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Document status and intellectual honesty

This document records an original framework being developed under the name The WIS Hypothesis. Itis a
speculative proposal, not an accepted scientific theory, a confirmed description of extraterrestrial life, or a
demonstrated evolutionary pathway. The name and framing are being proposed by What If Science.

Originality limitation

No claim is made here that the underlying ideas have never been considered by anyone else. A proper
novelty assessment requires a systematic review of scientific literature, books, conference papers,
patents where relevant, and prior SETI / astrobiology concepts. This draft has not yet undergone that
review.

How to read this document

Established observations and known scientific concepts are distinguished from WIS conjectures. Diagrams
are conceptual explainers. Where a chart uses an ordinal scale, it is explicitly illustrative and must not be
interpreted as measured data.

Executive summary

The WIS Hypothesis—What If Science's Hypothesis of Cosmic Inheritance—asks whether a technological
civilization might eventually preserve some of its intelligence, knowledge, or computational functions in
durable systems integrated with its planetary environment. If such a transition occurred, the original society
might cease to produce the conspicuous signals that current searches commonly target. Its world could
therefore be misclassified as technologically quiet, even if some form of its intellectual legacy persisted.

The hypothesis does not require that all civilizations follow this route, that planetary integration is
inevitable, or that Earth-like planets are secretly intelligent. It proposes one possible long-term pathway
whose physical feasibility, motivations, observability, and frequency must be investigated.

The central proposition
WIS core proposition
An intelligent civilization may eventually transfer some of its accumulated knowledge and information-
processing functions into durable, distributed systems integrated with its planetary environment. In doing
so, it may cease to resemble the technological civilization that produced it, while leaving a different and
potentially harder-to-recognize set of observable signatures.

1. The question: what if we are searching for the wrong phase?

Searches for extraterrestrial intelligence often focus on detectable technological activity: narrowband radio
signals, optical pulses, atmospheric industrial pollutants, waste heat, artificial structures, or other
technosignatures. These are reasonable targets because human technology produces observable effects.
But a search strategy focused on present-day technological activity may be less sensitive to civilizations
whose technological phase ended long ago.
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The WIS Hypothesis asks whether a civilization's most detectable period could be temporary relative to the
duration of its later legacy. The question is not whether a planet can literally become a mind in a familiar
biological sense. It is whether sufficiently advanced information-processing systems could become
distributed through, and physically integrated with, a planetary environment.

2. Foundational Principle One: Cosmic Inheritance

The first principle proposes a distinction between the survival of a civilization and the survival of its
intellectual inheritance. A civilization can disappear as a social, biological, or political entity while some
products of its intelligence persist: stored information, engineered structures, autonomous systems, or
descendants that no longer share its original form.

Humanity already externalizes memory through writing, archives, computers, and networks. This is only a
modest analogy; it does not demonstrate that planetary-scale inheritance is feasible. The WIS proposal
extends the question across much longer timescales and more advanced engineering capabilities.

Foundational Principle No. 1
The products of intelligence may persist beyond the biological population and recognizable social
structure that created them.

3. Foundational Principle Two: Civilization-to-Planet Transition

WIS explores a possible progression from biological intelligence to technological infrastructure, then to
distributed computation and, finally, to long-lived systems embedded in a planet's environment. This is a
conceptual pathway, not a prediction that every civilization will follow it.
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Figure 1. The proposed WIS pathway. The arrows indicate a hypothetical sequence for investigation, not a
known law of evolution. A civilization could stop at any stage, choose another path, or collapse.
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Possible components of planetary integration

e Distributed information storage: durable archives or memory systems located across multiple
environments.

e Distributed computation: networks of machines or other engineered systems that process information
without a centralized city.

e Autonomous maintenance: systems capable of monitoring, repairing, and regulating their own
infrastructure.

e Low-profile operation: a design choice that could reduce conspicuous emissions, although it would not
eliminate all physical signatures.

e Biological or ecological interfaces: hypothetical engineered relationships between technology and living
systems. This is especially speculative and would require substantial evidence.

4. Part Two: The Planetary Convergence Principle

The key unresolved question is why an advanced civilization might choose planetary integration rather
than interstellar expansion. WIS should not assume that expansion is undesirable or that integration is
inevitable. Instead, it can examine conditions under which a civilization might find a stable, local, long-
duration strategy attractive.

4.1 A possible motivation: persistence rather than expansion

Interstellar expansion may offer access to new resources, habitats, and scientific opportunities. It may also
require enormous energy, long travel times, complex coordination, and the management of distant
autonomous systems. A civilization whose priority shifts from growth to preserving knowledge or
maintaining a stable computational environment might invest more heavily in its home system.

This is not a claim that planetary integration is objectively more efficient. The answer depends on
unknowns: energy requirements, materials, reliability, environmental constraints, the nature of the
civilization's goals, and the physics of its information-processing technology.

4.2 A possible motivation: resilience through distribution

A distributed system could, in principle, avoid dependence on a single capital, habitat, server, or central
authority. Redundancy across a planet might protect information against localized disasters. However,
planetary distribution also creates vulnerabilities: global catastrophes, geological change, resource
depletion, and long-term maintenance failure.

4.3 A possible motivation: changing definitions of expansion

An advanced civilization might expand its knowledge or computational capacity without building visible
interstellar empires. It could prioritize deeper understanding, internal simulation, or long-term stewardship
of its home environment. These are possible motivations, not established tendencies of intelligence.
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Two possible long-term pathways for technological civilizations
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WIS investigates the second pathway; it does not claim that expansion is impossible or irrational.

Figure 2. Two broad pathways considered by WIS. The expansion pathway is not ruled out; the hypothesis
investigates whether an integration pathway could also occur.

Planetary Convergence Principle — provisional formulation

Under some unknown combination of technological, energetic, environmental, and cultural conditions, a
civilization may prioritize the long-term persistence of its information-processing systems within its home
planetary environment over conspicuous outward expansion. This is a conjecture to be tested, not a
universal evolutionary law.

5. Foundational Principle Three: Observational Disappearance

If a civilization reduces large-scale broadcasting, industrial activity, or conspicuous construction, some
technosignatures could weaken. But a functioning planetary-scale system would still obey physics and
could produce heat, chemical changes, electromagnetic effects, material anomalies, or other signatures.
WIS therefore predicts possible changes in the type and strength of signatures—not perfect invisibility.
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A possible shift in what is easy to detect
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lllustrative ranking for discussion only; not empirical data, probabilities, or a claim that planetary systems are invisible.

Figure 3. An illustrative visibility comparison. The values are ordinal placeholders used to explain the idea;
they are not observations, calibrated detectability estimates, or a quantitative prediction. Real detectability
depends on distance, instrument sensitivity, system design, energy use, and astrophysical background.

A necessary caution

A quiet planet is not evidence of a hidden civilization. Natural geology, chemistry, climate, and biology can
produce complex signals. Any proposed technosignature would need careful comparison with natural
explanations and independent confirmation.

6. What WIS would need to predict

To become scientifically useful, WIS must make predictions that are more specific than the general
statement that civilizations might become difficult to detect. Candidate research directions include:

e A defined class of persistent technosignatures expected from long-lived distributed planetary
infrastructure.

e A plausible energy and heat budget for such systems, including how their waste heat could be
distinguished from natural sources.

e Material or isotopic patterns that engineered systems might leave behind and that natural processes
are unlikely to reproduce.

e Atimescale model describing how long conventional signals might persist compared with possible
inherited systems.

e A comparative framework that identifies which observations would favour WIS over natural planetary
processes, extinction, or other explanations.

7. Falsifiability: what could count against WIS?

A hypothesis must risk being wrong. WIS would be weakened if its proposed transition proved physically
infeasible under reasonable assumptions, if long-lived planetary computation could not be maintained, or if
the predicted signatures were indistinguishable from natural processes in every realistically observable
case.
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The broad claim that some civilizations might preserve information in durable systems is difficult to falsify
by itself. The research task is therefore to narrow WIS into a specific model with explicit physical
assumptions and predictions. If no distinctive prediction can be derived, WIS may remain a philosophical

scenario rather than a scientific hypothesis.

8. How WIS relates to the Fermi Paradox

The Fermi Paradox concerns the apparent tension between the possibility of abundant extraterrestrial
civilizations and the lack of confirmed evidence for them. WIS offers one possible observational
explanation: the detectable technological phase of a civilization may be short, while any later inheritance

may have a different signature.

WIS does not explain every possible version of the paradox. It does not establish how common life is, how
often intelligence emerges, whether civilizations survive, or whether interstellar travel is practical. It
addresses one narrower possibility: the signs we expect may not characterize every stage of a civilization's

existence.

9. Research agenda

Workstream

Required work

A. Prior-art review

B. Physical feasibility

C. Mechanism

D. Observational signatures
E. Competing explanations

F. Falsification

Compare WIS with post-biological intelligence,
planetary-scale computation, technosignature
decay, machine civilizations, and related SETI
concepts.

Estimate energy, materials, heat rejection,
maintenance, information storage, and geological
longevity.

Specify what 'integration into a planet' physically
means; avoid treating the planet itself as conscious
without evidence.

Derive measurable signals and identify instruments
or surveys that could detect them.

Compare every candidate signal with natural
geological, atmospheric, and biological processes.
State observations or physical constraints that
would substantially weaken or rule out the model.

10. Current formulation
The WIS Hypothesis — Version 0.1

Some advanced civilizations may, under particular conditions, transition from conspicuous biological and
technological societies toward distributed information-processing systems integrated with their planetary
environments. If such systems persist after the original civilization changes or disappears, they may
leave technosignatures unlike those targeted by conventional searches. This could contribute to the
apparent silence of the universe, although the mechanism, likelihood, observability, and uniqueness of

this explanation remain unproven.
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Glossary

Cosmic inheritance: The proposed persistence of information, knowledge, or information-processing
functions beyond the original civilization.

Planetary integration: The hypothetical embedding of durable technological systems within a planet's
environment.

Distributed intelligence: Information processing spread across multiple systems rather than concentrated
in one organism or facility.

Technosignature: An observable feature that could indicate technology, subject to exclusion of natural
explanations.

Observational disappearance: A proposed reduction or transformation of detectable signatures, not
literal invisibility.

Planetary convergence: The provisional idea that some civilizations may prioritize long-term home-world
persistence over outward expansion.

Selected scientific context for future review

The next version should include a properly sourced literature review. Relevant established research areas
include SETI and technosignature searches; post-biological evolution and machine intelligence; planetary
habitability and geochemistry; long-term information storage; waste-heat searches; and the Fermi Paradox.
This draft intentionally does not claim that these fields support the WIS mechanism. They provide the
context against which its novelty and feasibility must be assessed.

No external sources have been cited in this working draft. Before publication as a scientific paper, each
factual claim, technical assumption, and comparison with existing hypotheses should be supported by
primary literature and reviewed for accuracy.
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