


Public Opinion on 
War and Terror: 
Manipulated or 
Manipulating?

B y  J o h n  M u e l l e r



Copyright © 2021 by the Cato Institute 
All rights reserved

Cover design by Jon Meyers

Print ISBN: 978-1-952223-31-0
Digital ISBN: 978-1-952223-32-7

Mueller, John. “Public Opinion on War and Terror: Manipulated or Manipulating?,” White Paper, Cato Institute, 
Washington, DC, August 10, 2021. https://doi.org/10.36009/WP.20210810.

Printed in the United States of America

Cato Institute
1000 Massachusetts Ave. NW
Washington, DC 20001
www.cato.org

https://www.cato.org/white-paper/public-opinion-war-terror


Contents
Executive Summary � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 1
Introduction � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 2
9/11 and the Terror Threat � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 4

Anxiety about Terrorism after 9/11 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 4
Domestic and International Terrorism � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 7

The Rise of ISIS � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 9
Wars in Iraq and Elsewhere � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 11

Patterns in Support for War � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 13
Partisan Differences � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 15

Public Opinion as a Primary Driver � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 16
Successes and Failures of the Persuasion Process � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 16
Agenda Setting � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 18
Shifting Fears � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 19

Conclusion� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 21
Notes � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 22



1

Executive Summary

Leaders, elites, and the media may put ideas on the 

shelf, but that doesn’t mean people will buy them. 

And when they do, it may often be best to conclude 

that the message has struck a responsive chord rather than 

that the public has been manipulated.

As people sort through offerings on display, they pick and 

choose which ideas to embrace and which threats to fear. 

Some ideas become salient or even go viral while others stir no 

interest whatever. People can accept cues from those seeking 

to “manipulate” them—such as public officials, party leaders, 

opinion elites, the media, and advertisers. They can let them-

selves be affected by social and group influences or identities. 

They can respond to facts. They can apply rough, but ready, 

preexisting heuristics or attitudes, or “core” or “gut” values. Or 

they can simply succumb to whim and caprice.

This paper, mostly applying public opinion trend data, 

briefly illustrates the dynamic by assessing the public reac-

tion in the United States to three episodes: First, the terror-

ist attacks of September 11, 2001, focusing particularly on 

the fact that anxieties about terrorism persist despite rea-

sonable expectations that they would have waned. Second, 

the extensive alarm inspired in the United States by the 

rise in 2014 of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). 

Third, the 2003 Iraq War, evaluating the degree to which 

the George W. Bush administration was able to manage 

public opinion before and during the war, with some com-

parisons with public opinion on other wars, particularly 

the 1991 Gulf War.

In general, it finds that the public is not very manipulable 

at least on such salient issues as these. Indeed, it often ap-

pears that the public is manipulating the would-be manipu-

lators more than the other way around. Moreover, after the 

public has clearly embraced a fear or idea, leaders, elites, and 

the media will often find more purchase in servicing the idea 

than in seeking to change it.

More broadly, this thesis jells with studies finding that 

90 percent of new products fail to sell despite massive pro-

motion campaigns, that advertising in political campaigns 

has at best only a marginal impact, that the media tends to 

pursue stories not only for their intrinsic importance but for 

their ability to generate clicks, and that the U.S. president’s 

supposed “bully pulpit” is neither.

JOHN MUELLER is a political scientist at Ohio State University and a senior fellow at the Cato Institute. Among his books are War, Presidents and Public Opinion; 
Policy and Opinion in the Gulf War; War and Ideas: Selected Essays; Chasing Ghosts: The Policing of Terrorism (with Mark G. Stewart); The Stupidity of War: 
American Foreign Policy and the Case for Complacency; and Astaire Dancing: The Musical Films. He is a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.
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Introduction
James Risen is certainly correct to observe that “fear 

sells.”1 However, H. L. Mencken pushes too far when he 

says that “the whole aim of practical politics is to keep the 

populace alarmed (and hence clamorous to be led to safety) 

by menacing it with an endless series of hobgoblins.”2 

Not all efforts to sell fear, threats, or ideas more gener-

ally find a receptive audience. People are regularly bom-

barded with ideas, and as they sort through these ideas, 

they pick and choose which to embrace and which to fear. 

For example, Americans believe that terrorism is a threat 

but don’t fear genetically modified food, and a great many 

remain substantially unmoved by warnings about global 

warming—even in the face of warnings that sometimes 

reach apocalyptic proportions.

This paper, mostly applying public opinion trend data, il-

lustrates the dynamics of public opinion formation by assess-

ing the public reaction in the United States to three episodes:

1. the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, focusing 

particularly on the fact that anxieties about terror-

ism persist despite reasonable expectations that they 

would have waned;

2. the extensive alarm inspired in the United States by 

the rise in 2014 of the vicious Middle East insurgent 

or terrorist group, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS); and

3. the 2003 Iraq War, evaluating the degree to which the 

George W. Bush administration was able to manage 

public opinion before and during the war, with some 

comparisons with public opinion on other wars, par-

ticularly the 1991 Gulf War.3

In general, it finds that the public is not very manipu-

lable at least on such salient issues as these. Leaders, elites, 

and the media may propose, but that doesn’t mean people 

will necessarily buy the message. And when they do, it 

may well often be best to conclude that the message has 

struck a responsive chord rather than that the public has 

been manipulated. Indeed, it often appears that the public 

is manipulating the would-be manipulators more than the 

other way around. The last sections of this paper discuss 

that proposition more fully and broadly, and although the 

data come from the United States, it seems likely that the 

process under discussion has wide applicability.

One example may help explain the dynamic: a famine in 

Ethiopia in the mid-1980s inspired great public concern in 

the United States. This phenomenon is often taken to have 

been media-generated because it was only after the fam-

ine received prominent media coverage that it entered the 

public consciousness. But a study by Christopher Bosso 

suggests a different interpretation. At first the media were 

reluctant to cover the famine at all because they reckoned 

this story to be, like other African famines, a “dog-bites-man” 

event. However, going against the journalistic consensus, NBC 

decided to do a three-day sequence on the famine in October 

1984. This inspired a huge public response, whereupon NBC 

gave the story extensive follow-up coverage, and its television 

and print competitors scrambled to get on the bandwagon, 

deluging their customers with information that, to the me-

dia’s surprise, was actually in demand.4

There is a sense, of course, in which it could be said that 

NBC “caused” the phenomenon: it put the issue on the pub-

lic’s radar and primed its reaction to the event. Once the pub-

lic was aware of the famine, NBC then “magnified” the event. 

But the network was constantly doing three-day stories, and 

this one just happened to catch on; there have been plenty 

of famines in Africa, including a later one in Somalia that 

“People are regularly bombarded 
with ideas, and as they sort 
through these ideas, they pick 
and choose which to embrace and 
which to fear.”



3

Introduction

the United States in part caused, but none inspired the same 

reaction as the Ethiopian crisis. It seems more accurate to say 

that NBC put the issue on the shelf—alongside a great many 

others—and that it was the public that put it on the media’s 

ongoing coverage agenda by demanding, and responding to, 

the magnification of the story. Ironically, Bosso’s study is pub-

lished in a book titled Manipulating Public Opinion. In a very 

important sense, it seems clear that in this case the public was 

manipulating the media, not the other way around.

This experience suggests that the public can be remark-

ably capricious about the events and information by which 

it chooses to be moved. Some offerings become salient or 

even go viral while others stir no interest.5 People can ac-

cept cues from those seeking to “manipulate” them—such 

as public officials, party leaders, opinion elites, the media, 

and advertisers.6 They can let themselves be affected by so-

cial and group influences or identities.7 They can respond 

to facts.8 They can apply rough, but ready, preexisting 

heuristics or attitudes, or “core” or “gut” values. Or they 

can simply succumb to whim and caprice.9

But prediction is, to say the least, uncertain, and the ques-

tion of what “causes” an opinion to crystallize or even go 

viral becomes tricky. For example, someone once countered 

existing fashion by wearing his baseball hat backward. The 

response was favorable: a considerable number of people 

deemed the innovation to be cool and followed the example. 

But does this mean the fashion leader “manipulated” the fol-

lowers? One suspects that if the same person had worn his hat 

with the brim to the side, the same responders would have 

reacted negatively. The relevant “causal” variable seems to be 

rooted in the psychology of the exposed—or in their neurons 

or genes—not so much in the intention of the “trendsetter.”

It’s also useful to examine two arenas in which efforts to 

manipulate the public are clearly paramount: commercial 

marketing and election campaigning. For each, the success 

rate is rather unimpressive.

Although consumers embrace some commercial prod-

ucts, most products—no matter how well packaged or 

promoted—fail to ignite acceptance or even passing interest. 

“Build a better mousetrap,” Ralph Waldo Emerson suppos-

edly once said, “and the world will beat a path to your door.” 

However, the implication of this homely homily is savagely 

mistaken: it is untrue that all you have to do to profit is to 

create a better product after which people will eagerly snap 

it up without further effort on your part. In fact, according 

to John Lienhard, there have been well over 4,400 patents 

issued for mousetraps in the United States and, although at 

least some of them must represent decided improvements, 

only a few have made any money.10 Indeed, the failure rate for 

new products and services is something like 80 to 90 per-

cent.11 For high-tech startups the failure rate may be closer to 

95 percent.12 If extensive purposeful promotion could guaran-

tee acceptance, we’d all be driving Edsels and drinking New 

Coke—legendary marketing failures in 1958 and 1985 by two 

of the (otherwise) most successful businesses in history: the 

Ford Motor Company and Coca-Cola.

Much the same holds for political campaigning. As Diana 

Mutz points out, “the scholarly consensus” on the degree to 

which campaign advertising shifts votes is that the impact 

“is marginal at most.” Moreover, even when advertising ef-

fects do occur, they “appear to be short lived.”13 An examina-

tion of 49 field experiments found any “persuasive effects” 

of campaigning to be “minimal.”14 Like those seeking to 

peddle the better mousetrap, those who seek to sell ideas 

are at the mercy of the reaction—and the whims and 

caprices—of those they are seeking to “manipulate.” And 

they fail far more often than they succeed.

In the same manner, the efficacy of the U.S. president’s 

bully pulpit has often been found to be much overrated—a 

prominent study of the issue, in fact, is titled On Deaf 

Ears.15 Thus, when President George W. Bush vigorously 

tried to sell Social Security reform in the wake of his reelec-

tion in 2004, he found that the more he tried to rally public 

opinion on the issue, the lower support for the idea sank.16

“The public can be remarkably 
capricious about the events and 
information by which it chooses to 
be moved. Some offerings become 
salient or even go viral while others 
stir no interest.”
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9/11 and the Terror Threat
Many contend that the public’s fears about international 

terrorism are manipulated by members of “the terrorism 

industry”—the media, businesses with relevant commercial 

products to sell, “experts” seeking the spotlight, and politi-

cians trying to gain leadership credentials.17 It seems likely, 

however, that such threat entrepreneurs are more nearly 

playing to, and perhaps exacerbating, existing fears rather 

than creating them.

ANX IETY  ABOUT  TERROR ISM 
AFTER  9 / 11

The public anxiety over terrorism that erupted after the 

attacks of September 11, 2001, is a case in point. The number 

of people who replied “terrorism” when asked the peren-

nial poll question, “what do you think is the most important 

problem facing this country today?” registered at zero on the 

day before the attacks and 46 percent on the day after.18 This 

abrupt change, obviously, was created by the event itself, 

not by elite cues, peer pressure, media coverage, or authori-

tative narratives.19

Poll questions specifically focused on terrorism during the 

decade and a half after that event generally find little decline 

in the degree to which Americans voice concern about 

terrorism. Although other issues—particularly economic 

ones—often eclipse terrorism as a topic of daily concern, the 

9/11 attacks and the fears that they inspired clearly con-

tinue to resonate in the American mind.20 On some ques-

tions, concerns about terrorism soared at the time of the 

9/11 attacks, dropped in subsequent months, but then failed 

to decline much further in the years thereafter. On other 

questions, the rates of concern expressed at the time of the 

attacks never declined, remaining at much the same level 

over the subsequent decade and a half.

The first pattern can be seen in Figure 1, which shows 

the public’s responses to the vivid, clear, and personal 

question of their own perceived vulnerability to terrorism. 

Immediately after the 9/11 attacks, those who professed to 

be very or somewhat worried that they or a family mem-

ber might become a victim of terrorism spiked to around 

60 percent. This declined to around 40 percent by the end of 

2001, a level that held at least through 2019, when the ques-

tion was last asked.

The second pattern is displayed in Figure 2, which re-

flects concerns over the likelihood of another terrorist attack 

“causing large numbers of American lives to be lost.” The 

percentage of respondents holding such an attack to be very 

or somewhat likely “in the near future” registered at over 

70 percent in the immediate aftermath of September 11, 2001; 

it was still at that level when the question was last asked in 

2017. It spiked even higher at the time of the terrorist attacks 

in London in 2005 and in Paris at the end of 2015, each of 

which killed dozens of people.21 Nor did the killing of Osama 

bin Laden in May 2011 prove to be a moment of closure.

These findings are rather surprising because there is 

reason to have expected that concerns and anxieties about 

terrorism would erode over time. To begin with, objectively 

speaking, there is little reason for Americans to fear Islamist 

terrorism. Indeed, since the 9/11 attacks, Islamist terror-

ists have managed to kill a total of about 100 people in the 

United States (49 in a single shooting), or about five per 

year.22 Moreover, there were remarkably few major Islamist 

terror attacks in other countries in the developed world, 

“Many contend that the public’s 
fears about international terrorism 
are manipulated by members 
of ‘the terrorism industry.’ Such 
threat entrepreneurs are more 
nearly playing to, and perhaps 
exacerbating, existing fears rather 
than creating them.”



5

9/11 and the Terror Threat

particularly during the decade after 2005. In addition, noth-

ing remotely comparable to 9/11 has occurred anywhere 

in the world: the 9/11 attack stands out as an aberration.23 

Indeed, over the past several decades, data gathered in the 

University of Maryland’s Global Terrorism Database suggest 

that there has scarcely been a terrorist act, within a war zone 

or outside it, that (as a single event) inflicted even one-tenth 

as much destruction as the 9/11 attacks. And international 

terrorist groups have failed since to consummate any attack 

of any magnitude on American soil (or, for that matter, in 

the air around it), while the homegrown terrorist “plotters” 

who have been apprehended have mostly proved—while 

perhaps somewhat dangerous at least in a few cases—to be 

amateurish and almost absurdly incompetent. In a RAND 

Corporation’s summary assessment from Brian Jenkins, 

“their numbers remain small, their determination limp, and 

their competence poor.”24

It might be expected that the huge increases in 

counterterrorism efforts and spending—totaling well over 

$1 trillion—would have something of a reassuring effect on 

public consciousness. Indeed, Michael Hayden recalls a dic-

tum he issued as the director of the National Security Agency 

two days after 9/11: “We were going to keep America free 

by making Americans feel safe.”25 America has remained 

free, but the polls strongly suggest that it is not because 

Americans came to feel safe.
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It is also important to note that it is rather easy to regis-

ter a change of opinion in these polls. Most questions, as 

in Figures 1 and 2, provide a graduated response range that 

makes it easy to report and observe even small levels of 

opinion change. For example, respondents are not obligated 

to choose between deeming another terrorist attack to be ei-

ther likely or unlikely. Rather, they can go from “very likely” 

to “somewhat likely” or from “somewhat unlikely” to “not 

too likely.” For the most part, they have declined to do so, at 

least in the aggregate.

Of direct import to this paper’s purpose, terror-related 

alarmism from public officials and media organizations actu-

ally declined over the years. In particular, explicit predictions 

that the United States will need to brace itself for a large 

imminent attack, so common in the years after September 11, 

2001, became rare. In the run-up to the 2004 election, for 

example, Homeland Security chief Tom Ridge informed the 

public that “extremists abroad are anticipating near-term at-

tacks that they believe will either rival, or exceed, the attacks 

that occurred in New York and the Pentagon and the fields of 

Pennsylvania” while Attorney General John Ashcroft, with FBI 

Director Robert Mueller standing beside him, announced that 

“Al Qaeda plans to attempt an attack on the United States in 

the next few months [with the] specific intention to hit the 

United States hard.”26 We haven’t heard proclamations of im-

mediate peril like that for well over a decade.27
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numbers of lives to be lost?” (Quinnipiac, Washington Post)
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9/11 and the Terror Threat

And it certainly appears that there has been a notable 

reduction in experts voicing concern that terrorists will 

acquire weapons of mass destruction, especially nuclear 

ones, a major preoccupation for several years after the 9/11 

attacks. It was in 2004 that Harvard University’s Graham 

Allison issued his “considered judgment that on the cur-

rent path, a nuclear terrorist attack on America in the 

decade ahead is more likely than not.”28 Meanwhile, former 

Secretary of Defense William Perry calculated an even 

chance of a nuclear terror strike within the next six years, 

while in 2007 physicist Richard Garwin put the likeli-

hood of a nuclear explosion on an American or European 

city by terrorists or other means at 20 percent per year, or 

87 percent over a 10-year period.29

Media attention to terrorism also generally declined over 

the years following 2001; although, this reversed somewhat 

after the dramatic and attention-arresting rise of ISIS in 2014. 

The general decline in terrorism interest is observable in the 

public opinion data represented in Figures 1 and 2. In recent 

years, polling agencies have substantially reduced the fre-

quency with which they polled on terrorism-related issues.

It certainly appears that, far from creating or perpetuat-

ing these (rather irrational) public fears, elites have been 

governed by (or manipulated by) them. Thus, leaders seem 

incapable of pointing out that an American’s chance of being 

killed by a terrorist is 1 in 4 million per year or that Islamist 

terrorists have killed about five people per year in the United 

States since 2001.30 And to suggest that the risk posed by 

terrorism might be at an acceptable level (or even to discuss 

the issue) appears to be utterly impossible.31

For the media and other “opinion leaders,” the incen-

tives were (and are) to play to the consensus galleries 

and to stoke their fears: if the public remains terrified by 

terrorism, there is likely to be considerably more purchase 

in servicing those fears than in seeking to counter them. 

It is thus probably best to see public opinion as a pri-

mary driver—or cause—in the excessive counterterror-

ism policies that took place after September 11, 2001. In 

2010, anthropologist Scott Atran mused, “Perhaps never in 

the history of human conflict have so few people with so 

few actual means and capabilities frightened so many.”32 

And that continues to be true. If people want to be afraid, 

nothing will stop them. In this case, the public could not 

be “manipulated” by facts, by the absence of large terror-

ist attacks, by declines in alarmism by public figures, or by 

reduced media coverage of the issue.

DOMEST IC  AND  INTERNAT IONAL 
TERROR ISM

However, as it happens, the public’s lingering concern is 

not so much with terrorism per se but with international 

terrorism specifically. The most plausible explanation for the 

remarkable absence of erosion in terrorism-related concerns 

is that the public regards Islamist terrorism as part of a large 

and hostile conspiracy and network that is international in 

scope and rather spooky.33 In the words of Clem Brooks and 

Jeff Manza, Islamist terrorism is seen to be a “subversive 

enemy” that is “foreign in origin but with possible domestic 

supporters organized in covert cells, hidden yet seemingly 

everywhere, and providing a direct and open ideological 

challenge to American democracy and capitalism.”34

In stark contrast, the public is not nearly as moved by 

terrorism that does not have an external referent. There 

were hundreds of terrorist attacks in the United States in 

the 1970s.35 However, these were mainly domestic in origin 

and scope: for the most part, they did not have a signifi-

cant foreign or external referent and are little remembered. 

That holds even for the highly destructive Oklahoma City 

attack that killed 168 people in 1995. In the aftermath of 

that bombing, as shown in Figure 1, over 40 percent of the 

public reported being worried about becoming a victim 

of terrorism. However, unlike the post-2001 dynamic, this 

percentage declined considerably in the years following the 

Oklahoma City bombing.

“If the public remains terrified 
by terrorism, there is likely to 
be considerably more purchase 
in servicing those fears than in 
seeking to counter them.”
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A potentially instructive comparison is with concerns 

about domestic Communists during the Cold War. Like they 

believe today that Islamist terrorists are within our midst, 

many Americans after World War II believed that domes-

tic Communists were connected to, and agents of, a vast, 

foreign-based conspiracy to topple America. Extravagant 

alarmist proclamations about the degree to which such “mas-

ters of deceit” and “enemies from within” presented a threat to 

the republic found a receptive audience.36 In contrast, there ap-

parently was no audience during the Cold War for the proposi-

tion that the threat presented by domestic Communists was 

overblown. That is, no one ever seems to have said in public, 

“Many domestic Communists adhere to a foreign ideology 

that ultimately has as its goal the destruction of capitalism and 

democracy and by violence if necessary; however, they do not 

present much of a danger, are actually quite a pathetic bunch, 

and couldn’t subvert their way out of a wet paper bag. Why are 

we expending so much time, effort, and treasure on this issue?”

Press and political concern about the internal Communist 

enemy probably peaked in 1954, when some 40 percent of 

the public deemed domestic Communists to present a great 

or very great danger. Although the central attention of 

the press (and of the public) turned to other matters (as it 

essentially did after the 9/11 attacks), concerns about exter-

nally linked domestic Communists, like concerns about ex-

ternally linked domestic terrorists after 2001, seem to have 

crystallized within the public consciousness. As a result, 

the percentage considering these threats a danger barely 

declined in the ensuing 10 years even though media inter-

est fell greatly—indeed, by a factor of about 10. When last 

tapped in the mid-1970s—a full 20 years after its probable 

peak—concern about the domestic Communist danger 

was still at 30 percent even while press attention to that 

internal enemy had fallen to zero for the simple reason that 

there was not much of anything to report about its antics.37 

This phenomenon also suggests that continuous reminders 

about a threat are not needed to sustain public alarm.

“Concerns about externally linked 
domestic terrorists seem to have 
crystallized within the public 
consciousness, and continuous 
reminders about the threat are not 
needed to sustain public alarm.”
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The Rise of ISIS
One of the most remarkable phenomena of the past 

several years is the way an especially vicious militant group 

calling itself the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) cap-

tured and exercised the imagination of the public through-

out the world, even in Western countries that were scarcely 

directly affected.38 It burst into official and public attention 

with some military victories in Iraq and Syria—particularly 

taking over Iraq’s second largest city, Mosul, in June 2014.39

As shown in Figure 3, the American public at first saw 

the situation in Iraq as a minor problem—at any rate, hav-

ing withdrawn from Iraq at the end of 2011, it was initially 

unprepared to send American troops to help when civil war 

seemed to erupt yet again in the beleaguered country.40 

Outraged at ISIS’s brutalities, however, the United States 

and other Western nations began bombing ISIS’s posi-

tions in 2014 after the fall of Mosul, and in response to this, 

ISIS members, unable to attack these countries directly, 

retaliated by performing and webcasting several behead-

ings of defenseless Western hostages in the late summer 

and early fall of 2014.41 These vicious acts escalated alarm. 

Following the webcast beheadings of Americans—tragic 

and disgusting but hardly the level of destruction wreaked 

on 9/11—some 60 to 80 percent of the American public 

came to view ISIS as a major security threat to the United 

States. And, although only 17 percent had advocated send-

ing American ground troops to fight ISIS immediately after 

its surprising success in Mosul, after the beheadings, that 

support rose to over 40 percent. For a while in February 

2015, after the death (apparently in a Jordanian airstrike) 

of an American captive, Kayla Mueller, support spiked even 

higher—to upward of 60 percent. Indeed, on a separate 

poll in 2016, of the 83 percent who said they were following 

the news about ISIS closely, fully 77 percent said that they 

deemed ISIS to present “a serious threat to the existence 

or survival of the U.S.,” and two-thirds of these said they 

felt “strongly” about it.42 Although ISIS inspired dozens of 

homegrown terrorist plots in the United States between 

2015 and 2018, none of these involved ISIS operatives or 

fighters from the Middle East who had infiltrated or re-

turned to the country.

Elites did likely help to create the alarm over ISIS, and 

then, sensing a responsive audience, they were soon feeding 

it. After the beheadings began, Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) 

insisted that “the threat ISIS poses cannot be overstated”—

effectively proclaiming, as columnist Dan Froomkin sug-

gests, hyperbole on the subject to be impossible.43 Equally 

inspired, Sen. Jim Inhofe (R-OK), born before World War II, 

extravagantly claimed that “we’re in the most dangerous po-

sition we’ve ever been in” and that ISIS is “rapidly develop-

ing a method of blowing up a major U.S. city.”44

For its part, the media quickly became canny about 

weaving audience-grabbing references to ISIS into any 

story about terrorism. Especially impressive was the 

ingenious ploy of the editors at the Daily Beast when it 

published a thoughtful article titled “How ISIS’s ‘Attack 

America’ Plan Is Working.”45 The teaser for the article left 

out the word “how,” cleverly transforming the message of 

the piece in an effort, presumably, to attract frightened read-

ers and to service their alarm. Such clickbaiting behavior 

continued even as ISIS went into decline.46

But it was a dramatic (and disgusting) event, the webcast 

beheadings in the Middle East, that seems to have been 

critical.47 Although media and elite cue-givers certainly 

played a role in this remarkable phenomenon, events mostly, 

or at least substantially, triggered the essential dynamic of 

the public alarm.

“The media quickly became canny 
about weaving audience-grabbing 
references to ISIS into any story 
about terrorism.”
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Perception of ISIS as a major security threat and support for ground troops, 2014–2017

Figure 3

Sources: CBS, New York Times, CNN, Opinion Research Corporation, Reason-Rupe, Pew Research Center, Quinnipiac, Fox, Gallup.

A. “In response to the recent violence in Iraq, do you favor or oppose the United States sending ground troops into Iraq?” 

(CBS/New York Times)
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B. “Do you favor or oppose the United States sending ground troops into combat operations against ISIS forces in Iraq or

Syria?” (CNN/Opinion Research Corporation)

C. “Do you favor or oppose the United States sending ground troops into Iraq or Syria to fight ISIS (Islamic) militants?” 

(CBS/New York Times)

D. “Would you favor/support or oppose the United States sending ground troops to fight ISIS (Islamic militants) in Iraq 

and Syria?” (Reason-Rupe, Pew Research Center, Quinnipiac)

E. “Do you think the U.S. military should have combat troops on the ground in Iraq or not?” (Quinnipiac)

F. “Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the United States taking that action in Iraq in response to the current 

situation . . . Putting U.S. troops back on the ground.” (Fox)

G. “Do you support or oppose the United States sending ground troops back into Iraq to help the Iraqi government defeat

Islamic militants?” (Quinnipiac)

H. “Please tell me whether you favor or oppose each of the following . . . Sending U.S. ground troops to Iraq or Syria.” 

(CNN/Opinion Research Corporation)

I. “Would you favor or oppose the United States sending ground troops to Iraq and Syria in order to assist groups in

those countries that are fighting the Islamic militants (commonly known as ISIS)?” (Gallup)
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Wars in Iraq and Elsewhere
Throughout the decade after the 1991 Gulf War, polls in 

the United States document a fair degree of support for the 

use of military force to depose Iraq’s Saddam Hussein.48 In 

early 2001, as Figure 4 shows, 55 percent of respondents 

favored the idea of “invading Iraq with U.S. ground troops 

in an attempt to remove Saddam Hussein from power.” 

However, despite this potential opening, hawkish politi-

cians and elites apparently still considered an invasion to 

be a nonstarter, and few, if any, advocated such a course 

at the time: there were public declarations and congres-

sional appropriations to support opposition groups in Iraq, 

but no one was really calling for a war to depose Saddam 

Hussein.49

As Figure 4 also shows, the percentage of the 

American public favoring an invasion of Iraq leapt to 

nearly 75 percent by the end of November 2001, which 

was not only after 9/11 but at a time when it seemed that 

the invasion of Afghanistan, which began October 7, had 

been a remarkable success. The insistence of elites or the 

media may have paid some role here, but at the time, the 

chief focus was on 9/11 and on the Afghan War—in Bush’s 

speech announcing the upcoming Afghan venture, for 

example, Iraq is only mentioned once and then simply 

as the enemy that the United States had fought a decade 

earlier. The public reaction documented in that poll, 

however, may have helped encourage the discussions that 

0

20

40

60

80

100

2001 2002 200�

P
e
r
c
e
n
t

Support for invasion of Iraq, 2001–2003

Figure 4

Source: Gallup.

Note: WMD = weapons of mass destruction
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were then underway within the administration about 

launching a war against Iraq; and in his State of the Union 

address January 29, 2002, two months after the poll, Bush 

publicly positioned Iraq prominently on his “axis of evil” 

hit list while announcing that Saddam Hussein present-

ed a “grave and growing danger” to the United States.

However, despite such dramatic proclamations from the 

bully pulpit and even though polls found about half the 

population professing to believe that Saddam Hussein had 

been personally involved in the 9/11 attacks,50 support for 

invading Iraq, as shown in Figure 4, dwindled over the next 

several months until by August 2002 it was about where it 

had stood before 9/11.

Then, beginning in August and September 2002, the 

administration launched a concentrated campaign to boost 

support for going to war. However, despite strenuous ef-

forts and general approval or acquiescence by leaders of the 

Democratic Party, it was unable notably to increase that 

support before it launched the war in March 2003: with one 

exception, approval for sending the troops never ranged 

more than 4 percentage points higher (or lower) than the 

55 percent figure tallied shortly after George W. Bush came 

into office in 2001, nine months before 9/11.51

An interesting comparison can be made with the run-up 

to the 1991 Gulf War presided over by George H. W. Bush. 

He, too, spent a great deal of time and effort seeking to boost 

support for sending the American military into action to 

eject Iraq’s invading forces from Kuwait. For the most part, 

however, during the entire course of the debate over war, 

there was little change in the degree to which popular opin-

ion supported the idea of initiating a war in the Persian Gulf. 

People did not become consistently more hawkish or dovish, 

more war eager or war averse, or more or less supportive of 

Bush or his policies. Their perceptions of the reasons behind 

involvement and the reasons for going to war apparently 

did not change very much either. There was, however, an 

increase in fatalism—in the percentage who saw the war as 

inevitable.52 Overall, neither Bush was able to swing public 

opinion toward war—though, conceivably, they were able to 

arrest a deterioration of support for war.

Some evidence suggests that if an alternative perspective 

on going to war had been more effectively promulgated in 

the run-up to the Iraq War, it might have been effective at 

reducing support for war—that is, at least some Americans 

would have reversed their favorability for war if they had seen 

certain arguments against it. In Going to War in Iraq, Stanley 

Feldman, Leonie Huddy, and George Marcus argue that some 

people—well-informed Democrats and independents in 

particular—were responsive to arguments opposing the Iraq 

War during its run-up. For the most part, such people could 

find these arguments only in a subset of newspapers, but if 

they did come across them, the arguments “had resonance” or 

found a “receptive” audience or “aroused strong opposition.” 

At the same time, Republicans so informed chose to remain ut-

terly unmoved. Thus, in this case “newspaper content”—that 

is, information that happened to be presented, or put on the 

shelf, by some newspapers—“appears to have shaped directly 

public support for the war,” at least for those predisposed to 

being shaped.53 In another study, one with a cross-national 

perspective, Matthew Baum and Philip Potter stressed the role 

of parties or party elites who, mainly through the media, were 

able to alert voters to what they considered to be foreign policy 

missteps and failures. They found that opposition to the Iraq 

War was generally strongest in countries where, for various 

reasons concerning electoral structure and media access, the 

anti-war argument was most successfully promulgated.54 

However, as with the Feldman, Huddy, and Marcus study, 

“Despite dramatic proclamations 
from the bully pulpit, support 
for invading Iraq dwindled until 
it was about where it had stood 
before 9/11. The administration, 
despite strenuous efforts and 
general approval or acquiescence 
by leaders of the Democratic Party, 
was unable notably to increase that 
support before it launched the war 
in March 2003.”
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this seems to be more nearly a commentary on the potential 

potency of the anti-war argument to receptive people than on 

the effectiveness or agility of those bearing the message or of 

the media transmitting it.

PATTERNS  IN  SUPPORT  FOR  WAR
The experiences in the run-up to the two wars again sug-

gest that there are rather distinct limits to the effectiveness 

of the bully pulpit. However, it does not appear that the 

president necessarily needs public support in advance to 

pull off a military venture.55 The public generally seems to 

be willing to go along—not that it has much choice.56 But 

it reserves the right to object if the cost of the war comes 

to outweigh its perceived benefit. Sometimes the public 

has seemed quite supportive of going to war as troops are 

sent into combat, as in World War II, Korea (1950), Vietnam 

(1965), Panama (1989), Somalia (1992), and Afghanistan 

(2001). At other times, the public has been at best divided on 

war, as in Lebanon (1958 and 1983), Grenada (1983), the Gulf 

War (1991), Haiti (1994), Bosnia (1995), Kosovo (1999), and 

the Iraq War (2003). In some cases, the ventures have been 

accomplished at costs that the public seems to have deemed 

acceptable, as in World War II, Panama, Lebanon (1958), 

Grenada, the Gulf War, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo. In others, 

support dropped as costs grew, as in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, 

and Afghanistan. And in others, the public’s dismay at rising 

costs was met by abrupt early withdrawal, as in Lebanon 

(1983) and Somalia (1993).57 And, of course, if public support 

declines, the opposition party is likely to see it as an advan-

tage to be exploited.

Patterns for war support suggest, then, that the public 

essentially applies a rough cost-benefit calculation when 

considering the value of military intervention, balanc-

ing the perceived benefit of the military mission against 

its perceived costs. These generally follow a familiar pat-

tern: as American casualties and other costs mount, there 

is at first a rather strong erosion in support; then, there 

may be a more gradual (sometimes a much more gradual) 

decline.58 Thus, in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq, support de-

creased as casualties—whether of draftees, volunteers, or 

reservists—increased.

Although this suggests that Americans have a sense of, 

and react to, war’s increasing costs, it does not mean that 

wars are equally supported as costs accrue. Specifically, the 

public placed a far lower value on the stakes in Iraq than it did 

in the earlier anti-Communist wars in Korea and Vietnam. 

Thus, in 2005 the percentage of the American public finding 

intervention in Iraq to have been a mistake, when around 

1,500 Americans had been killed, was about the same as in 

Vietnam at the time of the 1968 Tet Offensive, when about 

20,000 American soldiers had died.59 That is, casualty for ca-

sualty, support dropped far more quickly in the Iraq War than 

it had in either of the two earlier wars. A more extreme case is 

Somalia, where support dropped quickly after fewer than two 

dozen battle deaths.60 This effect is unlikely to be explained 

by a change in cost tolerance. Americans expressed great 

willingness to expend lives to go after al Qaeda in Afghanistan 

in the wake of the 9/11 attack. Using consistent measures, the 

Afghan war was initially supported far more than ventures 

into Korea, Vietnam, or Iraq.61

The public does not seem to be very manipulable as war 

support declines, a process that is, as suggested, dominated 

by a rough comparison of benefit and cost. By contrast, it 

has sometimes been argued that support for war is deter-

mined by the prospects for success rather than by the costs 

of the war—that Americans are “defeat phobic” rather than 

“casualty phobic”—and therefore that “persuading the public 

that a military operation will be successful” is “the linchpin 

of public support.”62 Under the sway of this notion, President 

George W. Bush tried to use the bully pulpit to boost sup-

port for his war by pushing ideas about victory and winning 

in a set of speeches at the end of 2005. In one, surrounded by 

signs that said, “Plan for Victory,” he used the word “victory” 

15 times, twice with the modifier “complete.”63 As with his 

“The public does not seem to 
be very manipulable as war 
support declines, a process that is 
dominated by a rough comparison 
of benefit and cost.”
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very considerable efforts to sell his Social Security plan, how-

ever, the campaign proved futile, as shown in Figure 4.

As it happens, however, things actually did improve in 

Iraq at the time of what was called the “surge”—when Bush 

added troops who were able to work productively with locals 

who had become hostile to the Iraqi insurgents and their 

brutality.64 The American public clearly got the message that 

conditions were improving: between 2007 and 2008, the 

percentage of people who thought U.S. efforts were making 

things better rose from 30 to 46 while those believing that 

they were having no impact dropped from 51 to 32. And the 

percentage holding that the United States was making signifi-

cant progress rose from 36 to 46 while the percentage con-

cluding that it was winning the war rose from 21 to 37. Despite 

this change, however, as Figure 5 suggests, support for the 

war did not increase—nor did it do so on other questions 

designed to tap war support, including questions asking if the 

war had been worth the effort or the right decision or ques-

tions seeking to find how many favored staying in Iraq as 

long as necessary for victory.65 American casualty rates also 

declined after 2007, but this also had no effect on support for 

the war even though there had been studies predicting that 

decreased casualty rates would cause support for the war to 

increase.66 Successful prosecution of a war and reduced casu-

alty rates, it appears, are unlikely to convert people who have 

already decided that the war has not been worth the costs.67

There were blips of ups and downs as support for the 

Iraq War declined, as shown in Figure 5. These seem 

mainly to have been related to factual developments, not 

to media or elite persuasion, and they were often rather 

peculiar. For example, support for the war in Iraq dropped 

for a while at the time of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 as 
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Americans were led to wonder about the nation’s priori-

ties. This decline, however, was more than reversed, it 

appears, by the successful Iraq elections of November 15, 

and within days of those elections, war support dropped 

again to a level slightly lower than was registered before 

either event took place. Similarly, a decline in support in 

2004 at the time of the Abu Ghraib prison disclosures was 

eventually mostly reversed. In addition, support for the 

war temporarily rose after terrorist attacks in London in 

July 2005 and at the time of the fifth anniversary of 9/11 in 

2006, an event and non-event, respectively, that apparent-

ly reminded Americans of what the war was purportedly 

all about. However, other anniversaries or notable terrorist 

events—such as the 2004 Madrid train bombings, which 

were even more destructive than the 2005 London bomb-

ings and were, like the London attacks, extensively covered 

by the media—did not seem to have an effect.68

It should be stressed that the labels supplied for the upward 

and downward bumps in Figure 5 are decidedly ad hoc. After 

the fact, an effort was made to consider what could plausibly 

have triggered or “caused” each rise or fall—although some 

of these phenomena, of course, might simply be caused by 

sampling or other errors in polling procedures. However, tak-

ing the rises and falls at face value, it certainly seems that the 

events that the public happened to consider significant were 

less than fully predictable—a special dilemma for media edi-

tors trying to deliver the news the public wants to hear.

PART ISAN  D I FFERENCES
Besides the decline of support, there was one significant 

public opinion development in the United States during the 

Iraq War, and it seems to owe virtually nothing to either 

the media or opinion leadership. This was the creation 

of a massive partisan division on the war. The public, or 

much of it, has frequently viewed war through partisan 

lenses.69 However, as Gary Jacobson has documented, the 

public opinion partisan split for the Iraq War of 2003 was 

considerably greater than for any military action over the 

previous half century. An interesting comparison on this 

can be made with the 1991 Gulf War. In the run-up to each 

war, Democrats were less likely to support war than were 

Republicans, but the partisan gap among the public was 

far wider in 2003 than in 1991.70 This is remarkable because 

Democratic leaders in Congress stood in strong opposition 

to launching the earlier Gulf War, while they mostly re-

mained silent or were even generally supportive of the war 

effort in Iraq. That is, partisan elites disagreed far more in 

the run-up to the 1991 war, but partisan public opinion dif-

ferences were far greater in the 2003 one.71

The bottom-up phenomenon is also suggested by the 

way organized opposition to the Iraq War grew within the 

Democratic Party. Rather than being led by party elites, the 

Democratic base jerked a reluctant party leadership toward an 

anti-war stance. Base opinion was instrumental in engineer-

ing the party’s 2004 nomination for the presidency of the 

most credible anti-war candidate, John Kerry. Then, in the 

2006 and 2008 elections, Democratic activists worked to 

field successful anti-war candidates for the House and Senate, 

many of them Iraq War veterans, substantially increasing in 

each case the number of Democratic seats. And, in 2008, Iraq 

War opponents were a cornerstone of the success of the only 

major presidential candidate to have opposed the Iraq War, 

Barack Obama—although he later proved to be something 

of a disappointment to them on the issue.

“Partisan elites disagreed far more 
in the run-up to the 1991 war, but 
partisan public opinion differences 
were far greater in the 2003 one. 
Rather than being led by party 
elites, the Democratic base jerked a 
reluctant party leadership toward an 
anti-war stance.”
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Public Opinion as a Primary Driver
It certainly appears that the media and elite cue-givers 

had little to do with the fears and threats envisioned by the 

public after al Qaeda’s 9/11 attack and after the 2014 behead-

ings by ISIS. In addition, media and elite cue-givers were 

unable to generate increased support for military action in 

Iraq in the run-up to the war. Nor were they responsible for 

the broad partisan division that developed during the Iraq 

War in which the base seems to have done more manipulat-

ing than party leaders.

To the extent that the public accepts elite, media, and 

partisan cues, it is probably better to see the cue-givers not 

so much as opinion leaders but as entities who seek to prime 

public attunement to various issues—putting ideas on the 

shelf—but in the end leaving the public to embrace, reject, 

or ignore as it chooses. In an important sense, the process is 

often bottom-up.72

SUCCESSES  AND  FA I LURES  OF 
THE  PERSUAS ION  PROCESS

In his book, Selling Intervention and War, Jon Western has 

looked not only at instances in which the people attempting 

to do such selling succeeded but also at ones in which they 

failed. He repeatedly finds that the public has often “resisted 

persuasion” and that sales pitches work when the argu-

ments made are ones that “the public [is] willing to accept” 

or when they “strike a chord” or “resonate” with the pub-

lic.73 Another way to put this is to suggest that the message 

has sometimes “activated latent beliefs and dispositions.”74 

Or, as Ronald Krebs puts it, politicians have sometimes 

found an “eager audience” or a “rhetorical route” that is 

“politically safe.”75 This conclusion is also seen in a series 

of experiments carried out by Clem Brooks and Jeff Manza 

in which people responded favorably to elite cues on one 

policy, were unmoved on another, and were moved in the 

opposite direction on a third.76

The phenomenon can be seen in the political rise of 

Donald Trump in 2015–16, when Republican voters seemed 

to have been entirely capable of rejecting elite cues, whether 

promulgated by leaders of their own party or by the main-

stream media. Trump seems to have successfully played 

and tapped into what Katherine Cramer calls “the politics of 

resentment,” but as her book demonstrates, Trump did not 

invent the resentments—they had long preceded him.77

Indeed, the discovery of this group of resenters and an 

appreciation of its size, argues Brian Rosenwald, was rather 

inadvertent. Executives in AM radio “had no interest in 

political outcomes,” but “they wanted to captivate listeners 

and make money, and they discovered, essentially by ac-

cident, that conservative political talk—in the mouth of an 

entertaining personality—achieved this.” That is, “it turned 

out that talk radio hit a nerve with a segment of the public 

that was disgusted by what they perceived as the main-

stream media’s liberal bias.” The process was one in which 

broadcasters “stumbled upon an untapped market” and 

then “capitalized on it.”78

Central to this development was Rush Limbaugh, a four-time 

failed disc jockey who “had no intention of affecting elections 

or legislation, and no inkling that he could.” However, in the 

role of political commentator, he proved to be a “master show-

man.” He found that “caller after caller celebrated him for his 

views,” and he progressively “adapted his show to satisfy his 

fans and fulfill a newfound sense of duty to them.” Far from 

“To the extent that the public accepts 
elite, media, and partisan cues, it is 
probably better to see the cue-givers 
not so much as opinion leaders but 
as entities who seek to prime public 
attunement to various issues. In 
an important sense, the process is 
often bottom-up.”
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creating the phenomenon, says Limbaugh, he thrived “be-

cause I validate what millions of Americans already think.”79

As Rosenwald continues, “Trump was the ideal candidate 

for the political world unleashed by talk radio and its proge-

ny. His pugnacious style—constantly lashing out at liberals, 

the GOP establishment, and the mainstream media—was 

exactly what talk radio had offered for almost three de-

cades.” He generated support among those who “at last had 

what they had craved for years: a candidate who sounded 

like their champions on the air, who didn’t care about 

establishment approval or the politically correct press and 

wouldn’t cave in the name of governance.” In the process, 

he “alienated many voters with his comments, but a sizable 

portion of the electorate bought what he was selling.”80

Cramer’s book was written before the rise of Trump; in-

deed, Trump’s name does not even appear in the index. But 

in a 2020 interview, she concurs with Rosenwald, suggesting 

that perhaps the main reason for Trump’s appeal is “that he 

communicates to these people that he’s going to stick up for 

them and not let anybody push them around” and that he 

“resonates with this feeling that nobody has been listening 

to them for decades.”81 In the process, Trump proved highly 

adept at telling his base what it wanted to hear. For example, 

support for Trump’s immigration stance, which had worked 

well in 2016, had waned by 2020, at which point Trump piv-

oted to seek other issues that would resonate.

Eventually Trump came to dominate the Republican party 

so much that congressional Republicans quaked in terror 

when his baseless claims about how the 2020 election had 

been stolen from him resonated with Republican voters. 

“When we talk in private,” wrote one, “I haven’t heard a single 

congressional Republican allege that the election results were 

fraudulent—not one. Instead, I hear them talk about their 

worries about how they will ‘look’ to President Trump’s most 

ardent supporters.”82 Trump’s base, accepting his claims, was 

doing the “manipulation,” not the Republican elite.

The process could also be seen in 2013 when President 

Barack Obama dramatically proposed military action in 

response to chemical weapons use by the Syrian regime in 

Syria’s civil war. Leaders of both parties in Congress quickly 

fell into line on the issue. Moreover, these bipartisan leader-

ship cues were accompanied by extensive media coverage 

that included disturbing photographs of the corpses of 

Syrian children apparently killed in the attack. Nonetheless, 

politicians found that most Americans, concerned that the 

bombings would lead to greater involvement in yet another 

war in the Middle East, were decidedly unwilling to support 

even the limited punitive bombing of Syria, and the bomb-

ing was never carried out.83

Later, in 2015, nearly a decade and a half after the 9/11 

attacks, Obama decided that he wanted to place terror-

ism in what he considered to be its “proper” perspective 

and ventured to suggest that the threat of terrorism, even 

that presented at the time by ISIS, was not “existential” 

in nature—an observation that is “blindingly obvious,” 

as security specialist Bruce Schneier puts it.84 Obama was 

ready to go further—to attempt to alter the accepted nar-

rative even more. When his closest adviser told him that 

people were worried that ISIS would soon take its beheading 

campaign to the United States, he derisively replied, “they’re 

not coming here to chop our heads off.” And he is said to 

have “frequently” reminded his staff that terrorism takes far 

fewer lives in America than do handguns, car accidents, and 

falls in bathtubs. But Obama never summoned the politi-

cal courage to mount an extended effort toward combating 

public fears of terrorism. Indeed, out of concern that Obama 

would seem insensitive to the anxieties of the American peo-

ple, his advisers reportedly fought to keep him from doing 

so.85 As Greg Jaffe of the Washington Post noted at the time, 

the experience was “a stark reminder for [Obama] that the 

“Politicians found that most 
Americans, concerned that the 
bombings would lead to greater 
involvement in yet another war in 
the Middle East, were decidedly 
unwilling to support even the 
limited punitive bombing of 
Syria, and the bombing was never 
carried out.”
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post-9/11 ‘season of fear,’ which [Obama] had hoped to move 

the country past, hasn’t yet ended.” That is, Obama and oth-

ers were haunted by a lesson put forward by analyst Stephen 

Sestanovich: “It’s not good politics to display your irritation 

with the American people.”86 Again, any “manipulation” in 

this case came from the public.

Similarly, people who downplay the threat presented by 

global warming have found (but not created) a responsive, 

and therefore encouraging, audience. On the other hand, 

people who downplay the threat presented by terrorism (or 

who seek responsibly to put that threat in sensible and ratio-

nal context) have generally not found one.87 In the market-

place of ideas, as in the material one, there is no guarantee 

that the best product will prevail.

AGENDA  SETT ING
Some researchers have concluded that the media and 

opinion leaders are important not so much because they 

influence opinion one way or the other but because of the 

important independent role that they play in gatekeeping, 

framing issues, and setting or priming the agenda for public 

discussion. “Americans’ views of their society and nation 

are powerfully shaped by the stories that appear on the 

evening news,” they argue, and they find that “people who 

were shown network broadcasts edited to draw attention 

to a particular problem . . . cared more about it, believed that 

government should do more about it, reported stronger feel-

ings about it, and were much more likely to identify it as one 

of the country’s most important problems.”88

The process definitely works sometimes. It could be seen 

in action, for example, immediately after Saddam Hussein’s 

Iraq invaded Kuwait on August 2, 1990. There appears to 

have been a certain wariness and confusion on the part 

of the public as to how to interpret the event. This uncer-

tainty evaporated a few days later, however, when President 

George H. W. Bush announced that the United States would 

send troops to Saudi Arabia. At that point, the contest in the 

Persian Gulf soared to the top of the political agenda: the 

public bought it as an important item.89

But, while Bush may have set the public agenda at the 

outset of the crisis, his experience in that war’s aftermath 

suggests that he was far from all powerful in this respect. 

Immediately after the war ended in early March 1991, the 

public’s interest shifted—without being led or primed or 

manipulated by much of anyone—to the troubling state of 

the economy. It was clearly to Bush’s political advantage 

to keep the war and foreign policy as lively political issues 

during his reelection campaign of 1991–92, and he certainly 

tried to do that. But despite the advantage of his enormous 

post-war popularity,90 he found himself unable to divert at-

tention to topics more congenial to him, something that was 

very much to the benefit of his challenger, Bill Clinton.91

In all this, the media generally acted much more like 

followers than leaders or manipulators.92 The media duti-

fully reported what was being said and done, of course, and 

commented extensively on it in columns and editorials; but it 

was the message and consumer demands that dominated the 

media, not the other way around. Once the Gulf War began 

in 1991, the media found that their consumers wanted a great 

deal of information about the exciting war and that they did 

not want to hear anything critical about the military. The 

media complied. One accounting found that 95 percent of all 

television news sources that discussed the performance of the 

American military praised its effectiveness.93

In contrast, the media substantially ignored anti-war protest 

demonstrations during the war. The editors at the Los Angeles 

Times war desk, noting from polls that the public seemed to 

support the war 80/20, decided that it made sense for their 

coverage to be similarly “balanced.” That proportion would 

have been generous. According to one study, during the war 

only 1 out of 878 on-air sources who appeared on newscasts 

“Once the Gulf War began in 
1991, the media found that their 
consumers wanted a great deal 
of information about the exciting 
war and that they did not want to 
hear anything critical about the 
military. The media complied.”
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over the major television networks represented a national 

peace organization.94 And another found that newspapers dur-

ing the first three weeks of the war devoted 2.7 percent of their 

print space to peace activities while the comparable figure for 

television network news was 0.7 percent.95

Had the war gone badly, it is reasonable to suspect that 

the press would have become critical—though it probably 

would have followed, rather than led, political and public 

discontent.96 Without failure in the war, the media remained 

frozen in advocacy. Then, after the war, the media sensed 

correctly that their consumers’ interest had shifted to the 

economy, and the media followed suit.97

The public thus often substantially sets its own agenda. 

It can be quite selective and often rather unpredictably 

so, not only about which facts to embrace or be moved by 

(as noted in the discussion of Figure 5) but also by which 

issues it wishes to pay attention to. For example, about the 

only time the American public chose to pay much attention 

to the war in Bosnia, a venture that elites and the media 

much publicized and much agonized over in the 1990s, was 

when an American airman was shot down behind enemy 

lines and when American troops were dispatched to the 

area to police the situation.98

Of course, although opinion elites and the media do 

not necessarily create public fears, they are quite will-

ing to take advantage of them—to see their market 

potential—when the opportunity presents itself. Consider 

journalist Charlie Savage’s account of the underwear 

bomber’s failed attempt to blow up an airliner over Detroit 

at the end of 2009. This incident caught the attention 

of the public and increased concerns about terrorism 

for a while (Figures 1 and 2). Political elites, however, 

remained uncertain about the incident’s longer-range 

importance. Then, a few weeks after the event, Republican 

Scott Brown won an open seat in Massachusetts, and when 

Republican officials investigated this remarkable phenom-

enon, they concluded that their candidate’s harsh stand 

on terrorism was instrumental to the result and were quick 

to follow up. They reasoned that if the terrorism argument 

could “sell” so productively in a normally Democratic state, 

it would “sell” everywhere.99 They were following, not 

inspiring, public sentiment.

Newsrooms—as anyone who has spent time in 

one knows well—are inhabited by a special class of 

people—editors—who spend their lives assessing poten-

tial stories and evaluating each one’s likelihood of con-

sumer interest, staying power, and short- versus long-term 

popularity. Every reporter has gone in with a seemingly 

interesting story or angle only to be greeted with the ulti-

mate putdown: “Nah. Nobody’s interested in that.”

This does not mean that stories are composed solely with 

the market in mind—something that would be unwise be-

cause of the difficulty of predicting what news consumers will 

be interested in. In fact, in a study about how journalists de-

cide what is newsworthy, Herbert Gans found that journalists 

do not “directly take the audience into account when selecting 

and producing stories” but rather that they assume “what 

interest[s] them [will] interest the audience.”100 Journalist 

Dan Gardner substantially agrees. Reporters, editors, and 

producers do not calculate their stories in order “to boost 

revenues and please their corporate masters,” he concludes. 

Rather, “they do it because information that grabs and holds 

readers grabs and holds reporters. They do it because they 

are human.” A story is likely to be “newsworthy” if it includes 

“novelty, conflict, impact, and that beguiling and amorphous 

stuff known as human interest.” But “human interest” means 

that, for the story to succeed, it must interest humans.101

SH IFT ING  FEARS
When analyzing the media’s role in shaping public opinion, 

it is vital to avoid selection bias in which the analyst focuses 

“The public thus often substantially 
sets its own agenda. It can be 
quite selective and often rather 
unpredictably so, not only about 
which facts to embrace or be 
moved by but also by which issues 
it wishes to pay attention to.”
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only on the issues that catch on after the media give them play 

while neglecting the huge number of issues initially given 

equal play that never generate much of a stir at all. People 

often seem quite capable of making up their minds without 

much reliance on either the media or opinion leaders.102

It is not easy to explain why people are more impressed by 

some fears and threats than others. Research on what haz-

ards are likely to inspire public anxiety has produced a laun-

dry list of suggested amplifying factors, including

 y recent experience;

 y the uncontrollability of the risks;

 y the dread (or fear) those risks inspire;

 y their involuntary nature or catastrophic potential;

 y whether their dangers can be preventively controlled, 

are certain to be fatal, or can easily be reduced;

 y whether they might entail an inequitable distribution 

of risk (that is, whether they seem random or “unfair” 

and affect seemingly defenseless populations);

 y their threat to future generations;

 y whether they are produced by malign actors or would 

personally affect members of the public;

 y whether a threat is increasing or not observable, un-

known to those exposed, new or unfamiliar, scientifi-

cally uncertain, or difficult to measure; or

 y whether a threat would have immediate effect or af-

fect many people.103

Weighing such disparate considerations can be tricky. 

Thus, Daniel Gilbert argues that people are less afraid of 

global warming than terrorism because climate change is 

unintentional, doesn’t violate moral sensibilities, looms in 

the unseen future, and happens gradually.104 But much the 

same could be said for nuclear reactor accidents, and the 

one that took place at Fukushima in 2011 has had a huge 

impact around the world even though the accident, caused 

by a rare tsunami, resulted in no direct deaths. And, al-

though some people say that they don’t like flying because 

they have no control over the aircraft, they seem to have 

little apprehension about boarding trains, buses, taxicabs, 

and ocean liners.

Also, public reaction to terrorism stemming from a domes-

tic source is not as extreme (or long-lasting) as it is to ter-

rorism that seems to be connected to a hostile foreign entity 

such as al Qaeda or ISIS.

Opinion on a policy issue can also change—sometimes 

rather mysteriously. Public support for the “war on drugs” 

lasted for decades, even though the policy can objectively be 

said to have failed miserably.105 Yet by 2014, popular support 

seemed to have significantly waned, especially on the mari-

juana issue. Public opinion surrounding gay rights, particular-

ly about gay marriage, tracked a similar pattern along almost 

the same timeline. For several decades, there was very little 

increase in popular support for gay marriage.106 Then, around 

2014, what appears to be a very substantial change of opinion 

on the issue took place. Why either of these changes came 

about at that particular time is difficult to fathom.107

“Opinion on a policy issue can 
also change—sometimes rather 
mysteriously.”
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Conclusion
In his important book The Nature and Origins of Mass 

Opinion, John Zaller begins his epilogue on what he calls 

“elite domination of public opinion” with an epigram from 

V. O. Key, Jr.’s The Responsible Electorate:

The voice of the people is but an echo. The output 

of an echo chamber bears an inevitable and invari-

able relation to the input. As candidates and parties 

clamor for attention and vie for popular support, the 

people’s verdict can be no more than a selective reflec-

tion from the alternatives and outlooks presented to 

them.108

But Key’s metaphor is surely misplaced. Echoes are 

mechanical reflections. If I am in a suitably configured cave 

and yell out “life is a fountain” and “life is not a fountain,” 

the echo will obligingly and uncritically send back both 

contentions. Unlike an echo, the public is, to use Key’s word, 

“selective.”109 Elite consensus sometimes precedes shifts in 

public opinion, suggesting that the public can be attentive 

to elite and media cues.110 But not all efforts to sell fear or 

threat or ideas more generally succeed. And the public reacts 

selectively not only to the pronouncements of elites and 

media stories that, as Key puts it, “clamor for attention and 

vie for public support” but also to events and objective in-

formation.111 In the mid-1980s, the public deemed an African 

famine, mostly ignored initially by the media, worthy of its 

alarmed attention but did not do the same for a civil war in 

Bosnia that received huge media coverage in the early 1990s. 

So it is with the lasting power of emotion-generating events: 

the hostage-taking in Iran in 1979 resonated for decades, but 

the Gulf War of 1991 was soon forgotten.112

The notion that elites “dominate” public opinion and that 

“the voice of the people is but an echo” can be countered 

by suggesting that it is not true in a variety of prominent 

instances, and that is what this paper seeks to do. There 

were quite a few reasons to expect that public fears about 

terrorism would wane in the years following the 9/11 at-

tacks, including the fact that elite alarmism on the issue 

became much less strident; but mass anxiety remained un-

changed. A president who genuinely thought the alarmism 

was overdrawn was even dissuaded from saying so in public 

for fear of a negative public reaction.

In addition, the public strongly opposed the bombing of 

Syria even though partisan elites were united in support of 

it, and partisan differences within the public were far greater 

for a war that elites from both parties had supported than for 

one in which they were divided. ISIS alarmed elites from the 

start, but the public became concerned particularly when ISIS 

executed a few hostages and then webcast the executions.

More broadly, this thesis jells with studies finding that 

90 percent of new products fail to sell despite massive pro-

motion campaigns, that advertising in political campaigns 

has at best only a marginal impact, that the press tends to 

pursue stories not for their intrinsic importance but for their 

ability to generate clicks, and that the bully pulpit is neither.

As commercial marketers, political strategists, and public 

officials have found, the public often fails to “echo.” Or, to 

put it another way, at any time there are a myriad of ideas 

swirling around, and anyone who could accurately and 

consistently anticipate which of these are going to generate 

mass public interest would move to Wall Street to become in 

very short order the richest person on the planet.113

“Elite consensus sometimes precedes 
shifts in public opinion, suggesting 
that the public can be attentive to 
elite and media cues. But not all 
efforts to sell fear or threat or ideas 
more generally succeed.”
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