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The Media’s Diagnosis: 
US Democracy is in Peril. What should we do?



Today’s Arc • Evidence: downgrading democratic index

• Diagnosis: 
• Decaying Norms 
• Polarization

• Ideological
• Affective

• Prognosis, using complexity science: 
• Democratic Robustness 
• Polarization’s dynamics

• Remedy: Institutions to restore diversity 
• Electoral system: RCV
• Gerrymandering reform
• Federalism 

• Democracy in peril?  

• BLUF: US Democracy is made stronger through decentralization 
and diversification, not centralization



Is the U.S. democracy in 
peril?  How would we 

know, and what can we do 
about it?

Step 1: Gathering the evidence

Step 2: Diagnosis of the problem

Step 3: Prognosis---where is it 
heading?

Step 4: Remedies



Global Democratic Shift
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Diagnosis: two (intertwined) hypotheses

• Norm decay
• Polarization



Levitsky & Ziblatt
• Leaders subvert democratic process
• Norms sustain democracy: 

• Mutual toleration: opposition is legit
• Forebearance: self-restraint

• These norms are decaying
• Contributing factors

• Willingness to engage in extreme/self-
aggrandizing behavior

• Lack of institutional will to constrain or 
punish

• Polarization



Polarization 
in Congress
• Lines are pairs who voted 

together

• Gray lines are bipartisan 
pairs



Partisanship in Congress:
1949-2011



And among 
the public



Affect more 
powerful than 
ideology
• Affect = social distance; fear 

and loathing of partisan 
others and viewing 
copartisans positively

• Partisan gaps are driven by 
people with high levels of 
affective polarization

• Affect is what shapes political 
discourse



Polarization and 
Norms 
Intertwined

• May 2017 special election 
candidate (Repub) assaulted 
a reporter on the eve of 
election

• Color is whether norm 
enforcement activated

• Length of vector is effect of 
assault 

• Key finding: R districts 
rewarded media assault 
instead of punishing it





Giving up 
hope?
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Forecasting 
requires

• Observations
• Models

• Existing studies offer 
observations; models are… 
linear projections?  Why?

• Opportunity for complexity 
science

• Robustness theory
• Polarization dynamics



Safeguarding Democratic Robustness

• Robustness (not stability): adaptive, maintain 
functionality

• Robust system design: redundancy, modularity, 
diversity

• Democratic system of safeguards: 
• Redundancy from overlapping instits, ie sep

of powers, bicameralism, staggered 
elections, etc

• Diversity from different aggregations of 
voters, sequential elections

• Modularity from state and local authority

• Fragility: if the safeguards become overly aligned; 
ie highly dependent on diversity



The U.S. federation is designed 
according to robustness principles. Can 
we pinpoint the threat from 
polarization?



Effect 1: Homophily 
and Aversion lead to 
Bimodality

• Attraction – Repulsion 
Models

• Homophily: ingroup 
preferences “pull”

• Outgroup aversion: distaste 
for others ”push”

• (source: Smaldino et al; 
underadoption of beneficial 
products / policies due to 
outgroup aversion)



Effect 2: Elites 
Lose Control of 
Polarization

• Might want to manipulate for 
electoral gain

• Most effective manipulation 
through fear instead of 
admiration, ie through outgroup 
aversion instead of homophily

• Attract/repulsion models suggest 
that control loss has to do with 
how responsive R public is and 
their tolerance T of difference

• Lower tolerance and more 
responsive = harder to control

• (Source: Axelrod, Daymude, and 
Forrest 2021)



Effect 2, cont: Loss 
of control can be 
irreversible

• The non-linear dynamics 
of outgroup aversion can 
cross a threshold / tipping 
point of irreversibility

• Key point: polarization 
becomes harder to 
reverse as party identity 
and intolerance increase



Effect 3: Polarization 
Undermines Interest 
and Issue Diversity

• Cooperation increases with 
the number of issues (ie, 
Madison’s expanding the 
sphere)

• Partisanship and polarization 
reduce the number of issues 
available, for a global loss

• (Source Kawakatsu, Lelkes, 
Levin, Tarnita 2021)

• **Most threatening to 
democracy’s safeguards
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Remedy: Support Issue 
Diversity

• Fix gerrymandering

• Introduce RCV, top-two runoffs

• Resist nationalization of state legislatures







Alaska 
Special 
Election, 
August 
2022 • The majority of first votes cast were split between the two 

Republican candidates
• The Democrat prevailed
• Is RCV a flawed system?



The “Top 
Two” 
Primary

• Problem: reformers claimed that the old 
primary system was leading to more extreme 
nominees and increasing polarization

• Solution: open, nonpartisan primary where the 
top two vote getters move on to the general 
election

• Concerns about most popular party fielding too 
many candidates, and so being kept out of the 
general election altogether

• Adopted in WA, CA, NE (state), LA as runoff 
system

• Denver mayoral election: from 18 to 2



So, is the U.S. democracy in peril?  

Robustness, Resilience, & Recovery



Reminder: affective polarization is the difference 
between in-group and out-group feeling



Engaged voters are not representative 
of the broader public



Krupnikov & Ryan (2022): 



Wrap • Democracy in peril: ask why, from what
• Closer look using complexity science:

• Structure / robustness
• Threat / polarization dynamics

• Focus attention on institutional remedies 
that support diverse ideas, interests, and 
issues

• U.S. democracy is resilient (or at least there’s 
a very strong argument for it)



As we celebrate 
Juneteenth, let’s 
remember that 
democracy is not 
a state, but a 
process.
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