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Abstract 

 Cultural worldviews play an important role in how people perceive suffering in the 

world. Suffering can be seen in a repressive manner and in a redemptive manner. Two 

worldviews that have been identified as possible predictors of differences in suffering 

interpretation are humanism and normativism. The present study examined the association 

between humanism and redemptive suffering construal, and between normativism and repressive 

suffering construal. Other variables such as the Belief in a Just World and intrinsic religiosity 

were also assessed. We hypothesized that humanism and normativism may be uniquely 

associated with redemptive and repressive construals of suffering. Results supported the 

hypothesis: significant positive associations were found between redemptive construal of 

suffering and humanism, as well as between repressive construal and normativism. Repressive 

suffering construal was also associated with the belief in a just world for others and intrinsic 

religiosity. These findings provide additional evidence of the polarity between humanism and 

normativism and the distinction between repressive and redemptive suffering construals.  
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Introduction 

 In the midst of suffering people cannot help but interpret suffering by drawing on cultural 

and individual differences. It seems that people have a fundamental need to make sense of the 

suffering that they witness and experience. What is important to note is, “that neither cultural 

meaning nor human suffering can be adequately understood without reference to the other” 

(Sullivan, 2013). Culture acts as a kind of buffering system in the ways that it psychologically 

identifies an individual with a certain group (Sullivan, 2013). When individuals identify 

themselves with a certain group and its way of thinking they will interpret suffering in particular 

ways. If culture plays an important role in how people interpret suffering, what are some of the 

more common culturally afforded interpretations? 

Repressive and Redemptive Suffering Construals 

 Research on suffering has found that there are two primary ways that people interpret 

suffering: redemptively (Sullivan, 2015) and repressively (Sullivan, Landau, Kay, & Rothschild, 

2012). The redemptive suffering construal and the repressive suffering construal seem to be two 

of the most common ways that people interpret suffering.   

 When it comes to interpreting and explaining suffering, a given situation can be viewed 

in various ways. If someone becomes ill – say, they contract a disease – they may infer that they 

became sick after being exposed to someone who had the disease, and so the best thing for them 

to do is to take some sort of medical action to combat the disease. The view of the disease in this 

case is strictly medical and no further assumptions are made. On the other hand, an individual 

may see the contraction of the disease as punishment for deviating from a cultural norm (such as 

having sex before marriage or using illicit drugs), and something that they should avoid in the 

future (Sullivan et al., 2012). When an individual interprets suffering as an outcome of deviant 



Interpretations of Suffering and Individual Differences 4 

 

 

behavior this is called a repressive suffering construal (RSC); “a construal of suffering as 

punishment for the violation of a social norm and as having the purpose of maintaining social 

order” (Sullivan et al., 2012).  

People are not only motivated to find explanations for suffering, but they specifically 

seek causal and teleological accounts of their misfortune. “Causally, a repressive construal 

involves the assumption that suffering occurs as a result of deviating from social norms or 

behaving immorally; teleologically, a repressive construal involves the corresponding 

assumption that the purpose of suffering is to enforce compliance with norms and maintain the 

social order” (Sullivan et al., 2012). When a causal and a teleological account can be formulated, 

people find meaning in the suffering they witness. When people find meaning they are assured 

that they know why the suffering occurred and can avoid it in the future. 

 The causal aspect of a repressive suffering construal has been prominent for a long time, 

especially among preindustrial cultures. In such cultures there has been a strong belief that 

suffering is a sign of immorality or deviant social behavior on the part of the sufferer (Weber, 

1946). Furthermore, people have interpreted natural disasters, disease, and poverty as happening 

to some and not others as an outcome of some people breaking laws or customs (Weber, 1946). 

Hence, those who suffered were not pitied, but looked down upon as being morally corrupted, 

antisocial, and deserving of their fate (Sullivan et al., 2012). Although repressive causal accounts 

were common in preindustrial societies they are still common in our modern industrial world 

(Sullivan et al., 2012).  

 In an orthodoxly religious, collectivist culture there is a set of beliefs which provide 

meaning in all aspects of life as well as clear standards for morality and behavior (Sullivan, 

2013). Furthermore, many religious and collectivistic cultures interpret suffering as being an 
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outcome of deviant behavior that makes a person guilty, but this also prevents a person from 

seeing suffering as meaningless (Sullivan, 2013). To avoid suffering in such cultures, individuals 

are encouraged to maintain societal norms because any deviance will cause suffering. This is the 

teleological aspect of a repressive construal: seeing suffering as having the function of 

preserving the social order. 

 Melvin Lerner (1980) describes different ways in which people use irrational tactics in 

order to psychologically defend themselves against being fully aware of another person’s 

suffering, especially if the suffering is perceived as being unjust. Some people withdraw from 

situations that cause them to witness suffering, which allows them to more easily deny suffering 

(Lerner, 1980). Furthermore, people may reinterpret an event or reinterpret the injustice by: (1) 

reinterpreting the outcome to make it look more desirable or meaningful, (2) reinterpreting the 

cause to push blame onto the victim by highlighting something that they failed at or did, and (3) 

reinterpreting the character of the victim by looking at how they may fit into a cultural stereotype 

or a subculture that suffers criticism from society (Lerner, 1980). It is quite easy for human 

beings to blame or judge others and people may irrationally interpret an event to fit their views 

and beliefs. Thus, repressive interpretations may be common even in contemporary societies. 

 Although people often interpret suffering by forming a repressive construal, it is also 

possible for people to interpret suffering in a redemptive manner. A redemptive suffering 

construal is when people interpret suffering in a more positive light, where they use the suffering 

as an opportunity for self-expression or as a way to rise up from something adverse and to 

individuate themselves. People in an individualistic culture may not see suffering as caused by 

deviant behavior, but as something that can be good, and even redefine the individual (Sullivan, 

2015). For example, something as serious as cancer or AIDS can be seen through a repressive 
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construal or a redemptive construal. With the repressive construal people may believe that an 

individual with cancer or AIDS has done something to deserve it, like having a counternormative 

lifestyle, or doing something deviant from what is expected as a member of a group. With a 

redemptive interpretation even a serious condition like AIDS can be viewed as defining and a 

way to make a statement about an individual’s true identity which allows for more self-

expression (Sullivan, 2015).  

Post-traumatic Growth and Redemptive Suffering Construal 

 Further evidence for the prevalence of redemptive suffering construals can be found in 

research done on post-traumatic growth. Post-traumatic growth (PTG) has been investigated in 

cancer patients where a diagnosis of cancer provokes some people to look deeper within 

themselves and find greater purpose and meaning in life (Garland, Carlson, Cook, Lansdell, & 

Speca, 2007). Cancer and cancer treatment comes with very difficult symptoms and side effects 

that have a tremendous physical and psychological toll. Many patients experience anxiety, 

distress, and depression on top of the physical symptoms that really impact the quality of life 

(Garland et al., 2007). Although many patients are negatively affected by cancer some people are 

provoked to “begin an internal search for greater awareness and a sense of meaning and purpose 

in life” (Garland et al., 2007). Therefore, the cancer experience has been investigated as a 

positive psychosocial transition, where a major life event starts a process in which individuals 

“gradually change their worldview, expectations, and plans” (Garland et al., 2007). Many cancer 

patients try to make sense of their illness by looking at things in a positive light. This process of 

change and transformation in cancer patients is called post-traumatic growth. Individuals that 

experience PTG actually benefit from their traumatic experiences.   
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 It has been found that people that go through PTG become closer to family and friends 

during their illness, and that there is a positive change even among strangers, colleagues, 

neighbors, people in support groups and health care professionals (Hefferon, Grealy & Mutrie, 

2009). There was even a study showing that men with HIV found a new sense of belonging, 

pride, and camaraderie among individuals dealing with HIV together (Hefferon et al. 2009). 

People with severe illnesses also often report gaining a new appreciation for life and being 

thankful the experience of illness that changed their life (Hefferon et al., 2009). In many people 

there is a major reappraisal of the past and the life that they have lived with a desire to change 

negative thoughts, behaviors, and past regrets (Hefferon et al., 2009). A major theme throughout 

various studies was the development of a ‘stronger self’ or ‘a fighter’ stemming from the feeling 

of achievement after defeating their illness (Hefferon et al., 2009).  

 Each individual – whether they interpret suffering positively or negatively – is not only 

influenced by culture and society, but also by the personal ideologies promoted by these cultures 

and societies. These personal ideologies represent an individual’s philosophy on how they should 

live their lives, and also what influences the way that they live (de St. Aubin, 1996). People form 

systems of belief about what is good and bad, how people should behave, and what is important 

in life and worthy of their attention and commitment (de St. Aubin, 1996). These life 

philosophies or systems of belief have a wide range of influence, and they include “political 

orientation, religiosity, value systems, morality, child-rearing philosophy, and assumptions 

concerning human nature” (de St. Aubin, 1996). People’s ideologies may be understood through 

the lens of personal ideology polarity theory, which highlights humanism and normativism on 

opposite ends of the ideological spectrum. We believe that humanism and normativism play a 

very important role in supporting redemptive and repressive suffering construals. The distinction 
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between normativism and humanism, we predict, is a major differentiation researchers should 

make in order to understand different suffering interpretations.  

Humanistic and Normativistic Perspectives 

 Humanisim and normativism are derived from Polarity Theory, which places these 

perspectives on polar opposite planes of the cultural and ideological spectrum. Humanism views 

man as “an end in itself, an active, creative thinking, desiring, and loving force” (de St. Aubin, 

1996). The normative orientation views reality as being before and independent of humankind, 

and highlights the importance of conformity to the norms of society and culture (de St. Aubin, 

1996). A study done on individual differences in humanism and normativism showed that people 

on the opposite ends of the polarity theory valued different aspects of life and behavior. People 

high in humanism: were more likely to value creativity, sexual and spiritual intimacy, nature and 

the arts; were more open-minded, saw humans as more trustworthy, and saw God as existing 

within people; had more liberal political views; and they were low on the values of cleanliness 

and politeness (de St. Aubin, 1996). People that were high in normativism: were more likely to 

value respect and admiration, cleanliness, and politeness; believed that humans had a selfish 

nature; did not see God as existing within humans (but as an external force); had a more 

conservative political orientation; and placed a low priority on creativity (de St. Aubin, 1996).  

 Humanism essentially tries to extol humanity and interpret experience as having intrinsic 

value, while normativism views humanity as having value only in relation to societal norms and 

ideals. Normativism and humanism are usually seen as opposing views and both cover a wide 

range of psychological phenomena (Nilsson, 2014). When looking at the differences between 

humanism and normativism there are five main facets that have been studied: good human nature 

vs. bad human nature, openness to affect vs. control of affect, interpersonal warmth 
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(unconditional love and respect) vs. interpersonal discipline (love and respect based on 

conformity), rights and well-being (society should protect rights and freedoms) vs. law and order 

(society’s role is to civilize and discipline), romantic rationalism (reason, creativity, imagination) 

vs. rigorous empiricism (discipline, rigor, objective observation) (Nilsson, 2014).  

The polarity between humanism and normativism is reminiscent of the different 

approaches to suffering afforded by repressive and redemptive suffering construals. Repressive 

suffering construal may be predicted by normativism since both views are rigorous and 

intolerant, and stress conformity to the norms. A repressive construal of suffering suggests that 

human beings as less worthy when they deviate from norms, because traditionally individuals are 

only of value when they conform to the status quo. The redemptive self-construal instead seeks 

out a silver lining for the individual. Instead of being defeated when confronted with bad 

circumstances, the individual will rise up, seeing an opportunity for growth and self-expression, 

flourishing instead of wilting. Therefore, the redemptive self-construal may be predicted by 

humanism, as both are contingent on the intrinsic value of human experience and on the 

individual as a forceful and powerful agent that can influence their world.  

Humanism and normativism may well predict variation in suffering construals, but there 

are other possible predictors. It is possible that there are other kinds of beliefs and values which 

could influence suffering interpretations. One important factor might be the Belief in a Just 

World (BJW).  

Belief in a Just World for the Self and Others 

 Much research on BJW has focused on the study of victim blaming and why individuals 

blame innocent victims in a given situation. This research has shown that individuals put more 

blame on victims when they seem undeserving of their fate (Lerner, 1980). Just-world theory 
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proposes that people interpret a victim’s undeserved suffering as a sign of the victim’s faulty 

character or moral state in order to maintain the ideal that good things happen to good people, 

and that bad things happen to bad people. People have a need to see the world as predictable and 

navigable, and just-world beliefs are one way through which people try to achieve this 

perception. Thus, individuals use the BJW as a mechanism to protect themselves from an 

unpredictable world.  

Initially, BJW was a one-dimensional model, but it could not properly explain how 

individuals reacted in different situations. People approach instances of suffering in various ways 

depending on how best to minimize the gravity of the injustices they see happening to others. In 

a given situation observers may benefit by helping victims, or if this is not beneficial or possible 

then they may use cognitive strategies (victim blaming and derogation) to minimize the impact 

of the injustices being suffered (Sutton & Douglas, 2005). The possibility of different responses 

to unjust suffering prompted further investigations into the justice motive. It has been discovered 

that BJW may actually be a bidimensional mechanism involving the distinction between self and 

others. BJW for the self (BJWS) is how much an individual believes that the world is fair to the 

self, and BJW for others (BJWO) is how much the individual believes the world is fair to others. 

BJWS and BJWO are predictive of different behaviors and ideals. BJWS is related to altruistic 

behavior and positive mental health (Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Bègue, Charmoillaux, Cochet, 

Cury & De Suremain, 2008). BJWO is related to harsh punitive attitudes and system justification 

(Sutton & Douglas, 2005; Hafer & Choma, 2009). More specifically, BJWO has been found to 

be significantly correlated with discrimination against the elderly, stigmatization of poverty, and 

higher penal punitive attitudes (Bègue et al., 2008). BJWS was either weakly or not related to 

these variables (Begue et al., 2008).  
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 Although BJW has predominately been seen as a negative factor that allows victim 

blaming and harsh punitive punishing, it is not void of positive consequences. BJW has been 

seen as a “positive illusion” that “encourages people to see the world as “orderly, meaningful, 

and predictable” (Begue & Bastounis, 2003). People high in BJW have been found: to be more 

effective in coping with stress; have lower levels of depression and loneliness; have higher life 

satisfaction and optimism; and even have less trouble sleeping (Begue & Bastounis, 2003; Sutton 

& Douglas, 2005). These psychosocial factors are more associated with the dimension of BJWS 

than BJWO (Begue & Bastounis, 2003). People that believe that the world is just for the self 

have a more positive outlook on life and are more enticed to helping others if possible. People 

with higher BJWS may not only have a more positive outlook on life, but also a more positive 

outlook on the nature of human beings. We propose that BJWS may be linked to redemptive 

interpretations of suffering as well as humanism. If people with BJWS are more optimistic and 

inclined to see the good in people, then they may be more likely to find a redemptive viewpoint 

on suffering. Especially in individualistic cultures, people tend to have a more humanistic view, 

and see people as being able to overcome anything and rise up from any circumstance.  

 The “negative illusion” of BJW can be traced to the harsh social attitudes that 

characterize BJWO. People with higher BJWO prefer harsher punitive punishment and also seek 

to endorse system justification. There are many ways that they endorse the status quo. First, they 

may system-justify by legitimizing the “negative or positive circumstances of certain individuals 

or groups” (Hafer & Choma, 2009). For example, people with stronger BJWO have a greater 

tendency of discriminating against the elderly and holding them at fault for their poor health and 

financial situations (Bègue et al., 2008; Hafer & Choma, 2009). Second, they may “attribute 

poverty to poor people’s character and behavior,” and even downplay external factors (Hafer & 
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Choma, 2009). Third, they may find ways to blame sexual harassment victims for what happened 

instead of blaming the perpetrator (Hafer & Choma, 2009). People high in BJWO are able to see 

these negative situations as fair because victims are seen as getting what they deserve (Hafer & 

Choma, 2009). Individuals high in BJWO would rather avoid any contrary beliefs, and avoid 

seeing victims suffer in order to protect their beliefs.  

 The justification of the status quo is also a major theme in normativism. Normativism 

may be another construct that would relate to BJWO. This construct views human beings as 

basically bad and posits that humans gain their worth by ascribing to social and cultural norms. 

BJWO is similar in that it protects people’s beliefs by justifying the status quo and social norms, 

and it interprets unfortunate circumstances as coming from something that the victims did 

themselves. Similarly, repressive interpretations of suffering may be linked to BJWO. Repressive 

interpretations explain suffering as an outcome of deviant behavior that must be corrected 

through adherence to norms.  

The links between BJWO, repressive suffering construals, normativism, and system-

justifying beliefs were investigated in this study with regard to people’s views of one form of 

suffering, namely depression. To summarize the foregoing, past research seems to suggest that 

there might be, on the one hand, connections between repressive construals, normativism, and 

BJWO, and, on the other, redemptive construals, humanism, and BJW-S. 

Depression as a Case Study 

 So how should we test these connections? It is important to examine a type of suffering 

that is common, so people would care about it, but also ambiguous, so that people could 

potentially interpret it in multiple ways. It has been found that depression is one of the most 
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common mental health illnesses in the world (Mitchell 2011). Depression is also very 

unpredictable and affects people from all different backgrounds (Mitchell 2011).  

 Depression is a very ambiguous illness that is difficult to interpret with regards to its 

causes, treatment and “meaning.” Depression can be interpreted in more than one way. It is 

difficult to diagnose in the palliative (short-term medicinal treatment) care setting, which is a 

problem that results from its ambiguity (Ng, Crawford, & Chur-Hansen, 2014). The mental 

illness has a lack of specific somatic markers, and this places the responsibility of diagnosis on 

the clinician (Ng et al., 2014).  The clinician is left to interpret depression based on the patient’s 

narratives and behaviors, which are influenced by language, culture, and common notions of 

depression (Ng et al., 2014). “Clinically, depression has been variously conceptualized as a 

symptom, a syndrome, specific depressive disorders, and normal or abnormal reactions to stress” 

(Ng et al., 2014).  

 There have been four main themes identified in the conceptualization of depression: (1) 

depression is a concept that has varied interpretations and settings—“it was variously considered 

as abnormal, a medical problem, an emotional experience, a social product, and an action-

oriented construct;” (2) depression is a concept that has unclear boundaries that is associated 

with other concepts or emotions like sadness; (3) depression is seen as different in the palliative 

care setting; and (4) it is seen as a very challenging issue difficult to deal with (Ng et al., 2014).   

 Research on repressive and redemptive construals of suffering is fairly new, but there are 

a few studies suggesting that depression may be variously associated with these different 

construals. With regard to repressive interpretations, guilt is common among those who suffer 

from depression and it is often seen as an “irrational” or “inappropriate” guilt (Kubany & 
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Watson, 2003). This is especially true in trauma victims that suffer from depression because they 

see themselves as having played a role in a traumatic event, and thus take on responsibility and 

guilt (Kubany & Watson, 2003). This interpretation of a traumatic event can be considered a 

repressive construal. With regard to redemptive interpretations, research on posttraumatic growth 

has found that disaster victims with lower levels of depression had higher levels of posttraumatic 

growth (Siqveland, Nygaard, Hussain, Tedeschi, & Heir, 2015). These past studies shows that 

depression is a valid case study for examining the cultural and ideological factors that promote 

repressive and redemptive construals.    

Method 

Participants 

 One hundred and thirty participants (81 female) were recruited using the University of 

Arizona SONA system. All participants were undergraduate students at the University of 

Arizona taking the Psychology 101 course. Participants were given course credit for participating 

in the study. The study was conducted online through the University of Arizona Qualtrics 

system.  

Procedure 

 Participants completed the study online through the University of Arizona Qualtrics 

software. Along with providing some basic demographic information, participants were asked 

about their political orientation. Participants completed Humanism-Normativism, Intrinsic 

Religiosity, Belief in a Just World, and Repressive and Redemptive Suffering Construal 

Questionnaires. Participants rated each item on a likert scale, answered “yes” or “no”, or filled in 

their answer if necessary.  
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Measures 

 Demographics and covariates. In addition to providing basic demographic information, 

participants indicated their political orientation by responding to the item “When it comes to 

social issues, how would you describe your political beliefs?” (1 = Very conservative, 9 = Very 

liberal).  

 Humanism-Normativism. These items were presented in a randomized order. 

Participants completed a 15-item modified version of a humanism scale (Nilsson, 2014). This 

scale measures the extent to which individuals view humanity and experiences as having 

intrinsic value, and the extent to which they see individuals as being basically good, creative 

thinking, and loving. All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 

strongly agree). The items assessed different aspects of humanism (sample items: “All persons 

are in themselves valuable,” “Human beings are basically good,” “Feelings are the most 

important aspect of being human, because they give our lives meaning,” “Creativity and 

curiosity are the most important tools in the search for knowledge”). The items showed good 

reliability (α = .87).  

 Participants then completed a 15-item modified version of a normativism scale (Nilsson, 

2014). All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). This 

scale measures the extent to which individuals view humanity as having value only in relation to 

social and societal norms and ideals. The items assessed different aspects of normativism 

(sample items: “When people do good deeds, it is almost always out of an expectation to receive 

something in return,” “The bad people in the world outnumber the good people,” “Human beings 

would be lost without reason, because feelings cannot be trusted,” “To observe objectively and 
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describe in a neutral language is crucial to the pursuit of knowledge”). These items showed good 

reliability as well (α = .80). 

 Intrinsic religiosity.  Participants completed a 7-item version of the intrinsic religiosity 

scale (modified from Hoge, 1972). This scale measured the extent that an individual is 

religiously devout, and the extent that an individual’s life is influenced by religious belief. All 

items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The items 

assessed different aspects of intrinsic religiosity (sample items: “My faith involves all of my 

life,” “One should seek God’s guidance when making every important decision,” “In my life I 

experience the presence of the Divine,” “My faith sometimes restricts my actions,”). These items 

showed really high reliability (α = .96).  

 BJW-S and BJW-O. Participants completed a 16-item Belief in a Just World scale 

(Lipkus, 1991) that measured both dimensions of BJW. The first 8 items of the scale measured 

the belief in a just world for the self and the next 8 items measured the belief in a just world for 

others. All items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). 

 The BJW-S scale measures the extent to which an individual believes that the world is 

fair to the self. The items assessed different aspects of BJW-S (sample items: “I feel that the 

world treats me fairly,” “I feel that I get what I deserve,” “I feel that people treat me fairly in 

life,” “I feel that I earn the rewards and punishments I get”) These items showed very good 

reliability (α = .89).  

 The BJW-O scale measures the extent to which an individual believes the world is fair to 

others. The items assessed different aspects of BJW-O (sample items: “I feel that the world treats 

people fairly,” “I feel that people get what they deserve,” “I feel that people treat each other 
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fairly in life,” “I feel that people earn the rewards and punishments they get”). These items 

showed good reliability as well (α = .90).  

 Repressive and redemptive suffering construals. Participants completed these scales in 

a counterbalanced order. Participants completed a 10-item redemptive suffering construal scale, 

and a 9-item repressive suffering construal scale. These items were modified from an existing 

scale (Cann, Calhoun, Tedeschi, Taku, Vishnevsky, Triplett & Danhauer, 2010) and also created 

specifically for this study using depression as a case study for the interpretation of suffering. All 

items were rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).  

 The Redemptive Suffering Construal scale measures the extent to which individuals 

interpret suffering as having a silver lining and being ultimately good for the individual as it will 

make them stronger and appreciate life more. The items assessed different aspects of the 

redemptive suffering construal (sample items: “Having depression can allow a person to realize 

what is truly important in life,” “Having depression limits an individual’s personal growth 

(reverse-scored),” “Having depression can allow a person to become more empathetic,” “Having 

depression can give a person a greater appreciation of happiness,” “Having depression can allow 

a person to know better how to handle difficulties,”). These items showed good reliability (α = 

.83).  

 The Repressive Suffering Construal scale measures the extent to which an individual 

interprets suffering as occurring because of deviant behavior outside of societal norms. The items 

assessed different aspects of the repressive suffering construal (sample items:  

“People who engage in prosocial behavior are more likely to have depression (reverse-scored),” 

“People experience depression because they break away from society or their family,” “Having 

depression is a sign that a person needs to return to their social group, community, or family,” 



Interpretations of Suffering and Individual Differences 18 

 

 

“People with depression would improve if they made more of an effort to belong to their social 

group”). These items showed okay reliability (α = .78).  

Prior experience with depression 

 At the very end of the study participants responded to an item assessing personal prior 

experience with depression: “Have you ever been diagnosed with depression, or thought that you 

might be depressed?” (1 = Yes, 2 = No). 

Results 

Correlation coefficients were calculated for all measured variables. All correlations can be seen 

in Table 1. 

 As hypothesized, humanism was positively correlated with redemptive suffering 

construal, r = .19, p = .03, but not with repressive suffering construal. Conversely, and also as 

expected, normativism was positively correlated with repressive suffering construal, r = .35, p < 

.001, but not with redemptive suffering construal.  

 We further tested the effect of humanism on redemptive suffering construal using 

hierarchical linear regression analysis. With redemptive suffering construal as our outcome 

variable, in Step 1 we entered demographic covariates, namely gender and prior personal 

experience with depression. In Step 2 we entered our theoretically specified control variables: 

political orientation, religiosity, BJW-S, and BJW-O. In Step 3, we entered the primary 

predictors of humanism and normativism. Among our covariates, we observed only a main effect 

of prior personal experience with depression, β = -.19, SE = .16, t(126) = -2.20, p = .03, such that 

participants with a prior experience of depression were more likely to endorse a redemptive 

suffering construal. The Step 2 variables did not explain additional variance in redemptive 

construal, ΔR2 = .04, F < 1.60, p > .15. However, the inclusion of humanism and normativism in 
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Step 3 explained additional variance in the outcome, ΔR2 = .05, F(8, 120) = 2.11, p = .04. This 

additional ability to explain variance in redemptive construal was accounted for almost entirely 

by humanism, β = .26, SE = .13, t(120) = 2.63, p = .01 (for normativism: β < .02, p > .80). 

We further tested the effect of normativism on repressive suffering construal using a 

parallel regression analysis. Among our demographic covariates, we observed only a main effect 

of prior personal experience with depression, β = .22, SE = .15, t(126) = 2.58, p = .01, such that 

participants with a prior experience of depression were less likely to endorse a repressive 

suffering construal. The Step 2 variables explained significant additional variance in redemptive 

construal, ΔR2 = .15, F(6, 122) = 5.78, p < .001. In the second step, we observed an effect of 

intrinsic religiosity, β = .25, SE = .05, t(122) = 2.81, p < .01, and an effect of BJW-O, β = .34, SE 

= .09, t(122) = 3.43, p < .01. However, the inclusion of humanism and normativism in Step 3 

explained further variance in the outcome above and beyond these factors, ΔR2 = .07, F(8, 120) = 

6.06, p < .001. This was accounted for almost entirely by normativism, β = .27, SE = .11, t(120) 

= 3.34, p < .01 (for humanism: β < .03, p > .75). 

Discussion 

 Overall, support was found for the hypotheses: (a) greater repressive construal is 

associated with more normativistic views, (b) greater redemptive construal is associated with 

most humanistic views, and (c) normativism and humanism seemed to be the best predictors of 

both suffering construals. The polarity of humanism and normativism has a strong relationship 

with redemptive and repressive suffering construals. This study provides further evidence for the 

predictive value of humanism and normativism and the polarity theory. Overall, these findings 

also provide additional support for the distinction between the repressive and redemptive 

suffering construals. The data further support the idea that people have a need to make sense of 



Interpretations of Suffering and Individual Differences 20 

 

 

suffering in the world, and that they draw on their cultures and ideologies to do so. The current 

research makes a novel contribution as it investigates the relevance of humanism and 

normativism as primary cultural/ideological factors in interpreting suffering.  

 Previous research has not examined how humanism and normativism influence different 

interpretations of suffering. Repressive construal had a significant relationship with normativism, 

but it also had a strong association with intrinsic religiosity and the belief in a just world for 

others. These three ways of thinking – normativism, intrinsic religiosity and BJW-O – seem to 

represent similar constructs. It is possible that maybe normativism could account for the other 

two? What other cultural/ideological factors are associated with normativism, and what is the 

scope of normativism?  

With regards to humanism, the data are interesting because this was the only cultural 

factor that was significantly associated with redemptive suffering construal. Redemptive 

construal was not significantly associated with the belief in a just world for the self or intrinsic 

religiosity. With regards to intrinsic religiosity, it appears that humanism may afford a looser 

understanding of religion and spirituality than normativism. Also, the fact that someone is more 

humanistic does not mean that they will have the tendency to see the world as more fair for 

themselves even though they have a more positive outlook on humanity. Our predictions were 

that repressive construal would be associated with normativism as well as BJW-O, and that 

redemptive construal would be associated with humanism and BJW-S. Support was found for the 

first prediction, but not fully for the second.  

 Further correlational or experimental research should investigate in greater detail the role 

that normativism and humanism play with regards to suffering, and the relevance that these 

views have in an individual’s overall cultural worldview. This study further establishes the 
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effectiveness of the polarity construct, which may represent a fundamental viewpoint that people 

draw on to interpret suffering. It would be beneficial to determine what other constructs are 

related to humanism and normativism, and why BJW-S and intrinsic religiosity are not 

associated with humanism.  

What may be the implications of having a more humanistic and normativistic worldview 

in regards to other issues beyond interpreting suffering? What may they mean for an individual’s 

life in terms of health and lifestyle? Answering these questions will involve experimental 

research. Although experimental research would be the ultimate goal, it could be beneficial to do 

more correlational research to further sift out associations, especially significant ones. It would 

be important to create a model of what associations may be possible. This would not only 

include suffering construals, BJW, and religiosity, but it could also include system-justifying 

beliefs, altruism/selfishness, and even constructs that deal with existential motivations. Further 

research can go in many different directions. 

 There are a few limitations to the study. The sample of the study was decent (N= 130), 

but it would be beneficial to not only obtain more participants, but to obtain participants from 

disciplines other than Psychology, as Psychology students may have had unique preconceived 

ideas about depression. Also, because this study is only correlational further experiments must be 

done in order to find causal effects. For example, an experiment could be carried out where 

humanism or normativism is induced in some way to see if this affects the way participants see 

suffering. Inducing these constructs could involve participants reading about humanism and 

normativism and the benefits or faults of each in order to promote one or the other. 

 The implications of this research into humanism and normativism could further shed light 

on individual, personal, and cultural constructs. Repressive interpretations of suffering can be 
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quite negative for individuals and even whole groups. If people perceive victims as having undue 

blame for their misfortune this could have serious interpersonal and societal consequences. 

However, repressive construals may have positive affects on some people, by promoting 

adherence to cultural and societal norms. On the other hand, redemptive construals are positive 

and can have maturing and beneficial effects on individuals. If we can understand why people 

think about suffering in certain ways we can uncover the positive and negative impacts of 

different interpretations.  

 Speaking more broadly, especially with regards to social psychology, this work suggests 

important points of convergence between the literature on cultural constructs (humanism and 

normativism) and the literature on interpretations of suffering (repressive and redemptive). This 

research suggests that these literatures are closely related and have strong connections. 

Surprisingly, there is little direct research on the connection between the two, although other 

constructs of a similar nature have been investigated. The current research has taken an 

important step forward in understanding the cultural and ideological basis of suffering 

construals.   

 In conclusion, the present study supports existing research on the distinction between 

suffering construals. It also strengthens the distinction between humanism and normativism as 

cultural worldviews, and provides evidence for their associations with the different suffering 

construals. These findings highlight a possible basis for suffering construals and a new way of 

understanding them.  
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Table 1. Correlations between all variables. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Redemptive 

Construal 
—        

2. Repressive Construal -.05 —       

3. Humanism .19* -.08 —      

4. Normativism -.02 .35** .07 —     

5. BJW-S .01 .01 .35** .05 —    

6. BJW-O .12 .33** -.05 .18* .43** —   

7. Intrinsic Religiosity -.10 .29** -.08 -.05 -.11 .12 —  

8. Political Orientation -.01 -.12 .23** .12 -.01 -.29** .41** — 

 

N = 130   * p < .05.   ** p < .01.   
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Appendix A: Study Measures 

 

Belief in a Just World Scale  

 

I feel that the world treats me fairly. 

 

I feel that I get what I deserve. 

 

I feel that people treat me fairly in life. 

 

I feel that I earn the rewards and punishments I get. 

 

I feel that people treat me with the respect I deserve. 

 

I feel that I get what I am entitled to have. 

 

I feel that my efforts are noticed and rewarded. 

 

I feel that when I meet with misfortune, I have brought it on myself. 

 

I feel that the world treats people fairly. 

 

I feel that people get what they deserve. 

 

I feel that people treat each other fairly in life. 

 

I feel that people earn the rewards and punishments they get. 

 

I feel that people treat each other with the respect they deserve. 

 

I feel that people get what they are entitled to have. 

 

I feel that a person’s efforts are noticed and rewarded. 

 

I feel that when people meet with misfortune, they have brought it upon themselves. 
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Intrinsic Religiosity Measures  

 

My faith involves all of my life. 

 

One should seek God’s guidance when making every important decision. 

 

In my life I experience the presence of the Divine. 

 

My faith sometimes restricts my actions. 

 

Nothing is as important to me as serving God as best I know how. 

 

I try hard to carry my religion over into all my other dealings in life. 

 

My religious beliefs are what really lie behind my whole approach to life. 
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Redemptive Suffering Construal of Depression Scale 

Having depression can allow a person to realize what is truly important in life. 

Having depression can give a person a greater appreciation of happiness. 

Having depression can allow a person to know better how to handle difficulties. 

Having depression can allow a person to become more accepting of others. 

Having depression can allow a person to become more sensitive to the suffering of others. 

Having depression can allow a person to become more empathetic. 

Having depression can allow a person to discover they are stronger than they thought. 

Having depression can be an opportunity for personal growth and development. 

Having depression limits an individual’s personal growth. 

It is hard to see how something good can come out of having depression. 

Repressive Suffering Construal of Depression Scale 

People with depression are more likely to be socially deviant. 

Having depression can mean a person has gone down the wrong path in life. 

Having depression is a sign that a person needs to examine their personal character or morals. 

People with depression would improve if they made more of an effort to belong to their social 

group(s) or family. 

People with depression are unlikely to make major contributions to society. 

People who engage in prosocial behavior are more likely to have depression (reverse-scored) 

People experience depression because they break away from society or their family. 

Having depression is a sign that a person needs to return to their social group, community, or 

family. 

People with depression are more likely to engage in criminal behavior. 
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Humanism and Normativism Scales 

Humanism 

All persons are in themselves valuable 

Human beings are basically good 

People are basically kind and helpful 

Human beings should be loved at all times, because they want and need to be loved 

Human beings should be treated with respect at all times 

When people are in trouble, they need help and should be helped 

Feelings are the most important aspect of being human, because they give our lives meaning 

You need to be open to your feelings so that you can learn from them and understand who you 

are 

You must always leave yourself open to your own feelings – alien as they may sometimes seem 

The main purpose of education should be to enable the young to discover and create novelty 

Creativity and curiosity are the most important tools in the search for knowledge 

The important thing in science is to strike out into the unknown – right or wrong 

The most important purpose of society is to protect people’s rights, freedoms, and dignity 

The most important goal for a society is to make sure that all its members have a chance to lead a 

good life 

It is necessary to break the laws and rules of society when these lead to unfair treatment of some 

people 

Normativism 

When people do good deeds, it is almost always out of an expectation to receive something in 

return 

The bad people in the world outnumber the good people 

People don’t really care what happens to the next person 
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Human beings should be treated with respect only when they deserve respect 

When people are in trouble, they should help themselves and not depend on others 

Human beings should be loved only when they have acted so that they deserve to be loved 

Human beings would be lost without reason, because feelings cannot be trusted 

Feelings must be controlled by reason, because they can make you do stupid things 

Feelings are often an obstacle to seeing how things really are 

The most important task for a scientist is to collect facts about reality through objective 

observation 

Reason has to be continually disciplined and corrected by reality and hard facts 

To observe objectively and describe in a neutral language is crucial to the pursuit of knowledge 

The maintenance of law and order is the most important duty of any government 

People who commit crimes must be punished severely so that they are deterred from repeating 

the crime 

A society must enforce its laws and rules strictly in order not to deteriorate 

 


