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Public Opinion: Is there a crisis?

After the collapse of communism, the world saw a surge in the number of new
democracies. But why are the citizens of the mature democracies meanwhile
losing confidence in their political institutions? This is the first in a series of
articles on democracy in transition.

Everyone remembers that Winston
Churchill once called democracy the worst
form of government—except for all the
others. The end of the cold war seemed to
prove him right. All but a handful of coun-
tries now claim to embrace democratic ide-

als. Insofar as there is a debate about
democracy, much of it now centers on how
1o help the “emerging” democracies of
Asia, Africa, Latin America and Eastern
Europe caich up with the established dem-
ocratic countries of the West and Japan.

The new democracies are used to having
well-meaning observers from the mature
democracies descend on them at election
time to ensure that the voting is free and
fair. But is political life in these mature de-
mocracies as healthy as it should be?
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Losing faith
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If opinion research is any guide, the
mature democracies have troubles of their
own. In the United States in particular, the
high opinion which people had of their gov-
emment has declined steadily over the past
four decades. Regular opinion surveys car-
Tied out as part of a series of national elec-
tion stugdies in America show that the slump
St in during the 1960s. The civil-rights
conflict and the Vietnam war made this an
especially turbulent decade for the United
States. But public confidence in politicians
and government continued 1o decline over the
ext quarter-century. Nor (remember the
Student unrest in‘Paris and elsewhere in 1968)
Was this confined 1o the United States.

Itis hard 10 compare attitudes toward
democracy over time. and across many dif-
ferent countries. Most opinion surveys are
Carried out nation-by-nation: they are con-

Ucted at differemt times and researchers
Ofien ask differemt sorts of questions. But
Some generalizations can be made. In their
"Mroduction 10 a forthcoming book “What
s Tfoubling the Trilateral Democracies?”,

finceron University Press. 2000) three ac-
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ademics—Robert Putnam, Susan Pharr,
and Russell Dalton—have done their best
to analyze the results of surveys conducted
in most of the rich countries.

Chart | summarises some of these find-
ings. The downward slopes show how pub-
lic confidence in politicians seems to be
falling. measured by changes in the an-
swers voters give to questions such as “Do
you think that politicians are trustwor-
thy?™; “*Do members of parliament (MPS)
care about voters like you?”; and “How
much do you trust governments of any
party to place the needs of the nation above
their own political party?” In most of the
mature democracies, the results show a
pattern of disillusionment with politicians.
Only in the Netherlands is there clear evi-
dence of rising confidence.

Nor is it only politicians who are losing
the public's trust. Surveys suggest that
confidence in political institutions is in de-
cline as well. In 11 out of 14 countries, for
example, confidence in parliament has de-
clined, with especially sharp falls in Can-
ada, Germany, Britain, Sweden and the
United States. World-wide polls con-
ducted in 1981 and 1990 measured confi-
dence in five institutions: parliament, the
armed services, the judiciary, the police
and the civil service. Some institutions
gained public trust, but on average confi-
dence in them decreased by 6% over the
decade (see chart 2). The only countries to
score small increases in confidence were
Iceland and Denmark.

Other findings summarised by Mr Put-
nam and his colleagues make uncomfort-
able reading:

» In the late 1950s and early 1960s
Americans had a touching faith in govern-
ment. When asked “How many times can
you trust the government in Washington to
do what is right?”, three out of four an-
swered “most of the time” or “just about
always". By 1998, fewer than four out of
ten trusted the government to do what was
right. In 1964 only 29% of the American
electorate agreed that “the government is
pretty much run by a few big interésts
looking after themselves™. By 1984, that
figure had risen to 55%, and by 1998 to
63%. In the 1960s, two-thirds of Ameri-
cans rejected the statement “most elected
officials don't care what people like me
think™. In 1998, nearly two-thirds agreed
with it. The proportion of Americans who
expressed “a great deal of” confidence in
the executive branch fell from 42% in 1966
to 12% in 1997: and trust in Congress fell
from 42% 10 11%.
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¢ Canadians have also been losing
faith in their politicians. The proportion of
Canadians who felt that “the government
doesn’t care what people like me think™
rose from 45% in 1968 0 67% in 1993,
The proportion expressing “a great deal
of " confidence in political parties fell from
30% in 1979 to 11% in 1999. Confidence
in the House of Commons fell from 49% in
1974 10 215 in 1996. By 1992 only 34% of
Canadians were satisfied with their system
of government, down from 515 in 1986.
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* Less information is available about
altitudes in Japan. But the findings of the
few surveys that have been carried out
there match the global patiern. Confidence
in political institutions rose in the decadces
following the smashing of the country’s
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old politics in the second world war. Hap-
pily for democracy. the proportion of Jap-
anese voters who agree that “in order to
make Japan better, it is best to rely on tal-
ented politicians, rather than to let the citi-
zens argue among themselves™ has been
falling for 40 years. However. the propor-
tion who feel that they exert at least “some
mfluence™ on national politics through
clections  or demonstrations  alvo  fell
steadily between 1973 and 1993,

* Although it is harder to generalize
about Western Europe. confidence in po-
litrcal institutions is in decline in most
countries. In 1985 48% of Britons ex-
pressed quite a lot of confidence in the
House of Commons. This number had
halved by 1995, The proportion of Swedes
disagreeing with the statement that “par-
lies are only interested in people’s voles,
not in their opinions™ slumped from 51
in 1968 to 28% in 1994, In 1985 51% ex-
pressed confidence in the Rikstad (parlia-
ment): by 1996 only 195 did. In Germany,
the percentage of people who said they
trusted their Bundestag deputy to represent
their interests rose from 25% in 1951 10
53% in 1978. but had fallen again 10 34%
by 1992, The percentage of lalians who
say that politicians “don’t care what people
like me think™ increased from 68% in 1968
1o 84% in 1997,

Such findings are alarming if you take
them at face value. But they should be in-
terpreted with care. Democracy may just
be a victim of its own success. It could just
be that people nowadays expect more from
governments, impose new demands on the
state. and are therefore more likely to be
disappointed. After all, the idea that gov-
ernments ought to do such things as protect
or improve the environment. maintain high
cemployment. arbitrate between moral is-
sues. or ensure the equal treatment of
women or minorities. is a relatively mod-
ern and still controversial one. Or perhaps

the disillusionment is a healthy product of
rising educational standards and the scepti-
cism that goes with it. Or maybe it is
caused by the media’s search-light high-
lighting failures of government that were
previously kept in the dark. Whatever the
causes. the popularity of governments or
politicians ought not to be the only test of
democracy’s health.

Moreover. there is encouraging evi-
dence to put beside the discouraging find-
ings. However much confidence in
government may be declining. this does
not seem 1o have diminished popular sup-
port for democratic principles. On aver-
age. surveys show, more than three out of
four people in rich countries believe that
democracy is the best form of govern-
ment. Even in countries where the perfor-
mance of particular governments has been
so disappointing as to break up the party
system itself (such as Japan and ltaly in
1993-95). this has brought no serious
threat to fundamental democratic princi-
ple. It may seem paradoxical for people to
cxpress strong support for democracy
even while their confidence in politicians
and political institutions crumbles. But it
hardly amounts 1o the “crisis of democ-
racy™ which political scientists tend 1o pro-
claim from time to time.

Nor. though, is it a ringing endorse-
ment. especially given that the evidence of
opinion surveys is reinforced by other
trends. These include a decline both in the
membership of political parties and in the
proportion of people who tumn out to vote.
Numbers compiled by Martin Wattenberg,
also at the University of California. show
that in 18 out of 20 of the rich established
democracies the proportion of the elector-
ate voting has been lower than it was in the
early 1950s (see chart 3), with the median
change being a decline of 10%. More con-
troversially. some political scientists sec
the growth of protest movements since the

1960s as a sign of declining faith in the 1ra-
ditional institutions of representative de-
mocracy. and an atiempt to bypass them.
Others reckon that the most serious threat
comes from the increasingly professional
pressure groups and lobbying organisa-
tions that work behind the scenes to influ-
ence government policy and defend
special interests, often at the expense of the
electorate as a whole.

What is to be done? Those who believe
that government has over-reached itself
call on governments 10 become smaller
and to promise less. Thus. it is hoped. peo-
ple will come to do more for themselves.
But whatever the appropriate size and
reach of governments. there is also scope
for making the machinery of democracy
work betier.

Indeed. some commentators see the
public’s declining confidence in political
institutions as an opportunity for demo-
cratic renewal. Pippa Normris, at Harvard
University’s Kennedy School of Govern-
ment, hails the advent of a new breed of
“critical citizens™ (in a book of that name.
Oxford University Press, 1999) who see
that existing channels of participation fall
short of democratic ideals and want (o re-
form them.

There are some signs of this. Countries
as different as ltaly, Japan. Britain and
New Zealand have lately considered or in-
troduced changes in their electoral sys-
tems. Countries around the world are
making growing use of referendums and
other forms of direct democracy. Many are
reducing the power of parliaments by giv-
ing judges new powers 1o review the deci-
sions that elected politicians make. And
governments everywhere are introducing
new rules on the financing of politicians
and political parties. The rest of the anicles
in this series will look at some of these
changes and the forces shaping them.
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