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correspond very well with what the 
problem actually states. For example, 
when told “All daxes are wugs,” what-
ever daxes and wugs are, people often 
automatically assume that daxes and 
wugs are the same thing and/or that 
all wugs are daxes. In fact, the exact 
statement given allows two possibili-
ties, namely that (a) every dax is a wug 
and every wug is a dax (the common 
interpretation) and (b) every dax is 
a wug and there are other wugs that 
are not daxes. See Figure 12.2 for an 
illustration.

The quantifier some in a premise compounds the difficulties. To say “Some bers are 
sabs” is to say only the following: “At least one ber is a sab, but there may or may not 
be other bers that aren’t sabs, and there may or may not be other sabs that aren’t bers.” 
In general, people wrongly interpret the statement as if it means only that some bers 
are sabs and that some bers aren’t sabs. People make a similar mistake with if–then 
statements. The statement “If A, then B” does not mean the same thing as “If B, then 
A,” but confusing the two constructions is common. As in the case with some, people 
overlook possible interpretations of the premise, depicted in Figure 12.3.

It has been argued that many errors in drawing deductively valid conclusions can be 
traced to misinterpretations of premises (Revlis, 1975). Moreover, the problem per-
sists when people are given detailed definitions and even a fair amount of practice in 

Dax = Creature with a pointed head
Wug = Creature with sneaker-like feet

All daxes are wugs.
(And all wugs are daxes.)

All daxes are wugs.
(And there are other wugs that are not daxes.)

 Figure 12.2: Illustration 
of possible meanings of “All 
daxes are wugs.”

Ber = Creature with a square body
Sab = Creature with antennae

Some bers are sabs.
(And some bers are not sabs.
And some sabs are not bers.)

Some bers are sabs.
(And some sabs are not bers.)

Some bers are sabs.
(And some bers are not sabs.)

Some bers are sabs.
(In fact, all bers are sabs,

and all sabs are bers.)

 Figure 12.3: Illustration of possible meanings of “Some bers are sabs.”


