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Two years after the
terrorist attacks in
New York and

Washington, D.C., our
nation appears to have
caught its breath — and
regained some perspective. 

Those horrific assaults took a
tremendous toll, in lives as
well as on our collective psy-
che. How could we prevent
this kind of attack from hap-
pening again? Did we need
to limit liberties in the inter-
est of security? Were we too
free to be truly safe?

That sense of freedom as an
obstacle to the war on ter-
rorism was reflected last
year in our annual survey
gauging public support for
First Amendment freedoms.
For the first time in our
polling, 49% of respon-
dents said they believed the
First Amendment gives us
too much freedom.

While reaction to fear is
largely reflexive, the pas-
sage of time allows us to be
reflective. The 2003 State of
the First Amendment sur-

Foreword
Time and healing bring renewed perspective 
on the First Amendment
By Kenneth A. Paulson

Executive Director/First Amendment CenterI
The First Amendment became part of the U.S. Constitution more than 200 years ago.
This is what it says: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech,
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances.” Based on your own feelings about the First
Amendment, please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following state-
ment: The First Amendment goes too far in the rights it guarantees.

Strongly agree

Mildly agree

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

16% 12%

10% 12%

29% 10%

41% 8%

19% 15%
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vey — conducted in collab-
oration with American
Journalism Review — sug-
gested that public support
for First Amendment free-
doms may be returning to
pre-9/11 levels. About 61%
of respondents indicated
overall support for First
Amendment freedoms,
while 34% said First
Amendment freedoms go
too far.

While First Amendment
advocates certainly can’t
regard it as a victory that
one-third of Americans
have misgivings about
these fundamental free-
doms, there are other signs
that most Americans con-
tinue to embrace freedom
of speech and religion.
While respondents dis-
played less enthusiasm for

freedom of the press, they
did give high marks to the
news media for their work
during the war in Iraq.

Among the key findings:

• The least popular First
Amendment right con-
tinued to be freedom of
the press — 46% said
the press in America
has too much freedom
to do what it wants, up
from 42% last year.

• Sixty-five percent of
those surveyed said
they favor the policy of
embedding U.S. jour-
nalists in individual
combat units, and 68%
said the news media
did an excellent or
good job in covering
the war.

• Despite the positive
perception of war cov-
erage, more than two
out of three surveyed
said the government
should be able to
review in advance jour-
nalists’ reports directly
from military combat
zones.

• Americans indicated a
hunger for more infor-
mation about the war
on terrorism. Forty-
eight percent of those
surveyed said they
believed that Ameri-
cans have too little
information about the
federal government’s
efforts to combat ter-
rorism. 

• When asked whether
they believe the media

Too much press
freedom

Too little press
freedom

About the right
amount of press

freedom

1997

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

38%
9%

50%

51%
7%

41%

46%
8%

42%

42%
8%

49%

46%
9%

43%

53%
7%

37%

Overall, do you think the press in America has too much freedom to do what it
wants, too little freedom to do what it wants, or is the amount of freedom the press
has about right?



have too much freedom
to publish or whether
there’s too much gov-
ernment censorship,
response was split: 43%
said there’s too much
media freedom, and
38% said there’s too
much government cen-
sorship.

The war in Iraq put protests
back on newspaper front
pages and gave a number of
Americans second thoughts
about dissent. The war also
fueled a new effort to
rewrite the Constitution to
ban burning of the
American flag. While a
majority of respondents
said they supported protest
rights, a significant percent-
age favored limits:

• Almost one-third of
those surveyed said
that individuals should
not be allowed to
protest in public
against an American
war during the period
of active combat.

• One in three respon-
dents said that public
school officials should
be allowed to prohibit
high school students
from expressing their
opinions about the war
on school property.
And roughly one in
two said public schools
should be allowed to
ban armbands or other
symbolic opposition to
the war during a period
of combat.

• Perhaps echoing public
sentiment concerning
comments by the Dixie
Chicks, 39% of those
surveyed said they
would be less likely to
buy a CD from a musi-
cian who has made
controversial political
remarks in public that
differ from their own
views.

• About 55% of those sur-
veyed opposed a consti-
tutional amendment to
ban flag-burning, up
from 51% in 2002.

Last year, a three-judge
panel of the 9th U.S.
Circuit Court of Appeals
ruled that the recitation in
public schools of the phrase

State of the First Amendment 2003
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Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following statements: “The
government should be able to review in advance what journalists report directly
from military combat zones.”

Strongly agree
44%

Mildly agree
23%

Disagree
30%

Don’t know/
refused to answer

3%



“one nation under God”
during the Pledge of
Allegiance violated the U.S.
Constitution. The outcry
was immediate and angry.
The 2003 State of the First
Amendment survey found
that most respondents were
not concerned about the
separation of church and
state. In fact, a majority
seemed comfortable with
intermingling religious ref-
erences with government
business:

• Almost seven in 10 said
that the public school
recitation of the phrase
“one nation under
God” in the Pledge of
Allegiance does not
violate the separation
of church and state.

• About 62% of those
surveyed said govern-
ment officials should
be allowed to post the
Ten Commandments
inside government
buildings. Almost eight
in 10 said the govern-
ment’s use of the
phrase “In God We
Trust” on U.S. money
does not violate the
principle of the separa-
tion of church and
state.

• About 60% said they
favored allowing the
government to give
money to religious
institutions to help run
drug-abuse prevention
programs, even if the

institutions included a
religious message in
their program.

Do these responses reflect a
trust in government not to
go beyond symbolic refer-
ences to faith? Or do the
results reflect a majority
who are receptive to seeing
their own beliefs cited on
government walls and in
ceremonial references?

The answers may lie in
how Americans view God
in the context of govern-
ment activities. Most of
those surveyed regarded
government references to
God as civic rather than
spiritual. 

About 73% of those sur-
veyed said the phrase “one
nation under God” is “pri-
marily a statement related
to the American political
tradition.” Fewer than 20%
said they thought this ref-
erence to God was “prima-
rily a religious statement.”

Another area spurring fierce
debate over the last year
has been the Federal
Communications
Commission’s move to
loosen media ownership
restrictions. 

The public’s unease with
extensive media ownership
by large corporations and
conglomerates was reflected
in the survey. The majority
of respondents said the
quality of news reporting

has deteriorated and
opposed the removal of
limits on how many media
outlets may be owned by a
single company:

• Fifty-two percent of
those surveyed said
media ownership by
fewer corporations has
meant a decreased
number of viewpoints
available to the public.
Fifty-three percent said
the quality of informa-
tion also has suffered.

• Fifty-four percent said
they favor maintaining
federal limits on how
many radio, television
and newspaper outlets
may be owned by a
single company, but
one in two said they
opposed any increased
regulation.

• Almost eight
Americans in 10 said
owners exert substan-
tial influence over
news organizations’
newsgathering and
reporting decisions.
Only 4% said they
believed there is no
tampering with story
selection or play.

Overall, the 2003 State of
the First Amendment sur-
vey results suggest some
challenges for America’s
news media.

While most respondents
gave the press high marks
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for Iraq war coverage and
said they count on the
news media to provide
more information about the
war on terrorism, they also
said the press has too much
freedom and indicated sus-
picion of those who own
the nation’s newspapers
and broadcast stations.

Fortunately, Americans also
recognize responsible and
responsive news coverage
when they see it. For all of
the skepticism about news
media ownership and
excesses, the nation’s jour-
nalists remain uniquely
positioned to win support
for a free press — and the
First Amendment as a

whole — by living up to
the watchdog role envi-
sioned by the founding
fathers. 

At a time when many
remain tempted to roll back
civil liberties in the name of
security, a free press plays a
crucial role.

The nation’s news media
truly honor the First
Amendment when they ask
the tough questions, fight
to keep the public’s busi-
ness public and provide the
kind of thorough and bal-
anced reporting that is the
lifeblood of a democracy.

State of the First Amendment 2003
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In your opinion, to what extent do corporate owners influence news organizations'
decisions about which stories to cover or emphasize?

A fair amount
34%

A great deal
44%

Not at all
4%

Not very much
15%

Don’t know/
refused to answer

3%



Overview

The First Amendment
to the U.S.
Constitution has long

been considered a funda-
mental liberty and a guid-
ing influence on American
life. Most Americans, what-
ever their political leanings,
hail the First Amendment’s
guarantees of individual
protection from govern-
ment censorship or official
efforts to curb reasonable
and fair dissent. Of course,
the truest test of our
nation’s commitment to
the First Amendment
occurs when its provisions
conflict with perceived
national-security interests.
In the minds of some, the
terrorist attacks of Sept. 11,
2001, led federal officials to
subordinate civil liberties in
order to wage a war on ter-
rorism. During the subse-
quent war in Iraq, the gov-
ernment imposed new rules
on media coverage. Some of
these government policies
may have implications for
the state of the First
Amendment. 

How cherished are our First
Amendment guarantees?
Has the war on terrorism
and military battles in Iraq
forced some of these rights
to be downgraded in
importance? To be sure, the
First Amendment’s status
with the public remains
unclear. Only a handful of
comprehensive surveys on
First Amendment issues
have been conducted. Few,
if any, of those surveys
have followed the state of
the First Amendment over
an extended period of time.
While some civil libertari-
ans contend that First
Amendment freedoms are
being threatened daily, oth-
ers say the First
Amendment enjoys
unprecedented strength.

Since 1997, the First
Amendment Center has
sought to discover
American attitudes toward
the First Amendment by
asking questions designed
to evaluate both general
and specific First
Amendment issues. For the
second year, American
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IIAnalysis
American attitudes about the First Amendment
A project sponsored by the First Amendment Center and American Journalism Review

By the Center for Survey Research & Analysis at the University of Connecticut



Journalism Review joined the
First Amendment Center to
commission the Center for
Survey Research & Analysis
at the University of
Connecticut to conduct
this year’s survey. Along
with asking a number of
important new questions,
the 2003 survey sought to
trace trends in public atti-
tudes over time.

This report presents the
findings from the 2003 sur-
vey and includes notewor-
thy comparisons from six
earlier polls (one from
1997, two from 1999, and
three more conducted
annually over the last three
years). Although the First
Amendment encompasses
numerous specific rights
(including the right of peo-
ple to peaceably assemble
and to petition the govern-
ment), we targeted for
intensive study the free-
doms of speech and press,
as well as the freedom of
religion. The study pays
extra attention to the ten-
sions placed on these rights
by government initiatives
in the current war on ter-
rorism and the war in Iraq.

The study also focused on
the recent loosening of
standards on corporate
media ownership. What
has been the impact of
increased corporate owner-
ship? Does this develop-
ment threaten citizens’
access to critical public
information? Even more

important, how does the
concentration of U.S.
media outlets into the
hands of just a few corpora-
tions affect the quality of
information?

Finally, as religion contin-
ues to play an influential
role in society, issues sur-
rounding the free-exercise
clause and the establish-
ment clause of the First
Amendment continue to
arise. What is the role that
religion should play, if any,
in public education? 

The 2003 survey addressed
the following issues:

• Do Americans know
the freedoms guaran-
teed to them by the
First Amendment? Does
the American education-
al system do a good
enough job teaching stu-
dents about these free-
doms?

• Are Americans general-
ly satisfied with the
current levels of First
Amendment freedoms
afforded to individuals,
or is there a sense that
there is too much or
too little of these free-
doms? Should people be
allowed to freely express
themselves in certain
scenarios? 

• Should people be
allowed to say offen-
sive things in public?
Should musicians be

allowed to sing offensive
songs? When musicians
make controversial state-
ments, does it affect
individuals in their deci-
sions concerning
whether or not to
patronize their music?

• During wartime,
should members of the
media be allowed to
travel wherever they
want and report freely
from the battlefield?
Are Americans receiving
too little access to infor-
mation about the war on
terrorism? Did the media
perform their job well in
covering the 2003 war in
Iraq?

• Should high school stu-
dents be allowed to
protest on school prop-
erty? 

• What role should reli-
gion play in public
schools? Can students
be made to recite the
Pledge of Allegiance?
Should government offi-
cials be allowed to post
the Ten Commandments
inside government
buildings? 

The First Amendment
Center/American Journalism
Review poll on the First
Amendment was conducted
under the supervision of
the Center for Survey
Research & Analysis at the
University of Connecticut.
A random sample of 1,000
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national adults ages 18 and
over were interviewed
between June 3 and June
15, 2003. Sampling error is
± 3% at the 95% confidence
level. For smaller groups the
sampling error is slightly
higher. Weights were
assigned to reflect the char-
acteristics of the adult U.S.
population. A more detailed
description of the method-
ology is located in Section
IV of this report.

Summary of
findings

From most indications,
more and more Americans
appear to be accepting the
war on terrorism as a rou-
tine feature of political life.
This fact has manifested
itself in different ways. On
one hand, a majority of cit-
izens continue to express
willingness to sacrifice
broad applications of the
First Amendment in sup-
port of some military
actions. But citizens are not
willing to forego all free-
doms in pursuit of those
aims, especially when the
federal government couches
its demands under the
more general “war on ter-
rorism.”

Perhaps the most signifi-
cant finding in the 2003
survey concerns the degree
to which Americans believe
the First Amendment goes

“too far” in the rights it
guarantees. Last year, in the
first State of the First
Amendment survey con-
ducted after the events of
Sept. 11, 2001, nearly half
of those surveyed indicated
that the First Amendment
went too far. As memories
of the horror of Sept. 11
begin to fade, support for
civil liberties — including
the First Amendment —
appear to be making a
comeback. This year, 34%
said the First Amendment
goes too far in the rights it
guarantees, bringing the
response closer to previous
years’ findings. 

As was true in all previous
surveys, the public contin-
ued to lend strong support
in the abstract to two free-
doms set forth by the First
Amendment: the freedom
of speech and the free exer-
cise of religion. A substan-
tial majority of Americans
said that the First
Amendment gives about
the right amount of free-
dom of speech and freedom
of religion in our society. At
the same time, Americans
continued to be wary of
giving the press too much
freedom, as more than four
in 10 Americans said the
press in America has too
much freedom to do what
it wants — more than five
times the number who said
the press has “too little free-
dom.” 

Overall support for freedom
of speech remains generally
high. Still, Americans did
draw some crucial distinc-
tions among the levels of
freedom accorded to specif-
ic applications of free
speech. Less than half of
those surveyed said that
people should be able to
say things in public that
might be offensive to reli-
gious groups; and less than
four in 10 agreed with the
premise that people should
be allowed to say things
that might be offensive to
racial groups. As was the
case in 2002, nearly half
favored amending the con-
stitution to prohibit flag-
burning. 

Musicians also were held to
complicated standards:
While more than six in 10
respondents said that musi-
cians should be allowed to
sing songs that might be
considered offensive, nearly
four in 10 indicated they
would be less likely to
patronize entertainers who
made controversial political
remarks that were contrary
to the respondents’ views.

Americans also drew a fine
distinction between their
right to find out informa-
tion about the more
abstract “war on terrorism”
and their right to learn
about specific military oper-
ations. Nearly half of those
surveyed said they have too
little access to information
on the war on terrorism,

State of the First Amendment 2003
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and almost six in 10 dis-
agreed that the U.S. press
has been too aggressive in
asking government officials
for information about the
subject. At the same time,
two-thirds of those sur-
veyed said the government
should be able to review in
advance what journalists
report from battle zones,
and about two-thirds
favored the practice of
“embedding” reporters in
individual combat units.

Judging from the survey
results, the recent decision
by the federal government
to loosen restrictions on
corporate ownership of the
media was not popular.
More than half opposed
that decision, although half
would oppose any increase
in regulation as well. A
majority of respondents
seemed especially fearful
that the concentration of
media outlets in the hands
of a few corporations would
decrease the quality and
quantity of information
and viewpoints. And nearly
eight in 10 said that corpo-
rate owners influence news
decisions either “a fair
amount” or “a great deal.”

Finally, more than half of
those surveyed said they
were satisfied that students
in public schools have the
right amount of freedom to
express themselves. Large
majorities also said that the
Pledge of Allegiance is pri-
marily a political state-

ment, and that its recita-
tion in public schools does
not violate the principle of
separation between church
and state. At the same time,
more than six in 10 sup-
ported the use of educa-
tional vouchers, which
would give parents the
option of sending their
children to parochial
schools, and nearly the
same number favored faith-
based charity programs that
allow religious institutions
to run drug abuse-preven-
tion programs. 

The First Amendment con-
tinues to generate a mix of
emotions among
Americans. The war on ter-
rorism may have exacerbat-
ed these tensions in the
wake of Sept. 11, but the
findings suggest that
Americans’ opposition to
the aggressive exercise of
First Amendment freedoms
is softening. Respondents
continued to lend strong
abstract support for the
constitutional right of free-
dom of speech, as well as
for the free exercise of reli-
gion. As in past years, the
study’s findings should be
regarded as a tool to con-
ceive new methods of rais-
ing awareness of First
Amendment issues and fos-
tering a better appreciation
for the freedoms it repre-
sents.

Here are some specific find-
ings from the 2003 study:

• 34% of those surveyed
agreed that the First
Amendment goes too
far in the rights it 
guarantees, a drop of
15 percentage points
from the sentiment
expressed in the 2002
survey. More than six
in 10 said they have
the right amount of
freedom of speech
(63%) and freedom of
religion (66%). Less
than half said the same
about the freedom of
the press. 

• 31% judged the
American educational
system as doing either
an excellent or good
job of teaching stu-
dents about First
Amendment freedoms.
Younger adults were
especially likely to be
critical — 35% of those
aged 18-30 rated the
system as poor in this
regard.

• Nearly all respondents
(95%) agreed that peo-
ple should be allowed
to express unpopular
opinions in this coun-
try, and two-thirds said
they support the right
of any group to hold a
rally for a cause, even
if it may be offensive
to others. More than
half (54%) said that
controversial political
remarks from a musi-
cian that do not reflect
their views would
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make no difference in
deciding whether to
purchase a CD or to
attend a performance
by that entertainer.

• 48% of those surveyed
said that Americans
have too little access to
information about the
war on terrorism, up
8% from the 2002 sur-
vey. Thirty-eight per-
cent said there is too
much government cen-
sorship, up 6% from
2002.

• 54% supported the
right of the press to
freely criticize the mili-
tary, and 65% favored
the policy of “embed-
ding” journalists in U.S.
combat units in Iraq.
Indeed, 37% strongly
favored that policy,
even if it might limit
reporters’ movements
in the field.

• More than half (54%)
indicated satisfaction
with the freedom stu-
dents in public schools
have to express them-
selves. Sixty-five per-
cent of those surveyed
would not allow public
school officials to pro-
hibit students’ expres-
sion of their opinions
about war. 

• 78% said that corporate
owners influence news
organizations’ decisions
about which stories to

cover or emphasize
either by “a fair
amount” or “a great
deal.” More than half
of those surveyed said
that concentrated cor-
porate media owner-
ship decreases the qual-
ity of information for
citizens, and decreases
the number of view-
points available to the
public.

• Less than half (45%)
said the amount of reli-
gious freedom students
enjoy in public schools
is about right, almost
the exact same percent-
age as those (46%) who
said students have too
little religious freedom
in public schools.
Americans overwhelm-
ingly (73%) viewed the
reference to “one
nation under God” in
the Pledge of Allegiance
as primarily a state-
ment related to the
American political tra-
dition. 

• Certain school voucher
programs (62%) and
faith-based drug-abuse
programs (62%) also
garnered approval from
respondents. 

General orientations 
toward the First
Amendment

HIGHLIGHTS

• In 2003, 34% of those
surveyed said the First
Amendment goes too
far in the rights it guar-
antees, down 15% from
the 2002 survey, the
first one conducted
after Sept. 11, 2001. 

• Among the 60% who
disagreed that the First
Amendment goes too
far in the rights it guar-
antees, 73% said that
newspapers should be
allowed to publish
freely without govern-
ment approval of a
story, and 60% said
newspapers should be
allowed to freely criti-
cize the U.S. military.
Those less skeptical of
the First Amendment
also were far more likely
to indicate that individu-
als should be allowed to
protest publicly against
U.S. military involve-
ment during a time of
active combat.

• More than six in 10
respondents said they
have the right amount
of freedom of speech
and religious freedom.
Less than half said the
same about the freedom
of the press.

State of the First Amendment 2003
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• More than six in 10
(62%) rated the
American educational
system as either fair or
poor in teaching about
First Amendment free-
doms, while 31% rated
its job as either good or
excellent. Thirty-five
percent of respondents
aged 18-30 rated the sys-
tem as poor.

The First Amendment is a
cornerstone of American
democracy. It was ratified
in 1791 out of fears that
the new central govern-
ment in the United States
might have too much dis-
cretion to curb dissent and
otherwise abuse its new-
found powers. As usual, the
survey asked respondents if
they could name any of the
specific rights guaranteed
by the First Amendment.

In every year this survey
has been conducted,
including this year, the
freedom of speech was the
only right named by more
than a third of those sur-
veyed. And for a fourth
year in a row, about six in
10 named that specific
right within the First
Amendment. As was the
case in the past, the free-
dom of religion received
the second-highest level of
recognition at 22%. More
than a third of those sur-
veyed (37%) were unable to
name any of the specific
rights guaranteed by the
First Amendment, no mat-

ter how many times they
were asked.

Of course the public’s atti-
tudes toward the First
Amendment are of even
greater concern, and this
year’s survey marked a shift
in popular feeling toward
this part of the Constitu-
tion. Since 1999, the survey
has shown a definitive
increase in support for the
proposition that the First
Amendment goes “too far”
in the rights it guarantees:
from the less than 30%
who agreed with the state-
ment in 1999 and 2000, to
the 39% who supported
that statement in early
2001, and then peaking
with the 49% who said the
First Amendment went too
far in 2002. This year, as
the memory of Sept. 11,
2001, fades a bit, the public
has apparently increased its
tolerance for the aggressive
exercise of First Amend-
ment rights. In 2003, 34%
said the First Amendment
goes too far, more reminis-
cent of levels witnessed
before the Sept. 11 terrorist
attacks. 

Although it is difficult to
determine precisely why
the surge in negativity
toward the First
Amendment has subsided,
the sense that our nation
has averted the immediate
danger of ongoing terrorist
attacks may be a factor.
Upon closer examination of
the subgroup of 60% who

disagreed that the First
Amendment goes too far in
the rights it guarantees,
this subgroup (34%) was
considerably less likely
than its peers (43%) to
think that the American
press has been too aggres-
sive in asking for informa-
tion about the war on ter-
rorism. This subgroup also
was more likely (73%) to
indicate that newspapers
should be allowed to pub-
lish freely without govern-
ment approval of a story
(63% of the other respon-
dents felt that way), and
they were much more like-
ly (60%) to think newspa-
pers should be allowed to
freely criticize the U.S. mili-
tary than the other respon-
dents (47%). Apparently
the reduced level of opposi-
tion to the First Amend-
ment in general has been
spurred in part by
Americans who seek a more
aggressive role for the press
in monitoring government
activities, even during
wartime.

Tolerance for First
Amendment activities
extends beyond the press as
well. Those who disagreed
that the First Amendment
goes too far were far more
likely (75%) than their
peers (52%) to indicate that
individuals should be
allowed to protest in public
against America’s involve-
ment in war during a peri-
od of active military com-
bat. 
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In considering attitudes
toward more specific consti-
tutional rights, rights of
free speech and the free
exercise of religion contin-
ue to fare well in this year’s
survey. Sixty-three percent
said Americans have the
right amount of freedom to
speak, as compared to 23%
who said there is too little
freedom and 12% who said
there is too much freedom.
The freedom of religion
fared even better, as two-
thirds (66%) said we have
“about the right amount”
of such freedom, almost
three times the percentage
(24%) who said we have
too little such freedom.
Eight percent said we have
too much religious freedom
in this country.

Freedom of the press does
not fare nearly as well in
the abstract, no matter how
the question is worded. Less
than half of those surveyed
said that the amount of
freedom the press has is
about right (43%), or that
the amount of press free-
dom Americans have is
about right (48%). A note-
worthy percentage of
respondents (46%) said the
press has too much freedom
to do what it wants in the
United States. Moreover,
not once in the past six
years has as much as 10%
of the public indicated that
there was too little freedom
of the press. Thus not only
does support for press free-
dom trail behind that

expressed for other rights,
but there seems to be little
or no concern that press
freedom is endangered.

Finally, many respondents
continued to give low
marks to the job the
American educational sys-
tem is doing in teaching
students about First
Amendment freedoms. For
the third consecutive year,
more than six in 10 of
those surveyed rated the
system as either fair or poor
in this regard. By compari-
son, 31% said the educa-
tional system is doing an
excellent or good job in
this respect, matching past
survey’s numbers almost
exactly. Of all the sub-
groups surveyed, younger
adults (aged 18-30) were
more likely than the other
respondents to rate the sys-
tem as poor, with 35% of
that group doing so (as
compared to approximately
27% of the others sur-
veyed). Respondents with
children under the age of
12 were most likely to rate
the system either excellent
or good, with 39% doing so
(as compared to 28% from
those who did not have
young children).

Freedom of speech

HIGHLIGHTS

• 95% said people should
be allowed to express
unpopular opinions,
with 74% strongly sup-
porting this right. (In
2002, 67% strongly sup-
ported it.) 

• 67% said they support
the right of any group
to hold a rally for an
issue, even if it may be
offensive to others. By
contrast, 49% said that
people should be
allowed to say things in
public that might be
offensive to religious
groups, and 38% said
they supported the right
to say things in public
that might offend racial
groups. Non-whites
(73%) were especially
likely to disagree with
such a right. 

• A majority of those sur-
veyed (55%) said they
oppose allowing people
to display in a public
place art that has
potentially offensive
content.

• 61% indicated that
they support the right
of musicians to sing
songs with potentially
offensive lyrics. If an
entertainer makes con-
troversial political
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remarks, even those
who don’t agree said
they would be unlikely
to stop patronizing
that entertainer — 54%
said such remarks
would make no differ-
ence in the decision to
purchase the musi-
cian’s CD, while 57%
said the remarks would
make no difference in
the decision to attend a
performance by the
musician.

Support for freedom of
speech in the abstract
remained robust. For the
fourth year in a row, more
than nine in 10 agreed that
people should be allowed
to express unpopular opin-
ions. The intensity of sup-
port for this right — which
diminished somewhat in
the wake of the events of
Sept. 11— rebounded
sharply. As in the 2001
survey, 74% said they
strongly agree with this
right, up 7% from 2002.
Indeed, overall support for
unpopular expression
(95%) has now equaled the
highest total ever recorded
for this survey.

Yet when considering more
specific forms of speech,
the level of support fluctu-
ated, depending on the cir-
cumstances. As in past
years, about two-thirds
(67%) of respondents said
they support the right of
any group to hold a rally
for a cause or issue even if

it may be offensive to oth-
ers in the community.
(Fifteen percent said they
strongly disagree with this
right, the lowest such fig-
ure since 1997.) By con-
trast, respondents were
almost exactly split on
whether people should be
allowed to say things in
public that might be offen-
sive to religious groups.
(Forty-nine percent agreed
with the right, while 50%
opposed it). Males and
females were divided on
this issue. Fifty-five percent
of men agreed with the
right to say things in public
that might be offensive to
religious groups, while 43%
of women would support
this same right. (Fifty-six
percent of women said they
disagree with the right, and
44% said they strongly
oppose the right).

Despite high support for
free-speech rights in gener-
al, specific scenarios engen-
dered opposition. For
example, 61% said they dis-
agree with free speech in
public that might offend
certain racial groups , as
compared to 38% who sup-
port it. Of the subgroups
surveyed, non-whites (73%)
and females (68%) were
likely to disagree with the
right to say things in public
that might be offensive to
racial groups. Apparently,
while non-whites are gener-
ally more supportive than
whites of other forms of
free speech, they draw a

line when it comes to
racially charged expression.

As in all our previous sur-
veys, a slight majority
opposed allowing people to
publicly display art that
might be offensive to oth-
ers. This year, 55% dis-
agreed with this right, com-
pared to 44% who support-
ed it. And while a majority
(55%) said the U.S.
Constitution should not be
amended to specifically
prohibit flag-burning or
desecration, that number is
hardly overwhelming.
Meanwhile, the 44% who
do favor amending the
Constitution in that way
are adamant in their posi-
tions — 87% would sup-
port the amendment even
after being told that it
would be the first time any
of the freedoms in the First
Amendment had been
amended in more than 200
years.

The right of musicians to
sing songs with potentially
offensive lyrics garnered
high levels of support in
the past, and this year’s sur-
vey was no different. Sixty-
one percent said they agree
with this right, up slightly
from the 57% who support-
ed it last year. Males (69%)
and those who live in the
Western part of the United
States (72%) were particu-
larly likely to agree. And
while females’ (54%) and
Southerners’ (59%) support
for the right was more
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tepid, the majority of all
subgroups favored it.

The recent furor surround-
ing criticism of President
Bush by the lead singer of
the popular music group,
the Dixie Chicks, led to fur-
ther inquiry about the
often-uneasy relationship
between entertainment and
politics. Does the public
support musicians who
speak out on controversial
political issues? And if not,
are they willing to stop
patronizing musicians who
makes such remarks?

For a majority of those sur-
veyed, controversial
remarks by entertainers that
do not reflect one’s views
appear to make little differ-
ence in consumer decisions.
In particular, 54% said that
controversial remarks from
a musician would make no
difference in the decision to
purchase a CD by that
musician, and 57% said
such remarks would make
no difference in the deci-
sion of whether to attend
the musician’s performance.
Fewer than four in 10 said
such remarks would make
them less likely to purchase
a CD (39%) or attend a per-
formance by the entertainer
(38%).

The age of respondents
appeared to play a signifi-
cant role in determining
the extent to which such
remarks makes a difference
in consumer decisions.

Seventy-two percent of
those aged 18-30 said con-
troversial remarks would
make no difference in their
decision to purchase a CD
by the musician in ques-
tion, as compared to nearly
half of all the other respon-
dents who said the same.
Similarly, 71% of the
respondents aged 18-30 said
such remarks would make
no difference in their deci-
sion to attend a concert by
the entertainer, as com-
pared to less than six in 10
of all the other respondents
who felt that way. 

An even higher percentage
of respondents said that
agreeing with an entertain-
er’s political remarks also
makes no difference in their
consumer decisions. In all,
71% say that those remarks
would make no difference
in their decision to pur-
chase a CD by the musi-
cian, and 72% say those
remarks would make no dif-
ference in the decision to
attend a performance by
the entertainer.

Civil liberties during
wartime 

HIGHLIGHTS

• Nearly half of those
surveyed said
Americans have too lit-
tle access to informa-
tion about the war on

terrorism, an increase
of eight percentage
points from those who
expressed that same
sentiment in 2002.
Additionally, 38% said
there is too much gov-
ernment censorship in
this country.

• 67% disagreed with law
enforcement attempts
to monitor which
books or other materi-
als patrons check out of
public libraries; 30%
agreed.

• 54% supported the
right of newspapers to
freely criticize the mili-
tary; 44% disagreed
with such criticism.

• 68% rated the job the
news media performed
in covering the 2003
war in Iraq as excellent
or good. 

• Respondents strongly
supported the U.S. mili-
tary’s policy of embed-
ding journalists in indi-
vidual combat units on
the battlefield; 65%
favored the policy, as
compared to 31% that
opposed it.

• 67% agreed that indi-
viduals should be
allowed to protest in
public against
America’s involvement
in war during a period
of active combat, but
nearly half (48%)
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would support the
power of public school
officials to prohibit
high school students
from wearing T-shirts,
armbands, or other
insignia expressing
their opinions about
the war on school
property. 

Last year’s survey presented
stark evidence that the
tragic events of Sept. 11
had an impact on the pub-
lic’s support for civil liber-
ties. Americans were willing
to put up with sacrifices in
the name of the govern-
ment’s new war on terror-
ism, and nearly half the
public said that the First
Amendment had gone too
far in the rights it guaran-
teed. Yet the terrorist
attacks were becoming a
more distant memory by
the time of the 2003 State
of the First Amendment
survey. Although a war on
terrorism was still being
waged, the government
had turned its attention to
the war in Iraq. Where do
Americans stand in the
conflict between civil liber-
ties and the government’s
interest in controlling
access to information dur-
ing wartime?

The 2003 survey results
presented a mixed picture
on the state of public atti-
tudes in this context. To be
sure, Americans have
become less willing over
the last year to accept blan-

ket government restrictions
on information in the
name of the more general
war on terrorism. In this
year’s survey, 48% said
Americans have too little
access to information about
the federal government’s
war on terrorism, an
increase of 8% from a year
ago. Additionally, while
more than four in 10
Americans (43%) still said
there is too much media
freedom in this country,
38% said there is too much
government censorship, a
rise of 6% from last year’s
figure.

Two-thirds (67%) of the
public disagreed — 48%
disagreed strongly — with
law enforcement attempts
to monitor which books or
other materials patrons
check out of public
libraries. And respondents
were more eager than last
year to have the press
aggressively ask questions
about the Bush administra-
tion’s war on terrorism. In
the 2003 survey, 38% said
the American press had
been too aggressive in ask-
ing officials for information
about that overall war, a
drop of 10 percentage
points from those who felt
that way in the 2002 sur-
vey. 

In terms of more general
freedom of the press issues,
70% said newspapers
should be allowed to pub-
lish freely without govern-

ment approval of a story.
(Forty-eight percent felt
strongly that such a right
to publish freely should
exist.) However, in regard
to publishing details about
military actions, respon-
dents were more tolerant of
government restrictions on
the First Amendment. For
the second year in a row,
the public was somewhat
torn on the question of
whether newspapers should
be allowed to freely criticize
the military about its strate-
gy and performance: 54%
agreed with this right,
while 44% disagreed.
Education was a factor in
people’s opinions — those
with a college degree (76%)
were far more likely than
those who did not progress
past high school (42%) to
support the right to criti-
cize the military in this
way.

More than two-thirds of
those surveyed (68%) rated
the news media’s coverage
of the war in Iraq as excel-
lent or good; 8% rated it
poor. The U.S. military
adopted a policy of
“embedding” journalists in
individual combat units.
Although the policy limited
journalists’ movements on
the battlefield, 65% of
those surveyed favored that
policy, with 37% saying
they strongly favored it.
Even more telling, 67% said
that the government
should be able to review in
advance what journalists
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report directly from combat
zones (44% strongly agreed
with such a power).
Together, these two
responses created the sense
that the public will put up
with limitations on access
to information about the
war on Iraq, even as it
expresses frustration about
access to information in
general about the war on
terrorism.

Individual protest is part of
the American tradition, and
may be expected whenever
America extends its military
power overseas. The ques-
tion is, how much protest
will Americans tolerate?
Two-thirds (67%) said quite
a lot, agreeing that individ-
uals should be allowed to
protest in public against
America’s involvement in
war during a period of
active military combat.
Westerners (77%) were
especially willing to support
such a right, while those in
the Midwest (61%)
expressed support in fewer
numbers. 

During wartime, another
battle over the limits of the
First Amendment may be
waged in public schools,
where school officials come
under increasing pressure to
stamp out student dissent,
especially where it may
prove disruptive. Does the
public support the same
rights of protest for public
school students that it
affords to individuals in

general? More than half of
those surveyed (54%) indi-
cated satisfaction with the
freedom students in public
schools have to express
themselves. Meanwhile,
13% said students have too
much freedom. 

As a general matter, 65%
opposed allowing public
school officials to prohibit
high school students from
expressing their opinions
about the war on school
property. At the same time,
48% of those surveyed sup-
port the power of public
school officials to prohibit
high school students from
wearing T-shirts, armbands
or other insignia expressing
their opinions about the
war, even during a period of
active military combat.
(Half disagreed with grant-
ing officials that power).
Thus while the public may
be more satisfied than not
about the state of student
freedom in public high
schools, its understanding
of what that freedom
entails remains the source
of fierce debate.

Corporate ownership
of the media 

HIGHLIGHTS

• A clear majority of the
public (78%) said that
corporate ownership of
the media influences
those news organiza-
tions’ decisions by “a
great deal” or “a fair
amount.” 

• Concentrated owner-
ship of media entities
by a handful of corpo-
rations is a source of
particular concern.
More than half of those
surveyed (52%) said this
development will
decrease the number of
viewpoints available to
the public, and 53% said
it will decrease the quali-
ty of information.

• Despite public frustra-
tions about concentrat-
ed corporate ownership
of the media, there
appeared to be no clear
public support for
changes in how this
matter should be regu-
lated. While 54%
opposed the federal gov-
ernment’s new policy
removing most limits on
how many outlets may
be owned by a single
company, 50% also
opposed government
increases in regulation of
those outlets.
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• Democrats (47%) were
much more likely than
Republicans (37%) to
favor increased regula-
tion of outlets owned
by just a few corpora-
tions.

In recent years, there has
been increased attention
paid to corporate owner-
ship of media entities, and
the ways in which such
ownership may be influ-
encing the exercise of First
Amendment rights.
Attention to this issue was
heightened even further in
June when the Federal
Communications
Commission announced
plans to relax the rules gov-
erning corporate ownership
of broadcasters and news-
papers in the United States.
This year’s survey sought in
part to gauge public atti-
tudes concerning the
impact corporate owner-
ship of media may be hav-
ing on citizens’ access to
information.

A clear majority were
apparently convinced that
corporate ownership may
be subtly affecting media
entities. In particular, 34%
of those surveyed said that
corporate owners influence
news organizations’ deci-
sions by a fair amount, and
44% said they thought
there was a great deal of
such influence on decision-
making. 

Government regulators
have focused most of their
attention on the problem
of concentrated ownership
of media entities: just a few
corporations today own a
significant percentage of
radio stations, television
stations and newspapers,
including many located in
the same market. Fifty-two
percent of those surveyed
said that this development
would decrease the number
of viewpoints available to
the public, and about the
same number said the
development would
decrease the quality of
information available. Less
than a quarter said the
development would have
no effect at all.

Those who graduated from
college were far more likely
(63%) than those who
never attended college
(44%) to indicate that con-
centrated corporate media
ownership will lead to a
decrease in the number of
viewpoints available to the
public. 

A central question remains:
How does the public want
the government to address
this development? The sur-
vey inquired as to whether
respondents supported the
federal government’s deci-
sion to remove most limits
on how many radio, televi-
sion and newspaper outlets
may be owned by a single
company. Given the
responses to the questions

mentioned above, reaction
to the new policy was
somewhat predictable: 38%
favored the less restrictive
policy, as compared to 54%
who said they opposed it.

More surprising was the
finding that increased gov-
ernment regulation is just
as unpopular as its less-
restrictive alternative.
Forty-one percent said they
favor recent proposals that
the government increase its
regulation of news media
ownership, while half
oppose this policy. Thus, at
least statistically speaking,
there appeared to be little
difference between public
support for increased or
decreased government
intervention. Democrats
(47%) were more likely
than Republicans (37%) to
favor increased regulation.
But the public overall
seemed to be lukewarm
about the idea. 
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Freedom of religion
and the 
establishment clause 

HIGHLIGHTS

• 45% of respondents
said they are satisfied
with the amount of
religious freedom stu-
dents enjoy in public
schools. Nearly the exact
same percentage (46%)
said there is too little
religious freedom for
such students.

• 68% of those surveyed
said that the policy of
requiring public school
teachers to lead the
Pledge of Allegiance
does not offend the
Constitution. Seventy-
three percent said the
phrase “one nation
under God” within the
pledge is primarily a
“statement related to the
American political tradi-
tion.”

• More than six in 10
said that government
officials should be
allowed to post the Ten
Commandments inside
government buildings.
Forty-four percent
strongly supported this
power.

• 62% supported school
voucher programs and
nearly the same per-
centage (60%) favored

faith-based drug-abuse
prevention programs.

As a general matter, most
respondents (66%) said
they’re satisfied with the
amount of religious free-
dom they have in the
United States. They were
less satisfied, by contrast,
with the state of religious
freedom that students have
in public schools. In fact,
less than half (45%) said
the amount of religious
freedom students have is
about right, almost exactly
the same percentage (46%)
that felt there was too little
such freedom. Although
this split represented a
greater level of satisfaction
than that found in previous
years, it still contrasts
sharply with the overall sat-
isfaction citizens feel for
religious freedom in society.

The Pledge of Allegiance
has caused a furor in recent
years, as at least one court
invalidated the required
recitation of the pledge as a
violation of the establish-
ment clause of the First
Amendment. By contrast,
the public apparently was
more tolerant of the prac-
tice. Nearly seven in 10 of
those surveyed said that
public schools’ requirement
that teachers lead students
in the pledge does not vio-
late the Constitution, even
though the pledge includes
the phrase, “one nation
under God.” This phrase in
particular appeared to cause

no problem because the
vast majority of respon-
dents did not view it as a
religious statement. In fact,
73% of those surveyed said
they view it primarily as a
statement related to the
American political tradi-
tion. 

Outside of public schools,
support for accommodating
religious expression in pub-
lic places continues unabat-
ed. In this year’s survey,
62% said that government
officials should be allowed
to post the Ten
Commandments inside
government buildings, with
44% saying they strongly
supported that power for
officials. (Eighty-one per-
cent of fundamentalist/
evangelicals and 69% of
Protestants agreed with the
posting of the Ten
Commandments, as com-
pared to 58% of Catholics
who favored the practice).

Nor did the public seem
concerned about the gov-
ernment’s use of the phrase
“in God we trust” on U.S.
money and coins. Nineteen
percent of those surveyed
said they thought the use of
the phrase on currency vio-
lated the U.S. Constitution,
as compared to 78% who
said there was no constitu-
tional violation.

Voucher programs and
faith-based charitable initia-
tives also have garnered
attention recently, as politi-
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cians, interest groups and
in some cases the courts
have weighed in on the
constitutionality of such
programs. As for the public,
the majority seemed to
favor the initiatives. Sixty-
two percent of those sur-
veyed said that parents
should have the option of
sending their children to
non-public schools, includ-
ing those with a religious
affiliation, using vouchers
or credits provided by the
federal government that
would cover some or all of
the costs. (Forty percent
agreed strongly.) This type
of voucher program was

favored by Republicans
(73%) to a far greater
degree than it was by
Democrats (55%) or
Independents (55%).

Some types of faith-based
charities also garnered
measured support from the
general public. Sixty per-
cent said they favor allow-
ing the government to give
money to religious institu-
tions to run drug abuse pre-
vention programs, even if
the religious institutions
would be allowed to
include a religious message.
More than a third (36%)
opposed such programs.
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IIIState of the 
First Amendment
Survey 2003

Weighted Data (N=1,000)

Due to rounding and/or open-ended questions, percentages may not always
equal 100.

1. As you may know, the First Amendment is part of the U.S.
Constitution. Can you name any of the specific rights that are
guaranteed by the First Amendment? (Probe: Are there any
others you can name?)

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Freedom of the press 11% 12% 12% 14% 14% 16%

Freedom of speech 49% 44% 60% 59% 58% 63%

Freedom of religion 21% 13% 16% 16% 18% 22%

Right to petition 2% 2% 2% 1% 2% 2%

Right of assembly/association 10% 8% 9% 10% 10% 11%

Other 7% 6% 12% 14% 19% 21%

Don’t know/ N/A N/A 37% 36% 35% 37%
refused to answer



2.   The First Amendment became part of the U.S. Constitution
more than 200 years ago. This is what it says: “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or pro-
hibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of
grievances.” Based on your own feelings about the First
Amendment, please tell me whether you agree or disagree with
the following statement: The First Amendment goes too far in
the rights it guarantees. (Probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly
or mildly?)

(Rotate questions 3-6 below:)

3. Even though the U.S. Constitution guarantees freedom of the
press, government has placed some restrictions on it. Overall,
do you think Americans have too much press freedom, too lit-
tle press freedom, or is the amount of press freedom in America
about right?

4. Overall, do you think the press in America has too much free-
dom to do what it wants, too little freedom to do what it
wants, or is the amount of freedom the press has about right?
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1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 16% 10% 29% 41% 19%

Mildly agree 12% 12% 10% 8% 15%

Mildly disagree 22% 26% 19% 15% 18%

Strongly disagree 45% 48% 39% 32% 42%

Don’t know/ 5% 5% 3% 3% 7%
refused to answer

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Too much freedom 31% 40% 36% 33% 36%

Too little freedom 17% 14% 13% 13% 13%

Right amount of freedom 49% 43% 47% 51% 48%

Don’t know/ 4% 3% 4% 2% 2%
refused to answer

1997 1999 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Too much freedom 38% 53% 42% 51% 46% 42% 46%

Too little freedom 9% 7% 8% 7% 8% 8% 9%

About right 50% 37% 48% 41% 42% 49% 43%

Don’t know/ 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 1% 1%
refused to answer
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5. Even though the U.S. Constitution guarantees freedom of
speech, government has placed some restrictions on it. Overall,
do you think Americans have too much freedom to speak
freely, too little freedom to speak freely, or is the amount of
freedom to speak freely about right? 

6. Even though the U.S. Constitution guarantees freedom of reli-
gion, government has placed some restrictions on it. Overall,
do you think Americans have too much religious freedom, too
little religious freedom, or is the amount of religious freedom
about right?

7. A significant percentage of radio stations, television stations
and newspapers today are owned by just a few corporations. In
your opinion, has this development led to an increased num-
ber of viewpoints available to the public, a decreased number
of viewpoints available to the public, or has the number of
viewpoints available not been affected by this development? 

2003

Increased number of viewpoints 17%

Decreased number of viewpoints 52%

Number of viewpoints not affected 24%

Don’t know/ 7%
refused to answer 

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Too much freedom 10% 12% 11% 12% 10% 12%

Too little freedom 18% 26% 25% 26% 21% 23%

About right 68% 59% 62% 61% 67% 63%

Don’t know/ 4% 3% 2% 2% 1% 2%
refused to answer

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Too much freedom 6% 8% 5% 4% 6% 8%

Too little freedom 21% 26% 29% 32% 20% 24%

About right 71% 63% 63% 62% 70% 66%

Don’t know/ 2% 3% 3% 2% 4% 3%
refused to answer



8. In your opinion, has the ownership of a significant percentage
of radio stations, television stations and newspapers by just a
few corporations increased the quality of information available
to citizens, decreased the quality of information available to
citizens, or has the quality of information not been affected by
this development?

2003

Increased number of viewpoints 19%

Decreased number of viewpoints 53%

Number of viewpoints not affected 24%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

9. In your opinion, to what extent do corporate owners influence
news organizations’ decisions about which stories to cover or
emphasize?

2003

A great deal 44%

A fair amount 34%

Not very much 15%

Not at all 4%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

10. The federal government has adopted a policy removing most
limits on how many radio, television and newspaper outlets
may be owned by a single company. Do you favor or oppose
such a policy? (Probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly or mild-
ly?)

2003

Strongly favor 19%

Mildly favor 19%

Mildly oppose 23%

Strongly oppose 31%

Don’t know/ 7%
refused to answer
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11. Because a significant percentage of radio stations, television sta-
tions and newspapers are owned today by just a few corpora-
tions, some have proposed that the government increase its
regulation of the operation of those news media outlets. Do
you favor or oppose such a policy? (Probe: Do you agree/dis-
agree strongly or mildly?)

2003

Strongly favor 17%

Mildly favor 24%

Mildly oppose 25%

Strongly oppose 25%

Don’t know/ 8%
refused to answer

12. How concerned are you, if at all, that corporations which own
a significant percentage of radio stations may decide to restrict
their employees from playing on the air the music of perform-
ers who make controversial statements? Are you very con-
cerned, somewhat concerned, not too concerned, or not con-
cerned at all?

2003

Very concerned 33%

Somewhat concerned 33%

Not too concerned 19%

Not concerned at all 14%

Don’t know/ 1%
refused to answer

Now please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements. . . . (In each case, probe: Do you agree/disagree
strongly or mildly?)

13. People should be allowed to express unpopular opinions.

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 68% 58% 69% 74% 67% 74%

Mildly agree 22% 28% 26% 19% 27% 21%

Mildly disagree 5% 8% 2% 3% 4% 3%

Strongly disagree 4% 5% 3% 2% 2% 2%

Don’t know/ 1% 1% * 1% 0% 1%
refused to answer



14. People should be allowed to say things in public that might be
offensive to religious groups.

(Rotate questions 15-18 below:)

15. Musicians should be allowed to sing songs with lyrics that
others might find offensive.

16. People should be allowed to say things in public that might be
offensive to racial groups. 

17. People should be allowed to display in a public place art that
has content that might be offensive to others. 

Survey

26

2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 22% 25% 29% 26%

Mildly agree 24% 22% 28% 23%

Mildly disagree 15% 16% 14% 14%

Strongly disagree 38% 35% 28% 36%

Don’t know/ 1% 3% 2% 1%
refused to answer

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 23% 27% 32% 34% 31% 35%

Mildly agree 28% 29% 27% 27% 26% 26%

Mildly disagree 16% 15% 12% 9% 14% 10%

Strongly disagree 31% 26% 28% 28% 27% 26%

Don’t know/ 3% 4% 2% 2% 2% 3%
refused to answer

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 8% 8% 15% 16% 14% 18%

Mildly agree 15% 13% 17% 18% 20% 20%

Mildly disagree 14% 16% 15% 15% 16% 14%

Strongly disagree 61% 62% 52% 49% 48% 47%

Don’t know/ 2% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1%
refused to answer

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 20% 17% 22% 24% 22% 22%

Mildly agree 24% 24% 24% 26% 24% 22%

Mildly disagree 22% 24% 17% 16% 22% 20%

Strongly disagree 31% 33% 34% 31% 30% 35%

Don’t know/ 4% 2% 4% 3% 2% 1%
refused to answer
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18. Some people feel that the U.S. Constitution should be amended
to make it illegal to burn or desecrate the American flag as a
form of political dissent. Others say that the U.S. Constitution
should not be amended to specifically prohibit flag-burning or
desecration. Do you think the U.S. Constitution should or
should not be amended to prohibit burning or desecrating the
American flag?

19. If an amendment prohibiting burning or desecrating the flag
were approved, it would be the first time any of the freedoms
in the First Amendment had been amended in over 200 years.
Knowing this, would you still support an amendment to pro-
hibit burning or desecrating the flag?

Now please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements: (Probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly or mildly?)

20. Newspapers should be allowed to publish freely without gov-
ernment approval of a story.  

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Should not (go to question 20) 49% 48% 51% 59% 51% 55%

Should (go to question 19) 49% 51% 46% 39% 46% 44%

Don’t know/ 2% 1% 3% 2% 2% 2%
refused to answer
(go to question 20)

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Yes 88% 90% 87% 81% 83% 87%

No 9% 8% 12% 15% 15% 12%

Don’t know/ 3% 2% 1% 4% 2% 1%
refused to answer

1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 56% 38% 54% 53% 43% 48%

Mildly agree 24% 27% 22% 22% 26% 22%

Mildly disagree 11% 14% 9% 10% 16% 13%

Strongly disagree 6% 18% 11% 13% 11% 15%

Don’t know/ 3% 3% 3% 2% 3% 3%   
refused to answer



(Rotate questions 21-23 below:)

21. Newspapers should be allowed to freely criticize the U.S mili-
tary about its strategy and performance. (Probe: Do you
agree/disagree strongly or mildly?)

2002 2003

Strongly agree 33% 32%

Mildly agree 24% 22%

Mildly disagree 18% 14%

Strongly disagree 24% 30%

Don’t know/ 1% 1%
refused to answer

22. Some people believe that the media have too much freedom to
publish whatever they want. Others believe there is too much
government censorship. Which of these beliefs lies closest to
your own?

2001 2002 2003

Too much media freedom 41% 42% 43%

Too much government censorship 36% 32% 38%

Neither (volunteered) 12% 15% 10%

Both (volunteered) 7% 8% 4%

Don’t know/ 4% 4% 5%
refused to answer

23. Overall, do you think Americans have too much, too little, or
just the right amount of access to information about the feder-
al government’s war on terrorism?

2002 2003

Too much access 16% 12%

Too little access 40% 48%

Just about the right amount 38% 38%

Don’t know/ 6% 2%

refused to answer

Survey
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24. Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following
statement: “In covering the war on terrorism, the American
press has been too aggressive in asking government officials for
information.” (Probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly or mildly?)

2002 2003

Strongly agree 29% 23%

Mildly agree 19% 15%

Mildly disagree 23% 29%

Strongly disagree 26% 29%

Don’t know/ 3% 3%
refused to answer

25. During the 2003 war in Iraq, the U.S. military adopted a policy
of “embedding” American journalists in individual combat
units. This means that journalists were invited to report direct-
ly from the combat zone as long as they remained with one
particular combat unit throughout the military operations. Do
you favor or oppose this policy of embedding journalists in
individual military units during a war? (Probe: Do you
favor/oppose strongly or mildly?)

2003

Favor strongly 37%

Favor mildly 28%

Oppose mildly 12%

Oppose strongly 19%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

26. How would you rate the job the news media did in covering
the 2003 war in Iraq? 

2003

Excellent 28%

Good 40%

Fair 21%

Poor 8%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer



(Rotate questions 27-31 below:)

Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following
statements. . . . (In each case, probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly
or mildly?)

27. The government should be able to review in advance what
journalists report directly from military combat zones.

2003

Strongly agree 44%

Mildly agree 23%

Mildly disagree 15%

Strongly disagree 15%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

28. Public school officials should be allowed to prohibit high
school students from expressing their opinions about the war
on school property during a period of active military combat. 

2003

Strongly agree 19%

Mildly agree 14%

Mildly disagree 27%

Strongly disagree 38%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

29. Public school officials should be allowed to prohibit high
school students from wearing T-shirts, armbands or other
insignia expressing their opinions about the war on school
property during a period of active military combat. 

2003

Strongly agree 31%

Mildly agree 17%

Mildly disagree 19%

Strongly disagree 31%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer
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30. Individuals should be allowed to protest in public against
America’s involvement in war during a period of active military
combat.

2003

Strongly agree 38%

Mildly agree 29%

Mildly disagree 9%

Strongly disagree 22%

Don’t know/ 1%
refused to answer

31. As part of its war on terrorism, the government should be
allowed to monitor certain religious groups even if that means
infringing upon the religious freedom of those groups’ members.

2003

Strongly agree 27%

Mildly agree 23%

Mildly disagree 18%

Strongly disagree 27%

Don’t know/ 5%
refused to answer

32. In light of the government’s war on terrorism in response to
the World Trade Center attacks, some people think that the
government should have more power to monitor the activities
of Muslims legally living in the United States than it has to
monitor other religious groups. Others say that monitoring
Muslims more closely than others would violate the Muslims’
right to free exercise of their religion. Which of these comes
closest to your own opinion?

2002 2003

Government should have more power 42% 39%
to monitor Muslims than others

Treating Muslims differently violates 50% 52%
their free-exercise rights

Don’t know/ 8% 9%
refused to answer



(Rotate questions 33-34 below:)

Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following
statements. . . . (In each case, probe: Do you agree/disagree strongly
or mildly?)

33. As part of the war on terrorism, law enforcement agencies
should be allowed to monitor which books or other materials
patrons check out of public libraries. 

2003

Strongly agree 16%

Mildly agree 14%

Mildly disagree 19%

Strongly disagree 48%

Don’t know/ 2%
refused to answer

34. Any group that wants to should be allowed to hold a rally for 
a cause or issue even if it may be offensive to others in the
community.

35. Overall, how would you rate the job that the American educa-
tional system does in teaching students about First Amendment
freedoms?

2001 2002 2003

Excellent 5% 5% 6% 

Good 25% 26% 25%

Fair 39% 35% 33%

Poor 24% 28% 29%

Don’t know/ 7% 6% 7%
refused to answer
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1997 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Strongly agree 38% 30% 34% 40% 33% 34%

Mildly agree 34% 32% 32% 25% 34% 33%

Mildly disagree 10% 16% 12% 11% 13% 15%

Strongly disagree 15% 20% 19% 22% 18% 15%

Don’t know/ 3% 3% 4% 2% 2% 3%
refused to answer
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36. Overall, do you think that students in public schools have too
much religious freedom, too little religious freedom, or about
the right amount of religious freedom while at school?

2001 2002 2003

Too much 3% 3% 4%

Too little 53% 53% 46%

About right 40% 40% 45%

Don’t know/ 4% 4% 5%
refused to answer

37. Overall do you think students in public high schools have too
much freedom to express themselves, too little freedom to
express themselves or is the freedom of public high school stu-
dents to express themselves about right?

2003

Too much freedom 13%

Too little freedom 28%

Right amount 54%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

38. Many public schools require teachers to lead students in recita-
tion of the Pledge of Allegiance, which includes the phrase
“one nation under God,” although students are generally per-
mitted to opt out of reciting the pledge if they so choose. In
your opinion, does that school practice violate the constitu-
tional principle of separation of church and state?

2003

Yes, it violates the 26%
constitutional principle

No, it does not 68%

Don’t know/ 5%
refused to answer



39. When you say or hear the Pledge of Allegiance, which includes
the phrase “one nation under God,” do you think of that
phrase as primarily a religious statement, or as primarily a
statement related to the American political tradition?

2003

Primarily a religious statement 18%

Primarily a statement related to the 73%
American political tradition

Both (volunteered) 5%

Neither (volunteered) 1%

Don’t know/ 2%
refused to answer

40. Are you more or less likely to purchase a CD by a musician
who has made controversial political remarks in public that do
not reflect your own views, or does it make no difference?

2003

More likely 4%

Less likely 39%

Makes no difference 54%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

41. Are you more or less likely to purchase a CD by a musician
who has made controversial political remarks in public 
that are in agreement with your own views, or does it make no
difference?

2003

More likely 17%

Less likely 10%

Makes no difference 71%

Don’t know/ 2%
refused to answer
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42. Are you more or less likely to attend a performance by an
entertainer who has made controversial political remarks in
public that do not reflect your own views, or does it make no
difference?

2003

More likely 3%

Less likely 38%

Makes no difference 57%

Don’t know/ 2%
refused to answer

43. Are you more or less likely to attend a performance by an
entertainer who has made controversial political remarks in
public that are in agreement with your views, or does it make
no difference?

2003

More likely 18%

Less likely 9%

Makes no difference 72%

Don’t know/ 2%
refused to answer

(Rotate questions 43-46 below:)

44. Government officials should be allowed to post the Ten
Commandments inside government buildings.

2002 2003

Strongly agree 52% 44%

Mildly agree 18% 18%

Mildly disagree 12% 13%

Strongly disagree 16% 22%

Don’t know/ 2% 3%
refused to answer



45. The government’s use of the phrase “In God We Trust” on U.S.
money and coins violates the constitutional principle of separa-
tion of church and state.

2003

Strongly agree 10%

Mildly agree 9%

Mildly disagree 21%

Strongly disagree 57%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

46. Parents should have the option of sending their children to
non-public schools, including those with a religious affiliation,
using vouchers or credits provided by the federal government
that would pay for some or all of the costs.

2003

Strongly agree 40%

Mildly agree 22%

Mildly disagree 12%

Strongly disagree 23%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

47. Do you favor or oppose allowing the government to give
money to religious institutions or churches to help them run
drug-abuse prevention programs, even if the religious institu-
tions would be allowed to include a religious message as part of
their program?

2003

Strongly favor 34%

Mildly favor 26%

Mildly oppose 15%

Strongly oppose 21%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

Survey
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Now I’d just like to ask a few questions for classification purposes
only.

48. In what year were you born (recoded into age)?

18-30 years old 24%

31-44 years old 29%

45-61 years old 26%

62+ years old 19%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

49. What was the last grade of school you completed?

Grade school or less 2%

Some high school 7%

High school graduate 40%

Trade school (volunteered) 2%

Some college 25%

College graduate 14%

Post-graduate school 10%

Don’t know/ 1%
refused to answer

50. Are you white, black, Hispanic, Asian or something else?

White 78%

Black 9%

Hispanic 5%

Asian 1%

Biracial (volunteered) 2%

Other 3%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer



51. For classification purposes only, is the total yearly income of all
the members of your family now living at home $40,000 or
more, or would it be less than $40,000?

Less than $10,000 7%

$10,000 to $20,000 13%

$20,000 to $30,000 12%

$30,000 to $40,000 11%

$40,000 to $50,000 12%

$50,000 to $75,000 17%

$75,000 to $100,000 9%

$100,000 or more 11%

Don’t know/ 7%
refused to answer

52. Are you Catholic, Protestant, Jewish or some other religion?

Catholic 23%

Protestant 25%

Jewish 2%

Other (specify) 34%

None (volunteered) 11%

Don’t know/ 6%
refused to answer

53. Would you describe yourself as either a fundamentalist or evan-
gelical Christian, or would you not describe yourself that way?

Fundamentalist/evangelical 22%

Neither 70%

Not sure (volunteered) 5%

Don’t know/ 3%
refused to answer

Survey
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54. In politics today, are you a Democrat, a Republican, an
Independent or what?

Democrat 30%

Republican 27%

Independent 26%

No preference (volunteered) 8%

Other (volunteered) 4%

Don’t know/ 4%
refused to answer

55a. Do you have any children under the age of 18?

Yes 37%

No 62%

Don’t know/ 1%
refused to answer

55b. (Follow-up if “Yes”:) Do you have any children under the age of
12?

Yes 28%

No 72%

55c. (Follow-up if “Yes”:) Do you have any children under the age of
6?

Yes 18%

No 82%

Respondents’ sex:

Male 48%

Female 52%

Thank you very much for your time; you have been very helpful
and we appreciate your cooperation.

State of the First Amendment 2003
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Methodology

The First Amendment
Center and American
Journalism Review

commissioned the Center
for Survey Research &
Analysis at the University
of Connecticut to conduct
a general public survey of
attitudes about the First
Amendment. The question-
naire was a national survey
developed jointly by the
First Amendment Center
and the University of
Connecticut, in consulta-
tion with editors at
American Journalism Review.
At the University of
Connecticut, Chris Barnes,
April Brackett, Chase
Harrison, Katie Stargardter,
Professor David Yalof and
Professor Kenneth Dautrich
directed the project. Ken
Paulson and Gene
Policinski of the First
Amendment Center provid-
ed overall direction. The
survey was conducted by
telephone between June 3
and June 15, 2003.

Interviews were conducted
under the supervision of
the Center for Survey
Research & Analysis in
Storrs, Conn., using a
Computer Assisted
Telephone Interviewing
(CATI) system. All CSRA
surveys are conducted by
professional survey inter-
viewers who are trained in
standard protocols for
administering survey
instruments. Interviewers
assigned to this survey par-
ticipated in special training
conducted by senior project
staff. The draft survey ques-
tionnaire and field proto-
cols received thorough test-
ing prior to the start of the
formal interviewing period.
Interviews were extensively
monitored to insure CSRA
standards for quality were
continually met.

The national sample used
for this research project
included residential tele-
phone numbers in the 48
contiguous states. The sam-

IV



ple was stratified to insure
that broad geographic
regions were represented in
proportion to their share of
the total adult population
in the United States.
Within each of these
regions, telephone numbers
were generated through a
random-digit-dial tele-
phone methodology to
insure that each possible
residential telephone num-
ber had an equal probabili-
ty of selection. Telephone
banks that contain no
known residential tele-
phone numbers were
removed from the sample
selection process. Once
selected, each telephone
number was contacted a
minimum of four times to
attempt to reach an eligible
respondent. Households
where a viable contact was

made were called addition-
al times. Within each
household one adult was
randomly selected to com-
plete the interview.

The sampling error for
1,000 national interviews
is ±3.1% at the 95% level
of confidence. This means
that there is less than one
chance in 20 that the
results of a survey of these
respective sizes would dif-
fer by more than 3.1% in
either direction from the
results, which would be
obtained if all adults in
the appropriate area had
been selected. The sample
error is larger for sub-
groups. CSRA also attempt-
ed to minimize other pos-
sible sources of error in
this survey.

Methodology
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