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Researching uncertainty 

The unpredictability of the present era exposes social science’s uneasy 

relationship with uncertainty. Yet political economists should embrace the 

inescapability of this condition as a key foundation of inquiry. This is the first 

in a new series of posts which explores uncertainty and the business of 

predicting the future in political research. 

 

Craig Berry, Deputy Director at SPERI 

 

In 2013, Colin Hay and Tony Payne claimed that we were living through ‘the Great 

Uncertainty’. This era had succeeded that of ‘the Great Moderation’ (roughly, the 1980s up to 

the financial crisis), or what Ewald Engelen and colleagues at CRESC would retrospectively 

rename – acknowledging the failure of the era of moderation to tame capitalism’s crisis 

tendencies – ‘the Great Complacence’. 

Uncertainty, it seems, is never very far away. For Hay and Payne, uncertainty had reached 

era-defining proportions due to the coalescence of financial crisis, a shift of global economic 

power away from the West, and threats to the natural environment. Moreover, these trends 

were said to ‘feed off each other in extraordinary and unexpected ways, with the politics 

flowing both through and between them in a highly complex fashion’. 

The trends to which Hay and Payne referred are seismically significant, disruptive to 

established orders, and possessing the potential for catastrophic implications for human life. 

But is the uncertainty to which they give rise of an entirely novel quality? And is uncertainty 

itself a bad thing? Uncertainty is an ever-present feature of social organisation – and social 

science may benefit from acknowledging this as a foundational concern. 

This would particularly apply to those studying economic life. The discipline of economics, 

however, has a complex lineage around the concept of uncertainty. An understanding of the 

inherent uncertainty of economic processes underpins the crucial distinction between ‘utility’ 

and ‘money’ in classical economics, posited by Daniel Bernoulli’s answer to the ‘St. 

Petersburg paradox’ in the early eighteenth century, yet also underpins the development of 

‘evolutionary economics’, which generally challenges the notion of utility-maximising 

rational actors. 

Uncertainty is often associated with a Schumpeterian perspective, with Joseph Schumpeter 

seeing innovators as economic agents who both benefit from and cause uncertainties arising 

from technological development – and uncertainty is generally both endemic and beneficial. 

‘Knightian uncertainty’ refers to risks arising from future possibilities that are, unlike 

conventional risks, incalculable (and therefore a source of profit which survives the apparent 

tendency of competitive markets to drive down profitability). The Keynesian explanatory 

http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/SPERI-Paper-No.5-The-Great-Uncertainty-389KB.pdf
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/SPERI-Paper-No.5-The-Great-Uncertainty-389KB.pdf
http://www.federalreserve.gov/BOARDDOCS/SPEECHES/2004/20040220/default.htm
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/after-the-great-complacence-9780199589081?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Petersburg_paradox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Petersburg_paradox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_economics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knightian_uncertainty


Sheffield Political Economy Research Institute, University of Sheffield 

3 
 

schema places great emphasis on uncertainty in this form, but John Maynard Keynes 

challenged Schumpeterian logic in this regard, arguing that uncertainty is a perennial produce 

of capitalist dynamics, rather than simply a transitional phase between equilibria. 

Despite these lessons, today’s neoclassical economists (who quintessentially reject Knightian 

uncertainty), as well as struggling to understand the role of uncertainty in ‘non-linear’ 

innovation and change, persistently decry the role of uncertainty in constraining rational 

marketplace behaviour. But this is due to a tendency to see uncertainty in the latter form as a 

feature not of the economy, but rather of politics; that is, it arises predominantly from the 

ability of political actors to disrupt perfectly functioning markets. Whereas Keynes saw 

government intervention as essential to curtail the stymying effect of uncertainty, many 

economists see it as a fundamentally uneconomic practice, therefore creating uncertainty for 

economic actors. 

Politics can be no more said to cause uncertainty than to express the uncertainties inherent in 

human relations. The crude separation of politics and economics – with government 

demonised as a result – is generally disputed by most political economists, often drawing 

upon the insights of classical economists which now lurk in the margins of social-scientific 

inquiry. 

Clearly, the political realm does produce uncertainties, just as the social, economic, and 

environmental realms (and the interactions between these realms) do. Yet the ongoing 

processes about which we are uncertain are not pernicious simply because they are 

characterised by uncertainty. Hay and Payne’s key argument remains irrefutable: there are 

several transformative processes underway, with potential species-wide impacts; our ability 

to respond to change on this scale in a way which minimises harm will be severely tested, and 

all evidence to date suggests that we will fail. 

However, the implications for our ability to understand uncertain processes are less clear. 

Irrespective of whether uncertainty is good or bad, or instead neutral, there is a question for 

social science regarding whether the existence of unknowable things makes anything beyond 

the present moment entirely unknowable. Does the presence of uncertainty preclude the 

production of knowledge through research? 

Despite projecting an economic universe which is infinitely knowable (and therefore pervious 

to abstract modelling), neoclassical economists implicitly, and paradoxically, support this 

notion, by bracketing off the unknowable world of politics epistemologically (an agenda 

which overlaps with a normative critique of government). 

This move must be resisted. The first stage of meeting the challenge of researching 

uncertainty is to recognise that the challenge exists. As Helga Nowotny argues in her 

magisterial book The Cunning of Uncertainty, if we are not researching uncertainty, we are 

not really researching at all. Nowotny’s book is principally designed to implore natural 

science to take seriously the value of social science, but it is a lesson which social science – 

in its occasional eagerness to ape the natural sciences – must itself learn. 

Clearly, Hay and Payne did not postulate an age of uncertainty in order to signal resignation. 

None of the conflating crises they describe are inexplicable, and nor were they unforeseeable. 

Their implicit instruction was for knowledge which appears to exist only at the fringes of 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=AA4rDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA2&lpg=PA2&dq=neoclassical+economics+uncertainty&source=bl&ots=At79Y_Kqz2&sig=47O_S3qOI2PeFR0nW9_tcAQWP6U&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj45Y_H7q7WAhWIblAKHTDcBp4Q6AEITjAG#v=onepage&q=neoclassical%20economics%20uncertainty&f=false
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2014/02/05/pivot-series-published/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2014/02/05/pivot-series-published/
http://eu.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-074568761X.html
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social science to be mainstreamed, so that new ways of understanding change and its 

consequences – and, ultimately, its imperatives for progressive action – can be developed. 

I would suggest that, for political economists, understanding and embracing uncertainty 

requires five key shifts. Firstly, we must never under-estimate the proclivity of capitalism (or 

indeed any system of economic organisation) towards self-harm. We should consider not 

simply how things are, but the contradictions that might prove their undoing, and the 

mechanisms by which tensions might rise to the surface. 

Secondly, we must develop a better understanding of patterns of institutional continuity and 

upheaval. Much of political economy replicates political science’s interest in the formally and 

informally institutionalised practices of governance. The value of studying institutions is in 

showing how certain outcomes are routinised, and certain power distributions embedded. But 

institutions are imperfect. Indeed, institutions invariably empower most those who are able to 

compensate for institutional weaknesses. We must be interested in the loopholes and 

abnormalities in institutionalised practice – the gaps through which change can and will 

spring. 

Thirdly, we must rediscover the longue durée, and the historical method more generally. 

History is a succession of transformative episodes – and junctures at which multiple futures 

could have been chosen. But it is also teaches us that processes which manifest as crises are 

deeply interwoven into longstanding social, political and economic structures, limiting the 

conjunctural paths which may be taken. We should perhaps remind ourselves, moreover, that 

understanding what might happen is only slightly more fraught than trying to explain that 

which already has. 

Fourthly, a concern with history encourages us to consider the generational character of 

uncertainty. Crises, for instance, are experienced by people at different life-stages, and their 

journey through the lifecourse will influence how they individually and collectively seek to 

manage the implications of crisis. The ways in which different generations absorb or resist 

different transformative dynamics must therefore be a crucial component of scholarship. 

Finally, we must incorporate a more sophisticated understanding of demographics into 

analysis. Political economists and political scientists too often champion ‘agency’ while 

simultaneously neglecting actual ‘agents’. Who are the people who will drive – and do – 

politics in the years ahead? What is their experience of the economy, and economic change? 

Irrespective of our own normative values, who are the people who feel aggrieved, and what 

power do they have to act upon their grievances? 

The flipside of this imperative is that greater attention is also required to how elite groups, 

and elite ideas, are produced and reproduced. We must not take these processes as given, and 

instead recognise that the reproduction of elites is often paradoxically synonymous with the 

accommodation – successful or otherwise – of non-elite groups and ideas into the established 

order. 

Is today’s age especially unpredictable? My instinctive answer is ‘no’. As alarming as the key 

features of The Great Uncertainty may be, our alarm is, in part, caused by the degree of 

certainty we do have regarding the potentially catastrophic implications of its constituent 

features. As Nowotny argues, our urge to predict has intensified as our tools for doing so 



Sheffield Political Economy Research Institute, University of Sheffield 

5 
 

have expanded; at the same time, we have become more aware of how little we still know, 

and evermore anxious as a result. 

The point of understanding uncertainty is not to further enhance our power to predict the 

future, but rather to more comprehensively understand the present. Unless we are able to 

produce new, and better, knowledge about uncertainty, we will remain in the dark. 
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Is this really an age of uncertainty? 

The recent failures of electoral polling have been over-stated. Our era is 

politically volatile, but not unusually so. This is the second post in our series 

exploring uncertainty and the challenges it poses to social science. 

 

Glen O'Hara, Professor of Modern and Contemporary History, Oxford Brookes University 

 

Shocks, spills and surprises are all the political rage these days. The UK’s vote for Brexit, the 

election of Donald Trump as President of the USA, and now a UK general election that saw 

the Conservatives squander a commanding polling lead, have led everyone at all interested in 

the public sphere to ask an entirely rational question: is there any point trying to forecast 

anything anymore? 

This looks a little overdone from a historian’s point of view. Uncertainty is a simple fact of 

political, economic and social life, but over the long term human history has undoubtedly 

been far more volatile than it is now. As significant as these events are, a few surprising 

national votes, some populist revolts against apparently distant governing classes, and some 

startling breaks with tradition (think of the collapse of the French Socialist Party in this year’s 

elections) do not make for a fundamental caesura in political life. Commentators focused on 

a range of possibilities and probabilities, rather than simple ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers, have 

always understood this: the statistician Nate Silver, for instance, began his coverage of the 

recent General Election with the words ‘the UK snap election is riskier than it seems’. 

The very rules by which politics is played can change very rapidly, and indeed always have. 

The Irish famine of the 1840s, and the Tory split that it helped to bring about over the repeal 

of the protectionist Corn Laws, were very hard to predict. The Liberal implosion over Irish 

Home Rule could have taken many different paths had Prime Minister William Gladstone 

and his opponents chosen different strategies. In inter-war Britain, a cross-class party 

dedicated to a governing ethos (the Liberal Party) was displaced as the main left-wing party 

by an urban and unashamedly class-based Labour Party, making three-way general elections 

very volatile and hard to call in a first-past-the-post voting system. Very few expected the 

Exchange Rate Mechanism crisis of the autumn of 1992 to blow up as quickly as it did, nor 

that the Conservatives’ reputation for economic competence would be shattered for a 

generation. 

We may be experiencing a similar period of changing rules, but nevertheless, political 

prediction itself does not actually seem to have deteriorated markedly, even taken in the 

narrow sense. As an example, we might look at the performance of UK opinion polls over the 

last few years. The final polling average, if we take the last survey conducted by each pollster 

in the field, was 43.6% for the Conservatives, and 36% for Labour – a Conservative lead of 

7.6%. The actual result in Great Britain (excluding Northern Ireland) was 43.5% for the 

Conservatives and 41% for Labour. So, relatively unusually, the polls had underestimated 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-u-k-snap-election-is-riskier-than-it-seems/
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Labour – although they were quite accurate in terms of the Conservative score. This meant 

that, instead of a Conservative lead of 7.6%, the party’s advantage was only 2.5% ; that is, a 

polling ‘miss’ on the gap between the two main parties of 5.1%. On the face of it, that is not a 

great result for the pollsters and forecasters. But it is important to realise that this is not a very 

bad performance by historical standards. As Silver’s figures on FiveThirtyEight.com show, 

the same ‘miss’ was 5.9% in 2015, 4.8% in 2001, 4.7% in 1997, 9.1% in 1992, 3.6% in 1987 

and 5.1% in 1983. 

So what has happened to make us think that we suddenly live in a world of unique 

uncertainty? The first important signal that we appear to be mistaking concerns the results of 

the elections listed above. If we listened to the conventional wisdom of newspaper 

commentators (who certainly have a far worse record than pollsters), the 2010 result seemed 

destined to be much stronger for the Conservatives than the actual outcome. The race looked, 

on the other hand, likely to be very close in 2015, with perhaps a lean towards Labour, an 

expectation not borne out by David Cameron’s surprising majority. In 2017, almost everyone 

started the campaign thinking that Labour were going to be routed. They increased their vote 

share, entirely unexpectedly, by nearly ten percentage points. As such, we have had three 

surprises in a row in terms of the headline result, and that strong binary signal from the world 

of ‘win and lose’ is blanking out previous polling misses. We need a much more gradated 

view of polling successes and failures. Everyone expected the Conservatives to win in 1983 

and 1987, and they did. Everyone ‘knew’ that New Labour would be elected and returned in 

1997 and 2001, and they were. It is very easy to overlook the medium-sized polling errors in 

those years if you just focus on the winning party. 

The second thing that has happened is that the UK held two elections – in 2005 and 2010 – 

where the polls did pretty well. In those years, the average polling error was ‘only’ 3.3% and 

0.7%: a break in UK polling’s lukewarm record that perhaps lulled us into thinking that 

adjusting for ‘shy Tories’, and changing some sampling methodologies, had made the 

industry’s problems go away. They obviously had not, though the polling firm YouGov’s 

remarkable success with its Multilevel Regression and Post-Stratification model in 2017, and 

Survation’s superb record in 2015 and 2017 (even if they unwisely declined to publish the 

former set of eve-of-poll results) do promise more and better breakthroughs in the future. 

Our crystal balls are not broken. They might be cracked – they are certainly cloudy. But this 

is no time to give up our attempts to understand the future, and to learn from past experience. 

Indeed, we often defend economic and social scientific methods precisely because they are 

falsifiable. Some polling methods have accordingly proven to be inaccurate, but now is the 

moment to redouble our efforts to understand our failed projections as well as our successes. 

Our world has not suddenly become uniquely uncertain. It has always been unpredictable. 

The fact that politics is still capable of surprising us does not mean it is chaotic. We will just 

have to work harder and retool ourselves, as we seek to trace out the complex and evolving 

rules domestic and global politics now operate under. It could be an exciting prospect. 

  

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-u-k-snap-election-is-riskier-than-it-seems/
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2017/05/31/how-yougov-model-2017-general-election-works/
http://survation.com/survation-most-accurate-pollster/
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Politics has only become uncertain because the rules of the 

game have changed 

Politics is not inherently unpredictable, but experts have failed to see major 

change coming because the way it is practiced has been transformed. This 

is the third post in our series exploring uncertainty and the challenges it 

poses to social science 

 

Paul Krishnamurty 

 

In order to predict the future of politics, we need to fully understand the present. An obvious 

logic, for sure, yet the failure of experts to follow it lies behind the numerous political 

earthquakes of recent years. Politics is not inherently unpredictable, nor detached from past 

experience, but the way in which it is practiced has changed fast. The failure of the political 

class to keep pace with those changes explains why so few saw Donald Trump, Brexit and 

Jeremy Corbyn coming and why, to this day, the counter-reaction has been so ineffective. 

The causes and signals were there if we had cared to look. Each represented a reaction to 

significant cleavages and perspectives within society, but which were sometimes excluded 

from the political mainstream. 

When Donald Trump declared his candidacy in 2015, he had already become a significant 

figure on the hard right of US politics, since leading the ‘birther’ conspiracy movement. That 

enabled him to fill a void in US politics that always existed, yearning for an outlet. 

Anti-government sentiment has long been deeply engrained on the right – never more so than 

after 2008. Despite two terms and a largely favourable domestic political context, the George 

W Bush era ended in turmoil, with the worst approval ratings of any departing President since 

Nixon. Deregulation had led to an unprecedented financial crisis and the initial instinct to let 

banks fail had backfired spectacularly, requiring a historic bailout. The simultaneous wars 

promoted by neo-conservatives from the 1990s onwards had proved catastrophic. Mainstream 

conservative ideology was in crisis. 

The result was a black president whose voting record was far to the left of even the 

Democratic Party mainstream. The minority of Republican voters motivated by race were 

instantly joined by small government advocates furious about the banking bailouts. Amidst 

the racial politics and culture wars that soon took centre-stage, it is often forgotten that the 

Tea Party (Taxed Enough Already) started in response to Rick Santelli’s rant on CNBC 

regarding a small bailout for homeowners. From early 2009, this nascent movement built an 

alternative information ecosystem of blogs and talk radio. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/09/politics/donald-trump-birther/index.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/rick-santelli-tea-party-rant-2014-2?IR=T
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As the Conservative response to Obama became more militant, Congress was inevitably 

gridlocked – thus reinforcing the notion of ‘useless government’. A celebrity billionaire 

businessman, slating the failed establishment, was the perfect antidote. From the outset of 

that unforgettably anarchic primary, I predicted an outsider would emerge as the nominee. 

Sadly, I bet big on Ted Cruz being that outsider – dismissing Trump as a clueless amateur 

who would unravel under scrutiny and lacked the expertise to tap into that new ecosystem. 

Likewise, I did not foresee Cambridge Analytica et al outsmarting Hilary Clinton’s digital 

organisation during the subsequent presidential election. 

Brexit was a much better result for me in personal terms – easier to predict, perhaps, because 

it did not involve individual candidates. As a great believer in qualitative analysis – by which 

I mean, listening to the instant opinions and anecdotes of average citizens that help to create a 

narrative – I always felt Brexit had around a 50 per cent chance. For decades, polls on EU 

membership were always tight. The UK never bought into the European project on an 

emotional level; it was transactional and elite-led. 

If you add to this mix the crises regarding migration and the Euro – again unresolved and 

reinforcing the perception an incompetent establishment – it created the perfect conditions for 

an upset. Older leavers were also much likelier to be registered than younger remainers, and 

certain to be better motivated to vote. Those factors were enough to swing an inevitably tight 

race (and it is possible that the absence of them in any future referendum might produce the 

reverse outcome). 

The rise of Jeremy Corbyn represents the clearest example of a detached political mainstream. 

This was my finest hour as a political gambler yet, for at least a fortnight after tipping him at 

24-1 to become Labour leader in 2015, the mainstream media refused to take him seriously. 

This was despite a wealth of publicly available evidence pointing in his direction, such as 

online polls, social media campaigns, the total lack of enthusiasm and often outright hostility 

from Labour members towards the other candidates, and the response at early hustings. 

The ‘Westminster village’ simply refused to believe that another worldview on the left 

existed – a sentiment which persisted up Owen Smith’s challenge to Corbyn in 2016. There 

has always been a substantial segment of left opinion that was hostile to neoliberalism and 

anti-war. An anti-corporate movement had been thriving for decades, most recently in the 

Occupy movement. Their beliefs went a lot deeper into society and the labour movement than 

they were given credit for, particularly after the financial crisis, austerity and Labour’s 

electoral failures. Corbyn gave voice and representation to these groups. 

A common theme linking all three historic upsets, regardless of ideology, is the 

democratisation and fragmentation of the media. This also explains why expert opinion was 

confounded. They were used to a world where they controlled the political narrative, but this 

world has now gone forever. In any society, most people are relatively disengaged from 

politics. While they may take a closer look in the run-up to the election, during the rest of the 

time their worldview is influenced by the voices around them: everyday opinions they hear in 

the workplace, the pub, at the bus stop, or on talk radio as they drive to work. 

That lay opinion was once largely influenced by elite opinion in the mainstream media. Now, 

there is a plethora of alternative voices available via social media – which is arguably more 

authentic, because it comes from trusted sources such as friends, rather than a distant and 

often discredited corporation. 

http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/12/presidential-election-2016-gambler-predicts-213430
http://politicalgambler.com/portfolio-updates-brexit-tory-labour-markets/
http://politicalgambler.com/corbyn-confounds-media-derision-with-241-win/
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That chatter in the pub is now potentially a global conversation. At the last election, one in 

three Facebook users in the UK saw a Momentum video. As much as anything, that explains 

the Labour surge, despite mostly negative mainstream coverage. Ditto Trump and every other 

‘anti-establishment’ wave; even ISIS can be partly explained by social media and the decline 

of top-down politics. 

If the political class wants to avoid such earthquakes in the future, it must respond. It needs to 

engage with segments of opinion that it once dismissed as electorally irrelevant. If it wants to 

stop the terrifying proliferation of ‘fake news’, it needs to directly challenge misinformation 

on the fora where it grows. Dismissing those who fall under its spell as cranks, conspiracists 

and political extremists will not do. This is a mainstream phenomenon, and the audiences are 

the same relatively disengaged masses that hold the balance of power within any vaguely 

democratic society. 

  

https://www.ft.com/content/3d11020e-6e36-11e7-b9c7-15af748b60d0
https://www.ft.com/content/3d11020e-6e36-11e7-b9c7-15af748b60d0
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27912569
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Why political analysis needs probability and history to 

address uncertainty 

Unexpected political outcomes are more understandable if we locate political 

life in a historical and international context.  This is the fourth post in our 

series exploring uncertainty and the challenges it poses to social science 

 

Helen Thompson, Professor in Political Economy, University of Cambridge 

 

Political punditry has had a bad couple of years. Indeed, the failure to predict the dramatic 

political outcomes of a number of elections and referendums in 2016 and 2017 has itself 

become part of the political landscape. Nothing illustrates this fact better than the rise of 

Donald Trump to become American President. The inability of the commentariat class in the 

United States to take Trump seriously when he entered the fight for the Republican 

nomination in June 2015 became political ammunition for Trump in his charge that America 

is run by cosy cartels looking after their own vested interests – whilst in the heartland of the 

country, so the argument goes, the American dream is dying and the insiders scarcely notice. 

In some ways the blunders of many electoral pundits over the past few years to foresee 

political change is par for the course. Electoral shocks are nothing new.  Notoriously the 

Chicago Daily Tribune published an edition on 3 November 1948 with the headline ‘Dewey 

defeats Truman’. Plenty of column ink was sunk in the 1970s and 1980 as to why a man like 

Ronald Reagan could not become President.  Before Barack Obama came to represent the era 

of normal politics as a contrast to the disruption of Trump, he was once the young upstart 

with a largely empty political CV and trailing twenty to thirty points in national polling 

behind the supposedly anointed Democrat nominee, Hillary Clinton. Contingencies have 

always changed the course of elections that looked like they were going one way, long before 

Francois Fillon’s bid for the French presidency was scuppered by allegations of paying his 

wife for fake employment, or James Comey re-opened the FBI investigation into Hillary 

Clinton’s email use because of material uncovered in the investigation of Anthony Wiener. 

As such, electoral predictions not infrequently go awry because they are not sufficiently 

attuned to questions of probability.  The occurrence of contingencies ensures there will be a 

number of possible outcomes to any election, even on the day itself, and recognising that fact 

should be a fundamental feature of electoral forecasting. Elections in most western 

democracies have for some time turned on relatively small margins, nowhere more so than in 

the United States where 33 years have passed since the losing candidate got less than 46 per 

cent of the vote (without the presence of a third candidate who left the winner with less than 

50 per cent).  Moreover, the four preceding presidential elections to 2016 were largely 

determined by the relative turnout of different demographic groups rather than any significant 

change in party coalitions.  Of course, grappling with the probability of what in the case of 

the American presidential election must produce one of two outcomes, except for the extreme 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dewey_Defeats_Truman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dewey_Defeats_Truman
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case of a tie, is far from straightforward. Those election analysts who did offer probability-

based predictions of the 2016 presidential election offered radically different chances of 

Trump winning. Even Nate Silver, the forecaster who in this respect was closest to 

recognising the real possibility that Trump could win (discussed in Glen O’Hara’s post in this 

series), had a model that showed an extraordinary degree of fluctuation about the 

probabilities of a predominantly binary outcome, even whilst a number of constants remained 

in place. 

However, there is also another issue at work in the quality of recent political analysis: the 

general paucity of historical understanding in academic political science. For too long much 

of political science has focused on the theoretical categorising of micro-level political 

phenomena in an atemporal manner, at the expense of meaningful explanation of the change 

in actual serious matter of the political and economic world. If we are going to explain 

significant political change of the kind that disrupts existing political orders, then we have to 

situate the political and economic world in historical time by which we can see what once 

underpinned these orders, and how these foundations erode. 

In analysing political orders, international economic structures and their geo-political 

corollaries must be central. This imperative arises not because political life can be reduced to 

material issues; clearly, when values are contested and culture and identity are constitutive 

parts of existing political orders, it cannot. Rather, these economic and geo-political 

structures are the context in which the conflicts inherent to politics take place. When in the 

early 1970s the Bretton Woods monetary order broke down, and the oil production of the 

United States began to fall as it rose outside the West, the domestic politics of the United 

States and Western Europe was transformed. Without the inflationary and geo-political 

fallout of this structural change, there would have been no shift to the political right in 1980s 

in the United States, Britain and Germany, and without the problems created by the attempts 

to manage European currencies outside Bretton Woods, there would have been no European 

monetary union. The deep structural forces that are presently playing themselves out through 

Western politics have their origins in the slow breakdown of the post-1970s economic and 

geo-political order that became visible in 2008, and that have been amplified since by the 

diminution of American power and the rise of Russian influence in the Middle East, the rise 

of debt-financed shale oil production in the age of quantitative easing, and China’s turn to its 

one belt, one road economic strategy. 

The absence of enough history in political science also risks us turning our back on sources of 

political prescience. Cyclical history has long been out of intellectual fashion but there is 

considerable insight into the times which we live from reflecting upon past temporal 

sequences of politics. If we were to learn from the last century of the Roman Republic, the 

rise of a man like Donald Trump to the American presidency would become a recognisable 

political phenomenon. As the political, economic and geopolitical predicaments for the 

Roman Republic mounted from the last third of the 2
nd

 century BC, Roman politics produced 

a succession of outsider members of the oligarchic class seeking to win power in a factional 

struggle by politically mobilising the discontent of non-elite Roman citizens, starting with 

Gaius Marius. 

Of course, history does not itself determine.  Whatever the fate of republican Rome there is 

no inevitable civil war, or termination of democracy, at the end of our present political 

predicaments.  But long history is a central means of understanding that intermittent crises of 

political order that produce political turbulence is an inherent part of the political world. 

http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2017/09/28/is-this-really-an-age-of-uncertainty/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2017/09/27/researching-uncertainty/
http://www.palgrave.com/gb/book/9783319525082
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaius_Marius
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Forecasting inflation amid uncertainty: have we forgotten 

the dog and the frisbee? 

The Bank of England’s inflation forecasts in the period since the Brexit vote 

have been largely inaccurate – is this because the Bank has forgotten the rule 

of thumb championed by its own chief economist? This is the fifth post in our 

series on the impact of uncertainty on social science 

 

Muhammad Ali Nasir, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Economics, Analytics & 

International Business, Leeds Beckett University 

 

It is hard to prophecise, particularly about the future. This difficulty is often faced by 

economic and financial institutions; central banks in particular are at the forefront of those 

striving to see into the future. The problem of forecasts being different from succeeding 

experience was well-recognised by contrarian Chicago School economist Frank Knight. In 

his famous book Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, Knight wrote that: 

The existence of a problem of knowledge depends on the future being different from the past, 

while the possibility of the solution of the problem depends on the future being like the past. 

In the presence of the possibility of the future being different to the past, suggested solutions 

include the use of judgement and heuristics. This post focuses on the particularly thorny issue 

of forecasting inflation in times of uncertainty, such as the conditions surrounding the UK’s 

Brexit vote, and discusses a possible solution by Bank of England (BoE) chief economist, 

Andrew Haldane. Haldane drew from the analogy of the dog and the Frisbee in the hope of 

curing complexity with simplicity. 

Foresting inflation before and after Brexit   

After the Brexit vote, sterling dipped to a historical low against the US dollar. In the events 

surrounding Brexit, a number of steps have been taken by the BoE to restore confidence 

among market participants as well as maintaining liquidity and lines of credit. While the BoE 

was dutifully performing its historic and recently reinstated role of financial stability, it also 

provided its view of the world in terms of a short-to-medium term outlook for the economy, 

and in particular about the rate of inflation. 

Before June 2016, BoE forecast suggested  that inflation was expected to remain below the 2 

per cent target until early 2018. Moreover, in the central view of the forecast, inflation would 

have been overshooting its target by just a quarter of a percentage point by the beginning of 

2019. 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Knight/knRUP.html
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-0-306-47630-3_4
http://library.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/ft/gg/GG_Moral_2010.pdf
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/archive/Documents/historicpubs/speeches/2012/speech596.pdf
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 Figure 1a and 1b: Inflation fan charts, Inflation Report February (a) and May (b) 2016.  Source: 

Bank of England 

Sterling had in fact begun to depreciate after the EU membership referendum had been 

announced in February. However, the inflation forecast in May 2016 did not show much of 

revision on the February forecast; rather, there was a downward revision of the central view, 

suggesting (mean) inflation would be just 0.23 per cent above target. To be precise, the 

forecast showed a downward revision of 0.02 per cent. 

Furthermore, even after the referendum and sterling’s accelerated depreciation (which has 

theoretically and empirically positive effects on the rate of inflation), and the BoE decision to 

revise down its GDP forecast, the inflation forecast was not subject to any considerable 

revisions. 

 

 

Figure 2a and 2b: Inflation fan charts, Inflation Report August (2a), November (2b) 2016 . Source: Bank 

of England 
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 Figure 2c: Inflation fan charts, Inflation Report February 2017 . Source: Bank of England 

Prima facie evidence suggests that the forecast did not take into account the depreciation of 

sterling. Interestingly, the Bank of England’s own 2015 estimates suggesting substantial pass-

through, indicating that the 17 per cent appreciation of sterling that had occurred since the 

spring of 2013 would reduce the level of the consumer price index by around 3-5 per cent. 

Ignoring the dynamics of the exchange rate for inflation and concomitantly for monetary 

policy formulation is not wise. Despite the recent decline in the impact of exchange rate pass-

through in some economies, exchange rate fluctuations are still important for inflation and 

economic activity. Therefore, monetary policy must continue to take these fluctuations into 

account to ensure that inflation expectations remain well-anchored. In fact, there is a 

possibility that exchange rate pass-through may be occurring even faster today than in the 

past, accelerating the immediate impact on inflation. 

After the Brexit vote, the BoE made the first rate cut since March 2009 by cutting the bank 

rate to a new all-time low of 0.25 per cent. Furthermore, the Asset Purchase Programme 

(quantitative easing) was also extended to £435 billion, and the Term Funding Scheme was 

also announced to further ease the supply of credit. These expansionary monetary measures 

may have some implications for the inflation. Thus, it would be fair to ask why, despite such 

expansionary stances and sharp depreciation of sterling, the inflation forecast was not 

substantially revised. Specifically, in terms of forecasting, incorporating the effects of 

exchange rate pass-through into a model often helps in obtaining superior forecasts of 

inflation.  

This is elaborated further in Figure 3. Figure 3 depicts the CPI inflation projections based on 

market interest rate expectations and £375 billion in asset purchases (which was extended 

after August 2016). It is clearly notable that each period’s projections have started from the 

higher point after the arrival of new data.  However, there seems to be no major revision in 

the forecast in the short-medium term. 

The scenario in Figure 4 shows the CPI inflation projections, based on the assumption of 

interest rates being constant, and compliments the outlook in Figure 3. This weak 

performance of the forecast – what Andy Haldane called the Michael Fish moment – raises 

concerns about the underlying framework being employed. One explanation could be the 

underlying workhorse model of the forecast, that is, the COMPASS which appears to be 

comparatively less effective in producing good quality forecasts for the short-to-medium term, 

http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Pages/speeches/2015/839.aspx
https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/speech/mishkin20080307a.htm
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Pages/speeches/2015/793.aspx
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Pages/speeches/2015/793.aspx
https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/speech/fischer20150829a.htm
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.484.6172&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.484.6172&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/events/andy-haldane-conversation
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/research/Pages/workingpapers/2016/swp583.aspx
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and particularly in the aftermath of financial crises. By this token, it could also be that in very 

complex and unprecedented situations, the reliance on this complex model has not helped. 

 

Figure 3: CPI inflation projections based on market interest rate expectations & £375 billion asset purchases: 

Source: Author calculations based on BoE data. 

 

Figure 4: CPI inflation projections based on interest rates constant. Source: Author calculations based on BoE 

data. 

It could also be that despite the depreciation, the inflation forecast was not revised because of 

another assumption which was to turn out to be wrong; that is, the sharp contraction in the 

economy was viewed through the lens of the Philips curve. It is an interesting thought to 

entertain that the forecast of inflation was completely unchanged because of an assumption 

coupled with an axiom (indeed an axiom, the Philips curve, which has often been absent in 

recent years). 

Of course, it is possible to argue that, in terms of forecasting, Brexit is an unprecedented 

event, so historically it is not possible to compare it with any past experiences of depreciation. 

However, this would suggest that the possibility of an uncertainty-abundant environment has 

been overlooked, despite the strength of economic theory on this issue. In short, there 

prevails a state where we can be certain about uncertainty. This then leads to the next logical 

question: what tools are at hand when one is faced by decision-making under uncertainty? 

http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/research/Pages/workingpapers/2015/swp538.aspx
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With the benefit of hindsight it is easy to critique the forecasts made by the BoE; however, it 

also raises question about alternative methods of forecasting – perhaps inherently simpler 

methods might give us some insight into the future in complex situations. 

Complexity versus simplicity   

Forecasts are always uncertain, and this inherited uncertainty is exacerbated when coupled 

with an uncertain environment. Robert Skidelsky argued that BoE forecasting models were 

based on unrealistic premises and assumptions. The predicted fall in sterling was assumed to 

lead to a cut in consumer spending, while people are in fact ‘creatures of habit’: ‘The models 

of quantifiable risk fail when faced with radical uncertainty’. 

Seminal work by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky substantially contributed to the notion 

of heuristics and rules of thumb. The use of heuristics is in fact very common in our lives. 

The reason for the ubiquity of heuristics or rules of thumbs can include the cost of processing 

information in a complex environment, that is, ‘bounded rationality’ and ‘satisficing’. 

However, it is not only the matter of efficiency; heuristics could, in fact, lead to a better 

decision. An economic forecast based on an econometric model and very short sample can be 

a victim of overfitting, and mistaking noise as a signal. 

This effect is more pronounced when the parameter space becomes larger: simply, a small 

sample and large parameter space lead to a worsening performance of complex models. 

Hence, the “recognition heuristic” can outperform the complex methods of predictions. 

Experimental evidence suggests that simple rules and heuristics are helpful in health, 

criminology and crime prevention, investment in stock and consumer behaviour. 

While optimal decision-making involves probabilistically weighting all possible future 

outcomes, the issue is that in an uncertain environment the probabilities are unknown. 

Concomitantly, it makes the past probabilities a poor guide, and weighting them an unfruitful 

endeavour to predict the future. In such a situation, ignoring weights (tallying) leads to better 

predictions. If that is so, in respect of the issue of Brexit and the associated complexity of 

inflation, could forecasting have been based on a simpler rule? 

The future of forecasting under uncertainty  

This brings us, finally, to Haldane’s dog and Frisbee. Among the limited points of consensus, 

the difficulty of forecasting is prima facie, particularly when faced by high-level uncertainty. 

It is also evident that the compasses of a forecasting framework based on complex models 

and past observations performed worst when the tides of uncertainty were high at precisely 

the moment when these compasses are very much needed to give us some insight into the 

future. 

The alternative suggested by the proponents of simplicity, judgment and heuristics might 

have been helpful in these circumstances. In relation to the post-Brexit forecast, it is obvious 

that the aspect of pass-through was ignored when it came to forecasting inflation. The 

interesting aspect is that there was substantial evidence that the exchange rate appreciation in 

the period between 2013-2015 had been weighing on inflation, leading to inflation 

persistently under-shooting the target. However, in the period after the referendum, when the 

exchange rate sharply depreciated, this nexus seemed to be forgotten or condoned in the 

projections of inflation. 

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/bank-of-england-bad-forecasts-by-robert-skidelsky-2017-02
http://psiexp.ss.uci.edu/research/teaching/Tversky_Kahneman_1974.pdf
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/54839/gut-feelings/
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/54839/gut-feelings/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/sciences-artificial
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1756-8765.2010.01094.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1756-8765.2010.01094.x/abstract
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/archive/Documents/historicpubs/speeches/2012/speech596.pdf
http://library.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/ft/gg/GG_Fast_2005.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10940-004-1785-4
https://academic.oup.com/rfs/article-abstract/22/5/1915/1592901/Optimal-Versus-Naive-Diversification-How
https://journals.ama.org/doi/abs/10.1509/jmkg.72.3.82
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/7802.html
http://library.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/ft/gg/GG_Homo_2009.pdf
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A possible explanation can be that the analogy of the dog and the Frisbee was ignored by the 

glitter of the complex models – despite Haldane drawing attention to its wisdom in a 2012 

speech. As Haldane remarked: 

Catching a frisbee is difficult. Doing so successfully requires the catcher to weigh a complex 

array of physical and atmospheric factors, among them wind speed and frisbee rotation. Were 

a physicist to write down frisbee-catching as an optimal control problem, they would need to 

understand and apply Newton’s Law of Gravity. Yet despite this complexity, catching a 

frisbee is remarkably common. Casual empiricism reveals that it is not an activity only 

undertaken by those with a doctorate in physics. It is a task that an average dog can master. 

Indeed some, such as border collies, are better at frisbee-catching than humans. So what is the 

secret of the dog’s success? The answer, as in many other areas of complex decision-making, 

is simple. Or rather, it is to keep it simple. For studies have shown that the frisbee-catching 

dog follows the simplest of rules of thumb: run at a speed so that the angle of gaze to the 

frisbee remains roughly constant. Humans follow an identical rule of thumb. 

The notion that a longer series or more data can be helpful becomes paradoxical when put 

together with a simpler framework to avoid over-parameterisation. Such a simpler framework 

suffers from the curse of the future being different from the past distributions. Hence, instead 

of using more data, a simple rule of thumb which can be based on using relevant data from 

the similar episode can be a useful to make a judgment in addition to the workhorse model 

employed by the forecasting institutions. 

In this way, by using heuristics and rule of thumb, we can guide the model based on before 

the model can guide us. Our uncertainty about the present, and immediate future, would have 

been much reduced – by simply accepting that there exist uncertainties which complex 

models cannot account for, and which are vulnerable to errors of human judgement. 

  

http://www.bis.org/review/r120905a.pdf
http://www.bis.org/review/r120905a.pdf
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Economic uncertainty and economics imperialism 

The question of why uncertainty does not feature more prominently as an 

economic ontology requires answers that are rooted in intellectual 

history.  This post, the sixth in our series on uncertainty, searches for them by 

looking at how economic history has become increasingly colonised by 

economic theory, and economic theory by mathematics. 

 

Matthew Watson, Professor of Political Economy and ESRC Professorial Fellow, University 

of Warwick 

 

The decision to focus this series of SPERI blog posts on the condition of uncertainty requires 

no additional justification from me.  However, we do need to explain why the ontological 

case for uncertainty has to be made again. 

Everyday economic life is typically experienced as a number of more or less well understood 

punts on an uncertain future.  From the use-by date on our groceries to the time and resources 

we invest on opening up potential new avenues of career choice, we do not know at the point 

of making our decisions whether everything will work out in the way we hope.  The longer 

the timeframe on the realisation of the plan – planning for the job we will be doing in thirty 

years’ time, say, relative to what we are going to be eating tonight – the greater the chance of 

an unexpected outcome. 

The management of the economic system clearly falls into the category of long-term 

plan.  Moreover, that system exists in the first place only as the aggregation of myriad 

individuals’ economic plans: from how to get rich to simply how to get by, with all sorts of 

desires to live comfortably with one another somewhere in between.  Technological and 

ecological change also have to be factored into the equation, as do the whims of politicians 

who temporarily find that they have relatively unrestricted access to the making of economic 

policy.  Surely in this context – endemic uncertainty multiplied by endemic uncertainty to the 

nth degree – uncertainty always has to be the economy’s essential condition. 

The explanation that must be given, then, is not only why the case needs to be restated for a 

focus on uncertainty.  It is also why it appears to come as something of a surprise whenever 

that case is made anew.  What we all presumably already know about endemic uncertainty 

from our own everyday experiences seems to be a bolt from the blue when it is transposed 

into an academic programme for better understanding the economy.  Presumably there has to 

be something in the way in which academics organise their discussions of the economy that 

turns the felt experience of uncertainty into something of a qualitatively different nature. 

The first suspect to consider in this regard is the practice of writing economic history.  This is 

not merely because it is easier to be wise after the fact than it is in the moment.  Economic 

http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/tag/researching-uncertainty/
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historians do, of course, treat it as their professional raison d’être to reconstruct the logic of 

an event after it has fully played out, and they are also likely to have recourse to data that 

retrospectively quantifies these outcomes in a way that would have been impossible whilst 

the event was still in the making.  What was experienced at the time as a period of flux – 

often as a period of unfathomable and deeply traumatic flux, leading to feelings of 

increasingly all-encompassing existential crisis – can often be redescribed from the safe 

distance of future observations as a relatively untroubled move from one system setting to 

another.  The raw emotion of day-to-day struggles gets lost the more that direct memories 

fade; and once it is lost, that deep-seated fear of the unknown is nigh-on impossible to put 

back into the analysis.  When we read economic histories of the Great Depression of the 

1930s, for instance, and whilst we wait for what we already know is going to be told as a 

happy ending (usually in the form of ‘and then along came Keynes, and everything was all 

right in the end’) can we really call to mind the individual traumas of the dole queue, means 

testing and the thought that joblessness might now have become a permanent state of 

being?  Can we ever really expect economic historians to reconstruct the emotional 

insecurities of feeling unsure about what is going to happen next? 

The presence of level-headed after-the-fact analysis is one of the benchmarks by which 

historians pass judgement on the fellow practitioners of their craft.  However, this does tend 

to render the trajectory of the economic system less retrospectively uncertain than it actually 

was at any moment when the trajectory under consideration was being traced through.  This 

tendency, moreover, has almost certainly been exacerbated by the increasing incorporation of 

economic theory into the practice of writing economic history.  Through this means, 

historical events come more and more to be made to fit theoretical models.  The economy as 

it is experienced in everyday life is thus increasingly reimagined as ‘the economy’ as it 

appears through the lens of theoretical economics. 

Economic history was one of the first fields to succumb at least partially to so-called 

economics imperialism, the phenomenon through which the methods and models of 

economic theory have taken over other social scientific subject fields.  The economic 

historian’s craft, which probably always tended to err in any case towards retrospective 

reassurance that things were never as bad as they appeared at the time, was thus at least to 

some extent overwritten by the economic theorist’s often unflinching faith in the universal 

applicability of their explanatory models. 

As such, what may have been experienced as endemic uncertainty by economic agents at a 

particular moment of time might henceforth be subjected to a double reinterpretation, each of 

which pushes uncertainty further towards the margins of the story.  The first layer of 

reinterpretation comes from the historian’s efforts to depict widespread uncertainty as the 

inevitable outcome of the further institutionalisation of the logic of system change.  The 

second follows from the theorist’s fascination with the essential aspects of abstract economic 

behaviour. 

In its orthodox form at least, economic theory reduces all behaviour to that which is 

consistent with the solution to a partial differential equation.  Such equations will no longer 

typically be visible in the resulting model, because to say that they are hardly at the cutting-

edge of mathematical sophistication is obviously a rather big understatement.  But the 

presence of economic agents who act slavishly in this way is likely to be a necessary feature 

of those models.  They are always either maximising or minimising something, akin to the 

position of turning points of mathematical functions taking the form y = f(x).  No challenge is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Depression
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/tag/uneconomic-economics-and-the-crisis-of-the-model-world/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/tag/uneconomic-economics-and-the-crisis-of-the-model-world/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Partial_differential_equation
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permitted to this conception of agency, because it is simply assumed that nature has ordained 

the economic agent to act in this way.  If they are not either maximising or minimising 

something, then they cannot be considered to have acted economically at all. 

Economic history written through the perspective of this style of orthodox economic theory 

consequently has all of its behavioural uncertainty removed at the point of origin.  Historical 

uncertainty may still be admissible, but what of the scope for fleshing out the feelings of 

alienation that so often follow from being caught in a moment of intense historical 

uncertainty?  Presumably this has to be severely curtailed if every economic agent at every 

moment of time is blessed with pure certainty of behaviour. 

The issue here is that although economics has proved to be an imperialistic social science, at 

the same time the history of economic theory is one of colonisation from its outside.  The 

economic content of economic theory has largely been displaced by mathematical 

content.  The internal structure of the resulting theoretical models now typically follows their 

fundamental mathematical logic, with the question of what the models can tell us about 

everyday economic experiences ranking a long way second.  To follow in the footsteps of the 

most sophisticated mathematical economists is today frequently to embrace the techniques of 

convex set theory. 

What particularly marks this theory out is the efforts its key proponents have made from the 

mid-twentieth century onwards to reduce its internal structure to only those set-theoretical 

relationships that could be proved to be true by definition.  The mathematics consequently 

creates a façade of certainty that is entirely impregnable.  No qualifications to known pasts, 

known presents and known futures can be entertained if the mathematical structure is to be 

allowed to retain its pristine condition.  Thus the mathematical tail wags the economic dog to 

a wholly uncompromising degree. 

Of course, alternatives persist.  There is no requirement to think that the history of economic 

systems must be constructed through the perspective of economic theory, let alone through 

the perspective of an imperialistic mathematical economic theory.  Moreover, if uncertainty is 

to be asserted as an essential economic ontology, then it is important that such links are 

broken.  Perhaps only inadvertently so, but they push the analysis so far in the direction of 

certainty that each new generation of political economists is forced to discover a language of 

economic uncertainty for itself.  However, uncertainty should be our instinctive starting point, 

not something that catches us off guard when its presence is suddenly impossible to miss. 
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The great uncertainty paradox 

Uncertainty is the essence of social, political and economic systems. This is 

the final post on our series on researching uncertainty 

 

Professor Colin Hay, Director of SPERI 

 

Uncertainty is troubling, collective uncertainty particularly so.  To find ourselves in a context 

that can be described as ‘The Great Uncertainty’ is, then, likely to prove greatly troubling – at 

least to those willing to accept the accuracy of the characterisation implied.  But what exactly 

does this mean?  What exactly does the claim entail?  When I read again the eponymous blog 

series that gave rise to the term almost four years ago, particularly in the light of the excellent 

contributions to this present series, I think that we were perhaps insufficiently clear.  Our aim 

was to capture, in a sense, something of the Zeitgeist – the mood music of the times.  But 

there are a variety of credible ways in which the term might do that.   Some are more credible, 

on reflection, than others; and it is worthwhile, I think, to reflect on them in the light of the 

present series on uncertainty itself. 

Our uncertainty might be ‘great’ in that a large number of credibly significant things might 

have become uncertain that were previously certain, more certain or at least less uncertain 

than they are now.  Our uncertainty might be ‘great’ in that a small number of greatly 

significant things might have become similarly more uncertain.  Our uncertainty might be 

‘great’ in that a dawning recognition of the limits of our understanding of things that 

previously appeared certain might have led us to recalibrate significantly our confidence in 

that understanding.  And our uncertainty might be ‘great’ in that those approaches on which 

we relied, and that told us for so long that all was good and fine, have been significantly 

discredited as their benign expectations have been confounded, one after another, by the 

uncertainty of the world they sought (and failed) to describe. 

The list is, of course, far from exhaustive.  But it is suggestive, I think, of an important 

distinction – between the claim that the world in which we find ourselves is, in a sense, more 

uncertain than it has perhaps ever been (let’s call it the ‘greater uncertainty thesis’) and the 

rather different claim that what has changed is not the world but our understanding of it as 

uncertain (let’s call that the ‘shattered illusions of certainty thesis’).  As one of the authors of 

the original concept, it might surprise you that I find much more intuitively plausible the 

second variant of the great uncertainty thesis. 

In essence, the reason for this is very simple.  It comes in two parts: the first counterfactual, 

the second ontological (that’s perhaps the first time those two words have appeared in the 

same sentence in a SPERI blog).  The counterfactual is that I find it difficult to imagine that 

my life and my experience, in so far as either might be thought uncertain, are more 

profoundly uncertain (rather than just differently uncertain) than had I been born in the 

Middle Ages.  Nor, perhaps more controversially, do I find the counterfactual any more 

http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2013/01/30/great-uncertainty/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2013/01/30/great-uncertainty/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2017/09/27/researching-uncertainty/
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persuasive (in convincing me of the merits of the greater uncertainty thesis) if I substitute, for 

my life and my experience, those of someone less thoroughly privileged than I in the previous 

sentence. 

I have no idea how persuasive or otherwise that might be to others.  But it leads me, at least, 

to a second observation – the ontological point.  It strikes me that when it comes to questions 

of certainty or uncertainty, especially in social, political and economic systems (the kinds of 

things that readers of this blog are interested in), the distinction is a categorical one, not one 

of degree.  Uncertainty, if you like, is not a continuous variable.  Things are not more or less 

uncertain, in other words.  They are simply certain or uncertain.  And, for social, political and 

economic systems, that means that they are uncertain.  Uncertainty is, if you like, an 

ontological property of such systems (or, possibly more accurately, and for the pedants 

amongst you, a consequence of the ontological properties of such systems). 

The implication of this is that all analyses of such systems must acknowledge, assume, expect 

and anticipate uncertainty – and recalibrate, in the process, their otherwise over-inflated self-

confidence.  If that were to happen, the Great Uncertainty might prove a very valuable 

thing.  It might certainly prepare us better for the world in which we find ourselves. 

The antidote to this kind of argument, it has always struck me, is best stated in a wonderful 

aphorism of the late, great and much lamented historian Eric Hobsbawm.  The line appears, I 

think, only once in his published writings: a rather obscure essay in an edited collection on 

post-war reconstruction, as I recall.  But I suspect he used it a great deal in the seminar room, 

which perhaps gives me the license to misquote it just a little (I may well have got it 

absolutely right, but in a world of acknowledged uncertainty it would be dangerous to assume 

that I have!).  The line goes (something) like: “things turned out the way they did, and 

because they turned out the way they did, they couldn’t have turned out any other way”. 

I have always liked this; though I think it is an altogether easier thing for a historian (with 

hindsight) to say than a political analyst (who typically lacks hindsight).  But it challenges 

directly the argument I have just made.  For it suggests that uncertainty is just a problem of 

lack of knowledge.  The outcome, in Hobsbawm’s parable, is certain; it is just our knowledge 

of it that is lacking (making it appear uncertain to us).  As such, there is no ontological 

condition of uncertainty in Hobsbawm’s universe (assuming, of course, that the aphorism 

accurately encapsulates that universe and is not just some piece of seminar room frippery). 

The problem, as one can almost hear him adding, is that we are simply never capable of 

acquiring the knowledge that would be required to know how things will turn out in advance 

of them turning out the way they were always going to turn out.  That, for him, I suppose is 

the paradox of (our) uncertainty.  It reminds me of the meteorologist who, when asked for a 

weather forecast for 2020, responds that the causal sequence that will produce the weather in 

2020 does not yet exist and that no prediction is therefore possible.  The weather will be there 

to be predicted; just not yet! 

I have no problem with the meteorologist’s (convenient) retort, but social and political 

systems are different in kind from natural systems – and the problem of certainty and 

uncertainty presents itself differently.  By contrast, Hobsbawm, I think is wrong.  His position, 

perhaps more significantly, is an indulgence that I think a political analyst cannot afford; for 

it is a profound disavowal of the political.  Politics is made. And at the moment of its making, 

it is indeterminate.  There are always multiple outcomes possible.  That does not make all 
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outcomes possible (alas) and it does not make the unlikely more likely (alas).  But it means 

that our future is always uncertain.  That is neither good nor bad, though it is the very 

condition which allows, and requires, the political to exist at all. 

But that we might be just a little more inclined today to acknowledge the uncertainty that 

always characterises the social world and all that populates it is, I think, a very good thing 

indeed. 

 


