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SYNOPSIS [FROM THE COVER]	
A black swan is an event, positive or negative, that is deemed improbable yet causes massive consequences. In this 
groundbreaking and prophetic book, Taleb shows in a playful way that Black Swan events explain almost 
everything about our world, and yet we—especially the experts—are blind to them.” 

 
 
“The sighting of the first black swan might have been an interesting surprise for a few ornithologists (and others 
extremely concerned with the coloring of birds), but that is not where the significance of the story lies. It illustrates a 
severe limitation to our learning from observations or experience and the fragility of our knowledge. One single 
observation can invalidate a general statement derived from millennia of confirmatory sightings of millions of white 
swans. All you need is one single (and, I am told, quite ugly) black bird.” 
  
“First, it is an outlier, as it lies outside the realm of regular expectations, because nothing in the past can 
convincingly point to its possibility. Second, it carries an extreme impact (unlike the bird). Third, in spite of its 
outlier status, human nature makes us concoct explanations for its occurrence after the fact, making it explainable 
and predictable. I stop and summarize the triplet: rarity, extreme impact, and retrospective (though not prospective) 
predictability.” 
  
“What is surprising is not the magnitude of our forecast errors, but our absence of awareness of it.” 
  
“So I disagree with the followers of Marx and those of Adam Smith: the reason free markets work is because they 
allow people to be lucky, thanks to aggressive trial and error, not by giving rewards or “incentives” for skill. The 
strategy is, then, to tinker as much as possible and try to collect as many Black Swan opportunities as you can.” 
  
“Everybody knows that you need more prevention than treatment, but few reward acts of prevention.” 
  
“Talk is cheap. Someone who took too many philosophy classes in college (or perhaps not enough) might object that 
the sighting of a Black Swan does not invalidate the theory that all swans are white since such a black bird is not 
technically a swan since whiteness to him may be the essential property of a swan. Indeed those who read too much 
Wittgenstein (and writings about comments about Wittgenstein) may be under the impression that language 
problems are important. They may certainly be important to attain prominence in philosophy departments, but they 
are something we, practitioners and decision makers in the real world, leave for the weekend. As I explain in the 
chapter called “The Uncertainty of the Phony,” for all of their intellectual appeal, these niceties have no serious 
implications Monday to Friday as opposed to more substantial (but neglected) matters.” 
  
“People in the classroom, not having faced many true situations of decision making under uncertainty, do not realize 
what is important and what is not—even those who are scholars of uncertainty (or particularly those who are 
scholars of uncertainty).” 
  



“You need a story to displace a story. Metaphors and stories are far more potent (alas) than ideas; they are also easier 
to remember and more fun to read. If I have to go after what I call the narrative disciplines, my best tool is a 
narrative. Ideas come and go, stories stay.” 
  
“Read books are far less valuable than unread ones. The library should contain as much of what you do not know as 
your financial means, mortgage rates, and the currently tight real-estate market allow you to put there. You will 
accumulate more knowledge and more books as you grow older, and the growing number of unread books on the 
shelves will look at you menacingly. Indeed, the more you know, the larger the rows of unread books. Let us call this 
collection of unread books an antilibrary.” 
  
“The Black Swan comes from our misunderstanding of the likelihood of surprises, those unread books, because we 
take what we know a little too seriously.” 
   
“The human mind suffers from three ailments as it comes into contact with history, what I call the triplet of opacity. 
They are: the illusion of understanding, or how everyone thinks he knows what is going on in a world that is more 
complicated (or random) than they realize; the retrospective distortion, or how we can assess matters only after the 
fact, as if they were in a rearview mirror (history seems clearer and more organized in history books than in 
empirical reality); and the overvaluation of factual information and the handicap of authoritative and learned 
people, particularly when they create categories—when they ‘Platonify.’” 
  
“History and societies do not crawl. They make jumps. They go from fracture to fracture, with a few vibrations in 
between. Yet we (and historians) like to believe in the predictable, small incremental progression.” 
  
“Categorizing is necessary for humans, but it becomes pathological when the category is seen as definitive, 
preventing people from considering the fuzziness of boundaries, let alone revising their categories . . . Categorizing 
always produces reduction in true complexity.” 
 
“The überphilosopher Bertrand Russell presents a particularly toxic variant of my surprise jolt in his illustration of 
what people in his line of business call the Problem of Induction or Problem of Inductive Knowledge (capitalized for 
its seriousness)—certainly the mother of all problems in life. How can we logically go from specific instances to 
reach general conclusions? How do we know what we know? How do we know that what we have observed from 
given objects and events suffices to enable us to figure out their other properties? There are traps built into any kind 
of knowledge gained from observation.” 
  
“How can we know the future, given knowledge of the past; or, more generally, how can we figure out properties of 
the (infinite) unknown based on the (finite) known? Think of the feeding again: What can a turkey learn about what 
is in store for it tomorrow from the events of yesterday? A lot, perhaps, but certainly a little less than it thinks, and it 
is just that “little less” that may make all the difference.” 
  
“Let us go one step further and consider induction’s most worrisome aspect: learning backward. Consider that the 
turkey’s experience may have, rather than no value, a negative value. It learned from observation, as we are all 
advised to do (hey, after all, this is what is believed to be the scientific method). Its confidence increased as the 
number of friendly feedings grew, and it felt increasingly safe even though the slaughter was more and more 
imminent . . . A turkey before and after Thanksgiving. The history of a process over a thousand days tells you 
nothing about what is to happen next. This naïve projection of the future from the past can be applied to anything.” 
  
“Mistaking a naïve observation of the past as something definitive or representative of the future is the one and only 
cause of our inability to understand the Black Swan.” 
 
“In general, positive Black Swans take time to show their effect while negative ones happen very quickly—it is much 
easier and much faster to destroy than to build.” 
  
 “A series of corroborative facts is not necessarily evidence. Seeing white swans does not confirm the nonexistence of 
black swans.” 
  



“We favor the sensational and the extremely visible. This affects the way we judge heroes. There is little room in our 
consciousness for heroes who do not deliver visible results—or those heroes who focus on process rather than 
results.” 
  
“It is my great hope someday to see science and decision makers rediscover what the ancients have always known, 
namely that our highest currency is respect.”  
   
“In real life you do not know the odds; you need to discover them, and the sources of uncertainty are not defined. 
Economists, who do not consider what was discovered by noneconomists worthwhile, draw an artificial distinction 
between Knightian risks (which you can compute) and Knightian uncertainty (which you cannot compute), after one 
Frank Knight, who rediscovered the notion of unknown uncertainty and did a lot of thinking but perhaps never took 
risks, or perhaps lived in the vicinity of a casino. Had he taken economic or financial risks he would have realized 
that these “computable” risks are largely absent from real life! They are laboratory contraptions!” 
  
“The great baseball coach Yogi Berra has a saying, ‘It is tough to make predictions, especially about the future.’”  
  
“First, we are demonstrably arrogant about what we think we know. We certainly know a lot, but we have a built-in 
tendency to think that we know a little bit more than we actually do, enough of that little bit to occasionally get into 
serious trouble.” 
  
“Epistemic arrogance bears a double effect: we overestimate what we know, and underestimate uncertainty, by 
compressing the range of possible uncertain states (i.e., by reducing the space of the unknown).” 
  
“The more information you give someone, the more hypotheses they will formulate along the way, and the worse off 
they will be. They see more random noise and mistake it for information.” 
  
“The problem is that our ideas are sticky: once we produce a theory, we are not likely to change our minds—so those 
who delay developing their theories are better off. When you develop your opinions on the basis of weak evidence, 
you will have difficulty interpreting subsequent information that contradicts these opinions, even if this new 
information is obviously more accurate. Two mechanisms are at play here: the confirmation bias that we saw in 
Chapter 5, and belief perseverance, the tendency not to reverse opinions you already have. Remember that we treat 
ideas like possessions, and it will be hard for us to part with them.” 
  
“Simply, things that move, and therefore require knowledge, do not usually have experts, while things that don’t 
move seem to have some experts. In other words, professions that deal with the future and base their studies on the 
nonrepeatable past have an expert problem (with the exception of the weather and businesses involving short-term 
physical processes, not socioeconomic ones). I am not saying that no one who deals with the future provides any 
valuable information (as I pointed out earlier, newspapers can predict theater opening hours rather well), but rather 
that those who provide no tangible added value are generally dealing with the future.” 
  
“You tell yourself that you were playing a different game. Let’s say you failed to predict the weakening and 
precipitous fall of the Soviet Union (which no social scientist saw coming). It is easy to claim that you were excellent 
at understanding the political workings of the Soviet Union, but that these Russians, being exceedingly Russian, 
were skilled at hiding from you crucial economic elements. Had you been in possession of such economic 
intelligence, you would certainly have been able to predict the demise of the Soviet regime. It is not your skills that 
are to blame.”  
  
“You invoke the outlier. Something happened that was outside the system, outside the scope of your science. Given 
that it was not predictable, you are not to blame. It was a Black Swan and you are not supposed to predict Black 
Swans.” 
  
“The ‘almost right’ defense. Retrospectively, with the benefit of a revision of values and an informational 
framework, it is easy to feel that it was a close call.” 
  
“We humans are the victims of an asymmetry in the perception of random events. We attribute our successes to our 
skills, and our failures to external events outside our control, namely to randomness. We feel responsible for the 
good stuff, but not for the bad. This causes us to think that we are better than others at whatever we do for a living. 



Ninety-four percent of Swedes believe that their driving skills put them in the top 50 percent of Swedish drivers; 84 
percent of Frenchmen feel that their lovemaking abilities put them in the top half of French lovers.” 
  
“I know that history is going to be dominated by an improbable event, I just don’t know what that event will be.” 
  
“Popper’s central argument is that in order to predict historical events you need to predict technological innovation, 
itself fundamentally unpredictable.” 
  
“You can build an overall theory of decision making on this idea. All you have to do is mitigate the consequences. As 
I said, if my portfolio is exposed to a market crash, the odds of which I can’t compute, all I have to do is buy 
insurance, or get out and invest the amounts I am not willing to ever lose in less risky securities.” 


