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Preface

this booklet was originally intended for young people, 
those who were children or adolescents on September 11, 
2001, and grew by research and writing to be a book for every-
body. The aim is to show how the decade that began in 2001 
has profoundly changed the world, setting in motion what 
Steve Jobs calls “digital lifestyle.”
 The attacks of September 11, 2001, are considered to 
have been the main event, but the changes of that decade 
go far beyond the menace of terrorism and the War on Ter-
ror. The technological revolution triggered by Apple, the 
wide use of the web, the advent of social media, and stem 
cell research are just some of the innovations that brought 
about a new Enlightenment. The War on Terror and its 
strong rhetoric hid these phenomena. The purpose of this 
booklet is to show the true patterns of change—those inno-
vations that will influence coming decades.
While politicians were chasing the ghosts of al-Qaeda, the 
economy was spinning out of control, leading us to the 2008 
financial crisis and the ensuing recession. Emerging markets, 
where the technological revolution brought modernity at 
a very fast pace, were the true winners of the decade. In the 
space of 10 years, the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, 
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and China) became major players in the world economy, the 
euro reached the brink of collapse, and United States eco-
nomic predominance continued its decline.
 The demographic explosion is eroding the environment 
and putting pressure on natural resources. We cannot live as 
we have done until today. This is the decade in which these 
problems, and our responses to them, are finally pushing us 
towards real political, economic, and environmental change.
 A youth revolution empowered by social media used the 
web to reject obsolete values, demanding a pivotal role in a 
society where young people were only consumers. From the 
pop economy to the Arab revolt, the world is beginning a new 
chapter in modern history. Fifty years from now, people will 
look at this decade as a major milestone in human progress.
 This booklet is written in short bursts of information, simi-
lar to 140-character tweets. This is the modern narrative, the 
one used by many young people, and it reflects the rapid pace 
of change and communication in this modern world. More 
than a timeline, 10 Years That Shook the World tells the tale 
of an extraordinary decade. Within each year, events are pre-
sented not in a strict chronology but more as we might remem-
ber them, often with the most significant events recalled first. 
Thus the main topics—politics, economics, people, technol-
ogy, and the environment—cross over constantly, showing 
how they are all interlinked and how globalization poses a 
phenomenal challenge to our world.

—LN, August 2011
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2001 
At a Glance

World gross domestic product (GDP): $32.009tn
 US: $10.234tn
 Japan: $4.095tn
 Germany: $1.891tn

World population: 6.162bn

Natural disasters: 
 12,000 die in an earthquake in India
 800 die in an earthquake in El Salvador

US federal debt: $5.807tn
US unemployment: 4.74%

Average oil price: $23 per barrel
Annual food price index (2002–2004=100): 93.3

World military spending: $772bn
 US: $281.4bn
 Russia: $43.9bn
 France: $40.4bn
US share of total military spending: 36.5%

Time magazine person of the year: Rudolph Giuliani

Nobel Peace Prize winners: United Nations and Kofi Annan “for 
their work for a better organized and more peaceful world.”



Introduction

The deadliest terrorist attack on US soil to date changes the 
world at the outset of the new millennium. From this day forward, 
the global movement against exploitative globalization that had 
previously dominated the world agenda finds itself taking a back-
seat to the war on terror.
 US President George W. Bush had campaigned on an isolation-
ist platform in foreign policy, saying, “If we don’t stop extending 
our troops all around the world in nation-building missions, then 
we’re going to have a serious problem coming down the road. And 
I’m going to prevent that.”
 The newly inaugurated president now finds himself at the cen-
ter of world politics, with every nation watching for his reaction.
 In the midst of the political turmoil, Apple launches the iPod 
and iTunes; the music world will never be the same.
Three months after the execution of Timothy McVeigh for the 
bombing of the Oklahoma City federal building, where 168 peo-
ple died, comes 9/11.
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19 al-Qaeda hijackers fly two commercial flights into the World 
Trade Center and another into the Pentagon.

A fourth plane, United Airlines 93, heading for the White House, 
crashes near Pittsburgh, PA, possibly because passengers over-
whelm the terrorists.

A bewildered international media broadcasts the New York 
attack live; the world watches in horror as burning people jump 
to their deaths from the Twin Towers.

New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani gets trapped by smoke and 
debris for 20 minutes in a building near the World Trade Center.

Giuliani closes the New York Stock Exchange, which will remain 
shut for four days, and President George W. Bush tells Ameri-
cans to go home, stay home, and wait. 

For a few days life in the US comes to a halt. The impact is devas-
tating for the already weak US economy.

In March, financial markets had already fully grasped the conse-
quences of the dot-com crash, described by the Guardian as “a 
slaughter of dot-com ventures.”

The 2000 slowdown of the US manufacturing sector that ended 
the dot-com boom spreads throughout the US economy in 2001.

As all economic indicators point toward a possible recession, the 
Fed cuts interest rates to reboot the economy.

The Fed will keep cutting rates throughout the decade.

After 9/11, resumed trading on Wall Street takes place in a climate 
of great uncertainty and fear.
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On the first day of trading the market plunges to 8,920 on the 
Dow Jones Index (7.1% from the closing on 9/10).

Across the dealing rooms of the global village echo the eerie 
words of Saudi-born Osama bin Laden, the man behind the 9/11 
attack: “We will bleed the American economy to death.”

While the tragedy unfolds, it becomes clear that together with the 
Dow Jones, Moody’s rating, Coca-Cola, and CNN, terrorism has 
become a global phenomenon.

The apocalyptic images of the collapse of the Twin Towers fuel 
a messianic, religious response from a US administration rich in 
born-again Christians.

“Thousands of lives have been suddenly ended by evil,” says 
Bush, describing Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda and encourag-
ing Americans to pray.

Born from the mujahedin army in the late 1980s, al-Qaeda is its 
ragged vanguard, which promotes Islamic fundamentalism in the 
Muslim world.

Controlled by bin Laden and by the Egyptian doctor al Zawahiri, 
in the late 1990s al-Qaeda becomes the first transnational terror-
ist organization.

Facing two foes, the near enemy of corrupt oligarchic Muslim 
elites and the far away enemy of the US which backs them, al-
Qaeda focuses on the latter.

In 1998 bin Laden ordered the bombing of the US embassies in 
Kenya and Tanzania; in 2000 the attack against the USS Cole in 
Yemen.
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After residing for several years in Sudan, bin Laden moves to 
Afghanistan, where he runs terrorist camps under the protection 
of its rulers, the Taliban.

Mullah Omar, the spiritual leader of the Taliban, shares with al-
Qaeda a strong religious commitment to a deeply conservative 
interpretation of Islam.

In August, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
warns officials that the three most likely disasters to hit the US 
are: a hurricane striking New Orleans, a massive earthquake in 
San Francisco, and a terrorist attack on New York City.

On September 14 the world stands still for three silent minutes in 
honor of the victims while contemplating the forthcoming battle 
between “good and evil.”

Gladiator wins most of the Oscars and becomes the one of the 
most popular films of the year, reinforcing the images of a clash 
between good and evil.

Al-Qaeda’s propaganda couples an archaic vision of Islam with a 
technological knowledge of viral marketing.

This explosive mix spreads al-Qaeda’s apocalyptic message 
worldwide.

9/11 unleashes a make-believe clash between two cultures: West 
and East; two religions: Christianity and Islam; two worlds: pres-
ent and past.

Prof. Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations provides the ideologi-
cal framework for Bush’s crusade: the “war on terror.”
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“Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists,” says the 
US president, forcing the world to revert to the familiar Cold War 
dichotomy now dressed in religious clothes.

In New York, Rudolph Giuliani becomes the beacon of strength 
and hope against the new enemy for New Yorkers, emotionally 
overwhelmed by the tragedy.

“I want the people of New York to be an example to the rest of the 
country, and the rest of the world, that terrorism can’t stop us,” 
proclaims Giuliani.

On the web, anti-American messages from al-Qaeda’s follow-
ers start to surface, encouraging Muslims to attack America and 
American interests abroad.

The rise of Napster enables online file sharing of music, reaching 
26.4m users in February. The music industry, both amazed and 
afraid of its success, begins legal proceedings.

A US Court of Appeals confirms a district court ruling that Nap-
ster has to shut down due to copyright infringements. But the 
music revolution has begun!

It will open the way toward major changes in telecommunications.

Steve Jobs launches the new Mac OS X, Apple’s operating sys-
tem that rivals Microsoft, and attempts to reach world supremacy.

Jobs defines Apple’s long-term vision as the advent of a “digital 
lifestyle.”

The iPod, Apple’s version of a portable media player, hits the 
market in October 2001; in 10 years it would sell 297m units 
worldwide.
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9/11 ends the anemic US economic recovery.

In September, US retail sales drop 2.4%, the largest fall in nine 
years. October sees the highest jump in unemployment in 21 
years, with 415,000 people losing their jobs.

The transportation and insurance industries are badly hit, 
spreading bankruptcy across the blue-chip sector.

The highly conservative PATRIOT Act, which limits US liber-
ties, also blocks the entry of terror and dirty money into the US.

As an anti-money laundering legislation, it gives the US mone-
tary authority the power to monitor all US dollar transactions in 
the world.

Following the introduction of the PATRIOT Act, Muslim inves-
tors repatriate $900bn dollars held in US portfolios for fear of 
harassment from the US government.

Money laundering in the US becomes problematic and migrates 
to Europe.

New alliances between Latin American narcos and the European 
mafia blossom, opening new drug routes from South America to 
Europe via western Africa.

The international banking community does not like the 
PATRIOT Act and advises clients to switch from dollar to euro 
investments.

The dollar value vis-à-vis the euro starts to fall as both legitimate 
and illegal businesses switch to the euro.
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Antiterrorist legislation impacts the already bruised antiglo-
balization movement born in Seattle in 1999 during the WTO 
meeting.

At the 27th G8 Summit in Genoa, world leaders gather to discuss 
poverty reduction mechanisms.

The antiglobalization movement defines the G8 as an illegitimate 
attempt by eight countries to use their economic power to set 
rules for the entire world.

The Italian government suspends the Schengen Agreement, 
which allows freedom of movement inside the EU, and seals the 
Red Zone, where the summit takes place.

The G8 lasts three days. A crowd of 200,000 NO-GLOBAL 
demonstrators overshadows the world leaders.

During the G8, 329 protestors are arrested; 400 more are injured, 
together with 100 policemen.

The dark side of globalization fuels a clash between Western lead-
ers and youth movements. Years later it will resurface in Europe 
when unemployed youth will demand jobs.

The environment is one of the main topics of this clash.

11 leading scientists of the US National Academy of Sciences say 
that the atmosphere is getting warmer due to human activity.

Tropical Storm Allison produces 36 inches of rain in Houston, 
Texas, killing 22 and causing more than $5bn of damage overall.

Bush refuses to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, which limits carbon emis-
sions.
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Wikipedia, an online interactive encyclopedia, is launched on the 
Internet. It will become the voice of the people.

In October, the US passes an unsuccessful $100bn economic 
stimulus package to revive the agonizing economy. Then comes 
the anthrax scare.

Spending freezes and fear spreads as media outlets and govern-
ment officials receive letters that contain deadly anthrax spores. 
Five people die.

“You cannot stop us. We have this Anthrax. You die now. Are you 
afraid?” reads the letters that spread the threat of biological ter-
rorism linked to 9/11.

The politics of fear start to take shape: in the collective imagina-
tion, tomorrow will bring more menace than today.

To date, authorities have not determined the origin of the letters, 
nor have they unraveled the anthrax mystery.

Bush directs anguish toward Iraq: “Facing clear evidence of 
peril, we cannot wait for the final proof, the smoking gun that 
could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.”

On October 7, to find and punish terrorists or “those harboring ter-
rorists,” the US and an international coalition attack Afghanistan.

“We are supported by the collective will of the world,” Bush says. 
About 40 nations come on board in the nascent antiterror coali-
tion. The war on terror has begun.

Italy, which had just elected media magnate Silvio Berlusconi 
prime minister, joins the coalition. Berlusconi is one of the 50 
richest men in the world.



10	 10	Years	That	Shook	the	World

Under US pressure, Pakistan becomes the United States’ chief 
ally in the war on terror.

General Pervez Musharraf, who had come to power during a mil-
itary coup in 1999, appoints himself president of Pakistan.

President Bush ends sanctions on Pakistan for developing 
nuclear power in 1998, reschedules its debt, and helps Musharraf 
consolidate his power.

In spite of their improving relationship, China and the US get 
tangled in a diplomatic incident when a US spy plane and a Chi-
nese jet collide.

In the US, the cloning of human embryos for stem cell research, 
considered the best hope for finding cures for Alzheimer’s and 
Parkinson’s, sparks a violent debate.

The use of embryonic stem cell research drives the ire of pro-life, 
antiabortion, and religious groups who believe the embryo has a 
life of its own.

Bush allows funding for research using only existing stem cell lines, 
“where the decision on life and death has already been made.”

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone opens in 8,200 US theaters, 
about 1/4 of all those available, earning an unprecedented $93.5m 
in one weekend.

In November, an American Airlines plane crashes in Queens, 
New York, killing all 255 people on board. People fear another 
terrorist attack.
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The menace of terrorism sparks a renewed interest in the stalled 
Middle East peace process. In 2001 alone, 800 people die in the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Violence erupts again in Israel when three suicide bombers 
attack Jerusalem and the port city of Haifa, killing 25 Israelis.

Ariel Sharon’s newly elected Israeli government bombs targets 
in the West Bank and Gaza in retaliation for the Jerusalem and 
Haifa suicide attack.

Former Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic, on trial in The 
Hague for genocide and crimes against humanity during the civil 
war in the former Yugoslavia, rejects the authority of the Human 
Rights Court.

The Irish Republican Army (IRA) declares that it has begun dis-
mantling its arms arsenal as agreed in the peace process with the 
UK government.

In December, to counteract rising unemployment and revive 
consumer spending, the Fed cuts interest rates for a record 11th 
time in 2001.

Enron files for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection five days after 
Dynegy, the Texan energy company, cancels an $8.4bn buyout bid.

The Taliban regime collapses and coalition forces nominate 
Hamid Karzai, the US-backed candidate, to head the transitional 
government in Afghanistan.

The shoe bomber, Richard Reid, is arrested when he fails to det-
onate his shoes on an Air France flight from Paris to Miami.


