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In this modern world, machines such as personal computers, mobile phones, personal digital assistants, mp3 players are all very common in our lives. These machines are very useful in our daily lives, enabling us to work, communicate with each other, plan our schedule, organize our data and entertain ourselves. However, there is one essential question many people do not consider, one which many people overlook. Can a machine know?


A machine is a man made electronic device, programmed by man to run many complex task to aid us in our daily lives. Some of these machines, such as supercomputers, are even more important, as they can predict an earthquake and save people lives. So is it possible that these machines, which many of us use daily, actually “know”? This is an important question to ask, as we trust these machines with a lot of important and confidential data. A bank’s computer could store the confidential data of all its customers. The military’s computers would store all the sensitive data that could be valuable to enemies. Therefore, what do these machines know and can they be trusted?


Firstly, we must have some background knowledge on these machines. Machines such as the computer have a microprocessor which can process data, and memory to store data. Machines operate in binary language, which consist of 0’s and 1’s. Therefore, they have to be programmed by people before they can be use to accomplish tasks and set to remember various data that has been keyed in by us to be processed or remembered.


Computers these days are very advanced machines. We can access the internet, check our email, watch videos, listen to music, play games, and do our school work and much more. We can customize our computers to remember our passwords, our favorite settings, our frequently used programs, our favorite websites and much more. So is it correct to say that our computer knows us? After all, Microsoft’s Windows XP computer operating system, which is used by many of us these days, claims to be better than many of the previous versions of Windows as it observes the way the user usually uses the computer and adapts to it. For example, if a user always runs a particular program after he logs on, the computer will realize this after the user does this several times, and then the computer will arrange the files on the hard disk in such a way that the program will be able to load quickly whenever the user logs on.


We have to consider the different views that people might have on this issue, for machines are getting more and more advanced by the day. While there might be a limit as to what computers can currently do today, there is no saying what computers of the future can do. However, what computers know is important. This is because robots, which are already very common in the manufacturing industry these days, might one day be a common sight in the streets, enabling humans to do much more. This is a very dangerous issue, because if the machine does know, then it could one day just plan to wipe out the human race. While it may seem far fetched, it could become real in the future. 

We are already programming computers these days to program other computers, spot flaws in the programming of other computers and much more. The computer is much faster and efficient than the human brain, so its no wonder why programmers would want to program computers in such a way, as it saves them from wasting time to look for errors in their own program. This is also known as artificial intelligence, defined as intelligence exhibited by an artificial entity.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has long been debated by many people over the years. Some people say that an appropriately programmed computer isn't simply a simulation or model of a mind; it actually would count as a mind. An example on artificial intelligence is given by philosopher John Rogers Searle. 

Suppose that, many years from now, we have constructed a computer which behaves as if it understands Chinese. In other words, the computer takes Chinese symbols as input, consults a large look-up table (as all computers can be described as doing), and then produces other Chinese symbols as output. Suppose that this computer performs this task so convincingly that it easily passes the Turing test. In other words, it convinces a human Chinese speaker that it is a Chinese speaker. All the questions the human asks are responded to appropriately, such that the Chinese speaker is convinced that he or she is talking to another Chinese speaker. The conclusion proponents of strong AI would like to draw is that the computer understands Chinese, just as the person does.

Now, Searle asks us to suppose that he is sitting inside the computer. In other words, he is in a small room in which he receives Chinese symbols, looks them up on look-up table, and returns the Chinese symbols that are indicated by the table. Searle notes, of course, that he doesn't understand a word of Chinese. Furthermore, his lack of understanding goes to show, he argues, that computers don't understand Chinese either, because they are in the same situation as he is. They are mindless manipulators of symbols, just as he is - and they don't understand what they're 'saying', just as he doesn't.

I agree with the scenario that John Rogers Searle has proposed, as all these are simply what we enter into the computer to be processed, which the computer then stores in it’s memory until it is deleted. Therefore, if we do not program any of these settings in, it will not remember any of them. However, even if we do program these settings in, to the machine, it is just a string of 0’s and 1’s, and its means noting to the machine. 

If the information we program into the computer is nothing but a string of zeroes and ones, the machine is just a device programmed to execute the information only. So without the programs written by man, the machine is essentially useless.

� The Chinese Room argument. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_room
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