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Black Holes

Scientists and science fiction writers have been fascinated by black holes since
before they even had names. Some of these writers did insufficient research, and
as a result, popular understanding of black holes includes a number of misconceptions. Before we begin to examine the reality and the fiction surrounding
these objects, however, we must first establish some quantum mechanics.

1.1

Quantum Mechanics

All objects with mass are made up of a collection of subatomic particles, the
most common of which are electrons, protons and neutrons. It is less common
knowledge that protons and neutrons are, themselves, made up of subatomic
particles known as quarks, and that the right conditions can force a proton and
electron to combine to form a neutron. The universe is also filled with “virtual
particles,” which appear temporarily, generally in pairs, and allow objects to
feel forces, among other things.
As surprising as it may be, these incredibly tiny objects serve important roles
in the study of black holes. We will deal with virtual particles in section 1.4 on
page 5. For now, we will only examine the effects of great pressure on atoms
and nuclei.
Stars are the most massive common objects in our galaxies. They release
energy due to natural fusion reactions. In short, they have so much mass that
the atoms in their cores are crushed together into larger particles. The heat
energy this releases helps the star maintain its size and structure. As the atoms
within the star get larger and larger, it requires more and more energy to force
them to combine into larger atoms through fusion. Stars eventually “run out
of fuel,” meaning that the atoms in their core are too large to be forced to
fuse together by the star’s gravity any longer. The star “dies” as the internal
pressure suddenly drops, setting off a chain reaction that leads to a nova or
supernova explosion as the internal pressure suddenly drops. What remains
is a massive husk, rife with gravitational pressures, but lacking the internal
fusion that provides a counter pressure to keep the star at its original size. If
this husk is large enough, it forms a neutron star; all of its internal atoms are
gravitationally crushed together until the core is a single giant nucleus made
solely out of neutrons. In some cases, the husk has too much mass to even exist
as a neutron star, and it continues to collapse. These objects become black
holes.
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1.2

What Black Holes Are and Aren’t

A black hole is an object that has so much mass its internal gravity is too great
for even a giant nucleus to hold itself together. All of the particles within it
continue to collapse into a point, also known as a singularity. This singularity
has mass, but no volume; it is just a spot in space. It is this lack of volume that
makes it dangerous.
The force of gravity felt between two objects depends on three variables:
the mass of one object, the mass of the other object, and the distance between
them. The closer the two objects get, the stronger the force of gravity between
them. This is why gravity is always strongest when the objects are in contact,
and the distance between the centres of the two objects is as small as it can
get. In the special case in which at least one object is a planet, the force of
gravity is strongest when the second object is on the planet’s surface. Imagine
Earth is the first object and you are the second object. If you were to start
digging into the Earth, traveling down into and through the molten mantle,
you would notice that gravity steadily decreased as you got closer to the core.1
This is because much of the Earth’s mass is “above” you as you tunnel, and
the gravitational force from that mass is pulling you upwards. Now imagine
the Earth has collapsed into a black hole. It has no surface that you can reach,
so getting closer and closer just means the force of gravity gets stronger and
stronger.
The stronger the pull of gravity, the harder it is to escape. The faster you are
traveling, the better your chance at escape. (Rockets can escape Earth’s gravity
to visit the moon and other places, but people can’t escape Earth’s gravity by
running up a hill and jumping as high as they can.) The key to leaving a planet
is reaching “escape velocity,” the speed at which one must travel away from
the planet’s core in order to escape its gravity. A black hole is an object with
no volume, which means there is no limit to how close one can get to it. As a
result, one can get close enough to it that the escape velocity at that point is
greater than the speed of light. The point at which escape velocity equals the
speed of light is known as the “event horizon.”2 As we know, the speed of light
is woven into the fabric of our spacetime. The geometry of black holes gives
them their name: if the “dent” made by the gravity of an object is so steep that
not even light can escape, then for all intents and purposes, it punches a “hole”
in the fabric of reality. In actuality, the fabric of spacetime still exists within
the black hole, but it might as well vanish as far as those outside the black hole
are concerned, as the interior of the black hole can never be observed.
1 This

is assuming you notice anything other than the intolerable heat.
etymology of this name goes back to the mind set from earlier lessons: relativity
doesn’t focus on objects at locations in space, but at events that occur at locations in spacetime. Just as one cannot see objects past the horizon on Earth, one cannot observe events
that take place behind the event horizon of a black hole.
2 The
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It is a common belief that, should our Sun be replaced by a black hole
with mass equal to our Sun, our entire solar system would be swiftly sucked
into this black hole and crushed beyond recognition. This could not be further
from the truth. The key to the unusual effects of a black hole is proximity;
if you aren’t close to the event horizon, you don’t notice a difference. If our
Sun were to be replaced with such a black hole in some instantaneous manner,
Earth’s orbit would be completely undisturbed. The lack of incoming energy
from fusion would still doom the human race when photosynthesis stopped and
temperatures dropped, but it would be a slow and agonizing planetary death
instead of the swift and exciting death predicted by underresearched stories.
When you do approach the event horizon closely enough, you witness a number
of unusual phenomena.

1.3

Black Holes Have No Hair

There are a number of quantities that can be tracked and conserved when studying most objects and events. For example, if car A contains a certain number
of electrons, and car B has a different number of electrons, the total number
of electrons remains the same after the two cars collide in the street. One can
count electrons after the fact and figure out how many electrons each vehicle
started with.3 With a black hole, that and other information is lost. In fact,
when studying a black hole, only four pieces of information about the matter
that forms the black hole are preserved: the total mass-energy of the objects
and particles involved, the net electrical charge of those objects, the net magnetic charge4 of the objects, and the net angular momentum5 of those objects.
It is said that “black holes have no hair,” using the metaphor that the lost
information is equivalent to hair. It’s a strained metaphor.6
3I

don’t claim it’s easy to count them, only that it is conceptually possible.
theoretically possible at quantum mechanical levels, magnetic monopoles (north
poles without south poles or vice versa) have never been observed. In theory, if they do exist
and fall into black holes, these quantities will survive.
5 Angular momentum is a combination of an object’s geometry and rotation speed. A black
hole retains this combination, but isolated information about either the geometry or rotation
speeds of the objects the black hole is made of is lost.
6 If the metaphor is so strained, why is it in use? Purportedly, the scientists who proposed
the vocabulary did so because several non-English languages translate the term “black hole”
into a term that is also used as a slang term that refers to a part of the female anatomy. They
thought it was amusing to force that phrasing upon scientists working in those languages.
This kind of attitude may be one of the reasons the field of physics is still so male-dominated
today. The gender gap is smaller than it used to be, but it is still far too wide.
4 Although
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1.4

Hawking Radiation

One of the reasons Stephen Hawking is so highly regarded amongst the physics
community is that he was one of the first to examine the combined implications of quantum mechanics and general relativity, and in doing so he made an
astonishing discovery: black holes evaporate.
It is a well known fact of quantum mechanics that “virtual particles” appear
and disappear frequently.7 Hawking was the first to examine what happens
when these particles appear and disappear near a black hole. It is possible that
one particle falls into the black hole, while the other escapes. These “virtual
particles” typically annihilate with each other and disappear to conserve the
total energy available. When one is captured by a black hole, it gives the black
hole a negative amount of energy. Thus, the other particle can continue to
exist as a real particle, and the black hole loses energy. The smaller the black
hole, the faster this takes place. This is what has some people in a panic about
particle accelerators: they fear that the creation of tiny black holes will somehow
threaten the planet, either because of the energy released by evaporating black
holes, or because the tiny black holes themselves are going to somehow consume
the planet.
We have already discussed the latter fear; black holes don’t suddenly suck
everything up. This is a very good thing, as all elementary particles (electrons,
the quarks protons and neutrons are made of, etc.) have zero volume, meaning
every subatomic particle in existence is a black hole. Not big ones, but black
holes nonetheless. As for the former fear, energy is still conserved, so a black
hole that is made out of six high energy particles can only release the energy
contained in those six particles while evaporating. Thus, it can only release
energy in quantities less than or equal to the energy that was already contained
by the particle accelerator and detector before the black hole was created.

1.5

Frame Dragging, Event Horizons and Ergoregions

Mass and energy have been tied tightly to the very fabric of spacetime. We know
that a moving object creates ripples of gravity in this spacetime. What happens
if it rotates rapidly, creating a lot of motion-ripples (gravitational radiation) in
a single location?
The answer is a phenomenon known as “frame dragging,” and it is not limited to black holes. When a massive object rotates rapidly, it can pull spacetime
along with it. If you are a stationary observer positioned above this source of
gravity (likely a star) you would not fall straight toward the object. Instead,
7 See

http://fiziko.bureau42.com/b42 qm summer school 2010.pdf, chapter four.
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you would be “dragged” around the object in the same direction it is rotating as
you fall, which is why the phenomenon is called frame dragging. This is the phenomenon that explains the unusual nature of Mercury’s orbit, first mentioned
way back on the first page of our first lesson. Mercury’s orbit rotates around the
Sun because the spacetime around the Sun rotates with the Sun, dragging our
solar system’s closest planet right along with it. This effect is most pronounced
near the object that is rotating.
Perhaps the most bizarre phenomenon surrounding black holes takes place
inside the event horizon. When an observer falls inside the black hole, spacetime
gets so twisted that the four directions of space and time get twisted around.
Once past the event horizon, an observer is just as free to move through the
time dimension as we typically can move through space. The tradeoff is that
the “down” direction takes on the position of the imaginary axis, meaning the
observer is completely unable to control his or her inevitable descent towards
the singularity at the centre of the black hole.
Because the effect of frame dragging is more pronounced as you get closer
to the object, it becomes a significant effect when a black hole rotates. In fact,
many black holes can rotate so quickly that they form “ergoregions” around
them. In these regions, spacetime is being pulled so strongly that it becomes impossible to rotate around the black hole in the direction opposite to its rotation.
If the black hole rotates clockwise (from your perspective) then it is impossible
to form a close counterclockwise orbit around that black hole. Furthermore,
the transformation and replacement of the “down” and “time” directions takes
place within the ergoregion instead of behind the event horizon. When one falls
through the ergoregion of one of these rapidly rotating black holes, and crosses
the event horizon within, the transformation is reversed: within this black hole,
time and space resume their normal roles! In fact, it is possible that the entire
observable universe is contained within a supermassive, rapidly rotating black
hole.

2

Wormholes

With the discovery that mass can warp spacetime, punching holes in it, scientists and science fiction writers got excited again. Perhaps it was possible to
circumvent the light speed limit in some way: instead of propelling an object
faster than light, one could bend and twist space until the destination is much
closer, and then just move there at speeds less than light.
The first scientific suggestion related to this idea is commonly referred to as
the “wormhole.” Formally named the Einstein-Rosen bridge (as Albert Einstein
and Nathan Rosen first proposed it in 1935 as a way to bridge two points in
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spacetime) the idea is that a tunnel, or hole, is created in spacetime by two
black holes. Each black hole pulls the fabric of spacetime out of shape into an
escapable region. It was proposed, however, that two such black holes, properly
aligned, could create a tunnel that connected two far distant points in spacetime.
Unfortunately, 27 years later, John Wheeler and Robert Fuller showed that such
a body is unstable, and would collapse as soon as any mass or energy entered,
turning the wormhole back into a pair of black holes before it could come to
any practical use.
In 1988, Kip Thorne and Mike Morris showed that stable wormholes are
only possible if some sort of exotic matter is held in place at the opening. While
this does give some hope for faster than light travel, it is not much hope. The
type of matter proposed has properties that have never been observed in our
universe, and there have been no effective methods proposed for keeping that
matter in place. Try as we might, it appears that the universe simply does not
allow time travel to happen in the science fiction sense.
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