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Uncertain Times,All the Time

How ImprobableEverts Shaje
theWorld We Live In

Revew by StefhenWolter

book, The Bladk Swan: Thelmpact of the Highly

Improbabe, in a sucdnct fashion simply will nat
do the book justice. Yes, theideaswithin The Black Swan
can be condensad andits abundaceof fasdnatingideas
and obsewations canbediscussd, dissect

Trying to desaibe Nasim NicholasTaleb’slatest

theundenable truth tha swanswerewhite, because
with thefirst sighting of a black swan,the undeniable
truth was rendeed false

What does the story of the black swantead us? Taleb
degribesit asalesontha “illustratesa severe limita-
tion to our learnng from observations or

ed and explained But in orderto fully : expelierce ard the fragility of our knowl-
understard Taleb's absoluteentiusasmfor z ede.” Recardless of what we know from
thesubjectat hand — whichiin this caseis z . history, a single improbable event can
how improbéable eventsaffectour livesand 4 e change everything we think abou the
our world — thereade needgo pick up 2 BLACK SWAN world. Taleb cals thes improbale events
thebook. TheBladk Swanis akind of crazy g Black Swans
kaleidoscope of ideas,eachonepractically ;
bursting off the page, andTalebhas strong ‘ 6 How to Seea Black Swan
opinions abou every oneof those ideas i Thereare three attributes found in Black
There’s nothing lukewarmaboutthis author. Swans, according to Taleb. First, theyare

In thebook’s prologue, Taleb cdls his evens tha lie outdde theream of regular
booka personalessayandthat’safair 6 Nassim Nicholas T expectations. Black Swans are the name
self-ssessmat. Evenwhenthebookveeas o — Taleb uses for outliers. No past evens or
into the technia@l, Taleb’spersonalvoice prior evidenceeve indicates that anout-
comesthroughloud andclear.Someread lier can possbly bemmea reality. In other
ersmightfind TalebabrasiveAt timesyou THE BLACK words,outliers are compldely unpre
mightthink heisfull of himself,anegoma dictable. Seomnd, a Black Swan carriesan
niac. But also considerthatthis is an by N SWANN hol extremeimpact. And third, eventhougha
extremdy smart,confidentindividud who y asillg?eb'c as Black Swan event is sonething thatcould
poses®sa neareffortlessability to explan Publishel by not hawe been predicted, human nature
complexideas in anenertainingand RandormmHouse compels peopk to creae explanaionsfor
thoughtprovokingmanner Copylight © 2007, the occurrence of the event, makingit

. 366 pages, $26.95 explainable and, in retrospet, predictable.

All SwansAre White By way of exanple, Taleb lists Black

Some300yearsago,it wasa popuhr

assimption in the Old World thatall spedesof swans
werewhite. Every bit of empirical evidencecorfirmed
this as true. But in thelate 17th century,the discovey in
Australia of a swanspecesthat wascompléely bladk
destroyed ary previousnotiontha al swansare,and
mud be,white. It hardly matered arymoretha thou
sandsf yeas of recordedhistory hadonly producel

Swansfrom thelast cenury: theevens
leading up to World War 1; therise of Adolf Hitler and
World War II; the stock market crashof 1987 thefall of
the Soviet Union in the 1990s;the fantastic worldwide
growth of the Internet; and what is probaly the most
significantBladk Swan in recent yeas — atleastin the
public’s congiousnss— the terrorist attads of
Sepembe 11, 2001.No doubtany numbe of historians




would take issuewith Taleb
asto whehe or notthee
eventsrealy were beyondthe
ream of imaginaion before
theyoccurred, but reades
shauld consder giving Taleb
the bendit of thedoubt.The

“Wars, Taleb
writes, are
fundamentally
unpredictable

The conse argument concernng what
mgor eventsin world history
quencesof were truly improbale and
predicting the wha eventswere predictable
can bedisaussedin another
course of war book— whatTaleb is trying
canbe to expldn in this bookis the
disagrousif we conceptof improbabe and
.. unpredcaableocaurrences.
livein aworld As for thereliance on pre-
in which we dictions Talebrecoils from
theideg sinceacordingto
Ca_n only Se? his theoryit is impossible to
white swans’ predict a Black Swan. Taleb

writesthat if theseoutlier

ewventsrealy areunpre

dictable then by implication
predicting the cours of history is also impossible Yet
thatis whathumanbeingsconinueto do, muchto
Taleb’sgreat distres.

“We produce30-yearprojedions of Socid Security
deficits and oil priceswithoutrealizing tha we cannot
even predictthesefor nextsumme,” hewrites.And
eventhoughcolossalerrorsof predidion — from stock
marke returnsto who will win theWorld Seres— are
ewver preent,whatsurprsesTaleb even moreis that
people areseemigly unawareof how far off the mark
thesepreditionsare.

It's onething to losemoneyon an investment, thanks
to apredictionof aWall Streetandyst. But whathap
penswhenwe makepredicionsandapply themto
deadly conflicts? Wars, Talebwrites arefundametally
unpralictable The consequeresof prediding the
courseof war canbedisastousif we livein aworld in
which we canonly seewhite swans.

The Day Before Thanksgiving

Picturethis: Every dayfor three yearsaturkey is fed
andcard for by afarmer Theturkeyis well-treged and
livesin acomfortabé pen,andwith evey singlefeed-
ing from thefarmer theturkey’s bdief in thefarma’s
role asafood provider is reinforced.

The patten of feeding andcareconinuesfor three
years until oneWednesdayn Novembe when the
farme, carryingan ax, takestheturkey out behind the
barn and... well, the nextdayis Thanksgving, after all.
Whathappens,from the turkey’s point of view, is com
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pletely unexpeted. As Taleb putsit, the evert on that
fateful Wednesday “will incur arevision of belief?”

Taleb credits the story of the doorred bird to philoso
phe Bertrand Russdl, and he uses it to il lustrate this
problem: How can we know what the future holds,
based on our knowledge of the past? Making the ques
tion evenmoregeneral, Taleb asks how it is possble to
undestand the propeatiesof the unknonvn, basedon
whatis known.

He congders the dilemma of “learning backward? If
we learnfrom obsevation, shoutin't tha tell ussome
thing regading the world we live in? Well, considerthe
turkey, whose confidencein the farmer increasesevery
day during its three yearsof life — right until the
momentits headis placed on the choppng block.
Suddaly, eveything tha has happenedin theturkey’s
past proves worthless as far as prediting thefutureis
concened. (Somud for obsevation.)

Accordingto Taleb, theturkey’s “nave projection” of
future events can be applied to arything in our world.
Not only might this learning backward be worsethan
having no value, hewrites, it may actudly havenega
tivevalue Somehing worksin the past (the turkey gets
fed), until oneday whenit no longe works (the turkey
gets dressad for Thanksgiving dinne). This strikesat
thevery naure of empirical knowledge becauseevery
thing we haveleaned in the past turnsoutto beirrele-
vant, false or dangerously misleading.

History and societies, Taleb tells us,do not crawl
aong.Instead they make jumps. People, howevertend
to bdievetha history movesin small and predctabke
incremens. Thisis a form of sef-delusion, not unlike
that of the poorturkeywho wasn’t able to predictthe
monurrentl jumpin his own life on the day before
Thankgiving.

Tell Usa Story

Oneof thewaysin which humanbengsare blind to
the ocaurrence of Black Swans hasto do with sone-
thing that Taleb call s the “narrative fallacy,” a problem
that illustrates our need to turn abstract conceps into
undestandable stories. Taleb writes, “We like stories,
we like to sumnarize, and we like to simplify, i.e.,to
reduce the dimension of matters”” He sees this needfor
storytelling as sonething tha distorts our view of the
world, andthis distortion is especialy potent whenwe
observe rare occurrenes.

Taleb devoesan entire chapter of his bookto examn-
ing both the psychological andphysblogical reasons
tha peope need to create narratives in orde to explan
event. We canobserve a sequene of facts easily
enough,but Taleb writes that before longwe start
assigning explanationsto link thosefads togetherin
doing so, the facts becomeeasy to remember andmake




moreseanseto us.

The use of narrativesaffectsour undestanding of
Black Swans.For onething, we are attracted to the sen
satbnal, which is oftenanatribute of the narrative fal-
lacy. As an exampk of the sersaional, Taleb asksthe
readerto imaginesitting on anairplane boundfor New
York City. The passengenextto you tells a storyabout
a personhe knewwho wasmurderel in Centrd Pak in
1989.Thevictim left behind awife and threechildren.
It wasa tragedy— onethatcould havebee avoidel —
consideing tha the murderedman wasatouristwho
didn’t hawe to takea stroll throughthe park on the day
he waskill ed. Now, it would be possible for you to veri-
fy crime ratesin New York City by usng the Internd,
or at thelibrary, or from avariety of respectable
source. But anecdal informaion has a strongpull,
andit’s difficult for you to sh&e this story aboutasin-
gle murde. As it turnsout, you endup skippinga visit
to the park.

Taleb is highly critical of the meda for propagating
narative fallaciesandthe senstional. He chastises
news sourceghatroutinely atad causes to storiesin
which causesarenot readily appaent. Market fluctua:
tionsarea prime exampleof how the mediaemploysa
narative fallacy.

He degribesthe story of Bloombe&g Newsreporting
themovenentin U.S. Treasurybondson aday in
Deembe 2003.At 1:00in the afternoon,Bloomberg
linked arisein U.S. securitesto the bdief thatthe
recentcaptureof SaddamHussin might not stemter-
rorist adivity. Thirty minuteslater, the sare news
sourcereported thatwith afall in U.S. securities,the
captureof Saddam suddenlymaderisky assés look like
agoodinvestmentAn identical explandion was given
asthe causeof evens thatwerecomplegely oppositeall
in the space of half anhour Thefad thatbondprices
fluctuatedaily didn’t seemto mater. Whethe it's eco-
nomic upsanddownsor trying to explainwhy a certain
candida¢ lost anelecton, Talebwrites that“a causeis
propo®dto makeyou swallow the news.”

Thereareotherrea®nsfor our blindnessto Black
Swans andTalebspendsa numbe of chapters dis-
cussng eachat greatlength.Thes include focusingon
presdected segmats of known evidene, which can
resultin prejudiceghatareinacurae; history’s ability
to hide Black Swans;andour inclinaion to “tunnd,”
which occurswhenwe focuson speific Black Swans,
butignoreothersthatdon’t cometo mind.

And finally, Talebwritestha we simply live as
thoughBlack Swars don't exist Human beingsreally
aren'thardwired to acceptthe phenonenon.Yet when a
Black Swanoccurs,andwe canno longerdeny its redi-
ty, we will try our hardesto explan how it happenel in
thefirst place.

The World

According to Taleb " Talebwrites
Realing this book can that we simply
remind thereader of havinga live as though
longdinne conversaion with
sonmeonewho is extraney Black SV\_IanS
intelligert; someonewho is don't exist.
curiousabouta seemingly Human beings
endless numbe of topics, )
whos lengthy monobgues really aren't
are neve dull and whos hardwired to
opinionsarewdl-i nformed.
Thenextmorning you might acceft the
not remembe every topic you phenomenon.
and your dinna companion Yetwhen a
spole aboutduring the course
4 J Black Swan

of your three-hour meal, but
you know it washeady stuff,
always interesting andocca
siondly exhilarding.
TheBlack Swanfallsinto a
growing groupof titles that is
rapidly becoming a sortof

occurs, and we
canno longe

denyitsreality,
wewill try our

speific genre,onethatcom- har(_jGSt to _
binesan intriguing mix of explain how it
sodal psydology, econom happened in

ics busnessandpopula cul-
ture This genre attrads a sur
prisingly large numbe of
readers andit mightbea
Bladk Swan for publishers. Titles in this genreinclude
Freakonomes, TheTipping Point, Blink, TheWisdomof
Crowdsand Madeto Stick, among others Like these
books,The Black Swancontans passayes tha cancon
foundreaders, leavingthem with rereading asthe only
option. But thenthere's no shamein rereading, especial
ly when thewriter is as engaging asTaleb.

It is highly likely that amongthetitles listed above,
— with the possble exception of Freakonomes— that
TheBlack Swanwill produe the mostcontroversyof
this genre. For onething, Taleb isn’t shy aboutdoling
out criticism, and he makes no attempt to sugarcoahis
annoyarce with economsts, boring academics, journat
ists, Wall Street andysts various Nobellaurea¢sand
any so-cdled expet (in appaently ary field, exceptper
haps meteorology) whoseprimary function in life is to
predit the future— afuturethat naturdly doesnot
includeBlack Swans.Tha's a lot of people Taleb might
potenially pick afightwith. And expeats aren't expers
for nothing, even if Taleb thinksthey’re overrated.

He displays a specia disdain for any true disciple of
thebdl curve. In onechaper, unde the unambiguous
title “The Bell Curve ThatGreat Intellectud Fraud,”he

thefirst place”
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setsout to dismante the theories of Gaussandistribu
tion. It’s afairly technicalportion of the book— Taleb
advises somereaderdo just skip the chapte, espedally
if theyareamongthe “fortunate people who do not
know aboutthe bell curve” — but he attadks his subject
with the sameenthusagn that he displays in therest of
thebook.In otherwords,he’s not dull.

Somereadersnay accuseTaleb of repdition — that
heis merely milking the sane ideaover andover across
the space of 300-sone pagesBut thentherewill be
other reacerswho disagreeTaleb is writing passionate
ly aboutatopic he obviousl loves to disauss.Wha
somecritics might seeasrepdition, otherswill view as
anexplorationof tangentslf someof thesetangents
don't seem pertinentto the promisedtopic of improba
bility, it is preferabé to view themaspartof a cardully
layeredargumentin defeng of a theory mostlaypeople
wereunfamiliar with, until now.

Making an Example of a Swan

Oneof theonly thingsthatreaders will hawe atrue
problem with in The Black Swanis Taleb’s oddinclu-
sion of the story aboutautor Yevgenia Nikolayevna
Krasnova, a neurosceentistwhose first novel — origind-
ly publishedon the Web— later sold millions of copies
in bookform, but only after it was turneddown by
numeouspublishers.

Her story, of course is anexanple of a Black Swan,
and if you've never head of Ms. Krasova,you shoudn't
feellike youre living outsidetheliteraryloop. Krasnova
is afictiond character that Taleb madeup. He doesn't
inform the realer of this factunil the chapterafter he
initially tells Krasnova’s story. Why hewould rely on
suchanodd device asusingafictiond characterto illus-
tratehis idea abou Black Swanss puzzling,eecially
an exampe that involvesanunknavn writer whos first
book sellsin the mill ions.

If that'sthe scerario he warted, why not describethe
story of ayoungBritish woman,anunenployed single
mother,who getsit in herheadto write a children’s

The author: NassimNicholas Talebis an essgist,
researcheand sef-proclaimed“philosophe of random
ness,”in which he hasa fascinaion with the issuessur-
roundinguncetainty, probability, knowledgeandluck.
Talebis the author of the beg-selling book Fooledby

story abouta boy wizard, andwho endsup being
England’s mog popula novelist sinceDickens?Thatis
undeniably a Black Swan! Not to mention, a Black
Swan thatactudly happened. Instead, Taleb’s fictional
Krasnova comes off like oneof thosechaactersfound
in too many “howto” businessbooks,in which the
author neealsto crede a fake bushesspopubted with
fake enployees, just to prove his particular theorieson
how to manage a company.

Thatasice, The Black Swanis aterrific bodk, one that
should makeyou think twice abouthow you perceive
world everts as well asevents in your own neighborhood.
It should certainly cause you to conside the saurce of the
next prediction you read about,even if it's a prediction
you agreewith. Taleb can beblusery in his writing, like
same opinionated old relative who neve thinkshe's
wrong, but that only addsto the book’s distinctiveness.

In theend, Taleb’s world is onein which we cant
predict Black Swans,and we can’t stop themfrom
occurring. “Therare event equds uncetainty,” Taleb
writes. An uncertain world is scay to mostof us, but
thenit is the only world we haveeve livedin. Taleb’s
introducton to this world is smat, entertaining andwell
worth theread. m

The Black Swan
on the Lists

Since its publication in mid-April, Taleb’s The Black
Swan has managed to impress critics and readers as
well as other authors. Chris Anderson, author of the
2006 best seller The Long Tail, has claimed the book
to be “a delightful romp through history, economics,
and the frailties of human nature.”

The numbers don't lie either. The Black Swan has
consistently been one of Amazon.com’s best-selling
books, and best sellers lists for The New York
Times and BusinessWWeek have both hosted the title
for a number of months.

Randonmess which hasbeentrandated into 20 languages
He eaned anM.B.A. from the Wharton Schoolof Busness
andaPh.D. from the University of Pais. Talebis cumrently
the Deans Professorin the Sdencesof Uncertainty atthe
University of Massachustts at Amherst.
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