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The Unknown Unknown


Most of my opinions on bookshops were formed by Donald Rumsfeld. In case you’ve forgotten, or never knew, Donald Rumsfeld was the American Secretary of Defense in the administrations of both Gerald Ford and the younger Mr Bush. He is often rather hysterically accused of starting unnecessary wars, believing he is above International Law, and being more interested in origami than in human life; but that is not all that he and I have in common. It’s his opinion on the necessity of bookshops that truly binds us together.


There are things we know that we know. There are known unknowns. That is to say there are things that we now know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are things we do not know we don’t know.


For some reason that I shall never understand, there are those who find these lines perplexing. They ridicule it. The Plain English Campaign even awarded Mr Rumsfeld their Foot in Mouth Award of 2003 for ‘a baffling comment by a public figure’. But there’s nothing baffling in it really. I know that Paris is the capital of France, but more importantly I know that I know Paris is the capital of France. I know that I don’t know the capital of Azerbaijan, although I’m sure that they have one. It’s the sort of thing I really ought to check up on. But I do not know … well, here it gets complicated. You do not know that you do not know the capital of Erewhon, because you had no idea that there was a country called Erewhon, and therefore you had no idea that there was a gap in your knowledge. You did not know that you did not know.
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