
 478   CONGRESS AND ITS MEMBERS

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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policy, but their decisions are usually 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 
unhappiness with specific policies or disgust with scandals, according to the 
sobering conclusions of John R. Hibbing and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse:

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.88

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.”89

TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY CHALLENGES

The U.S. Congress is now in its third century. Survival for more than two 
centuries is no mean feat. Congress has withstood repeated stress and 


