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Task 1 
 

Read the two extracts below, which are taken from a review of a book by Jared Diamond called Guns, 
Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies. 

 

 
Review Extract 1 
 
To a non-specialist, the account of human prehistory presented here seems plausible and well-
founded. Where plants and animals could easily be domesticated, settled agriculture emerged first 
and was then diffused to other suitable areas – particularly those enjoying easier migration routes. 
That such agricultural practices began earlier in Eurasia than in the Americas, Oceania, or Southern 
Africa ended up giving Europeans a head start in the tool- and weapon-making technologies which 
facilitated their subsequent invasion and conquest of ‘New World’ societies.     
 
Given the magnitude of the task he has set himself, it is inevitable that Diamond uses broad brush-
strokes to fill in his argument. Technological change and the conquests and economic changes that it 
has wrought over the past thousand years are dismissed as largely a question of geographical 
accident. Even more compressed is the account of how today’s socio-political institutions have 
developed over time and in different locations. The large debate that is currently going on over 
historical explanations of the wealth and poverty of nations in a global context is here reduced to a 
sub-set of the question about bronze tools and geographic connectedness. 
 

Review Extract 2 
 
Diamond’s most contentious argument is his conclusion that the logical consistency and precision of 
current discoveries in archaeology and prehistory make it possible to foresee the future of human 
history as a science. Such a stance has been undermined by other approaches which deny the 
possibility of establishing general laws, stressing the social, cultural and gendered nature of 
archaeological knowledge and explanation. Diamond’s use of contemporary ethnographic 
observations of some peoples to provide explanations of the prehistoric past of all peoples can be 
questioned on methodological grounds, as can his refusal to place the knowledge he uses within its 
historiographical context.  
 
There is another set of problems. The history of humans cannot be equated with the history of 
dinosaurs or glaciers because those natural phenomena do not consciously create the evidence on 
which we try to understand them. Lastly, human history must be studied on a human scale, so that we 
can empathise with the past, and see it in the context of our present humanity. Here there is nothing 
between the minute and the monumental – anecdotal accounts of random individuals at moments in 
their lives, and the huge sweep of whole peoples and continents across millennia. 
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Task 2 
 
Read the four extracts below, which give the views of four academics on being a public intellectual in 
Britain.  
 
 
A Susie Orbach, psychotherapist and writer 
 
Being able to provoke a different point of view to the standard current ideological or political 

perspective as played out in conventional newspaper or radio reportage is what a public intellectual 

does. But it's not merely about being oppositional, because that's too negative. Public intellectuals 

attempt to widen and deepen the discourse, by adding further analysis and coming at issues in 

surprising or unexpected ways. There's a trend towards soundbites and oversimplification of issues, 

especially in the media. We all desire clarity but a way to reach it means understanding at several 

layers, folding in different kinds of knowledges; in other words complexity. There is a craving for that 

thoughtfulness which public intellectuals are able to provide. Public intellectuals come from a range of 

areas and use their expertise to comment more widely than just within their field. They want to make a 

contribution to public space, and they stick their necks out to do it. You can get your teeth into what 

they're saying, and that interchange enriches the conversation. 

 
B  Mary Beard, classicist 
 
I think the British have always had this view that other countries like France are full of public 

intellectuals and we are hopeless. I don't agree. To start with, it's an awful phrase. Have you ever met 

anybody who avowed to be a public intellectual? We don't go in for pontificating to the nation, but if 

you ask whether we have a vibrant form of political, social and cultural debate in which people who 

are academic, intellectual, clever – and not just media stars – engage, we have loads of it. If you 

listen to current affairs programmes on television, they’re not short of people who actually know 

something. They’ve been hugely important in bringing people who know something into an arena in 

which they can comment. We're always looking back to some great era of intellectual public 

engagement when there were essayists writing in serious but popular magazines, but it doesn't seem 

to me that we're doing any worse. We're probably a lot better than we were 100 years ago. I feel 

pretty optimistic actually, as long as we keep the universities well-funded and the arts and humanities 

peopled. 

 
C Brian Cox, physicist and broadcaster 
 
The American theoretical physicist Richard Feynman said a ‘physicist commenting on anything but 

physics is as dumb as the next guy’ and there is something to be said for that. Often, scientists feel 
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they should remain within their area of expertise. But then many people from other disciplines are 

perfectly happy to offer their opinions on everything. It is incumbent on scientists to step up and be as 

vocal. Scientists are trained to take great care over drawing conclusions from evidence and it is 

worthwhile offering that as a perspective in itself. If you don't put forward the evidence-based case, 

then how is the debate to proceed? You're left only with opinion. The Royal Society's motto is: ‘On the 

word of no one’. The dilemma for the public intellectual is to remember at all times that the point of the 

project is not to rely on the logical fallacy known as the ‘argument from authority’. In other words, you 

shouldn't stand there and say: ‘I am a famous scientist, therefore you should think this.’ That is the 

antithesis of science. People who know things clearly make a valuable contribution to public debate, 

but I'm wary of iconic people behaving almost like cult leaders. It would be unfortunate if public policy 

were influenced by people with the biggest following. 

 
D  Alain de Botton, philosopher 
 
A public intellectual is someone whose reasoned ideas have an impact on a broad swath of society. 

This has been disproportionately interpreted as meaning a poet or a writer – the logical conclusion 

then being that we don’t have very many public intellectuals. My feeling is that the term ‘public 

intellectual’ should be stretched to include those whose ideas help to determine what goes on in the 

broad swath of national life, not just poetry or the essay, but in education, housing, health, transport, 

architecture and so on. Most of the really influential public intellectuals are now employed by the state 

and we've never heard of them. They don't generally have a public profile, but they have a public 

impact – I think that's where the confusion often comes in. But what we do have are people like the 

governor of the Bank of England, who takes big, intellectually founded decisions on the future of the 

country. The most influential of our public intellectuals are those whose hands are on the biggest 

levers. For this reason, I'd nominate people like the governor of the Bank of England as the most 

influential, closely followed by the Secretary of State for Education, whose thinking determines how 

our children are taught. 
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Task 3 
 

Read the text below, which is an adapted extract from the prologue of a book called The Black 
Swan by the writer and risk analyst Nassim Nicholas Taleb. 
 

 
Before the discovery of Australia, people in the Old World were convinced that all swans were 
white, an unassailable belief as it seemed completely confirmed by empirical evidence. The 
sighting of the first black swan might have been an interesting surprise for a few ornithologists, but 
that is not where the significance of the story lies. It illustrates a severe limitation to our learning 
from observations or experience and the fragility of our knowledge. One single observation can 
invalidate a general statement derived from millennia of confirmatory sightings of millions of white 
swans. All you need is one single black bird. 
 
I push one step beyond this philosophical-logical question into an empirical reality, and one that 
has obsessed me since childhood. What we call here a Black Swan (and capitalize it) is an event 
with the following three attributes. First, it is an outlier, as it lies outside the realm of regular 
expectations, because nothing in the past can convincingly point to its possibility. Second, it 
carries an extreme impact. Third, in spite of its outlier status, human nature makes us concoct 
explanations for its occurrence after the fact, making it explainable and predictable. 

 
I stop and summarize the triplet: rarity, extreme impact, and retrospective (though not prospective) 
predictability. 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. Ever since we left the Pleistocene, some ten millennia ago, the effect of these 
Black Swans has been increasing. It started accelerating during the Industrial Revolution, as the 
world started getting more complicated, while ordinary events, the ones we study and discuss and 
try to predict from reading the newspapers, have become increasingly inconsequential. 

 
Just imagine how little your understanding of the world on the eve of the events of 1914 would 
have helped you to guess what was to happen next. How about the rise of Hitler and the 
subsequent war? The precipitous demise of the Soviet bloc? The rise of Islamic fundamentalism? 
The spread of the internet? Fads, epidemics, fashion, ideas, the emergence of art genres and 
schools. All follow these Black Swan dynamics. Literally, just about everything of significance 
around you might qualify. 

 
This combination of low predictability and large impact makes the Black Swan a great puzzle; but 
that is not yet the core concern of this book. Add to this phenomenon the fact that we tend to act 
as if it does not exist! I don’t just mean you, your cousin Joey, and me, but almost all “social 
scientists” who, for over a century, have operated under the false belief that their tools could 
measure uncertainty. For the application of the sciences of uncertainty to real-world problems has 
had ridiculous effects. I have been privileged to see it in finance and economics. Ask your portfolio 
manager for his definition of “risk,” and odds are he will supply you with a measure that excludes 
the possibility of the Black Swan – hence one that has no better predictive value for assessing the 
total risks than astrology (we will see how they dress up the intellectual fraud with mathematics). 
This problem is endemic in social matters. 

 
The central idea of this book concerns our blindness with respect to randomness, particularly the 
large deviations: Why do we, scientists or non-scientists, hotshots or regular Joes, tend to see the 
pennies instead of the dollars? Why do we keep focusing on the minutiae, not the possible 
significant large events, in spite of the obvious evidence of their huge influence? Look into your 
own existence. Count the significant events, the technological changes, and the inventions that 
have taken place in our environment since you were born and compare them to what was 
expected before their advent. How many of them came on a schedule? Look into your own 
personal life, to your choice of profession, say, or meeting your mate, your exile from your country 
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of origin, the betrayals you faced, your sudden enrichment or impoverishment. How often did 
these things happen according to plan? 

 
Black Swan logic makes what you don’t know far more relevant than what you do know. Consider 
that many Black Swans can be caused and exacerbated by their being unexpected. Think of the 
terrorist attack of September 11, 2001: had the risk been reasonably conceivable on September 
10, it would not have happened. If such a possibility were deemed worthy of attention, fighter 
planes would have circled the sky above the twin towers, airplanes would have locked bulletproof 
doors, and the attack would not have taken place, period. Something else might have taken place. 
What? I don’t know. 
 
Isn’t it strange to see an event happening precisely because it was not supposed to happen? 
What kind of defense do we have against that? Whatever you come to know (that New York is an 
easy terrorist target, for instance) may become inconsequential if your enemy knows that you 
know it. It may be odd that, in such a strategic game, what you know can be truly inconsequential. 

 
This extends to all businesses. Think about the “secret recipe” to making a killing in the restaurant 
business. If it were known and obvious, then someone next door would have already come up 
with the idea and it would have become generic. The next killing in the restaurant industry needs 
to be an idea that is not easily conceived of by the current population of restauranteurs. It has to 
be at some distance from expectations. The more unexpected the success of a venture, the 
smaller the number of competitors, and the more successful the entrepreneur who implements the 
idea. The same applies to the shoe and book businesses – or any kind of entrepreneurship. The 
same applies to scientific theories – nobody has interest in listening to trivialities. The payoff of a 
human venture is, in general, inversely proportional to what it is expected to be. 
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Task 4 
 

Read the text below, which is taken from an article by Richard Mabey about nature writing. Mabey 
specialises in the relationship between nature and human culture. 
 

 
In defence of nature writing 

 

Not since John Clare lambasted Keats for metropolitan sentimentality has there been such an 

unwarranted attack on the integrity of nature writers. In a letter written in 1830, nine years after 

Keats's death, the poet of the fields accused the urban Romantic of portraying “nature as she … 

appeared in his fancys & not as he would have described her if he had witnessed the things he 

describes”. 

 

Steven Poole's recent essay in Review echoed Clare's sour jibe. What Poole sees, when he 

considers “recent nature writing” and its readership, is urban whimsy, pastoral1 nostalgia, “a solidly 

bourgeois form of escapism”. He singles out half a dozen writers of different kinds, but his piece 

seems to be aimed at all of us who have tried to explore the complex relationships between humans 

and the natural world. Searchers in the forest are fanciful elitists, he suggests; their use of language is 

even on occasion tainted with fascism. 

 

Somewhere in Poole's essay there is a legitimate argument to be had: a questioning of the way that 

nature has been commercialised and commodified, as day-trip redemption, off-prescription Prozac. 

But that isn't what is memorable about his essay. I've worked in this area for 40 years, and though I 

am not personally incriminated, I feel insulted and traduced by it, and I know enough of the way this 

area of literary exploration has been evolving to raise a voice of complaint on behalf of my colleagues.  

 

Poole's phrases “recent nature writing” and “nature writers” amount to an indiscriminate 

homogenisation; current nature writing is the broadest of secular churches. Oliver Morton's engaging 

personal saunter through the world of photosynthesis, Eating the Sun, for example, might be more 

properly labelled imaginative science writing, just as Robert Macfarlane's literal wanderings in his 

masterpiece The Old Ways are really imaginative travel literature. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 pastoral: associated with a sentimental view of the countryside 
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Yet there we all seem to be grouped as a kind of cult. Most of us prefer to think of ourselves just as 

writers, who simply wish to embrace a rather larger than usual cast of characters, the other beings 

and landscapes with which we share the planet – and to respect them as subjects not simply objects. 

But nature as active subject implies relationships, not simply objective descriptions (that's “natural 

history writing”), and the difficult work of marrying truth to one's emotional and imaginative responses 

with truth to an organism's own life. 

 

All this, and the assumption that there is something close to “mind” in nature, seems to be anathema 

to Poole. Perhaps he would accept “intelligence” instead. For example, all this last hot week the oaks 

have been putting out their pinkish lammas shoots, responses to foliage lost to predatory insects. If 

there is more predation the oaks will begin talking to each other through airborne pheromones, which 

increase the bitter tannins in their leaves. Intelligence in nature is this deep-time instinct to be 

creatively resilient. Which is why Tim Dee's insight from Four Fields, mocked by Poole, that “The fog 

was everywhere, but thickest on the fen, for that is the lowest ground and the air knows it – the land 

has been underwater before” is more than a metaphor. It's a recognition of the appropriate behaviour 

of matter, and that landscapes have “memories” embedded in their structure that influence their 

present environs, their future destinies – and the humans that pass through them. If Poole has never 

experienced this, he needs to get out more. 

 

Writing about this is difficult and skiddy work, prone to anthropomorphism. Fortunately there has been 

a strong strain of self-interrogation in much recent nature writing. About, for instance, the relation 

between human and natural creativity, given a huge boost by recent sonogram analysis of birdsong. 

We may know why birds sing, but what they sing, in bird-time and bird-pitch, is something else. “The 

loudest song means the fittest birds,” is the kind of oafish verdict handed down on TV nature 

programmes. But what sound like simple single notes to our poor ears resolve at slow speed into 

dense and kaleidoscopically shifting tone poems. Does that make birdsong music, or do we claim that 

category of organised noise purely for our self-conscious creations? 

 

Attempts to move from human-centredness to more inclusive and empathetic points of view are 

fraught, involving the question of whether language is complicit in any human disconnection from 

nature. I fell into this trap myself, once portraying a barn owl hunting over a dusk hayfield as a symbol 

of the change from day to night, part feathered shuttle, part winged flail. It was an appropriation to suit 

my own poetic conceit, an insult to the delicacy of the real bird. Now I have a wiser way: I warm 

towards the concept of neighbourliness as a template with which to approach and write about our 

relations with our fellow organisms. It permits concern, shared circumstance, even love from afar, but 

demands no reciprocity. 
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The writing, not just its subject, is part of this neighbourly ecological bond. Jonathan Bate, in his work 

of eco-criticism The Song of the Earth wrote that “the dream of deep ecology will never be realised on 

earth, but our survival as a species may be dependent on our capacity to dream it in the work of our 

imagination.” This makes Poole's jibe that “nature writers do tend to whitewash the non-human world 

as a place of eternal sun-dappled peace and harmony” even more baffling. It's plain he has never 

read Kathleen Jamie's sombrely beautiful meditation on mortality and nature's human predators in 

Sightlines. 

 

Thus to the extent that nature writing has a common spring, as represented by the likes of Bate and 

Jamie, it is anything but pastoral. What’s more, it emerged not out of a desire to return to some 

ruralist golden age, but to repudiate such fantasies – the tweeness of “country lifestyle” magazines, 

the technically obsessed imperiousness of natural history television, the belief that agriculture and its 

colonial embodiment, “the countryside”, are unimpeachable sources of moral value. Hence the 

passion for the unfarmed wild, for the small, the particular and the local, and the affirmation that “new” 

nature writing was not new at all, but embedded in a long tradition.   

 

The fact that there is now a flourishing strand of urban nature writing is final proof of the absurdity of 

Poole's pastoral charge. As I write, in a blessedly hot July, the swift has returned to its brick and 

concrete parishes. Now the dark scimitars will be scything across north London back-to-backs, 

screaming at knee level through the alleys of Granada, braving urban war zones across the Middle 

East. I once saw their flickering shapes on a live TV broadcast of the shelling of Beirut, an 

unavoidable allegory about different ways of being alive. Finding words to bridge that divide between 

the otherness of nature – a swift sleeping on the wing 5,000ft up, and the intimate familiarity of the 

rush of wings past the face – is what most nature writers are striving to do, not wallow in some 

vanished pastoral world. 
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