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Introduction

SADLY, MY MOTHER, Daisy Pritchard, passed away recently. She
had lived into her late eighties. She had been married almost sixty-
five years and had many grandchildren who adored her. Her final
weeks were spent surrounded by members of her large family, who
held her hand, chatted to her, and sang to her (and she sometimes
sang back). While it was, of course, very sad to see her go, this was
a fitting end to a good life.

My mum’s death got me thinking about some of her many aph-
orisms. One of her most overused sayings was that one should
never tempt fate. What she meant by this was something quite
specific—roughly: don’t provoke the gods! So, for example, never
say that everything is wonderful or that you've never been happier
or that your life is perfect, because if you do, then the gods will
hear this and send a bolt of lightning in your direction. Suddenly
things won’t be so “hunky dory” for you. Despite the title of this
book, I tend to heed my mother’s advice on this score, at least in
the specific way that she meant it.

Nonetheless, there is a broader sense of tempting fate that I
think we ought to embrace. This is the idea that we should be will-
ing to take some quite large risks in our lives. I don’t mean by this
that one should dangle off the side of a skyscraper every once in a
while, as some thrill-seekers do these days (though, as we will see,
there is a place in what I propose for at least some activities along
these lines). I'm thinking rather of the kinds of major risk-taking
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2 INTRODUCTION

that are involved in living a life in keeping with the things that one
cares most deeply about. This includes such important life choices
as switching career, getting married (or divorced!), having kids,
moving to another country, setting up a business, and so on.

All of these choices involve a large dose of risk, since if you
choose badly, then it could potentially severely hamper your life.
You could switch careers and find that you have made a terrible
mistake, one that cannot be simply undone. Or you could get mar-
ried only to find that you are now saddled with someone who
makes you miserable. One could, of course, lead an overly cau-
tious life and so avoid risks of this kind, but that also brings risks.
There is, as the economists say, an opportunity cost involved in
not taking the plunge. If you don’t switch careers, you could be
stuck with your unfulfilling job for the rest of your life, and if you
choose to stay single you could be faced with a lonely, unfulfilling
existence. Furthermore, if the reason why you don’t follow your
heart is simply because of your fear of the consequences if things
go wrong, then that is likely to haunt you.

The point is that we have to take risks if we are to live authentic
lives in which we are true to our deepest values. It is only by taking
these risks that we are able to flourish, living the kind of meaning-
ful lives that we all desire, not just for ourselves but for others too
(especially our loved ones). In this sense, tempting fate is simply
something that we all have to do, as even avoiding this kind of risk
is itself a form of tempting fate (and is likely to produce the worst
of all outcomes).

The million-dollar question is how one should go about tempt-
ing fate in a reasonable way. Clearly, not all ways of making deci-
sions of this kind are sensible. Someone who decides to move
country and leave all his roots behind on a whim is clearly not
making a wise decision. If things happen to work out well for him,
then that is more a matter of luck than judgment. But noting that
such fundamental life choices require suitable reflection doesn’t
help us much unless we know what it is that is meant to guide this
reflection.
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INTRODUCTION 3

The problem is that our standard way of thinking about risk—
in terms of probability—doesn’t work. It generates puzzles and
leaves us in a muddle. This is why we need a new theory of risk
(along with its neighboring notion, luck). This is what I hope to
offer in this book. As we will see, in order to capture risk, we need
to primarily understand it not in terms of probability but in terms
of what I call fragility. Only with the fragility theory of risk in hand
can we resolve our puzzles. In particular, this theory can explain
why taking large risks can be reasonable, and even sometimes ad-
mirable, even though in general risk is something that one ought
to minimize. Armed with the fragility theory of risk, we will finally
know how to tempt fate without incurring the wrath of the gods.
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