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Mr. Chair, on behalf of the World Federation for Mental Health, thank you for the chance to
address this Assembly. My name is Sonu Gaind, I’m a psychiatrist and professor at the
University of Toronto and a Board Member of the Federation.

To prevent crimes against humanity it is essential to look beyond just legal parameters and
understand the many social and psychological factors that set the stage allowing such
crimes to occur. These crimes do not occur in a vacuum. Even when committed by a few
individuals, they are fueled when there is some public sentiment supporting extreme
actions as justified or acceptable. Social and psychological factors, on both individual and
broader societal levels, profoundly influence this sense of perceived “acceptability”.

A key psychological element facilitating crimes against humanity is the dehumanization of
the other group, which is when the other is reduced to no longer being seen as human.
Once this occurs, such crimes get rationalized as “acceptable” because they are no longer
seen as crimes against other humans.

Psychological and societal factors promoting dehumanization include a sense of
persecution and threat, projection of blame and scapegoating for perceived grievances,
and categorical thinking reinforcing “all or nothing” scenarios and “us and them” groupings,
all of which fuels cognitive simplification, emotional distancing and moral rationalization
that extreme actions are justified against the dehumanized group. Mentally healthy
processes and social structures promoting empathy, flexibility, autonomy and tolerance,
and supporting diversity, hope and dignity are key factors not just for mental health, but for
preventing dehumanization of the other, and in so doing are fundamentally protective in
preventing the toxic soil that fuels crimes against humanity.

The Federation urges that the articles under consideration explicitly recognize the
importance of these key concepts, and asks for continued invitations to remain involved in
contributing to this process moving forward. Thank you again for your kind attention.
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