
Post-9/11 Controversies: Surveillance 

Another area in which there is less consensus and still more controversy concerns the collection 
of information, not on detainees, but on everyone else, including American citizens. Certain 
measures were taken, including through legislation such as the USA Patriot Act passed after 
9/11, that gave more powers to agencies such as the FBI they didn't have before. Some of 
these have been quite controversial, such as the ability of the FBI to go to a public library and 
demand information about what books a citizen has checked out.  
 
Perhaps what's achieved even greater controversy is the activities of the National Security 
Agency in collecting what's known as metadata about telephone calls, and in some cases, 
internet activity, that apply to American citizens generally. This is not the content of the calls 
necessarily, but information about what number called what other number, at what time, for how 
long.  
 
Now, this is considered important by the NSA and others who support its activities, in doing that 
kind of link analysis that we talked about earlier-- finding out when you have one suspect-- in 
this case, a terrorist overseas-- who he might be doing business with, including, of most concern 
to us, someone here in the United States. And that's the kind of task for which that metadata 
has been used. But on the other side of the issue, of course, many people believe that this is 
going too far in collecting information about a lot of innocent people in order to conduct the 
counterterrorist mission.  
 
Who's right about this? Well, there's probably no school solution, because it basically comes 
down to weighing two different sets of values. One is security, and the other is privacy and the 
other rights that we enjoy under the Bill of Rights. And every individual citizen's going to have a 
different view about that.  
 
I think what we have seen in the years since 9/11 is an evolution of American public opinion. In 
the wake of that traumatic tragedy, that historic event which made Americans far more 
concerned about their security than they were the day before the attack, the political and public 
mood was one of giving far more power and far more authority to agencies like the FBI and the 
CIA to try to prevent something like that from happening again.  
 
But typically, after time goes by after a terrorist attack, public moods and opinions change. And 
what we've seen in the last decade has been a decrease in tolerance for some of this expansion 
of intelligence activity. 
 


	Post-9/11 Controversies: Surveillance

