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Commentary

Mandatory COVID vaccines and Fermi’s paradox

Gilbert Berdine MD

“It’s the end of the world as we know it.
It’s the end of the world as we know it.
It’s the end of the world as we know it,

and I feel fine.”
R.E.M. It’s The End Of The World

What is Fermi’s Paradox? What could COVID 
vaccines have anything to do with Fermi’s Paradox? 
The answer to these questions should give pause to 
anyone advocating for mandatory COVID vaccination. 

Fermi’s Paradox has to do with the likelihood that 
life exists on other planets.1 In other words, we are not 
alone. Fermi was not even close to the first one to pon-
der this question; the question has been debated ever 
since man was aware that lights in the night sky rep-
resented stars and that these stars might have planets 
orbiting around them just as the Earth orbits its star–the 
Sun. Fermi’s name is attached to the paradox because 
of the answer he gave to the question: “But where is 
everybody?” 

Fermi’s reasoning was as follows: suppose that 
life on planet Earth is not unique; there are many 
stars with many planets; there are so many planets 
that there should be many examples with life even if 
life is a rare event; there is nothing special about the 
Sun and Earth, so many of these examples should be 
older with more advanced civilizations; there should 
be so many advanced civilizations who have found 
Earth and humans that we should not be able to avoid 
them on a daily basis; we should be either a conquest 
or a trade hub. Fermi’s answer, “But where is every-
body?” became famous, in part, because it was part 
of a discussion in a cafeteria at Los Alamos during the 
Manhattan project, and his audience included Edward 
Teller, the inventor of the hydrogen bomb. 

There are several classes of answers to Fermi’s 
Paradox. The simplest class of answer is that life on 
Earth is unique, so there is no reason to find life else-
where. The other classes of answers assume that life 
on Earth was not unique, that there are many exam-
ples of life on other planets, but that there are good 
reasons that we have not come in contact. The class 
of answers relevant to this discussion has to do with 
extinction. Contact requires the ability to travel between 
stars or between galaxies, and the natural progress of 
knowledge may lead first to other technologies that 
cause the extinction of life. The usual examples given 
are destruction by thermonuclear war or degradation of 
the planet through pollution, overpopulation, or exces-
sive heat production. This theme has been explored 
by science fiction. Many zombie apocalypse scenar-
ios are triggered by the unintended consequences 
of human engineered viruses, or other catastrophic 
consequences of tampering with viruses. Rise of the 
Planet of the Apes is based on a viral drug intended 
to cure dementia that ends up making apes intelligent 
and killing humans. A recent television series, Utopia, 
was produced and released by Amazon Prime Video. 
The plot involves a billionaire oligarch who fakes a viral 
outbreak, claims the virus is an existential threat, and 
conveniently has a vaccine, the true and nefarious 
purpose of which is to sterilize a substantial portion 
of humanity to save us from overpopulation. Amazon 
has claimed that any resemblances in the plot to real 
events are coincidence. 

Which brings us to mandatory COVID-19 vaccina-
tions. The development of COVID vaccines has been 
rushed. U.S. government agencies have been quick 
to assure the public that the vaccines are efficacious 
and safe, but there are insufficient data to make such 
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claims. The clinical trials used for FDA approval had 
around 10,000 subjects in both the vaccine arm and 
control arm, so harmful effects less common than 
1/10,000 could not possibly be detected. As for effi-
cacy, no COVID related deaths were seen in either the 
vaccine arm or the control arm, so this study had no 
evidence whatsoever that vaccination prevented death 
from COVID-19.2 A larger trial of the vaccine in Israel 
found that over 26,000 vaccinations were necessary to 
prevent a single death from COVID-19.3 Of course, the 
data were not presented that way; rather a high effi-
cacy figure was quoted based on the reduced odds of 
converting a PCR test to positive from negative despite 
the fact that the number to vaccinate in order to pre-
vent a single PCR test conversion was 364.3 

There are data for efficacy of the vaccine, but the 
benefit is small. COVID-19 does not represent an exis-
tential threat to humanity. The benefit of the vaccine is 
not large enough to justify mandatory vaccination, yet 
governments are already considering mandatory or 
coerced vaccination programs. Boris Johnson is fac-
ing a backlash after suggesting that Brits be required 
to hold a “vaccine passport” in order to order a pint in 
a British pub.4 Dr. Anthony Fauci said, “Everything will 
be on the table for discussion” in answer to questions 
about COVID-19 “vaccine passports” and manda-
tory vaccinations in the United States.5 President Joe 
Biden wants “vaccine passports” to permit dining out 
in the United States.6 This is rather remarkable con-
sidering we have less than a year of data regarding 
vaccine safety. 

It has been argued that the vaccine could pose a 
threat to human fertility. The so-called fact checkers 
claim this concern has been debunked.7 However, the 
claims debunked do not precisely match the claims 
made by the concerned. This is called knocking down 
a straw man. The precise theoretical concern was that 
the spike protein coded for by the messenger RNA 
of the vaccine shares an amino acid sequence with 
the syncytin-1 protein that is part of human placenta. 
The theoretical concern was that the vaccine could 
induce an antibody response that might cross react 
to human placenta and could cause miscarriages in 
pregnant women. The debunkers point out that the 
spike protein is not an exact match to syncytin-1; 
this is a straw man as nobody ever claimed an exact 

match. The debunkers argue that there is no evidence 
that COVID-19 disease causes antibodies against 
syncytin-1, but absence of evidence is not evidence 
of absence. The debunkers also claim that if the con-
cern was valid, there should be evidence of reduced 
fertility following COVID-19 infection and no such evi-
dence exists. However, evidence of reduced fertility 
9 months after the pandemic exists is popping up 
everywhere; it is unclear whether the reduced fertil-
ity is due to adverse effects of lockdowns on behavior 
or whether the reduced fertility has a biologic basis. 
Whether this particular claim about risk to fertility has 
any merit or not is not the point. The point is why would 
governments force people to take a vaccine that might 
put fertility at risk when the benefit is very small and 
the virus being vaccinated against does not pose an 
existential threat? If the vaccine represents even a 
theoretically possible existential threat, it is better to 
be safe than sorry. 

The COVID-19 vaccine was discussed in detail in 
the previous issue of the Journal.8 Let the people who 
volunteer to be vaccinated get the vaccine. Let the peo-
ple who are skeptics decline the vaccine. Humanity is 
better off with a significant cohort of unvaccinated peo-
ple to permit long term study of efficacy and safety of 
the vaccine. If vaccines are mandatory, we will never 
know whether the vaccines were efficacious or safe. If 
the safety issue turns out to be an existential threat, it 
will be too late to prevent humans from becoming an 
example of Fermi’s Paradox. 
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Addendum: 
Please see a second commentary by James A Tarbox in this issue of the journal.


