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 In principle, all of us have moral worth and deserve moral treatment simply by virtue of 

being human. Philosophers ground moral status in our shared humanity or personhood, 

declarations of human rights are explicitly universal in their coverage, and laypeople believe that 

moral rules hold universally. In addition to her sword, scales, and flowing gowns, Lady Justice 

wears a blindfold to assure us that moral and legal rules apply impartially to everyone.  

 In practice, of course, some people are considered to be more human than others, and 

more deserving of moral treatment. Humanness is not universally and categorically ascribed to 

everyone, but is bestowed unevenly across individuals and groups. Metaphorical blindfolds of a 

different kind allow some people to fail to see the humanity of others, enabling the blindfolded to 

commit acts of cruelty, to ignore or deny the harm done by third parties, or to minimize the harm 

they themselves have caused.  

 Moral action and moral judgment seem to depend on an appreciation of the humanness of 

others. If others are understood as fully human then we feel bound to consider and care about 

their interests, prevent or alleviate their suffering, and experience moral emotions when we have 

wronged them (Staub, this volume). When their humanness is denied, either subtly or in extreme 

cases totally and overtly, their interests and suffering become less visible, and our moral 



 

 

compunction evaporates. Arguably, people must also understand themselves to be fully human in 

order to act morally, and failing to do so can enable them to behave badly. Moral standing and 

moral action are therefore entwined with humanness. But what is humanness, and how can we 

capture this elusive concept in a way that clarifies the psychology of morality? 

 In this chapter we review several lines of work that bear on moral psychology. This work 

has been at least partly inspired by a new model of dehumanization that our group has 

developed, which derives from a framework for understanding humanness in social perception 

and judgment. We argue that humanness has two distinct meanings with distinct implications for 

moral judgment. Understanding that humanness can be denied – that people can be dehumanized 

– in these two distinct ways may help to illuminate some of the processes that lead to immoral 

conduct. The chapter contains four sections. In the first we lay out our model of humanness and 

dehumanization. In the second section we review several studies that show how the two 

dimensions of humanness align with concepts of moral patiency, agency, and responsibility. In 

the process we show that subtly denying humanness to people has implications for whether they 

are blamed, praised, or considered worthy of moral concern and rehabilitation. In the third 

section we describe our recent work on the “moral circle” and explain how considerations of 

humanness are implicated in how and where the boundaries of this circle of moral concern are 

drawn. Finally, in the fourth section, we discuss how objectification, arguably a form of 

dehumanizing perception, allows a person to deny others’ mental states and, as a result, accord 

them less moral concern. 

 

 



 

 

A Model of Humanness and Dehumanization 

 The psychology of dehumanization has regained prominence within social psychology 

after a relatively long hiatus following classic works by Bandura, Underwood, and Fromson 

(1975), Kelman (1976), Opotow (1990), and Staub (1992). This work was notable for its linkage 

of dehumanization with violence, aggression, moral exclusion, and organized evil. However, it 

tended to lack an explicit understanding of what is denied to people when they are dehumanized, 

tended to present dehumanization as a single, monolithic phenomenon, and tended to portray 

dehumanization as something relevant to extreme situations such as war and genocide rather than 

to more everyday forms of immorality. The emergence of a “new look” at dehumanization 

helped to overcome these limitations, and can largely be credited to the work of Jacques-Philippe 

Leyens and colleagues (e.g., Leyens et al., 2001), who documented the “infra-humanization” 

effect, in which people tend to ascribe more human qualities to their ingroup than to outgroups. 

Leyens and colleagues defined humanness as what is unique to our species, exemplified by 

secondary emotions, and found that people tend to reserve these uniquely human emotions to 

their own national group and deny them to outgroups. By implication, the ingroup is seen as 

more human than the outgroup, and the outgroup is seen as more animal-like than the ingroup. 

 The infrahumanization effect is important for a variety of reasons. First, it recognizes that 

dehumanization-like phenomena can take relatively mild forms; that is, they fall along a severity 

continuum that extends upwards to the harshest, most degrading denials of humanity. Second, 

Leyens and colleagues demonstrated that humanness is a fundamental dimension of social 

perception. Third, the infra-humanization researchers produced a working definition of 

humanness, in the absence of which the concept of dehumanization is vague and ethereal. 



 

 

Fourth, by recognizing the banal and subtle nature of some dehumanization-like phenomena, 

they rendered these phenomena tractable to experimental social psychologists.  

 Our group’s work on dehumanization was stimulated by Leyens’ research program, but 

departed from it in an important respect. Whereas researchers in the infra-humanization tradition 

identify humanness as that which distinguishes humans from (other) animals, we discovered that 

people distinguish this sense of human uniqueness from an equally accessible sense of 

humanness as “human nature.” Uniquely human attributes tend to revolve around civility, 

refinement, and higher cognition, whereas human nature tends to involve emotionality, 

interpersonal warmth, and openness. Moreover, uniquely human attributes are understood to 

reflect gradual social learning whereas human nature is seen as innate, essence-like (i.e., deep-

seated and fundamental), cross-culturally universal, and typical of the human population. Human 

Uniqueness thus corresponds to encultured humanity and Human Nature to common or shared 

humanity (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 2005). Some evidence indicates that these 

dimensions of humanness are cross-culturally valid, but with some interesting discrepancies 

(Bain, Vaes, Haslam, & Kashima, 2010; Haslam, Kashima, Loughnan, Shi, & Suitner, 2008). 

 If humanness has two distinct senses, then there should be two distinct ways in which 

people’s humanness can be denied. This simple insight was the basis for our group’s new 

theoretical framework for understanding dehumanization processes (Haslam, 2006). Individuals 

or groups that are denied Human Uniqueness will be perceived as lacking civility, refinement, 

and rationality, and hence seen as coarse, unintelligent, immoral: in a word, bestial. As non-

human animals represent the contrast against which this sense of humanness is defined, people 

who are denied uniquely human attributes will be likened to animals. People who are denied 



 

 

Human Nature, on the other hand, will be perceived as lacking emotion, warmth and openness, 

and thus seen as mechanical, cold, rigid, and lacking in vitality and animation. The contrastive 

non-human entity is less self-evident than in the case of Human Uniqueness, but we propose that 

when people are denied Human Nature they are implicitly or explicitly likened to objects, 

automatons, robots, or machines. 

 We have found evidence of these animalistic and mechanistic forms of dehumanization in 

perceptions of a variety of social groups (e.g., Bain, Park, Kwok, & Haslam, 2009; Saminaden, 

Loughnan, & Haslam, 2010). A variant of the mechanistic form occurs in the self-humanizing 

effect (Haslam et al., 2005; Haslam & Bain, 2007; Loughnan et al., 2010b), in which others are 

seen as lacking in Human Nature compared with oneself, independent of the general tendency 

for people to self-enhance (i.e., view themselves as more worthy than others). The relevance of 

the dimensions for perceptions of individuals as distinct from groups is also demonstrated by 

recent findings that people feel they are personally lacking in Human Nature when they are 

socially excluded, believe that the person who excluded them sees them as lacking Human 

Nature, and perceive that person as lacking in Human Nature as well (Bastian & Haslam, 2010).  

 In sum, our model offers a two-dimensional framework for organizing the diverse forms 

of dehumanization in terms of a model of humanness. Its fundamental claim is that the 

dimensions of humanness are implicated in everyday social perception, and the model is 

intended to encompass phenomena that are mild, everyday, and subtle, as well as those at the 

other end of the severity continuum that involve clear repudiations of people’s humanity. 

 

Mapping Humanness onto Moral Concepts 



 

 

 Armed with our model of humanness, we may ask how perceptions of humanness relate 

to perceptions of moral status. For our model to be useful in moral psychology, and for it to 

clarify how moral standing is ascribed or denied to individuals and groups, we need to know how 

aspects of moral status align with the dimensions of humanness. A review of relevant literatures 

suggests at least three different ways that people may be viewed as having moral status. People 

may be perceived as having the capacity to be responsible for immoral behavior (e.g., requiring 

inhibition and self-control) and therefore deserve blame for bad deeds (Alicke, 2000; Knobe, 

2003; Shaver, 1985; see also Gray & Wegner, this volume). They may be perceived as having 

the desire to engage in moral behavior (e.g., desire to act pro-socially; Bandura, 1999) and 

therefore deserve praise for good deeds (Pizzarro, Uhlman, & Salovey, 2003; see also Pizarro & 

Tannenbaum, this volume), or they may be perceived as having the capacity to be recipients of 

morally relevant actions (e.g., the capacity to experience pain) and therefore the right to be 

protected from harm (Gray, Gray, & Wegner, 2007; Gray & Wegner, 2009). We use the terms 

inhibitive agency, proactive agency, and moral patiency respectively to refer to these different 

aspects of moral status (see also Gray & Wegner, this volume). 

 These aspects would be expected to align with our dimensions of humanness. A basis for 

expecting links between inhibitive agency and Human Uniqueness, and between moral patiency 

and Human Nature, is suggested by the work of Gray et al. (2007). From ratings of the degree to 

which an assortment of entities – including diverse humans (including fetuses, children, adults, 

and dead persons), animals, robots, God – had a variety of mental capacities, Gray et al. derived 

a two-dimensional mind perception space. One dimension, which they called “Agency,” 

primarily differentiated adult humans from animals, and was constituted by capacities such as 



 

 

foresight, thinking, and self-control. Although it was presented as a dimension of mind rather 

than humanness, the Agency dimension clearly signifies the human-animal distinction and 

corresponds to our understanding of Human Uniqueness, so we expect the inhibitive form of 

moral agency to be associated with it. People who are ascribed more uniquely human attributes 

should therefore be ascribed greater inhibitive agency, and hence they should be judged more 

deserving of blame for morally wrong actions. This prediction was supported by Gray et al.’s 

finding that the Agency dimension was positively correlated with judgments of the deservingness 

of punishment for wrongdoing. 

 Gray et al.’s (2007) second dimension was labeled “Experience,” and comprised mental 

capacities such as emotion, desire, appetite, and suffering. The dimensions primarily 

differentiated living humans and animals from inanimate, mechanical, and disembodied entities 

such as dead people, robots, and God. In its composition and its opposition between humans and 

mechanistic entities, Experience corresponds closely to our dimension of Human Nature. Gray et 

al. found that Experience correlated strongly with perceptions of entities’ moral patiency, 

assessed by judgments of how unpleasant it would be to harm them, so we would predict that this 

aspect of moral status should be associated with Human Nature. People who are ascribed more 

Human Nature should therefore be seen as having greater rights to be protected from harm. 

 The third proposed aspect of moral status, proactive moral agency, arguably does not 

have such clear links to our dimensions of humanness. Its agentic component might suggest a 

link to Gray et al.’s (2007) Agency dimension, and hence to Human Uniqueness, but we propose 

that the capacity to do good is seen as associated with Human Nature instead. Human Nature 

tends to be seen as involving interpersonal warmth and would therefore be expected to be linked 



 

 

to prosocial intentions. We therefore predicted that proactive moral agency would be associated 

with Human Nature, and hence that people to whom Human Nature was ascribed would be seen 

as more deserving of praise for morally good actions. 

 We (Bastian et al., in press) conducted three studies to test these predictions. In the first 

study we constructed descriptions of two fictitious groups of people. One group was described 

using traits that were high in Human Nature but low in Human Uniqueness, and the other group 

was described with the opposite pattern of traits. Equal numbers of desirable and undesirable 

traits were used to describe each group. Each participant rated one group on scales assessing 

inhibitive agency (from Gray & Wegner [2009]: e.g., how much members of the group had the 

capacity for “responsible action,” “acting intentionally,” “self-control”); proactive agency (based 

on Bandura [1999]: e.g., how much members of the group “have the desire to do good things in 

the world,” “want to treat others well,” “want to help other people” as well as the Prosocialness 

Scale for Adults [Caprara, Steca, Zeli, & Capanna, 2005]); and moral patiency (based on Gray & 

Wegner’s [2009] experience scale and a modified version of the Wong-Baker Pain Scale [Wong 

& Baker, 1988] to assess the extent to which members of each group would experience pain if 

they were to experience an injury).  

 Consistent with our predictions, we found that the high Human Nature group was rated 

higher on both measures of pro-active agency and both measures of moral patiency, and that the 

high Human Uniqueness group was rated higher on the inhibitive agency scale. Thus, 

independent of the perceived desirability of the two groups, two dimensions of their perceived 

humanness were associated in distinctive ways with aspects of their moral status. 



 

 

 Our second study extended the first study to examine moral judgments of blame, praise, 

and willingness to protect others. Pizzarro et al. (2003) have demonstrated that judgments of 

blame are associated with the perceived intentionality of people’s actions, linked to inhibitive 

agency, whereas judgments of praise are made when people are attributed the desire to act 

morally toward others, or proactive agency. Gray et al. (2007) suggested that when people are 

ascribed moral patiency, our willingness to protect them from immoral actions increases. 

Investigating stereotypes of real-world social groups rather than fictitious ones, we therefore 

predicted that groups ascribed more Human Nature traits would receive more praise and 

protection, and groups ascribed more Human Uniqueness traits would receive more moral blame. 

Related to this, we further predicted that high Human Nature groups would be seen as meriting 

rehabilitation after wrongdoing whereas high Human Uniqueness groups, because of their greater 

perceived intentional control or inhibitive agency, would be seen as meriting punishment. 

 Participants rated 24 diverse social groups on the two dimensions of humanness and 

imagined that a member of each group had performed a particular moral or immoral act (from 

Chadwick, Bromgard, Bromgard, & Trafimow, 2006) or had been mistreated in certain ways. 

Participants judged whether people would judge the person “morally responsible” for performing 

the immoral behaviors; would give “personal credit” for performing the moral behaviors; and 

would feel like “intervening” or taking a “moral stand” on behalf of the person when he or she 

was treated immorally. Finally, participants rated how much people would endorse punishment 

or rehabilitation (e.g., through education programs) for the group member as a way of dealing 

with the group member’s wrongful behavior. As we predicted, attributions of moral blame were 

associated only with the Human Uniqueness of the group, and moral praise and protection were 



 

 

associated only with a group’s perceived Human Nature. Punishment was endorsed more for 

high Human Uniqueness groups, and rehabilitation more for high Human Nature groups. As in 

the first study, that is, indices of inhibitive agency aligned with one sense of humanness and 

indices of proactive agency and moral patiency aligned with the other. 

 Our third study replicated the second one using experimental manipulation of the 

humanness dimensions rather than naturally occurring variations in perceived humanness among 

real-world groups. Four trait-based character descriptions were constructed that factorially varied 

high and low Human Uniqueness and Human Nature. As in the previous study, Human 

Uniqueness was associated with judgments of blame for immoral actions, and Human Nature 

was associated with judgments of praise for moral actions as well as protection (i.e., intention to 

intervene and feel indignation if the person were being mistreated). These findings were not 

reducible to the general evaluation or liking of the characters. 

 These three studies indicate that basic aspects of moral status are associated in distinctive 

ways with the dimensions of humanness. The extent to which individuals or groups are ascribed 

or denied humanness is therefore likely to affect everyday moral judgments involving them. It 

may help to clarify why some people are less socially valued than others, a fundamental factor in 

moral judgment (Cikara, Farnsworth, Harris, & Fiske, in press). Groups that are seen as 

embodying Human Nature, such as children, are apt to receive more protection and praise, and 

less blame and punishment, than groups that are seen as embodying Human Uniqueness, such as 

businesspeople or the rich. Perhaps more importantly, individuals or groups that are subtly or 

not-so-subtly dehumanized are likely to elicit different patterns of moral disengagement 

depending on the form the dehumanization takes. People who are denied Human Nature will 



 

 

receive diminished protection, will not receive praise for their good actions, and will not be seen 

as meriting rehabilitation in response to their misdeeds. People who are denied Human 

Uniqueness, in contrast, may tend not to be morally blamed for their wrongdoings on account of 

the perceived limitations in their capacity for intentional action and inhibition. This may 

superficially appear to be a desirable state of affairs, but it is likely to be accompanied by a view 

that such people are child-like and lack the capacity for autonomy. Paternalistic control and 

‘benign neglect’ are two possible responses. 

Humanness and the Moral Circle 

 One role that a theory of humanness might play, in addition to making conceptual links to 

dimensions of moral judgment such as blame and praise, is to clarify the boundaries of moral 

concern. People feel morally obligated to show concern for a variety of creatures: their children, 

other adults, perhaps fetuses, and some non-human animals. These entities are said to reside 

within the “moral circle” or moral community (Deutsch, 1985; Singer, 1981; Staub, this 

volume). Importantly, inclusion in the moral circle entails, at least in theory, respectful, moral 

treatment. Circle membership is, thus, not without consequence. Entities said to reside at the 

margins of life, such as fetuses and people in permanent vegetative states, may be granted moral 

status by some but not by others, and the consequences of such disagreements can have serious 

implications for social policy and legislation (e.g., abortion and voluntary euthanasia). In 

addition, the question of which animals to include in the circle has real implications for the 

humane treatment of animals in farming and other industries (Lund, Mejdell, Röcklinsberg, 

Anthony, & Håstein, 2007). 



 

 

For philosophers, moral circle membership depends on the possession of an attribute, or 

set of attributes, that resembles components of Human Uniqueness and Human Nature. For 

example, inclusion has been argued based on Human Nature factors such as sentience or 

suffering (e.g., Singer, 1981), as well as Human Uniqueness factors such as language (Frey, 

1980), and rationality (Kant, 1888/1980), .  

Philosophers’ accounts of the moral circle are typically prescriptive (e.g., Singer, 1981): 

We are urged, for example, to include all entities that experience pain or possess rationality. 

Very little is known about the descriptive content of the layperson’s moral circle or about the 

psychological processes involved in its use in thinking and behavior. Recent work from our lab 

has begun to consider the properties of the moral circle as a psychological construct and its 

relationship with Human Uniqueness and Human Nature.  

One important property of the moral circle as a psychological construct is that its 

boundary is moveable. The moral circle has expanded over history, the boundary shifting ever 

outward (Singer, 1981), and it contracts or dilates as a result of large-scale social factors such as 

economic hardship, war, political turmoil, and violence (Staub, 1992, this volume). Like other 

psychological categories, the moral circle is also subject to more subtle influences. Work from 

our lab shows that variations in task framing influence the size of the moral circle. Laham 

(2009a), for example, gave people a list of entities that were potential members of the moral 

circle (e.g., young girl, fetus, brain-dead person, adult man, and baby). He then asked them to 

delimit morally worthy entities either by circling those on the list they deemed worthy of moral 

consideration (inclusion mindset) or by crossing out those they did not deem worthy (exclusion 



 

 

mindset). Across three studies, people in an exclusion mindset retained more entities (i.e., had 

larger moral circles) than those in an inclusion mindset.  

A similar effect emerges as a consequence of another subtle cognitive manipulation: 

subjective ease of retrieval. In a recent paper, Laham (2009b) showed, in two studies, that 

people’s moral circles expand if they have a subjectively easy time generating circle exemplars. 

Participants were asked to think of 3 or 15 animals that they deemed worthy of moral 

consideration and were then asked to indicate the size of their moral circles, by giving an 

estimate of the proportion of the world’s animals deemed worthy of moral treatment. Because 

subjective ease of retrieval is linked with exemplar prevalence via a naive theory (easy 

generation experience, more exemplars, Schwartz, 2004), those who had the subjectively easy 

time of generating 3 exemplars subsequently had larger moral circles.  

Importantly, not only are people’s nominal moral circles influenced by subtle cognitive 

manipulations, so too are subsequent moral judgments and behaviors. In Laham (2009a), people 

who adopted an exclusion mindset were subsequently more likely to treat a range of outgroups 

with more moral consideration than people in the inclusion mindset condition. In these studies, 

task framing increased the size of the moral circle for people in an exclusion mindset, which in 

turn made them extend moral concern to a wider range of targets. Laham (2009b) further showed 

that moral circle size also affects behavior. Participants who had the subjectively easy experience 

of generating three circle exemplars were four times more likely to accept an information sheet 

about how to donate money to help endangered species than were participants who generated 

fifteen exemplars. This effect was accounted for by moral circle size.  



 

 

 The malleability of the moral circle boundary demonstrated by these studies undermines 

to some extent the intuition that people determine circle membership via some rational, rule-

based process of the kind “if entity X possesses morally relevant property Y then include it in the 

moral circle.” Rather, people seem subject to influence from various morally irrelevant 

properties of the decision process. But if people are not necessarily using morally relevant 

properties such as Human Uniqueness and Human Nature to decide on circle membership, what 

is the relation between these dimensions of humanness and the moral circle? Under some 

circumstances, it is likely that people do indeed try to assign circle status based on the possession 

of Human Uniqueness and Human Nature attributes. However, we argue that sometimes the 

process may be reversed: People may come to attribute Human Uniqueness and Human Nature 

to entities based on their (previously decided) circle membership.  

To test this possibility, Laham and Haslam (2009) gave people an inclusion-exclusion 

discrepancy (IED) task similar to that used by Laham (2009a). After including or excluding 

creatures from the moral circle, participants subsequently rated some of these creatures on 

mental states and traits representing Human Uniqueness and Human Nature. Results showed that 

the likelihood of inclusion of a creature in the moral circle was a function of mindset, with 

creatures more likely to be included under an exclusion mindset. In addition, people were more 

likely to attribute rationality (representing Human Uniqueness) and experience (representing 

Human Nature) to creatures included in the circle. As a result, people in an exclusion mindset 

came to see more creatures as possessing rationality and experience than did those in an 

inclusion mindset. In short, the perceived humanness of a creature may be a criterion on which 

moral concern is based, but creatures that are granted moral concern also tend to be humanized. 



 

 

By implication, people may be dehumanized as a consequence of moral disengagement, and not 

only as a cause of it. This possibility accords with research findings that people tend to deny 

humanness to groups when they learn that their own group has acted inhumanely toward them 

(Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006). 

Denials of Moral Status: Objectification and Meat-Eating 

The previous sections of this chapter have explored the relation between humanness and 

dimensions of moral judgment in general, abstract terms. We now turn to two recent lines of 

research in which we demonstrated that denials of humanity are associated with diminished 

moral concern. We will focus on two groups that are typically denied full moral consideration: 

objectified people and non-human animals. 

Objectification occurs when an individual is viewed or treated as a body, stripped of his 

or her mind, personality, and personhood (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Nussbaum, 1995). 

Although this definition contains two elements – to be a body and not to be a person – 

psychological research has typically examined only body-focus. By adopting a humanness 

perspective, recent questionnaire and neurological research has shown that objectification is 

associated with denials of both humanness and moral standing.    

Adopting a questionnaire-based approach, we (Loughnan et al., 2010) presented people 

with a series of objectified and non-objectified images (i.e., men and women either fully clothed 

or dressed revealingly in swimming costumes). Participants were asked to rate each image on a 

range of mental states associated with Human Nature (e.g., emotionality) and Human 

Uniqueness (e.g., rationality). Objectified images were rated lower on both dimensions of 

humanness, indicating a subtle dehumanization. This finding replicates recent work by Heflick 



 

 

and Goldenberg (2009), who asked participants to focus on either the appearance or personhood 

of Angelina Jolie or Sarah Palin. Following this prime, they asked participants to rate the women 

on a series of personality traits and then indicate how much each trait was part of our shared 

“human nature.” They found that participants who focused on appearance rated the women lower 

on Human Nature than they were rated by participants who focused on the women’s personhood.  

Questionnaire studies have indicated that people dehumanize the objectified. However, 

they have not determined whether people attribute and then withdraw humanity from the 

objectified or fail to attribute it in the first place. Social-neuroscience research has provided 

evidence for the latter, suggesting that objectified targets simply fail to elicit social processing in 

perceivers. Cikara, Eberhardt, and Fiske (in press) placed men in an MRI scanner and measured 

their brain activity when viewing images of objectified and non-objectified women. They found 

that objectified images did not activate the brain regions involved in processing social targets 

(i.e., the medial pre-frontal cortex, posterior cingulate, and temporal poles). Put simply, men did 

not see objectified women as social agents.  

If the objectified are not seen as fully human, might they be denied the moral status 

normally afforded to humans? To test this notion, we measured attribution of moral concern in 

two studies (Loughnan et al., 2010). In Study 1, participants were presented with objectified and 

non-objectified women and were asked to rate the women’s capacity for Experience in Gray et 

al.’s (2007) sense, which is closely aligned with perceived moral patiency. The objectified 

women were judged to possess less Experience and therefore to lack moral patiency. In Study 2, 

we examined additional measures of moral standing. We asked participants to rate objectified 

men and women on Experience, moral patiency, and sensitivity to pain (Gray & Wegner, 2009). 



 

 

Objectified targets (especially men) were again denied moral patiency and the capacity for 

suffering. 

 Combined, these studies indicate that objectified persons are denied human traits and 

moral status. Our deeper understanding of the relationship between humanness attribution and 

moral concern has allowed empirical confirmation of the untested claim that the objectified are 

not viewed as fully human.   

 The perception of non-human animals is another domain in which we have recently 

examined how humanness relates to moral judgment. Although it might seem anomalous to refer 

to the “humanness” of non-human animals, capacities and dispositions associated with being 

human can be denied to animals with significant implications for their perceived moral standing, 

just as humanness can be denied with morally problematic consequences to objectified humans. 

Exploitation of animals has typically been justified by claiming that they lack some important 

characteristic that humans possess. Moral concern hinges on this critical component of 

humanness. Whether it was the lack of a soul (Aquinas), emotions (Descartes), or rationality 

(Kant), this missing piece meant that animals were neither moral agents nor patients. While these 

arguments cannot withstand secular, philosophical scrutiny (e.g., Bentham & Browning, 1843; 

Singer, 1990), it is clear that human practices such as farming do routinely treat animals 

inhumanely. While the philosophical debate on the moral status of animals may have been 

fought and won, might people continue to deny animals the humanity needed to be considered 

moral patients? Stated otherwise, might animals be denied human attributes in a way that 

undermines their moral standing?     



 

 

 Broadly, people believe animals possess Human Nature but not Human Uniqueness 

attributes (Haslam et al., 2008; Loughnan & Haslam, 2007). By extension, animals should be 

seen as lacking inhibitive moral agency but possessing moral patiency. Denying moral agency to 

animals implies that we do not blame them for harmful acts, but retaining moral patiency implies 

that we see them as potential recipients of immoral actions (e.g., beating a dog is wrong). 

However, sometimes our actions towards animals – such as killing or factory farming– are 

clearly harmful. To help understand the role morality and humanity might play in the treatment 

of animals, we asked people to imagine or engage in meat eating and measured their perception 

of animals’ humanness and moral status.   

 In Study 1, Bastian, Loughnan, and Haslam (2010) asked vegetarians and omnivores to 

rate the emotional experience (Human Nature attributes) and higher cognitive ability (Human 

Uniqueness attributes) of cows and sheep. Participants were told that the animal under 

consideration had either been bred for human consumption (food reminder) or simply lived on a 

farm (control). For vegetarian participants, food reminders had no effect on the attribution of 

mental states to the animals. By contrast, omnivores reminded that the animals were bred to 

become food rated the animals significantly lower in emotionality but not in higher cognition. 

This finding suggests that reminding people that animals are killed for human consumption 

triggers a denial of those traits that are linked to moral patiency. 

 In Study 2, Loughnan, Haslam, and Bastian (2010a) examined the direct effect of eating 

meat on the attribution of emotionality and complex thought to meat animals. Meat-eating 

participants were randomly assigned to eat either nuts or beef jerky. In a second, supposedly 

unrelated task, they were asked to rate the mental states and moral status of a cow. Eating beef 



 

 

jerky significantly reduced moral concern for both cows in particular and animals in general, and 

was accompanied by a general reduction in attribution of mental states to animals.  

Conclusions 

 We intend the work described in this chapter to be a contribution to a moral psychology 

that recognizes the importance of perceived humanness. Most of the work emphasizes the moral 

implications of denying humanness to others, whether those others are members of particular 

groups, individuals perceived in particular ways (e.g., objectified), or even other species. 

Although we believe our humanness framework clarifies how various others are accorded 

diminished moral standing, the framework may also illuminate other issues germane to moral 

psychology. For example, if people see themselves as embodying Human Nature to a greater 

extent than others (Haslam et al., 2005), this might help to explain why the self is often given an 

exceptional moral status, our own good deeds being seen as especially praiseworthy and our own 

moral worth as especially important. In short, our perspective may speak to the perceived moral 

standing of the self as much as that of others. It may also clarify cycles of immoral treatment, 

and the ways in which victims and victimizers are both dehumanized (Bastian & Haslam, 2010; 

Kelman, 1976). Moral cognition appears to be tightly bound up with the perceived humanness of 

perceivers and targets, and as research continues to show the subtle ways in which people are 

denied humanness it should help us to understand some of the psychological processes involved 

in moral and immoral conduct.
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