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DEHUMANIZATION

Introduction and Core Definitions

Dehumanization represents a profound psychological and sociological process wherein an
individual or group is stripped of their inherent human qualities, dignity, and moral standing. At its
core, the concept encapsulates anything that reduces a person to the status of an object, a
disease, or, most commonly, an animal. This denial of fundamental humanity serves as a critical
prerequisite for egregious acts of violence, systemic oppression, and genocide, effectively
dissolving the moral constraints that typically govern interpersonal behavior. By positioning the
target group outside the sphere of moral concern, perpetrators can rationalize actions that would
otherwise be deemed unthinkable, transforming human beings into mere disposable entities or
obstacles to be eliminated.

The psychological impact of dehumanization is rooted in its capacity to dismantle the complex
recognition of others as fellow human beings possessing rights and feelings equivalent to one's
own. Crucially, dehumanization denies a person their dignity, their inherent individuality, and
their capacity for autonomy, reducing them instead to generalized stereotypes defined solely by
negative attributes or perceived threats. This process is not merely the absence of positive regard;
it is an active cognitive distortion that fundamentally alters perception, allowing the dehumanized
subject to be viewed as morally irrelevant. This framework allows for a clear division between the
moral ingroup (those who are fully human) and the excluded outgroup (those who are less than
human).

This encyclopedia entry explores the deep theoretical underpinnings, cognitive mechanisms, and
devastating societal consequences of dehumanization. Understanding this process requires
examining how complex human characteristics, such as rationality, moral sensitivity, and refined
emotionality, are systematically denied to certain groups, often through pervasive cultural
narratives or targeted political rhetoric. Furthermore, we must differentiate between various forms
of dehumanization--such as objectification, which denies agency, and animalization, which denies
uniquely human traits--recognizing that these processes operate on a continuum of severity and
impact, fundamentally influencing how societies justify and execute institutionalized cruelty. The
presence of dehumanizing language and thought patterns is often the first and most alarming
indicator of escalating intergroup conflict.

Historical and Conceptual Roots

The conceptual roots of dehumanization are deeply embedded in philosophical thought concerning
the nature of the human being and the criteria for moral inclusion. Historically, definitions of
humanity often centered on traits like reason, language, and moral consciousness, leading to the
exclusion of those perceived to lack these qualities. This exclusionary framework provided the
ideological basis for historic injustices, including the institution of slavery, where enslaved persons
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were legally and socially defined as chattel, thus denying them personhood and all associated
rights. Philosophers such as Immanuel Kant emphasized rationality as the defining feature of
human dignity, suggesting that failure to exercise reason diminished one's moral standing, a
concept that has been historically misused to marginalize non-dominant populations.

In the context of the modern social sciences, the study of dehumanization gained critical urgency
following the atrocities of the 20th century, particularly the Holocaust and other genocides, where
the systematic categorization of victims as vermin or disease vectors preceded mass
extermination. Psychologists and sociologists began to analyze how massive organizational
structures and state-sponsored propaganda could effectively neutralize empathy and facilitate
widespread moral disengagement among ordinary citizens and functionaries. Early
conceptualizations often treated dehumanization as a necessary component of moral injury and
wartime violence, recognizing that soldiers and perpetrators needed to mentally transform their
victims into non-humans to execute lethal orders without debilitating guilt or psychological distress.
This historical context underscores that dehumanization is rarely an accidental byproduct of conflict
but rather a deliberate, often calculated, strategy.

Contemporary scholarly approaches delineate dehumanization along several axes, moving beyond
simple animal metaphors to include complex psychological dimensions. One crucial distinction is
made between overt and subtle forms. Overt dehumanization involves explicit comparisons to
animals or objects, while subtle dehumanization operates through the denial of secondary
emotions (e.g., pride, hope, shame) that are considered uniquely human, while allowing for the
recognition of primary emotions (e.g., fear, hunger) that are shared with animals. The evolution of
this concept highlights that the denial of uniquely human characteristics (UHC), such as civility,
refinement, and intellect, is just as potent a mechanism for marginalization as outright
bestialization, often providing a seemingly sophisticated, yet equally pernicious, justification for
systemic prejudice and discrimination.

Mechanisms of Dehumanization: Animalization and Mechanization

The process of dehumanization is generally realized through two primary mechanisms:
animalization and mechanization (or objectification). Animalization, perhaps the most
recognizable form, involves equating the target group with non-human species, such as apes,
dogs, rats, or vermin. This comparison serves to highlight perceived lack of control, irrationality,
impulsivity, and dirtiness, thereby denying the target group the higher-order characteristics of
human nature. When a group is successfully animalized, the moral imperative to treat them with
respect evaporates because, in the minds of the perpetrators, they are simply acting out base,
instinctual behaviors, rather than exhibiting rational, autonomous conduct. This mechanism is
profoundly effective in warfare and ethnic conflict, where it transforms the enemy from a rival
combatant into a dangerous pest requiring eradication.

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=18301
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

DEHUMANIZATION

Conversely, mechanization, or objectification, denies the target group their subjective experience,
emotions, and agency by equating them with inanimate objects, machines, or instruments. This
form is particularly prevalent in contexts where individuals are treated as interchangeable parts of a
system, such as in highly bureaucratic or industrial settings, or in contexts of forced labor and
sexual exploitation. Objectification is not about bestial behavior; it is about the denial of intrinsic
value and the reduction of a person to a mere tool or commodity to serve the needs of the
dominant group. When a person is mechanized, their suffering becomes statistically abstract, their
feelings irrelevant, and their existence is valued only insofar as it serves a functional purpose. This
cognitive process is a cornerstone of institutionalized indifference and bureaucratic cruelty.

Furthermore, a key psychological mechanism driving these processes is the concept of infra-
humanization, which posits that people tend to attribute more uniquely human emotions (e.g.,
love, nostalgia, remorse) to the ingroup, while attributing more basic, shared emotions (e.g., pain,
pleasure, excitement) to the outgroup. This subtle emotional bias places the outgroup on a lower
rung of the evolutionary and moral ladder, subtly affirming the ingroup's superiority without
resorting to overt, aggressive slurs. Infra-humanization is often sustained through linguistic
practices, where the language used to describe the feelings, actions, and experiences of the
dehumanized group emphasizes primitive needs and reactions rather than complex, nuanced
human motivations, subtly reinforcing the perception that they possess less sophisticated human
nature.

Psychological Processes and Cognitive Biases

Dehumanization is powerfully supported by fundamental psychological processes and cognitive
biases that simplify complex social realities and reinforce in-group cohesion. One of the most
significant cognitive biases involved is the outgroup homogeneity effect, where members of the
ingroup perceive members of the outgroup as being highly similar to one another--lacking
individuality or uniqueness--while recognizing great diversity within their own group. This lack of
perceived individuality makes it easier to apply broad, negative stereotypes and justifies the
application of generalized hostility, as individual merit or benign characteristics are ignored in favor
of the perceived collective threat.

Another critical psychological mechanism is moral disengagement, a concept developed by
Albert Bandura. Moral disengagement describes the process by which individuals rationalize
immoral conduct without feelings of guilt or self-censure. Dehumanization is a primary component
of this process, acting as a justification that nullifies the moral code. Other moral disengagement
tactics often deployed alongside dehumanization include euphemistic labeling (using sanitized
language to describe horrific acts), advantageous comparison (comparing one's own actions
favorably to even worse past atrocities), and diffusion of responsibility (blaming organizational
structure or authority figures). These mechanisms allow perpetrators to maintain a positive self-
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image even while participating in destructive behavior against the dehumanized target group.

The relationship between dehumanization and empathy failure is also central to understanding its
psychological impact. Empathy--the ability to share and understand the feelings of another--is
severely inhibited when the target is perceived as subhuman. Studies utilizing neuroscience
techniques, such as fMRI, have shown that when individuals view images of people they strongly
dehumanize, the areas of the brain typically associated with social cognition and empathy (like the
medial prefrontal cortex) show significantly reduced activation. This neurological evidence
suggests that dehumanization literally changes how the brain processes the target, effectively
removing them from the category of beings worthy of empathetic response, thereby ensuring that
their suffering does not register as morally salient to the observer or perpetrator.

Societal and Political Manifestations

Dehumanization is a potent tool in political and societal conflict, frequently utilized by regimes and
movements seeking to consolidate power or mobilize populations against perceived enemies. In
the political sphere, it manifests through orchestrated propaganda that systematically vilifies
opposition groups, ethnic minorities, or political dissidents. This propaganda often employs

consistent animalistic or pathogenic metaphors, such as labeling opponents as "cancer,"” "viruses,"
or "parasites," suggesting that they are threats not merely to the political status quo, but to the
health, purity, and survival of the entire social body. Such language transforms political
disagreement into a struggle for survival, justifying extreme measures, including imprisonment,

forced displacement, and execution.

During warfare, dehumanization is essential for minimizing combat stress and maximizing lethal
efficiency. Military training often incorporates psychological techniques designed to reduce the
enemy to an abstract threat or a non-human target, thus lowering the psychological barrier to
killing. Beyond the battlefield, dehumanization is deeply embedded in systemic oppression,
particularly within institutions like prisons, detention centers, and restrictive border controls. In
these institutional settings, dehumanization is often subtle, relying on bureaucratic processes,
standardized uniforms, lack of privacy, and the denial of personalized identity (e.g., using numbers
instead of names) to reinforce the objectification of the inmates or detainees, stripping them of their
agency and moral standing.

Furthermore, economic exploitation and class-based discrimination often rely heavily on
dehumanizing narratives. When one group benefits economically from the marginalization of
another, the beneficiaries frequently develop narratives that paint the exploited group as inherently
lazy, unintelligent, or morally inferior--traits that justify their low wages, poor living conditions, and
lack of political power. These narratives function to alleviate the moral discomfort of the dominant
class, allowing them to view the suffering of the lower class not as a consequence of systemic
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injustice, but as the natural outcome of the exploited group's own deficiencies, reinforcing the cycle
of systemic prejudice and structural inequality.

Consequences and Ethical Implications

The consequences of dehumanization are devastating, impacting both the victims and the
perpetrators, and fundamentally damaging the moral fabric of society. For the victims, being denied
personhood results in profound psychological trauma, including chronic feelings of worthlessness,
deep alienation, and internalized oppression. The systematic denial of individuality and dignity
can lead to depersonalization, where the victim struggles to maintain a coherent sense of self in
the face of constant societal negation. In extreme cases, victims may internalize the dehumanizing
labels applied to them, leading to self-hatred and resignation, which can significantly impede
recovery and rehabilitation long after the oppressive environment is removed.

For the perpetrators, while dehumanization initially serves as a defense mechanism to shield them
from moral distress, prolonged engagement in dehumanizing practices leads to significant ethical
decay and psychological hardening. Perpetrators become desensitized to suffering, requiring
increasingly extreme levels of violence to achieve the same psychological outcome or emotional
response. This moral erosion contributes to a culture of impunity and makes reintegration into a
morally functional society challenging, as the normal emotional responses associated with cruelty
and violence have been systematically suppressed or redirected. The ethical implication is that the
act of dehumanizing others corrupts the moral agent, creating lasting psychological damage within
the aggressor community.

Societally, widespread dehumanization erodes social trust and undermines the principles of
justice and equality essential for a functioning democracy. When a state sanctions the denial of
personhood to a segment of its population, it sets a dangerous precedent that threatens the rights
of all citizens. The breakdown of the shared moral universe allows for the normalization of cruelty
and prejudice, making subsequent acts of violence easier to execute and harder to condemn.
Ethical analysis demands that we recognize dehumanization not merely as a psychological failing,
but as a critical violation of universal human rights, necessitating proactive intervention and robust
legal and educational frameworks designed to protect the moral status of all individuals.

Counteracting Dehumanization and Promoting Recognition

Counteracting the pervasive forces of dehumanization requires multifaceted strategies targeting
cognitive biases, promoting empathy, and fostering genuine intergroup contact. One of the most
effective psychological interventions involves perspective-taking, encouraging individuals to
actively imagine the world from the perspective of the dehumanized group. This active cognitive
effort helps restore the target group's individuality and complexity, making it harder to maintain
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simplistic, animalistic stereotypes. Educational programs focused on cultivating complex emotional
literacy and moral reasoning are essential tools in building resistance to dehumanizing rhetoric,
particularly among younger generations.

Furthermore, the strategic application of Contact Theory, particularly the principles developed by
Gordon Allport, is vital. Contact between groups is most effective at reducing prejudice and
dismantling dehumanization when it meets specific conditions: equal status between groups,
common goals, intergroup cooperation, and institutional support. When individuals from different
groups work together toward a shared, meaningful objective, they are compelled to see each other
as unique individuals with valuable skills and shared humanity, rather than as abstract, threatening
members of an outgroup. This cooperative interaction directly challenges the outgroup
homogeneity effect.

Finally, political and social leaders bear a significant responsibility in promoting recognition and
humanizing dialogue. This involves actively challenging and condemning dehumanizing language
in the public sphere, promoting narratives that emphasize shared vulnerabilities and common
human needs, and institutionalizing policies that ensure equal rights and dignity for all citizens,
regardless of their group affiliation. The goal is to establish a social framework where the denial of
another person's humanity is considered socially and morally unacceptable, thereby reinforcing the
universal moral mandate to treat every individual as an end in themselves, possessing intrinsic and
inviolable worth. Successful intervention relies on transforming the psychological landscape from
one of exclusionary moral boundaries to one of universal moral inclusion.
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