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Dehumanization – the perception of other people as less than human – is a
psychological process that has accompanied some of the worst atrocities in human
history. A growing body of scientific knowledge is uncovering and revealing the
psychological processes and brain mechanisms that shape violent human behavior.
In the near future, this knowledge will allow us to develop tools and frameworks to
mitigate and prevent mass atrocities, address systemic discrimination, and reduce
violent conflict.
We do not have to look far to see dehumanization occur. We see it expressed in the
statements of political leaders, reflected in public discourse, and embedded within
certain ideologies and worldviews. We see increasing rates of hate crimes in the US1
and a steady global risk of mass atrocities,2 and other acts of violence and harm.
While we know that dehumanization accompanies this range of hostile behaviors,
current practices and policies aimed at preventing hostility from transforming
into group-targeted harm have not fully account for the role of dehumanization.
Why? Because until now, there has not been a scientifically-based framework for
understanding and mitigating dehumanization.
Emerging scientific research on dehumanization now offers the promise of
understanding and developing more effective interventions. Beyond Conflict
and its scientific partners have developed a series of novel, validated measures
of dehumanization which have been tested with over 10,000 people in over
a dozen different countries.3 4 5 In every cultural context surveyed, at least
one group was significantly dehumanized, and in every case, the degree of
dehumanization expressed by individuals was strongly associated with support for
identity-based hostility.
In Phase 2 of this project, currently underway, we are developing and applying
interventions aimed at reducing dehumanization in real-world field settings,
particularly in the context of reducing systemic discrimination and preventing mass
atrocities. Initial findings offer practical actionable interventions for practitioners and
policymakers on how to:
• Systematically track blatant dehumanization and dehumanizing speech to
better understand the links between dehumanization and violence and create
better early warning systems;
• Design strategic messaging aimed at countering dehumanization and
dangerous speech;
• Quantify and evaluate programmatic impact in promoting reconciliation,
preventing violence and reducing discrimination; and
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• Train diplomats, advocates, practitioners, and policymakers to detect and
reduce dehumanization.
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Over the coming two years, we will field test such interventions with the aim of
reducing dehumanization and its consequences. The purpose of this document is to
offer policymakers, practitioners, and advocates with relevant, digestible, and current
information about the science of dehumanization as well as provide suggestions for
its practical applications.
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“Genocide begins with dehumanization,” according to Adama Dieng, the United
Nations Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide.6 7
The Movement for Black Lives in the United States has as one of its central aims
the “Immediate end to the… dehumanization of Black youth.” Both the UN and
Black Lives Matter have identified dehumanization as a critical factor in putting
vulnerable communities at risk. The historical record shows that dehumanization
is a powerful psychological mechanism that has accompanied the worst atrocities
in human history,8 and growing scientific evidence suggests that certain forms of
dehumanization likely enable – and perhaps motivate – group-targeted harm.9 10 11 12
While many practitioners, policymakers, and advocates recognize the importance
of dehumanization, they have not been provided with the latest scientific
understanding of dehumanization13 – which can inform new interventions and be used
to develop practical tools to detect, disrupt, and reduce it. A scientifically-informed
understanding of dehumanization helps practitioners to better conceptualize and
measure a key contributing factor to group-targeted harm.
This leaves a serious gap that must be addressed if we are to create evidence-based
ways of reducing systemic discrimination, such as apartheid in South Africa, and
preventing mass atrocities, such as genocide or ethnic cleansing. The international
community has limited tools to successfully intervene to prevent mass atrocities.
Appeals to human rights often do not work to change the behavior of violent actors
unless accompanied by stronger costs, economic pressure can be limited in its effect,
and military intervention is costly in terms of economic resources and human lives,
and its aftereffects can leave matters worse. Similarly, nudges to reduce systemic
discrimination are often siloed into particular policy or practice spheres, such as
education, housing, and health care, among others. All of these approaches to
reducing systemic discrimination are influenced, at least in part, by the psychological
process of dehumanization.
We focus on two cases in which dehumanization may play a particularly important
role: mass atrocities – large-scale, deliberate attacks on civilians, such as genocide,
ethnic cleansing, or war crimes and systemic discrimination – the widespread
pattern of behaviors, practices, and/or policies that disproportionally disadvantage a
certain identity group. There are two principal reasons for this choice. First, systemic
discrimination is one of the common risk factors of mass atrocities, but scholars
have yet to establish the reasons behind this link.14 We believe that dehumanization
may be an important mechanism that links these two phenomena. Second, while
both phenomena involve vastly different levels of violence, they share a foundation
of group-based status hierarchies, and center around the targeting of dehumanized
outgroups, whether combatants or not. The range of actions here go from mild
harassment to genocide.15 In other words, both systemic discrimination and mass
atrocities involve conceiving of innocent people as being unworthy of protection, and
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are threatening enough to warrant active harm in large numbers.
We therefore believe that systemic discrimination and mass atrocities should not
be treated as completely separate phenomena. Rather, we should understand
them – and therefore our actions to prevent their occurrence and mitigate their
consequences – as deeply related and governed by the dynamics of intergroup
relations. This point of view also affords us a better chance at early prevention –
the preferable course of action – because it recognizes the connections between
milder forms of harm and the potential for escalation towards more severe forms
of violence.16 In particular, dehumanization is commonly expressed as part of
dangerous speech or ideology,17 which are used in motivating and enabling both
systemic discrimination and mass atrocities. A better understanding and use of
dehumanization can be particularly important in interventions aimed at countering
dangerous ideologies or dangerous speech.

The Science of Dehumanization
Dehumanization is the psychological process by which we perceive other people
as less than human.18 Scientists classify dehumanization into three subtypes:
animalistic, mechanistic, and objectifying.19 Animalistic dehumanization attributes
animal-like qualities to humans, denying them uniquely human qualities, such as
moral reasoning, and higher-level cognition. For instance, when racist propaganda
compares African-Americans to apes instead of recognizing their full humanity.
Mechanistic dehumanization compares humans to automaton and machines, denying
them qualities such as warmth, independent thought, and emotion. For example,
when Asian people are referred to as unthinking and cold automatons rather than as
warm and feeling individuals. Finally, objectifying dehumanization is the comparison
of humans to objects, treating them as means to an end or things. Objectification
is often associated with sexism, often focusing on women’s appearances and body
parts rather than minds or emotions.20 21
While all three forms of dehumanization are likely relevant to group-targeted
harm, the most salient is animalistic dehumanization.22 Historical evidence and the
experience of practitioners and policymakers informs their intuitions that animalistic
dehumanization is present in instances of oppression, mass atrocities, and in other
behaviors that governments, international institutions, and civil society organizations
are trying to prevent. Prominent examples of historical animalistic dehumanization
include the depiction of Tutsis as cockroaches before the Rwandan genocide;
Jews as vermin during the Holocaust; and African-Americans as apes during the
American chattel slavery. Today, animalistic dehumanization is actively used to
justify draconian immigration policies in the United States,23 ethnic cleansing of the
Rohingya in Myanmar,24 systemic discrimination of the Roma in Hungary,25 and antirefugee policies throughout Europe.26
Since the end of World War II, social psychologists have been developing and
validating implicit dehumanization measures. This has been based on the assumption
that people would not report blatant dehumanization and that dehumanization
might now be relegated to unconscious echos of past explicit expressions. Contrary
to this belief, Beyond Conflict’s experience working in cultural contexts where
dehumanization takes place has shown that explicit dehumanizing expressions are a
matter of fact. In collaboration with its scientific research partners, Beyond Conflict
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has now developed a cross-cultural tool to quantify and measure levels of blatant
dehumanization. This tool, the Ascent Dehumanization Scale, referred to in Figure 1,
asks recipients to rate another group with regard to how evolved it is on a scale that
ranges from ape-like to fully human. This measure, validated in over 12 countries over
five years of research, predicts various forms of intergroup hostility and aggression
across many contexts.27 In every country in which it was measured, high levels of
dehumanization on the Ascent Dehumanization Scale predicted support for grouptargeted harm. Blatant dehumanization was associated with: support for a policy that
provides Roma women with contraceptives that have a high chance of permanent
sterilization;28 support for aggressive anti-terrorism (i.e., torture of terror suspects);29
support for war with Iran, and opposition to the Iran Deal;30 opposition to the peace
deal with FARC among Colombians, and support for punishment of FARC members’
children;31 comfort with civilian casualties among Israelis and Palestinians;32 support
for the family separation policy in the US;33 and support for policies that harm the
other political party, even to the detriment of the country.34

Some people think that people can vary in how human-like they seem.
According to this view, some people seem highly evolved whereas others
seem no different than lower animals. Using the image below, indicate using
the sliders how evolved you consider the average member of each group to
be.

Figure 1 - Ascent Dehumanization Scale *

This measure of blatant dehumanization offers great promise because it is simple, can
be used across cultural and linguistic barriers, predicts meaningful outcomes related
to intergroup hostility, and is rooted in neurobiology.
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Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which detects the activation
patterns of different regions of the brain, Beyond Conflict and its scientific partners
have identified distinct neural mechanisms underlying blatant dehumanization
and dislike.35 In other words, dehumanization is a cognitively distinct process from
prejudice or dislike. Moreover, this research indicates that often discriminatory
behavior towards marginalized groups is better predicted by blatant dehumanization
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than by prejudice, particularly when assaying support for behaviors that are more
aggressive, hostile and extreme.36 Historical examples can help illustrate this
phenomenon. For instance, policies that forcibly removed Native American children
from their families in order to “civilize” them, were likely informed by people who
cared for Native children, but who simultaneously believed them fundamentally
inferior to their own group, a pervasive view at the time. This finding has implications
for practice because many programs aimed at preventing discrimination and mass
atrocities focus on approaches aimed at reducing prejudice between groups as
opposed to dehumanization.
The feeling of being dehumanized is a powerful one, since it is deeply tied to
perception of threatening intent on the part of an outgroup.37 To better capture
this potent feeling, Beyond Conflict and our scientific partners have developed a
measure called meta-dehumanization which is the perception that other groups
perceive you or your own group as less than human. Scientists have found that
meta-dehumanization, predicts the surveyed group’s dehumanization of other
groups, as well as intergroup hostility.38 This makes sense, if one believes that an
outgroup holds ill-intent, as expressed through dehumanization, then one is likelier to
dehumanize them. This dynamic could lead to a cycle of misperception and hostility,
as meta-dehumanization takes hold on many different sides. Meta-dehumanization
also offers great promise for tracking dehumanization among elite decision-makers
because, in general, people are less reluctant to share their perspective on other
people’s perspectives than they are to share their own, potentially offensive or
inflammatory, views.
While we know much about dehumanization’s role in perpetuating violent conflict, we
are still uncovering the cognitive and psychological precursors of dehumanization.
Initial research indicates that essentialism – the belief that an outgroup’s character
is unchanging and immutable – could be an important driver of dehumanization.
Another promising direction for further research is the relationship between threat
perception and dehumanization. In particular, it is possible that threats to purity
may lead to greater levels of dehumanization. Some research in the mass atrocities
literature already points in this direction, citing “toxification” as an important variety
of dehumanization.39 More applied research is needed to investigate both of these
potential precursors.
Finally, and most importantly, while dehumanization is a risk factor, we still do
not have decisive causal evidence that establishes the relationship between
dehumanization and violence. While there is preliminary evidence supporting this
relationship, along with historical and anecdotal evidence, we still cannot say with
certainty whether dehumanization causes violence. We now have the opportunity
to conduct research that determines the extent of this relationship. Below we offer
potential explanations of the pathways between dehumanization and violence.

Pathways Between Dehumanization and Violence?
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The most common explanation of the relationship between dehumanization and
group-targeted harm is that dehumanization promotes moral disengagement,
removing an individual or group from the realm of moral concern. Moral
disengagement is presumed to then enable perpetrators to justify the harm they
inflict upon other humans by removing the moral concern that would normally
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inhibit harmful behaviors like killing, discriminating, or torturing others based on
their group identity.40 The focus here is on ordinary perpetrators, and the underlying
brutal question is this: how can ordinary people do such horrible things?41 Other
research has also indicated that dehumanization is particularly associated with
instrumental violence – violence that is morally objectionable but desirable for
instrumental reasons.42
There are two other important explanations of the relationship between
dehumanization and group-targeted harm that warrant attention. The first has to do
with elite threat perception – the conscious or unconscious estimation of political,
military, or economic decision-makers that a group is dangerous. The literature on
mass atrocities demonstrates that elite threat perception, which is shaped by the
worldview and ideology of political, military, economic, and media elites – is a strong
predictor of mass atrocities.43 44 Elite conceptions of threat are often imbued with
dehumanizing ideas, like worldviews that prioritize notions of group purity, which can
lead to violence through explicit policies or implicit directives.45 46
Some observers argue that political elites do not necessarily believe dehumanizing
ideologies, but rather are rational, strategic actors who make use of dehumanizing
propaganda to legitimize atrocities or discriminatory acts in order to preserve their
power or advance their interests.47 In other words, dehumanization, in the form of
dangerous speech, is a tool at the hands of strategic manipulators, and is used to
mobilize groups of people against another group of people by describing them as
threatening, often in dehumanizing ways, in ways that serve cynical self-interest.
Either way, the mechanism and result are the same – elites use dehumanizing
rhetoric to describe threatening outgroups in order to mobilize their communities.
The second potential pathway between dehumanization and group-targeted harm
has to do with the persistence of dehumanizing stereotypes and associations
in the absence of mass violence. Dehumanization may be embedded within the
institutions of society. In other words, dehumanizing ideas and rhetoric do not have
to be active and acute to be harmful. Rather, many societies exhibit chronic forms
of dehumanization, by which certain groups are subjected to permanent less than
human status. For instance, the Roma in various European countries are discriminated
against in nearly all sectors of society. The levels of dehumanization are persistent
and pervasive across Europe, despite massive resources invested in Roma integration.
As dehumanizing ideas become embedded within the institutions and structures of
a society, group-targeted harm can become pervasive. This has to do with the power
of institutions to shape the mindsets of individuals, even after particular institutions
fade away.48 The prototypical example is the lingering effects of the United States’
constitution’s three-fifths compromise, which characterized African-American slaves
as less than fully human. To this day, a history of slavery and lynching in certain US
counties in the South predicts voting behavior better than most other factors.49 50
Research has also shown how the implicit residue of the historical representation
of African-Americans as ape-like is still associated with racist outcomes in the
present day.51
Relatedly, in post-conflict situations, residual dehumanization may hinder
reconciliation and stability,52 setting the stage for future conflict and violence. In
other words, dehumanization and dehumanized perception may still linger even
after conflict.
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Future Directions: How Can We Reduce Dehumanization?
In light of the present research on dehumanization, there are at least four potential
applications that policymakers and practitioners should consider. These applications
are in development, and all require partnerships with local organizations and mapping
of relevant stakeholders. In addition, they are imagined as additive to existing
approaches and are aimed at strengthening and improving current practices and
policies, rather than replacing them.
• Improved early-warning systems – By systematically tracking blatant
dehumanization among relevant groups (using nationally representative
surveys) and elites (using more targeted conversational techniques), we can
track an important potential risk factor that is currently not accounted for
in most early warning systems. This can be used by governmental agencies
and international organizations focused on atrocity prevention, or local
organizations working at the grassroots.
• Strategic messaging interventions – Building upon the precursors to
dehumanization, we can build evidence-based messaging interventions aimed
at countering dangerous speech and dehumanizing rhetoric. These could be
targeted both towards publics, to reduce their susceptibility to dehumanizing
rhetoric; and to elites, using more targeted techniques. These could be
administered using SMS, mass media, social media, or in targeted workshops
and trainings.
• Monitoring and evaluation – Using the blatant dehumanization scale, as well
as other measures, we could better quantify and measure programmatic
efforts aimed at promoting reconciliation, preventing violence, and reducing
discrimination.
• Training for diplomats and practitioners – Diplomats are often in a position to
best evaluate the thinking and perceptions of elites. Creating training modules
about the early detection of dehumanization in field settings, as well as
training in techniques to reduce dehumanization, would be helpful to diplomats
and practitioners in field settings. For practitioners and social movement
leaders, learning about dehumanization could lead to better techniques and
tactics to protect vulnerable communities.
In summary, the growing body of knowledge on dehumanization provides us with
insights that can or will shape specific interventions. Following a successful initial
phase aimed at synthesizing insights about the science of dehumanization, Beyond
Conflict is now working on Phase 2 of the Decoding Dehumanization project, which
will pilot and test interventions to measurably reduce dehumanization in real-world
contexts, and work to further examine the connection between dehumanization
and violence.
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About Beyond Conflict
Beyond Conflict has created powerful and innovative frameworks to open pathways
for progress in peace talks, transitions to democracy, and national reconciliation
in the aftermath of division and violence in over 75 countries. By leveraging our
global network of leaders, activists, and other seasoned practitioners, we have
catalyzed the field of transitional justice, facilitated the establishment of the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission in post-apartheid South Africa, and charted a course
towards peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland, Central America, Cuba and
other divided societies grappling with difficult social challenges.
Founded in 1992, our powerful methodology of shared experience is grounded in
two core principles: that people can learn from each other, and that people can
change. Accumulated evidence from brain science supports these principles. Beyond
Conflict has found that the combined knowledge of emerging research within science
matched to our direct real-world experience offers a powerful new approach that
has the potential to revolutionize the very fields of conflict resolution, reconciliation
and social change, both in the US and abroad, and has championed the field of
Neuroscience and Social Conflict, by promoting this research, developing policy
recommendations for national leaders, and convening six global conferences for key
scientists, policymakers, practitioners, journalists and funders.
Building on this momentum, and our early success in developing key metrics
with targeted groups on dehumanization, polarization, and inclusion, we recently
launched the Beyond Conflict Innovation Lab for Neuroscience and Social Conflict to
demonstrate the value of applying science-informed design to practical, real-world
problems. We plan to show tangible progress on three pioneering pilot initiatives on
polarization, racism and inclusion, and displaced refugees and migrants in the next
18 to 24 months; and then scale our validated approaches more broadly to address
other key issues such as criminal justice reform, hate speech, immigration reform, and
the treatment of other vulnerable populations.
Beyond Conflict is available and happy to be a resource for policymakers who
are looking to connect with experts in the field of dehumanization.

beyondconflictint.org
@Beyond_Conflict
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