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History
Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin?

What caused 911? 
(Version B)

What caused the  
9/11 attacks on the USA?
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What was happening …  
and why?
Later that day, President George W Bush 
addressed the people of the United States on 
television. He confirmed what everyone knew 
– these were terrorist attacks. He insisted that 
America would not give in to terror. And he 
offered his own immediate, simple explanation 
of why the attacks had been made:  

“America was targeted for attack because 
we’re the brightest beacon for freedom and 
opportunity in the world. And no one will keep 
that light from shining.”

What caused 9/11? (Version B)

 What caused the 9/11 attacks on the USA?

 On 11 September 2001, millions watched

 helplessly on television as the world’s most

 powerful nation came under attack in

 broad daylight with no warning.  

Shock followed shock as first one airliner then 
another flew at full speed into the famous Twin 
Towers of New York’s World Trade Center. 
Hundreds died instantly. Thousands more faced 
the horror of trying to escape from the buildings 
as they filled with smoke and raging fire. 

Then came news that another aircraft had 
smashed into the Pentagon building in 
Washington DC – the headquarters of the 
United States Department of Defense. Within 
minutes of that news, there was a fearful roar 
as the entire south tower collapsed from the 
top down and the streets of New York filled with 
smoke, dust and tons of concrete. At almost 
exactly the same time, a fourth flight crashed in 
Pennsylvania. That news reached people just as 
the second twin tower collapsed before the eyes 
of a shocked and desperately confused world. 
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The Twin Towers burn in New York 
on 9/11

President Bush 
addresses the 
American nation  
on 9/11 
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

President Bush decided that this was not 
the time for complicated details and lengthy 
explanations. In this crisis, he chose to remind 
Americans of their commitment to liberty. 
But even as he spoke, he surely knew that 
the causes of the attacks were much more 
complicated than that and could not be ignored. 
This is your chance to think seriously about the 
question, “Why?”

It soon became clear that the 9/11 attacks were 
the work of extremist Muslims from the Middle 
East. They were acting under orders from 
Osama bin Laden, whose Al-Qaeda terrorist 
organisation had troubled the USA for years . 
But even after we know who was responsible 
for the attack and how it was carried out, we 
still need to understand why it was done in the 
first place. 

Like the roots of a tree, the causes of major 
historical events go deep and wide. They are often 
tangled together and it is not clear which ones 
matter most. In this topic, we will help you to: 

• understand the roots of  9/11 that President  
 Bush chose to leave out of his broadcast

• try to come up with your own short, clear 
 and fair explanation. 

Early involvement
To understand the causes of 9/11, we need to 
start far away from New York as the deepest 
roots of the attacks lie in the Middle East. This 
takes us back at least one hundred years to 
the time when the USA was taking over from 
Britain as the world’s most powerful nation. 
For hundreds of years, Western Europe and 
America had largely ignored the Middle East, 
but this map shows two reasons why the region 
suddenly mattered to them again around 1910.

The Suez Canal and the short sea route to 
India mattered so much to Britain that she 
took control of Egypt – whose lands the canal 
passed through. She felt this made the canal 
safe for her to use. In a similar way, when 
oil was discovered in the Middle East, she 
extended her influence into the Gulf region so 
that her companies could drill for oil and use it 
to power British ships and machines. American 
companies quickly joined in to make sure that 
they too could make profits from what was 
to become the great fuel of the 20th century. 
All through history, great powers have tried to 
control trade routes and resources that make 
them rich.

The region often called the Middle East

The Suez Canal opened in 
1869. It made trade between 
Britain and India much 
quicker and more profitable.

The region where 
enormous oil fields 
were found in the early 
20th century.

“The gulf”
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

Of course these lands belonged to other 
people. They were mainly Arabs who had once 
ruled a great empire all over the Middle East 
and into Africa and Asia. Almost all Arabs were 
Muslims, who followed the religion of Islam that 
had been founded by the prophet Muhammed 
in the seventh century. 

By 1900 however, the Arabs no longer 
ruled their own single great Muslim empire. 
They belonged to different tribes and lived 
in separate kingdoms and were part of the 
Ottoman (Turkish) Empire. But the Turks were 
quite weak by 1900 and Arab kingdoms had not 
developed industry in the way that Britain and 
the USA had done. Arab rulers with oil fields 
and important ports made deals with British and 
American companies that gave them a small 
share of the wealth from oil.

Promises made …and broken
In 1914, the First World War broke out. By the 
time it ended in 1918, the Middle East – like so 
many parts of the world – had been changed 
forever. The Ottoman Turks had sided with 
Germany and when they lost, the victorious 
powers – notably Britain and the USA – had 
to decide what should happen to the lands 
the Turks used to rule in the Middle East. The 
decisions were made at a peace conference 
in Paris that started in 1919 (see the map 
below to see how these lands were divided up 
between the British and the French).

Western leaders at 
the Paris conference 
in 1919

Drilling for oil in a Middle Eastern oil field c. 1910

Map showing the French and British mandates for 
the Middle East after the First World War. 
© Craig Heimburger
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

During the war, the British wanted the Arabs to 
fight against the Turks and so they promised to 
set up a single great Arab nation again when 
the war was over. But although the Arabs 
kept to their side of the deal, the British broke 
this promise. They insisted that the Arabs 
were not ready to rule a modern democracy 
and that they needed some time under the 
control of Western powers such as Britain and 
France before they could be allowed to rule 
themselves. They also said that a single Arab 
nation would never work because there were 
too many splits between different Arab tribes. In 
the end, the peace conference filled the Middle 
East with a variety of Arab nations (see the 
map). Each part was called a mandate while it 
was more or less controlled by a foreign power 
such as Britain or France. 

There was another complicating factor in the 
Middle East. This concerned the Jews. Until the 
time of Christ, the Jews lived in the part of the 
Middle East that was called Palestine. Soon 
after the death of Christ, they rose up against 
the Romans who ruled over them at that time. 
The Romans crushed the rebellion and drove 
almost all of the Jews out of Palestine. Over 
the next 2,000 years or so, Jews spread all 
over the world, following their own religion 
and customs but living in different nations. 
Wherever they went, they were often treated as 
outsiders and as second class citizens. 

Then, at the end of the 19th century, a 
Hungarian Jew called Theodor Herzl started 
what became known as the Zionist Movement. 
It was named after Zion, an old name for the 
“Promised Land” in Palestine where, they 
believed, God had always intended them to 
live. The movement aimed to set up a new 
home for Jews back in Palestine. 

By the time of the First World War, Zionism 
was gathering strength. In 1917, a British 
Government minister, Lord Balfour, made a 
promise that was to help change history: he 
wrote to Lord Rothschild to say that the British 
Government would help the Jews to win a 
homeland in Palestine. 

Balfour may have done this to gain support 
in the war effort from some in the Jewish 
community. He made the promise even though 
Britain did not own Palestine and even though 
Britain had already promised to allow the Arabs 
to rule that area. Britain had now offered the 
same land to two different groups – and the 
land did not even belong to her!

The Balfour 
Declaration letter  
of 1917
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

Balfour probably expected relatively few Jews 
to move to Palestine. He was wrong. In the 
years after the First World War the numbers 
of Jews rose rapidly from 60,000 by the end 
of 1919 to 430,000 by 1939. The Palestinian 
population in 1939 was 1.5 million. Britain was 
responsible for running Palestine at that time 
and it became more and more tense as Jews 
and Palestinians disagreed about land and 
property, how they should be used and who 
should own them. 

Many Arabs were bitterly angry at what had 
happened to them since the end of the First 
World War. They felt they had been betrayed 
by Britain and America, who were the most 
powerful nations at the Paris peace conference 
and who also encouraged Zionism. Some 
Arabs who wanted a single, powerful Muslim 
nation that would follow ancient Muslim laws 
have been called “Islamists”.  Islamist scholars 
studied history and longed to return to the early 
days of Islam when the great Arab empire was 
at its peak and when, they believed, Islam was 
truly pure. Islamist writers such as the Egyptian 
Sayyid Qutb criticised modern Muslim rulers for 
letting Islam down. The Egyptian authorities put 
him in prison for speaking out, but his writings 
later had a great effect on Osama bin Laden 
and other extreme Muslims.

Seeking refuge
Then came the most shocking event of the 20th 
century: the Holocaust or mass murder of over 
six million Jews in Europe organised by Nazi 
Germany during the Second World War. When 
the war ended in 1945, Jews from all over 
the world rushed to Palestine. They wanted 
to make a safe and strong homeland for 
themselves there where no one could attempt 
to wipe them out ever again. 

In the years after the war, the British struggled to 
keep control in Palestine. They could see that the 
Palestinians would suffer even more if the Jewish 
population kept growing. They tried to block the 
Jews from entering Palestine, but some Jews 
turned to terrorism to drive the British out. In 1947 
the British handed the Palestinian crisis to the 
United Nations.  It decided to split the land into two 
separate states: one for the Jews and the other for 
the Palestinians.

The Palestinian Arabs refused to accept this 
solution. They felt that the land was theirs and 
they should not have to give any of it up to 
the Jews who had not lived there for almost 
two thousand years. The Palestinians refused 
the United Nations deal, but the Jews happily 
accepted it. On 14 May 1948 the new nation of 
Israel was born. The first nation to recognize 
Israel was the USA, and ever since then 
America has remained its closest ally.

A leading Arab nationalist in prison in 1954

Jewish refugees 
arriving in 
Palestine in 1947
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

 There are several  
 reasons why the 
 USA became 
 Israel’s closest 
 friend. Unlike 
 the Arab states that 
 surround it, Israel 
 has a democratically 
 elected government.  
 There is a large 
 Jewish population 
 in the USA and 
 many of them are 
 related to Israelis. 
Another reason is that the many Arab states 
sided with the Soviet Union (Russia) during 
the period from 1945 to 1989 that we call the 
“Cold War”. The USA feared that the Arabs 
might let the Russians gain too much influence 
in the Arab region and take control of all the 
oil supplies going to the West. With American 
support, Israel could be a strong ally in the 
Middle East to stop this happening.

In 1948, 1967 and 1973, wars were fought 
between Israel and the Arab states that 
surround it. If the Arabs had won, they would 
have given the land back to the Palestinians 
and may have tried to destroy Israel forever. 
The Israelis feared that this would lead to 
another Holocaust. It never lost a war. In 
fact it took even more land. Many thousands 
of Palestinians fled from the land they once 
owned and moved to refugee settlements in 
nations such as Jordan, Egypt and Syria. 

In 1967, the United Nations ordered Israel to 
give back the land won in that recent war. Israel 
refused. It claimed that the extra land made 
its border more secure so that it could not be 
attacked again. Unlike other conflicts in the Middle 
East, the United Nations never used force or 
severe sanctions to try to make Israel obey its 
order. The USA has tried to bring Palestinians 
and Israelis together at various times to end their 
conflict, but with no real success. 

Some Palestinians formed the Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) in 1964. Over 
the years it has used a mix of terrorism and talk 
to try to win back the land lost by its people in 
1948 and the wars since then. The PLO has 
now accepted that Israel must be allowed to 
continue to exist, but it insists that it should be 
restricted to its original 1948 borders.

Meanwhile, a few Muslim scholars and 
preachers with extreme Islamist views 
continued to spread their own ideas. In the 
1970s, at university in Saudi Arabia, a wealthy 
young Muslim called Osama bin Laden was 
convinced by extremist sermons, books and 
lectures that Islam had gone badly wrong. 
It must return to the original, pure faith. He 
believed many Muslim leaders were too 
weak to make this happen and they must be 
challenged. Other Muslims agreed and were 
committed to peaceful methods, but bin Laden 
wanted a violent “Jihad” (struggle) against 
weak Muslim leaders and any non-Muslim 
(“infidel”) powers like Israel or the USA that he 
said were enemies of Islam.

Palestinian refugees 
leaving the new state 
of Israel in 1948  

A peaceful Muslim 
teacher in Saudi 
Arabia  
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

Violence breeding violence
In 1979, a different enemy stirred Osama bin 
Laden into action. The Soviet Union (Russia) 
invaded the Muslim land of Afghanistan. It 
was trying to help a communist government 
that had recently been started there. Afghan 
Muslim warriors called Mujahideen took up 
their arms and tried to turn the Russians back. 
It seemed an impossible task as Russia was a 
superpower. Bin Laden and thousands of other 
extreme Muslims travelled from all over the 
world to fight against the Russian infidels who 
had dared to attack a Muslim land.

Over the next ten years, bin Laden used 
his wealth and his ability to help build up a 
powerful Muslim force that wore down the 
Russians; they retreated in defeat in 1989. 
They had no idea how to fight in the mountains 
of Afghanistan and the cost of the war was 
ruining the Russian economy. To bin Laden and 
other extreme Muslims like him, the defeat of 
the Russians was a sign that God was on their 
side and that nothing was impossible. 

Bin Laden decided to stay in Afghanistan and 
build up a relatively small but secret network of 
committed Muslims. This would offer training, 
money or other support to anyone who came 
to him with what seemed to be a worthwhile 
plan for attacking the enemies of Islam. He 
called the network “Al-Qaeda”, which can be 
translated as the “The Base”.

In 1990, there was a serious war in the Middle 
East. It started after the Muslim leader of Iraq, 
Saddam Hussein, invaded a neighbouring 
Muslim state, Kuwait. It seems that he wanted 
to take its ports and its oil fields. The USA 
and Britain were quick to persuade the United 
Nations that it must use force if necessary to 
drive the Iraqis out of Kuwait. Within a few 
months a massive United Nations force, made 
up mainly of American weapons and troops, 
had gone to the Gulf (see the map below) 
where it quickly regained Kuwait’s freedom. 
The United Nations action was supported by 
most Arab states as they did not like Saddam 
Hussein and believed he was in danger of 
starting a conflict that would destroy them all.Soldiers from Afghan tribes posing for the  

camera, 1987 © Erwin Lux

A burned out Iraqi tank from the 1991 Gulf War 
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

Osama bin Laden did not like Saddam Hussein, 
who was not a devout Muslim. But he also hated 
the idea that American infidels – the great friends 
of Israel, who he believed had treated Palestinian 
Arabs so badly – should be the ones to remove 
Saddam. He believed he could gather an army of 
Muslim warriors like the ones who had fought in 
Afghanistan, and they would defeat Iraq without 
any American help. To his horror, the leaders of 
his own home country, Saudi Arabia, turned down 
his offer and instead invited American troops and 
aircraft to be based in Saudi Arabia while the war 
against Iraq went on and to stay there afterwards.

Bin Laden was particularly disgusted that 
the Americans were invited to Saudi Arabia 
because two of Islam’s most holy sites are 
found there. These are the cities of Mecca and 
Medina. He felt that the presence of the US 
Army in such a place was unclean. He vowed 
to drive the Americans out and to show the 
Saudi leaders how far they were falling below 
the standard expected in strict Muslim teaching.

After this “Gulf War” of 1990–91, the United 
Nations put strict limits (called sanctions) on how 
other nations could trade with Iraq. This was an 
attempt to stop Saddam Hussein building up his 
army and weaponry again. The trouble was that 
the sanctions ruined Iraq’s economy. Saddam 
stayed rich but hundreds of thousands of Iraqis 
suffered. Although bin Laden hated Saddam 
Hussein, he was horrified when he learnt that 
thousands of Iraqi children were dying as no 
medicine was available because of sanctions. 
United Nations leaders insisted that enough food 
and medicine was being allowed into Iraq and that 
Saddam was using them for his own purposes. 
Bin Laden did not believe this and his hatred of 
America grew.

US marines in Lebanon in 1983 

An American jet 
fighter takes off from 
a US airbase  
in Saudi Arabia to 
patrol the skies  
over Iraq.

Pilgrims at Mecca  
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

Bin Laden believed that the USA could be 
beaten. He had seen examples of this. In 
1982, Israel invaded its neighbour Lebanon as 
the PLO was using it as a base for its terrorist 
attacks. During this war, there was a massacre 
of between 800 and 2,000 Palestinian civilians 
in refugee camps at Sabra and Shatila by a 
pro-Israeli Lebanese force. To prevent further 
bloodshed, the USA and other nations sent a 
peacekeeping force to Lebanon. In 1983, two 
suicide bombers killed 299 French and American 
soldiers. Within four months, the Americans 
withdrew their troops from Lebanon. They did 
the same in 1993 after 19 US troops were killed 
in Somalia where they were trying to restore 
peace in a war-torn region. Bin Laden believed 
that this showed that the USA did not have the 
stomach for a fight if it suffered severe losses.

Suicide bombing became a regular strategy for 
extreme Muslim groups in the 1980s. They saw 
it as a way of fighting back against opponents 
like Israel and the USA that had powerful, well-
equipped armies. Terrorist leaders encouraged 
the suicide bombers to believe that they gain 
a special place in paradise for giving up their 
lives in the cause of Islam, but most Muslim 
religious leaders say that this is a false belief; 
they condemn suicide attacks as mere murder. 

From his bases in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 
bin Laden supported more and more suicide 
missions against the USA during the 1990s. 
The attacks were planned with increasing care 
and attention to detail – and with a desire to 
capture the attention of the world.

Dreadful warnings
In February 1998, bin Laden published a 
statement claiming that the USA had declared 
war on God and on His prophet Muhammed. 
He called on Muslims to murder any American 
anywhere on earth. A few months later, in April, 
he was interviewed in a secret location by an 
American television news team. Through their 
cameras he told the world it was more important 
for Muslims to kill Americans than other infidels 
(unbelievers). Here are a few of his statements:

“Remember how the United States rushed out 
of Somalia in shame and disgrace.”

“We believe that the worst thieves in the world 
today are the Americans. Nothing could stop you 
except perhaps retaliation in kind. We do not have 
to differentiate between military or civilian. As far 
as we are concerned, they are all targets.” 

“If the present injustice continues … it will 
inevitably move the battle to American soil.”

Osama bin Laden

The scene after a suicide car bomb attack
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History – Enquiry 2: “Out of the blue”: When did 9/11 begin? – Cont.

By then, bin Laden knew, of course,  
that planning for his 9/11 attacks was  
already underway.

The American Government took the warnings 
seriously – especially soon afterwards when 
two massive suicide bombings at US  
Embassy buildings in Kenya and Tanzania 
killed hundreds of people in August 1998.  
But they may have believed that no one  
would be able to hurt them in their own country. 
There had already been one attempt to blow up 
the World Trade Center in New York in 1993, 
and it had caused many deaths. But the culprit 
was quickly caught and punished, and extra 
effort was put into tracking extreme Muslim 
terrorist groups. 

Maybe this made the US Government believe 
that their security systems were good enough 
to keep Americans safe on their own soil?  

If so, the awful events of 11 September 2001 
proved them wrong. 

 

A New York fire 
fighter looks at the 
remains of the World 
Trade Center the day 
after the 9/11 attacks
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