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Political myths take hold 
as quickly as urban 
legends, and often 

with even less supporting 
evidence. Someone stands 
in a particularly long line on 
Election Day and decides that 
it signals a once-in-a-generation 
eruption of civic engagement.

But anecdotes are not 
data. We now have enough 
exit-poll data from Edison 
Media Research/Mitofsky 
International to put last week’s 
election in context. Let’s 
examine some of the already 
established myths:

• An energized electorate 
produced a historic turnout.

Yes and no. On the one 
hand, 123,525,445 votes were 
cast for Barack Obama 
and John McCain — the 
biggest combined total in 
history. On the other hand, 
that number was up only 
2 percent from 2004. And 
to really put the number in 
perspective, consider that the 
U.S. population grew by 2.7 
percent in the intervening four 
years, so the growth in voting 
actually lagged behind overall 

population growth.
• Obama’s racial identity 

was an electoral burden.
The numbers suggest 

otherwise.
It’s true that the single 

biggest demographic factor 
in voting was race. If you are 
a black, there’s a 95 percent 
chance you voted for Obama. 
By comparison, self-identified 
Democrats voted for Obama 
at a mere 89 percent clip, 
and only 90 percent of self-
identified Republicans went 
for McCain.

At a more detailed level, 
19 percent of voters said that 
race was a factor in how they 
voted. Those who said race 
was the “most important 
factor” went for Obama 
58 percent to 41 percent. 
Those who said race was an 
“important factor” went for 
Obama 52 to 47. And those who 
said race was a “minor factor” 
went for Obama 54 to 45.

As a baseline, voters who 
said race was “not a factor” 
went for Obama 51 to 46. 
Surely, some voters in some 
precincts voted against Obama 
because he’s black. But on the 
whole, it’s clear that his race 
helped him more than it hurt.

• Obama motivated a new 
generation of young people.

Not quite. The “youth vote” 
(meaning voters between 
the ages of 18 and 29) ticked 
upward only from 17 percent 
in 2004 to 18 percent in 2008.

As Republican strategist 
Patrick Ruffini noted, the 
big story wasn’t that Obama 
brought in a wave of new 
young voters; it was that he 
produced a huge swing in the 

18-29 demographic. In 2004, 
John Kerry had a nine-point 
advantage in the youth vote; 
Obama won young voters by 
34 points.

That’s a 25-point swing, and, 
as Ruffini notes, it accounts 
for 4.5 percent of all the votes 
cast — which is a big chunk of 
Obama’s margin of victory.

• Sarah Palin sank the 
Republican ticket.

Voters who said that Palin 

was “not a factor” 
in their decision 
went for Obama 
by a big margin, 
65 percent to 33 
percent. But 60 
percent of voters 
said Palin was 
a factor in their 
decision, and 
McCain did very 
well among them.

Voters who 
said Palin was an 
“important factor” 
in their decision 
(33 percent of the 
electorate) went 
for McCain 52 to 
47. 

And voters who 
said Palin was a 
“minor factor” (20 

percent of the total) went for 
McCain 66 to 33.

True, the small group of 
voters who said Palin was the 
“most important” factor in 
their decision (7 percent of all 
voters) went for Obama. But 
the margin was 52 to 47, much 
smaller than it was among 
those who said Palin didn’t 
matter.

By any measure, Palin 
helped McCain — quite a lot, 

actually.
• You can’t trust the polls.
Fordham University 

political science professor 
Costas Panagopoulos examined 
23 national presidential polls 
and found that they predicted 
an average 7.52 percent 
Obama victory. Obama won by 
6.15 points. That’s pretty good 
work.

For what it’s worth, four 
polls overestimated McCain’s 
strength, and 17 overestimated 
Obama’s.

• The early bird gets the 
worm.

In recent years, there has 
been a perception that if you 
want to be president, you have 
to start running early. Who 
were the big early favorites in 
the 2008 cycle? Mark Warner, 
John Edwards, Hillary Clinton, 
George Allen, Bill Frist and 
Mitt Romney.

As we prepare for the 2012 
race — pitchers and catchers, 
report to Iowa in just 1,137 
days! — it’s worth keeping in 
mind that early positioning 
doesn’t always help.

Jonathan V. Last is a 
columnist for the Philadelphia 
Inquirer. Readers can -mail 
Last at jlast@phillynews.com.

Time for perspective on election’s numbers

The economy is in sad shape. 
The financial markets are in a 
state of turmoil. Most people 

are worried and wondering what they 
should do.

Those with money in the stock 
market are worried. Those with 
money in a savings account at a local 
bank are worried about the viability 
of the bank. Those who don’t have any 
savings are really worried.

I will try to address one small 
question relating to the current 
financial crisis. Should you do what 
everyone else is doing?

There is a name for doing what 
everyone else does. It is called the 
herd mentality. The name derives 
from the behavior of cattle and other 
pack animals. Everyone has seen the 
ubiquitous stampede scene in cowboy 
movies. When should you follow the 
crowd and when should you go your 
own way?

In some cases, I ignore the crowd. 
Next Saturday, I will attend the final 

game of WSU’s football season. I 
know when I will leave my house. 
I know exactly where I will park. I 
know my way to the stadium; I have 
been there countless times. I will not 
alter my plans regardless of what the 
crowd is doing.

On the other hand, suppose that I 
was going to a game at UCLA, Penn 
State or Notre Dame. I have never 
attended a football game at these 

schools. Yet, I am confident that I 
could drive to town and find my way 
to the game. Furthermore, I could do 
so without looking at a map or asking 
directions. What would I do? I would 
simply follow the crowd, and it would 
make perfect sense to do so. 

On a Saturday afternoon, if 60,000 
fans in a college town are moving in 
one direction, you can be sure that 
they are going to a football game.

Have you ever attended a 
religious service at a church you 
don’t regularly attend? You probably 
figure out when to sit and when to 
stand fairly quickly. Have you ever 
been to a foreign country? You 
probably manage to avoid looking like 
a complete jerk after a day or two. 
What do you do? You simply do what 
everyone else is doing. You follow the 
crowd.

Following the herd makes sense 
if most of the members of the herd 
know what they are doing. On the 
other hand, following the herd is 

mistake when the herd doesn’t know 
any more than you.

During the 911 attacks, the 
Southeast Asia tsunami and 
Hurricane Katrina many people lost 
their lives because they did the same 
thing as those around them. What 
was wrong with this thinking? Those 
around them didn’t know what they 
were doing. They had never been 
presented with a similar horrific 
situation before.

This brings me to the present 
financial crisis. On certain days, the 
Dow Jones Industrial Average is 
down 200 points at noon but finishes 
up 500 points in the final hour of 
trading. On other days it repeats this 
pattern in the opposite direction. 
Why? The answer is the herd 
mentality. Many investors, perhaps 
most, are uncertain. They don’t know 
what to do. 

As a result, they simply follow 
others. If others buy, they buy. If 
others sell, they sell. This can lead to 

wild swings in the market. In recent 
weeks, the last hour of trading looks a 
lot like a stampede.

With present financial conditions, 
following the herd doesn’t make much 
sense. Most of the people you would 
be following don’t understand what is 
going on. I have yet to find a complete, 
cogent and believable explanation for 
the present financial problem.

Subprime mortgages are part 
of the problem. Complex financial 
derivatives are part of the problem. 
Illegal naked short selling is part of 
the problem. 

Yet, I have not found a 
comprehensive analysis that connects 
the dots and explains the current 
financial situation.

In today’s financial environment, 
it doesn’t make sense to follow the 
herd. It makes more sense to keep 
asking hard questions and seeking 
valid information. Perhaps the best 
investment manual for 2009 is Ralph 
Waldo Emerson’s Self Reliance.

To follow the herd or not to follow the herd
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Customer Service is Back! Please welcome to the Ogden area...the 
return to the standards of service and quality establiched by Roger
Barlow. It’s like a breath of fresh air when you trust Vance Rhead 
and Team to service your home’s heating and/or cooling system.
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FREE

This is our special offer to you for signing 
us as a fi rst-time customer of Mountain 
Air Conditioning & Heating.

Furnace Tune-up

FREE Humidifier
installed with any furnace!
$475 Value when you purchase a new furnace from Mountain Air!

Must present coupon. Not valid with other discounts. Good thru Nov. 30, 2008. Mountain Air Conditioning & Heating

($99.00 Value)
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Michael
Vaughan

Commentary

Top	of	Utah	Voices

Michael Vaughan is Weber State University’s 
provost. He accepts e-mail from readers at 
MVAUGHAN@Weber.edu

By NICHOLAS RICCARDI
Los Angeles Times

SALT LAKE CITY — In 
June, leaders of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
made a fateful decision. They 
called on Mormons to donate 
their time and money to the 
campaign for California Propo-
sition 8, which would overturn a 
state Supreme Court ruling that 
permitted gay marriages.

That push helped the initia-
tive win narrow passage on 
election day. And it has made 
the Mormon church, which for 
years has striven to be seen 
as part of the American main-
stream, a political target.

Protesters have massed out-
side Mormon temples nation-
wide. For every donation to a 
fund to overturn Proposition 8, a 
postcard is sent to the president 
of the Mormon Church. Sup-
porters of gay marriage have 
proposed a boycott of Utah busi-
nesses, and someone burned a 
Book of Mormon outside a tem-
ple near Denver.

“It’s disconcerting to Latter-

day Saints that Mormonism is 
still the religious tradition that 
everybody loves to hate,” said 
Melissa Proctor, a professor at 
Harvard Divinity School.

As an indication of how se-
riously the Mormon leadership 
takes the recent criticism, the 
council that runs the church —
the First Presidency — released 
a statement Friday decrying 
what it portrayed as a campaign 
not just against Mormons but all 
religious people who vote their 
conscience.

“People of faith have been 
intimidated for simply exercis-
ing their democratic rights,” the 
statement said. “These are not 
actions that are worthy of the 
democratic ideals of our nation. 
The end of a free and fair elec-
tion should not be the beginning 
of a hostile response in Ameri-
ca.”

Jim Key, a spokesman for 
the Los Angeles Gay & Lesbian 
Center, said gay-marriage ac-
tivists’ barbs are directed at 
church leadership, not individ-
ual Mormons. “We’re making a 
statement that no one’s religious 

beliefs should be used to deny 
fundamental rights to others,” 
he said.

Proposition 8 opponents esti-
mate that members of the Mor-
mon church gave more than $20 
million to the effort to pass the 
measure, although that is diffi-
cult to confirm, because records 
of campaign donations do not in-
clude religious affiliation.

For years, church leaders 
have tried to blunt the assertion 
that Mormonism is somehow 
out of the political and cultural 
mainstream. The backlash over 
gay marriage carries both risks 
and rewards toward that goal.

To support Proposition 8, the 
LDS church entered into a coali-
tion with other religious orga-
nizations, including evangelical 
groups that have tended to view 
Mormons warily. It was a Cath-
olic bishop, Mormon officials 
said, who requested the LDS 
church bring its members into 
the fight. Now those groups are 
rallying behind the embattled 
church.

“Being against gay mar-
riage puts the church right in 

the mainstream of American 
religious behavior,” said Quinn 
Monson, a political-science pro-
fessor at Brigham Young Uni-
versity.

But the outrage directed to-
ward the church could hurt its 
efforts to continue to expand.

“The backlash is going on 
all over the country,” said Jan 
Shipps, a prominent scholar of 
modern Mormonism who is an 
emeritus professor at Indiana 
University and Purdue Univer-
sity-Indianapolis. 

“There are people who had a 
lot of respect for the Mormons 
who now say, ‘Well, they’re just 

like the Christian right.”’
That’s ironic, said Shipps, 

given that the Mormon church 
has a more tolerant stance on 
homosexuality than some evan-
gelical groups. The LDS has 
pointedly declined to state that 
homosexuality is a choice. And it 
has cautioned against programs 
that purport to “cure” same-sex 
attraction, even though Mormon 
theology holds that marriage is 
a divine relationship between 
men and women that continues 
into the afterlife.

Also, Shipps said, while the 
church had been riding high 
ever since the successful 2002 

Winter Olympics here, the gay-
marriage fight and other recent 
setbacks have forced the church 
to deal with skepticism over its 
faith and history.

First there was former Mas-
sachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney’s 
unsuccessful run for the Re-
publican presidential nomina-
tion. Mormons were shocked 
that Romney’s LDS faith was a 
source of discomfort for some 
voters.

“Latter-day Saints were just 
amazed to think there was such 
bigotry in the country,” church 
spokesman Michael Otterson 
said.

Mormons caught off guard in election backlash since Proposition 8 vote




