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Permanence - An Adaptationist Solution
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A new solution of Fermi’s paradox sketched by SF writer Karl Schroeder in his 2002. novel Permanence is
investigated. It is argued that this solution is tightly connected with adaptationism — a widely discussed working
hypothesis in evolutionary biology. Schroeder’s hypothesis has important ramifications for astrobiology, SETI
projects, and future studies. Its weaknesses should be explored without succumbing to the emotional reactions

often accompanying adaptationist explanations.
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The work of the Spirit of earth, as he weaves and draws his threads on the Loom of Time, is the
temporal history of man as this manifests itself in the geneses and growths and breakdowns and
disintegrations of human societies; and in all this welter of life and tempest of action we can hear
the beat of an elemental rhythm whose variations we have learnt to know as challenge-and-
response, withdrawal-and-return, rout-and-rally, apparentation-and-affiliation, schism-and-
palingenesia. This elemental rhythm is the alternating beat of Yin and Yang; and in listening to it we
have recognized that, though strophe may be answered by antistrophe, victory by defeat, creation
by destruction, birth by death, the movement that this rhythm beats out is neither the fluctuation of

an indecisive battle nor the cycle of a treadmill.

Arnold J. Toynbee, A Study of History, Vol. |, Chapter lll, (4) [1]

We use our intelligence to investigate the issue of
hypothetical intelligences elsewhere in the Galaxy—
so much is uncontroversial. Is it conceivable, how-
ever, that exactly this obvious and unavoidable se-
lection effect causes systematic errors in our judg-
ment on the perennial problem summarized in the
famous Fermi’s question: Where is Everybody? This is
not to indicate—as many SETI-detractors have in-
deed done—that the search for extraterrestrial intel-
ligence is misconceived or founded on false premises;
instead, we ask a deeper question about the intelli-
gibility of our very concept of intelligence. Without
it, we are left in the strange position of the ancient
Chinese philosopher who concluded that, since no-
body knows what a unicorn really is, he might have
already seen a unicorn without noticing it. In this
essay, we shall briefly investigate such a proposal in
the modern astrobiological context.

Fermi’s question has recently become more perti-

nent than ever. For the first time in the millennia-long
history of speculation on extraterrestrial life, in the last
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couple of years we got the numerical hold on the age
distribution of possible life-bearing sites in the Galaxy.
Seminal results of Lineweaver and his collaborators
[2,3] show that Earth-like planets began forming in the
Milky Way about 9.3 Gyr ago, while their average age is
6.4 £ 0.9 Gyr. This is significantly larger than the age of
Earth (measured to be 4.56 + 0.01 Gyr [4]), indicating
that the difference between evolutionary ages of other
biospheres in the Galaxy and ours should—on the Co-
pernican assumption of our average location and prop-
erties—be more than a billion years. It becomes then
especially hard to answer the question why we
do not perceive any manifestations of Galactic
supercivilizations, more than a billion years older and
unimaginably more advanced than we are. A billion
years ago, very simple organisms, like bacteria and
acritarchs, were the only inhabitants of our planet;
shouldn’t we be like them to an average extraterres-
trial intelligent community in the Milky Way? What about
those which are even more advanced than the aver-
age? What about the first Galactic civilization? It is
becoming increasingly difficult to assert that condi-
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