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CHAPTER I 

COMMUNICATION THEORY 

September 11, 2001 is a day that will forever be 

remembered as one of America's greatest tragedies. 

Terrorists struck a crippling blow TO America's economy 

when they hijacked American planes and flew them directly 

into the World Trade Center. Americans watched scared and 

confused, as the World Trade Towers collapsed and citizens 

jumped from the windows. Following those horrible attacks, 

many speculations and guesses were made. American people 

were angry and wanted an explanation for the terrible 

catastrophe. As the media covered the story and began 

filling its pages with articles about the tragedy, the 

public looked more and more to the media for explanations. X 

Before long, the media was setting the news agenda 

concerning the September 11 attacks. Using communication , 

theories such as the agenda setting theory and the spiral 

of silence theory, I will argue that the media manipulated 

the public's reaction to the events following the September 

11 attacks in order to gain control of public opinion. 

Communication theories are aimed at improving the 

public's understanding of the communicative process. Mass 

communication theories more specifically strive to "predict 



and control" the effects of mass media on the public 

(Severin and Tankard 12). The majority of mass 

communication theories share four specific goals. First, 

mass communication theory seeks to explain how mass media 

affects public opinion. It determines the role the media 

plays in how the public forms perceptions and processes 

information. Secondly, mass communication theory attempts 

to define the ways that people use the media. This goal 

recognizes that people use the media to form their own 

conclusions. It concentrates less on how the media uses 

the public and realizes that the audience has a very active 

role in how the media affects them. A third goal of mass 

communication theory is to explain the learning process 

that mass media creates. This goal focuses on examining 

exactly how the media influences public learning. This 

goal deals with what the media teaches the public and how 

the public uses the media in the everyday process of 

learning. Lastly, mass communication theory seeks to 

explain the role of mass media in determining people's 

values and beliefs. This is particularly alarming because 

this goal implies that media has the power to shape not 

only our opinions, but also our core beliefs and values. 

McCombs and Shaw developed the agenda setting theory 

in 1972, which incorporated all of the above goals. 



McCombs and Shaw believed that the media, specifically 

newspapers, determined what issues the public deemed 

important. The main point of the agenda setting theory is 

the amount of newspaper coverage that an issue receives 

directly determines how important the public thinks the 

issue is (Edelstein, Ito, and Kipplinger 224). This theory 

examines not only how often a particular issue is covered, 

but also how much space each related article receives. 

Basically, the agenda setting theory holds that the media, 

not the public sets the news agenda. 

Another theory that substantiates the goals of mass 

communication theory is Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann's spiral 

of silence theory. First reported in 1973, this theory 

argues that the mass media dictates what society "should" 

think (Cragan and Shields 261). The main premise is that 

individuals inherently seek acceptance. If an individual 

develops an opinion that conflicts with the publicly 

accepted opinion, usually put forth by the media, the 

individual will either keep quiet about the deviant 

opinion, or change the opinion to gain acceptance (Cragan 

and Shields 262). It is this willingness to remain silent 

that perpetuates the media's ability to control public 

opinion. Simply stated, the media chooses what the • 

acceptable opinion should be, reports that to the public 



and the public either agrees with that opinion or refuses 

to dispute the opinion. Either way, the media "reported" 

opinion increasingly gains acceptance by the public. Both 

of these mass communication theories can be specifically 

applied to how newspaper coverage can influence and 

determine public opinion. 

Introduction of Newspapers 

Newspaper coverage is one of the oldest forms of mass 

media. Phil Barber states that the earliest evidence of 

printed news dates back as early as the 1400s where 

evidence of the first newspapers were found in Germany 

(www.historicpages.com). Newspapers reached America by 

1690, the first of which was printed in Boston 

(www.historicpages.com). Gradually, newspapers gained 

popularity as a cheap and informative reading material. 

With the onset of industry and cheaper production costs, 

newspapers became even more readily available to people. 

By September 18, 1851, Henry Jarvis Raymond, who later 

organized the Associated Press, and George Jones 

successfully printed the first edition of what would some 

day boast the highest circulation rates in America. The 

New York Times, although not the first paper to be 

established in New York, soon became the most recognizable. 

http://www.historicpages.com
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The New York Times was the first newspaper to print several 

historical events, including the sinking of the Titanic and 

Charles Lindbergh's first transatlantic flight. The New 

York Times won its first Pulitzer Prize in 1918 and has won 

77 to date, more than any other newspaper in the country 

(www.nytco.com/company). The New York Times is the number 

one on-line newspaper serving almost nine million people. 

The average weekday circulation of the New York Times is 

1,094,100, with 1,644,800 copies sold on Sundays 

(www.nytco.com/company). With its huge circulation rate 

and outstanding Pulitzer record, the New York Times is 

without a doubt one of the nation's top newspapers. 

The other newspaper that will be analyzed for this 

study is the Washington Post, which was first published on 

December 6, 1877. It became the first newspaper in 

Washington to print an issue everyday of the week. In 

1954, the Washington Post purchased the Times-Herald, 

merging the two into the only daily morning newspaper in 

Washington. Reaching over 800,000 people daily and over 

1,000,000 on Sundays, the Washington Post is one of the 

highest circulating newspaper in America 

(www.historicpaqes.com). 

By examining articles from the Washington Post and the 

New York Times, I will demonstrate how newspaper coverage 

http://www.nytco.com/company
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of the events that occurred in the month following the 

September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center has 

shaped and molded public opinion. The agenda setting 

theory and the spiral of silence theory will be used to 

analyze these newspapers how the media manipulated 

society's reaction to the September 11 attacks. 



CHAPTER II 

AGENDA SETTING 

Although the agenda setting theory was developed by 

McCoit±)S and Shaw in 1972, evidence of similar ideas date 

back as far as 1958 when Norton Long wrote an article 

stating: 

In a sense, the newspaper is the prime mover in 
setting the territorial agenda. It has a great part 
in determining what most people will be talking about, 
what most people will think the facts are, and what 
most people will regard as the way problems are to be 
dealt with. (qtd. in Severin and Tankard 221) 

This is the basis of agenda setting. Long noticed the 

powerful effects of media influence even before McCombs and 

Shaw put forth the theory. They began their experiment by 

studying the presidential campaign of 1968. They 

hypothesized that the media influenced political campaigns 

and set the agenda for politicians. McCombs and Shaw 

focused their study on the undecided voters from Chapel 

Hill, North Carolina, because they believed that the 

undecided public would be more susceptible to media 

manipulation. They interviewed a sample group of 100 

respondents, while at the same time conducting a content 

analysis of five newspapers, two magazines, and two 

television news broadcasts. They then asked the 



participants what they believed were the most important 

issues facing America. The study overwhelmingly supported 

their hypothesis. By a correlation of .967, the most 

dominant issues in the media reflected the dominant issues 

that the public believed to be facing America (Severin and 

Tankard 220). McCombs and Shaw's theory had been 

substantiated. People believed that the issues that 

received the most media coverage were the most important. 

First and foremost, agenda setting focuses on setting 

the news agenda. Dimbleby and Burton suggest that stories 

that dominate the mass media identify what the newsmakers 

consider to be important (200). The next logical question 

is who sets the media's agenda. Shoemaker and Reese have 

developed five major categories of influences on media 

content. The first category is influences from individual 

media workers. These include personal and professional 

backgrounds, attitudes and roles. Any influence that the 

actual reporter has on what goes into the newspaper would 

be considered an individual influence. If a journalist 

chooses, for personal reasons, to write a story on urban 

drug abuse, then this would be considered an individual 

influence on media content. The individual is, to some 

degree, helping to set the media's news agenda. 



The second category that Shoemaker and Reese have 

proposed is influences of media routine. This category 

includes everyday practices that deal with what gets 

printed in the newspapers. Deadlines, space restraints, 

news values, and other aspects of daily practices are all 

considered influences of media routine. An example of a 

media routine influence on the news agenda would be a 

newspaper omitting an article because it was too long. By 

leaving out the article, the space restraint aspect would 

be influencing the news agenda. 

The third category that they have developed is 

organizational influences. This category includes the 

goals of the media organization. For example, one goal 

that all newspapers share is to make money. If the 

organization allows the profit goal to dictate the kind of 

news they printed, that is an organizational influence on 

the news agenda. 

Another category is outside influences. This category 

includes interest groups that lobby for media coverage, 

people that will do just about anything to get media 

attention, and the government, which directly limits what 

can and cannot be stated in newspaper through libel and 

obscenity laws. 



The last category is the influence of ideology. 

Ideology is best defined as a "set of ideas, principles, 

and mental representations that serve to guide a set of 

social practices" (Martin 67). More than likely a 

newspaper would not print an article that disagreed with 

the current ideology. For example, one idea that almost 

every American holds is love for our country. If 

journalists allow this idea to influence what they do or do 

not say, the ideology is helping to set the media's agenda. 

All of the above factors influence what goes into an actual 

newspaper, which in turn influences what the public will be 

presented with as the news agenda. 

Another key point of the agenda setting theory holds 

that it is best applied to highly complex issues because it 

is easier to manipulate public opinion on issues that are 

difficult to understand (Cragan and Shields 263). If the 

issues are too complex for an individual to sort out on his 

or her own accord, that individual will be more likely to 

look to others for assistance. This provides a perfect 

opportunity for the media to exert a certain amount of 

control. It is easier for the media to influence an 

individual that is already confused about the issues at 

hand because they will be more likely to pay attention to 

outside influences. A key element of the agenda setting 

10 



theory is lack of public understanding. When the public 

does not know or understand the issues, they look to more 

knowledgeable sources. Although the media might be more 

knowledgeable on some issues, one can not read newspaper 

articles under the impression that the articles are 

unbiased and the total truth. This is how agenda setting 

takes place. 

McCombs' further enhances the theory by dividing the 

effects of agenda setting into three distinct categories. 

The first effect is the actual thinking process. McCombs 

posits that visibility of an issue will not actually 

inspire the reader to think about anything (Edelstein, Ito 

and Kepplinger 227). Just because a reporter chooses to 

give attention to an issue does not necessarily mean that 

the public will pay attention to the message. Edelstein, 

Ito, and Kepplinger suggest that this is the one way that 

the public actually chooses what to think about, by 

choosing which articles to read and respond to (227) . The 

next effect of agenda setting is how the media dictates 

what readers will think about. This can only occur after 

the reader has chosen the articles to devote his or her 

attention to. This is the actual idea of agenda setting at 

work. The audience usually acts upon the basis of the 

salience or visibility that the media has given to the 

11 



issue. In other words, as the newspaper devotes more time 

and space to a topic, the topic gains more importance in 

the mind of the reader. The third effect of agenda setting 

is based upon how the media determines exactly what the 

audience will think. This effect, like the spiral of 

silence theory, examines how the reader utilizes the 

elements of the article and forms opinions based on what 

they have "learned" from the article. Agenda setting is 

one of the foremost ways in which newspapers manipulate 

what and how their readers believe. 

12 



CHAPTER III 

APPLICATION OF AGENDA SETTING THEORY 

In order to prove that the media has practiced agenda 

setting concerning the events surrounding September 11, I 

analyzed both the New York Times and the Washington Post on 

a daily basis from September 12 until September 18. This 

study encompasses exactly one week of coverage and takes 

into account not only September 11 articles, but also 

includes a comparison of non-related articles. My study 

consisted of a seven-day analysis of the two newspapers, 

examining the number of front-page articles that each 

contained and of those, the number that were related to 

September 11. I also noted how many news articles each 

newspaper reported and how many of those stories were 

related to the attacks. 

NEW YORK TIMES 

The first newspaper that I analyzed was the New York 

Times. I found several instances of the agenda setting 

theory at work in those pages. On September 12, the first 

day after the attacks, the paper contained a total of 96 

articles. Of those articles, an overwhelming 61, almost 

two-thirds, focused upon the aftermath of the attacks. All 

four of the front-page articles were about the attacks, as 

13 



well. Thursday, September 13, was very similar. All five 

front-page articles, all concerning September 11. The New 

York Times published 104 articles that day. The ratio of 

September 11 articles compared to other news stories was 73 

to 31. For two consecutive days, the New York Times 

printed twice as many stories about one event than all 

other events combined. 

On September 14, the publishers ran a piece stating 

that all stories not relating to September 11 would be 

moved to section "B" of the paper. Section "A" would be 

solely reserved for articles relating to the terrorist 

attacks. This continued on until September 16 when other 

articles began reappearing in the front section. The 

number of articles in the September 14 Times was 87; 53 

were related to the attacks, leaving a mere 34 articles 

that covered all of the rest of the daily news. The 

September 15 edition, again with section "A" dedicated to 

the September 11 attacks, contained 79 articles. Articles 

related to the attacks dominated the newspaper once again. 

The front-page contained nothing but September 11 articles. 

There were only 36 articles that were not in some way 

related to the attacks. For this study I did not count the 

articles in the Sunday paper. The Sunday edition of the 

New York Times is one of the largest daily papers in the 

14 



country, making it difficult to count every article that it 

contains (www.historicpages.com). I did take into account, 

however that all of the front-page articles were related to 

the aftermath of the terrorist attacks. 

The September 17 edition contained a total of 90 

articles, 68 of which focused upon the terrorist attacks. 

Articles covering the issues surrounding September 11 again 

dominated the front page. A mere 22 articles were allotted 

space to report other news. On September 18, there were 

118 articles in the final edition of the Times. Out of the 

84 stories that related to the attacks, eight were on the 

front page. The other 34 articles were the only mention of 

anything other than the September 11 attacks. These 

statistics are more than just numbers. The New York Times 

is considered one of the best newspapers in the country. 

The September 11 attacks were terrible tragedies, but it is 

hard to believe that, for an entire week, hardly anything 

else newsworthy happened. 

WASHINGTON POST 

This phenomenon is further substantiated when studying 

Washington Post articles in the week following the 

September 11 attacks. Not including the Sunday paper, 

there were over 475 articles dealing with September 11 from 

September 12 through September 19. On September 12, all 

15 
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five front-page articles, all of which dealt with the 

attacks. Furthermore, there were a total of 34 articles in 

section "A," 31 of which concerned the attacks. Again, 

this is important because it demonstrates the attention 

that the media gave to this event, which in turn will 

predict the attention that the public will give the event. 

Overall, the ratio of September 11 articles to other news 

articles on September 12 was 67:23. 

McCombs and Shaw state that readers act upon the basis 

of the salience that the media gives to an object or event 

(Edelstein, Ito and Kepplinger 226) . According to the 

agenda setting theory, the media raised the importance of 

the September 11 attacks in the public's eye by exposing 

the public to constant and continuous coverage. Analyzing 

the Washington Post on September 13, I found that all six 

front-page articles reported about September 11 and that 

the entire section "A" was dedicated to articles concerning 

the attacks. On that day, there were 93 articles about the 

attacks and only 40 that reported other news. For the 

second day in a row, the Washington Post reported over 

twice as much about September 11 as all other newsworthy 

events combined. Not only was there a huge discrepancy in 

the amount of coverage, but in the placement of the 

16 



articles, as well. The Washington Post held to that trend 

for the next six days. 

On Friday, September 14, the ratio of September 11 

articles to other news articles was 58:23, again with all 

of the front-page articles focusing on the attacks. In 

fact, no other articles appeared in section "A." There was 

an advertisement stating that all other news had been moved 

to section "B." The appearance of that spot ad blatantly 

stated what the newspaper had been conveying to the readers 

all week. All other news was considered less important. 

All other news would be moved because the September 11 

attacks, being the single most important event, would need 

an entire section devoted to its coverage. Moving what 

would otherwise be considered material worthy of the first 

section of the newspaper, conveyed that the September 11 

attacks were vastly more important and more newsworthy. As 

Dimbleby and Burton report, "stories that dominate the mass 

media identify what newsmakers consider to be important" 

(200). The Post further proved this claim on Saturday, 

September 15, when a total of 70 articles about "9/11" 

filled the pages of the final edition, compared to 24 

articles that were not related to the attacks. Seven of 

those articles were on the front page, as usual, with 

nothing else beside them. The Sunday newspaper was not 

17 



included in this study because of the sheer volume of 

coverage and articles that it contained. However, all 

front-page articles were related to September 11. 

Monday, September 17, produced another seven front

page articles, all of which were based on the terrorist 

attacks. Once again, no other news was included in the 

first section of the paper. The ratio of September 11 

articles to other news stories was 74 to 23. Tuesday, 

September 18 marked a week since the tragedy. Out of a 

total of six front-page articles, one was unrelated to the 

events of the attacks. Although news coverage was 

beginning to even out, there were still 53 articles related 

to the events of September 11, compared with 36 articles 

that were unrelated to the events. Knowing that the basis 

of the agenda setting theory lies in the affirmation that 

people's beliefs about the importance of issues directly 

correlates to the amount of coverage that the issue 

receives in newspapers, it becomes clear that agenda 

setting does indeed occur. 

Discussion 

Newspapers, especially renowned newspapers such as the 

Times and the Post, are supposed to report all of the news. 

By reporting little of anything else, both newspapers 

implied that nothing else newsworthy was happening. That 



is the essence of the agenda setting theory. One of 

McCombs and Shaw's main points is that the public acts upon 

the amount of visibility that the media lends an issue. By 

so thoroughly over-reporting the September 11 stories, the 

New York Times, although maybe not purposefully, 

trivialized all other news. The placement of articles is 

also very important to the agenda setting theory. The 

public has long considered front-page articles to be the 

most important. When an event gets the entire front page 

dedicated to its coverage, the event gains importance in 

the mind of readers because that is the first thing an 

individual will see when examining the paper. 

Agenda setting has two effects on public opinion. The 

first, as evidence has shown, is that it dictates and 

directs the issues the public ought to think about. The 

second and less obvious effect of agenda setting is that it 

predicts what the public will ignore. Dimbleby and Burton 

argue that readers either do not know about or do not think 

about issues that are given little to no coverage in 

newspapers (200). The problem with this is that the public 

is too easily told what to think about by the media. If 

the media does not mention an issue, then the public is 

likely to ignore the issue. The September 11 attacks were 

so extreme that people, even without the sensationalism of 

19 



the media, were devoting much attention to them. The 

public fed off the continuous coverage of the events, while 

being almost unaware of other issues that were happening at 

that time. The ability to think for one's self is one of 

the most important aspects of being a human being. The 

general public allows the media to take away this gift by 

falling victim to the agenda setting theory. The media 

does not have the power to make news. News happens by 

itself. The media reports news, but does not make it 

happen. The power of the media lies not in their ability 

to create something, but in their ability to manipulate the 

public's concept of what the news is. 

20 



CHAPTER IV 

SPIRAL OF SILENCE 

The next theory that will substantiate my research is 

the spiral of silence theory, which was put forth by 

Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in 1973. The spiral of silence 

theory argues that mass media has a powerful effect on 

public opinion. The theory operates on five basic 

assumptions (Cragan and Shields 262). The first assumption 

is that society threatens deviant individuals with 

isolation. If a person is seen as being different or 

abnormal, that person will, more often than not, become an 

outcast. The second assumption is that human beings have a 

constant fear of isolation. Individuals crave 

companionship and acceptance. The third assumption is that 

this fear of isolation is the factor that motivates 

individuals to continuously assess the dominant public 

opinion. In other words, fear of rejection by society 

causes individuals to constantly examine what the people 

around them are thinking and feeling. The fourth 

assumption is that the result of this individual's 

assessment determines whether that individual chooses to 

disclose or conceal his or her own opinion. If their 

opinion is in agreement with society's opinion, they will 

21 



disclose their opinion. Otherwise, they will normally 

choose to conceal their deviation. The final assumption of 

the spiral of silence theory is that these assumptions 

together explain how individual's opinions are formed, 

defended and changed. The essence of the spiral of silence 

theory is that if an individual finds that their private 

opinions are compatible with public opinion, the individual 

will be more likely to express those opinions. It is this 

disagreement that perpetuates the spiral of silence. If an 

individual has a deviant opinion, he or she will either 

change that opinion in order to become acceptable or simply 

remain silent. The media has a very powerful effect on the 

spiral because the media is the source to which most people 

look to find the distribution of public opinion (Severin 

and Tankard 374). 

The spiral of silence theory further posits that three 

components of mass communication combine to produce 

powerful effects on the distribution of public opinion 

(Severin and Tankard 272). The first component is 

cumulation. Cumulation deals with the accumulation of 

certain themes over a period of time. This can also be 

referred to as media hype or sensationalism. Many times 

newspapers will cover the same story repeatedly in order to 

make it appear a much bigger part of the news than it 

9? 



really is (Severin and Tankard 272). Cumulation is usually 

the component that dictates what individuals perceive to be 

the public opinion. If an individual is bombarded with ten 

stories every day about the same issue, that issue will be 

perceived as important to that individual. 

The second component is ubiquity. Ubiquity refers to 

the widespread presence of mass media. Although, for this 

study, I will only be analyzing the content of print media, 

this component takes into account the other various forms 

of mass communication. Internet, radio broadcasting, 

television broadcasting, and breaking news reports are just 

a few of the several means by which people are surrounded 

by media. It is very hard to escape the presence of the 

media because there are so many forms through which they 

disseminate information. Ubiquity is the seemingly 

unavoidable presence of mass media. 

The third and final component is consonance. 

Consonance is the unified representation of an event that 

is developed and shared by different newspapers, television 

networks and radio stations. The effect of consonance is 

to repeatedly expose people to the concepts that the media 

creates. If all forms of media share the same 

representation of an event, then individuals cannot choose 

any other message. Consonance overcomes selective exposure 

23 



and forces individuals to listen and respond to the 

concepts that the different forms of media band together 

and present. Together these three components determine 

what each individual will perceive to be the dominant 

public opinion concerning issues that are presented to 

them. 

One of the most important things to keep in mind when 

discussing the spiral of silence theory is that the media 

is a "reference point" to which individuals look to 

discover the views of other people (Deacon et al. 370). 

Rosengren claims that the "media's ability to manipulate 

public opinion is based upon the many ways that media is 

unique" (144). First of all, media is pumped into 

virtually every home every day of the year, for several 

hours a day. Practically every television network has 

their own news broadcast and radio stations usually have 

hourly news updates, as well. Homes that subscribe to one 

or more daily newspapers are even more exposed to the 

presence on news media. 

Another characteristic of media is that it offers a 

practically endless flow of news and information for a very 

little cost. Daily newspapers cost an average of $.50 to 

$1.50, depending upon the day of the week and the size of 

the newspaper itself. Many newspapers offer on-line 

24 



versions of the news for no cost. With such a 

preponderance of information at such small prices, it is 

hard to escape the presence of mass communication. Mass 

media also establish the agenda of political, economic, and 

social discussions. As I have already stated, people look 

to newspaper coverage to determine what issues are worthy 

of their attention. These are the stories that individuals 

will base their discussions and social interactions upon. 

Unlike the agenda setting theory, the spiral of silence 

theory tells individuals which views and opinions are 

correct when discussing issues with others (Rosengren 20). 

No other form of communication has quite the same ability 

to determine so much of an individual's thinking and 

sharing process. 

Noelle-Neumann argues that mass media affects the 

spiral in three ways. First and foremost, mass media 

shapes individuals' impressions about which opinions are 

dominant. One way the newspapers do this is by publishing 

letters to the editor. Although the letters are from 

readers, the newspaper still chooses which opinion letters 

to print. One restriction that most newspapers place upon 

these letters is that they must be signed by only one 

individual (washingtonpost.com). The purpose of this rule 

is to ensure that the people reading the article will see 

25 
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that this is one person's opinion, not society's opinion. 

Editors also reserve the right to edit all letters. This 

means that sentences and ideas can be completely eliminated 

from the letters. Newspapers shape our perception about 

dominant opinion by choosing what news they will present to 

the public. Another way those media affects the spiral is 

by shaping the public perceptions about which opinion are 

on the increase. Again, this is accomplished by the 

newspaper's selectivity when printing articles and letters 

to the editor. Lastly, the media shapes our impressions 

about which opinions an individual can utter in public 

without suffering isolation. This is the essence of the 

theory. r elle-Neumann argues that fear of isolation is 

the key factor that motivates an individual to either share 

or hide their opinion. The media, in this case newspaper 

coverage, is the source that individuals look to determine 

which opinions can be expressed without leading to social 

isolation. 
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CHAPTER V 

APPLICATION OF SPIRAL OF SILENCE 

NEW YORK TIMES 

Although I analyzed the New York Times for only one week 

following the September 11 attacks, I found multiple 

examples of the spiral of silence theory. I first examined 

the wording of the articles that were printed in the New 

York Times. The actual wording of the articles can 

determine the overall tone and message that the journalist 

is trying to portray. For example, one article "A Tough 

City is Swept by Anger, Despair and Helplessness" is an 

interview with several different individuals about their 

feelings and reactions to September 11. Although several 

people were interviewed, they all seemed to share the same 

basic opinion. It seems more believable that the 

journalist chose the opinions that they wanted to give 

voice to and reported only those. In the article the 

authors ask "ordinary" people how they feel. The words 

that the authors use are deliberately chosen to convince 

the reader that the opinions expressed by the interviewees 

are the dominant public opinion. They use words such as 

"normal" and "average" in order to give more weight to the 

opinion. If the opinion is normal and average, then to 
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disagree with the opinion makes one abnormal or different. 

Phrases such as "this individual" are avoided because that 

makes the expressed opinion that of one person as opposed 

to that of all normal people. More weight is given to 

opinions that seem to be expressed by society rather than 

an individual. 

Bob Herbert of the New York Times wrote an article in 

which he stated that "our sense of security and much of our 

innocence has been lost" (par 3). This phrase uses the 

plural noun in order to include the reader in the event. 

Again, the reporter implies that the majority of people 

feel this way by saying "our" security and innocence 

instead of my security and innocence. This is one way in 

which newspaper coverage manipulates public opinion. 

Plurality makes these opinions seem more acceptable. The 

spiral of silence theory holds that individuals will only 

disclose opinions that they believe to be shared by the 

majority of society. 

Aside from using plural nouns to express opinions, 

articles can also use emotionally charged words to help 

influence public opinion. Dwyer and Sachs stated that one 

woman said she felt "violated." Another woman said that 

she did not want "to hate" anybody. Still another 

interviewee said that she felt "death in the air." Words 
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like "violated," "hate," and "death" are words that invoke 

strong feelings in readers. Journalists choose these types 

of words to manipulate the emotions of readers. The 

constant use of these emotionally charged words is an 

example of the cumulation effect expressed by Noelle-

Neumann. The theme of emotional impact was built up 

tremendously in the month following the September 11 

attacks. This cumulation is one of the three main ways 

that newspaper coverage can influence public opinion. 

Recurring themes influence readers to believe that these 

themes are the norm and ought to be accepted. 

Another article that appeared in the New York Times, 

"Fantasies of Vengeance, Fed By Fury" takes the same 

polling approach and interviews average citizens to see 

what they think the United States should do next. The 

author quotes one man as saying "Find them and kill them. 

No court. No trial. Electrocute them. (qtd. in Tierney 

par 2)" He then goes on to say that there were more humane 

suggestions made by businessmen and people on the sidewalk, 

such as burning bin Laden alive and "nuking" Kabul, as if 

those are in the least bit humane ways to deal with this 

event. By printing several vicious ideas, Tierney is 

implying that the majority of people think that it is okay 

for the United States to resort to barbarianism in order to 
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command justice from these terrorists. From the spiral of 

silence theory, it appears that the journalist is 

manipulating readers to believe that most people feel this 

way. By printing several "different" opinions that 

basically say the same thing, Tierney lends more acceptance 

and credibility to these ideas. 

Apart from the actual wording that journalists use, 

the tone of an article can also influence how an individual 

will feel about the subject. New York Times reporter 

Michael Gordon wrote an article entitled " A New War And 

Its Scale." When one reads the article, it becomes clear 

that the article is focused upon revenge. Gordon says that 

although "the terrorists may be hard to find, their 

government is not." He goes on to state that America is 

planning a powerful attack if the Taliban doesn't shut down 

the terrorist networks and that the Bush administration 

"wants to rip apart the terrorist network." He also talks 

about the "heavy cost to be paid by those who shelter 

enemies of the United States (par 2). The tone of this 

article is that everybody wants revenge. He implies that 

it is okay to bomb the government of the attackers if the 

attackers themselves cannot be found. It was not the 

government that was responsible for the attack, but Gordon 

implies that revenge must be had even if it is taken out 
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upon the wrong people. He seems to say that the public 

agrees that revenge is more of a priority than bringing the 

actual perpetrator to justice. The people that disagree 

with this idea chose to either remain silent about their 

opinion or the journalist chose to omit differing opinions. 

Either way, this is a prime example of how the media helps 

to shape an individual's assessment of the current public 

opinion. 

Another article printed in the New York Times has a 

specific and suggestive tone. Laurie Goodstein and Gustav 

Niebuhr report about the increased harassment of Arab 

Americans since the September 11 attacks. The reporters 

list eight different incidents in which individuals of Arab 

descent have been either harassed or scrutinized by police 

officers. They say this is a "way of seeking revenge." 

They told one account of a man who swore that he was 

running over an Arab woman in the name of his country. The 

tone of this article also focuses on revenge, but more 

horrifying is that it presents the idea of seeking revenge 

against the race, not the offenders. By listing numerous 

accounts of the harassment, the reporters seem to be 

telling the public that this behavior has become more 

commonplace. They never use any negative words about the 

attacks, only the facts of what happened. This presents an 
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awkward paradox considering how emotional most of the 

September 11 articles are. The only unemotional articles 

seem to be about Americans attacking Arabs. Before 

September 11, it is hard to believe that people would find 

such violence and racism acceptable. However, the 

newspaper coverage of these acts of violence implies that 

this behavior is not as bad as it would normally be. 

WASHINGTON POST 

Further articles attesting to the idea of media 

manipulation can be found in the Washington Post. One 

article quotes a leading anti-terrorist expert as saying 

that the point of these attacks was to "kill Americans and 

undermine Americanism" (Daniel Benjamin qtd. in von 

Drehle). Von Drehle goes on to say that bin Laden is known 

to loathe and resent Americans. These references to 

Americans and Americanism invoke pride in readers. Von 

Drehle also compares the September 11 attacks to Pearl 

Harbor. Pearl Harbor was an attack by a country, not one 

terrorist organization. By using Pearl Harbor as a 

reference point, von Drehle seems to be implying that 

America should go to war with a country, not a terrorist 

organization. He quotes the famous Russian revolutionary 

Leon Trotsky as saying, "You may not be interested in war, 

but war is interested in you" (qtd. In von Drehle par 3). 
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trying to convince the reader, through the wording of his 

article that war will find them if they do not seek it out. 

Combined with the patriotism that his article invokes, war 

sounds seemingly unavoidable. The article expresses a call 

for Americans to support war on a country, not justice for 

the individuals responsible for the attacks. 

Another example of the spiral of silence theory is 

found in Joel Achenbach and William Booth's article that 

was printed in the Washington Post the day after the 

attacks. Their article, like most of the other articles in 

the September 12 edition of the Washington Post, focused 

primarily on the emotional turmoil that people were feeling 

at the time. Achenbach and Booth say that we are at war 

with a "ruthless, invisible enemy." The word "ruthless" 

has a very negative connotation. It implies that the 

enemies will stop at nothing to get what they want. They 

also report "growing men weeping in the street as they 

demand revenge" and urge Americans to "do something 

now...get bin Laden." Again, by saying that they witnessed 

grown men instead of a grown man weeping and crying for 

revenge, the reporter has given the statement more weight. 

Plurality is the essential way that reporters manipulate 

the way that an individual views the opinion of others 

around them. 



The spiral of silence is based on the assumption that 

individuals are constantly assessing the climate of opinion 

in order to avoid isolation (Cragan and Shields 262). If 

an individual reads and interprets that these grown men are 

representative of society's view, more than likely they 

will not disagree with the idea that the quest for revenge 

is what weighs first and foremost on the minds of 

Americans. However, at the time the article was written, 

facts had not been fully recovered. However, the media had 

convicted bin Laden before he was even found to be the 

perpetrator of the attacks. Since the media is most 

people's reference point of public opinion, so had the 

majority of Americans. 

Still another Washington Post article that utilized 

the fundamentals of Noelle-Neumann's theory was printed on 

September 13. William Booth, along with Rene Sanchez, wrote 

another article about the feelings of Americans after the 

attack. They recount instances where "young men called 

military recruiters, eager to enlist," giving the 

impression that even young people are interested in 

tracking down bin Laden since they are "eager" to join the 

army. The reporters go on to say that people waited in 

line for up to four hours, waiting to donate and "speaking 

of revenge." As in the New York Times, the reporters 
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convey through the wording of their articles that revenge 

is what is first and foremost in the general public's mind. 

Discussion 

Noelle-Neumann refers to the unified picture of events 

that media presents to the public and often share with each 

other as consonance. Consonance is one of the components 

of mass media that effects the spiral of silence. It is 

much more difficult for an individual to dismiss the 

opinions presented by several media than it is to disagree 

with one newspaper's coverage of events. One reason why 

Americans were so focused on revenge directly after the 

attacks was because almost every article they were 

presented with reported society's quest for vengeance. The 

spiral of silence holds that consonance, or presenting 

unifies views across many different media sources, is one 

of the main ways that media is able to control public 

opinion. 

In examining these articles, I have shown how the 

different components of the spiral of silence theory were 

utilized in two major newspapers across America. 

Furthermore, I demonstrate how the basic assumptions of the 

spiral of silence are validated in both the New York Times 

and Washington Post articles. I also corroborate the 

theory by pointing out how those assumptions have 
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influenced the newspaper coverage of the attacks of 

September 11, which in turn has shaped public opinion about 

the attacks and helped to determine the course of action 

that most Americans are currently seeking. Evidence of the 

existence of this theory in current events points out the 

control and manipulation that the media is able to exert 

over the American public, especially in times of national 

crisis and uncertainty. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

This research proves that the media does have a 

certain power over public opinion. The question that 

remains unanswered is why that matters. Upon examination 

of these theories and articles, many effects of media 

manipulation are evident. First of all, readers are not 

able to gain an objective point of view from newspaper 

coverage. As aforementioned, several factors influence 

articles chosen to be printed in newspapers. Each of those 

factors in turn influences what the reader will think about 

certain issues. The main problem with taking the media's 

view of public opinion to actually be the public opinion is 

that it is biased. When looking to newspaper coverage for 

facts, it is quite possible that a reader will get more 

opinions than facts. Individuals need to be aware of the 

possible discrepancies between the media's opinion and 

actual fact. The public should not take all media reports 

to be fact. Humans have the capability to think for 

themselves and should exercise that capability. Allowing 

the media to tell individuals how to think inhibits that 

ability. The only way to ensure that the public is forming 

opinions based upon individual beliefs and values, not 
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based upon media sensationalism, is to be aware of the 

control the media exerts over the public so that society 

can better avoid it. 
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