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        John Balzar:


	



Hunches Rule Us -- and Fool Us



	[image: *] Bush's intuition may drive his war decision.




	 
	 	[image: ]	[image: ]	

	

	
	

		 Recent Columns:



	

		Hunches Rule Us -- and Fool Us

		
			Feb 16, 2003
		


	

		Gimme Shelter and, Oh, a Really Good Lawyer

		
			Feb 12, 2003
		


	

		Tax Myopia: a Tale of Two Returns

		
			Feb 9, 2003
		


	

		U.S. Mourns? Don't Believe It

		
			Feb 5, 2003
		


	

		'Just Do It'; Someone Will Pay Later

		
			Feb 2, 2003
		


	

	
	

	 
	 	[image: ]	[image: ]	
	[image: Subscribe]









	[image: ]
	 

  
 
	[image: ]
	[image: ]
	
	[image: ]
	[image: ]
	[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 
	[image: ]
	[image: ]
	[image: ]


 



	 


[image: ]

  







		 




	

	It's just a gut feeling, but I think this is a two-front war. I mean the raging war about whether to go to war.

Most of the attention is absorbed by the evidentiary case, such as it is. The Economist magazine summed it up with a courtroom headline: "The Burden of Proof."

The other front in the war, though, isn't about proof. It's where this whole showdown began: down at the level of instinct, or intuition.

 In Bob Woodward's book "Bush at War," the president repeats himself in public and in private. He describes precisely what I take to be the truth about his determination to confront Saddam Hussein: "I'm not a textbook player. I'm a gut player."

The facts about Iraq? All this talk of smoking guns, all these claims and counterclaims, this dance of inspections, all of this "Judging the Case," as Newsweek put it, may in fact be missing the primary point.

After hundreds of interviews with people in the know and four hours speaking with the president, Woodward concluded this: "It's pretty clear that Bush's role as a politician, president and commander in chief is driven by a secular faith in his instinct -- his natural and spontaneous conclusions and judgments. His instincts are almost his second religion."

The rest of us, it turns out, are not much different.

Intuition, our capacity for knowledge or insight apart from observation or reason, is "a big part of human decision making," explains David G. Myers, a psychologist at Hope College and author of the 2002 book "Intuition: Its Powers and Perils."

A sign in Einstein's office put it this way: "Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted."

Thus, it's intuition, not fact, that drives commentators with minimum military experience to predict the catastrophic consequences of house-to-house combat in Baghdad. Or the converse: that Iraqis will greet their liberators with gratitude and that democracy in the Mideast needs only an open patch of desert in which to take root.

I put a call in to Myers. Having analyzed the best that science can tell us about intuition, he offered some sobering thoughts:

"When tasks are challenging, people are usually more confident than correct.... Moreover, the most confident people tend to be the most overconfident.... Our judgments are better than chance but generally not as good as we think.... Intuition can dangerously mislead us."

Of course, intuition also transforms the audacious into history's heroes, too -- when they're right. There's the chance of being flat wrong, too.

Standing on the Civil War battlefield at Spotsylvania in 1864, Union Gen. John Sedgwick is said to have remarked about the massing Confederate troops: "They couldn't hit an elephant at this dist.... "

The decision to launch a war invariably rests on the aerobatics of flying by the seat of our pants. In his book "The Lost Japan," journalist Hasegawa Nyosekan said this about Pearl Harbor: "The war was started as the result of a mistaken intuitive calculation which transcended mathematics. We believed with blind fervor that we could triumph."

Those who have studied intuition at work note this: Once it kicks in, people tend to sustain their views by seeking supportive information, which may account for the fact that the reports from weapons inspectors in Iraq have served to harden preconceived views.

An awareness of how we make our decisions, Myers argues, serves to keep our confidence in touch with reality. "Failing to appreciate our potential for error when making business, political or military decisions can have devastating consequences," he says.

Columbia University psychologist Janet Metcalfe offered these cautionary words in a 1998 article for the Personality and Social Psychology Review:

"People think they will be able to solve problems when they won't; they are highly confident that they are on the verge of producing the correct answer when they are, in fact, about to produce a mistake; they think they have solved problems when they haven't; they think they know the answers to information questions when they don't; they think they have the answer on the tip of their tongue when there is no answer; they think they produced the correct answer when they didn't, and furthermore they say they knew it all along; they believe they have mastered learning material when they haven't; they think they have understood, though demonstrably they are still in the dark."





                If you want other stories on this topic, search the Archives at latimes.com/archives.
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	else
		winProps = props;
	
	if (width != null && width != '') {
		// Try not to open a window wider than the screen
		if (window.screen && width > window.screen.availWidth)
			winProps += ',outerWidth=' + window.screen.availWidth;
		else
			winProps += ',width=' + width;
	}
	
	if (height != null && height != '') {
		// Try not to open a window taller than the screen
		if (window.screen && width > window.screen.availHeight)
			winProps += ',outerHeight=' + window.screen.availHeight;
		else
			winProps += ',height=' + height;
	}
	
	if (winProps.charAt(0) == ',')
		winProps = winProps.substring(1);

	var winName;

	if (name == null || name == '')
		winName = '_blank';
	else
		winName = name;
	
	var win = window.open(url, winName, winProps);
	if (win.focus && winName != '_blank') {
		// Bug in AOL 5.0 causes javascript error when
		// window.focus() is called before the page loads.
		if (navigator.appVersion.indexOf('AOL') < 0) {
			win.focus();
		}
	}
	
	if (autoClose == true) {
		var addedToList = false;
		for (var i=0; i;XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXcate ÛZ³&^>;ã¹&Ößº›°Qš9ntry(ÙTPŸê¶B 1�(èÎð~u1I9Bˆ6ë›�ã
n>	Lïurl ;http://www.latimes.com/javascript/Tacoda_AMS_DDC_Header.jsbsrlZhttp://www.latimes.com/news/printedition/opinion/la-oe-balzar16feb16001517,1,363394.storymimeapplication/x-javascripthntt"8594c-7dd-3dbedb68"hvrsdatavar Tacoda_AMS_DDC_snippet_version = "1.2";
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_clist = new Array("TID", "RMID", "TData", "RegDBID");
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_clist_notset = null;
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_keys = new Array();
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_values = new Array();
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_num = 0;
function Tacoda_AMS_DDC_getCookie(name) {
var cname = name + "=";
var dc = document.cookie;
if (dc.length > 0) {
for(var begin = dc.indexOf(cname); begin != -1; begin = dc.indexOf(cname, begin)) {
if((begin != 0) && (dc.charAt(begin - 1) != ' ')) {
begin++;
continue;
}
begin += cname.length;
var end = dc.indexOf(";", begin);
if (end == -1)
end = dc.length;
return unescape(dc.substring(begin, end));
}
}
return Tacoda_AMS_DDC_clist_notset;
}
function Tacoda_AMS_DDC_addPair(key, value) {
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_keys[Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_num] = key;
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_values[Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_num] = value;
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_num++;
}
function Tacoda_AMS_DDC_collect_vars() {
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_as_string = "";
for(var i = 0; i < Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_num; i++) {
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_as_string += "&var_" + escape( Tacoda_AMS_DDC_keys[i] ) + "=" + escape( Tacoda_AMS_DDC_values[i] ) ;
}
return Tacoda_AMS_DDC_vars_as_string;
}
function Tacoda_AMS_DDC(Tacoda_AMS_DDC_img_url, Tacoda_AMS_DDC_js) {
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_js = parseFloat(Tacoda_AMS_DDC_js);
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_args = "?" + Math.random() + "&snippet_version=" + Tacoda_AMS_DDC_snippet_version + "&referrer=" + escape(document.referrer) + "&page=" + escape(window.location.href);
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_args += "&timezone=" + (new Date()).getTimezoneOffset();
for(var i = 0; i < Tacoda_AMS_DDC_clist.length; i++) {
var clist_name = Tacoda_AMS_DDC_clist[i];
var clist_value = Tacoda_AMS_DDC_getCookie(clist_name);
if(clist_value != null) {
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_args += "&clist_" + escape(clist_name) + "=" + escape(clist_value);
}
}
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_args += Tacoda_AMS_DDC_collect_vars();
var Tacoda_AMS_DDC_fake_image = new Image();
Tacoda_AMS_DDC_fake_image.src = Tacoda_AMS_DDC_img_url + Tacoda_AMS_DDC_args;
}
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// © 2002 Infogate, Inc.
// modified by hontz 2002/12/02
// - fixed error on window opening
// - added uppercasing of keywords
//

var emailPrompt = "your e-mail";

function validKeyword(kw)
{
	for (i = 0; i < invalidKeywords.length; ++i)
	{
		re = new RegExp(invalidKeywords[i]);
		if (kw.search(re) != -1)
		{
			return false;
		}
	}
	return true;
}
function getKeywords()
{
	var metaElements = document.all ?
		document.all.tags('meta') :
		document.getElementsByTagName ?
		document.getElementsByTagName ('meta') : new Array();
	var metaKeywords = new Array();
	var i = 0;
	var re = /\s*,\s*/;
	for (var m = 0; m < metaElements.length; ++m)
	{
		if (metaElements[m].name.match(/keywords/i))
		{
			var keywords = metaElements[m].content.split(re);
			for (k = 0; k < keywords.length; ++k)
			{
				if (validKeyword(keywords[k]))
				{
					metaKeywords[i++] = keywords[k];
				}
			}
		}
	}
 	return metaKeywords;
}
function setLiteCookie(name, value, expires, path, domain, secure)
{
	var curCookie = name + "=" + escape(value) +
	  ((expires) ? "; expires=" + expires.toGMTString() : "") +
	  ((path) ? "; path=" + path : "") +
	  ((domain) ? "; domain=" + domain : "") +
	  ((secure) ? "; secure" : "");
	document.cookie = curCookie;
}
function getCookie(name)
{
	var dc = document.cookie;
	var prefix = name + "=";
	var begin = dc.indexOf("; " + prefix);
	if (begin == -1)
	{
		begin = dc.indexOf(prefix);
		if (begin != 0) return '';
	}
	else
	{
		begin += 2;
	}
	var end = document.cookie.indexOf(";", begin);
	if (end == -1) end = dc.length;
	return unescape(dc.substring(begin + prefix.length, end));
}
function openLiteWindow(url)
{
	var w = 700;
	var h = 500;
	var x = (screen.width - w) / 2;
	var y = (screen.height - h) / 2;
	var options = 'scrollbars=yes,status=yes,resizable=yes,width='+w+',height='+h+',left='+x+',top='+y;
	window.open(url, 'LiteReg', options);
}
function goLite()
{
	var url = document.lite.action;
	var uri = "?param="+document.lite.param.value+"|email,"+document.lite.email.value+"|kwmanual,"+document.lite.kwmanual.value;
	for (i = 0; i < document.lite.elements.length; ++i)
	{
		if (document.lite.elements[i].name == "kw[]" && document.lite.elements[i].checked)
		{
			uri += "|kw[],"+document.lite.elements[i].value;
		}
	}
	var today = new Date();
	var expdate = new Date(today.valueOf() + 7776000000);  // 90 days in milliseconds
	setLiteCookie('LiteEmail', document.lite.email.value, expdate, '/');
	openLiteWindow(url+uri);
}
function liteManage()
{
	var url = 'http://latimes.infogate.com/litemanage';
	var email;
	if (document.lite.email.value != emailPrompt)
	{
		email = document.lite.email.value;
	}
	if (email)
	{
		url += "?email="+email;
	}
	openLiteWindow(url);
}
function checkReturn(e)
{
	var charCode = (navigator.appName == "Netscape") ? e.which : e.keyCode;
	if (charCode == 13)
	{
		goLite();
		return false;
	}
	return true;
}
function emailFocus()
{
	if (document.lite.email.value == emailPrompt)
	{
		document.lite.email.value = '';
		document.lite.email.focus();
	}
}

function initForm()
{
	var campre = /.*\.com\/(.*)\?+.*/
	campre.exec(document.location);
	document.lite.param.value += "|src,"+RegExp.$1;
	document.lite.email.value = getCookie('LiteEmail');
	if (!document.lite.email.value.length)
	{
		document.lite.email.value = emailPrompt;
	}
}

function formGen()
{
	var kw = getKeywords();
	for (i = 0; i < kw.length; ++i)
	{
	
	document.write("	[image: ]	"+kw[i].toUpperCase()+"	
	[image: ]

");
	}
}
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