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 The causes of the attack on September 11, 2001 include at least 17 distinct elements, only one of 
which I am going to focus on this evening.  That is attractive for busy people, but it is also simplistic.  We 
cannot prevent future acts of terrorism if we only consider one aspect of 17 causes.  In fact, this is why 
many great problems continue unsolved -- they have multiple causes, but people are impatient.  We pick 
one or two of the most attractive causes, often because they are easiest to deal with, work awhile, and 
then move on declaring the problem unsolvable.  Abject poverty is like that too, a problem I will return to.  
But time is limited, so I'll identify all 17 causes very briefly, then focus what time remains on the one that 
brings us together tonight – Spiritual intolerance, ignorance, bigotry, and ultimately hatred and violence. 
 
1. There is a huge struggle going on today worldwide, between fundamentalist forms of religion 
based on fear and envy, and ecumenical forms of religion based on love and tolerance.  This struggle is 
occurring within every major faith, and is central to questions of why bombs go off today, and more 
importantly, also to how we may act as individuals and nations to stop the killing between factions over 
religious differences.  This is the big cause that I will return to in a few minutes.  But first, the other 16. 
 
2. Wars have at least two sides, and the reasons they fight are often not identical.  Osama Bin 
Laden has been very explicit about his reasons for the war.  His first reason is the presence of U.S. 
troops in Saudi Arabia, and support for a government there he views as profoundly corrupt.  Which it is. 
 
3. U.S. support for Israel is the second cause he cited in his fatwa against Americans everywhere. 
 
4. U.S. attacks on Iraq, and the ongoing embargo (or sanctions) is the third cause of war he cites. 
 
5. Finally, he integrates his list of complaints into a synthetic view, heard in many other Muslim 
places, that America is the "Great Satan," a ravenous political hegemon dedicated to dominating the 
entire earth, and to oppressing Muslims in particular.  Of course this is an exaggerated view, but such 
views are common in war, and there is enough truth in his list of accusations to resonate with many tens 
of millions of Muslims worldwide.  Our foreign policy is quite selfish, like most nations on this earth, but we 
are the richest, and the last remaining superpower. We mention this constantly, which irritates them more. 
 
6. Our causus belli is simple enough, we were attacked by a group which had actually declared war 
on us on August 23, 1996, Al Qaeda, and which reinforced this with a fatwa (religious ruling) on February 
23, 1998, that called for all good Muslims worldwide to attack and kill Americans or their facilities until we 
leave every Islamic nation including the land of Israel.  A string of bombings extending back through 
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and the USS Cole in Yemen, to the first bombing of the world trade 
center on February 26, 1993 reinforce the notion that Osama bin Laden meant what he said. 
 
 But there are causes we can discuss publicly, and causes we cannot discuss publicly, on both 
sides.  Let us consider some other causes of this conflict that are less obvious, or less politically correct. 
 
7.  There are very high birth rates and therefore population growth rates among both Muslim nations 
and fundamentalist Israeli Jews.  This leads to enormous pressures which guarantee poverty unless other 
people’s lands are taken.  The place where this force is most intense is in the land of Israel itself where 
every square inch is claimed by at least two groups.  Both sides are packing more people in there as fast 
as they can, like gunpowder in a barrel.  The settlers in occupied Palestine matter a lot.  The desperate 
poverty in Gaza matters a lot.  More of each does not help.  Frictions grow.  Osama bin Laden and many 
millions of others point to the conflict there as one of the main reasons they hate America today. 
 
8. There was substantial early support by the CIA of the mujahedin, when they fought the Soviets in 
Afghanistan, and then later of the Taliban.  This was followed by 'abandonment' when the Russians were 
defeated, which was very much resented by the dirt poor and bombed out Afghans.  This was followed by 
a chaos of civil wars in the area which increased the pain, the poverty, and the search for scapegoats. 



9. Samuel Huntington’s book, "Clash of Civilizations" has been more widely disseminated than any 
other living political scientist’s writing.  This leads many to think that a global war is inevitable.  Others 
believe that the Bible ordains an Armageddon.  All “inevitability” theories increase the probability of war. 
 
10. There is a real challenge of modernity in many Muslim states and especially in Arab Muslim 
states, which they are not managing well.  This leads to much distress among the poor, and fear among 
elites.  A single text which is unchangeable (the Qu’ran) written in the 7th century a.d. can not answer 
every modern question well, from how to manage banking to women’s rights to things like birth control. 
 
11. One result is corrupt autarkies among current Islamic elites.  An especially pertinent and vivid 
example is Saudi Arabia.  But America can’t talk openly about that, because we want their oil.  Cheap. 
 
12. The gross consumption culture of America makes everything much worse, both in terms of real 
supply and demand, but even more in Hollywood terms, which is how much of the Third World sees us.  
When American TV and movies show very poor people that most Americans never actually work at real 
jobs, play all day, the women beautiful and half naked, the men violent and usually well armed, well – it 
actually makes some sense to hate that Great Satan the politicians say is responsible for your misery. 
 
13. Economic inequalities, and dominance of the world trading system by the WTO, World Bank, IMF 
complex (two of whose headquarters are right in D.C.) let the elites know who is really in charge as well. 
 
14. Huge international Debts are a plague upon everyone afflicted by the international banking 
system.  Guess who benefits from that?  One result is a net outflow of about $25 billion each year from 
the desperately poor parts of the world to the rich parts (that’s interest payments in excess of aid flows). 
 
15. This context leads to systematic scapegoating, of us, by the failing governments.  Imagine that, 
their politicians blame US for the suffering of their peoples!  Some of their peoples believe this. Some act. 
 
16. Pseudo-literacy and associated educational deficits in the Islamic world are also caused by 
excessive memorization of the Qu'ran.  Note the importance of "madrassa" in Pakistan and elsewhere, 
fundamentalist religious schools funded largely by the Saudi’s as a way to deflect domestic unrest.  The 
critical point is that if you spend 4 hours a day memorizing ancient scriptures, no matter how sacred, this 
is 4 hours unavailable to study engineering, or medicine, or business, or anything else that builds wealth 
in the modern world.  When half of your population is under the age of 15 (due to high growth rates) and 
half of them are otherwise illiterate males, you have a formula for very big problems down the road. 
 
17. Sex-based repression makes all this much worse, very much worse, e.g. ~ 85% illiteracy among 
Afghan women versus ~ 50% among men.  Poor, repressed, and uneducated moms are far less able to 
provide good nurturance, spiritually OR physically for their young.  One result is vast numbers of ignorant, 
teenage males (ITMs) entering economies where there are very few prospects for gainful employment.  
ITMs are the most violent cohort of human beings, and their lack of positive future prospects increases 
the probability of violent conflicts, both large and small.  The formula is complete.  A formula for disaster. 
 
 Back to the big struggle, spiritually.  This terrible economic, political and demographic condition is 
embedded in a context of struggle between fear-based, fundamentalist forms of religion, and love-based, 
tolerant, ecumenical forms of the same religions.  This struggle is occurring TODAY among ALL major 
faiths.  I will cite just one especially vivid example from Israel, which makes the news so regularly today.   
 
 The “Gush Emunim” movement of extreme settlers believes in an “Eretz Yisrael” or “Greater 
Israel” extending from the Nile River in current Egypt to the Euphrates River in current Iraq.  They believe 
that God gave this land to them alone for all time, and are fully prepared to fight anyone over this claim.  
The most militant Palestinians, noting that their ancestors actually lived here all these thousands of years 
also, have become so desperate that they wrap bombs around their bodies to blow up innocent teenagers 
in cafes, and discos and buses throughout Israel proper.  The bottom line is that they all must somehow 
learn to live together if we are to avoid the global war many fear.  But neither center can control their 
extremists.  Muslim extremists murdered Egyptian President Anwar Sadat for daring to make peace with 
Israel, and Jewish extremists murdered Israeli Prime Minister Yitzak Rabin for the same reason.  So, we 
have a problem.  How do we promote loving tolerance when the vocal religious people say  “Kill for God!” 


