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Executive Summary 

 
The beginning of all wisdom in considering public attitudes over time is that Congress has been 

distrusted and unpopular with the American people most of the time, with only brief interruptions of 

public approval and support.  This is because distrust of authority if part of the nation’s character, dating 

back to its revolution against the British crown.  It can even be said that the Framers of the Constitution 

planned it that way or at least recognized that the survival of our form of government depends on 

ambition checking ambition, both among the branches of government and among the people and their 

elected representatives. 

 

Further detracting from popular support of government was the emergence of political parties, both as a 

further check on any single faction dominating the system but as a means for organizing disparate 

interests among the people both to make national policy and win elections.  However, parties only added 

further to public distrust by injecting further layer between the people and their elected representatives 

and confirming suspicions that politicians were more interested in helping themselves and their special 

interest supporters than in helping their constituents. 

 

Given this historical context behind our national character, it is not surprising that Congress is constantly 

struggling to vindicate and redeem itself in the eyes of the people, and yet never fully measures up to 

public expectations of it.  As a basically reactive body Congress will always be behind the curve in 

seeming to address pressing national problems in a timely and effective manner.  And yet, as a creature 

of the people it is reluctant to act until it senses not only that public opinion strongly favors action but 

that there is some kind of national consensus behind the appropriate means to address a problem. 

 

Further complicating this dilemma is the fact that the people think there should be a readily apparent 

national interest solution available for any national problem that arises and are therefore are confused 

and angry when Congress does not come to the same conclusion and act in an expeditious and effective 

manner.  Public dissatisfaction is only compounded when Congress delays and deadlocks over a 

problem, interspersed with petty partisan politics and bickering.   

 

The fact that Congress is the most transparent of the three branches probably explains why it is the most 

despised.   All of its raw processes are exposed at every step of the way: the wheeling and dealing, the 

fussing and fighting, and the catering to special interest groups in return for campaign contributions.  It’s 

all on the record should anyone need more proof that the system is both corrupt and dysfunctional.   Or 

at least that’s what the people see without a better appreciation both of the pluralistic nature of our 

society or of the intricate processes involved in deliberative lawmaking.   

 

Perhaps the best that can be expected to improve if not totally change public attitudes toward Congress 

is a more realistic education about the true nature of democratic governance as opposed to an idealized 

notion that ignores the actual conflicts and diverse interests at play in governing a nation as large and 

heterogeneous as the U.S.  

*   *   * 

 

Donald R. Wolfensberger is a resident scholar at the Bipartisan Policy Center, a senior scholar at the 

Woodrow Wilson Center International Center for Scholars and former staff director of the House Rules 

Committee.  He served as a staff member in the House of Representatives for 28 years (1969-1997). 
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Introduction 

 

A majority held in restraint by constitutional checks and limitations,  

and always changing easily with deliberate changes of popular  

opinion and sentiment, is the only true sovereign of a free people. 

                                                     

 --Abraham Lincoln 

           First Inaugural Address 

           March 4, 1861  

 

President Abraham Lincoln had an abiding faith that the Constitution and the common sense of the 

people would keep the country on the correct course.  His faith in the people was such that, even on the 

brink of civil war, he echoed Jefferson by suggesting in his first inaugural that, “whenever they shall 

grow weary of the existing government, they can exercise their constitutional right of amending it, or 

their revolutionary right to dismember it or overthrow it.” 

 

While conditions in the U.S. today are far from as perilous as they were in 1861, there is a growing 

sense that the people have lost confidence in their government.  The Great Recession, the two longest 

wars in American history, and persistent high unemployment and slow economic growth have left the 

people “weary of the existing government,” if not yet ready to dismember or overthrow it.    

 

A January 2013 Gallup Organization polling report reveals in response to the question of what the most 

important problem facing the country is, 20 percent of people cite “dissatisfaction with government,” 

second only to the economy at 24 percent.  The “dissatisfaction with government” response, according 

to Gallup, “is the highest the percentage mentioning that issue since late May/early June 1974, a few 

month before Richard Nixon resigned as president due to the Watergate scandal.”
1
     

 

Another measure of dissatisfaction with government is Congress’s job approval rating which had sunk to 

an abysmal 12 percent in December 2013, according to Gallup, just three percentage points above 9 

percent in November –“the lowest in Gallup’s 39-year history of asking the question,” according to a 

Gallup press report.  “This no doubt reflects the rancorous partisanship and bickering that characterized 

the [October government] shutdown,” concludes Gallup, “the top reasons given by those who 

disapprove of Congress.”
2
    

 

A third indicator of dissatisfaction is the degree of confidence the public places in various institutions of 

government. The Gallup Organization conducts periodic polls on the level of confidence the American 

people have in some 16 institutions in our society, both governmental and private.  People are asked 

how much confidence they have in each: a great deal, quite a lot, some, very little or none.   Of the four 

federal government institutions polled in their most recent survey in June 2013, the military came out on 

top, with 76 percent of respondents saying they had a great deal or quite a lot of confidence; the 

presidency and U.S. Supreme Court polled 36 percent and 34 percent for the two categories, 

respectively; and the Congress scored lowest on the list of 16 institutions at just 10 percent.   

 

All three branches were down in public confidence levels from 20 years ago, while only the military had 

a higher trust level.
3
   The public has never held Congress in especially high regard for any sustained 

period of time.  The highest Congress’s job approval rating has been in recent years was 84 percent 
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shortly after the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S.  By a year later it had dropped back to 

around 50 percent.
4
   

 

Public opinion toward government is mercurial, with Congress taking the brunt of criticism and 

dissatisfaction no matter how directly responsible it might be for the sources of the people’s discontent.   

The purpose of this report is to dig deeper into the reasons for the public’s seeming disdain for Congress 

and how that compares to others institutions of government and society.  Ultimately, if public 

disaffection with government is deep and enduring, it could lead to the kind popular revolt of which 

Lincoln spoke.  

 

The Founders’ Intentions and Public Opinion 

 

Did the founding fathers ever imagine that the most popular branch of government might someday be 

very unpopular with the people?  Several founders had studied the history of legislative assemblies 

elsewhere in the world and many had gained firsthand experience by serving in their colonial 

legislatures and in the Continental Congress.  They had no illusions that the people would always revere 

their elected representatives, and were careful to keep their deliberations at the constitutional convention 

secret from the people for that very reason.  

 

James Madison wrote most extensively about the legislative branch in the Federalist Papers which were 

designed to persuade a sufficient number of delegates to the state ratifying conventions to approve the 

Constitution.  Running throughout his defense of the founding document generally, and of the Congress 

specifically, was a recognition that people had an inherent distrust of government power.  It is not an 

exaggeration to say that our country was founded on a distrust of government after a bitter experience 

under the British Crown.   

 

Just to sell a two-year term for Members of Congress was a heavy lift, since the popular mantra at the 

time was, “Where annual elections end, tyranny begins.”  Madison even began Federalist 53 by 

repeating that slogan, and then by conceding that proverbial sayings “are generally founded in reason.”  

But he goes on to argue that it would not occur under the U.S. Constitution because the government is 

limited in its powers and subject to change only by the people, not by the government itself.  Moreover, 

the people retain the right to change their elected representative if they are dissatisfied with his 

performance.
5
     

 

As confident as Madison is that the new system of divided powers and checks and balances would 

produce a sound, responsive government, respectful of the rights and liberties of the people, there still 

runs through his writing an apprehension about the potential dangers of factions uniting into parties that 

might run roughshod over the rights of minorities.  In Federalist 38 Madison notes the good fortune of 

the constitutional convention to “have enjoyed, in a very singular degree, an exemption from the 

pestilential influence of party animosities—the disease most incident to deliberative bodies and most apt 

to contaminate their proceedings.”   

That self-congratulatory note (had he admitted to being the chief draftsman of the document) is preceded 

by the historical observation that “almost all the great councils and consultations held among mankind 

for reconciling their discordant opinions, assuaging their mutual jealousies and adjusting their respective 

interests, is a history of factions, contentions and disappointments….”  The American experiment, he 

writes, is one of “a few scattered instances” in which “a brighter aspect is presented” as exceptions “to 
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admonish us of the general truth.”  It is doubtful Madison thought the American system would be 

immune forever from “the infirmities and depravities of the human character” that lay at the heart of 

those other “dark and degrading pictures.”
6
  

 

The intense and emotional ratification debates that took place in the 13 states between the federalists and 

anti-federalists were proof enough of the great skepticism that gripped many citizens about unknown 

powers of this new government they were being asked to embrace.  The ensuing debates in the First 

Congress over adopting a Bill of Rights to allay some of those fears further underscored the people’s 

wariness of this experiment in self-government. The mere existence of anti-federalists to counter the 

arguments of the founders and to push back in the First Congress were a clear foreshadowing of what 

Madison most feared –the emergence of a system of opposing political parties or mega-factions, that 

could jeopardize national unity, direction and progress.   

 

Although Washington ran unopposed for president both times, by 1800 the Federalists and the 

Jeffersonian Republicans were organized in recognizable partisan combat mode, replete with vying 

partisan newspapers to spread party propaganda and rumors.  Ideologically oriented media organs are 

not a recent phenomenon, nor are the attendant auxiliaries of opposition research and negative 

campaigning.  Public opinion was probably as much influenced by these party organizing tactics and 

“news” outlets in the early days of the Republic as it is today.   

 

Revolutionary war era historian Gordon Wood notes just how important the role of public opinion had 

become in the new republic.  “In the place of individual self-sacrifice for the good of the state as the 

bond holding the republican fabric together,” writes Wood, “the Americans began putting an increasing 

emphasis on what they called ‘public opinion’ as the basis of all governments….No government, 

Americans told themselves over and over, had ever before so completely set its roots in the sentiments 

and aims of its citizens.”
7
   

 

The significance of this development provides a key to the endurance of the American experiment.  

“Such a total grounding of government in self-interest and consent had made old-fashioned popular 

revolutions obsolete,” notes Wood.  Prior to that, it was assumed that any republican system would 

decay and eventually die “due to the operations of human nature” that changed the nature of societies 

and presented new situations to which the governmental system could not adjust.  However, the 

American republics contained a “healing principle” built into its constitution, according to Thomas 

Pownall, or what Samuel Williams termed, “the means of its own improvement.”  The American 

Constitution incorporated “a plan for reformation” by which the people could periodically and 

peacefully “return to first principles, as Machiavelli had urged.”
8
  

 

The rise of public opinion as the basis on which the American system depended had two implications for 

Congress:  first, it was expected to be responsive to the wishes of the people; and second, it could never 

fully satisfy public expectations because of both the internal checks against precipitous actions and the 

impossibility of accommodating such a multitude of diverse and competing private interests.  These 

factors put Congress in an almost perpetual no-win, underappreciated and overly vulnerable position 

from which it would be constantly trying to extricate itself, though usually belatedly and never to the 

complete satisfaction of the people.   
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Politicians and Political Parties 

 

Another paradox built into the system that affected public attitudes toward Congress was the demise of 

the notion of rule by disinterested individuals – those already financially secure enough to not have a 

personal interest in government decisions – and the rise of self-interested politicians.  On the one hand, 

such politicians were more like the people who elected them. On the other han, they would always be 

suspected of using their office to further enrich themselves, which indeed, many did.  As Gordon Wood 

observes of this tendency, “…most politicians, even those openly seeking to promote their constituents’ 

interests, were not flagrantly self-serving, but their blatant electioneering and their competitive 

campaigning for office made many people think they were.” Wood points to an 1823 publication, Niles 

Weekly Register, which was already defining modern politicians as “persons who have little, if any 

regard for the welfare of the republic unless immediately connected with…their own private pursuits.”
9
 

Ironically, Americans’ original revolt against authority in the form of the monarchy, and, after 

independence, against rule by aristocrats, now extended to those elected from the people’s own socio-

economic ranks, based on the fear their elected representatives might exploit their offices for personal 

gain rather than use them for advancing the public good. 

 

Finally, another factor that would play into public attitudes toward government generally, and Congress 

in particular, was the emergence of modern political parties around 1820 as embodied in the political 

mastermind, Martin Van Buren.  As Wood observes, “Loyalty to the party became the sole criterion of 

the political worth of a person,” over and above family ties, personal connections, personal wealth, and 

even individual achievement.”  Going against the earlier aversion to the spirit of party by Federalists and 

Republicans alike, Van Buren celebrated their existence: “Parties would always exist, and they would 

always consult their interests in the selection of candidates for public places.   Their first and chief 

object was success.”   Loyalty and discipline were the key to the success of parties.  As Wood observes, 

though, this new rule of using offices to bind people to the government was what monarchies did, and 

“virtually repudiated all that the revolutionaries of 1776 had sought” and what they had attacked as 

“corruption.”
10

 

  

Parties became an integral part of the American political system beginning in 1800 with Thomas 

Jefferson and his fledgling Republicans beating Vice President John Adams and the Federalists for the 

presidency.  The Jeffersonian and Jacksonian revolutions of 1800 and 1828, the emergence of the 

Republican Party in response to the issue of slavery in the 1850s, and the New Deal Democratic 

coalition congealing in the midst of the depression in  the1930s, all helped legitimate the role of political 

parties as agents of change and a reinvigorated democratic polity.   

 

However, as special interest collectives, parties still raise doubts in people’s minds about their 

compatibility with the democratic ideal of equal representation and shared power.  To the extent the 

people feel relatively powerless in the face of such organized interests operating through the parties and 

Congress, they will remain skeptical that their government is truly working for them.     

 

Recent Trends in Public Attitudes Toward Congress 

 

Notwithstanding the fact that public negativity toward Congress seems embedded in the American 

character since the beginning of the republic, those who have studied public opinion in over the last half 

century or so detect troublesome dips in public trust and confidence in government that seem beyond the 
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norm.  Is there something peculiar about the latter part of the twentieth century and early twenty first 

century that has contributed to a further breakdown in public trust in government?  And could this 

portend a dangerous undermining of the support needed to sustain our experiment in representative 

democracy? 

 

If one examines the historical trends in public approval ratings of Congress’s job performance as 

measured by the Gallup Organization dating back to 1974 in the chart below, two things become 

apparent.  First, Congress has rarely earned the approval of more than 50 percent of the American 

people for its legislative track record; and second, its job ratings have been abysmally low over the past 

four years, culminating in an all-time low approval rating of just nine percent in November 2013.  The 

brief shining exception in recent times was the spike in public approval of Congress in the wake of the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks when Congress and the country briefly drew together to address the 

tragedy.  Congress’s 84 percent approval rating at that time  was indeed short-lived, and within three 

years had dipped back into the 40 percent range and continued to decline ever since (with a brief bounce 

following Barack Obama’s election as president in 2008).   

 

 

 
Copyright © 2014 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 

Last year’s 14 percent average annual approval rating of Congress was, as the Gallup organization noted 

in a year-end release, “the lowest annual average in Gallup’s history” (see chart below).  The average 

rating over the four decades of measurements was 33 percent, whereas it has remained below 20 percent 

in each of the last four years –matched by comparable lows only in 1979 and 1992.
11
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Copyright © 2014 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 

In reflecting on these disturbing recent trends, Gallup asserts that such low evaluations of Congress 

“appear to be a ‘new normal,’” which in part reflects the “currently divided nature of Congress” and “the 

country’s generally negative economic circumstances.” This combined with Congress’s inability to get 

its fiscal house in order, resulting in fiscal cliffs, lack of operating budgets and regular spending bills, 

and a government shutdown, have produced an unparalleled public dissatisfaction with Congress.  

Gallup concludes its 2013 year-end release by noting that such public negativity is “so prevalent now 

that more Americans feel that problems are with the institution itself rather than with the particular party 

or people who control it.”
12

   

 

Another poll conducted in October 2013 by the Pew Research Center, comes to the opposite conclusion.  

Fifty-eight percent of the respondents agreed that “The political system can work fine, it’s the members 

of Congress that are the problem,” while only 32 percent agreed with the statement, “Most members of 

Congress have good intentions, it’s the political system that’s broken.”
13

  

 

Congress Compared to What? 

 

Focusing on Congress’s public job approval ratings can be misleading if taken in isolation.  One might 

conclude that Congress is the black sheep in the governmental family while other family members enjoy 

exemplary records in the eyes of the people.  That is far from the case.  Public trust levels in the federal 

government overall have changed dramatically over the last several years as can be seen by the chart 

below from the American National Election Studies over the period 1958 to 2008.  Government enjoyed 

a relatively high level of trust in the late fifties and early 1960s, reaching a peak of over 60 percent in 

1966.  The level has declined overall ever since, with only a few upward swings in the early 1980s 

during the Reagan administration and again in the mid- to late-1990s after the Republican takeover of 

Congress and the second Clinton administration and early Bush II administration --peaking after the 

September 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S. and unified government response to them.
14
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A more detailed assessment of public trust in government over just the last two decades by the Gallup 

polling organization confirms the ANES findings about the low levels of public trust in the run-up to the 

1992 presidential elections that brought Democrat Bill Clinton to the White House after 12 consecutive 

years of Republican occupancy, but dipping even lower in 1994 before Republicans won majority 

control of Congress for the first time since 1954 in the House and since 1986 in the Senate.   

 

As with the job approval ratings of Congress from the last section, confidence levels in government have 

been trending downward after the brief spike following the 9/11 attacks, according to Gallup, dropping 

from the 30 percent levels into the 20s and below with the great recession and growing public weariness 

over two wars lasting more than a decade.  Whether the improving economy and eventual U.S. 

withdrawals from Iraq and Afghanistan will improve on that low level of trust in government remains to 

be seen.
15
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Trust in Government 

 
Copyright © 2014 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 

Digging deeper into the question of public trust in government, The Gallup organization has periodically 

compared public trust levels in various institutions of American society, including the three branches of 

the federal government (see chart below).  In looking at 16 institutions in a poll taken in early June 

2013, Gallup found the military, small business and the police the only ones in which a majority of the 

public had “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of trust, at 76%, 65% and 57%, respectively.  The presidency 

was fifth highest of the 16 institutions at 36 percent; the Supreme Court was at seventh place with 34 

percent; and the Congress was in dead last place with just 10 percent expressing a great deal or quite a 

lot of confidence .
16

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Confidence in Institutions 

 
Copyright © 2014 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. 

 

A separate Gallup poll taken just three months later in September 2013, and confined to comparing trust 

levels in the three branches of the federal government, yielded slightly different results, perhaps because 

the question and response options were slightly different.  The three questions: How much trust do you 

have in (a) the executive branch; (b) the legislative branch; and (3) the judicial branch?  The options 

were; a great deal; a fair amount; not very much; and none at all.  This time the federal judiciary topped 

the executive in trust, 62 percent to 51 percent, and even the legislative branch weighed in at a more 

respectable 34 percent branch than its 10 percent trust level in June.   

 

The September Gallup poll included a comparison in trust levels between the branches over the last 42 

years, dating back to 1972.   The low point for the executive branch was in April 1974, in the midst of 
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the Watergate scandal and impeachment proceedings against President Nixon, when only 40 percent of 

the American people had a great deal or fair amount of confidence in the executive branch.  Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the legislative and judicial branches that had exposed, investigated and forced the 

administration to yield relevant documents in the scandal, were enjoying their highest levels of trust and 

confidence, at 68 percent and 71 percent, respectively.   

 

The executive and legislative branches benefited from high confidence levels in the immediate aftermath 

of the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S., with 63 percent of the public expressing a great deal 

or fair amount of trust in the executive branch and 65 percent in Congress.  While Congress continued to 

enjoy a relatively high confidence level of 56 percent in September 2006, according to Gallup, a year 

later it was at 50 percent, and has steadily declined ever since to 2012 and 2013 to the September low of 

just 34 percent.    

 

These declines over the last seven years reflect periods of divided party government in all but two of 

those years –2009 and 2010.  Confidence in the executive branch had dropped below 50 percent in the 

last two years of the Bush administration (43 percent and 42 percent), and briefly jumped to 61 percent 

during the first year of the Obama administration (61 percent in Sept. 2009), only to drop into the 50 

percent range over the last four years.
17

 

 

The largest factors contributing to the dip in public confidence in recent years are a combination of the 

great recession, high unemployment levels, and the perceived inability of divided party government to 

effectively grapple with these developments.  The Republicans’ retaking control of the U.S. House of 

Representatives in the 2010 elections after four years in the minority may be one indication of public 

dissatisfaction with the Democratic party’s anti-recession policies, though a public backlash against the 

president’s ambitious healthcare law is also held partly responsible for Democrats’ loss of the House.  

However, the reelection of President Obama in 2012 tends to leave such interpretations ambiguous at 

best.  A slow decline in unemployment and some growth in the economy may have given the president 

the benefit of optimism and the slim margin of victory over a less than spectacular opponents’ campaign 

 

Explanations for Low Confidence Levels in Congress 

 

It is obvious from the foregoing that Congress is not alone in the public’s loss of trust and confidence in 

government, though it gets hit the hardest and falls the lowest every time.  One thing that becomes 

apparent is that those branches of the federal government that are the least transparent, enjoy the higher 

levels of public trust, i.e., the judicial and the executive branches.  Over the four decades measured by 

Gallup.  The federal courts have averaged a 68 percent rating in having a high or fair level of public 

trust.  Even six months after the Supreme Court’s controversial decision in Bush v. Gore that decided the 

presidential election in December 2000, the Supreme Court still retained a 74 percent confidence rating 

from the American people.   

 

The executive branch has averaged a 69 percent confidence rating over the same four decade period, 

though never much over 50 percent since 2005, and below that mark in five of the last eight years.  The 

combination of a bad economy and war weariness can be held mostly responsible for waning public 

confidence in government. 
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Congress, by contrast, has averaged just 55 percent over the last four decades, falling from 71 percent in 

a high or fair level of public confidence in 1972 to just 34 percent in the last two years, only slightly 

higher than the all-time low of 31 percent, as measured by Gallup, in 2011.  In the last seven years of 

mostly divided party government, Congress has averaged just 40 percent in a high or fair amount of 

trust, and nothing above that average in each of the last four years.
18

  

 

Most of the explanations of why Congress does so much worse than the other two branches are directly 

tied to the fact that it is the most visible, most transparent and thus most exposed of the three.  Some 

pollsters have dug deeper down to inquire into what it is that the people see, or think they see of 

Congress that makes them so ill-disposed to what is presumably thee branch closest to them. 

 

Two of the most respected political scientists who have looked closely at this question in the last two 

decades are John Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse in their book, Congress as Public Enemy in 

which they draw on a heavy body of survey research to flesh out public attitudes toward government.   

 

They rehash the same explanations others have come up with as to why Congress has lost the confidence 

of the American people, including the general decline of public confidence in government and authority 

in the wake of Vietnam and Watergate; the negativism and cynicism of the mass media toward authority 

figures in general and public officials in particular, including the media focus on scandals; and the 

distrust generated by candidates for office, including incumbent members of Congress, who run for 

office by running against government. 

 

While the coauthors concede an element of each of the above has contributed to public distrust, they 

provide a unique perspective on Congress and that is that “the process is the problem” and not the actual 

performance of Congress.  In their words: 

 

People profess a devotion to democracy in the abstract but have little or no appreciation for what 

a practicing democracy invariably brings with it. . . .People do not wish to see uncertainty, 

conflicting options, long debate, competing interests, confusion, bargaining, and compromised, 

imperfect solutions.”
19

   

In short, people love their democracy but hate the democratic process.  Based on their focus group 

encounters, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse confirm that people “do not wish to see uncertainty, conflicting 

options, long debate, competing interests, confusion, bargaining and compromised, imperfect solutions.”  

They would prefer a government that does its job quietly and efficiently, without conflict and fuss.  “In 

short, we submit, they often seek a patently unrealistic form of democracy.”
20

  

Brown University professor James Morone calls this “the Democratic Wish,” in his book by the same 

title.  People cling to the “myth” that there is an easily discernible public good or national interest 

solution for every problem that citizens could soon agree on if convened for that purpose. Likewise, 

politicians would readily recognize these national interest solutions and act on them if they weren’t so 

busy playing politics and trying to appease all the special interests.  That is not to say the people, though 

knowing better than their elected representatives, are willing and able to step in and govern themselves.  

However, because people think they could readily reach a common consensus collectively through direct 

participation in communal settings, they do not understand why their members of Congress take so long 

and make it all seem so difficult.  The people do not appreciate the prolonged process of deliberation 
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and delays actually involved in coming to agreement on contentious issues.  Their idealized concept 

democracy would be free of any of the messiness and cacophony of deliberative decision making.
21

   

What Is to Be Done? 

 

If one accepts this conclusion that public misunderstanding of the very nature of our democracy and its 

processes is at the heart of the public’s distrust of and lack of confidence in their government, how can 

such a basic misconception ever be addressed, let alone be reversed?  

John Hibbing, co-author of Congress as Public Enemy, referenced in the preceding section, reflected 

further on the issue some ten years later questions whether any kind of institutional reforms could 

improve the image people have of Congress given the limited knowledge people have of the institution 

to begin with.  The data suggest that it is not the institution that has an image problem, he says, but 

rather “negative images…associated with the membership as a whole.”
22

     

 

In attempting to find a single explanation that best fits the variations in public approval of Congress, 

Hibbing admits there may be no single explanation to address such a complex pattern of congressional 

approval.  But he reiterates the thesis of his earlier work with Elizabeth Theiss-Morse, and that is the 

“people’s lack of appreciation for democratic processes --their unwillingness to admit that disagreement 

and debate, compromise and conflict must be part of government.”   

 

He bases this on historical analyses that find Congress’ disapproval goes up whenever it is visible, that 

is, “whenever it is seen debating important divisive legislation and whenever it is in conflict with the 

president.”  While people embrace Congress as an “abstract, constitutional ethereal entity, they dislike it 

when there is conflict among the competing entities that comprise the governmental process: political 

parties, special interests and self-serving members.   

 

Because people are in agreement with general societal goals, they think their elected representatives 

should be able to “quietly and scientifically” identify the best way to achieve those goals.  The fact that 

they instead spend so much time “quibbling and bickering” indicates they must be out of touch with the 

people and “are being corrupted by the special interests.”
23

 

 

The best Hibbing can hope for in turning things around is that people “become more realistic” about 

“the challenges of representing the views of a diverse country and coming to a resolution in the face of 

tis diversity.  They must also realize that Congress cannot check other institutions of governing without 

crating conflict.  Yet, whenever Congress adopts a posture opposed to the president its approval 

declines.
24

   

 

Finally, writes Hibbing, the people must come to understand that just because members are self-

interested does not necessarily mean they are selfish and self-serving, and thus acting contrary to the 

public interest.  “The image of Congress would improve,” says Hibbing, “if people believed the 

members were making decisions for non-self-interested reasons.”  Even reforms in campaign finance, 

gift limitations and ethics disclosure requirements do not seem to change popular images of “Congress, 

perhaps because people are unaware of these reforms.
25

 

 

The last best hope Hibbing sees is educating the next generation of citizens, the school children, about 

the diversity of policy views present in the country and let them experience the difficulties in making 
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decisions in the context of such diverse policy preferences.  Current approaches to civic education, 

writes Hibbing, tend to focus “too exclusively on civic knowledge and participation, when civic values 

and an appreciation of representative democracy need to be encouraged.”   

 

He concludes on a positive note that, “Congress is not doomed to being disliked.” Its popularity has 

fluctuated over time and the people still express overwhelming support for the institution of Congress, 

even when its job approval ratings are low. Obviously, Congress has its work cut out for it if it wants to 

acquire a favorable image, “but the task is not impossible.”  It has even shown that it can function 

effectively when its public image is unfavorable.  It won’t improve its image by “quick and dirty 

institutional reform,” says Hibbing, but by convincing a highly skeptical public that self-sacrifice is alive 

and well in the halls of Congress.”
26

 

 

Hibbing’s final note is a fitting one on which to conclude because it points members and the public alike 

back to the essential fact of our government that was originally borne out of a rebellion against 

authority.  That anti-authoritarian strain has been a part of the American psyche since the nation’s 

founding and is what has kept the branches of government in a creative and dynamic tension, ever-

mindful of and attentive to the people’s suspicions and distrust.  It may be too much to expect our 

popular branch of government, the Congress, to be actually popular with the people given this historical 

and psychological context.  What is clear throughout our history, though, is the people’s ability both to 

change the composition and direction of the Congress as well as the policy outcomes it produces.  The 

ultimate test of an effective representative government is not whether it is always doing the popular 

thing but whether, in the final analysis, it is doing the right thing by the country.  
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