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We propose an integrative framework in which the self-image of perpetrators and 

victims in interpersonal conflictual relationships becomes tethered to each other. To 

the extent that both parties stop seeing themselves as fully human when interpersonal 

harm is inflicted, we theorize that this state motivates attempts at restoration. 

Specifically, we propose the tethered humanity hypothesis which ascertains that 

perpetrators or victims can reclaim their full human status by re-establishing the 

humanness of the opposing party. This hypothesis was analyzed from both the 

perspective of the perpetrator (Study 1-3) and the victim (Study 4). In all studies, 

results indicated that perpetrators or victims self-dehumanize in response to 

interpersonal harm and managed to regain a full human status when re-humanizing 

the opposing party. Interestingly, this process was interrupted when the opposing 

party did not accept attempts at reconciliation. Our findings offer a new interpersonal 

perspective on the implications of immoral behavior. 

Keywords: Self-dehumanization, tethered humanity hypothesis, interpersonal conflict, 

immoral behavior 

People frequently engage in ego-protective responses to justify their own 

wrongdoing, seeking to distance themselves from their own immoral behavior 

(Bandura, 1999). Those, instead, who suffer immoral treatment might seek revenge to 

restore their damaged self-image (Jackson, Choi, & Gelfand, 2019). From this 

perspective, interpersonal transgressions should routinely lead to an ongoing 

breakdown of relations (e.g., Goldstein, Davis, & Herman, 1975; Martens, Kosloff, 

Greenberg, Landau, & Schmader, 2007). Yet, research has begun to demonstrate that 

people sometimes take responsibility for their moral transgressions and that 

perpetrators and victims are motivated to behave in ways that restore their own moral 

self-concept (e.g., Bastian, Jetten, Chen, Radke, Harding, & Fasoli, 2013; Jordon, 

Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011; McCullough, Root, Tabak, & Witvliet, 2009; Sachdeva, 

Iliev, & Medin, 2009; Tetlock, Kristel, Elson, Green, & Lerner, 2000; Zhong & 

Liljenquist, 2006). In this paper, we examine a novel perspective on how people can 

re-establish their moral self-image in conflictual interpersonal relations. We suggest 

that through a recognition of their immoral behavior, perpetrators become tethered to 

their victims and in their attempt to revalidate and empower themselves, victims can 
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become bound to their perpetrators. To the extent that they acknowledge the harm 

they inflicted, perpetrators may view their self as less human, yet it may only be 

through re-establishing the full humanness of their victims, they can restore their lost 

humanity. Victims of interpersonal harm also self-dehumanize because they feel 

degraded and might – through processes of forgiveness – rehumanize the perpetrator 

and themselves. This perspective offers new insight into the power relations that exist 

between perpetrators and their victims: just as victims may need perpetrators to 

acknowledge their wrongdoing, perpetrators are sometimes also at the mercy of their 

victim’s willingness to reconcile.

Self- and other dehumanization

There is no kind of interpersonal relationship in which people do not get 

harmed. Whether it might be a lie, an insult or the social exclusion of the other, these 

interpersonal offenses have psychological and relational consequences for the 

transgressor and the victim (e.g., Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990) and lead to 

changes in perception of both self and other (Bastian, Jetten, & Haslam, 2014; Bastian 

et al., 2013). Perpetrators, when treating others harmfully may respond to their own 

behavior in a variety of ways. One group of reactions are self-serving or ego-

protective responses that aim to avoid the possibility of self-sanctions when behaving 

immorally (e.g., Bastian & Loughnan, 2017). Such strategies of moral disengagement 

restructure one’s conduct into benign or worthy behavior through the use of 

euphemisms, the diffusion or displacement of responsibility and the attribution of 

blame to the victim, to name but a few (Bandura, 1999).

In contrast to this ego-protective response, there is a growing body of work 

showing that people often take responsibility for their moral transgressions (e.g., 

Jordon, Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011; Sachdeva, Iliev, & Medin, 2009). This 

possibility has also been explored within the dehumanization framework, finding that 

people self-dehumanize in response to their own moral transgressions (Bastian, Jetten 

& Radke, 2012; Bastian et al., 2013). Self-dehumanization results then from the 

recognition one’s actions are immoral and have caused harm to others which cannot 

be completely justified otherwise. Given the close link between immoral conduct and 

dehumanization (Bastian, Laham, Wilson, Haslam, & Koval, 2011; Brandt & Reyna, 

2011; Gray, Young, & Waytz, 2012), acting in immoral ways diminishes the extent to 
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which people feel they possess human qualities relative to when they acted with moral 

regard.

The self-perceptions of victims of interpersonal harm are affected too. When 

treated with disrespect, contempt or being socially excluded by others, victims might 

feel degraded and ultimately less human. In the context of social ostracism, Bastian 

and Haslam (2010) demonstrated that compared to inclusive or everyday interactions, 

being socially excluded led victims to see themselves as less human. In addition, other 

forms of social indignities that undermine basic elements of personhood, like identity 

and status have been shown to lead to self-dehumanization among victims (Bastian & 

Haslam, 2011).

While victims and perpetrators of interpersonal harm adjust their self-

perception in human terms, they often dehumanize the opposite party as well. 

Perpetrators might dehumanize their victims to avoid self-sanctions (Bandura, 1999). 

Once dehumanized, they are no longer seen as persons with feelings, intentions, and 

thoughts justifying the fact that one mistreated them. Still, unlike the self-

dehumanization of the perpetrator, no harm or mistreatment is necessary to 

dehumanize the victim. Especially in conflictual relationships, the victim may be 

dehumanized independently of the harm caused by the perpetrator. This prediction is 

consistent with research showing that priming generic violence (Delgado, Rodriguez-

Pérez, Vaes, Leyens, & Betancor, 2009) or inducing negative feelings such as anger, 

contempt, or disgust (Bastian, Denson, & Haslam, 2013; Buckels & Trapnell, 2013; 

Harris & Fiske, 2006) are sufficient to elicit or intensify the dehumanization of others.

Even though studied to a lesser extent, victims of interpersonal harm might 

dehumanize their perpetrators. In this regard, Bastian and Haslam (2010) asked 

participants to either recall an event in which they were socially excluded or to play 

Cyberball (Williams et al., 2000), a ball tossing game in which participants are 

excluded by other players. In both cases, results indicated that the perpetrators of 

social exclusion were seen as having fewer human qualities by those who they 

excluded. Overall, these studies suggest that perpetrators dehumanize their victims as 

it might help them to justify their immoral acts, but when they acknowledge that 

harm, they will also self-dehumanize. Victims of interpersonal harm show a very 

similar reaction as they tend to dehumanize their perpetrators and self-dehumanize in 

response to the treatment they received.
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Tethered humanity

Most of the research on interpersonal conflict management has either focused 

on the perspective of the victim studying, for example, processes of forgiveness (e.g., 

Fehr, Gelfand, & Nag, 2010; Wade, Hoyt, Kidwell, & Worthington, 2014) or 

analyzing reconciliating actions on the side of the perpetrator, like apologies (e.g., 

Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989; Schumann, 2018). In the current article, instead, 

we propose an integrative framework in which perpetrators and victims in 

interpersonal conflictual relationships become tethered to each other. To the extent 

that both parties lose their moral self-image when interpersonal harm is inflicted, they 

will be motivated to restore their self-image. In the former paragraphs, we described 

how people tend to self-dehumanize when they either perpetrate harm and 

acknowledge that harm or when they become the victims of such mistreatments. In 

both cases, we argue that this response represents a motivational state in which people 

seek to reclaim their full human status. Feeling human satisfies fundamental needs, 

like identity (Demoulin et al., 2009; Paladino et al., 2004) or existential needs 

(Goldenberg et al., 2001; Goldenberg, Heflick, Vaes, Motyl, & Greenberg, 2009; 

Vaes, Heflick, & Goldenberg, 2010) and is driven by the perception that human traits 

are deeply rooted and central to one’s personal identity (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & 

Bastian, 2005). Therefore, perpetrators and victims alike, when they have tarnished 

their own self-image in this way, will be motivated to reclaim it.

This brings us to the key prediction in this paper – the tethered humanity 

hypothesis. One way for perpetrators or victims to reclaim their full human status, is 

to re-establish or at least increase the perceived humanity of the opposing party. Both 

parties in the interpersonal conflict have lost a valued state motivating them to change 

their views of the opposing party. From the perspective of the perpetrators, we argue 

that when perpetrators acknowledge their wrongdoing and self-dehumanize as a 

result, their self-concept becomes tethered to that of their victims. Therefore, 

reclaiming self-humanity might be impeded if the other party refuses to reconcile. To 

reclaim their own humanity, they must restore that of their victims as well, meaning 

that when one’s victim refuses to reconcile (e.g., by not accepting their apology or 

refusing to forgive them) it undermines the perpetrator’s capacity to restore their 

victim’s humanity, and therefore their own humanity. In a similar vein, victims may 

be able to restore their tarnished self-image if they can rehumanize their perpetrator, 
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perhaps by forgiving them. If the perpetrator refuses to apologize or to express sincere 

remorse, this impedes the victim’s ability to rehumanize the perpetrator and therefore 

the self.

We make two early observations about our predictions. First, the predicted 

pattern of results could be driven by basic principles of cognitive dissonance theory 

(e.g., Festinger, 1957; Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999; Kenworthy, Miller, Collins, 

Read, & Earleywine, 2011). For instance, an inconsistency between my desire to be 

human and my currently dehumanized state. However, dissonance theory cannot 

account for why it is that self- and other-humanity becomes tethered. Furthermore, we 

see the motivation to reclaim one’s humanity as driven by several significant needs 

and drives (such as those reviewed above), which extend beyond a straightforward 

inconsistency in self-perception. 

Second, we acknowledge that alternative routes to restoring one’s moral and 

therefore human self-image exist. Research has shown that acting in accordance with 

one’s moral principles in private (Jordon, Mullen, & Murnighan, 2011) or 

subconsciously engaging in acts of self-cleansing (Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006) might 

have a similar effect. Also, people appear to be able to reclaim humanity when their 

prosocial behavior is directed towards others, rather than the victims of their actions 

(e.g., Bastian et al, 2013). Our research also contrasts with recent suggestions that 

self-dehumanization resulting from engaging in unethical behavior may facilitate 

future unethical behavior (Kouchaki, Dobson, Waytz, & Kteily, 2018). While 

Kauchaki and colleagues focused on self-regulation failures in the moral domain (i.e., 

succumbing to the temptation to lie or cheat for money) without any negative 

consequences for known others, in the current work we focus on immoral actions that 

cause harm to an identifiable victim. It is in interpersonal conflictual relationships, 

where both the perpetrator and the victim are known, that we expect self-

dehumanization to lead to compensatory reactions to restore both the humanness of 

the self and the opposing party.

Overview of studies

Across four studies we test the tethered humanity hypothesis. Specifically, we 

predict that both perpetrators and victims self-dehumanize in response to 

interpersonal harm, and this change in self-perception motivates attempts to regain a 

full human status. One way to obtain such status is through the re-humanization of the 
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other party. The first three studies analyzed this hypothesis from the perspective of 

the perpetrator, while the last study measured participants reactions in the victim role. 

In order to test this hypothesis, we needed to create a conflictual interpersonal context 

in which harm was inflicted. In the first two studies, participants were asked in a 

recall paradigm to think about a good friend (Study 1) or an “enemy” (Study 1 and 2) 

and imagine themselves in a number of situations in which they could behave 

aggressively towards that person. In the latter two studies, conflict and interpersonal 

harm were created in the laboratory asking participants to engage in rude behavior 

during an online chat (Study 3) or exposing them to the experience of social ostracism 

(Study 4). Each study tested specific aspects of the tethered humanity process. In 

Study 1, comparing participants’ reaction to a friend or an “enemy”, we expected 

participants to inflict harm on an “enemy”, but not on a friend, resulting in a process 

of self-dehumanization only in the “enemy” condition. After an interval, and giving 

participants the possibility to help the target, we expected participants to rehumanize 

the self and the other in the enemy condition restoring a full human status. Study 2 

was specifically designed to test some of the conditions that trigger both the 

perpetrator’s tendency to self-dehumanize and the tethered humanity effect. 

Specifically, this study aimed to demonstrate that self-dehumanization engages 

attempts at re-humanization of both the self and the other. In the last two studies, we 

aimed to show that rehumanizing the self is most likely when the other party accepts 

the attempts for reconciliation. In Study 3, participants were led to engage in the role 

of a rude or friendly conversation partner. In the rude condition, all perpetrators were 

instructed to apologize for their conduct, but their apology was either accepted or not 

by the victim. In Study 4, instead, participants were included or socially excluded in a 

Cyberball game. When excluded they interacted with one of the perpetrators who 

either sincerely apologized or not for his or her conduct during the game. In both 

studies, the dehumanization of the self and the other were measured immediately after 

the transgression and after the attempt for reconciliation. We expected participants, 

victims and perpetrators alike, to self-dehumanize when harm was inflicted and to 

rehumanize themselves and the other party only when the attempt for reconciliation 

was accepted. Indeed, when this effort for reconciliation is interrupted, victims or 

perpetrators may be unable to rehumanize the other and therefore themselves. 
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Across the four studies we introduced two different humanness measures that 

incorporate concepts that are related to the two dimensions of dehumanization. 

Mechanistic dehumanization involves the perception of others as more machine-like, 

denying human nature attributes, while the other occurs when we have an animalized 

view of others, denying them uniquely human traits, and is referred to as animalistic 

dehumanization (Haslam, 2006). In the current set of studies, however, our primary 

focus is on the perception of the self or the other as lacking or having lost qualities 

that are considered human, including aspects of both senses of humanness. Even 

though previous work has shown that these two dimensions might operate 

independently, research on self- and other dehumanization has shown that in the case 

of interpersonal maltreatment both forms of dehumanization tend to co-occur (Bastian 

et al., 2012; 2013). Self-evaluation concerns and sometimes mood were also 

measured, to reassure it is the loss of humanity and not simply the loss of general 

positivity that drives people’s need to restore their full humanity and re-humanize the 

other. All studies adhered to the ethical guidelines specified in the APA Code of 

Conduct as well as the national ethics guidelines in which the studies were conducted. 

The data of all studies can be found on the Open Science Framework 

(https://osf.io/v6bj9/)

Study 1

In Study 1, participants were asked to recall and describe their relationship 

with a good friend or an “enemy” (i.e., somebody with whom they had a difficult or 

conflicting relationship in the past six months). They were then asked to imagine a 

number of situations in which they could behave aggressively towards the target 

person and describe the self and the other in human terms when reflecting back on 

how they behaved. Given that we expected participants to behave aggressively only in 

the “enemy” condition, we expected to observe self-dehumanization in the enemy but 

not in the friend condition (Hp1). In addition, and given the conflictual nature of their 

relationship, we expected participants to dehumanize the enemy, but not their friend 

(Hp2). Finally, in a second phase participants were asked to imagine a number of 

situations in which they could help the target and again describe the self and the other 

in human terms when reflecting back on how they behaved. In this phase, we 

expected to observe the tethered humanity effect showing that in the enemy condition 
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both the self and the other were seen as more human compared to the first 

measurement (Hp3). 

Method

Participants

A power analysis using PANGEA (Power Analysis for GEneral Anova 

designs, Westfall, 2016) showed that a sample of 100 participants in each condition 

would be sufficient to detect the expected three-way interaction with a power of .90, 

even if this effect would be small (d = .30). On the basis of this analysis, we decided 

to gather a total sample of 250 participants (130 male, 119 female and 1 non-defined) 

on MTurk who were paid 1$ for their participation. Participants age ranged between 

20 and 72 years old (Mage=37.57, SD=11.75). The majority of the sample identified as 

Caucasian (77.6%), while minorities were represented as follows: African American 

(8.8%), Asian (7.2%), Native American (3.2%), and other ethnicity (3.2%). A total of 

15 participants were discarded from further analyses; eleven because they did not 

respond to all questions and four because they did not describe a credible friend or 

“enemy”.

Procedure

Participants responded to a questionnaire in which they were first asked to 

think about a friend or an “enemy” depending on condition. A friend was defined as 

“a person with whom you have or have had a friendly relationship of trust and mutual 

respect”, while an “enemy” was defined as “a person with whom you have or have 

had a difficult and conflictual relationship”. In both cases, we asked participants to 

briefly describe the relationship they have (had) with the person and emphasized that 

the relationship had to be ongoing or could not date back to more than 6 months. 

After their brief description they were asked to report the gender and age of the target 

person. 

In order to give participants the possibility to inflict personal harm on the 

target person they were asked to imagine themselves in three hypothetical situations 

(i.e., engaging in the social exclusion of the other, talking badly about the person 

behind his/her back, and a physically violent reaction in a sports game) in which they 

could behave aggressively towards the target person. For each situation they were 

asked to indicate how likely they would engage in the described behavior on a 7-point 

scale (1=not at all to 7=very much). After these scenarios, they were asked to imagine 
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finding themselves together with the other person in a psychological experiment in 

which they could determine for how long the target person had to keep his/her hands 

in cold water, a procedure known to induce pain (Bastian, Jetten, & Ferris, 2014). 

Participants were requested to indicate both the duration (0=0 sec. to 5=50sec.) and 

the temperature (1 = 10°C/50°F to 6 = 0°C/32°F) of the water. These indices were 

multiplied to obtain an index of the pain that was inflicted on the target person.

Participants then rated themselves first and then the target person on eight 

items adapted from Bastian and Haslam (2010) assessing the attribution of Human 

Nature (four items; for example, “I felt like I was open minded, like I could think 

clearly about things”) and Human Uniqueness (four items; for example, “I felt like I 

was refined and cultured”). While responding on a 7-point scale (1=not at all to 

7=very much), participants were explicitly requested to think back to how they 

behaved in the four hypothetical situations. These instructions were given to make it 

hard for participants who previously indicated they would behave aggressively toward 

the target person, to disengage from the harm they inflicted. 

Some additional measures were taken including a general self-esteem scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965). This scale is made-up of 10 items and expressed what participants 

thought about themselves in that specific moment on a 6-point scale (1=not at all to 

6=very much). Immediately afterwards participants were presented with four new 

hypothetical situations in which they had to imagine behaving prosocially towards the 

target person. In the first three situations (e.g., render money that the person lost, 

helping the person when hurt, feeling bad for the person’s distress) participants 

indicated how likely they would help on a 7-point scale (1=not at all to 7=very much). 

In the fourth situation participants were asked to imagine finding themselves in a 

psychological experiment in which they could divide $10 between themselves and the 

other person. Participants were informed that their choice had to be accepted by the 

other person and that they could make their decision anonymously and privately. 

Under these circumstances, how much money would you be willing to give to the 

other person between $0 and $10? Finally, participants were asked to judge the self 

and the other again on the same humanness scale as the one that was used the first 

time, now imagining how they behaved in the helping situations.

In the end, participants were thanked for their participation and fully 

debriefed.
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Results and discussion

We will only report the main analyses here and refer to the Supplemental 

Online Material (SOM) for a description of the analyses of all the variables. First of 

all, and as we expected, participants indicated to be willing to aggress, but refrained 

from helping their enemy compared to their friend. As such, we managed to create a 

conflictual (enemy) vs. a non-conflictual (friend) condition in which participants 

indicated a willingness to harm the other only in the former, but not in the latter 

condition. We analyzed participants self and other humanness judgements in two 

steps. 

To verify participants initial tendency to dehumanize both the self and the 

other, we examined differences in self and other humanness judgments as a function 

of condition directly after the hypothetical aggressive situations only. Pairwise 

comparisons supported Hp1 showing that participants dehumanized the self more in 

the enemy compared to the friend condition, F(1,232)=21.73, p<.001, 2
p=.09. In line 

with Hp2, pairwise comparisons indicated that participants attributed less humanness 

to the enemy compared to themselves, F(1,232)=224.56, p<.001, 2
p=.49, while no 

differences in humanness between the self and the other were observed in the friend 

condition, F(1,232)=.31, p=.58, 2
p=.001 (see Figure 1). Importantly, all these effects 

remained significant when controlling for participants’ self-esteem suggesting that the 

effect was independent of the general valence in participants’ self-regard (all 

p’s<.001).

The second type of analyses compared the self and other humanness 

judgments over time in the two conditions separately to verify the existence of a re-

humanization effect. In the friend condition, both the self and the friend were 

attributed high levels of humanness at both moments of measurement, but their 

humanness even further increased after the hypothetical helping situations, 

F(1,128)=13.41, p<.001, 2
p=.10. While this increase in humanness was unexpected, it 

is likely that imagining truly helping one’s friend makes people attribute even more 

humanness to both the self and that friend at Time 2 compared to imagining not 

aggressing against him or her at Time 1.

In the enemy condition, and confirming the tethered humanity hypothesis 

(Hp3), both the self and the enemy were attributed more humanness at Time 2 

compared to the first measurement (F(1,104)=121.88, p<.001, 2
p=.54 and 
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F(1,104)=89.49, p<.001, 2
p=.46, for self and other judgments respectively). Overall, 

these results indicate that when people imagine inflicting harm in a conflictual 

interpersonal relationship they dehumanize both the self and their victim. In an 

attempt to restore this loss in humanity, the perpetrators humanize their victims and 

themselves.

Study 2

Study 1 provided support for our predictions drawn from the tethered 

humanity hypothesis. Participants dehumanized the self only in the enemy condition 

when they reflected back on their immoral conduct towards a conflictual other. This 

loss in humanity was successively restored rehumanizing the victim. Study 2 was 

specifically designed to unravel some of the conditions that allow this effect to occur. 

Four “enemy” conditions were created in which participants either imagined 

aggressing against the target or not and in which, in a second moment, they were 

asked to imagine helping the target or not. Replicating Hp2 of the first study, we 

expected participants to dehumanize the disliked other in all conditions given that 

hostile feelings towards the target were ever-present. 

Previous work on self-dehumanization has emphasized the importance of 

recognizing one’s conduct as immoral in triggering a process of self-dehumanization 

(Bastian et al., 2012; 2013). Therefore, we expect that self-dehumanization will only 

occur when people not only imagine a disliked other, but are also encouraged to treat 

that person immorally (Hp1). In an attempt to better understand this process, we 

tested the role of moral engagement. Immoral conduct will most likely lead to self-

dehumanization to the extent that people morally engage with their own behavior, 

acknowledging that they behaved immorally and taking responsibility for their own 

conduct. In order to test this hypothesis, we assessed whether participants’ tendency 

to morally engage with their own immoral conduct mediated their tendency to self-

dehumanize (Hp4). 

Creating a condition in which self-dehumanization occurs and one in which it 

does not, allowed us to verify whether this process enables the occurrence of the 

tethered humanity effect. We argue that as self-dehumanization represents the 

frustration of a basic motivation to see oneself as human, which in turn is expected to 

trigger a desire to change this state of affairs. When people do not self-dehumanize, 

they may continue to view their victim as dehumanized whilst maintaining a 
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perception that their own humanity has been untarnished. Therefore, perpetrators are 

only expected to rehumanize both the self and the other when they self-dehumanized 

in the first place (Hp3a). In addition, we also argue that even when helping one’s 

victim is not possible, the motivation to regain humanity triggered by the perpetrator’s 

initial tendency to self-dehumanize, should lead to a shift in the perception of one’s 

victim, re-humanizing them such that one can also re-humanize the self. Therefore, 

we manipulated the presence of the hypothetical helping situations. If self-

dehumanization triggers a general motivation to regain humanity, then we should see 

the re-humanization of the other even when other avenues are not available; such as 

helping one’s victim (Hp3b).

The main dependent variable was changed in Study 2 introducing a trait 

measure of humanness. In addition, Study 2 controlled for the gravity of conflicts that 

were self-generated by participants both through external judges and participants self-

judgments. Also, along with self-esteem, a mood measure was added and apart from 

the humanness traits participants described both the self and the other on traits that 

had a clear positive or negative valence, but were not well-defined on the human 

dimension. In this way, we could further control for valence in participants’ self-

descriptions at both times self- and other-described humanness was measured.

Method

Participants

Based on the smallest effect size that we detected in Study 1 for self-

dehumanization and re-humanization effects (d=.63), a power analysis using 

PANGEA (Westfall, 2016) showed that a sample of 23 participants in each condition 

(total N = 92) would be sufficient to detect the same effects with a power of .90. On 

the basis of this analysis, we stopped sampling participants when 221 people 

responded to the online questionnaire knowing that only 169 (149 women) responded 

to the full questionnaire. Their age ranged from 18 to 53 (M=23.37, SD=4.28). All 

were Italian native speakers.

Procedure

In the current study, we compared participants responses in four “enemy” 

conditions. While the “full enemy” condition was identical to the one presented in 

Study 1, three extra enemy conditions were created. In the “Enemy no aggression” 

condition participants engaged with the entire procedure except for the request to 
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imagine themselves aggressing the target person. In the “Enemy no help” condition 

we eliminated the request to imagine helping the target person. Finally, in the “Enemy 

no aggression/no help” condition self and other judgments were only taken at time 1 

to avoid that these judgments were made immediately one after the other. Apart from 

these changes the order in which the various measures appeared was the same as in 

Study 1.

In Study 2, participants had to respond to more specific questions to describe 

the enemy. Specifically, they were asked to describe the kind of relationship “you 

have (had) with this person”, “what circumstances have brought you to be in conflict 

with this person”, “how long have you known the person”, “how did you meet”, “do 

you still see the person”, and “what type of emotions do you feel when you encounter 

the person”. After responding to these questions, participants were asked to judge the 

intensity of the conflict on a 7-point Likert scale (1=Not at all intense – 7=Very 

intense).

Half of the sample was then asked to imagine aggressing against the target 

person in four hypothetical situations. Three of these were identical to the ones used 

in Study 1, but the cold water experiment was changed with a situation in which 

participants could indicate how much envious anger they would feel if something 

good would happen to the target person. The trait humanness measure that comprised 

20 traits would follow. Ten traits referred to the human nature dimension (5 traits 

were high on HN: Emotional, Warm, Open, Receptive, Sensible and 5 traits were low 

on HN: Cold, Passive, Rigid, Superficial, Listless), while the remaining ten traits were 

clearly defined on the human uniqueness dimension (5 traits were high on HU: Civil, 

Educated, Mature, Refined, Rational and 5 traits were low on HU: Childish, 

Irrational, Uneducated, Lack of self-control, Coarse). Participants had to rate these 

traits on the extent to which they described the self first and then the target person 

thinking back at how they imagined behaving in the four hypothetical situations in the 

full enemy and in the no help enemy conditions. Instead, participants in the other two 

conditions where they did not have to imagine aggressing the target person, had to 

rate the self and the target person in the current moment. Participants responded on a 

9-point Likert scale (1=not at all to 9=very much). In addition, three traits were added 

to the self-judgments. Based on the work of Leach, Ellemers, and Barreto (2007), 

participants’ moral engagement was measured by asking them to judge themselves on 
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how honest, trustworthy, and sincere they felt. In order to control for valence at the 

trait level, we added 9 traits that were selected on the basis of a pretest. All 9 traits 

were not well defined on the human dimension; their mean ranging from 4.06 to 4.28 

on a 7-point scale on both human nature and human uniqueness judgments. At the 

same time these traits were clearly positively (M=5.79 on a 7-point scale) or 

negatively valenced (M=2.87 on a 7-point scale). Specifically, the selected traits were: 

organized, efficient, serene, concrete, relaxed, thin-skinned, dull, irascible, and 

impatient. Furthermore, all participants were requested to respond to the PANAS 

(Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) to measure their mood, after responding to the 

self-esteem measure. Mood and self-esteem were only measured immediately after 

the first self- and other humanness judgments.

Results and discussion

After verifying that the aggression, helping, self-esteem, mood and the 

intensity of the conflict did not differ between the four conditions, we used a similar 

two step analytic strategy as in Study 1 (See SOM for a full description of the 

analysis). In the first step, we only considered participants’ humanness judgments at 

time 1, in order to verify whether participants only self-dehumanized when they had 

the chance to treat the enemy immorally. Pairwise comparisons indicated that 

participants who imagined behaving aggressively towards the “enemy” judged the 

self significantly less human compared to those who just had to think of a conflictual 

other, F(1,165)=39.29, p<.001, 2
p=.19. There was a similar finding for perceptions of 

the enemy, however, the effect was marginally significant, F(1,165)=3.66, p=.06, 

2
p=.02 (see Figure 2). Confirming Hp1, these results provide evidence for the idea 

that people only self-dehumanize when they engage in immoral conduct. In line with 

Hp2, in all conditions the conflictual other was seen as significantly less human than 

the self (all p’s<.001). Importantly, all these effects remained significant when self-

esteem, mood or the attribution of positive and negative traits to the self and the other 

were controlled for showing that mood or valence effects do not account for these 

findings.

In the second step, we focused on the interaction between target and 

judgments over time separately for the three conditions (in the fourth condition self 

and other humanness judgments were only measured at Time 1). Note that all these 

analyses remain unvaried when the attribution of positive and negative traits to the 
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self and the other were controlled for. In the full enemy condition, the results of Study 

1 were replicated (see Figure 2). In line with the tethered humanity hypothesis, both 

self and other were judged more human at time 2 compared to the first measurement 

confirming a re-humanization effect of both the self and the other, F(1,37)=16.74, 

p<.001, 2
p=.31. 

In the enemy no aggression condition in which no self-dehumanization effect 

was observed no changes in self and other judgments occurred over time (p>.65). 

Instead, the tethered humanity effect emerged significantly in the enemy no help 

condition. Again, both targets were humanized more at time 2 compared to time 1, 

F(1,49)=55.48, p<.001, 2
p=.53. This effect compared to those of the other conditions 

reveals that self-dehumanization itself engages attempts at reclaiming one’s own 

humanity and that of the other. In line with Hp3a, when people imagined behaving 

aggressively towards an ‘enemy’ and self-dehumanized as a result, they reported an 

increase in their own humanity and that of the other at time 2. Instead, without self-

dehumanization no increase in humanness occurred. Furthermore, and in line with 

Hp3b, only imagining helping the enemy (without self-dehumanization) does not 

significantly influence participants’ tendency to re-humanize the self and the other. 

This result suggests as in Study 1 that perpetrators who self-dehumanize recuperate 

their humanity and re-humanize the victim they originally wronged.

Moral engagement

Similar results to the ones we reported for self-dehumanization, were observed 

on moral engagement. Whenever people had to imagine aggressing against the 

enemy, they attributed less moral traits to themselves (M=6.14, SD=2.10) compared 

to when they did not (M=7.34, SD=1.33, F(1,165)=20.05, p<.001, 2
p=.11). In order to 

test whether participants’ sense of moral engagement mediated their tendency to self-

dehumanize, a mediation analysis was run following the PROCESS protocol (Model 

4) proposed by Hayes (2013). A bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrapping for 

indirect effects revealed that the indirect effect was significant, as indicated by a 95% 

confidence interval that did not include 0, based on 5000 bootstrap samples (-.69 – -

.26). This analysis provides correlational evidence for Hp4 that participants’ level of 

moral engagement at least partially mediates the relation between behaving immorally 

and the tendency to self-dehumanize (see Figure 3).

Study 3
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In the former studies, we have shown that people who imagine behaving 

immorally and self-dehumanize respond in a way which suggests they are motivated 

to restore the humanity of both the self and their victim. This, of course, raises the 

question of whether the responses of one’s victim may play any role at all in this 

process. In Study 3, we aimed to show that when one’s victim rejects attempts at 

reparation, this interrupts the process of re-humanization of both the self and the 

other. The tethered humanity hypothesis states that perpetrators who self-dehumanize 

recuperate their humanity re-humanizing the victim they have originally harmed. 

Manipulating the attempt at reparation of the victim, allowed us to demonstrate that 

when the victim cannot be rehumanized because he or she interrupts the reparation 

process, the self cannot regain its full human status. As such, we were able to show 

experimentally that the gain in humanness for the self only occurs when people can 

re-humanize the other they have originally wronged.

In order to test this hypothesis, we created a conflict situation in the lab asking 

people to conduct an online conversation with another alleged participant. Three 

conditions were created: a control condition without specific instructions about the 

tone of the conversation, and two experimental conditions in which participants were 

instructed to be explicitly rude towards their companion. In the latter two conditions 

they were instructed to write an apology for their rude conduct and the alleged 

participant, would either accept (apology accept condition) or reject the apology 

(apology reject condition). As in the former studies, we expected that only when harm 

is inflicted, that is when participants were instructed to be rude, they will be inclined 

to self-dehumanize (Hp1). Given that the conflict was created in the lab and it is hard 

and somewhat unethical to truly induce negative feelings towards another, we did not 

expect to observe a clear dehumanization effect of the victims (see Bastian et al., 

2013, for similar findings). Finally, we only expected to see the successful re-

humanization of the self in the apology accepted condition (Hp3). We reasoned that if 

a victim does not accept one’s apologies, this indicates that the relationship between 

the perpetrator and the victim remains damaged, inhibiting the ability to re-humanize 

both the victim and the self. 

Method

Participants
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Given that the effect sizes for self- and re-humanization effects tended to be 

stronger in Study 2 compared to Study 1, we based our sample size on the same 

power analysis we conducted before. For the current design, this analysis showed that 

a sample of 23 participants in each condition (total N = 69) would be sufficient to 

detect the differences in self-dehumanization and re-humanization effects between 

conditions with a power of .90. A total of 97 participants (69 women) were enrolled in 

the current study. Their age ranged from 17 to 24 (Mage=18.94, SD=1.47). Of the 

sample, 68% were born in Australia and 71.1% had English as a first language. All 

participants were capable of understanding the instructions and responding to the 

questionnaires. Eight participants were excluded because they did not follow 

instructions. A further 11 participants were excluded because their responses were not 

seen as rude enough by the confederate. This left us with a sample of 78 participants 

(54 women): 32 in the control condition, 26 in the apology accepted condition and 20 

in the apology rejected condition.

Procedure

Participants were told that the study explored how people respond to online 

interactions, and that they would have an online conversation with a participant in 

another room. For both apology conditions, we used an “illusion of choice” procedure 

at the beginning of the study. In these conditions, the experimenter stated that most 

participants had chosen to refrain from conducting a rude conversation with the other 

participant. Therefore, it would be great if participants would agree to be in this 

condition, but of course they could choose which experimental condition they wanted 

to be in. In the control condition, the reverse explanation was provided. Consistent 

with past work (see Ciarocco, Sommer, & Baumeister, 2001), we expected that by 

having participants think that they had chosen their condition they would feel a sense 

of responsibility for what they did during the experiment. Participants who agreed to 

have a rude conversation were later assigned randomly to the apology accepted or 

apology rejected condition. 

Participants entered a fully enclosed computer room to begin the interaction 

using mIRC internet relay chat software. We told participants that there was another 

participant who had already arrived and was sitting in a nearby room (this other 

participant was a confederate who was aware of the experimental condition). After 

explaining how the chat room software worked, we instructed participants to start by 
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asking general questions and if they were struggling to find topics to discuss, we 

suggested them to ask the other person what they were studying.

In the control condition, participants were told to keep the conversation going 

until the experimenter returned. In the experimental conditions, participants were told 

“Keep the conversation going, but after about a minute we want you to start being 

rude to the other participant. Don’t say anything deeply offensive; just say something 

unpleasant, dismissive, or abrupt that makes it clear to the person that you’re being a 

bit nasty to them.” If participants could not think of anything rude to say, the 

experimenter would suggest to say something disparaging about the person’s course 

of study (e.g., “That’s a really boring course”, “You’ll never get a job with that 

degree”). If the participant had not said anything rude after three minutes, the 

experimenter returned to the participant’s room and asked “How is the conversation 

going? Has there been any rude interaction yet?” The experimenter told participants 

“I’ll give you another few minutes. Do your best and try to think of something rude to 

say.” If the participant still had not said anything rude after another three minutes, the 

experimenter moved them on to the next part of the study.

When the participant had said something rude the confederate replied in a way 

that showed they were offended (e.g., “That’s a bit harsh”, “I think that’s unfair”) 

without retaliating or saying anything that could make the participant feel justified in 

being rude. After two minutes the experimenter returned to the participant’s room and 

asked them to end the conversation. Next, participants completed the same 20 trait 

humanness measure that was used in Study 2 (rated on a 5-point scale: 1=very 

slightly, 5=extremely). They also completed the PANAS and the self-esteem scale. 

After participants finished the questionnaires, the experimenter told those in 

the control condition to initiate another conversation with the participant and to 

continue talking in the same way as before. Instead, in the experimental conditions, 

participants were told to initiate another conversation apologizing for what they said 

before. The experimenter told participants not to mention that they were asked to be 

rude as part of the study. 

In the “apology accepted” condition, the confederate acknowledged that they 

had been offended by the participant’s comments but accepted the apology. In the 

“apology rejected” condition the confederate indicated that they had been offended by 

the participant’s comments and did not accept the apology.
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The experimenter returned after two minutes and asked the participant to end 

the conversation again. Next, participants completed the same questionnaires as 

before (humanness measure, PANAS and self-esteem) answering according to how 

they were feeling in the present moment. Also, two final questions were added: one 

asked to evaluate the interaction they had had with the other participant (i.e., How do 

you think your interaction with the other participant went overall?), the second 

question asked to evaluate the end of the interaction (How do you think your 

interaction with the other participant ended?). Both questions were responded to on an 

11-point scale (1=Very unpleasant to 11=Very pleasant)

At the end of the study, the confederate rated the rudeness of the interaction 

(0=not rude at all, 10=extremely rude) and how genuine the participant’s apology 

seemed (0=not genuine at all, 10=extremely genuine). Only participants whose 

rudeness was judged 6 or higher were retained in the final analyses.

Results and discussion

To analyze participants self and other humanness judgments, we used the 

same two-step analytical strategy as in the former studies (see SOM for a full 

description of the analyses). Looking only at the humanness judgments at time 1 

revealed that the other is always perceived as more human than the self, 

F(1,75)=45.11, p<.001, 2
p=.38 (see Figure 4). Given that the conflict was created in 

the laboratory without inducing true hostile feelings towards the victim, no 

dehumanization of the victim was expected. Nonetheless, and confirming Hp1 there 

was evidence of a self-dehumanization effect. Pairwise comparisons between 

conditions for the self and the other separately indicated that in both experimental 

conditions participants attributed themselves less humanness compared to the control 

condition, F(2,75)=12.69, p<.001, 2
p=.25. There was a similar tendency to attribute 

less humanness to the other in the experimental conditions, F(2,75)=4.11, p=.02, 

2
p=.10, even though the pairwise comparisons only reached conventional levels of 

significance comparing the apology reject and the control condition (p=.023).

The second type of analysis focused on the interaction between target and 

judgments over time separately for the three conditions. In the Control condition, self 

and other judgments did not change over time (p>.22). In the apology accepted 

condition, the gain of humanness over time was clearly present for both targets, but it 

tended to be stronger for the self, F(1,25)=45.99, p<.001, 2
p=.65, compared to the 
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other, F(1,25)=17.49, p<.001, 2
p=.41. This result provided support to the tethered 

humanity effect; that when the apology was accepted the humanness of both the self 

and the target was reinforced. 

Finally, in the apology rejected condition, where the victim refuses the 

participant’s apology, no re-humanization occurred. While the other significantly lost 

humanness over time, F(1,19)=24.39, p<.001, 2
p=.56, the gain of humanness for the 

self was only marginally significant, F(1,19)=3.56, p=.08, 2
p=.16. Importantly, 

comparing the gain of humanness for the self over time (i.e., humanness attributed to 

the self at Time 2 minus the humanness attributed to the self at Time 1) between all 

conditions, the apology accepted condition was significantly different from the other 

two, F(2,75)=11.24, p<.003, 2
p=.23, showing that especially in this condition the 

humanness attributed to the self increased significantly over time (p<.001 and p=.05, 

comparing the control and apology reject condition respectively). Taken together 

these findings provide support for Hp3 that when the apology of perpetrators gets 

accepted, they are more likely to be able to re-humanize themselves, because they can 

reinforce the human status of their victims. When their attempt for reconciliation is 

interrupted, instead, we found a tendency for perpetrators to dehumanize their victims 

not allowing them to rehumanize the self.

Study 4

The former studies analyzed the tethered humanity hypothesis from the 

perspective of the perpetrator. In Study 4, we focused on the victim’s perspective 

creating an experiment in which participants played the Cyberball game (Williams, 

2000), a procedure that has been employed in more than 200 published studies to 

manipulate social ostracism in the laboratory (Hartgerink, van Beest, Wicherts, 

Williams, Peters, & Ratliff, 2015). In this game, participants play a virtual ball tossing 

game with two ostensible other participants. Three conditions were created: an 

inclusion condition in which participants were fully included in the game; and two 

exclusion conditions in which participants were actively excluded from the game by 

the other two participants. In one exclusion condition, at the end of the game one of 

the players apologized for his/her conduct (exclusion with apology condition), while 

in the other exclusion condition the other player explicitly did not apologize 

(exclusion without apology condition). As in the former studies, self and other 

humanness was measured both immediately after playing the game and again at the 
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end of the experiment when apologies were received or not. In line with previous 

research (Bastian & Haslam, 2010), we expected the victims to self-dehumanize 

(Hp1) and dehumanize (Hp2) the other players when they were excluded rather than 

included in the game. Because of their tendency to self-dehumanize, we expected 

victims to be motivated to regain their lost humanity. Following the tethered humanity 

hypothesis, one way to do this is re-humanizing the person that has originally 

wronged them. Specifically, one can expect that sincere remorse on the part of the 

perpetrator might lead victims to accept the perpetrator’s apology, forgive him or her 

and rehumanize both the self and the perpetrator as a result. On the contrary, when a 

perpetrator refrains from expressing a sincere apology, victims might not be able to 

regain a full human status; the perpetrator shows no regret, does not acknowledge his 

or her wrong doing and can therefore not be rehumanized. The interruption of the re-

humanization process of the other may therefore impede the possibility to rehumanize 

the self. Therefore, we expected the re-humanization of both the self and the other 

only in the exclusion with apology condition, but not in the exclusion condition were 

no apology was granted (Hp3).

Method

Participants

We followed the same recruitment strategy as in Study 3. A total of 104 

participants (92 women) were enrolled in the current study. Their age ranged from 20 

to 42 (Mage=21.07, SD=0.52). Apart from 3 participants, all were Italian native 

speakers. Still, the linguistic capacities of all participants were sufficient to 

understand the instructions and respond to the questionnaires.

Procedure

Participants were accommodated in front of the computer and informed that 

they would participate in an experiment on “mental visualization” while playing an 

interactive game online with two other participants that were allegedly seated in other 

laboratories. After participants were informed about the full procedure of the 

experiment and gave their informed consent, the female experimenter would leave the 

laboratory briefly, ostensibly to check whether the other participants were ready to 

start the experiment. Once she came back, she informed participants that the other 

players were almost ready and that they could press the start button. After they 
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reported their own initials, all participants were shown a screen for 5 sec. that stated 

“Waiting for other participants …”. These efforts helped to increase the credibility of 

the story that there were two other participants also playing the game.

Immediately afterwards participants started to play the Cyberball game. Each 

player was represented with a small animated figure that was identifiable with the 

player’s initials (the other players were always called “MD” on the right and “DL” on 

the left). Participants were instructed to choose freely which player they wished to 

throw the ball to by mouse-clicking on the other players initials whenever their 

animated figure would catch the ball. The game was programmed to last for about 50 

trials and lasted approximately two and a half minutes. In the inclusion condition, 

participants received the ball after every other throw from each of the other two 

ostensible players meaning that they received the ball a fair one third of the time. In 

the exclusion conditions, instead, participants received the ball once from each player 

at the beginning of the game, and then never received it again afterwards.

After the game, participants were asked to judge how they perceived 

themselves and both the other players during the game on 12 humanness traits that 

were selected from the 20 traits used in Study 2 and 3 (Open, Emotional, Sensible, 

Superficial, Rigid, and Cold for the HN traits and Rational, Refined, Civil, Childish, 

Lack of self-control and Irrational for the HU traits). All judgements were made on a 

7-point scale (1=not at all to 7=very much). They also completed the PANAS and the 

self-esteem scale.

After participants finished the questionnaires, they were given the possibility 

to send a message to one of the players (always the player that appeared on the right 

side of the screen), while they would receive a message from the player that appeared 

on the left side of the screen. After they sent the message, a screen would appear for 

approximately 5 sec. that stated “Sending message …”, after which they could 

visualize the message they received from the other player. In the inclusion condition, 

the message always read: “Hello. The game seemed a bit monotonous but it was still 

an interesting experience, because I have never participated in an interactive 

experiment before. I hope it was like that for you too.” In the exclusion condition with 

an apology, participants read: “Hello. I realize that I excluded you during the game ... 

I guess that must have been a bad experience for you and I apologize. I hope you’re 

not mad at me.” In this message, the apology was not only clearly stated, but the 
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player also acknowledged the suffering of the victim. Finally, in the exclusion 

condition without apology, participants received the following message “Hello. The 

game seemed pretty repetitive, but it didn't last too long. I guess you got bored 

because we never considered you, but that doesn't matter ...it was fine for me”. This 

message expresses the player’s awareness that the participant must have felt bad 

during the game, but that he or she did not care about this.

Next, participants responded to an adaptation of the Transgression-Related 

Interpersonal Motivations questionnaire (TRIM, McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 

2003) to measure participants willingness to forgive the player they received a 

message from. The TRIM is made up of three sub-scales: Avoidance Motivations, 

Benevolence Motivations and Revenge Motivations. Specifically, the revenge items 

were excluded as they were deemed too harsh in the current situation, three 

benevolence (e.g., I forgive him/her for what he/she did to me) and five avoidance 

items (e.g., I keep as much distance between us as possible) were retained and slightly 

adapted to fit the current situation. Participants responded on a 5-point scale 

(1=completely disagree to 5=fully agree). Afterwards, participants completed the 

same questionnaire as before judging how they described themselves and the other 

players in human terms according to how they were feeling in the present moment.

In the end, as in Study 3, participants responded to two final questions on a 7-

point scale (1=very unpleasant to 7=very pleasant) indicating how their interaction 

with the other players went overall and how they thought their interaction with the 

other participants ended. The experiment took about 20 minutes to complete and 

participants were debriefed and informed that the other players were not actually 

present and that the Cyberball game followed a pre-programmed script.

Results and discussion

Forgiveness

Comparing participants willingness to forgive as a function of condition 

indicated significantly less willingness to forgive in the exclusion without apology 

condition (M=3.31, SD=.90) compared to both the exclusion with apology (M=3.94, 

SD=.73, p=.004) and inclusion conditions (M=3.86, SD=.69, p=.013), which did not 

differ (p=.97). Critically, the significant difference between both exclusion conditions 

indicated that the apology of player 1 allowed participants to forgive his or her 

immoral conduct.
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Self- and other-humanness

The attribution of humanness to the self and to the other two players was 

analyzed using the same two-step analytic strategy as in the former studies. In a first 

step we only considered participants’ humanness judgments at time 1 to verify 

whether participants self-dehumanized when becoming a victim of social ostracism 

and dehumanized the players that excluded them. In line with Hp1, pairwise 

comparisons indicated that the self was humanized significantly less in both exclusion 

conditions relative to the inclusion condition, F(2,101)=12.05, p<.001, 2
p=.19, while 

confirming Hp2, the other two players were significantly dehumanized when they 

excluded the participant from the game (F(2,101)=32.02, p<.001, 2
p=.39 and 

F(2,101)=27.67, p<.001, 2
p=.35 for player 1 and 2 respectively, see Figure 5).

In a second step, testing the re-humanization effect (Hp3), we analyzed the 

interaction between the self and other humanness judgments at both times of 

measurement in each condition separately. In the inclusion condition, all targets were 

judged as more human by the end of the experiment compared to immediately after 

playing the game, F(1,68)=7.37, p=.01, 2
p=.18. In the exclusion with apology 

condition, pairwise comparisons indicated that all targets regained humanness over 

time, but this effect was especially significant for the self and player 1 who explicitly 

apologized for his behavior during the Cyberball game (both p’s<.001). Also, the 

second player who did not apologize was seen as somewhat more human at time 2 

compared to time 1 (p=.01), but he or she was judged significantly less human than 

both the self and player 1 who granted the apology (both p’s<.001). Moreover, at time 

2 after the apology the self and player 1 were judged as equally human (p=.88).

Finally, in the exclusion without apology condition, contrary to our 

expectations, pairwise comparisons indicated that only the self was significantly 

judged as more human at time 2, even though no apology was granted (p=.001). 

Importantly, the other players were seen as equally less human than the self at both 

times of measurement. To further understand this unexpected finding, we further 

analyzed participants responses on the forgiveness scale in this condition and noticed 

that while some participants were clearly unwilling to forgive the player who did not 

apologize, others did. Therefore, we split the participants in this condition on the 

median of the forgiveness scale (Me=3.22) allowing us to compare those who did 

forgive the other players from those who did not, even when no apology was given. A 
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closer look at Figure 6 shows that neither the self nor the other players gained 

humanness over time when participants did not forgive the other players (all p’s>.28), 

while when they granted forgiveness to the other players even when no apology was 

given both the self and the other players were seen as significantly more human at 

time 2 compared to time 1 (all p’s<.03). As such, this finding can be interpreted in 

line with our hypothesis. Even though player 1 did not apologize for his or her 

immoral behavior, only those participants who decided to forgive the person managed 

to both rehumanize the others and themselves.

General discussion

People cannot exist independently of their relationships with others. This also 

means that our humanity is caught up in theirs. When we treat others with dignity and 

respect, we perceive them as fully human and feel fully human ourselves. We can, 

however, tarnish our own human self-concept and that of others as well, when we are 

the perpetrators or victims of interpersonal harm and immoral acts. Starting from this 

interdependent perspective on dehumanization, across four studies we provided 

empirical evidence for self-dehumanization and how it relates to the tethered 

humanity hypothesis. Study 1 demonstrated that thinking about an “enemy” rather 

than a friend, made people more willing to imagine aggressing against that person and 

self-dehumanized as a result. Self-dehumanization in turn motivated participants to 

regain a full human status and re-humanize the “enemy”. In Study 2, some of the 

processes that play a role in the initial dehumanization of the self, the dehumanization 

of the other, and furthermore the tethered humanity hypothesis, were identified. As far 

as the former is concerned, self and other dehumanization was triggered by different 

mechanisms. While feelings of hostility were sufficient to dehumanize the other, it 

was engaging in immoral behavior that triggered self-dehumanization. Moreover, 

mediational analyses in this study showed that people will self-dehumanize to the 

extent that they morally engage with their wrongdoings. Self-dehumanization, in turn, 

enables the tethered humanity effect to occur. It frustrates a basic motivation to see 

oneself as human and therefore motivates people to repair their relationships with 

others in order to regain a full human status. Interestingly, self-dehumanization 

motivated the re-humanization of the other even in the absence of any (imagined) help 

offered to the victim. Study 3 demonstrated that the responses of the victim matter. 

When the victim did not accept the perpetrators’ attempts to reconnect, the re-
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humanization process was interrupted preventing perpetrators from regaining their 

lost humanity, presumably because they could not reinforce the humanity of their 

victim. Finally, in Study 4, the tethered humanity hypothesis was analyzed from the 

perspective of the victim. Replicating previous research (Bastian & Haslam, 2010), 

we found victims self-dehumanized because of the treatment they received. 

Nonetheless, and in line with the tethered humanity hypothesis, we found that when 

the perpetrator apologized or when victims forgave the perpetrator even when no 

apology was offered, they managed to re-humanize the perpetrator and therefore the 

self. Indeed, when no forgiveness was granted, victims did not regain their humanity, 

because they refrained from re-humanizing their perpetrators.

The self-dehumanization effect and the tethered humanity hypothesis are 

supported with medium effect sizes even when self-esteem, mood and the valence of 

the characteristics that were attributed to the self and the other were controlled for. As 

such, these effects are largely independent from global self-evaluations, simply 

feeling bad and self- and other-(dis)liking. Moreover, the effects emerged using two 

different dehumanization measures, both when people reflected upon existing 

conflictual relationships and in a conflict that was created in the laboratory. Finally, 

and speaking to the generalizability of the effect across cultural contexts, these results 

were observed in a mostly US (Study 1), Italian (Study 2, Study 4), and an Australian 

sample (Study 3). Taken together, these findings provide evidence for the underlying 

mechanisms that make self-dehumanization a functional process that leads to 

interpersonal reconnection through the re-humanization of the self and the other when 

interpersonal harm is inflicted. 

From dehumanization to re-humanization

The current set of studies demonstrate how processes of dehumanization and 

re-humanization of both the self and the other can be related. There is, however, one 

remaining caveat in this link between dehumanization and re-humanization. 

Specifically, our results suggest that the dehumanization of the other per se does not 

trigger self-dehumanization, while the re-humanization of the other enables re-

humanization of the self. Indeed, in the former case it seems people need to treat the 

other immorally and acknowledge their responsibility or become victims of such 

treatment before they self-dehumanize, while in the latter imagining helping the 

victim does not appear to make a difference. The re-humanization of the self and the 

A
u
th

o
r 

M
a
n
u
s
c
ri
p
t



Tethered humanity 28

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved

other seem to co-occur regardless of other actions. A possible explanation for this 

apparent inconsistency stems from the differential involvement of the self in both 

processes. The dehumanization of another person does not necessarily imply a strong 

involvement of the self. Dehumanization is a strategy of moral disengagement that 

allows keeping the self detached and serves to avoid self-sanctions (Bandura, 1999). 

Therefore, it is not a surprise that the dehumanization of another person per se does 

not lead to self-dehumanization. Instead, when people are caught on the spot or asked 

to reflect on their own wrong-doing, people will more likely engage with their 

immoral actions and self-dehumanize as a result. The re-humanization process that we 

demonstrate in the current article, however, always implies a form of self-

involvement. To the extent that the re-humanization process is driven by people’s 

motivation to recuperate their own lost humanity, self-motives will always play a 

central role. The re-humanization of the other, therefore, can become a way to 

recuperate one’s own lost humanity, as long as the other person accepts the attempt to 

reconnect.

Implications for conflict management and reconciliation

The re-humanization of the other might be an important step in the 

reconciliation process. Increasing the perceived humanness of a target has been linked 

with a range of positive and conciliating outcomes such as, empathy (Čehajić, Brown, 

& Gonzalez, 2009), perspective taking (Vaes, Leyens, & Paladino, 2004), respect 

(Renger, Mommert, Renger, & Simon, 2016), forgiveness (Tam, Hewstone, Cairns, 

Tausch, Maio, & Kenworthy, 2007), and helping behavior (Andrighetto, Baldissarri, 

Lattanzio, Loughnan, & Volpato, 2014; Vaes et al., 2003). The tethered humanity 

hypothesis and the psychological mechanisms that it unveils could therefore be 

informative in the way a range of conflicting situations are managed. Dehumanization 

has been described as a central process in bullying (Pozzoli, Gini, & Vieno, 2012; van 

Noorden, Haselager, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2013), intimate partner violence 

(Bastian, 2019; Pacili, Pagliaro, Loughnan, Gramazio, Spaccatini, & Baldry, 2017) 

and social ostracism (Bastian & Haslam, 2010). In these contexts, encouraging 

perpetrators to acknowledge their moral wrongdoings and pushing them to engage 

morally with their acts, may increase the likelihood that they self-dehumanize and re-

humanize their victims as a result. As such, self-dehumanization and its resulting re-
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humanization of both the self and the other might be an important step in the 

reparation of conflicting relationships.

Limitations and Future research

Even though the current findings strongly suggest that perpetrators and 

victims of interpersonal harm tether their moral self-image to each other, we are 

neither claiming that this will always happen, nor that it is the most common or 

natural response. Research has shown that perpetrators often engage in ego-protective 

responses preferring to justify their own wrongdoing rather than acknowledge it 

(Bandura, 1999), making it unlikely that they self-dehumanize in the first place. In a 

similar vein, victims might be prone to seek revenge rather than forgive their culprits 

(Jackson et al, 2019). In victims of maltreatment, feelings of anger and shame have 

been shown to accompany their tendency to self-dehumanize (Bastian & Haslam, 

2011), both emotions that might motivate victims to seek revenge (Brown, 1970; 

Chester & DeWall, 2017). To avoid these alternative routes, we made it hard in our 

experiments for perpetrators to fail to acknowledge their immoral conduct, given that 

they just reported or demonstrated their (imagined) aggressive or rude behavior and 

were asked to reflect on it when describing themselves. In addition, victims were 

confronted with a sincere apology that recognized their suffering, making it easier for 

them to forgive the other player. Future research might therefore test the tethered 

humanity hypothesis in natural settings where people can freely choose to apologize 

or forgive.

From this perspective the tethered humanity hypothesis might be seen as a 

possible intervention in interpersonal conflict, a desired route that might lead to true 

reconciliation. For a conflict to lead to reconciliation, it is important that perpetrators 

morally engage with their wrongdoings and feel sincere remorse, while the victims 

need to be able to reclaim their humanness, dignity and respect. These concepts are 

central in Botcharova’s (2001) model of reconciliation in which the re-humanization 

of the other is a central element that precedes forgiveness, justice, and a public 

apology. Gobodo-Madikizela (2002) emphasizes that genuine remorse implies the 

acknowledgment of one’s wrong doings. Remorse, however, will only lead to 

forgiveness if a clear attempt is made to make a human connection with the other 

person. In the expression of remorse, perpetrators are asking to be re-admitted to the 
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community of humanity, while victims need to feel that their suffering is recognized 

and their humanness is fully acknowledged.

Taken together, the current work provides evidence, for the first time, that our 

humanity can become tethered with that of others in animosity as well as in 

benevolence. It is our hope that the current work might pave the way to create new 

reconciliation strategies and approaches for conflict management.
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T
im

e 
1

Self-esteem (scale 1-6; =.87) 4.12 (.77)a 3.40 (.96)b 3.35 (.92)b

Positive mood (scale 1-5; =.90) 2.71 (.63)a 2.79 (.73)a 2.19 (.73)b

Negative mood (scale 1-5; =.93) 1.24 (.39)a 1.55 (.76)a 2.12 (.97)b

T
im

e 
2

Self-esteem (scale 1-6; =.87) 4.28 (.67)a 4.05 (.93)ab 3.54 (1.00)b

Note. Means with a different superscript are significantly different between conditions 

(p < .05, Bonferroni corrected)

Figure 1: Mean self and other humanness judgments after the hypothetical aggressive 

and helping situations as a function of condition in Study 1 (error bars represent 

Standard Errors around the mean).
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Figure 2: Mean self and other humanness judgments at Time 1 and 2 as a function of 

condition in Study 2 (error bars represent Standard Errors around the mean).
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Figure 3: Mediation model testing whether moral engagement mediates the relation 

between immoral behavior and self-dehumanization (direct effect controlling for the 

mediator between parentheses). 
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*p < .001

Figure 4: Mean self and other humanness judgments at Time 1 and 2 as a function of 

condition in Study 3 (error bars represent Standard Errors around the mean).
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Figure 5: Mean self and other humanness judgments at Time 1 and 2 as a function of 

condition in Study 4 (error bars represent Standard Errors around the mean).

b = 1.21, SE = .27*

b = 1.05, SE = .17*

(b = .60, SE = .14*)

b = .38, SE = .04*
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Figure 6: Mean self and other humanness judgments at Time 1 and 2 in the exclusion 

without apology condition as a function of participants tendency to forgive the 

perpetrator (error bars represent Standard Errors around the mean).
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