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Strong AI vs Weak AI: Can Machines Really Think? 

Can Machines Really Think? 

Turing Test: actually thinking vs simulation of thinking. 

Turing cites a speech by Professor Geoffrey Jefferson (1949): 

Not until a machine could write a sonnet or compose a concerto because of thoughts and emotions 

felt, and not by the chance fall of symbols, could we agree that machine equals brain-that is, not 

only write it but know that it had written it. 

Turing calls this the argument from consciousness  – the machine has to be aware of its own 

mental states and actions. 

While consciousness is an important subject, Jefferson’s key point actually relates to 

phenomenology, or the study of direct experience – the machine has to actually feel emotions. 

Others focus on intentionality – that is, the question of whether the machine’s purported beliefs, 

desires, and other representations are actually “about” something in the real world. 

Turing’s response to the objection is interesting. 

He could have presented reasons that machines can in fact be conscious (or have phenomenallogy, 

or have intentions). Instead, he maintains that the question is just as ill-defined as asking, “Can 

machines think?” 

Besides, why should we insist on a higher standard for machines than we do for humans? 

The problem of other minds – 

After all, in ordinary life we never have any direct evidence about the internal mental states of 

other humans. 

Conversation with a machine on creative aspects of literature and philosophy which are of 

exclusive human intellect. 

Turing concedes that the question of consciousness is a difficult one, but denies that it has much 

relevance to the practice of AI: 

I do not wish to give the impression that I think there is no mystery about consciousness . . . But I 

do not think these mysteries necessarily need to be solved before we can answer the question with 

which we are concerned in this paper. 

We agree with Turing – we are interested in creating programs that behave intelligently, not in 

whether someone else pronounces them to be real or simulated. 

On the other hand, many philosophers are keenly interested in the question of consciousness. 

To help understand it, we will consider the question of whether other artifacts are considered real.  

In 1848, artificial urea was synthesized for the first time, by Frederick Wohler. 

This was important because it proved that organic and inorganic chemistry could be united, a 

question that had been hotly debated. Once the synthesis was accomplished, chemists agreed that 

artificial urea was urea, because it had all the right physical properties. 
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Similarly, artificial sweeteners are undeniably sweeteners, and artificial insemination is 

undeniably insemination. 

On the other hand, artificial flowers are not flowers. 

Is an artificial Picasso painting a Picasso painting, no matter what it looks like? 

We can conclude that in some cases, the behavior of an artifact is important, while in others, it is 

the artifact’s pedigree that matters. 

Which one is important in which case seems to be a matter of convention. 

But for artificial minds, there is no convention, and we are left to rely on intuitions. 

The philosopher John Searle (1980) has a strong one: 

No one supposes that a computer simulation of a storm will leave us all wet . . . Why on earth 

would anyone in his right mind suppose a computer simulation of mental processes actually had 

mental processes? 

While it is easy to agree that computer simulations of storms do not make us wet, it is not clear 

how to carry this analogy over to computer simulations of mental processes. 

A Hollywood simulation of a storm using sprinklers and wind machines does make the actors wet. 

Most people are comfortable saying that a computer simulation of addition is addition, and a 

computer simulation of a chess game is a chess game . Is there any point to disagree? 

Are mental processes more like storms, or more like addition or chess? Like Chateau Latour and 

Picasso, or like urea? 

That all depends on your theory of mental states and processes . 

The theory of functionalism says that a mental state is any intermediate causal condition between 

input and output. 

Under functionalist theory, any two systems with isomorphic causal processes would have the 

same mental states. 

Therefore, a computer program could have the same mental states as a person. 

Of course, we have not yet said what “isomorphic” really means, but the assumption is that 

there is some level of abstraction below which the specific implementation does not matter; as 

long as the processes are isomorphic down to the this level, the same mental states will occur. 

In contrast, the biological naturalism theory says that mental states are high-level emergent 

features that are caused by low-level neurological processes in the neurons, and it is the 

(unspecified) properties of the neurons that matter. 

Thus, mental states cannot be duplicated just on the basis of some program having the same 

functional structure with the same input-output behavior; we would require that the program be 

running on an architecture with the same causal power as neurons. 

The theory does not say why neurons have this causal power, nor what other physical 

instantiations might or might not have it. 

To investigate these two viewpoints we will first look at one of the oldest problems in the 

philosophy of mind: mind-body problem and then turn to three thought experiments. 


