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Il N THE MiD-1740s, French philosopher Julien
Offray de La Mettrie declared Man a Machine. Two
centuries later, in the mid-1940s, a middle-aged neu-
rosurgeon and a teenage self-educated symbolic
logician speculated that the synapses in our neu-
ral networks might be doing binary calculations,
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i.e., the Brain is a Computer. It is now eight dec-
ades since that first idea that the synaptic connec-
tions between brain neurons might be binary logic
transmitting “all or nothing” action potentials along
neurons (1s or 0s) to the next synapse and solving
problems in propositional logic. It is important to

remember that in 1943, this was still just an idea.
True, it was seven years after Alan Turing in 1936 pro-
posed his “universal computing machine.” However,
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the idea was a couple of years before
the first digital computers (Colossus in
the United Kingdom in 1945 and ENIAC
in the United States in 1946) were actu-
ally constructed. Nevertheless, this 1943
idea that a brain might compute has
become the nearly universal opinion of
“computational neuroscience” today:
the brain is a digital computer, as seen
in three recent books.

Is man a machine? Is the brain a digi-
tal computer? Is an Al large language
model conscious?

The original idea that brain neurons might form
logical networks was the work of 45-year-old War-
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This 1943 idea

that a brain might
compute has
become the nearly
universal opinion

of “computational
neuroscience” today:
the brain is a digital
computer, as seen in
three recent books.

the IRE [2]. In their classic 1943 article,
McCulloch and Pitts wrote, “Because of
the ‘all-ornone’ character of nervous
activity, neural events and the relations
among them can be treated by means
of propositional logic.” Their article
also explicitly compared the behavior
of neural networks to a Turing machine.
“One more thing is to be remarked in
conclusion. It is easily shown: first, that
every net, if furnished with a tape, scanners con-
nected to afferents, and suitable efferents to perform
the necessary motor-operations, can compute only
such numbers as can a Turing machine... This is of

interest as affording a psychological justification of

the Turing definition of computability and its equiv-



