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Executive Abstract

In the span of two decades, the simulation hypothesis has migrated from a niche argument in analytic
philosophy into one of the defining folk cosmologies of the digital age. What began in 2003 as a proba-
bilistic thought experiment—posed by philosopher Nick Bostrom to test the limits of what a sufficiently
advanced “posthuman” civilization might do with its computational resources—has since been absorbed
into venture-capital keynote speeches, late-night podcast monologues, and the everyday vocabulary of a
generation that already spends most of its waking life inside screens. This report undertakes a cultural,
rather than physical or metaphysical, critique of the hypothesis. It does not attempt to adjudicate whether
reality is in fact computed. Instead, it asks a more tractable question: what does it mean, sociologically
and politically, that so many people in the wealthiest and most technologically saturated societies on
Earth have become newly comfortable believing that nothing here is quite real? The analysis proceeds in
four movements: the philosophical scaffolding of the original argument and its quiet distortion in popular
retellings; the political economy of who repeats the hypothesis loudest and what that repetition conve-
niently excuses; the hypothesis’s structural resemblance to older theological answers to the problem of
suffering; and the epistemological trap built into any claim that cannot, even in principle, be falsified.
The report concludes that the simulation hypothesis’s popularity says less about the nature of reality than
about the psychological needs of a culture negotiating unprecedented computational power alongside

unprecedented civic exhaustion.

1. From Seminar Room to Boardroom: The Argument’s Actual Claim

1.1 The Trilemma, Precisely Stated

Bostrom’s original paper does not argue that we are living in a simulation. It argues something narrower
and more careful: that at least one of three propositions is very likely true. Either intelligent civilizations
almost always go extinct before reaching the technological maturity required to run high-fidelity ancestor
simulations; or mature civilizations that could run such simulations choose, near-universally, not to; or
we are, statistically, almost certainly inside one of the simulations that such civilizations do run, since

simulated minds would vastly outnumber the one original biological population. The argument is a piece



of probabilistic reasoning about anthropic selection, structurally similar to other observer-selection argu-
ments used in cosmology. It is agnostic about which of the three branches is correct. A careful reading
yields no positive claim that we are, in fact, simulated—only that disbelieving all three options simulta-
neously requires justifying a fairly specific and optimistic assumption: that civilizations reliably survive,

reliably gain the capability, and reliably choose to abstain from using it.

1.2 The Popular Flattening

This nuance rarely survives contact with a stage and a microphone. In its popularized form—the form
most people actually encounter, at a dinner party or in a viral clip—the trilemma collapses into a single,
confident assertion: “we’re probably in a simulation.” The two-thirds of the argument that describe
extinction or abstention are dropped, because they are far less interesting to repeat than the third branch,
which flatters the listener with a sense of privileged, quasi-mystical insight. What is transmitted culturally
is not Bostrom’s careful conditional logic but a mood: a shrug of cosmic irony, the sense that nothing
quite counts because the walls might be rendered. The flattening is not accidental. A trilemma is difficult

to monetize, brand, or turn into a compelling keynote closing line. A single, vivid claim is not.

1.3 Digital Physics as Borrowed Legitimacy

The popular version of the hypothesis frequently borrows credibility from an adjacent and genuinely ac-
tive research program: digital physics, the study of whether the universe’s fundamental laws resemble dis-
crete computation rather than continuous fields. Serious work in this area—on the holographic principle,
on whether spacetime might be emergent from more fundamental informational relations—is speculative
but methodologically disciplined, and it says nothing about ancestor simulations, posthuman civilizations,
or which branch of Bostrom’s trilemma holds. Conflating the two allows the popular hypothesis to wear
the coat of theoretical physics while making almost none of physics’s falsifiable commitments. It is the

appearance of rigor without its cost.

2. Whose Hypothesis Is It, and What Does It Excuse

2.1 A Notably Specific Demographic of Believers

The people most publicly associated with declaring confident belief in the simulation hypothesis are dis-
proportionately drawn from a narrow professional and economic stratum: founders, venture capitalists,
and executives within the same computing industry that stands to profit from building ever more con-
vincing simulated environments—virtual reality headsets, generative video, synthetic companions, fully
rendered “metaverse” real estate. This is not proof that the belief is insincere. It is, however, a pattern
worth naming, because the belief is unusually convenient for exactly this group. If physical reality is

provisionally understood as just another rendering engine, then the ethical weight of resource extraction,



labor conditions, and environmental externalities incurred while building actual rendering engines be-
comes strangely easier to bracket. A civilization already living inside someone else’s simulation has a

diminished obligation to worry about the integrity of the one it is currently building.

2.2 Simulation Talk as a Permission Structure

Public statements to the effect that “reality is probably a simulation” function, in practice, less like a
metaphysical claim and more like a permission structure. They gently relocate the stakes of present-tense
decisions—about labor automation, data extraction, algorithmic governance, resource consumption for
data-center expansion—into a frame where those decisions feel provisional, almost aesthetic, because
the substrate underneath them is framed as already unreal. This is a modern echo of a very old rhetorical
move: declaring the material world of lesser consequence in order to excuse how one behaves within it.
It costs the speaker nothing to say the words, and it quietly reduces the felt urgency of accountability for

the world they are actually, materially building.

2.3 The Absence of the Argument Among the Materially Precarious

It is instructive that the hypothesis is comparatively rare as a stated belief among people whose daily
material conditions are precarious—those for whom hunger, rent, and bodily safety are immediate and
non-negotiable facts. Consequence has a way of anchoring belief to the tangible. The simulation hypoth-
esis thrives specifically in conditions of material comfort sufficient to treat physical reality as an open
philosophical question rather than a set of urgent constraints. This is not a moral indictment of anyone
who finds the argument interesting; it is an observation about which social positions afford the luxury of

metaphysical detachment, and which do not.

3. An Old Theological Instinct in New Computational Clothing

3.1 The Problem of Suffering, Rebranded

Every culture that has grappled seriously with unearned suffering has produced some framework to me-
tabolize it: karma, original sin, predestination, the Gnostic claim that the material world is a flawed or
malevolent creation authored by a lesser demiurge, behind which a truer and better reality waits. The
simulation hypothesis performs the same psychological labor using computational vocabulary instead of
scriptural vocabulary. Suffering, injustice, and apparent absurdity in the observable world become easier
to bear once reframed as artifacts of an imperfect rendering, glitches in someone else’s code, rather than
as the final, unmediated truth of existence. The hypothesis offers exactly what Gnosticism offered: an

authorless world made bearable by the suggestion that it is not the real one.



3.2 The Architect, Reintroduced Through the Back Door

Contemporary secular audiences frequently resist traditional theistic language while remaining comfort-
able with an “advanced posthuman civilization running the simulation.” Functionally, this substitution
reintroduces a creator figure—one who designed the rules, who could in principle intervene, who ex-
ists outside and prior to the world as experienced—without requiring the speaker to use the word God,
and without inheriting the specific doctrinal commitments that word carries. It is worth naming plainly:

swapping “creator” for “simulator” changes the vocabulary of the architect question, not the shape of it.

3.3 Glitches as Modern Omens

The internet-culture habit of describing déja vu, coincidence, or minor visual anomalies as “simulation
glitches” mirrors, almost exactly, older folk practices of reading omens and portents into unusual natural
events. Both practices perform the same function: they insist that the ordinary world is secretly authored,
that its apparent randomness conceals an underlying intentional structure, and that a sufficiently attentive
observer might glimpse the seams. This is not a new cognitive habit invented by computing culture. It is

an old and recurring human habit, wearing a new technical vocabulary.

4. The Epistemological Trap

4.1 Unfalsifiability by Design

The simulation hypothesis, in its strong popular form, is constructed so that no observation could ever
count as evidence against it. Any anomaly is evidence of a glitch; any consistency is evidence of a
well-engineered simulation; any advance in physical understanding is evidence that “the code” is simply
very sophisticated. A claim compatible with every possible observation carries no predictive content
and, by the ordinary standards used to evaluate scientific claims, is not one. This does not make the
hypothesis meaningless as philosophy—unfalsifiable questions can still be worth asking—but it does

mean the hypothesis cannot do the explanatory work its popular proponents often imply it does.

4.2 The Confidence Mismatch

There is a persistent mismatch, worth stating directly, between the epistemic humility embedded in
Bostrom’s original conditional argument and the confident, almost evangelical certainty with which the
popularized version is frequently asserted in public. An argument that concludes “one of three things is
probably true, and we cannot currently determine which” has been culturally transformed into “I have
deduced that we are in a simulation.” The transformation is not a discovery. It is a rhetorical upgrade

performed for effect, and it deserves to be identified as such whenever it appears.



4.3 What a Genuinely Falsifiable Version Would Require

A version of the hypothesis capable of functioning as a scientific claim would need to specify, in ad-
vance, the kind of observation that would count against it—a computational artifact, a resolution limit, a
discretization signature in some physical process that current theory does not predict and that a simulated
substrate plausibly would produce. Some serious physicists have gestured toward exactly this kind of
falsifiable framing. That work deserves to be evaluated on its specific, narrow, testable merits. It is a
different undertaking, both in method and in humility, from the sweeping cultural claim this report is

examining.

5. Cultural Consequences

5.1 The Dehumanizing Vocabulary of “NPCs”

One of the hypothesis’s most visible cultural residues is the now-common practice of labeling other peo-
ple “NPCs”—non-player characters, background figures in someone else’s game, presumed to lack the
interiority of the speaker. This is not a harmless joke. It is a rhetorical device that strips the people it
targets of presumed consciousness and moral standing, and it has been used, in explicitly political con-
texts, to dismiss opposing viewpoints as the scripted output of lesser, unreflective minds rather than as
the considered positions of full persons. A cosmological hypothesis about the substrate of reality has

curdled, in casual use, into a tool for denying other people’s inner lives.

5.2 Meaning Under a Provisional Universe

If the physical world is held to be provisional, the argument for taking any particular ethical claim se-
riously weakens correspondingly. This report does not claim that everyone who finds the hypothesis
interesting draws nihilistic conclusions from it; many treat it as an idle curiosity with no bearing on how
they actually live. But the hypothesis’s easy compatibility with a shrugging, low-stakes relationship to
consequence is worth naming as a real cultural cost, distinct from whatever its truth value ultimately turns

out to be.

5.3 A Genuine Alternative: Consequence Regardless of Substrate

None of the foregoing requires dismissing simulation theory as unworthy of thought. It requires only
separating the philosophical question—an interesting and unresolved one—from the cultural performance
that has grown up around it. Whether or not this reality is computed on some deeper substrate, the
beings within it, on any reasonable account, still experience what they experience: hunger, joy, grief, the
specific weight of a decision made under uncertainty. A rendering, if fine-grained enough to produce
genuine experience, produces genuine stakes. Simulated or not, the ethical claim of the present moment

on the people living inside it does not appear to loosen. The interesting philosophical question and the



irresponsible cultural shrug are not the same thing, and this report’s central argument is that popular

culture has spent two decades quietly substituting the second for the first.

6. Conclusion

The simulation hypothesis endures in public conversation not chiefly because it has been strengthened by
new evidence, but because it performs valuable psychological and rhetorical work for a culture negotiat-
ing extraordinary computational power alongside a persistent, low-grade civic exhaustion. It offers the
comfort of an old theodicy in new vocabulary, a permission structure for a wealthy and technologically
fluent class to hold the material consequences of its own industry at arm’s length, and an aesthetic of in-
sight that requires no falsifiable commitment whatsoever. None of this settles whether reality is, in some
deep sense, computed. It does suggest that the confidence with which the claim is publicly repeated has
always tracked cultural utility more closely than epistemic warrant—and that a claim compatible with
literally any observation was never, in the end, a claim about the world so much as a mirror held up to

the people making it.
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