Does the President Know What He’s Doing ?
As originally conceived, this morning’s topic had a slightly different title:  “Does the President Know What He’s Talking About?”  This title is intentionally ambiguous.  It could refer to the president of the United States.  In that case, my personal belief, elaborated later, is that the answer is by and large “no.”

Under an alternative interpretation, it could refer to the president of this Fellowship, in which case, the answer at the time would have been “no.”  I did not know what I was talking about then, and I don’t know what I’m talking about now.  We’ll all just have to wait and see.

So this will be a kind of pseudo stream of consciousness narrative revolving around three or four newsletter and magazine articles that have caught my interest this summer.  There may or may not be a common thread running through them.
The first is a newsletter by Bruce Schneier (I hope I’m pronouncing that correctly) entitled “Crypto-Gram.”  Schneier is a recognized expert on computer security who has written several books with such provocative titles as “Secrets And Lies,”  “Beyond Fear” and “Applied Cryptography,” hence the title of the newsletter.
Recently, Schneier has been writing about research that shows human brains are not good at probability and risk analysis, especially when it comes to rare occurrences.”
  As a result, we tend to overreact to novel situations that induce fear.

For example, in the United States, dogs, snakes, bees and pigs each kill more people in a given year than sharks.  Has anyone ever made a horror movie about pigs?  Yet let someone on a beach somewhere sight a shark, and the whole country gets out of the water.  “We fear being murdered, kidnapped, raped or assaulted by strangers, when it’s far more likely that  the perpetrator of such offenses is a relative or friend.”

It is not difficult to identify the most egregious overreaction to a rare event in recent history.  The event was the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in September of 2001.  No one can say that this was not a frightening, life-changing event.  I still feel tremendous sympathy for those who lost loved ones in that tragic occurrence.  But the reaction has been all out of proportion to the deed.
Somewhere between three and five thousand people lost their lives.  That’s about 2% of the number of people who have lost their lives in traffic accidents since.  Terrorist attacks have been and continue to be extremely rare in this country, which is one of the reasons we do not understand how to react appropriately.  Then Attorney General John Ashcroft said in 2003 that “the fact that there were no new terrorist attacks since 9/11 was proof that his policies were working.”
  How about the fact that there were no terrorist attacks in the two years preceding 9/11?  He didn’t have any policies then.  So what does it prove?  Terrorist attacks are so rare that the absence of any means nothing.
Meanwhile, what about the overreaction?  Congress passed, and renewed, the USA Patriot Act, expanding police powers in ways that have yet to be adequately tested in the courts and that are not only unconstitutional, but, predictably, have been abused in cases not remotely related to terrorism.

We have entered upon two wars:  One at least superficially related to the terrorist attack, although one of the main objectives—to capture and neutralize Osama Bin Laden—has never been achieved.  The other, at the time of its undertaking, related to terrorism only by fabrications and lies.  The fact is that the war in Iraq has served only to exacerbate the conditions that foment terrorism in the first place.  Not only has another terrorist attack not been averted; it has been made more likely.
When faced with a dreadful, rare event, the human brain seems programmed by evolution to do something, even if it is ineffective.  That something is usually related to the details, but not the root causes, of the event at hand.  So faced with an attack launched against airplanes by men with box cutters, we ban, at tremendous expense and inconvenience, box cutters and other sharp objects from airplanes.  Strengthening cockpit doors was probably a reasonable and overdue improvement.  Forcing people to carry their personal toiletries in transparent plastic baggies was an inappropriate overreaction.  It’s not security, but “security theatre,” designed for and effective in making air travelers feel more secure.
Here’s another example of overreaction to rare events.  In May, baseball player Josh Hancock got drunk and was killed in an automobile accident.  So, several major league teams have banned alcohol in the clubhouse after games.  While alcohol in the clubhouse is probably unnecessary, it is a ridiculous, but perfectly natural, reaction to a rare event.  There are something like 2,500 baseball games per season, involving 70 or so people each.  Yet how often has any participant been killed in an automobile accident after a game?  And poor Josh Hancock did not even get drunk in the clubhouse;  he got drunk in a bar.
So when the president proclaims that he is succeeding in a war on terrorism, a war that has cost thousands of American lives and countless thousands of Iraqi and civilian lives, he is only doing what human beings instinctually and naturally do in reaction to rare, fearful events.  (That, of course, is to give him the benefit of a huge doubt, and not to assume he is saying these things with deceit in his heart, intentionally concealing the real reasons for his actions.)  We do something, however ineffective, related to the occurrence, and we find someone to blame.
In this case, which represents a significant investment of whatever political capital he thinks he has earned during his presidency, the president clearly does not know what he is talking about.  I hasten to add that in the case of the “war on terrorism,” this indictment applies to many of the legislators as well.  Congress has been only too acquiescent in the overreaction to terrorism.
We cannot be satisfied, however, with political leaders whose thinking and action is no better than what humans have evolved to do instinctively.  This is not leadership.  The leadership of this country has access to the same psychological studies that Schneier does.  In fact, they have access to Schneier himself.  Perhaps they don’t want to get too far out ahead of what the average American voter thinks.  This is a disgrace of democracy.  The leadership vacuum in this country is abhorrent.

The second article that has caught my interest is one by George Packer in The New Yorker
 reviewing Peter Morgan’s new play on Broadway, “Frost/Nixon.”  This play is based on four ninety-minute interviews conducted by David Frost in 1977.  Nixon, you will remember, was Vice President under Dwight D. Eisenhower, lost the presidential bid to John F. Kennedy in 1960 and the Governorship of California in 1962 to Pat Brown.  After a huffy withdrawal from politics, he re-entered in 1968, beating Hubert Humphrey for the presidency.  On June 17, 1972, during his presidential reelection bid, which was eventually successful against George McGovern, burglars working for his reelection effort broke into Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate office complex in Washington, leading ultimately to Nixon’s resignation in disgrace in August 1973.

The popular memory has obliterated his accomplishments, including the opening of China to western diplomatic and economic inroads, just as it has forgotten Lyndon Johnson’s championship of the Civil Rights Act and of Medicare, everything good that Jimmy Carter achieved and everything evil that Ronald Regan did.  Likewise, the popular memory, if not history itself, will fail to remember the good that George W. Bush has done—sanctioning the Sudanese in response to massacres in Darfur, increasing funding for AIDS programs, opening diplomatic contact with Iran and attacking the right wing’s single-minded opposition to immigration reform, to name a few recent examples.
“Frost/Nixon,” according to Packer, shows Nixon’s sense of his own failure.  “To see ‘Frost/Nixon’ is to know what a deep decline there has been in public candor and Presidential self-knowledge since the days of Richard Nixon.  By contrast, the current President will repeat the same sunny falsehoods and sententious illusions about the war until he leaves office, and then he will go on repeating them in retirement.  And that will be his legacy:  the war, and the shallow, unreflective character that made it.”  The President does not know what he’s doing, nor what he’s talking about. 
The good news in all this is that much of what we worry about is not going to harm us.  As Schneier says, “if it’s in the news, don’t worry about it.”
  News, by definition, is something that hardly ever happens.  Things that happen all the time, like automobile accidents, domestic violence and infant mortality—the things we probably should be spending our vast resources to avoid and prevent—rarely make the 10 o’clock news.  
***

Another article that caught my interest this summer appears in the January 2007 (OK, I’m a little behind in my reading) issue of Communications of the ACM.
  The article, “Computing Versus Human Thinking,” by Peter Naur, is his lecture as recipient of the ACM’s 2005 A.M. Turing Award.  Naur, for those of you who are grey-bearded computer fanatics, and therefore already know that ACM stands for Association for Computing Machinery, is the second half of the team of Bakus and Naur, for whom Backus-Naur form (a formal way to describe formal languages) is named.  Alan M. Turing, after whom the award is named, was a British cryptanalyst considered by many to be the  father of computer science who is largely responsible for breaking the German Enigma code during World War II and who was the subject of Hugh Whitemore’s drama “Breaking the Code,” about the destructive attitudes toward homosexuality in the fifties, particularly in Britain.
Naur attacks the notion, which he finds pervasive in virtually all twentieth century psychology, that human thinking is in any way similar to computation.  

I gradually came to realize that the whole field of psychology, which supposedly is concerned with mental life, during the twentieth century has become entirely misguided into an ideological position such that only discussions that adopt the computer inspired form of description of mental life is [sic.] accepted, while any other form, including the form developed by William James in his Psychology is rejected as inadmissible and unpublishable.
Naur goes on to develop his own view of mental life, based on works by William James and Otto Jespersen, which he regards a superior to any other accounts of human thinking and linguistic activity, and which he believes have been unfairly ignored by “cognitivist” psychology.

He then articulates his own seven principles, which he believes are based on classical empirical psychology:

· Knowing is a matter of habits or dispositions that guide the person’s stream of consciousness;

· Rules of language have no significance in language production and understanding, being descriptions of linguistic styles;

· Statements that may be true or false enter into ordinary linguistic activity, not as elements of messages, but merely as summaries of situations, with a view to action and reaction;

· In computer programming the significance of logic, proof, and formalized description, is incidental and subject to the programmer’s personality;

· Analysis of computer modeling of the mental activity shows that in describing human knowing the computer is irrelevant;

· In accounting for the scholarly/scientific activity, logic and rules are impotent;

· A novel theory is presented:  scholarship and science have coherent descriptions at their core.

These last two points, along with recent work of the popular computer author Stephen L. Talbott (The Future Does Not Compute)
 seem completely anticipated by Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.

All of this suggests that we know very little about how we think, and that our theories of knowledge, “epistemology” in the language of philosophy, are in their infancy.

A final article comes also from the Communications of the ACM.  Entitled “Do You Do As You Think?”
 it describes a study by Dianne J. Hall and David Paradice examining how individuals’ decisions are correlated with their personal value systems.  The study finds that when asked to evaluate alternatives to resolving a problem, such as where to locate a homeless shelter, people tend to base decisions on their own values.  When presented with the perspectives of others, however, the decisions tend to change in ways that reflect the values and concerns of others as well as those of the decision maker.  
This is hardly surprising, and it is no doubt good news:  that people can expand their horizons by listening to the perspectives of others.  It demonstrates, however, that when we make decisions on our own, without the benefit of other perspectives, our decisions may seem to correlate with our expressed values, but will not reflect our more deeply held convictions, which can only be brought out in dialog with others.
I’ve learned that I need to be a lot more cautious when exercising judgments on other people’s expression of opinion.  I may not think of myself as a bigot or a racist, but when I use language that devalues another’s opinion, it merely serves to harden that person into a rigid posture as opposed to exploring his or her thinking and searching for a path to common ground.  This is what our principles of upholding the inherent worth and dignity of every person and the free and responsible search for truth and meaning teach me.  It is the only stance that remains when I realize I really don’t know what I’m talking about.
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