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4a: Cosmology


Student Resource Sheet 11: The end is nigh
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Its going to get worse… If you live anywhere near a large town or city, then the chances are that you will have come across individuals with sandwich boards hanging over their shoulders walking through the streets. Often these people are employed to walk about advertising something like the nice fudge shop just round the corner (hmm, hot fudge…), but sometimes they are trying to convey a message relating to a more deeply felt agenda. You may see them campaigning for animal rights, against the war in Iraq and against fluoride in water. Sometimes they are well meaning religious people trying to warn others about the immanent end of the world.
Image Source: http://www.newstrolls.com/news/dev/CJ/100698.htm 

Titles

Below is a list of various titles that might be emblazoned across the top of a sandwich board by someone proclaiming the end of the world. There are also some explanatory comments. Pick one declaration and design the rest of the board. You will need to include some illustrations, a brief explanation of what the board is about and an estimation of how likely this particular nasty end is. Use the Internet and the various reference books that you have available to find out some background information that you can use. When you have finished, you may be asked to present your board and answer questions from your classmates.

1. We’re all going to fry! (the Sun will turn into a Red Giant)

2. Beware the Big Crunch! (one possible end to the universe)

3. The world is coming apart (this one is supposed to be about proton decay)

4. Dress warm, the big freeze is coming! (this is the heat death of the universe)

5. Look to the skies (asteroid impact on the Earth)
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Image Source: http://www.wordwiseweb .com/freeexpression/pages/end%20of%20the%20world.html 

Results of typing “the end of the universe” into www.Googlism.com 

You may find some parts of the following list to be amusing

· end of the universe is uncertain

· end of the universe is very popular

· end of the universe is infinitely many kilometres from the surface of the earth

· end of the universe is the big crunch

· end of the universe is one of the most extraordinary ventures in the entire history of catering

· end of the universe is the latest full length cd release from lewis black & stand up

· end of the universe is when there is no other evolutionary step left

· end of the universe is only a few hundred pages long

· end of the universe is time travel

· end of the universe is truly a long way away

· end of the universe is nigh

· end of the universe is one of futility

· end of the universe is called the omega point theory

· end of the universe is the end of the interest of intelligence

· end of the universe is if humanity is what caused it to end

· end of the universe is the place to be seen

· end of the universe is treating you well

· end of the universe is matched by a balancing tweak at the other end

· end of the universe is rather bleak

· end of the universe is one of my favorite books

· end of the universe is scheduled to occur on the 22nd of December 2012

· end of the universe is what creates the universe to start off with
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Image Source: http://members.tripod.com/cowlovergirl/mypage.htm
The escape clauses

It seems that the universe is doomed either to eventually collapse into the Big Crunch, or expand without limit into a cold, dark and bleak future. In the face of these unappealing scenarios some scientists have speculated that life need not be doomed. Using projections of the laws of physics as currently understood [1] they have constructed theories about what conscious life might be able to do in order to escape extinction. The two most famous proponents of these ideas are Freeman Dyson and Frank Tipler.

Life in the far future

Freeman Dyson has admitted that the first spur to his interest in the future of life came from reading Stephen Weinberg’s The First Three Minutes, a semi-popular book on the Big Bang in which Weinberg infamously declares that “the more the universe is comprehensible the more it seems pointless”. Dyson set out to consider a universe expanding forever and how it might be theoretically possible for conscious life to evolve. The physics Dyson employed has been superseded now, but his paper remains an important spur to further thinking. (the paper is available from: http://www.aleph.se/Trans/Global/Omega/dyson.txt)

The Omega Point

Frank Tipler has considered the alterative scenario of a universe collapsing back to a Big Crunch. In his view, it is possible that in the closing moments of the universe’s existence a super intelligent computer being can use the vast information processing possibilities available (in Tipler’s scenario) to resurrect (in simulation) everyone who has ever lived. According to Tipler’s thinking, at some point in the future life will ‘download’ itself into computer-like structures and then continue to evolve in this form, in a more self determined way. Tipler suggests that towards the end of his collapsing universe these intelligences would merge and use the universe itself as a giant computer system. This ‘Omega point’ he then associates with God. This makes an interesting connection between scientific speculation and biblical thought.
Notes

1. Some would say wild exaggerations…

Web references:

http://www.aleph.se/Trans/Global/Omega/ - a site about Tipler’s Omega point theory and other scenarios for life in the far future of the universe. Very much worth looking at and exploring the various branches.

http://www.math.tulane.edu/~tipler/ - Frank Tipler’s own page
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