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Unfalsifiability: A Scientific Appraisal of
the Recent GAE Hypothesis’ by Marcus
Ross

The Ross paper? critiques the genealogical Adam and Eve (GAE) hypothesis
put forth by S. Joshua Swamidass in his book The Genealogical Adam and Eve?
and other publications.?

In brief, the hypothesis states that it is not incompatible with current scien-
tific knowledge for God to have created a single human couple in recent human
history (between 10,000 and 6,000 years ago) who are the genealogical (not
equivalent to genetic) ancestors of all living humans. This couple, described
in Genesis 2, is not proposed to have been the first human beings, but was in-
stead part of an already existing human race created in the image of God, as
described in Genesis 1.

The paper by Ross makes some excellent points regarding the likelihood of
this idea being scientifically correct. Others have written about the theological
controversies stimulated by the GAE,* but this is not the focus of Ross’ critique.

The major underlying flaw in the Ross paper is a misunderstanding of the
nature of the GAE hypothesis. While almost all of the issues raised by Ross are
valid, none of them actually address the intent or nature of Swamidass’ idea.

The GAE hypothesis is clearly stated numerous times in his book, publica-
tions and talks, as being scientifically possible, and not as something that can
be empirically shown to be true. It is not unfalsifiable, as claimed by Ross, but
the entire point of the idea is that it is not falsified by any scientific knowledge
or theories. It is a model of science-theology integration, not a scientific hy-
pothesis.
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This is in marked contrast to other ideas about Adam and Eve, such that they
were created as the first (and only) human couple 6,000 years ago. That idea
is falsified by the application of scientific knowledge regarding human genetic
diversity of modern humans, and the time it takes for such diversity to manifest
from an original pair of humans, as well as by the substantive evidence for hu-
mans existing much longer than 6,000 years ago. Such evidence easily declares
that hypothesis to be false.

While Ross maintains that the GAE is not falsifiable, at the same time he
attempts to falsify it. If he had been successful, then the GAE would be defunct
as a possible solution for the origin of humanity, consistent with science and
Scripture as with the example given above. But Ross fails in this attempt in his

paper.

The core issue that Ross discusses against the GAE is that of genealogi-
cal spread to all of humanity. The problem is isolated populations, of which
there are many. One of the best examples is Tasmania. Ross presents genetic
evidence that Tasmanians remained an isolated population for around 10,000
years after its original settlement.

However, a core insight of the GAE proposal is that genealogical ancestry
is distinct from genetic ancestry and cannot be directly measured by genetic
analysis. While it is clear that a major large-scale influx of non-Tasmanian
people did not migrate to the island in that time period, all it takes is one or
a handful of intrepid individuals to reach the island and breed with the local
population to eventually lead to a uniform alteration of the population genea-
logical ancestry, which need not be detectable by genetic analysis.

In fact, the probability that a handful of breeding people made it over to
Tasmania during the 10,000 years of supposed total isolation cannot be ruled
out, and Ross is correct that this aspect of the idea is non-falsifiable. However,
in most cases, previous assumptions of extreme population isolation have been
found to be exaggerated, and sometimes even proven false, as for native Japa-
nese and Icelandic populations.®

Ross claims that this lack of falsifiability of a genealogical, rather than a de-
tectable ancestry of Tasmanians from outside, suggests that ‘there is no reason
to consider the proposal as anything more than a conjecture!

I would suggest that rephrasing the ‘GAE hypothesis’ as the ‘GAE conjecture,
is worth considering. Conjectures in mathematics and science may be partially
unfalsifiable and often lack sufficient strong confirming evidence to become a
hypothesis or theory. The supersymmetry conjecture is one example.
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Ross also discusses the problems with using the Rodhe et al. model® for the
modern population genealogical common ancestry date. He describes more
recent data on factors of increased migration and larger population size which
were ignored by Swamidass. However, he also then graciously admits that such
factors make the date more, rather than less recent, which he finds puzzling,
but certainly does nothing to contradict or disprove the GAE.

Ross also correctly points out that the GAE consists of two pillars, only one
of which is related to science, while the other concerns the miraculous creation
of a human couple. Not only is this true, but as Ross points out, is agreed to by
Swamidass, and therefore does not belong in any argument against the GAE.

I believe it is theologically appropriate to treat the GAE conjecture as a novel
idea which allows for a useful interpretation of the words of Genesis that does
not clash with scientific reality. The same cannot be said for a reading of the
text interpreted to mean that Adam and Eve were the first humans who existed
approximately 6,000 years ago.
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