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Abstract: The human imagination remains one of the last uncharted terrains of the mind. People often imagine how events might have
turned out “if only” something had been different. The “fault lines” of reality, those aspects more readily changed, indicate that
counterfactual thoughts are guided by the same principles as rational thoughts. In the past, rationality and imagination have been
viewed as opposites. But research has shown that rational thought is more imaginative than cognitive scientists had supposed. In
The Rational Imagination, 1 argue that imaginative thought is more rational than scientists have imagined. People exhibit
remarkable similarities in the sorts of things they change in their mental representation of reality when they imagine how the facts
could have turned out differently. For example, they tend to imagine alternatives to actions rather than inactions, events within
their control rather than those beyond their control, and socially unacceptable events rather than acceptable ones. Their thoughts
about how an event might have turned out differently lead them to judge that a strong causal relation exists between an antecedent
event and the outcome, and their thoughts about how an event might have turned out the same lead them to judge that a weaker
causal relation exists. In a simple temporal sequence, people tend to imagine alternatives to the most recent event. The central
claim in the book is that counterfactual thoughts are organised along the same principles as rational thought. The idea that the
counterfactual imagination is rational depends on three steps: (1) humans are capable of rational thought; (2) they make inferences
by thinking about possibilities; and (3) their counterfactual thoughts rely on thinking about possibilities, just as rational thoughts do.
The sorts of possibilities that people envisage explain the mutability of certain aspects of mental representations and the
immutability of other aspects.

Keywords: conditional; counterfactual; creativity; deduction; “if only” thoughts; imagination; rationality; reasoning; simulation

1. The counterfactual imagination ]
change suggest that there are “fault-lines” in reality (Kahneman

In 1958 Martin Luther King, Jr. was stabbed and almost
died. A decade later he remarked:

The tip of the blade was on the edge of my aorta . . . It came out
in the New York Times the next morning that if I had sneezed I
would have died ... And I want to say tonight, I want to say
that I'm happy I didn’t sneeze. Because if I had sneezed, I
wouldn’t have been around here in 1960 when students from
all over the South started sitting-in at lunch counters ... If I
had sneezed I wouldn’t have had the chance later that year
in August to try to tell America about a dream that I had had
... I'm so happy that I didn’t sneeze. (King 1968)

In The Rational Imagination: How People Create Alterna-
tives to Reality (Byrne 2005), I offer an explanation for

how the mind creates such “if only ...” thoughts.

Thoughts about what might have been can seem irresis-

tible in daily life. They emerge at a very young age and

they seem to exist in most cultures. I suggest that their

explanation relies on the idea that imaginative thought

and rational thought share a lot in common.

There are surprising similarities in what everyone
imagines. Some aspects of reality that people mentally
represent seem to be “mutable,” that is, they are readily
“undone” in a mental simulation (Kahneman & Miller
1986). The remarkable regularities in what most people
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& Tversky 1982). Consider a scenario in which an individ-
ual, Paul, dies in a car accident on his way home from
work. He left work at his regular time, although sometimes
he would leave early to take care of chores. He did not
drive home by his regular route, but instead drove along
the shore to enjoy the view. The accident occurred when
a truck charged through an intersection. Paul’s family
often said “if only ...” during the days that followed the
accident. How do you think they continued this sentence?
Most participants who were told that Paul did not drive
home by his regular route tended to think his family
would say “if only Paul had driven home by his regular
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route” (Kahneman & Tversky 1982). Other participants
who were told that Paul had driven home by his regular
route but had left the office earlier than usual tended to
complete the sentence by saying “if only Paul had left at
his regular time.” Thoughts about what might have been
also seem to amplify certain emotions, such as regret,
guilt, shame, relief, hope, and anticipation. The emotion
seems to depend on a comparison between how the
event actually turned out and how it could have or
should have turned out differently. The same is true for
social attributions of culpability such as blame, responsi-
bility, and fault (Mandel 2003a; Roese & Olson 1995).

Why do people imagine alternatives to some aspects of
reality more readily than to other ones? This question is
the key to understanding how the counterfactual imagin-
ation works. My aim in The Rational Imagination is to
answer it. I focus on the perceived fault-lines in reality,
which may correspond to core categories of mental life,
such as space, time, cause, and intention (Byrne 1997;
Miller & Johnson-Laird 1976). For example, people tend
to imagine alternatives to actions more than they do to
inactions (Kahneman & Tversky 1982). They tend to
imagine alternatives to events that are within their
control more than to those outside their control (Girotto
et al. 1991). Their thoughts about how an event might
have turned out differently lead them to judge that a
strong causal relation exists between an antecedent and
the outcome (Wells & Gavanski 1989). And their thoughts
about how an event might have turned out the same lead
them to judge that a weak causal relation exists between
the antecedent and the outcome (Boninger et al. 1994).
In a simple, non-causal temporal sequence, their thoughts
about how events could have turned out differently focus
on the most recent event rather than on earlier ones
(Miller & Gunasegaram 1990).

We gain an important glimpse of the counterfactual
imagination when we look at the things that people focus
on when they create alternatives to reality. Most people
focus on the perceived fault-lines of reality and in
Chapter 1 of the book I sketch these fault-lines. We gain
an equally important glimpse when we look at the things
that people do not focus on and I also sketch these charac-
teristics in Chapter 1. People do not tend to create
“miracle-world” counterfactuals, such as, for example, “if
the Romans had had machine guns ...” (McMullen &
Markman 2002). They do not mentally alter natural laws;
for example, “she would not have fallen if there had not
been gravity” (Seeleu et al. 1995). They do not tend to
focus on impossibilities; for example, “if Kangaroos had
no tails they would topple over” (Lewis 1973). They do
not tend to imagine “remote” counterfactual alternatives;
instead, they focus on counterfactuals that are close to
the current facts, such as a runner who just misses first
place in a race. They judge “close counterfactuals” to be
plausible (Tetlock & Parker 2005). People also tend to
judge a counterfactual to be plausible when it is consistent
with their beliefs. Consider the assertion: “If Kennedy had
listened to his Hawk advisers, he would have engaged in a
nuclear strike during the Cuban missile crisis.” Experts
who believe that nuclear weapons could be deployed
judge the assertion to be more plausible than experts
who believe they would never be used (Tetlock &
Lebow 2001). Most people tend to imagine plausible
counterfactual alternatives.
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Most people do not imagine how the world might be
different after every event: they tend to think “if only”
after something bad happens (Roese 1997). People can
think about how things might have been better or worse.
For example, after an argument with a friend they can
think about a better outcome — “if I had not said such
harsh things, we would still be friends” — which might
help them to learn from their mistakes and prepare for
the future (Roese 1994). But such thoughts can make
them feel bad, so, instead, they may think about a worse
outcome — “if I had told her how I felt, she would never
have forgiven me” or “at least I did not say anything
cruel” — which may help them to feel good (McMullen
& Markman 2000). However, these kinds of thoughts
can encourage complacency. People can also think about
how things might have turned out exactly the same: for
example, “even if I had apologised to her, she would not
have forgiven me.” In other words, they can exert some
control over whether they imagine alternatives that are
better, worse, or the same. Their choice may depend on
their motivation — for example, to console a victim
(Seeleu et al. 1995) — or on their goals (Roese et al. 2005).

Counterfactual thoughts are central to everyday mental
life. But some people can become plagued by thoughts
about what might have been. Individuals who have experi-
enced the grief of the death of a spouse or child are some-
times haunted by thoughts of how they could have
prevented the death, for example, “if only I had checked
on him more often during the night.” Of course, everyone
thinks about what might have been after a traumatic life
event. But those people who continue to think about
what might have been experience greater distress (Davis
et al. 1995). Counterfactual thoughts may be implicated
in clinical disorders such as depression and anxiety
(Roese & Olson 1995). An understanding of how people
imagine alternatives to reality may advance ways to help
people for whom the counterfactual imagination has
become dysfunctional.

The book is organised around the fault-lines of reality;
each chapter examines one of them. I start by sketching
the characteristics of the counterfactual imagination in
Chapter 1 and then I examine its relation to rational
thought in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, I offer an explanation
of the tendency to think “if only” about actions more than
inactions, and in Chapter 4 I discuss the way the counter-
factual imagination deals with forbidden actions. Chapter
5 addresses the relation of “if only” thoughts to causal
thoughts and Chapter 6 examines the other side of the
causal coin, “even if ” thoughts. Chapter 7 deals with the
tendency to imagine alternatives to the most recent
event in a temporal sequence. In Chapter 8, I sketch
two implications of this view of the counterfactual imagin-
ation: one implication for the nature of individual differ-
ences, and the other for understanding creative thought
in general. The final chapter, Chapter 9, considers the
consequences of the idea of a rational imagination.

2. Imagination and rational thought

In the past, rationality and imagination have been viewed
as opposites, sharing little in common. Logical thought and
creativity have even been considered to be mutually exclu-
sive. Contrary to this viewpoint, the argument I make
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throughout The Rational Imagination is that rationality
and imagination share a lot in common. In Chapter 2, I
focus on one view of the nature of human rationality — that
people envisage certain kinds of possibilities — and I
sketch some of the principles that guide the possibilities
that people think about when they make inferences.
Later in the book I show how the same principles, and cor-
ollaries to them, explain how people create counterfactual
alternatives to reality.

People try to think rationally in many situations. For
example, you try to reach a rational conclusion when you
estimate the likelihood that the next flight you take will
be hijacked, or when you work out the risk that you may
have contracted new variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease
(CJD) from your exposures to meat infected by bovine
spongiform encephalopathy (BSE). The idea that people
are capable of rational thought has been debated
(Gigerenzer & Selten 2001; Stanovich 1999).

Clearly, people can engage in hypothetical thought and
it is an impressive achievement of human cognition. But
most people make mistakes. Their mistakes have led
some theorists to suggest that people do not have a
general capacity for rational thought. Human reasoning
may be based on an assortment of biases, rules of
thumb, or “heuristics” (Evans 1989). Or it may depend
on a fixed set of rules that govern a specific domain
(Fiddick et al. 2000; Holyoak & Cheng 1995). Some theor-
ists have suggested that people do have a general capacity
for rational thought. Reasoning may depend on a “mental
logic” of inference rules (Braine & O’Brien 1998; Rips
1994). Or it may depend on a simple semantic principle:
An inference is valid if there are no counterexamples to
it (Johnson-Laird & Byrne 1991). The formulation of a
theory based on this last view has shed light on the imagin-
ation, and I outline it further in the next section.

2.1. Rational thought

Hypothetical thought has been studied in many guises and
one good illustration is conditional reasoning. Conditionals
such as “if Alicia went to the stables then she rode Star-
light” have been considered to be the key to how people
make suppositions and conjecture relationships between
events (Johnson-Laird & Byrne 1991). One view is that
the human ability to think rationally about hypothetical
situations and conditional relations rests on the capacity
to imagine possibilities (Johnson-Laird 1983). There are
several principles that guide the possibilities that people
consider when they understand a conditional (Johnson-
Laird & Byrne 2002). The first principle is that people
tend to think about true possibilities, such as “Alicia
went to the stables and she rode Starlight,” but they do
not think about false possibilities, such as “Alicia went to
the stables and she did not ride Starlight.” The second
principle is that initially people think about just a few of
the possibilities. There are several possibilities that are
consistent with the conditional, such as “Alicia did not
go to the stables and she did not ride Starlight” and
“Alicia did not go to the stables and she rode Starlight”
(perhaps because the pony was in a nearby field). But
usually people mentally represent the conditional by
thinking about just a single true possibility. Multiple
possibilities tend to exceed working memory capacity. Of
course, knowledge can help people to think about more
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possibilities, it can help them to enrich those possibilities,
and it can also eliminate possibilities (Johnson-Laird &
Byrne 2002).

People can readily make some inferences based on the
possibilities they have kept in mind, but they find other
inferences more difficult to make. Suppose you know “if
Mark left at 9 a.m. then he caught the airplane™ and you
are told, “Mark left at 9 a.m.” What, if anything, do you
think follows from these premises? Most people find it
easy to make the modus ponens inference, “he caught
the airplane.” They have understood the conditional by
envisaging the single true possibility, “Mark left at 9 a.m.
and he caught the airplane.” Now suppose you are told
“Mark did not catch the airplane.” What, if anything,
follows from this premise and the conditional? Many
people say nothing follows. They have difficulty making
the inference to the conclusion, “he did not leave at 9
am.” To make this modus tollens inference, they need to
remember that there are alternative possibilities and
they must think through what they are. As a result, most
people find the modus ponens inference easier than the
modus tollens one. On this account, people make mistakes,
and can appear irrational because of the limits to the
possibilities they can consider (Johnson-Laird & Byrne
1991). But they are rational, at least in principle,
because they possess an underlying competence to think
of all the relevant possibilities so that they can search for
counterexamples.

2.2. Rational thought and imaginative thought

My claim in the book is that the principles for rational
thought also guide imaginative thought. I suggest that a
bridge from rationality to imagination can be built on
counterfactual conditionals. Conditionals yield a good
example of deductive rationality; counterfactual thoughts
are a good example of everyday imagination. Counterfac-
tual conditionals combine both rational and imaginative
elements. Counterfactuals are special. Consider a counter-
factual conditional in the subjunctive mood, “if Oswald
had not killed Kennedy then someone else would have.”
It seems to mean something very different from a factual
conditional in the indicative mood, “if Oswald did not
kill Kennedy then someone else did” (Lewis 1973).
Attempts to understand counterfactuals have led to
important developments in linguistics (Athanasiadou &
Dirven 1997), artificial intelligence (Ginsberg 1986), and
philosophy (Lewis 1973). A counterfactual such as “if
only he had been handsome, I would have married him”
evokes two possibilities: an imagined possibility in which
the man is handsome and the speaker marries him, and
a reality in which the man was not and she did not. The
way that people interpret such assertions goes beyond
the simple truth of their components (Quine 1972).
A counterfactual seems to presuppose that its antecedent
is false, and so, according to a simple truth functional
account, every counterfactual must be true. But people
judge some counterfactuals to be plausible and others to
be implausible. Philosophers have suggested instead that
the truth of a counterfactual may depend on its truth in
a “possible world” (Stalnaker 1968).

The critical psychological difference between factual
and counterfactual conditionals may lie in the possibilities
that people think about. Consider the conditional, “if Iraq
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had weapons of mass destruction then the war was justi-
fied.” It is consistent with several possibilities: Iraq had
weapons of mass destruction and the war was justified;
Iraq did not have weapons of mass destruction and the
war was not justified; and Iraq did not have weapons of
mass destruction and the war was justified (for other
reasons). Most people mentally represent the factual con-
ditional initially by thinking about just the single possibility
that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and the war was
justified. Now consider the counterfactual conditional, “if
Iraq had had weapons of mass destruction then the war
would have been justified.” It is consistent with essentially
the same possibilities as the factual conditional. You might
have understood the counterfactual by thinking about the
conjecture, Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and the
war was justified. But, you might also have thought about
the facts that the speaker uttering the counterfactual is
likely to have presupposed, that Iraq did not have
weapons of mass destruction and the war was not justified.
In other words, you might have thought about more than
one possibility when you understood the counterfactual.
The factual and counterfactual conditionals are consistent
with essentially the same possibilities but a key difference
between them is that people think about different possibi-
lities when they understand them. The difference between
factual and counterfactual conditionals illustrates a third
principle underlying the possibilities that people think
about: some ideas require people to think about dual pos-
sibilities, as Table 1 shows.

Of course another critical difference between factual
and counterfactual conditionals is that the possibilities cor-
respond to the putative facts for the factual conditional,
whereas they correspond not only to putative facts but
also to counterfactual possibilities for the counterfactual
conditional. People keep track of the status of different
possibilities. They think about two possibilities when
they understand a counterfactual conditional, and they
note one as the “facts” and the other as “imagined” possi-
bilities (Johnson-Laird & Byrne 2002). A fourth principle
is that even though people tend to keep in mind just
true possibilities, they can think about what might have
been because they can envisage possibilities that once

Table 1. Summary of principles that guide the possibilities that
people envisage

1. True possibilities: People keep in mind true possibilities.

2. Few possibilities: People keep in mind few possibilities.

3. Dual possibilities: Some ideas require people to think about
two possibilities.

4. Counterfactual possibilities: People think about
possibilities that once may have been true possibilities but can
be true no longer.

5. Mutability of dual possibilities: People readily imagine
a counterfactual alternative to a possibility if it is mentally
represented with a second possibility.

6. Forbidden possibilities: People think about the forbidden
possibility as well as the permitted possibility when they
understand an obligation.

7. Temporal possibilities: The possibilities people think about
encode the temporal order of events in the world.
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were true but are so no longer. Often in everyday
thoughts, people temporarily suppose something to be
true even when they know it is false. They keep track of
what is actually true and what is imagined. They can
think about entirely imaginary situations, for example, to
understand and create fantasy and fiction, in daydreams
as well as in theatre, film, and literature. They can think
about what is true in these imagined situations and what
is false in them.

People tend to think about two possibilities for some
ideas and this factor has significant consequences for
how they imagine what might have been. It helps to
explain why people mentally change only some aspects
of their mental representation of reality. A basic principle
of mutability is that an event can be readily changed if it
brings to mind an alternative. For example, suppose you
go to a concert and you sit in seat 426. You change seats
after a while to seat 739 to get a better view. At the interval,
an announcement is made that there is a prize of a trip
around the world for the person seated in seat 426
(Johnson 1986). You may wish you had not changed
seats. The prize seems to have been almost in your
grasp. But suppose instead you had gone to the concert
and you sat in seat 739 from the outset. At the interval,
an announcement is made that there is a prize of a trip
around the world for the person seated in seat 426. You
may wish you had won, but you are unlikely to believe
that the prize was almost in your grasp. In the first scen-
ario, there is a ready-made alternative and people are
influenced by the availability of alternatives. They may
base their judgments on the ease with which instances
can be brought to mind (Kahneman & Tversky 1982).
The fifth principle is that people readily imagine a coun-
terfactual alternative to a possibility if it is mentally rep-
resented from the outset with a second possibility. The
possibility can be mutated easily; for example, it can be
deleted from the mental representation and replaced
with the second possibility as its counterfactual alternative.

The principles that guide the possibilities that people
envisage when they reason help to explain how people
imagine alternatives to reality. In Chapters 3 to 7 of The
Rational Imagination 1 show how the application of
these principles explains the regularities people exhibit
in their imagination of counterfactual alternatives. I
begin in Chapter 3 by showing how these principles
explain why most people imagine counterfactual alterna-
tives to an action more than to a failure to act in many
situations.

3. Imagining how actions might have been
different

Suppose you hear about a new disease, such as Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS). It can be fatal and
you suspect you could be exposed to it. But the vaccine
can also have serious consequences. What will you
decide to do? The decision is a difficult one. Many
people choose to do nothing, even when the chances of
death from a vaccine are less than death from a disease
(Ritov & Baron 1990). Take a moment to imagine the
families of the victims. Which families do you think are
more likely to say, “if only .. .” — the families of individuals
who died from the disease, or of individuals who died from
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the vaccine? Most people think the families who will feel
worse are the families of the individuals who died from
the vaccine. The example illustrates that thoughts about
what might have been often fall towards one side of the
perceived fault-line between action and inaction. In
Chapter 3, I first sketch some characteristics of the
tendency shown by most people to focus on actions
rather than failures to act when they imagine counterfac-
tual alternatives to reality. Next, I outline some clues
from reasoning that help identify why this perceived
fault-line is observed. The clues come from studies of
how people reason about counterfactual conditionals.
Then, I show how these clues help to explain the tendency
people have to focus on actions. I also explain an important
exception to this tendency: situations in which people
sometimes focus on failures to act.

People tend to regret actions that lead to a bad outcome
more than inactions that lead to a bad outcome
(Kahneman & Tversky 1982). Most people also judge
that individuals feel better about their actions than their
inactions when the outcome is good (Landman 1987).
The tendency to focus on actions occurs in many everyday
situations (Catellani & Milesi 2001; Zeelenberg et al.
1998a). To delete an action from a mental representation
may require less mental effort than to add one (Dunning
& Parpal 1989). Actions seem to be mentally “re-wound”
in reminiscences and re-played differently (Hofstadter
1985). Of course, failures to act can be real causes of out-
comes (Hart & Honore 1939). For example, the Herald of
Free Enterprise passenger car ferry capsized off the
Belgian port of Zeebrugge en route to the English port
of Dover in 1987, ending on her side half submerged in
shallow water. One hundred and eighty-eight people
were killed; the worst death toll for a British ship in peace-
time since the sinking of the Titanic in 1912. The cause of
the tragedy was the failure of staff to close the bow doors
(through which cars drove on to the ferry). However, in
many circumstances people may tend not to view omission
as a real cause (Ritov & Baron 1990). Actions seem to call
to mind the alternatives of not acting, or acting differently,
whereas inactions do not readily call to mind actions. Why
do people focus on actions in their “if only . ..” thoughts? A
clue to the answer comes from the study of counterfactual
conditionals.

3.1. Clues from reasoning: Counterfactual conditionals

A key principle is that people think about some ideas by
keeping in mind two possibilities. The two possibilities
they envisage affect the way people think in many situ-
ations; for example, the two possibilities affect the way
they reason about counterfactual conditionals. Suppose
you are told: “if Mark had left at 9 a.m. then he would
have caught the airplane.” You may interpret the subjunc-
tive conditional as a counterfactual and think initially
about two possibilities: the conjecture, Mark left at
9 am. and he caught the airplane, and the presupposed
facts, Mark did not leave at 9 a.m. and he did not catch
the airplane. Suppose you then discover that Mark did
not catch the airplane. What would you conclude?
People are able to infer readily that Mark did not leave
at 9 a.m. (Byrne & Tasso 1999). The modus tollens infer-
ence is difficult to make from a factual conditional “if
Mark left at 9 a.m. then he caught the airplane,” because
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people think about just a single possibility initially: Mark
left at 9 am. and he caught the airplane. But as the
theory predicts, the inference is easier to make from the
counterfactual because of the enriched representation.

Suppose you discover that, in fact, Mark left at 9 a.m.
What would you conclude from this premise and the coun-
terfactual conditional? People are able to infer readily that
Mark caught the airplane. These data for modus tollens
and modus ponens support the suggestion that people
think about both possibilities: the conjecture, Mark left
at 9 am. and he caught the airplane, and also the presup-
posed facts, Mark did not leave at 9 a.m. and he did not
catch the airplane. The evidence that people understand
counterfactual conditionals by keeping in mind two possi-
bilities provides an important clue to solve the puzzle of
why people imagine counterfactual alternatives to their
actions more than their inactions.

3.2. The rational imagination: Why people imagine
alternatives to actions

People think about two possibilities when they understand
an action. When you understand the decision to act you
think about the situation before the action and the situ-
ation after the action. Consider the scenario in which
two individuals, Mary and Laura, consider their stock
options. Mary owns shares in company A. During the
past year she considered switching to stock in company
B, but she decided against it. She now finds out that she
would have been better off by $1,000 if she had switched
to the stock of company B. Laura owned shares in
company B. During the past year she switched to stock
in company A. She now finds out that she would have
been better off by $1,000 if she had kept her stock in
company B (Kahneman & Tversky 1982). When people
think about Laura’s action they think about both the
pre-action situation, Laura owned shares in company B,
and the post-action situation, Laura owns shares in
company A:

Laura owned shares in company B (pre-action)

Laura owns shares in company A (post-action)

However, when they think about Mary’s inaction, they
think only about one situation — the shares that she owns
in company A:

Mary owns shares in company A (pre-decision and post-

decision)

They do not need to think about two possibilities for an
inaction — the situation before the decision and the situ-
ation after the decision — because these two situations
are the same. An important corollary to the principles
that guide the possibilities that people think about is that
people keep in mind two possibilities when they under-
stand an action. Inactions are mentally represented more
economically than actions (Byrme & McEleney 2000).
This difference may underlie the perception that actions
are a departure from the status quo (Kahneman &
Miller 1986). Because people envisage more information
for actions than for inactions, they can mentally change
actions more easily than inactions.

Intriguingly, in certain circumstances people imagine a
counterfactual alternative to an inaction. People usually
think about a single state of affairs when they understand
an inaction. But, of course, they can switch from thinking
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about one possibility to thinking about two possibilities. In
The Rational Imagination I consider several ways in which
this switch to thinking about two possibilities for an inac-
tion occurs. For example, people think about two possibi-
lities to mentally represent a failure to act when they know
that there were good reasons to act (Zeelenberg et al.
2002; Zhang et al. 2004). They also think about two possi-
bilities when they consider the consequences of a failure to
act from a long-term perspective (Gilovich & Medvec
1995). When most people look back over their lives, it is
their inactions that they tend to regret, the things they
failed to do, such as failing to spend time with family
and friends, failing to avail of educational opportunities,
or failing to pursue hobbies. I outline in the book how
people switch to thinking “if only” about a failure to act
from a long-term perspective when they can imagine a
better outcome (e.g., if he had switched to a different
college, he would have been happy), compared to the
outcome they imagine when they think “if only” about an
action (e.g., if he had stayed in his original college, he
would have remained unhappy) (Byrne & McEleney
2000). People can think of the good that may have resulted
had more time been spent with family and friends, had
educational opportunities been availed of, or had
hobbies been pursued. In these situations, if only the
person had acted, a better outcome might have occurred
than the outcome that did in fact occur. A second corollary
to the principles that guide the possibilities that people
think about is that people can switch from thinking
about one possibility to thinking about two possibilities
in some circumstances. The impact of an imagined
better outcome is illustrated in the example of Jane who
went to a travel agency to look for holidays in the
Caribbean. There was a wonderful package deal at a
very affordable price. She wondered whether to book it
immediately but she decided to think about it overnight.
The next day when she returned to the travel agency the
holiday had been sold and there were no other deals that
looked as attractive. Jane is likely to regret her inaction.
If she had acted, she would have been able to go on a
fabulous holiday.

People tend to focus on actions when they think about
what could have happened. Even more strikingly, they
tend to focus on forbidden actions. In Chapter 4 of The
Rational Imagination, 1 offer an account of how people
think about what should have happened and what should
not have happened.

4. Thinking about what should have happened

When people think about what they could have done dif-
ferently, they sometimes think about what they should
have done differently. Everyday judgments are often
based on beliefs about obligations, and about what is per-
mitted and what is forbidden. Should scientists be allowed
to clone humans? Are you morally obliged to recycle your
office waste-paper? Ought manufacturers to identify pro-
ducts containing genetically modified ingredients? In
Chapter 4, I first sketch some characteristics of the ten-
dency shown by most people to focus on forbidden
actions. Next, I outline some clues from reasoning that
help identify why this perceived fault-line is observed.
The clues come from studies of how people reason
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about obligations. Then, I show how these clues help to
explain the tendency people have to focus on forbidden
actions, and for obligations to be immutable.

Consider Steven, who was delayed on his way home by a
series of events, and arrived too late to save his wife from
dying of a heart attack (Girotto et al. 1991). The events that
delayed Steven included a road blocked by a fallen tree,
visiting a bar for a drink, and having an asthma attack.
What do you think Steven’s thoughts about “what might
have been” focused on after the death of his wife? When
people were asked to complete his “if only ...” thoughts,
they focused on his decision to stop at a bar for a drink,
saying “if only I hadn’t stopped for that drink” (Girotto
et al. 1991). Of course, stopping for a drink is the only
event in the series that was completely within Steven’s
control. It is also an event that may be perceived to be
socially unacceptable. Drinking in a bar may fit with
social norms about how to celebrate with friends, but it
seems inappropriate in the context of drinking alone
while your spouse is ill at home. Most people focus their
thoughts about what-might-have-been on those controlla-
ble events that are socially unacceptable, more than on
controllable events that are socially acceptable (McCloy
& Byrne 2000). The contents of thoughts are constrained
not only by natural laws, but also by social laws such as
social conventions and cultural regulations. Why do
people imagine alternatives most readily to socially unac-
ceptable events? An important clue comes from the infer-
ences people make about obligations.

4.1. Clues from reasoning: Inferences about obligations

Knowledge of a regulation — for example, “hard-hats must
be worn on the building site” — ensures that most people
think about not only what is obligatory, such as wearing
a hard hat, but also what is not permissible, such as not
wearing a hard hat. A sixth principle about the possibilities
that people envisage is that they think about the forbidden
possibility as well as the permitted possibility when they
understand an obligation. For the obligation, “if Jack’s
parents are elderly, he should look after them,” people
keep in mind two possibilities: (1) Jack’s parents are
elderly and he looks after them, and (2) Jack’s parents
are elderly and he does not look after them. They note
that the status of this second possibility is that it is forbid-
den. People usually think about true possibilities. Even
when they understand a counterfactual conjecture that
contradicts known facts, they may temporarily suppose
the conjecture to be true. But obligations are different.
Their understanding requires people to think about a for-
bidden possibility. Obligations are unique in that they
require people to consider the possibility that is explicitly
ruled out by the conditional. The forbidden possibility
influences the inferences they make and the counter-
factual alternatives they imagine.

Most people reason well about obligations (Bucciarelli
& Johnson-Laird 2005; Cheng & Holyoak 1985; Cosmides
1989; Sperber et al. 1995). Because people think about the
permitted possibility and the forbidden possibility, they
can make certain inferences readily. When reasoners are
