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Abstract 
Scholars of American political behavior have devoted ample time to understanding the pernicious impacts 

of racism on a number of different outcomes, ranging from vote choice, to the responsiveness of elected 

officials. Much of this work, however, presumes that racism today is vastly different from the racism of 

the past which held that black Americans were inherently inferior to whites. However, a growing 

literature on dehumanization challenges this conclusion. This research suggests many individuals 

dehumanize members of outgroups, and these beliefs impact political attitudes with regard to criminal 

justice. However, there is reason to believe the current explicit measures of dehumanization may 

underestimate the number of people who hold these beliefs. I present a theory explaining how implicit 

dehumanization is maintained and impacts attitudes, building on prior work in psychology on the 

underlying factors driving dehumanization and political science research on the translation of implicit 

impulses into political behavior. I debut a novel and improved implicit dehumanization measure and 

demonstrate that it has a robust impact on political attitudes, even when controlling for traditional racial 

attitudes. I also show that this disposition can be primed through exposure to a phenotypically stereotypic 

African Americans in a criminal context. 
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Introduction 

Police brutality is far from a new phenomenon in the United States and has been the source of 

domestic racial unrest for well over a century.1 In fact, many of the racially charged civil disturbances in 

recent history have been in response to actions of white police officers against black men. The case of 

Michael Brown, a black Ferguson, Missouri teenager who was shot and killed by a white police officer 

presents a visceral example of this pattern. The response to the shooting by Ferguson and Saint Louis 

County police led to a showdown between them and protesters, sparking round the clock media coverage. 

In the wake of this crisis, several news organizations and nonprofits began efforts to catalog the number 

of persons killed by police every year.2 The data collected by these groups suggests that African 

Americans are killed by police at rates grossly disproportionate to their share of the population and that 

blacks are less likely than whites to be armed when they are killed. It seems clear that racial bias in 

perceptions of criminality, a well-documented empirical finding (Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 

2004; Payne, 2001; Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000), impacts the way that the state doles out the ultimate 

punishment: death. 

Racial inequities in social and economic wellbeing are a persistent finding in social science 

scholarly literature. Yet the bias in application of state violence is particularly notable among these, 

because of how serious the consequences of this bias can be and how little recourse there is when the state 

itself is the aggressor. Prominent existing theoretical accounts of racial attitudes in the U.S. fail to provide 

a particularly compelling explanation of why this lethal prejudice can still be found. In fact, almost all of 

these accounts point to a clear liberalizing of racial attitudes in the U.S. over the past 50 years (Schuman, 

Steeh, Bobo & Krysan, 1997). To be sure, these scholars almost uniformly contend that racism still exists 

and impacts attitudes; however, they propose that it has shifted to a cultural basis rather than a biological 

one (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). Activists have seemingly rejected this charge. The Black Lives Matter 

movement, which has arisen largely in response to police violence against African-Americans, proposes 

that black persons in the U.S. are seen as inherently less valuable than their white counterparts. If they are 

correct, racial attitudes in the U.S. might not have completely elided the explicit biological racism of the 

past. Recent work on dehumanization provides support for these activists’ claims.  

In many ways Brown’s plight parallels that of Rodney King. In 1991 King was severely beaten 

by police officers after leading them on an extended car chase. The incident was caught on camera and 

became one of the first viral videos of police officers using excessive force against an unarmed African 

American suspect to be broadcast across the nation. During the trial police officers involved in the beating 

																																																								
1	http://freedmensbureau.com/tennessee/outrages/memphisriot.htm 
2	https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/dec/31/the-counted-police-killings-2015-young-black-men	
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testified that they saw King as a “Tasmanian devil” and he was compared to the Incredible Hulk. 3 Darren 

Wilson, the officer who shot Brown, had a similar account of his physical struggle with Brown over the 

officer’s gun. Wilson said “it looks like a demon,” with the operative “it” being Brown.4 There have been 

many other instances of racially charged encounters between African Americans and police officers 

where the offending officer has explicitly compared the subject of the brutality to an animal or subhuman 

being. 

Dehumanization is the denial of humanness or human nature to other human beings on the basis 

of arbitrary factors, often race, gender, sexuality, or disabilities. It falls within the broader umbrella of 

racial prejudice but is a particularly odious example in that it justifies harm imposed on an out-group and 

has been linked to genocide. Scholarship on dehumanization has demonstrated that it is relevant in 

American politics and has an impact on important outcomes, though not all of this work focuses on the 

specific dehumanization of African Americans (Kteily, Bruneau, Cotterill, & Waytz, 2015; Kteily, 

Hodson & Bruneau 2016). These officers clearly used dehumanizing language when thinking about the 

black men they approached in these high-profile encounters. However, it’s important to note that using 

dehumanizing language to describe one member of a group does not necessarily mean that one sees the 

entire outgroup as somehow biologically inferior.  

A more reasonable explanation might be that these officers used this language because they 

implicitly associate African Americans with subhuman beings. Thinking about the black men involved in 

these altercations may have triggered thoughts about subhuman beings, because the two concepts are 

closely linked in the associative networks of the brain. Work from psychology has demonstrated that 

implicit dehumanization does exist and it can impact behavioral outcomes, specifically the use of force 

against African Americans by police officers (Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, Jackson, & Matthew, 2008; 

Goff, Jackson, Lewis De Leone, Culotte, & Ditomaso, 2014). Though the work of Goff and colleagues is 

innovative and intriguing, they do not examine further the impact of the semantic association they 

discover on important political outcomes. Assuming that implicit dehumanization manifests itself in a 

similar fashion as its explicit relative, the association should be linked to political attitudes that are 

racialized and have implications for the wellbeing of the dehumanized group. I contribute to the 

scholarship on racial attitudes by examining the impact of implicit dehumanization on racialized policies 

with implications for the dehumanized group, as measured by an original implicit attitude test. I also 

make use of a survey experiment to test whether a stimulus reinforcing the link between race and criminal 

justice policy will make implicit dehumanization more predictive of these attitudes. 

																																																								
3	deseretnews.com/article/280620/DEFENSE-SAYS-BEATING-WAS-KINGS-FAULT.html	
4	slate.com/articles/news-and-politics/politics/2014/11/darren-wilson-s-racial-portrayal-of-michael-brown-
asasuperhuman-demon.html 
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The End of Biological Racism? 
 

Scholars of American political behavior have demonstrated the pernicious impacts of racism on a 

number of different outcomes, ranging from vote choice, to the responsiveness of elected officials 

(Valentino, Hutchings, & White, 2002; Broockman, 2013). Virtually all of this work, however, presumes 

that racism today is vastly different from the racism of the past which held that black Americans were 

inherently inferior to whites. This idea was articulated first by Sears and Kinder, then expounded upon by 

both scholars throughout their careers (Kinder & Sears, 1981). Their new racism, which has taken the 

names racial resentment, symbolic racism, and modern racism is posited to be a fusion of anti-black affect 

and individualism, which developed in response to the racially charged social unrest of the 1960s (Kinder 

& Sanders, 1996; Sears & Henry, 2003). Measured with an index of 4 questions about the condition of 

African Americans in society today, the construct is predictive of a wide range of attitudes and behavior 

(Peffley & Hurwitz, 2007; Filindra & Kaplan, 2015; Valentino, 1999). Kinder and Sanders argue that 

racial resentment has all but replaced explicit biological racism in recent years. To be clear, they note 

that biological racism can still be found, but that it is very scarce, and that most contemporary negative 

animus toward African Americans is couched in the individualism that is a hallmark of racial resentment 

(Kinder & Sanders, 1996). These authors write that “racial prejudice no longer hangs on the contention 

that blacks are an inferior race,” and provide evidence to this effect from the American National Election 

Survey (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). 

Kinder and Sanders are far from the only racial attitudes scholars to reach this conclusion. Across 

the social sciences there is a consensus that biological racism has all but disappeared from the arena of 

racial attitudes in America. In their book, sociologists Schuman, Steeh, Bobo and Krysan attempt to 

chronicle the change in racial attitudes in the U.S. over the past half century. The authors note this task is 

quite difficult given the availability of surveys on racial attitudes before the 1970’s but like Kinder and 

Sears conclude that biological prejudice has considerably diminished (Schuman, Steeh, Bobo & Krysan, 

1997). In a subsequent chapter on the topic Bobo, Charles, Krysan and Simmons examine General Social 

Survey data on racial attitudes and come to an even stronger conclusion. To wit, they claim “the 

categorical belief that blacks were inherently and biologically inferior to whites collapsed” and though 

negative racial stereotypes exist, “the basis for such perceptions also appears to have shifted away from 

presumed biological or natural differences toward presumptions rooted in group culture” (Bobo, Charles, 

Krysan & Simmons, 2012).  

There are certainly critics of Kinder and Sears’s original conception of racial resentment, 

but these scholars largely take exception with measurement of the disposition and whether or not it is 

actually capturing some other latent dimension (Sniderman & Carmines, 1997; Carmines, Sniderman, & 
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Easter, 2011; Carney & Enos n.d.). Even scholars who believe the theory racial resentment does not go 

far enough have turned an eye to structural racism and colorblind racism, instead of questioning the 

disappearance of biological racism (Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Bonilla-Silva, 2003). There have been attempts 

to reevaluate the impact of old fashioned prejudice, but this work has rarely conceptualized old fashioned 

racism as a belief in the inherent inferiority of African Americans and instead look at proxy measures 

such as opposition to interracial marriage (Tesler, 2013; Feldman & Huddy, 2010). 

 
Dehumanization 
 

Despite the rare agreement among academics on the demise of biological racism, there is a 

growing literature, largely rooted in psychology, on dehumanization and how it impacts behavior. 

Dehumanization is the denial of humanness or human nature to other human beings on the basis of 

arbitrary factors, often race, gender, sexuality, or disabilities (Rudman & Muscher, 2012; Prati, 

Moscatelli, Pratto, & Rudini, 2015). Given that dehumanization makes a judgment en masse about the 

genetic makeup of a group, race-based dehumanization is a specific variant of biological racism. Haslam 

presents a dual theory of dehumanization that proposes two separate dimensions along which people can 

be dehumanized. The first of these, unique humanness, separates humans from other animals, and the 

other, human nature, separates humans from nonliving creatures (i.e. machines) (Haslam, 2006). The 

most relevant for the specific dehumanization of blacks in American politics is the unique humanness 

dimension, especially given the long history of comparisons of African Americans with animals (Haslam, 

2006). This involves identifying the dehumanized as lacking civility, restraint, and control, all tropes 

popularly employed towards African Americans historically (Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, Jackson, & 

Matthew, 2008). 

Other psychologists have posited compelling accounts of the forces underlying dehumanization. 

Harris and Fiske put forth the stereotype content account, building on the earlier work of Fiske and 

coauthors on the stereotype content model, which posits that there are two dimensions or axes along 

which most stereotyping occurs, competence and warmth (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Harris & Fiske, 

2006; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). Using fMRI technology they find that the parts of the brain 

activated by groups that are low in competence and warmth are also activated by dehumanized groups, 

suggesting that this categorization facilitates dehumanization. The mind perception account is equally 

compelling, pointing to the failure to recognize the cognitive capacity of others as another mechanism that 

facilitates the dehumanization of outgroups (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Waytz, Gray, Epley & Wegner, 

2010; Harris & Fiske, 2013). There are two specific dimensions along which we judge this cognitive 

capacity, human agency and human experience (Gray, Gray & Wagner, 2007). The human agency 

dimension is predicated on the ability of a group to engage in cognitively complex activity like self 



	 6	

control, communication and planning; this seems particularly important for animalistic dehumanization 

(Gray, Gray & Wagner, 2007). The human experience dimension is concerned with the ability for a group 

to feel complex secondary emotions. This seems to get at a subtler form of dehumanization explored by 

scholars, infrahumanization, which involves denying secondary (and uniquely human) emotions to out 

groups (Leyens, Demoulin, Vaes, Gaunt, & Paola Paladino, 2007; Haslam, 2006). 

Early research looking at dehumanization has mostly focused on the role that attitudes of this type 

play in developing the conditions for genocide. Examinations of rhetoric from Darfur, Rwanda, and Nazi 

Germany all demonstrate that dehumanization of outgroups preceded horrific mass violence against these 

groups (Bar-Tal, 1990; Hagan & Rymond-Richmond, 2007). Dehumanization has clearly been at work 

historically in the U.S., evidenced by the three-fifths clause in the Constitution, cementing subhuman 

status for slaves. This falsehood, embedded in the nation’s founding document, provided at least some of 

the rationale for the brutality of slavery. Even after the triumph of abolitionists, dehumanization was 

likely the impetus for many of the incidences of racial terror in the Jim Crow South, medical 

experimentation on blacks perpetrated by the federal government and mass forced sterilizations that 

mainly targeted black women (Solomon, 1985; Beale, 2008). There is considerable evidence this 

disposition is still actively influencing the way Americans think about politics. 

Psychologist Nour Kteily and co-authors developed a simple scale to get a sense of explicit 

dehumanization. These authors merely asked respondents to rate how human certain groups are on a 0-

100 scale and found clear variation in responses (Kteily, Bruneau, Cotterill, & Waytz, 2015). Though they 

asked about a number of groups including African Americans, their analysis focuses mainly on the impact 

of dehumanization of Muslims (Kteily, Bruneau, Cotterill, & Waytz, 2015). They find that explicit 

dehumanization predicts support for a number of punitive policies toward Muslims, including drone 

strikes, and decreases support for Arab immigration substantially (Kteily, Bruneau, Cotterill, & Waytz, 

2015). More recently political scientists have looked at this in the specific case of African Americans and 

found similar results. Notably, they find that African Americans are rated as less human on average than 

whites by a representative sample of Americans, more than a third of their sample (36%) rates blacks as 

less evolved than whites (Jardina & Piston, 2016). Furthermore, they find that this proclivity predicts 

attitudes toward President Trump, and that these relationships persist when controlling for racial 

resentment (Jardina, & Piston, 2016). This work is striking but there is reason to expect that it might 

underestimate the true number of dehumanizers. 

 
Implicit Attitudes: Measurement and Impact on Political Attitudes 
 

Social scientists, and especially psychologists, have demonstrated a keen interest in the way that 

automatic and uncontrollable thoughts and feelings shape interaction with real world stimuli. Implicit 
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attitude tests are an important way that researchers can attempt to detect and measure these impulses. 

Scholars generally agree that there are two systems or modes of processing that we can engage in, one 

automatic and very early in the causal chain of processing, and another much more deliberative and 

further along the stream. Fazio’s MODE model is one of the corner stone dual process models describing 

tthese sytems. This model points to motivation and opportunity for conscious deliberation as key 

determinants of whether automatic impulses will ultimately manifest themselves as behavior, or if the 

subject will be able to recognize and alter their initial impulse (Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 2000). The 

model does not assume that these processes are separate, and he and his coauthor note there is little 

evidence that there are two separate attitudes saved in memory (Fazio & Olson, 2003). Thus an implicit 

attitude can be seen as an initial impulse, not necessarily outside of conscious awareness, that will guide 

behavior unless time and motivation allow for more deliberation which could alter or override that initial 

impulse (Fazio & Olson, 2003). 

Social norms play an important role in determining what types of prejudice can be openly 

expressed, and a nontrivial portion of respondents will suppress their animus if norms dictate they do so 

(Crandall, Eshellman, & O’Brien, 2002). For this reason, implicit attitude tests were developed to 

measure attitudes in a way that can reveal automatic preferences before they can be consciously 

manipulated and does not allow respondents to censor themselves, even though they might be motivated 

to do so. The traditional implicit attitude test works by attempting to measure the degree to which a target 

object is cognitively associated with an attribute, and if two constructs are closely linked, they should be 

paired easier by respondents automatically (Fazio & Olson, 2003). Under the MODE model framework, it 

seems likely that some who harbor dehumanizing beliefs might not express these publicly due to the very 

taboo nature of biological racism in public discourse, and instead be motivated to suppress this belief to 

avoid ostracism. An implicit attitude test should pick up on this disposition before a respondent has the 

chance to suppress the initial impulse. That said, it’s important to note that there is a fairly contentious 

debate ongoing within the field of psychology over what exactly it is that standard race IAT’s are 

measuring and how much they actually can impact behavior (Arkes & Tetlock, 2004; Banaji, Nosek & 

Greenwald, 2004; Oswald, Blanton, Mitchell & Tetlock, 2013; Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann & 

Banaji, 2009).  

In a series of papers, Goff et al. look at how African Americans are dehumanized using a number 

of original implicit attitude tests examining the association of blacks and apes. These authors find a 

robust association across a number of different specifications; blacks are much more strongly associated 

with apes than whites, Asians, or Latinos (Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, Jackson, & Matthew, 2008; Goff, 

Jackson, Lewis De Leone, Culotte, & Ditomaso, 2014). They find that these attitudes are consequential 

and do impact explicit evaluations. When their respondents were primed with apes, Goff et al. find that 
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they are more supportive of police violence when the victim is an African American than when the victim 

is white. (Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, Jackson, & Matthew, 2008). Intriguingly, these researchers are also 

able to administer their test to a number of police officers and find that these officers quickest to pair 

blacks with apes were likely to overestimate the age of African Americans children, to believe blacks 

were more culpable than whites when they were accused of felonies, and that they were significantly 

more likely to have had an incident where they used force against an African American juvenile (Goff, 

Jackson, Lewis De Leone, Culotte, & Ditomaso, 2014). The authors use large cats as the countervailing 

“attribute” category in their IAT because they are more strongly associated with Africa, aggression and 

violent stereotypes than apes. Since are both alternative explanations of the black-ape association, this 

allowed the authors to conclude that something was special about the black-ape relationship (Goff, 

Eberhardt, Williams, Jackson,& Matthew, 2008). 

 As psychologists debate the construct validity of the IAT, a similar debate has emerged in 

political science over whether or not implicitly measured prejudice can reliably predict important political 

outcomes (Pasek, Tahk, Lelkes, Krosnick, Payne, Akthar & Thompson, 2009; Kalmoe & Piston, 2013; 

Kinder & Ryan, 2015; Perez, 2016). Perez builds on the work of Lodge and Taber, and specifically their 

John Q. Public model of attitude formation, to lay a potential path through which implicit attitudes can 

impact political opinion. Perez contends that thinking about certain political policies that are racialized 

can trigger thoughts about the specific racial group the policy is tied to (Perez, 2013). This should activate 

“hot cognition” or make relevant the particular affective tag we’ve tied to that outgroup (Lodge & Taber, 

2013). This affective tag is what is measured in a standard race IAT, or at least the degree to which that 

negative affect is tied to a specific out-group relative to some other comparison group (in Perez’s case this 

is negative sentiment toward Latino immigrants relative to white immigrants). When considering the 

policy, the affect can transfer directly to the policy making the respondent more or less likely to favor it, 

or it can bias the recall of subsequent information, leading to affectively congruent considerations being 

pulled from memory and making the respondent more likely to favor or oppose the policy. These two 

processes are termed “affect transfer” and “affect contagion” respectively by Lodge and Taber (Lodge & 

Taber, 2013).  

 

A Theory of Implicit Dehumanization 
 

Building from this vast body of work I present a novel theory of implicit dehumanization, how it 

is activated, and how it impacts political behavior. A review of the history of race and the science (or lack 

thereof) behind it makes clear that many Americans have harbored the notion that African Americans are 

somewhat less than human (Fredrickson, 2002). However as racial attitudes have liberalized, this idea has 

become taboo. Though a number of Americans still rate African Americans as “less” human than whites 
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and this belief is predictive of political attitudes, this account likely misses some politically consequential 

animalistic dehumanization. The historical dehumanization of African Americans still exists in the 

cognition of a majority of Americans and can influence opinion in a subtle way that is harder to tap into 

with explicit measures.  

The stereotype content account of dehumanization accurately notes that groups lowest in 

competence and warmth are most likely to be dehumanized, however this theoretical story fails to 

consider the degree to which groups high in warmth can also be dehumanized. The literature on the 

dehumanization of women and benevolent sexism confirms this, negative affect for a group needn’t be 

present for the group to be seen as something other than a human being and for harmful behavior to result 

from this disposition (Glick & Fiske, 1996; Rudman & Mescher, 2012). The mind perception account of 

dehumanization makes clear that perceived competence is an important factor in determining 

dehumanization and especially the human agency dimension. Groups perceived as lacking the ability to 

perform cognitively complex tasks, a uniquely human ability, are likely to be categorized differently than 

human beings. The common theme from these two accounts is that stereotypes about cognitive capacity 

are a central and driving force behind dehumanization broadly.  

Building on this point, the key component of implicit dehumanization in this case is the 

categorization of an outgroup (in this case African Americans) as relatively closer to a non-human entity 

(in this case large primates) than humans, rooted in a judgment about the cognitive capabilities of the 

group. The IAT designed by Goff et. Al.  should pick up on part of the key relationship, the speed with 

which white names are matched with pictures of apes relative to the speed with which black names are 

paired with apes, but it is likely to also capture a good deal of superfluous variation in the other matching 

conditions where black and white names are matched with pictures of cats. It also misses the relative 

comparison of blacks to humans, since associating the group with apes does not preclude an equally 

strong association with humans in memory. A less conservative and more direct dehumanization IAT 

would get at both ends of this continuum by comparing the response latency in pairings of whites and 

blacks with humans and apes. The research on mind perception found that chimps are seen as very high in 

human experience and very low in human agency, further confirming that this association should pick up 

on the degree to which blacks are seen to share this characteristic (Waytz, Gray, Epley & Wegner, 2010). 

This categorization could be the result of deeply held beliefs, or it could be a reflection of learned 

stereotypes that are not consciously noticed or endorsed by the respondent. But regardless of the source, 

the disposition should lead to similar impact on behavior.  

This is because, regardless of perceptible or imperceptible affect, implicit dehumanization and its 

impact on political attitudes is guided by the structure of our memory. This is a notable departure from 

Perez, Lodge and Taber’s accounts of how implicit attitudes translate into political outcomes. Though 
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affect is very early in the stream of attitude formation and a very potent force, it needn’t be the main 

driver of this process. The John Q. Public model makes clear that the structure of our associative 

networks in memory is a fundamental part of this process, and though this is impacted by affect, affect is 

clearly not the sole determinant of how we process information. Again, negative affect is not a necessary 

condition for an endorsement of harmful or discriminatory policy. Any implicit measure tied to affect 

could miss a non-insignificant group who can be just as likely to dehumanize and behave in a fashion that 

reflects this due to their categorization of the outgroup: those who see the relevant outgroup as high in 

warmth and low in competence.  

Unlike the traditional race IAT, the improved dehumanization IAT should be a better measure of 

the construct I’ve described since it is not tied to affect. Obviously, given the aforementioned historical 

context it is considered distasteful to compare African Americans to monkeys of any sort. However, there 

is nothing inherently negatively valenced about animal comparisons, and some are clearly positively 

valenced (i.e. calling someone smart as a fox, or wise as an owl). Even the specific comparison of a 

person to a gorilla might imply strength instead of something more nefarious. This IAT should only pick 

up on a semantic linkage between non-human primates and African Americans, measured through the 

difference in response latency when pairing blacks and non-human primates and whites and non-human 

primates. Though it may play a role in shaping response latency, negative affect is not a necessary 

condition for this pairing in memory to exist.  

The implicit dehumanization measure should get a sense of the relative ease of comparison when 

considering blacks with non-human and whites with humans, compared to the converse. This measure 

should tap into “spreading activation,” the degree to which thinking about blacks makes it relatively 

easier to think about non-human primates and relatively harder to think about humans compared to 

whites. Though not everyone who might exhibit this tendency deep down believes that blacks are in fact 

more ape than human, I argue they are much more likely to see blacks as a discrete and distinct category 

and, much like explicit dehumanizers, are less likely to afford this group the protections they would a 

member of their in-group. 

Therefore, when faced with a question about a policy that is clearly racialized, all respondents 

should call the relevant racial group to mind. For those who implicitly associate blacks with non-human 

primates, their subsequent processing should be biased by the way they categorize this group. This model 

is still likely to capture those who are driven by negative affect, but should capture those who strongly 

associate African Americans with non-humans but still have a relatively positive affective reaction to the 

group. For instance, if asked about their opinion of the group Black Lives Matter, a respondent with 

relatively positive affect toward African Americans might give the group a low rating because they reason 

that the group is full of agitators who capitalize on the tragic but unavoidable deaths of African 
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Americans to raise their own profiles. Whereas that respondent might not even consider that this group 

“agitates” because it is so disturbed by the way African Americans are disproportionately killed by the 

police, something that would not occur to the respondent because they don’t see black death at the hands 

of police as particularly noteworthy or worth getting upset about. 

 

Crime, Stereotypes and Stereotypicality 

Social and cognitive psychology work points towards specific experimental manipulations that 

might increase the accessibility of dehumanization making it an even stronger predictor of attitudes. 

There is an abundance of work showing that thinking about black criminals increases support for punitive 

policy and even the death penalty, and given the clear mortal consequences to these questions for non-

whites this could be driven by dehumanization (Duncan, 1976; Greenwald, Oakes, & Hoffman, 2003; 

Payne, 2001; Gilliam & Iyengar 2000). However, this finding is already strongly linked to racial 

resentment and it’s not clear that an experimental manipulation invoking black criminality would 

uniquely prime dehumanization (Valentino, 1999; Hurwitz & Peffley, 2005; Peffley & Hurwitz, 2002).  
Stereotypes play an incredibly important role in motivating implicit dehumanization and it’s 

worth taking a moment to understand exactly how this works. Stereotypes specifically about cognition 

and intellectual acumen are what link relevant outgroups and non-human entities in my conception of 

implicit dehumanization. Given this it’s important to note that a wide body of work shows that these 

stereotypes are not applied equally across an entire outgroup (Kleider-Offut, Bond, & Hegerty, 2017). 

Research, largely from social psychology, has discovered that phenotypic features, and specifically those 

stereotypically associated with African Americans (big lips, broad nose, darker skin, etc.), seems to 

follow a similar pattern. Higher levels of stereotypicality have been linked to increased willingness to 

shoot criminals in simulations, and to higher likelihood of receiving harsh sentences, including the death 

penalty (Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughns, & Johnson, 2006; Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004). 

There is considerable evidence that stereotypes about African Americans are not evenly attributed to the 

entire group, negative racial stereotypes are more likely to be associated with African Americans high in 

stereotypicality (Blair, Judd, & Chapleau, 2004; Blair, Judd, & Fallman, 2004). The most phenotypically 

stereotypic African Americans are clearly the most distinctive members of the group, and the most clearly 

distant from whites, which should also help facilitate dehumanization (Waytz & Epley, 2012). Given all 

of this, exposure to African Americans high in stereotypicality, and especially in a criminal context, 

should make implicit dehumanization more predictive of the relevant policy opinions by tying the group 

to a subpopulation most likely to be seen as low competence.  

 
Summation of Literature & Hypotheses 
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If as theorized, the dehumanization IAT picks up on a differential categorization of African 

Americans that leads respondents to differentially process information and form attitudes when 

considering the dehumanized group, dehumanization should be a strong predictor of attitudes toward 

policy and political actors with implications for the well-being of the dehumanized group. Though this 

might be found most easily in the realm of criminal justice, dehumanization should have a considerable 

impact on several other attitudes toward political policies and groups. For this reason, I focus on attitudes 

towards the police, the black lives matter movement, Obamacare, and the carceral state more broadly. 

Also given the motivating cases mentioned in the introduction, I examine sentiment towards figures 

involved in high profile incidences of racially charged violence against black men by police. These events 

were very clearly racialized and shed light on how much these respondents are concerned with the 

physical wellbeing of the dehumanized group.  Similarly, attitudes toward the police and BLM should be 

clearly racialized and should work in the same fashion. Obamacare is tied to President Obama, and 

subsequently racial attitudes, and also has a specific implication for the physical wellbeing of less affluent 

Americans, and the poor are frequently racialized in American politics. Finally, there is a longstanding 

association of blacks and criminality so attitudes about the carceral state can be seen as having a clear 

impact on the wellbeing of African Americans. 

 

My hypotheses are as follows: 

H1: Implicit dehumanization of African Americans as measured by the DIAT will be more 

common than explicit dehumanization among the sample. 

H2: Implicit dehumanization will be predictive of attitudes toward the criminal justice 

system, the police, BLM, healthcare, and individuals involved in racial violence between black 

men and the police. 

H3: Implicit dehumanization will have a significant impact on these attitudes, even 

when accounting for the impact of both racial resentment and explicit dehumanization. 

H4: Implicit dehumanization will be activated by exposure to depictions of African American in 

a criminal context, especially African Americans high in phenotypic stereotypicality, and made to 

bear stronger on relevant attitudes. 

 
Research Design & Methods  
 

To test these hypotheses, I set about to improve upon the DIAT used by Goff et. Al.. To do so I 

pretested two different versions of a test with a more direct test of the association of blacks, whites, 

humans and non-human primates. One featured black and white names and names of non-human primates 
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and words associated with humanness (e.g. human, man5, human being, person), and the other featuring 

picture of black and white faces and silhouette images of humans and non-human primates. I choose to 

use the text only version for this study since both worked in a similar fashion and I did not want the 

exposure to black and white faces to somehow alter the effect of the experimental stimuli. Other than the 

change in stimuli, the IAT worked exactly the same as the traditional version and featured two practice 

blocks followed by two trials of compatible and incompatible blocks each. The response latency 

difference was again captured in milliseconds and ranged from -1.24 to 1.57. 

Subjects for this study were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk on July 25, 2017. 819 

respondents took the survey, but analysis is restricted to the 660 that correctly answered the experimental 

manipulation check6. The survey was described as a study intended to test how well respondents could 

recall information they read online, so as not to reveal the true purpose of the study and also to ensure that 

the experimental manipulations were read closely by the subjects. Respondents were first made to 

complete the improved DIAT task, which involved pairing black and white names with words associated 

with humanness and names of non-human primates. After this they were forwarded to a Qualtrics survey 

which first asked respondents to fill out a battery of racial attitude measures. This included the standard 

racial resentment battery, the explicit dehumanization measure, measures of stereotypes and finally 

measures of both external and internal motivation to avoid prejudice first used by Plant and Devine 

(1998). 

Each respondent was assigned to one of four experimental conditions, with an article that the 

subject was instructed to read as closely as possible and warned that they would be asked questions about 

later in the survey. In the control condition respondents were made to read an article about a weather alert 

in San Francisco. In each of the other three conditions respondents were made to read an article about a 

stabbing that occurred in a fictional city. The article was copied from an actual local news story about a 

stabbing and as little as possible was changed to ensure realism. The accused perpetrator is 39-year-old 

Tyler Goodwin, and each of the treatments contains a different image for him. In the first he is a white 

man, in the second he is a black man low in phenotypic stereotypicality, and in the third he is a black man 

high in phenotypic stereotypicality. The images were taken from the Chicago face database and were 

matched on ratings of attractiveness, anger, aggressiveness, and age (Ma, Correll, and Wittenbrink, 2015). 

The black faces were taken from the top and bottom 5% in phenotypic stereotypicality respectively. There 

were two manipulation checks for each, one immediately after the stimulus and one at the end of the 

																																																								
5	This term obviously has a gendered implication but this should not impact the measurement of the 
construct given that all the names used are male 
6	Manipulation check just asked respondents to recall information about the stimuli, specifically which 
crime was committed in the article and what city the article was about in the control condition	
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survey. Each iteration is featured in the appendix. 

After the experiment respondents were then made to complete a battery of questions on policy 

attitudes, similar to that used in study 1, but with the addition of several important extra questions. 

Respondents again completed feeling thermometers for the police, BLM and other groups, but were made 

to also complete feeling thermometers for George Zimmerman, Darren Wilson, Michael Brown and 

Darren Wilson, all involved in high profile shootings of unarmed young black men. Respondents were 

also asked a series of questions on criminal justice, and specifically the death penalty, increasing the 

prison population and the treatment of prisoners.  All five questions were combined into a scale with an 

alpha of .75. Respondents were also asked whether they favor or oppose Obamacare. 

The key policy dependent variables are all coded 0-1, with lower values indicating support for 

punitive criminal justice policy preferences, and support for Obamacare. The feeling thermometers were 

not reversed so higher values indicate more positive affect toward the police, BLM, George Zimmerman, 

Michael Brown, Darren Wilson and Trayvon Martin respectively. Control variables were income, 

education, an indicator variable for men,14 party affiliation, race, and age. With the exception of the 

dichotomous race variable (1 for black respondents and 0 for all others), all independent variables were 

normalized from 0-1 with higher values indicating higher income, education, and identification with 

Democrats, and more aversive racial attitudes respectively. 

 
Cross Sectional Results 

[Table 1 & 2 & Figure 1 here] 
 
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics on the dehumanization measures.  The average 

respondent in this sample is was .561 milliseconds quicker pairing black names with non-human 

primates. Figure 1 displays the distribution of the normalized DIAT. As the mean suggests the measure is 

moderately skewed to the right, with the majority of the distribution above .5. This confirms that a 

majority of the sample was quicker pairing blacks with non-human primates and whites with humans than 

the converse. Well over half the sample (79%) was quicker pairing those compatible blocks, whereas just 

under a third (25%) rated whites higher than blacks on the explicit dehumanization measure providing 

strong support for the first hypothesis. Table 8 provides the correlations between the dehumanization 

measures, racial resentment and the internal and external motivation to avoid prejudice scales. The DIAT 

is significantly correlated with both explicit dehumanization and racial resentment, though neither 

correlation is particularly strong with both correlation coefficients below .2.  This seems to confirm that 

the DIAT is picking up on respondents who are willing to express negative racial attitudes, as it should.  

Also featured in this table are measures originally employed by Plant and Devine (1998) that 

examine the degree to which respondents are motivated to avoid prejudice in their interaction with out-
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groups. The two scales are important because they get at a similar construct as standard self-monitoring 

scale but is specific to racial attitudes and also examines the substantively important motivation that 

informs a desire to avoid appearing prejudiced. The external scale asks questions about the degree to 

which respondents try not to appear prejudiced to be socially desirable, and the internal scale is concerned 

with intrinsic motivation to avoid prejudice. The DIAT is significantly correlated with the external scale, 

indicating those who only desire to avoid acting prejudiced because of social judgment are more likely to 

score higher on the DIAT. This is consistent with racial resentment and explicit dehumanization though 

the correlation is fairly weak for all, with the correlation coefficient below .2. However, the DIAT is not 

at all associated with the internal motivation scales. This differs drastically from racial resentment and 

explicit dehumanization which are both negatively and significantly associated with the construct, 

indicating those with high internal motivation to avoid prejudice are less likely to be racially resentful or 

explicit dehumanizers, with correlation coefficients for both below -.3.  

[Table 3 here] 

Is the improved DIAT a predictor of policy attitudes and sentiment towards groups? Table 9 

provides the first test of this proposition. The table features four models each predicting support for 

Trump via feeling thermometer or approval rating. In all of the models the DIAT is the only racial 

attitude measure included. In all four of these models the DIAT coefficient is significant at a conventional 

level (p<.05) and in the expected direction. The DIAT predicts opposition to lenient criminal justice 

policy, opposition to Obamacare, a decrease in support of the BLM movement, and an increase in support 

for the police. For each of the latter three the coefficient for DIAT is highly significant (p<.003). This 

provides very strong support for the hypothesis that the DIAT measure should be closely related to 

attitudes about racialized groups and policies, and especially those that have a clear implication for the 

wellbeing of the dehumanized group.  

[Table 4 here] 

Table 4 features the feeling thermometers for the victims and perpetrators of several high profile 

shootings of black men. All of the models in this table feature the DIAT as the only racial attitude. In the 

first two models, predicting sentiment toward George Zimmerman and Darren Wilson, the DIAT has no 

significant impact (p=.51 and p=.28, respectively). However, for the other two models, predicting 

sentiment toward Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown, the DIAT has a large and highly significant impact 

(p<.001 for both) on support for both of the late young men in the expected direction. Higher DIAT 

scores are significantly associated with cooler sentiment toward Brown and Martin. This provides at least 

some support for the contention that the DIAT should be related to attitudes concerning high profile 

incidences of racialized violence at the hands of police.  

[Table 5 & 6 here] 
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The prior tables provide solid empirical support for the idea that the theory motivating the DIAT. 

Do these relationships hold up when other racial attitudes are included in the model? Table 5 presents the 

first test of this hypothesis. This table features the same models as Table 3 but with the addition of 

explicit dehumanization and racial resentment as explanatory independent variables. Even when 

accounting for these other clearly consequential racial attitudes, the DIAT still has a marginally 

significant impact in the expected direction for every model except the first, predicting criminal justice 

attitudes. The DIAT still predicts decreases in support for Obamacare, BLM and increases in support for 

the police, though the coefficient reaches significance only in the BLM model (p=.01). The racial 

resentment measure is highly significant (p<.001) in all of the models, and explicit dehumanization has a 

marginally significant impact on support for punitive criminal justice policy and a significant impact on 

support for BLM, all in the expected direction. Table 6 features the same 4 models as Table 4 concerning 

attitudes toward individuals involved in racially charged violent incidents between black men and police 

officers, but also with the addition of explicit dehumanization and racial resentment as explanatory 

independent variables. In this table the DIAT does not have a significant impact in any of the models. 

Racial resentment again is highly significant in each model (p<.001) and explicit dehumanization has a 

conventionally significant impact on sentiment toward all of the figures except Darren Wilson, with all 

coefficients in the expected direction. This provides at best mixed evidence for the hypothesis that the 

impact of DIAT would be robust to model specifications including the other relevant racial attitudes.  

 

Experimental Results 

[Table 7 & 8 here] 

I turn to the impact of the experimental manipulations on the relationship between the DIAT and 

the relevant dependent variables. Table 7 provides the first answer here, looking again support for 

relevant groups and policies. In all of the experimental models implicit dehumanization is the only racial 

attitude included, but the demographic controls included in all other models are included but not reported 

to save space. In these models, the control group is the baseline and the treatment conditions are all 

represented by indicator variables, and each of those is interacted with the DIAT variable to get a sense of 

how the impact of DIAT on the various dependent variables changes in the different experimental 

conditions. The first thing that stands out about the table is that the DIAT term only has a significant 

coefficient in the two feeling thermometers. This means that the DIAT does not have a significant impact 

on the policy attitude questions in the control condition (given that the other conditions are interacted with 

DIAT the DIAT coefficient itself can be interpreted as the impact of DIAT only in the control condition). 

None of the interactions reach standard levels of significance indicating the impact of the DIAT does not 

substantially diverge from the control condition in the other conditions.  
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Table 8 features the same variables but predicts sentiment towards figures associated with high 

profile deadly encounters between black men and police. Similar to Table 7 the DIAT coefficient isn’t 

significant in any of the models again confirming that the DIAT has no significant impact in the control 

condition. However, unlike Table 7, there is a significant interaction in the models predicting feeling 

thermometers for the victims of police violence in the black stereotypic condition. Both coefficients are in 

the expected direction, indicating that in the black stereotypic condition the impact of the DIAT is 

significantly distinct from its impact in the control, and higher scores lead to less warmth towards both 

young men. For the feeling thermometer for Darren Wilson the interaction for the non-stereotypic reaches 

marginal significance but surprisingly moves in an unexpected direction decreasing support for Darren 

Wilson relative to the control.  

[Table 9, Figures 2 & 3 here] 

I hypothesized that the two black conditions would make the DIAT more predictive of the policy 

measures, with the strongest effects for the black stereotypic condition and the initial results provide scant 

evidence that this is the case. However, this movement is in opposite directions, and centering the control 

as the baseline actually obscures a consequential shift in the predictive power of the DIAT in the 

conditions. Tables 9 and 10 rerun the same models but leave out the stereotypic black condition as the 

baseline. Table 9 features the policy and group variables, and notably in every model the DIAT 

coefficient, which can be interpreted as the impact of the DIAT in the black stereotypic condition, is 

significant and in the expected direction in every model. Equally notable is the fact that the non-

stereotypic black interaction term significantly diverges in the opposite direction for the criminal justice 

scale and the police feeling thermometer (p<.05 for both), decreasing support for punitive criminal justice 

policy and the police. The coefficient for the white condition interaction also reaches marginal 

significance in the same direction but the magnitude of the effect is smaller than that of the black non-

stereotypic condition. Figures 2 and 3 graphically displays this result for each interactive term for the 

criminal justice scale and the police feeling thermometer respectively. The marginal effect of the black 

non-stereotypic condition significantly diverges from that of the black stereotypic baseline in both plots. 

[Table 10, Figures 4-6 here] 

 This pattern seems to hold for the measures of attitudes toward the figures involved in high 

profile police shootings of African Americans. Table 10 displays the models for all four of these 

dependent variables and includes the interaction terms with the black stereotypic condition again left out 

as the baseline. The DIAT term is significant for all of the models except the first, predicting affect 

towards George Zimmerman, indicating that in the black non-stereotypic condition the DIAT is impacting 

feelings towards the other figures in the expected direction, decreasing warmth toward Brown and Martin, 

while increasing warmth towards Wilson. But yet again the coefficient for the interaction term for the 
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non-stereotypic black condition is at least marginally significant for each of those models. The DIAT in 

the black non-stereotypic condition increases warmth for Brown and Martin, and decreases it for Wilson 

relative to the black stereotypic condition (p<.5, p<.1, and p<.01 respectively). Though there again is a 

marginally significant coefficient for the interaction with the white condition, the most consistent and 

meaningful divergence seems to be occurring between the black stereotypic and non-stereotypic 

conditions. Figures 4, 5 and 6 graphically display these findings.  

 
Conclusion 

 
The study presented here provides considerable support for the hypotheses laid out. The DIAT 

measure I debut here cannot determine intention or malice, it only captures an association, but it is one 

that clearly impacts how we think about politics. Though racial resentment is still an incredibly strong 

predictor of the attitudes I’m interested in, and the DIAT is never more powerfully associated with the 

dependent variables than racial resentment, it predicts substantial variance above and beyond the impact 

of both racial resentment and explicit dehumanization for several of the dependent variables of interest. In 

addition, when it is the only racial attitude included in the model, the DIAT measure has a robust 

association with all of the hypothesized variables except for the feeling thermometers for George 

Zimmerman and Darren Wilson. The experiment embedded in the study also presents two novel findings, 

first that implicit dehumanization can be primed by exposure to a member of the dehumanized group in a 

criminal context and made to bear more heavily on the attitude formation process. Second, and 

importantly, this priming does not work all members of the dehumanized group, but is specific to the 

most stereotypical members of the group.  

The experimental results are puzzling, the largest and most consistent divergence happens 

between the black stereotypic and non-stereotypic conditions, instead of the black stereotypic and the 

control or even the black stereotypic and white conditions. This may be because the non-stereotypic black 

respondent is disrupting the automatic association the DIAT is picking up on by tying crime to a non-

prototypical member of the group. Given that the manipulation check removed all of the respondents who 

did not think the suspected criminal in the non-stereotypic black condition was in fact African-American 

so ambiguity over his race cannot be driving this result. That said, it is possible that this manipulation 

check itself might have biased these results by non-randomly excluding subjects but the results are 

substantively similar when the full sample of participants is used.  

There are still some important caveats to these findings. This is based on one MTurk sample and 

though given demographic information, Mturkers are likely to be more racially liberal than a 

representative sample (and therefore a conservative test for these hypotheses), it is not clear how whether 

these results would hold for a better sample. It’s also important to note that though the experiment seemed 
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to genuinely prime the DIAT, it’s possible some other variable could also have been primed by this. 

Finally, the magnitude of the impact the DIAT has on the dependent variables it’s significantly associated 

with is not particularly large, especially when accounting for other racial attitudes. 

More work is necessary to fully flesh out the impact of implicit dehumanization in politics. This 

is especially true for the specific theoretical story I’ve laid out. There are several avenues I would like to 

further pursue in answering this question. The first is to include a measure of affect and judgments about 

the competence for the dehumanized groups to ensure that as theorized, competence is the relevant 

dimension that predicts dehumanization. I would also like to pit the DIAT against a standard race IAT to 

demonstrate that the two are indeed picking up on distinct latent dimensions, and demonstrate that the 

DIAT would outperform a traditional race IAT in predicting the DV’s I’ve made a case for here. I would 

also like to examine whether or not the use of animal metaphors to describe the dehumanized group can 

be effective in bringing out dehumanization further. These metaphors are used in common language fairly 

frequently and could further strengthen the semantic association making it bear more strongly on attitudes 

in the expected direction. I would also like to further test the DIAT and determine how reliable it is as a 

construct. There are many questions about the consistency of IAT’s generally, and evidence that this 

construct is somewhat stable would further strengthen my claims about it.  

As a final note, the normative implications of this work are incredibly sobering and troubling. 

Clearly, it is not a good sign when a large portion of the country sees their fellow citizens as subhuman. 

Again, the implicit dehumanization measure does not actually measure whether citizens hold this belief, 

but the data shows that when it comes to impact on attitude towards racialized policy implicit 

dehumanizers are often indistinguishable from their explicit who certainly do hold this belief. It seems 

clear that this semantic linkage is impacting conscious attitudes with regard to race. However, the 

conclusions previously mentioned form sociology should worry us all. Though it seems highly unlikely, 

pogroms were the norm in the U.S. for a long part of our history, and this research suggests we may be far 

closer to returning to that reality than many Americans think. 
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1. Tables 
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2. Figures 

Figure 1: 
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Figure 3: 
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Figure 5: 

 
 

Figure 6: 
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3. Study 2 Experimental Manipulations 
a. Black Stereotypic Condition 
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b. Black Non-Stereotypic Condition 
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c. White Condition 
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d. Control 

 
 

4. Study 2 IAT Target and Attribute Names 
a. Black Names 

i. Dashawn 
ii. Reginald 

iii. Tyrell 
iv. Lamont 
v. Jermaine 

vi. Tyrone 
vii. Leroy 

viii. Jamal 
b. White Names 

ix. Logan 
x. Scott 

xi. Garrett 
xii. Blake 

xiii. Dylan 
xiv. Brett 
xv. Colin 

xvi. Cody 
c. Ape Names 

xvii. Baboon 
xviii. Ape 

xix. Gorilla 
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xx. Chimpanzee 
d. Human Names 

xxi. Human 
xxii. Person 

xxiii. Man 
xxiv. Human being 

 
5. Study 2 Questions  

a. Criminal Justice Questions 
i. In your opinion, should prisoners in the US be treated better than they are now, 

worse than they are now, or the same as they are now? 
1. Prisoners in the US should be treated much better than they are now 
2. Prisoners in the US should be treated better than they are now 
3. Prisoners in the US should be treated somewhat better than they are now 
4. Prisoners in the US should be treated the same as they are treated now 
5. Prisoners in the US should be treated somewhat worse than they are now 
6. Prisoners in the US should be treated worse than they are now 
7. Prisoners in the US should be treated much worse than they are now 

ii. Is the incarceration rate of the United States, or the number of people in prison 
relative to the total population of the country, too high, too low or just right? 

1. Much too high  
2. Too high 
3. A little too high 
4. Just right 
5. A little too low 
6. Too low 
7. Much too low 

iii. Do you favor or oppose the death penalty? 
1. Strongly Favor 
2. Favor 
3. Somewhat Favor 
4. Somewhat Oppose 
5. Oppose  
6. Strongly Oppose 

iv. Do you favor or oppose the use of methods that cause severe physical pain during 
the interrogation of criminal suspects? 

1.  Strongly Favor 
2. Favor  
3. Somewhat Favor 
4. Somewhat Oppose 
5. Oppose 
6. Strongly Oppose 

v. Do you think there are too many or too few restrictions on the use of force by law 
enforcement when handling disorderly protestors?  

1. Far too many 
2. Too many 
3. Just enough 
4. Too few 
5. Far too few 
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6. Supplemental Figures 
a. Marginal effects plots of the models with significant interactions (for models in Table 7) 

	

	


