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a b  s  t  r a  c t

Political  and financial crises are complex  and  multi-determined situations  whose  solutions

depend on multiple factors. To  understand  these  conflicts,  we  explore  to what extent  mutual

outgroup  dehumanization  along  with  ingroup  humanization  between the parts involved

in the  conflict  predict  the  interpretation  of the  different facets of the political situation  (i.e.

interpretation  of the  crisis,  the  perceived  consequences,  or  the  possible  solutions).  In this

article, we  focused  on the  dispute between  Germany and  Greece  catalyzed by  a Greek  ref-

erendum in 2015.  We assessed to what  extent mutual  (de)humanization  between Germans

and  Greeks predicted  the  interpretation  of the  conflict. Our  results  showed a mutual  dehu-

manization: Greeks  mechanizing  Germans  and  Germans  animalizing  Greeks.  For Germans,

dehumanizing  the  Greeks  was linked  to worse perceived  Greek  financial administration

and  minimizing the  perception of the  Greeks’ suffering, whereas  humanizing  the  ingroup

was associated  with  more  outgroup  responsibility.  For  Greeks,  dehumanizing  the  Germans

was associated  with  a desire  to avoid  German financial control,  whereas ingroup  human-

ization was associated with  better financial  administration,  less responsibility,  and  a higher

perception of suffering  among Greeks.  In  short,  dehumanizing  the  other  members of  the

European  Union  (EU) while  humanizing  their  own  nationality  contributed  to the  neglect

of  the  problems inside  the EU,  shaping the  understanding of the  economic conflict  among

both  nations.

©  2019 Western  Social Science  Association.  Published  by  Elsevier  Inc. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Many countries are facing complex, multi-determined

crises. In this study, we focused on whether outgroup dehu-

manization and ingroup humanization act as components
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of these conflicts, shaping interpretations and willingness

to find common solutions.

We focused on the financial recession that the European

Union (EU) has faced since 2008. To address these finan-

cial difficulties, the EU has advocated for economic reforms

in the Eurozone, which are not  unilaterally endorsed by

all Euro nations. These differences between Euro nations

regarding the financial policies that should be imple-

mented and the current disparities between the national

economies have resulted in a cycle of blame between coun-

tries, often portrayed in the media and popular discourse
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as a conflict. This was exemplified, for instance, when the

German Chancellor Angela Merkel was portrayed as an

unemotional, robotic “terminator” (New Statesman, 2012)

and when the Greek citizens were portrayed as lazy and

greedy (BILD Zeitung, 2015). With this context in  mind, we

examined how Greeks and Germans perceive the causes,

consequences, and possible solutions to  the Eurozone con-

flict. Specifically, we posited that (de)humanization feeds

the conflict from the perspective of the main nations

involved and influences the perception of injustice and

wrongdoing and thus the perception of potential conse-

quences and possible solutions.

1.1. Humanness and dehumanization

Viewing the ingroup as more human than an outgroup

is a common intergroup process (for reviews, see Haslam

& Loughnan, 2014; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda,

2012). Dehumanization is understood as the process of

differentially attributing and denying humanity to oth-

ers (Haslam, 2006), typically finding that  people consider

their ingroup to be more human than the outgroup.

Based on Haslam’s (2006) dual model of dehumaniza-

tion, two dimensions have been proposed. The first is

human uniqueness (HU), which reflects aspects of human-

ity that distinguish humans from animals, such as civility,

rationality, and refinement. The denial of these character-

istics leads to viewing the group as closer to animals than

to human beings (i.e., animalistic dehumanization). This

form of dehumanization has usually been applied to low-

status (Capozza, Andrighetto, Di Bernardo, & Falvo, 2011;

Iatridis, 2013) or poor groups (Loughnan, Haslam, Sutton, &

Spencer, 2014; Sainz, Martínez, Moya, & Rodríguez-Bailón,

2018). Additionally, animalizing disadvantaged groups

might trigger a  justification of inequality by  considering

that these groups are placed where they deserve (Haslam

& Loughnan, 2014).

The second dimension proposed in Haslam’s (2006) dual

model of dehumanization focuses on what is  considered

“core” or “essential” to  being human. The human nature

(HN) dimension encompasses traits such as emotionality,

cognitive openness, or depth. The denial of HN charac-

teristics leads to a mechanistic dehumanization, where

others are considered cold and unemotional, like robots

or machines. This form of dehumanization exists in many

areas, such as medicine (Vaes & Muratore, 2013) and

the workplace (Andrighetto, Baldissarri, & Volpato, 2017).

More recently, Sainz et al. (2018) also demonstrated that

wealthy groups can be mechanized. This perception of

advantaged groups as unemotional machines without any

concern for others could influence what people expect from

these groups or  how people interact with them.

Although previous work has focused mainly on denial

of humanity or on the differential attribution of particular

forms of dehumanization to different social groups (Haslam

& Loughnan, 2014), further studies have also shown that

people attribute HN and HU in a  complementary fashion.

That is, people sometimes attribute one form of human-

ity to the ingroup and another form to the outgroup. For

example, Bain, Park, Kwok, and Haslam (2009) examined

how Australians and Chinese people viewed each other in

terms of humanness. They found that both agreed that Aus-

tralians had higher levels of HN and that Chinese people

had higher levels of HU. These findings reflect a  consensual

attribution of HN and HU, whereby both groups emphasize

the humanness dimension that  is  more salient, and prob-

ably more important to their respective cultures (Paladino

& Vaes, 2009), for the ingroup. At the same time, the other

dimension is attributed to a  higher degree to  the outgroup,

thus showing that  the ingroup is not necessarily consid-

ered superior in both dimensions of humanity. In another

set of studies, Leidner, Castano, and Ginges (2013) dis-

covered a  similar finding in the context of the conflict

between Israelis and Palestinians. These authors showed

that complementary dehumanization between Israelis and

Palestinians fueled the conflict and led to support for a

direct punishment of the outgroup. Based on both studies,

we can conclude that the attribution and denial of human-

ity to  the ingroup and the outgroup are two  processes that

can influence intergroup relations.

However, as Vaes et al. (2012) pointed out, the roles

of ingroup and outgroup humanity should be  discussed

separately. This is because they could be influenced by

separate variables and could also be associated with dif-

ferent consequences for intergroup relations. On  one hand,

it can be expected that a  higher attribution of humanity

to the ingroup will lead to a glorification of one’s group,

which might also minimize perceived ingroup responsi-

bility (Koval, Laham, Haslam, Bastian, & Whelan, 2011;

Leidner, Castano, Zaiser, & Giner-Sorolla, 2010). On  the

other  hand, outgroup dehumanization might shape the

interpretation of a  conflict by placing responsibility on the

dehumanized others (Bastian, Laham, Wilson, Haslam, &

Koval, 2011). To date, the influence of both processes has

not yet been examined jointly to explain economic con-

flicts, such as the one triggered by the economic recession

in the EU. Therefore, in  this paper, we  will examine the role

of ingroup and outgroup dehumanization in the context of

an economic conflict.

1.2. Mutual (De)humanization and economic conflicts

Although previous authors have suggested that  dehu-

manization might trigger economic conflicts (Kraus, Park, &

Tan, 2017), dehumanization has been predominantly stud-

ied in the context of intergroup violence (e.g., Bandura,

1999). This neglect is important because dehumanization

has been shown to justify intra-national economic differ-

ences (e.g., Sainz et al., 2018). In the present study, we

examined this effect between nations, exploring whether

dehumanization between Greeks and Germans plays a  role

in their economic conflict. Specifically, given that animal-

istic and mechanistic dehumanization lead to different

outcomes (see Vaes et al., 2012), it is  unlikely that both

forms of dehumanization will impact economic conflict in

the same way. When a  group is animalized, they should be

viewed as not only inferior but as less rational and capable

of controlling their own economy. Therefore, animalized

groups could be considered responsible for their situation,

blamed, and in need of external control to  solve their eco-

nomic problems. By contrast, when a group is mechanized,

they are viewed as lacking emotion and empathy, two fac-

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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tors that might weaken relational ties and a  sense of shared

experience in the economic conflict. This emotional dis-

tance might cause people to feel that the mechanized group

does not care about the ingroup’s needs and decrease the

desire for a shared solution. In short, we  proposed that ani-

malistic and mechanistic dehumanization might shape the

interpretation of the conflict, in a different manner, but

with a common consequence: the maintenance of the eco-

nomic conflict and the economic disparities among groups.

The current work also helps us understand the time-

line of conflict and dehumanization. Previous researchers

have examined a  range of conflicts at various points in

the cycle (Bar-Tal, 1989). For  example, Castano and Giner-

Sorolla (2006) found that White Americans dehumanized

Native Americans more when reminded of White atroci-

ties during colonization. In the European context, Čehajić,

Brown, and Gonzalez (2009) found that Serbians dehuman-

ized Bosnians when reminded of the Bosnian genocide.

Moreover, other studies have focused on conflicts such as

the Israeli–Palestinian dispute and how mutual dehuman-

ization can play a role in a  longstanding conflict (Leidner

et al., 2013). However, to our knowledge, no research has

yet examined the role  of dehumanization during the peak

of the conflict.

2. The present research

In the present research, our aim was to  focus on

whether ingroup and outgroup (de)humanization among

Germans and Greeks was linked to the public perception

of the causes, consequences, and solutions to the eco-

nomic conflict inside the EU. Thus, we  conducted two

exploratory online studies in Germany and Greece during

the referendum conflict (Greek referendum to negotiate

the conditions of the bailout) in order to examine the

relation between the variables we  were interested in.

We hypothesized processes of mutual dehumanization

between Germans and Greeks:

First, regarding outgroup (de)humanization: we

expected that Greece—one of the EU’s less economically

stable countries, popularly described in  the press with

the derogatory acronym PIIGS (Portugal, Italy, Ireland,

Spain, Greece; BBC News, 2010)—would be viewed by

the Germans as lacking HU. Specifically, in line with

previous studies about poor groups (Loughnan et al., 2014;

Sainz et al., 2018), we  expected that the Greeks would

be considered by  Germans to be lacking HU  compared to

HN (Hypothesis 1). We further expected that Germans

would be viewed by  the Greeks as lacking HN while having

high levels of HU instead (H2), in line with Martínez,

Rodríguez-Bailón, and Moya (2012).

Second, regarding ingroup humanity: we  expected that

the Germans would consider themselves as having more

HU than HN (H3), whereas the Greeks would see them-

selves as having higher HN than HU (H4). This pattern of

results would highlight that  groups tend to ascribe to them-

selves the dimension of humanity that is  denied to the other

target involved in the conflict (i.e., complementary attri-

bution of humanity; Bain et al., 2009). Furthermore, we

hypothesized that ingroup and outgroup (de)humanization

would shape the interpretation of the economic situation:

2.1. German study hypotheses

2.1.1. Ingroup humanity hypotheses

We expected that  for the Germans, ingroup HU would

predict a lack of ability to manage the economic reces-

sion on the part of the Greeks (i.e.,  worse administration,

more responsibility for the economic bailout and higher

desire to control the Greek economy [H5]). On  the other

hand, ingroup HN  would minimize the Germans’ concern

about the Greeks (i.e., minimization of the consequences

and lower debt relief [H6]).

2.1.2. Outgroup humanity hypotheses

We expected that for Germans, the lack of HU in the out-

group (i.e., their perception that the Greeks are animal-like)

would predict that the Greeks are blamed for their eco-

nomic bailout (i.e., poorer ability to deal with their finances,

more Greek responsibility for the crisis and a  greater desire

to  control the Greek economy [H7]).We also expected that

outgroup HN would be related to the Greeks’ perceived

capability to suffer (i.e., minimization of the consequences

and lower debt relief [H8]).

2.2. Greek study hypotheses

2.2.1. Ingroup humanity hypotheses

We expected that ingroup HU would predict that the

Greeks would be perceived as capable of managing their

economy (i.e., proper administration and less responsibil-

ity for their financial crisis [H9]). Additionally, ingroup HN

would predict consequences of the crisis and the desire to

receive autonomous aid from the EU (i.e., higher recogni-

tion of the level of suffering, debt relief, and the desire to

avoid control over their economy [H10]).

2.2.2. Outgroup humanity hypotheses

For Greeks, we expected that the ascription of HU to  the

Germans would lower the perceived capability of economic

administration of the Greeks (i.e.,  lower the perceived capa-

bility and more ingroup responsibility for the economic

recession in  the case of the Greeks [H11]). Moreover, the

lack of HN (or the Greeks mechanizing the Germans) would

result in  the perception that Germans do  not  care about the

well-being of Greeks (i.e., minimization of consequences,

lower debt relief, and lower desire for German control

[H12]).

Finally, due to  the reason that we  wanted to isolate the

effect of group (de)humanization from the general pos-

itive or negative attitudes about the in-/out-group, we

controlled by attitudes on the analysis. Our hypothesis is

that the above mentioned pattern of results (i.e., HU  or

HN  predicting the interpretation of the conflict) would be

presented even when controlling by outgroup derogation

(i.e., negative attitudes) and ingroup glorification (i.e., pos-

itive attitudes) on the analysis. Data can be found online

(osf.io/97v3s).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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3. Method

3.1. Participants

We conducted two online studies, one in Germany

(n = 83, 41 women, 42 men, Mage = 32.19, SD = 11.64) and

the other in Greece (n = 69, 48 women, 21 men, Mage = 35.53,

SD = 8.42). Participants from both nations, drawn from the

general population and recruited online via social media,

volunteered to complete an online questionnaire in  the

days following the Greek referendum (July 5th, 2015). The

studies were active for one week (July 16th–23rd, 2015)

when the conflict was at its peak because Greek voters had

rejected the European-brokered bailout. Power analysis

(Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009)  indicated that for

a multiple regression analysis (three predictors, medium

effect size f2 = .15, � =  .05, 80% Power, required sample =  77),

the study would have benefitted from a  bigger sample

size. However, data collection was deliberately scheduled

specifically for the days after the referendum so that we

could analyze the influence of dehumanization during the

peak of the economic conflict. As a  result, the size of the

data sample was constricted by the limited time available

for data collection.

3.2. Materials and procedure

Participants volunteered to take part in  a  study about

the economic situation in Greece. The content of both sur-

veys was the same. The survey was originally created in

English and translated into German and Greek by native

speakers. We  obtained ethics approval for this project from

the lead author’s institution. Responses were made on

a 7-point Likert scale, with high scores reflecting strong

endorsement of the statements or  a  high attribution of

traits to the target. The order of the questions relating to the

Germans and the Greeks was counterbalanced. Participants

required around 10–15 min  to complete the questionnaire.

3.2.1. Mutual dehumanization

Participants in both studies rated the ingroup and the

outgroup’s humanity using an 8-item scale (Bastian, Jetten,

& Radke, 2012). Participants rated the level of HN (e.g.,

“Germans/Greeks are mechanical and cold, like robots”

[reversed]; Cronbach’s � ranged from .55 to  .72) and the

level of HU (e.g., “Germans/Greeks are rational and logi-

cal”; two items were excluded due to  low reliability, final

� ranged from .71  to .75).

3.2.2. Perceived causes of the crisis

To assess the perceived origins of the Greek crisis, we

included similar items to the ones used when measur-

ing group responsibility (Čehajić et al., 2009). Participants

completed three items related to the financial administra-

tion of the Greek economy (e.g., “Greeks have been wasting

the money that the EU gave to them” [reversed]; � = .64)

and three items regarding the responsibility of Greeks (e.g.,

“the Greeks are  mostly responsible for the current eco-

nomic crisis”; � =  .71).

3.2.3. Consequences of the crisis

To assess people’s beliefs about the harm being caused

by the crisis, we created some items based on previous

items to measure the perceived suffering in other contexts

(Loughnan, Pina, Vasquez, & Puvia, 2013). In our study, both

the Germans and the Greeks reported the extent to which

the crisis was causing hardship and suffering in Greece

with six statements (e.g., “To what extent are the Greeks

suffering because of the current economic crisis?”, “Are

Greeks complaining too much about the austerity mea-

sures?” [reversed]; � = .77).

3.2.4. Attitudes toward crisis solutions

The potential debt relief solution to the crisis was mea-

sured by having the Germans and the Greeks report the

amount of Greek debt that should be paid by the EU

using a  slider (from 0 to  100% of the debt). This question

was  based on similar items measuring support for help-

ing disadvantaged groups (e.g., Henry, Reyna, & Weiner,

2004). In addition, participants were asked about the spe-

cific conditions of debt relief. Participants responded to

three questions, inspired by the literature about helping

behaviors as a tool to maintain the status quo (Nadler,

2002), about possible financial control/freedom of the

Greek economy (e.g., “The Greeks need the Germans to

direct their financial policy,” “Greeks are able to solve

the economic problems by making their own  decisions”

[reversed]; � =  .69).

3.2.5. Other measures

Basic demographics including age and gender were

gathered at the beginning of the questionnaire. To measure

attitudes toward the ingroup and the outgroup, partic-

ipants answered using an attitude thermometer about

Germans and Greeks. Ratings ranged from 0 (extremely

unfavorable) to 100 (extremely favorable).

4.  Results

Firstly, we calculated simple statistics (see online

information). Secondly, we examined mutual attribution

of humanity before turning to the association between

in/outgroup (de)humanization and the interpretation of

the economic recession.

4.1. Mutual dehumanization

We  calculated a  repeated-measures ANOVA with

Humanity (HU vs. HN) and Group (ingroup vs. outgroup)

as within-subject factors, and Nationality (German vs.

Greek) as a  between-subjects factor. Results showed a

main effect of Humanity, F(1, 150) = 60.01, p  ≤ .01, �2
p = .29,

and Group, F(1, 150) = 4.65, p =  0.03, �2
p =  .03. Importantly,

there were significant interactions between Humanity and

Nationality F(1, 150) = 47.88, p  <  .001, �2
p = .24, and between

Group and Nationality F(1, 150) =  11.07, p <  .001, �2
p = .07.

Furthermore, these results were qualified by a  signifi-

cant three-way interaction between Humanity, Group, and

Nationality, F(1, 150) = 16.83, p  ≤  .001, �2
p = .10. Regarding

the outgroup evaluation, simple effects revealed that the

Germans attributed a  lower level of HU to the Greeks

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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Table  1

Means and SD of ingroup and outgroup humanity, both Human Uniqueness (i.e., HU) and Human Nature (i.e., HN), as a  function of group membership

(German and Greek study).

German study Greek study

Outgroup Ingroup Outgroup Ingroup

HU 4.08 (.92) a 1 4.61 (.94) a  2 4.09 (1.06) a  1 4.42 (1.07) a  1

HN 5.02 (.77) b 1 4.33 (.78) b 2 2.96 (1.17) b 1 5.41 (.70) b 2

Note. Values with different superscripts across columns (i.e., letters) and files (i.e., numbers) are  significantly different from each  other, p < .05.

(M = 4.08, SD = .92) than to  themselves (M =  4.61, SD =  .94,

t(82) = 4.19, p ≤ .001, 95% CI [−.78, −.28], Hedges’ g = 0.56),

whereas Greeks attributed a lower level of HN  to the Ger-

mans (M = 2.96, SD = 1.17) than to themselves (M =  5.41,

SD = .70, t(68) = 13.27, p  ≤ .001, 95% CI [2.08, 2.82], Hedges’

g = 2.54). Therefore, these results reflect mutual dehuman-

ization, with the Germans viewing the Greeks as relatively

lacking in HU (i.e., animal-like) and Greeks considering the

Germans to be lacking in HN (i.e., machine-like), supporting

H1 and H2 (Table 1).

Regarding the ingroup evaluation, simple effects

revealed that the Germans considered themselves as hav-

ing more HU (M = 4.61, SD =  .94) than HN (M =  4.33, SD =  .78,

t(82) = 2.35, p =  .02, 95% CI  [.04, .51], Hedges’ gav = .32),

whereas Greeks perceived themselves as having more HN

(M = 5.41, SD = .70) than HU (M =  4.42, SD =  1.07, t(68) = 8.84,

p  ≤ .001, 95% CI [.77, 1.22], Hedges’ g =  1.09). Additionally,

attributions of humanity revealed that the Germans per-

ceived the Greeks as having more HN (M =  5.02, SD =  .77)

than HU (M = 4.08, SD =  .92, t(82) = 10.81, p  ≤ .001, 95% CI

[.77, 1.11], Hedges’ g =  1.10), whereas the Greeks perceived

the Germans as having more HU (M =  4.09, SD = 1.06) than

HN (M = 2.96, SD =  .1.17, t(68) = 7.80, p  ≤ .001, 95% CI [.84,

1.42], Hedges’ g =  1.01). In short, these results support

H3 and H4 regarding the complementary attribution of

humanity.

4.2. Dehumanization and interpretation of the conflict

To analyze the roles of outgroup dehumanization,

ingroup humanization, and attitudes between countries,

we ran simultaneous multiple regression analyses using

humanity attributions (HU/HN) and attitudes as predictors

of the causes, consequences, and solutions of the economic

crisis for both the Germans and the Greeks. Due to the

amount of analysis we  conducted, we applied a  more con-

servative critical p  value of .025 on the analysis (Bonferroni

correction). To provide a  clear exposition of our results,

we split the results to  show the interpretation of the con-

flict from the point of view of the Germans and the Greeks,

sequentially.

4.2.1. Germans’ interpretation of the conflict

We ran multiple regression analysis using humanity

attributions (HU/HN) for the ingroup (i.e., Germans) and

for the outgroup (i.e.,  Greeks) and using ingroup/outgroup

attitudes as predictors of the causes, consequences, and

solutions of the economic crisis for the German sample

(Table 2). The results are summarized in  the following:

4.2.1.1. Dehumanization and perceived causes of the crisis.

Regarding the perceived causes of the crisis, the results

for the German sample showed that ingroup attitudes pre-

dicted both administration errors (  ̌ = −.02, SE =  .01, p =  .01)

and Greek responsibility for the crisis (  ̌ = .02, SE = .01,

p =  .02). In addition, the attribution of HU to  the ingroup

predicted higher Greek responsibility during the crisis

(  ̌ =  .52, SE =  .17, p  ≤ .001). We  conducted the same anal-

ysis using humanity and attitudes about the outgroup (i.e.,

Greeks). The results indicated that for the Germans, the

level of Greek HU (  ̌ =  .42, SE =  .18, p = .02) and negative atti-

tudes about the outgroup (  ̌ = .03, SE =  .01, p ≤  .001) were

associated with negative appraisals of the Greeks’ finan-

cial administration. It seems that the Germans viewed the

ingroup as especially positive and rational but also per-

ceived the Greeks as animals. This was  associated with a

higher tendency to blame the Greeks for their situation.

Specifically, the results indicated that German humanity

did not predict Greek administration, whereas the results

highlighted that humanization of the Germans by means

of HU attribution predicted Greeks’ (outgroup) responsi-

bility for the crisis. Also, Greeks’ HU predicted a  worse

administration of the Greek economy above outgroup

negative attitudes. Additionally, Greek humanity did not

predict Greeks’ responsibility for the economic recession.

Moreover, a  positive perception of the ingroup led to the

conclusion that the Greeks’ administration of their econ-

omy  was inferior to  that of the Germans. Finally, outgroup

responsibility was  not predicted by outgroup humanity.

Uniquely, a  negative perception of the Greeks marginally

predicted the view that the Greeks had a  higher level  of

responsibility for the crisis.

4.2.1.2. Dehumanization and consequences of the auster-

ity policies. Regarding the perception of the consequences

of the economic recession, the results for the Germans

indicated that for the Germans, ingroup attitudes nega-

tively predicted perceived suffering of the Greeks (  ̌ =  −.02,

SE =  .00, p  ≤ .001). The more positive attitudes about the

ingroup, the more Germans reported that Greeks com-

plained too much about the crisis. Also, the animalization

of Greeks was associated with the notion that Greeks com-

plain too much about the crisis (  ̌ =  .34, SE = .14, p = .01).

It seems that Germans minimize the suffering among the

Greek population by maintaining a  positive perception of

themselves while considering Greeks to  be animal-like.

4.2.1.3. Dehumanization and solutions. Results regarding

the possible solutions indicated that  in  the German sample,

debt relief was mainly predicted by attitudes toward the

ingroup (  ̌ =  −.39, SE =  .15, p =  .01), even when a  marginal

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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effect (critical p  value of .025) also appears regarding the

outgroup (  ̌ =  41, SE = .18, p = .03). Moreover, more posi-

tive ingroup attitudes were linked to  a  perceived desire to

control Greek finances (  ̌ =  .02, SE =  .01, p  ≤ .001). In short,

positive ingroup attitudes seem to  have driven the solution

that German participants were willing to  endorse.

Therefore, on  the German sample results are mainly

driven by ingroup or outgroup attitudes. Humanity attri-

butions, both ingroup (H5 and 6)  and outgroup humanity

(H7 and 8) did not  seem to  play a  main role in  the present

study.

4.2.2. Greek interpretation of the conflict

We  conducted multiple regression analysis using

humanity attributions (HU/HN) for the ingroup

(i.e., Greeks) and the outgroup (i.e., Germans) and

ingroup/outgroup attitudes as predictors of the causes,

consequences, and solutions of the economic crisis for the

German sample (Table 3). The results are summarized in

the following:

4.2.2.1. Dehumanization and perceived causes of the crisis.

Regarding the perceived causes of the crisis, the results for

the Greek sample showed that the attribution of HN to the

ingroup predicted a competent financial administration of

the Greek economy (  ̌ =  57, SE =  .24, p = .02) and lower lev-

els of Greeks’ responsibility for their economic situation

(  ̌ = −.70, SE = .24, p ≤  .001). In short, ingroup humanity for

the Greeks seemed to lower the responsibility placed on

the Greek population for the economic recession. How-

ever, the Greeks highlighted that it was their HN and not

their ascribed level of HU, as was  previously predicted (H9),

the dimension that lowered Greeks’ (ingroup) responsi-

bility for the crisis. Regarding the humanity and attitudes

about the outgroup, the results indicated that Greeks con-

sidering Germans to be machine-like (i.e., low HN) was

the predictor of judgements of error in  the Greek finan-

cial administration (  ̌ =  −.48,  SE =  .15, p ≤ .001), instead of

HU. However, the attribution of HU to the Germans pre-

dicted Greek responsibility during the economic recession

(  ̌ = .40, SE =  .15, p =  .01), in line with H11. Therefore, it

seems that viewing the Germans as lacking HN was  asso-

ciated with a  tendency to believe that Greeks had not  been

wasting EU money. At the same time, perceiving Germans

as rational and civilized was associated with a  tendency to

attribute more responsibility for the current situation to

the Greeks (ingroup).

4.2.2.2. Dehumanization and consequences of the austerity

policies. Results regarding the consequences of the eco-

nomic crisis showed that Greek ingroup attribution of HU

(not HN) was  marginally (critical p  value of .025) linked to

the belief that the ingroup suffers greatly (  ̌ =  .25, SE =  .11,

p =  .03); the more the Greeks humanized the ingroup by dis-

tancing themselves from animals, the more they reported

suffering as a  consequence of the austerity policies. On the

contrary, dehumanizing the Germans on both dimensions

and disliking them were not significant predictors of the

Greeks’ suffering caused by the consequences of the eco-

nomic crisis in a simultaneous multiple regression analysis.

However, when we ran the regression analysis only with

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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German HU and HN as the predictors of the negative conse-

quences of the austerity policies for the Greeks, the results

showed that the denial of HN to  the Germans negatively

predicted the Greeks’ suffering during the economic reces-

sion (F(1,  68) = 9.44,  ̌ =  −.271, SE =  .088, p  =  .003, R2 =  .124).

In line with H12, the more Germans were considered to

be unemotional machines, the more the Greek participants

thought that Germans did not care about the suffering of

the Greek population.

4.2.2.3. Dehumanization and solutions. Results regarding

the Greek sample showed that  debt relief was not pre-

dicted by ingroup humanity or attitudes, while ingroup HN

negatively predicted the German control over the Greek

economy (  ̌ = −.62, SE = .23, p  =  .01). The more the Greeks

considered themselves to be  human in terms of their

warmth or  cognitive flexibility, the more they rejected

German control, in line with H10. Regarding outgroup

humanity and attitudes, the results indicated that the

attribution of HU (not the attribution of HN) to the Ger-

mans negatively predicted the support for debt forgiveness

(  ̌ =  −7.98, SE = 2.58, p ≤ .001). Also, considering the Ger-

mans to be machine-like predicted the Greeks’ desire to

avoid German financial control over the Greek economy

(  ̌ =  .41, SE = .15, p  =  .01), in line with H12. In short, Greek

HN predicted Greeks’ desire to make their own  decisions,

and German HN predicted Greeks’ desire to  avoid German

financial control over their economy.

5. Discussion

The economic and political situation in the EU at the

time of the Greek referendum was  critical. This was because

the conflict had reached the breaking point, and the idea

of countries exiting the union was actively discussed. For

instance, the United Kingdom’s decision to exit the EU

(Brexit) is  seen by some as a byproduct of the country’s dis-

contentedness with the EU’s handling of the financial crisis

(Van de Vyver, Leite, Abrams, &  Palmer, 2018). We con-

ducted two  studies examined the role of (de)humanization

in the economic conflict, particularly from the perspective

of the Germans and the Greeks, offering insights into the

importance of humanizing the ingroup, along with out-

group dehumanization, in the interpretation of the causes

and consequences of the economic conflict and its possible

solutions.

Previous work linking dehumanization and conflict

(Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Čehajić  et al., 2009; Leidner

et al., 2013) has typically focused only on outgroup dehu-

manization or  ingroup humanization, neglecting the effect

of both processes occurring simultaneously and influenc-

ing the interpretation of the same economic situation.

We addressed these limitations by including both ingroup

humanity and outgroup dehumanization. This approach

allowed us to compare the different effects of both ingroup

humanization and outgroup dehumanization (as suggested

by Vaes et al., 2012). Our findings suggest that the pic-

ture is  complex and that situational context is  also very

important: Humanity attributions between citizens of each

country could have driven and perpetuated the contra-

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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dicting opinions about what measures the EU should have

taken to solve this situation.

When the Germans believed that they possessed more

HU than the Greeks, the effect was marked. This pattern

of results predicted viewing Greeks as responsible for the

crisis, not properly managing their economy, and not really

suffering from the recession. In  short, that the Greeks were

to blame and things were not  that bad. Despite these

relationships, the overarching finding was that Germans’

beliefs were driven by  attitudes, not dehumanization. A

possible explanation of the present results could be related

to the status asymmetries. Previous researchers found

that dehumanization might be triggered by the percep-

tion that the other is dehumanizing the ingroup (i.e.,

meta-dehumanization; Kteily, Hodson, & Bruneau, 2016).

However, it might also be possible that  this process does

not equally apply to  low-versus high-status groups. In the

context of our study, Germany was considered one of the

wealthiest nations of the EU and thus, a  high-status nation.

This might have rendered a  minimization of the negative

outcomes of being dehumanized by a  low-status group

(i.e., the Greeks). Further studies should address this issue

by investigating how high- versus low-status groups react

when they are dehumanized.

For the Greeks, the dehumanization was

complementary—the Germans were lacking in HN

and thus machine-like, while the ingroup possessed high

HN. Moreover, for the Greeks, humanity played a more

prominent role in the interpretation of the economic

conflict. However, the data seem to  indicate that we

underestimated the role of Greek HN as a predictor of a

more efficient administration or  as a variable that  lowers

the responsibility attributed to the Greeks (ingroup) for

the economic crisis. It seems that for the Greeks, their

warmth, flexibility, and cognitive openness (all HN  traits),

more than their culture or their civic behavior, influenced

their understanding of the causes of the crisis and their

desire to avoid German control over the Greek economy.

Additionally, the ascribed level of HU to the ingroup was,

contrary to our predictions, the variable that predicted the

perceived suffering during the economic recession.

Complementing these findings, Germans’ humanity

(i.e., outgroup) seemed to affect the interpretation of the

conflict. A possible explanation is that mechanizing the

Germans (by the Greeks) might trigger the perception that

Germans are actively damaging the Greeks’ economy by

supporting austerity measures in  the EU parliament. This

lack of emotionality also seems to  trigger the desire to

avoid any economic control by  the EU,  as well as the desire

for autonomous decisions. This pattern of results could be

understood as an opposition to (dependent) policies that

could be perceived as a  way to maintain the status quo

(Nadler, 2002). Finally, the results also showed an inter-

esting association between the Germans’ attribution of HU

traits and the responsibility of the Greeks during the eco-

nomic recession or support for debt relief. These results

seem to indicate that the Greeks assume some ingroup

responsibility for the economic recession. However, the

Germans’ HU was associated with the perception that the

Germans were not willing to forgive part of the Greek

national debt. This indicates that humanizing others might

lead to  assuming certain ingroup responsibility for the eco-

nomic recession. In short, we can conclude that our results

indicate that for the Greeks, their own humanity as well

as the dehumanization of Germans contributed to  shaping

the interpretation of the economic conflict.

In general, both  processes of mutual outgroup dehu-

manization and emphasizing ingroup humanity seemed

to be associated with the sentiments and interactions

between these EU partners locked in conflict. These results

show the different effects of ingroup and outgroup human-

ity, along with attitudes, on the interpretation of the

conflict. On the one hand, it seems that ingroup human-

ity served as a  defense mechanism that allowed the

group to  preserve a  positive perception of themselves as

not responsible for the crisis, or  even as victims. This

might serve to mitigate ingroup flaws (Kraus et al., 2017)

on the part of the Greeks. On the other hand, results

regarding outgroup dehumanization show the opposite

pattern. Outgroup dehumanization contributes to  high-

lighting the responsibility of the other and blaming them

for the current economic situation. This evidence points out

that (de)humanization might trigger the attributional pro-

cess by placing responsibility on internal and controllable

causes (e.g., the Greeks’ behavior), while ruling out inter-

pretations based on contextual and uncontrollable factors

(e.g., the slowdown of the world economy). This is in line

with previous studies about the attributions that people

made of disadvantaged groups (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, &

Tagler, 2001). Future studies should further examine the

impact of dehumanization on attributions of poverty.

In short, these exploratory results give us some infor-

mation about the different functionality of ingroup and

outgroup humanity on the interpretation (i.e.,  attributions)

of the same economic issue. Both processes seem to con-

tribute to  undermining conflict resolution by following

different paths. Therefore, as Vaes et al. (2012) pointed out,

both perspectives should be taken into consideration when

analyzing an intergroup conflict. Future studies should pro-

vide confirmatory evidence of these results by replicating

it in a  similar national conflict. Moreover, future studies

should provide more evidence on the factors that drive the

complementary attributions of humanity between groups

involved in  a conflict. Based on the work of Bain et al.

(2009),  one can expect cross-cultural differences, with cit-

izens of one country perceiving the ingroup as having

one dimension of humanity, while lacking the other. Thus,

when comparing these groups with other nations, a  com-

plementary attributional process is  identified. However,

differences in humanity attributions could also be driven

by contextual (Delgado, Rodríguez-Pérez, Vaes, Betancor, &

Leyens, 2012) or  comparative factors. Specifically, the lit-

erature on the compensation effect highlights how groups

that are portrayed as higher in  one social dimension of per-

ception are also judged as lower in the other dimension

(Yzerbyt, Kervyn, & Judd, 2008).  Thus, the complementary

attribution of humanity that we found might be motivated

by a  desire to highlight ingroup strengths and to  obscure

ingroup flaws. Future studies should disentangle the cul-

tural, comparative, and compensatory reasons behind the

complementary attribution of humanity.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2019.03.007
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Moreover, these results pointed out some discrepancies

regarding the extent to which dehumanization influenced

the interpretation of the conflict. Interestingly, humanity

predicted the interpretation of the conflict from the per-

spective of the group experiencing austerity (i.e., Greeks)

rather than from the point of view of the group demand-

ing that these measures be enforced (i.e., Germans). We

hypothesized that these differences might be driven by

the asymmetry reflected in the conflict. It is  possible that

the Greeks’ perceptions about being dehumanized by  the

Germans was not comparable to  the Germans’ perceptions

about being dehumanized by  the Greek population (i.e.,

meta-dehumanization; Kteily et al., 2016). Future studies

might address this issue by  analyzing how asymmetries

in conflicts shape the attribution of humanity to  both the

ingroup and the outgroup.

Furthermore, these studies provide insight into dehu-

manization processes in  an ongoing economic conflict.

However, it is difficult to  determine whether dehumaniza-

tion fuels the conflict, conflict fuels the dehumanization, or

both. Based on previous literature, both possibilities seem

likely (Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Čehajić  et al., 2009;

Leidner et al., 2013). Most importantly, this work shows

that dehumanization is  at play during conflict, not only

before and after it. The present pattern of results might

vary when comparing conflicts whose origin is  several

years before, or conflicts that are just arising. Future stud-

ies could compare the role of both ingroup and outgroup

(de)humanization on different states of conflict, compar-

ing how levels of (de)humanization change during pre/post

situations with the level of mutual (de)humanization dur-

ing the peak of the conflict. Lastly, although the present

project would have benefitted from a  larger sample size,

our aim of studying the conflict during its peak meant that

data collection was only undertaken during the week after

the referendum.

The present results highlight that economic conflict

might be perpetuated by mutual dehumanization. There

are several courses of action to address this issue. For

instance, promoting a  general identity (Albarello & Rubini,

2012) of Europeans by focusing on shared traits more than

on the traits that distinguish one nation from other might

shape a more collective identification that could lead to less

blame, more aid, and more efficient resolutions of future EU

economic crises.

In conclusion, the EU is a  union of nations facing shared

problems and seeking shared solutions. Unfortunately, the

division caused by  the economic recession and countries

leaving the union seems to  be undermining the European

project. Europe has changed drastically since the concep-

tion of the EU, and the problems inside the EU are not

perceived as shared. We  suggest that for some people in

EU nations, humanity is not an attribute they believe they

share. Its seems that dehumanizing other members of the

EU contributes to the neglect of the problems inside the EU,

whereas humanizing one’s own nationality seems to  rein-

force the perception of the ingroup as not responsible for

the problems that may  have arisen as a  consequence of the

economic crisis. Sharing humanity, as well as currencies,

favors common causes and common solutions. Perhaps

conflict resolution should not only involve acceptance of

a common responsibility but also the recognition that cit-

izens from different countries inside the EU are equally

human.
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