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ABSTRACT

“Simulation hypotheses” are imaginative scenarios that are typically employed in philosophy to
speculateonhowlikelyitisthatoneiscurrentlylivingwithinasimulateduniverseaswellasonthe
possibilityforeverdiscerningwhetheronedoesinfactinhabitone.Thesephilosophicalquestionsin
particularovershadowedotheraspectsandpotentialusesofsimulationhypotheses,someofwhichare
foregroundedinthisarticle.Morespecifically,“ATheodicyforArtificialUniverses”focusesonthe
moralimplicationsofsimulationhypotheseswiththeobjectiveofspeculativelyansweringquestions
concerningcomputersimulationssuchas:Ifoneisindeedlivinginacomputersimulation,whatmight
beitspurpose?Whataspirationsandvaluescouldbeinferentiallyattributedtoitsallegedcreators?
Andwouldlivinginasimulateduniverseaffectthevalueandmeaningoneattributestotheexistence?
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INTRodUCTIoN

Imaginealargevatonthetableofafuturisticlaboratory.Insidethevat,adisembodiedbrainfloats
insomekindofliquid.Thescientistsrunningthelaboratoryuseadvancedcomputertechnologyto
stimulatethebraininthevatwithinputandsensationsthatareindistinguishablefromthosethat
regularhumanbodiesexperienceintheirrelationshipwiththeactualworld.Inthishypotheticalsetup,
thelaboratory’stechnologyalsofeedsthebrain’soutputsbackintothecomputer,givingthebrain
thepossibilitytointeractwiththeenvironmentitperceives.Atthatpoint,thebrainiseffectively
inhabitingapersistent,interconnectedwhole:aworld1.Inthishypotheticalscenario,thebrainfloating
inthevatisconnectedwithwhatiscommonlyreferredtoasasimulation:aproceduralmodel–often
runoncomputers–thatimitatesthebehaviorsofaphysicalsystem(seeBostrom,2003;Salen&
Zimmerman,2003,423;Chalmers,2005).

Whetherornotthoseimaginativescenariosexplicitlyrelyontheuseofdigitaltechnologies,
speculativepremisessimilartotheonethatwasjustoutlinedarecommonthroughoutthehistoryof
Westernthought.TheSocraticdialoguesandthetextsoftheskepticsfeaturequestions,allegories,and
ideasthatcanbeconsideredparticularlyobviousexamplesofthisrecurrence.Withinourtraditionof
thought,thesepropositionsareoftenreferredtoasthe‘braininavathypothesis’(orthe‘evilgenius
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hypothesis’,afterRenéDescartes’sinfamousargumentintheMeditations).Comparableideasalso
emergedinnon-WesternculturalcontextssuchasChineseTaoismorVedicliterature,wherethey
similarlyfunctionasconceptualtoolstohelpthereadermaintainadegreeofsuspiciontowardsthe
emotionsandsensationsthattheyexperienceintheirdailylivesasembodiedbeings.Theyare,tocite
Chalmers’s(2005)words,‘philosophicalfables’thatpromptusquestionwhatwemeanby‘reality’
andwhatqualifiesasarealexperience.Theyinviteustoconsiderwhethertheworldofsensations
andrelationshipsthatweexperienceonaneverydaybasiscouldbeanartificeoramereillusion.

Inrecentyears,aparticularsetofspeculativescenariosthataretoadegreesimilar tothose
mentionedabovereceivedsustainedattentionbothinacademiaandinpopularculture.Iamreferringto
agroupofhypotheticalsituationsthatarecommonlygroupedundertheumbrellaterm‘thesimulation
hypothesis’(SH).Differentlyfrom‘braininavat’kindsofhypotheses,theSHdoesnotpredicatethat
one’sbrain–ortheentiretyofone’sbody,asisthecaseinthemovieThe Matrix–existssomewhere
inbasereality2.Itdoesnotpresupposethatourperceptualandcognitiveequipmentisbeingenthralled
anddeceivedbythesimulativecapabilitiesofacomputer(orthemagicalonesofademon).Instead,
theSHproposesanimaginativescenarioinwhichweareartificialbeingswhowerecreated–and
presentlyexist–withinacomputersimulation.IntheSH,inotherwords,nopartofmeispredicated
tobeexistingorhavingeverexistedinbasereality(withtheexclusion,perhaps,ofthefigmentsof
computercodethatcorrespondtothepropertiesmybeingandmymentalstates)3.

Like‘braininavat’kindsofhypotheses,thevariousversionsoftheSHarealsousedtoraise
doubtsconcerningtheartificialityofourexperience.Theyaresimilarlyemployedinphilosophyto
gaugethelikelihoodofourbeingcurrentlylivinginasimulateduniverseaswellasourcapability
ofeverdiscerningwhetherwedo in fact inhabitone.Thisdominantphilosophicalusesidelined
otheraspectsandpotentialapplicationsofsimulationhypotheses,someofwhichareforegrounded
inthepresentarticle.Iamtalking,forexample,aboutreflectionsconcerningthetechnologicaland
computationalrequirementsthatwouldbeneededtorunthesimulationinquestion,aboutthekinds
ofvaluesandaspirationsthatcouldhaveshapedandguidedthedesignofthatsimulation,orabout
theethicalresponsibilitiesthatthecreatorsofthesimulationpotentiallyhavetowardstheartificial
beingsinhabitingit.

Notableexistingworkonthosearguablysecondaryaspectsincludethenotoriousarticle“AreYou
LivinginaComputerSimulation?”byNickBostrom(2003,whichwillbeintroducedanddiscussed
inthenextsection),“TheologicalImplicationsoftheSimulationArgument”byEricSteinhart(2010),
and“NaturalEvilandtheSimulationHypothesis”byDavidKyleJohnson(2011).

THe ‘PoSTHUMAN MoRALITy HyPoTHeSIS’ (PMH)

In“AreYouLivinginaComputerSimulation?”,Bostromarguesthatatleastoneofthethreefollowing
propositionsmustbetrue:

1. Thehumanspeciesisverylikelytogoextinctbeforereachingastageoftechnologicalmaturity;
2. Anytechnologicallymaturecivilizationisextremelyunlikely torunasignificantnumberof

computersimulationsoftheirevolutionaryhistory(orvariationsthereof);
3. Wearealmostcertainlylivinginacomputersimulation.(Bostrom,2003,p.14).

Extrapolatingfromtendenciesandpreferencesthathavebeendefininghowhumanscurrently
developandusedigitalmedia,Bostromimaginesacivilizationthatreachedthetechnicalcapability
“toconvertplanetsandotherastronomicalresourcesintoenormouslypowerfulcomputers”(ibid.,p.
3).Inthathypotheticalscenario,andshouldthatcivilizationmaintainsufficientinterestindeveloping
andrunningwhatBostromcalls‘ancestor-simulations’4,then–heargues–itisalmostastatistical
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