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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.



