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Creating a Chess Player

An Essay on Human

and Computer Chess Skill

In a recent Time essay (see references)
Robert Jastrow, director of NASA's Goddard
Institute for Space Studies, predicted that
history is about to witness the birth of a new
intelligence, a form superior to humanity’s.
The pitiful human brain has “a wiring de-
fect” that causes it to “freeze up” when
faced with ‘“several streams of information
simultaneously.” Jastrow suggests that “‘the
human form is not likely to be the standard
form for intelligent life” in the cosmos.
Even on our own small planet, a new day is
near at hand: “In the 1990s,. .. the com-
pactness and reasoning power of an intelli-
gence built out of silicon will begin to match
that of the human brain.”

We have always been fascinated by the
idea of a machine that is capable of rational
thought. )astrow is neither the first nor the
last person who is betting on rapid improve-
ments in machine intelligence. His expecta-
tion that computers will rival humanity
within 15 years seems optimistic to anyone
who has watched half-a-dozen excited tech-
nicians flutter about for several hours trying
to bring a crashed system back to life. This
prophecy seems even more fanciful to those
who have attempted to program machines
to cope with pattern recognition, language
translation or a complex game such as chess.

The chess environment, in fact, provides
a particularly good example of the difficult
problems which still need to be solved before
silicon intelligence can become a reality.
More than 20 years ago, Herbert Simon, a
recognized expert in the field of artificial
intelligence, predicted that within a decade,
the world’s chess champion would be a
computer, This prognostication has not
come to pass. Why was an informed scientist

like Simon so wrong in his assessment of
computer capabilities? A major factor is that
computer scientists have often failed to ap-
preciate the level of knowledge which is
required to play master-level chess. They
have also commonly underestimated the
tremendous information-processing capacity
of the human brain. Even though chess is a
game of logic in which all legal moves can be
precisely specified and in which nothing is
left to chance, several centuries of intensive
analysis have not exhausted the perennial
challenge and novelty of the game. Psycholo-
gists have been actively studying the human
brain for several decades and have discovered
a fascinating mystery wrapped within an
enigma. The more we learn about the brain,
the more we are aware of our lamentable
state of ignorance.

The Mind of the Chess Player

At a general level of knowledge, we have
several provocative insights on the nature and
structure of human chess skill. We know, for
example, that the skilled chess player does
not examine hundreds of possible continua-
tions before selecting a move. We also know
that superior chess players are not formidable
“thinking machines” but in fact display a
normal range of intelligence scores. Strong
chess players, as a group, do not even appear
to have special retention abilities such as
having ‘‘photographic’’ memories. In most
respects, top-flight chess players have the
same intellectual capacities as the rest of
the population and, in the technical details
of move selection, seem to engage in the
same type of information processing that is
observed in much weaker players.



Our knowledge in these matters is based
on the early work of Binet in France and
that of de Groot in Holland and on more
recent investigations by other scientists in
the USSR and the United States. In the late
nineteenth century, Binet was surprised
to discover that masters did not have a vivid
image of the board when playing blindfolded
chess. Instead, they seemed to remember
positions in abstract terms such as by specific
relations among pieces. Interviews with
masters clearly indicated that a photographic
memory was not a prerequisite for being
able to play many simultaneous games of
blindfolded chess. In the 1930s and 1940s,
de Groot worked with a number of strong
chess players (from Grandmasters to strong
club players) and had them verbalize their
thought processes while selecting a move in
a complicated position. His research indi-
cated that the Grandmasters' general ap-
proach was highly similar to that of weaker
players. They analyzed a similar number of
moves (about four) from the initial position,
a similar number of total moves (about 35),
made a similar number of fresh starts (about
six), and calculated combinations to the
same maximal depth (about seven plies or
half-moves, where a move is defined as a
play by one side and a response by the
other). The only clear measurable difference
was that the Grandmasters invariably chose
the strongest move while the weaker players
did not. Thus de Groot concluded that
Grandmasters play better chess because they

pick better moves. Unfortunately, this con-
clusion is not very informative since it is
obviously circular. The fact that de Groot’s
extensive study did not uncover any promi-
nent differences in the move-selection strate-
gies used by strong and average players im-
plies that the analysis procedure itself is not
the critical factor which determines chess
skill.

An important clue to the difference be-
tween skilled and unskilled players was
discovered by de Groot when he displayed
an unfamiliar chess position to his subjects
for a few seconds and then asked them to
recall the position from memory. He found
that masters recalled almost all the pieces
while club players remembered only about
half of them. Recent work in this country
by Chase and Simon at Carnegie-Mellon
University has indicated that novice players
recall only about a third of the pieces.
Chase and Simon also added an important
control procedure. They demonstrated that
the differences in recall ability completely
disappear if the pieces are positioned
randomly. This outcome indicates that the
superior memory of the chess master is
chess-specific and not a general trait.

Simon and Gilmartin have proposed that
skilled chess players learn to recognize a
large number of piece combinations as
perceptual chunks and perform well in the
recall task because they remember four or
five chunks rather than four or five pieces
like the novice. If the average chunk size is
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De Groot’s “law” of chess
is that Grandmasters play
better chess simply be-
cause they pick better
moves.
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