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Never 
Underestimate 
an Underdog
Malcolm Gladwell
David and Goliath: Underdogs, 
Misfits, and the Art of Battling 
Giants. New York, Little Brown  
and Company, 2013.

Review by Mike Coates

M alcolm Gladwell’s latest book,  
 David and Goliath: Underdogs, 
Misfits, and the Art of Battling Gi-
ants, is a must-read for political and 
business junkies. As in his previous 
books, The Tipping Point, Blink, and 
Outliers, Gladwell demonstrates his 
knack for organizing seemingly sim-
ple principles into something more 
thought-provoking. 

Don’t get me wrong, though—
Gladwell is no philosopher king. In-
deed, since The Tipping Point, which 
I’d argue was a truly prophetic precur-
sor to the explosion of social media, 
his books have been rather thin. In 
Blink, he told us that the best deci-
sions are the ones we make without 
thinking, and in Outliers, he reminded 
us that practice makes perfect—two 
very basic lessons. But however sim-
ple the takeaway message, his stories 
are always insightful and uplifting, 
and his use of research clever. 

David and Goliath is Gladwell’s best 
work since The Tipping Point. His cen-
tral thesis is that the victorious un-
derdogs in politics, business, and life 
are often the products of challenging 
backgrounds. It’s these difficult cir-
cumstances that make these individu-
als inherently stronger than others—
they’re conditioned by the school of 
hard knocks.

Gladwell’s best example of this phe-
nomenon is the biblical story that 
inspired the book’s title. Goliath, an 
experienced soldier in the Philistine 
army, prepared for battle outfitted in 
heavy armour and wielding weapons 
of close combat. He and his Philistine 
leaders were clearly expecting to meet 
a fellow warrior of similar size and 
experience. Instead, Saul, the king of 
the Israelites, sent a young, practically 

unarmed shepherd’s son, David, to 
face the giant in battle. Now, David 
may have been young, but he was an 
experienced “slinger” in Saul’s army—
slinging was a common method of 
immobilizing enemies in those days. 
Hurtling down a hill to meet Goliath, 
and whirling a slingshot that could 
launch a projectile with the force of 
a firearm, David was able to strike the 
giant down with pinpoint accuracy 
before the weighed down Philistine 
could even move. The underdog was 
victorious because the favourite failed 
to anticipate that his opponent would 
fight by different rules—rules that 
best aligned with his own abilities.

G ladwell’s book is full of such sto- 
 ries: A ragtag Arab army under 
Lawrence of Arabia attacked the Turks 
at Aqaba from behind their defences 
after crossing 600 miles of brutal des-
ert. A young college student was able 
to publish more work because he 
shrewdly chose to attend a less presti-
gious school, where competition was 
less fierce. Nineteenth-century im-
pressionist artists avoided displaying 
their work in the traditional Salon, 
choosing instead to host their own ex-
hibitions where their unconventional 
art didn’t face the scorn of the estab-
lishment. The dyslexic school boy 
who studied hard and was not demo-
tivated by failure went on to become 
the CEO of Goldman Sachs. It’s uplift-
ing stuff.

If there is a lack in David and Goli-
ath, it’s that this book doesn’t teach 
you the ABCs of defeating a superior 

opponent. The circumstances that 
Gladwell writes about are largely pre-
ordained. There are no rules for self-
help—only stories of the character 
conditioned by the inner strength of 
the underdog. 

But there is one overarching lesson 
that Gladwell offers that everyone en-
gaged in competitive pursuits should 
heed. That is to study your opponent. 
David knew, after all, how Goliath 
planned to fight. Many strategists, 
from Sun Tzu to Clausewitz, have 
written about the importance of ob-
taining intelligence. Gladwell takes 
this to a new level by emphasizing the 
creative use of intelligence. Too many 
so-called “strategists” are unable to 
think outside the box. By looking at 
every situation unconventionally, it’s 
possible to uncover an opponent’s 
weaknesses or determine how best to 
undermine their strengths. According 
to Gladwell, if you change the rules of 
the game by fighting on your terms, 
even an underdog can win. Gladwell’s 
world view has also been informed 
by his own experience as a Canadian 
growing up next to the United States; 
as a David next to a Goliath. 

Students of Canadian politics should 
take notice. Gladwell could well be 
writing the story of a bookworm and 
introverted loner who went on to be-
come one of Canada’s most success-
ful prime ministers. Smart strategists 
continually underestimate him, but 
by changing the rules of campaign-
ing and appealing to fewer groups of 
committed voters who reflect values 
similar to his, Stephen Harper is able to 
constantly outperform expectations. 
Whether he’s read David and Goliath or 
not, Harper surely knows the story.    
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