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W hy i s i t  har d t o imagin e wha t  i s false ? 

Patricia E. Barres (PEHARRES@PHOENIX.PRINCETON.EDU) 
Phili p N .  Johnson-Lair d (PHlL@CLARITY.PRINCETON.EDU ) 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Princeto n Universit y 
Princeton ,  N J 0854 4 

The menta l  mode l  theor y give s a n accoun t  o f  h o w peopl e 
envisag e th e situation s i n whic h assertion s ar e tru e (see , 
e.g. ,  Johnson-Laird ,  1983 ;  Johnson-Lair d &  Byrne ,  1991) . 
I t  postulate s tha t  ther e i s n o direc t  wa y t o envisag e th e 
situation s i n whic h th e assertio n i s false .  Y o u mus t  firs t 
imagin e wha t  i s tru e i n orde r  t o infe r  th e case ,  o r  cases ,  i n 
whic h th e assertio n i s  false .  W e carrie d ou t  thre e 
experiment s i n orde r  t o tes t  thi s hypothesis .  I n al l  th e 
experiments ,  th e participant s liste d bot h th e situation s i n 
whic h assertion s woul d b e tru e an d th e situation s i n whic h 
the y woul d b e fals e (i n counterbalance d orders) . 
Experiment s I  an d 2  differe d onl y i n th e complexit y o f  th e 
assertions .  Th e result s yielde d thre e kind s o f  convergin g 
evidenc e tha t  corroborate d ou r  hypothesis .  First ,  th e 
latencie s o f  response s i n experiment s 1  an d 2  showe d a n 
interactio n betwee n th e tw o sort s o f  tas k (listin g wha t  i s 
true ,  an d listin g wha t  i s  false )  an d th e orde r  i n whic h 
participant s carrie d the m out .  A s expected ,  the y wer e faste r 
t o lis t  th e fals e case s afte r  the y ha d liste d th e tru e case s tha n 
t o lis t  th e fals e case s befor e the y ha d liste d th e tru e cases . 
Second ,  th e participant s mad e a  systemati c erro r  tha t  bor e 
out  ou r  prediction .  The y woul d construc t  th e fals e case s 
merel y b y negatin g eac h o f  th e tru e cases .  Fo r  example , 
give n a n assertio n o f  th e form : 

A or B, or both 

they would list the following correct cases in which the 
assertio n woul d b e true : 

The correc t  answer ,  o f  course ,  i s tha t  th e assertio n i s fals e i n 
onl y on e case : 

not-A not-B 

Third, the participants in Experiment 3 were asked to 'think 
aloud '  a s the y carrie d ou t  th e task ,  an d thei r  protocol s reflec t 
th e sam e strateg y an d sho w h o w firml y entrenche d i t  i s i n 
thei r  way s o f  thinking .  The y conside r  th e tru e case s i n orde r 
t o deriv e th e fals e case s fro m them .  Trut h appear s t o b e 
highl y salient ;  falsit y appear s t o b e les s salient .  Th e 
differen t  betwee n the m make s sens e i n dail y life ;  but ,  i t  ca n 
lea d t o erro r  o n occasion . 
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Thi s response s als o show s a  bia s toward s truth ,  becaus e th e 
participant s fai l  t o mak e explici t  thos e proposition s i n th e 
premis e tha t  woul d b e fals e i n th e first  tw o cases ,  e.g .  i n th e 
first  cas e A  i s true ,  bu t  B  i s false .  Afte r  the y ha d mad e thi s 
response ,  th e participant s ofte n liste d th e followin g case s i n 
whic h th e assertio n woul d b e false : 

not-A 
not- B 

not- A not- B 
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