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David and Goliath, Malcolm Gladwell (2013) 
 

 The sling was of such importance in ancient warfare 
that 3 kinds of warriors balanced one another, like each gesture 
in the game of rock, paper, and scissors. With their long pikes 
and armor, infantry could stand up to cavalry. Cavalry could, in 
turn, defeat projectile warriors because the horses moved too 
quickly for artillery to take proper aim. And projectile warriors 
were deadly against infantry because a big lumbering soldier, 
weighed down with armor, was a sitting duck for a slinger who 
was launching projectiles from a hundred yards away. Goliath 
had as much chance against David as any Bronze Age warrior 
with a sword would have had against an opponent armed with a 
.45 automatic pistol. King Saul didn’t appreciate that power can 
come in other forms as well—in breaking rules and in substitut-
ing speed and surprise for strength.  
 Redwood City, CA girls in 2009 played in the National 
Junior Basketball 7th and 8th grade division with a strategy built 
around 2 deadlines that all basketball teams must meet in order 
to advance the ball. The first is the 5 seconds allotted for the in-
bounds pass. The Redwood City girls positioned themselves in 
front of their opponents to prevent them from catching it in the 
first place. The 2nd deadline requires a team to advance the ball 
across midcourt into its opponent’s end within 10 seconds. The 
Redwood City’s opponents who met the first deadline would be 
blocked from the 2nd by aggressive defense. They would press 
and steal again and again. It made people nervous and it won 
games against more talented teams. They attacked at the point 
where a great team is as vulnerable as a weak one, but it’s an ex-
hausting strategy. The whole Redwood City philosophy which 
carried them into the championship finals was based on a will-
ingness to try harder than anyone else. The puzzle of the press is 
that it has never become popular. All an opposing team had to 
do to beat Redwood City was press back. So why didn’t they? 
The reason: Underdog strategies are hard. In studies of historic 
uneven battles, when the underdog fought like David, he usually 
won. But most of the time, underdogs didn’t fight like David 
and didn’t win. General George Washington devoted his ener-
gies to creating a British-type army. As a result he was defeated 
time after time and almost lost the war.  
 It is difficult for a successful man’s children to learn 
the same lessons from hardship that he learned.  It is much 
harder than anybody believes to bring up kids in a wealthy envi-
ronment. People are ruined by wealth because they lose their 
ambition, pride, and sense of self-worth. Scholars who research 
happiness suggest that more money stops making people hap-
pier at a family income of around $75K a year. After that, what 
economists call “diminishing marginal returns” sets is. “Immi-
grant to wealth” describes first-generation millionaires. Many 
cultures around the world have a proverb to describe the diffi-
culty of raising children in an atmosphere of wealth. In English, 
the saying is Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in 3 generations. 

Wealth contains the seeds of its own destruction. The limits a 
parent sets are not nearly as clear as “We can’t afford it.” 
Inverted-U curves are hard to understand and almost never fail 
to take us by surprise. We are so often confused about ad-
vantages and disadvantages that we forget when we are operat-
ing in a U-shaped world. Inverted-U curves have 3 parts and 
each part follows a different logic. There’s the left side, where 
doing more or having more makes things better. There’s the flat 
middle, where doing more doesn’t make much difference. And 
there’s the right side, where doing more or having more makes 
things worse. 
 Class size is an example. There isn’t a single profes-
sion in the world that has increased its numbers over the past 2 
decades by as much, or as quickly, or at such expense as teach-
ing has. But the evidence suggests that the thing we are con-
vinced is such a big advantage might not be. Smaller class size 
is usually considered better for all until it drops below 18. 
Smaller leaves fewer places to hide and reduces energetic con-
nections and energy. A smaller class is potentially as difficult 
for a teacher to manage as a very large class. The life source of 
any class is discussion, and that tends to need a certain critical 
mass to get going. A very small group tends to lack the sort of 
energy that comes from friction between people. The number of 
peers has a surprising correlation with academic performance, 
particularly for struggling students.  Taken too far, class-size re-
duction steals away the peers that struggling students learn 
from. The more students you have, the more variety in discus-
sions. If it’s too small with middle-school kids, it’s like they 
have a muzzle on. The real issue is what can be done to enliven, 
enrich, and engage the child, so they aren’t just being passive. 
Perhaps we shouldn’t have an educational philosophy that 
thinks of the other students in the classroom as competitors for 
the attention of the teacher, rather than allies in the adventure of 
learning. School often assumes that the kinds of things wealth 
can buy always translate into real-world advantages. 
 Goliath didn’t get what he wanted because he was too 
big. The successful man was not the parent he wanted to be be-
cause he was too rich. Some rich schools are not what they want 
to be because classes are too small. Nearly everything of conse-
quence follows the inverted U. 
 We form our impressions not globally, but locally—by 
comparing ourselves to people in the same boat as ourselves. 
Our sense of how deprived we are is relative. Citizens of happy 
countries have higher suicide rates than citizens of unhappy 
countries. Average country income levels do not matter to hap-
piness, but relative distances from the average do. Students in an 
elite school, with a few exceptions, face a burden that they 
would not face in a less competitive atmosphere. The more elite 
an educational institution is, the worse students feel about their 
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own academic abilities. Your academics self-concept in the con-
text of your classroom shapes your willingness to tackle chal-
lenges and finish difficult tasks. It’s a crucial element in your 
motivation and confidence. We have a definition in our heads of 
what an advantage is—and the definition isn’t right. For every 
10-point increase in the average SAT score of an entering cohort 
of freshmen at a given institution, the likelihood of retention de-
crease by 2%. For ethnic minorities, the numbers are even 
higher. Every 10-point increase in SAT score causes retention to 
fall by 3%. Getting great grades at a good school may be better 
than good grades at a great school. 
 Even though a science degree may be the most valua-
ble asset a young person can have in the modern economy, large 
numbers of would-be STEM (science, technology, and math) 
majors end up switching into the arts, where academic standards 
are less demanding and the coursework less competitive. That’s 
the major reason there is such a shortage of qualified American-
educated scientists and engineers in the US. Harvard has the 
same distribution of science degrees as lesser schools. What 
matters in determining the likelihood of getting a science de-
grees, is not just how smart you are. It’s how smart you feel rel-
ative to the other people in your classroom. The smarter your 
peers, the dumber you feel, and the more likely you are to drop 
out of science. The best and most creative economists, as meas-
ured by journal publications, found that the best students from 
mediocre schools were almost always a better bet to hire than 
good students from the very best schools. The very thing that 
makes elite schools such wonderful places for those at the top 
makes them very difficult places for everyone else. 
 An extraordinarily high number of successful entrepre-
neurs are dyslexic, about a third. What is learned out of neces-
sity is inevitably more powerful than learning that comes easily. 
In bomb attacks, a near miss leaves you traumatized, but a re-
mote miss makes you think you are invincible. We are prone to 
be afraid of being afraid, and the conquering of fear produces 
exhilaration. Traumatic experiences can have 2 completely dif-
ferent effects on people: the same event may profoundly damage 
one group while leaving another better off. 12 of the first 44 US 
presidents—from Washington to Obama--lost their fathers when 
they were young, a remote miss. 
 Courage is in some sense acquired. Comments from 
survivors of the London bombing in WW2,”We have been 
afraid that we may panic in an air-raid, and when it happened 
and we exhibited to others nothing but a calm exterior and we 
are now safe, the contrast between the previous apprehension 
and the present relief and feeling of security promotes a self-
confidence that is the very father of courage.” The catastrophic 
error that the Germans made in bombing London was to create a 
city of remote misses, who were more courageous than they had 
ever been before. The Germans would have been better off not 
bombing London at all.  

 Getting criminals, insurgents, and children in class-
rooms to behave turns out to be dependent on legitimacy. When 
the law or rules are applied in the absence of legitimacy, it does 
not produce obedience. It produces backlash. Power has an im-
portant limitation. It has to be seen as legitimate, or else it has 
the opposite of its intended effect. What matters to deterrence is 
what matters to offenders and potential offenders--benefits and 
costs as they understand them and define them. Sentence sever-
ity has no effect on the level of crime. Legitimacy is based on 
fairness, voice, and predictability, and the US government does 
a pretty good job of meeting all 3 standards. In Greece, the un-
derground economy is 3 times larger in relative terms than that 
of the US, but not because Greeks are less honest than Ameri-
cans. It’s because the Greek system is less legitimate. Greece is 
one of the most corrupt countries in all of Europe, Its tax code is 
a mess. Wealthy people get special inside deals, and if you and I 
lived in a country where the tax system was so blatantly illegiti-
mate—where nothing seemed fair, where our voices weren’t 
heard, and where the rules changed from one day to the next—
we wouldn’t pay our taxes either. 
  
 [Goliath had as much chance against David as any 
Bronze Age warrior with a sword would have had against an op-
ponent armed with a .45 automatic pistol. More money stops 
making people happier at a family income of around $75K a 
year. Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in 3 generations. The limits a 
parent sets are not nearly as clear as “We can’t afford it.” We 
are so often confused about advantages and disadvantages that 
we forget when we are operating in a U-shaped world. Smaller 
class size is usually considered better for all until it drops below 
18. Taken too far, class-size reduction steals away the peers that 
struggling students learn from. Average country income levels 
do not matter to happiness, but relative distances from the aver-
age do. Your academics self-concept in the context of your 
classroom shapes your willingness to tackle challenges and fin-
ish difficult tasks. It’s a crucial element in your motivation and 
confidence. Getting great grades at a good school may be better 
than good grades at a great school. What matters in determining 
the likelihood of getting a science degrees, is not just how smart 
you are. It’s how smart you feel relative to the other people in 
your classroom. The very thing that makes elite schools such 
wonderful places for those at the top makes them very difficult 
places for everyone else. The prediction we make about how we 
are going to feel in some future situation is called “affective 
forecasting,” and all the evidence suggests that we are terrible 
forecasters. Power has to be seen as legitimate. Legitimacy is 
based on fairness, voice, and predictability, and the US govern-
ment does a pretty good job of meeting all 3 standards.  
  


