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Preface

Do you ever feel like the world is celebrating Opposite Day every day? But what if everybody saw things exactly the way you did? Would we all be better off . . . or worse? Be honest! Have you ever looked at something and thought, “Hmm, what if this one thing could be different?” and then explored what life would be like if it was in fact different? That process typically starts with a question. “What if no one went to bed hungry?” “What if we could go to the moon?” “What if we wrote a book about questions?” The best part is that anyone can ask a question—not only “experts” but those just beginning their journeys to become experts.

We’re not experts on any of the topics in this book—but we are insanely curious. We wrote this book together anyways because we believe in the power of, “What if . . . ?” We believe in it so much that we started a company in 2010 dedicated to turning ideas into action. You see, we view curiosity as a natural resource. The same way people (including us) are concerned about wasting natural resources such as oil, coal, and natural gas, we’re especially concerned about curiosity.

How can we stop wasting curiosity?

For some people, it’s letting them know it’s OK to be curious. For others, it’s helping them find ways to take action on what they’re curious about. Some just need to realize that being curious is a powerful ability to have. Through conferences, workshops, content, and connecting people, we’ve spread curiosity all around the world. Now you’re a part of this movement to make the world a more curious place. Thank you!

Why ask, “What if?” Because nobody knows what tomorrow holds, and yesterday’s lessons are never complete. By asking, you’re taking the first step toward doing. Every great, world-shaking action starts with an idea. That idea becomes a seed that can then grow and spread beyond the mind that planted it. But nothing grows, spreads, or happens without being planted first. What if it’s up to you to first think and then do? What if you do and then think? What if combining these two actions can create more awesome for you and beyond you? It’s amazing all the things that become possible later on when you start with two simple words: what if.

As you read this book, you might find new answers to old questions. You might find old answers to new questions. You might not find any answers at all. That’s OK! This isn’t a textbook. There won’t be a test when you’re done reading it. Instead, we hope that by reading this book, you develop new insights, perspectives, and curiosities about yourself and the world we all share. Don’t forget to occasionally put this book down while reading to start doing amazing stuff.

As we explore our questions, we also ask questions of you, the reader. This is part of the beauty of questions: They beg for participation. Each question starts an exploration of even more questions. Some entries go even further with expert interviews and historical spotlights, so we can learn directly from interesting people doing amazing things. There is peer introspection—we’ve posed these very same questions to kids just like you. We also have illustrations to illuminate complex ideas, and there are even technical corners, where you can learn more about how and why something is the way it is. Our most frequent element other than questions is activities that help you actively think about the questions. So get ready.

You can read alone or read as a group in class. You can talk with your friends about the book. Participate in activities. Ask your own questions. The only wrong way to use this book is to finish reading it with the same level of curiosity and the same beliefs you started with. Some of these questions deal with topics that are only going to grow more important in our world, like genetic modification, artificial intelligence (AI), and life extension. It’s important for us to deal with these topics earlier rather than later—to have the time to understand them and maybe even improve upon them before these technologies become ever present in our lives. This way, by asking, “What if . . . ?,” we can guide where we go in the future instead of waiting until the future is here and all we can ask is, “Now what?”

The Book of What If . . . ? is designed to spark your curiosity on certain ideas and open windows into worlds you may not have realized exist. That was our job in writing this book. Your job now is to go beyond (far beyond!) reading it. We expect you to interact with the information between these covers. There are other people out there wanting to collaborate with you to start something awesome. So, what are you waiting for? The world is waiting for you!

Your fellow wonderers,

Matt Murrie and Andrew R McHugh
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Part 1

History

History: a long time ago. Right?

Kind of. History is everything that has happened before right now. It has stories of kings and queens, tribes turning into empires, technological improvements that changed the course of a country’s development, and the occasional toppling of a dynasty.

What if history is also advice for the future? Some people say that history repeats itself. Well, not quite. Humans definitely make similar mistakes, but there are always new warning signals to teach us better ways to do things. What if, by looking back at these mistakes, we can make sure we don’t make them, exactly, again?

What if we can also examine where we are now by thinking of alternative histories? For instance, what if we had never landed on the moon? Or what if dinosaurs still existed? These questions help us think about how we got here and how to get to where we want to be.

Another thing to think about is, if you’re moving through a scale of time with the past behind you and the future ahead of you, this very moment, you’re making your own history.

What if you’re writing the history book of your life right now?







What if Dinosaurs Hadn’t Gone Extinct?



If you’ve done any digging around on dinosaurs, you’ve probably discovered that the word dinosaur means “terrible lizard.” 1 But this isn’t entirely true. The actual translation for the Greek prefix deinos is “fearfully great.” The inventor of the word dinosaur, Richard Owen, intended the word to inspire awe, not terror.2 Over time, people have turned “fearfully great” into simply “terrible.”
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“I would have a pet velociraptor. And we could buy dinosaurs at dino dealerships because there would be no need for cars because you just ride your T. Rex where you need to go.”

—Charlie, Battle High School, age 15



The second half of the word dinosaur comes from the Greek word sauros, which means “lizard.” 3 Even though many originally thought dinosaurs were lizards, scientists have now determined that they weren’t. Interestingly enough, birds and lizards both seem to be descendants of dinosaurs (though different ones).4 The more we learn about dinosaurs, the more ways we find how they differed from the reptiles we have today, including lizards.

But what if we had more than just a bunch of bones to go by to understand dinosaurs? What if dinosaurs were alive today?
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“I would train a dinosaur to let me ride it to school.”

—Andrew, Battle High School, age 15



There are several questions to consider here. Perhaps the most urgent one is: who would “rule” the earth—dinosaurs or humans?

Looking around today, humans have been able to create an existence at the top of the food chain, and we’ve been able to develop technologies that move us further from the natural world. Do you think humans could have evolved in this manner if we had to compete against (or run away from!) dinosaurs all day long?
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“The bigger dinosaurs would be hunted and the smaller ones domesticated as animals of labor.”

—Jonathan, Battle High School, age 17



What if, instead of finding a neighbor’s dog digging a hole in your yard, you saw a triceratops digging a hole? What if, instead of being afraid of bee stings when playing outside, you had to look out for pterodactyls swooping down from the sky to scoop you up for dinner? What if every day on your way to school, you were chased by a Tyrannosaurus rex? Could you tell your teacher a T. rex ate your homework?

Where would we be today? What would be better? What would be worse?
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ACTIVITY

Dino-Proof Your House



Imagine you live in a neighborhood struggling with an overpopulation of dinosaurs. They’re everywhere! Many people have come home to find dinosaurs in their yards eating their plants and leaves off their trees. Some homes have even been stepped on by dinosaurs—and crushed to smithereens, of course. What do you do? How can you save your home?

Draw a picture of what your home would look like once it’s been “dino-proofed.”
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MARY ANNING, DINO-DISCOVERER



If you look around, you’ll notice that there are not many creatures that look like the ones that were alive in the time of dinosaurs. The dinosaurs went extinct and some of them were fossilized. Many, many years later, a set of apes evolved into humans, and many years after that, we started fossil hunting. Mary Anning was an expert fossil hunter.
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“If dinosaurs never went extinct, humans would have very slim chances of survival with how dangerous the world around us would be. Perhaps this would create a different society that focuses more on survival and protection rather than the society we have developed in which survival isn’t always immediately on our minds.”

—Dillon, Battle High School, age 16



Sometime between 1809 and 1811, when she was only 10 to 12 years old, Anning and her brother found one of the first ichthyosaur fossils (an ichthyosaur looks kind of like a dolphin). Her whole family hunted fossils, but Anning was the most dedicated. She went on to find many other ichthyosaur fossils, but her greatest find was of the first plesiosaur (a swimming dinosaur with a long neck like a giraffe). Anning was a well versed paleontologist (person who studies fossils), an expert at finding, drawing, and analyzing skeletal remains of dinosaurs.5







What if the Mongol Empire Helped the United States’ Westward Expansion?



Stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the Danube River, the Mongol Empire still holds the place as the largest, contiguous empire of all time.6 The Mongol Empire was so massive that during its reign (1270–1309), it contained over 25 percent of the world’s population and 16 percent of the planet’s land mass.7 With a reach that large, Mongols had a huge influence on the world—then and on into today.

For example, in an empire as vast as this one, quick communication was critical to keeping things going—and keeping them from falling apart. To make sure everyone was always in the loop, Mongols developed a messenger system called the yam.8 The yam was a system of postal relay stations at which riders carrying messages on horseback could rest, refuel, or exchange their tired horse for a fresh one. Sound familiar? A few hundred years later, the United States would replicate this same system as the Pony Express to facilitate its communication during westward expansion.9

[image: Image]



[image: Image]

GENGHIS KHAN, CONQUEROR OF CONQUERORS



As ginormous as the Mongol Empire was, it can be traced back to the vision and ambition of a single person: Genghis Khan. In the wake of his time on earth, history remembers Genghis Khan as both a great destroyer and a great creator.

Historians calculate Genghis Khan was directly responsible for the deaths of nearly 40 million people. Census data from the Middle Ages during Genghis Khan’s reign show China’s total population dropping by tens of millions. Genghis Khan’s attacks were so devastating, historians estimate his war with the Khwarezmid Empire (located in what is Iran today), killed three-fourths of that entire population. In all, it’s believed the great Genghis Khan lowered the population of the entire world while he was living in it by 11 percent.10

However, it turns out Genghis Khan was a lover as well as a fighter. Geneticists believe that approximately 16 million people on the planet today are direct descendants of Genghis Khan.11







What if Europeans Had Never Landed in the Americas?



One big difference would be the name. The name America comes from Italian explorer and cartographer (someone who makes maps) Amerigo Vespucci. But it wasn’t Vespucci’s ego that put his name on the map. It was another cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller.12
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“The country would probably be named something else. Indigenous people would still be here. They would probably not be advanced a lot.”

—Aidan, Columbia Elementary, age 10



Shortly after Columbus, Vespucci crossed the Atlantic to explore what the Europeans saw as the New World and mapped out much of what is now South America. Waldseemüller used Vespucci’s maps to draw the world map he created in 1507.

Waldseemüller wasn’t necessarily trying to name the continent of what is now South America after Vespucci; he was only giving him credit for the information he used in his new world map. However, his map (one of the first to include the continents of the New World13) became so popular that people began referring to the New World as the Americas before anyone could actually name it. The rest, as they say, is history.
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“If the Europeans never landed in the Americas I think that Asians would had landed next, but the indigenous people might have a couple decades more to live in peace.”

—Talia, Columbia Elementary, age 11



Another difference we might notice today is our form of democracy. People often credit the ancient Greeks for the basis of the democracy that took root in the United States of America. However, democracy today is quite different from what the Greeks practiced. What if there is a different group of people responsible for today’s democracy? And what if they were living in America long before the Europeans settled it?

Since the United States had just fought a revolution against England, and most people in the American colonies had left Europe to pursue a better life, the colonists weren’t very keen on looking to the kingdoms of Europe to construct their new set of laws.
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“Where would we be if Europeans never landed in America? Would we live in a town call Koopazoo in some land far away? Would we speak any language we know of? Would we even be alive?”

—Hilary, Columbia Elementary, age 11



Even if their actions didn’t always reflect it, many European Americans held great respect (perhaps even envy) for the indigenous peoples’ way of life.14 The admiration the US Founding Fathers had for the Iroquois, in particular, was so great that they modeled the first copy of the US Constitution after the Iroquois Great Law of Peace.15
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ACTIVITY

Name a New Land



What if you hear on the news that a new island was recently discovered in the middle of the ocean, and there’s a contest to name it. Write your answers to these questions on a piece of paper to enter your name into the contest.

1. Proposed name:

2. Who or what does this name come from?

3. Why are you proposing this name?

4. Are there other people, places, or things that share a similar name?

5. Does your name have any symbolic or hidden meaning?
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“The country would probably be named something else. Indigenous people would still be here. They would probably not be advanced a lot.”

—Aidan, Columbia Elementary, age 10

“The Europeans discovered the Americas in 1492, but one of the first countries to discover the Americas was actually China, so you might speak Chinese.”

—Zephyr, Columbia Elementary, age 11

“I think that the indigenous peoples might still have all their land and, don’t take this the wrong way, but we would not be here.”

—Lyn Marie, Columbia Elementary, age 10

“If the Europeans never landed in the Americas, people would still think the world was flat. The indigenous people would still live here.”

—Isaac, Columbia Elementary, age 11

“Then maybe people from Africa or Asia would land in the Americas, and everyone would be a different race at first, but then the Europeans would eventually migrate here.”

—Jeremy, Findley Elementary, age 10
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What if Humans Had Never Landed on the Moon?



For most of human existence, we’ve been stuck on a big rock speeding through space called Earth. We’ve been here looking out at the sky. Most nights, we can see another rock, the moon, which orbits our rock.

What do you think is the most important thing humanity got out of landing on the moon? Some say Tang, Velcro, and pens that write upside down are the most important things to come out of the space program. However, Tang16 and Velcro17 were invented before NASA’s mission to the moon. Going to the moon just made them famous. Yet the Apollo program did produce technologies you probably find useful today. You know that spring you feel in your step when you’re wearing your sneakers? Many sneaker insoles are made out of the same material that was first used in the space boots that made that giant leap on the moon.18 And your parents may hate cleaning, but at least they can do it with lightweight, cordless devices. You can thank the Apollo program for helping develop lightweight, cordless tools.19 Imagine how long the extension cord would have been had the astronauts needed one to plug in the tools they used on the moon!

Even with the marvelous technologies that came out of the Apollo program, many think the most important thing that came from landing on the moon was the power to create the dreams of tomorrow. Going to the moon propelled us. Space exploration encourages us to push human potential and excites students to become astronauts, scientists, and explorers. Space travel is the beginning of our species colonizing different planets. Can anyone say “living options?” If we are limited to only one planet (like we are now), all of humanity could get wiped out by a large disaster. What if it’s kind of dangerous to be a single-planet civilization?

What if an asteroid hit us? What if a deadly virus started infecting everyone? Or what if zombies happened?! Humans would be trapped in one place, Earth. But if we look to our success with visiting the moon as our first step toward living on other planets, our species might know a less risky existence. If there were a disaster on one rock, at least the humans on the other rock would be safe.

Unfortunately, though, our exploration of space has started to slow. Did you know that after we first landed on the moon, July 20, 1969, scientists believed it would take only another ten years for a human to land on Mars?20In the time since then, we’ve landed a couple of robots on Mars but haven’t managed to send any humans. In fact, the last time a human set foot on any space-rock was the moon in 1972. Over forty years ago!

Stepping foot on the moon is something only a few humans have ever experienced. But there are many things we all benefit from that came out of getting those feet up there. Why do you think we’ve never gone back? Why do you think we slowed down our space exploration? What do you think you can do to make sure humans never stop exploring?
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NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON, ASTROPHYSICIST



The day you stop [cosmic exploration], I fear for the future of the species because it’s that which distinguishes humans from all other animals. That we explore and understand what we’re doing while we’re at it and expand our place in the cosmos. And, if that stops, I don’t want to live in those times.21

Neil deGrasse Tyson is a world-renowned astrophysicist known for his many public appearances and playful demeanor. He’s afraid that if we don’t put our money into space exploration, we’ll diminish ourselves as a species. Tyson has written many books, hosted numerous television shows, and served on both presidential and NASA advisory committees. He is the fifth head of the Hayden Planetarium in New York City.22 In a lot of his work, he attempts to make space science interesting and exciting. If he can do that, then maybe the next generation of kids growing up will decide to focus some of their energy on going to space. Maybe the next great space adventurer or scientist is you.
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ACTIVITY

Where Next? Meet Up



Gather yourself and at least three friends to a chat. The topic? Decide where humanity should adventure to if we could only explore one more place. What or where does your group think humans should focus on exploring next? Why? It’s OK if deciding means arguing to agreement.
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TECHNICAL CORNER

Rockets and Rocket Ships

Rocket ships and the people who fly them are pretty amazing. We take huge chunks of metal, strap people to them, start a controlled explosion behind them, and launch them into space. We must be bonkers.

Rocket development started way back around 400 BC, when Greeks were playing with steam. Throughout the years, Chinese scientists created arrows with rocket tips—Mongols started building them too—and Germans developed multistage rockets (rockets within rockets). It wasn’t until 1898 that a Russian schoolteacher, Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, started thinking that rockets could take us to space.23

Sir Isaac Newton formalized three laws of motion. The third law says that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. If you push your friend with three pounds of force, your friend moves away from you with three pounds of force, while at the same time your muscles exert three pounds of force. With rockets, this means that if there is an explosion with one hundred thousand pounds of force, the metal just in front of the explosion will move forward with one hundred thousand pounds of force, minus whatever part of the explosion that doesn’t push the rocket up.

If you stand on top of a powerful explosion, you could go to space. (But really, don’t do that. It is super dangerous. That’s why there are rocket scientists.)



WHAT’S INSIDE A ROCKET?
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What if You Could Travel in Time?



Scientists, writers, and dreamers have always been fascinated by time travel. As we experience our universe, there are three spacial dimensions (which we travel when walking forward and backward, left and right, and up and down) and one temporal (which we travel by moving through time). When you meet up with someone, what do you tell them? You tell them, “Let’s meet at 123 Main Street”—which describes a point in two dimensions—“on the third floor”—the location in the third spacial dimension—“at 3:30 PM”—the location in time.
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