
What Is Machine Intelligence? 
Alan Turing's Big Idea 
 
Who Was Alan Turing? 

Alan Turing 
(1912–1954) Alan Turing was a British mathematician and computer scientist who lived from 

1912 to 1954. He is widely considered one of the founding fathers of both 
computer science and artificial intelligence. During World War II, Turing played 
a crucial role in breaking the Nazi Enigma code — an achievement that helped 
the Allies win the war and saved countless lives. After the war, he turned his 
attention to a new question: Can machines think? 

 
The Big Question: Can Machines Think? 
In 1950, Turing published a groundbreaking paper called "Computing Machinery and Intelligence" 
in the academic journal Mind. In it, he tackled one of the most fascinating questions of his time — and 
ours. 
 
Turing realized that defining the word "thinking" is surprisingly difficult. What does it really mean to 
think? Rather than getting stuck on that philosophical puzzle, he came up with a clever, practical 
approach: a test. 
 
His key insight was simple but powerful: if a machine can behave in a way that is indistinguishable from 
a human, then we have good reason to consider it intelligent. In other words, actions speak louder than 
inner workings. 
 
The Imitation Game (The Turing Test) 
Turing called his test "The Imitation Game." Today, we usually call it the Turing Test.  

How the Turing Test Works 
Room A — The Judge 
Communication 
Room B — Hidden Respondents 

🧑 
Human Interrogator 

(The Judge) 
Asks questions and reads answers. Tries to figure out which respondent is the human and which is 
the machine. 

⬅ Text only ➡ 
No voice. No video. 

Only typed messages 
go back and forth. 

🧑 
Human Respondent 

Answers naturally and honestly. 
🤖 

Machine 
Tries to imitate a human as convincingly as possible. 



 

Here are the key rules of the test: 
● There are three participants: a human judge (the interrogator), a human respondent, and a 

machine. 
● The judge communicates with both respondents using text only — no seeing or hearing them. 
● The judge asks questions and tries to determine which respondent is the human and which is 

the machine. 
● If the judge cannot reliably tell them apart, the machine is said to have passed the test. 

The Turing Test does not measure whether the machine gives correct answers. It measures how 
convincingly the machine imitates human responses. A machine could even make human-like 
mistakes and still do well! 

 
Why Does It Matter? 
The Turing Test was one of the very first practical frameworks for thinking about machine intelligence. 
Before Turing, the question "Can machines think?" felt hopelessly abstract. Turing made it concrete. 
 
He shifted the conversation from "Can machines think?" to a more useful question: "Can machines 
behave as if they think?" This was a big deal, because it gave scientists something they could actually 
test and measure. 
 
Turing's ideas sparked decades of research and debate in the field we now call artificial intelligence 
(AI). Today — in an era of chatbots, virtual assistants, and large language models — the Turing Test is 
still widely referenced and discussed. Every time you chat with an AI and wonder, "Is this thing really 
understanding me?" you are asking a version of Turing's original question. 
 
Key Takeaways 

● Intelligence as behavior: Turing proposed that intelligence could be measured by how a 
machine behaves, not by what is happening "inside" it. 

● The test uses a human judge: The Turing Test compares machine and human responses 
through a blind text conversation with an interrogator. 

● No machine has definitively passed: To this day, no machine has conclusively passed the full 
Turing Test as Turing originally described it. 

● Foundation of AI: Turing's ideas laid the groundwork for the entire field of artificial 
intelligence and continue to shape how we think about machine minds. 

 
Think About It! 

1.  If a machine can fool a person into thinking it is human, does that mean it is truly 
intelligent? Why or why not? 
Hint: Think about the difference between imitating intelligence and actually understanding 
something. 
2.  What would you ask a machine to try to tell if it was human or not? 
Hint: Think about what makes human conversation unique — humor, emotions, creativity, 
personal experiences. 

 


