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Abstract

An unprecedented level of polarized perceptions of reality, controversial and conflicting narratives
and radicalization in the political vote are manifested with growing intensity across the Western
world. From witches in modern UK, to Prosperity Gospel and QAnon conspiracy theories in the
USA, through the earlier relatively milder wave of revival of ultra-right neo-Nazi narrative in the
political reality of the European countries and the implementation of Brexit in a divided UK,
polarization and subversive narratives plagues our world just as infectiously as the biological
pandemic of COVID-19.

This poses the question —is there a relationship between the socio-economic conditions under
which people’s perceptions start to exhibit such polarizing and radicalizing tendencies and what is
the geographical spread of this pandemic of conflicting narratives.

Inspired by classical work by Karl Polanyi and Hirschman and Rothschild (1973) as well as the most
recent outstanding contributions by the late Alberto Alesina, whom we sadly lost in 2020, the
proposed special session will provide a series of analysis and empirical examples of socio-economic
reasons for polarization of people’s perceptions across space and will offer illustrations of the
spatial pattern of polarization in the USA, the UK and other countries.

Democratic and evidence-based decision making clearly depend on the beliefs and attitudes of the
general voter. Regional policies and decision making are even more dependent on them.

Therefore, we should understand what shapes and directs the changes in people’s belief system in
order to monitor and manage regional political economies sustainably and ensure local resilience.
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