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If writing about uncertainty were a page count competition, the modern essayist Nassim 

Taleb would probably be the heavyweight champion of the world. Taleb is the author of a (so 
far) five-volume collection called Incerto (Latin for “uncertain”), which he describes as “a 
philosophical and practical essay on uncertainty.” But at 1,872 pages, Incerto isn’t what your 
modern mind might conjure up by the word “essay.” If only quantity of words entailed quality of 
insight. 

 Arguably the most well-known book in the series (having sold millions of copies) and 
Taleb’s most influential book in general, is The Black Swan. In the book’s prologue, the author 
declares that, “This book is about uncertainty; to this author, the rare event equals uncertainty.” 
The book’s quintessential event is what the author famously dubs a “Black Swan event,” or a 
“Black Swan.” For simplicity’s sake, in this essay, I shall shorten Black Swan to its acronym, 
BS.  

According to Taleb, BS events have three attributes: “unpredictability, consequences, and 
retrospective explainability.”i His examples of such events include the rise of Christianity and 
Islam, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the internet, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Indian Ocean 
earthquake and tsunami of 2004, and basically almost everything under and over the Sun.  

“A small number of Black Swans,” writes Taleb, “explain almost everything in our 
world.” His BS theory, in other words, according to him at least, explains not “everything,” but 
“almost everything.” What modesty…  

“Literally just about everything of significance around you might qualify” as an example 
of a Black Swan, Taleb goes on to say. In other words, it’s all—or almost all—BS…  

Whether or not Taleb himself originally “coined” it, in modern times he appears to have 
popularized “black swans” enormously during the 2000s. As political scientist Phillip Tetlock 
writes, Taleb turned “Black Swan” into a “common English phrase,” especially following his 
publication of The Black Swan in April 2007.ii In that book’s footnote, Taleb wrote, “Fanny Mae, 
when I look at their risks, seems to be sitting on a barrel of dynamite, vulnerable to the slightest 
hiccup.” He misspelled the institution’s name, writing “Fanny” (as in a “fanny pack”) instead of 
Fannie. But his editors did not pick this error up—or perhaps they had a great sense of humor 
and decided it to leave it in there as a sort of literary Easter egg, an unexpected joke for the 
reader. 

In the wake of the financial crisis and the troubles of enterprises such as Fannie Mae, the 
New York Times raved that Taleb—whose book had come out only months prior to the start of 
the crisis—was the one who “saw it coming.” The Guardian published an editorial entitled “The 
new sage of Wall Street,” while the Economist hailed Taleb as a “seer,” meaning “a person who 
is supposed to be able, through supernatural insight, to see what the future holds.” Those who 
praised the book for its seeming sagacity did not notice or intentionally overlooked the fact Taleb 
makes countless blanket statements and predictions about “almost everything.”iii  
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According to Taleb, BS events are BS events in large part because we did not and could 

not have predicted them ahead of time, no matter what sort of arguments we construct after they 
happen to explain them. Across the Incerto, Taleb makes a slew of claims about human beings, 
among which are that “we are flawed beyond repair,” that “we just can’t predict,” and that our 
inability to predict and fully grasp the world around us is due to “the limitations of human 
knowledge.” Our flaws, our “collective and individual limitations” prevent us from seeing the 
big picture and divining the future, thus giving rise to countless BS phenomena. Using Taleb’s 
absurd blend of conditional reasoning and counterfactual thinking, I hypothesize that, had Taleb 
genuinely believed in his own BS theory, he would have shunned the aforementioned praise—
say, of him being a “seer”—since it goes against his own main “themes.” But instead, the 
aforementioned words of effusive worship—and others, such as GQ calling Taleb “the most 
prophetic voice of all”—are plastered on the cover and inside the praise section of his various 
Incerto books. And thus, “of course,” Taleb does not believe in his own BS theory.  

At least in Taleb’s imagination, the “we” in “we just can’t predict” and “we are flawed 
beyond repair,” the “our” in “our inability to predict,” does not include him. Anyone who deigns 
to point out a flaw in his theory or an error that he made Taleb calls a “fucking idiot.” You, me, 
and everyone alive and everyone who has ever lived are the “we” that is flawed beyond repair, 
grasping at straws in the darkness. But we should be thankful that we have a prophetic voice 
around us, and that Taleb did not keep his BS origin story, metaphor, and theory to himself but 
generously shared his utter BS with all of us. And we may have him to thank for the ever 
burgeoning menagerie of exotic animal-themed theories and metaphors, from “gray swans” to 
“pink flamingos” to “gray rhinos,” all guarded by “dragon kings.” But the main act under this 
circus tent still remains that of the black swan, the unknown unknown of the exquisitely 
unknowable. In 2010, the Hill labeled the preceding ten years “the decade of the Black Swan.”  

Currently, there is a robust and slowly growing Wikipedia page devoted to the BS theory, 
and the theory itself (or elements of it) appear to have been extended to disciplines from physics 
to the history of energy markets. There are also Black Swan investment funds based on the BS 
theory, and at least one of them retains Taleb as its “distinguished scientific advisor.” Today, if 
any type of seemingly rare or “unimaginable” event like a pandemic emerges onto the scene, 
you’re bound to see a plethora of articles in the mainstream media discussing whether it is a BS 
event or not.  

Against the backdrop of The Black Swan’s glowing praise and enormous continuing 
influence, this essay provides a critical analysis of the BS origin story, that is, the story often told 
about the “sighting of the first black swan.”iv I examine the many different versions of the BS 
origin story and ask a few questions.  

How do Taleb and others tell the story of the moment when human beings “sighted the 
first black swan”? What details do they provide and what details do they leave out? According to 
their stories, who specifically were those human beings who observed the “first black swan,” 
when did this moment occur, and what was their reaction? What evidence do BS origin 
storytellers provide for their version of the story, if any? Do their stories align with the empirical 
record? 

To answer such questions, over the course of the last year, I conducted research using a 
number of different sources. My sources included Gutenberg.org, a database containing over 
digitized 65,405 records (including many centuries-old books); the Internet Archive, which as of 
December 2021 has over 34 million books and texts; and Google Books, which has scanned at 
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least 40 million books, and which has a powerful search function allowing one to search 
keywords like “black swan” by different time periods. Although during my research I examined 
various “first sighting of a black swan” origin stories written between the 1800s and 2000s, and 
although they often repeated the same thing (that once upon the time mankind was completely 
convinced that all swans are white, and that non-white swans were unimaginable), I did not take 
it for granted that this was true simply because the story has repeated over and over again, often 
by some of the most esteemed thinkers of the day. Instead I read English-language texts (books, 
journals, logs) from roughly the sixteenth century onward to see what was actually said and not 
said about black swans (and other, “non-white swans”) before Taleb “made a mountain out of a 
molehill,” metaphorically speaking. Below are the archaeological result of my digital deep dive. 

 

Origin Stories, Myths, and the Empirical Record 

Taleb’s Black Swan 
“Before the discovery of Australia,” Taleb declares in The Black Swan’s first sentence, 

“people in the Old World were convinced that all swans were white, an unassailable belief as it 
seemed completely confirmed by empirical evidence.” According to the conceit of this story, 
from time immemorial (through heaps of millennia right up until the “discovery of Australia”), a 
rather fuzzy collection of human beings Taleb calls “people in the Old World,” saw white and 
only white swans in their vicinity, and as a result came to unassailably believe that all swans 
(presumably everywhere) are white. But, in the midst of their “discovery of Australia,” they 
sighted, for the first time ever, a black swan, and they realized that they and their ancestors had 
been wrong all along.  

“The sighting of the first black swan,” Taleb goes on to explain, “illustrates a severe 
limitation to our learning from observations or experience and the fragility of our knowledge.” 

Although Taleb declares that The Black Swan is “about uncertainty,” it appears to me that 
his BS origin story is more about certainty than uncertainty. Since English is not my first 
language, I sometimes have to look up rarely used words like “unassailable” to discover their 
meaning. Merriam-Webster defines “unassailable” as “not liable to doubt, attack, or question,” 
and Lexico provides many synonyms for the word, among which are: sure, beyond doubt, 
beyond a shadow of a doubt, and (drum roll please…) certain. If people in the Old World held an 
“unassailable belief that all swans are white,” if they were “convinced that all swans are white” 
(as Taleb writes), then they were not uncertain about the color of the plumage of swans. They 
were certain that all swans are white, right up until a member of their community saw a black 
swan.v  

Taleb and othersvi seek to use this or other versions of the BS origin story as some sort of 
relationship with uncertainty. And if we want to be generous, we could read their BS stories as 
something like “morality tales.” Instead of telling us a story about how human beings experience 
uncertainty, these stories appear to try to teach us a lesson, namely, that we “ought” to be 
uncertain when we feel certain about some belief. Why? Because “people in the Old World” 
were utterly convinced, were absolutely certain (they held an “unassailable belief”), that all 
swans must be white and only white, confirmed through countless of observations over many 
millennia. But they were wrong, and so the lesson or moral of this story is: we also ought to be a 
little uncertain in our convictions because we too might be wrong, regardless of how many times 
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we see some phenomena over and over again that we come to take it for granted as representing 
some true, unchanging, and complete version of reality. It appears that at least some of Taleb’s 
readers interpret the BS origin story and its “ought” relationship with uncertainty. For example, 
the American investor John Bogle wrote about Taleb’s origin story in 2008 and how it applies in 
a financial context. “Black swans remind us of uncertainty,” Bogle said. “What other black 
swans are lurking beyond the horizon, waiting to become part of financial market history? … 
The knowledge that black swans can and do occur holds important lessons for how we think 
about risk.”  

The story, or really myth, of the “sighting of the first black swan” may teach us a lesson 
that we “ought” to be uncertain, but it does not answer questions like, what is uncertainty? And, 
what does it mean to be uncertain? Those questions appear to me to be more profound and 
interesting than morality tales about uncertainty, at least in part because I think that we human 
beings already find ourselves dealing with uncertainty on a moment-by-moment basis. We do not 
need a reminder that we “ought” to be uncertain, no more than we need a reminder to dream 
when we go to sleep.vii 

Juvenal’s Satires 

The novelist John Green writes in the author’s note to his mega-bestselling book, The 
Fault in Our Stars: “This is not so much an author's note as an author's reminder of what was 
printed in small type a few pages ago: This book is a work of fiction. I made it up.” Indeed, a few 
pages earlier in Green’s book, on the copyright page, it states, “This book is a work of fiction. 
Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are 
used fictitiously.”  

No such note precedes Taleb’s origin story. The book itself is categorized by the 
publisher and popular, public resources such as Wikipedia as non-fiction. Taleb presents the 
story he provides in the opening paragraph of The Black Swan as factually, historically true, 
writing that the unassailable belief that all swans are white “seemed completely confirmed by 
empirical evidence.” Given that Taleb uses the term “empirical evidence” himself, I think it is 
fair to ask: what empirical evidence does he provide to substantiate his story? 

Taleb does not provide his evidence anywhere in the first few pages off the book. There 
is no single record that he provides from a thousand or three hundred years ago of, say, a journal 
in which a person in the “Old World” writes, “All swans are white,” or “I believe that all swans 
are white.” Taleb sneaks his “evidence” in a footnote ten pages after presenting his origin story. 
In that footnote, Taleb references the ancient Roman poet Juvenal, who two millennia ago, wrote 
a satire (in other words, a work of fiction), in which appears one line that Taleb only partially 
quotes in his book: “a bird as rare as the black swan.” Taleb conveniently leaves out the context 
of Juvenal’s narrative in Satires VI, where a male narrator rants about how a “worthy wife” is “as 
rare upon the earth as a black swan.” It appears that Taleb interprets the phrase about “a bird as 
rare as the black swan” to imply that Roman society “unassailably believed” that the only color a 
swan’s plumage could have is white, and that therefore there could not conceivably exist black 
swans.  

First, those two claims are not equivalent. That is to say, just because someone believes 
something like, “A black swan is impossible to be found in nature,” does not mean that they 
believe that, “All swans are white.” They may, for example, believe that there are yellow or 
purple swans in nature.  
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The word “rare” is not synonymous with “fundamentally impossible” or “non-existent.” 
If Juvenal or his fellow Romans genuinely believed that black swans are “rare upon the earth,” 
this only indicates that he believed that such creatures were “seldom occurring or found,” not 
that they could not exist. The word “rare” leaves open the possibility of their existence in nature, 
and in fact indicates the opposite of the notion that Juvenal or his fellow Romans had an 
“unassailable belief” that “all swans are white.” Perhaps more importantly, should Juvenal’s 
fictional work qualify as evidence that substantiates the claim that “people in the Old World” 
held an “unassailable belief” that “all swans are white”? I’m not even sure that Juvenal’s satirical 
works even qualify as sufficient evidence that poor Juvenal himself (let alone everyone around 
him) believed that black swans were truly rare, or non-existent, or that all swans are white—
because, for the love of God, Juvenal wrote this line in a work of fiction. Do we have a record of 
Juvenal’s personal diaries in which he writes, “In my heart of hearts, I believe beyond the 
shadow of a doubt that all swans must be white, and that therefore there can be no black swans”? 
I have not found such lines or anything like them, but if a reader has, I’d like to see this record 
and am open to changing my opinion on the matter.  

For the moment, it appears to me that it is ill-advised to use what a poet wrote two 
millennia ago in a satirical work of fiction to make claims about what people in the past 
unassailably believed in. As the introduction to Oxford University Press’s 2008 translation of 
Juvenal’s Satires points out,  

 
“All successful satire relies heavily on the license to exaggerate, but Juvenal not 
infrequently abuses this license… Bad as Rome may have been, it is absurdly overstating 
the case to allege that its streets were swarming with murderesses to the extent that (as 
Juvenal writes): ‘Every morning you meet Eriphyles in dozens, and also daughters of 
Danaus; every street has a Clytemnestra… [Juvenal’s writing] is all magnificent stuff 
provided it is not accepted as gospel.”  
 
I think that it is as much a mistake to read Juvenal’s Satires as a literal, historically true 

account of the life, thought, and belief systems of citizens in the early Roman Empire as it would 
be to read Aesop’s fables and then claim that, “Farmers in the Old World once unassailably 
believed that there are geese capable of laying golden eggs.” Maybe some farmers believed this 
to be the case, while others didn’t; the tale itself isn’t history: it’s a tale. If we want to do justice 
to Juvenal’s lines, we ought to read what he wrote not as a work of history like the History of the 
Peloponnesian War by Thucydides, not as an attempt to provide an actual description of what 
Juvenal or the society he lived in “unassailably believed” is true, but more as poetic commentary 
on the human condition, the metaphorical struggles of the heart against itself.  

In my research of English-language texts from 1500-1800, I did come across the 
figurative expression, “as rare as a black swan,” and variations of it, including in Latin. This 
expression does appear to have been relatively popular in the English language during that 
period, and it may be related at least in part to Juvenal’s Satires. For example, in Henry Porter’s 
sixteenth century play The Two Angry Women of Abington, a character states about his master, 
“He is gone to seek a hare in a hen's nest, a needle in a bottle of hay, which is as seldom seen as 
a black swan.” But the usage of the figurative expression “as rare as a black swan” (or variations 
of it) does not “prove” that Porter or his audiences unassailably believed black swans were a 
creature whose existence was literally “impossible” because “all swans are white” and must be 
white.  
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Today, we may utter a figurative expression such as, “Don’t kill the goose that lays the 
golden egg.” For example, in 2018 Forbes published an editorial entitled “Don’t Kill the Golden 
Goose.” But I hope that future historians, theorists, and philosophers will not look back at our 
idioms and figurative language and conclude that we, their “people in the Old World,” once held 
an unassailable belief that geese actually lay golden eggs or that we were killing golden geese, 
simply because we used such idiomatic expressions. Maybe some modern humans believe that 
some geese actually lay golden eggs, but I think plenty do not, including those who use the 
metaphorical expression.  

Today we may use other figurative expressions, such as “rolling in his grave,” to 
communicate an idea. I may write, for example, that, “The dead poet Juvenal must be rolling in 
his grave because Taleb missed the forest of the Satires social commentary for the tree of a line 
about a black swan.” But this does not mean that I believe Juvenal is actually rolling in in his 
grave while I write that line—or that Taleb has gone to a forest and become mesmerized by a 
single tree and said, “That’s it—that’s all I see here, this single tree; there’s no forest here to 
see.” Ought future historians conclude that modern humans once believed that dead people 
actually roll over in their graves, or that they actually go to a forest and only see one tree? Ought 
we use the one-time popular figurative expression “as rare as a black swan” as proof that “people 
in the Old World” believed beyond the shadow of a doubt that “all swans are white” and that 
they could not imagine the existence of black swans? I think the answer is a self-evident no. 

 
    

Mill’s System of Logic 

 
Buried in Taleb’s footnote citing Juvenal is also a reference to John Stuart Mill, a British 

legislator and philosopher who lived from 1806 to 1873. Generally, when a philosopher or a 
theorist or a thinker in their book cites another scholar in a footnote, for the benefit of the reader 
the author provides the name of the book they are citing, the edition, the specific page or pages 
they are referencing, and other helpful details. The reader can then go to the cited work, open up 
the page, and see that, yes, indeed, the cited scholar wrote that sentence or expressed that specific 
idea and shared that specific fact. Although Mill’s name is mentioned in the aforementioned 
footnote (and in other instances throughout the book), none of the aforementioned details are 
provided. This might be either an instance of gratuitous name dropping in which Taleb tries to 
sound smarter than he actually is, or the lack of detail means that Taleb is trying to obfuscate 
something important, or perhaps both. 

The Black Swan’s bibliography contains one and only one entry for a work by Mill. It is a 
book by Mill whose title may be shortened to A System of Logic, first published in 1843. 
According to Goodreads, it appears that today (as of February 2022), at least among English 
speakers, Mill is better remembered for other books such as On Liberty, Utilitarianism, and The 
Subjugation of Women than he is for A System of Logic. We are not in Taleb’s mind, but we may 
reasonably hypothesize that his bibliographic nod to Mill’s System of Logic is connected, at least 
in large part, to four sets of statements Mill makes in that particular book about, all of which 
provide one of the most astounding versions of the BS origin story. They are: 

 
A. “That all swans are white was a uniform experience down to the discovery of 

Australia.”viii (This sentence is eerily similar to Taleb’s opening line in The Black Swan.) 
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B. “To Europeans, not many years ago, the proposition, All swans are white, appeared an 
equally unequivocal instance of uniformity in the course of nature. Further experience has 
proved to both that they were mistaken; but they had to wait fifty centuries for this experience. 
During that long time, mankind believed in a uniformity of the course of nature where no such 
uniformity really existed.” 

C. “That all swans are white, cannot have been a good induction, since the conclusion has 
turned out erroneous. From the earliest records, the testimony of the inhabitants of the known 
world was unanimous on the point. The uniform experience, therefore, of the inhabitants of the 
known world, agreeing in a common result, without one known instance of deviation from that 
result, is not always sufficient to establish a general conclusion.” 

D. “Mankind were wrong, it seems, in concluding that all swans were white.” 
 
On the surface, these four claims seem to collectively substantiate Taleb’s BS origin 

story. We could just stop here, and let Taleb off the hook. After all, Mill was born in London in 
1806, so maybe he qualifies as a “person in the Old World,” or maybe he was a closer witness to 
the belief systems of “people in the Old World” than you or me. But, for the fun of it, and 
because we’ve got all the time in the world, I think we should dig a little deeper to see what we 
discover. 

In claim C, Mill writes that, “From the earliest records, the testimony of the inhabitants of 
the known world was unanimous on the point [that all swans are white.]” But he does not 
provide a single record, a single testimony of a human being who lived a century or two or three 
earlier stating that they have concluded or that they believe that all swans are white, let alone a 
record from fifty centuries earlier (a timeframe he alludes to in claim B). In other parts of A 
System of Logic, Mill does provide many footnotes that cite his evidence, but for the four claims 
above, he does not. What does he even mean by the “earliest” records—Juvenal’s Satires? 
Juvenal wrote his Satires less than two millennia (or twenty centuries) before Mill wrote his 
System of Logic, but in claim B, Mill says that to Europeans the statement “All swans are white” 
was an “unequivocal instance of uniformity in the course of nature” for “fifty centuries.” What 
civilization is Mill referencing and what ancient records did he consult? In claim B, he also 
writes that the idea that all swans are white was believed by Europeans up until a period of time 
“not many years ago,” but what time period is he specifically talking about? How recently did 
Europeans or “mankind” conclude that all swans are white? 

Not only is Mill ambiguous about the when, he is also inconsistent about the who. In 
claim A, Mill seems to say that the sight of white swans was a “uniform experience,” leaving it 
ambiguous the question, to whom—to all people? Some people? Where? In claim B, in the first 
sentence Mill speaks of “Europeans,” but in the second sentence of “mankind.” “Mankind” may 
mean “the human race: the totality of human beings” or “all humans.” Are those groupings one 
and the same? Did Mill believe that “Europeans” amounted to all of “mankind,” or could other 
human beings, such as the ancestors of Indigenous Australians who have lived in that part of the 
world for tens of thousands of years, also count? Mankind appears to refer to a community larger 
than Europeans, something like “everyone everywhere.” In claim C, Mill speaks about the 
“uniform testimony” of the “inhabitants of the known world,” who are almost portrayed to have 
held a regularly scheduled and universally open democratic vote to decide whether everyone had 
seen white and only white swans and each time everyone always voted for the choice stating, “I 
have only seen white swans.” In claim D, Mill back to using this word “mankind,” whom he 
suggests once upon a fuzzy time concluded that all swans are white. 
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Let us imagine that Mill had access to many personal journals of many human beings 
who lived before him, each stating something to the effect of, “I’ve only ever seen white swans, 
and thus I conclude and unassailably believe that all swans everywhere are white and only 
white.” Across the four claims above, Mill speaks of the “uniformity” of experience, suggesting 
something like “all people” or “all Europeans” observed white and only white swans and 
concluded that all swans are white, for fifty centuries, up until the “discovery of Australia.” But 
how many records would Mill or anyone have to cite to prove Mill’s claim that mankind, that is, 
“all” human beings or “all” Europeans once believed that “all” swans are white? Mill wants to 
point out the error that “mankind” in the past made when they concluded that “all” swans are 
white simply because all the swans they saw in their part of the world were white. But if Mill had 
access to one or one hundred or even a thousand personal diaries of Europeans or “inhabitants of 
the known world,” each of them saying “I believe all swans are white,” would he not be 
replicating the error he points out when, based on his limited sample size, he claims that 
“mankind” concluded that “all swans are white”?  

Mill’s notion of the “uniformity” of experience as he presents it at least is absurd. It 
suggests that all human beings see the same thing, so that at some point in the ambiguous, 
indeterminate past “all” human beings or “all” Europeans saw white and only white swans, and 
agreed that all the swans they saw were white. But how often is it the case that such a 
“uniformity of experience” actually exist?  

Take, for example, “The Dress,” a digital artifact that went viral in February 2015. The 
image depicted a simple photograph of a dress. When I look up the Wikipedia entry for “The 
Dress” today (on 18 January 2022), the site presents the original photograph that went viral 
(reproduced below). What colors do you see?  

 

 
Figure 1: The original photograph of the dress that “went viral” in 2015 

 
Looking at the photograph, the dress appears to me to have two colors: gold and white. 

According to some studies, I may be in the minority, and, according to my wife, I’m “wrong” 
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about the colors I see. The first large-scale study of this photograph, based on a survey of 1,401 
subjects, was published in Current Biology in June 2015. Turns out that only 30% of the 
respondents saw the dress as being white and gold. Almost twice as many people—57% of 
respondents—reported seeing two different colors, blue and black, while 11% reported seeing 
the colors of the dress as blue and brown, while the remainder (2%) saw it as “other.” According 
to a spokesman for the company that manufactured the dress, “It’s black and blue.” 

Other digital artifacts, such as the “Yanny or Laurel” audio clip that went viral in 2018, 
continue to illustrate that even when it comes to phenomena that seem simple on the surface, 
such as the color of a dress in a photo or a sound in an audio clip, it is not necessarily or always 
the case that the experience among human beings is “uniform” among all individuals.  
 Is it not possible that different human beings in Europe, say, five hundred years ago, or a 
thousand years ago, or five thousand years ago, looking at “the same swans,” possibly saw 
different colors and reported seeing different colors? It appears to me very possible if not likely 
that this happened. Maybe a certain visual effect brought this about; maybe a European saw a 
white swan in the distance, and a dark shadow fell all over the entirety of it, and that “person in 
the Old World” saw or thought they saw a black swan. When Mill speaks about the “uniform 
experience” of “mankind” vis-à-vis the color of swans, I struggle to find an instance of 
something that “all” human beings ever experienced in the “same way,” ever uniformly observed 
the same way, and ever agreed upon. 

 

King and Kay’s Radical Uncertainty 
More recently, in 2020, the Oxford economist John Kay and the former Governor of the 

Bank of England Mervyn King co-authored a non-fiction book called Radial Uncertainty. In that 
book, they provide a few more details about the supposed “who” and “when” of Taleb’s BS 
origin story: 

“The origin of [Taleb’s black swan] metaphor is that Europeans believed all swans to be 
white—as all European swans are—until the colonists of Australia observed black swans… The 
observation of a black swan was not a low probability event; it was an unimaginable event, given 
European knowledge of swans. As the convict colonists boarded the First Fleet, no one would 
plausibly have offered, or accepted, a wager of the kind ‘I bet you one thousand to one all the 
swans in Australia are white.’”  

King and Kay fill in the gaps in Taleb’s origin story with more details about the “who” 
and “when.” They specifically reference “Europeans,” the “convict colonists,” and the “First 
Fleet.” The First Fleet departed England in May 1787 and landed on the eastern coast of present-
day Australia at Botany Bay, in what is now downtown Sydney, in January 1788. If King and 
Kay’s origin story is true, then we might expect to see a few items in the empirical record. First, 
in the journals kept by those aboard this expedition and in books based on primary sources, we 
might expect to see the observation of black swans mentioned. Second, and more importantly, 
given that the observation of black swans was, in King and Kay’s words, an “unimaginable 
event,” in those recorded observations, we should expect to see those observing black swans to 
be shocked and startled. We should see that event being recorded as something like “mind-
blowing,” to use modern parlance, and we should see pages upon pages devoted to describing an 
event and a creature that BS storytellers consistently tell us was fundamentally unimaginable, 
inconceivable, unbelievable, and unthinkable for thousands of years, all the way back at least to 
the times of Juvenal. Is this what the empirical record shows us? 
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The First Fleet (1788)  

In 1789, the first account of the First Fleet’s voyage was published. Entitled The Voyage 
of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay, it was based on a number of primary sources (referred to as 
“authentic papers” in the book), including on-the-site dispatches from Captain Arthur Phillip, the 
English Royal Navy officer who led the First Fleet and who became the founder and Governor of 
the British colony of New South Wales settlement, to Lord Sydney, the British Home Secretary. 
The book also includes additional journal entries, maps, charts, plans and other documents kept 
by other participants on the voyage. The book contains heaps of accounts of the land’s 
indigenous people (who are called “natives” in the book), including “interviews” with them and 
illustrations of them, of their places of dwelling, canoes, and modes of fishing. And in fact, 
across hundreds upon hundreds of pages, a black swan is mentioned in one and only one 
paragraph. The entry for April 15, 1788 states, “… On this lake they first observed a black swan, 
which species, though proverbially rare in other parts of the world, is here by no means 
uncommon, being found on most of the lakes. This was a very noble bird, larger than the 
common swan, and equally beautiful in form. On being shot at, it rose and discovered that its 
wings were edged with white: the bill was tinged with red.” 

In a book of well over three hundred pages, these three lines are all the supposedly 
previously unimaginable black swan gets in the earliest published account of the First Fleet’s 
voyage. The entry mentions nothing about how shocked or startled members of the voyage were 
to discover a black swan because previously their fathers and forefathers for eons of ages passed 
the good word, the conviction, the unassailable belief that all swans, everywhere and anywhere 
on earth, in this and every other universe, must be white and only white. The book also contains 
robust accounts and detailed illustrations of the land’s fauna, such as the kangaroo, birds they 
called the “New Holland Cassowary,” “Caspian Tern,” the “Great Brown Kings Fisher,” and 
many other birds and animals. Some BS storytellers tell us that prior to this moment the 
existence of black swans in human or European history was unimaginable, but curiously, an 
illustration of it in the First Fleet’s published account is absent. If Europeans unassailably 
believed that all swans are white and that black swans were non-existent (“mythical” at best), 
why did they not provide a longer and more colorful description of it in the aforementioned 
book, along with an illustration? Would this not have metaphorically “blown away” the minds of 
European readers, who would have bought copies of the book in droves to see an illustration of a 
“real” black swan? 

 

Captain Cook’s Voyage (1768-1771) 

As mentioned above, Arthur Phillip’s expedition landed in Botany Bay in January 1788, 
but it was not the first European expedition or the first one from Great Britain to have visited the 
area. In fact, it was named Botany Bay by James Cook, who led an expedition that landed in that 
general vicinity nearly two decades earlier. Some who embrace Taleb’s BS origin story, 
metaphor, and theory try to fill the gaps in the “who” and “when” of his myth by suggesting that 
James Cook’s expedition first observed black swans, a moment after which the rest of history 
supposedly changed. As The Motley Fool writes, “Prior to Captain Cook’s arrival in Australia, a 
black swan was a term used throughout the British Empire to describe an impossible scenario. 
See, back then, the only swans around were white, so a black swan was an easily imagined 
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metaphor for anything deemed impossible to exist.” Other BS origin storytellers appear to agree 
with this verdict. 

In 1768, the Admiralty and the Royal Society sponsored the voyage of then-Royal Navy 
lieutenant James Cook to the Pacific Ocean. On a superficial level, one of the primary purposes 
of Cook’s voyage was “scientific discovery”—namely, to observe and record the 1769 transit of 
Venus across the Sun, and to later convey these observations to the Royal Society upon the 
expedition’s return. It was also “to make discoveries to the South and West of Cape Horn.” Cook 
and his crew appear to have made their observation of the transit of Venus on the island of Tahiti 
in June 1769. After completing those astronomical observations, Cook opened a secondary, 
sealed set of instructions from the Admiralty, labeled “secret” at the top, commanding him to 
“proceed Southward in order to make discovery of the Continent.” Although we may infer that, 
generally speaking, the word “Continent” in the letter refers to something like modern-day 
Australia, neither the name “Australia” nor anything close appear in the letter, a point I shall 
return to below in a section about what qualifies as “the discovery of Australia.”  

The Admiralty’s secret instructions additionally read, “You are also with the Consent of 
the Natives to take Possession of Convenient Situations in the Country in the Name of the King 
of Great Britain: Or: if you find the Country uninhabited, take Possession for his Majesty by 
setting up Proper Marks and Inscriptions, as first discoverers and possessors.” According to the 
instructions, taking possession of the country would “redound greatly to the Honor of this Nation 
[Great Britain] as a Maritime Power, as well as to the Dignity of the Crown of Great Britain, and 
may tend greatly to the advancement of the Trade and Navigation thereof.” Following those 
instructions, Cook and company ultimately made landfall near what today is known as Point 
Hicks and from there continued to what Cook later called Botany Bay in present-day Australia’s 
southeast. As we shall see in greater detail in later sections, the land they reached was not 
uninhabited; in fact, across the land of present-day Australia, there were hundreds of thousands 
of “natives” on that land, the descendants of human beings who have lived on that land for tens 
of thousands of years. Whether the ancestors of Australia’s Indigenous people ever gave their 
consent to Cook or anyone else for their land to be taken possession of, and if they did under 
what circumstances, is another matter altogether. Tragically, growth of empire through invasion, 
colonization, exploitation, and the expansion of trade were “part and parcel of the process of 
exploration.” 

I examined some of the records from Cook’s voyages to see what he or his crew had to 
say about black swans. One of the records is entitled, Captain Cook’s Journal During His First 
Voyage Round the World Made in H.M. Bark “Endeavour” 1768-71, A Literal Transcription of 
the Original MSS. As Cambridge University Press notes, the entries provide, “an invaluable first-
hand account containing… descriptions of flora and fauna, and notes on the peoples, cultures, 
and languages encountered” during Cook’s first voyage around the world, when, among other 
things, he made landfall of what he would come to call Botany Bay. Nowhere in the entries of 
the aforementioned book does Cook mention sighting black swans. Captain Cook undertook 
other voyages besides that one, and I reviewed some of the other, publicly available sources from 
his other voyages to examine whether he ever recorded sighting black swans. I found no 
evidence in the records to substantiate the claim that on Cook’s voyages black swans were 
sighted.ix 
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Vlamingh’s Voyage (1696-1697) 

Others still trace the “who” and “when” of Taleb’s BS origin story to Willem de 
Vlamingh and 1697. As the Wikipedia entry for the Black Swan Theory states, “In 1697, Dutch 
explorers led by Willem de Vlamingh became the first Europeans to see black swans.” In 1696, 
the Dutch East India Company sponsored a “voyage of exploration” to the western coast of 
modern-day Australia. According to the Australian geologist and historian Phillip Playford, 
author of Voyage of Discovery to Terra Australis by Willem de Vlamingh in  1696-97, one of the 
purposes of this voyage was to investigate the loss of one of the company’s ships, which had 
disappeared two years earlier en route to Batavia (corresponding to present-day Jakarta, 
Indonesia), and potentially rescue castaways from another one of the Company’s ships that were 
lost several decades earlier.x But perhaps as importantly, Dutch statesmen, scholars, and 
scientists were interested in finding out whether there was anything of economic value in a land 
that to them was little-known. Vlamingh was chosen to serve as the expedition’s commodore and 
skipper of the frigate Geelvinck, the lead vessel with a crew of 134 men. There were two other 
vessels in Vlamingh’s flotilla: the Nyptangh and the Weseltje. In May 1696, these three ships left 
from Texel in the Dutch Republic (part of modern-day Netherlands) as part of a larger convoy 
that was escorted by two Dutch warships.xi In December 1696, the convoy led by Vlamingh 
reached what would come to be called Rottnest Island, an island just off the western coast of 
present-day Australia. In January 1697, the expedition reached what would later come to be 
called the Swan River, also on the western coast of present-day Australia. 

Vlamingh was born in present-day Netherlands in 1640. I think he qualifies to be 
included as a member of that pre-First Fleet, European, “people in the Old World” community 
that Mill, Taleb, King, Kay and other BS storytellers talk about. More specifically, Vlamingh 
was born in the northern portion of modern-day Netherlands, and prior to traveling to modern-
day Australia, had travelled north to Novaya Zemlya, an archipelago of modern-day Russia. 
Different species of some may call “white swans,” such as Mute Swans, Tundra Swans, and 
Whooper Swans, are common in the regions where Vlamingh was born and where he travelled 
before traveling to what much later would come to be called Australia. According to Hans 
Esselink and Jan Beekman, Mute Swans (Cygnus olor), swans with mostly white feathers, are 
“endemic” (native) to the Netherlands. Archaeological excavations in western parts of the 
Netherlands found ancient remains of such swans and it appears that they were hunted by 
humans as far back as about 2,000 years ago. White swans were painted by Dutch painters 
during Vlamingh’s lifetime. For example, in around 1650, the Dutch Golden Age painter Jan 
Asseljin created an oil painting of a mute swan, and circa 1685 the Dutch artist Jan Weenix 
painted a “still life” with a dead white swan. 

It appears likely that Vlamingh had seen at least one white swan with his eyes, heard 
about swans and the mostly white color of their feathers, or both before traveling to present-day 
Australia. It is possible that he had also seen paintings of swans and that their plumage was white 
in those paintings. According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural 
Resources, the species whose scientific name is Cygnus atratus and which is colloquially 
referred to as a “black swan” is native to modern-day Australia and New Zealand; black swans 
do not appear to have been in Europe during the 17th century. We reasonably infer, though not 
unquestionably conclude or unassailably believe, that it is likely that, prior to seeing black swans 
off the western coast of modern-day Australia, Vlamingh probably only saw swans whose 
plumage was white and never saw swans in nature whose plumage was mostly black. 
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 The Wall Street Journal columnist Ben Zimmer writes that, “In 1697, the Dutch 
navigator Willem de Vlamingh made a startling discovery while exploring southwestern 
Australia. There were large numbers of black swans living there, though Europeans might have 
disbelieved early accounts of creatures long held to be as fanciful as unicorns.” Similarly, an 
opinion editorial by Kim Hyun-Ye in the Korea JoongAng Daily states, “One day in January 
1697, a Dutch explorer landed in the Western Australia and headed to the Swan River. There, he 
was surprised to find black swans. It was a shocking discovery to the Europeans who only knew 
of white swans.” Political scientist Philip Tetlock, who co-authored a paper with Taleb 
incorporating elements of the BS theory, writes in his book Superforecasting: 
 

Imagine you are a European living four centuries ago. You have seen many swans in your 
life to date. All were white. If you were asked to envision all the possible swans you 
might ever encounter, you would probably imagine lots and lots of swans that vary in size 
and shape, but all would be white, because your experience has taught you all swans are 
white. But then a ship returns from Australia. On board is a swan—a black swan. You are 
stunned. The ‘black swan’ is therefore a brilliant metaphor for an event so far outside 
experience we can’t even imagine it until it happens. 

 
“Shocking,” “startling,” “surprising,” “stunning,” “unimaginable”—these are some of the 

reactions we should see recorded in the journals of Vlamingh (who many claim “discovered” 
black swans) and/or the logs kept by others on his expedition. Furthermore, we should this 
discovery described as “stunning” and as the “headline news” of the day. We should see records 
of this moment written about in Dutch, English, French, and other European languages creating a 
stirred frenzy around Europe as Europeans learned that the bird they believed for millennia was 
“impossible” had just been discovered in nature. Is this what the records show us? 

Various members of the expedition Vlamingh led, including Vlamingh himself, kept 
records of what they observed. In addition to Vlamingh’s personal journal, there was also kept a 
separate log aboard the frigate he was the skipper of, the Geelvinck, although the authorship of 
what came to be called the “Geelvinck log” is uncertain. Playford suggests that it was written by 
several individuals aboard the Geelvinck.xii Separately, the upper-surgeon of the ship Nyptangh 
kept a separate log as well.xiii Finally, Victor Victorszoon, a Dutch artist, draftsman, and 
“consoler of the sick” made a map of the localities the expedition visited and watercolor sketches 
of what they had seen.xiv 

According to Phillip Playford, Vlamingh’s original journal in Dutch is thought to be lost, 
but his journal was translated into French during the early eighteenth century.xv That original 
French translation and a copy of it are held in two different archives in France. Playford provides 
an English translation of that manuscript in his Voyage of Discovery to Terra Australis by Willem 
de Vlamingh in 1969-97. In the English-language version of Vlamingh’s journal provided by 
Playford (which at present I think is the most credible English-language version publicly 
available), the first mention of black swans occurs on January 8, 1697. Though some have 
explicitly credited Vlamingh with the “discovery” of black swans, according to Vlamingh’s own 
journal, he was not the first one from his expedition to have seen these creatures. On January 5, 
1697, he sent a group of roughly 80 men aboard a small boat on a reconnaissance mission to “the 
mainland.” On January 8, that group came back aboard Vlamingh’s boat and reported to him the 
things that they had seen over the preceding three days. In his journal, for his January 8th entry, 
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he recounts what he had heard from this group about what their experiences over the preceding 
three days: 
 “… After passing 4 or 5 shoals they found the river very deep and full of rocks and very 
difficult to enter. It was full of various kinds of birds, among which there were a number of 
young swans, all black, of which they had caught two, and there also an abundance of fish of 
various species. On their return they sighted their comrades, and set their course straight for 
them. When they had joined them they told them that they had observed nothing of any 
importance…”xvi 
 Vlamingh spends roughly 12 paragraphs in that entry recounting what the group of 
roughly 80 men had seen over the previous trip on their mission ashore. Black swans come up 
only in one paragraph, in one line. In his journal entry for January 11, Vlamingh writes that, “at 
daybreak, we weighed our grapnels as we got ready; we gave chase to several young black 
swans, most of which we caught swimming. At about 9 o’clock we observed that the boat of the 
hooker was missing…” The entry trails off to other topics. Nothing more is written about black 
swans in Vlamingh’s journal in subsequent lines or paragraphs. If BS story-tellers are trying to 
impart us with something that has a tinge of truth, we should expect the metaphorical mind of 
Vlamingh and others on his expedition to be proverbially “blown away.” Surprisingly—or 
perhaps not surprisingly, if you are starting to see the BS origin story as less a historic record of 
what actually occurred and more as a created myth—we do not see anyone being “shocked” or 
“startled” by the sighting of black swans. Instead, the opposite is true: black swans are given 
very short shrift.  
 Could this lack of shock at the observation of black swans be attributed to Vlamingh’s 
idiosyncratically dry literary style? Maybe his mind, metaphorically speaking, was blown away 
when he saw black swans, but he had a dry way of writing, or maybe he was prone to hiding how 
he truly felt? I do not think that this is the case. Vlamingh’s writing style is honest, imaginative, 
and oftentimes quite colorful. Here is an excerpt from his journal for December 31, 1696, when 
he went ashore what later came to be called Rottnest Island: 
 

“On the 31st, having heard the favorable report of the said island, I was urged by my 
people to go there in order to carry out a more detailed examination. With this in mind, 
and to satisfy my curiosity, I went ashore and landed without any trouble… My 
bookkeeper and I set off on our way and after marching about one hour we noticed a very 
attractive and thick grove of trees of about half a mile in extent. Its trees were arranged in 
such a way that one would think they had been planted in a straight line by a professional, 
to make it into a park. From these trees we could smell a very pleasant fragrance, which 
was spread all over the island… 
On my way back I had great pleasure in admiring this island, which is very attractive, and 
where it seems to me that nature has denied nothing to make it pleasurable beyond all 
islands I have ever seen, being very well provided for man’s well-being, with timber, 
stone, and lime for building him houses, only lack plough-men to till these fine plains. 
There is plentiful salt, and the coast is full of fish. Birds make themselves heard with 
pleasant song in these scented groves. So I believe that of so many people who seek to 
make themselves happy, there are many who would scorn the fortunes of our country for 
the choice of this one here, which would seem a paradise on earth.”xvii 
 



Knowingly or unknowingly, Mill, Taleb, King and Kay, and others who perpetuate BS 
origin stories make it seem that “people in the Old World” were mindless zombies or robots, 
who held “beliefs” (if zombies can be said to hold beliefs) they couldn’t doubt. Rather than being 
those sorts of creatures, Vlamingh’s language strikes me as quite imaginative. He sees a “thick 
grove of trees” and imagines that “one would think they had been planted in a straight line by a 
professional to make it into a park.” Maybe he “knows” or “believes” that this is not the case, 
that there was no “professional” who arranged the trees in a straight line to make it into a park. 
But, in his mind, he is capable of balancing this “knowledge” or “belief” with the imagined 
possibility of a professional having been there previously to arrange them into a straight line. He 
thinks about the people from his home country, the one he left from, who seek to make 
themselves happy, and imagines that they would “scorn the fortunes of our country for the choice 
of this one here, which would seem a paradise on earth.” In another entry in his journal, 
Vlamingh writes of spotting a “quite extraordinary bird,”xviii while in another still he writes how 
he and his crew went ashore “to amuse ourselves with exploring the island and admiring the fine 
trees which we saw in the distance, as the darkness of the night robbed us of this pleasure.”xix 
The excerpts above provide sufficient evidence that Vlamingh had the capacity to write in 
colorful language; that he had the ability to describe not just what he saw with his eyes like a 
photocopier printing replicas of the paper being put into it, but the ability to describe how he felt 
when he observed certain things, how he experienced certain moments, and how he imagined 
certain circumstances.  

But when it comes to the aforementioned black swans, the existence of which we are 
repeatedly asked by BS story-tellers to believe was fundamentally “unimaginable” to Europeans 
of Vlamingh’s era, to “people in the Old World,” Vlamingh language is dry, succinct, and 
boring. He does not record falling off the boat upon hearing that his men observed black swans, 
and he does not describe that he felt like the top of his head came off when he witnessed black 
swans with his own two eyes. He does not quote Juvenal or say that impossible is possible after 
all. He moves on. 
 What about the other logs kept on other ships during the expedition? The Nyptangh log 
records how “two young black swans” were brought on board by the crew. Later there was an 
attempt to bring to Europe several of the captured black swans, but they died in Batavia. The 
expedition was, on the other hand, successful in bringing back home sea shells.  Since at least the 
1500s there had been a tradition in Europe of collecting and cataloguing items in nature, and of 
maintaining and exhibiting “Cabinets or Repositories” containing what was sometimes called 
“natural curiosities” or “natural rarities.” Over time, birds emerged as especially popular items 
for such collections. I would venture to speculate that neither Vlamingh nor most other members 
of his expedition ever saw black swans prior to their voyage to modern-day Australia. And I 
have no doubt that the observation of a black swan “excited their curiosity.” The failed attempt 
to bring home black swans, as with the successful attempt to bring unusual sea shells, indicates 
that these items in nature were perceived by at least some of Vlamingh’s expedition as 
sufficiently strange or rare to qualify as something like natural curiosities. But this is no “proof” 
that Europeans once held an unassailable belief that all swans must be white, and that to them, 
black swans were once literally unimaginable or fundamentally “impossible” creatures. In the 
logs kept by members of Vlamingh’s expedition, there is no evidence that the sight of black 
swans was shocking or startling, let alone unimaginable or unbelievable.  
 Today, the estuary in modern-day Australia where Vlamingh and his expedition spotted 
black swans is named the Swan River. Encyclopedia Britannica states that the Swan River, 
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“explored in 1697 by Willem de Vlamingh, was named for the black swans found there.” An 
ambiguity may emerge here: was it so named for the previously unimaginable quality of black 
swans, or for some other reason? Based on the BS theory, some have come to assume that the 
Swan River came to be named as such because of how unimaginable the sight of black swans 
must have been to Vlamingh and crew that they had to commemorate it by naming the river they 
saw it in after this unimaginable discovery. But this does not appear to align with the earliest 
records of the expedition. As Playford points out, although Victorszoon wrote down “Swan 
River” on one of his maps, this name is not mentioned in any of the ships’ logs or Vlamingh’s 
journal.xx In fact, Playford reports that “it seems likely that Vlamingh had intended naming the 
river ‘Witsen River.’” Nicolaes Witsen, a powerful director of the Dutch East India Company, 
was the principal promoter behind Vlamingh’s expedition. As Playford points out, “Witsen 
understood that the river was to be named after him, indicating that the name ‘Witsen River’ was 
shown on a map of the Southland that had been drafted by Vlamingh himself… This map was 
then in Witsen’s possession, but it seems that it is no longer extant.” Again, the naming “Swan 
River” only appears in Victorszoon’s map, and none of the other members of the expedition 
appear to have been compelled to call it that in order to commemorate their “unimaginable 
discovery.”  
 Why did the name “Swan River” appear on Victorszoon’s map? Using Taleb’s absurd 
blend of conditional reasoning and counterfactual thinking, one may surmise that, “Had the 
observation of a black swan for Dutch explorers not been a watershed moment of truly 
remarkable and previously unimaginable proportions, Victorszoon would not have named that 
river after the swans he saw. But he did name it the Swan River. ‘Ergo,’ of course it was named 
to commemorate the sighting of the first black swan, a creature literally unimaginable to people 
in the Old World, going all the way back at least to the times of Juvenal in the second century 
CE.” But just because there are basketball teams named Utah Jazz, Los Angeles Lakers, and 
Chicago Bulls does not mean that Utah was the birthplace of jazz, that Los Angeles is the “Land 
of 10,000 Lakes,” or that every year Chicago hosts a Spanish-styled “running of the bulls” on its 
streets. In a similar way, just because a river in modern-day Australia ultimately came to be 
called the Swan River does not mean that it had to do with the “unimaginable” quality of black 
swans.  

In fact, Playford explicitly states that, “Because of the abundance of swans, the river 
explored on the expedition was named Swane Rivier (Swan River) in the descriptive text 
accompanying the map of the Zuyd Landt (South Land) drawn by Victor Victorszoon.”xxi Notice 
the first phrase: “because of the abundance of swans.” Playford in his account of what actually 
happened seeks to play the role of a historian, rather than a philosopher or a myth-maker seeking 
to sell a theory that they claim explains “almost everything in our world.” It is quite telling that 
in Playford’s book, which is based on a close reading of primary accounts from the expedition, 
there is nothing to suggest that for anyone on the expedition “black swans” were “startling” or 
“shocking.”  
 Francois Peron, a French naturalist and explorer, joined an expedition to modern-day 
Australia led by the French explorer Nicolaus Baudin from 1800 to 1803. Peron later authored a 
book that was translated into English and published in 1809 (when Mill was three years old) 
under the title A Voyage of Discovery to the Southern Hemisphere. One of the members of the 
expedition, the zoologist and mineralogist Charles Bailly, is quoted in that book as saying, “The 
river of Swans, discovered in 1697 by Vlamingh, was thus named by him from the great number 
of black swans he there saw.”xxii Notice, again, that it is the abundant quantity of swans in that 
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river—rather than their previously “unimaginable” quality—that is linked with the naming of 
that river as the Swan River. Peron’s book mentions multiple times throughout the text the 
enormous quantity of black swans the expedition encountered; for example, “The sea near this 
spot was extremely calm, and its surface covered with innumerable legions of black swans,” and 
again, “We soon observed great numbers of black swans,” and again, “We had no sooner 
doubled the point formed by the great hill, than we observed a prodigious number of black 
swans—the river was in fact covered with them.” Not once does the book say something like, 
“We couldn’t believe what we had seen. We observed black swans, creatures we French and 
Europeans in general unassailably believed for millennia were non-existent and impossible to the 
greatest degree.” 
 In The Black Swan, BS events are described not only as things previously improbable-to-
the-point-of-being-inconceivable, but also as history-changing events. According to the origin 
story provided in King and Kay’s Radical Uncertainty, the sighting of a black swan was, before 
the First Fleet departed for Australia, “unimaginable,” outside the scope of imagination of those 
aboard the First Fleet and Europeans in general. In other texts cited above, such as the Wall 
Street Journal, the 1697 Dutch expedition is described as having made a “startling discovery” 
that black swans actually exist. 

If this is the case, why are these descriptions absent from the record of those who were 
something like “one of the first Europeans” who actually observed black swans and who should 
have been most startled by the observation, who should have found that moment as something 
like “mind blowing,” a moment when the previously “unimaginable” had become real? Is the 
space of the human mind so “limited” that it was literally unimaginable or inconceivable for 
Vlamingh and others on the 1697 Dutch expedition that they would never observe a black swan 
off the coast of Australia? If so, how was he able to describe the creatures that he saw as black 
swans? What is it that BS theorists are telling us: that Europeans, before “the discovery of 
Australia,” could not imagine in their mind the possibility of a black swan somewhere in the 
world? 

King and Kay specify that the observation of black swans was unimaginable to the 
convict colonists of the First Fleet. They might point out that although in Dutch there were some 
who shared the good word that there were black swans in that part of the world, that news hadn’t 
reached English ears prior to the 1787 journey, because news among “people in the Old World” 
did not travel as fast as it does now. Would this counter-point be right? How was the Dutch 
sighting of a black swan received in other parts of Europe, like England? 

The UK-based Royal Society keeps a digital archive of its English-language journal 
Philosophical Transactions, launched in 1665. This link provides a digitized picture of the 
reproduction of an extract of a letter sent from the aforementioned Dutch statesman Nicolaus 
Witsen to the British naturalist and physician Dr. Martin Lister. It first appeared in the October 
1698 issue of Philosophical Transactions. In his letter, Wisten relays to Lister “some late 
observations in Nova Hollandia,” that is, observations from Vlamingh’s expedition to “New 
Holland,” corresponding to present-day Australia. The part of the letter reproduced in 
Philosophical Transactions has seven paragraphs. The first paragraph deals with the sea shells 
that were brought to Witsen from that expedition. “On this voyage,” the second paragraph 
begins, “nothing has been discovered which can be any serviceable to the Company.” In the 
middle of the letter, to little fanfare, Witsen shares, among many other details, that the Dutch 
expedition found “black swans, parrots, and many sea-cows.” Witsen provides no single 
additional detail about the black swans, and no words of how anyone was stunned by their 
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sighting. Again, if this creature was truly, fundamentally, literally unimaginable, unbelievable, 
and inconceivable to Europeans, it appears very strange that news of its sighting would be shared 
to such little fanfare. Witsen’s aforementioned letter was reprinted in English by the Royal 
Society multiple times over subsequent decades, including in 1699, 1705, 1722, 1731, 1745, and 
1749.  

Separately, between 1711 and 1717, a five-volume text named Atlas geographus: or, a 
complete system of geography, ancient and modern was published in London. The final volume 
of the text shared the latest information about “Terra Australis Incognita, or, the Unknown 
Southern Land.” The section about New Holland provided the following details, among others: 
“… Mr. Witsen, in his observations upon this Country, mentioned in the Philosophical 
Transactions… that here are black swans, parrots, and many sea-cows…” There is no stunned or 
shocked quality to the sharing of the news about the existence of black swans, and no additional 
details are provided about a bird that was supposed to be “impossible” in the mind’s eye of 
Europeans.  

Between 1724 and 1726, the Dutch minister and naturalist Francois Valentijn published 
Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indien. The book contains many engraved, black-and-white illustrations of 
parts of the world that most ordinary Europeans of the time had never physically travelled to. 
One of the engravings, provided below, depicts Vlamingh’s 1696-1697 journey to modern-day 
Australia. The ships on the right hand side of the engraving are, from left to right, the vessels 
Weseltje, Geelvinck, and Nyptangh. (The third vessel is seen in the background all the way on the 
engraving’s right hand side.) As Playford explains about the left half of the engraving, “Two 
ships’ boats are seen about to enter the river, on which a number of black swans are seen 
swimming.”xxiii 

 

 
Figure 2: Black swans near Rottnest Island, published in François Valentijn’s The Old 

and New East Indies (circa 1724-1726) 
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Narborough’s Voyages (1669-1671) 

 Often BS origin storytellers tell us how the observation of a black swan disproved the 
unassailable belief, the conclusion, that all swans are white, and this suggest that black swans are 
the only “non-white swans” there are. But what do we even mean when we use the term “black 
swan”? Do we imagine that each feather of the black swan is black? Perhaps some do, while 
others do not. On the surface, the term “black swan” seems to imply (or at least it may be 
interpreted by some, as I interpreted it before this research) that each and every feather of this 
swan is black. But that is not the case. “Black swans” have “white flight feathers” that “often 
show when at rest and are conspicuous in flight.” They are commonly called “black swans” even 
though they have some white feathers. Does the picture below “disprove” the idea that all swans 
are white? Well, maybe it does and maybe it does not, depending perhaps on how one chooses to 
interpret such a claim. It does have some white feathers, so maybe it is a “partially-white swan,” 
and given this train of thought we may still say that all swans are white, and just that some 
swans, namely black swans, have fewer white feathers than others. On the other hand, we may, 
for simplicity’s sake, simply choose to categorize black swans as “non-white swans” because 
most of their feathers are black. 
 

 
Figure 3: A black swan in Tasmania 

 
 What do we mean by “white swan”? The term conjures up an image of a swan whose 
feathers are entirely, or almost entirely white. Are “black swans” the only “non-white swans” in 
nature? In my research, I came across Charles Darwin’s writings, including a manuscript 
published in 1839 that contains notes of his voyages aboard the Adventure and Beagle. In that 
book, Darwin mentions observing “black-necked swans” multiple times during his travels to 
present-day South America; specifically, he mentions seeing them in the Pampas and the Chonos 
Archipelago. I later learned that, at least according to some modern estimates, the total 
population of black-necked swans is estimated at around 100,000 in the southern cone of South 
America, where the species is endemic. 
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Figure 4: A pair of black-necked swans in Chile 

 
I asked myself whether Darwin was something like “the first European” to have observed 

a black-necked swan. I learned that the English naturalist John Latham published a book entitled 
A General Synopsis of Birds in 1785, several years before the First Fleet left for Australia (in a 
period of time during which, according to King and Kay, at least part of Europeans’ knowledge 
of swans was that they were all white). In that 1785 text I came an entry for black-necked swans, 
which said, “This species is said to have a red bill; the plumage the same with the other swan, 
except that the neck is of a velvet black: the feet are flesh-colored. This species inhabits the 
Falkland Islands, Rio del Plata, and the straits of Magellan.” 

Latham’s entry cites a number of sources. One of the sources, entitled A Voyage Round 
the World, was written originally in French by the French admiral and explorer Louis Antoine de 
Bougainville, who according to some sources was completed “the first French circumnavigation” 
between 1766 and 1769. Bougainville published his travel log in 1771, and it was translated into 
and published in English in 1772. Online, one can find a digital copy of the 1772 English-
language translation of Bougainville’s text and see, in a section devoted to his observation of 
various animals on the voyage, the following lines about black-necked swans: “Among the web-
footed birds, the swan is the first in order; it only differs from the European one by its neck; 
which is of a velvet black, and makes an admirable contrast with the whiteness of the rest of its 
body; its feet are flesh-colored. This kind of swan is likewise to be found in Rio de la Plata, and 
in the Strait of Magellan.” An excerpt of Bougainville’s text containing the description of black-
necked swans was published in the same year in the Gentleman’s and London Magazine.  
The name “Strait of Magellan” made me think of the Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan, 
who traversed this body of water in 1520. (Indigenous Americans have inhabited this region for 
thousands of years.) I wondered whether any other European before de Bougainville recorded 
observing black-necked swans.  

In the midst of my literary voyage of discovery, I became acquainted with Sir John 
Narborough, an English naval commander who, along a voyage to southern South America 
between 1669 and 1671, entered the Straits of Magellan in 1670. I found an English-language 
book published in London in 1694, whose title may be shortened to An Account of Several Late 
Voyages and Discoveries to the South and North. In a part of that book entitled “A Journal Kept 
by Captain John Narborough,” part of Narborough’s log for August 2, 1670 reads:  

 
“… Wind at south-west, a gale and cold air. We fall on fitting of our rigging and getting 
the ship fit… my greyhound is lame, so that I cannot make her run; also here are many 
ostriches [and] some swans, but not so large as ours: they are white, have a black head, 
and half the neck and legs black.”  
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With the year being 1670, and with Narborough being a person I think we may 
reasonably categorize as a European, if the various BS origin stories are factually accurate, we 
should see Narborough recording this moment as something stunning, shocking, and perhaps 
previously unimaginable. His log does not register such reactions, and instead it immediately 
goes on to say, “Here are some white geese; as European geese, the brant-geese are some white, 
some black and grey; the mallards and ducks are grey; and the teals are grey.” I was not able to 
find earlier travel logs from iconic explorers like Magellan, but it appears to me possible if not 
likely that he and/or members of his expedition similarly sighted black-necked swans during his 
voyages in the early 1500s. Black-necked swans breed, among other places, on the Falkland 
Islands, an area that was sighted during the late 1500s by English explorers such as Sir Richard 
Hawkins and John Davis, although the Falkland Islands were not called as such back then. 
Magellan himself navigated through the southern cone of present-day South America during the 
early 1500s. It is quite conceivable that European explorers witnessed “non-white swans” in 
nature during the 1500s—though it appears to me quite likely that they could imagine, they could 
“see” in their “mind’s eye,” the possible existence of “non-white swans” long before that.  

 
 

 Of Australia’s and America’s Indigenous People 
Perhaps the most awful part of BS origin stories is that those who perpetuate them never 

even acknowledge the existence of the ancestors of Australia’s and America’s Indigenous 
peoples. Mill and Taleb write about the “discovery of Australia,” but who actually discovered 
Australia—and was Australia discovered, created, or a bit of both? Taleb writes about the 
“sighting of the first black swan,” but who (among humans at least) actually sighted “the first 
black swan”? Mill writes that, “Mankind were wrong, it seems, in concluding that all swans were 
white,” and, “That all swans are white was a uniform experience down to the discovery of 
Australia.” But when if ever did “mankind” uniformly experience seeing white and only white 
swans, and conclude that all swans are white? 

The first explanation that Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries provides for the term “discover 
something” is “to be the first person to become aware that a particular place or thing exists.” In a 
similar vein, Merriam-Webster defines the word “discover” as “to obtain sight or knowledge of 
for the first time.” It is bizarre and probably insulting that in the modern era, those who 
perpetuate the BS origin story appear to link the “discovery of Australia” with Europeans, and, in 
talking about the “sighting of the first black swan,” gloss over the many human beings who for 
tens of thousands of years lived on the land that modern Europeans began colonizing a few 
centuries ago. The logs and journals kept by Vlamingh, Cook, Phillip, and others on their 
voyages to present-day Australia indicate that there were human beings already living on the 
landmass where they arrived. Encyclopedia Britannica estimates that when the First Fleet landed 
at Botany Bay in 1788, there were somewhere between 250,000 and 500,000 Indigenous people 
living in what today is commonly (though not universally) called Australia. The Australian 
government has estimated that in 2016 there were close to 800,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in Australia, about 3.3% of the country’s population. 

For quite some time now—at least among individuals who are not out to sell their theory 
as explaining “almost everything in our world”—there has been a recognition that the Europeans 
who arrived in a land today commonly called Australia do not qualify to be called that land’s 
“discoverers.” One example I came across in my research is the following line from the 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Richard-Hawkins
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Richard-Hawkins
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Davis
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/us/definition/english/discover
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/discover
https://www.britannica.com/place/Australia
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/profile-of-indigenous-australians


Australian mammologist John Calaby, who in a 1997 paper wrote that, “The ‘discoverers’ of 
Australia were ancestral Aborigines who arrived at least 40,000 years ago and completely 
explored and settled the country.” More recent evidence pushes back such estimates by tens of 
thousands of years. In 2017, Nature wrote that the exact “time of arrival of people in Australia is 
an unresolved question,” but it also estimated that humans began to occupy Sahul—“the 
combined Pleistocene landmass of Australia and New Guinea”—around 65,000 years ago. 
Today at least some official Australian government websites acknowledge this fact. For example, 
before entering the official website of the National Library of Australia, you may come across 
this notice: “The National Library of Australia acknowledges Australia’s First Nations Peoples – 
the First Australians – as the Traditional Owners and Custodians of this land and gives respect to 
the Elders – past and present – and through them to all Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people.”  

When Taleb claims that once upon a time (and what a time it was) “people in the Old 
World” believed that “all swan are white,” does he consider the ancestors of Indigenous 
Australians as part of the “people in the Old World” and fellow members of humankind?  

Taleb includes in his books almost every item under the sun, but strangely, he never 
acknowledges the existence of Australia’s Indigenous people or their ancestors. Instead, he 
adopts the Eurocentric term “Old World,” and glosses over the existence of countless human 
beings who have lived in present-day Australia for tens of thousands of years. King, Kay, and 
other BS myth-makers do the same. Mill writes about the “uniform testimony” of the so-called 
“inhabitants of the known world,” but a question arises: a world “known” to whom? Surely, the 
ancestors of Australia’s and America’s Indigenous people “knew” about their own existence, 
about the land they walked on, the waters that surrounded them, the sun above them, and even, in 
some instances, the swans around them. When Mill jumps back and forth between “mankind,” 
“Europeans,” and “inhabitants of the known world,” as though these are all one and the same and 
as though no other human beings besides Europeans existed or qualified to be counted as part of 
mankind, he at least, perhaps, has the excuse of having written his text in 1843, in an age with 
social and cultural norms different from those generally accepted in modern-day Europe, North 
America, and beyond. When Mill wrote his text, slavery had not yet been abolished in places like 
the United States, so perhaps in at least some parts of the world, at least among some humans, 
non-whites were considered non-human or “less-than-human.”xxiv But I am stunned that the 
existence of Australia’s Indigenous people is never acknowledged in Taleb’s The Black Swan 
(first published in 2007) when Taleb talks about the “discovery of Australia” or “the sighting of 
first black swan” or “people in the Old World.” He just glosses over the existence of countless 
human beings who lived in present-day Australians for tens of thousands of years, and who 
surely saw a plethora of black swans around them. Other BS origin storytellers, such as King and 
Kay in their 2020 book Radical Uncertainty, similarly never acknowledge the existence of 
fellow members of humankind. 

Some sources that I consulted suggest that the ancestors of Australia’s Indigenous people 
were not only aware of the black swans around them, but that black swans were a part of their 
diet. For example, in The Cambridge World History of Food, Brian Murton writes the following 
about the indigenous food systems of present-day Australia: “Birds constituted an important 
sources of food… Ducks… were abundant in swamps and lagoons and along the rivers, as were 
black swans… and a variety of other waterfowl. Wild turkeys… were another excellent sources 
of food on the open plains…” In 1841, Sir George Grey, a British soldier, colonial administrator, 
and Governor of South Australia, recorded: 
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“The various kinds of wild-fowl with which the rivers and lagoons of Australia abound 
afford a never-failing supply of food to the natives, and many are the arts to which they 
have recourse to entrap these wary birds. During the period of the molting season they 
catch many black swans… these I believe to be as good eating and as delicate an article 
of food as any country can produce.” 
 

Who “Discovered Australia” and When? 

Perhaps Mill, Taleb, King, Kay, and other BS origin storytellers, when they conceive of 
the “discovery of Australia” imagine it differently. Perhaps they believe that, for example, 
members of the First Fleet were not the first humans to land on that landmass; but in creating 
their “convict colony” they “created Australia,” they brought it into being, and simultaneously 
“discovered it.” Maybe members of the First Fleet were the “first ones” to call the land they 
landed on “Australia” and to claim something like, “We have landed in Australia,” and to have 
mapped it all. But this is not quite right either. Like the names of other countries, “Australia” is a 
name that may be said to have different roots, some political, some socio-cultural, even if some 
human beings sometimes equate the name “Australia” with some vague, physical, terrestrial 
landmass. “Australia” is not the only name the country is known by. During the Olympics, sports 
broadcasters may talk about the “Australian team,” and colloquially, a modern Australian rock 
band like Men At Work may sing, “I come from a land down under,” a nickname for Australia 
rooted in part, it appears, because the continent-country of Australia is located below or south of 
the equator. But, on a roster provided by the United Nations, the official name of Australia is 
listed as the “Commonwealth of Australia,” and Encyclopedia Britannica notes on its entry for 
“Australia” that an alternate title for this entry is “Commonwealth of Australia.” As 
Encyclopedia Britannica explains, the “Commonwealth” (formerly, from 1931-49 called the 
British Commonwealth of Nations) is today “a free association of sovereign states comprising 
the United Kingdom and a number of its former dependencies who have chosen to maintain ties 
of friendship and practical cooperation and who acknowledge the British monarch as symbolic 
head of their association. The Commonwealth was an evolutionary outgrowth of the British 
Empire.” The Australian Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade explains that 
“The Commonwealth of Australia is a federation of six states and two self-governing 
territories… Australia’s Head of State is the Queen of Australia, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 
II,” while the democratically elected “Prime Minister is Head of Government.” 

In general, from the fifteenth to the early nineteenth centuries, the land that today is 
commonly referred to as “Australia,” was imagined and referred to by a plethora of different 
names, including New Holland, the Land of the Eendarcht,xxv Terra Australis (Latin for South 
Land), Terra Australis Incognita (Unknown Southern Land), Terra Australis Nodum Cognita, 
Brasiliae Australis, Magellanica, Ora antarctia, and Ulimaroa. The word “Australia” itself 
appears to have been used as early as 1545 CE, but throughout the 1600s and 1700s—and even 
much of the 1800s—present-day Australia was commonly called “New Holland.” 
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Figure 5: New Holland (“Nuova Hollanda”/“Het Niew Hollandt”) as depicted on a reproduction 

of a terrestrial globe originally created by the Italian cartographer Vincenzo Coronelli circa 
1688-1693 

 
In around 1808-1811, the French Navy officer Louis de Freycinet, who explored portions 

of present-day Australia, published the map below, entitled in English, “A General Map of New 
Holland” (the French title seen carried by the bird in the bottom left). Although the land is 
portrayed as surrounded in the south by what the map terms “Grand Ocean Austral,” the 
continent itself is not referred to as Australia. The name of the map suggests that all of it may be 
called “New Holland.” Interestingly, the southern portion of the continent is termed “Terra 
Napoleon,” presumably in honor of the French Emperor under whose reign Freycinet served. 

 

 
Figure 6: Freycinet’s map of New Holland, circa 1808-1811 
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According to the National Library of Australia, the English explorer Matthew Flinders, 
who circumnavigated the continent, used the name “‘Australia’ to describe the continent on a 
hand drawn map in 1804.” As the National Library of Australia’s Mapping Our World: Terra 
Incognita to Australia notes, on his map Flinders “made the decision to apply the name 
‘Australia’ to the continent which up until then had generally been referred to as ‘New 
Holland.’” Although Flinders began working on his map in 1804, it was not until 1814 that a 
redrawn version of it was published. 

 

 
Figure 7: Flinders’ “General Chart of Terra Australis, or Australia,” 1814 

 
In 1814, shortly before his death, Flinders published his sea voyage journal, Voyage to 

Terra Australis, providing an account of his circumnavigation of the Australian continent that he 
undertook in 1801, 1802, and 1803. The book was composed of two volumes and an atlas, where 
the map above appeared. In the first volume, he referred to the continent as Terra Australis, 
writing toward the start of the book that, “of this term (Terra Australis) I shall hereafter make 
use, when speaking of New Holland and New South Wales, in a collective sense,” since both 
New Holland and New South Wales “form one land,” and thus there should be a “general name 
applicable to the whole.” In a later footnote he added, “Had I permitted myself any innovation 
upon the original term, it would have been to convert it into Australia; as being more agreeable 
to the ear, and an assimilation to the names of the other great portions of the earth.” 

Does the “sighting of the first black swan” align with the “discovery of Australia,” as is 
the common conceit of BS origin stories? It depends on what someone counts as the “sighting of 
the first black swan” and the “discovery of Australia.” It would be strange if, when we thought of 
Australia, there was no physical landmass attached to the name, in large part because our bipedal 
species, at least at this stage in our evolution (and it may not always be true), needs a hard-
enough surface to walk on and survive. But if we think of Australia as something more than 
merely as a physical landmass or a territory or a patch of earth, then we may conceive of it as 
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something like an imagined space—a country that does not exist in a physical space per se, or 
only in a physical space, but in the imaginative space of human being.  

For example, today a human being who is an Australian citizen—which according to the 
Australian government means they can say “I am an Australian”—can spend more time outside 
of Australia than inside of Australia for a lengthy period of time and still be considered an 
Australian citizen. That said, actually residing on physical land that the Australian government 
considers being part of Australia for at least some period of time is necessary to maintain one’s 
citizenship status. On the other hand, another human being, an immigrant to Australia who 
wishes to become an Australian citizen may live and walk on Australian soil for years and still 
not be considered an Australian citizen.  

If we think of Australia as something that includes both the physical landmass, and as 
something extra beyond that, so that Australia is not just a land also something like a political 
unit, or a social unit, or a cultural unit (a country that is as simultaneously real and imaginary as 
money and time), it may be truer to say that Australia was “created” or that it “emerged” (and 
that it is still in the process of being created) than to say that it was “discovered.” The State 
Department’s Office of the Historian writes that, “On January 1, 1901, six colonies were joined 
together to create the Commonwealth of Australia, a self-governing Dominion in the British 
Empire.” Notice that these colonies joined together “to create” the Commonwealth of Australia. 
But even then the newly created Commonwealth of Australia was not truly independent, in large 
part because “London retained control over substantial legislative powers, and thus strongly 
impacted Australia’s foreign policy.” The United States, for one, only recognized Australia’s 
independence in 1940, and subsequently established bilateral relations with it. 

So, when did the “discovery of Australia” actually take place, and by whom? By the 
Dutch, British, or French explorers during the 1600s, 1700s, or 1800s? It appears that most of 
them, especially during the 1600s and 1700s, did not call the shores they landed on as 
“Australia,” and that the name itself only became increasingly popular during the 1800s. If we 
are talking about the moment when the first humans set foot on a physical landmass that is at 
present commonly (though not universally) and colloquially called Australia, then that moment 
appears to have happened tens of thousands of years ago. The land of present-day Australia was 
explored and settled a long time ago, and there were hundreds of thousands of members of our 
species on it when modern Europeans began coming ashore. Many humans there almost certainly 
observed black swans, a claim that I believe is fair to make given that black swans are native to 
and abundant in present-day Australia, and given that swans appear to have been a part of the 
indigenous food system. So, when did the “sighting of the first black swan” actually occur, at 
least among the human species? 

I have no answer. I don’t think anyone does. BS origin stories attempt to simplify things 
by providing us with a “just-so” story, an exaggerated myth, in order to make the BS theory 
work, but how far ought to stretch the empirical record in order to make a theory work? 

 

Beyond the Non-White Swans of Australia 

Mill writes, “That all swans are white was a uniform experience down to the discovery of 
Australia,” and more modern BS storytellers similarly suggest that non-white swans are only 
found in Australia. A growing body of evidence suggests that humans have lived in parts of 
Brazil, Uruguay, and southern Chile for tens of thousands of years. Black-necked swans are 
found in the three aforementioned countries (Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay). Given the propensity 
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of our curious and restless human species to ceaselessly move, explore, and observe, it appears 
very likely that human beings who lived in present-day South America where black-necked 
swans are native had seen those swans. Was their experience uniform such that they only saw 
“white swans”? Or do we not count them as part of the “people in the Old World” grouping, or 
mankind, or inhabitants of the known world, all in order to preserve the BS origin story, 
metaphor, and theory? 

Of the Phrase “All White Swans” 
Up until now, much of the analysis above was informed by digital research in which I 

plugged in keywords like “black swans” or “black-necked swans” into the databases I mentioned 
at the start of this essay. But over the last year, I also spent much of my research trying to 
ascertain the number of instances in which during periods like the 1500s or 1600s phrases like 
“all swans are white” appeared in texts. The Economist published a summary of Taleb’s The 
Black Swan and claimed that, “Before 1697, teachers confidently taught European school 
children that all swans were white.” If, say, we had textbooks in English or Dutch or French prior 
to 1697 (the year when Vlamingh landed on the western coast of present-day Australia) stating 
something like “all swans are white,” then this would provide some tentative empirical evidence 
that at least some Europeans believed that all swans are white. But the aforementioned summary 
provides no citation, no single footnote or link to a textbook from, say, 1696 stating “All swans 
are white.” The Economist’s summary, and Taleb’s claim in his BS origin story, are similar to 
Mill’s claim that “from the earliest records” some vague “inhabitants of the known world” were 
“unanimous on the point” that “all swans are white.” Mill does not provide a single record to 
substantiate his claim, and neither does the source above in the Economist or Taleb. But if 
they’re right, we should find heaps upon heaps of texts in which the idea that “all swans are 
white” is expressed. 

We may ask ourselves perhaps a different question: did people “back in the day” hold 
unassailable beliefs with regard to anything? Do you, reader, hold any unassailable beliefs? What 
are they? Are you truly incapable of doubting them, and if you’re not capable of doubting them, 
is that an instance of certainty (as I think it is) or uncertainty? But let us talk about “others,” 
some vague “people in the Old World.” Did they hold “unassailable beliefs”? Maybe they did, 
and maybe they did not. Having studied history, I am generally aware that books like the Hebrew 
and Christian Bible and the Quran have been around for millennia. In those books, God is 
presented as the omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient Creator of this universe. I have also 
travelled to Europe and the Middle East, and have visited religious places of worship, from 
medieval cathedrals in present-day western and central Europe to Ottoman-era mosques like the 
Blue Mosque, the Süleymaniye Mosque, and Hagia Sophia in present-day Turkey. The religious 
places of worship that I have seen with my own two eyes are something like “Houses of God” 
that human beings, “believers,” have in many cases frequented for centuries or millennia. I am 
aware that throughout history there have been some human beings who gave up their life in the 
belief that God exists; there have been many religious martyrs across different faiths, and these 
individuals who we may tentatively claim truly believed that God exists.  

Being aware of the aforementioned details, I hypothesized that, if I were to plug into a 
database like Google Books a term like “God exists,” and if I were to search for instances of that 
claim during the 1600s, I would come up with at least some instances where human beings 
expressed such a belief. Lo and behold, I found such instances. For example, I found a text 
published in 1662 entitled Origines Sacrae, Or, A Rational Account of the Grounds of Christian 
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Faith, written by the British Christian theologian and scholar Edward Stillingfleet. In that text, 
Stillingfleet writes, among other things, “… therefore, I may with as much truth affirm that God 
exists, as that man is a living creature, or a triangle has three angles equal to two right ones.” 
Imagining that some might not buy the logic or argument that he used to reach that conclusion, 
Stillingfleet goes on to write that he “shall endeavor to manifest more clearly the force of this 
argument” by “proving… the suppositions which it stands upon.” It appears to me fair to 
tentatively say that Stillingfleet, at least while he was writing those lines, powerfully believed 
that God exists—although I am not sure that we can say that his belief in the existence of God 
was “unassailable,” because it is possible for a human being to believe in God and yet 
simultaneously doubt God’s existence. This may be the reason why at least some religious 
believers today speak of their “faith.” They have “faith” that God exists, not necessarily an 
unassailable belief that He does. 

Similarly, I found a 1694 text written by the French priest and rationalist philosopher 
Nicholas Malebranche, roughly entitled A Treatise Concerning the Search After Truth, in which 
he wrote, among other things: “… It is then as evident that God does exist, as that the whole is 
greater than its part.” And in the same year, the French Protestant minister Jacques Abbadie 
published A Vindication of the Truth of Christian Religion, in which he wrote that “necessary 
existence… is what we affirm of God,” and, “For though God exists, and though we exist also, 
yet as the manner of his Existence is infinitely nobler than ours.” Collectively, these texts 
provide us with sufficient evidence, I think, to tentatively claim that at least some Europeans 
during the 1600s may have strongly believed that God exists at least at some point in their 
lives—and they may have believed that God exists beyond the shadow of a doubt, or they may 
slightly doubted God’s existence even as they wrote those sentences, for our creatures are 
infinitely more complex (and interesting) than the absurd, one-dimensional representation that 
Taleb presents of “people in the Old World” who had an “unassailable belief” that “all swans are 
white.” 

I conducted a similar kind of search in Google Books for the phrase “all swans are white” 
between 1500 and 1697 to see whether such instances pop up in English language books. 
According to BS origin stories, not only should there be such instances, there should be heaps of 
books published year after year and generation after generation passing on the knowledge that 
“all swans are white.” Curiously, I did not find a single text in that period where the phrase “all 
swans are white” appears. I found phrases that come close. For example, I found a text from 
1680 whose title may be shortened to The Reports of Sir Edward Coke, Late Lord Chief Justice 
of England. The text stated, “It was resolved, that all white swans not marked, which have gained 
their natural liberty, and are swimming in an open and common river, may be seized to the 
King’s use by his prerogative.” But “all white swans” is not equivalent with “all swans are 
white.” The former suggests that non-white swans might exist, while the latter suggests that non-
white swans do not exist. The same text often refers to “white swans” or a “white swan.” Given 
that BS origin storytellers claim that during this period of time people unassailably believed that 
all swans are white, it appears strange to see many references to “white swans” rather than 
simply “swans” since the former should go without saying—at least in the conceit of the BS 
origin story. 

I also found John Locke’s 1689 work, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, in 
which he writes, “The idea which an Englishman signifies by the name swan, is white color, long 
neck, red beak, black legs, and whole feet.” This, like the 1680 work above, gives credence to 
the notion that there were white swans that Englishmen during the 1600s observed, and the 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Origines_Sacrae_Or_A_Rational_Account_of/zAo8AQAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=origines+sacrae+i+may+with+as+much+truth+affirm+that+God+exists+as+that+man+is+a+living+creature+or+a+triangle+hath+three+angles+equal+to+two+right+angles&pg=PA395&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Malebranch_s_Search_After_Truth/_EA7AQAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=nicolas%20malebranche%20treatise%20concerning%20the%20search%20after%20truth%20evident%20that%20God%20exists%20whole%20is%20bigger%20than%20its
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Vindication_of_the_Truth_of_Christian_Re/5crJcHvTpZcC?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=necessary%20existence%20is%20what%20we%20affirm%20of%20God
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Vindication_of_the_Truth_of_Christian_Re/5crJcHvTpZcC?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=For%20though%20God%20exists,%20and%20though%20we%20exist%20also,%20yet%20as%20the%20manner%20of%20his%20Existence%20is%20infinitely%20nobler%20than%20ours
https://www.google.com/search?q=all+swans+are+white&biw=1858&bih=1357&sxsrf=AOaemvLYeB5QsNx0iLg048iQtRHRvghF5Q%3A1642778764381&source=lnt&tbs=cdr%3A1%2Ccd_min%3A1%2F1%2F1500%2Ccd_max%3A1697&tbm=bks
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Reports_of_Sir_Edward_Coke_Kt_The_Se/3Fl7jCgB_J4C?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=all+swans+are+white&pg=PA465&printsec=frontcover
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/10615/10615-h/10615-h.htm


sentence itself suggests that Locke believed that, at least when an Englishman used the word 
“swan,” they imagined a number of properties, one of which was often (though not necessarily 
always) the color white. But this is a far cry from the claim that mankind or Europeans or some 
other group held an unassailable belief that all swans are white, that is, a swan must be white and 
only white, and that a swan by any other color is simply unimaginable. Notice that in the 
sentence above, Locke refers to what an “Englishman signifies by the name swan.” This is 
significant because throughout An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke shows his 
awareness of distant parts of the earth populated by other peoples with different belief systems, 
as well as of ancient civilizations. For example, in Locke’s own patch of earth, it had become 
tradition to count the passage of years through the observation of the “motions of the sun,” but as 
Locke points out, other phenomena (“the freezing of water, or the blooming of a plant”) could 
“as well serve men to reckon their years.” He writes that, “Some people in America counted their 
years by the coming of certain birds amongst them at their certain seasons, and leaving them at 
others.” Just because Locke believed that for an Englishman the word “swan” conjures a number 
of properties of which whiteness was one does not mean that he or other Englishmen—or that 
“mankind uniformly” (to use Mill’s terms) held an “unassailable belief” (to use Taleb’s terms)—
believed that all swans must be white and only white. And it is not strictly true that for every 
Englishman the word “swan” always implied a white and only white swan. First, as we saw 
above, the English commander John Narborough wrote with in his log on August 2, 1670 that he 
sighted swans with “a black head and half the necks and legs black” in present-day South 
America. At the very least, this means that not literally every Englishman, when uttering or 
writing down the word “swan,” always meant to imply a swan whose entire plumage was white. 

Second, in England, it appears that throughout the 1600s, the “black swan” was 
frequently the name of a place or an establishment. For example, two poems written by Aston 
Cokayne and published in 1658 are dedicated to “Isabel Manifold of the Black Swan in 
Ashbury.” A 1662 list providing the names of licensed and regulated “Hackney-coaches” 
(usually four-wheeled carriages drawn by two horses and holding six passengers) provides at 
least four instances of individuals licensed to operate such coaches and based “at the Black Swan 
in Holborn.” The City of London also once had a street named Paternoster Row, or Pater-Noster-
Row, which was at the heart of the city’s publishing trade. One of the bookshops on that street 
was named “the Black Swan,” and was operated by Awnsham Churchill and his brother John 
from 1681 to 1720. John Locke’s Two Treaties of Government was “Printed for Awnsham and 
John Churchill at the Black Swan in Pater-Noster-Row, 1698.” Whether black swans were 
perceived as “real” or “imaginary” creatures by the different Englishmen who chose to name a 
place or an establishment as “the Black Swan,” it appears to me that it is not necessarily the case 
that white was the only color by which an Englishman signified by the name “swan” before 
Vlamingh stepped ashore present-day Australia. 

In my research, I did come across a 1687 work by William Walker called Some 
Improvements to the Art of Teaching; Especially in the First Ground of a Young Scholar in 
Grammar Learning. It is a textbook “showing a short, sure, and easy way to bring a scholar to 
variety and elegancy in writing Latin.” It provides the following example of a properly 
constructed phrase, “A black swan is a rare bird; and a white crow is a strange sight.” Strangely, 
none of the other examples of sentences on that page feature any apparent “impossibilities.” One 
example of a properly constructed sentence states, “A good man is a wise man; and an evil man 
is a foolish man.” Another states, “A tall man with a long neck in a white doublet killed two 
sparrows sitting on a high house with one stone.” (Brutal…) If before 1697 Europeans 
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unassailably believed that all swans are white and concluded beyond doubt that it is impossible 
for a swan to be black, why would the aforementioned 1687 textbook provide an example of a 
sentence stating, “A black swan is a rare bird,” rather than a sentence stating, “A black swan is 
impossible” or “A black swan does not exist” or “All swans are white”? 

 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I provided a number of variations of the “sighting of the first black swan” 
origin story. After a serious, good-faith effort to find records that would substantiate various BS 
origin stories, I find little to no evidence to substantiate the claims commonly made in those 
stories. I conclude that, at best, such stories are exaggerations or myths. 

Some stories, like that of Mill, are internally inconsistent about key details, like the 
“who” and “when” of this occurrence, sometimes referring to “mankind,” at other times referring 
to “Europeans,” and yet at other times still referring to “inhabitants of the known world.” Mill 
does not substantiate his four claims with empirical evidence, and some of his claims—such as, 
that “mankind” once “concluded” that “all swans are white”—are at worst absurd and at best 
contradictory to his own project, since no amount of records that he could collect could ever 
substantiate that his claim that “mankind” (as in, every human being) reached this conclusion. 
When one critically analyzes what Mill is actually saying, the various details he provides to paint 
his BS origin story turn out to be mostly empirically false.  

  Other BS origin storytellers like Taleb do not provide key details in their origin stories, 
and the details they do provide are not empirically substantiated. Taleb cites Juvenal’s satires, 
where a fictional character rants about how work in which a made-up character states that a 
“worthy wife” is as “rare upon this earth as a black swan.” But this is insufficient evidence to 
substantiate the claim that once upon a time a vague grouping called “people in the Old World” 
had an “unassailable belief” that “all swans are white.” It is insufficient evidence that even 
Juvenal himself believed beyond the shadow of a doubt that all swans are white, since he wrote 
this line in a work of fiction. It is also possible to interpret Juvenal’s line, and later usages of the 
“as rare as a black swan” expression, as showing that even human beings who had not seen black 
swans with their own two eyes once held the possibility that black swans exist somewhere in 
nature. If some “people in the Old World” truly, actually meant “rare” when they used that word 
in the “as rare as a black swan” expression, then it may mean that those people did not believe 
that all swans are white. Taleb also cites Mill, but as we have seen, Mill himself does not provide 
empirical evidence to substantiate his story.  

Others still like King and Kay present the journey of the First Fleet in 1787-1788 as being 
“the moment” when Europeans discovered for the first time that not all swans are white; 
previously European knowledge said that all swans are white, and, therefore, black swans were 
“unimaginable” prior to that point in history. This does not align with the empirical record. 
Nearly a century earlier, Vlamingh’s expedition recorded sighting black swans, this fact was 
made available in the English language many times over subsequent decades, and a painting of 
black swans in present-day Australia appeared in the aforementioned book Oud en Nieuw Oost-
Indien as early as the 1720s. Was Vlamingh the “first European” to have sighted black swans? 
Maybe, maybe not. It may have been the Dutch explorer Antonie Caen in 1636, or the rabbit hole 
could go further than that. If we expand notions like the “discovery of Australia” or the “sighting 
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of the first black swan” to non-Europeans, which it appears to me we can and we should, then we 
may have to expand our time horizon by perhaps tens of thousands of years.  

BS origin stories also frequently tell us that the sighting of a non-white swan was a 
“stunning” or “shocking” or “startling” moment—“an unimaginable event,” in the words of King 
and Kay, “given European knowledge of swans.” But the empirical records do not substantiate 
such exaggerated or fabricated myths. Instead of sharing the news of his expedition sighting 
black swans as something that in modern parlance would be termed “mind-blowing,” Vlamingh 
gives short shrift to this moment, writes about it in dry language, and quickly moves on to other 
items. Subsequently, Witsen, the primary sponsor of Vlamingh’s expedition who learns about its 
outcome, similarly shares with little fanfare news of the sighting of black swans in his letter to 
the British naturalist Dr. Lister. An excerpt of Witsen’s letter is published in Philosophical 
Transactions as early as 1698 but does not appear to become the “headline news” of the day.  

BS storytellers also frequently link the “sighting of the first black swan” as the moment 
that disproved the widely held conclusion that “all swans are white.” But this overlooks the 
existence of black-necked swans, which are abundant in the southern cone of present day South 
America. In 1670, over a century before the First Fleet left for present-day Australia, we find that 
at least one European, John Narborough, recorded observing one type of swan that we may 
reasonably consider a “non-white swan,” namely, a black-necked swan. Again, there is no 
evidence that he was startled or shocked or rattled by this sighting. At least some Europeans 
were aware of these swans’ existence during the 1600s and 1700s, as evidenced by the records 
provided in this essay.  

Arguably the worst part about BS origin storytellers is that they never acknowledge the 
existence of countless other members of the human species. In both present-day Australia, where 
black swans are abundant, and the southern cone of South America, where black-necked swans 
are abundant, human beings have lived for tens of thousands of years. Almost certainly, at least 
some of them saw one or more swans with white feathers, and it is questionable whether those 
“people in the Old World,” those members of “mankind,” ever believed that “all swans are 
white.” Most BS origin storytellers, including Taleb, King, and Kay, never expand their horizon 
of humanity to include the ancestors of the Indigenous peoples of present-day Australia and 
South America. The story itself is very much a European-centric one, and even there it is weak 
and full of holes. 

Philosophers may counter the spirit of the enterprise embodied in this essay, a mostly 
empirical investigation of whether origin stories pertaining to the “sighting of the first black 
swan” align with the empirical record. Philosophers may claim that whether the story itself is 
true or not is not the point. Rather, what is important, they might say, is the idea or lesson that 
the story represents, which may be stated more abstractly in the following terms: "No number of 
sightings of white swans can prove the theory that all swans are white. The sighting of just one 
black one may disprove it." Just because we see over a thousand consecutive days the sun rising 
does not necessarily mean that the sun will rise tomorrow. Perhaps in a similar vein, as the 
philosopher Wittgenstein might say, “That the sun will rise tomorrow is a hypothesis; and that 
means that we do not know whether it will rise.” Perhaps this is true, perhaps if we see a 
thousand white swans we ought not to conclude that all swans are white, that every feather of 
every swan must be white and cannot be black or some other color and that there cannot be black 
swans. Fair enough. But by the same token, I think it is incumbent upon those who perpetuate the 
BS origin story in what essentially amounts to a cross-generational game of whispers played 
among adults to recognize that their own origin stories are as untrue as the idea that no swans 
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ever have black feathers. “People in the Old World” moved around, they explored, they saw 
different things and shared what they saw, and they used their imagination. Some of them could 
and did imagine “black swans.” Black swans existed in their imagination, in their mind’s eye, 
even if they never saw black swans with their two eyes in nature. I do not think that we can use 
their figurative expressions to claim that existence of black swans was “unimaginable” to them. 
There were many different “people in the Old World,” not just Europeans, and they were part of 
the same species though they saw different things around them. On these counts, and following 
Taleb’s first ethical rule (provided at the very top of this essay), I call various incarnations of the 
BS origin story utter BS—something that the discerning reader probably “saw coming” and to 
whom this moment was not a black swan.  

 

ENDNOTES 
i As in many instances of his writing, Taleb is insufferably inconsistent. Although that quote is pulled 
directly from a later section in The Black Swan, earlier in that book, on page xxii, he writes that the three 
attributes are: “rarity, extreme impact, and retrospective (though not prospective) predictability.” The 
earlier word “rarity” appears to later transform into the word “unpredictability,” but if something is rare, 
is it necessarily unpredictable, and vice versa? The earlier term “extreme impact” appears to later 
transform into “consequences,” but are those two terms one and the same? If something is consequential, 
does it mean that it has an “extreme impact”? What qualifies as “extreme”? As this essay shows, from the 
perspective of Europeans who lived in the 1600s and 1700s, the sighting of black swans in present-day 
Australia was unexpected, and as far as those Europeans who were aware of their existence, those 
creatures were “rare.” Yet the event itself—the “OG” black swan event, “the sighting of the first black 
swan” by Europeans—appears to have very little impact on the world. In the empirical records from that 
era, we find that black swans were described as footnotes, as parenthetical observations. Their existence 
was of little consequence until Taleb “made a mountain out of a molehill,” metaphorically speaking. 
ii The Great Recession began in December 2007, and in the wake of that crisis, many U.S. and global 
financial institutions, systems, and government-sponsored enterprises teetered on the verge of collapse 
and some ultimately did collapse. Some of the largest and longest-running banks in the United States, 
such as Lehman Brothers and Bear Stearns, failed in 2008. Lehman Brothers was founded in 1850 and 
was the fourth-largest U.S. investment bank before its bankruptcy; both it and Bear Stearns were some of 
the “most admired” institutions on Wall Street, right up to the year when the Great Recession began. 
Other financial institutions such JPMorgan, Wells Fargo, and Bank of America were bailed out by the 
taxpayer’s dime, the dime in this case amounting to hundreds of billions of dollars. Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac, both publicly-traded, government-sponsored enterprises, were also bailed out to the tune of 
$191 billion. The financial crisis indicated that “something was wrong.” Looking at the rearview mirror, it 
seemed that in the years leading up to the crisis, some major actors in the U.S. and globally—be they 
individuals or institutions—had made “bad decisions,” and perhaps devised systems that either sparked 
the financial crisis or at the very least allowed it to emerge. 
iii For example, in a 2009 op-ed in the Financial Times, Taleb argued against “stimulus packages, in all 
their forms,” and warned that “running a government deficit is dangerous” and that “central bank money 
creation will lead not to inflation but to hyper-inflation.” Whether the solution to the financial crisis that 
began in 2007 ought to have lay via the road of massive stimulus packages and high-levels of deficit 
spending, those roads were taken, contrary to Taleb’s warnings. But the US economy rebounded in the 
years following Taleb’s editorial (US GDP fell by 2.5% in 2009, the year he wrote his editorial, but 
increased by 2.6% in 2010 and was in positive territory up until 2020, when Covid-19 emerged.) 
Similarly, inflation remained low for over a decade after the aforementioned editorial, and only spiked in 
2021, or about a dozen years after Taleb wrote his editorial. We may yet experience hyper-inflation—a 
year from now, a decade, a century. Would Taleb then be seen as a “prophet,” the “one who saw it 
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coming”? It appears to me that Taleb’s insights and predictions are less insightful than someone saying, 
“Sometime in the next hour, it will be five o’clock somewhere.”  
iv In another essay, I conduct a wider investigation of Taleb’s BS theory and point out its conceptual, 
ethical, and empirical errors. 
v The substance of the BS origin story is similar to Taleb’s story of the Thanksgiving turkey in The Black 
Swan: “Consider a turkey that is fed every day, every single feeding will firm up the bird’s belief that it is 
the general rule of life to be fed every day by friendly members of the human race ‘looking out for its best 
interests,’ as a politician would say. On the afternoon of the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, something 
unexpected will happen to the turkey. It will incur a revision of belief.” Besides the rather dubious claim 
that the Thanksgiving turkey will undergo a “revision of belief”—turkeys have “beliefs” that they can 
“revise”? How do we know? And even if they do, when will they undergo a revision of belief as they are 
being butchered for Thanksgiving—the story aligns closer with a claim about certainty than uncertainty. 
In the context of the fable story, it appears that with each feeding the turkey becomes more “certain” that 
it is fed by a friendly member of the human race. 
vi For example, as I point out elsewhere in the essay, in their 2020 book Radical Uncertainty, King and 
Kay write, “The origin of [Taleb’s black swan] metaphor is that Europeans believed all swans to be 
white—as all European swans are—until the colonists of Australia observed black swans… The 
observation of a black swan was not a low probability event; it was an unimaginable event.” If Europeans 
believe all swans to be white and if the observation of a black swan was literally unimaginable to them, 
then those Europeans aboard the First Fleet were not uncertain about whether they’d see black or white 
swans; they were certain that, if they were to see swans, they would be white swans. As with Taleb’s BS 
origin story, I think King and Kay’s story is better suited as a story of human certainty than human 
uncertainty. 
vii Taleb may respond that self-professed experts do need to be reminded that they should be uncertain 
much more frequently, but I think the person who truly needs to be reminded of this is Taleb himself, who 
appears to be certain that his BS theory explains just about everything in the world, and that “literally” 
just about everything of significance in the world around us qualifies as an example of a BS. 
viii Mill’s sentence here is eerily similar to Taleb’s opening line in The Black Swan. 
ix Just because I did not find such a record does not necessarily mean that it does not exist. Perhaps Cook 
recorded observing black swans and perhaps he wrote about that moment as the most unbelievable, mind-
blowing moment of his life. If a reader has evidence of such a record, please do share.  
x In other instances throughout this essay I tried to always provide a hyperlink that directly takes the 
reader to the text I am referencing. Often the reference is a book scanned by Google and available in 
Google Books. At present, Playford’s book appears not to have been scanned and made available on 
Google Books. I will therefore footnote citations to his works. In this case, Phillip Playford (1998), 
Voyage of Discovery to Terra Australis by Willem de Vlamingh in 1696-1697, Western Australia Museum 
Perth, W.A., pp. 4-5. 
xi Playford, p. 11.  
xii Playford, p. 9.  
xiii Playford, p. 9.  
xiv Playford, p. 21. 
xv Playford, p. 82. 
xvi Playford, p. 87. 
xvii Playford, p. 84. 
xviii Playford, p. 82. 
xix Playford, p. 83. 
xx Playford, p. 21. 
xxi Playford, p. 42. 
xxii France is a relatively very short distance from the Netherlands, and it appears likely that had French 
explorers seen swans early in their lives, before traveling to Australia, that the color of the swans they saw 
was white. It is noteworthy that in Peron’s book the naming of “the river of swans” as such is linked with 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
the prodigious number of swans in that area, rather than a seemingly startling moment of epic proportions 
during which Dutch explorers saw the unimaginable, black swans, and had to name a river after black 
swans because of how unbelievable that moment was. 
xxiii Playford, figure 13. Playford notes that the engraving comes “from Valentyn (1726), courtesy of the 
Rare Books Section, Fisher Library, University of Sydney.  
xxiv It is important to note that Great Britain did ban slave trade in 1807 and abolished slavery in most part 
of the British Empire in 1833, within Mill’s lifetime.  
xxv Playford, p.4.  

https://www.rmg.co.uk/stories/topics/how-did-slave-trade-end-britain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_Abolition_Act_1833
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