ALGORITHMS VS HEURISTICS

Here are 2 excerpts about numbers taken from crime literature. The first describes how numbers are used deterministically. We call these rigid number models algorithms - they always work. There is only one answer. 

A more uncertain use of numbers is called heuristics. These are more like rules of thumb, or the attempt to describe uncertain behaviors or patterns in nature with models that have room for error. The outcome is not certain, and retaining the payoff may also be uncertain, (and even dangerous!) The second selection describes such a model in action. See if you can tell the difference. 

Algorithms

Not once in that first week of my hanging around did Mr. Berman ask my name or where I lived or how old I was, or anything like that. I was prepared to lie in any case but it never came up. If he spoke to me he called me kid. He said one afternoon, "Hey, kid, how many months in the year?" I answered twelve. "Okay, now suppose you give each month its number, like January is the first month and so on, you, got it?" I said I did. "Okay, now you don't tell me your birthday but take the number of the month, and then add the number of the month following, you got it?" I had it, I was thrilled he was talking to me. "Okay, now product that sum by five, you got it?" I thought a moment and then said I had it. "Okay, now you product by ten and add the number of your birthday to the result, you got it?" All right, yes, I had it. "Now give me the number you come up with. " Nine hundred and fifty-nine. "Okay", he said, "thanks for telling me, your birthday is September nine." 

This was of course correct and I grinned with appreciation. But he pressed on. "I'm gonna tell you how much change you got in your pocket. If I do that and I'm right, I win it, okay? If I'm wrong, I'll match the sum and you will have double what you had before, okay? Turn around and count it, but don't let me see." I told him I didn't have to count it, I knew how much I had. "Okay, double the sum in your mind, you got it?" I had: the amount was twenty-seven cents and I doubled it, fifty-four. "Okay, add three, you got it?" Fifty-seven. "Okay, now product it by five, you got it?" Two eighty-five. "Okay, subtract the number six, you got it? Now tell me the result." I told him, two hundred seventy-nine. "Okay, you've just lost twenty-seven cents, am I right?" He was right. 

I shook my head in admiration and smiled though I was smarting, and the smile felt false on my face. I handed over my twenty-seven cents. Maybe I had the sneaking hope he would give it back, but he pocketed it and turned back to his desk and left me to my broom. It occurred to me then that with his sort of mind if he needed to know my birthday, or the amount of money I had, this is the way he would go about it. What if he wanted my street address. Or the number of my public school. Everything could be translated into numbers, even names if you assigned a number to each letter as in code. What I thought was idleness was a system of understanding, and it made me uneasy. They both knew how to get what they wanted. Even a stranger who knew nothing about him, neither his none nor his reputation, would perceive in a flash Mr. Schultz's

willingness to maim or kill anyone who stood in his way. But Abbadabba Berman calculated everything, he figured the odds, he couldn't walk that well but he was lightning quick, so that all events and outcomes, all desires and means of satisfying them, were translated as numerical values in his mind, which meant he never did anything unless he knew how it was going to turn out. I wondered which of them was more of a dangerous study to a simple boy just trying to get ahead and make something of himself. There was an implacable adult will in both of them. "And see if you can work out one a those number squares for yourself, it ain't so hard once you get the ruling idea," Mr. Berman said giving a dry little hack through the cigarette smoke. 

                    From "Billy Bathgate" , E.L. Doctorow, Harper, 1989 

Heuristics

One night I am in a gambling joint in Miami watching the crap game and thinking what a nice thing it is, indeed, to be able to shoot craps without having to worry about losing your potatoes. 

Many of the high shots from New York and Detroit and St. Louis and other cities are around the table, and there is quite some action in spite of the hard times. In fact, there is so much action that a guy with only a few bobs on him, such as me, will be considered very impolite to be pushing into this game, because they are packed in very tight around the table. I am maybe three guys back from the table, and I am watching the game by standing on tiptoe peeking over their shoulders, and all I can hear is Goldie, the stick man, hollering money-money-money every time some guy makes a number, so I can see the dice are very warm indeed, and that the right betters are doing first-rate. 

By and by a guy by the name of Guinea Joe, out of Trenton, picks up the dice and starts making numbers right and left, and I know enough about this Guinea Joe to know that when he starts making numbers anybody will be very foolish indeed not to follow his hand, although personally I am generally a wrong better against the dice, if I bet at all. Now all I have in my pocket is a sawbuck, and the hotel stakes are coming up on me the next day, and I need this saw, but with Guinea Joe hotter than a forty-five it will be overlooking a big opportunity not to go along with him, so when he comes out on an eight, which is a very easy number for Joe to make when he is hot, I dig up my sawbuck, and slide it past the three guys in front of me to the table, and I say to Lefty Park, who is laying against the dice, as follows: "I will take the odds, Lefty." Well, Lefty looks at my sawbuck and nods his head, for Lefty is not such a guy as will refuse any bet, even though it is as modest as mine, and right away Goldie yells money-money-money, so there I am with twenty-two dollars. Next Guinea Joe comes out on a nine, and naturally I take thirty to twenty for my sugar, because nine is nothing for Joe to make when he is hot. He makes the nine just as I figure, and I take two to one for my half a yard when -he starts looking for a ten, and when he makes the ten I am right up against the table, because I am now a guy with means. Well, the upshot of the whole business is that I finally find myself with three hundred bucks, and when it looks as if the dice are cooling off, I take out and back off from the table, and while I am backing off I am trying to look like a guy who loses all his potatoes, because there are always many wolves waiting around crap games and one thing and another in Miami this season, andwhat they are waiting for is to put the bite on anybody who happens to make a little scratch. 

"A Story Goes with It" from The Best of Damon Runyon, Hart Publishing Company, 1966, pps. 103-104. 

