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 Please Verify That    
 You Are Human 

The dream of having computers behave 
like humans is coming true, with the 

transformation, in a single generation, 
of humans into computers.

Nassim Nicholas TalebI       N 1950, COMPUTER SCIENTIST 
Alan Turing proposed an ingenious way to 
determine if computers—then still in their 
infancy—would one day be capable of 
exhibiting AI, or Artificial Intelligence. 
   In what came to be known as the Turing 
Test, a human interrogator in a blind 
experiment attempts to distinguish which 
partner in a conversation is a human and 
which is merely a machine programmed to 
generate human-like responses. 
   A real life competition based on Turing’s 
idea wasn’t established until 1991, by which 
time computers had advanced enough to 
make it a fairly even playing field.

   Unexpectedly, the first contest was won 
by a computer running a ‘mindless’ program 
that managed to fool interrogators by simply 
imitating human typing errors. After some 
adjustments in the test to correct such 
deficiencies, it took another 23 years before 
a Russian designed chatbot passed the test, 
this time by cleverly disguising itself as a 
typically brash teenage boy.
   In retrospect, it seems inevitable that a 
computer would eventually pass the Turing 
Test—what’s surprising is only how long it 
took. But during the interim, what might 
ultimately be a much more revealing test 
emerged, in the form of what some AI 
researchers call a Reverse Turing Test.
   In this informal inversion of Turing’s 
original idea, the roles are reversed, and a 
human subject attempts to convince a 
human judge that he is a computer. 



  Interestingly, in the original Turing test, 
the human judges are often presented with 
genuinely human subjects as a control, and 
occasionally one of these control subjects is 
judged to be a computer—a result as 
embarrassing for them as it is humorous for 
the other human participants. (It is not yet 
known if computers also find this amusing.)
   One familiar application of the reverse 
Turing test are CAPTCHAs, an acronym for 
Completely Automated Public Turing test to 
tell Computers and Humans Apart.    
   CAPTCHA is a prime example of what 
might be termed a ‘reverse acronym’, with 
the name obviously tortured into being to 
match a previously chosen acronym, and 
some people think such predetermination 
also applies to the Turing Test itself.
   As long as humans themselves decide 
what behavior is sufficiently human-like to 
be considered the product of AI, they are 
bound to keep moving the goalposts—just 
as they have repeatedly done in order to 
avoid concluding that humans have no 
unique qualities that aren’t shared by various 

other animal species. (One computer scientist 
even suggested that human intelligence “is 
whatever machines haven’t done yet.”)
   One intriguing solution put forward to 
solve this dilemma is to reverse the Reverse 
Turing Test itself, making the object not for 
a human subject to convince a human judge 
that he is a computer, but to program a 
computer to appear so human-like that the 
human interacting with it comes to believe 
that he himself is a machine.
   This is not such a fanciful idea, because in 
many ways, humans are increasingly being 
encouraged to act in a machine-like manner. 
Even leaving aside the dehumanizing 
aspects of human augmentation, genetic 
engineering and brain-machine interfaces—

all of which are being rushed into reality— 
social engineering and our over-reliance on 
computers constantly manipulate (‘nudge’) 
us into expressing machine-like properties.
   These include outsourcing many tasks to 
computer memory and search engines, 
spending more time in the virtual and less in 
the physical world, multitasking, prioritizing 
reason over emotions, devaluing privacy in 
favor of sharing and networking, hurriedness 
and impatience, and even ignoring basic 
biological needs like getting enough sleep.   
  In what might be the ultimate  robocop-out, 
the solution to the AI/human interface issue 
might not be the humanization of computers 
and robots, but the ‘robotization’ of humans. 
(Maybe the question we should be asking is 
not what computers will be like in coming 
years, but what humans will be like.)  
   Turing was responsible for breaking the 
Nazi’s ‘Enigma’ code during World War II
—an achievement which shortened the war 
by as much as two years—but tragically, 
knowledge of this was withheld from the 
public. Chemically castrated in a misguided 
attempt to ‘cure’ his homosexuality and 
denied the public outcry that would have 
accompanied his punishment, he committed 
suicide in 1954, presumably unable to 
overcome the depression and humiliation 
resulting from being so poorly treated.
   Turing’s story suggests a heartbreaking 
analogy: The similarity between attempting 
to program a computer to mimic a human 
and the futile efforts of a gay man to pass as 
straight in England in the intolerant 1950s. 
One might even say that in not being granted 
his full humanity, Turing was unable to pass 
the ‘test’ that he himself gave birth to. 
   It’s not hard to imagine Turing futilely 
pleading with his narrow-minded judges, 
“Please verify that you are human.” ◾


