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Book Overview

	 

	When he was just five years old, Randall Munroe was already trying to find the answers to science and math questions. Now an adult, Munroe takes a humorous, but fact-based look at science in What If? This collection of questions and answers derives from his web comic, xkcd. Each of the seventy short chapters draws on Munroe’s background as a NASA robotics expert, a network of scientific experts, plus journals, books and articles. The science is often accompanied by his stick-figure cartoons.

	Both the words and the pictures share the message that real science is beyond anything that could be imagined. A simple hair dryer, for example, could blow up the world if left running in a closed metal box on high power for a long enough time. 

	Doomsday scenarios particularly interest the many readers who have sent questions to the xkcd web site. In particular, many have asked what will happen if the sun dies. Munroe gives various scenarios that involve the cooling Earth, but humanity survives none of them unless people can travel long distances in space. Weather disasters also have xkcd readers worried. Munroe finds that a nuclear bomb will not break up a hurricane, tornado or volcano in the answer to several weather related questions. Lightning also ignites a number of questions, leading to findings such as fire tornadoes do exist and lightning really can strike twice.

	Technology is another subject that has the blog’s readers asking many questions.  A jet pack made from machine guns presents itself as an actual possibility, according to Munroe’s calculations. The number of printers it would take to output Wikipedia updates computes to six. A Lego bridge between Europe and North America would not be impossible to build from an engineering standpoint. On the subject of health, another popular topic, complete isolation of humans from each other for two weeks probably would not end the common cold forever. If people had no DNA, they would succumb to a variety of ailments quickly, similar to what happens from radiation and chemotherapy damage.

	Exploring space and time also comes up frequently in questions asked by the blog’s readers.
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