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Artificial Intelligence

SRTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, writes Marvm Mmsky, 1s “the
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ence of the programmer. One program may fly the space shuttle
from orbit to landing with no help from the pilot; another may type
out a letter in perfect paragraphs with underlining and boldface for
emphasis. A program can even surprise its creator, often by com-
mitting some disastrous error. This ability to dispense with human
control while performing complex tasks makes the computer meta-
phor almost irresistible to millions of professional and casual pro-
grammers. Is there not something human about this machine? Or is
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turn of the century, the prediction will probably fail. The terms of
the test, however, are still quoted with approval by those working
on artificial intelligence, and they remain faithful to their goal of
proving that a computing machine can successfully imitate its crea-
tor.

In this respect, the artificial intelligence project is part of a long
tradition.® For centuries, engineers and craftsmen have been making
machines that imitate human beings, although their efforts have
never been taken as seriously as the current project. The immediate
forerunners of intelligent computer programs were electromechani-
cal devices. In the fifties, for example, Grey Walter, a physiologist,
designed an electromechanical “turtle” that could negotiate its way
around obstacles on the floor. The turtle’s technologlcal ancestors
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nologist Torres Quevedo. Before that, there were generations of fully
mechanical automata. The most famous in the eighteenth century

were those of Tagayet-Droz. including a_bo could wri es-
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tune on a harpsichord, and a duck by Vaucanson that could quack
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experience, allowing scientists to predict and control events—that, as
Galileo said, the book of nature should be written in the language
of mathematics. The mystery of the mathematical prediction and
control of nature remains a subject for philosophers of sc1ence My
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models are not analytic in the same sense; they do not rely on deep
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The artificial intelligence specialist would say that this program
“understands” Chinese, for he accepts the definition that to know
Chinese is to be able to transform input sentences into meaningful
output But Searle replles that the computer so programmed does

ment by way of proof. Reverse the customary process of automa-
tion: replace the computer with a human being, one who speaks En-
glish and knows not a word of Chinese. Write out all the rules of
the program in English, and let this human information processor
apply these rules to sentences given him in Chinese. If necessary,
have him memorize the whole procedure. Now this person can read
stories and answer questions in Chinese, totally mechanically and by

' the way qulte slowly, but he still cannot speak or write any Chinese
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strings? The bits must be given a structure, a particular order and
context that make them meaningful. Indeed, determining the appro-
priate data structure, deciding how the computer will interpret its
ones and zeroes, is the programmer’s main task. This is as true of
the mathematician and the city planner as of the artificial intelli-
gence specialist: they must all find suitable ways of arranging their

data. However, the artificial intelligence programmer has the un-
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The more the Freudian psychologist probes the mind, the more he
realizes the endless character of his task. But the specialist in arti-
ficial intelligence does have the experience Minsky describes: he does
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The artificial intelligence specialists have, I think, gone too far. The
computer is a mirror of human nature, just as any invention reflects
to some extent the intellect and character of its inventor. But it is not
a perfect mirror; it affects and perhaps distorts our gaze, magnifying
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mation processing”) and diminishing others. Nonetheless, the com-
parison of the human mind and the computer remains fascinating
both for its distortions and its accuracies. We do not have to be-

come religious converts to artificial intelligence 1n order to appre-
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chine or technique will provide us with new metaphors, and the
comparison of man and computer will become a topic in the history
of science and philosophy. Essays on artificial intelligence (no doubt
including this one) will then seem as quaint as L’Homme-Machine
by the eighteenth-century philosophe La Mettrie, who created a
scandal by arguing that human minds and bodies could be under-
stood as clockwork mechanisms.

ENDNOTES

1Semantic Information Processing, edited by M. Minsky (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1968), p. v.

2A good example of the promises made by enthusiasts can be found in E.A. Fei-
genbaum and P. McCorduck, The Fifth Generation: Artificial Intelligence and
Japan’s Computer Challenge to the World (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley,

1983).
3 .

uter were electromechanical devices, in-

cluding the ingenious code-breaking machines designed by Alan Turing and oth-
ers during the Second World War. See A. Hodges, Alan Turing: The Enigma
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983).

4See H. Dreyfus, What Computers Can’t Do: A Critique of Artificial Reason (New
York: Harper and Row, 1972) and J. Weizenbaum, Computer Power and Hu-
man Reason (San Franc1sco W.H. Freeman, 1976).
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