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Abstract : Political polarization is rising fast in democracies and is affecting institutions and public 
trust. This paper pulls together ideas from both research and real-world cases to explore why 
polarization happens, how it shows up, and what problems it causes. The U.S. and India are taken as 
examples. It looks at how political loyalty, tech, psychology, and institutions play a role. Toward the 
end, it suggests some ways this divide can be addressed—through reforms, changes in tech, and 
better communication between people.

1. Introduction

Polarization has become a major challenge in today’s democracies. People’s political views are 
shifting toward extremes, and the tension between opposing groups has gotten worse. Some 
disagreement is expected in any democracy, but this goes further. The level of hostility and 
emotional divide is much stronger now compared to earlier times (Fiorina, Abrams, & Pope, 2005). 
This paper uses work from sources like Princeton, Penn, LSE, Berkeley, GIGA, and Pew to explore 
where this comes from, what it looks like, and how it might be dealt with. Key points include party 
identity, political sorting, identity issues, and the role of modern tech.

2. Understanding the Divide

2.1 Two Kinds of Polarization

There are two kinds that often overlap. First is ideological—when people or parties are far apart on 
policy or values. The second is affective—when people simply dislike the other side, even if policy 
isn’t the main issue (Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012). For example, in the U.S., fights over 
immigration or voting rights aren’t just about policy anymore. They’re about identity and threat 
(Pew Research Center, 2022).

2.2 Role of Party Loyalty

Strong party loyalty has made things worse. In the past, political parties were a way to organize 
around issues. Zelizer (2023) talks about a time when “responsible partisanship” helped pass 
reforms. Today, loyalty to a party is more tied to personal identity. That shift means people judge 
others based on party first, not ideas. As a result, members of one side often see the other not just as 
wrong—but as dangerous (Iyengar et al., 2012). Politicians and media figures feed into this. In both 
India and the U.S., leaders use culture or religion to rally support (Mahapatra & Plagemann, 2019).

2.3 The Political Spectrum Problem

Most democracies use a left-center-right line to sort views. That setup makes things binary. 
Druckman and Levendusky (2019) showed that people pick side-based opinions even when the cues 
are fake. On top of that, issues that used to be neutral—like health policy—are now seen through 
political lenses (Gidron, Adams, & Horne, 2020). The spectrum makes it easier for people to line up 
everything along one axis, which deepens the divide.
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3. Case Studies

3.1 In the U.S.

Congress has been growing more divided since the 1970s, according to Pew (2022). Republicans 
have moved further right, and Democrats further left. There used to be overlap between moderates 
on both sides. That’s now gone. This shift also connects to demographics. About half of House 
Republicans are from the South. On the other hand, nearly half of House Democrats are minorities. 
That affects their goals and how they vote.

3.2 In India

In India, polarization happens a lot online. The BJP and INC both run targeted campaigns on 
platforms like WhatsApp and the NaMo app. These platforms often spread messages that divide 
people based on religion or caste (Mahapatra & Plagemann, 2019). This goes beyond simple policy 
fights. It turns into identity battles, and that’s a serious threat to pluralism (McCoy, Rahman, & 
Somer, 2018).

4. What Drives It

4.1 Social Media and Filters

Platforms today are designed to keep people engaged—not informed. They show users what they 
want to see, not what they need to hear. That creates echo chambers (Levy & Razin, 2020). 
Repeated messages from similar sources are often mistaken for truth—a problem called correlation 
neglect (Ortoleva & Snowberg, 2015).

4.2 Human Biases

Our brains also play a role. People tend to seek out information that agrees with what they already 
believe (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). And we get part of our identity from the groups we belong 
to. So when politics becomes part of that group identity—especially mixed with religion or 
ethnicity—it becomes even harder to stay open-minded (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

5. What It’s Doing to Society

5.1 Political Stalemates

More polarization means less progress. Laws get blocked. Parties refuse to compromise. And 
democratic accountability gets weaker. It becomes hard to get anything passed, especially with 
divided control (Mayhew, 1991).

5.2 Dangerous Trends

When people lose trust in the other side, they sometimes turn to strongman leaders. Braley and Lenz 
(2024) found that this kind of distrust makes voters more willing to support anti-democratic actions.

5.3 Breaking Social Bonds
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It’s not just in politics. Polarization shows up in daily life too. People pick friends, jobs, and even 
products based on political leanings. That breaks down social trust (Iyengar et al., 2012).

6. What Can Be Done

6.1 Fixing Misunderstandings

Some studies suggest that reminding people that both parties still value democracy helps reduce 
tension. Braley and Lenz (2024) tested different methods, and this one stood out.

6.2 More Conversations Across Lines

Penn Today (2023) found that exposure to people with different views—but who feel emotionally 
relatable—can reduce polarization. Programs like Braver Angels or DiscussIt aim to promote these 
kinds of conversations.

6.3 Changing the Tech Side

We also need to fix the systems. Algorithms should reward constructive dialogue, not just clicks. 
Stray (2021) points out that new models are being built to support this shift.

7. Looking Ahead

Solving polarization means working on many levels:

• Have more open discussions on tough topics.

• Use reforms like open primaries to support healthier partisanship.

• Rebuild platforms so they serve public discourse, not just ad revenue.

• Build national stories that include everyone.

• Rethink the idea of a left-right spectrum—it’s too limited.

8. Conclusion

Polarization is rooted in identity, media, psychology, and how politics works. But it’s not something 
we’re stuck with forever. Research shows there are ways to push back. If changes are made across 
different areas—institutions, tech, and conversation—we can rebuild trust and help democracy 
work better again.
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