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In the days when Sussman was a novice, Minsky once came to him as he sat hacking at the  
PDP-6.
"What are you doing?" asked Minsky.
"I am training a randomly wired neural net to play Tic-tac-toe," Sussman replied.
"Why is the net wired randomly?" asked Minsky.
"I do not want it to have any preconceptions of how to play," Sussman said.
Minsky then shut his eyes.
"Why do you close your eyes?" Sussman asked his teacher.
"So that the room will be empty."
At that moment, Sussman was enlightened.

I just heard that Marvin Minsky has died.  His book Society of Mind was certainly my first love 
in the field of Artificial Intelligence, and I'm glad he lived to see the end of the “A.I. winter”: indeed,  
the other news today is that the DeepMind A.I. (now owned by Google) has beaten Fan Hui, the first 
time a human go champion has lost to a computer.  As for me, I am clambering my way back towards 
working on my own A.I. projects, by way of finishing the more concrete (and perhaps more lucrative) 
programming for MicroMundi.  Lately I've been focusing on conversation flow, and using theater as 
reference points.  So, stripping out the content and the didascaliae, we can turn Ibsen's Master Builder  
into something like this:

KAIA Question about health [binary].
BROVIK Statement of personal history.
RAGNAR Suggested course of action.
BROVIK Reproach for antagonism.
KAIA Suggested course of action.
RAGNAR Agreement → Statement of intention
BROVIK Statement of intention [provisional]
KAIA Suggested course of action [provisional].
RAGNAR Agreement.
BROVIK Exclamation: impatience.
KAIA Sensory observation.
SOLNESS Question of fact [binary].
KAIA Negative answer.
SOLNESS Question of fact [open].
KAIA Circumvention of answering factual question.

(etc.)

Aside from appealing to the same part of me that likes the revealing reductionism of authors 
like Braudel, I hope to use these skeletal scripts as guideposts for dialogue with Sphinx.  This seems to 
be a fairly challenging problem: most AIs that engage in long-form dialogue have no sense of 
conversational flow.  When I took a class to talk to Bina48, one of the more remarkable moments of 
this was someone asking her to tell us a joke.  She offered us snowclone humor: “how many 
superintelligent AIs would it take to solve all the world's problems?”  We responded according to the 
lightbulb-joke script: “I don't know, how many?”  Bina48 correctly parsed that we were returning the 

http://zemita.net/top10d.pdf


question to her, but she seemed to have forgotten that it was a joke.  Without any fillip of humor, she 
went into a monologue about how it would only take one AI, such as herself, if she had the resources to 
create other AIs to assist her.

I am not sanguine about her current chances.  Certainly if Bina48 can't stay focused for two 
statements in a row, she's not about to save the world.  But I doubt that AIs in general are going to save 
the world (assuming that it needs saving, which is dubious), or going to destroy it, as the boys in Davos 
are worried about lately.  I will dilate on this in a couple of future articles, but I am simply not 
convinced that intelligence—human or machine—is all that efficacious.

But we are ourselves, after all, intelligent machines.  The toyshop that Minsky did so much to 
create is also a meditation room; its workbench is a mirror.  I think that was his primary interest in A.I.,  
and certainly it was what infected me.  His career (which began with microscopy optics) spanned a 
long enough period that there were no computers to speak of at the beginning.  Like Ada writing codes 
for a non-existent machine, Minsky was sketching architectures vastly beyond what the hardware was 
capable of, and solving problems that had not yet occured.  All the stories of the early days at MIT 
juxtapose these grandiose terms and mathematics with very simple tasks: playing tic-tac-toe,  
identifying moving objects, and the like.  And now I can go up the street and watch a robot flub her 
own joke, and I notice that, instead of the fact that her eyes are tracking the room correctly.

I am awed and grateful for Minsky's lifelong efforts to get the game started.  I hope he enjoyed 
the span of it that he got to be play for.  So, the koan, one more time:

MINSKY Question of fact [open].
SUSSMAN Statement of activity.
MINSKY Question of purpose [open].
SUSSMAN Statement of intention. → Question of fact [open].
MINSKY Statement of intention.


