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The Simulation Hypothesis: A Journey into
the Nature of Reality

Chapter 2: The Modern Argument: Bostrom's Trilemma and the Rise of Virtual
Worlds

The Tipping Point

For centuries, the idea of a simulated reality was a philosophical curiosity, a thought
experiment confined to the pages of academic texts. But in 2003, a paper by Swedish
philosopher Nick Bostrom, published in The Philosophical Quarterly, changed
everything. Titled "Are You Living in a Computer Simulation?," the paper presented a
short, sharp, and startlingly logical argument that forced the concept out of the
philosophy classroom and into the mainstream of scientific and technological debate. It
was the tipping point, the moment the ancient question of a fabricated reality was given
a modern, statistical edge.

Bostrom did not claim that we are living in a simulation. Instead, he presented a
"trilemma." This is a set of three propositions, one of which, he argued, is almost
certainly true. The chilling part is that each of the three possibilities is, in its own way,
mind-bending.



The Trilemma, Step by Step

Bostrom's argument is not based on physical evidence, but on a foundation of pure
logic. It assumes that a technologically mature, "posthuman” civilization would have
access to almost unimaginable computing power. From this simple premise, the
trilemma unfolds.

Proposition 1: The Great Filter

The first possibility is that civilizations like ours almost never reach a "posthuman” stage
of technological maturity because they go extinct. This is a version of the "Great Filter"
theory. This theory posits that there is some barrier, a cosmic hurdle, that prevents
intelligent life from developing to the point where it can master its planet and solar
system. This filter could be anything. For example, it could be a nuclear war, a runaway
pandemic, an asteroid impact, or a self-inflicted environmental catastrophe. If this
proposition is true, it means we are unlikely to ever develop the capacity to run ancestor
simulations, because we will destroy ourselves first. It is a grim but plausible
explanation for why we have not been visited by advanced alien life.

Proposition 2: The Loss of Interest

The second possibility is that posthuman civilizations do exist, but they have absolutely
no interest in running "ancestor simulations." These are high-fidelity simulations of their
evolutionary past. Perhaps they find it unethical. Philosophers like Massimo Pigliucci
argue that this proposition is far more likely than Bostrom gives it credit for. A
posthuman civilization, having transcended its biological roots, might find ancestor
simulations profoundly unethical, a cosmic-scale version of a human zoo.

Perhaps they find it boring. Physicist and astronomer Marcelo Gleiser has forcefully
argued this point, suggesting that for a truly advanced intelligence, running ancestor
simulations would be a "colossal waste of time." Why would beings who have
transcended biology and scarcity be interested in recreating the primitive struggles of
their ancestors? This critique suggests we are projecting our own current, limited
motivations onto beings for whom such concerns would be utterly alien. If this is true,



then the universe might be full of god-like civilizations, but they are simply not running
simulations of worlds like ours.

Proposition 3: The Simulation

The third proposition is the one that gives the argument its power. If the first two
propositions are false, it means that civilizations do survive to a posthuman stage, and
they are interested in running ancestor simulations. In that case, a simple matter of
statistics takes over.

A technologically mature civilization could run billions, if not trillions, of ancestor
simulations. They could simulate entire universes filled with countless conscious beings.
If this is the case, then the number of simulated realities would vastly outnumber the
one "base" reality. The number of simulated minds would be astronomically greater than
the number of "real” minds. Therefore, if you are a conscious being, the odds are
overwhelmingly likely that you are one of the simulated minds, not one of the original,
biological ones.

This is the core of the argument: you are forced to conclude that either humanity is
doomed, posthumans are universally uninterested in their history, or you are almost
certainly living in a computer simulation.

The Al Revolution and Real-Time Worlds: The Engine of Plausibility

Bostrom's trilemma is a powerful piece of logic, but it would have remained a
philosophical curiosity if not for one thing: the undeniable, exponential growth of our
own technology. We are living through a period of change that gives the argument a
visceral, intuitive force, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the world of Al-
powered video games.

In the 1970s, Pong was two white rectangles and a dot. Today, the plausibility of
simulation is accelerating at an astonishing rate, driven by two key breakthroughs in
artificial intelligence.



First, the creation of game worlds is no longer just procedural; it is becoming generative
and real-time. Early examples like No Man's Sky used algorithms to generate a vast but
static universe beforehand. Now, new engines like Google's GameNGen can generate
detailed environments live in response to a player's actions. This is a monumental leap.
It means the simulated world does not need to be stored in its entirety; it can be
rendered and created as you experience it, making the computational cost of a
universe-scale simulation vastly more manageable.

Second, the inhabitants of these worlds are becoming truly autonomous. Previously,
non-player characters (NPCs) were sophisticated puppets, cycling through a limited set
of pre-written lines. Now, technologies like NVIDIA's Avatar Cloud Engine (ACE) are
giving them an "Al-powered brain." Imagine talking to a character in a game like
Cyberpunk 2077. Instead of choosing from a menu of dialogue options, you simply
speak into your microphone. The game's Al understands your words, accesses the
character's unique personality and memories, and generates a novel, context-
appropriate response in a realistic voice. This is not science fiction; it is the technology
being implemented in games today. This dissolves the argument that simulated beings
would be repetitive or predictable. We are now building the technology to create
simulated entities whose behavior is emergent and indistinguishable from a "real"
person's.

This realism is further enhanced by rendering technologies like real-time ray tracing,
which simulates the actual physical behavior of light, allowing for reflections and
shadows that are astonishingly lifelike. The gap between the "real” world and the
"rendered" world is closing with every new generation of graphics cards and Al models.
We are becoming the very beings Bostrom's argument describes: a civilization on the
cusp of being able to create our own simulated worlds. And that forces us to look at his
third proposition with a new and unsettling seriousness.



