
The Magnificent Art of Making Mountains from Molehills

Description

In the grand pantheon of human cognitive biases – those delightfully irrational quirks that make
behavioural economics so fascinating – our capacity for hyperbole stands proudly as perhaps the most 
spectacularly magnificent achievement in the entire history of mankind.

You see what I did there?

The brilliant thing about hyperbole isn’t just its ability to add a dash of colour to our dreary linguistic
landscape. No, no – it’s far more clever than that. It’s a psychological mechanism that has quietly
shaped human progress since the first cave-dwelling marketing executive declared their neighbour’s
new stone axe to be “absolutely revolutionary.”

Consider, if you will, the humble estate agent (or realtor, for our cousins across the pond). When they
describe a broom cupboard in Clapham as a “cosy bijou residence with tremendous potential,” they’re
not merely stretching the truth – they’re participating in a sophisticated psychological game that has
enabled humans to turn mundane spaces into desirable properties for millennia.

The truly fascinating bit is that we all know it’s hyperbole, and yet it works anyway. It’s rather like those
psychological studies showing that even when we know we’re being influenced by advertising, we’re
still influenced by it. The human brain, in its infinite wisdom, seems to operate on the principle that if
something is worth exaggerating about, it must be worth paying attention to.

Think about Silicon Valley’s legendary “reality distortion field.” When tech founders declare that their
new app will “fundamentally transform human consciousness,” they’re not lying – they’re engaging in
the time-honoured tradition of hyperbolic thinking that, rather paradoxically, often leads to actual
transformation. After all, nobody ever changed the world by announcing they were going to make a
“slightly better mousetrap.”

But here’s the really clever bit: hyperbole serves as a kind of cognitive accelerant. By painting pictures
larger than life, it creates its own gravity well of attention and effort. When we describe a goal as
“impossible” or a challenge as “insurmountable,” we’re not just using flowery language – we’re creating
psychological conditions that make achievement more likely.

Take the British obsession with tea. Is it really the most sublime beverage ever created? Does it
actually solve all of life’s problems? Of course not. But our cultural hyperbole around tea has
transformed a simple cup of steeped leaves into a social institution, a comfort mechanism, and a
national characteristic. That’s not just exaggeration – that’s alchemy.

The marketing world understands this instinctively. When Marks & Spencer isn’t just selling chocolate
pudding but rather “This is not just chocolate pudding…” they’re tapping into something fundamental
about human perception. The hyperbole creates a frame through which the mundane becomes
magnificent.
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And perhaps that’s the most brilliant thing about hyperbole: it’s self-fulfilling. When we describe things
in grandiose terms, we begin to see them differently. The ordinary becomes extraordinary not through
any change in its fundamental nature, but through the lens of our magnified perception.

So the next time someone accuses you of exaggeration, simply remind them that hyperbole is not
merely a linguistic flourish – it’s quite possibly the most essential psychological tool in the entire history
of human civilisation.

And that’s not an exaggeration.

Well, actually, it is. But that’s rather the point, isn’t it?
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