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“Anti-Fragile” is a thought-provoking read by a talented, confident (perhaps too confident), 
and learned philosopher. It is easy to get lost in Taleb’s writing. It flows from idea to idea 
effortlessly, and references (whether positively or negatively) scientists, philosophers, and 
thinkers spanning two millennia.  
 
I was mesmerized for the first 300 pages and then, to me, it lost some of its momentum and turned into something akin 
to the meditations of Descartes. I don’t think the last 120 pages were any less effective, but I think that section was 
more free flowing thought then a series of maxims meant to re-enforce the premise of Anti-Fragility.  
 
With that said, my notes are as follows: 
 

- “The fragile is the package that would be at best unharmed, the robust would be at best and at worst 
unharmed.”1 I found this passage in chapter one very interesting because Taleb began to lay down his argument 
in favor of anti-fragility by defining the closest word we currently have to represent what he later defines as 
anti-fragility: robust. For Taleb, developing a system that is at best unharmed when faced with adversity, 
possibly in the form of a” black swan event” – one that is unexpected and has a major effect, which is then 
rationalized after the fact -- or negative stimuli, is not good enough.  
 
He wants to develop a system that thrives under uncertainty. This led me to develop the following questions: 
How does one develop an organization that thrives under uncertainty? Would it be cheating to first develop an 
organization that is continually improving and then add redundancy to ensure that the organization continually 
improves when key players are removed?  
 

1 Nassim Nicholas Taleb. Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder (New York: Random House 2012), 31.  
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Is it possible to develop an organization that always improves under uncertain conditions, or is this more of a 
lofty Kantian ideal that we can approach (like an asymptote) but never achieve?  I didn’t come up with answers 
to these questions, but I like the idea of first developing an organization that thrives, and then develop 
redundancy to that organization so that it can thrive under uncertainty. I don’t think it meets Taleb’s intent, but I 
definitely like that idea. 
 

- Taleb mentions that the more specialized things become the more vulnerable they are to collapse.2 I see this all 
the time in the Army (and the problem isn’t just in the Army, but it happens to be where I spend most of my 
time). Single points of failure are examples of fragility and one of the first things a leader should address when 
taking charge of an organization. Leaders should identify areas of fragility and immediately work on shoring 
them up. At first it may resemble plugging holes in the dam, but the idea is to concurrently build a new dam 
from the bottom up to ensure that the holes are accounted for before one starts. 
 

- “Depriving Systems of Normal Stressors, vital stressors, is not necessarily a good thing and can be downright 
harmful.”3 This is a quote from Taleb’s contention that systems need stressors in order to get stronger. He talks 
of Soldiers that come back from deployment with improvements as opposed to having PTSD. Even though I 
didn’t like some of his premises, I understood his point: stressors are not necessarily a bad thing and need to 
occur in order for an organism, or an organization, to grow. I don’t mean to look at this view in a shallow way, 
but I like the idea of stressors when it comes to leading people and developing training. I think that competition 
breeds results and helps to make for better training and more involved personnel. Many organizations are 
excellent at their current operations (accomplishing the day-to-day mission), but grow stagnant because they 
have had a lack of stressors to take their abilities and training to the next level.  
 
I agree with Taleb in that stressors are vital to help improve a system and I am going to work on adding stressors 
in the form of competition and certifications to ensure that we (myself and company leadership) can take our 
organization to the next level. 
 

- “Layers of redundancy are the central risk management property of healthy systems.”4 I love this portion of the 
book and think that this idea should be employed in all organizations. Redundancy has occurred naturally 
through evolution and businesses should take a hint from Mother Nature and ensure that redundancy is a major 
part of their operating procedures. If redundancy is not built in to an organization’s plan then it is sure to be 
sitting on a series of fragilities just waiting to crack under uncertainty and negative stimuli.  
 

- In one of the strongest points Taleb makes in the book, he discusses how airplane crashes, though tragic, serve 
to make airlines safer in the long run. His argument is because they are isolated (not connected to an 
interdependent system), they allow airlines to learn from the mistakes that occurred (whether it be mechanical, 
pilot error, lack of a safety mechanism, etc.) and flying overall becomes safer. He calls the airline a “good” 
system because it is setup to have small errors that strengthen the entire industry hence every airplane crash 
makes the next one less likely which constitutes anti-fragility. Whereas every bank crash makes the next one 
more likely thus proving the banking system fragile and in Taleb’s views a “bad system.”   

2 Ibid, 34.  
3 Ibid, 38.  
4 Ibid, 44.  
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- Complex interdependent systems are inherently fragile and this idea can be applied to any level of leadership, to 

ensure that the systems in place can benefit from mistakes and make future errors less likely as opposed to 
more likely. Taleb uses a series of different examples to reinforce this point as it is one of his main premises to 
accepting anti-fragility. This premise can be summed up as “No stability without volatility”5 and if I could add a 
bit more I would say that there is no stability in closed systems without volatility.6 
 

- Taleb says that “governments are wasting billions of dollars on attempting to predict events that are produced 
by interdependent systems and therefore not statistically understandable at the individual level.”7 I do not want 
to speak on that specific point (I don’t feel qualified enough with my research in that subject area to intelligently 
speak to his argument), but I can say that when I am faced with complex interdependent systems (whether 
working with one or managing one) that I shouldn’t waste time trying to predict what is going to occur but 
rather ensuring I am ready to deal with the inherent fragility in that system. This is easier said than done, but if 
one understands a system as one that is complex and interdependent, then determining the areas in which it is 
fragile can give you an idea of where it will crack and what the fallout of that crack will be.  
 

- “There is, in the Black Swan zone, a limit to the knowledge that can never be reached, no matter how 
sophisticated statistical and risk management science ever gets.”8 This quote speaks for itself, and it is key for 
leaders to understand there is never going to a time when we will know for sure when a black swan is going to 
occur or what it is going to be. So, the best defense for a black swan is limiting inter-dependency, increasing 
redundancy, and never stagnating. I am sure there are more, but these are the strongest takeaways I took from 
Taleb.  
 

- “With Every trial one gets closer to something, assuming an environment in which one knows exactly what one 
is looking for. We can, from trial that fails to deliver, figure out progressively where to go.”9 Taleb is smart with 
the application of this basic idea. He has been putting forth his premises throughout the book, and this one is 
just a rewording of one of his major points: trial and error are necessary in order to improve upon a system. One 
knows the end-state one seeks, and in order to get there one must learn from one’s mistakes to progressively 
become closer and closer to the goal. The key is to grow stronger from failure, as opposed to becoming weaker 
after every trial -- Taleb’s anti-fragile concept. Imagine a basketball player that got worse when he tried new 
moves, or a teacher that lost intelligence when reading new material. This doesn’t seem comprehensible to us, 
and Taleb knows that. So, he wants to know why we allow complex interdependent systems to grow weaker 
when faced with adversity -- definitely something to think about. 
 

- I found Taleb’s ideas on invention very interesting, particularly one about the wheels on airplane luggage. He 
talked about the fact the wheel had been around for thousands of years, and that we put a man on the moon 
decades before we had the idea to put airplane luggage on wheels. We sometimes miss common-sense 
application of creativity because we are not always looking at practical uses for knowledge.  

5 Ibid, 107.  
6 Ibid, 72-73.  
7 Ibid, 132.  
8 Ibid, 138.  
9 Ibid, 192.  
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This is very applicable for leaders (especially young leaders) who need to ensure the systems they put forth are practical 
and accessible, in hopes of achieving a loftier ideal. 

- I don’t like that Taleb writes off strategic planning in two paragraphs. I do agree that if an organization makes a 
strategic plan and never re-visits that plan then it is in fact a waste of time. Plans without continual analysis are 
just wastes of thinking, but strategic planning can be a very effective tool. The key is to have the end-state in 
mind (Stephen Covey would say to think with the end in mind) and from there to continually improve and refine 
the way in which you get there.  

- “It is completely wrong to use the calculus of benefits without including the probability of failure.”10 This point 
touches on some of the ideas found in “Thinking Fast and Slow” in that people seem blind to the results of 
failure when shown the strength of benefits. The key for any leader is to understand the probability and 
outcomes that a failure of any plan could have before implementing.  

Never fall in love with a plan based solely on what the positive results could be. 

About James Torrence 
James Torrence is a Featured Contributor of book notes, thought leader insights and leadership summaries for 
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10 Ibid, 282. 
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