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Figure 4. Hijacker’s Network Neighborhood

This dense under-layer of prior trusted relationships made the hijacker network both stealth and
resilient.  Although we don’t know all of the internal ties of the hijackers’ network it appears that many
of the ties were concentrated around the pilots.  This is a risky move for a covert network.  Concen-
trating both unique skills and connectivity in the same nodes makes the network easier to disrupt –
once it is discovered.  Peter Klerks (Klerks 2001) makes an excellent argument for targeting those nodes
in the network that have unique skills. By removing those necessary skills from the project, we can
inflict maximum damage to the project mission and goals.  It is possible that those with unique skills
would also have unique ties within the network. Because of their unique human capital and their high
social capital the pilots were the richest targets for removal from the network.  Unfortunately they were
not discovered in time.
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I was amazed at how sparse the network was and how
distant many of the hijackers on the same team were
from each other.  Many pairs of team members where
beyond the horizon of observability (Friedkin, 1983)
from each other – many on the same flight were more
than 2 steps away from each other.  Keeping cell mem-
bers distant from each other, and from other cells,
minimizes damage to the network if a cell member is
captured or otherwise compromised.  Usama bin
Laden even described this strategy on his infamous
video tape which was found in a hastily deserted house
in Afghanistan. In the transcript (Department of
Defense, 2001) bin Laden mentions: 

Those who were trained to fly didn’t know the others. 
One group of people did not know the other group. 

The metrics for the network in Figure 2 are shown
below and in Table 1. We see a very long mean path
length, 4.75,  for a network of less than 20 nodes.
From this metric and bin Laden’s comments above we
see that covert networks trade efficiency for secrecy. 
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Yet, work has to be done, plans have to be executed.
How does a covert network accomplish its goals?
Through the judicious use of transitory short-cuts
(Watts, 1999) in the network.   Meetings are held that
connect distant parts of the network to coordinate
tasks and report progress.  After the coordination is
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