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Among persons raised in a car-
pentered world there would be a 
tendency to perceive the Müller–
Lyer figure . . . as a representa-
tion of three-dimensional objects 
extended in space. In this instance 
the two main parts of the drawing 
represent two objects. On the [top 
of Figure 15.4(B)], for example, if 
the horizontal segment were per-
ceived as the representation of the 
edge of a box, it would be a front edge; while on the [bottom of Figure 15.4(B)], 
if the horizontal segment were perceived as the edge of another box, it would be 
the back edge along the inside of the box. Hence, the [top] horizontal would “have 
to be” shorter than the drawing makes it out, and the [bottom] horizontal would 
“have to be” longer. (Segall et al., 1966, pp. 85–86)

This argument is based on one offered by the psychologist Egon Brunswik (1956): 
People interpret cues in any situation according to the ways they have interpreted such 
cues in the past. People do this because in the past they have typically been correct in 
the way they have interpreted these cues. However, in certain situations cues can be 
misleading and can cause people to make false interpretations.

Using analogous reasoning, Segall et al. (1966) predicted that people from cultures 
where the horizon is a part of the everyday landscape (such as desert or plains dwellers) 
would be more susceptible to the horizontal–vertical illusion than would people from 
cultures where the environment does not afford opportunities to view vast distances (such 
as jungle dwellers).

Segall et al. (1966) explained the task 
carefully to all participants, taking 
many methodological precautions to 
make sure they understood each task 
and had opportunities to respond to 
several versions of each illusion. On 
each trial, participants were presented 
with a stimulus pair containing two 
lines (sometimes consisting of illusions 
and sometimes consisting of other 
pairs of lines that produce no illusion) 
and needed to indicate which line was 
longer. In general, the results con-
firmed the predictions just described, 
although both illusions were present in 
all cultures to a greater or lesser degree. 
Despite some later disagreements over 
the findings by other investigators (see 
Deregowski, 1980, 1989, for reviews), 
Segall (1979) maintained that

people perceive in ways that are 
shaped by the inferences they have 

 Photo 15.3: Segall and colleagues (1966) predicted that people from cultures 
in which the horizon figures prominently in the landscape will show increased 
susceptibility to the horizontal–vertical illusion.
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(A) The Horizontal-Vertical Illusion (B) The Müller-Lyer Illusion

 Figure 15.4: Some 
visual illusions studied 
cross-culturally.


