MIND & RELATIONSHIPS

This column will
change your life

henever I'm
worried I might
be turning into
a total eccentric
- due to over-
exposure to
self-help books, maybe, or just as a
natural progression from being a
partial eccentric - I check in with Seth
Roberts, an American psychology
professor based in China who blogs at
sethroberts.net. After rigorous self-
experimentation, he recently
concluded that eating a 60g half-stick
of butter every day made him 5%
faster at mental arithmetic.
Previously, he’d improved his sleep
by eating quantities of pork belly
each night. But if Roberts’s single-
mindedness is a little scary, it’s surely
also admirable: he approaches his
body like a scientist, pushing aside
personal biases, adjusting inputs and
measuring outputs to see what
influences his happiness and health.

On a more modest level, even those
of us who couldn’t stomach buttered
butter for breakfast like to think we
deal with life this way. Faced with any
choice, especially big ones, we use
our rational minds to identify reasons
for and against, test them if possible,
then do what seems most sensible.
We know we’re not infallible: numer-
ous biases lead us astray, and we’re
horribly prone to rationalisation - that
is, misusing our reasoning faculties
to corral our emotions into line. But
these are exceptions, we tell our-
selves. After all, we’re rational beings.
That’s what separates us from horses,
or sardines, or Jeremy Clarkson.

Yet a forthcoming paper by the cog-
nitive scientist Dan Sperber and the
philosopher Hugo Mercier, Why Do
Humans Reason?, proposes a radical
alternative. What if we evolved the
capacity to reason not to get closer to
the truth, but to persuade others (and
ourselves) of viewpoints, regardless
of their relation to truth? In evolu-
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tionary terms, the survival benefits of
such a talent are obvious. Maybe - to
borrow the analogy used by Jonah
Lehrer, who highlighted the paper on
his blog at wired.com/wiredscience
- we don’t go about life as quasi-
scientists, as we flatter ourselves, but
as quasi-talk radio hosts, devoting
our reasoning energies to concocting
arguments that feel persuasive.

This is speculation, but Sperber
and Mercier show it makes sense
of countless psychological quirks
that otherwise seem mysterious.
Lehrer cites the famous study
in which people were asked to
rate five jams previously rated by
food experts. Non-experts ranked
them the same as experts - except
those who were asked to provide
reasons, who diverged hugely,
preferring jams that (according
to expert opinion) were worse.
Seemingly, they were casting
about for convincing-sounding
reasons - “Smoother jam is better”,

say - which threw them from their
instinctive preference for the jams
everyone else agreed were best.
If reasoning is about truth-finding,
this is bewildering, but if it’s about
generating fuel for persuasion, it
makes sense. Rationalisation, from
this perspective, isn’t a failure of
reasoning. It’s what reasoning’s for.
If so, the implications are big.
It hints that reasoning your way to
a decision, or being persuaded by
others’ arguments, is unlikely to be
better than trusting your gut. And
it suggests that to engage in self-
experimentation like Seth Roberts
is a constant battle against biases
that aren’t just bugs in your mental
software but, rather, fundamental
to how it works. You can probably
think of many persuasive reasons
why eating half a stick of butter a
day isn’t sensible. But just because
they’re persuasive, does that makes
them more likely to be true?
oliver.burkeman@guardian.co.uk

WhatI’'m
really thinking

THE RENTER

I’'ve been living in rented accommo-
dation for 21 years, ever since I left
home. I have a fairly well-paid job in
local government, I have no debts,
and I think this is probably the only
time in history when an average
working person has not been able

to afford to buy a house. But there’s
more to life than bricks and mortar.

The majority of people, when they
find out you are a renter, will adopt
a superior or patronising tone. I’ve
never quite understood this; the
only thing home ownership has
conveyed to me over the past decade
is a willingness to take on irrespon-
sible and exorbitant levels of debt.

Until recently, homeowners
would talk incessantly of how much
their homes had increased in value.
Those kind of conversations seem
to have gone quiet these days. In
the last couple of years I’'ve seen
property-owning friends in all kinds
of trouble. I take no pleasure in the
suffering of others, but it is almost
impossible not to think that people
were asking for trouble in getting
involved in a market that was
clearly unsustainable.

A friend has recently bought a
house. I got the usual patronising
questions: “Why on earth do you
rent? It’s throwing money down
the drain.” As though I don’t under-
stand these things. I feel it would be
ungenerous of me to point out that
the only reason he is on the ladder is
that his parents stumped up a £70k
deposit. And that when interest rates
go up, he might find his repayments
don’t make him feel quite so smug.
Tell us what you’re really thinking
at mind@guardian.co.uk
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