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INTRODUCTION

On February 16-17, 2013, Beyond Conflict, in 
partnership with the SaxeLab at MIT, organized a 
two-day event entitled Dehumanization in Conflict 
as part of its Neuroscience and Social Conflict 
initiative. The Neuroscience and Social Conflict 
initiative is a multi-year effort that seeks to utilize 
new advances in neuroscience to better understand 
universal human reactions to conflict, cultivate 
this nascent field, and disseminate its insights to 
key audiences in order to transform and improve 
the way domestic and international conflict is 
understood, approached, prevented, and ultimately 
resolved. 

The Dehumanization in Conflict meeting was 
the first in a series of mapping meetings that 
are designed to survey what is known about five 
core areas of human affect and behavior that 
are widely assumed to be at play before, during, 
and after conflict: 1) dehumanization; 2) norms 
and narratives; 3) humiliation; 4) empathy; and 
5) trauma, fear, and hatred. The objective of 
these meetings is to facilitate the pursuit of a 
nuanced, systematic, and scientifically advanced 
understanding of the aspects of the human mind 
and brain that drive us into and away from conflict 
and violence, and to stimulate research on these 
vaguely understood issues.

The first of these mapping meetings brought a 
high-level group of experienced leaders from the 
Middle East, South Africa, Eastern Europe and Latin 
America together with conflict resolution experts, 
social psychologists, political scientists, and leading 
neuroscientists to discuss the latest relevant 
findings in neuroscience and brain research and 
identify new strategies for addressing conflict. 
The cross-disciplinary conversation proved to be 
surprisingly edifying for all involved. In large part 
this had to do with the cross-disciplinary nature of 
the discussion that allowed all participants to share 
how they understood the issue of dehumanization 
from their respective fields and their personal 
vantage points. 

The topic of dehumanization was originally chosen 
as the subject of the opening mini-meeting of 
this initiative because we hoped that by better 
understanding the motivations and dynamics 
around dehumanization we might better understand 
what leads to conflict or what is needed to prevent 
it. We were also interested in better understanding 
if it is something that is contextual or central to 
human behavior and, in either case, what is needed 
to reverse it. In other words, how do you bring 
people that have learned to see their opponents 
as less than human to view this group again – or 
in some cases for the first time – as equals? It’s a 
vexing problem at the core of prejudice and hate, as 
well as of reconciliation and ending violence. And it 
has relevance not just in the context of negotiations 
but also in connection with how violence and 
peacebuilding should be conceptualized, 
approached, and addressed.

Several key conclusions were reached in the course 
of the two-day discussion:

• The very different experiences and accounts of 
dehumanization highlighted different themes 
at play in different understandings of the 
concept and exposed some of the components 
of dehumanization that need to be rendered 
measurable if efforts at its mitigation are to be 
rigorously evaluated.

• Different disciplines look at dehumanization 
from very different reference points and 
with very different emphases. One of the 
outcomes of this meeting was a realization 
among political scientists, for example, that 
in order more fully to understand conflict 
and its triggers, they need to look not just 
at power relations among supra-individual 
entities like states, international organizations, 
ethnic groups, etc., but also at what drives the 
behavior of individuals from both psychological 
and neuropsychological perspectives.

•	 Neuroscience’s	discovery	of	dehumanizing	
circuits	in	the	human	brain	reveals	that	
humans	dehumanize	naturally	as	a	way	of	
negotiating	a	complex	social	world. There was 
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significant agreement among the cognitive 
neuroscientists on the notion that the human 
brain has a very active and innate stereotyping 
system. Collectively their work suggests 
a model in which the human brain has a 
constantly functioning structure for evaluating 
the intentionality (are they “friend or foe”) and 
capacity (are they “competent or incompetent” 
to help or harm me) of others. This is 
essentially a constantly online categorizing-
stereotyping mechanism that makes both 
immediate and reflective judgments about the 
possible impact of others on the individual’s 
survival. 

The way this stereotyping mechanism functions is 
already remarkably systematically conceptualized 
(see the account of Susan Fiske’s presentation 
below) and underscores how dehumanization is 
a universal phenomenon that is not determined 
by cultural influences or economic disparity but 
common to human interaction. So in trying to 
understand how to mitigate it, a key aspect is 
recognizing that dehumanization is an innate 
component of the way we make meaning of life 
around us. 

In the conclusion – of the conference and this report 
– we move away from the areas of consensus to the 
most unexpectedly fruitful outcome of this meeting: 
namely, explicit formulation of the unanswered 
questions of what it means to be human, and thus 
what it means to be dehumanized; how do we get 
at the deepest challenges of understanding the 
matter participants assembled to discuss; what are 
the most opaque areas of our understanding of this 
topic, and, thus, what are the most productive new 
areas for further research.
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OPENING PANEL

Tim Phillips opened the meeting by providing an 
overview of the goals of the Neuroscience and 
Social Conflict initiative and why Beyond Conflict 
and its partners have decided to organize individual 
meetings on issues as focused as dehumanization:  
“The notion behind this series of meetings” he 
explained, “was to have multi-level investigations 
into how to understand these phenomena: What 
is it to be dehumanized, humiliated, excluded, 
etc.? Once we understand these experiences in a 
more profound way that has practical implications, 
neuroscience and social psychology can actually 
make powerful contributions. In other words, the 
goal is to tease out what we know in different 
disciplines about the dynamics that often underlie 
and shape conflict and to translate new ideas from 
neuroscience to lay audiences and to leaders in the 
field, as well as identify areas for future research.

Phillips then turned the floor to Bill Casebeer, 
program manager at DARPA, the U.S. military’s 
flagship research organization, a former U.S. Air 
Force Colonel, and a trained ethicist and cognitive 
scientist who acted as chair of the meeting. 
Casebeer began by asserting that dehumanization 
is significant because it promotes morally 
reprehensible behavior, not just in situations of 
protracted conflict and oppression, but, just as 
importantly, “on playgrounds, at work, and at 
home.” He asked, “Can we find ways to create 
situations in which dehumanization is less likely 
to occur?” To approach this task with seriousness 
and dedication, he continued, requires us to study 
dehumanization on the molecular level, the systems 
level, the individual level, and the group level. 
Casebeer concluded his remarks by stating that 
his highest hope for the conference and the larger 
initiative was “that we collectively get the types of 
tools we need” to ameliorate conflict-promoting 
dehumanization.

Emile Bruneau, of the SaxeLab at MIT shared what 
he hoped scientists would take with them from the 
discussion and what the goal of the meeting was for 
him:

“At the first overarching meeting we 
had last year – each group came with a 
rucksack of terminology. This meeting, 
we all have this word dehumanization but 
we all have different conceptualizations of 
it. For some of us, it’s a deeply personal 
concept; some of us are trying to define it 
closely. ...The scientists here are incredibly 
bright, but all science research comes 
from informed intuition and a lot of us have 
not had personal experience and figured 
out what to measure. If we can gain the 
practitioners’ perspective – what they 
know, their deep personal relationship 
with this concept – it will help us with our 
process.	The	grand	hope	is	to	understand	
this	concept	well	enough	to	study	it	with	
scientific	rigor,	measure	it,	and	mitigate	
it	in	the	future. If we want, as a group, to 
decrease dehumanization, then we have 
to know what to resolve, what are the 
key components and obstacles. The best 
chance we have is to bring together people 
who are trying to measure these things with 
people who understand them from direct, 
personal experience. Everyone here should 
feel empowered to participate. That’s the 
only way we’ll be able to bend our research 
around your authentic feelings.” 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF DEHUMANIZATION

The concept of dehumanization is very diffuse 
and over-determined, used in different senses in 
different disciplines and in practice. In order to 
get participants on the same page with regard to 
the object of the overall discussion, conference 
organizers secured the participation of individuals 
with very different real life experiences with what 
is called “dehumanization.” The panel, What is the 
Experience of Dehumanization? included relatively 
brief presentations by Zeljko Jovanovic, Director, 
Roma Initiatives Office, Open Society Foundation; 
Zach Iscol, former U.S. Marine who served in 
Afghanistan and some of the bloodiest encounters 
in Iraq; Teny Gross, Executive Director, The Institute 
for the Study and Practice of Non-Violence which 
works with black gang members in U.S. inner 
cities; and Jan Urban, former Chairman of the 
Czech resistance party, the Civic Forum. Each 
provided a personal anecdote to help illustrate 
different dimensions of dehumanization from their 
experience.

Mr. Jovanovic began his comments by stating 
that Europe is not on anyone’s radar screen, 
but European prejudice against the Roma is so 
pervasive and publicly accepted that it could 
produce the worst imaginable persecution in the 
heart of “civilized” Europe. Central among his 
remarks was a story from his childhood experience 
as a Roma:

 “I learned who I am, not answering what 
it is to be a Roma, but what it is to be a 
gypsy. My first experience was related to 
what it is to be a gypsy. When I was two, I 
used this concept. When my parents were 
late to pick me up, I was the only child 
waiting. I wanted to insult them. I said, 
“you gypsies.” I realized what happened to 
me in that moment only a few years ago. 
What does a child two years old think of 
gypsies? I just picked up this word. From 
a young age, you learn that Roma are bad. 
They steal children. They are parasites, 

don’t want to work, steal from others. They 
are certainly not human in the sense that, 
though they look human, they don’t behave 
like humans. They have no culture. Their 
history is mostly unknown. They only have 
bad influences on other cultures. They are 
a threat to other identities… 

As Zeljko argued, dehumanization	doesn’t	happen	
only	between	one	group	and	another,	but	also	
within	the	group. Roma people internalize most of 
these ideas about who they are. “We oppress, we do 
not show solidarity to each other because we start 
believing that we are what people say we are.”

Zeljko ended his presentation by recounting 
how one of the founders of a key political party 
in Hungary who won more than 80% of popular 
support had recently said that Roma are not fit 
for coexistence or to live among the people. “They 
are animals. They understand how to exploit the 
achievements of the western world but they should 
not be allowed to exist in this way.” As Zeljko 
explained, this happened only two months ago. 
“For ten centuries the Roma have been in Europe, 
but they still are not seen as European.” This form 
of dehumanization has the potential to lead to 
politically incited violence. “That is the danger of 
today’s Europe,” Jovanovic warned: “Roma are not 
in the New York Times or on CNN.” The focus is 
rather on the Middle East or in Africa – whereas it 
should also be on Europe. 

Zach Iscol also emphasized that dehumanization	
is	not	only	directed	toward	“others,”	but	occurs	
within	the	individual	who	does	the	dehumanizing	
as	well. How do soldiers in current U.S. wars 
“rectify their view of themselves as good and 
successful with the knowledge that they have failed 
at being human at the most important level: they 
have killed indiscriminately, for reasons unknown to 
them?”

Iscol went on to explain that “there are very good 
reasons that we can dehumanize the other” 
with reference to the central anecdote of his 
presentation: 
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“I remember the first time I stood over the 
dead body of an Iraqi civilian at a checkpoint. At 
checkpoints, we have different weapons systems. 
The fifth or third round is called a tracer round 
– when you fire with a tracer, the fire causes the 
vehicle to burn. So when people are killed, there 
are charred remains that we affectionately called 
“crispies.” How does a Jewish kid who grew 
up around Holocaust survivors end up in Iraq 
calling dead people “crispies”? There are no right 
answers... The dehumanization that I’ve witnessed 
was not formalized or institutionalized but a natural 
reaction to the circumstances we were in. Deep in 
our nature, as part of our humanity, this is part of 
us as human beings. There’s something innate in 
the way you pull together as a unit. When you go 
into combat, you don’t want your people to think 
about the people you’re fighting against as father, 
mother, etc. You want them to think about them as 
the enemy.”

Iscol then turned from the challenge of the 
battlefield to the challenge of coming home. “What 
happens when you’ve killed? War brings out, by 
necessity, the worst in you. When you come home, 
you then have to live with the decisions, the choices 
you made and the things you did. And I think that 
there has been a dehumanization of our veterans 
as either victims or villains. What enabled me to 
live with myself was that I felt that everything I did 
in war was part of being human, and that – I’m not 
proud of a lot of it – I did the best I could in an awful 
situation.” 

Teny Gross, who served in the Israeli military 
and currently works with black gang members in 
urban America, spoke of dehumanization	in	terms	
of	“righteous	victimhood”	and the self-hatred it 
engenders. First he spoke of his own experience: 
“Who deserves to be more righteous than the Jews? 
– Six million dead in WWII. Yet victims start to think 
there is something wrong with them. What else 
explains why they have been victims for centuries? 
They need to fix this self-dehumanization within 
themselves in order to treat others as human.” 
But once they are trapped in this dire position, 
they need “a friend” from the outside in order to 

get perspective on themselves and the reasons for  
their predicament. 

He then briefly recounted the turning point in 
his personal understanding of dehumanization: 
As a soldier, “I remember running through a 
Palestinian camp, chasing a 16 year old Palestinian 
sympathizer of the PLO during Ramadan. I followed 
him into a home. There were two women inside. The 
mother, who was old enough to have known Israelis 
personally before the violence, looked at me with 
some sympathy and understanding. The daughter 
was pure hatred – she knew life only under 
Occupation.” She could not, given her experience 
with Israeli Jews, view him as a fellow human 
being. But this showed how she too had been 
dehumanized by the experience of the Occupation. 

“Fast forward to blacks in America.” The 
dehumanization of blacks in America is interesting 
and complicated, Gross continued. “2800 people 
were lynched in 50 years in America. 200 anti-
lynching bills were defeated in Congress. Maybe 
2800 deaths is enough terror to keep people under 
your boot so that you don’t need to kill 500,000. But 
as victims, you internalize the hate against your 
people. You think it must be something you brought 
upon yourselves, which is what I see blacks in 
America doing.” And messaging of hate fires people 
up in a powerful way that drowns out the efforts 
of those like Gross who try to do the messaging of 
peace. “It only takes a few doses to produce hatred; 
it takes way more to produce peace.”

Czech dissident and journalist, Jan Urban, focused 
his presentation on some key experiences of his 
life under Soviet rule: “Try to imagine you are 
six years old starting primary school in 1957 in 
Czechoslovakia. Could you put your hands behind 
your back and sit straight? This is the way we had 
to sit. The lecture lasted 45 minutes. This would be 
for six to eight hours a day. We were not allowed to 
speak. We had to wait for the teacher to address us 
individually. You would then stand up and give your 
answer or question. For heaven’s sake, no opinion! 
Opinions are only for the teacher. How much 
childhood is left?”
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“One of the most tragic memories of my life. Is 
that very quickly we learned to love it because it 
gave us a sense of superiority. The future was ours. 
Everything was black and white. I wanted to bring 
this up to say that humanity	is	extremely	fragile.	
It	depends	on	our	sense	of	security.	We	can	be	
human	only	when	we	feel	safe.” Dehumanization, 
Urban observed, can	come	in	one	of	two	ways:	
either	through	shock	or	training... I learned how 
easy it is to manipulate people with hatred or the 
promise of eternal happiness. It only takes 48 hours 
without food, water or sleep. I could talk for days 
about stuff human beings can do to other human 
beings and how one can react to that. Whenever 
this type of strategy happens within and to societies, 
at the end we see the breakup of traditional values.”

Urban ended by addressing the problem of undoing 
dehumanization: “Re-humanization	is	about	
rebuilding	identity. There are 27 post-communist 
countries and it is not by chance that none have 
used the truth and reconciliation process. We don’t 
want truth. We fear truth because it would reveal 
us as vulnerable, as victims and as perpetrators. 
We were all complicit and we don’t want to know 
that truth.” “There is a systematic problem of 
not understanding the need for the process of 
re-humanization,” Urban explained. “Once the 
humiliation reaches a certain level, a line of the un-
crossable is crossed. Then it is extremely difficult to 
come back. You cannot come back without outside 
help. Once death is involved or the possibility of 
death, then you need help.” 

These presentations combined to demonstrate that 
the scope of the phenomenon of dehumanization 
is both wide and deep. It affects individuals and, 
through them, ethnic and political groups, states, 
regions, and multi-state political institutions 
(such as the Soviet Union). It is done to individuals 
by individuals, but in that very process, the 
dehumanizer also becomes dehumanized. And, 
very interestingly, all four speakers emphasized the 
need for outside help to extricate oneself and one’s 
society from the cycle of dehumanization once it 
has reached a critical level of prevalence and tacit 
acceptance.
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WHAT IS DEHUMANIZATION TO THE 
SOCIAL SCIENCES?

The second panel featured scholars from the social 
sciences to try to drill down into disparate accounts 
of “dehumanization” to see if there is a common 
core to the concept and to explain the different ways 
dehumanization is conceptualized and analyzed 
in different disciplines – as well as to wrestle with 
the potential connections between dehumanization 
and conflict. Panelists included: philosopher 
David Livingstone Smith of the University of New 
England; political scientists Benjamin Valentino of 
Dartmouth College and Roger Petersen of MIT; and 
negotiation expert and practitioner Donna Hicks of 
Harvard University. 

David Livingstone Smith devoted his presentation 
to summarizing his very relevant recent book, 
Less Than Human: Why We Demean, Enslave, and 
Exterminate Others, and set forth the main outlines 
of an ideal type of the concept of dehumanization. 
While this by no means achieved universal 
consensus, it provided a clearly stated conceptual 
account of the phenomenon, supplying participants 
with both a common set of terms for the discussion 
and an abstract model of dehumanization against 
which they could react, either with reference to 
concrete experiences, academic research, or the 
account’s internal consistency. The remaining 
participants brought “conflict” into the discussion 
of dehumanization and conflict. The political 
scientists questioned the causal connection 
between dehumanization and conflict in penetrating 
and persuasive ways, casting doubt on whether 
dehumanization is necessary and/or sufficient 
to cause conflict, in reaction to which Donna 
Hicks made a quite powerful argument for the 
relevance of dehumanization to conflict and conflict 
resolution, regardless of the nature and direction of 
the causal links between them.

David Livingstone Smith tried to articulate 
what is unconsciously implied in the notion of 
dehumanization as the term is most commonly 
used. “Dehumanization	is	parasitic	on	the	idea	of	

what	it	is	to	be	human. I have to overgeneralize 
here, but the word “human” means “my natural 
kind” – ultimately it reflects a truism that, however 
we do it, we need to see others as members of 
our kind at the moment – regardless of what that 
happens to be.” Dehumanization,	then,	is	the	
attribution	of	“sub-humanness”	to	others – i.e., 
attributing bestial qualities to another seemingly 
“human” creature. This entails a divorce of 
essence and appearance: in other words, a being 
can look human like me (e.g., a Jew to a Nazi) 
but lack the essence of humanity (i.e., lack what 
is determinative of belonging to my natural kind). 
Finally, Livingstone Smith asserted, “sub-humanity” 
implies that a hierarchical conception is at play 
in important ways. (As will be seen below, in 
Nick Haslam’s presentation, Livingstone Smith’s 
account misses an important alternative variety of 
dehumanization to this biological and seemingly 
quite tribal understanding.) 

“How do we dehumanize others? We make 
distinction between what a thing is and what 
it appears as – think, for instance, of the 
commonplace example of gold and fool’s gold.” 
Although they have a misleadingly similar 
appearance, chemically they are totally different. 
“Now how does psychological essentialism work: 
we think of the natural world as divided into kinds; 
we imagine that each of these natural kinds has 
an inner essence that makes it what it is. Every 
member of a natural kind shares the essence 
of that kind; all humans share a special human 
essence. It is then imagined that a human may 
appear human but not possess a human essence 
– it’s a perfectly natural thought. After all, what are 
the markers of human nature?” Think of Hitler, 
who lacks his own criteria for appearing “human.” 
In this case it is claimed that the essence is what 
matters; rather, the essence is human, while the 
appearance is not.

“Essentialism has historically permeated our 
tendency to hierarchize the cosmos, which has 
traditionally been called the “Great Chain of Being.” 
Everyone has a place in the hierarchy of “intrinsic 
value” (that is, absolute worth) – God is at the top 
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and of greatest value, the demons are the lowest 
and of least value, everything else is in the middle. 
We humans are below the angels. This gives us a 
notion of the place in our thinking of sub-humanity. 
In fact, we need to think this way to have a moral 
framework, to make distinctions of value between 
natural beings – we swat mosquitoes, but don’t kill 
our kids.”

So	why	do	we	have	the	ability	to	dehumanize?	
Livingstone	Smith	suggests	that	history	indicates	
it	is	in	order	to	“decreases	our	inhibitions	to	doing	
bad	things	to	others... I see it as a psychological 
gimmick for disabling pretty profound inhibitions 
against hurting others,” he concluded.

Benjamin Valentino took a very penetrating and 
hard nosed approach to dehumanization, and in 
particular, to the speculative connection between 
dehumanization and conflict: “If	we	want	to	think	
about	dehumanization	as	a	cause	of	conflict,	then	
it	is	critical	that	we	differentiate	it	from	other	
negative	inter-group	attitudes. We should be able 
to see it without violence and conflict, otherwise it’s 
another word for the same thing.” It has to precede 
the violence and we have to identify it. If we define 
dehumanization quite broadly, “if we set the bar 
low,” then we’ll see it just about everywhere. Like 
racism: “it happens just about everywhere, but we 
haven’t seen organized large-scale violence in any 
of the countries where it has been prominent for 
decades.” 

High levels of violence are quite rare and becoming 
rarer, Valentino said in a remark that presaged 
Steven Pinker’s later talk about his book, The 
Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has 
Declined. Valentino argued that if we’re thinking 
about dehumanization as a reliable indicator of 
large-scale violence, then dehumanization has 
to be rare: “You can’t point to a common factor of 
an uncommon occurrence. We	need	to	be	clear	
about	what	kind	of	violence	is	being	caused	by	
dehumanization	otherwise	we	won’t	be	able	to	
understand	it. Looking at the cause of large-
scale	violence, I don’t think it is either necessary 
or sufficient... We can find plausible examples of 

violence without preceding dehumanization, for 
example, between whites during the American 
Civil War... Generals from both sides were close 
friends.” As for the type of mass state violence 
against civilians that Jan Urban spoke of, Valentino 
asserted, “the most numerous victims were drawn 
from the same ethnic, social, and sometimes 
same political groups as the killers,” suggesting 
that there was no evidence that dehumanization 
was necessary to produce this sort of large-scale 
violence either.

He then pointed to anti-black attitudes that 
permeated the U.S. South in the 1960s and asked: 
“did we see large scale organized violence, on the 
scale of mass killing? No.” (Though, as Teny Gross 
aptly noted above in this context, “Maybe 2800 
deaths is enough terror to keep people under your 
boot so that you don’t need to kill 500,000.”) Thus 
dehumanization seems demonstrably insufficient 
to produce large-scale violence as well. “So who 
has to do the dehumanizing in order for conflict to 
occur? Who are the dehumanizers in the story that 
links the attitude to conflict?” 

Valentino continued with perhaps the most thought 
provoking question of the panel: “is	it	possible	
that	dehumanization	can	be	a	consequence	of	
violence	rather	than	the	cause	of	it	or	a	tool	used	
by	those	trying	to	encourage	it? In other words, 
do we dehumanize people to justify why we have 
already hurt them?” This line of thought certainly 
resonated with Zach Iscol’s story about “crispies,” 
and many participants found it very plausible. 
Valentino concluded by reiterating this point 
with a well-known example: “You come across 
sickening rationalizations for actions that one 
took. One comes from the famous Stanley Milgram 
electroshock experiments. The subjects did not 
seem to like what they were doing – they often 
asked to get out. Despite that, they found that many 
subjects suggested that they thought their victims 
deserved to be shocked in some way. Punishment 
was necessary because of victim deficiency 
of intellect and character. This is a post-hoc 
justification; a consequence rather than a cause. 
Focusing on dehumanization as a cause may be 
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misplaced.” Maybe it’s not a direct cause of action 
but rather one of a variety of things that primes the 
pump for action.

Roger Petersen began his contribution by asserting 
that you do not need contempt to have mass killing. 
“In Kosovo you have contempt and in Bosnia you 
don’t. You still have mass killing in Bosnia... That	
you	have	dehumanization	is	not	predictive	of	
mass	killing.	But	it	is	predictive	of	the	trajectory	
of	post-war	reconstruction. In Kosovo you can’t 
get progress between Serbs and Albanians.” That 
is, dehumanization, according to Peterson, fails 
to account for the origins of violent conflict, but it 
does help explain why people are immune to the 
West’s sticks and carrots of trying to put them back 
together after conflict has ended. 

“One thing I’ve gathered from what’s been said so 
far is that dehumanization	and	the	mechanisms	
related	to	that	are	universal	in	human	nature,	
not	culturally	specific,” continued Peterson. “But 
the problem is, if you’re looking at variation in 
conflict outcomes, how do you explain the variation? 
You need to combine dehumanization with these 
changes. Political science studies power. We’d start 
from a different framework. We look at how there 
are balances and discrepancies, balance of power 
in force projection, political status, and wealth. 
Look at Valentino’s work on mass genocide: mass 
violence is an elite strategy used at power junctions. 
This	is	different	between	regime	and	insurgents	
-	dehumanization	plays	a	role	but	it’s	essentially	
a	balance	of	power. Weak groups without political 
status are not going to get power. Variation comes 
where you get a change in the balance of power.”

Peterson ended by saying, “What I’d like to see is 
how from the dehumanization side these things 
go together. You’re trying to interject empathy into 
negotiations. I’m afraid we’d think power is doing 
the heavy lifting and this stuff is at the end of it. 
When do we predict wars end - when one side 
wins or that it goes on and on, yielding a hurting 
stalemate until parties are ready to move. Can 
the interventions you’re talking about go beyond 
structural changes and power, the stuff about 

which political scientists want to talk?”

Donna Hicks started off saying that she was going 
to take the discussion in a different direction. “We 
are hard-wired to be empathetic with one another,” 
she claimed. “This strong tendency is disrupted by 
insults to a person’s dignity (i.e., by humiliation). 
Then one is enabled not to empathize with another 
human, and one is prevented from connecting to the 
part of oneself that empathizes.” This results in one 
feeling victimized, which leads to an abandonment 
of responsibility for one’s actions (a point forcefully 
made by Jan Urban). “I have been so badly wronged 
myself that nothing I do can compare or make up 
for it, and, thus, I can’t do anything wrong.” What 
this requires is a “reconnection” of the original 
empathetic link. Hicks said that what happens in 
all the conflict resolution workshops she’s been 
part of is that surface issues are addressed “but not 
the elephant in the room, which is the emotional 
undercurrent that permeates the conflict/post-
conflict environment.”

“If	we	come	into	the	world	with	this	proclivity	to	
be	connected,	what	happens	that	we	lose	this?	
Dignity	violations	and	trauma	are	what	breaks	the	
empathy.	What	is	scary	about	these	violations,	they	
affect	us	individually	and	physically.	They	affect	
our	brains.	The	brain	experiences	the	assault	the	
same	way	as	a	physical	wound.	It	destroys	our	
capacity	to	feel	the	effect	we	are	having	on	other	
human	beings.	Indignity	and	dehumanization	are	
on	the	same	track.	If	we	fail	to	feel	when	we	harm	
someone,	we	can	get	very	dangerous.” She asked 
the group, “What do we have to do to reconnect 
ourselves to others, but also to ourselves, to that 
part that feels pain when we harm others?” 

“If you’re trying to get people reconnected,” 
Hicks concluded, “there are some simple steps: 
honoring the dignity of those people, accepting 
their identity, listening carefully, acknowledging 
grievances, recognizing who they are and their 
unique interpretations of reality, their cultural 
differences. What’s been helpful to me in the 
neuroscience arena is that it is giving me data 
on what’s happening in the brain when you are 
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confronted with someone who is threatening to 
you. I can use that to underscore how violations of 
dignity lead to more disconnections and problems in 
the relationship.” 

This group’s presentations covered a lot of ground, 
but they were tied together by the theme that was 
addressed by each panelist and in the discussion 
that followed: namely, that perhaps we dehumanize 
to defend ourselves from the recognition that we 
have done something inhumane to another. The 
political scientists used examples of conflicts 
effectively to challenge the intuition many 
participants had coming into the conference that 
dehumanization is a significant cause of violent 
conflict, and by the end of this panel that view had 
few unshaken defenders. Nonetheless, it was also 
clear that there is some sort of connection between 
dehumanization and conflict. They often coincide, 
even when there seems to be no causal link 
between them, and, as the last two presentations 
explicitly pointed out, conflict resolution and 
reconciliation efforts are bedeviled by the irrational 
intransigence of former opponents which often 
seems to be shot through with elements of 
dehumanizing attitudes.
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HOW DOES SCIENCE STUDY 
DEHUMANIZATION?

The third panel examined how social 
psychology and neuroscience consider issues 
of dehumanization and how science can help 
us consider its implications. Panelists included 
social psychologist Nick Haslam of the University 
of Melbourne; cognitive neuroscientists Susan 
Fiske of Princeton University and Adam Waytz 
of Northwestern University; and molecular 
neuroscientist Paul Zak of Claremont Graduate 
University.

As was noted at the outset, there was significant 
agreement among Haslan, Waytz and Fiske on the 
notion that the human brain has a very active and 
innate stereotyping system. This system must have 
been developed over tens of thousands of years, but 
it is now being applied in a modern-world setting 
that is only about a century old for most human 
communities and is quite different from the settings 
in which the stereotyping capacity developed. 
The capacity is ripe for exploitation for conflict 
promoting purposes by conflict entrepreneurs, who 
seem to have an instinct for how to use it effectively. 
The first two presenters set forth quite compatible 
and compelling models for understanding and 
analyzing dehumanization. The second two 
presenters offered the most hard scientific 
discussions of the brain structures and chemistry 
underlying dehumanization and, as Jan Urban put 
it, “re-humanization.”

Nick Haslam elaborated on the themes raised 
in this overview by saying, “What I’m trying to do 
with my work is build	an	inclusive	framework	for	
talking	about	dehumanization.	It	aims	to	recognize	
the	diversity	of	dehumanization	rather	than	narrow	
it	to	a	definition. And the other thing I’m trying to 
do is extend the range of empirical studies (the self, 
experience of dehumanized, indigenous people, 
social class, criminals, objectification, perceptions 
of animals and meat-eating).” He differed from 
Livingstone Smith in postulating that there are two 
kinds of dehumanization: (1) animalistic – bestial, 

irrational, primitive, simple, wild (generally tied 
to race and ethnicity); and mechanistic – inert, 
affectless, cold, robotic, rigid (generally tied to 
technology, medicine, and the modern bureaucratic 
state).

Haslam then brought up the notion of “mind 
perception” – that	our	perception	of	the	mind	of	the	
other	(i.e.,	whether	it	is	like	or	unlike	ours)	plays	a	
key	role	in	dehumanization – which would resonate 
throughout much of the rest of the meeting. And 
he emphasized that, “It does not make sense to 
have a clear cutoff of dehumanization because 
it’s a continuum.” He developed these ideas in the 
context of six questions:

1. How do people dehumanize? You can perceive 
others as animal-like or as object-like, or you 
can go to the extreme of a wholesale denial of 
mind (a lack of ascribed mind).

2. Who is dehumanized? Out-group members. 
They are ascribed fewer uniquely human 
emotions than in-group members. This is also 
known as “infrahumanization.”

3.  Who dehumanizes? We can all do it. But there 
are individual differences in the propensity to 
dehumanize. It can be in terms of: ideologies 
(social dominance orientation – one sees the 
world as a vertically stratified place, accepts 
hierarchy); personality (disgust-proneness, 
psychopathy, narcissism); beliefs (animal-
human divide beliefs, nationalism – those 
who see a greater divide between animals 
and humans are more likely to dehumanize 
humans); or hostile prejudice. 

4. When do people dehumanize? If your needs for 
connection to others are satisfied then you’re 
more likely to morally exclude those outside. 
Under force of sexual drive, men are more 
likely to compare women to animals. If you 
conceive of the other in an abstract way, then 
you are more likely to dehumanize them; you 
are less likely to do so if they have any human 
qualities. If	you	feel	physically	or	existentially	
threatened	you	are	likely	to	dehumanize	the	
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source	of	the	threat. If you have the power to 
dominate, you will likely dehumanize: “Those 
prone to hierarchical thinking dehumanize out 
of lack of connection, not out of aversion.”

5. What are the consequences? Reduced 
prosociality (reduction of doing good/helping 
on an individual and collective level, reduced 
empathy, forgiveness, and acceptance of 
apologies); increased instrumental aggression 
(bullying, rape proclivity, sexual harassment, 
predatory behavior); disinhibiting of violence; 
increased retaliatory aggression (increased 
support for war, torture, coercion; seeing policy 
violence as justified; preference for retributive 
justice); favor of retribution (those who deny 
sentience promote retributive violence); 
perception of reduced moral worth of others.

6. How can we reduce it? By engendering a 
superordinate identity (encapsulate the 
dehumanized group and your group as 
a greater/shared identity [i.e., national]); 
contact (always thrown out as a way to reduce 
prejudice; good quality contact can reduce 
dehumanization); multiple classifications 
complicating identities (breakdown the view of 
the person as a single dimensional being).

Haslam finished with a bewildering series of 
challenges to understanding dehumanization that 
moved the discussion to a decidedly deeper level. 
We will return to these in the conclusion.

Susan Fiske started off thanking Dr. Haslam for a 
wonderful introduction and then set forth a	highly	
praised,	systematic	understanding	of	the	variety	
of	ways	people	dehumanize	each	other.	Her	
model	placed	central	emphasis	on	the	key	role	of	
discerning	the	intentionality	of	the	other	(friend	
or	foe)	in	the	evolutionary	development	of	the	
outsized	human	brain	(though	she	acknowledged	
that	an	evolutionary	argument	is	hard	to	prove).

“The background for this is the Stereotype	Content	
Model. If the other has bad intentions, take care; if 
they have good intentions, then you can relax. You	
have	to	infer	intentions	and	get	into	their	minds. 

Is the other a friend or foe (warmth)? If they have 
bad intentions, then the next question is: Can they 
act on those intentions? Is the other able or unable 
(competence)? This gives you a two dimensional 
space (grid with four boxes) which turns out to 
be really powerful.” The grid is filled with four 
different kinds of judgments humans make of other 
humans:	Lo	Warmth,	Lo	Competence (i.e., the poor, 
homeless, immigrants, Roma – elicit the emotion 
of disgust); Hi Warmth, Lo Competence (i.e., the 
elderly, physically or mentally disabled – elicit 
pity); Lo Warmth, Hi Competence (i.e., the rich, 
professionals – elicit envy. Many genocides and 
mass killings target this quality especially during 
social breakdown); Hi Warmth, Hi Competence 
(i.e., my in-group, allies, reference group – elicit 
pride). “These categories matter because of the 
reactionary behaviors they elicit. Those who elicit 
disgust and/or pity, we exclude and demean; those 
who elicit pity and/or pride, we help and protect; 
those who elicit pride and/or envy, we go along and 
associate with; those who elicit envy and/or disgust, 
we attack and fight. The	best	predictors	of	behavior	
are	the	emotions.” 

Though there are cultural differences (e.g., the 
Hi, Hi region is missing in East Asia because 
of modesty), “these indicators have held up 
remarkably well over place and time (Italian 
Fascists, American students since 1933), over 
levels and subtypes (women, immigrants, gay men, 
African Americans), and over species (animals 
have intentions too so you can apply the model to 
them). If these are so fundamental and so universal, 
then people should have proclivities to respond in 
certain ways, and there are some interesting things 
to suggest that there are signatures.” Using the 
“trolley dilemma” from ethical discourse, Fiske 
found support for the following hypotheses: We 
value people based on their status. Disgusting 
out-groups do not trigger usual social cognition 
(fMRIs show we fail to reliably attribute mind to 
the homeless, minorities, etc.); the rich elicit 
Schadenfreude (i.e., we feel good about their bad 
events and not so great about their good events); 
pity comes with strings attached – it’s prescriptive 
(if you rebel against your role in the pity space, 
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you lose that space. So if someone is disabled 
because of their own fault or they don’t cooperate 
with physical therapy, then we don’t feel as much 
empathy for them.). 

“We also hypothesize that intergroup cooperation 
is the basis of constructive contact to overcome 
dehumanization, so we’re looking at the 
mechanisms to make that happen.”

While Haslam and Fiske’s work rested on findings 
from neuroscience, their presentations were 
less about neuroscience than about the social 
psychological ramifications of what neuroscience 
was showing. Adam Waytz, in contrast, talked about 
dehumanization from a more explicitly neuroscience 
perspective. “This (my work) all started with 
the question: What do people humanize? Why 
do people see pets and technology as having 
human attributes? What does it mean to see 
“humanness?” Mind perception is the perception 
of others as having emotions. Neuroscience 
literature shows that the same brain regions that 
are attentive to humanness are attentive to mind. 
Thus there is warrant to say: “Humanization is the 
process of mind perception.” Dehumanization,	
then,	is	reduction	of	the	perception	of	mind,	the	
overlooking	or	denial	of	others’	mental	states,	the	
perception	of	others	as	unthinking	and	unfeeling.”

There are two ways, Waytz explained, in which 
we engage in mind perception: (1) mirroring 
(the vicarious experiencing of others’ minds); 
and (2) mentalizing (imagining or conjuring up 
what another thinks, mindreading). “If Emile is 
mirroring Rebecca’s mind, it’s a mind meld – he 
is immediately thinking what he imagines she is 
thinking. If he’s mentalizing it’s more distant – he 
is consciously thinking about what a person in 
her position would be thinking. The suggestion is 
that the mentalizing network is reasoning about 
the invisible stuff and the mirror is reading the 
nonverbal behavior. This is the reward network; 
active when we experience pleasure and when we 
vicariously feel others’ pleasure. The pain network 
is also activated when we feel empathy. A third 
network is more controversial. Whenever you ask 

people to get in the mind of someone else, this 
region is engaged. Finally, it’s been shown that 
when people evaluate others (i.e., not the self) they 
get diminished responses. Any other mind seems 
lesser by comparison. This suggests that it’s not 
our default setting to experience the mind of others. 
Our default is to only experience our own self and 
our own pain.”

Some areas associated with level and duration of 
pain are activated only for the self. “This teaches 
that we can never fully feel someone else’s pain.” 
Some evidence from mentalizing networks indicates 
that other minds “are of lesser worth than ours.” 
This is particularly the case with lo warmth, lo 
competence out-groups; there is no pain activation 
when we witness their pain. “Humanization requires 
triggers. Intergroup conflict suppresses triggers. 
It makes us indifferent to other minds. Inhumanity 
could thus be construed as indifference to other 
humans rather than wishing to wipe out the other 
group.” This points to the question: what are the 
features of conflict that lead to apathy? “Future	
research	needs	to	focus	on	apathy,	social	distance,	
and	interdependence.” 

Paul Zak moved the discussion to the molecular 
level. “Literature	suggests	that	oxytocin	allows	
us	to	trust.	In	trust	games	in	the	lab,	release	of	
oxytocin	correlated	with	the	sense	of	empathy. If 
I’m feeling what you’re feeling, I’m more likely to 
treat you like myself than like another. Everything 
is an evolutionary tool for whom to be around and 
cooperate with. The “home circuit” underlies the 
empathy circuit. You can cause the circuit to break 
down. But if you can start the circuit going, get 
oxytocin to work with dopamine and serotonin, it 
will cycle. It is sort of amazing that we’re set up to 
value interactions with complete strangers.” 

“Part	of	the	take	home	is	that	broadening	whom	
we	perceive	as	in	the	in-group	can	create	more	
empathy. How do we include more people in fair 
systems that promote the release of oxytocin? If 
we could crack this problem, we might get past 
a tipping point in some countries experiencing 
conflict.”
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The uniting theme of this substantive panel was 
that one key to whether or not we regard another 
as human is whether or not we perceive the other 
to have a mind like our own. As Waytz succinctly 
stated: “Humanization	is	the	process	of	mind	
perception.” If I perceive you to have human 
emotions and intentions, as well as the capacity to 
use reason to satisfy your needs and realize your 
intentions, I view you as human. To the extent that I 
perceive you to lack these traits and capacities, and 
therefore fail to attribute them to you, I dehumanize 
you. The nuances of “humanness” were construed 
somewhat differently by the different speakers, but 
this seemed to have had more to do with differences 
in disciplinary orientation than fundamental 
differences of opinion. 

Overall there was a surprising amount of overlap 
and consensus among the members of this 
panel that pointed to something of an emerging 
consensus from brain science on the implications 
of the discovery of something like a “dehumanizing 
circuit” in the human brain and its interrelatedness 
to the brain’s structures and functions for 
perceiving mind in others through mirroring and 
mentalizing. Those implications are that humans	
are	continuously	assessing	and	revising	their	
estimation	of	the	relative	humanness	of	others	as	
compared	to	themselves,	especially	with	regard	to	
whether	or	not	others	have	the	mental	capacities	
to	conceptualize	experience	the	way	we	do.
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CONCLUDING PANEL AND DISCUSSION

The concluding panel explored the fault lines that 
became apparent over the course of the conference 
discussion and explored what consequences could 
be inferred from these. Sean Cleary began this 
discussion by asking “What is the question we are 
trying to answer”? Is it ‘What causes violence?’ 
Something called dehumanization and something 
called violence? Everyone is getting ahold of 
something different. Are we asking: What triggers 
violence or interrogating dehumanization? …I would 
have thought the former would send me looking 
for sources of violence and what causes violence to 
manifest. There are personal interests on occasion 
as well. I would then go to efforts by groups that 
suffer profound exclusion – grotesque affronts 
to their dignity, threats to their identity/security 
– who then get involved in insurrection. And then 
you get into the contextual issues that go through 
the levels. Then normative constraints that are 
applicable – is one party being ruled out of court. If 
the purpose is to understand violence, then you can 
locate what is being described as dehumanization 
and how it fits into that scheme of things. But that’s 
only applicable is the purpose is what gives rise to 
large-scale violence. If it’s a different question, then 
we need a different approach.” 

Cleary’s point was well taken. While all participants 
found aspects of the conference fascinating, there 
were some clear disconnections in perspective and 
vantage point: participants were broadly divided 
between (a) those who thought that dehumanization 
is an excuse for doing to others things that we 
believe humans don’t do to fellow humans and 
(b) those (particularly the scientists) who saw 
dehumanization as a natural human capacity for 
negotiating our way through the world – that we 
are constantly assessing “friend or foe”; that we 
always view ourselves as more human than anyone 
else and measure others as they approximate our 
own humanness. Split along a similar line were 
participants who speculated that there exists a 
primordial drive toward community and empathy – 

and that dehumanization represents a corruption 
of that tendency that should be eliminated – and 
thinkers who posited a Hobbesian natural antipathy 
between humans as part of human nature and saw 
a hierarchical – and always potentially dominating 
– perspective on other human beings as inevitable. 
This	issue	was	not	resolved,	but	one	might	suspect	
that	both	tendencies	are	simultaneously	inherent	
in	human	nature	–	serving	competing	but	perhaps	
equally	essential	functions.

Another fault line developed in relation to exactly 
what the meeting was intended to drill down into: 
dehumanization, conflict, or violence. In truth, there 
had been an implicit presupposition on the part 
of many participants that these were intrinsically 
related. But the course of the presentations and 
discussion proved that this was not to be taken for 
granted. As Secretary of Strategic Intelligence of 
Guatemala and former National Security Advisor 
to the President José Maria Argueta pointed out, 
conflict is inherent in all human interaction, and 
“conflict resolution” is a misnomer. What we are 
really seeking is a way to get individuals and groups 
to settle conflicts through peaceful and democratic 
means. This resonated with a refrain from former 
Ecuadoran President Jamil Mahuad: “Politicians 
make the peace; people keep the peace.” The heart 
of the question here seemed to be the connection 
between the dehumanizing prejudice that arises 
in the minds of individuals and the transmission 
of those prejudices up into the social structures 
that either exacerbate or rationalize the organized 
oppression of “others.” 

The political scientists in the group were focused 
on the structural level of change and tended to 
interrogate dehumanization from the standpoint of 
what they generally saw as its secondary or “after 
the fact” role in large-scale social transformations 
that accompany genocides and civil wars. They did 
not deny the presence of dehumanization before, 
during, or after major structural sociopolitical 
shifts, but they were not at all persuaded that 
dehumanization was sufficient or necessary to 
generate or sustain such large-scale shifts. They 
were more amenable to the idea that it provides 
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a significant obstacle to negotiating an end to 
violent conflict and overcoming negative attitudes 
toward the “enemy.” Roger Peterson has gone 
so far as to look at emotions as “resources” that 
can be mobilized and manipulated by conflict 
entrepreneurs and that may help to account for 
differences in outcomes of various civil wars and 
other violent conflicts, but he presented little in the 
way of explanation of the mechanisms whereby 
this occurs. And in the end Peterson stated that he 
saw the distribution and balance of power between 
groups in conflict as “doing the heavy lifting” – 
i.e., as providing the real explanatory power for 
understanding differing outcomes in similar violent 
contexts.

Thus there seemed to be a disconnection between 
participants on the relationship between levels 
of analysis: the scientists and their sympathizers 
being focused on the fact of dehumanization 
and the seemingly devastating potential it 
possesses, whereas the political and other social 
scientists were more concerned with questioning 
“the causality of dehumanization” – i.e., does 
it actually play a significant role in producing 
conflict and, if so, violent conflict? Or does it 
just go along for the ride? One might reframe 
this issue as a question about the mechanisms 
whereby dehumanization on the individual level 
get translated into the community and national 
levels. This question remained implicit for the most 
part in the conference, however, the	connection	
between	the	two	levels	seemed	to	be	represented	
and	embodied	by	the	practitioners	in	the	room: 
Mahuad, Argueta, Hicks, Gross, and Slutkin, 
among others. These individuals did not have a 
theoretical explanation of how dehumanization on 
the individual level gets translated to the supra-
individual level (though they more clearly saw how 
elites leverage existing prejudices to exacerbate 
animosities between groups and ultimately to 
create a top-down atmosphere of tolerance toward 
abuse of the “other” that can contribute to a sense 
of righteous indignation and impunity). But they 
expressed a palpable conviction that a destructive 
connection between dehumanization and violent 
conflict exists, which is quite understandable, 

since many of them have devoted their careers and 
sometimes even risked their lives in the service 
of their intuition that only by weakening the links 
between individual and group dehumanization 
can their field work in conflict resolution and 
post-conflict reconstruction and reconciliation be 
successful.

These unanswered questions led to some spirited 
differences of opinion on the purpose of the event 
and significance of dehumanization. However, 
the gathering was never	intended	to	produce	
consensus,	but	rather	to	raise	questions	and	point	
to	gaps	that	need	most	urgently	to	be	addressed	
if	neuroscience	is	to	make	a	contribution	to	
the	amelioration	of	violent	human	conflict. The 
objective of cultivating questions, in addition to 
discovering areas of existing agreement that still 
require scientific verification, is intended to provide 
the specialists in the growing “neuroscience of 
conflict” field with research agendas, directions in 
which to orient future investigations. 

The excitement around Susan Fiske’s work at 
the conference can be understood against this 
background: it points in the direction of a theory 
of linkage between processes of dehumanization 
and alterations in the social fabric of a society 
which open the door to potentially violent structural 
changes between gangs, ethnic groups, nations, 
etc. In this context is would be worth reconsidering 
some of the most thought provoking challenges 
posed by participants at the meeting rather than 
focusing on areas of consensus that have already 
been addressed (obviously everyone present wanted 
to create situations in which dehumanization is 
less likely to occur rather than more; no one was 
praising dehumanization, even if they were saying 
it is part of the natural function of the human brain 
and an essential tool for navigating our world). 
And when it came to participants who unflinchingly 
faced the most and most difficult challenges, Ben 
Valentino and Nick Haslam were in the lead:

Ben Valentino commented: “I don’t know if 
dehumanization is a cause, consequence, or tool of 
mass conflict. I am merely saying all of them seem 
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possible and we ought to explore which of those 
mechanisms are working... The issue I’m having 
is that we’ve heard a lot about what will cause 
dehumanization and intergroup attitudes. But how 
does dehumanization cause conflict? Can we show 
those links?” He then suggested the following list of 
challenges for consideration:

• What is dehumanization and how does it differ 
from other negative inter-group attitudes?

• What kind/level of conflict do we think 
dehumanization causes?

• Is dehumanization necessary or sufficient to 
cause conflict? Or does it make violence more 
likely?

• Who has to do the dehumanizing in order for 
conflict to occur?

• Who are the dehumanizers in the story that 
links the attitude to conflict? Does everyone, 
society at large, have to do it? 

• Is dehumanization an independent cause 
of conflict or is it more often a tool used by 
those who want to engage in violence for other 
reasons? 

• Is it to gain acceptance of bystanders, so they 
don’t try to stop violence? 

Nick Haslam carried this sort of deep questioning 
into the scientific context, and articulated the 
challenges he struggles with as follows:

• How do we take our ideas about 
dehumanization out of the lab? 

• How do we talk across disciplines? 

• How do we establish a causal role for 
dehumanization? 

• Does dehumanization precede the behavioral 
outcomes we attribute to it? 

• How do we get a better understanding of the 
diversity of dehumanization processes, beyond 
ethnicity and group strife? 

• How do we better understand the relationship 
between subtle and blatant forms of 
dehumanization? 

• Does subtle dehumanization create a 
foundation for the more blatant forms, or are 
they entirely different?

As David Livingstone Smith thoughtfully summed 
up: “The presumption of this meeting was that 
neuroscience will give us some explanatory traction 
on these matters and can be put to work. We 
shouldn’t just assume that. It may be the case and 
a worthy enterprise, but there are some subtle 
and difficult questions about levels of experience. 
Dignity, humiliation, neurobiological discourses 
about what is lighting up in the brain – bringing 
these into relation is deeply difficult. We should be 
careful about how we mix discourses here. As Nick 
said, the causal relevance of dehumanization to 
conflict, violence, and harm is a no-brainer. Is it the 
whole story, necessary or sufficient? No. But it is 
relevant.” 

Audience member: “It’s a brainer!”
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CONCLUSION AND OUTCOMES

The Dehumanization in Conflict meeting was the first of 
several meetings designed to explore in depth the dynamics 
that underly behavior and change in transitional and 
conflict-riven societies.  The cross-disciplinary discussions 
are designed to open everyone to new perspectives, but 
also to generate research agendas and yield practical 
applications that can relatively quickly be deployed in the 
field. Since February 2013 several promising initiatives have 
resulted from the two-day discussion on dehumanization.  
These include:

• A simple, portable new tool for quantitatively measuring 
individuals’ dehumanizing perceptions of “others” and 
cross culturally comparing them developed by Emile 
Bruneau and Adam Waytz in conversations that were 
spurred by the questions about dehumanization raised 
at the event. 

• A multi-year initiative designed to measure the 
effectiveness of current efforts of bi-lateral and multi-
lateral institutions to integrate Roma populations in 
Europe and to use conclusions reached to assess and 
improve public relations efforts to change perceptions 
of the Roma in those societies.

• A closer collaboration between the political science and 
neuroscience departments at MIT and the heightened 
focus among MIT political scientists and their Ph.D. 
candidates on the individual psyche as an important 
level of analysis for understanding drivers of behavior 
leading to societal shifts and changes.

The next mapping meeting is scheduled for March 2014. It 
will explore the roles of norms and narratives in shaping 
human behavior and contributing to perceptions of 
opponents as “enemies” – perceptions that can potentially 
lead to (or be leveraged by conflict entrepreneurs to foment) 
sociopolitical unrest and violent conflict.

This report was written by David Taffel, Ph.D.
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José Maria Argueta 
Strategic Intelligence, 
Government of Guatemala

Pamela Hogan 
Documentary Filmmaker
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