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An illuminating look at the surprising upside of ambiguity—and how,
properly harnessed, it can inspire learning, creativity, even empathy

Life today feels more overwhelming and chaotic than ever. Whether it'sa
confounding work problem or afaltering relationship or an unclear medical
diagnosis, we face constant uncertainty. And we' re continually bombarded with
information, much of it contradictory.

Managing ambiguity—in our jobs, our relationships, and daily lives—is quickly
becoming an essential skill. Y et most of us don’t know where to begin.

As Jamie Holmes shows in Nonsense, being confused is unpleasant, so we tend
to shutter our minds as we grasp for meaning and stability, especially in stressful
circumstances. We' re hard-wired to resolve contradictions quickly and
extinguish anomalies. This can be useful, of course. When atiger is chasing you,
you can’'t beindecisive. But as Nonsense reveals, our need for closure hasits own
dangers. It makes us stick to our first answer, which is not always the best, and it
makes us search for meaning in the wrong places. When we latch onto fast and
easy truths, we lose avital opportunity to learn something new, solve a hard
problem, or see the world from another perspective.

In other words, confusion—that uncomfortable mental place—has a hidden
upside. We just need to know how to useit. Thislively and original book points
the way.

Over the last few years, new insights from socia psychology and cognitive
science have deepened our understanding of the role of ambiguity in our lives
and Holmes brings this research together for the first time, showing how we can
use uncertainty to our advantage. Filled with illuminating stories—from spy
games and doomsday cults to Absolut Vodka s ad campaign and the creation of
Mad Libs—Nonsense promises to transform the way we conduct business,
educate our children, and make decisions.

In an increasingly unpredictable, complex world, it turns out that what matters
most isn't 1Q, willpower, or confidence in what we know. It's how we deal with
what we don’t understand.
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Editorial Review

Review

"Holmes... debuts with a provocative analysis of the roots of uncertainty... The author's bright anecdotes and
wide-ranging research stories are certain to please many readers.”

—Kirkus Reviews

"Thisisn't really about 'nonsense,’ asin silliness, but about ambiguity—when it's helpful, when it's not; and
how peoplereact to it for good or ill... The many fans of the work of Malcolm Gladwell... will enjoy this
readable and thought-provoking work."

—Library Journal (starred)

"By clearly staking out his thesis and exploring the topic with a dash of mischief, Holmes convincingly
demonstrates that stressful situations can cause usto cling more steadfastly to our beliefs and discard
unwelcome information, but he also offers a primer on how to combat these natural tendencies. Whilellifeis
full of nonsense, managing our response to uncertainty makes all the sensein the world."

—Booklist

"An extremely useful primer for anyone who wants to better understand the complicated ways ambiguity
affects human decision-making.”
—New York Magazine

"Holmesis afinewriter and a clear thinker who leads us through the uses of confusion in art, business,
medicine, engineering, police work and family life... If we want people to be prepared for the work of life
and of living together, we should encourage lessons in the art of skepticism.”

—Washington Post

"1f you're hard-wired to know and want to get more comfortable not knowing, this book will guide you down
that long, dark hall."
—Charlotte Observer

“ Uncomfortable with ambiguity? Maybe you shouldn’t be. In this energetic, tale-filled, fascinating tour of a
broad horizon, Jamie Holmes shows that peopl e often prosper when and because they are uncertain. A
persuasive argument, but one thing is clear: You'll learn a lot from this book.”

—CassR. Sunstein, professor, Harvard University, and coauthor of Nudge

“ Jamie Holmes has written a refreshing, lively book sparkling with insights and entertaining stories that
illustrate how the mind deal s with ambiguity. And he makes the case well that how we manage ambiguity
both as individuals and as a speciesis critical to our future success.”

—Peter Bergen, author of Manhunt: The Ten-Year Search for Bin Laden from 9/11 to Abbottabad

“How do we make sense of the nonsensical? Extract meaning from endless ambiguity? In Nonsense, Jamie
Holmes takes us on an engrossing journey into the mind’ s ability to process the murky world around us.
Fromwomen’s hemlinesto Naz spies, Henri Matisse to Anton Chekhov, Holmes is an entertaining guide
into the vagaries of our comprehension of reality—and the power we can derive from nonsense, if only we
giveit a chance.”

—Maria Konnikova, author of Mastermind: How to Think Like Sherlock Holmes



“ A book of astonishing stories and deep insights into how people deal with ambiguity, a subject that has
troubled human beings forever, and never mattered more than it does now.”
—Peter Beinart, associate professor, CUNY, columnist for The Atlantic and Haar etz

About the Author

Jamie Holmes is a Future Tense Fellow at New Americaand aformer Research Coordinator at Harvard
University in the Department of Economics. He holds an M.I.A. from Columbia’ s School of International
and Public Affairs and his writing has appeared in The New Yorker, the New York Times, Sate, Politico, the
Christian Science Monitor, The New Republic, The Atlantic, Foreign Policy, and the Daily Beast.
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NONSENSE

The Power of Not Knowing

by Jamie Holmes

Prologue

IN 1996, LONDON'S City and Idlington College organized a crash course in French for novices and bel ow-
average students. Paula, an earnest teenager wearing wire-rim glasses, had never spoken aword of the
language before. Darminder, goateed and earringed, was not only new to French, but had also failed his
Spanish General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE). Abdul had failed his German GCSE. Satvinder
and Maria had each flunked their French GCSEs, and Emily’s French teacher was so unimpressed that she
advised her to give up on the language entirely. Instead of abandoning all hope, however, the students had
signed up for a unique opportunity. For five full days, they’d submit to the eccentric methodology of alin-
guist named Michel Thomas.

Gray-haired and wearing a blue blazer, Thomas radiated poise and grace. “1'm very pleased to meet you,” he
told his new students, “and I’'m looking forward to teaching you today, but under better physical conditions,
because | don't think that where you’re sitting is very comfortable. | would like you to feel comfortable, so
Wwe're going to rearrange everything.” In atruck outside, Thomas had stashed some unexpected replacements
for the standard classroom furniture: armchairs, pillows, coffee tables, plants, arug, afan, and even wicker
folding screens. With alittle effort, the students completely transformed the room. Plush high-backed
armchairs formed a half oval, the blue curtains had been drawn, the lights dimmed, and the wicker screens
enclosed the armchairs and lent the space an even cozier and more intimate feel.

There would be no desks, blackboards, paper, pens, or pencils. Thomas didn’t want the studentsto read or
write anything. He didn’t want them to try to remember anything they studied either, or even review it at the
end of the day. If, during class, they couldn’t remember something, he advised, it wasn't their problem. It
was his. Emily looked incredulous. Darminder and Abdul couldn’t contain their impish smiles. But none of
the students could hide their genuine curiosity about the old man in front of them. Was he serious?

Never try to remember anything taught in class?

“l want you to relax.”

This scene, Thomas's methods, and the results of those five days appeared in a BBC documentary titled The
Language Master. Margaret Thompson, head of the French department at the school, was tasked with
evaluating Thomas's results. At the end of the week, she watched as the students—many of whom had never
uttered aword of French before—tranglated full sentences using advanced grammatical forms. Emily
managed to interpret a phrase that would normally take yearsto tackle: “1 would like to know if you want to



go seeit with me tonight.” Paula praised Thomas's strong emphasis on calm and patience. The students felt,
they said, as though they’d learned five years' worth of French in only five days. Rather stunned by the
outcome, Thompson bashfully deferred to their self-appraisal.

Michel Thomas knew how intimidating it can be to explore a new language. Students face new
pronunciations for familiar letters, words with novel meanings, missing parts of speech, and odd grammatical
structures. That's why the City and Islington students, despite the relaxed atmosphere, still exhibited the
signs of confusion: nervous laughter, embarrassed smiles, muttered apologies, stutters, hesitations, and
perplexed glances. Learning aforeign language requires you to journey into unfamiliar terrain. Thomas
referred to a new language as the “most alien thing” one can learn. To fend off these “alien” intrusions, the
mind instinctively erects barricades, and the teacher’ sfirst and often most difficult challengeisto help
students pull these walls down. Thomas was able to transform the atmosphere in that City and Islington
classroom from one of stressful apprehension to one of calm curiosity. He somehow instilled a greater open-
mindedness in the students. Pupils who had habitually dismissed what they didn’t yet grasp suddenly became
more likely to venture out into the unknown.

At the time of the BBC documentary, which aired in 1997, Thomas was already legendary. He' d learned
eleven languages, opened tutoring centersin Los Angeles and New Y ork, and built something of a cult
following thanksto a client list that included Grace Kelly, Bob Dylan, Alfred Hitchcock, Coca-Cola, Procter
& Gamble, and American Express. Nigel Levy, who studied with Thomas before producing the BBC piece,
characterized the lessons as “ astonishing.” Emma Thompson described her time with him as “the most
extraordinary learning experience of my life.” Isragl’ s former ambassador to the United Nations called him
“amiracle worker.” And Herbert Morris, aformer dean of humanities at UCLA, confided that he' d learned a
year’ sworth of Spanish in just afew days with Thomas and remembered it nine months later.

“The most important thing,” Thomas said, wasto “eliminate all kinds of tension and anxiety” that are
associated with learning.

His attention to mood was peculiar, even downright radical. He' d often begin teaching French, for example,
by telling his students that French and English share thousands of words. It’'s only that they sound alittle
different. “English is French, badly pronounced,” he once joked. Words ending in -ible, like possible, and -
able, like table, all originate from French words, he' d explain. Recasting the unknown as familiar, Thomas
provided students, from the outset, with sturdy building blocks. His pupils grafted new knowledge onto
existing knowledge, bit by bit, expressing their own thoughts and never reiterating rote phrases. Thomas
taught for autonomy and rarely corrected his students directly.

By 2004, Thomas's French, German, Italian, and Spanish instructional CDs and tapes—recordings of
Thomas teaching each subject to two students—were the top-selling language courses in the United
Kingdom. But Michel Thomas wasn't merely alinguist. He was also awar hero. That same year, he was
honored at the World War 1| Memorial in Washington, DC, where he received the Silver Star. He died in
2005 in New Y ork City, as an American citizen, but he was born in the industrial city of 26dz’, Poland, as
Moniek Kroskof. He' d survived concentration camps, led troops, and worked as a spy and interrogator for
the Allies, netting more than two thousand Nazi war criminals after the war. “Michel Thomas® was hisfifth
falseidentity and nom de guerre.

Thomas' s firsthand experience with totalitarian propaganda and his postwar undercover career are no mere
biographical curiosities. Hisinsights into the way our minds snap shut or unlock in the face of

ambiguity—the central concern of this book—grew from his experiences in Germany. He had witnessed up
close how Nazism had fostered a dismissive, even disdainful approach to uncertainty and moral complexity



among its most fervent adherents. And he then spent decades devel oping methods to nurture a diametrically
opposed attitude among language learners. Fifty years before the BBC documentary, in fact, Thomas tested
his early ideas in an episode that eerily inverts his pedagogical demonstration at City and Islington.

kkkkkkkkkkkhkkx

IN 1946, RUDOLF Schelkmann—formerly a major in the intelligence service of Hitler's SS—was hiding in
Ulm, Germany, coordinating aloose network of loyalists hell-bent on reestablishing Nazi rule. That
November, Schelkmann and three other former SS officers had been baited into meeting the purported
commander of amore powerful and centralized underground neo-Nazi resistance. In redlity, they were about
to meet Moniek Kroskof, aka Michel Thomas, a Polish-born Jew and undercover agent of the US Army’s
Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC).

Tasked with bringing war criminals to justice, Thomas was on a mission to identify and eventually dismantle
Schelkmann’s network. Another CIC agent who went by the name of Hans Meyer had been carefully
building arapport with members of the network, but Schelkmann remained reticent. The former SS man had
agreed to share contacts and operational details, but only after meeting face-to-face with Meyer's
commander. Thomas had to keep Schelkmann and his men from smelling arat. Toward that end, he had
meticulously arranged for the SS conspirators to be run through atortuous routine in the hours leading up to
the big meeting.

Earlier that night, the SS men had been waiting, on Meyer’s orders, in a*“ safe house” southwest of Ulm.
Without warning, motorbikes arrived to pick them up. Thomas had deliberately waited for stormy weather;
as the conspirators sat on the backs of the bikes, sharp winds pressed at the men’ s rain-soaked clothes.
Dropped off on a deserted road, the conspirators were blindfolded and hustled into two cars. In the darkness,
they heard passwords exchanged as they navigated a series of staged security checks. They were pulled from
the cars, marched blindly down a muddy path, and led through deep, icy puddlies. They were kept waiting in
an unheated corridor and were forbidden to speak. Still blindfolded, they listened to terse commands,
scurrying footsteps, and doors opening and closing hurriedly. By the time Schelkmann and his men were
finaly led into alodge hall and were allowed to see, it was past midnight.

Thomas—or Frundsberg to the SS men—greeted the conspirators from behind alarge desk. Wearing civilian
clothes except for abrown, military-style shirt, he’ d been described to the Nazi loyalists as aformer senior
officer of the RSHA, an intelligence group once overseen by Himmler. Frundsberg’ s hunting lodge, as the
faux headquarters of the underground “ Grossorganisation” resistance, was artfully embellished with portraits
of Hitler and other Nazi bigwigs and decorated with grenades, machine guns, pistols, flame throwers, and
sabotage kits. Stacks of cash sat in an open safe.

Thomas nodded curtly, sit, and the men sat. He studied a dossier of unknown contents in silence. Then he
made his position clear to Schelkmann: he would not tolerate any splinter resistance groups. Military actions
taken outside his command were acts of treason, plain and simple. With seemingly offhand gestures, Thomas
belittled Schelkmann and his small group, taking frequent phone calls to emphasize his indifference to them.
Subordinates came and went with apparently urgent communiqués. Flustered, the Nazi major now offered
some of the details that Thomas was after: his background, the backgrounds of the other SS men in the room,
the name of his network, its charter, methods, and structure, and how its members were recruited.

The CIC’ s operation that night wasn’t flawless. Thomas's elaborate fiction required roughly thirty people
acting in concert, each with assigned scripts. Small mistakes and inconsistencies in the theatrical
performance were inevitable. Counterintelligence operations turn on such minutiae—on whether the strange



hesitation, bizarre response, or involuntary twitch isinterpreted as sinister or benign. That’s why acertain
Soviet spy, as the anthropologist Margaret Mead once noted, smoked a pipe. It immobilized his facial
expressions. Buttons whose holes were sewn in a crisscross rather than aparallel pattern could reveal an
agent’s nationality and destroy an otherwise perfect operation. In Egypt, aforeign agent was once discovered
because of his giveaway stance at a public urinal. No detail isinsignificant to the intelligence operative, as
Thomas knew, and Schelkmann'’s background in intelligence was formidable.

Schelkmann had two chances to unmask that night’s hoax. His first came when he asked to be appointed
Thomas's head of intelligence. “1 had not anticipated this,” Thomas later told his biographer, Christopher
Robbins. “I could hardly grant the man’s request without bringing him into the organization, which was
obviously impossible. | pointed out the weakness in his operation, which in reality | was forced to admire.”
Thomas not only had to feign the workings of afake espionage conspiracy, but also had to disparage awell-
managed spy network on cue. Schelkmann didn’t catch on and didn’t protest. The second make-or-break
moment of the night—the most dangerous one, according to Thomas—was when Schelkmann unexpectedly
asked for orders.

“Und was befehlen Sie uns jetzt zu tun?’

And what would you command us to do now? Thomas feared, as Robbins recounted it, that “ his mask had
momentarily slipped and that he had stepped out of character.” Y et again, the SS men didn’t notice. Thomas
recovered, ordering the Germans to hold off on any pending operations and to prepare for an inspection. His
performance was vulnerable twice. But Schelkmann had missed it both times.

Here was the payoff of the gauntlet of blindfolds, switched vehicles, muddy marching, rain-soaked clothing,
and humiliating treatment that the conspirators had been forced to endure: cluesignored, tells overlooked.
The success of that night’s scheme didn’t depend on its perfect execution. On the contrary, Thomas knew
there would inevitably be slip-ups that might reveal the charade and force him to arrest the Nazis
immediately. His talent was to manipulate their mood and undermine their sense of control so that they
would be less likely to notice such momentary stumbles.

Some months later, when Thomas left his work with the CIC in Germany for America, a new agent took over
the task of roping in the diehard Nazi underground. Posing as Frundsberg’ s deputy, this replacement
arranged a meeting with Schelkmann and his men at alocal beer hall. Wives and girlfriends were allowed.
This time, when atense moment came and the undercover agent seemed flustered, the German conspirators
sensed that something was off. They questioned him aggressively. The panicking CIC agent pulled agun,
and the other CIC undercover officers tucked elsewhere at the bar—his backup—had no choice but to move
in and arrest the men, netting far fewer of the group’s contacts than they’ d hoped.

Schelkmann himself would serve twelve yearsin prison. When they were initially charged, he and his men
vehemently denied the prosecution’ s seemingly incomprehensible claim that Frundsberg, too, had been
working for the Americans. Just as Thomas's students opened their minds, the SS men had closed theirs.

kkkkkkkkkkkk*x

THIS BOOK LOOKS at how we make sense of the world. It's about what happens when we' re confused and
the path forward isn’t obvious. Of course, most of the challenges of daily life are perfectly straightforward.
When it’ s snowing, we know to put on ajacket before venturing out. When the phone rings, we pick it up. A
red stoplight means we should brake. At the other end of the spectrum, vast stores of knowledge completely
confound most of us. Stare at Babylonian cuneiform or listen to particle physicists debate, and if you're like



me, your mind will draw a blank. We can’t be confused without some foothold in knowledge. Instead of
feeling uneasy because we half understand, we' re as calmly certain in our ignorance as we are assured in our
everyday rituals. This book examines the hazy middle ground between these two extremes, when the
information we need to make sense of an experience seems to be missing, too complex, or contradictory. It's
in these partially meaningful situations that ambiguity resides.

The mind state caused by ambiguity is called uncertainty, and it's an emotional amplifier. It makes anxiety
more agonizing, and pleasure especially enjoyable. The delight of crossword puzzles, for example, comes
from pondering and resolving ambiguous clues. Detective stories, among the most successful literary genres
of al time, concoct their suspense by sustaining uncertainty about hints and culprits. Mind-bending modern
art, the multiplicities of poetry, Lewis Carroll’ s riddles, Mérquez' s magical realism, Kafka s existential
satire—ambiguity saturates our art forms and masterpieces, suggesting its deeply emotional nature. Goethe
once said that “what we agree with leaves us inactive, but contradiction makes us productive.” So it iswith
ambiguity.

Tourism, science museums, and brainteasers testify to the extraordinary potential of ambiguity and mystery
to captivate the imagination. But they also suggest just how tentative our relationship to perceived disorder
can be. We like our uncertainty to be as carefully curated as a modern art exhibit. Most contexts in which we
enjoy ambiguity are unthreatening, as when music flirts with dissonance or horror films toy with madness.
When we face unclear experiences beyond these realms, we rarely feel so safe. Real-life uncertainties take
the form of inexplicable events, indistinct intentions, or inconclusive financial or medical news. Maybe your
spouse doesn’t get a job that he or she seemed exceptionally qualified for. Or perhaps you' re not feeling
well, but the doctor’ s diagnosis doesn’t explain al of your symptoms. Maybe you’ re negotiating a business
deal with someone you don't quite trust. Or maybe you’ re trying to work out a business plan in arapidly
shifting, highly competitive market. The key decision pointsin our lives—from choosing a college to de-
ciding on a place to live—have always involved handling ambiguous information in high-stakes
circumstances. Today, though, the world feels more overwhelming and chaotic than ever.

The paradox of modern life isthat while technological accel eration—in transportation, communication, and
production—should provide more free time, those same inventions increase our options at an exponential
rate. Email was far faster than snail mail, but the Internet also brought Twitter, Y ouTube, and so on. Asthe
German sociologist Hartmut Rosa described it, “no matter how much we increase the ‘ pace of life, ” we
cannot keep up with the deluge of information and options. The result is that “ our share of the world” feels
continually squeezed, even as we gain more efficient access to it. Estimates are that 90 percent of the world’s
data has been created in the last five years. We're all drowning in information, areality that makes even the
simplest decisions—where to eat, which health plan to sign up for, which coffee maker to buy—more
fraught.

Meanwhile, we face the social anxieties of increasing inequality and an uncertain economic future as
machines appear set to replace humans in many industries. Managing uncertainty is fast becoming an
essential skill. The economist Noreena Hertz recently argued that one of today’ s fundamental challengesis
“disorder—a combination of the breakdown of old, established orders and the extremely unpredictable
nature of our age.”

Automation and outsourcing will require tomorrow’ s workers to be more innovative and creative. Success or
failure, as Harvard economist Lawrence Katz recently put it, will hinge on one gquestion: “How well do you
deal with unstructured problems, and how well do you deal with new situations?’ Jobs that can be “turned
into an algorithm,” in hiswords, won’'t be coming back. “What will be rewarded,” Katz told me, “are the
abilitiesto pick up new skills [and] remain attuned to your environment and the capacity to discover creative



solutions that move beyond the standard way of doing things.”

Just as workers today must learn to adapt to the unknown, tomorrow’ s workforce has to prepare for it.
Miguel Escotet, asocial scientist and education professor, has framed the argument well. Schools should
“educate for uncertainty,” he said, simply because for many students, “it is almost impossible to know what
will happen by the time they will join the job market.” For Escotet, educating for uncertainty involves
helping students be flexible, self-critical, curious, and risk-embracing—the very capacities that tend to
disappear when anxiety gets the better of us. Similarly, entrepreneurs cannot innovate without the ability to
dwell calmly among multiple unknowns. Being able to handle ambiguity and uncertainty isn't afunction of
intelligence. In fact, aswe'll see, this ability has no relationship whatsoever to IQ. It is, however, an
emotional challenge—a question of mind-set—and one we would all do well to master. Today’ s puzzleisto
figure out what to do—in our jobs, relationships, and everyday lives—when we have no idea what to do.

Scientific interest in ambiguity has exploded over the last decade. Much of that attention has focused on
exploring a concept called the need for closure. Developed by abrilliant psychologist named Arie
Kruglanski, a person’s need for closure measures a particular “desire for a definite answer on some

topic, any answer as opposed to confusion and ambiguity.” Like Michel Thomas's unorthodox teaching
methods, Kruglanski’s concept—and indeed the modern psychological study of ambiguity—can be traced to
an attempt to understand Nazism.

In 1938, a Nazi psychologist named Erich Jaensch published Der Gegentypus (The antitype), an odious text
in which he described certainty as a sign of mental health. To Jaensch, the very tolerance of doubt was
evidence of psychological illness. After the war, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, a psychologist at the University of
Cdlifornia, introduced the concept of ambiguity intolerance. In one experiment, she showed subjects a
progression of images, starting with a sketch of a dog. The images gradually morphed slide by side into the
image of acat. Subjects intolerant of ambiguity—people who tended to see the world in rigid
categories—would insist stubbornly that the image was still adog. Neatly reversing Jaensch, Frenkel-
Brunswik suggested that the intolerance of unclear information was what characterized the unhealthy mind.

Kruglanski would offer a more modest and somehow more disturbing proposal than Frenkel-Brunswik’s. He
understood that humans have a need to resolve uncertainty and make sense of nonsense. It wouldn't be very
adaptive, he reasoned, if we had no mechanism pushing us to settle discrepancies and make decisions.
Without some type of urge for resolution, we'd never get anything done. That’s the need for closure. But
Kruglanski also suspected that our aversion to uncertainty isn't static. What if, he wondered, extremism
results when our thirst for clear answers goes into hyperdrive? What if Nazism was partly fueled by the
dangerous pairing of a hateful ideology with its adherents’ inflated aversion to doubt?

That, in fact, iswhat Kruglanski and other researchers discovered. Our need to conquer the unresolved, as
we'll see, is essential to our ability to function in the world. But like any mental trait, this need can be
exaggerated in some people and heightened in certain circumstances. As Kruglanski told me, “the situation
you'rein, your culture, your socia environment—change any of these factors, and you' re going to change
someone’ s need for closure.” Aversion to uncertainty can be contagious, picked up subconsciously from
those around us. In stressful situations, we trust people in our social groups more and trust outsiders less.
Fatigue heightens our appetite for order. So does time pressure. When our need for closure is high, we tend
to revert to stereotypes, jump to conclusions, and deny contradictions. We may stubbornly insist, like Rudolf
Schelkmann, that the dog is still a dog and not a cat.

Michel Thomas came to grips with the power of context to open or close the mind. He learned how to
mani pulate the situational levers controlling our discomfort with ambiguity. Think of how perfectly the



CIC's setup in Ulm inverted Thomas's lessons at City and Idlington. Wanting the SS men to feel time-
pressured, he answered telephones calls during the meeting and made sure his “aides’ interrupted him. He
wanted to intimidate the conspirators, so he stocked the hunting lodge with weapons and bundles of cash. To
put the SS men on the defensive, he lodged them at an unfamiliar safe house. To tire them out and make
them uncomfortable, he had them ride through the rain, wait in the cold, and march through icy puddies. In
London, by contrast, Thomas encouraged his students to have patience. To ensure that they were relaxed, he
told them it wasn't their responsibility to remember anything. He even had them cart away the classroom
desks and replace them with living room furniture and wicker screens. His students arranged their own
learning space. To further help them take control, he assured them that they were already familiar with
thousands of French words.

Thomasturned the Nazis' own doubt-repressing tools against them and later employed their logical
opposites to help students learn. Intimidation, discomfort, time pressure—all alies of Thomasthe CIC
officer—were his enemies as ateacher. He knew how to raise the likelihood that Schelkmann and his men
would blot out potential contradictions, just as the spy-turned-teacher later learned how to lower the chances
that his students would disengage from a peculiar new language. He understood that our need for closure
isn't always tied to the particular ambiguity we' re dealing with. Comfy chairs have nothing to do with
French pronouns, just as cold puddles have no direct bearing on whether to trust someone. Our response to
uncertainty, he saw, is extraordinarily sensitive even to unrelated stress.

AsKruglanski pointed out, we typically aren’t aware of how a situation raises or lowers our need for closure
or how drastically this affects our reactions to ambiguity. That’s what makes Thomas's methods so striking.
We don’t normally think about closed-and open-mindedness as being so strongly influenced by our circum-
stances. While we may acknowledge that some people are more or less comfortable with uncertainty, we
tend to see thistrait as hardwired. But we're not as beholden to our genes as we once thought.

This book argues that we often manage ambiguity poorly and that we can do better. Over the last several
years, new discoveries from social psychology and cognitive science have extended our understanding of
how people respond to ambiguity in ways that researchers couldn’t have fathomed in the 1950s. The
researchers’ breakthroughs suggest new and smarter approaches to handling uncertainty at work and at
home. Their insights point to ways that ambiguity can help uslearn something new, solve a hard problem, or
see the world from another perspective.

Part 1 will lay the groundwork. We'll explore the trade-offs inherent in our mental machinery and meet a
young psychologist in the Netherlands who is leading a vanguard movement toward a new, unified theory of
how we make sense of the world. Part 2 focuses on the hazards of denying ambiguity. We'll look at the
differences between wise and hasty reactions to destabilizing events, watch a master FBI negotiator deal with
an ambivalent cult leader, and see how a cancer patient’s comfort with uncertainty is helping change the way
that we make medical decisions. We'll aso learn how one business readies for the future by acknowledging
the futility of predicting it. Part 3 highlights the benefits of ambiguity in settings where we' re more
challenged than threatened: innovation, learning, and art. What are the uses of uncertainty? How can teachers
better prepare students for unpredictabl e challenges? Can embracing uncertainty help usinvent, look for
answersin new places, and even degpen our empathy? We'll see how a Grand Prix motorcycle manufacturer
responded to a surprisingly dismal season, and we' Il get to know a Massachusetts inventor who pushes
beyond the hidden limitations of language. We'll look at the advantages of bilingualism and meet a daring
filmmaker in Jerusalem.

Along the way, I'll hope to convince you of asimple claim: in an increasingly complex, unpredictable world,
what matters most isn't 1Q, willpower, or confidence in what we know. It's how we deal with what we don’t



understand.
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Users Review
From reader reviews:
Thad Whitehead:

Do you have favorite book? For those who have, what is your favorite's book? Guide is very important thing
for us to learn everything in the world. Each publication has different aim or goal; it means that guide has
different type. Some people experience enjoy to spend their time for you to read a book. These are reading
whatever they have because their habby is reading a book. Think about the person who don't like looking at a
book? Sometime, man feel need book once they found difficult problem or perhaps exercise. Well, probably
you will require this Nonsense: The Power of Not Knowing.

Mary Hopkins:

Book will be written, printed, or created for everything. Y ou can know everything you want by a guide.
Book has a different type. To be sure that book is important issue to bring us around the world. Close to that
you can your reading talent was fluently. A reserve Nonsense: The Power of Not Knowing will make you to
end up being smarter. Y ou can feel far more confidence if you can know about every thing. But some of you
think which open or reading a book make you bored. It is not make you fun. Why they could be thought like
that? Have you trying to find best book or appropriate book with you?

Patrick Reyes:

Reading areserve tends to be new life style on this era globalization. With reading you can get alot of
information that can give you benefit in your life. Having book everyone in thisworld can certainly share
their idea. Textbooks can also inspire alot of people. Many author can inspire their very own reader with
their story or their experience. Not only the storyplot that share in the ebooks. But also they write about the
data about something that you need example of this. How to get the good score toefl, or how to teach your
sons or daughters, there are many kinds of book that you can get now. The authors nowadays alwaystry to
improve their skill in writing, they also doing some analysis before they write for their book. One of them is
this Nonsense: The Power of Not Knowing.



Hilary Winters:

Asauniversity student exactly feel bored for you to reading. If their teacher asked them to go to the library
or to make summary for some publication, they are complained. Just little students that has reading's spirit or
real their interest. They just do what the professor want, like asked to the library. They go to at thistime
there but nothing reading very seriously. Any students feel that looking at is not important, boring and also
can't see colorful images on there. Yeah, it isto be complicated. Book is very important for yourself. Aswe
know that on thistime, many ways to get whatever we wish. Likewise word says, many ways to reach
Chinese's country. So , this Nonsense: The Power of Not Knowing can make you experience more interested
to read.
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