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Abstract: In this article, I examine the possibility of using TURING's concept of "imitation games" to 
analyze political discourse. This poses the theoretical question of identity matching. It also poses a 
methodological question: Is it possible to distinguish, using only internal criteria, the political 
discourse of political actors that belong to two distinct categories? The effort to answer these 
theoretical and methodological questions highlights important common motives in quantitative and 
qualitative research.
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1. Making the Case

In this article, I want to discuss the possibility of using a criterion—the Turing Test 
(TT)—for the analysis of political discourse as an "imitation game". I will start 
presenting the case in favor of the use of TT in social science and qualitative 
studies. Then I will try to show the advantages of TT-type experiments in the 
specific domain of political discourse. Finally, drawing on the previous discussion, 
I will highlight some basic links with quantitative and formal studies. [1]

Fifty years ago, in a seminal article, Alan TURING (1950) crafted an "imitation 
game" that proposed a criterion to know if a machine could "think" (also FRENCH 
1996; HARNAD 1992; SHIEBER 1994). In the game, an interrogator would speak 
through a screen with two completely different respondents, a human and a 
machine, and through successive questioning try to identify who is who. The 
interrogator would not have any physical cue (would not see the embodiment nor 
hear the voice) of his interlocutors. Though the game is apparently played by 
three subjects, actually it resembles a typical 2-player setting, each hit being 
equivalent to a victory for the interrogator while a miss is tantamount to a victory 
for the machine. If, after a session of questions, the interrogator can't tell the 
human from the machine, i.e. if the machine wins, it is impossible to deny, 
according to TURING, that it can think. In his mental experiment, TURING 
allowed the interrogator to dip into any subject whatsoever, but imposed upon him 
clear time limitations (he had no more than five minutes for his endeavor). [2]

1 I want to thank the editors of this number for their valuable critical remarks. 
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TURING's article had a telluric effect over the young artificial intelligence 
research community, and soon it also became a matter of debate among 
philosophers concerned with the issues of thought, language and meaning. In 
1980, SEARLE came up with his "Chinese room" thought experiment, in which he 
took TURING to task as "unabashedly behavioristic" (SEARLE 1980; 1982). The 
moral of SEARLE's own little story is that a being can produce an adequate 
output in a conversation, without understanding a word of it. Correct symbol 
manipulation, SEARLE argued, is not necessarily a symptom of the existence of 
subjective states that depend on meaning and, so, on semantics. Although I think 
the importance of the Chinese Room argument has been exaggerated, it does 
stress adequately the irreducibility of meaning to syntax (a good discussion of the 
Chinese room argument can be found in HARNAD 1989; an apt but extremely 
unsympathetic criticism is HAUSER 1997). [3]

But a major point that might be behind TURING's mise en scene, and that 
remains untouched by SEARLE's critical remarks, is that classificatory systems 
are a main arena of interaction between mind, language and social action. In fact, 
typologies help to create the social world (LAKOFF & JOHNSON 1980; LAKOFF 
1987; SOLOMON, MEDIN & LYNCH 1999). Typologies are anchored in our 
bodily and socio-cultural experience, and so a sufficient dialogue should allow us 
to unmask a speaker (in the sense of: mapping him or her into some basic 
typology). [4]

What I mean by sufficient is simply: as long and variegated as to color discourse 
with the basic characteristics (i.e., gender: TANNEN 1996) that spread over the 
totality of vital experience2. Discourse is so marked by cognitive and subcognitive 
cues (FRENCH 1996) that there should be an inverse function3 that returns us to 
pigeonholes of a classificatory system from strings of utterances. If this is true, 
Turing's Test is only a particular case of the question: How to distinguish, 
according to a previously set and extremely simple (dualistic) typology, player A 
from player B using only their language games? [5]

Dualism can be linked to our cognitive activity in at least two manners. First, a 
predicate in a pretty standard way defines a set S, the objects that possess the 
predicate, so any predicate is a potential base for a dualistic characterization. If 
my universe are the tables, S might be the set of red tables, and its complement 
the tables that aren't red. This is the classical notion of categories, which is only a 
particular case of a variegated toolkit of category building (see for example 
LAKOFF 1987). Second, in language proper the distinction between being A/not 

2 This reminds me of a joke raised against TURING by JEFFERSON in a BBC 1951 radio series: 
"that he would not believe a computing machine could think until he saw it touch the leg of a 
lady computing machine" (HODGES 1983, p.452). The lack of gender is, of course, a very 
gendered experience. 

3 A perhaps idle technical finesse: to speak about functions and inverses, I am supposing the 
domain and the range are equivalence classes (males and females, on the one hand, and male 
and female discourse, on the other). To say that there is an inverse arrow is equivalent to assert 
that they "behave well" , that is, that an imitation game under TURING's conditions (possibly 
dropping the time limitations) would discriminate properly between males and females. 
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being A may be a basic operator. JAKOBSONian dualism gives origin to the very 
important concept of "marked" and "unmarked". 

The concept of marking comes from the idea that the marked term of an opposition is 
more complex than the unmarked term ... In grammar, marking involves contrasting 
values in meaning. The marked term is "characterized by the conveyance of more 
precise, specific and additional information than the unmarked term" (HAGE 1999, 
p.425). [6]

Basic criteria to tell marked from unmarked are: 

1. The presence of the marked term implies the presence of the unmarked term, but 
not necessarily conversely ... 2. the marked term in lexicon is overtly indicated, e.g. 
parent (unmarked) versus grandparent (marked) ... 3. Par excellence expression. 
The unmarked term may represent the entire category or the opposite of the marked 
term ... 4. Certain categories present in the unmarked are absent in the marked 
(HAGE 1999, p.426).4 [7]

For example, in the TT, human is clearly unmarked while alien-non human is 
marked. [8]

Dichotomies built upon marking are not necessarily classic, in the sense of crisp 
and well differentiated. But, as JAKOBSON's concept of markedness suggests, 
they play a very important role in categorization. Sometimes, when finer 
distinctions are called for, dichotomies can be viewed as high level operators that 
subsume them. As other high level operants, they are central tools in inference 
and identity matching (BARNES-HOLMES & BARNES-HOLMES 2000), the core 
notion behind the TT. Now, it might happen that the proposed typology serves 
neither purpose adequately, because it outputs too many ambiguous answers. In 
this sense, the TT is a criterion to evaluate contestants but also to evaluate the 
typology itself: how much input does it need to produce a characterization that will 
be correct and stable under any further supply of information? It may provide a 
benchmark for building categories of categories according to their performance. [9]

My claim is that, thus, the TT can be fruitfully applied to qualitative research. But 
doesn't this mean incurring in gross behavioristic misunderstandings, or simply 
using a mechanical analogy from a completely different domain of knowledge? I 
believe not. First of all, the Turing Test was born as an effort of human 
classification: in the game from which TURING got his idea the interrogator would 
probe a male and a female and guess which is which. The male tried to fool the 
interrogator into believing that he was also a woman. [10]

So the Turing Test is an analogy taken from human affairs to artificial 
intelligence, not in the other direction. This is much more than an anecdote. 
Presently, when the Internet provides the interactive screen TURING perhaps 
had in mind for his test (he himself spoke about a teletype), Turing-like 

4 Once again, gender is a good example for the man-machine imitation game. 
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experiments and questions are being actively developed. For example, at 
http://www.cc.gatech.edu/elc/turing/ (which I'll call T page from now on) you can 
play the TT with male-female and other human dichotomies, and of course also 
with the canonical machine-human one (CARLSON 1999). The notion behind 
these engrossing exercises is that discourse is marked vis-à-vis some basic 
dualistic typologies, so even a sophisticated mimicking will be, sooner rather than 
latter, unmasked. At the T page, in the man-woman game the question: how 
much toilet paper do you waste monthly? was raised. Women answered correctly 
"one or two", but men offered wildly hyperbolic answers (10, 15 toilet paper rolls). 
This gave the women a cue to classify adequately their interlocutors. Men, 
instead, thought that the 10-15 hunches came from women, who they imagined to 
be "those fancy wasters", so they got it backwards (CARLSON 1999).5 [11]

Second, qualitative researchers get involved in these classificatory practices 
anyway. For example, a study about the fascist political discourse (SCHMITT 
2000) found that it used a specific set of metaphors. Specific in relation with 
whom? Here we have a nearly perfect set theoretical predicate, which divides the 
universe of political parties and movements between Nazis and non-Nazis, the 
former being the marked pole of the dichotomy. [12]

I believe there would be a near-consensus among qualitative researchers in the 
sense that decisive experiential traits tinge discourse, and the Turing Test is 
offering us a tool to evaluate and discuss systematically such conjecture. This 
tool is not behaviorist in the sense that SEARLE used the concept against 
TURING. For SEARLE, linguistic behaviorism consisted in judging a being by its 
observed output (perhaps devoid of meaning). But in the {public} human domain, 
we know that discourse is meaningful, so from the very beginning the test 
accounts for much more than "only symbols". Furthermore, classificatory testing 
of discourse is also more than "only words", in the sense that it systematically 
searches for cues in the "speakers-tokens" at both levels, cognitive (what they 
know) and subcognitive (how are they placed in the world, what are their implicit 
skills; FRENCH 1996). [13]

2. Questions About Discrimination and Imitation Political Discourse

Triangulation between hermeneutics and more formal methods can be used with 
advantage. If hermeneutic interpretation is an art more than a method (MAYRING 
2000), its results can be profitably compared with those that come from the use of 
more explicit patterns of evaluation. Furthermore, this might help prevent 
indulging in overinterpretation, an easy and very common pitfall of which I would 
bring out two particular cases: 

• Finding links that do not exist between historical experiences and meanings 
(fallacy of expansion). John feels guilty because he is Catholic. Maybe he 
feels guilty simply because he spat at his sister (and many other sociocultural 

5 About the TT and the Internet see also TYLER 1996. 
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configurations other than Catholicism enable him to feel guilty because of this 
very action).

• Restraining inappropriately the domain of meanings to concrete social 
categories (fallacy of contraction). Here an "if" is incorrectly changed by an "if 
and only if". Protestantism expresses the spirit of capitalism. The sentence 
can be translated into: if this religion is protestant, it expresses the spirit of 
capitalism. With a little lack of self restraint, the final assertion will be: "the 
only religion that expresses the spirit of capitalism is Protestantism" or 
equivalently "a good test to decide if a religion expresses the spirit of 
capitalism is to know if it is protestant or not". Another significant example: In 
the country C, criminals are admired by many people. So country C must 
have a special type of culture6. But the admiration of criminals or eccentric 
characters is not necessarily restrained to C. What I am trying to stress here 
are the "limits of interpretation" (ECO 1990) in culturalist analyses, which 
often concur in naive victim-blaming without asking what it can possibly mean 
to be member of a culture (BRASS 1997). [14]

The fallacy of expansion is related to a poor notion of causality, and the fallacy of 
restriction to a poor notion of discrimination. Of course, there is a generous 
supply of extreme instantiations of overinterpretation, some of which would do 
well as textbook examples of where uncontrolled hermeneutics can lead. The 
problem with overinterpretation is that it opens the door (or the door was opened 
just before it?) to circular reasoning. [15]

An additional and seldom spoken of problem is overfitting. Suppose you know 
that party A is racist, and you are studying its political discourse. The result will 
probably be to show how A's discourse, even when it is related to areas far from 
the subject, promotes its racist practices and values (unless you are an A militant, 
but I will not reckon with that case). It may happen, however, that there are 
serious discontinuities and maladjustments between A's practice and discourse, 
and these should also be uncovered. Actually, they play a very important role in 
the outcomes of political conflict. Isn't it possible that in some interpretative efforts 
there is an internalized functionalism, which highlights only the mutual 
reinforcement of practices and discourse while losing their discontinuities and 
tensions? [16]

If so, discriminatory (semi) formal tests7, do not "unground" social theory—in the 
sense of separating discourse and other social practices—but rather provide for a 
"veil of ignorance" to prevent circularity, overinterpretation and overfitting. New, 
possibly important, phenomena-differential ways of advancing goals discursively 
and in social action, polysemy of discursive devices, etc.—can be brought to the 

6 Many Latin American qualitative studies (based for example in the notion of social capital) are 
based in such kinds of reasoning, and end in a very biased and ideological "inverted 
ethnocentrism" (KNIPPERS BLACK 1998). 

7 Of course, there are several methods and techniques that have been used in a highly profitable 
way. I believe that the TT would have some specific advantages: it would be able to address 
very explicitly the problem of discrimination and imitation. 
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fore. And the quality of typologies—how many false positives, false negatives and 
"don't knows" they output—might be systematically assessed. [17]

All this seems pretty crucial in domains in which imitation is an important issue. 
Take political discourse. It is widely-understood that in today's politics, dictators 
try to appear as democrats, and mass killers as humanitarian reformers. Why is 
this effort possible, imaginable? Why should it be so difficult to tell a dangerous 
and homicidal yahoo from a virtuous houyhnhnm? [18]

Mass politics implies argumentation and deliberation in front of distant audiences 
that must take cues from fragments of information to form opinions and take 
decisions (i.e., vote for A or for B). Discrimination is at the very heart of it. That's 
why the political in the 20th century can be read also as the uninterrupted weaving 
and unweaving of imitatory practices. On the side of contentious politics, perhaps 
the most serious issue was to know who was really a defender of the working 
class and popular interests. On the side of liberal politics, who is or is not a true 
democrat may have been an equivalently important question. The future, with the 
formation of a world-wide public opinion that discusses and deliberates about 
remote events "disembodiedly" through an interactive screen in a very turinguian 
fashion, will only make the problem more salient and difficult. My contention is 
that the TT appears here as a valuable benchmark because it is an abstract 
distillation of quotidian processes embedded in the very (contemporary) notion of 
the political. To think politically is to engage not only in strategic games, but also 
in imitation games. [19]

On the one hand, the present institutionalization of politics demands that 
politicians and parties speak to heterogeneous constituencies addressing their 
often contradictory interests. On the other hand, public discourse, even in its most 
official and formal varieties, is heavily marked vis-a-vis many fundamental 
categories. Politicians and bureaucrats speak to diverse constituencies and, to 
gather their support, must refer if only in a tenuous and indirect manner to past 
and present experiences, interests, alliances and expectations. In this sense their 
statements are always a blend of candor and mimesis. For any association that is 
more than marginal, to mobilize and to dissimulate are necessary but partially con-
tradictory efforts. The political, as common sense correctly guessed a long time 
ago, is a domain replete with imitation games and so an ideal arena for TTs. [20]

Imagine a researcher wants to apply a TT to distinguish party A from party B. The 
researcher has at hand a corpora of texts and a knowledge about the deeds of A 
and B. She doesn't have direct access to the minds of the participants8. If she 
had, she could raise the "is the deliverer sincere or not?" issue. But she doesn't. 
Even in the cases of the (for me or you) most outrageous contradiction between 
fact and words, some kind of discursive mediation is necessary to expose it. It is 
typical of the political that the contradictions between the facts and the words can 
be bridged by new words. To try to solve the identity matching problem only 

8 The "other minds" problem is a thorny one but it is at the heart of the TT. How to know about 
some thing other subjectivity only with indirect evidence? Of course, it addresses an old 
philosophical problem, but in more or less contemporary terms. See ECO 1999. 
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through a comparison of strings of actions and signs is a doomed effort, internal 
and not external to direct unmediated political practice itself. Less than ever, facts 
here do not speak for themselves. [21]

Our researcher would still have plenty of cues, however. She can try to 
distinguish between A's texts and B's, for example by their styles. Perhaps A uses 
idiosyncratic metaphors, so even if A tries mimesis it can be uncovered. But 
humans learn to learn. Style can be adopted, and in a market economy even 
purchased (for example, by buying sophisticated intellectual output). So the 
analysis of imitation becomes increasingly complicated. How can this problem be 
addressed? I'll mention here two dimensions of analysis that I deem important. 
First, the intention should leave a trace. The problem with political discourses is 
that they are much more than words (and in this common sense goes wrong). 
Imitation can express ambiguous intentions (I want to imitate B for purely 
instrumental reasons, but at the same time I really aspire to resemble B), or have 
unintended consequences (I start imitating B, and end up being a little bit like it). 
The PASCALian advice has more than a grain of truth to it: mutter your prayers, 
and perhaps you will start to believe. Gesture may precede belief. Or is it that 
purely instrumental imitation has internal signals that highlight the "non-
PASCALian" parts of the speech? (the parts not to be taken seriously, the parts 
you can repeat an indeterminate number of times without changing the way you 
act). Second, overcorrectness (once more a stylistic issue, but far more subtle 
than making open errors). Overcorrectness can appear because there are states 
that are "subproducts of themselves" (ELSTER 1989; ELSTER 1983); they can't 
be reached by a direct quest. Overcorrectness can be identified by (stylistic) 
superarticulateness. If the imitator tries to conceal his superarticulateness, 
intentions of doing so will also leave a trace9. [22]

So the TT would go on in the following way. In the first step, the researcher 
chooses a corpora of texts of A and B, for example those produced around a 
common theme in a public debate in a relatively long span of time. In the second, 
she develops some working hypothesis about the differences between A and B 
(as we have a working hypothesis about the difference between human and 
machine, say, that the latter has no bodily experience). In the third, she suspends 
belief about her contextual knowledge and, covered with this version of the veil of 
ignorance, probes each text—for example, from the point of view of style, 
imitatory devices and overcorrectness—to ascribe it to A or B: text 1 was uttered 
by A, text 2 by B. In the fourth step, she compares the result of the third step with 
the actual authorship. In the fifth, she engages in identity matching. Finally, she 
looks if necessary for new ways of categorization. [23]

TT's of this type would allow for a structured confrontation of contexts and 
discourses. Suppose our researcher believes A and B belong to two distinct, 
dramatically different categories. She has a lot of historical context to back her 
statement. Now she can choose a coherent corpora of texts produced by A and B 
and subject it to systematic analysis from the point of view of style, imitative 

9 "Part of my impeccable performance is trying to be as imperfect as everybody". But this is the 
most extreme form of overcorrection. So you can be caught after all. 
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devices and overcorrectness. She may find that she has a brand new category, 
with some texts of A and B on one side of her new dichotomy, and other texts of 
A and B on the other side. Or she might simply put into question her patterns of 
reading the historical context by discovering that A and B have long engaged in 
cross-fertilization, each one imitating a different aspect of its adversary's 
discourse. The most obvious forms of circular reasoning are thus avoided. 
Furthermore, this type of exercise may show us how categories are socially built 
and how diverse political classificatory systems coexist, a very important problem 
in its own right (KAGAN 1998; LIEN & CHENG 2000; SMITH & MARK 1999; 
WORTHEN, HUTCHENS & BRET 1998). It may also help evaluate the validity of 
the initial conjecture that A and B were qualitatively different: how many good 
matches does this conjecture produce? [24]

3. Formal Qualitative/Formal Quantitative

If the TT has some use in the analysis of political discourse, this provides more 
evidence in favor of the notion that there is not a Chinese Wall between 
qualitative and quantitative social science, and that this particular dichotomy 
shouldn't be pressed too far. [25]

At least three arguments appear to be relevant in the perspective of relaxing the 
qualitative-quantitative cleavage. First, frequently both poles are confronting the 
same type of methodological problem, and none can provide for a "perfect" 
solution. One of the main issues addressed in this article, discriminating, is 
indeed central to the statistical literature, and each possible solution has to be 
qualified with several technical niceties. Overfitting is also a known nuisance not 
only for statisticians but for researchers that use neural networks. I don't believe it 
is desirable that one type of analyst imitate the other—people who work with texts 
and contexts follow the statistician—because they are probing different aspects 
and moments of social life. Even worse would be to imitate or reject a caricature 
of the other (statistical technique as provider of some absolute positivistic truth 
independent of theory and values). Instead, comparing methodically different 
ways of attacking the same problem might offer interesting possibilities of cross-
fertilization. [26]

Second, common styles of thought pop out here and there and sometimes run 
across wide scientific and intellectual fields. Mind experiments make possible 
theoretical physics, illuminate artificial intelligence (actually, founded it) and, as 
LEVI-STRAUSS showed in his comments about ROUSSEAU, also played a 
foundational role in anthropology and other social sciences. [27]

Third, and perhaps most importantly, from time to time a theoretical earthquake 
provides unifying concepts and sets of preferred questions to disparate 
intellectual endeavors. Then, what is qualitative and what is quantitative, what is 
soft and what is hard, is neither possible nor interesting to tell apart: a good 
example of a distinction which does not pertain. Those concepts go back and 
forth between one discipline and another, changing and being changed in the 
process. During his voyages in the Beagle DARWIN read and was inspired by 
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MALTHUS, and a few years later economists were reading DARWIN to 
determine what biology had to teach economy. Perhaps deplorable, in any case 
ironical, but there are many other more encouraging examples. To have a deep 
understanding of semiology and linguistics one had better grasp some basic 
concepts of geometry, as JAKOBSON once stressed. 

Peirce belonged to the great generation that broadly developed one of the most 
salient concepts and terms for geometry, physics, linguistics, psychology and many 
other sciences. This is the seminal idea of INVARIANCE. The rational necessity of 
discovering the invariant behind the numerous variables, the question of the 
assignment of all these variants to relational constants unaffected by 
transformations ... Invariance was the main topic of Felix Klein's Erlanger Program in 
1872 ... Thus, convergent ideas destined to transform our science, and sciences in 
general, emerged almost simultaneously. No matter where the model came from, 
those were timely pursuits for a wide field of research and they are still able to 
engender new, fruitful interactions between different disciplines (JAKOBSON 1977, 
p.1030). [28]

One of the contemporary "timely pursuits for a wide field of research" is the quest 
for human subjectivity and conscience. It is at the base of the artificial intelligence 
effort, that not by chance gathers social scientists, mathematicians, engineers 
and philosophers. It is the objective of at least some fundamental rational choice 
subfields, for example the area of common knowledge, and their many relations 
with abstract logic. Doesn't it define in some sense hermeneutics? Not by chance 
historical narrative and strategic calculus are being brought together (BATES 
1998). I believe one of the seminal ideas behind this quest is the concept of 
reflexivity. Imitation is a typically reflexive action, no wonder it has inspired a 
powerful literature in artificial intelligence, philosophy, semiotics, linguistics, 
rational choice (FRANK 1996), anthropology and political science. [29]
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