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The Multiverse Theory

Evidence of an Intelligent Designer of the Universe?

Philosophers have long struggled to understand how the universe came into existence.  Scientists have sought to discover empirical evidence to the origin of the universe, theologists have sought to understand the mind of a creator of the universe but it is philosophers to whom the task of explaining why the universe exists and why it exists the way it does.  For millennia theologists have gone primarily uncontested on the various creation myths of various cultures and it has widely been assumed that the universe was created by a supernatural intelligent designer and that faith is all that is required to understand existence.  
The complexity or “fine tuning” of the universe and the numerous coincidences that were required to make this universe habitable for intelligent observers has been widely accepted by creationists as self evidence of an intelligent designer.  According to Keith Augustine, a writer for Internet Infidels, "According to the argument from design, or teleological argument, the design or order found in the universe provides evidence for the existence of an intelligent designer (or orderer) usually identified as God." (Augustine). In the last century, however, quantum physics has evolved to suggest the existence of multiple universes.  Nobel prize winning physicist, Steve Weinberg, points out, "It used to be obvious that the world was designed by some sort of intelligence...Today we understand most of these things in terms of physical forces acting under impersonal laws." (Weinberg).  
Michio Kaku, professor of theoretical physics at the City University of New York proposes a "multiverse/superstring" theory, which in effect makes matter eternal and our universe only one bubble of many fluctuating from "an infinite ocean frothing with universes"  (Kaku 34-41)  Another physicist, Nobel Laureate Andrei Linde says "If my colleagues and I are right, we may soon be saying goodbye to the idea that our universe was a single fireball created in the big bang."  Linde then goes on to explain the theory that the big bang formed from a single point and has inflated into the universe that we know.  "In this scenario the universe as a whole is immortal. Each particular part of the universe may stem from a singularity somewhere in the past, and it may end up in a singularity somewhere in the future." (Linde 47-55)  The multiverse theory has many variations and is a plausible alternative to the theistic argument from design.

Multiverse


So, what's a multiverse?  An independent, online encyclopedia called Wikipedia defines multiverse as, "The idea that the universe that we can observe is only part of the whole physical reality, the set of multiple possible universes." (Multiverse)  At first it sounds crazy but original.  One of the interpretations of quantum physics is the multiple worlds interpretation.  The theory, first proposed in 1957 by physicist Hugh Everett in an article in Reviews of Modern Physics is that every time something is observed, spacetime branches into all the possible consequences of any action which all occur simultaneously.   This would mean an infinite number of universes.  Other ideas depend on how universes are generated such as by a big bang that repeats in cycles known as "Wheeler Universes" and simultaneously existing universes created by quantum vacuum fluctuations known as "Carter Universes".     


Many noted physicists and cosmologists have endorsed Multiverse theory.  In his book The Universe in a Nutshell, the eminent Cambridge physicist Stephen Hawking theorizes that "there are an infinite number of universes smaller than particles that are created by quantum fluctuations." (Hawking 187-214)  In classical physics what you see is what you get.  The planets orbit suns, if you drop an apple it falls down, if you heat water it is not destroyed it merely changes form.  In quantum physics all bets are off.  Quantum physics deals with quanta, subatomic particles.  Atoms are already so small that we can't see them, subatomic particles are even smaller.  There are no certainties in quantum physics the way there are in classical, Newtonian physics.  In classical physics gravity is a constant and the speed of light can always be relied on to stay the same.  In quantum physics none of the physical laws apply.  The law of thermodynamics is that nothing can be created or destroyed, it can only change forms.  Matter and energy are interchangeable but they don't just come out of nowhere.  In quantum physics particles do appear spontaneously from a vacuum.  If Stephen Hawking is right, then it is possible that these microscopic universes could be spontaneously generated.
Among other noted cosmologists that subscribe to the multiverse theory are John Barrow and Frank Tipler.  In their book, The Anthropic Cosmological Principle, they discuss the idea of multiple universes and the fact that although other universes may exist with other natural laws and perhaps even intelligent life other than our own, humans cannot exist in these other possible worlds as far as we know.  They point out the arrogance of humankind presuming to be the only intelligent life in existence, the center of the cosmos.  "The expulsion of man from his self-assumed center of nature owes much to the Copernicun principle that we do not occupy a privileged position in the universe." (Tipler et al. Introduction)  Copernicus theorized that the universe did not revolve around the earth as The Church taught, but that in fact the earth was just a satellite of a greater source, the sun.  His heresy proved correct, perhaps the outlandish claims of the world's philosophers, cosmologists and physicists will turn out to be true as well.
Multiverses and The Argument From Design

Physicists and cosmologists have been working together to understand the origins of the universe from the subatomic to the cosmos.  Quantum physics is where they meet.  The many worlds interpretation of quantum physics is that there are an infinite number of universes not just the one that we are able to observe.  If this were the only universe it would be remarkable that it existed anthropically, that is, in such complexity and symmetry so as to support the evolution of the human intelligent life that we are.  However, if there are many other universes this adds variables that increase the odds of at least one being congenial to the development of life.  The odds against a universe congenial to the evolution of intelligent observers seem high but the odds of intelligent life spontaneously occurring fully complete are even more improbable. 

When we talk about odds we are talking about chance.  One definition of “chance” is “The unknown and unpredictable element in happenings that seems to have no assignable cause.” (Chance)  Quantum physics is all about the unpredictability of the universe.  The philosophical approach to the creationist argument from design makes use of theoretical physics to explain the existence of a universe that is congenial to human life in alternative ways to theistic views.  The philosophers John Leslie and Ian Hacking debate the validity of these theories in a classic argument involving an analogy to gambling.
John Leslie’s Anthropic Principle and Multiverses

Philosopher John Leslie describes the anthropic principle as “an intelligent living being can observe only a time, a place and a universe with properties allowing intelligent observership.” (Leslie).  He defines fine tuning of the universe as “tiny changes in its general properties would have made it a universe in which no life forms could appear.” (Leslie)  Some of the factors that scientists such as Stephen Hawking, John Barrow and Frank Tipler have noted as being finely tuned in this universe are the symmetry of our universe, early inflation, strength of the four forces of nature, the mass of subatomic particles and dimensions of space and time.  If any of these properties had been different then intelligent life as we know it would not have evolved the way it did into us, observers.  
Observational selection accounts for the elements in this universe being conducive to life the way Darwinian natural selection accounts for life on this planet and its traits and conditions that are conducive to perpetuating existence.  Leslie then asks whether fine tuning can only be explained by theology or if anthropic observational selection and multiple universes is another reasonable conclusion.


The two main theories on the generation of multiverses are sequential and coexistent.  John Wheeler’s theory is that the cosmos oscillates in sequential universes that “contract with a big bang, expand to a maximum dimension, then recontracts and collapses” in a never ending cycle of one universe after another, each with its own properties and laws and each universe “forgetting” the previous universe so as to not affect the previous or future universes.(Wheeler)  Brandon Carter's version of Hugh Everett's theory, the many worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics, is that time and space do not collapse they branch such that “all logically possible universes consistent with classical big-bang cosmology actually coexist”. (Carter) 

Which ever way this universe got here it is critical to understand that it is anthropic, meaning life permitting, not that it necessarily contains life as some would interpret it teleologically.  The universe was here first, we evolved to adapt to it.  The conditions that seem finely tuned to our existence in reality could have developed in myriad ways and we would have adapted and evolved accordingly.  The anthropic principle does not rule out other forms of existence under other conditions unobservable to us, it only rules out our ability to observe them.  Leslie makes clear, “users of anthropic reasoning need not claim that the existence of many other universes had somehow made it more likely that our universe would develop life permitting properties” (Leslie) it just means that it did.  “The presence of many, greatly varied universes merely renders it unsurprising that one or several universes had life permitting properties” (Leslie), not inevitable.  It is also unsurprising that any observer is, by definition, in an anthropic universe and not a life excluding one.  A finely tuned, or life permitting, universe is just as improbable no matter how many universes preceded it as each roll of “the dice of quantum indeterminism” is equally improbable, as Leslie puts it.  Improbable but not surprising.

Hacking Rebuttal to Argument from Design and Wheeler Universes

Ian Hacking is not satisfied with this argument.  He agrees that each possible universe has the same odds of being anthropic regardless of the mechanism of its generation but points out a problem others often overlook in Wheeler’s sequential universes theory.  Taking what is known and extrapolating backward to explain what is unknown is inverse probability reasoning.  In this case he calls it the “inverse gambler’s fallacy” (Hacking 324-338).  He gives as an example a roll of dice.  If a gambler comes upon an improbable roll of dice and presumes that there must have been many previous rolls of dice it is a fallacy because in reality each roll of the dice is independent and neither increases nor decreases from 1 out of 36.  Therefore, the theory that because this universe is anthropic there must have been many sequential universes preceding it commits the inverse gambler’s fallacy.  In his opinion it is a mistake to try to explain the fine tuning of this universe with probability reasoning.

However, according to Hacking, Carter’s plenitude cosmology theory of many coexisting universes does not commit the inverse gambler’s fallacy because it does not rely on probability reasoning.  All possible worlds exist, we know ours is orderly because it supports our form of life, therefore this is the world we are in.  Carter’s multiple universes argument explaining fine tuning relies on deductive reasoning and not chance.  “The existence of our universe follows deductively from the co-existence of all possible universes”. (Hacking 324-338)  So, Wheeler and Carter universe cosmologies are often regarded as interchangeable, particularly by John Leslie.  So according to Hacking, Leslie commits the inverse gambler’s fallacy.

Leslie’s Response to Hacking’s Rebuttal

Leslie disagrees.  “I would not dream of arguing that the existence of many other universes or cosmic cycles had in any way increased the probability that this universe or cosmic cycle would develop life permitting characteristics… The excuse for believing in many universes or cosmic cycles is not that these would make our observership non-lucky.  Rather, it is that they would make it non-amazing.” (Leslie 271-275)   Leslie also points out that Hacking’s analogy of the gambler and the dice fails to consider observational selection effect.  A better analogy between gambling dice and the improbability of the universe being finely tuned would be that the dice were only able to be viewed by the gambler if they hit upon an improbable combination only in the presence of the gambler (the observer).  That the gambler could not be present to see the combinations rolled until the desired effect, the improbable roll, was achieved, is observational selection effect.  In Hacking’s version the gambler only knows that the improbable roll, double sixes for example, was the last combination rolled.  In Leslie’s version the gambler could only be there to observe the improbable roll if it were double sixes.  The observational selection effect guarantees the presence of the gambler, not probability.  Therefore, Leslie did not commit the inverse gambler's fallacy as no "gambling" was involved in his reasoning.
My Take on Multiple Universes and the Argument From Design

So, who’s right?  I’m inclined to agree with Hacking that sequential Wheeler universes do not increase the odds of this universe being anthropic and that looking at this universe and presuming the existence of many prior universes commits the inverse gambler’s fallacy.  But I disagree that Carter’s coexisting universes has nothing to do with chance.  Yes, this universe being anthropic can be deduced and needn’t rely on probability reasoning but to me if there are an infinite number of simultaneous repetitions of universes then that does increase the odds that at least one (this one for example) would be anthropic.  In keeping with their gambling analogy, it would be like increasing the odds of say, double sixes, by having not just one set of dice rolling at odds of 1 out of 36 but a whole room of people all rolling dice at the same time trying to get double sixes.  I agree with Leslie that Hacking insulted him by saying he committed the inverse gambler’s fallacy when he supported Wheeler’s sequential universe theory but then I think Leslie weasled out of the accusation by backtracking on what he originally said.  He did say that sequential universes made this one less improbable as well as unsurprising.  In his response to Hacking he changed the word unsurprising to unamazing to detract from his use of probability reasoning. (Leslie 271-275)

Regardless of who is right, the objection to creationist argument from design based on hypothetical universes is unscientific.  In order to be a valid scientific theory it must be falsifiable and use the known to prove the unknown.  The multiverse theory, in all its forms, is not falsifiable since we can’t exist in any other possible universe to compare it to this one or even verify its existence and we have no known way of reaching the other universes with computerized machines the way we explore space.  It is also unscientific because it is posterior subjective reasoning.  We are taking what we don’t know to try and explain what we do know instead of the scientific way of taking what we do know to try and explain what we don’t.  I’m also not fully convinced that the theistic explanation is entirely incorrect.  There are a lot of possibilities.  
Perhaps an intelligent designer did fine tune this universe to be anthropic.  That is easier to believe than that all of existence is a spontaneous quantum fluctuation or the bizarre idea of many uninhabitable, unobservable, unverifiable universes that serve no apparent purpose other than to attempt to explain away this one or to entertain highly creative theoretical physicists.  We needn’t take God out of the equation.  It is possible that the same intelligent designer that fine tuned this universe for our form of intelligent life also created other universes but chose not to fine tune them for us but perhaps another completely different form of life requiring different properties.  
In this way the theistic and atheistic theories could be compatible.

Bill Schulz considers the intersection of metaphysical naturalism (atheistic) and the argument from design (theistic).  He says, "The theists out there can accumulate all the scientific proof they can muster in favor of the concept of "intelligent design," and they will in no way detract from the concept of "metaphysical naturalism." Neither concept requires the other to be false, and therefore proving the former by no means disproves the latter. (Schulz) Multiverse Theory is controversial and speculative but the myriad versions of it provide an enticing alternative to the more widely accepted argument from design.
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