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Abstract:

“Too much democracy” refers to an excess of political procedures, institutions, and information. It has a historical
background, but it actually leads to worse governance and poses significant challenges to global democratic systems.
The reasons for excessive democracy include the inherent nature of democracy itself and the impure political motives
of politicians participating in democratic activities. While excessive democracy can improve transparency and
accountability, it can lead to inefficient decision-making, political gridlock and economic losses. Political apathy, which
contributes to populism and political polarization, can also be attributed to excessive democracy. Deliberate democracy,
as a new trend in numerous democratic countries, does not address the core problems of “too much democracy” and is
not a long-term solution. This paper believes that the direction of efforts should be to continuously improve the clarity

and efficiency of democratic principles.
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1. Introduction

Democracy, commonly regarded as the beacon of liberty
and hope, can occasionally cast shadows of over-com-
plexity, inefficiency, conflicts, and apathy. Back in 2015,
with the outburst of the European refugee crisis, over 1.3
million migrants rushed into European Union countries,
causing humanitarian crises and revealing the low effi-
ciency of democratic countries under complex procedures
and referendums (Peters et al., 2023). Admittedly, the
primary reason for the refugee crisis is the massive influx
of refugees. However, the multi-layered decision-making
mechanism of the European Union significantly magnified
the crisis. When faced with the pressing need to settle mil-
lions of stranded migrants, the EU member countries re-
lied on frequent voting and unanimous agreements, which
exacerbated the challenge (Boin et al., 2016). In 2016,
the German government allocated 21.7 billion Euros to
refugee-related expenditures (Schirring, 2017). Scholars
believe protracted negotiations and debates restrained
governments from making swift responses, resulting in
refugees becoming heavily reliant on social welfare and
public expenditure, intensifying the impact on the Euro-
pean Economy. Apart from the European Refugee case,
other examples show that the mechanisms for citizen
involvement, transparency, and accountability hindered
effective decision-making (Crouch, 2015).

This paper asserts that “too much democracy” could pro-

duce undesired effects. It will define “too much democ-
racy” and elaborate on its historical context, causes, and
consequences. It will also discuss potential solutions for
“too much democracy” and explain why the current solu-
tions (deliberate democracy) fail to address the fundamen-
tal issue.

2. The History Context of “Too Much
Democracy”

“Too much democracy” refers to an excess of political
procedures, institutions, and information. Such excess has
posed significant challenges to global democratic systems
(Welch, 2013), bringing consequences like government in-
efficiencies, decision-making gridlocks, propaganda over-
load, and discouraging public participation, stimulating
political apathy and polarization. It is essential to examine
the historical context of such excess in democracies and
review the trajectory of its evolvement in the 19th, 20th,
and 21st centuries.

19th & 20th century: Democracies were not born com-
plex. In the 19th century, democratic mechanisms were
primitive (Herbert Donald, 1956). Improvements in
governance emerged in the early 20th century, such as
expanding suffrage (Blackburn, 2011) and readjusting the
power balance among representatives (Altman, 1998). The
League of Nations and the Treaty of Versailles signalled
that democracies had established international institutional
mechanisms. After World War 11, democratic institutions
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and mechanisms rose exponentially. From 1945 to 1970,
there were 56 national public elections in democratic
countries, but from 2000 to 2010, the number rose to over
300; international democratic governance institutions also
rose from 50 to over 300 from 1950 to 2010 (Kuyper,
2014; Alter & Meunier, 2009; Keohane & Victor, 2011).
As more democratic countries evolved into more intri-
cate forms, scholars doubted whether such complexities
improved democratic performance. In 1975, political the-
orist Huntington discussed the concept in “The Crisis of
Democracy,” arguing that excess in democratic processes
could lead to poorer governance, causing legislative and
governmental inefficiencies in the US during the 1960s
(Huntington & Crozier, 1975).

21st century: The increasing complexity of democratic
mechanisms has raised concerns about their effectiveness
and the overall performance of global democracies. As
indicated in the Freedom House report (Freedom House,
2024), the global democracies index has been decreasing
for 18 consecutive years, while the level of satisfaction
with government performance is increasing. According
to a Gallup 2023 report, only 28% of United States cit-
izens are satisfied with their government, marking the
lowest level ever recorded in history (“Gallup Poll Social
Survey,” 2023). While other factors also contribute to
the global decline of democratic performance, this essay
contends that “too much democracy” is one of the leading
causes and will discuss the causes for such redundancies.

3. The Causes of More Complex De-
mocracies

Democracy has become increasingly complex due to its
intrinsic nature and because the actors involved in demo-
cratic activities are motivated to make it more complicat-
ed. First, the inherent nature of democracy relies on exten-
sive procedures to engage a wider audience and respond
to new, challenging issues. The initial aim of such dem-
ocratic mechanisms was to enhance public participation

and restrict oligarchies, providing safeguards for minority
rights and encouraging public involvement (Mukand &
Rodrik, 2020). A substantial amount of complicated dem-
ocratic mechanisms are relevant to expanding suffrage.
Also, as democratic regimes encounter various challenges,
they evolve new mechanisms in response and develop reg-
ulatory and legal frameworks that aim to balance, check,
and improve transparency and accountability. Democra-
cies need more mechanisms to effectively respond to new
issues, such as global warming, rising inequalities, weak
growth, and increasing deficits (Babbitt, 2012; Stromback
etal., 2014).

Moreover, political elites with strategic and partisan pur-
poses may contribute to the complexity of contemporary
democratic systems. Political elites may intentionally alter
or complicate political issues by disseminating biased
information or misinformation to reach maximum results
and manipulate elections and public standings. Research
shows that during the Brexit public voting, British politi-
cal parties and politicians strategically intervened to influ-
ence critical cities and the overall voting results, aiming to
protect their interests and secure a long-term advantage in
Parliament (Bromley-Davenport et al., 2018).

The competition between political parties and candidates
leads to the rat race for more political information to cap-
ture attention and stimulate voter turnout, aggravating the
complexity of democracies. Since the 21st century, with
the proliferation of social media and developed mecha-
nisms to pinpoint political advertising, dumping political
ads has become unprecedentedly effective in boosting
short-term political engagement. The US total political ad
spending almost tripled from 2016 to 2024, and political
ads and information composed a more significant part of
total media ads, as Figure 1.1 shows. Political ads suc-
cessfully stimulated short-term voter turnout, but such a
proliferation damaged long-term political confidence and
future engagement (Mutz et al., 2005).
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Fig. 1 US Political Ad Spending Tripled in 8 Years (Verna, 2024)

4. Excessive Democracies: Benefits and
Consequences

The increasing complexity of democratic procedures re-
sults in both benefits and drawbacks. Despite extensive
mechanisms that improve transparency and accountability
(Schmidthuber et al., 2020), they frequently cause ineffi-
ciencies, gridlocks, and financial loss. The proliferation of
divergent opinions and interests may impede policies and
hinder enforcement. For instance, in 2012, Greece failed
to form a stable government after consecutive elections,

leading to a severe political deadlock and significantly
delaying the austerity measures needed to address the debt
crisis. The political paralysis resulted in a significant de-
cline in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) contraction by
6.5%. Additionally, the unemployment rate experienced
a sharp increase to 24%, while the youth unemployment
rate reached a staggering 55% (McBride, 2017). Frequent
political impasses and democratic fragmentation directly
exacerbated the crisis, and the excessive democratic rules
and procedures severely postponed proper crisis manage-
ment.
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Another case was the 35-day shutdown of the US gov-
ernment in 2018, which was a direct result of party poli-
tics and filibusters. It was triggered by the disagreement
between Democrats and Republicans on a budget for the
US-Mexico border wall. It caused a financial loss of 11
billion dollars and a decline in GDP growth rate of 0.3%,
demonstrating the low efficiency and fragility of demo-
cratic politics (Pramuk, 2019). The rules initially designed
to protect minority opinions have transformed into tools
for strategic obstruction for partisan purposes and caused
governance paralysis.

5. Political Apathy and Populism

Excessive democratic procedures and information lead to
another consequence: democratic apathy. This refers to the
gradual loss of confidence and interest among regular par-
ticipants in engaging with political issues, often attributed
to poor democratic performance (Rosenberg, 1954). Dem-
ocratic apathy serves as both a reflection of and a catalyst
for the challenges associated with excessive democracies.

Political apathy severely challenges contemporary demo-
cratic governance by reducing voter turnout in developed
and developing countries. In Canada, voter turnout de-
creased by 20% from 1958 to 2000, and political apathy
was the main factor causing the decline (H. Pammett
& LeDuc, 2003); in South Africa, political apathy also
caused a striking voter turnout decrease of 30% from 1999
to 2019 (Nweke & Etido-Inyang, 2020). Global democra-
cies face similar challenges. Research indicates that due to
dissatisfaction with democratic performance, an overload
of political information, and a sense of political fatigue
toward democratic engagement, global average voter
turnout decreased by 20% from 1945 to 2015 (Solijonov,
2016).

Such disenchantment with traditional democratic mech-
anisms contributes to populism and political polarization
(Guriev et al., 2020) and undermines the foundation of
global democracies. Populists express their political pur-
suits in unorthodox ways and bypass complex democratic
mechanisms. Sarcastically, the complexities designed to
foster engagement, in turn, gave rise to political apathy
and division. For instance, Italy has demonstrated the
process of an overly complex democracy that led to polit-
ical apathy, a widespread commitment to populism, and
subsequent social divisions. Since the end of World War 11
in 1945, Italy has experienced 69 governments, averaging
one change every 1.11 years (Italian Presidency of the
Council of Ministers (Governo Italiano, 2022). Despite
Italy’s attempts to create a more robust political system,
Italian politics has reached multiple deadlocks amidst
complex rules and multiple motions, leading to anti-estab-

lishment sentiments and populist parties coming to power
for a time, which in turn further deepened lItaly’s social
divisions (Vampa, 2023).

6. Deliberate democracy as the solu-
tion: Will it work?

Recent political science scholars have proposed deliberate
democracy to solve the inefficiencies, polarization, and
public apathy caused by excessive democracies. Deliber-
ate democracy refers to governments gathering opinions
and voting among small, randomly chosen groups of cit-
izens. Such mechanisms could significantly improve po-
litical engagement, stimulate discussions, and address the
pitfalls in democratic execution (Gronlund et al., 2014).
This essay questions the feasibility of deliberate democra-
cy on a large scale, arguing that it fails to point to the core
issue of “too much democracy.”

Deliberate democracy is a new trend in numerous dem-
ocratic countries since the 21st century (Saward, 2000;
Smith, 2009; Harris, 2019). In the Irish Constitutional
Reforms and Iceland’s Constitution Revision, deliberate
democracy played an essential role and improved citizen
engagement (Courant, 2021). With successful precedents,
more democratic governments are adopting such mech-
anisms to improve extensive participation and to count-
er the drawbacks of traditional democracies (Gastil &
Wright, 2019).

However, deliberate democracy does not challenge the
core mechanisms of “too much democracy” and leads to
similar adverse outcomes. In short, it is essentially solving
“too much democracy” with “even more democracy.” De-
liberate democracy leads to several potential drawbacks.
First, because deliberate democracy relies on selecting
groups of citizens in the decision-making process, it es-
sentially entices nepotism for lack of supervision. During
the 2019-2020 French Citizen Convention on Climate, a
few selected participants produced policy recommenda-
tions for the many, which led to controversies, suspicion,
and tensions (Giraudet et al., 2022). Second, deliberate
democracy is characterized by a higher complexity level
than traditional democracy and is even less efficient in
reaching a consensus. The Electoral Reform in Canada
adopted deliberate democracy mechanisms and failed to
reach an agreement after extended referendums (Fournier,
2011). Third, public participation in deliberate democracy
plummets after the public curiosity is gone. In Germany
and Australia, public involvement in deliberate democracy
initiatives eventually declined to only 30%-40% of the
initial engagement levels over time (Geissel et al., 2016;
Carson et al., 2013). The fundamental mindset of deliber-
ate democracy is to motivate minor groups of citizens with
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more frequent discussions and tangible feedback. Such a
mindset does not alleviate but exacerbates the governance
pressure caused by excessive democracies. Despite some
of the minor successful practices of deliberate democracy,
these attempts are unlikely to be successful in the long run
on more extensive occasions.

7. Conclusion

This paper explains the historical context of “too much
democracy” and its causes and outcomes. Excessive de-
mocracy causes governance inefficiency, suppresses pub-
lic trust, and results in political apathy, which undermines
the foundations of democracy. Furthermore, it highlights
that deliberate democracy may not be an efficacious reme-
dy.

This essay provides a long-term perspective that requires
initiative and analysis to check the proliferating exces-
sive democratic procedures and institutions. Finally, it is
possible to conclude that a balanced democracy implies
constant work on enhancing the clarity and efficiency of
democratic principles.
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