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In a Violent World a Just World Makes Sense:
The Case of “Senseless Violence” in The Netherlands
Hein F. M. Lodewijkx,1,4 Tim Wildschut,2 Bernard A. Nijstad,3
Wim Savenije,1 and Marieke Smit1

Recent violent incidents in The Netherlands caused nationwide debates about their
purported senselessness. Building on Lerner’s Just World Theory (Lerner, 1980,
The Belief in a Just World. A Fundamental Delusion, Plenum Press, New York),
the present experiment sought to delineate the circumstances under which violence
is perceived as senseless by outside observers. Participants were more likely to
perceive an act of violence as senseless and to identify with the victim when there
was no opportunity to blame the victim and when the victim was uninvolved with the
perpetrator. These findings suggest that acts of violence are perceived as senseless
when attributional strategies fail to uphold observers’ belief in a just world.
KEY WORDS: justice; aggression; violence; identification.

INTRODUCTION
In January 1999, people in The Netherlands were startled by a violent incident
in which two girls, age 17 and 18, were killed in the small provincial town of
Gorinchem. The incident appalled many, in part because of its near-surrealistic
nature: Late in the evening, the perpetrator blindly fired a handgun at the door
of a discotheque, behind which the girls were accidentally standing. The incident
received extensive media coverage and triggered heated debates among laymen,
scientists, and policy makers alike, the most frequently asked question being “What
is the sense of this violence?” Intriguingly, incidents in which people are murdered
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generally do not receive much attention in The Netherlands, which makes the
question why these widespread reactions occurred all the more interesting.
It must be noted that the Gorinchem incident was not unique—it was the most
recent in a series of similar events in which the innocent victims all found their
violent death.5 In all these incidents the victims were sane, young persons. Only
one of the perpetrators had a criminal record and none of them had a history of violence. Moreover, there was nothing peculiar about the circumstances under which
the events occurred. As will be argued below, the randomness of these incidents
coupled with the relative normality of the offenders, victims, and circumstances
under which they took place, were their most disquieting aspects, aspects that
stimulated people’s search for meaning.
In this search for meaning, three terms that frequently recurred were senselessness, deservedness, and justice, implying that outside observers perceived a
relationship between these concepts. The concepts, deservedness and justice, are
elementary to Lerner’s Just World Theory (e.g., Lerner, 1980; Lerner et al., 1976;
Montada and Lerner, 1998) and they form the cornerstones of the present experiment, which seeks to examine the relationships between people’s just world
beliefs and their perception of aggression or violence as senseless. The present
experiment investigates senselessness as the term is applied by outside observers
to describe aggressive or violent incidents between social actors in social context.
We are not examining the senselessness and injustice people experience when
they are confronted with natural disasters like earthquakes, or social calamities
like plane crashes (see Shklar, 1990). Before discussing our theoretical approach
in more detail, however, it is important to clarify why observers are so strongly
motivated to search for explanations of apparently random, abnormal events.
Do Inferences of Abnormality Suffice?
In an attempt to explain and make sense out of events in the surrounding social
and physical world, observers make inferences and search for causes of others’, as
well as their own behavior. From an attributional perspective (Weiner, 1985) we
can expect that the series of unexpected, uncontrollable violent events stimulated
observers’ spontaneous search for possible hidden causes for their occurrence.
According to Hilton and Slugoski’s abnormal conditions focus model (Hilton and
Slugoski, 1986), observers’ inferences would lead them to conclude that the violent
5 What

follows is a list of these recent violent murders: Amsterdam, August 17th, 1996: Joes
Kloppenburg; Tilburg, December 14th, 1996: Floris Sebregts; Leeuwarden, September 13th, 1997:
Meindert Tjoelker; Amsterdam, April 1st, 1998: Othman Zarouali and Khalid Lemquaddem; Tiel,
April 19th, 1998: Eric-Jan den Haan; Amsterdam, July 1st, 1998: Eddie Wind; The Hague, January
1st, 1999: Mehmet Yilmaz; Gorinchem, January 10th, 1999: Marianne Roza and Froukje Schuitmaker.
After we completed this experiment, another incident took place in Vlaardingen on January 9th, 2000,
a year after the Gorinchem event. At the Vlaardingen railway station, three boys harassed Daniel van
Cotthem. He died the day after the incident.
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incidents were exceptional. Applying Kelley’s attributional principle of covariation
(Kelley, 1973), observers would infer (1) that the aggression and violence during
the incidents was committed by only a very few, and all different offenders (i.e., low
consensus), (2) that the incidents all involved victims which differed with respect
to ethnicity, age, and gender (i.e., high distinctiveness), and (3) that despite the
fact that the frequency of these incidents increases, they are still rare in the Dutch
context (i.e., low consistency). Thus, the abnormal conditions focus model predicts
that observers will conclude that the violent incidents stood out as anomalous
figures against a normal nonviolent background.
However, the important issue here is whether this inference would help observers in their search for meaning, and whether it would make them feel more
at ease. One line of reasoning suggests that observers indeed would disregard the
events. Given the abnormality of these events, observers would conclude that such
a violent fate probably would not befall them. Still, another line of reasoning—one
that is more in line with reactions to the recent violent events in The Netherlands—
suggests that the very randomness of the incidents will be very disquieting. To the
observer, the apparent randomness of the incidents, coupled with the normality
of the circumstances, victims, and perpetrators, imply that the violent fate of the
victims could just as well have been their own fate. To apply Lerner et al.’s concept
of position identification (Lerner et al., 1976, p. 160), observers will tend to think:
“That could have been me.”
The Just World Hypothesis
When applying the Just World Theory to the Gorinchem case, we could ask
ourselves: “Did the two girls deserve their gruesome fate and was justice done to
them?” Many, if not all of us, would reply to these questions with a straightforward
“No.” Lerner et al. (1976) propose several reasons why we can give such an
unequivocal answer. Essentially, Just World Theory is based on people’s belief
in “an appropriate fit between what they do and what happens to them” (Lerner,
1966, p. 3), or between “getting and deserving” (e.g., Lerner and Montada, 1998;
Wrightsman, 1972). Importantly, people hold the view that this basic relationship
between getting and deserving does not only apply to themselves, but to others as
well. Generally, the belief in a just world gives people a safe and secure feeling
and a sense of control over their actions and the consequences contingent upon
these actions, making the world surrounding them predictable, manageable, and a
safe place to be.
Because people do not apply the basic principle of the just world hypothesis
only to themselves but to others as well, a common reaction to learning about the
murder of the two girls from Gorinchem will be one of disbelief. The violation of
one’s basic belief regarding the relation between getting and deserving will leave
the observers in an aversive state, induced by a perceived inconsistency between
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what ought to have happened according to their belief in a just world and mundane
reality. To reduce this aversive state, people will attempt to reinforce their belief
in a just world.
According to Lerner et al. (1976) this can be achieved in several ways: (1) by
attempting to restore justice, for example by punishing the offender; (2) by trying
to deny or to invalidate the injustice, for example by blaming the victim; (3) or
by making the injustice tolerable and livable for themselves, for example by derogating the victim.6 The latter two mechanisms and their relationships with the
perception of violence as senseless will be the focus of the present experiment.
Our general prediction is that if the various mechanisms by which observers try to
deny or make more tolerable the perceived injustice that is often associated with
acts of violence fail to operate, then observers will label these acts as senseless.
Denying, Invalidating Injustice
The belief in the just world can be upheld by denying that injustice was
done, or by invalidating the injustice itself. Perhaps, observers will try to convince
themselves that the victims could have done something to avoid their fate (“why
were these girls at the disco at that time of the night?”), or that the victims must
have done something to “deserve” their fate (“had they been drinking?”). In other
words, the inference that somehow the victim can be blamed for his/her fate is a very
powerful attributional mechanism that helps observers to invalidate the injustice,
thus maintaining their belief in a just world. Accordingly, we hypothesize that a
violent act will be perceived as less senseless when observers can blame the victim
than when observers cannot blame the victim (Hypothesis 1).
Making Injustice Tolerable
If the attributional mechanism of blaming the victim does not successfully
reestablish the belief in a just world, observers can try to make the perceived
injustice more tolerable by derogating or condemning the victims by attributing
negative characteristics to them. To protect their own peace of mind and feelings of
safety, observers may come to the conclusion that the victims were not the very nice,
warm hearted persons they pretended to be, and that instead they were rather nasty,
arrogant, and selfish. Thus, by derogating the victims their predicament becomes
more tolerable, because they somehow deserved their fate. Consistent with this
argument, research has shown that people indeed tend to derogate innocent victims
when it is impossible to restore justice. Interestingly, these studies showed that the
stronger the injustice that was inflicted upon the innocent victim, the more the
6 Lerner

and Montada (1998) further distinguish avoiding the victim, and having faith and hope that
the victim eventually will find compensation and redress, as additional ways to restore justice. Given
the present subject matter, these two ways of restoring justice are not examined here.
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victim was derogated (e.g., Lerner, 1970; Lerner and Simmons, 1966; Simons and
Piliavin, 1972). Thus, we predict that when opportunities to derogate the victim
are present, enabling observers to maintain their belief in a just world, observers
will perceive a violent act to make more sense, compared to a situation in which
such opportunities are absent (Hypothesis 2).
Victim Involvement
In all recent violent incidents in the Netherlands, the victims were uninvolved,
innocent bystanders. To examine the influence of this variable on observers’ perceptions, the involvement versus noninvolvement of the victim with the offender
was also varied. Just World Theory proposes that beliefs in a just world are maintained by an attributional correspondent bias according to which “bad outcomes
happen to bad people” (Lerner, 1998, p. 253; see also Feather, 1992; Lupfer and
Gingrich, 1999). Thus, when there is a congruence between the negative actions
of a person (e.g., he/she is engaged in a quarrel) and some negative outcomes for
that same person (e.g., he/she gets hurt), this reveals something of that person’s
negative character or dispositions. In turn, this will have an impact on the attribution process. To examine this idea, we added a control condition to the design in
which the victim was described as uninvolved with the perpetrator, as possessing
no negative attributes, and in which there was no opportunity to blame the victim.
We predict that, compared to a condition in which the victim is described as involved with the perpetrator, but that is similar to the control condition in all other
respects, participants in the control condition will perceive the violence committed
against the victim as more senseless (Hypothesis 3).
Identification as Outcome
There are instances in which we do acknowledge that injustice was done to
someone innocent without taking refuge into blaming the victim or rather “perverse” (Wrightsman, 1972, p. 81) tendencies to derogate victims in an attempt
to maintain the warm cloak of the belief in a just world. This happens because
these attributional biases are reduced by identification with the victim.7 Consistent with this notion, studies examining the relationships between identification
and victim derogation have shown that if people are requested to imagine that they
are the victim, compared to simply watching the victim, the victim is evaluated
7 Basically, identification can be regarded as a generic response to a person or to the position that person

finds himself in, and can be defined as “a way of including another’s experience into (one’s) own”
(Hornstein, 1976, p. 46). Lerner et al. (1976) differentiate between person and position identification.
The first refers to the perception of a unit relation with the victim; it is a more compassionate identification, implying that one vicariously “feels” the suffering of a victim. Position identification relates
to the perception of a nonunit relation with the victim; it is a transpersonal and less compassionate
understanding of the position a victim finds him/herself in.
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more positively (Aderman et al., 1974). In a similar vein, Stokols and Schopler
(1973) demonstrated that identification with the victim, induced by informing participants that they would interact with a “real” victim, reduced condemnation of
the victim. More recently, Montada (1998) reported correlational data indicating
that participants with high scores on the Just World Scale who had experienced
similar losses as the victims (being unemployed, or being homosexual with a risk
of HIV infection) tended not to blame or derogate the victims.
These studies show that identification may affect the level of victim derogation. While we do not challenge the validity of these models, we argue that
identification can also be conceptualized as an outcome rather than an antecedent
of the attribution process. According to the identification-as-outcome hypothesis,
identification with the victim is a function of the victim’s attributes and blameworthiness. We propose that when the attributional mechanisms that serve to uphold
or reestablish the belief in a just world fail to operate, identification with the victim
will increase. Thus, it is predicted that participants will identify with the victim
to the extent that the victim appears not to be blameworthy and not to possess
negative attributes (Hypothesis 4).
The victim’s involvement versus noninvolvement should also affect observers’ degree of identification. Based on Lerner’s “bad outcomes happen to bad
people” correspondent bias (Lerner, 1998), we expect that observers will identify
less with a “bad” person in the involved victim conditions (i.e., a victim that is
involved in an argument with the perpetrator before being assaulted), compared to
the “good” person in the uninvolved victim condition (Hypothesis 5).
Finally, we expect that the degree of identification with the victim will be
related to perceived senselessness, such that observers perceive acts of violence
that are committed against victims with whom they strongly identify as most
senseless (Hypothesis 6).
METHOD
Participants
Eighty-four participants volunteered to take part in the study. Participants
were recruited in two different ways. Thirty-five (41.7%) participants were first
year psychology students at Utrecht University. Forty-nine nonstudent participants
(58.3%) were recruited from among the residents of Utrecht and Ysselstein and
the employees of two different companies in Rotterdam (all in The Netherlands).
Participants’ mean age was 31 years (range 17–84 years). Thirty-three participants
(39%) had received education at the college level or lower, and 51 participants
had received higher levels of education (61%). Thirty (35.7%) participants were
male, and 53 participants (63.1%) were female, one participant failed to report
his/her gender. Among the nonstudent participants, 45 (91.8%) had a professional
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occupation, and 4 were homemakers (8.2%). Auxiliary analyses showed that none
of these demographic variables significantly affected participants’ ratings on the
dependent variables (Fs ≤ 2.10, ps ≥ 0.16).
Design
Hypotheses were tested in a 2 (blameworthiness: opportunities to blame the
victim vs. no opportunities to blame the victim) × 2 (victim attributes: negative
victim attributes vs. no-negative victim attributes) between-participants design,
with an uninvolved victim control condition. Participants were randomly assigned
to the five conditions of the design. They were administered vignettes, written in
the form of newspaper articles covering a violent episode. All participants were
asked to check the items of a postexperimental questionnaire in response to the
vignette presented to them.
Procedure
When presented with episodes depicting violent acts, social desirability pressures could lead participants to give extreme ratings of disapproval. Two measures were taken to prevent such systematic bias in participants’ ratings. First,
the study was described to participants as investigating the evaluation of local
newspaper articles covering violent incidents. Second, to prevent ceiling effects
on the dependent variables we decided to present participants with vignettes in
which the depicted violence was not as extreme as, for instance, in the Gorinchem
shooting. Considering the turmoil following that event, we were concerned that
participants would become sensitized to the real purpose of the experiment if
they were to be confronted with a vignette that resembled the Gorinchem
case.
Instructions to all participants read as follows: “You will be asked to read a
newspaper article that appeared in a regional newspaper on March 22nd, 1999.
You are requested to first read the article, and, after you have finished reading,
to complete the items of a questionnaire regarding the article.” The text of the
vignette in the uninvolved victim control condition ran as follows:
“Utrecht. Last night an unsuspecting resident of Utrecht was assaulted. The incident took
place after two men had an argument on a crowded terrace of a pub in downtown Utrecht.
Other customers verified that the two men entered the terrace of the pub separately. After
Dennis A. had approached Sander L., a heated discussion between the two men developed,
after which Dennis A. assaulted the unsuspecting passer-by. The man was taken to a hospital
with a head injury.”

For the 2 × 2 design this basic text was altered in three places: (1) in the first
sentence, “unsuspecting resident” became “resident”; (2) “assaulted the unsuspecting passer-by” became “assaulted Sander L.”; and (3) the last sentence in the
vignette was changed to “Sander L. was taken to hospital with a head injury.” In
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this vignette the victim (Sander L.) was involved in an argument with the offender
(Dennis A.), before he was assaulted. This modified text was presented to participants in the no blame opportunities/no-negative attributes condition.
In the opportunities to blame condition approximately half of the participants
read in addition that: “Apparently Sander L., after spending an evening in town,
had borrowed Dennis A.’s car without notifying him, and totally wrecked it.” This
sentence was omitted in the no opportunities to blame condition.
In the negative victim attributes condition approximately half of participants
read in addition that: “The reasons for the argument were unclear. According to
the police report, however, Sander L. regularly came into contact with the law
on charges of vandalism and destroying other people’s property.” These sentences
were omitted in the no-negative victim attributes condition.
Student participants were administered the vignettes and the questionnaires
during class hours. The female experimenters asked the students to take part in
a study, ostensibly investigating the content and quality of newspaper articles
covering violence and aggression. The vignettes corresponding with the different
conditions were then randomly handed out to the participants in blank envelopes.
After finishing the task, participants were requested to put all the material back in
their envelopes, thereby preserving anonymity.
For the nonstudent part of our sample, essentially the same procedure was
followed. Two female experimenters randomly distributed the blank envelopes,
containing the experimental material. After announcing the alleged purpose of the
study, participants were requested to read the instructions and procedural details
and to respond to the items of the questionnaire. The experimenters then announced
that, if possible, they would collect the questionnaire immediately after participants had completed it. If this was not possible due to time constraints on the
part of the participants, the questionnaires were collected one to three days after
administration.
Preliminary analyses revealed no significant main or interaction effects involving subsamples (student versus nonstudent) on any of the dependent variables
(Fs ≤ 0.87, ps ≥ 0.55). Therefore, results were collapsed across subsamples.
Assessments
Because the study was run under the guise of evaluating newspaper articles,
the questionnaire included items that referred to the content of these articles. Because these items served as filler material, we did not analyze them. In the questionnaire, the words “victim” and “offender” were not used, items always referred to
the behavior of Sander L., Dennis A., or “the passer-by” (in the control condition).
Five items were designed to measure perceived senselessness. After reading
the vignettes, participants were asked to respond to these items using 7-point
rating scales. For example: “To what extent do you think the behavior of
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Dennis A. makes sense” (very sensible (1), makes no sense at all (7)). Other
items were phrased similarly and referred to Dennis A.’s behavior as: appropriate–
inappropriate; comprehensible–incomprehensible; justifiable–not justifiable. Additionally, participants indicated whether “Sander L. (or the passer-by) did (1) or
did not get what he deserved (7).”
To check the effect of the negative victim attributes manipulation on victim derogation, participants rated Sander, L., on seven semantic differentials, using 7-point scales: aggressive–not aggressive; friendly–unfriendly; trustworthy–
untrustworthy; honest–dishonest; sincere–not sincere; sympathetic–unsympathetic;
vandalistic–not vandalistic. Additionally, participants checked a 7-point scale to
indicate whether they thought that “Sander L. provoked (1) or did not provoke (7)
the offender’s (Dennis A.’s) behavior.”
As a check of the blameworthiness manipulation, participants rated the degree
to which the victim could be blamed for the aggression directed at him: “To what extent do you believe Sander L. can be blamed for the incident” (strongly blamed (1);
not blamed at all (7)). Finally, to test the identification-as-outcome hypothesis, participants rated their degree of identification with the victim: “How strongly do you
identify with Sander L. (the passer-by)” (1: not at all; 7: very strongly).

RESULTS
Data Reduction
The items that were designed to assess perceived senselessness (i.e., senseless,
inappropriate, incomprehensible, not deserved, and unjust) were strongly correlated. They were aggregated to create a composite measure of perceived senselessness (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.89, M = 5.45, SD = 1.47). The items designed
to assess victim derogation also yielded an internally consistent scale (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.86), and a composite measure of victim derogation was created by
aggregating them (M = 4.02, SD = 1.51).
Manipulation Checks
To check whether we were successful in manipulating participants’ opportunities to blame the victim, the blame assessment was entered in a 2 (opportunities to
blame vs. no opportunities to blame) × 2 (negative victim attributes vs. no-negative
victim attributes) ANOVA. Results revealed only a significant main effect for the
blame manipulation, F(1, 62) = 8.86, p = 0.004. The negative victim attributes
main effect (F < 1) and the interaction effect, F(1, 62) = 1.63, p = 0.21, were
not significant. Mean ratings in Table I show that, as intended, participants in the
opportunities to blame condition were more likely to blame the victim (M = 3.25)
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Table I. Mean Ratings (SD) for Blaming the Victim, Victim Derogation, Identification, and Perceived
Senselessness in the Experimental and Control Conditions
Blame opportunities

Not blaming the victim
Victim derogation
Identification
Perceived senselessness

No blame opportunities

Negative
victim
attributes

No negative
victim
attributes

Negative
victim
attributes

No negative
victim
attributes

Control
condition

2.94 (1.88)
5.11 (0.85)
1.25 (0.78)
4.10 (1.52)

3.56 (2.28)
4.67 (0.78)
1.33 (0.69)
4.60 (1.25)

4.93 (1.83)
4.12 (1.10)
1.67 (1.79)
5.84 (1.06)

4.35 (1.50)
3.51 (0.85)
2.41 (1.50)
6.08 (1.20)

6.72 (0.75)
2.86 (0.55)
3.50 (1.98)
6.63 (0.41)

than participants in the no opportunities to blame condition (M = 4.63; note that
lower numbers indicate higher ascribed blame).
To assess whether we were successful in manipulating victim attributes, the
victim derogation scale was entered in a 2 (opportunities to blame vs. no opportunities to blame) × 2 (negative victim attributes vs. no-negative victim attributes)
ANOVA. The analysis yielded significant main effects for the victim attributes
manipulation, F(1, 58) = 5.40, p = .024, and for the blameworthiness manipulation, F(1, 58) = 22.39, p < 0.001. The interaction was not significant, F < 1.
As intended, mean ratings in Table I show that participants in the negative victim
attributes condition derogated the victim more strongly (M = 4.62) than participants in the no-negative victim attributes condition (M = 4.09; note that lower
numbers indicate more positive evaluation). The blameworthiness main effect indicates that participants who had the opportunity to blame the victim derogated
the victim more strongly (M = 4.89) than participants who had no opportunity to
blame the victim (M = 3.81).
The involved versus uninvolved victim manipulation also affected participants’ tendencies to blame and derogate the victim in the predicted way. To
test the effect of victim involvement, the control condition was compared to
the no-blame opportunities/no-negative victim attributes condition by performing Dunnett’s t tests (see Winer, 1971). The analyses revealed that participants
blame the victim less in the control condition (M = 6.72), compared to the noblame opportunity/no-negative victim attributes condition (M = 4.35), t(33) =
5.97, p < 0.001. A similar effect was obtained for the victim derogation measure
(Ms 2.86 vs. 3.51), t(32) = 2.66, p < 0.01. These results suggest that we successfully manipulated the victim’s blameworthiness, attributes, and involvement.
Perceived Senselessness
A 2 (opportunities to blame vs. no opportunities to blame) × 2 (negative
victim attributes vs. no-negative victim attributes) ANOVA performed on the
senselessness measure yielded a significant main effect for the blameworthiness
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manipulation, F(1, 61) = 25.92, p < 0.001. Neither the main effect for the victim attributes manipulation, F(1, 61) = 1.36, p = 0.25, nor the interaction effect
was significant, F(1, 61) = 0.18, p = 0.68. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, Table I
shows that participants in the opportunities to blame condition labeled the depicted violence as less senseless (M = 4.35), compared to participants in the no
opportunities to blame condition (M = 5.96). Inconsistent with Hypothesis 2,
however, perceptions of senselessness did not vary reliably as a function of the
victim attributes manipulation, although the means were in the expected direction (M = 4.97 for the negative victim attributes condition, and M = 5.34 for the
no-negative victim attributes condition).
It was predicted that participants in the uninvolved victim control condition would rate the depicted violence as more senseless than participants in the
no-blame opportunities/no-negative victim attributes condition (Hypothesis 3).
Consistent with this prediction, Dunnett’s t test revealed a statistically significant
difference between these conditions, t(32) = 1.86, p < 0.05, with stronger perceptions of senselessness in the control condition (M = 6.63) than in the no-blame
opportunity/no-negative victim attributes condition (M = 6.08). Note that participants in both conditions perceived the depicted violence as extremely senseless.
The Identification-As-Outcome Hypothesis
The identification-as-outcome hypothesis (Hypothesis 4) proposed that participants’ degree of identification with the victim would vary with the absence or
presence of opportunities to blame or to derogate the victim. A 2 × 2 ANOVA
performed on the identification measure revealed a significant main effect for the
blameworthiness manipulation, F(1, 62) = 5.78, p < 0.02, but not for the victim attributes manipulation, F(1, 62) = 1.78, p = 0.19, or the interaction effect,
F(1, 62) = 1.13, p = 0.29. Consistent with the identification-as-outcome hypothesis, when participants had the opportunity to blame the victim they identified less
strongly with the victim (M = 1.29) than when they did not have such opportunities
(M = 2.04). Inconsistent with the identification-as-outcome hypothesis, however,
participants in the negative (M = 1.46) and the no-negative victim attributes conditions (M = 1.87) did not differ significantly in terms of their identification with
the victim.
Consistent with the identification-as-outcome hypothesis, Dunnett’s t test
revealed that participants’ identification ratings were significantly higher in the
control condition (M = 3.50) than in the no-blame opportunity/no-negative victim
attributes condition (M = 2.41), t(33) = 1.83, p < 0.05. This result is in line with
Hypothesis 5.
Finally, we predicted that identification would be correlated with perceptions
of senselessness (Hypothesis 6). Consistent with this prediction, the zero-order
correlation computed between these two variables was significant, r (79) = 0.31,
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p < 0.01, demonstrating that stronger identification with the victim is associated
with stronger perceptions of senselessness.
DISCUSSION
We sought to apply Lerner’s Just World Theory (Lerner, 1980) to explain what
was inexplicable and senseless to many Dutch citizens when they were confronted
with a series of violent incidents in their country. Consistent with our general prediction that acts of violence are perceived as senseless when mechanisms by which
people maintain the belief in a just world fail to operate, participants perceived
an act of violence as more senseless when they had no opportunity to blame the
victim than when they did have an opportunity to blame the victim. Furthermore,
participants perceived violence committed against a victim who was uninvolved
with the perpetrator as more senseless than violence committed against a victim
who was involved with the perpetrator. The presence or absence of negative victim
attributes did not significantly affect participants’ perceptions of senselessness.
The identification-as-outcome hypothesis was partially supported. Both the
opportunity to blame the victim and the victim’s involvement with the perpetrator produced lower levels of identification with the victim. Inconsistent with the
identification-as-outcome hypothesis, however, the victim attributes manipulation
did not significantly affect observers’ degree of identification with the victim. The
effect of the victim’s blameworthiness on identification demonstrates that, in addition to being an antecedent of the attribution processes that are set in motion to
maintain or reestablish people’s beliefs in a just world, identification can also be
considered as an outcome of this attribution process.
Finally, participants perceived an act of violence as more senseless to the extent that they identified with the victim. As suggested by Montada (1998, pp. 232–
234), this implies that the belief in a just world is fundamentally self-serving. In a
just world good things happen to us and people like us, and bad things happen to
people unlike us.
The null results obtained for the victim attributes manipulation on perceived
senselessness and identification may be due to the victim’s involvement with the
perpetrator. In both the negative attributes and the no-negative attributes conditions
the victim and the aggressor were engaged in an argument. Participants’ ratings
of blame assigned to the victim and victim derogation were quite high in the nonegative victim attributes condition (M = 3.95 for blame; M = 4.09 for victim
derogation) and deviated significantly from the ratings in the control condition
( ps < 0.01). These findings suggest that, irrespective of the victim’s attributes
manipulation (i.e., his alleged contacts with the law), the observation that the
two individuals had an argument was sufficient for participants to label the victim as a “bad person.” Participants may have assumed implicitly that the involved
victim in the no-negative victim attributes condition possessed negative attributes
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and was to be blamed, even when this was not explicitly described in the vignette.
Consequently, this could have decreased participants’ perception of senselessness of the violence committed against the victim, and lowered their degree of
identification with that person. This line of reasoning is consistent with Lerner’s
proposed correspondent bias that in a just world “bad outcomes happen to bad
people” (Lerner, 1998, see also Lupfer and Gingrich, 1999).
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This research provides preliminary evidence for the relation between the
mechanisms by which people maintain their belief in a just world and the perception of acts of violence as senseless. There are, however, several potential
limitations of the present research that need to be addressed. First of all, there
is an apparent discrepancy between the seriousness of the event that inspired the
present experiment (i.e., the Gorinchem shooting) and the event that was described
to the participants (i.e., an altercation in downtown Utrecht). As explained previously, the decision to present participants with a vignette that did not describe
an extreme act of violence was dictated by a concern that participants would become sensitized to the real purpose of the experiment if they were confronted
with an extremely violent event. Furthermore, presenting episodes depicting extreme acts of violence could lead participants to rate the violence as extremely
senseless.
Did our decision to present participants with a comparatively mild incident
limit our ability to study senseless violence? In other words, was the incident described in the vignette sufficiently violent to allow for a proper test of the hypotheses? To an extent, this is an empirical question. Three findings appear to justify
our concern that presenting participants with more extreme acts of violence would
have produced ceiling effects on ratings of senselessness: First, as intended, participants in the control condition perceived the violent act depicted in the vignette
as extremely senseless. The mean senselessness rating in the control condition was
6.63, which is very close to the scale maximum of 7. This suggests that participants
perceived the depicted event as an instance of senseless violence. Second, the standard deviation in the control condition was descriptively smaller than the standard
deviation in the other conditions. This suggests that, compared to the range of ratings in the other conditions, the range of ratings in the control condition was already
somewhat restricted. Third, the mean senselessness rating in the negative victim
attributes/blame opportunities condition was 4.10. The level of senselessness in
this condition was lowest overall, but still well above the scale midpoint.
At a theoretical level, we believe that the perceived senselessness of an act
of violence is not necessarily a function of the severity of the violence. A severe
act of violence (e.g., shooting an enemy soldier in battle) can be perceived as
very sensible. On the other hand, a relatively mild act of violence, (e.g., hitting an
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unsuspecting bystander) can be perceived as extremely senseless. This experiment
suggests that the perceived senselessness of violence is in part determined by the
blameworthiness of the victim and the victim’s involvement with the perpetrator.
We speculate that these variables affect the perceived senselessness of both severe and mild acts of violence. However, because participants were presented with
only one particular violent incident, we cannot determine the degree to which participants’ responses were a function of the idiosyncratic features of the portrayed
incident. Clearly, more research is needed to determine the generality of the present
findings. It would, for instance, be very useful to examine people’s perceptions of
acts of violence that vary in intensity, or to examine people’s perceptions of “natural disasters” (e.g., earthquakes, floods) to explore whether or not perceptions of
senselessness are exclusively tied to acts of violence (see Shklar, 1990).
OVERT ACTION AS AN ALTERNATIVE TO STRATEGIES
OUTLINED IN JUST WORLD THEORY
There is still a further issue that deserves to be investigated in future research.
In the aftermath of the tragic discotheque shooting that left two innocent teenage
girls dead, some 20,000 people gathered spontaneously in downtown Gorinchem
and walked in a silent protest march to the scene of the crime, carrying banners that
read “Stop senseless violence.” Even nine months after the incident, in September
1999, some 2,000 high-school students joined in a silent protest march against
senseless violence in The Hague. Perhaps overt action, such as participating in
a demonstration, can serve as an alternative to cognitive restructuring when one
is confronted with an act of violence. If so, people may be able to accept the
senselessness of violence instead of taking refuge into blaming or derogating the
victim, as predicted by Just World Theory.
We conducted a preliminary study to investigate the potential differences
between people who participated in these demonstrations and those who did not.
People who participated in these demonstrations differed from those who did not
participate in two respects: They rated themselves higher on a scale measuring selfefficacy to promote justice in the world (SEJW; Mohiyeddini and Montada, 1998),
and they tended to report stronger position identification with the victim. Although
these results are suggestive rather than conclusive, one possible interpretation is
that those people who belief they can restore justice in the world through personal
initiatives are less likely to distance themselves from the victims of violence and
more likely to use overt action as an alternative to blaming or derogating the victim.
CONCLUSION
We propose that the apparent randomness of the violent events that occurred in The Netherlands contributed to a failure of the cognitive mechanisms
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by which people maintain their belief in a just world. As a consequence, people identified more strongly with the victims and perceived the violence directed
against them as senseless. It is an empirical question whether this identification
refers to a more detached position identification or a more vicarious and compassionate person identification, as distinguished by Lerner et al. (1976).7 In our
introductory sections we proposed that, to observers, the most disquieting factor in all the violent incidents was their awareness that the victim’s arbitrary,
negative fate could just as likely have been their own fate. If this assumption
is valid, then Dutch citizens’ identification with the victims would refer more
to the victims’ impersonal predicament, but not to their suffering as individual
persons.
We are confronted on a daily basis with incidents of violence, be it through
personal experience or through the media. The fact that we are only rarely struck
by the apparent senselessness of this widespread violence perhaps reflects the
pervasive need to maintain our belief in a just world, where people get what they
deserve. Indeed, in a violent world a just world makes sense.
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