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Congress is not well understood by the average citizen. Partly to blame are 
the institution’s size and complexity, not to mention the arcane twists and 
turns of the legislative process. But many citizens simply find the whole legisla-
tive process distasteful.

Dissention is on display on Capitol Hill to a greater extent than in other 
branches of government. Although this same messiness is found in the other 
branches of government, it is more visible and continuous in Congress. The 
president speaks with one voice: even though there is fierce competition for the 
president’s ear, a statement from the president defines the administration’s 
position. As for the judiciary, opinions are frequently divided or unclear as 
judges and justices disagree about law and policy, but their decisions are usu-
ally accepted as law. By contrast, no single member, not even the institution’s 
top leaders, speaks for Congress.

The public’s ambivalence toward Congress goes far deeper than unhappi-
ness with specific policies or disgust with scandals, if the sobering conclusions 
of John R. Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse are to be believed:

People do not wish to see uncertainty, conflicting opinions, long 
debate, competing interests, confusion, bargaining, and compromised, 
imperfect solutions. They want government to do its job quietly and 
efficiently, sans conflict and sans fuss. In short . . . they often seek a 
patently unrealistic form of democracy.92

Individual members	 Congress as an institution

Serve constituents	 Resolves national issues only with difficulty  
	   or not at all

Run against Congress	 Has few defenders

Emphasize personal style and 	 Operates as collegial body that is difficult 
  outreach to constituents	   for citizens to understand

Are covered by local media in	 Is covered by national media, often negatively 
  generally positive terms	   (with focus on scandals and conflicts)

Respond quickly to most constituent	 Moves slowly with cumbersome processes 
  needs and inquiries	   that inhibit rapid responses

Are able to highlight personal goals 	 Has many voices, but none can speak clearly 
  and accomplishments	   for Congress as a whole
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