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Coronavirus, Black Swans and Gray Rhinos 
Joandomènec ROS11 

 
The different governments, from China to the United States, to Spain and other 
European countries (as well as the WHO at first), have tried to justify the terrible 
health impact, but also the economic and social effects, of the COVID-19, the disease 
caused by a coronavirus. The excuse has been virtually unanimous: no one had 
foreseen such a severe effect or such a rapid spread and, as a result, the countries were 
not prepared to deal with it. Leaving aside whether this is credible, after the spread of 
the disease in China, Iran and Italy and, therefore, the early warnings coming to 
Europe of the impending disaster in a globalized world, in which distances no longer 
matter, perhaps it is worth reflecting on those overwhelming phenomena that fall 
over us without, presumably, anyone having foreseen their emergence, consequences 
and possible remedies. 
 
Although the coronavirus is a microbe, I will use two animal similes to explain the 
sudden and unforeseen (or not) occurrence of these phenomena, such as COVID-19, 
but also other “unforeseen” disasters, whether economic, social, political or other. 
 
I. The Black Swans 
 
Juvenal, a Roman poet who lived between the 1st and 2nd centuries of the Common 
Era, wrote some famous Satires;12 in them, he described the life of the Rome of his 
time in an ironic way. Some phrases of his poems have survived to the present day 
and are of general knowledge: mens sana in corpore sano, panem et circenses, quis custodiat 
ipsos custodes, rara avis, among others. The latter is precisely part of a longer phrase, rara 
avis in terris nigroque simillima cycno, “a rare bird on earth and resembling a black swan”. 
A black swan, two thousand years ago, was really a rare bird: only white, European 
swans were known. 
 
When, centuries later, black swans (endemic to Australia) were discovered, there was 
no way to change the meaning of “Black Swan” (in capital lettering), which is still 
interpreted as a very strange, unforeseen thing that takes place unthinkingly and 
reverses a long-established situation. A paradigm that was considered assumed, 

 
11 Professor Emeritus of Ecology, University of Barcelona. President of the Institute for Catalan 
Studies. E-mail: jros@iec.cat. 
12 DECIMUS JUNIUS JUVENAL. Satires, book I. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 
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proven and well established is faltering and is falling apart due to the appearance of 
this “Black Swan”. 
 
There is a host of examples, from epidemics to social and political revolutions, from 
unforeseen war victories (or defeats) to tsunamis, from falling meteorites to the 
population bomb, from Chernobyl to Fukushima, from Pearl Harbor to Viet Nam. 
(Later we will consider whether these or other “Black Swans” were, in fact, as 
contingent and sudden as they seemed). 
 
Nassim Nicholas Taleb, an American statistician and essayist of Lebanese origin, 
published a book in 2007, Black Swan,13 in which he outlined the characteristics of 
such an event. To begin with, a “Black Swan” is something atypical, being outside the 
realm of regular expectations; there is nothing in the past to indicate its possibility. 
Second, it makes a big impact. Third, despite this rarity, we invent post-factual 
explanations for its presence, so we end up considering it an explainable and 
predictable event. Taleb himself summed up the Black Swan three characteristics in an 
interview in the New York Times: “rarity, extreme impact, and retrospective (though 
not prospective) predictability. A small number of Black Swans explain almost 
everything in our world, from the success of ideas and religions, to the dynamics of 
historical events, to elements of our own personal lives”. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic would be for some (especially those responsible for 
fighting it) a “Black Swan”, something that no one had anticipated. Moreover, I add, 
according to Taleb’s definition, it produces an enormous impact, which we cannot yet 
gauge but which can change the world as we knew it; someone has said that “the 
pandemic caused by the coronavirus is not the end of the world, but the end of this 
world”. 
 
Taleb himself, and many others, deny that the current pandemic is a “Black Swan”. As 
he stated on a television, “He was clearly a ‘White Swan’, so we warned, and insisted 
that he should be killed when he was still inside the egg; that we had many indications 
that it would come, that it could be catastrophic, and we ignored it. Governments did 
not want to spend pennies in January [2020], and now they are going to spend 
trillions”. 

 
13 TALEB, Nassim Nicholas. The Black Swan. The Impact of the Highly Improbable. Nova York: Random 
House, 2007. 
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II. The Gray Rhinos 
 
And here is the other animal simile: the “Gray Rhino”. There are different species of 
rhinos, but the best known (and endangered) are the African black and white rhinos. 
(They do not have these colors: their armored skin has a darker grayish hue, in the 
case of the black rhino, or lighter, in the case of the white one.) The “Gray Rhino” in 
the simile is a mixture of both and has the characteristics of these animals when you 
look at them, for example, from the vehicle of an African safari. You see one rhino 
from afar, but suddenly the animal gallops towards the vehicle; you know it is a very 
dangerous animal and therefore a very likely and serious threat But you ignore it, 
because you think your vehicle will withstand a possible charge of this irritable 
pachyderm. When the collision finally takes place and destroys the vehicle, and the 
huge rhino horn seriously hurts you, you realize that you may have been reckless, that 
the warning and danger signs were there but you ignored them. 
 
Michele Wucker, who is a political analyst, has written an entire book on Gray Rhinos 
(Wucker, 2016).14 She names four categories: rhinos that attack: problems that arise 
suddenly and need to be addressed quickly; we need to know how fast they move and 
what damage they can do. Recurring rhinos: problems that have happened before and 
of which we have some experience that can help us deal with the current one: 
financial crises, flu epidemics, etc. Meta rhinos are the most dangerous; they are those 
structural factors that prevent us from properly dealing with problems; Wucker 
blames business management, that is, business policy, because it has a rigidity 
impervious to change: it is business as usual. 
 
Finally, there are the unidentified rhinos, which are the ones that do not hint at what 
the problem really is; she points out the changes that artificial intelligence will bring 
about in many areas, which are supposed but very uncertain. For example, Yuval N. 
Harari (2016, 2018)15 has identified some of these social and economic changes, but 
they may not be these but others. What is clear is that in the face of any kind of Gray 
Rhino, the worst thing that can be done is to do nothing. 

 
14 WUCKER, Michele. The Gray Rhino: How to Recognise and Act on the Obvious Dangers We Ignore. Nova 
York: St Martin Press, 2016. 
15 HARARI, Yuval Noah. Homo Deus. A Brief History of Tomorrow. London: Harvill Secker, 2016; 21 
Lessons for the 21st Century. New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2018. 
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III. Do not pass the buck 
 
All this digression and, in particular, the essays mentioned, among many others that 
we could cite and that have proliferated in recent times, lead us to an inescapable 
conclusion: Catastrophic events can be predicted (in fact, someone has predicted 
them for a long time). But we are not prepared to treat them out of laziness 
(governmental or from academic experts, who prefer to speculate on safer things) or 
out of meanness; when they finally assault us, we throw in the usual mechanisms, 
weapons, protocols, and so on which, by the way, didn’t work because they were 
prepared for a whole other kind of events. And, of course, we cover our shoulders 
saying that this or that event is a “Black Swan”, when the reality is that it is a “Gray 
Rhino”, which has long existed and threatened us, but we had not paid attention 
(Sheng, 2017; Baram, 2020).16 
 
If solutions are to be found to these catastrophic events that post facto crisis cabinets 
can barely address, they must come from harnessing the knowledge of those think 
tanks that make of serious prospecting their main activity. In all fields, from science to 
humanities, from social sciences to technology, there are experts who are dedicated to 
setting future scenarios and ways to deal with them with guarantees of success. Lately, 
artificial intelligence has been added to the natural intelligence of these experts, 
making it difficult to find a complex future economic, social, technical, health, etc. 
situation that has not been planned and for which a way has not been designed to 
solve it, to adapt to it, to avoid it, to turn it upside down to take advantage of it, and 
so on. 
 
The problem is that these approaches to unraveling future but predictable problems 
(which, I insist, are all: there are no “Black Swans” but “Gray Rhinos”), do not usually 
come out of university and academic seminars. In some cases (Harari, 2016, 2018; 
Rees, 2019,17 etc.), the authors have written widely circulated books that illustrate 
these possible futures. Do politicians consider them? 
 
Politicians of all colors, who could learn something from scientists and intellectuals, 
are often allergic to contemplate scenarios and adopting strategies that go beyond the 
four years their tenure will last. If there are only a few who have permanent scientific 
advisers, how do you want them to have any interest in heeding what expert groups 

 
16 SHENG, Andrew. From black swans to grey rhinos. The Star, 22 juliol 2017; BARAM, Marcus. 
Why the coronavirus crisis is a “gray rhino” and not a “black swan”. Fast Company, 10 març 2020.  
17 REES, Martin. On the future. Prospects for humanity. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019. 
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can tell them on a lot of issues that politicians will have to legislate on? These 
comments apply to all kinds of governments around the world, not just our own. 
 
These days there is still a debate about whether scientists should dictate the policy (in 
health matters, in relation to the pandemic unleashed by the coronavirus) or should be 
limited to advising and should be the politicians who, properly trained, make the laws 
and organize logistics to solve this and other science-based problems. My many years 
of experience advising local and foreign politicians on environmental issues have 
taught me that this dilemma lacks a facet.18 
 
I passionately believe that it should be the elected, properly informed by experts, who 
should do the politics (and, of course, they should be held accountable to society). But 
first, politicians need to understand what the experts are telling them; second, that 
these experts must be known to the general public and, in particular, to the scientific 
community, which is the one that can best judge whether government advisers are 
solvent scientists or not. In relation to the Covid-19 pandemic, the scientific advisors 
of Catalan, Spanish and French governments, to not to go further, should pass the 
scrutiny of the international scientific community. 
 
Thirdly, that politicians consider the expert scientific advice, at the same time, of 
course, that non-strictly scientific advice (labor, economic, social, etc.), which they will 
also need to consider. In addition, that they act by weighing all expert opinions. 
However, I am afraid this kind of politician is also a rara avis. 
 
 

 
18 ROS, Joandomènec. Proposicions il·luminadores i insensates. Reflexions sobre ciència. Barcelona: Empúries, 
1999; Exploració, joc i reflexió. Assaigs sobre ciència. Lleida: Pagès, 2006. 


