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Abstract

There has been a significant rise in the role of economic inequality as a significant cause of
political polarisation, which is changing democratic systems and affecting public debate. a
connection between the growing ideological divides among nations and the developing income
disparities that are occurring within same societies. Through the examination of case studies
originating from both established and developing countries, the research investigates the ways
in which economic inequality contributes to polarisation by influencing voter behaviour, trust
in institutions, and preferences for policy. Based on the data, it is evident that unequal economic
arrangements frequently result in the alienation of marginalised groups, the growth of populist
movements, and the disintegration of political agreement. Not only does economic disparity
intensify identity-based conflicts, but it also fosters a "us versus them" mentality, which further
contributes to the disintegration of political institutions. the urgent need for equitable economic
policies and institutional reforms to counteract the negative impacts of inequality on political
stability and social cohesion. economic policies and reforms should be implemented
immediately. Policymakers have the ability to contribute to the reduction of polarisation and
the strengthening of democratic government by tackling these concerns.

keywords Economic Inequality, Political Polarization, Democratic Systems, Income
Disparities, Voter Behavior

Introduction

The severe effects of economic disparity on political institutions and social harmony have made
it one of the century's most critical problems. The growing gap between the rich and everyone
else has far-reaching effects on the political climate, voter turnout, and faith in institutions.
Economic disparity is being acknowledged more and more as a major factor that contributes to
political polarisation, widens ideological gaps, and weakens democratic rule. The term
"political polarisation" describes the widening gap in ideology between competing political
factions, which can lead to paralysis, less political cooperation, and even the emergence of
radical ideologies. Because it increases feelings of unfairness, isolation, and distrust, economic
disparity makes this polarisation worse. An "us versus them" dynamic can arise, further
dividing society, when privileged elites have undue influence over decision-making and
marginalised populations feel left out. Economic inequality and political polarisation interact
in various ways depending on the situation. Populist politicians in industrialised countries
frequently use economic frustrations as a weapon, dividing the population along cultural and
national lines. Redistributive measures are demanded and entrenched power structures are

2314



The Sankalpa: International Journal of Management Decisions "SANKALPA

International Journal of

[SSN 2454' 7425 Management Decisions
Volume 12, Issue I (January - June 2026) '

challenged in developing nations due to inequality, which frequently causes political
instability. In both situations, economic disparity breeds political extremism by undermining
public faith in institutions and further dividing the population. examines worldwide patterns
and specific instances from various social and political settings to determine the effect of
economic disparity on political polarisation. It delves at the ways in which economic
differences impact political conduct, deepen tensions, and mould discussions about policy. This
research emphasises the importance of fair economic reforms and inclusive governance in
reducing political fragmentation and promoting social cohesion by demonstrating the
correlation between inequality and polarisation.

The Relationship Between Economic Inequality and Political Polarization

Growing income and wealth gaps are a major factor in fuelling ideological schisms in society,
which in turn exacerbates economic inequality and polarises politics. Changes in voting
patterns, declining faith in established institutions, and the emergence of identity-based politics
are all ways in which this connection works. Widening economic disparities deepen existing
social differences, which in turn increases political fragmentation and weakens democratic
unity.

1. Economic Inequality as a Catalyst for Polarization

o Concentration of Wealth: As economic inequality rises, a small number of people tend
to amass more and more wealth and power, leading many to believe that their elected
representatives are uncaring and out of touch. The result is an increase in anti-
establishment sentiment and animosity among lower-income groups.

e Marginalization of the Poor: Because of economic inequality, already-
disenfranchised communities feel even more cut off from mainstream politics, which
exacerbates polarisation.

Divisive Policy Preferences: People from lower socioeconomic backgrounds tend to prioritise
social welfare and equality in policy discussions, whereas those from higher income
backgrounds tend to favour low taxes and limited redistribution.

2. Polarization of Voter Behavior

e Economic Grievances Driving Ideological Extremes: As a result of their unhappiness
with the status quo, voters driven by inequality tend to choose more radical political
stances. There is evidence that this dynamic is associated with the growth of
conservative and liberal populist movements.

e Decline of the Political Center: Centrist parties and coalitions, vital for promoting
agreement and stability, are eroding as a result of economic inequality, which lowers
the attractiveness of moderate political stances.

3. Erosion of Trust in Institutions
e Perceived Institutional Failure: When people in a society are grossly unequal, they
may lose faith in government and its institutions because they see them as serving the
interests of the wealthy and powerful.
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e Corruption and Elitism: Because more affluent people and businesses are perceived
as having undue influence over politicians, economic disparity is often linked with
corruption allegations.

e Polarized Media and Misinformation: Public opinion is further divided and political
polarisation is reinforced when inequality-driven concerns are amplifyed by biassed
media and disinformation tactics.

4. Identity Politics and Cultural Divisions

e Intersection of Economic and Identity-Based Polarization: Disparities in wealth
tend to amplify existing cultural divides and provide credence to "us versus them"
stories when they overlap with racial, ethnic, and geographical identities.

e Scapegoating and Populism: Rather than addressing the underlying causes of
economic inequality, political leaders frequently demonise immigrants or minorities in
order to fuel identity-based polarisation.

5. Case Examples

o United States: party differences have grown in tandem with rising income inequality,
causing party deadlock and polarisation on topics including healthcare, immigration,
and taxes.

e Brazil: The emergence of divisive political characters is a direct result of the widening
gap in wealth between the nation's urban elites and its rural and oppressed citizens.

o India: Economic disparities based on caste and class have widened existing political
chasms, and populist politicians have used these divisions to rally support from certain
demographics.

6. Feedback Loop Between Inequality and Polarization
Polarisation in politics and economic disparity feed off of one other:

e Policy Gridlock: Legislative inaction, caused by polarised politics, hinders the
implementation of effective policies to tackle inequality.

Exacerbation of Inequality: Economic inequities are exacerbated and polarisation is
perpetuated by inaction on redistributive policies and uneven access to resources.

Economic disparity and political polarisation are interdependent, creating a self-perpetuating
cycle that endangers democratic rule and stability. Restoring faith in institutions, increasing
social cohesiveness, and promoting economic equality are all necessary steps to address this
issue. Societies can foster more inclusive and stable political systems by reducing economic
inequality and hence reducing polarisation.

Conclusion

A vicious cycle that threatens democracies and society fragmentation is highlighted by the
correlation between economic disparity and political polarisation. A political centre is eroding
and extremism is on the rise as a result of growing economic inequality, which in turn fuels
animosity, distrust of institutions, and ideological differences. The vicious cycle of polarisation
and policy stalemate is further amplified as governments become less capable of addressing
the underlying causes of inequality. The public's faith in government is already low, and
economic disparity makes things worse by giving powerful people even more sway over
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policymaking. When economic complaints and identity-based politics come together, it leads
to the creation of "us versus them" narratives, which further divides society. These forces test
the strength and ability of democratic institutions to foster inclusion and fairness. Redistributive
policies, inclusive leadership, and equal opportunity must be prioritised in order to alleviate
economic disparity if this pressing problem is to be solved. To lessen the impact of inequality,
we must strengthen social safety nets, fund education and infrastructure, and make sure taxes
are equitable. Another way to bring people together and lessen polarisation is to encourage
civic involvement and restore faith in democratic institutions.
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