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Lesson 2: Student Resource Sheet

The Von Neumann Probe: a kind of immortality?
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What is the Von Neumann Probe?

It is an intelligent machine which could in future be sent to other galaxies in place of humans.

It doesn’t exist. It is just an idea.

But scientists working in the fields of robotics and artificial intelligence are thinking of all sorts of ways in which intelligent machines could be useful to humans.  Films like Terminator and the Star Wars series help us to explore the idea of a future inhabited by intelligent machines. 

The Von Neumann Probe would be able to reproduce itself.  It might take generations of probes to reach their destinations, which could be planets in other galaxies.  When the probes arrived, they would set to work colonising that planet, doing all the hard toil and obeying the rules of human culture and civilisation.  As the years go by, they would keep on making new probes to replace themselves.  These probes would have consciousness.  They would be aware of themselves and of their surroundings.  Their minds would be very like human minds.  Their aim would be primarily to introduce and carry on human knowledge and culture throughout the universe.

Some people might think that one day our species could die out, or our solar system could grow too old to support life.  They might think it a comfort to have probe messengers and colonisers, in new parts of the universe, spreading human ideas. They might think of it as a kind of immortality for the human species.

Perhaps there will never be probes.  But it is interesting to consider why some humans like the idea of them.

Do you like the idea of probes?

or 

Can you see some problems which might arise – for humans and for probes, and perhaps for whole planets?
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