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Today’s person spends way more time in front of screens. In fluorescent-lit rooms, in cubicles, being on one end or the other of an electronic data transfer. And what is it to be human and alive and exercise your humanity in that kind of exchange?

—DAVID FOSTER WALLACE




For my teachers


PENGUIN BOOKS

THE MOST HUMAN HUMAN

‘An irreverent picaresque. What Christian learns along the way is that if machines win the imitation game as often as they do, it’s not because they’re getting better at acting human; it’s because we’re getting worse. An authentic son of Frost, he learns by going where he has to go, and in doing so proves that both he and his book deserve their title’ The New York Times

‘Absorbing … Christian cleverly suggests that the Turing Test not only tells us how smart computers are but also teaches us about ourselves … covers a great deal of ground with admirable clarity but with a lightness of touch … has a real knack for summing up key ideas by applying them to real-life situations’ Julian Baggini, Wall Street Journal

‘Immensely ambitious and bold, intellectually provocative, while at the same time entertaining and witty – a delightful book about how to live a meaningful, thriving life’ Alan Lightman, author of Einstein’s Dreams

‘Such an important book. Christian takes on this very weighty task, and somehow makes it fun’ David Shenk, author of The Genius in All of Us

‘Excellent. A fascinating explanation of what it means to be human. In one particularly insightful section, Christian notes that we can only be replaced by machines if we have fi rst allowed ourselves to become like them’ Financial Times

‘Lively, thought-stirring, entertaining. An invaluable sourcebook on computing in modern-day life … compelling insights’ John Gray, New Statesman

‘Entertaining and informative’ Economist

‘A book exploring the wild frontiers of chat-bots is appealing enough; I never expected to discover in its pages such an eye-opening inquest into human imagination, thought, conversation, love and deception. Who would have guessed that the best way to understand humanity was to study its imitators?’ David Eagleman, author of Sum

‘Fast-paced, witty, and thoroughly winning … This fabulous book demonstrates that we are capable of experiencing and sharing far deeper thoughts than even the best computers – and that too often we fail to achieve the highest level of humanness’ Publishers Weekly

‘This is a strange, fertile, and sometimes beautiful book. It has been said that man creates images of himself, then comes to resemble the images. Something like this seems to be going on with the computer. Brian Christian writes with a rare combination of what Pascal took to be two contrary mindsets: the spirit of geometry and the spirit of fi nesse. He takes both the deep limitations and halting progress of artifi cial intelligence as an occasion for thinking about the most human activity – the art of conversation’ Matthew Crawford, author of The Case for Working with Your Hands
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The beautiful changes as a forest is changed

By a chameleon’s tuning his skin to it;

As a mantis, arranged

On a green leaf, grows

Into it, makes the leaf leafier …

—RICHARD WILBUR




I think metaphysics is good if it improves everyday life; otherwise forget it.

—ROBERT PIRSIG




As President, I believe that robotics can inspire young people to pursue science and engineering. And I also want to keep an eye on those robots, in case they try anything.

—BARACK OBAMA




Prologue

Claude Shannon, artificial intelligence pioneer and founder of information theory, met his wife, Mary Elizabeth, at work. This was Bell Labs in Murray Hill, New Jersey, the early 1940s. He was an engineer, working on wartime cryptography and signal transmission.

She was a computer.


1. Introduction: The Most Human Human

I wake up five thousand miles from home in a hotel room with no shower: for the first time in fifteen years, I take a bath. I eat, as is traditional, some slightly ominous-looking tomatoes, some baked beans, and four halves of white toast that come on a tiny metal rack, shelved vertically, like books. Then I step out into the salty air and walk the coastline of the country that invented my language, despite my not being able to understand a good portion of the signs I pass on my way—LET AGREED, one says, prominently, in large print, and it means nothing to me.

I pause, and stare dumbly at the sea for a moment, parsing and reparsing the sign in my head. Normally these kinds of linguistic curiosities and cultural gaps interest and intrigue me; today, though, they are mostly a cause for concern. In the next two hours I will sit down at a computer and have a series of five-minute instant-message chats with several strangers. At the other end of these chats will be a psychologist, a linguist, a computer scientist, and the host of a popular British technology show. Together they form a judging panel, and my goal in these conversations is one of the strangest things I’ve ever been asked to do.

I must convince them that I’m human.

Fortunately, I am human; unfortunately, it’s not clear how much that will help.

The Turing Test

Each year, the artificial intelligence (AI) community convenes for the field’s most anticipated and controversial annual event—a competition called the Turing test. The test is named for British mathematician Alan Turing, one of the founders of computer science, who in 1950 attempted to answer one of the field’s earliest questions: Can machines think? That is, would it ever be possible to construct a computer so sophisticated that it could actually be said to be thinking, to be intelligent, to have a mind? And if indeed there were, someday, such a machine: How would we know?

Instead of debating this question on purely theoretical grounds, Turing proposed an experiment. A panel of judges poses questions by computer terminal to a pair of unseen correspondents, one a human “confederate,” the other a computer program, and attempts to discern which is which. There are no restrictions on what can be said: the dialogue can range from small talk to the facts of the world (e.g., how many legs ants have, what country Paris is in) to celebrity gossip and heavy-duty philosophy—the whole gamut of human conversation. Turing predicted that by the year 2000, computers would be able to fool 30 percent of human judges after five minutes of conversation, and that as a result “one will be able to speak of machines thinking without expecting to be contradicted.”

Turing’s prediction has not come to pass; at the 2008 contest, however, held in Reading, England, the top program came up shy of that mark by just a single vote. The 2009 test in Brighton could be the decisive one.

And I am participating in it, as one of four human confederates going head-to-head (head-to-motherboard?) against the top AI programs. In each of several rounds, I, along with the other confederates, will be paired off with an AI program and a judge—and will have the task of convincing the latter that I am, in fact, human.

The judge will talk to one of us for five minutes, then the other, and then has ten minutes to reflect and make his choice about which one of us he believes is the human. Judges will also note, on a sliding scale, their confidence in this judgment—this is used in part as a tie-breaking measure. The program that receives the highest share of votes and confidence from the judges each year (regardless of whether it “passes the Turing test” by fooling 30 percent of them) is awarded the “Most Human Computer” title. It is this title that the research teams are all gunning for, the one that the money awards, the one with which the organizers and spectators are principally concerned. But there is also, intriguingly, another title, one given to the confederate who elicited the greatest number of votes and greatest confidence from the judges: the “Most Human Human” award.

One of the first winners, in 1994, was Wired columnist Charles Platt. How’d he do it? By “being moody, irritable, and obnoxious,” he says—which strikes me as not only hilarious and bleak but also, in some deeper sense, a call to arms: How, in fact, do we be the most human humans we can be—not only under the constraints of the test, but in life?

Joining the Confederacy

The sponsor and organizer of the Turing test (this particular incarnation of which is known as the Loebner Prize) is a colorful and somewhat curious figure: plastic roll-up portable disco dance floor baron Hugh Loebner. When asked his motives for backing and orchestrating this annual Turing test, Loebner cites laziness, of all things: his utopian future, apparently, is one in which unemployment rates are nearly 100 percent and virtually all of human endeavor and industry is outsourced to intelligent machines. I must say, this vision of the future makes me feel little but despair, and I have my own, quite different ideas about what an AI-populated world would look like and reasons for participating in the test. But in any event, the central question of how computers are reshaping our sense of self, and what the ramifications of that process will be, is clearly the crucial one.

Not entirely sure how to go about becoming a confederate, I started at the top: by trying to reach Hugh Loebner himself. I quickly found his website, where, amid a fairly inscrutable amalgam of material about crowd-control stanchions,1 sex-work activism,2 and a scandal involving the composition of Olympic medals,3 I was able to find information on his eponymous prize, along with his email address. He replied by giving me the name of Philip Jackson, a professor at the University of Surrey, who is the one in charge of the logistics for this year’s Loebner Prize contest in Brighton, where it will be held under the auspices of the 2009 Interspeech conference on speech and communication science.

I was able to get in touch via Skype with Professor Jackson, a young, smart guy with the distinct brand of harried enthusiasm that characterizes an overworked but fresh-faced academic. That and his charming Briticisms, like pronouncing “skeletal” so it’d rhyme with “a beetle”: I liked him immediately.

He asked me about myself, and I explained that I’m a nonfiction writer of science and philosophy, specifically of the ways in which science and philosophy intersect with daily life, and that I’m fascinated by the idea of the Turing test and of the
“Most Human Human.” For one, there’s a romantic notion as a confederate of defending the human race, à la Garry Kasparov vs. Deep Blue—and soon, Ken Jennings of Jeopardy! fame vs. the latest IBM system, Watson. (The mind also leaps to other, more Terminator– and The Matrix–type fantasies, although the Turing test promises to involve significantly fewer machine guns.) When I read that the machines came up shy of passing the 2008 test by just one single vote, and realized that 2009 might be the year they finally cross the threshold, a steely voice inside me rose up seemingly out of nowhere. Not on my watch.

More than this, though, the test raises a number of questions, exciting as well as troubling, at the intersection of computer science, cognitive science, philosophy, and daily life. As someone who has studied and written about each of these areas, and who has published peer-reviewed cognitive science research, I find the Turing test particularly compelling for the way it manages to draw from and connect them all. As we chatted, I told Professor Jackson that I thought I might have something rather unique to bring to the Loebner Prize, in terms of both the actual performance of being a confederate and relating that experience, along with the broader questions and issues raised by the test, to a large audience—which would start what I think could be a fascinating and important conversation in the public culture at large. It wasn’t hard to get him to agree, and soon my name was on the confederate roster.

After briefing me a bit on the logistics of the competition, he gave me the advice I had heard from confederates past to expect:
“There’s not much more you need to know, really. You are human, so just be yourself.”

“Just be yourself”—this has been, in effect, the confederate motto since the first Loebner Prize in 1991, but seems to me like a somewhat naive overconfidence in human instincts—or at worst, fixing the fight. The AI programs we go up against are often the result of decades of work—then again, so are we. But the AI research teams have huge databases of test runs of their programs, and they’ve done statistical analysis on these archives: they know how to deftly guide the conversation away from their shortcomings and toward their strengths, what conversational routes lead to deep exchange and which ones fizzle—the average confederate off the street’s instincts aren’t likely to be so good. This is a strange and deeply interesting point, of which the perennial demand in our society for conversation, public speaking, and dating coaches is ample proof. The transcripts from the 2008 contest show the judges being downright apologetic to the human confederates that they can’t make better conversation—“i feel sorry for the [confederates], i reckon they must be getting a bit bored talking about the weather,” one says, and another offers, meekly, “sorry for being so banal”—meanwhile, the computer in the other window is apparently charming the pants off the judge, who in no time at all is gushing lol’s and :P’s. We can do better.

So, I must say, my intention from the start was to be as thoroughly disobedient to the organizers’ advice to “just show up at Brighton in September and ‘be myself’ ” as possible—spending the months leading up to the test gathering as much information, preparation, and experience as possible and coming to Brighton ready to give it everything I had.

Ordinarily, there wouldn’t be very much odd about this notion at all, of course—we train and prepare for tennis competitions, spelling bees, standardized tests, and the like. But given that the Turing test is meant to evaluate how human I am, the implication seems to be that being human (and being oneself) is about more than simply showing up. I contend that it is. What exactly that “more” entails will be a main focus of this book—and the answers found along the way will be applicable to a lot more in life than just the Turing test.

Falling for Ivana

A rather strange, and more than slightly ironic, cautionary tale: Dr. Robert Epstein, UCSD psychologist, editor of the scientific volume Parsing the Turing Test, and co-founder, with Hugh Loebner, of the Loebner Prize, subscribed to an online dating service in the winter of 2007. He began writing long letters to a Russian woman named Ivana, who would respond with long letters of her own, describing her family, her daily life, and her growing feelings for Epstein. Eventually, though, something didn’t feel right; long story short, Epstein ultimately realized that he’d been exchanging lengthy love letters for over four months with—you guessed it—a computer program. Poor guy: it wasn’t enough that web ruffians spam his email box every day, now they have to spam his heart?

On the one hand, I want to simply sit back and laugh at the guy—he founded the Loebner Prize, for Christ’s sake! What a chump! Then again, I’m also sympathetic: the unavoidable presence of spam in the twenty-first century not only clogs the in-boxes and bandwidth of the world (roughly 97 percent of all email messages are spam—we are talking tens of billions a day; you could literally power a small nation4 with the amount of electricity it takes to process the world’s daily spam), but does something arguably worse—it erodes our sense of trust. I hate that when I get messages from my friends I have to expend at least a modicum of energy, at least for the first few sentences, deciding whether it’s really them writing. We go through digital life, in the twenty-first century, with our guards up. All communication is a Turing test. All communication is suspect.

That’s the pessimistic version, and here’s the optimistic one. I’ll bet that Epstein learned a lesson, and I’ll bet that lesson was a lot more complicated and subtle than “trying to start an online relationship with someone from Nizhny Novgorod was a dumb idea.” I’d like to think, at least, that he’s going to have a lot of thinking to do about why it took him four months to realize that there was no actual exchange occurring between him and “Ivana,” and that in the future he’ll be quicker to the real-human-exchange draw. And that his next girlfriend, who hopefully not only is a bona fide Homo sapiens but also lives fewer than eleven time zones away, may have “Ivana,” in a weird way, to thank.

The Illegitimacy of the Figurative

When Claude Shannon met Betty at Bell Labs in the 1940s, she was indeed a computer. If this sounds odd to us in any way, it’s worth knowing that nothing at all seemed odd about it to them. Nor to their co-workers: to their Bell Labs colleagues their romance was a perfectly normal one, typical even. Engineers and computers wooed all the time.

It was Alan Turing’s 1950 paper “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” that launched the field of AI as we know it and ignited the conversation and controversy over the Turing test (or the “Imitation Game,” as Turing initially called it) that has continued to this day—but modern “computers” are nothing like the “computers” of Turing’s time. In the early twentieth century, before a “computer” was one of the digital processing devices that so proliferate in our twenty-first-century lives—in our offices, in our homes, in our cars, and, increasingly, in our pockets—it was something else: a job description.

From the mid-eighteenth century onward, computers, frequently women, were on the payrolls of corporations, engineering firms, and universities, performing calculations and doing numerical analysis, sometimes with the use of a rudimentary calculator. These original, human computers were behind the calculations for everything from the first accurate predictions for the return of Halley’s comet—early proof of Newton’s theory of gravity, which had only been checked against planetary orbits before—to the Manhattan Project, where Nobel laureate physicist Richard Feynman oversaw a group of human computers at Los Alamos.

It’s amazing to look back at some of the earliest papers in computer science, to see the authors attempting to explain, for the first time, what exactly these new contraptions were. Turing’s paper, for instance, describes the unheard-of “digital computer” by making analogies to a human computer: “The idea behind digital computers may be explained by saying that these machines are intended to carry out any operations which could be done by a human computer.” Of course in the decades to come we know that the quotation marks migrated, and now it is the digital computer that is not only the default term, but the literal one. And it is the human “computer” that is relegated to the illegitimacy of the figurative. In the mid-twentieth century, a piece of cutting-edge mathematical gadgetry was “like a computer.” In the twenty-first century, it is the human math whiz that is “like a computer.” An odd twist: we’re like the thing that used to be like us. We imitate our old imitators, one of the strange reversals of fortune in the long saga of human uniqueness.

The Sentence

Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert says that every psychologist must, at some point in his or her career, write a version of “The Sentence.” Specifically, The Sentence reads like this: “The human being is the only animal that _________.” Indeed, it seems that philosophers, psychologists, and scientists have been writing and rewriting this sentence since the beginning of recorded history. The story of humans’ sense of self is, you might say, the story of failed, debunked versions of The Sentence. Except now it’s not just the animals that we’re worried about.

We once thought humans were unique for having a language with syntactical rules, but this isn’t so;5 we once thought humans were unique for using tools, but this isn’t so;6 we once thought humans were unique for being able to do mathematics, and now we can barely imagine being able to do what our calculators can.

There are several components to charting the evolution of The Sentence. One is a historical look at how various developments—in our knowledge of the world as well as our technical capabilities—have altered its formulations over time. From there, we can look at how these different theories have shaped humankind’s sense of its own identity. For instance, are artists more valuable to us than they were before we discovered how difficult art is for computers?

Last, we might ask ourselves: Is it appropriate to allow our definition of our own uniqueness to be, in some sense, reactionary to the advancing front of technology? And why is it that we are so compelled to feel unique in the first place?

“Sometimes it seems,” says Douglas Hofstadter, “as though each new step towards AI, rather than producing something which everyone agrees is real intelligence, merely reveals what real intelligence is not.” While at first this seems a consoling position—one that keeps our unique claim to thought intact—it does bear the uncomfortable appearance of a gradual retreat, the mental image being that of a medieval army withdrawing from the castle to the keep. But the retreat can’t continue indefinitely. Consider: if everything of which we regarded “thinking” to be a hallmark turns out not to involve it, then … what is thinking? It would seem to reduce to either an epiphenomenon—a kind of “exhaust” thrown off by the brain—or, worse, an illusion.

Where is the keep of our selfhood?

The story of the twenty-first century will be, in part, the story of the drawing and redrawing of these battle lines, the story of Homo sapiens trying to stake a claim on shifting ground, flanked on both sides by beast and machine, pinned between meat and math.

And here’s a crucial, related question: Is this retreat a good thing or a bad thing? For instance, does the fact that computers are so good at mathematics in some sense take away an arena of human activity, or does it free us from having to do a nonhuman activity, liberating us into a more human life? The latter view would seem to be the more appealing, but it starts to seem less so if we can imagine a point in the future where the number of “human activities” left to be “liberated” into has grown uncomfortably small. What then?

Inverting the Turing Test


There are no broader philosophical implications …

It doesn’t connect to or illuminate anything.

—NOAM CHOMSKY, IN AN EMAIL TO THE AUTHOR



Alan Turing proposed his test as a way to measure the progress of technology, but it just as easily presents us a way to measure our own. Oxford philosopher John Lucas says, for instance, that if we fail to prevent the machines from passing the Turing test, it will be “not because machines are so intelligent, but because humans, many of them at least, are so wooden.”

Here’s the thing: beyond its use as a technological benchmark, beyond even the philosophical, biological, and moral questions it poses, the Turing test is, at bottom, about the act of communication. I see its deepest questions as practical ones: How do we connect meaningfully with each other, as meaningfully as possible, within the limits of language and time? How does empathy work? What is the process by which someone comes into our life and comes to mean something to us? These, to me, are the test’s most central questions—the most central questions of being human.

Part of what’s fascinating about studying the programs that have done well at the Turing test is that it is a (frankly, sobering) study of how conversation can work in the total absence of emotional intimacy. A look at the transcripts of Turing tests past is in some sense a tour of the various ways in which we demure, dodge the question, lighten the mood, change the subject, distract, burn time: what shouldn’t pass as real conversation at the Turing test probably shouldn’t be allowed to pass as real human conversation, either.

There are a number of books written about the technical side of the Turing test: for instance, how to cleverly design Turing test programs—called chatterbots, chatbots, or just bots. In fact, almost everything written at a practical level about the Turing test is about how to make good bots, with a small remaining fraction about how to be a good judge. But nowhere do you read how to be a good confederate. I find this odd, since the confederate side, it seems to me, is where the stakes are highest, and where the answers ramify the furthest.

Know thine enemy better than one knows thyself, Sun Tzu tells us in The Art of War. In the case of the Turing test, knowing our enemy actually becomes a way of knowing ourselves. So we will, indeed, have a look at how some of these bots are constructed, and at some of the basic principles and most important results in theoretical computer science, but always with our eye to the human side of the equation.

In a sense, this is a book about artificial intelligence, the story of its history and of my own personal involvement, in my own small way, in that history. But at the core, it’s a book about living life.

We can think of computers, which take an increasingly central role in our lives, as nemeses: a force like Terminator’s Skynet, or The Matrix’s Matrix, bent on our destruction, just as we should be bent on theirs. But I prefer, for a number of reasons, the notion of rivals—who only ostensibly want to win, and who know that competition’s main purpose is to raise the level of the game. All rivals are symbiotes. They need each other. They keep each other honest. They make each other better. The story of the progression of technology doesn’t have to be a dehumanizing or dispiriting one. Quite, as you will see, the contrary.

In the months before the test, I did everything I could to prepare, researching and talking with experts in various areas that related back to the central questions of (a) how I could give the “most human” performance possible in Brighton, and (b) what, in fact, it means to be human. I interviewed linguists, information theorists, psychologists, lawyers, and philosophers, among others; these conversations provided both practical advice for the competition and opportunities to look at how the Turing test (with its concomitant questions of humanhood) affects and is affected by such far-flung fields as work, school, chess, dating, video games, psychiatry, and the law.

The final test, for me, was to give the most uniquely human performance I could in Brighton, to attempt a successful defense against the machines passing the test, and to take a run at bringing home the coveted, if bizarre, Most Human Human prize—but the ultimate question, of course, became what it means to be human: what the Turing test can teach us about ourselves.


2. Authenticating

Authentication: Form & Content

National Public Radio’s Morning Edition recently reported the story of a man named Steve Royster. Growing up, Royster assumed he had an incredibly unusual and distinctive voice. As he explains, “Everyone always knew when I was calling just by the sound of my voice, while I had no earthly idea who was on the phone when they called.” It would take him until his late twenties before he fully grasped—to his amazement—that other people could discern most everyone’s identity by voice. How on earth could they do that? As it turns out, there is something unusual about Royster, but not about his voice: about his brain. Royster has a rare condition known as “phonagnosia,” or “voice blindness.” Even when Royster’s own mother calls him, he simply goes politely along with the flow of the conversation, unaware that “this strange woman who has called me is, in fact, the one that gave birth to me.” As reporter Alix Spiegel puts it, “Phonagnosics can tell from the sound of your voice if you’re male or female, old or young, sarcastic, upset, happy. They just have no blooming idea who you are.”

This all puts Royster, of course, in an awfully strange position.

It happens to be the same position everyone is in on the Internet.

On September 16, 2008, a twenty-year-old college student named David Kernell attempted to log in to vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin’s personal Yahoo! email account. He didn’t have a clue what her password might be. Guessing seemed futile; instead, it occurred to him to try to change it—and so he clicked on the “I forgot my password” option available to assist absentminded users. Before Yahoo! will let a user change an account password, it asks the user to answer several “authentication” questions—things like date of birth and zip code—in order to “Verify Your Identity.” Kernell found the information on Wikipedia, he said, in approximately “15 seconds.” Stunned, Kernell “changed the password to ‘popcorn’ and took a cold shower.” Now he faces up to twenty years in prison.

In the world of machines, we authenticate on content: password, PIN, last four digits of your Social Security number, your mother’s maiden name. But in the human world, we authenticate on form: face, vocal timbre, handwriting, signature.

And, crucially, verbal style.

One of my friends emailed me recently: “I’m trying to rent a place in another city by email, and I don’t want the fellow I’ve been communicating with to think I’m scamming him (or, am a flake), so, I’ve been hyperaware of sounding ‘human’ and ‘real’ and basically ‘nonanonymous’ in my emails. A weird thing. Do you know what I mean?” I do; it’s that email’s idiosyncrasies of style—the anachronistic “fellow,” the compound, unhyphenated “hyperaware” and “nonanonymous”—that prove it’s really him.

This kind of thing—behavior that seems “so you”—might always have been, say, charming or winning (at least to those who like you). Now it’s something else too, our words increasingly dissociated from us in the era of the Internet: part of online security.1

Antarctic penguins detect the precise call of their chicks among the 150,000 families at the nesting site. “Bless Babel,” fiction writer Donald Barthelme says. It’s true: ironing out our idiosyncrasies in verbal style would not only be bad for literature; it would be bad for safety. Here as elsewhere, maybe that slight machine-exerted pressure to actively assert our humanity with each other ends up being a good thing.

Intimacy: Form & Content

One of my old college friends, Emily, came into town recently, and stopped downtown on her way from the airport to have lunch with a mutual friend of ours and his co-worker—who happened also to be my girlfriend, Sarah. When Emily and I met up later that day for dinner, I remarked on how funny it was that she’d already met Sarah before I’d had any chance to introduce them. I remember saying something to the effect of, “It’s cool that you guys got to know each other a little bit.” “Well, I wouldn’t say that I got to know her, per se,” Emily replied. “More like, ‘saw what she’s like’ or something like that. ‘Saw her in action.’ ”

And that’s when the distinction hit me—

Having a sense of a person—their disposition, character, “way of being in the world”—and knowing about them—where they grew up, how many siblings they have, what they majored in, where they work—are two rather different things. Just like security, so does intimacy have both form and content.

“Speed dating” is a kind of fast-paced, highly structured round-robin-style social mixing event that emerged in Beverly Hills in the late 1990s. Each participant has a series of seven-minute conversations, and at the end they mark down on a card which people they’d be interested in meeting again; if there are any mutual matches, the organizers get in touch with the relevant contact information. Though it’s entered into popular parlance, “SpeedDating” (“or any confusingly similar term”) is technically a registered trademark, held by, of all groups, the Jewish organization Aish HaTorah: its inventor, Yaacov Deyo, is a rabbi.

One of my earliest thoughts about the Turing test was that it’s a kind of speed date: you have five minutes to show another person who you are, to come across as a real, living, breathing, unique and distinct, nonanonymous human being. It’s a tall order. And the stakes in both cases are pretty high.

A friend of mine recently went to a speed-dating event in New York City. “Well, it was the oddest thing,” he said. “I kept wanting just to, like, banter, you know? To see if there was any chemistry. But all the women just kind of stuck to this script—where are you from, what do you do—like they were getting your stats, sizing you up. But I don’t care about any of that stuff. So after a while I just started giving fake answers, just making stuff up, like. Just to keep it interesting, you know?”

The strangeness he experienced, and the kinds of “bullet points” that speed dating can frequently devolve into, are so well-known as to have been lampooned by Sex and the City:


“Hi, I’m Miranda Hobbes.”

“Dwight Owens; private wealth group at Morgan Stanley; investment management for high-net-worth individuals and a couple pension plans; like my job; been there five years; divorced; no kids; not religious; I live in New Jersey; speak French and Portuguese; Wharton business school; any of this appealing to you?”


The delivery certainly isn’t.

People with elaborate checklists of qualities their ideal mate must have frequently put entirely the wrong types of things. This height. This salary. This profession. I’ve seen many a friend wind up, seemingly unsuspecting, with a jerk who nevertheless perfectly matched their description.

Fed up with the “Dwight Owens”–style, salvo-of-bullet-points approach that kept recurring in early speed-dating events, Yaacov Deyo decided on a simple, blunt solution: to make talking about your job forbidden. People fell back on talking about where they lived or where they were from. So he made that forbidden too. He seems charmed and maybe even a little smug enacting the ensuing panic, then breakthrough: “Omigosh, like, what do I talk about?” He laughs. “I can’t talk about what I do for a living, or where I live, and … wow! All of a sudden I have to describe me.” Or: all of a sudden I have to be me, to act like myself instead of describing myself.

Form and Content in the Turing Test

The first Loebner Prize competition was held on November 8, 1991, at the Boston Computer Museum. In its first few years, the Loebner Prize gave each program and human confederate a “topic” as a means of limiting the conversation. In some ways, that first contest was a battle between style and content. One of the confederates was Shakespeare expert Cynthia Clay, who was, famously, deemed a computer by three different judges. The consensus seemed to be “No one knows that much about Shakespeare.” (For this reason, Clay took her misclassifications as a compliment.)

The program behind the topic of “whimsical conversation”—PC Therapist III by Joseph Weintraub—won the Loebner Prize that year, earning the very first Most Human Computer award. As the program practiced it, “whimsical conversation” was not a topic at all, but a manner—a crucial distinction. Weintraub was able to play off of a looseness in the contest rules, the natural behavior patterns of chatbots, and people’s stereotypes about computers and humans all at once. Strategically, it was brilliant. Clay and her fellow confederates, by dutifully and scrupulously providing information to the questions asked, demonstrated their knowledge and understanding—but sometimes in a factual, encyclopedic way commonly associated with computer systems.


JUDGE: What is your opinion on Shakespeare’s plays?

REMOTE: That’s pretty general; would you be more specific? Otherwise, I’ll just say I like them.

The interlocutor at the “whimsical conversation” terminal stood in stark contrast:


JUDGE: It has been a long day! Now I think I’m ready for some fun. The weather isn’t very pleasant today. Do you have any jokes that could lift the clouds?


REMOTE: Everybody talks about the weather but nobody seems to do much about it. Why do you need to tell me now you think you’re ready for some fun? Groannnnnn.

. . .


JUDGE: What is the definition of whimsical conversation?


REMOTE: Didn’t you say well anyway I would imagine whimsical conversation is like a series of knight’s moves in chess—skrt2 of zig-zag rather than following any nparticular line.? Why do you ask? Was that a clever comment, or what? Are such questions much on your mind?


JUDGE: I like the image of knights moving hap-hazardly across the chess board, does that mean there is no thought to whimsical conversation?


REMOTE: I could swear you just said how do you define whimsical?? How do yku define whimsical? Were you always so sick sick sick? Why do you need to tell me you like the image of knights moving haphazardly across the chess board?

“I really thought [PC Therapist] was human because it … was weird and funny, in a normal sort of way,” said one of the judges, a Harvard graduate student. Weintraub’s program, shifting topics wildly and spouting non sequiturs and canned one-liners, came off as zany, a jokester, a much more “human” personality type. At least—before I learned how easy it was to mimic—I used to think so.

Suspicion; Roulette; Purée

Looking around on the Internet for information about the Most Human Computer of 2005 and 2006, Rollo Carpenter’s web-based Cleverbot, I found something very curious. There seems to be a considerable amount of speculation that the site may be, in effect, a hoax.

“I’ve been talking to it for a while now, and am beginning to wonder if Cleverbot is really even a real bot,” one user writes.
“Cleverbot always says that itself is the human, and I am the bot. Could it be that I’m actually talking to a real person, but we are both tricked to believe that the other is Cleverbot?” Some of the responses seem just a hair too uncanny. One user writes, in French, “Je habite dans les Etats Unis,” and finds his French not only comprehended but critiqued: “On dit J’habite AUX Etats-Unis,” the bot corrects him.

Another trades off lines of Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody”:


USER: Scaramouche, Scaramouche.


CLEVERBOT: Will you do the fandango?


USER: Thunderbolt and lightning.


CLEVERBOT: Very very frightening me!


USER: Galileo.


CLEVERBOT: Galileo Galileo.

One user reports telling it a popular joke of the time—


USER: You know why they call it an Xbox 360?


CLEVERBOT: Why?


USER: Because when you see it, you turn 360 degrees and walk away.

—only to have his joke deconstructed by the bot:


CLEVERBOT: No because then you would be facing it and that would be unfunny.

Other users, attempting to fix the logic of the joke, meanwhile making it slightly more drily absurd—


USER: You know why they call it an Xbox 360?


CLEVERBOT: No. Why do they call it Xbox 360?


USER: Because when you see it, you turn 360 degrees and moonwalk away.

—were met with a kind of one-upmanship of an even drier, more absurd punch line:


CLEVERBOT: Nope, because when you see it you turn 3 degrees and walk slightly askew.

Surely there must be a human at the other side! The replies are too culturally attuned, too savvy. Yet at other moments, conversations change gears without a clutch, or a non sequitur comes seemingly from left field.

Cleverbot’s programmer, Rollo Carpenter, is happy to explain his creation’s programmatic workings, and insists on Cleverbot’s home page that “visitors never talk to a human, however convincing it is.” Curiously, this insistence seems to have little effect on many users, who have their own, rather different theory about what’s going on.

The Internet of the early 1990s was a much more anonymous place than it is now. On local BBSs (bulletin board systems), in the chat rooms of “walled garden” Internet providers/communities like Prodigy and AOL, and over universal chat protocols like IRC (Internet Relay Chat), strangers bumped into each other all the time. The massive social networks (e.g., Facebook) of the late ’00s and early ’10s have begun to make the Internet a different place. It’s around this time that websites like Chatroulette and Omegle, designed to bring some of that anonymity, randomness, and serendipity back, took off. You choose to use either video or text and are then paired up with another user completely at random and begin a conversation.3 At any time, either of you can terminate it, in which case you’re both re-paired with new strangers and begin instantly again at “Hello.” There’s an anxiety all users of such sites feel about the prospect of the other person cutting off the dialogue and bumping both of you into new conversations, which has been dubbed “getting nexted.”

Now, imagine if, instead, the computer system was automatically cutting off conversations and re-pairing users with each other, and that it was not telling them it was doing this. Users A and B are arguing about baseball, and users C and D are talking about art. All of a sudden A is re-paired with C, and B re-paired with D. After talking about the Louvre, C receives the off-topic “So are you for the Mets or the Yankees?” and B, after analyzing the most recent World Series, is asked if he’s ever seen the Sistine Chapel. Well, this is the conspiracy theory on Cleverbot (and some of its cousin bots, like Robert Medeksza’s Ultra Hal): Omegle minus control over when to switch conversations. Imagine that the computer is simply switching you over, at random and without notice, to new people, and doing the same to them. What you’d end up with might look a lot like the Cleverbot transcripts.

The conspiracy theory isn’t right, but it’s not far off either.

“Cleverbot borrows the intelligence of its users,” Carpenter explains to me in Brighton. “A conversational Wikipedia,” he calls it in a television interview with the Science Channel. It works like this: Cleverbot begins a conversation by saying, for instance, “Hello.” A user might respond in any number of ways, from “Hello” to “Howdy!” to “Are you a computer?” and so on. Whatever the user says goes into an enormous database of utterances, tagged as a genuine human response to “Hello.” When, in a subsequent conversation, a user ever says to Cleverbot, “Hello,” Cleverbot will have “Howdy!” (or whatever the first person said) ready on hand. As the same types of things tend to come up over and over—in what statisticians call a “Zipf distribution,” to be precise—and as thousands of users are logged in to Cleverbot at any given time, chatting with it around the clock, over the span of many years now, Cleverbot’s database contains appropriate replies to even seemingly obscure remarks. (E.g., “Scaramouche, Scaramouche.”)

What you get, the cobbling together of hundreds of thousands of prior conversations, is a kind of conversational purée. Made of human parts, but less than a human sum. Users are, in effect, chatting with a kind of purée of real people—the ghosts of real people, at any rate: the echoes of conversations past.

This is part of why Cleverbot seems so impressive on basic factual questions (“What’s the capital of France?” “Paris is the capital of France”) and pop culture (trivia, jokes, and song lyric sing-alongs)—the things to which there is a right answer independent of the speaker. No number of cooks can spoil the broth. But ask it about the city it lives in, and you get a pastiche of thousands of people talking about thousands of places. You find it out not so much by realizing that you aren’t talking with a human as by realizing that you aren’t talking with a human.

One Self, Any Self

My mind goes back to the organizers’ advice to “just be myself,” to how much philosophers have agonized over this idea. While other existentialists—for instance, Jean-Paul Sartre—emphasized authenticity and originality and freedom from outside influence, nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche held the startling opinion that the most important part of “being oneself” was—in Brown University philosopher Bernard Reginster’s words—“being one self, any self.”

Nietzsche spoke of this as “giving style to one’s character,” comparing people to works of art, which we often judge according to their “concinnity,” the way their parts fit together to make a whole: “In the end, when the work is finished, it becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste governed and formed everything large and small.”

Computer culture critics like Jaron Lanier are skeptical, for instance, of decentralized projects like Wikipedia, arguing:


The Sims, … the iPhone, the Pixar movies, and all the other beloved successes of digital culture … are personal expressions. True, they often involve large groups of collaborators, but there is always a central personal vision—a Will Wright, a Steve Jobs, or a Brad Bird conceiving the vision and directing a team of people earning salaries.


It is this same “central personal vision” that is crucial for Nietzsche, who goes so far as to say, “Whether this taste was good or bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it was a single taste!”

It is precisely the “central personal vision” of Lanier and “single taste” of Nietzsche that is lacking in most chatbots. For instance, I had the following conversation with “Joan,” the Cleverbot-offshoot program that won the Loebner Prize in 2006. Though each of her answers, taken separately, is perfectly sensible and human, their sum produces nothing but a hilarious cacophony in the way of identity:


USER: Do you have a boyfriend?


JOAN: Not at the moment, but I hope to find one soon.

I ventured:


USER: I would like to be your boyfriend.


JOAN: That would be difficult, since I’m happily married.

Curious. I asked again, for clarification:


USER: Do you have a boyfriend?


JOAN: No, I’m still looking for love.


USER: Do you have a husband?


JOAN: I don’t have a husband, because
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