaeda attacks. The ‘Rational Actor Model’ does not 

apply well in this manner as President Clinton managed to get impeached during a critical period of 

time for the United States. Thus, his domestic actions do not match well with the model. However, 

the model is primarily concerned with rational decision making in relation to foreign policy, which 

according to former defense secretary William Cohen he still managed to focus on 

(Edition.cnn.com, 2004).  

Even though both of President Clinton’s terms were affected by the al Qaeda threats 

when researching Clinton’s presidency, most articles focuses on either his brilliant fiscal policy or 

his scandalous affair with White House intern, Monica Lewinsky. Whether the public was quite 

oblivious at that point or it simply did not affect their surroundings is hard to say. There is, 

however, a clear change in the amount of media coverage from before 9/11 and now. 

This section will in the first part consider Clinton’s scandal regarding his affair with 

Monica Lewinsky as it caused the House of Representatives to impeach him. The thesis seeks to 

analyze how the Lewinsky scandal resulted in President Clinton’s inefficiency as president in the 

aftermath (Wright, 2006, p. 282). However, many sources states otherwise as he managed to 

maintain high popularity with the public throughout his second term primarily due to his efficient 

fiscal policy. The public opinion evidence from his scandal suggests that around the time of the 

impeachment the public were quite willing to separate private behavior from public performance. In 

January 1998, when many of the revelations were being exposed, Clinton’s job approval rating was 

67%, his highest rating to that point of his presidency. Clinton received high approval ratings for his 

handling of foreign policy, which was at 64%, and the economy which was more than 80% (Koven 

& Kunselman, 2003, p. 6).  

In the second part of the section, the thesis will focus on the few months before 9/11 

during the newly installed Bush administration. 

Bill Clinton served as the 42nd President of the United States from 1993 to 2001. He 

came into office with relatively little experience in foreign affairs. The collapse of the Soviet Union 
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and the uncertainties of the post-Cold War world produced a number of foreign policy crises which 

challenged Clinton’s abilities as a statesman. After the fall of the Soviet Union, Clinton spoke 

expressively about the global challenges America was facing instead. He identified terrorism as an 

emblematic threat of a new, unstable era. In the beginning of his campaign he said that he believed 

the biggest nuclear threat of the 1990s would come from terrorists rather than the Soviets. 

Therefore, he wanted strong special operations forces to deal with terrorist threats (Coll, 2004, p. 

182). 

During his first months in office, Clinton did not think of Afghanistan as a major base 

for international terrorism. He was more seriously concerned about state sponsors of terrorism, such 

as Iraq and Iran, and about Shiite groups such as Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad, which had killed 

dozens of Americans during the 1980s. Clinton knew nothing of bin Laden during the first few 

years of his presidency. As for Afghanistan’s war, it turned out that the issue deteriorated mainly 

from inaction (Coll, 2004, p. 182). 

A CNN article (Edition.cnn.com, 2004) covers the testimony of former Defense 

Secretary William Cohen who defended President Clinton’s use of the military to protect national 

security interests. During the Lewinsky scandal some Republican lawmakers were using the phrase 

“wag the dog” referring to Clinton’s military actions, saying he was using conflicts abroad to 

deflect attention from the domestic scandal (Dallek, 1998). A movie of the same name came out in 

1997, and the plot involves a presidential administration that launches a war as a political plot to 

deflect criticism. At the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center, Deputy Director Paul Pillar felt all the “Wag 

the Dog” talk muddied the message that the missile strikes were intended to send. He added that the 

physical impact of the missile strike was limited by the primitive nature of the facilities. The attacks 

might have resulted in plans for further terrorist attacks being postponed, although this outcome is 

uncertain (Edition.cnn.com, 2004). 

The cruise missile strikes were denounced widely as life imitating art, referring 

specifically to the CIA which, according to Sudan, had acted on false information in singling out the 

al Shifa plant. Bin Laden’s supporters in Pakistan poured into the streets to protest against the 

American assault. Pakistani politicians blamed the United States for abandoning Afghanistan in the 

first place. “You left us with the baby,” the Pakistani ambassador, Riaz Khokhar, said to 

Washington, adding: ”In this game, we have to take care of our own interests” (Coll, 2004, p. 317). 
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After Clinton’s attack on suspected terrorist targets in Khost and Khartoum (see 4.8) 

in 1998, he came under intense criticism by the Republicans. Intelligence indicated that bin Laden 

and his top associates were meeting at a training camp when U.S. missiles were fired at it, just 

weeks after al Qaeda terrorists bombed U.S. embassies in Tanzania and Kenya. The attack was 

launched on the same day Lewinsky wrapped up her testimony before a grand jury investigating 

whether Clinton lied under oath about their relationship or encouraged anyone else to do so (Fried 

& Cole, 2010). 

Clinton announced to the American public that bin Laden had launched a terrorist war 

against the United States and that he had decided to strike back. Secretary of State Madeleine 

Albright supported him, stating: “I think it’s very important for the American people to understand 

that we are involved here in a long-term struggle.” Still, President Clinton came under withering 

criticism in Washington in the weeks after the missile strikes. Republicans and media pundits 

accused him of launching cruise missiles in a vain effort to distract public attention from Clinton’s 

confession about Lewinsky (Coll, 2004, p. 317).  

Moica Lewinsky’s story would be a deciding factor in the articles of impeachment 

that followed. In the minds of Islamists and, indeed, many Arabs, and any military response to the 

bombings was likely to be seen as an excuse to punish Muslims and divert attention from the 

scandal. “No war for Monica!” was a sign seen in many Arab streets. But Clinton’s crippled 

presidency offered him few options (Wright, 2006, p. 282). 

According to Cohen (Edition.cnn.com, 2004), the President Clinton did under no 

circumstances ever call upon the military and use that military in order to serve a political purpose. 

Cohen said the military objective on August 20, 1998, was “to kill as many people in those camps 

as we could” and to “take out” a pharmaceutical plant in Sudan that was believed to have been used 

by terrorists. A few months later, the accusations of Clinton’s use of the military arose anew when 

the United States and Britain launched Operation Desert Fox, a four-day bombing campaign against 

Iraq. That operation came as the House of Representatives debated Clinton's impeachment Fried & 

Cole, 2010). 

In the wake of the twin embassy bombings, Cohen said Clinton gave the military the 

authority to kill bin Laden if the opportunity arose. But he said he did not think a large military 

action was realistic, even after the October 2000 bombing of the USS Cole, because the Congress 
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most likely would not have supported it and neither would Pakistan, Tajikistan and other key 

nations in the region. 

Thomas Twetten, who was running the Directorate of Operations, saw Clinton as 

personally afraid of any connection with the CIA, partly from long-standing suspicions of the 

agency and partly because he wanted to avoid immersing himself in foreign policy problems (Coll, 

2004, p. 194). This affiliated with the fact that President Clinton decided right away, when taking 

office, to coordinate counterterrorism from the White House (Coll, 2004, p.100). A substantial 

number of CIA officers began to see Clinton as soft headed and hostile to the intelligence services. 

Some of the agency’s more conservative case officers were Vietnam veterans who resented 

Clinton’s decision to evade the draft and who noted that both his new CIA director, Woolsey, and 

his national security adviser, Lake, had noisily protested the Vietnam War (Coll, 2004, p. 194).  

In his State of the Union message in January 1995, President Clinton promised 

“comprehensive legislation to strengthen our hand in combating terrorists, whether they strike at 

home or abroad.” In February, he sent Congress proposals to extend federal criminal jurisdiction, to 

make it easier to deport terrorists, and to act against terrorist fund-raising (Coll, 2004). He further 

proposed to amend his earlier proposals by increasing wiretap and electronic surveillance authority 

for the FBI, requiring that explosives carry traceable taggants, and providing substantial new money 

not only for the FBI and CIA but also for local police (Coll, 2004, p. 100). 

President Clinton issued a classified directive in June 1995, Presidential Decision 

Directive 39, which said that the United States should “deter, defeat and respond vigorously to all 

terrorist attacks on our territory and against our citizens.” The directive called terrorism both a 

matter of national security and a crime, and it assigned responsibilities to various agencies. 

During 1995 and 1996, President Clinton devoted considerable time to seeking 

cooperation from other nations in denying sanctuary to terrorists. He proposed significantly larger 

budgets for the FBI, with much of the increase designated for counterterrorism. For the CIA, he 

essentially stopped cutting allocations and supported requests for supplemental funds for 

counterterrorism. 

When announcing his new national security team after being reelected in 1996, 

President Clinton mentioned terrorism first in a list of several challenges facing the country (Coll, 

2004, p. 101). Clearly, the President’s concern about terrorism had steadily risen. 
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The most serious question centered on whether the president needed congressional 

authorization to wage war. The current status of that debate seems to have settled into a recognition 

that a president can deploy military forces for small and limited operations, but needs at least 

congressional support if not explicit authorization for large and more open-ended military 

operations. This calculus becomes important in this story as both President Clinton and President 

Bush chose not to seek a declaration of war on bin Laden after he had declared and begun to wage 

war on the United States, a declaration that they did not acknowledge publicly. Not until after 9/11 

was a congressional authorization sought (Kean, 2004, p. 102). 

In the following, the presidency of Bush will be touched upon as he was in office 

when the World Trade Center was hit.  

From the moment of the inauguration of President Bush, it was clear that terrorism 

had a lower priority. When CIA director Richard Clarke first briefed the newly installed national 

security adviser Condoleezza Rice, about the threat that bin Laden and his organization posed to the 

United States, Rice had given him the impression that she had never heard of al Qaeda (Wright, 

2006, p. 335). Tenet briefed Bush, Dick Cheney and Rice on intelligence issues, including the al 

Qaeda threat, which Pavitt recalled describing as one of the gravest threats to the country. Bush 

asked whether killing bin Laden would end the problem. Pavitt and Tenet replied that it would 

make an impact but not end the peril (Coll, 2004).  

When the CIA later elaborated on this point in assessments for Bush’s White House, 

agency analysts argued that the only way to seriously hurt al Qaeda would be to eliminate its 

Afghan sanctuary. But they failed to persuade Bush or his top advisers. Throughout the 2000 

campaign, Bush and his team described missile defense as a central priority. They defined the most 

important security threat faced by the United States as hostile regimes that possessed or might soon 

acquire ballistic missiles that could strike American cities. In tandem they argued that China and to 

some extent Russia loomed as crucial security challenges (Coll, 2004).  

CIA briefers sensed that Bush’s national security cabinet viewed terrorism as the kind 

of phenomenon it had been during the 1980s: Potent but limited, a theatrical sort of threat that could 

produce episodic public crises but did not jeopardize the fundamental security of the United States. 

“I don’t think we really had made the leap in our mind that we are no longer safe behind these two 

great oceans,” Republican, Richard Armitage said later (Coll, 2004, p. 411). 
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Now, there was a constant fear of not delivering all threat reports to the White House 

no matter how big it seemed. Nobody wanted to take the blame in case something happened. At the 

same time, White House officials are feeling overwhelmed by the number of reports - and probably 

don’t take them seriously (Coll, 2004, p. 370). 

Paul Wolfowitz, Bush’s influential deputy defense secretary, had concluded by now 

that “war against al Qaeda is something different from going after individual acts of terrorism.” 

This was a change from how terrorism had been managed the last time the Republicans held power. 

Wolfowitz could see, as he recalled it, that “it really does involve all the elements of national 

power, that it’s not just something for the intelligence community alone.” As to the regional 

questions, he concluded it was impossible to destroy al Qaeda “without recognizing the role that the 

government of Afghanistan is playing” (Coll, 2004, p. 427). 

The CIA’s threat reporting about bin Laden surged the spring of 2001 to levels the 

Counterterrorist Center had rarely seen. According to CIA Director Tenet the threat intelligence 

from intercepts and human agents was worse than ever. Cofer Black said later that he became 

convinced in the spring that al Qaeda was about to strike hard (Coll, 2004). 

Between May and July the National Security Agency reported at least 33 different 

intercepts indicating a possible imminent al Qaeda attack. Classified threat warnings about terrorist 

strikes ricocheted through the government’s secure message systems nearly every day. The FBI 

issued 216 secret, internal threat warnings between January 1 and September 10, 2001, of which six 

mentioned possible attacks against airports or airlines. The State Department issued nine separate 

warnings during the same period to embassies and citizens abroad, including five that highlighted a 

general threat to Americans all over the world. The Federal Aviation Administration issued 15 

notices of possible terrorist threats against American airlines (Coll, 2004, p. 428). 

The internal debates and uncertainty ultimately slowed the pace of deployment. The 

presidential policy document that would recast government-wide strategy against al Qaeda moved 

slowly through White House channels. When the final integrated plan, including tentative 

provisions for covert aid to Massoud, was ready for the full Cabinet to consider, it took almost two 

months to find a meeting date that was convenient for everyone who wanted to attend (Coll, 2004, 

p. 429). 
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Even with all the knowledge CIA had of al Qaeda, it was merely impossible to 

infiltrate them. The CIA considered whether al Qaeda was feeding them disinformation through 

these intercepts, but they concluded that the plots were authentic. They just could not get a line on 

the perpetrators (Coll, 2004, 430). 

The opportunities missed by the United States on the way to September 2001 

extended well beyond the failure to fully exploit an alliance with Massoud. Indifference, lassitude, 

blindness, paralysis, and commercial greed too often shaped American foreign policy in 

Afghanistan and South Asia during the 1990s (Coll, 2004, p. 436). 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

This thesis illustrates how following the ‘Rational Actor Model’ leads to better decisions but 

not necessarily better outcomes. Throughout the timespan from the Soviet occupation of 

Afghanistan until the attack on 9/11 the counterintelligence conducted by the CIA and FBI fought 

hard to prevent attacks from terrorists. The way the authorities fought terrorism however did not 

match the change in threat. It was simply not possible for them to prevent the al Qaeda attack with 

the way their interior structure was organized. Due to the extent of the terror threat it was 

inconceivable to prevent every form of attack. The losses America suffered on 9/11 demonstrates 

both the gravity of the terrorist threat and the equal need to strengthen defense to meet it (Kean, 

2004, p. 323). 

Moreover, the decade before 9/11, presidential discussion of and congressional and public 

attention to foreign affairs and national security were dominated by other issues such as missile 

defense, and globalization. Terrorism infrequently took center stage; and when it did, the context 

was often terrorists’ tactics including chemical, biological, nuclear, or computer threats and not 

terrorist organizations (Coll, 2004, p 105). 

Prior to the 9/11 attacks, the FBI’s operations were heavily weighted towards its law 

enforcement mission; intelligence tools and authorities were primarily used for the 

counterintelligence mission. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the FBI quickly identified the need 
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to enhance intelligence programs with improved analytical and information sharing capacities to 

detect and prevent future terrorist attacks ("Terrorism", n.d.). 

The decision to provide covert aid to Afghanistan was at the time the most rational approach 

to prevent Soviet expansion. However, Afghanistan’s strategic value was limited for the United 

States. Yet the Soviet incursion of Afghanistan in 1979 induced Western diplomacy and intelligence 

services to take an active interest in helping the Islamic guerillas to oust the Soviets. In an irony of 

history, the unintended consequence was the rise of Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda (Dimitrakis, 

2013, p. 5). 
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