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Abstract of Thesis 
 

Racial and Ethnic Differences in Public Opinion 
Toward Civil Liberties and Ethnic Bias in the War on Terror 

The methods that the U.S. has used to fight terrorism have left citizens with differing 

views on their effectiveness as well as their consequences; particularly the issues of 

unfair ethnic bias and the protection of civil liberties.  Because the war on terror primarily 

targets some Muslim and Arab countries and citizens, it is important to understand how 

American racial and ethnic minorities perceive the consequences of American 

counterterrorism methods.  An August 2006 CBS News/New York Times national survey 

measured public support for civil liberties and likelihood of unfair ethnic bias—binary 

regression analysis was then used to determine differences in opinion among minorities.  

Perception of fear of terrorism was measured, as the literature suggested that support for 

civil liberties decreased as such perception increased—political identity and views, 

household type, and socioeconomic status were controlled.  Using the political-reality 

and group-position theses, it was expected that racial and ethnic minorities would have 

greater support for civil liberties and be more likely to believe in the likelihood of unfair 

ethnic bias than whites.  The hypothesis was proven regarding civil liberties but was 

unproven for likelihood of unfair ethnic bias—non-Christian religious status had a much 

greater effect on this variable than any other element. 
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Chapter 1: Statement of the Problem 

It has been said by numerous journalists and politicians that the terrorist attacks1

The perpetrators of the September 11 attacks belonged to the Islamic terrorist 

organization, Al Qaeda; therefore, the focus of America’s war on terror has been 

specifically on Islamic terrorism.  The various methods that have been used to combat 

terrorist attacks on American soil—i.e., racial and ethnic profiling, military invasion of 

Muslim countries thought to be connected to or harboring terrorists, etc.—have strained 

the image of America in the hearts and minds of Muslims all over the world.  Many 

Americans of Middle Eastern descent and/or Muslim faith have felt threatened in their 

own country and have been victims of unwarranted prejudice—both by law enforcement 

and their fellow citizens.  Because of these circumstances, issues related to terrorism can 

often be emotionally and politically charged, as there are groups of citizens bounded by 

ethnic and religious characteristics who feel that they have been victimized. 

 

of September 11, 2001 on New York City and the Pentagon have forever changed how 

Americans view the world.  It is expected that the deadliest domestic attack in the history 

on U.S. soil would indeed have some effect on the attitudes of the American public, but 

to what extent and to what degree.  Although this issue has been analyzed by several 

studies in different time periods and geographic regions, there has not been a sustained 

focus on the effect that race and ethnicity might have on public opinion regarding 

terrorism-related issues.   

                                                            
1 For the purposes of this paper, terrorist attacks are conceptualized as dangerous and/or violent acts 
conducted by an Islamic group that are intended to intimidate or influence Americans or U.S. policy.  The 
U.S. has experienced many acts of terror before and after 9/11, often at the hands of American citizens.  As 
of the date of this paper, the most recent of such events occurred when Joseph Stack flew a small plane into 
an IRS building committing suicide in Austin, Texas on February 18, 2010. 
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It is worth investigating the terrorism-related issues among minorities in order to 

understand just how race and ethnicity affect public opinion.  American minorities 

(African Americans, Asians, Latinos, mixed race, etc.) have often been victimized and 

discriminated against over the course of U.S. history; based on this observation, there is 

credible reason to believe that minorities may have differing opinions and views on the 

methods in which terrorism is combated. Due to the wide variety of countries of origin, 

not all Americans of Middle Eastern descent are considered to be racial minorities—but 

those of Muslim faith are still considered to be religious minorities.  As such, it remains 

to be seen whether American minorities would view the hardships faced by many Muslim 

and/or Middle Eastern Americans as similar to their own. 

How minorities view the issues of civil liberties and unfair ethnic bias is quite 

important when analyzing public opinion.  Differences in opinion could point to larger 

disparities in worldview and perceptions of society.  Civil liberties concerns among racial 

and ethnic minorities could be greater than those of whites due to experiences of past 

discrimination.  Similarly, these minorities might see similarities between the current 

hardships of American Muslims or Americans of Middle Eastern descent as similar to 

experiences of their own. 

Neither the level of fear regarding a future terrorist attack nor the degree of 

concern over violations of civil liberties that counterterrorism efforts might entail has 

been examined through a racial and ethnic lens.  There is reason to expect that differences 

by race and ethnicity regarding these issues might exist due to distrust of government 

stemming from minority status; therefore, this area of study deserves further investigation.  

Using data from the August 2006 CBS News/New York Times Monthly Poll and the 
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political reality and group position frameworks, this study examines whether there is a 

significant racial and/or ethnic disparity of public opinion over terrorism-related issues. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Perception of Threat of Terrorism  

A sense of fear among the general public is an obvious response to terrorism.  

Fear perception has been the subject of many studies in several disciplines, with much of 

the focus on the feeling of threat.  Several studies have indicated the difference between 

sociotropic threat, meaning a terrorist threat to the nation, and personal threat, meaning 

concern that one’s own self or a family member would be victimized in a terrorist attack.  

Shortly after September 11, the sociotropic threat was high as a vast majority of the 

public feared that there would be another terrorist attack in the future.  Feelings of 

personal threat were not quite as high, but still affected a substantial proportion of the 

public (Huddy, Feldman, Capelos, & Provost, 2002; Huddy, Khatib, & Capelos, 2002; 

Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005).  A majority of Long Island and Queens, New 

York residents in particular were concerned that another attack would occur and that they 

or a family member would be hurt (Huddy, Feldman, Capelos, & Provost, 2002).  

Feelings of personal threat seem to have declined over time (Davis, 2007), however data 

regarding feelings of national threat have not always been consistent. 

Terrorism-related fears have spurred changes in the behavior that may serve to 

create a sense of protection and security (Huddy, Feldman, Capelos, & Provost, 2002; 

Eisenman et al, 2009).  In 2002, Huddy, Feldman, Capelos, and Provost conducted a 

study of 1,221 Long Island and Queens, New York residents and found that there were 

several lifestyle changes ranging from delaying or canceling air travel (26%) to spending 

more time with children or family (31%).  It should be noted that this study’s data 

collection occurred within months of the attacks, primarily in areas near New York City.  
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As such, this study may have limited generalizability to the U.S. population at large, but 

the conclusions are still very relevant.  Although this sample is spatially limited to the 

area that suffered the most during the terrorist attacks, there is evidence that some 

individuals in locations much further away have also changed behavior due to fears of 

terrorism.  A 2009 study of residents in Los Angeles indicated that some respondents 

avoided activities due to the fear or worry of terrorism, with racial and ethnic minorities 

being more likely to engage in such behavior (Eisenman et al.).  Perceived national threat 

has been shown to have a modest effect on behavior while perceived personal threat has 

been shown to have a significant effect on behavior (Huddy, Feldman, Capelos, & 

Provost, 2002).   

Counterterrorism Policies and Civil Liberties 

As the specter of terrorism instills fear and trepidation in the public to varying 

degrees, it has been shown that terrorism affects attitudes as well as behavior.  How 

individuals perceive the terrorism threat, particularly sociotropic threats, can also 

influence attitudes towards domestic policies for preventing terrorism (Huddy, Khatib, & 

Capelos, 2002; Davis & Silver, 2004; Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005).  Evidence 

shows that the perception of terrorist threat is positively correlated with increased support 

for domestic antiterrorism policies and lower support for civil liberties (Davis & Silver, 

2004; Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005).  Huddy, Feldman, Taber, and Lahav 

discovered that as the threat of future terrorism increased, the degree of support for a 

national identification card and government monitoring of phones and emails increased 

significantly (2005).  They also found that such an increased sociotropic threat was 

correlated with heightened concern regarding failure to pass tough antiterrorism policies 
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rather than concern about restrictions of civil liberties that such policies might entail 

(Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005). 

The extent to which the public supports such antiterrorism policies is closely 

related to the matter of civil liberties.  The concept of relinquishing personal freedoms to 

combat terrorism is a sensitive issue which has been at the center of debate since the war 

on terror began shortly after the attacks.  Even in the recent aftermath of the attacks, a 

sizeable portion of the American public was still concerned with how civil liberties 

would be handled while fighting terrorism.  In the months and years following the 

September 11th

Overall, it has been found that the higher the perceived sociotropic threat of 

terrorism, the more supportive the public is of domestic antiterrorism policies (Davis & 

Silver, 2004; Huddy, Feldman, Taber & Lahav, 2005).  There is discretion, however, 

regarding which freedoms are being sacrificed and to what extent.  In the weeks, months, 

and even years after the September 11

 attacks, studies have shown that more Americans displayed apprehension 

in giving up their freedoms than initially after the attacks (Huddy, Khatib, & Capelos, 

2002; Davis & Silver, 2004; Bloch-Elkon, 2007).   

th

Public support for civil liberties has been shown to be contingent on factors such 

as the level of privacy invasion regarding antiterrorism policies as well as the perceived 

level of sociotropic threat.  Huddy, Khatib, and Capelos found that almost two-thirds of 

the public supported government surveillance policies when chat rooms—involving 

unspecified individuals—were the target of surveillance (2002). However, support was 

 attacks, the concern for civil liberties remains 

significant, with an increasing majority of the public favoring government measures to 

counter terrorism only if basic civil liberties were not violated (Bloch-Elkon, 2007).   
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half as high when Americans specifically were the target or when surveillance was done 

without an individual’s knowledge—over half of the public supported surveillance when 

the target group was unspecified (Huddy et al, 2002).  It should be noted that these rates 

of support for surveillance declined over the months after the attacks (Huddy et al, 2002).   

Government surveillance is one of the more sensitive aspects of antiterrorism 

policies compared to other methods.  Public support for a national identification card has 

also been a topic of analysis which has shown that this is a relatively more acceptable 

method of counter terrorism.  Huddy, Khatib, and Capelos found that a large majority of 

the public supported national identification cards, but as with the issue of surveillance, 

this support occurred when few details of the policy were given (2002).  When 

respondents were given details of national identification card as having detailed 

information about every person, support decreased to about half (Huddy et al 2002).  A 

decrease in support for national identification cards was found within a year of the attacks 

(Greenberg, Craighill & Greenberg, 2004).   

The degree of public support for other methods of preventing terrorism has also 

been studied.  In 2002, it was found that over three-quarters of Americans favored 

identification checks at work and in public buildings, a practice that has been widely used 

since the attacks (Huddy, Khatib & Capelos).  However, the same study also found that 

almost the same proportion of people opposed random police checks of possessions 

(Huddy, Khatib & Capelos, 2002).  In another study, respondents were questioned about 

an additional antiterrorism method—governmental monitoring of credit card purchases.  

It was found that such monitoring was supported by more of the public than government 

surveillance of personal calls and emails.  These findings were consistent from shortly 
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after the attacks to over a year later (Greenberg, Craighill, and Greenberg, 2004).  Again, 

it is apparent that the public discriminates among various forms of terrorism prevention, 

and that not all antiterrorism methods garner the same degree of public support.  

Overall, evidence shows that the public has been more protective of civil liberties 

than security over time (Davis, 2007).  Feelings of personal threat have declined over 

time; however, the evidence points to the level of trust in government as becoming more 

important in influencing support for civil liberties than perceptions of threat (Davis, 

2007).  In general, the literature suggests that as perceptions of fear decrease, the support 

and concern for civil liberties increases—therefore, it is expected that the same 

relationship will be evident in this study. 

 Limitations of Previous Studies 

The literature that has been reviewed has multiple limitations.  Many of these 

studies are limited in the temporal aspects of their data collection.  Huddy, Feldman, 

Capelos, and Provost administered telephone surveys within a mere two months of the 

terrorist attacks of 2001 (2002).  Huddy, Khatib, and Capelos (2002) also analyzed a 

large number of public polls which ranged from the same month of the attacks to over six 

months later in March of 2002.  While including several polls in the study may have 

strengthened generalizability, this study still only covered a relatively short period of 

time after the attacks.  The later study in 2004 by Greenberg, Craighill, and Greenberg 

employed a follow-up technique which captured responses immediately after the attacks 

as well as responses a year afterward.  The studies of Davis and Silver (2004) and Huddy, 

Feldamn, Taber, and Lahav (2005) both review data that was collected within the first six 

months after the attacks. 
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 There are three studies that used relatively recent data for public opinion analysis 

which aid in the chronological perspective of this issue.  Darren W. Davis (2007) 

conducted a survey using three waves of data collection:  the first wave in November 

2001 to January 2002, the second wave in January to May 2003, and the final wave in 

July to November 2004.  In their study of several polls, Yaeli Bloch-Elkon (2007) used 

an even larger timeframe in which data was used from polls ranging from the day of the 

attacks to the end of 2005.  Eisenman et al (2009) analyzed public opinion with data 

collected from late October 2004 to early January 2005. 

 Another limitation in some of the studies reviewed is the spatial aspect of the 

samples used.  Two of the studies reviewed used samples from very limited locations 

which could diminish their findings with regard to generalizability.  Huddy, Feldman, 

Capelos, and Provost’s (2002) analysis of personal and national threat consisted of data 

collected from residents of Long Island and Queens, New York.   This data is more 

relevant for people living near New York City; however, it should be noted that this 

sample is still not completely representative of this area.  Only residents in the counties of 

Queens, Nassau, and Suffolk are included in this survey while residents of Staten Island, 

Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan (where the local attacks actually took place) were left 

out. 

 The second study with a spatially limited sample was conducted using data from 

Los Angeles County, California (Eisenman et al., 2009).  Although it captured the 

perceptions of threat within a part of the public that was quite removed from areas that 

suffered the most during the attacks, Eisenman et al.’s study was too restricted regionally 

to reach any national conclusions yet it also brought other issues to light.  Greenberg, 
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Craighill, and Greenberg (2004) collected survey data in two phases for responses 

immediately after and one year after the attacks.  National data was used in both phases; 

however, in the second phase the year after the attacks, there was an additional sample 

added to the analysis that consisted of New York City and Washington, DC residents.  

This is the only study reviewed that analyzed both local and national data; however, the 

missing baseline data for the local responses leave some depth missing from the 

conclusions. 

 Two of the studies reviewed have employed secondary analysis of several 

national polls (Huddy, Khatib, & Capelos, 2002; Bloch-Elkon, 2007).  It is unclear what 

effect the inclusion of many different sample sizes had on the findings.  The various 

questions used in the whole sample of polls likely add to the validity of measuring such 

concepts as perceptions of fear and support for antiterrorism policies. 

 When tapping into how the public feels about civil liberties and antiterrorism 

policies, it is important to acknowledge the sensitivity of the issues.  The way that certain 

questions are worded has an influence on how respondents will understand what is being 

asked of them.  Greenberg, Craighill, and Greenberg (2004) collected data on 

respondents’ opinions on three different antiterrorism policies: favoring all citizens to 

carry a national identification card at all times, allowing government to monitor all 

personal telephone calls and emails, and allowing government to monitor all credit card 

purchases.  Questions regarding each policy were then augmented to replace “all” with 

“you” to determine if the support for each policy were influenced by the possibility of the 

respondent being the target of these policies.  These small changes elicited different 

responses and showed that public opinion was contingent on who was subject to the 
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methods of control.  Greenberg et al. (2004) note, however, that the focus of their surveys 

was not civil liberties and they did not pose questions that would be more helpful in such 

analysis.   

 The literature has illustrated an interesting glimpse into how the public views 

threats of terrorism and to what extent as well as how much support there is for 

antiterrorism policies and civil liberties.  There are areas of this issue, however, that 

would benefit from further clarification and research. 

 As the end of the first decade after the September 11th

  

 attacks approaches, it 

should be noted that other terrorist attacks have occurred around the world—most 

specifically in London and Mumbai.  Although there has not been another successful 

terrorist attack on U.S. soil since September 11, it would seem that Americans are more 

aware of the specter of terrorism than before the attacks.  Globalization and advancement 

in technology have been occurring at a rapid rate and the prior victimization of the U.S. 

by terrorism has spurred a foreign policy that has placed its troops in areas known for 

terrorist activity around the world with the goal of preventing future attacks on home soil.  

Considering that some international allies of the U.S. have also been victimized by 

terrorism (the United Kingdom and India specifically), it would be expected that 

Americans still have emotions and opinions about terrorism that should be analyzed at 

the present time.  Have the trends in support of civil liberties over security remained 

constant over time?  Have they changed?  Has the perception of the threat of terrorism 

continued to decrease over the last decade or has it reached a plateau?  Such research 

would be helpful in determining the contemporary patterns of thought on this issue. 



12 

Racial and Ethnic Factors 

Perhaps the major limitation of past research is its relative neglect of possible 

racial and ethnic differences in public opinion toward counterterrorism policies. There is 

not enough analysis of racial or ethnic differences in these areas of public opinion in the 

literature; however, there have been some interesting findings.  In 2002, Huddy, Feldman, 

Capelos, and Provost found that Hispanics were more likely to feel both personal and 

sociotropic threats, especially personal, than whites.  In 2004, Davis and Silver found that 

African Americans were more supportive of civil liberties than whites at any level of 

sociotropic threat.  In 2009, Eisenman, et al. found that non-whites were more likely to 

fear terrorism than whites.  These findings could be misleading; however, as the sample 

sizes, locations, and time periods of data collection in these studies range widely.  As 

intriguing as these findings may seem, more research is needed to further investigate such 

racial and ethnic differences in this area. 

Most of the studies reviewed do not put much focus on investigating whether 

racial or other demographic factors have an influence on public opinion on this issue.  Of 

the studies that do include such information as part of their analysis, two of them use 

samples that are too spatially restricted in their locations (Huddy et al, 2002; Eisenman et 

al, 2009).   The Davis and Silver study (2004) provided perhaps the clearest evidence that 

race or ethnicity may play a role in influencing support for civil liberties.  Statistically 

significant evidence showed that African Americans were the least willing to give up 

civil liberties in favor of security than any other racial group.  Davis and Silver (2004) 

also found that Latinos were more willing to give up civil liberties in favor of greater 

security than whites (although the extent of this difference was less extreme than that of 
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African Americans).  The authors speculate that the correlations for African Americans 

stem from a shared history consisting of the civil rights struggle and a distrust of 

government.  The correlations for Latinos are possibly a result of sample selectivity as 

the interviews in the study were conducted in English and this may have reached a more 

assimilated or affluent sample (Davis & Silver, 2004).  These findings are intriguing 

enough to inspire further research into differences in opinion along racial and ethnic lines 

or other demographic factors. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Perspective 

 When investigating public opinion on government counterterrorism methods and 

civil liberties, it is necessary to analyze the climate of opinion about government in 

general.  Studies have shown that there have been vast differences in racial and ethnic 

minority attitudes regarding government.  Political trust among African Americans has 

been shown to be significantly lower than among whites (Abramson, 1983; Bobo & 

Gilliam, 1990).  Kinder and Winter found that differences between public opinion of 

African Americans and whites on both issues of race-targeted policies—such as the 

government’s role in affirmative action, college quotas, etc.—as well as nonracial 

policies—such as government spending on social programs, cuts in federal spending, 

etc.—were so large that they constituted a racial divide (2001).  Several studies have 

argued that minority representation in government can have an inverse effect on political 

cynicism and distrust—as minority representation in government increases, political 

distrust decreases (Howell & Fagan, 1988; Bobo & Gilliam, 1990; Pantoja & Segura, 

2003).  However, it is important to note that increased minority political representation 

has occurred more rapidly at the local and state level than at the national level.  Bobo and 

Gilliam found that local representation or empowerment had no effect on levels of trust in 

the federal government or the perceptions of politicians in general (1990).  Considering 

that American minorities have had a history of discrimination and victimization by 

various institutions including the U.S. government, it may be reasonable to assume that 

some minorities might believe that such a discriminatory past may not be so easily shed 

when protecting all Americans from the threat of terrorism.  Since counterterrorism 
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policies are largely of a federal matter, minority attitudes towards facets of federal 

government remain relevant when studying attitudes regarding terrorism-related issues. 

 The current state of research on this topic would benefit from a more current 

survey of Americans to investigate previously observed patterns of fear as well as support 

for antiterrorism policies.  A particular focus on demographic factors, especially race and 

ethnicity, would contribute to the literature of public opinion on terrorism-related issues 

and concerns that remain relevant to the present day. 

 Perceptions of society are generally understood to be affected to a greater or 

lesser degree by personal and shared life experiences.  As such, membership within a 

racial or ethnic minority group certainly should have some effect on these perceptions.  

African Americans, Latinos, Asians, and other minorities have a different social and 

political history in the United States that differs from most whites.  The reality of past 

subjugation and continuing overt and latent racism—within institutions as well as society 

as a whole—cannot be overlooked when attempting to understand differences in public 

opinion among minorities.  How minorities view government is critically important when 

analyzing public opinion on terrorism-related issues.  The level of fear concerning a 

future terrorist attack may have much to do with how confident one feels that their 

government can protect them.  A member of a racial or ethnic minority group may feel 

less inclined to feel confidence in such protection if it is felt that their minority group was 

of less concern to government officials than others.  Similarly, a minority individual may 

feel more inclined to be dubious of counterterrorism methods in light of the risk to their 

civil liberties. 
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 Paul Abramson’s political-reality thesis can provide a useful explanation for why 

minority groups may differ from whites in their views of government and their 

subsequently trust in government.  Primarily focused on African Americans, Abramson’s 

thesis consists of two important assumptions:  1) African Americans have “less ability to 

influence political leaders than whites do” and 2) African Americans have “less reason to 

trust political leaders than whites do” (1972: 1259)2

The first assumption rests upon the basic reality that African Americans are a 

minority group in a system that is governed by majority rule.  While African Americans 

have made considerable gains in achieving elected government positions, they are still 

under-represented overall—making up 12% of the population yet holding about 7.2% of 

all state legislature offices (as of 2006) and 3.2% of all governor and lieutenant offices 

(as of 2007) in the nation (“United States: National Elected Officials” 2007).  As of 2010, 

there is only one African American senator out of 100 and forty-two African American 

representatives out of 435 (“Black Americans in Congress - Representatives and Senators 

by Congress, 1870-2007” n.d.).  Abramson argues that because they are a minority 

population, African Americans must always seek partners—which is a limitation on their 

political influence. 

.   

The second assumption follows logically with respect to political power.  

Abramson states that political leaders are likely to be more trustworthy with groups that 

have sanctions over them.  When political leaders deal with a group that has no sanctions 

                                                            
2 Abramson developed the political-reality model while studying political attitudes of adolescents.  The 
third assumption states that African American children “know these facts, or they are indirectly influenced 
by adults who know these facts, or both.”  For the purposes of this paper, the third assumption is omitted as 
child attitudes do not pertain to the subject matter and the omission does not alter the previous two 
assumptions. 
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over them and less political power, they are expected to be less trustworthy than when 

dealing with groups with more political power.  Abramson views political power as an 

important resource that is necessary to keep political leaders honest (1972).  According to 

this theory, those who understand their political reality should have lower feelings of 

political effectiveness and political trust than those who do not (Abramson, 1972).  Such 

political efficacy is necessary in order for individuals to feel that they can affect change 

in government and that government will respond to their demands.   

In his study of African American adolescents, Harrell R. Rodgers, Jr. found a 

strong relationship between efficacy and cynicism in which decreases in political efficacy 

were accompanied by increases in political cynicism, likely resulting from increased 

feelings that African Americans were particularly discriminated against (1974).  

Therefore, it is realistic for African Americans to feel “less efficacious and more cynical 

since they have limited potential to affect the system and because political leaders have 

been less responsive to black needs” (Rodgers, 1974: 273). 

How minorities view government may also be affected by feelings of prejudice or 

discrimination in society.  Bobo and Hutchings’ exploration and extension of Herbert 

Blumer’s theory of prejudice as a sense of group position provides an additional 

perspective with which to study minority attitudes of government.  Blumer theorized that 

a group’s sense of position in society is formed by a “running process in which the 

dominant racial group is led to define and redefine the subordinate racial group and its 

relations between them” (1958: 5).  This theory of group position forming racial 

prejudice consists of four elements: the dominant group’s belief of in-group superiority, 

in-group members viewing others as alien and different, in-group assumptions of 
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proprietary rights and privileges, and out-group members desire to share rights and 

privileges that are understood as owned by the in-group (Blumer, 1958).  Bobo and 

Hutchings utilized Blumer’s theory to study minorities’ feelings of group competition 

regarding access to social resources and alienation, as well as perceptions of threat, 

concluding that the more that members of a racial group may feel they are collectively 

treated unfairly or oppressed by society, the more likely they are to perceive members of 

other groups as a threat (1996).   

Weitzer and Tuch have applied this group-position thesis to public perceptions of 

police misconduct and found that racial differences did have an effect on perceptions of 

police (2004).  Although their findings did not expose a simple pattern of whites versus 

minorities regarding police perceptions, Weitzer and Tuch’s study revealed that African 

Americans and Hispanics have increased views of police misconduct due to higher rates 

of reporting and experience with abuse of authority (2004).  It is logical to therefore 

assume that racial and ethnic minorities would perceive the police, and other institutions 

of authority involved in counterterrorism, as more prone to abuse and less vested in the 

interests of protecting them. 

Using the political-reality thesis, one might expect to find racial and ethnic 

minorities to be less trusting of government.  The conception of fear or likelihood of 

another terrorist attack may be due to a lack of trust that the government can protect them 

from such an event.  Distrust of government rooted in minority status may also help 

bolster support of civil liberties, as the public may feel less inclined to believe that their 

freedoms are being protected.  The group-position thesis complements the political-

reality thesis as it contends that racial and ethnic minorities may view institutions of 
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authority in the war on terror such as law enforcement as not serving their best interests 

as American citizens.  On the basis of the above, I hypothesize that racial and ethnic 

minorities would be more concerned about civil liberties and believe that unfair ethnic 

bias against Muslims and Middle Easterners is more likely than whites. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

Data 

Data for this study come from an August 2006 survey from the CBS News/New 

York Times Monthly Poll series, which solicits public opinion on the presidency and 

various other political issues.  Questions focused on issues such as the performance of 

George W. Bush and political parties regarding the war on terror, the perception of socio-

tropic and personal terrorist threat, what respondents considered the most important 

national problems, and public opinion on political parties’ effectiveness at solving these 

problems.  Respondents were also asked to report their opinions on airline safety, 

provision of anti-terrorism laws, and protection of civil liberties.  Public opinion on the 

Iraq war was also investigated as was, to a lesser degree, the Israel-Hezbollah conflict in 

Lebanon and the al Qaeda terrorist network.  This survey differed from other similar 

projects in that it included a question asking respondents how likely it is that Arab 

Americans, Muslims, and Middle Eastern immigrants would be unfairly singled out in the 

U.S.  This inclusion of this survey item is critical as it offered an opportunity to tap into 

how respondents perceived unfair ethnic bias within the context of the war on terrorism.  

Other information includes voter registration status and participation history, political 

party affiliation, political philosophy, marital status, sex, religious preference, education 

level, age, household income, race, whether respondents had any children under the age 

of 18, and the presence of household members between the ages of 18 and 24.   

Sample 

The original probability sample included 974 adults aged 18 and over living in 

households with telephone lines in the contiguous 48 states.  A variation of random-digit 
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dialing using primary sampling units (PSUs) was employed, consisting of blocks of 100 

telephone numbers identical through the eighth digit and stratified by geographic region, 

area code, and size of place—the phone surveys were conducted between August 11 and 

13, 2006.  After eliminating cases with missing data on any of the study variables, 829 

respondents remain for analysis in model I and 733 respondents in model II (see below 

for description of models).  

Measures 

 Dependent variables.  Model I examines respondents’ views on counterterrorism 

policies and civil liberties in which one issue is clearly juxtaposed against the other and 

the respondent is asked to indicate which issue is more troubling to them.  This concept 

was measured by the following question: “Which concerns you more right now:  that the 

government will fail to enact strong anti-terrorism laws, or that the government will enact 

new anti-terrorism laws which excessively restrict the average person’s civil liberties? 

[dichotomous response with “fail to enact laws” coded as 0 and “restrict civil liberties 

coded as 1].  Model II examines how respondents viewed the likelihood of unfair bias 

toward Muslims and Middle Easterners, which taps into respondents’ perceptions of the 

existence of discrimination towards people who share similar characteristics as those who 

are pursued by law enforcement.  This concept was measured by the following question: 

“How likely do you think it is that Arab Americans, Muslims, and immigrants from the 

Middle East will be singled out unfairly by people in this country: very likely, somewhat 

likely, not too likely, or not all at likely?” (“Very likely” and “somewhat likely” were 

coded as 1 and “not too likely” and “not at all likely” were coded as 0).  Because these 

dependent variables are dichotomous and the predictor variables are a combination of 
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discrete and continuous variables, it would be inappropriate to use ordinary regression 

techniques due to a violation of the OLS assumption of homoscedastic disturbance terms.  

In order to estimate the effects of the predictor variables on concern for civil liberties and 

ethnic bias, I used a binary logistic regression analysis.  This method yields parameter 

estimates that are analogous to OLS regression coefficients.   

Independent variables.  The perception of fear was measured using three variables.  

Sociotropic threat was measured by the following question: “How likely do you think it is 

that there will be another terrorist attack in the United States within the next few 

months?” [4-point response scale ranged from “not at all likely” (coded 1) to “very 

likely” (coded 4)].  Personal threat was measured by the following questions: “Would 

you say you personally are very concerned about a terrorist attack in the area where you 

live or not?” [dichotomous response with “no” coded 0 and “yes” coded 1]; “Compared 

to one year ago, do you feel more safe from the threat of terrorism, less safe, or about as 

safe as you felt one year ago?” [3-point response scale ranged from “more safe” (coded 1) 

to “less safe” (coded 3)]. 

 Control variables.  In addition to the independent variables listed above, several 

control variables are included in the models for each dependent variable.  Demographic 

control variables were included because the sample consisted of a wide variety of 

respondents.  If these controls were not incorporated in this study, the multiple types of 

households and various socioeconomic backgrounds of the respondents would logically 

alter the findings.  Additionally, several political identity controls were included due to 

the nature of the war on terror as a politically charged issue.  Public opinion on terrorism-

related issues cannot be properly investigated without acknowledging that political 



23 

identity and the perception of the U.S.’ military operations overseas affect how one views 

counterterrorism policies in general.  By including these controls, it is assured that the 

results are not altered by the diverse political opinions of respondents.  These variables 

included: gender (male=1, female=0); age in years; education measured by highest level 

completed [5-point response scale ranged from “not a high school graduate” (coded 1) to 

“post-graduate work or degree” (coded 5)]; total family income [6-point scale ranging 

from “under $15,000” (coded 1) to “over $100,000” (coded 6)]; and Evangelical 

Christian status (yes=1, no=0).  The level of confidence that a respondent has in the 

government to protect its citizens from terrorist attacks was considered relevant in 

measuring how a respondent would view government policies for dealing with terrorism; 

therefore, the following variable was also included as a control variable:  “How much 

confidence do you have in the ability of the U.S. government to protect its citizens from 

future terrorist attacks:  a great deal, a fair amount, not very much, or none at all?  (4-

point response scale ranged from “a great deal” (coded as 1) to “none at all” (coded as 4).   

Other variables present in the regression models were measured through a series 

of dummy variables: having children over 18 (yes=1, no=0) or being the parent of 

children under 18 (yes=1, no=0; the reference group was no children); being married 

(yes=1, no=0), widowed (yes=1, no=0), or separated or divorced (yes=1, no=0; the 

reference group was never married); being protestant (yes=1, no=0), Catholic (yes=1, 

no=0), or Jewish or other religion (yes=1, no=0; the reference group was no religion); 

being liberal (yes=1, no=0) or conservative (yes=1, no=0; the reference group was being 

moderate); being Democrat (yes=1, no=0) or Republican (yes=1, no=0; the reference 

group was independent); having voted for John Kerry in the 2004 presidential election 
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(yes=1, no=0), George W. Bush (yes=1, no=0), declined vote disclosure (yes=1, no=0; 

the reference group was those who did not vote).   

Whether the respondent believed that the U.S. was winning the war on terrorism 

was considered an important element to include as a control because it can affect how a 

respondent views the success or failure of U.S. counterterrorism policies.  The question, 

“Who do you think is currently winning the war against terrorism:  the United States and 

its allies, neither side, or the terrorists?” was therefore included.  Two variables, a belief 

that the U.S. and its allies were winning the war on terrorism (yes=1, no=0) and a belief 

that the terrorists were winning (yes=1, no=0), were used with  the reference group being 

those who believed neither side was winning.  How a respondent viewed the effect of the 

war in Iraq on the threat of terrorism against the U.S. was also considered to be relevant 

regarding how the U.S. deals with fighting terrorism at home.  The question “As a result 

of the United States’ military action against Iraq, do you think the threat of terrorism 

against the United States has increased, decreased, or stayed about the same?” was 

included with the following dummy variables measured:  believing that the threat of 

terrorism against the U.S. had increased (yes=1, no=0) or decreased (yes=1, no=0) due to 

military action against Iraq (the reference group included those who believed the threat 

was the same). 

For the purposes of measuring minority attitudes on counterterrorism policies, 

civil liberties, and biased treatment of certain ethnic groups, race and ethnicity were 

coded in this study with the dummy variables  non-white (yes=1, no=0) which included 

black or African Americans, Asians, other races, and any race of Hispanic origin (the 

reference group were whites with no Hispanic origin).  Hispanics could not be examined 
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separately because sample size of this subgroup was too small to analyze efficiently.  

This is a major limitation of this data and as such, I must use this categorization of race in 

order to illustrate at least a portion of the larger patterns of majority and minority 

disparities in opinion on these issues. 
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Chapter 5: Results 

 Concern for civil liberties 

 Table 1 presents data showing a significant relationship between concern for civil 

liberties and race/ethnicity—Black/African Americans, Asians, any other race, and 

Hispanics of any race.  Non-whites were 1.7 times more likely than whites to be 

concerned that anti-terrorism laws would excessively restrict the average person’s civil 

liberties.  Gender also had an effect on this variable with men being 1.8 times more likely 

than women to be worried about the constraints of these freedoms due to 

counterterrorism laws.  Respondents who had children under the age of 18 were 0.626 

times less likely than those with no children to be concerned with anti-terrorism laws 

constraining restrictions on one’s civil rights.  Religion played a significant role in 

determining such support as well.  Members of the Jewish faith and other non-Christian 

religions were 2.2 times more likely than those with no religion to express apprehension 

over civil liberties due to terrorism-related policies.   

 How respondents viewed the efficacy of their government in terms of protection 

and triumphs in the war on terrorism were shown to be quite significant.  Those who 

believed that the U.S. and its allies were winning the war on terrorism were 0.559 times 

less likely than those who believed that neither side was winning the war on terrorism to 

have concerns that anti-terrorism laws would excessively restrict civil liberties.  The less 

confident respondents were that the U.S. government would protect citizens from future 

terrorist attacks the more likely they worried that constitutional rights would be 

excessively restricted by counterterrorism policies.  None of the other variables exerted a 

significant effect on concern for civil liberties. 



27 

 Likelihood of Unfair Ethnic Bias 

 In model II, the nature of parenthood was shown to have a significant effect on 

how respondents viewed the likelihood of people being unfairly biased against based on 

their ethnicity or religion.  Being a parent of children—minors or adults—made a 

significant difference on the belief that it was likely that Arab Americans, Muslims, and 

immigrants from the Middle East would be singled out unfairly by people in the U.S.  

Those who had children under the age of 18 were 0.529 times less likely and those who 

had children above the age of 18 were 0.506 times less likely than those with no children 

to have this belief. 

 On this dependent variable, religion once again played an important factor on 

respondents’ perspective on unfair ethnic bias.  The likelihood of unfair bias of Arab 

Americans, Muslims, and Middle Eastern immigrants was 3.9 times more likely to be 

reported by members of the Jewish faith and other religions than those who were not 

religious.  Political ideology was also shown to have an effect on this variable as those 

who identified as conservatives were 0.543 times less likely to believe that unfair bias 

against these groups was likely than those who identified as moderate. 

 Respondents who believed that the U.S. and their allies were winning the war on 

terrorism were 0.602 times less likely to believe the existence of such unfair bias than 

those who believe that neither side was winning the war on terrorism.  Of greatest 

significance on the dependent variable of unfair bias was how respondents perceived the 

terrorist threat as an effect of the Iraq war.  Respondents who believed that the threat of 

terrorism against the U.S. has decreased as a result of U.S. military action against Iraq 

were 0.329 times less likely than those who believe the threat has remained the same to 
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report that it was likely that Arab Americans, Muslims, and immigrants from the Middle 

East would be singled out unfairly by their fellow countrymen. 

Table 1       

Logistic estimates from respondents' concerns on excessively restricted civil liberties and likelihood 
of unfair bias against Arab Americans, Muslims, and Middle Eastern immigrants, CBS/NY Times 
Monthly Poll August 2006 

More concerned that the government will 
enact new anti-terrorism laws which 

excessively restrict the average person's civil 
liberties (model I)  

Likely that Arab Americans, Muslims, and 
immigrants from the Middle East will be 

singled out unfairly by people in this country 
(model II) 

  B OR     B OR 
 Race/Ethnicity    Race/Ethnicity  

Nonwhite   .559* 1.749  Nonwhite 0.065 1.067 
 -0.247    -0.349  

 
Demographic 
information    

Demographic 
information  

Male    .562** 1.754  Male -0.357 0.7 
 -0.177    -0.22  
Age 0.004 1.004  Age -0.011 0.989 
 -0.008    -0.01  
Education -0.01 0.99  Education 0.035 1.035 
 -0.083    -0.103  
Income 0.009 0.991  Income -0.092 0.912 
       

-0.079 Marital status   -0.106 Marital Status  
Married -0.16 0.852  Married -0.305 0.737 
 -0.293    -0.448  
Separated or Divorced 0.29 1.336  Separated or Divorced -0.194 0.823 
 -0.328    -0.493  
Widowed -0.334 0.716  Widowed -0.881 0.414 
       

-0.423 Parental status   -0.561 Parental status  
Have children under 18 -.469* 0.626  Have children under 18 -.637* 0.529 
 -0.219    -0.279  
Have children over 18 -0.302 0.739  Have children over 18 -.682* 0.506 
       

-0.234 Religion   -0.326 Religion  
Evangelical Christian 0.046 1.047  Evangelical Christian -0.138 0.871 
 -0.209    -0.251  
Protestant 0.126 1.135  Protestant 0.393 1.482 
 -0.247    -0.316  
Catholic 0.027 1.028  Catholic 0.426 1.531 
 -0.28    -0.361  
Jewish or other religion .806* 2.238  Jewish or other religion 1.353* 3.87 
       

-0.382 Political Identity   -0.611 Political Identity  
Liberal .309 1.362  Liberal 0.213 1.238 
 -0.232    -0.35  
Moderate -0.21 0.811  Moderate -.611* 0.543 
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 -0.21    -0.25  
Democrat 0.304 1.355  Democrat 0.04 1.041 
 -0.221    -0.297  
Republican -0.302 0.739  Republican 0.179 1.196 
 -0.232    -0.277  
Voted for Bush in 2004 -0.274 0.76  Voted for Bush in 2004 -0.099 0.906 
 -0.265    -0.334  
Voted for Kerry in 2004 -0.179 0.836  Voted for Kerry in 2004 0.276 1.317 
 -0.263    -0.351  
Undisclosed 2004 vote 0.35 1.42  Undisclosed 2004 vote 0.793 2.209 
       

-0.534 Views on terrorism war   -0.794 Views on terrorism war  

US & allies winning war 
on terrorism -.581** 0.559  

US & allies winning war 
on terrorism -.508* 0.602 

 -0.208    -0.252  

Terrorists are winning 
war on terrorism 0.295 1.343  

Terrorists are winning 
war on terrorism -0.157 0.855 

 -0.228    -0.307  

Iraq war decreased 
terrorist threat -0.461 0.631  

Iraq war decreased 
terrorist threat 

-
1.112*** 0.329 

 -0.339    -0.321  

Iraq war increased 
terrorist threat 0.273 1.314  

Iraq war increased 
terrorist threat 0.063 1.065 

 -0.185    -0.242  

Confidence in U.S. to 
protect citizens .549*** 1.731  

Confidence in U.S. to 
protect citizens 0.068 1.07 

       
-0.131 Perception of fear   -0.158 Perception of fear  

Likelihood of attack in 
U.S. within few months -0.223 0.8  

Likelihood of attack in 
U.S. within few months 0.006 1.006 

 -0.119    -0.145  

Concerned of terrorist 
attack near home -0.021 0.979  

Concerned of terrorist 
attack near home -0.043 0.958 

 -0.1    -0.124  

Safety level from 
terrorism vs. prior year -0.177 0.838  

Safety level from 
terrorism vs. prior year -0.255 0.775 

  -0.171       -0.208   
N of cases (unweighted) 733   N of cases (unweighted) 829  
Constant -0.273   Constant 3.958  
R² (Nagelkerke) 0.261   R² (Nagelkerke) 0.157  
Model chi-square 159.552     Model chi-square 77.38   
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *ρ≤.05;**ρ≤.01;***ρ≤.001; OR =odds ratio.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 These findings demonstrate that race and ethnicity did have an impact on 

increased concern or worry regarding civil rights and liberties within the war on terror.  

This supports the hypothesis that racial and ethnic minorities would feel a greater need 

for protection of their freedoms within the scope of the U.S. government’s 

counterterrorism policies.  Surprisingly however, race and ethnicity was not shown to 

have any effect on the respondent’s belief of the likelihood of unfair ethnic bias towards 

Arabs, Muslims, and Middle Eastern immigrants.  Here, the hypothesis is not supported– 

it was expected that racial and ethnic minorities would believe that such ethnic bias was 

likely, presumably based on prior experience with unfair bias.  It is possible that the non-

Judeo-Christian background of many Middle Easterners creates a foreignness that does 

not allow many American minorities—primarily African Americans and Latinos who 

predominately belong to the Christian faith—to identify with Middle Easterners as being 

subject to unfair ethnic bias.  Both issues are worth further investigation as this study 

conflated all racial minorities with all respondents of Latino descent, regardless of race.  

It is possible that different conclusions may be obtained with the use of a larger sample 

and a multivariate analysis of each racial minority group with the inclusion of non-white 

Latinos. 

 The effect of a non-Christian religious status was much larger than race and 

ethnicity on both issues of civil rights and unfair ethnic bias—non-Christians showed 

high concern for both issues.  These findings are to be expected as the global war on 

terror is highly focused on Islamic terrorist activities.  Again, due to a relatively small 

sample size and the grouping of all non-Christians together may obfuscate this effect.  In 
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particular, the inclusion of Jewish respondents with Muslim (and other non-Christian) 

respondents may actually dilute this effect as Israel is often on the frontlines of Islamic 

terror attacks and the U.S. generally adopts a pro-Israel stance regarding foreign affairs.  

This relationship deserves further study in order to investigate these views among non-

Christians that are separated by actual religion.  An analysis of these views among 

American Muslims in particular would provide much needed insight into the strength and 

scope of such feelings.  Considering the current problem of American Muslims 

participating in activities for terrorist organizations abroad, additional research in this 

area could prove extremely helpful in U.S. counterterrorism methods. 

 Although not the focus of this study, the findings showed that the parental status 

of respondents had an effect on how both civil rights and unfair ethnic bias were viewed; 

parents of minors were especially unconcerned of either issue.  This may be due to a 

protective nature of respondents with young children to hold all counterterrorism 

methods in top priority over any individual concerns over rights or persecution.  

Conservative political ideology was also shown to have an effect on the disbelief of 

unfair ethnic bias being likely.  The pro-war stance of many conservatives regarding the 

war on terror may be part of the root for this attitude as war often does not discriminate 

between the guilty and the innocent.  A rather curious result was found in the effect of 

gender with men showing more concern over civil liberties than women.  This may be 

due to the relatively high rates of male criminal conviction and incarceration when 

compared to female rates, which may subsequently leave men more concerned about 

protecting civil liberties in the war on terror than women. 
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 The worldviews of respondents were shown to have significant effects on the 

issues of civil rights and unfair ethnic bias.  Respondents that viewed the U.S. as the 

victor in the war on terrorism were less likely to have concern for civil liberties as well as 

believe the probability of unfair ethnic bias.  This is an understandable finding as those 

who believe the U.S. is winning the war might probably also believe that whatever the 

U.S. has done to achieve their victorious status must be due to past and current 

counterterrorism methods, regardless of any claims of unfair ethnic bias or incursion of 

civil freedoms.  Similarly, the belief that the threat of terrorism has decreased due to U.S. 

military action in Iraq was shown to have a significant negative effect on how unfair 

ethnic bias is viewed as likely.  Although many Americans did not approve of the 

preemptive military invasion of Iraq, here it is shown that those respondents that did 

approve of this action also do not believe than unfair ethnic bias is likely.  Disbelief of 

unfair ethnic bias of Arabs, Muslims, and Middle Eastern immigrants might be an 

acceptable belief to have if one already agrees with unilateral military action against an 

entire country that did not attack the U.S.  Also of great significance was the correlation 

between confidence in government and concern for civil liberties.  As confidence in the 

U.S. government to protect its citizens from terrorism decreased, concern for civil 

liberties and freedoms increased.  This finding reflects a rather logical attitude that if the 

government cannot protect all of its citizens from terrorism, one should be worried that 

the government may probably not be able to protect civil liberties either—or worse, the 

government may be sacrificing citizens’ civil liberties in order to protect it citizens, 

whether or not successful in that respect. 
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 In conclusion, perceptions of personal or sociotropic threat of terrorism were not 

shown to have an effect on opinions regarding civil liberties and unfair ethnic bias.  Race 

and ethnicity were shown to have an effect on only one of these issues—civil liberties; 

however, non-Christian status was shown to have a much greater effect on both of these 

issues.  The worldview of respondents regarding the war on terror and the Iraq war in 

particular was of great significance, coloring how respondents viewed negative 

infractions on individual citizens’ freedoms as insignificant or nonexistent.  The level of 

confidence that respondents had in their government to protect them also proved to be a 

significant indicator of how individuals viewed such violations of the rights of fellow 

citizens.  The war on terror has generated varying responses to how American citizens 

perceive individual freedoms within their own country.  This is the subject of continuing 

controversy and deserves further investigation in order to provide a greater understanding 

of how America’s global war on terror is affecting its citizens at home. 
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