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Dehumanization: Understanding & Combating the Issue

Introduction and Definition of Blatant Dehumanization

Blatant dehumanization refers to the explicit and intentional denial of full humanness to an
outgroup, often involving the attribution of animalistic or mechanistic qualities to the targeted
individuals or groups. Unlike subtle forms of prejudice, which may manifest through implicit bias or
the denial of complex, secondary emotions, blatant dehumanization is characterized by overt
expressions that deny the target group essential human dignity, consciousness, or moral standing.
This phenomenon is a powerful psychological mechanism that serves to justify extreme prejudice,
discrimination, and violence, operating on the conscious level of belief and communication. It is a
fundamental process in the escalation of intergroup conflict, providing the moral license necessary
for perpetrators to inflict severe harm without experiencing internal moral conflict or guilt.

The core function of blatant dehumanization is the psychological reclassification of the target group
outside the accepted boundary of humanity--the moral circle. By positioning others as subhuman,
whether as beasts, vermin, or mere objects, the perpetrators effectively suspend the moral rules
that govern interactions between human beings. This denial of humanness is often achieved
through specific rhetorical devices, including hate speech, derogatory metaphors, and visual
representations that systematically strip the target of recognizable human features. Furthermore,
this deliberate process is frequently intertwined with powerful negative emotions, particularly
disgust and contempt, which reinforce the perceived necessity of segregation, eradication, or
control. The explicit nature of this denial means it is often publicly endorsed and disseminated,
becoming a cornerstone of institutionalized oppression and genocidal ideology.

Conceptual clarity distinguishes blatant dehumanization from related concepts such as
infrahumanization, which typically involves subtle bias in the attribution of complex human
emotions. Blatant dehumanization, conversely, is the explicit rejection of basic human attributes,
often focusing on the denial of primary capacities like intelligence, self-control, or soul. Research
pioneered by scholars like Nick Haslam highlights that these blatant expressions are crucial
indicators of severe intergroup hostility. When dehumanization is blatant, it signals a profound
breakdown in intergroup relations, moving beyond simple dislike or competition toward a
framework where the target group is viewed as an existential threat or a contaminant that must be
neutralized. Understanding this explicit denial is paramount for analyzing the psychological
preconditions for mass atrocities and systemic human rights abuses throughout history.

Psychological Mechanisms and Theoretical Foundations

The psychological foundation of blatant dehumanization rests heavily on the concept of moral
disengagement, a theory primarily associated with Albert Bandura. Moral disengagement allows
individuals to bypass internal moral controls when engaging in harmful behavior. Dehumanization
serves as a powerful mechanism within this framework, transforming harmful conduct into behavior
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that is perceived as acceptable or even necessary. By defining the victims as non-human, the
negative consequences of violence or oppression are minimized in the perpetrator's mind, and the
moral responsibility for their actions is diffused or displaced. This mechanism is crucial because it
permits otherwise morally constrained individuals to participate in collective acts of cruelty,
effectively silencing their conscience by removing the target from the domain of human concern.

Another critical theoretical underpinning involves the cognitive process of categorization and
essentialism. Blatant dehumanization relies on the rigid categorization of the outgroup as
fundamentally and immutably different--an essentialist belief that their subhuman status is inherent
and biological. This cognitive rigidity often resists evidence to the contrary and is maintained
through selective exposure to reinforcing narratives and propaganda. In this view, the outgroup is
not just temporarily disliked but possesses an unchangeable, negative essence that justifies
permanent exclusion or elimination. This essentialist thinking is highly adaptive for maintaining
group boundaries and solidifying ingroup identity, often by framing the ingroup as the exclusive
repository of true humanity, culture, and moral superiority.

Furthermore, the motivation for blatant dehumanization often stems from deep-seated needs for
security, social dominance, and self-enhancement. When ingroup identity is threatened, or when
resources are scarce, the psychological need to derogate the outgroup intensifies. Blatant
dehumanization provides a robust defense mechanism, elevating the status of the ingroup while
simultaneously reducing the perceived threat posed by the outgroup. This mechanism is
particularly potent in contexts of high social conflict, where it acts as a stress-reducing coping
strategy for perpetrators facing moral dilemmas or participating in violent acts. By casting the
victims as inherently worthless, the psychological burden of inflicting suffering is dramatically
reduced, facilitating the execution of policies designed to oppress or destroy.

Historical and Societal Manifestations

The historical record is replete with instances where blatant dehumanization served as the
ideological bedrock for mass atrocities. During the Holocaust, Nazi propaganda systematically

nn

portrayed Jewish people and other targeted groups as "vermin," "parasites," and "disease vectors,"
explicitly denying their human status and thereby justifying their systematic extermination.
Similarly, during the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, Tutsi victims were consistently referred to as
"cockroaches" (Inyenzi) by Hutu extremists via radio broadcasts and public rhetoric. This language
was not merely symbolic; it was a direct instruction to the population that the targets were not
people and thus warranted no moral consideration, transforming ordinary citizens into agents of

violence against their neighbors.

In political and military contexts, blatant dehumanization is routinely employed to mobilize support
for war and aggression. Governments and militaries frequently utilize propaganda to depict enemy
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combatants or populations as monstrous, savage, or technologically inferior entities lacking the
emotional capacity or moral complexity of the ingroup. This strategic denial of human uniqueness
minimizes public opposition to war crimes and high civilian casualties, reframing military action not
as an attack on people, but as a necessary cleansing or defense against a subhuman threat. The
effectiveness of this tactic lies in its ability to generate widespread consensus that the targets are
outside the protective scope of international law and universal human rights conventions.

Contemporary societal manifestations of blatant dehumanization are evident in rhetoric
surrounding immigration, poverty, and political extremism. In modern political discourse,
marginalized groups are often metaphorically reduced to burdens, invaders, or criminal elements,
subtly or overtly implying a lack of worth or agency. While outright comparisons to animals may be
less socially acceptable in mainstream dialogue than historically, the use of language that denies
competence, cleanliness, or moral character still functions to place groups outside the realm of
shared humanity. Furthermore, the anonymity afforded by digital platforms, such as social media,
has amplified the spread of blatant dehumanizing rhetoric, allowing individuals to express extreme
prejudice with reduced social consequence, contributing to radicalization and targeted harassment
campaigns.

The Role of Ascribed Subhumanity (Animalistic vs. Mechanistic)

Psychological research, notably that conducted by Haslam, differentiates between two primary
forms of dehumanization based on the type of human attributes denied: Animalistic
Dehumanization and Mechanistic Dehumanization. Blatant dehumanization is most strongly
associated with the animalistic form, which involves denying individuals attributes related to
"Human Uniqueness." These unigue human qualities include refinement, morality, rationality,
maturity, and complex secondary emotions. When perpetrators engage in blatant animalistic
dehumanization, they explicitly ascribe primitive, base, and savage traits to the outgroup,
suggesting they are driven purely by instinct, lust, or aggression, much like non-human beasts.

Animalistic dehumanization is highly visceral and often linked to emotions of disgust and fear. The
target group is framed as dirty, uncontrolled, and contaminating, justifying their physical exclusion
or destruction to maintain the purity of the ingroup. This form is intensely prevalent in contexts of
racial conflict and genocide because it directly links the target group to natural contamination that
must be purged. The rhetoric employed often involves metaphors of predatory animals (e.g.,
wolves, rats) or infectious agents (e.g., viruses, plagues), reinforcing the idea that the target is a
biological threat to the social order and therefore requires extreme measures of control or
elimination, often leading to support for harsh, punitive policies.

While typically less common in its blatant form, Mechanistic Dehumanization involves denying
attributes related to "Human Nature," such as emotionality, warmth, personality, and agency. When
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this form becomes blatant, the target is explicitly treated as an object, a machine, or a robot,
lacking internal emotional life or consciousness. This type of blatant denial is sometimes seen in
institutional settings, such as healthcare or bureaucracy, where individuals are reduced to data
points or interchangeable parts, denying their unique subjective experience. Although the
emotional driver here is often indifference rather than disgust, the consequence is equally severe:
the denial of moral standing, leading to the justification of exploitation, neglect, or clinical
detachment in the face of suffering.

Measurement and Assessment Tools

Measuring blatant dehumanization requires tools capable of capturing explicit, conscious
endorsement of subhuman attributes. One of the most widely recognized and robust instruments is
the Ascent of Man scale, which asks respondents to rate various outgroups on a visual scale
depicting the evolutionary progression from ape to fully evolved human. A lower rating explicitly
places the outgroup closer to an animal, providing a clear quantitative measure of blatant,
animalistic dehumanization. Because blatant dehumanization is, by definition, conscious, self-
report measures are highly relevant, despite the potential for social desirability bias, especially in
environments where overt prejudice is socially sanctioned.

Beyond visual scales, researchers utilize explicit rating scales that directly assess the attribution of
human traits. These scales often require participants to indicate the extent to which they agree that
a specific outgroup possesses fundamental human qualities such as intelligence, morality, or
emotional depth. For instance, instruments may present lists of attributes related to Human
Uniqueness (e.g., refinement, self-control) and Human Nature (e.g., warmth, curiosity) and ask
respondents to rate the target group on these dimensions. A low score on the Human Uniqueness
dimension strongly indicates blatant animalistic dehumanization, signaling a willingness to openly
deny the group's higher cognitive and moral functions.

The challenge in assessing blatant dehumanization lies in ensuring ecological validity while
mitigating the strong pressures of social desirability. To circumvent potential lying, researchers
sometimes employ indirect or disguised measures, such as the willingness to allocate resources or
support punitive policies explicitly justified by dehumanizing rhetoric. However, for a phenomenon
defined by its overt nature, direct questioning remains essential. Ethical protocols demand careful
handling of data collection, ensuring that participants understand the research context while
acknowledging that the very act of measuring blatant prejudice can expose and legitimize harmful
views, necessitating careful debriefing and containment of the research findings.

Consequences and Behavioral Outcomes

The most severe consequence of blatant dehumanization is the dramatic escalation of intergroup
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aggression and violence. When a group is explicitly defined as non-human, the moral constraints
against harming them evaporate, making acts of torture, murder, and systematic persecution not
only possible but psychologically easier for perpetrators. Blatant dehumanization acts as a
powerful predictor of support for hate crimes, ethnic cleansing, and genocidal intent, serving as the
necessary cognitive precursor for the transition from prejudice to lethal action. The explicit belief
that the victim is subhuman fundamentally removes the barrier of empathy, allowing cruelty to be
inflicted without genuine remorse.

Beyond outright violence, blatant dehumanization profoundly impacts social policy and institutional
behavior. When political leaders employ dehumanizing language, it fosters public acceptance of
discriminatory policies, such as the denial of healthcare, education, or legal protections to the
targeted group. For example, if a group is successfully framed as "vermin" or "illegal invaders,"
public support for harsh detention, forced removal, or extreme legal measures increases
dramatically. This rhetoric justifies resource allocation biases, ensuring that the ingroup benefits
from social goods while the dehumanized outgroup is systematically marginalized and neglected
by state apparatuses.

The consequences are also devastating for the targets of blatant dehumanization. Exposure to
rhetoric that denies one's fundamental humanity leads to severe psychological trauma, including
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder. Furthermore, victims may internalize the
stigma, leading to reduced self-esteem, self-efficacy, and chronic feelings of isolation and
worthlessness. This internalization can undermine collective resistance and social cohesion within
the targeted community, perpetuating the cycle of oppression. The psychological burden of being
explicitly denied human status is a significant barrier to recovery and integration, often requiring
specialized therapeutic interventions focused on restoring dignity and self-worth.

Differentiation from Subtle Dehumanization

It is crucial to differentiate blatant dehumanization from its subtle counterpart, often termed
infrahumanization. Subtle dehumanization involves the implicit denial of uniquely human
qualities, particularly secondary or complex emotions (e.g., hostalgia, remorse, compassion) to the
outgroup, while still acknowledging their primary emotions (e.g., fear, joy). This form is typically
unconscious, automatic, and pervasive even among relatively low-prejudice individuals, reflecting a
general ingroup bias toward maximizing the perceived emotional richness of one's own group.
Subtle dehumanization operates in linguistic nuances and emotional attribution biases rather than
explicit statements of subhumanity.

The key distinguishing factor is the level of consciousness and public endorsement. Blatant
dehumanization is an intentional strategy, explicitly stating or visually depicting the outgroup as
non-human (e.g., comparing them to animals, objects, or disease), and perpetrators are generally
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aware of the derogatory nature of their claims. Subtle dehumanization, conversely, is often masked
by seemingly benign interactions and may be denied by the perpetrator if confronted, as it relies on
implicit cognitive shortcuts rather than explicit ideological commitment to subhumanity. While
subtle forms predict everyday microaggressions and low-level discrimination, blatant forms predict
support for extreme violence and systemic oppression.

However, the two forms are not entirely independent. Subtle dehumanization can serve as a
psychological precondition that makes the acceptance of blatant dehumanization easier during
times of conflict or threat. When implicit biases are already present, the introduction of explicit,
blatant dehumanizing rhetoric--often by political leaders or media--can quickly transition the
population toward open endorsement of subhuman status. The normalization of subtle
infrahumanization lowers the moral threshold, making the leap to blatant, conscious denial of
humanity less jarring, thereby facilitating the mobilization of extreme prejudice and the
implementation of destructive policies against the outgroup.

Mitigation Strategies and Interventions

Mitigating blatant dehumanization requires multifaceted interventions targeting both the cognitive
foundations of prejudice and the social structures that permit its expression. Educational strategies
must focus on fostering the recognition of shared humanity and promoting perspective-taking. By
encouraging individuals to engage with the subjective experiences and complex emotions of the
targeted outgroup, interventions can directly challenge the essentialist categorization that defines
the group as primitive or mechanistic. Programs that utilize narrative and personal storytelling are
particularly effective in humanizing the outgroup, making the explicit denial of their humanity
psychologically untenable for the perceiver.

Social and legal sanctions play a critical role in reducing the prevalence and impact of blatant
dehumanization. Because this form is explicit and often public, strong legal frameworks against
hate speech, incitement to violence, and discriminatory propaganda are necessary to establish
clear social boundaries regarding acceptable discourse. When dehumanizing rhetoric is met with
swift and consistent legal consequences, it reduces the perception that such beliefs are socially
acceptable or institutionally endorsed. Furthermore, institutional leaders must consistently model
inclusive language and actively denounce dehumanizing rhetoric, thereby raising the social cost of
expressing blatant prejudice and reinforcing norms of respect and dignity.

Finally, interventions must address the underlying motivational needs--threat, insecurity, and low
self-esteem--that often drive individuals toward adopting blatant dehumanizing ideologies. Building
strong, inclusive ingroup identities that are not defined by the rejection or derogation of an
outgroup can reduce the psychological need for dehumanization as a defense mechanism.
Promoting intergroup contact, particularly contact that is structured to ensure equal status, shared
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goals, and institutional support, can effectively dismantle the categorical barriers that sustain the
belief in subhumanity. By focusing on mutual vulnerability and interdependence, these strategies
aim to reintegrate the targeted group back into the moral circle, making blatant dehumanization
ineffective as a tool for social and political mobilization.
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