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Roadmap  

• Problem Context – Crisis of Political Polarization 

 

• I. The Nature of Political Belief and Cognition 

 

• II. The Ideologue’s Perspective - Media, Persuasion, and the Political Landscape 

 

• III. Relational Dialogue: Productive Politics in Action 

 

• Concluding Reflections on the Present Political Moment 
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Problem Context: 
The Crisis of Political Polarization 
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The Crisis of Political Polarization 
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We see mortal enemies, not fellow citizens 
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Waning faith in Democracy 
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 Center for Politics (U of Virginia) 

2021 poll shows decreased 

commitment to democracy 

(surveyed, N = 2,012): 

 

•Trump voters (n = 1,001) 

•Biden voters (n = 1,011) 
 

 

 
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/articles

/new-initiative-explores-deep-persistent-divides-

between-biden-and-trump-voters/ 
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I. The Nature of Political Belief and 
Cognition 
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What makes political beliefs so special, anyway? 
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 My foray into studying political cognition: 

 

• Information processing:  

−Emphasizes critical thinking and 

reasoning capabilities.1 

 

•Metacognitive failures tell the story: 

−Unwarranted confidence in beliefs 

impeding the exploratory mind.2 

 

 

 
1. Lewandowsky et al., 2012 2. Rollwage et al., 2018 
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Ideological Narratives Characterized by Value Architecture 
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 Psychological undergirding of 

Ideological Narratives.3 

 

 

3. Schwartz, 1992 
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Neural Signature of Ideological Narratives 

10 

 Brain regions processing narratives 

instantiating core values:4 

 

4. Kaplan, 2017 

 

• Across cultures, similar brain regions 

activated (Medial PFC and Anterior 

Cingulate Cortex) when values invoked. 

 

• Identifying a universal neural signature for 

protecting values when challenged. 
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Why we defend our Ideological Narratives 
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  We mobilize our reasoning in defense of 

“Ersatz Religions”: 5 

 

• Offers a grand life purpose and identity 

• Confers meaning behind personal actions 

• Immersion into like-minded community 

 

 

…constructs that defy measurement. 

 

 

 

5. Voegelin, 1952        
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II. The Ideologue’s Perspective: Media, 
Persuasion and the Political Landscape  
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Dehumanization: The Ideologue perceives the adversary as 
narrative pawns  
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The Ideologue’s Gambit: Balkanization  
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 Symbolic boundary setting and ideological purity testing6 

• Ingroup and outgroup signals 

 

Image: Visualizing Polarization in Political Blogs · AllThingsGraphed.com  

6. Tajfel & Turner, 1986    

https://allthingsgraphed.com/2014/10/09/visualizing-political-polarization/
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Cognitive Warfare and The Politics of Fear 
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• Conquest of perceptions and judgments, seeking converts within population.7  

 

 

7. Baughman, 2023          
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However, only a Pyrrhic Victory is on offer… 
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• Ideological Narratives recursively strengthen isolation and resentment.8,9 

 

 

8. Simi & Futrell, 2021          9. Horgan & Braddock, 2018          
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III. Relational Dialogue: Productive 
Politics In Action 
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Relational Dialogue and its philosophical foundations 

18 

 

 Relational Dialogue, a pragmatic 

approach to political conflict: 

 

•Founded by Daryl Davis, who 

emphasizes: 

 

−Mutual Respect 

−Exploratory Posture of the Mind 

−Reciprocal Vulnerability  

−Metacognitive Sensitivity 

 Daryl Davis 

Political Activist, Relational Dialogue subject 

matter expert 

Jeff Schoep 

Founder of Beyond Barriers, former Neo-

Nazi leader deradicalized through 

Relational Dialogue 
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The key tenets: 
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Mitigate Polarization through Relational Dialogue 
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Curiosity-oriented dialogue 

to reduce threat response 

at core of polarization 

 “Re-Humanize” through curiosity and 

connection: 

 

• Provoke cognitive dissonance by humanizing 

the interlocutor and forging genuine social 

bonds and connections 

 

• Cognitive dissonance initiates fluid and 

explorative reasoning10 

 

10. Sripada, 2018          
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Embracing Alternative Narrative Schemas 
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 …and reframing the conversation dynamic 

 

Supplanted by  

 

Ideological Narrative (individual vs individual)   

 

Relational Narrative 

(individuals vs Nature)   

 

Self-Growth Narrative 

(individual vs Self)   
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Concluding Reflections on the Present 
Political Moment 
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What we are up against… 
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Reliance on Social Media for Engagement 
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Let us not outsource our engagement to social media 
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Returning to our roots – built for dialogue and connection 
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 Take heed of the remarkable impacts of curiosity and vulnerability  
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Modeling political culture on the brain’s exquisite wiring 
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11. Figure: Foroutannia et al., 2020 
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Incongruities in perspective are what dialogue is all about 
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A better understanding by talking to (instead of at) one another 
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