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This thesis examines whether the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks caused a 

significant, lasting change in the American public’s social construction of reality. A 

framework of everyday reality was created which focused on beliefs, behaviors, and 

cultural institutions in the United States. Data regarding specific beliefs and behaviors 

was collected from numerous survey sources, and content analysis was performed on 

media literature from September 11, 2001 to September 11, 2003. Findings from this 

study show that beliefs examined did change, while behaviors on similar topics did not. 

These finding represents an interesting paradox to be evaluated in future studies. Cultural 

institutions, as related to the public’s knowledge of and relationship with each, also 

appeared little changed. Therefore, while some aspects displayed adjustment, this study 

cannot conclusively state that American public’s social construction of reality 

experienced a “new reality” paradigm shift as proclaimed by the media immediately 

following the attacks.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

For social scientists, disasters are socially defined, since they are studied in relation to 

how they affect communities (Carr 1932; Fritz 1961; Bates and Peacock 1987; Quarantelli 1998; 

Dynes 1998; Mileti 1999:Fischer 2003). A tornado that occurs in an uninhabited area is often 

defined as a meteorological phenomena; however, if that tornado strikes a community and causes 

significant disruption, it may be renamed a disaster. The events of September 11 represent an 

unprecedented disaster within the United States due to the extensive damage and loss, 

particularly in the nation’s capital and largest city. 

Tierney (1994) states that disasters are inescapable aspects of social life. However, social 

scientists have focused much of their attention on issues that have taken place in the context of 

natural disasters. This is not surprising due to the frequency of floods, tornados, blizzards, and 

hurricanes that occur annually in the United States. Technological and man-made domestic 

disasters have garnered increasing attention in recent decades; however, noteworthy acts of 

terrorism within the U.S. have been relatively scarce in contrast to many other nations, and they 

have, therefore, rarely received sustained attention from social researchers. 

September 11 was not the first deadly act of terrorism on U.S. soil, but previous 

incidences have generally caused less widespread damage in multiple locations. The 1993 

bombing within the World Trade Center killed six people and caused relatively minor structural 

damage (Williams 2003). The 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 

Oklahoma City, which killed 168 people, was the most devastating single act of domestic 

terrorism prior to September 11 (Tuchman 1995). The unexpected, sudden-impact nature of the 

September 11 attacks and the scale of damage provide unique research opportunities and 

challenges. 
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This study evaluates media proclamations of a “new [American] reality.” This 

proclamation inherently implies some level of social change. Bates and Peacock (1987: 293) 

maintain that social change is a “macro level phenomenon that occurs at the community or 

societal level of scale.” However, no previous disaster-related study could be found which 

examines the U.S. population at the societal level following a single disaster. This is not 

surprising for a number of reasons. Most disasters within the U.S. are fairly localized. A blizzard 

in Chicago, a tornado in Texas, or a flood in Missouri is rarely expected to significantly affect 

people in other regions of the country. Additionally, people often attach cost-benefit analyses 

and the notion of “accepted risk” to disaster-prone areas (Smith 1996). For example, it is often 

assumed that California residents accept the risks of living in an earthquake prone environment. 

However, due to the rarity and sudden impact nature of terrorist events in the U.S., it is 

questionable whether this perception of “accepted risks” has yet been attached to these types of 

events in this nation.  

Finally, Thomas Luckmann (1983: 134) argues, “social theory is always ‘theory’ of 

social change.” This study revisits the connection between disasters and change by examining 

whether the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 caused a significant change in the American 

public’s social construction of reality. 

This thesis examines whether the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks caused a 

significant, lasting change in the American public’s social construction of reality. This paper 

presents a defense of previous disaster-related studies, typically presented in the context of 

natural disasters, which suggest that dramatic social change after disasters is rare. Despite the 

magnitude of destruction from the attacks and bureaucratic organizational alterations which 
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occurred in some U.S. institutions, the everyday reality of the general American public does not 

to appear to have been significantly and lastingly altered as a result of the terrorist attacks. 
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BACKGROUND 
 

Event 

 On the morning of September 11, 2001, nineteen foreign terrorists hijacked four United 

States commercial jetliners. They intended to use the aircraft as missiles and deliberately fly 

them into strategic and symbolic U.S. structures. Three of the aircraft reached their suspected 

targets, and the fourth crashed in rural Pennsylvania (Patterns of Global Terrorism 2001). Over 

3,000 people died as a result of the terrorist attacks. 

At 8:46 a.m. EDT, terrorists piloted American Airlines Flight 11 directly into the North 

Tower (WTC 1) of the World Trade Center in Manhattan. Less than twenty minutes later, United 

Airlines Flight 175 crashed into the South Tower (WTC 2) of the World Trade Center. Both 

planes departed from Boston’s Logan International Airport and were originally bound for Los 

Angeles. In all, the two jetliners carried 157 passengers (McAllister et al. 2002). 

At 9:38 a.m. (EDT), American Airlines Flight 77 crashed into the Pentagon in Arlington, 

Virginia. The flight originated in Washington, D.C. and was also headed to Los Angeles. Sixty-

four people lost their lives on the plane, and 125 died in the Pentagon (McAllister et al. 2002). 

Terrorists also hijacked United Airlines Flight 93 headed from Newark, New Jersey to 

San Francisco. At 10:10 a.m. (EDT), the plane crashed in rural Pennsylvania killing all 44 people 

on board. The intended target of the hijackers on this plane is unknown (Patterns of Global 

Terrorism 2001). 

The planes that hit the World Trade Center released an estimated 10,000 gallons of jet 

fuel, causing intense fuel-based fires within the structures. At 10:00 a.m. (EDT), WTC 2 

collapsed. Twenty-nine minutes later, WTC 1 collapsed. It is suspected that the extreme 

temperatures of these fuel fires, coupled with the structural damage, caused the two 110-story 
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buildings to collapse (McAllister et al. 2002). In all, 2,792 people died in the World Trade Center 

(Associated Press 2003). 

Media sources initially estimated the death toll from the collapses of WTC 1 and WTC 2 

would reach into the tens of thousands (“Day of terror” 2001). However, exaggeration of loss is 

common immediately following disasters (Fischer 1998), and as time passed, casualty 

estimations dropped drastically. Two years later, the death toll from September 11 stands at 

3,026 people. 

This study acknowledges that the September 11, 2001 attacks disrupted the lives of 

Americans outside the direct impact zones, as well. A nationwide Pew Research Center survey 

conducted September 13-17, 2001 stated 20 percent of respondents knew of someone hurt or 

killed in the attacks. One year after the attacks, a CBS News/New York Times poll reported one 

that 26 percent of New York respondents knew of someone who was hurt or killed. Flights were 

grounded, and passengers across the nation were stranded. National monuments were 

temporarily closed. Manhattan occupants were displaced. Workers were laid off. Hundreds of 

Middle Easterners were detained. Media sources were quick to proclaim a “new reality” in light 

of these and other national occurrences. Therefore, this study presents numerous examples of the 

media’s proclamations in the aftermath of the attacks prior to examining whether the American 

public’s social construction of reality was significantly altered. 

Conflicting Media Reports After September 11, 2001 

Following the September 11 disaster, various media sources began peddling a “new 

reality” in America (Eisman 2003). These “new reality” proclamations and conflicting reports, as 

presented below, initially prompted this study’s research question. 
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One day after the attacks, an article in The Dallas Morning News began with the 

statement, “Everything changed Tuesday (Gillman and Wrolstad 2001: 1A).” Two days after the 

attacks, a headline in The Dallas Morning News declared, “Terrorism Introduces New Reality.” 

MTV News Now broadcast a special report titled “Our New Reality” ten days after the disaster. 

One month later, the front page of The New York Times read, “Acting Normal When Nothing is 

Normal.” The same newspaper included an insert entitled “Lessons of a New Reality.” 

In an article titled “The New Normal,” Simon (2001: ¶1, 2) states: 

September 11 unleashed…a condition of altered states in this country in which families 
are hoarding antibiotics, people are afraid to travel, commuters are being told they are in 
danger of rush-hour bridge attacks, children are being required to chant the Pledge of 
Allegiance as some kind of mantra against evil, and every letter we get in the mail is 
being looked upon with no more apprehension than the average hand grenade…How long 
will we cocoon, cancel vacations, and avoid shopping sprees. 

 
Eight months after the attack, an article on CBSNews.com began with “It is America’s new 

reality: security and surveillance.” Two years after the attacks, Murphy (2003) wrote an article 

titled “In the Shadow of 9/11: a New Reality for the American Family.” 

However, conflicting media reports are common following disasters (Fischer 1998), and 

those after September 11 were no exception. While various media sources announced new 

realities, others noted the American public seemed little changed. Four days after the attacks, a 

Newsweek article observed, “Despite the tragedy, Americans say their lives are going back to 

normal. Eighty-one percent said they are not making changes in their daily routines in the wake 

of the attack (Spencer 2001: ¶7).” 

One month after the attacks, USA Today stated that despite their concerns and emotions 

“most Americans are going about their business—attending football games, shopping at the mall, 

attending to their gardens, picking out pumpkins for Halloween (Hellmich 2001: D1).” The April 
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17 issue also featured the article “For Many, ‘New Normal’ Certainly Looks Like Old,” which 

asserted that America had already returned to normal (Turock 2002). 

One year after the attacks, the headline “Poll Shows USA’s Mood has Changed, but Not 

Lives” appeared in USA Today. The article maintains, “But the fears have not brought new ways 

of life. An overwhelming 82 percent say they have not made permanent changes in the way they 

live as a result of the attacks (Lawrence 2002: A2).” 

Entertainment 

Numerous entertainment writers were quick to declare a new reality. Two days after the 

disaster, The Dallas Morning News included the article “For TV Networks, This Reality is a 

Show Stopper.” The October 1, 2001 issue of TIME presented an article that states, “Entertainers 

in every field are in a crisis of relevance…unsure whether their work has a place in the new 

reality.” Headlines in The Los Angeles Times announced “'Reality' Meets the Grim New Reality” 

(Rosenberg 2001), “In New Reality, Studios Turn Down Hype” (Abramowitz 2001), and 

“Attacks Bring New Reality to Fiction; Books” (O’Neill 2002).” 

Yet, in contrast to the above observations and predictions, other entertainment writers 

suggested little changed in the year after the terrorist attacks. In “The Big Fat Year in Culture,” 

James Poniewozik (2002) states, “If 9/11 changed culture in 2002, it was to make it more of 

what it already was (¶7).” Kakutani (2002: 35G) states in the September 11, 2002 issue of The 

New York Times:  

In the uncertain days after 9/11, one of the few things asserted with absolute certainty 
was that our culture would be indelibly altered. A year later, very little has changed. 
Irony thrives. Gratuitous film and television violence rules. And instead of a kinder, 
gentler, more high-minded society, we are given Anna Nicole Smith lolling about her 
bedroom, Playboy bunnies doing ''Fear Factor'' stunts, and celebrities boxing. 
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Religion 

Six week after the attacks, Schemo (2001) quotes Richard Land from the Ethics and 

Religious Liberty Commission as declaring that religious consciousness and public religious 

expression had experienced a “quantum leap.” However, one year after the attacks, Page (2002: 

¶5, 7) states in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer: 

We became more spiritual after the initial national trauma, but church attendance appears 
to have receded back to pre-9/11 levels…The percentage of people who thought religion 
was ‘gaining influence’…receded to its usual 37 percent six months later. 
 

Solidarity 

Following the attacks, various media sources observed that citizens and politicians had 

put aside their differences in a show of solidarity to the nation (Gillman and Wrolstad 2001; 

Jackson and Lee 2001; Johnson 2001; Alexander 2002; Poniewozik 2002, Eisman 2003). Media 

sources replayed an image of politicians from differing political parties standing arm-in-arm and 

singing “God Bless America.” Yet, within a month, a headline in The Dallas Morning News read 

“Politics as usual slowly returning to Washington.” The article notes that politicians “are running 

into the slow but steady revival of old-fashioned politics among the rank-and-file members if 

Congress (Jackson 2001: 22A).” 

Other articles noted a generalized national sense of solidarity. However, in a September 

11, 2003 televised interview titled “Two Years Later” on News Hour with Jim Lehrer, Harvard 

professor Robert Putnam stated, “It was a moment of national solidarity. The bad news is there’s 

always a spike like that after every calamity…and we knew that from that peak of a sense of 

national solidarity there would be some kind of slump, as there has been.” 

Patriotism 
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Other articles announced a “new patriotism” or “blind patriotism” (Alter 2001; Garcia 

2001; Alexander 2002). News anchors donned American flag pins (Eisman 2003). However, a 

USA Today article observed that patriotism quickly declined (Turock 2002). Additionally, while 

some Americans waved flags, two weeks after the attacks others were burning them in protest of 

a military response (Knight Ridder Newspaper 2001). 

New York 

New York City incurred the most damage on September 11. In addition to unprecedented 

casualties, over thirteen million square feet of Manhattan was destroyed and an estimated 

100,000 people lost their jobs. According to a citywide CBS News/New York Times poll 

conducted on October 3, 2001, 20 percent of respondents were close to some hurt, killed, or 

missing, and 59 percent knew of someone who was hurt, killed, or missing as the result of the 

attacks. Yet, one month after the attacks, Barry and Connelly (2001: B10) in NY Times.com state, 

Even before these incidents, three of four residents participating in the poll said they were 
very concerned about another terrorist attack in New York. Despite those fears, most 
residents said they have no intension of hiding in their homes or moving away…In a New 
York Times poll [after the disaster], those who saw an improvement in city life jumped to 
69 percent—the highest percentage in at least 10 years. 
 
One year after the attacks, an MSNBC/Newsweek article stated, “On most days, in most 

ways, New York City feels almost normal, as if it had all been a dream…but if anxiety still 

gnaws at New York, it hasn’t changed behavior (Alter 2002: ¶1 & 4).” Almost two years after 

the disaster, Harris Interactive Poll number 50 illustrates that, for the fifth consecutive year, New 

York City maintains first place as the city in which most Americans would like to live.   

 In light of numerous conflicting media reports, this thesis presents a question as to 

whether a “new reality” was created and evidenced through significant changes in the American 

public social construction of reality as a result of the September 11 attacks. This research 
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question was stimulated by proclamations of a “new reality” from various media sources 

following the disaster. To evaluate this question, the goals of this literature review are to define 

the social construction of reality, explore its dimensions, and relate these concepts to disaster-

related studies on social change. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social scientists frequently contend that reality is socially constructed (Berger and 

Luckmann 1966; Blumer 1969; Abercrombie 1980; Ashley and Orenstein 1998; Bar-Tal 2000). 

Levy (1981: 31) refines this statement by stating, “Social reality is a humanly constituted 

[constructed] realm of meaning.” Within these assumptions, “social reality,” and “social 

construction” must be defined before additional concepts are introduced. Theorists frequently 

evade from defining “reality.” However, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966: 1) describe 

reality as “a quality appertaining to phenomena that we recognize as being independent of our 

own volition.” Berger and Luck Mann’s key concepts of intersubjectivity, externalization, 

objectification, and internalization are embedded within this definition, but these and other 

critical dimensions of social reality are explained in upcoming sections. 

Sociologists routinely view the natural world as the backdrop for humanity, but they 

concentrate on social reality. Levy (1981: 15) states, “Social reality…is rooted in man’s 

experience of his existence.” Hence, social reality focuses on social existence and human 

experience versus objects of the natural world. 

Social construction is the process of attaching shared, sociocultural meanings to 

behaviors, beliefs, and other aspects of life (Bar-Tal 2000; Anderson and Taylor 2001). This 

process occurs in social environments, and thus, social interaction and communication are 

essential components of reality (Bar-Tal 2000). Alfred Schutz cautioned that “construction” 

should not be confused with the genuine creation of reality. Instead, construction occurs when 

humans organize and make sense of their environments (Levy 1981). 

Numerous social scientists have contributed to the theoretical foundations of the social 

construction of reality. However, this paper concentrates on influences from the sociology of 
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knowledge, Karl Marx, Max Weber, symbolic interactionism, Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger, and 

Thomas Luckmann. Berger and Luckmann’s The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in 

the Sociology of Knowledge (1966) is discussed most extensively in this paper, since it provides 

a comprehensive summation of aspects of social reality to be analyzed in this study.  

Sociology of Knowledge 

This paper does not present an exhaustive review of the myriad of theorists from various 

disciplines, such as Max Scheler, Emile Durkheim, Karl Mannheim, Robert Merton, and Talcott 

Parsons, who have influenced the sociology of knowledge. Much of their work is beyond the 

scope of this paper. However, it is essential to introduce this field of study as it relates to the 

social construction of reality.  

The sociology of knowledge examines how knowledge is socially produced, received, 

interpreted, transmitted, and modified and how that knowledge affects social systems (Bar-Tal 

and 2000). Knowledge may be defined in numerous ways. Thio (1991: 31) defines knowledge as 

“a collection of ideas and facts about our physical and social worlds that are objective, reliable, 

or verifiable.” Bar-Tal and Kruglanski (1988: 10) refer to knowledge as “a state of affairs we 

hold to be true.” Knowledge incorporates perceptions, values, attitudes, preferences, ideologies, 

intensions, goals, and other cognitive expressions. This study accepts the latter definition as its 

primary description of knowledge. 

Individuals acquire knowledge from members of society and then transmit it to others. In 

this way, knowledge characterizes the shared realities of societies (Bar-Tal and Kruglanski 

1988). This overlapping of realities allows social scientists to observe and generalize about social 

reality and provides a basic assumption for this study.  
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Knowledge sharing occurs through social interaction and communication and is crucial 

for reality construction and maintenance. Hamilton (1974: 135) states, “Our perceptions of 

reality are formed by the activity of social interaction…interaction is the mechanism by which 

reality itself is constructed by social actors.” This emphasis on social interaction is repeated 

throughout this literature review. It also lays the foundation for the assumption that, since social 

reality is considered a shared reality constructed through social interaction, patterns of social 

beliefs and behaviors can be observed from a national level.  

Karl Marx 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) frequently receives credit for laying the foundation of the 

sociology of knowledge (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Hewitt 1983: Mannheim 1989 [1936]). 

Marx is most-notably connected with concepts of alienation, false consciousness, bourgeoisie, 

proletariat, revolution, socialism, and communism. However, this paper emphasizes a few key 

concepts that are more appropriately related to the social construction of reality. 

Historical Materialism 

Unlike many of his predecessors, Marx rejected the notion of idealism in favor of 

examining social structure from a materialist perspective. This perspective asserts that the social 

reality exists as a real phenomenon outside of purely mental constructs. It can therefore be 

scientifically observed. He believed that social analysis should also utilize a more holistic, 

practical approach and must include examinations of social, economic, political, and 

environmental dimensions of societies (Marx and Engles 1998 [1845]).  

From a historical perspective, Ashley and Orenstein (1998: 245) state, “Marx believed 

that modern society could never be comprehended unless the historical forces that produced it 

were grasped.” Noting this, Marx would assert that assumptions about the social reality of the 
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U.S. must consider the prevailing ideologies and institutions that have shaped the nation, 

particularly capitalism. In Pyramids of Sacrifice, Berger (1974) reiterates Marx’s caution against 

producing grand assumptions about a society without acknowledging positive and negative 

aspects of its institutional arrangements, including its economic and political structures. 

Although these topics go well beyond the scope of this paper, the importance of institutions must 

be evaluated in this study.   

Marx’s work is often overlooked due to his unrelenting belief that economic factors were 

paramount social determinants. However, his emphasis on economic forces is relevant to this 

study due to the economic impact of the September 11 attacks. From a New York City poll, 18 

percent of respondents stated they had lost income or a job since September 11 (New York, The 

Feel Good City 2001). This study, therefore, acknowledges that loss of income on such a 

noteworthy scale may affect the findings of this study.    

Max Weber 

 Max Weber (1864-1920), a prominent German sociologist, is well known for his 

literature examining bureaucracies, rationalization, ideal types, authority structures, and the 

typologies of social action (Hamilton 1974; Ashley and Orenstein 1998). However, this paper 

reviews his contributions to reality construction through his emphases on meaningfulness and 

legitimacy as fundamental elements of social reality.  

Weber asserted that social reality was largely based on “meaningful social action 

organized in terms of social relationships of a regularized nature (Hamilton 1974: 101).” The 

concepts of action and regularized nature largely determine how this study will operationalize 

social reality, since this study will examine social behavior among the American public. 

Intersubjectivity 
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Incorporated into his aforementioned definition, Weber also believed that social reality 

was an arrangement of subjective meanings (Hamilton 1974). Subjectivity is the notion that 

people experience, perceive, and interpret the world in their own way (Bar-Tal and Bar-Tal 

1998). This dimension of social reality is problematic for researchers, since it assumes that 

infinite variances of meaning can exist. However, Weber and other social scientists attempted to 

counter this problem by asserting that subjective meanings are shared through social interaction 

and are revealed through activity patterns (Ashley and Orenstein 1998). This intersubjective 

nature of social reality is one of Weber’s key contributions and is accepted as a basic assumption 

of this study that will allow for evaluation of changes in social reality on a national scale.  

Relevancy Structures 

Weber declared that a myriad of complex relevancy structures exist among society 

members (Ashley and Orenstein 1998). In other words, what is important from one individual to 

another, from one time to another, and from one society to another varies infinitely. This 

proposition must be kept in mind, since this study also evaluates whether the beliefs and 

behavior of people in close proximity to the impact zones differ from national findings. 

Relevancy structures also pose a significant study limitation, since infinite variances exist. 

However, this study refers back to aforementioned propositions that suggest that social reality is 

shared among social members and revealed through social action. 

Legitimacy and Institutionalization 

Weber also examined power and legitimacy processes. He repeatedly focused on how 

these apply to influence and authority, and he believed that legitimacy served to justify actions, 

validate norms, and exert control. This literature review does not present an extensive review of 

Weber’s means of influence or his ideal types of rational-legal, traditional, and charismatic 
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legitimate authority. Nonetheless, it should be mentioned that overlapping authorities often 

complicate disaster management. Effective leaders must possess and portray legitimate authority, 

influence, knowledge, skills, political savvy, and so forth (Drabek 1991). In regards to this case 

study, the September 11 impact zones were dual disaster sites and crime scenes, which 

repeatedly raised concern over who held legitimate control and authority over various aspects of 

response and recovery. Elaboration on this topic, however, is left for another researcher. 

Weber asserted that legitimacy and institutionalization were reciprocal (Ashley and 

Orenstein 1998). Legitimacy becomes attached to institutions, and institutions seek to justify or 

legitimize their structure. Since institutions are crucial components of social reality, this study 

evaluates U.S. political, economic, and healthcare institutions after September 11. This study 

also looks at the American mass media as an institution, since Thio (1991: 289) states, 

“Television reporters may acquire the ability to influence public opinion.” This has important 

implications when evaluating whether the American public accepted the media’s proclamation of 

a “new reality” as legitimate and why they may have adopted certain beliefs and behaviors as 

their own. Other important institutions, such as the family, deserve examination on a more 

comprehensive scale than can be provided by this paper.  

Internalization 

Legitimacy involves internalization. Internalization occurs when an individual accepts 

norms, roles, and other standards of behavior as valid (Cook, Fine, and House 1995). 

Internalization may help explain the American public’s beliefs and behaviors after the September 

11 terrorist attacks and may help evaluate whether the American public accepted the media’s 

proclamation of a new reality. Internalization is reexamined later in the section on Berger and 

Luckmann. 
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Weber has been criticized for upholding an idealist perspective and for his attention to 

psychological abstractions (Hamilton 1974). However, Hewitt (1983) acknowledged a Weberian 

influence on his work in Interpretations of Calamity from the Viewpoint of Human Ecology, 

since he objects to the way institutions and bureaucracies have unilaterally channeled disaster 

research. Weber remains noteworthy, since other theorists have elaborated on his work, and he 

has significantly influenced symbolic interactionists, Schutz, and Berger and Luckmann.  

Symbolic Interactionism 

This paper briefly mentions symbolic interactionism, because the symbolism of 

September 11 has been a recurring theme in the media (Rubin 2001; Alexander 2002). 

Additionally, this paradigm emphasizes the crucial roles of signs, such as language, and symbols. 

An article in The Dallas Morning News stated September 11 is a “symbol of something dreaded, 

feared in the minds of Americans (Associated Press 2002: 8A).” The new skyscraper designed to 

replace the World Trade Center towers will be a symbolic 1776 feet high in order to represent 

the year of American independence and to reign as the tallest building in the world. 

The origins of symbolic interactionism have been linked to Weber’s claim that people 

behave based on their meaningful interpretations of elements in the practical world (Thio 1991). 

However, George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) is often considered the leading figure of this 

perspective. Herbert Blumer (1900-1987), Mead’s student at the University of Chicago, coined 

the term “symbolic interactionism” and was another prominent proponent of this paradigm. 

Other noteworthy theorists who have influenced or contributed to this paradigm include Charles 

Horton Cooley, John Dewey, and W. I. Thomas. 

Symbolic interactionism is not a homogenous perspective. However, symbolic 

interactionists generally believe that society is socially constructed through everyday interaction 
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and communication among individuals (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds 1975; Curry, Jiobu, and 

Schwirian 1999). Thus, society and the individual are interdependent. Meltzer, Petras, and 

Reynolds (1975: 1) state: 

As interpreted by Blumer, interactionism consists of three basic premises. First, human 
beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that things have`` for them. 
Secondly, these meanings are a product of social interaction in human society. Thirdly, 
these meanings are modified and handled through an interpretive process that is used by 
each individual in dealing with the signs he/she encounter…Thus, ‘symbolic interaction’ 
is the interaction that takes place among the various minds and meanings that 
characterize human societies. 
 
Like Weber, symbolic interactionists believe that human behavior is arranged in 

meaningful patterns and is primarily subjective (Curry, Jiobu, and Schwirian 1999). They 

emphasize agree that social interaction is an essential feature of social reality. This is consistent 

with Hamilton (1974: 135) statement, “Our perceptions of reality are formed by the activity of 

social interaction…interaction is the mechanism by which reality itself is constructed by social 

actors.” 

Language 

Symbolic interactionists emphasize that symbols play essential roles social reality. 

Symbols are gestures, languages, sounds or other things that allow humans to create and share 

cultural aspects with others (Thio 1991). They deduce that humans respond to symbols, not to 

objects themselves. Symbols orient and provide meaning (Levy 1981). Within this assumption, 

language is generally considered the most important symbol, and it is vital to reality 

construction. Symbolic interactionists share this emphasis on language with the sociology of 

knowledge and with the theorists mentioned later in this paper (Berger and Luckmann 1966; 

Curry, Jiobu, and Schwirian 1999). 
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Language is highlighted in this study for two reasons. First, the media’s proclamation of a 

new reality prompted this study. Second, it is evident that certain words have gained new 

meaning or have become commonplace within the U.S. because of the September 11 attacks. 

These words include “9/11,” “weapons of mass destruction,” “bioterrorism,” “war on terrorism,” 

“dirty bombs,” “solidarity,” “resiliency,” and “Department of Homeland Defense.” 

Alfred Schutz 

 Alfred Schutz (1899-1959) unmistakably influenced the work of Berger and Luckmann, 

whose literature largely forms the foundation for this study. Perhaps Schutz’s most notable 

contribution to the social sciences is his emphasis on common-sense knowledge and the “life-

world.” Schutz’s work represents another detachment from idealistic, classical social theorists 

who attempted to force sociology into the same format as physical sciences (Douglas 1970). 

Life-World 

Study of the life-world stresses the importance of common-sense knowledge in reality 

construction and maintenance (Levy 1981). Schutz’s focus on these aspects of social reality was 

markedly different from many of his predecessors (Heeren 1970). Levy (1981: 5) states that, for 

Schutz: 

 
The world of nature, as explored by the natural scientist, does not ‘mean’ anything to 
molecules, atoms, and electrons. However, the observational field of the social 
scientist—social reality—has a specific meaning and relevance structure for the human 
beings living, acting, and thinking within it. By a series of common-sense constructs, 
they have pre-selected and pre-interpreted this world which they experience as the reality 
of their everyday lives. 
  
This quotation summarizes many of the ideas already discussed in this paper. Schutz’s 

definition encompasses meaningfulness, relevancy structures, and intersubjectivity as related to 

social reality. In addition, his statement, “The life-world is primordially intersubjective, and at 
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birth, I enter a world which has already been experienced and interpreted by others (Levy 1981: 

8)” influences Berger and Luckmann’s emphasis on the process of externalization, 

objectification, and internalization as applied to reality construction. This process is explained in 

an upcoming section. 

Interests  

For Schutz, human interests largely organize their actions (Heeren 1970). Marx also 

previously acknowledged the importance of vested interests in social transformation (Ashley and 

Orenstein 1998). In relation to this study, this assumption assumes that varying economic, 

political, social, or environmental interests following the September 11 attacks account for one 

reason national beliefs and behaviors vary. 

Situational Sociology  

Drawing on W.I. Thomas’ (1863-1947) “definition of the situation,” Schutz was 

concerned with how life’s situations affect reality construction (Thomas 1923; Heeren 1970). A 

situation refers to “a particular physical or socio-cultural environment in which the actor has a 

physical, social, or moral position as determined in part by his biography (Heeren 1970: 47).” 

There is a hierarchical system of interests determined by immediacy, changes, and conflict. For 

this study, the situation of interest is the September 11 terrorist attacks, which inherently carried 

with them varying levels of immediacy, changes, and conflict for the nation.  

In 1966, Thomas Burger and Peter Luckmann elaborated on Schutzian phenomenology in 

their book The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. The 

summation of the social construction of reality provided by this book serves as the foundation for 

how this study defines and measures reality.   
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Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann 

Peter Berger (1929- ) and Thomas Luckmann (1927- ) published one of the most 

comprehensive summations of the social construction of reality in 1966. Their book, The Social 

Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge incorporates influences from 

the sociology of knowledge, Marx, Weber, symbolic interactionists, and Schutz. They present 

foundations of the reality of everyday life, and they argue that social reality is a combination of 

objective, subjective, and intersubjective dimensions. They also explain the processes of 

externalization, objectification, internalization, habitualization, legitimation, institutionalization, 

and socialization as they relate to reality construction. 

Berger and Luckmann (1966: 1) define reality as “a quality appertaining to phenomena 

that we recognize as being independent of our own volition.” This definition assumes that people 

take the existence of social reality for granted and view it as a prevailing external truth. It existed 

before they were born, and it will remain after they die. Berger and Luckmann assert that, 

although humans are able to sustain multiple overlapping realities, the reality of everyday life 

remains paramount.  

Reality of Everyday Life  

Like Schutz, Berger and Luckmann state the reality of everyday life is the “paramount 

reality.” It appears self-evident and is consequently taken for granted. People perceive this reality 

as beyond their own making. It incorporates routine and non-routine objective, subjective, and 

intersubjective dimensions. Other social scientists have agreed with the assessment that an 

understanding of everyday life must be a starting point for social reality (Douglas 1970), and this 

reality—the everyday social reality of the American public—is the focus of this study.  
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Berger and Luckmann argue that an examination of everyday reality must concentrate on 

common sense knowledge as opposed to strictly theoretical ideas or intellectual knowledge. As 

repeatedly discussed in this paper, language and communication are essential components of 

knowledge and, consequently, of everyday reality maintenance and transmission. Berger and 

Luckmann (1966: 61) state that, as social reality is transmitted to other generations, “the reality 

of the social world gains in massivity.” 

Burger and Luckmann acknowledge that multiple realms of reality may exist between 

individuals and societies. However, they believe that commonalities are present among realities. 

As previously discussed, this refers back to the intersubjective quality of social reality and allows 

for observable patterns of beliefs, behaviors, and institutions to be discovered. 

Finally, the reality of everyday life encompasses routine and non-routine actions and 

problems. This is noteworthy, since the September 11 attacks represent a non-routine event for 

the American public. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 156) state: 

In crises, the procedures [of reality maintenance] are essentially the same as in routine 
maintenance . . . while the individual may improvise reality-maintenance procedures in 
the face of crisis, the society itself sets up specific procedures for situations recognized as 
involving the risk of a breakdown in reality. 

 

This statement alludes to the idea that societies have mechanisms in place to control threats to 

social reality. This paper later discusses the role of institutionalization as powerful control 

mechanisms.  

Intersubjectivity  

Berger and Luckmann’s analysis of social reality includes objective and subjective 

observations (Hamilton 1974). They state that socially defined reality intertwines both objective 

and subjective realities. This contrasts with many social psychologists who assert that reality is 
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subjective, since each individual experiences and interprets the world differently (Bar-Tal and 

Bar-Tal 1988). The objective reality appears independent of man. The subjective reality, as 

defined by Berger and Luckmann (1966: 47), is “reality as apprehended in individual 

consciousness rather than reality as institutionally defined.” Berger and Luckmann state that 

reality is intersubjective, since subjective meanings are created and shared among social 

members. Again, the importance of social interaction is evident for reality construction and 

maintenance. 

Externalization, Objectification, and Internalization  

Berger and Luckmann’s reality framework consists of an ongoing process of 

externalization, objectification, and internalization. Externalization occurs when humans create 

external institutions, such as the institution of marriage. Rules accompany these institutions, and 

thus, humans must adapt. Objectification is the process by which those institutions become 

acknowledged as a fixed part of the environment. People come to see the phenomenon or 

institution as an object external to themselves (Ashley and Orenstein 1998). Internalization is the 

process by which individuals apprehend, accept, and incorporate objectified social values and 

norms into their own meaningful processes (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Thio 1991). 

Internalization is largely learned through socialization and institutionalization (Berger and 

Luckmann 1966; Thio 1991; Ashley and Orenstein 1998). Symbolic interactionists would 

therefore agree with Berger and Luckmann’s (1966: 130) statement, “Internalization…is the 

basis, first, for an understanding of one’s fellowmen and, second, for the apprehension of the 

world as a meaningful and social reality.” 
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Habitualization  

Much of Berger and Luckmann’s work focuses on the idea that humans habitualize their 

behavior. Habitualization occurs when behaviors are frequently repeated, and it is a fundamental 

component of reality maintenance. It precedes institutionalization, limits behavioral flexibility, 

and helps maintain social order. Again, this concept is not exclusive to Berger and Luckmann 

(1966: 53), but they propose, “Even the solitary individual on the proverbial desert island 

habitualizes his behavior.” 

Berger and Luckmann state that habitualizations direct behavior and produce observable 

patterns. This assumption forms the basis for behavioral and attitudinal indicators that will be 

used here, since this study examines whether the American public significantly altered normally 

habitualized beliefs and behaviors in response to September 11. 

Legitimation 

Berger and Luckmann agree with Weber that legitimation is a process to justify, explain, 

and ascribe validity. Like theorists from the sociology of knowledge and symbolic 

interactionism, they also note that language itself ascribes levels of legitimacy. According to 

Berger and Luckmann, legitimacy affects behavior and the establishment of institutions. This is a 

crucial point, since this study examines whether media proclamations coincide with public 

opinion and behavioral changes after the attacks. 

Institutionalization 

According to Berger and Luckmann, once habits become legitimized and acknowledged 

as valid, they can become institutionalized. An institution is an arrangement of commonly shared 

beliefs, norms, or procedures (Thio 1991). Berger and Luckmann (1966: 54) state, 

“Institutionalization occurs whenever there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized actions by 
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types of actors.” They also assert, “The social channeling of activity is the essence of 

institutionalization, which is the foundation for the social construction of reality (pp. 181-182).” 

This study evaluates both activity and institutions to determine if the general America public’s 

social construction of reality was significantly altered after September 11, 2001. 

Institutions provide systems of behavioral controls, and emerge over time. Berger and 

Luckmann (1966: 55) assert, “Institutions generally manifest in collectives containing 

considerable numbers of people.” Levy (1981: 50) states: 

In social reality, we confront a common-sense world intrinsically meaningful to its 
inhabitants. Within it, meaning is articulated in a wide range of discursive forms, such as 
proverbs, moralities, political, and religious beliefs, and also through an institutional 
system which is experienced by its inhabitants as a mode of participation in reality. 
 
Institutionalization also discourages change in social reality. This is an important 

proposition to keep in mind throughout this study. Societies seek to legitimize, maintain, and 

transmit their social reality. For the objective reality, this is expressed through 

institutionalization, traditions, roles, sanctions, sedimentation, and legitimating processes. For 

subjective social reality, reality is largely learned, experienced, maintained, and manipulated by 

primary and secondary socialization. Because of this emphasis on institutions, this study must 

also evaluate changes in U.S. institutions after the September 11 attacks to gain a more holistic 

picture social reality. 

Relevancy Structures 

Like their predecessors, Berger and Luckmann declare that relevancy structures are an 

inescapable aspect of social reality. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 45) affirm: 

Knowledge of everyday life is structured in terms of relevancies. Some of these are 
determined by immediate pragmatic of mine, others by my general situation in life…An 
important element in my knowledge of everyday life is the knowledge of the relevance 
structures of others…The basic relevance structures referring to everyday life are 
presented to me ready-made by the social stock of knowledge. 
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Accordingly, relevancy structures must be evaluated, since they influence beliefs and conduct. 

As previously mentioned, people who were directly, indirectly, or not affected by the September 

11 attacks will likely report differing beliefs and behavior to survey questions. To evaluate this 

dimension, this study will also examine and compare some post-September 11 beliefs and 

behaviors of various groups, such as New Yorkers, women, and minorities.   

Reality Framework 

Based on the review of literature, the following can now be summarized about social 

reality. It is the taken-for-granted, everyday phenomenon that orders and habitualizes human 

behaviors. It is constructed, transmitted, interpreted, manipulated, and revealed through 

knowledge sharing, social interaction, and institutionalization. The paramount reality of 

everyday life must co-exist with multiple, competing realities. However, social interaction 

determines that the paramount social reality is also intersubjective and thus, elicits similar 

patterns of meaning and behavior among social members. It is based on competing, varying 

interests and relevancy structures, and the “here and now” interests typically receive the most 

attention. 

This paper concentrates on everyday social reality of the American public as it is revealed 

through examination of beliefs, behaviors, and cultural institutions after the September 11 

attacks. This study concentrates on these three aspects based on recurrent themes in the literature. 

Weber, Schutz, Berger, and Luckmann’s emphasized knowledge, intersubjective realities, 

meaningfulness, internalization, interests, and relevancy structures, which suggest the 

importance of beliefs in social reality. Berger and Luckmann dedicated much of The Social 

Construction of Reality to routine and non-routine habitualizations and patterned behavior. Marx, 
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Weber, Berger, Luckmann, and Bates devoted significant attention to the roles of institutions in 

shaping social reality. Each aspect is explained in upcoming sections. 

Disasters and Social Change 

This paper examines whether the attacks of September 11 caused a significant change in 

the American public’s social construction of reality. This section summarizes past research 

relating disasters to social change. 

At this point, it must be noted that previous literature specifically examining changes in 

the social construction of reality following disasters is seemingly nonexistent. Therefore, this 

literature review utilizes information that has typically been presented in regards to change in 

social structures after disasters. This study assumes that changes in social structures may provide 

insight into the more abstract nature of social reality, allowing the two concepts to be presented 

interchangeably. However, this paper recognizes that this is not an ideal method of 

categorization and that additional research is warranted. 

In 1925, Samuel H. Prince furnished the first prominent study linking disasters to social 

change. His stated that disasters could create social change; however, numerous researchers have 

since challenged Prince’s findings (Bates and Peacock 1987; Drabek 1991; Mileti 1999). They 

acknowledge that temporary changes are likely to occur as communities respond and recover 

post-disaster, but they contend that disasters rarely produce long-term changes (Rossi et al. 1981; 

Nigg 1993). Passerini (2000: 67) maintains: 

On the macro level (large, society-wide scale) there is a great deal of evidence showing 
that communities are not changed in the long-run . . . For example, studies have shown 
that norms do occasionally change in the immediate aftermath of a disaster—that is, in 
the first few hours or days—but that those changes are short lived. 
 

Drabek (1986) also concludes that the long-term developmental process is usually characterized 

by relatively minor, on going, rippling changes. This study examines changes in beliefs, 
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behaviors, and institutions from the perspective of the American public following the September 

11 attacks. However, this study acknowledges that two years post-disaster is not enough time to 

produce a fair assessment of long-term social changes. 

Bates and Peacock (1987) believe disasters generally retard or accelerate the rate of 

changes already in process. They cite four forms of social change: changes in the division of 

labor, in the stratification system, in differential growth, and in the introduction of new 

technology. Changes in division of labor refer to alterations among relationship networks and 

activities. Changes in stratification systems relate to resource allocation and distribution. 

Changes in differential growth occur when various sectors of the society grow or decline at 

disproportional rates. Finally, technological changes are self-explanatory; new forms of 

technology alter behavior, roles, networks, and so forth. For example, automobiles and the 

internet have significantly altered America’s social landscape since their introduction. As such, 

they state (1987: 304): 

For disasters to produce social change, they must bring about one or more of these types 
of structural transformations. All of these forms represent changes in the way the social 
system of a community or society is organized. They do not, however, refer to stylistic 
surface appearance. 

 

Bates and Peacock (1987) also provide additional insight into the three indicators of 

social reality to be tested in this study: beliefs, behaviors, and institutions. They acknowledge 

that disasters, by definition, alter behaviors of social actors, particularly in the early phases post-

impact. However, they caution that these changes do not automatically imply social change.  
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METHODS AND DATA 

This study uses quantitative and qualitative methods to examine whether the September 

11 attacks caused a significant change in the American public’s social construction of reality. 

Multiple methods of observation are used to counter limitations that arise when evaluating social 

reality.  

Conceptualizing Reality 

For the purpose of this study, reality is defined as the everyday phenomena that structures 

social lives into patterns of beliefs and behaviors and accounts for a society’s cultural 

institutions. This definition accepts the aforementioned claim that reality is socially constructed, 

yet allows for observation beyond social-psychological dimensions. The emphasis here is on 

beliefs, behaviors, and cultural institutions that can be empirically observed. 

Operationalizing Reality 

To operationalize reality, this study examines specific areas of beliefs and behaviors of 

the American public and U.S. cultural institutions. This study chose five types of survey 

questions to evaluate beliefs after September 11, 2001. One type asked respondents whether they 

believed the U.S. as a whole had permanently changed. A second asked whether respondents 

thought the U.S. population as a whole would change as a result of September 11. A third asked 

respondents if they believed their own lives had returned to normal or if they believed they 

would permanently change their own lives because of September 11. Finally, respondents were 

asked their willingness to engage in certain activities, such as air travel, since September 11. This 

last example relates to beliefs as opposed to behaviors, since willingness describes a state of 

mind that does not necessarily imply action. 
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In regards to behaviors, Levy (1981: 126) states “social reality is brought into existence 

by the activity of the species man in the world.” Douglas (1970: 11) contends, “any scientific 

understanding of human action, at whatever level of ordering or generality, must begin with and 

be built upon an understanding of the everyday life of the members performing those actions.” 

Therefore, this study examines particular routine and non-routine activities of the American 

public. Specific activities evaluated in this study were chosen because media sources previously 

reported that each significantly changed after the September 11 attacks. These include behavioral 

changes in the following activities: travel plans, attending crowded places, stockpiling items, 

developing disaster plans, making major financial purchases, responding to terror alert warnings, 

and displaying the American flag. 

While this study predominantly utilizes micro-level indicators, this study also considers 

whether some of the major U.S. institutions, such as the economic, legislative, and healthcare 

systems experienced fundamental changes following the disaster. This consideration aids in 

bridging the gap between what individuals believe versus what is evident on a larger, societal 

scale. 

To evaluate whether the terrorist attacks caused a significant, lasting change in the 

American public’s social construction of reality, this study examines the following questions:   

Q1: Did the American public’s beliefs significantly change as a direct result of the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks? 

Q2: Did the American public’s behaviors significantly change as a direct result of the September 

11, 2001 terrorist attacks? 

Q3: Did U.S. cultural institutions significantly change as a direct result of the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks? 
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 Based on initial observations and mass media evaluations beginning on September 11, 

2001, the following hypotheses were developed and are tested in this study: 

H1: The American public’s beliefs did not significantly change as a direct result of the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks? 

H2: The American public’s daily behaviors did not significantly change as a direct result of the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks? 

H3: U.S. cultural institutions did not significantly change as a direct result of the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks. 

Data Collection 

 To test that above propositions, this study applies quantitative and qualitative research 

methods. Quantitative methods utilize statistical data. This study principally relies on the results 

of national surveys as conducted by a variety of sources. This study also incorporates qualitative 

methods of observation, such as content analysis. Many of these have already been presented in 

previous sections. Others will be presented in the last section. Both types of data were collected 

over the course of two years, from September 11, 2001 to September 11, 2003.  

This study uses data collected by survey research as a dominant mode of observation. 

National polls were collected from telephone interviews conducted by the following sources: 

Gallup, Pew Research Center, Time, CNN, New York Times, Newsweek, Associated Press, Wall 

Street Journal, ABC News, NBC News, CBS News, USA Today, Washington Post, Ipsos-Reid, 

Los Angeles Times, Fox News/Opinion Dynamics, and Harris Interactive. Surveys were 

performed between September 11, 2001 and September 11, 2003. Table 1 provides a quick 

reference of survey sources used in this study, along with date conducted and sample size for 
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each. Specific attention was paid to polls conducted the day of the attacks, three months, six 

months, one year, and two years post-disaster. 

 The study also incorporates an October 12, 2001 article titled “New York, the Feel-Good 

City” from CBS News.com which presents results from a CBS News/New York Times survey of 

983 New Yorkers. The inclusion of this article and survey allows for comparison between 

national data and data from the city that sustained the majority of damage and loss as a result of 

the September 11 attacks. 

Population Sampling 

In regards to survey research sampling, the above sources used Simple Random Sampling 

(SRS) methods to determine telephone interviewees. The sampling frame is comprised of the 

adult population in the United States, and sample size varies from 500 to slightly over 1500 

respondents depending on the organization and the dates conducted. Table 1 lists source, date 

conducted, and sample size for each survey used in this study. The October 6-9, 2001 survey by 

CBS News/New York Times, which randomly interviewed 983 New York residents, is provided 

for comparison against national figures. 

As previously stated, specific survey questions from numerous sources were identified as 

reasonable indicators of beliefs and behaviors that may evaluate changes in reality. These 

questions are presented in Tables 2-17. Questions were chosen with the intent of exhibiting 

similar wording in both question and answer choice. 

Limitations 

The most problematic limitation of this study is that reality cannot be proven absolutely. 

Social reality is essentially a point of reference, and any judgment on its structure refers to an 

ideal type. Levy (1981: 28-29) states that an “interpretation of an action will only be more or less 

 32 
 



probable, but the more familiar [the social scientist] is with a given society, social type, or 

individual, the more likely his interpretation is to be correct.” This poses a significant obstacle 

for achieving high validity. Therefore, this study may display high reliability but low validity. 

Validity refers to the accuracy with which indicators actually measure the concepts of study. 

Another limitation relates to what Luckmann (1983) calls the “unity of experience.” He 

refers to this problem in regards to studying different societies over time, but the same warning 

applies in this study. This notion presumes that generalizations and predictions can be made 

about societies and their members, since they are believed to share similar experiences, 

ideologies, histories, and so forth. This is a precarious generalization, since the demographic 

composition of the U.S., for example, varies considerably. Alexander (2002: 3) states that the 

actions following the September 11 attacks were “exceedingly heterogeneous, as one would 

aspect from a large and pluralistic country.” 

Berger (1974: xii) also cautions against this assumption and maintains, “Every human being 

knows his own world better than any outsider (p. xii).” In relation to this study, Sigesmund 

(2002: ¶5) observes, “We’re not feeling a single emotion. It isn’t a single reaction.”  

  Survey research, as used here, creates numerous limitations in itself. This study relies 

heavily on reported behavior and attitudes from surveys rather than observation. The high 

standardization of closed-ended questions can be problematic and inflexible. The wording of 

questions varies among studies and sources. Additionally, interviewees may have misunderstood 

or misinterpreted questions, influencing responses. 

Finally, this study relies on secondary sources. All articles reviewed and surveys 

collected were developed by other sources. This limits the accessibility and flexibility of topics 

and questions available for examination.  
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These limitations reemphasize problems of evaluating reality at a societal level. As 

opposed to the framework used by this study, future similar studies would be improved by 

assessing social change in less ambiguous areas, not at social reality. 
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FINDINGS 

This section presents findings from survey sources listed in Table 1. These surveys reveal 

data relating to specific beliefs and behaviors, as chosen by survey sources, of the American 

public in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. This section does not present 

tables regarding the final hypothesis (H3) that U.S. cultural institutions did not significantly 

change in their relation to the general American public as a direct result of the attacks. Instead, 

information relating to this third hypothesis is presented in the Discussion section at the end of 

this study. 

Tables 2, 3, 4, and 7 relate to the first hypothesis (H1), which proposes that the American 

public’s beliefs did not significantly change as a direct result of the September 11 terrorist 

attacks. Table 2 displays general macro-sociological beliefs about the perception of change 

regarding the nation and the lives of Americans as a whole. Table 3 presents information 

regarding micro-sociological beliefs as whether respondents feel their own lives have changed or 

will change. Table 4 reports respondents’ willingness to travel, attend crowded places, and enter 

skyscrapers after September 11. This study uses Tables 4 to represent beliefs, since “willingness” 

coincides with beliefs of safety and other potential aspects, but it does not assume actual 

behavior. Table 7 presents an assessment of whether respondents feel changes in their own lives 

are based on their feelings or on the way they live. This table represents a potential discrepancy 

in how reality and social change are measured in this study versus how laymen define and 

measure life changes. 

 Tables 5 and 6 display information regarding the second hypothesis (H2), which proposes 

that the American public’s daily behaviors did not significantly change as a direct result of the 
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September 11 terrorist attacks. Table 5 depicts an assessment of micro-level or personal 

behavioral changes. Table 6 refers to micro-level or personal disaster-related behavioral changes.  

Finally, Table 8 displays information on New Yorkers for a comparison against national 

figures. Data presented in the table depicts belief and behavioral changes in topics similar to 

those evaluated in national polls. 

In this study, H1 relates to whether the American public’s beliefs changed as a result of 

the September 11 terrorist attacks. Table 2 presents data on macro-sociological beliefs regarding 

whether respondents believe the U.S. has permanently changed as the result of the attacks. This 

survey question was chosen as an indictor, since it directly asks respondents about their basic 

perception of national change. Table 2 illustrates that a majority of respondents believe the 

attacks permanently or fundamentally changed the United States. Results from six different 

surveys show that over 66 percent of respondents believe the U.S has permanently changed. 

Newsweek reported the highest rate, 93 percent (±3 percent), in the immediate aftermath of the 

disaster.  

Table 2 also presents data from sources that asked whether respondents feel Americans, 

as a whole, will permanently change the way they live as a result of the September 11 terrorist 

attacks. This survey question is somewhat different from the above in that it asks respondents 

their beliefs about the lives of other Americans, not just the general state of the nation. Findings 

in the immediate aftermath of the event are mixed. A CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll conducted 

the date of the event shows that 49 percent (±4 percent) of respondents feel Americans will 

permanently change the way they live. A Los Angeles Times survey conducted two days later 

found that 57 percent (± 3) percent believe the same. Therefore, Table 2 illustrates that a near 
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majority of respondents believe that Americans will permanently change their lives in response 

to the terrorist attacks. 

Findings from survey questions presented in Table 2 illustrate that a majority or near 

majority of respondents believe the nation and its citizens have changed or will change because 

of the September 11 attacks. As such, these finding do not support H1, which proposes that the 

American public’s beliefs did not significantly change because of the September 11 attacks. 

Table 3 also relates to H1. This table presents micro-sociological data from polls that 

asked if respondents believed their own lives have changed or if they believe their lives will 

change as a result of the attacks. Almost four months after the attacks, a CBS News/New York 

Times poll undertaken January 1-6, 2002, displays that a slight majority of respondents believed 

that their lives had changed. Fifty-five percent (±3 percent) believed their lives had changed. The 

second survey, a year after the attacks, showed a 14 percent drop, with 42 percent (±3 percent) 

believing their lives had changed. These findings appear to reflect a trend indicating that, with 

time, the long-term impact of the attacks on the lives of the American public is being re-

evaluated. Because of these changing findings, it is unclear whether there has been a significant 

long-term change. Therefore, these findings do not sufficiently support the hypothesis that the 

American public’s beliefs did not significantly change as a result of the September 11 attacks.  

Table 3 also presents brief information on why some respondents reported their lives had 

changed and on the gender gap. The CBS News/New York Times poll conducted a year after the 

attacks stated that “lost job/income” and “more alert/more careful” were the top reasons people 

responded their lives had changed. Additionally, 45 percent of women believed that their lives 

had changed versus 37 percent of men. Additional insight into these findings will require 

assessments beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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Table 3 also illustrates that, in the immediate aftermath of the event, a moderate minority 

of respondents said they would make permanent changes in their own lives. Findings from three 

different national surveys show that only about one-third of the respondents believe they would 

make any life changes. Based on these findings, H1 is supported, since the majority of 

respondents do not believe the attacks will cause them to make changes in their own lives. These 

findings also suggest an interesting paradox in that respondents appear to believe that the nation 

and others will change, but they do not believe they will change themselves in the long run.   

Based on information presented thus far, it has been stated that the majority of findings 

do not sufficiently support H1. Based on relatively high percentages of respondents who believe 

the U.S. and its citizens have changed, the findings suggest that the American public’s beliefs, in 

the specific areas asked by survey sources presented in this thesis, did significantly change as a 

result of the September 11 attacks.  

Table 4 illustrates micro-sociological beliefs about individuals’ willingness to travel, 

attended crowded places, and enter skyscrapers after the attacks. In Table 4, belief about travel is 

expressed through willingness or consideration to travel. The majority of respondents reported 

they are no less willing to fly than before September 11. Immediately following the event, a 

Gallup survey conducted September 14-15, 2001 showed that 43 percent (± 3 percent) of 

national respondents reported being less willing to fly. This finding represents a significant 

portion of the population; however, within a year, another Gallup survey displayed a 10 percent 

decrease, with 33 percent (± 3 percent) reporting a decreased willingness to fly. This suggests a 

trend that willingness to fly is slowly returning to pre-September 11 levels; however, additional 

surveys two years and beyond are needed to substantiate this assumption. These findings 
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moderately support H1, which proposes that beliefs of the American public did not significantly 

change as a result of the September 11 attacks. 

The PSRA/Pew Research Center percentage given Table 8 is considerably different than 

other percentages. This source states that 73 percent of their respondents reported being less 

willing to fly or were considering canceling a flight. This is a sharp contrast from Gallup 

numbers from the same week and from other surveys. This suggests the PSRA/Pew Research 

Center poll may be inaccurate. The findings presented in Table 5 support the assumption that 

PSRA/Pew percentage be disregarded. 

Table 4 also illustrates beliefs as expressed though the American public’s willingness to 

attend crowded places. In all cases, a majority of respondents stated that they were no less 

willing to attend crowed places. Slightly less than one-third of respondents reported they were 

less willing to attended crowded places or large events. While these findings represent a 

minority, they do not sufficiently support H1, which proposes that the American public did not 

significantly change their beliefs because of the September 11 attacks. 

Further, Table 4 refers to beliefs as expressed through willingness to enter skyscrapers 

after September 11, 2001. In all cases, the majority of respondents reported they were no less 

willing to go into skyscrapers. All four surveys included in this table show that approximately 

one-third of respondents reported a decreased willingness to go into skyscrapers. No specific 

questions on behavior and avoidance of skyscrapers could be found throughout the data 

collection process. These findings do not support H1, which proposes that the American public’s 

beliefs did not change as a result of the September 11 attacks. 

Table 5 is the first table presented which refers to the second hypothesis (H2), that the 

American public did not significantly change their daily behavior a result of the September 11 
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attacks. This table presents the results of surveys that asked the general question whether 

respondents changed their general daily behavior, cancelled travel plans, avoided crowded 

places, or displayed the U.S. flag as a result of the September 11 attacks. 

Findings from Table 5 show that a significant majority of national respondents have not 

changed their daily lives. The only exception is an ABC News/Washington Post survey 

conducted the day of the event shows that 53 percent (± 3 percent) of respondents reported 

changes in daily behaviors. This survey question included “watched news” as an indicator of 

change; however, this is to be expected, particularly since media stations replaced regular 

programming with 24 hour news coverage that day. Surveys conducted six months and a year 

after the terrorist attacks show that less than one quarter on respondents reported changes in their 

daily activities in any way as a result of the September 11 attacks. These findings support H2. 

Table 5 also refers to travel behavior after September 11, 2001 and illustrates the 

inaccuracy of this broad statement. A USA Today headline on September 21, 2001 read, 

“Families hunker down, cancel plans to travel (Yancey 2001).” However, this table shows that a 

significant majority of people did not cancel or change their travel plans as presumed by Yancey. 

In all four surveys presented, no more than 15 percent of the national respondents reported 

changing their travel plans as a result of the attacks. It should also be noted that all surveys 

displayed here were conducted within one month of the event. These findings support H2, which 

proposes that the American public did not change their behaviors as a result of the September 11 

attacks. 

A poll of 1,000 Texans conducted August 7-27, 2002 is excluded from the table, since it 

does not represent national data; however, it also illustrates results comparable to these national 
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surveys. Eighty-none percent of the respondents stated they had not postponed or canceled travel 

plans as a result of the 2001 terrorist attack (Texans on Terrorism 2002). 

This paper does not exclude the well-known fact that the airline industry lost thousands 

of passengers and billions of dollars after September 11 (Torbenson 2003). However, the 

findings of this study suggest that factors in addition to fear on the part of the American public 

contributed to the plight of the airline industry. Page (2002: ¶2) states, “Americans are more 

reluctant to fly, but the world’s most mobile society did not stay grounded for long.” This study 

does not examine international figures. 

Additionally, this table does not simply present information on air travel. Some of the 

polls included in Table 5 did not specify “air travel” in their survey. This is significant since 

some media sources observed that travel by car, bus, and train remained strong following 

September 11 (Janofsky 2001). Hilsenrath and Buckman (2001) state that drive-in hotel markets, 

suburb, and smaller cities actually saw an increase in travel. They believe this is due not only to 

fear of terrorism at larger cities and popular landmarks but because they are less expensive. 

Additionally, Table 5 refers to behavior regarding attending crowed places or large 

events after September 11, 2001. This table shows that a significant majority of people did not 

start avoiding crowded places as a result of September 11. 2001. In the immediate aftermath of 

the event, an ABC News survey conducted October 12-21, 2001 illustrates that only 8 percent (± 

5 percent) of national respondents reported they were actually avoiding crowded places. A Pew 

Research Center survey conducted a year after the event shows that 15 percent of national 

respondents, no error given, reported changing behavior. These findings support H2, which 

proposes that the American public did not change their behaviors because of the attacks. 
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Table 5 also reports whether respondents postponed a major financial purchase as a result 

of the September 11 terrorist attacks. In both cases, a significant majority of respondents reported 

that they had not postponed making a major financial purchase. Immediately following the event, 

a Harris Interactive poll conducted September 19-24, 2001 showed that 14 percent of national 

respondents (± 3 percent) had not postponed major purchases. A Gallup survey conducted March 

22-23, 2003 showed only 9 percent (± 3 percent) had postponed major purchases as a result of 

the attacks. These findings support H2. However, surveys did not provide additional insight into 

whether or not those respondents had purchase plans prior to the attacks. 

Finally, Table 5 depicts behavior regarding whether respondents had recently displayed 

the American flag as the result of the September 11 terrorist attacks. In all cases, the majority of 

respondents reported that they did display the flag as a direct result of the attacks. However, the 

percentage of respondents who answered “yes” has drastically fallen over 30 percentage points 

in the past two years, from 82 percent (± 3 percent) in a Gallup/CNN/USA Today poll conducted 

September 14-15, 2001 to 56 percent (± 3 percent) in their March 22-23, 2003 survey. These 

findings suggest a trend toward decreasing patriotic display; however, since the majority of 

respondents who answer “yes” remains significant, the findings presented in this table do not 

support H2. 

Table 6 reveals an assessment of certain disaster-related behaviors. This table shows 

whether respondents made disaster plans as the result of the September 11 attacks. In all cases, a 

significant majority of respondents reported that they have not made emergency plans. A 

TIME/CNN survey conducted two weeks after the event reported that 15 percent (± 3 percent) of 

national respondents stated they had made emergency plans. A Fox News/Opinion Dynamics 

survey conducted in September 2002 reported that 17 percent (± 4 percent) had made emergency 
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plans. In February 2003, Fox News/Opinion Dynamics reported the percent of national 

respondents who had made disaster plans had increased slightly, to 24 percent (± 4 percent). This 

suggests an increasing trend; however, this cannot be ascertained conclusively. Nonetheless, 

these findings support H2, which proposes that the American public did not change their 

behaviors as a result of the September 11 attacks.  

Table 6 illustrates behavior regarding stockpiling disaster items. Following the attacks, 

numerous media outlets repeatedly proclaimed that families were stockpiling items in their home 

in the event of another terrorist attacks (Gibbs 2001; Rodriguez 2001). A photograph in the 

TIME article “What comes next?” displayed a family of four wearing gas masks in their kitchen 

(Gibbs 2001). An article by Costello and Lobb (2002) noted that sales of personal protection 

devices, such as gas masks, spiked after September 11 but drastically leveled off or dropped 

shortly thereafter. However, in all cases presented in this table, less than one-quarter of 

respondents stated they had stockpiled items as the result of the attacks. Fox News/Opinion 

dynamics surveys conducted September 8-9, 2002 and March 25-26, 2003 showed a slight 

increase from 17 percent to 22 percent (± 4 percent) for respondents who have stockpiled items. 

However, other national polls illustrate that no more 13 percent (± 3 percent) reported the same. 

Findings are mixed as to whether an increasing trend to stockpile items is occurring. 

Additionally, some surveys asked general questions regarding stockpiling, while others asked 

what items where specifically stockpiled. However, these findings support H2 that the majority 

of Americans are not changing behavior. 

Table 6 also illustrates whether respondents changed their behavior as the result of the 

terror alert increases implemented after September 11. In February 2003, Shenon (2003: 15A) 

wrote an article in The Dallas Morning News which began, “Officials pleased, but some say 
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[terror alerts] cause unneeded panic.” However, in both cases presented in this table, a significant 

majority of respondents did not change their behavior in response to increased terror alert 

warnings. The two surveys, conducted in February 2002, showed that less than 10 percent of 

national respondents reported making behavioral changes after increases in the terror alerts. 

These findings dispute the media’s observation and support H2, which proposes that the 

American public’s behaviors did not change. 

Evaluation of behavioral tables presented up until this point suggests that the American 

public’s behavior, in the specific areas presented by survey sources, did not significantly change 

as a result of the September 11 attacks.  

Table 7 presents information from respondents who say their lives have changed since 

September 11, 2001 and offers a possible indicator as to how the American public determines 

change. Respondents were asked if they attribute the change to the way they live or way they 

feel—behavior or belief. In both ABC News/Washington Post surveys, conducted December 18-

19, 2002 and March 7-10, a significant majority of respondents reported that they believe life has 

changed since the attacks based on how they feel. This finding does not support H1, which 

proposes that the American public’s beliefs did not significantly change as a result of September 

11. 

Findings presented in Table 7 have numerous implications. First, they illustrate the 

differences between how social scientists and the general American public define and measure 

reality and social change. According to this table, the American public believes life changes 

since the September 11 attacks are primarily evidenced through feelings. This contrasts with the 

focus of this study. As drawn from the literature review, this study evaluates patterns of beliefs 

and behaviors that can be observed and measured and institutions that can be examined. Second, 
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the findings reiterate the limitations of making assumptions about someone else’s perception of 

social reality. Finally, they may help explain gender gaps and ethnicity differences among 

respondents. This study recalls that people have different experiences, relevancy structures, and 

interests that may affect their perception of reality. 

The last table presented in this study, Table 8, illustrates findings from a CBS News/New 

York Times citywide survey of New Yorkers conducted October 6-9, 2001. This table is 

presented to evaluate whether beliefs of residents in close proximity to the disaster differ from 

national figures. This table also relates to H1 regarding changes in beliefs after September 11, 

2001.  

Findings presented in Table 8 show that NY respondents where almost evenly split, with 

a slight 52 percent (± 3 percent) majority answering that they believed life had already returned 

to normal within one month of the attacks. Nonetheless, this table presents an interesting finding 

that the beliefs of those closest to the event reported a percentage comparable to national figures, 

not significantly higher as might have been expected. However, Table 6 also displays that the 

Hispanic community in New York appeared to be the least likely to say their lives had returned 

to normal, with only 38 percent (±3 percent) responding “yes.” Additional surveys would be 

beneficial to gain more detailed insight into why the Hispanic population varied considerably 

from the citywide average. Regardless, at present, these finding does not sufficiently support the 

hypothesis that the American public’s beliefs did not significantly change as a result of the 

September 11 attacks. 

Comparable to national figures in Table 4, slightly less than one-third of New York 

respondents reported they were less willing to attended crowded places or large events. New 

York City women were less willing to attend crowded places or large events than men; however, 
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no specific percentage breakdowns were given. This table also displays that women in New York 

were twice as “uneasy in skyscrapers” as men, with 51 percent and 26 percent (± 3 percent) 

respectively.  

Table 8 also displays an assessment of behavior of New York City residents. These 

figures were comparable to national findings presented in Table 6. Immediately following the 

attacks, New York residents were only slightly more likely to stockpile items as a result of the 

September 11 attacks, with 23 percent (± 3 percent) reporting they had stockpiled items. 

However, this percentage is comparable to the 22 percent (± 4 percent) of respondents who 

answered the same in a Fox News/Opinion Dynamics survey conducted March 25-26, 2003. The 

table shows that the majority of New York respondents had stockpiled food, while only 4 percent 

had collected gas masks and antibiotics. This is comparable to a Gallup survey conducted 

October 19-21 that showed that only 2 percent of national respondents purchased a gas masks 

and three percent tried to get antibiotics.  

To summarize, finding presented here suggest that the American public reports their 

beliefs have changed as a result of the September 11 attacks. They believe these changes are 

primarily evidenced in the way they feel, not the way they live. This helps explain why the 

majority of respondents answered “yes” to general questions that asked if the nation and its 

people had permanently changed following the attacks but “no” when asked if they have changed 

or will change the way they live. Additionally, the beliefs of women, those in close proximity to 

the events, and Hispanics appeared to stray somewhat from national figures. However, not 

enough data was discovered to make this a strong conclusion.  

 46 
 



This study also finds that the American public’s behaviors did not significantly change as 

a direct result of the September 11 terrorist attacks. These findings negate media proclamations 

like Simon’s (2001: ¶1, 2) statement:  

September 11 unleashed…a condition of altered states in this country in which families 
are hoarding antibiotics, people are afraid to travel…How long will we cocoon, cancel 
vacations, and avoid shopping sprees? 
    

Finally, these findings represent interesting inconsistencies. People are more likely to 

report that they believe the nation and other Americans have permanently changed; however, the 

significant majority state they have will not change or have not changed their own lives. The 

tables also illustrate that people are more likely to report they are less willing to engage is certain 

activities, yet they do not report actually changing these behaviors.  
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DISCUSSION 
 

As previously discussed, this thesis presents an examination of some of the cultural 

institutions within the U.S. as a third dimension to determine whether the September 11 terrorist 

attacks caused a significant, lasting change in the American public’s social construction of 

reality. As defined by Thio (1991), institutions are arrangements of commonly shared beliefs, 

norms, or procedures. In addition to the emphasis placed on institutions in the literature review. 

Stallings (1997: 13) describes crises as “disruptions (or threats of disruption that are taken 

seriously) to the routines of at least two social institutions. In modern states, most frequent are 

crisis related to the polity-economy nexus.” Therefore, this study evaluates political and 

economic institutions, as well as media and healthcare institutions.  

Political Institutions 

This study acknowledges that adjustments occurred within the nation’s political 

institutions as a result of the September 11 terrorist attacks. The Department of Homeland 

Security was created in January 2003. This department, which is composed of 22 government 

agencies, is the nation’s second largest federal department following the Department of Defense 

(Hall 2003). While the American public is likely familiar with this new department because of its 

implementation of the color-coded terror alert system and increased airport and border security, 

Table 16 has already illustrated that the new terror alert system has not appeared to cause people 

to change their behavior. 

In May 2003, the Terrorist Threat Integration Center was created to analyze intelligence 

information regarding terrorism from the CIA, FBI, and other defense agencies. This center 

represents the governments plan to restructure and fuse the FBI’s Counterterrorism Division and 

the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center to increase information sharing. However, Mittelstadt and 
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Hillman (2003: 21A) note that Washington is “an intensely turf-conscious city where power and 

proximity are equated.” It is too soon to tell whether this agency will be successful, but that 

debate is beyond the scope of this paper. 

The U.S. Patriot Act broadened government surveillance capabilities, toughened penalties 

for terrorists, and promoted increased information-sharing among intelligence agencies and 

investigators (Lester 2003). In February 2003, the federal government planned to start airing 

public service announcements regarding terrorism and preparedness in February (Mittelstadt and 

Hillman 2003). However, eight months later, these announcements remain elusive to the general 

public. 

In September 2002, the U.S. Department of State website noted that President Bush 

proclaimed September 11 Patriot Day (Armitage and Davis 2002). The holiday is devoted as a 

day of remembrance for casualties of the terrorist attacks. However, no mention of this could be 

found in media sources recalling the first and second anniversaries of the attacks. The question 

posed for future researchers is whether the majority of Americans were aware of this 

proclamation, particularly since a CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll conducted March 8-9, 2002 

showed that Americans were evenly split regarding whether or not September 11 should be a 

yearly holiday. Forty-eight percent of national respondents thought it should be declared a 

holiday, while 48 percent stated it should not. 

This paper concentrates on the American public, but much of the work of these agencies 

is kept from the general public. Therefore, the assumption here is that the general public’s 

construction of social reality is not likely altered if they are not privy to knowledge of or 

outwardly affected by these alterations. Therefore, this study’s evaluation supports H3, which 
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proposes that changes in the U.S. institutions following the September 11 terrorist attacks have 

not significantly affected the American public’s social construction of reality. 

Economic Institutions 

This study does not dispute that the September 11 attacks cost the nation billions of 

dollars and contributed to thousands of layoffs. However, economic processes are generally 

cyclical in nature. In their article “Consumer spending returning to normal,” Kaufman and 

Barnes (2001) revealed that consumer spending had been slowing down prior to September 11, 

2001 but that it was starting to pick up a few months later. Table 16 suggests that the majority of 

American’s did not postpone major financial purchases as a result of September 11. These 

finding may suggest that economic ideologies of Americans and their confidence in the economy 

did not suffer drastic, lasting changes.  

Mendoza (2001: 18A) cited architect Richard Ivy as stating, “This is not the end of the 

skyscraper, but we may avoid iconic buildings, buildings that stand out.” Yet, the plan for the 

new skyscraper to be built on ground zero is meant to convey even more symbolism. It will reach 

1776 feet high, a symbolic year in American history, and will reign as the tallest building in the 

world. Yet, it appears the symbolism and potential lessons from the attacks matter less to 

developers and entrepreneurs than financial values and economic potentials of the prime 

Manhattan real estate on which the new building will sit. 

Mass Media Institutions 

Berger (1974: 9) states, “Words describe the realities of human life. But words also have 

the power to create and shape realities. The words of the strong carry more weight than the 

words of the weak.” The American media represents a powerful, influential institution that plays 

an important role in influencing individuals’ beliefs and behaviors. 
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This paper does not intend to replicate the numerous, comprehensive reviews readily 

available regarding the media’s influence following disasters. However, since the American 

media represents an important U.S. institution, it is important to review a few key points. First, 

people receive a significant amount of disaster information from mass media sources (Stallings 

1997; Fischer 1998; Bennett and Daniel 2002). Second, that information is often inaccurate and 

perpetuates disaster myths (Barton 1970; Quarantelli and Dynes 1972; Wenger et. al 1975; 

Quarantelli 1996; Fischer 1998). Finally, the media’s dissemination and distortion of selected 

information and images affects the public’s understanding and perception post-disaster 

(Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972; Scanlon et al. 1985; Fisher 1998; Rodrigue 2001). 

These statements imply that media coverage can shape people’s beliefs and behaviors 

post-disaster. Findings of this study reflect that the beliefs of the American public changed as a 

result of the September 11 attacks. Data collected showed that the majority of respondents 

believe the attacks caused permanent change for the nation and its citizens. How much of this is 

change and how much is a reflection of what the media suggests is hard to ascertain. However, 

these findings appear to suggest that the American media’s “new reality” proclamations may 

have played a significant role in organizing and concentrating the public’s beliefs in these areas.  

In regards to institutional change, it does not appear that the American media made long-

term, fundamental changes in the way they relate to the American public as a result of the 

September 11 attacks. In 2003, news media embedded hundred of journalists with troops during 

the war in Iraq. While the quantity of journalists embedded and the new communication 

technologies utilized are certainly noteworthy, this was not an entirely new concept. 

Additionally, as the war drug on, attention on primary anchor personalities returned, and 

embedded journalists fell back into the shadows. 
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Relating economic interests with the media, Eisman (2003) suggests that the media’s 

decision to pull controversial ads in the days and weeks following 9/11 was a financial, not 

compassion or patriot-based, decision. She claims the media sought not to offend viewers in 

order to keep consumers watching and soothe the $400 million lost in advertisement. This 

question is left for other scientists to test; however, it suggests the perspective that the dominance 

of capitalist ideology in the U.S. kept the media operating as normal after the disaster.  

This paper has already highlighted conflicting media proclamations in previous sections. 

Based on a content and survey analysis, this study illustrates that the media returned to regular 

programming and continued to offer misleading information to the American public in the 

aftermath of the September 11 attacks. Therefore, this study appears to suggest that changes in 

the U.S. institutions examined here have not significantly affected the American public’s social 

construction of reality following the attacks, as mentioned in H3. 

Healthcare Institutions 

This study provides a brief examination the U.S. healthcare industry, due to the increased 

media attention on concerns over bioterrorism and mass casualty incidents following the 

September 11 attacks. In April 2002, an article from Detroit Free Press stated, “Homeland 

Security Director Tom Ridge is expected to urge members of the American Hospital Association 

to quickly draft contingency plans for treating mass emergencies (Borenstein 2002, ¶4).” 

However, most hospitals already had disaster plans, and they generally included guidelines for 

handling mass casualties disasters. 

In an interview with William Craig, Chief Compliance Officer for a Dallas-based 

specialty care hospital corporation, he explained that the Joint Commission of Hospital 

Accreditation (JCHA) already required healthcare facilities to develop and annually test disaster 
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plans in order to maintain accreditation. He states, nonetheless, the events of September 11 

prompted JCHA to require healthcare facilities to add a workable Bioterrorism Disaster Plan to 

their established all hazards plans. However, he observes that a significant portion of hospitals 

have yet to implement these changes. He also acknowledges that some hospitals are now 

developing bioterrorism task force teams, but these teams are only being developed in hospitals 

with surplus financial and human capital.   

Two months after the attacks, the California Code of Regulations amended its regulations 

and required healthcare facilities to immediately report cases of agents that may be used in 

bioterrorism, such as anthrax, smallpox, botulism, and many others (California Hospital 

Bioterrorism Response Planning Guide 2002). However, other hospitals already had similar 

infection control policies in place (Medical Center of Lewisville Disaster Plan 2000). This 

appears to support Bates and Peacock’s (1987) claim that many post-disaster changes are not 

new, but accelerated changes that were already in the process of implementation.  

It is likely that changes were made within the Center for Disease Control and the 

Department of Health and Human Resources after September 11, 2001. However, the majority of 

the changes are not openly evident to the general American public. Therefore, this study supports 

H3, which proposes that changes in the U.S. institutions following the September 11 attacks have 

not significantly affected the American public’s social construction of reality. 

 In summary, this thesis presents the observation that institutions evaluated in this 

segment did not significantly affect the American public’s social construction of reality. 

Organization changes that occurred within these institutions were often not known, emphasized, 

or relevant to the everyday lives of American public. At times, specifics regarding changes were 
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also withheld from the American public for security reasons. Therefore, this thesis presents the 

conclusion that the relationship of American public to these institutions is largely unchanged. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this study finds that the American public’s beliefs changed as a result of 

the September 11 attacks. However, the results indicate that these changes are in the way they 

feel, not the way they live. The American public’s behaviors, as illustrated in this study, did not 

significantly change as a direct result of the September 11 terrorist attacks. This is consistent 

with previous disaster related findings from other events. Additionally, this study finds that, 

while certain U.S. institutions experienced organizational additions or adjustments as a result of 

the attacks, these changes often go unnoticed by or are withheld from the American public. 

Therefore, this study concludes that the American public’s social reality of construction did not 

significantly change as a result of September 11 terrorist attacks. 

This conclusion includes interesting inconsistencies. People are more likely to report that 

they believe the nation and other Americans have permanently changed; however, the significant 

majority state they have not changed or will not change their own lives. Data collected also 

illustrates that people are more likely to report they are less willing to engage is certain activities, 

yet they do not report actually changing these behaviors. Further investigation into these findings 

would be beneficial. 

This study also concludes that one event, while tragic in many ways, did not create the 

lofty “new reality” proclaimed by media sources. This supports previous disaster-related studies 

that suggest that the public returns to an “out of sight, out of mind” mentality shortly after 

disasters. These findings support Passerini’s (2000: 70) statements: 

Recently there have been suggestions, although with little or no empirical evidence, 
that…natural disasters (especially chronic or catastrophic ones) delegitimize state 
institutions and claims of rationality, that they can change popular opinions regarding the 
environment, and that one social problem (a disaster) can lead to a concern with a new 
social problem (unsustainability)…However, at the present time, there is no strong 
empirical evidence to support these claims. 
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This study supports Passerini’s assumption; however, the conclusions of this study require 

reevaluation as time and the nation move further away from September 11, 2001. Additionally, 

these conclusions must not be blindly applied to situations in other times or nations. 

In an article that predominantly satirizes the media and “nine elevenalia connoisseurs,” 

Michael Wolfe (2002: ¶7) states, “There are two kinds of people—the everything changed and 

the nothing-changed types.” It is not the intent here to convey an all-or-nothing, one-or-the-other 

approach. It appears that future research on this topic would be better dealt with by looking at 

social change from a sociopolitical ecology perspective. This perspective examines relationships 

between humans systems and their environmental, political, economic and social environments 

(Bates 1997). This approach would provide a more holistic and less abstract method of 

evaluating social phenomenon, structure, and change. Additionally, a more thorough, detailed 

emphasis from this perspective on one area, such as institutions, as opposed to evaluating three 

areas of social reality would be beneficial. 

Implications 

Passerini (2000: 70) states that there are “a myriad of structural and cultural forces that 

keep people from considering or embracing change both before and after a disaster.” Societies 

with relatively stable social, political, and legal systems and legitimate government resist change 

and seek to preserve the status quo (Nigg and Tierney 1993; Passerini 2000). Such is the 

condition of the United States, and may help explain responses after the September 11 terrorist 

attacks.  

Barton (1970) details “therapeutic communities” post natural disasters. Nigg and Tierney 

(1993: 167) state: 
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The existence of this unifying sentiment—based on common definitions of suffering, 
sympathy, and concern—between victims and others in the community provides a 
continuity between the pre-impact and post-impact social system and social organization 
that makes social change less likely to occur. 

 

Reference to this unifying experience following September 11 has already been mentioned in 

regards to proclamations of increased patriotism and solidarity after the attacks. It is impossible 

to ascertain the degree of this sentiment or exactly how long it has lasted. However, it may be 

presented as another possible explanation for the lack of social change after the attacks.    

From the individual standpoint, Larsson and Enander (1997) list several reasons why 

people rarely engage in disaster preparedness behavior, such a developing disaster plans as 

illustrated in Table 6. People often believe their risk of becoming a victim is relatively low, or 

they may not have faith in preparedness activities. They may lack knowledge regarding how and 

when to prepare. They may also feel shame with yielding to preparedness behavior. The notion 

of shame may be relevant to this study, since fierce proclamations of U.S. resiliency and an “us 

versus them” mentality were observable after the September 11 attacks. However, further 

investigation of this proposition is left to another researcher. 

 Each of these theoretical implications may provide explanations as to why the American 

public’s social construction of reality did not appear to significantly change as a result of 

September 11. However, further research from a less social-psychological framework would be 

valuable. 

This intent of this thesis was not to determine specific changes in the field of emergency 

management as a result of the September 11 terrorist attacks. Had that been the purpose, this 

would be an entirely different study. However, this study may also provide useful implications 

for practitioners in emergency management. 
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In “What didn’t happen was outage’s surprise,” Swanson (2003: 23A) credits the lack of 

chaos following the August 15, 2003 blackout, which affected an estimated 50 million people in 

the northeast to improved economic and social factors and to September 11. He states: 

Public officials, political observers, and sociologists credit the generally good-natured 
behavior to a variety of factors, including a surge in national civic-mindedness after the 
September 11…[the blackout] recalled for people how they need to react in a crisis. 

 
This observation suggests future implications for research and predictions regarding collective 

behavior post-disaster. 

Researchers acknowledge that more disasters are likely due to ever-increasing world 

population, new advances is technology, and growing urban concentrations (Drabek 1991; 

Quarantelli 1992; Mileti 1999). At the same time, McEntire (2001) observes that population 

vulnerabilities are increasing due to a wide array of additional political, economic, sociocultural, 

and physical factors. Therefore, this study advocates that emergency managers and disaster 

researchers adopt a multidimensional, interdisciplinary approach to disaster reduction and 

recovery efforts (Bates and Pelanda 1994). This would include an emphasis on the roles of 

various institutions in vulnerability reduction efforts. This is particularly noteworthy, since this 

study shows that individuals do not necessarily engage in their own vulnerability reduction 

behavior despite changing beliefs. Therefore, it may be up to professionals, practitioners, and 

institutions to anticipate and remedy these deficiencies on behalf of the public. 

In closing, in a September 11, 2003 interview on News Hour with Jim Lehrer, Harvard 

professor Robert Putman states,  

It [September 11] was the kind of opportunity for social and civic renewal that comes 
along to a country once or twice a century…but words are not alone -- talking about 
connection is not enough. We have to have embodied that in deeds and action, I mean, 
both us individually and our national institutions…no [we have not done it].”  
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This statement coincides with conclusions and implications offered in this study. Evaluations of 

post-September 11 effects on the American public and national institutions presented in this 

study stop two years after the event. However, data collected in the aftermath of future terrorist 

events may provide additional indicators as to whether the American public’s social construction 

of reality significantly experienced a lasting change. Only time will reveal the full extent of 

social adjustment and change prompted by September 11. 
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Table 1. Sources Used in Study 
 
 
Source      Date     Size_ 
 
ABC News/Washington Post   09/11/01             608  
Ipsos-Reid     09/11/01    500  
CNN/USA Today/Gallup   09/11/01             619 
NBC News/Wall Street Journal  09/12/02             618 
ABC News/Washington Post   09/13/01             609 
Harris Interactive/Time/CNN     09/13/01             1082 
Los Angeles Times     09/13-14/01        1561 
PSRA/Pew Research Center   09/13-17/01    1200 
National Opinion Research Center  09/13-27/01    Unknown 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today   09/14-15/01    1032 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics   09/19-20/01    900   
Harris Interactive    09/19-24/01    1012 
NBC News     09/20/01    513 
PSRA/Newsweek    09/20-21/01    1005 
Time/CNN     09/27/01    1055 
ABC News     10/12-21/01    1023 
Newsweek     11/1-2/01              1001 
ABC News/Washington Post   12/18-19/01    755 
CBS News/New York Times   01/5-6/02              1060 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics   02/11-12/02           900 
Zogby International     02/17-20/02    Unknown 
CNN/USA Today/Gallup   03/8-9/02                802   
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics   03/11-12/02            900 
Associated Press    08/2-6/02              1001 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today   09/2-4/02       1003  
CBS News/New York Times   09/2-5/02                937  
ABC News     09/5-8/02       1011  
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics   09/8-9/02               900 
Pew Research Center    2002 Summary   Unknown 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics   02/25-26/03           900 
ABC News/Washington Post   03/7-10/02    Unknown  
Gallup/CNN/USA Today                                03/22-23/03            1002 
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Table 2. Assessment of Belief in Macro-Level Change 
 
 
Source     Date  Yes (%) No (%)  Error (%)_ 
 
Q1: Do you think the U.S. permanently or fundamentally changed because of the September 11 
attacks? 
 
Ipsos-Reid    09/11/01 74  21  ± 4 
NBC News    09/20/01 66  32  ± 4 
PSRA/Newsweek   09/20-21/01     93  2  ± 3 
Associated Press   08/2-6/02         65  28  ± 3 
CBS News/New York Times  09/2-5/02 84  16  ± 3 
 
Q2: Do you think Americans will permanently change the way they live because of the 
September 11 attacks? 
 
CNN/USA Today/Gallup  09/11/01 49  45  ± 4 
Los Angeles Times    09/13-14/01 57  39  ± 3 
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Table 3. Assessment of Belief in Micro-Level (Personal) Change 
 
 
Source     Date  Yes (%) No (%)  Error (%)
 
Q1: Has your life changed because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
ABC News/Washington Post  12/18-19/01 55  45  ± 3 
CBS News/New York Times  ¹ 01/5-6/02 55  44  ± 3 
ABC News/Washington Post  03/7-10/02 57  43  ± 3 
CBS News/New York Times ¹ ² 09/2-5/02 42  57  ± 3 
 
Q2: Will you change the way you live because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
CNN/USA Today/Gallup  09/11/01 36  61  ± 4 
NBC News/Wall Street Journal 09/12/01 35  64  ± 4 
Harris Interactive/Time/CNN    09/13/01 34  64  ± 3 
 
 
¹ Note. Those who stated, “yes” answered “lost job/income” and “more alert/more careful” as top 
reasons for change. 
 
² Note. Poll states that 45% of women reported “yes,” compared to 37% of men.
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Table 4: Micro-Level (Personal) Belief Changes: Willingness 
 
 
Source     Date  Yes (%) No (%)  Error (%)_ 
 
Q1: Are you less willing to fly because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
PSRA/Pew Research Center  09/13-17/01 73  24  ± 3 
Gallup     09/14-15/01 43  56  ± 3 
Gallup     09/2-4/02 33  65  ± 3 
 
Q2: Are you less willing to attend crowed places because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
Gallup     09/14-15/01 30  69  ± 3 
CNN/USA Today/Gallup  03/8-9/02 32  66  ± 4 
Gallup     09/2-4/02 29  70  ± 3 
 
Q3: Are you less willing to go into skyscrapers because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
Gallup     09/14-15/01 35  63  ± 3 
Gallup     03/8-9/02 27  70  ± 4 
Gallup     09/2-4/02 30  67  ± 3 
 
 
¹Note. Poll states that [NY] women are more likely than [NY] men to answer “yes,” but no 
specific data is given. 
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Table 5: Micro-Level (Personal) Behavioral Changes 
 
 
Source         Date  Yes (%) No (%)  Error (%) 
 
Q1: Did you change your daily plans or activities in any way as a result of the September 11 
attacks? 
 
ABC News/Washington Post      09/11/01  53  47  ± 4 
CNN/USA Today/Gallup      03/8-9/02  25  75  ± 4 
Gallup         09/2-4/02  18  82  ± 3 
 
Q2: Have you cancelled any specific plans to travel because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
ABC News/Washington Post       09/13/01  9  91  ± 4 
Los Angeles Times       09/13-14/01 10  89  ± 3 
Time/CNN        09/27/01  15  84  ± 3 
CBS News/New York Times      10/25-28/01 8  91  ± 3 
 
Q3: Have you started avoiding crowded places because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
ABC News        10/12-21/01 8  86  ± 5 
Pew Research Center       2002 Summary 15  Unknown ± Unknown 

Q4: Have you postponed making a major financial purchase or spent less money than you 
normally would have because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
Harris Interactive   09/19-24/01 14  86  ± 3 
Gallup     03/22-23/03 9  91  ± 3 
 
Q5: Have you displayed the U.S. flag because of September 11? 
 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today      03/22-23/03 56  44  ± 3 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today      09/2-4/02  66  34  ± 3 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today      03/8-9/02  68  32  ± 4 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today      09/14-15/01 82  18  ± 3 
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Table 6: Micro-Level (Personal) Disaster Related Changes 
 
 
Source     Date  Yes (%) No  (%) Error (%) 
 
Q1: Have made any emergency plans because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
TIME/CNN    09/27/01 15  85  ± 3 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics  09/8-9/02 17  83  ± 3 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics  03/25-26/03 22  78  ± 3 
 
Q2: Have you stockpiled any items in your home because of the September 11 attacks? 
 
National Opinion Research Center 09/13-27/01 17  83  ± 3 
Harris Interactive   09/19-24/01 12  88  ± 3 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today  03/8-9/02 13  87  ± 3 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics  09/8-9/02 17  83  ± 3 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics  03/25-26/03 22  78  ± 3 
 
Q3: Did you make any changes in response to last week’s terror alert increase? 
 
Fox News/Opinion Dynamics  02/11-12/02 9  90  ± 3 
Zogby International   02/17-20/02 8  92  ± 3 
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Table 7: Assessment of Type of Micro-Level (Personal) Change 
 
 
Source     Date  Live (%) Feel (%) Error (%) 
 
Q1: If your life has changed since the September 11 attacks, how has is mainly changed—the 
way you live or the way you feel? 
 
ABC News/Washington Post  03/7-10/02 24  73  ± 3 
ABC News/Washington Post  12/18-19/02 25  72  ± 4 
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Table 8: New Yorker’s Assessment of Return to Normalcy, Beliefs, and Disaster Related 
Change* 
 
 
Question      Yes (%) No (%)  Error (%) 
 
Q1: Has you life returned to normal? ¹ 
                                                                                    52  44  ± 3 
 
Q2: Are you less willing to fly or are considering canceling a plane trip? 
                                                                                    42  52  ± 3 
 
Q3: Have you have cancelled any travel plans? 
                                                                           15  Unknown ± 3 
 
Q4: Are you less willing to attend crowded places? ² 
                                                                           31  62  ± 3 
 
Q5: Are you less willing to go into skyscrapers? ³ 
                                                                                    38  Unknown ± 3 
 
Q6: Have you stockpiles items in your home? ˆ  
                                                                                    23  Unknown ± 3 
 
* Note. From CBS News/New York Times Poll conducted 09/2-5/2003. 
 
¹Note. Poll also states that the Hispanic community in New York appears to be the least likely to 
say their lives have returned to normal, with 38% responding “yes.” 
 
²Note. Poll states that [NY] women are more likely than [NY] men to answer “yes,” but no 
specific data is given. 
 
³Note. Poll states 51% of women in NY are “uneasy in skyscrapers,” compared to 26% of NY 
men.  
 
ˆ Note. This 23% corresponds to the percentage of New Yorkers who stockpiled food. The 4% 
who bought gas masks/antibiotics is not included but should be noted. 
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