
Al-Qaeda: The U.S. Embassy Attacks 

Al-Qaeda grabs world attention in 1998, when it simultaneously bombs two U.S. embassies in 

Africa, one in Kenya, one in Tanzania. The bombings kill over 200 people, but only 12 

Americans. And this is a typical Al-Qaeda issue, which is that, although they talk about killing 

Americans, they talk about killing Westerners, in reality they kill far more people who are 

innocent Muslims, who are, in this case, innocent Africans, who are not related to the people 

they're trying to kill. Nevertheless, this bombing electrifies many people because it's a dramatic 

attack on two official U.S. targets. The suicide bombings, at the time, are rare. And they show a 

remarkable degree of commitment. And it's seen as striking a blow to the United States.  

 

But, even more important to Al-Qaeda is the U.S. response. A couple weeks after the bombings, 

the United States launches cruise missiles on Sudan and on an Al-Qaeda or supposed Al-

Qaeda training camp in Afghanistan. And the cruise missiles, in the end, do relatively little. And 

as a result, Al-Qaeda is seen as successfully defying the United States. It's seen as standing up 

to the United States, which has the world's largest military. And this defiance excites many 

people. We see an increase in Al-Qaeda fundraising. We see an increase in Al-Qaeda 

recruitment. And also, very important, we see the Taliban, which is hosting Al-Qaeda in 

Afghanistan at the time, start to move closer to the organization. When it's attacked by the 

United States, it starts to see itself as on the defensive. And there's an Afghan tradition of 

hospitality towards a guest. There's a sense of a shared enemy. And they start to work more 

closely with Al-Qaeda  

 

So very important, as we see when we talk about terrorist strategies, is it's not just the attack. 

It's the response of the other side that is so important to the success or failure of a particular 

terrorist operation. Now, the 1998 embassy bombings show the growing strength of Al-Qaeda 

during this period in Afghanistan. And the key reason is that Al-Qaeda has a haven. Under the 

Taliban, they have a sympathetic and protective government, that gives them a shield from 

counter-terrorism attacks. It's very hard for the United States, or any other country, to do attacks 

in Afghanistan, because it's, it's effectively, an act of war.  

 

And, as result, Al-Qaeda is able to organize, arm, train, proselytize, and, in essence, create a 

mini army. And we start to see hundreds, and then literally thousands, of people from around 

the Muslim world go to Afghanistan to train in camps linked to Al-Qaeda. This is a tremendous 

opportunity for the organization to fulfill its mission, which is to support Muslim conflicts around 

the world. It's also an opportunity for the organization to grab onto particular individuals for 

terrorist attacks it wants to do.  

 

During this time in Afghanistan, Al-Qaeda starts to create a large propaganda apparatus. It had 

always cared about spreading the message through magazines and through facts. And now, as 

we're entering the internet age, it's more and more using video. It's more and more using more 

advanced means of communication. And it's trying to spread the idea that the Muslim world is 

under attack, that the United States and its allies are trying to subjugate the Muslim world, and 



that it is the duty of every individual Muslim to resist.  

 

Another shift in this time is we see a change in funding. Initially, I mentioned that bin Laden's 

personal wealth was very important. But the Saudi government had frozen his wealth. However, 

he has access to wealthy individuals, especially in the Persian Gulf, who are sympathetic to the 

wide array of causes that Al-Qaeda champions. And he's able to tap into them, and bring in 

literally tens of billions of dollars a year. So this is a huge budget for a terrorist organization. And 

much of it comes from supposed charities that the organization sets up. And it uses these 

charities as a means of entering conflict zones, paying fighters, giving them cover, and, in 

general, creating different apparatuses that it can exploit to fight around the world.  

 

During this time period, we see continued Al-Qaeda attacks, some of them successful, some not 

so much. So in 2000, for example, we see a series of attacks that are attempted around the 

celebration of the Millennium. And these fail. There is very effective policing and intelligence 

operations that disrupt them. But later in 2000, we see the attack on USS Cole, a U.S. warship 

that is visiting the Aden port in Yemen. This is a dramatic attack for several reasons. First of all, 

it's another suicide bombing, this time a boat bombing, so an unusual means of delivery. But, 

also, this is an attack on a U.S. warship. It's a visible symbol of American power. And it's 

successful. It doesn't destroy the warship forever. But it effectively cripples it. And a relatively 

small effort by a terrorist group has a disproportionate effect. So again, Al-Qaeda through 

operations, is showing the world, and especially showing its followers, that it is able to 

successfully strike the largest, most powerful country in the world. 

 


