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Chess to Enjoy

By GM Andy Soltis

Six decades ago, mankind made a social contract with machines. As computer
chess reaches a milestone this month, we now knowwe got the better of the deal.

What Would Fritz Do?

If computer chess has a birthday, it’s
March 9. That’s the day 60 years ago
when a mathematician/engineer named
Claude Shannon gave a remarkable talk
before a conference of radio engineers in
New York.
Shannon presented to them his plan for

a “computing routine”—or “program,” he
said, using a new term. It was a program
for a machine to play chess.
Shannon admitted that a chess-playing

computer might have “no practical pur-
pose.” But, he said, what scientists would
learn from this project would enable them
to tackle others, such as devising
machines to route telephone calls, trans-
late foreign languages, orchestrate a
melody or even plan military strategy.
In other words, we’d teach the

machines how to play chess—and the
machines would teach us how to pro-
gram. But in 60 years the social contract
has changed. Today the computers are
teaching us how to play chess.

WWFD?
GM Viswanathan Anand
GM Ruslan Ponomariov
Wijk aan Zee 2005

After 7. ... e6

In this, a standard Sicilian Defense
position, Black’s annoying queen will
keep White from castling kingside for sev-

eral moves. White usually plays some-
thing like 8. Qe2, followed by Be3 and
0-0-0, even though the queen is some-
what clumsy on e2 and his king is often
a target on the queenside.
While White was thinking here, specta-

tors following on the Internet asked the
universal question of 21st century chess:
“WWFD?” (What would Fritz do?)
They were stunned when their com-

puters answered 8. Ke2!. It’s actually a
perfectly good move. Yet it’s one almost no
carbon-based player would consider.
That’s beginning to change. The gener-

ation of players who grew up on
computers has now reached the world’s
top 10 and it is proving that “computer
moves” are perfectly good. As Gata Kam-
sky said in a Sport day by day interview,
“When you constantly prepare with com-
puters, you begin to think like a
computer.”
But how do computers think differ-

ently from us? Here’s a few things they’re
teaching us.

Materialism
“The use of computers has made peo-

ple more skeptical and now they are prone
to go pawn-grabbing unless there is def-
inite compensation,” Vishy Anand wrote
in his game collection.
This challenges a common 20th century

view that if you have a choice between
obtaining a positional edge and getting a
material edge of approximately the same
value, the former is better. Alexander
Alekhine, for example, said a strong mas-
ter will always prefer the positional edge
if the alternative is having to defend with
the extra material. This carbon-based
thinking is illustrated by:

Carbon-based thinking
GM Bobby Fischer
GM Tigran Petrosian
Candidates finals match 1971

After 12. Qa4+

Black’s 12. ... Qd7 was praised and so
was White’s reply 13. Re1. One or both
moves was routinely given an exclamation
point by annotators.
But today a world class player—cer-

tainly a Kramnik or a Leko—would avoid
12. ... Qd7? if he were Black. And he
would grab material, 13. Bb5! axb5 14.
Qxa8, if he were White.
Sure, Black has lots of play after 14. ...

0-0 15. Qa5. But White has the Exchange.
Computers are teaching us that White
is safe and sound—and better.
Another lesson we’re getting concerns

the minor pieces. When a white bishop
pins a knight on, say, f6 or c6, Black is
tempted to ask its intentions by advanc-
ing a rook pawn one square. We call that
“putting the question to the bishop.”
If White is a computer, he is much

more likely than a human to answer with
BxN. White may benefit in two ways.
First, he gains a tempo, compared with
retreating the bishop. Second, he may
double Black’s pawns. White benefits in
both ways after 1. e4 e5 2. Nf3 Nc6 3. Bb5
a6 4. Bxc6, rather than 4. Ba4.
What is new is that players today, fol-

lowing the lead of computers, are willing
to play BxN when they gain only one of the
two benefits. Case in point: 1. e4 c5 2. Nf3
Nc6 3. Bb5 g6 and now the unprovoked
4. Bxc6!? dxc6 is common.
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