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9/11 attack: The rift that defines the east and the west
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Abstract

The atrocity of 11 September 2001 sent ripples across the international arena, if for no other reason
than that it was the first direct attack on US soil after the infamous Pearl Harbor debacle ; an event that
steered multiple divergences , polarization of ideas , changed narratives and divided beyond distance.
However, it was not just the collapse of the Twin Towers and the partial destruction of the Pentagon
that made the attack globally monumental. It was what followed post 9/11 — primarily in terms of the
US’s counter response to the attack and secondary in terms of the attack's impression upon the larger
eastern and western ideological realms.

“U.S. Under Attack” was inked as headlines after three commercial airliners were used as bombs to
destroy the World Trade Center in lower Manhattan followed by twin towers as well as part of the
Pentagon which serves as the headquarters of defence. Another hijacked

U.S. airliner Flight 93 crashed in Pennsylvania, supposedly intending to crash into the White House in
Washington, DC.
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Introduction

The United States suffered an unprecedented loss of life on September 11, 2001, from what
was labeled a “ferrorist attack.” Mainly on the basis of data from professional association
surveys and government agencies, it was found that the United States and many other
countries of the world have been significantly affected by the events and aftermath of that
morning’s events.

As an unprecedented attack on a country not usually affected by external terrorism, often
cited as an example of leading powers it allows a unique study of how the notion of terrorism
changed after the traumatic series of events. As a result of “9/11” a number of changes were
triggered as the economy, society and civilians recovered, the Arab world and Western allies
diverged on the spectrum. Many of the initial logistical changes appear to have diminished
over time as things restored normalcy; but severed relationships between countries,
prejudiced views and discriminatory practices linger on as memoirs of the farce.

What Is Terrorism

Coined during the French Revolution to describe “the reign of terror” the term originates
from the Latin word “ferrere,” which reflects frighten or tremble and had positive
connotations. Today, terrorism has transformed into a more menacing spectre where
throughout the years, various scholars have attempted to define what constitutes ‘terrorism’.
Yet, the term is so loaded with conceptual problems that a totally accepted universal
definition of it ceases to exist and the irony is that the recurrent theme of violence has
become the daily part of the political drama of modern times. Where the U.S. Department of
Defence defines it as “the calculated use of unlawful violence or threat of unlawful violence
to inculcate fear; intended to coerce or to intimidate governments or societies in the pursuit
of goals that are generally political, religious, or ideological”.

On the other hand the Arab Convention for the Suppression of Terrorism quotes it as ,“any
act or threat of violence, whatever its motives or purposes, that occurs in the advancement of
an individual or collective criminal agenda and seeking to sow panic among people, causing
fear by harming them, or placing their lives, liberty or security in danger, or seeking to cause
dam- age to the environment or to public or private installations or property or to occupying
or seizing them, or seeking to jeopardise a national resources is - terrorism”.
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Terrorists have a myriad of potential targets in the world;
they strategically aim to disrupt high-profile landmarks,
crowded public places with low security, targets that would
hurt their enemy’s economy, and anywhere that could cause
maximum harm to their-enemy’s citizens. Perhaps it is in
this regard that the attacks on the WTC affected the health
of US civilians in uncountable ways: it created
psychological distress for millions, exacerbated mental
disorders among the younger segment of groups and
jeopardised social cohesion which functions as founding
pillar for mental health.

The Events of 9/11

Described by the U.S. Department of State as the deadliest
international terrorist attack in human history it involved
four separate but coordinated commercial airplane
hijackings by 19 hijackers belonging to the Al Qaeda
terrorist branch resulting in over 25, 000 injuries with $ 10
billion worth of property damage.

As all the airplanes had just taken off and were filled with
jet fuel for their transcontinental flights, their intentional
crashes into buildings had the effects of a bomb exploding
as the fuel ignited upon impact and hundreds suffered the
cost.

The 19 hijackers on 9/11 were described as ‘terrorists’ who
came from various Middle Eastern countries. NBC Nightly
News (2002) said the 19 hijackers all entered the United
States illegally as with over 6,000 mi of land borders,
guarding all possible entrance points into the United States
and keeping out any foreign entities that can accelerate
chaos is almost impossible.

Global Effects & Governmental Measures

The United Nations passed a resolution condemning the
9/11 attacks while Interpol focused its attention on bringing
justice by organising an 11 September Task Force in
response to the attacks.

The attacks on 9/11 in the United States have directly and
indirectly drawn many other countries into the fray against
terrorists by tightening their security guidelines to even
racial profiling measures.

The 9/11 attacks triggered a number of responses within the
global hegemony where initial tenor of the populace in the
United States was shock, sorrow, and outrage. Views were
highly foreshadowed as reports of hate crimes and acts of
discrimination against Muslims and Arabs became a regular
phenomena. While on the other end of the spectrum people
opened up their hearts and pockets in an initial outpouring
of donating blood and money to help the victims who bore
the brunt of the tragedy. Employees became more oriented
towards spending time with loved ones and balancing work
and home time as well extending a hand of help to those in
need. The testing times brought out the best spirit in people
as the citizens of the United States were drawn much closer
together; there was a significant increase in cohesion of the
populace.

Stringent government changes were put in order as greater
coordination of the intelligence and law enforcement
communities like the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and
FBI was emphasised. Forty government agencies and units
were assigned to collect intel on terrorism by employing
multiple mechanisms.

A cabinet-level department of Homeland Security was
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formed in the national government to overlook the
supervision while the congress laid the stone for the
formulation of the Transportation Security Administration
to hire and employ over 40,000 federal baggage screeners
for checked baggage at the 429 U. S. airports.

President Bush declared “War on Terrorism” and received
tremendous public support where his approval rating as
President soared to 70% and solidified his image as a
‘strong’ leader. There was an incursion into Afghanistan by
the United States and its allies to find and destroy those
guilty for 9/11 where U.S. after the infamous invasion of
Irag; officially listed it under U.S. Department of State as a
sponsor of terrorism.

Even though U.S. retaliated after the great shock but its
economy was adversely affected with business spending
dropping significantly. Analysts noted how terrorist strikes
were the single greatest loss for the insurance industry in
2001 while travel travel industry also decimated. Employers
were mentally affected by 9/11 in numerous ways and thus
the importance of crisis management teams and plans took
centre stage, where disaster plans were revised and meetings
away were drastically curtailed. Increased security
procedures led to slower and more costly movement of
services, and over-cutting costs often not viable for small
business to withstand.

Bernasek (2002) estimated that it would cost the United
States an extra $151 billion a year because of the 9/11
terrorist attacks including an extra $6 billion for people
costs such as extra absenteeism. Employers took leaves of
absences and time off to recover from troubled events of
9/11. With the passage of time, however, the initial effects
of 9/11 declined and life in the United States generally
reverted to pre-9/11 behaviours where national surveys have
shown little lasting change on the U.S. population and
economic market since 9/11.

Countries took sides in the reporting of this catastrophic
event where Muslim countries of Malayasia, Indonesia, and
Pakistan chose a largely unfavourable tone where it shifting
from discussion of what caused the attacks to criticisms of
the U.S.’s largely unilateral action, and calls to stay out of
the Afghanistan conflict.

However surprisingly, China’s newspaper had the second
biggest percentage of positive stories, attributing 63% of its
9/11 stories to government officials, who evidently wanted
to create more positive relations with its major trading
partner, the United States where it voiced strong opposition
to terrorism and sympathised with the U.S while stressing
on international cooperation in an anti- terrorism alliance.

Polarisation of Views Post 9/11

Ideological and political conflict between the Western and
Arab and Muslim world is one of the most dominant
phenomena that override the relations across global issues
of the present era where struggle and strive is mediated,
reproduced, and circulated mostly by headlines and media.
While U.S. and Western media have previously dominated
the global mediascape, the emergence of the new Arab
public sphere open the way for productive dialogues , better
mutual understanding and to curb hostility that has seeped in
over years of projecting one sided narratives.

One still needs to understand the need where Western
mechanisms need to break with stereotypes of Arabs and
Islam, incorporate more Muslim voices into its
programming and provide a safe platform for real dialogue
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and debate rather than
polarisation.

Likewise, the emergent Arab public sphere should be open
to Western dialogue as well as the diversity of views in its
region as these opposites need to take into account how it
will be one of the challenges in the coming years and calls
for critical communication, interaction and deliberation
between the Middle East and the West which has been so
fraught with danger, and will no doubt continue to be a site
of immense importance and conflict.

ideological posturing and

The Divide

The Western View

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United
States, Islam and Muslims started to come to the forefront of
the Western media, albeit not for very positive reasons; it
flared the already existing one sided view westerners kept of
the eastern world. Because Osama Bin Laden cited religious
motives for his criminal attacks, a debate started brewing in
the Western media over the real essence of Islam and
whether it encouraged violence and promoted hatred |,
particularly against non- Muslims.

Many media outlets referred to the 9/11 terrorists simply as
““Muslims,”” which fuelled stereotyping further and did
nothing to help stop the verbal and physical attacks taking
place against Muslims in the U.S. at this critical time ; it
was noted how after the events of 9/11, “‘the U.S. media
immediately fell back on the prevailing —and stereotyped—
narrative about Arabs and Muslims and reverted to its
historic tendency to present the world, as Henry Kissinger’s
quotes , ‘a morality play between good and evil’’.

Despite the fact that all Arab countries condemned the
attacks and took a solid stance against  terrorism’ in all
forms , for the most part voices communicated through the
mass media still failed to differentiate between Arabs and
Muslims, on one hand, and terrorists, on the other.

Political scholars in Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting
(FAIR, 2001) noted that ‘‘many media pundits focused on
one theme: retaliation; while not paying heed to what
follows in the aftermath.

For example, on September 12, 2001, Steve Dunleavy wrote
in the New York Post: ‘“The response to this unimaginable
21st- century Pearl Harbour should be as simple as it is swift
—kill the bastards. A gunshot between the eyes, blow them
to smithereens, poison them if you have to. As for cities or
countries that host these worms, bomb them into basketball
courts.”’

Even leaders of importance who uphold the ideals of
rationality and diplomacy took sides like the former U.S.
Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger commented on
CNN, ““There is only one way to begin to deal with people
like this, and that is you have to kill some of them even if
they are not immediately directly involved in this thing”’
Statements like this coincided with and may have
contributed to an increasing anti-Muslim sentiment which
slowly seeped into other western nations who believed they
were ‘‘doing the U.S. a favour.”

The Arab Dilemma

As we analyse across various vantage points one needs to
bring to attention the concerning representation of Arab
Americans and how the media fails to present a fuller
pictures of their lives ; while America is faced with this
dilemma of diverse representation the Arab Media gained
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momentum through Marc Lynch’s Voices of the New Arab
Public ; Iraq ’s

al-Jazeera, and Middle East Politics Today. They stem away
from one sided narratives and by contrast, provides a
comprehensive overview of the historical rise of new Arab
media in an attempt to break with the stereotypes and
represent themselves, while giving voice to views and ideas
that are usually absent in both their state controlled media
and the Western view.

This new Arab sphere while broadcasting the 9/11 event
functioned outside of the previous monopoly over the flow
of information by the state and recognised the value of
debate and differences, called for disagreement and
enforced a new level of invisible accountability.

Yet the response to this stance was “replete with paradoxes.
As it walks on a shaky line where one side it is fuelled by a
determination to bring publicity to the closed, repressive
Arab political world by shattering every taboo and crossing
every red line while on the flip side, its politics of identity
could all too easily slide into a tyranny from below,
excommunicating those who disagree and demonising
outsiders to norms of conformity.

These extreme parallels are a harsh reality of todays
contemporary world where since the start “a Call for
Dialogue” with the emergent Arab public sphere should’ve
been initiated and discarding of description the Bush
Administration painted where they were seen as “an enemy
to be defeated (in a ‘war of ideas’) or as an object to be
manipulated (via public relations)”.

Its difficult to draw conclusion with one side as dual
variables have functioned simultaneously where the
Western media have produced dominant negative
stereotypes and demonized Islamic fundamentalism, and in
turn how Arab media have promoted negative images of the
West and offers a rigorous narrow crevice to hold dialogue.
Chomsky (2001) asserted that the mainstream media in the
U.S. constitutes a well- run propaganda systems who hold
the immense capacity ‘7o drive people to irrational,
murderous, and suicidal behaviour’” where citizens need to
resist the notion of responding to terrorist crimes and must
hold the wisdom to see both sides of the story.

During the post-9/11 era tensions and hostilities have been
intensified due to the Bush Administration “war on terror”
and Osama bin Laden and other radical Islamic groups
promoting “Jihad” where Bush and bin Laden’s rhetoric and
worldview and how their binary discourses and extremist
rhetoric have shaped the representations of each side in their
respective media. This bias was further aggravated by what
could be called ‘‘jihad journalism’> a concept narrowly
created to meet partisan need where such slanted coverage
was ‘‘the hallmark of the post-9/11 era’’ and a ‘‘a result of
racist jingoism”.

Conclusion

A decade has passed since the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001. Most of us remember where we were when we
learned of the attacks, although our memories of the event
and of our feelings that day may not be as accurate as we
suspect as it is a known fact how the attacks of 9/11 did far
more than destroy buildings and kill thousands of innocent
people, it divided beyond boundaries and devastated
perceptions beyond mending. They interrupted routine
patterns and tugged at our social fabric, not simply in New
York City, but across the global platform. They shattered a
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sense of security and perceptions of vulnerability among
residents of the Western world even those who did not know
anyone who died that day have been touched by the tragedy
in one way or another. It now falls on to us to usher in
peace, leave what’s all left behind and look beyond what is

projected.
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