
Al-Qaeda: The Sudan Years 

In Sudan, Al-Qaeda has a haven. They can train, they can organize and they see themselves 

there as supporting other insurgencies around the Muslim world. So they're starting to plan their 

own terrorist attacks, but they're also very involved in local struggles in Egypt. And see 

themselves as supporting efforts in the Balkans, in Algeria and elsewhere in the Muslim world.  

 

In Sudan, over time the government starts to realize the cost of supporting terrorism. There's 

tremendous pressure on it to end the support, and in 1996 they basically force bin Laden to 

relocate back to Afghanistan.  

 

Now the Sudan years are important for several reasons. One is that the individuals there start to 

form relations with a wide array of other groups. So you have a network that is slowly 

expanding.  

 

Another important shift in Sudan is that Al-Qaeda becomes focused on the United States. One 

reason for this is that its mission to support insurgencies elsewhere in the Muslim world is 

actually failing.  

 

In the mid 1990s, the Egyptian government is gaining the upper hand over Islamist and terrorist 

insurgents in Egypt. The Algerian government is gaining the upper hand. The fight in the 

Balkans starts to end and the Arab mujahideen really have no influence and significant role 

there. So much of the initial purpose is going away.  

 

But there's also an ideological shift. And to fast-forward just a little bit, this ideological shift is 

clearest in a 1998 statement that bin Laden makes where he declares that Muslims should kill 

Americans everywhere. I am going to to read you a couple quotes from this declaration.  

 

Now one reason bin Laden uses to justify attacks on the United States is that the United States, 

quote, "Is occupying the lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula." And this 

refers to the presence of U.S. forces that stayed on in Saudi Arabia after the 1991 war with Iraq.  

 

He also criticizes, quote, "The great devastation of the Iraqi people." And here he's referring to 

the US-orchestrated sanctions, which he charges have led to the deaths of tens of thousands of 

Iraqis, including many children.  

 

He also criticizes U.S. support for Israel. He says the United States is, quote, "Serving the Jews' 

petty state." And he is a constant critic of U.S. support for Israel, and this is something that has 

a lot of resonance in the Muslim world.  

 

Very important when looking at these and other demands of the Al Qaeda leadership is that this 

is not about U.S. values. So Bin Laden is not talking about women's rights. He's not talking 



about the growing acceptance of homosexuals in U.S. society. He's not talking about elections. 

He's talking about U.S. policies in the Middle East. 

 


