
JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES
Interdisciplinary Reflection of Contemporary Society

Investigating the Role of Denial of Cognition, Capacity for
Morality and Perception of Child-likeness in Infrahumanization

Tadios Chisango

Psychology, School of Community and Human Development, Umthombo Building,
East Campus, Pvt Bag 3, Wits 2050, Wits University, Johannesburg, South Africa
Telephone: 0027 11 717-4546, Mobile: 0027 83 459 9379, Fax: 0027 21 650-4104

E-mail: Tadios.Chisango@gmail.com

KEYWORDS Infrahumanization. Down Syndrome. Physical Disability. Emotions. Cognition. Morality. Child-like

ABSTRACT Secondary emotions (for example, guilt, shame, and tenderness) are uniquely human, indicate higher cognition,
moral capacity, and develop with age, compared with primary emotions (for example, pain, fear, happiness), which humans
also share with animals. According to Leyers and colleagues people designate outgroups as less human, that is, infrahumanize
them through ascribing them less uniquely human emotions. This paper reports two studies that examined the role of denial of
cognition, capacity for morality and perception of child-likeness in denial of secondary emotions to outgroups. In Study 1, it
was hypothesized that a sample of psychology students would deny secondary emotions to people with a learning disability,
Down syndrome, as a function of denying them cognitive capacities, compared with people with physical disabilities and the
ingroup. Study 2 tested denial of secondary emotions to the three target groups as a function of not only denial of cognition, but
also of moral capacities, and a tendency to liken the mental capacities of adults to children’s. Both studies showed that only
people with Down syndrome are denied secondary emotions. In Study 1, denial of secondary emotions to people with Down
syndrome  was mediated by denial of cognitive capacities. In Study 2, denial of secondary emotions was mediated by an
average index of denial of cognitive and moral capacities, and likening mental capacities of the target groups to children’s.
Both studies also showed greater denial of positive than negative secondary emotions to people with Down syndrome. Results
are discussed in terms of infrahumanization theory and romanticization of learning disabilities. Implications of results to people
with Down syndrome are also discussed.
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