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Political Knowledge after
September 11*

by

Markus Prior,

Stantord University and
Princeton Liniversity

mee the beginmngs of survey rescarch more

than half a century ago, political scientists
have repeatedly found thot most people know
very little shour politics. Study after study has
shiwn that the struciure of govermment, details
of policy, as well a5 most politicians and publx
figures are unknowm to many Americans.’ Philip
Comverse's (1975, 79) comment s stll valid:
“The most familiar fact 0 anse from sample
surveys 15 that popular kevels of information
whout pubdic alfurs are, from the point of view
of the informed observer, astomishangly bow”
The: year 2001 prior w0 Y11 was no exception.
Surveys showed, for instance, that less than one-
third of Americans knew in Jupe that the Re-
publican Party hil o magomiy in the Howse of
Representatives, and that less than 20% correctly
said that the federal governmcnt was spending
kess money than it was taking in thar year. In
stark contrast, by Movember, 90% of the
American public knew that inhaled anthrax was
more dilficult o weal thin cutaneous anthrax,
and more than 30 were aware in early 2002
that the Morthern Alliance had been fighting on
the sade of the United
Siates and Britain in
the Aflghanisian war,”

In this artiche, | ex-
amin: hoe 311 and
the subsequent efforts
b combet termorsm
have affected whei
pecple know aboul
politics. My analysis
sugpests three main
differences between knowledge before and after
911, First, knowledge of 11 and the “war «m
terrorism” shot up o wncommonly high levels,
just us common sense and our theooes would
predict. The second point is less intuitive:
Heightened ierest spread to isswes nol directly
rclated to the termonst attacks and wppears
have increased knowledge of politics mone
broadly. Fimally, & comparison between knowl-
edge related o 911 and peneral political knowl-
edge reveals that some of the usoal obsiacles to
leaming did not matter in the aftermath of Y1
A low sense of civie duty, lack of faith n gov-
emment responsivencss, and a full-tme job all
kept people from getting informed about politics
in peneral, but not from lesming about the
terrorist attacks and the war on lemonsm.

Knowledge of the Events of
September 11 and the “War

on Terrorism”

Sorne scholars are nod terdibly surprised
about people's low levels of political
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knowledge. People have lives o live and
many nwsre important things to think about. It
15 surely o better wse of your memory 10
remember when 1o pick up vour kids after
achool than what office is held by Tom
Daschle. Most people do ol bather 10
become mformed about politics because there
are few downsides from not doing so (Downs
1957, Iocentives o lenm abowt pobiws are
loww, as the direct personal benehts that anse
froen polineal knowledge are minimal, The
chances are less than minuscule that your voie
2 going 1o be the tebreaker in an election
and that 1t actually matiers whether you made
an informed choice between the candidates,
Therefore, the “rational” bebavior ansing from
thas calculation would be that people not
waste any mme on politics: "Vobers are
irrational—not because they have so linle
informabion, but becouse they have so much!™
{Fiorina 199, 335).

Il ooe focuses only on elections, one 1g-
nores that political knowledpe offers more
benefits outside the electoral context. Knowing
how vour locnl government works or the
politicians who represent you, for example,
illows vou 1w ask for Tavors or clum benefits
more effectively. Moreover, people selectively
seek information that 15 personally relevant to
them (e.g. Ivengar 1990; Sears and Freedman
1967). For instance, senior citizens who fol-
low news about social security reform may be
m i beller posibon W organiee Ther reline-
ment savings efficiently, thus obtaining mate-
rial advantages from knowledge about the is-
sue, In short, some information :eeking and
learning is instrumental and reflects people’s
self-interesi,

September 11 gave the terms “self-interest”
and “Instrumcntal news secking” a dramati-
cally different meaning. In an election context,
it is highly unlikely that one’s political knowl-
edge will change anything about the outcome,
O oand aller W11, 11 appeared crucially im-
poriant to find out what had happened and
whether it might happen again. In the long
run, the impact of many policy decisions,
such as social secunity and health care, may
be much bigger than the impact of decisions
on how o react to 911, Buot in the immediate
aftermath of W11, keaming about anthrax or
the hkelihood of new attacks promised polen-
tially muech higher and more direct payoffs
than learning about politics in "normal” times.

This argument can easily be carmed w0 far
The image of a retonal actor trving to figure
out the relatve pavodls from learning more
about anthrax compared to checking his
stocks is miskeading. Tn the face of threat,
gathering facis about the situation is an
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immediate, hard-wired reaction. In a study of emotional reac-
ftons o presideniial candidates. Marcus and Mackuen | 19¥93,
&712) show that “threat powerfully modivares citizens to learn
about politics” The pant of the brain's himbic system thal
monitors the envirenment inhibits engoing behavior and directs
allention to the threal. I rela-
irvely modest threats such as
presidential candidates auto-
matically stimulate the brain
i ledrn, it is easy O imagine
a powerful, immediate tm-
pulse to gather information as
a result of 911, Regardless
of whether this impulse was
covsed by a hord-wired reac-
tion or rational calculations,
wi would expect very hizh
levels of knowledge of mat-
lers (hal could have an mme-
digte impact on people's lives.
For example. both rational
hehavior and the imminent
threat should lead people o
koow that inhaled anthrax is
more dangerous than cuta-
neows infections, as 905% did
by November 2,

Most ol whin people know
about politics, however, 15
unlikely ever to beneht them
directly and rmaterially. A
inore inporiant reason why
somée people learn about politics is that they are curious and
enjoyv knowing whut is going on in the political world (e.g..
Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996G). Knowledge of 911 and the
war on terronsm iz bigh even for aspects that are less hikely
o provide material benefits. This sort of knowledge may be
mare readily attribuled Lo high interest, rother than instru-
mental news seeking. As Figure | shows, almost everyone
followed the news about the terrorist atacks of W11 and the
defense againal poszible Tupre acts of lermorism, Inlerest in
the LLS, military efforts in Afghanistan did not quite reach

on terrorism.

Figure 1
MNews Interest
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A low sense of civic
duty, lack of faith in
government respon-
siveness, and a full-
time job all kept
people from getting
informed about
tics in general, but
not from learning
about the terrorist
attacks and the war

those levels. but was still clearly higher than interest in the
CCONOTY.

These extracrdinarily high bevels of news interest were safis-
fied by an unprecedented amount of media coverage in the days
after the emonst atacks. The four big broadeas: television net-
wiorks pronadesd coverpe u|1i||1|;-.11'|.||_'|L-|:|.I v by
commercials for four days. The WB network and
many cable channels, including MTY, TNT, and
ESPN, carried news feeds instead of their wsual
entertmnment and spons programming, Many
music radio statons switched 10 around-the-clock
news,” News magarinegs produced special editions
covering the artacks and the rescue efforts.?
While elevizion was people's primary news
source, raffic on news web siles increased
dramatically. The number of unigue visitors (o
cnncom on September L and 12 increased by
GRS o 11,7 million visitoes. The 9.5 million
g wisIoTs 1o msnbecom represented a 2367%
increase (Runie and Kalspes 20010,

The immediate threat and the uncommonly
high levels of interest. combined with a ready
supply of information, created a sitwation in
which learning was bound o occer. The pedll
resulis summanzed in Table 1 illustrate this
Almost two-thirds of the population knew in
Movember 2001 that some Muslim countries
were cogperaling m the war on terronsm. Tn
early 2002, roughly B5% of all ULS, residents
were aware that the horthern Allance wos
fighting with the United States and Britain in
the Alghamistan war, and thar Pakistan and
Afghanistan had o common border, Sull more than three-
guarters knew that the Office of Homelind Securly was
founded afier 911, and almost 60% understood that Pakistan
and Russia, but not Turkey, possess nuclear weapons.

These numbers contrast markedly with knowledge of foreign
nituirs before W11, While more than 60% of the population
knew in early September 2000 that a Uls. spy plane collided
with a fighter jet from China, only 14% were aware of the
psane sthiressed by the Kyvolo agreerment. [ess than a quarter
could name the Russian prime minister, and only % knew
that the Cinsdian prime minister was Jlgin
Chretien. | must note that all post-9711
knoaw ledge guestions about foreign affairs
which | locared for this article are multiple-
choice formal, which s generally easier than
apen-ended gquestions (such os those pre-11
questions mentioned here). We should not
resd o0 much into the ahsolute percentages
singe they are affected by question topics,
question wording, and the particular set of
response options, Buc it is still telling that
Apnl 2000, only 2% could give the Canadian
prime munmister's name, while 53% knew in
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February 2002 that Pakistam, bur nor Rossia,
lrawy, or Kazakhstan, shared o border wath
Afghanistan.
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We can, moreover, compare post-970 1 knowl-
adge of the war on erorism with knowledge
of domestic =sues 05 wssessed by multiple-
cholee questions. Less than hall ot the
population 15 aware that the projecied budpet
surplus for 20001 was smalker than expected.
Only wroend 206 know that the government
spent Jess in 2000 tham it ook i, hal Gases ane
lovever in the United States than i Western
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