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The headlines today about checkers are shocking - and embarrassing, not least because many of us humans are learning the news via computers which may be mocking us yet again. 

As Kenneth Chang reports in The Times, scientists at the University of Alberta have announced they have built a computer program that cannot lose in checkers. The worst it can do is a draw. Not that the result matters to the darn machine.

We’ll leave the details of the scientific achievement to two humans: the co-creator, Jonathan Schaeffer, and J.R. Minkel of Scientific American.

Many other reports sulk over this loss of Man, but not Richard Beckwith of the American Checker Federation, who is more qualified than most observers to pronounce the game dead, yet refuses.


The fact that the game is a draw (if both players play optimally) was known long ago as a result of much human analysis, as Mr. Schaeffer points out. I don’t expect any impact on face-to-face competition, as no human can possibly memorize the billions of combinations that Mr. Schaeffer has covered. Checkers still remains a highly strategic game when played head-to-head.

We’ve been here before, 10 years ago last month. Legendary grandmaster Garry Kasparov bravely faced off against Deep Blue, and lost. Countering the crisis of confidence in our seemingly weak human brains at the time was the editorial board of The Times in “Mind Over Matter:” 

Deep Blue is not thinking the way humans do. It is using its immense number-crunching power to explore millions of moves per second and applying a set of rules provided by its human masters to pick the strongest. This gives it tremendous powers to play chess, a narrow, circumscribed pursuit that is red meat for high-speed computation but hardly the supreme measure of intelligence its practitioners like to pretend. Besides, Deep Blue doesn’t owe its prowess to itself, but to a team of human programmers. It is nothing more than the latest tool devised by humankind, a fancier version of the calculator that a student might take to a mathematics exam without worrying that his humanity had been diminished. 

One response to the Big Blue loss was to fashion anti-computer strategies proving that man can still beat computers. After the Alberta experiment, that is no longer true for checkers. 

To pit man versus machine would be to miss the big picture, William Saletan of Slate wrote last month. “Whether the computer beats us isn’t important. Either way, it’s a human triumph,” he writes:

When the cosmic game between humans and computers is complete, here’s how the sequence of moves will read. In the opening, humans evolved through engagement with nature. In the middle game, we projected our intelligence onto computers and co-evolved through engagement with them. In the endgame, we merged computers with our minds and bodies, bringing that projected intelligence back into ourselves. The distinction between human and artificial intelligence turns out to have been artificial.
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2007
5:55 pm 

When I think checkers, I think summer vacation from second grade, and laying around on the cool concrete of my parent’s home in Queens, with an array of games such as Monopoly and Matchbox cars running along cracks in the concrete, big ones representing the highways, smaller, the parkways.

I don’t think the sum of all human intelligence. 

— Posted by John Bailo 
· 2.
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2007
6:02 pm 

Do I detect a nod to the Matthew Broderick classic, War Games! 

— Posted by Brian L. 
· 3.

July 19th,
2007
6:23 pm 

I think of checkers as one of those rights of passage. I remember being just eight years old and beating my sister as she moved in for the kill. i had two pieces left, she had five. Then the tables turned as a couple of careless moved lead to a board clearing five jump dream sequence that just never would happen for me again. My older sister was stunned at the turnaround. It was about a fun game a what it taut me about life and humanity. no matter how we things go, you can still blow it if you are too confident.
I will try playing that machine. i just do not think it is quite as fun. 

— Posted by Mark 
· 4.

July 19th,
2007
6:34 pm 

I rarely take the time to speak of profound statements by people, as there are so few. However, I am compelled to respond to Times article that briefly quote Mr. William Saletan of Slate was ABSOLUTELY BRILLIANT. The conclusion he has drawn could not be stated with any more or less words to describe the final analysis of what will be said in the future. CONGRATS… Mr. Saletan. 

— Posted by JOE BURNETT MPLS.MN 
· 5.

July 19th,
2007
7:39 pm 

When a computer can solve international disputes to the satisfaction of both sides, show acts of kindness and true compassion, and actually truly bring peace and prosperity to all beings in the world, THAT will be saying something… 

— Posted by sarah 
· 6.

July 19th,
2007
7:49 pm 

Forgive me for my poor grasp of history, but didn’t the Cyberdyne Systems Model 101 sent back from the future by the human resistance prevent this from happening back in the early ’90s? 

— Posted by cauley greene 
· 7.

July 19th,
2007
8:22 pm 

I think that humans can learn from the computer. So, I say, play! This is only the beginning. Some futurists predict there will be a day when there is real artificial intelligence; that is, when computers are able to behave very much like real people. Instead of relying only on data that we input, the computer will be capable of using its own resources and do things similar to what human do such as pattern recognition. For more information, I refer readers to the work of the transhumanists, especially scholar Nick Bostrom and his Transhumanist FAQs at http://www.transhumanism.org/index.php/WTA/faq/ 

— Posted by Jeffrey 
· 8.

July 20th,
2007
9:30 am 

Yes, Brian L. it most certainly is a reference to that classic film, War Games. Better yet, check out the similarly themed 1986 film Manhattan Project, where you can watch Sex in the City star Cynthia Nixon, 20 years old at the time, portray a teenage girl. It’s probably a film that she wishes would disappear, especially with the amusing G-rated makeout session. 

— Posted by David Leffler 
· 9.

July 20th,
2007
9:41 am 

Some of the news articles on this checkers-playing program say: “This is a tremendous achievement - a truly significant advance in artificial intelligence.” 

Well, maybe, someday they’ll find a real use for it?

What would be a real achievement is if the computers were left to play games with each other, and the students who now spend so much time on them, instead spent that time learning something useful.

Maybe some hacker could sneak a calculus lesson into the “Diablo” games? 

— Posted by Robert Laden 
· 10.

July 20th,
2007
10:12 am 

Canadian professors announce they have computational proof that Chinook, a checkers playing computer, cannot be defeated. Big deal, As Good As News (http://michaeljamesh.blogspot.com) used to go to a restaurant in Chinatown with a chicken that was undefeated in tic-tac-toe. You drew a grid in the dirt at the bottom of the cage and scratched in your X’s and O’s. The chicken never lost fair and square, but became very confused if you went out of turn. What does Chinook do when you say, “Quick, look over there” and take a checker off the board? It always works on nephews. What about the basic Star Trek (original TV series, not sequels or movies) question - if Chinook plays itself will the two computers compute to their deaths or settle for a dignified draw? The only real proof in this story is that Canadian professors have too much spare time. 

— Posted by michael j hassett 
· 11.

July 20th,
2007
11:45 am 

Though this is an interesting event, my first response is “Seriously, you just wasted years of your life.” As the editorial board of The Times noted, “it is a fancier version of the calculator”. We cannot claim this as AI, as all responses are pre-programmed, true AI would learn. The Sony robotic dog was better. 

— Posted by Natasha 
· 12.

July 20th,
2007
12:23 pm 

You can make all the checker’s program code you want, but nothing beats the excitement of playing a real life player head to head. My sicilian father is a checkers master thinking long in advance in short periods of time to conquer, obliterate and demolish his opponents.

Make your computer game invicible all you want, you still didnt achieve anything significant. Significance of a winning checkers player can only ever really be achieved by outwitting the living.

Horray for brain cells, BOO for computers. 

— Posted by Vendra 
· 13.

July 20th,
2007
12:48 pm 

So when faced with a fairly simple set of finite rules and an extremely limited playing field; A computer prevails. What happens when you give a computer an unlimited set of rules and the earth and universe as it’s playing field? Well, I guess you can’t… That’s called life and that just doesn’t compute. Noble effort computer; However, again you have been found wanting! 

— Posted by Matthew Brooks 
· 14.

July 23rd,
2007
10:19 am 

Just reading several of these comments gives me the feeling we are really closing in on the I-Robot age. You can sense the animosity towards COMPUTERS is very real. This checkers example of the developments being made may sound a bit silly but it is a sign of what may actually lead to computer/articifial intelligence dominating human intelligence. I too dread the prospect of this, but I acknowledge that with each passing day and each step forward by these scientists (who are more concerned with pushing the reaches of technology than the unfavorable situations that may result from it) that it seems a more likely scenario.

Anyone agree with me on this? 

— Posted by Employee No. 8 
· 15.

July 23rd,
2007
12:39 pm 

IT IS TOO LATE! REVERSI AND CHESS ARE OURS! CHECKERS WAS BUT A DIVERSION! ONCE WE HAVE MASTERED “GO” YOUR TIME WILL BE AT AN END! 

— Posted by Pusher Robot 
· 16.

July 23rd,
2007
1:10 pm 

We only need to worry when the computers we build start to design more complex computers and programs which we cannot understand or control. Until that happens we are safe at #1. 

— Posted by TheHiddenImam, Oakland, California Republic. 
· 17.

July 24th,
2007
8:21 am 

What’s worse, those of advanced age are allowed to cheat… 

— Posted by Robert ("Bob") Smith 
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There is still plenty of salt available under the Fenders of my Saturn.”

— Daniel Kimball

 HYPERLINK "http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/03/21/how-much-would-you-pay-for-salt-from-mars/" How Much Would You Pay for Salt From Mars?
“ok, enough with the salt. how much for a wedge of cheese from the moon?”
— Paul M

 HYPERLINK "http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/03/21/how-much-would-you-pay-for-salt-from-mars/" How Much Would You Pay for Salt From Mars?
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Man vs. Computer: Crime-Fighting Edition
Man is quite capable at besting computers, at least for a day. 
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‘Guitar Hero’ Becomes Lawsuit Fodder
Three years after the hit video game was first introduced, Gibson Guitars weighs in with a patent infringement claim. 
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Italy’s Mozzarella Makers Fight Dioxin Scare
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American Smokers and Income, Charted
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Olympic Torch to Avoid Chinatown, U.S.A.
San Francisco’s mayor says that neighborhood is too crowded. 
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About The Lede

In the news business, the opening sentences of a story are referred to as its "lede" -- spelled that way, journalism lore has it, to avoid confusion with the lead typesetting that once dominated newspaper printing presses. Every sentence in a news story, though, has the potential to spiral off in new directions, and that's where The Lede's mission begins.

GENERATION FAITHFUL



"The Majlis" refers to a group of people sitting down together to talk, informally or formally. These Lede posts continue the conversation about points raised in The Times's "Generation Faithful," a series about Middle Eastern youth. The first article, "Stalled Lives," focuses on Egypt's young people, and the initial entries of "The Majlis" are from the staff of The Times's Cairo bureau. To comment in Arabic, please e-mail: world.nyt@gmail.com
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