
When I was 10 years old 
my dad came to me with 
a proposal. He had a long 

list of chores that would take me a 
month, or longer, to complete. If I 
completed the assigned tasks, he 
would pay me $25. At that time, 
$25 was a small fortune for a kid.

Then my dad added a twist 
by offering some alternative 
compensation for my work. 
Instead of $25, he would pay me 
a penny for my first day’s work, 
2 cents for the second day, and 
4 cents for the third. He would 
continue to double the pay every 
day.

Which pay scheme did I 
prefer? I did some quick mental 
calculations. I would get 8 cents 
on day four, 16 cents on day five, 
and 32 cents on day six. I didn’t do 
any more analysis. After six days, 
I still hadn’t made a buck. The 
decision was easy. I chose the $25.

My dad said fine. We settled 
on $25 for a month’s work. My 
dad said there would be no 
renegotiation. But, for my own 
benefit he asked me to sit down 
and figure out how much I would 
have earned if I had opted for the 
alternative compensation, which 
started at a penny a day.

After a couple of pages of 
arithmetic, I had the answer. A 
penny doubled every day for 
30 days is worth $5,368,709. I 
found the result astonishing. I 
had learned my first lesson in 
compound returns and exponential 
growth. It was an important lesson 
to learn.

The lesson of the penny 
doubled every day is old and 
used in many different settings. 
I am certain many readers 
have encountered the example. 
If someone introduced you 
to the lesson of the penny, 
you undoubtedly learned 
something useful. The power of 

compound growth has countless 
applications.

Is global warming a serious 
problem or a hoax? If the St. 
George population continues 
to grow at the present rate 
for 10 years, how much water 
will be needed to support the 
city? If traffic along the I-15 
corridor continues to increase 
at the present rate how many 
passengers will need to use 
commuter rail to avoid total 
gridlock on I-15?

On a more personal level, 
how much money should you be 

setting aside from each paycheck 
to provide the funds you will need 
for your children’s education, your 
retirement or that dream vacation 
house you would like to own?

The answer to any of 
these questions requires an 
understanding of compound 
growth. Small quantities 
compounded on a continual basis 
can become extremely large 
quantities.

There was also a second lesson 
embedded in the question my dad 
presented me.

This second lesson isn’t directly 
connected to mathematics, and 
it is universally applicable. I 

uncovered the second lesson 
when I thought long and hard 
about why I chose the $25. Why 
did I choose the $25? The simple 
answer is that I was lazy. I did a 
couple of quick calculations, but I 
was too lazy to carry my analysis 
through to a reasoned conclusion. 
I was capable of working through 
the math of compound returns. I 
had all the relevant information 
I needed. I was just too lazy to do 
the work.

Regrettably, many people 
choose a similar path when 
confronted with important 
questions. That means that the 
opinions many people hold on 
issues such as global warming, 
population growth and urban 
transportation are based on 
emotion, untested intuition or the 
opinions of friends.

Conditions in the world today 
require the careful analysis of 
many important issues. The 
analysis requires some work. It 
may require some reading. It 
always requires some reflective 
thought. But, the work is essential.

News reports are filled with 
examples of business people and 
politicians who have perpetrated 
some fraud upon the public. There 

are even more examples of well-
intentioned leaders who have 
shepherded their constituents 
down a path leading to disastrous 
results. 

Con artists often say that you 
can’t cheat an honest person, 
meaning that it is easy to dupe 
someone with at least a little 
larceny in their heart. In the same 
vein, it is easy to mislead an ill-
informed citizenry.

We are a month away from Jan. 
1, 2007, and during the coming 
weeks New Year’s resolutions 
will be made. Many of these 
commitments will be resolutions 
to exercise more, eat less or clean 
the closets.

A good resolution would be 
to learn more about a significant 
issue facing the community, state, 
nation or world. Whether the 
issue is the potential for a global 
pandemic, the preservation of 
open space in the Top of Utah or 
the viability of a local plan for 
economic development, over the 
course of a year, you can learn a 
lot. 

At the end of the year, you will 
be better informed, and what you 
learn will benefit you and other 
members of the community.

A penny for your informed thoughts

BY MICHAEL SHERMER

Special to the Los Angeles Times

After a paroxysm of 
racial viciousness at 
the Laugh Factory in 

West Hollywood, Calif., on 
Nov. 17, Michael Richards, 
the 57-year-old comedian who 
played Kramer on “Seinfeld,” 
explained to David Letterman 
and his “Late Night” audience 
Monday: “I’m not a racist. 
That’s what’s so insane about 
this.”

Richards’ shattered 
demeanor and heartfelt 
repentance leaves us with 
what I shall call Kramer’s 
Conundrum: How can 
someone who spews racial 
epithets genuinely believe he 
is not a racist? The answer is 
to be found in the difference 
between our conscious and 
unconscious attitudes and our 
public and private thoughts.

Consciously and publicly, 
Richards is probably not a 
racist. But unconsciously and 
privately, he is. So am I. So 
are you.

Consciously and publicly, 
most of us are colorblind. 
And most of us, most of the 
time, believe and act on that 
cultural requisite. You’d have 
to be insane to publicly utter 
racist remarks in today’s 
society or temporarily insane, 
which both science and the 
law recognize as sometimes 
being triggered by anger.

And alcohol — recall Mel 
Gibson’s drunken eruption 
about Jews, or the college frat 
boys slurring alcohol-induced 
insanities about blacks and 
slavery in Sacha Baron 
Cohen’s film “Borat.”

The insidiousness of 
racism is because of the fact 
that it arises out of the deep 
recesses of our unconscious. 
We may be unaware of it, yet 
it lurks there.

How do we know this?
One indication is the 

Implicit Association Test, 
developed by Harvard 
scientists, which asks subjects 
to pair words and concepts. 
The more closely associated 
the words and concepts are, 

the quicker the response 
to them will be in the key-
pressing sorting task (try it 
yourself at https://implicit.
harvard.edu/implicit/).

The race test first asks you 
to sort black and white faces 
into one of two categories: 
European-American or 
African-American. Easy. 
Next you are asked to sort 
a list of words (joy, terrible, 
love, agony, peace, horrible, 
wonderful, nasty, pleasure) 
into one of two categories: 
Good or Bad. No problem.

The next task is a little 
more complicated. The words 
and black and white faces 
appear on the screen one at 
a time, and you sort them 
into one of these categories: 
African-American/Good or 
European-American/Bad. 
Again you match the words 
with the concepts of good or 
bad, and faces with national 
origin. 

So the word “joy” would 
go into the first category and 
a white face would go into the 
second category. 

This sorting goes 
noticeably slower, but you 
might expect that because the 
combined categories are more 
cognitively complex.

Unfortunately, the final 
sorting task puts the lie to 
that rationalization. This time 
you sort the words and faces 
into the categories European-
American/Good or African-
American/Bad. Tellingly (and 

distressingly), this sorting 
process goes much faster 
than the previous one. I was 
much quicker to associate 
words like “joy,” “love” and 
“pleasure” with European-
American/Good than I did 
with African-American/Good.

I consider myself about 
as socially liberal as you can 
get, and yet on a scale that 
includes “slight,” “moderate” 
and “strong,” the program 
concluded: “Your data suggest 
a strong automatic preference 
for European-American 
compared to African-
American.”

What?
“The interpretation is 

described as ‘automatic 
preference for European-
American’ if you responded 
faster when European-
American faces and Good 
words were classified with the 
same key than when African-
American faces and Good 
words were classified with the 
same key.”

But I’m not a racist. How 
can this be?

It turns out that this 
subconscious association 
of good with European-
Americans is true for 
everyone, even African-
Americans, no matter how 
colorblind we all claim to be.

This natural tendency to 
sort people into Within-Group/
Good and Between-Group/
Bad is shaped by culture, so 
that all Americans (including 
even those whose ancestry is 
African) implicitly inculcate 
the cultural association, which 
includes additional prejudices.

The Harvard test also 
demonstrates that we prefer 
young to old, thin to fat, 
straight to gay and such 
associations as family-females 
and career-males, liberal arts-
females and science-males. 
Such associations bubble just 
below the surface, inhibited 
by cultural restraints but 
susceptible to eruption under 
extreme inebriation or duress.

Richards’ sin was his 
deed; his thoughts are the sin 
of all humanity. Only when 
all people are considered to 

be members of one global 
in-group (in principle if not 
in practice) can we begin to 
attenuate these out-group 
associations. But it won’t 
be easy. Vigilance is the 
watchword of both freedom 
and dignity.

We should accept Richards’ 
apology for losing his temper 
and acting out those hateful 
thoughts. Perhaps we also 
ought to thank him for having 
the courage to confess in 
public what far too many of 
us still harbor in private, often 
in our unconscious minds.

Shermer is the publisher 
of Skeptic magazine and 
a monthly columnist for 
Scientific American. His 
latest book is “Why Darwin 
Matters.”
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WIN a $50
gift certificate

      Plus...
Count the number of                    s in the 
Standard-Examiner Classified Section each day 
and e-mail the weekly total (Saturday-Friday) 
along with your name and phone number to
classifiedcontest@standard.net
for a chance to

WIN a $25
Gift Certificate

Drawings will be held 
each Friday, 

November 10 through 
December 1, 2006. 

Winners will be notified by 
phone or email and will 
be posted the following 

Wednesday in
 Classification

 30-Announcements.

*No purchase necessary. To enter send a 3x5 card with your name, address 
and phone number to: Standard-Examiner. 

P.O. Box 12790, Ogden UT 84412. Employees & families not eligible.

Let’s Talk 
Turkey

And Call Standard Examiner

Classified at 625-4300

Place the                        on your ad for only $5 and 
you will automatically* be entered for a chance to
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Back Pain?
Davis & Weber County Residents—

According to a recently released back pain 
relief report, most back pain sufferers have 
no idea how to eliminate their pain. Some use 
heat, others ice. From sleeping on the floor, to 
pillows underneath the legs, back pain relief 
techniques vary. But thanks to a free report, 
local back pain sufferers finally know exactly 
what to do. To get a copy of the free “Back Pain 
Relief Report”, call toll-free, 1-800-754-2013. 
(toll-free, 24 hour recorded message) Or go to 
www.utahdiscpainreport.com

450334 11-22-06

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
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