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Essentially Subhuman: Psychological Essentialism Facilitates Dehumanization

Alexander P. Landry, Elliott Ihm, John Protzko, and Jonathan W. Schooler
Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences, University of California, Santa Barbara

Dehumanization has played a prominent role in myriad human atrocities, which inspired us to investigate its
social–cognitive basis. Since dehumanization consists of perceiving another to lack a defining human
essence, scholars have suggested the process is grounded in psychological essentialism, the belief that
members of a group all share an underlying essence. Indeed, Americans’ essentialist thinking predicted their
blatant dehumanization of various national outgroups (Study 1). After demonstrating this relationship, we
attempted to mitigate dehumanization by reducing the tendency to think in an essentialist manner. Subjects
led to hold an incremental theory about human traits (Study 2) or led to question the biological basis of racial
differences (Study 3) subsequently expressed less psychological essentialism (limited to the specific aspect
of biological essentialism in Study 3), and these reductions in essentialism predicted lower dehumanization.
Despite these indirect effects, we generally failed to observe mean differences in dehumanization between
experimental conditions, so we encourage future research to investigate third variables that may suppress the
effect of essentialism-reducing interventions.

Public Significance Statement
Dehumanization foments aggression and violence, so understanding the psychological mechanisms
underlying it is crucial. Our results suggest that one such mechanism is psychological essentialism,
laying the groundwork for interventions that aim to attenuate dehumanization by targeting this
sociocognitive process.

Keywords: psychological essentialism, dehumanization, implicit person theory, biological essentialism,
stereotype content model
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Dehumanization refers to conceiving of another as a subhuman
creature (Smith, 2011). This disengages the moral considerations
applied to fellow human beings, facilitating aggression against the
dehumanized target (Bandura, 1999; Bandura et al., 1975). There-
fore, historians, social psychologists, and political scientists have
suggested that dehumanization may enable acts of extreme violence
and cruelty (e.g., Goldhagen, 2009; Kelman, 1973; Smith, 2011).
Indeed, dehumanization has played a prominent role in colonial
exploitation (Goldhagen, 2009), political repression (Snyder, 2011),
and outright genocide (Savage, 2009; Smith, 2011). Today, dehu-
manization is documented in conflicts in Israel and Darfur (Bruneau
& Kteily, 2017; Hagan & Rymond-Richmond, 2008), and predicts

support for hostile military action, acceptance of civilian casualties,
endorsement of torture, and prejudice toward national or ethnic
outgroups (Kteily et al., 2015; Kteily & Bruneau, 2017).

Social–Cognitive Roots of Dehumanization

Although it may enable extraordinary atrocities, dehumanization
emerges through ordinary social–cognitive processes (Harris &
Fiske, 2009). It is predicated on the proclivity for people categorize
themselves and others into distinct social groups (see Hornsey,
2008, for a review). Members of different social groups are assumed
to share an intrinsic, underlying essence which defines theirT
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membership in that group (Hirschfeld, 1996; Rothbart & Taylor,
1992). This essence is assumed to be unobservable, residing deep
within a person and giving rise to all their observable qualities. Such
thinking has been termed psychological essentialism (Medin &
Ortony, 1989).
For instance, Haslam et al. (2000, 2002) found that people tended

to believe various groups, such as people of different ethnicities,
sexual orientations, and socioeconomic classes, formed coherent
entities with clear boundaries distinguishing members from non-
members. These social groups were considered to be natural kinds,
reflecting inherent categories that are objectively “out there” in the
world, akin to how biologists classify different species. Such beliefs
are often automatic and ubiquitous, emerging in children as young
as 4 (Gelman, 2003) and prevalent across cultures (Atran et al.,
2002; Bastian & Haslam, 2008).
Essentialism undergirds many conceptions of what it means to be

human. Simply put, people tend to think that something special
distinguishes humans from all other creatures, whether that be
higher reason, the capacity for complex emotions, sentience, or
cultural achievement (e.g., Lieberman, 2013). At the core of our
humanity is thought to be a defining essence that gives rise to all of
our uniquely human qualities, so to dehumanize another is to
deprive them of this common human essence (Haslam et al.,
2005; Leyens et al., 2000; Smith, 2011). This renders the dehuma-
nized target fundamentally distinct from, and less worthy than,
humankind (Smith, 2011).1

The Present Research

Surprisingly little work to date has empirically tested these assump-
tions about essentialism’s role in the process of dehumanization. A
notable exception is Leyens et al. (2003), who report an unpublished
study in which categorizing participants intomeaningful (vs. minimal)
groups increased their essentialist thinking about the groups, which in
turn led them to demonstrate a reluctance to attribute the outgroupwith
the capacity to experience complex, “uniquely human” emotions.
Similarly, Costello and Hodson (2010, 2014) found individuals who
believed humans were fundamentally distinct from, and superior to,
nonhuman animals were also more likely to deny immigrants and
racial outgroups secondary emotions. Nonetheless, in contrast to such
subtle denials of humanity (termed infrahumanization; Leyens et al.,
2000), many consequential instances of dehumanization are far more
overt (e.g., Jews portrayed as vermin in Der Stürmer; Smith, 2011).
Such blatant dehumanization (i.e., the explicit assertion that another
person or group is subhuman) appears to be a more robust factor than
infrahumanization in extreme intergroup conflicts (see Kteily &
Bruneau, 2017, for review). Therefore, we sought to extend past
work linking essentialism with infrahumanization by considering the
blatant dehumanization thought to foment hostility and conflict.
To do so, we were informed by Bastian and Haslam (2006), who

identified four facets of essentialist thinking: The belief that human
attributes are fixed (immutability; Levy et al., 1998), the belief that
one can generate rich inferences about a person once they know a
few of their basic traits (informativeness; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992),
the tendency to see social groups as unified entities (discreteness;
Campbell, 1958), and the belief that membership in social categories
has an underlying biological basis (Keller, 2005). Since the four
facets are interrelated (Bastian & Haslam, 2006), it is possible that
each of them plays a role in dehumanization. Therefore, we first

measured each of these facets to determine whether essentialism
predicted individuals’ blatant dehumanization of a variety of
national outgroups (Study 1).

We then manipulated essentialist thinking to determine whether it
causally facilitates dehumanization (Studies 2 and 3). Although
Study 1 considered all four facets of essentialism, here we mainly
focused on two facets linked to outgroup prejudice in previous
research: immutability beliefs in Study 2 (Hong et al., 2004) and
biological basis in Study 3 (Williams & Eberhardt, 2008). The
primary aim of these studies was to determine whether undermining
these facets of essentialism had downstream effects on attenuating
blatant dehumanization.

Study 1

We first sought to establish a consistent relationship between
psychological essentialism and blatant dehumanization, hypothe-
sizing that essentialism would predict the dehumanization of several
national outgroups. We expected to obtain this result while account-
ing for individuals’ prejudice toward the outgroup, as well as their
levels of social dominance orientation and conservatism, all of
which are reliably associated with blatant dehumanization (Kteily
et al., 2015).

Method

Participants

The three studies reported in this manuscript received approval
from the University of California, Santa Barbara’s Institutional
Review Board. For all studies, data were collected from a con-
vivence sample of Amazon Mechanical Turk workers (Buhrmester
et al., 2018).

We initially collected data from 295 participants. This sample was
not informed by an a priori power analysis. Instead, we deliberately
oversampled in comparison to related research to account for data
exclusions based on prespecified exclusion criteria (Bastian &
Haslam, 2006, 2008). Namely, we excluded individuals who
were not American citizens2 or who failed attention checks
(n = 40). Of the remaining 255 Americans, 152 were male, 102
were female, and one identified as nonbinary. The age of the sample
ranged from 18 to 78 years (M = 37.77, SD = 12.52). With this
sample size, a post hoc power analysis using the G*Power software
(Faul et al., 2007) revealed we could detect a medium-sized effect
(f2 = .15) with power of .99. The smallest effect size we obtained
was well above this (f2 = .91). The output for this power analysis
and the sensitivity analyses conducted for Studies 2 and 3 are
reported in Supplemental Materials—Sample Size Justification.

Materials

Social Dominance Orientation. Social dominance orientation
(SDO) refers to individuals’ support for group-based domination
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1 Despite its potential role in dehumanization, essentialist thinking about
social categories is not inherently destructive. For instance, seemingly
disparate disadvantaged groups may employ “strategic essentialism” to
mobilize unified action (Eide, 2016). We credit an anonymous reviewer
with this insight.

2 For all studies, we focus on American citizens to ensure our participants
were considering outgroups when making their evaluations.
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and opposition to egalitarian social policies (Pratto et al., 1994). We
measured SDO with the 8-item SDO7(S) scale (Ho et al., 2015;
α = .90), which included items assessing support for group-based
dominance (e.g., An ideal society requires some groups to be on top
and others to be on the bottom) and antiegalitarianism (e.g., It is
unjust to try to make groups equal). Participants responded using a
scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Oppose) to 7 (Strongly Favor).
Conservatism. To measure conservatism, we followed past

research (Landry et al., 2021) asking participants to Please indicate
the extent to which you consider yourself to be liberal or conserva-
tive on most political and social issues, using a slider scale which
ranged from 0 (Extremely Liberal) to 100 (Extremely Conservative).
Psychological Essentialism. Psychological essentialism was

measured using the Essentialism Scale (ES+; Bastian & Haslam,
2008; α = .95), which measures the four distinct facets of essential-
ism, namely immutability (8 items; α = .91), informativeness (5 items;
α = .78), discreteness (5 items; α = .94), and biological basis (4
items; α = .94). Participants rated their agreement with each item on a
scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree).
Ascent Dehumanization. This measure of blatant dehumani-

zation presented participants with the popular “Ascent of Man”
image depicting evolutionary progress, ranging from a quadrupedal
primate ancestor to a fully modern human (Supplemental
Materials—Figure S1; Kteily et al., 2015). They then rated the
humanity of various social groups using a slider scale which ranged
from 0 (Least Evolved) to 100 (Most Evolved). Scores were reversed
such that higher scores indicated greater dehumanization.
Animalistic–Mechanistic Dehumanization. Haslam (2006)

identified two distinct forms of dehumanization. Animalistic dehu-
manization consists of denying the target uniquely human qualities,
such as intelligence or creativity. Thus, the dehumanized is likened
to a “lower” animal, such as a rat or cockroach. However, one may
also deny another person qualities considered central aspects of
human nature, even if they also happen to be shared with other
animals, such as warmth and curiosity. This mechanistic dehumani-
zation renders the dehumanized a mindless automaton. To assess
both animalistic and mechanistic dehumanization, we employed a
measure developed by Bastian et al. (2013).3 Participants rated how
well a set of 8 traits characterized members of the outgroup, four of
which reflected animalistic dehumanization (e.g., Lacking self-
restraint, like animals) while the other four reflected mechanistic
dehumanization (e.g., Mechanical and cold, like robots), using a
scale that ranged from 1 (Not At All) to 7 (Extremely So).
Prejudice. Prejudice was measured using the feeling thermom-

eter (Haddock et al., 1993), which asks participants to evaluate a
typical outgroupmember on a slider scale ranging from 0 (Extremely
Unfavorable) and 100 (Extremely Favorable). Scores were reversed
such that higher scores indicated greater prejudice.

Procedure

After providing consent, participants completed the Essentialism
Scale. They then evaluated four outgroups (Iranians, Chinese
people, Somalis, and North Koreans) and their ingroup (Americans)
on the Ascent and Animalistic–Mechanistic (A–M) dehumanization
measures, and the prejudice feeling thermometer. The groups were
presented in randomized order for each of these measures. Partici-
pants then completed the SDO measure. Additionally, an attention
check item was embedded in the survey, which asked participants to

select a particular response option to indicate they were paying
attention.4 Finally, participants provided demographic information
(including conservatism) and were thoroughly debriefed.

Results

To determine whether psychological essentialism predicted bla-
tant dehumanization, we performed a series of multiple linear
regressions with scores on the Essentialism Scale predicting the
dehumanization of each of the national outgroups (Iranians, North
Koreans, Somalis, and Chinese people) as well as a composite of all
these groups.5 Thus, we performed ten total regressions, modeling
each of the four outgroups and the composite on both dehumaniza-
tion measures (Ascent and Animalistic–Mechanistic). Additionally,
in each regression we included outgroup prejudice, SDO, conser-
vatism, and dehumanization of the ingroup (Americans)6 as cov-
ariates. The results of each regression are presented in Table 1, and
descriptive statistics and variable intercorrelations are presented in
Supplemental Materials—Table S1.

Psychological essentialism significantly predicted dehumaniza-
tion of each outgroup across all eight regression models, over and
above prejudice, SDO, and ideological conservatism. Previous
research has implicated essentialism in subtle forms of dehumani-
zation (Costello & Hodson, 2010, 2014; Leyens et al., 2003), but
this is the first demonstration to our knowledge of its unique
association with the kind of blatant dehumanization that foments
hostility and conflict (Kteily & Bruneau, 2017).

Study 2

As mentioned above, psychological essentialism consists of
several interrelated facets, including how people see the nature of
human traits and abilities (Bastian & Haslam, 2006). An individual
may hold an incremental theory, believing traits and abilities to be
malleable through effort, or they may hold an entity theory, seeing
them as fixed and immutable (see Dweck, 2008, for a review). Entity
theories have been identified as a core aspect of essentialism (termed
the immutability dimension; Bastian & Haslam, 2006). Therefore,
we sought to induce either an entity or incremental theory in
participants, with the expectation that those in the incremental
condition would express less psychological essentialism. Moreover,
we hypothesized that differences in essentialism between the incre-
mental and entity conditions would account for differences in
dehumanization between these conditions.
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3 Reliability coefficients for each of the four outgroups are as follows:
Iranians (α = .79), Chinese people (α = . 79), Somalis (α = . 78), North
Koreans (α = . 77).

4 Such an attention check was also used in the subsequent studies.
5 All analyses reported in this manuscript were performed with 1,000

bootstrap resamples, except for analyses using PROCESS, which were
performed with 5,000 bootstrap resamples.

6 In controlling for ingroup dehumanization, we follow past research that
focuses on relative (rather than absolute) dehumanization to account for
individual differences in how the scale is used (e.g., Kteily et al., 2015)
while also avoiding some of the problems associated with the use of
difference scores (see Landry et al., 2021, for precedent). However, we
also examined the effect of essentialism on absolute levels of outgroup
dehumanization by repeating these analyses without including ingroup
dehumanization as a covariate. We observed the same pattern of results:
in each regression, essentialism was a strong predictor of greater (absolute)
dehumanization, controlling for prejudice, SDO, and conservatism.
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Although most work investigating blatant dehumanization has
focused on national or ethnic outgroups (e.g., Kteily et al., 2015),
we decided to study Americans’ perceptions of three groups con-
sidered deviant due to their lower societal status: homeless people,
heroin addicts, and schizophrenics. According to researchers em-
ploying the stereotype content model, although they share a national
identity with other Americans, these groups are often stigmatized
based on the perception they are cold and incompetent (e.g., Fiske
et al., 2019). In fact, these groups are also subtly dehumanized:
Individuals frequently fail to engage in normal social cognition
when viewing them and deny them the capacity to experience
complex mental states (Harris & Fiske, 2006, 2011). However,
there is no evidence to our knowledge that researchers in the
stereotype content model tradition have examined whether members
of groups stereotyped to be low in warmth and competence are also
blatantly dehumanized. Moreover, essentialist beliefs may be par-
ticularly relevant when considering these “low–low” groups, as their
disadvantaged position in society is often thought to arise from
inherent personality flaws (Haslam& Ernst, 2002). Therefore, along
with establishing a directional relationship between essentialism and
blatant dehumanization, we also sought to expand the range of
outgroups that we have considered as targets of such dehumanization.

Method

Participants

We collected data from 545 subjects via MTurk, again over-
sampling based on related research to account for data exclusions
(Chiu et al., 1997). We excluded 82 participants who either failed
multiple attention checks, were not American citizens, or did not
consent to our using their data. Of the remaining 463 Americans,
276were male, 183were female, and 4 did not identify as either. The
age of the sample ranged from 18 to 78 years (M = 38.23,
SD = 12.81). A sensitivity analysis using G*Power (Faul et al.,
2007) determined this sample enabled us to detect an effect of our
intervention of d = .26 with 80% power.

Materials

Psychological essentialism and dehumanization (Ascent and
Animalistic–Mechanistic) were assessed as in Study 1.

Article Manipulations. To induce an incremental or entity
theory, we adapted a set of article manipulations (from Chiu
et al., 1997). Both manipulations appeared as articles purportedly
published in the American Psychological Association’s Science
Observer. The incremental article was titled “Personality Is Change-
able and Can Be Developed,” and described evidence from clinical
interventions, personality psychology, and historical analyses sug-
gesting that “personality seems to be malleable and can be devel-
oped.” The entity article was titled “Personality, Like Plaster, Is
Pretty Stable Over Time,” and described a similar body of evidence.
However, this article supported the opposite conclusion, that “per-
sonality seems to be fixed and stable over time.” Both articles are
included in Supplemental Materials—Study 2 Manipulations.

Differences Between Articles. We asked participants to
respond to the two items How easy to understand was the article?
and How credible was the article? using a scale ranging from 1
(Extremely Easy to Understand/Not At All Credible) to 7 (Extremely
Difficult to Understand/100% Credible), as well as the item How
persuasive was the article? using a scale which ranged from 1 (Not
At All Persuasive) to 5 (Extremely Persuasive).

Procedure

To reduce demand characteristics, we followed a procedure
employed in related work by Williams and Eberhardt (2008). After
providing consent, participants were led to believe we were inter-
ested in their “perceptions of media issues.” To bolster our cover
story, they completed filler items about their media consumption and
attitudes. Then, they were randomly assigned to read either the
incremental (n = 231) or entity (n = 232) article. After reading the
article, they completed the Essentialism Scale. Participants next
rated homeless people, heroin addicts, and schizophrenics on the
two dehumanization measures. On each of the measures, the groups
were presented in randomized order. Participants then evaluated the
credibility, comprehensibility, and persuasiveness of the article they
read, and provided demographic information. Finally, participants
were debriefed and given the opportunity to revoke their consent to
let us use their data since minor deception was employed to
obtain it.7
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Table 1
Relation of Psychological Essentialism to Dehumanization of Each Outgroup in Study 1

Outgroup Unstandardized B Standard error Standardized β t p 95% CI

Iranians (Ascent) 4.00 1.16 .18 3.44 .001 [1.66, 6.31]
Iranians (A–M) 0.14 0.06 .14 2.40 .017 [.01, .26]
Somalis (Ascent) 2.97 1.10 .13 2.69 .008 [.75, 5.21]
Somalis (A–M) 0.16 0.05 .16 3.09 .002 [.06, .27]
North Koreans (Ascent) 2.64 1.20 .12 2.19 .030 [.51, 4.87]
North Koreans (A–M) 0.19 0.04 .24 4.39 <.001 [.11, .28]
Chinese (Ascent) 2.83 0.88 .15 3.22 .001 [1.10, 4.48]
Chinese (A–M) 0.25 0.05 .26 5.01 <.001 [.15, .35]
Composite (Ascent) 3.11 0.91 .16 3.46 .002 [1.27, 4.87]
Composite(A–M) 0.18 0.04 .22 4.39 <.001 [.10, .27]

Note. Controlling for prejudice, social dominance orientation (SDO), ideological conservatism, and Ingroup dehumanization; All regressions performed with
1,000 bootstrap resamples; confidence intervals refer to unstandardized coefficient. A–M = Animalistic–Mechanistic.

7 In this study and Study 3, participants completed additional measures for
exploratory purposes which can be provided upon request.
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Results

Differences Between Articles

We performed three independent-samples t tests to determine
whether our articlemanipulations differed on credibility, comprehensi-
bility, or persuasiveness. A binary variable representing experimental
condition (0 = entity, 1 = incremental) was entered as the grouping
variable, and scores on the 1-item measures of credibility, compre-
hensibility, or persuasiveness were entered as the dependent variables,
respectively. The articles did not differ on persuasiveness, M = 3.39
versus 3.23, t(461) = 1.57, p = .12, nor comprehensibility,M = 2.71
versus 2.76, t(461) = 0.28, p = .78. However, the incremental article
was rated as more credible than the entity article, M = 5.03 versus
4.72, t(461) = 2.49, p = .013.8

Differences in Essentialism

To determine whether those reading the entity article would report
greater essentialism than those reading the incremental article, we
performed another independent-samples t test with scores on the
Essentialism Scale as the outcome variable. Indeed, those reading
the entity article reported more essentialist thinking (M = 4.37,
SD = 0.94) than those reading the incremental article, M = 3.74,
SD = 1.11, t(442) = 6.39, p < .001.9

Effect of Essentialism on Blatant Dehumanization

We conducted a series of simple mediations using the PROCESS
macro for SPSS (Model 4; Hayes, 2018) to test our hypothesis that the
differences between conditions in essentialism would explain their
differences in dehumanization. First, we created a compositemeasure of
the outgroups (homeless people, drug addicts, and schizophrenics) on
the Ascent scale of dehumanization (a = .93). We then constructed the
mediation model: the binary variable denoting condition (0 = entity,
1 = incremental) was the predictor variable, scores on the ES+ were
the mediator,10 and the Ascent composite was the outcome. We then
repeated this process with a composite measure of Animalistic–
Mechanistic (A–M) dehumanization (a = .77) as the outcome.11

Path diagrams for each of the models are depicted in Figure 1.
We first examined the residual direct effect of article condition on

the dehumanization composites (i.e., c′ paths). For both models, there
was no residual effect that did not go through essentialist beliefs
(Ascent: β = .05, p = .42; A–M: β = −.04, p = .67), suggesting that
dehumanization did not differ between the conditions after accounting
for essentialism. We then examined the effect of essentialism on
dehumanization, controlling for experimental condition (i.e., b path).
In line with the results of Study 1, essentialism predicted dehumani-
zation across both models (Ascent: β = .16, p = .002; A–M: β = .18,
p < .001). Finally, to test our hypothesis that essentialism would
account for the effect of experimental condition on dehumanization,
we observed the indirect path of the models. Indeed, we observed an
indirect effect of experimental condition through essentialism on both
Ascent (βindirect = −.09, 95% CI [−.16, −.03]) and Animalistic–
Mechanistic dehumanization (βindirect = −.10, 95% CI [−.18, −.04]).

Study 3

We conducted Study 3 to confirm and extend the findings of
Study 2 by manipulating a separate facet of essentialism and

observing its effects on dehumanization. In this study, we focused
on biological essentialism, the view that human attributes are
determined solely by one’s genetic makeup (Haslam et al.,
2000). Biological essentialism covaries with the other three facets
of essentialism identified by Bastian and Haslam (2006; immuta-
bility, discreteness, and informativeness), and has been associated
with negative stereotypes, sexism, and prejudice in its own right
(e.g., Keller, 2005; Williams & Eberhardt, 2008). Thus, we were
interested in whether manipulating biological essentialism would
affect psychological essentialism more broadly, and whether such
changes would influence blatant dehumanization.

Therefore, we randomly assigned participants to think of racial
categories either as biologically determined, as a social construct, or
to a control condition. We expected those in the biological essen-
tialism condition would express greater essentialism than those in
the social constructionist and control conditions. Conversely, those
in the social constructionist condition were expected to express less
essentialism than the other conditions.We also hypothesized that the
greater essentialism in the biological essentialism condition would
exacerbate dehumanization, while the lower essentialism in the
social constructionist condition would attenuate it.

Method

Participants

We collected data from 669 subjects via MTurk, again over-
sampling on the basis of related research to account for data
exclusions (Williams & Eberhardt, 2008). We excluded 125 parti-
cipants who either failed an attention check, were not American
citizens, or did not consent to our using their data. Of the 544
remaining participants, 284 were male, 258 were female, and 2 did
not identify as either. The age of the sample ranged from 18 to
82 years (M = 36.72, SD = 11.64). A sensitivity analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) determined this sample enabled us to
detect an effect of our intervention of d = .26 with 80% power.

Materials

Psychological essentialism, dehumanization (both Ascent and
Animalistic–Mechanistic), and the credibility and comprehensibil-
ity of the articles were assessed as in Study 2.

Article Manipulations. To manipulate biological essentialism,
we adapted a set of articles developed by Williams and Eberhardt
(2008). Both articles putatively described recent findings from
geneticists. The essentialism article was titled “Scientists Pinpoint
Genetic Underpinnings of Race,” and described how geneticists had
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8 We observed the same pattern of results when we entered scores on the
credibility measure as a covariate in the models reported below.

9 The incremental condition also had significantly lower scores on each
subscale of the ES+.

10 Given that we explicitly manipulated implicit theories, we also reran
these analyses with the immutability subscale of the ES+ removed, as it
directly measures implicit theories. Entering a composite of just the other
facets of essentialism (i.e., discreteness, informativeness, and biological
basis) as the mediator, we observed the same pattern of results as the two
models reported in the manuscript.

11 We also repeated these analyses with each individual outgroup’s score
on both measures of dehumanization as the dependent variable, and observed
a similar of results (Supplemental Materials—Figures S2–S7).
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“uncovered genetic codes that can be used to determine one’s racial
background.” The social constructionist article was titled “Scientists
Revel That ‘Race’ Has No Genetic Basis.” It described the same
research, but instead concluded that “classifying people into differ-
ent ‘races’ is entirely cultural in origin. It doesn’t reflect any
biological reality.”
The control article was formatted like the other two articles and

was also related to genetics. However, it made no reference to
differences in human attributes due to biological factors.12 Articles
are included in Supplemental Materials—Study 3 Manipulations.

Procedure

After providing consent, participants were told we were interested
in their awareness of media issues and completed several filler items
to bolster this cover story. Then, they were randomly assigned to
read either the biological essentialism (n = 178), social construc-
tionist (n = 183), or control (n = 183) article. All participants then
completed the Essentialism Scale. They then rated four national
outgroups (Iranians, Chinese people, Somalis, and North Koreans),
presented in randomized order, on the Ascent and Animalistic–
Mechanistic measures of dehumanization. They then evaluated the
credibility and comprehensibility of the article they read and
provided demographic information. Finally, participants were thor-
oughly debriefed and given the opportunity to withdraw their
consent to let us use their data since we employed minor deception
to obtain it.

Results

Differences Between Articles

We performed two one-way analysis of variance (ANOVAs) to
determine whether the articles differed on credibility or compre-
hensibility. The full reporting of these results is included in
Supplemental Materials—Differences Between Manipulations
(Study 3). The control article we employed was rated as both

more credible and comprehensible than the constructionist article, and
more credible than the essentialism article. However, the two experi-
mental articles did not differ on either of these dimensions. Since we
were primarily concernedwith using the control condition to compare
against the experimental conditions, we conducted all subsequent
analyses as planned.13

Differences in Psychological Essentialism

We then sought to determine whether the biological essentialism
article increased participants’ essentialism, while the social con-
structionist article decreased it. To do so, we performed a one-way
ANOVA with article condition as the between-subjects factor and
scores on the Essentialism Scale as the dependent variable. Contrary
to expectations, no significant differences emerged, F(2,
532) = 1.23, p = .29. To determine whether any of the subdomains
of psychological essentialism differed between conditions, we
repeated this procedure with each of the subscales of the Essential-
ism Scale as a separate dependent variable. No differences emerged
between conditions on the immutability, discreteness, or informa-
tiveness subscales.14 However, we did observe significant differ-
ences between conditions on the biological basis subscale, F(2,
540) = 7.64, p = .001, η2p = .03. Tukey’s HSD tests revealed that
those in the constructionist condition (M = 3.68, SD = 1.51) scored
lower on the biological basis subscale than both the essentialism
(M = 4.23, SD = 1.40, p < .001), and control conditions
(M = 4.12, SD = 1.30, p = .003). However, those in the essential-
ism condition did not differ from the control condition in biological
essentialist thinking, p = .47. Perhaps participants had a relatively
high level of biological essentialism to begin with, which would be
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Figure 1
Path Model Showing Indirect Effects of Psychological Essentialism on (a) Ascent and (b) Animalistic–Mechanistic Dehumanization in
Study 2

Note. Values reflect standardized β coefficients. Total effect in parentheses.
** p < .01. *** p < .001.

12 This article was adapted from a 2016 article published on the Science
website and used with the author’s permission: https://www.sciencemag.org/
news/2016/06/undead-genes-come-alive-days-after-life-ends

13 We also repeated all subsequent analyses with just the experimental
conditions, and obtained the same pattern of results.

14 Descriptive statistics for the conditions on each subscale are presented
in Supplemental Materials—Table S2.
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consistent with past work suggesting this is a very common way
people reason about social categories (Keller, 2005).

Effect of Psychological Essentialism on Blatant
Dehumanization

We conducted simple mediations using PROCESS (Model 4;
Hayes, 2018) to test our hypothesis that the increased essentialism in
the biological essentialism condition would exacerbate dehumani-
zation, while the decreased essentialism in the social constructionist
condition would attenuate it. As in Study 2, we created composite
scores for both the Ascent (a = .93) and Animalistic–Mechanistic
(A–M; a = .77) dehumanization measures. We then conducted two
separate models with each composite measure as the dependent
variable.15 In both models, we entered the multicategorical variable
denoting condition (0 = control, 1 = essentialism, 2 = construc-
tionist) as the predictor. Since the effects of our manipulation were
limited to the biological basis aspect of psychological essentialism,
we entered scores on that subscale as the mediator.16 Path diagrams
for each of the models are depicted in Figure 2.
Across both models, the residual direct effect of the social

constructionist condition, relative to the control condition, on
dehumanization (c’ path) was not significant (Ascent: β = −.07,
p = .47; A–M: β = .06, p = .59), suggesting biological essential-
ism fully accounted for the effects. The same was true for the
residual direct effect of the essentialism condition, relative to the
control condition, on Ascent dehumanization, β = −.12, p = .24,
although the residual direct effect for the essentialism condition on
A–M dehumanization was significant, β = −.24, p = .02. Impor-
tantly, in line with the previous studies, essentialist thinking con-
tinued to predict blatant dehumanization. Examining the b path of
the models, we observed that scores on the biological basis subscale
of the ES+ strongly predicted greater dehumanization (Ascent:
β = .23; A–M: β = .29, both p < .001).
To test the hypothesis that essentialism would account for the

effect of article condition on dehumanization, we examined the
indirect path. Indeed, the reductions in biological essentialism
experienced by those reading the constructionist article, relative
to the control condition, predicted lower Ascent (βindirect = −.07,
95%CI [−.13,−.02]) and Animalistic–Mechanistic dehumanization
(βindirect = −.08, 95% CI [−.15, −.02]). However, this indirect
effect did not occur when comparing the essentialism and control
conditions (Ascent: βindirect = .02, 95% CI [−.02, .07]; A–M:
(βindirect = .03, 95% CI [−.03, .09]). Considering that the essential-
ism and control conditions did not differ in their biological essen-
tialism, our failure to find a significant indirect effect when
comparing them is unsurprising. We tentatively conclude that we
did not observe an indirect effect among those reading the biological
essentialism article because the relatively high-baseline levels of
biological essentialism among those in the control condition pro-
duced a ceiling effect.

General Discussion

To dehumanize another is to perceive them as lacking a common
human essence, thereby disengaging the moral considerations typi-
cally reserved for fellow humans (Bandura, 1999; Smith, 2011). To
dehumanize another, one must have a conception of a defining
human essence that the target lacks. Thus, psychological

essentialism has been claimed to undergird dehumanization
(Haslam, 2006; Leyens et al., 2000; Smith, 2011). We build on a
small body of past work linking essentialism to subtle forms of
dehumanization by demonstrating that it also predicts the blatant
dehumanization associated with extreme aggression and hostility
(Bruneau & Kteily, 2017). This occurred when considering both
national (e.g., Iranians, North Koreans) and nonnational (e.g.,
homeless people, heroin addicts) outgroups, and did so over and
above other factors routinely associated with blatant dehumaniza-
tion (prejudice, SDO, and ideological conservatism; Kteily
et al., 2015).

Our results also provide qualified evidence that undermining
essentialist thinking may mitigate dehumanization. For instance,
leading individuals to hold an incremental, as opposed to entity,
view of personality reduced their essentialist thinking, and this
accounted for reductions in dehumanization (Study 2). This is
consistent with a burgeoning body of work documenting how
implicit theory interventions can promote positive intergroup rela-
tions (e.g., Halperin et al., 2011). Nonetheless, we failed to find a
significant mean difference in dehumanization between the incre-
mental and entity conditions (see Supplemental Materials—Tables
S3 and S4). Perhaps a third variable suppressed the differences in
dehumanization between conditions.17 For instance, since essential-
ist stereotypes about individuals’ character are often invoked to
justify contemporary social inequality (Haslam & Whelan, 2008),
undermining such stereotypes may elicit backlash from those
wanting to maintain the status quo (e.g., ideological conservatives;
Jost, 2017).

We were also able to reduce biological essentialism by leading
participants to view racial categories more as a product of social
construction than of biological reality, and this also accounted for
reductions in dehumanization (Study 3). However, this result
should be interpreted with caution, as the measure of biological
essentialism accounting for the indirect effect overlapped con-
ceptually with our manipulation, thereby introducing the possi-
bility of a spurious indirect effect (see Rohrer, 2019). Moreover,
as in Study 2, our social constructionism intervention did not lead
to an overall decrease in dehumanization among those in this
condition. Rather, only those who showed lower biological
essentialist thinking as a result of the intervention evinced
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15 Again, for robustness we also analyzed each outgroup individually on
both measures of dehumanization, and found the same pattern of results
across all models (Supplemental Materials—Figures S8–S15).

16 We note the inclusion of a mediator that overlaps conceptually with our
manipulation of biological essentialism introduces the possibility of a
spurious indirect effect, particularly in light of the absence of direct or total
effects (Rohrer, 2019). We discuss this issue in the general discussion.

17 It is also possible that we failed to observe a direct or total effect in Study
2 because the facet of essentialism we directly targeted in the manipulation
(entity theories, or immutability) is not as crucial a facilitator of dehumani-
zation as other facets. To examine this, we conducted additional regression
analyses concerning participants’ dehumanization of each of the national
outgroups from Studies 1 and 3 (focusing only on data from participants in
the control condition in Study 3; n = 183). We entered each facet of
essentialism (immutability, discreteness, informativeness, and biological
basis) as a predictor of dehumanization in separate regressions, controlling
for prejudice, SDO, conservatism, and ingroup dehumanization in each.
Immutability was indeed a relatively weak predictor of dehumanization, so
future work could consider whether targeting the other facets not considered
in the present research (i.e., discreteness and informativeness) exert stronger
effects. We credit this insight to Borja Martinovic.
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downstream reductions in dehumanization. Again, perhaps con-
structionist arguments only undermine essentialist thinking, and
the dehumanization associated with it, among those more dis-
posed to challenging the status quo, while inciting backlash from
those looking to maintain it. Given that individuals led to accept a
social constructionist view of race show improved interracial
attitudes (Williams & Eberhardt, 2008), it is crucial for research
to investigate under what conditions audiences may be more
amenable to such a message.
Although we were motivated to investigate blatant dehumaniza-

tion because of its prominence throughout various instances of
intergroup violence (Goldhagen, 2009; Smith, 2011), our studies’
lack of ecological validity limits their potential generality to these
contexts in which dehumanization is most problematic. Undoubt-
edly, self-report methodology alone cannot capture many important
factors that influence perpetrators’ dehumanization of their victims
in real-world conflicts, so it should be complemented with more
ecologically valid approaches such as systematic analysis of perpe-
trator discourse, written testimonies, and other archival data. Since
blatant dehumanization continues to foment contemporary inter-
group conflicts, a synthesis of experimental and archival ap-
proaches appears crucial (Bruneau & Kteily, 2017; Hagan &
Rymond-Richmond, 2008).
Nonetheless, our research provides a promising foundation from

which to investigate ordinary psychological processes contributing
to extraordinary acts of violence. It provides critical support for the
claim that psychological essentialism is intimately linked with
blatant dehumanization (Smith, 2011), while contributing to a
burgeoning stream of work demonstrating the effects of essentialist
thinking on social cognition more broadly (for a review, see
Haslam & Whelan, 2008). Most importantly, we demonstrate that
reducing essentialist thinking can have downstream effects on
attenuating dehumanization, suggesting encouraging possibilities for
improving intergroup relations. We encourage further research to
investigate third variables that could amplify or suppress the effects of

essentialism-reducing interventions, and to further specify essential-
ism’s role in the process of dehumanization.
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Figure 2
Path Model Showing Indirect Effects of Psychological Essentialism on (a) Ascent and (b) Animalistic–Mechanistic Dehumanization in
Study 3
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* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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