Ulric Melsser's article brings to mind
a remark I was privileged to hear from
Y. von Neumann dwring an informal
talk on computers given at the Institute
for Advanced Study at Princeton, in
1948 A woman in the andicnce staried
raising the canonical question, “But, of
course, a mere machine can’t really
think, can #?" For a while he tried to
put it off with a good-natured gesture,
but she persisted. So he turned o his

tormentor and said: “Look here. You
insist that there is something a machine
cannot do. If you will tell me pre-
cisely what it is that a machine cannot
de, then I can always make a machine
which will do just that.”

The fuil import of this remark may
have been lost on the person to whom
it was directed, but to others in the
audience it answered, in a sudden flash
of understanding, many half-formulated
questions. Therc is no lmitation at all
inherent in the machine; the only Hmi.
tations on making “machines which
think™ are our owsn lmitations in not
knowing exactly what “thinking” con-
sists of.

Von  Neumann's remark  applies
egually well 1o all of the alleged differ-
ences pointed out by Nelsser. T suggest
that his arguments, far from establish-
ing any “deep difference between the
thinking of men and machines,” de-
scribes only the present state of igno.
rance of psychologists concerning what
growth, emotion, motivation, creativity,
and so forth really are,

This does not mean, as Nelsser im-
plics, that #t would be desirable to in-
corporate all these features into ma-

chines of the future. For most appli-
cations of machines, this would ameount
to 2 deliberately built-in unreliability,
[ could hardly disagree more strongly
with the implications of the remark, “1f
machines really theught as men do,
therg would be no more reason fo fear
them than fo fear men.” It is just the
fact that machines do not get confused
hy emotional factors, do not pursue
hidden motives opposed ta ours, do not
get bored with a lengthy problem, that
makes them far safer agenfs than men
for carrying out certain tasks, What
we have most to fear in the world to-
day s not machines which Iack these
“haman” features, but men who, un-
fortunatcly, have them. '
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