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In other words, people seem to abhor the very attributes that are the hallmarks 
of robust representative assemblies. As Hibbing and Theiss-Morse observe, 
Congress “is structured to embody what we dislike about modern democratic 
government, which is almost everything.”93

TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY CHALLENGES

The U.S. Congress is now in its third century. Survival for more than two cen-
turies is no mean feat. Perhaps it resembles Dr. Johnson’s dog (noted not for its 
proficiency at walking on its hind legs but for being able to do so at all). 
Congress has withstood repeated stress and turbulence, including a civil war, 
political assassinations, terrorist attacks, domestic scandals, and contentious 
foreign involvement. The U.S. constitutional system is far older than most of 
the world’s existing governments.

Source:  Authors’ interpolations of survey results, primarily drawn from the Gallup Organization and the 
Harris Survey.

Note:  The Gallup Organization’s questions are “Do you approve of the way the U.S. Congress is handling its 
job? Do you approve or disapprove of the way the representative from your own congressional district is 
handling his/her job?” The Harris Survey’s question is “How would you rate the job done this past year by 
[Congress] [your member of Congress]—excellent, pretty good, only fair, or poor?” Responses are 
dichotomized as favorable (“excellent,” “pretty good”) or unfavorable (“only fair,” “poor”). The plotted points 
in the figures indicate respondents having opinions who approve of or are favorable toward congressional 
performance. Polling data for 2010 are from an ABC News/Washington Post poll using the Gallup 
Organization’s traditional questions.

FIGURE 16-1  �  Public Assessments of the Two Congresses, 1974–2010
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