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Our Boon or Doom? 
 
 
(posted by Steven W. Baker / SteveB, Dec. 17, 2012) 
 
 
Ready or not, here they come…eventually…I hope against hope for the best… 
 
 
“Why Making Robots Is So Darn Hard” by Gary Marcus, The New Yorker 
 
Dec. 13, 2012, (http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2012/12/why-making-robots-is-so-darn-
hard.html?mbid=gnep&google_editors_picks=true) 
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Robots, all of a sudden, are all over the news. Mitsubishi has just announced that it’s built a robot specially 
designed to help clean up the Fukushima nuclear power plant; NASA is working on a robotic handyman suitable for 
use in outer space. The past two weeks have also seen the release of a new iPad guide to robots (featuring a 
hundred and twenty-six robots from nineteen countries), and a fresh investment in a Web site called 
robotappstore.com, in which you can download apps for your Roomba. Romo, one of the latest hits on Kickstarter, 
and slated to ship in March, 2013, is a tiny tank-like robot that uses an iPhone for an electronic brain. 
 
This is hardly the first time someone tried to go after the consumer-robotics market. Perhaps most famously, Nolan 
Bushnell, the founder of the video-game-pioneer Atari, tried, in the early in the nineteen-eighties, with a company 
called Androbot. He invested, and, ultimately, lost, twenty-three million dollars of his own money. Thirty years later, 
computers have gotten a lot faster, but robots still seem kind of primitive. If you walk into a Brookstone or Best 
Buy, the only robots you are likely to find are children’s toys and glorified self-propelled vacuum cleaners, not all-
purpose helpers that are versatile enough to change diapers, hold conversations, and cook dinner. 
 
The two biggest challenges to making general-purposes robots are, as they always have been, hardware and 
software. Neither challenge is insuperable, but both are harder than one might think. On the hardware side, there 
are now lots of robots that can do incredibly cool things. One robot runs faster than the fastest human, another 
dances Gangnam style. Still another, PR2, folds towels and fetches beer. The catch is that, at the moment, each 
new robot is like a proof of concept. The ones that are fast and physically powerful, like AlphaDog, a quadruped 
robot, and the headless but amazing PETMAN, are, for now, still dependent on hydraulic actuators powered by 
industrial-strength pumps and gasoline engines; they work fine in a laboratory-test environment, but you wouldn’t 
want one roaming around your home. Others, like Baxter and PR2, are capable of fairly sophisticated movements, 
but at speeds that are still too slow to be practical around the home. It might take five minutes just for PR2 to grab 
you a beer. 
 
Computer processors keep getting faster and faster—roughly doubling every eighteen months, the rate predicted by 
the so-called Moore’s Law—and memory gets cheaper and cheaper. But the motors and actuators that move robots 
aren’t improving nearly as fast. (Battery technology, too, is key, moving quickly, but not quite keeping pace with 
Moore). In the words of Erico Guizzo, the robotics editor at the IEEE Spectrum, “Lots of people have been working 
on humanoid robots for decades, but the electric motors needed to drive a robot’s legs and arms are too big, heavy, 
and slow. Today’s most advanced humanoid robots are still big hulking pieces of metal that are unsafe to operate 
around people.” 
 
As Rodney Brooks, founder of Rethink Robotics, explained to me, the key difference is between information and 
physics. “If you want to use a blue pile of sand to represent a zero, and red pile of sand to represent a one, you can 
split each pile of sand in half, and still have the same information. You can keep doing that until you have a single 
grain of sand [in each pile]. And that’s basically what’s happened with computers, and why we can keep making 
them smaller. But the laws of mass and motion aren’t the same as the laws of information. If you move an arm with 
half the force, you only get half the result, which means, for example, that you can’t miniaturize a robot arm and 
expect it to lift the same heavy objects.” 
 
Meanwhile, whether a robot looks like a human or hockey puck, it is only as clever as the software within. And 
artificial intelligence is still very much a work-in-progress, with no machine approaching the full flexibility of the 
human mind. There is no shortage of strategies—ranging from simulations of biological brains to deep learning and 
to older techniques drawn from classical artificial intelligence—but there is still no machine remotely flexible enough 
to deal with the real world. The best robot-vision systems, for example, work far better with isolated objects than 
with complex scenes involving many objects; a robot can easily learn to tell the difference between a person and a 
basketball, but it’s far harder to learn why the people are passing the ball a certain way. Visual recognition of 
complex flexible objects, like strands of cooked spaghetti and opening and closing humans hands, present 
tremendous challenges, too. Even further away is a robust way of embodying computers with common sense. 
 
In virtually every robot that’s ever been built, the key challenge is generalization, and moving things from the 
laboratory to the real world. It’s one thing to get a robot to fold a colorful towel in an empty room; it’s another to 
get it to succeed in a busy apartment with visual distractions that the machine can’t quite parse. Likewise, the demo 
of a robot running at cheetah speed is amazing, but it’s conducted on the flat, level ground of a treadmill, not in the 



uneven territory of the real world. “Film and fiction have raised everyone’s expectations about what robots may be 
able to do,” Tandy Trower of Hoaloha Robotics and formerly of Microsoft Robotics, said. “I don’t believe we are 
anywhere near affordable, safe, manipulation on a mobile robot that can generalize such features into consumer 
operations for at least ten to twenty years.” The iRobot founder Rodney Brooks’s predictions were remarkably 
similar. 
 
There are important incremental advances in robots virtually every day, and occasionally major breakthroughs, like 
the Microsoft Kinect 3-D sensor that makes affordable indoor 3-D vision for video games a realistic target. And one 
of the biggest new companies in robotics, Willow Garage, has recently open-sourced much of its software, which 
means that scores of young hackers around the globe won’t have to reinvent the wheel every time they build a new 
robot. But robot helpers as versatile as The Jetsons’ Rosie are still a long way away, with major hurdles in speed, 
safety, autonomy, and intelligence still to be solved. 
 
(Gary Marcus, a professor of psychology at N.Y.U. and the author of Guitar Zero: The Science of Becoming Musical 
at Any Age, has written for the New Yorker about the facts and fictions of neuroscience; moral machines; and Ray 
Kurzweil’s new book, How to Create a Mind: The Secret of Human Thought Revealed. 
 
 

 
Robots Will Destroy Us All (Thank god) (by ~mothbot) 
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20121214-02 10:07 MarthaH “Health Insurance: U.S. Paying More for Less, Report Finds” 

 
When I retired early from teaching, my premiums were my responsibility, as a part of the corporation plan 
according to our master contract. I kept track of the rising premiums and--no surprise here--wrote the politicians 
EVERY time they went up. I got identical form letters from Lugar, nothing from W or the rest of them...Theirs came 
from we-know-whom...so it wasn't that relevant. Greed is just too much of it. We aren't rich, but we don't suffer. 
We have plenty compared to so many!  Until all are served equally, how can we do anything but fight so we can 
look ourselves in the mirror? 
 
 
“Health Insurance: U.S. Paying More for Less, Report Finds” by Maggie Fox, NBC News 
 
Dec. 11, 2012, (http://vitals.nbcnews.com/_news/2012/12/11/15848640-health-insurance-us-paying-more-for-less-
report-finds?lite) 
 
Health insurance premiums have shot up more than 60 percent in the last eight years, and if they keep up at this 
pace the average family of four will be paying $25,000 a year just for health insurance, according to a report 
released Wednesday. 
 
At the same time, deductibles are also going up for employer-sponsored plans, so workers are paying more and 
more for less and less, the non-profit Commonwealth Fund said. 
 
“Workers are paying more for less financial protection when they get sick,” said Commonwealth Fund senior vice 
president Cathy Schoen, who led the team writing the report. 
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Currently, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation, an average worker with employer-sponsored health insurance 
pays between about $15,000 to $16,000 a year for that coverage. Workers at bigger firms pay more. Coverage is 
about $5,600 a year for a single person. 
 
The Commonwealth Fund, a private foundation that conducts health policy reform research, did a state-by state 
look at health insurance premiums and deductibles and used Census Bureau data on earnings for the report, which 
covers 2003 to 2011. 
 
“Premiums for family coverage increased 62 percent across states -- rising far faster than income for middle- and 
low-income families,” the report says. “At the same time, deductibles more than doubled in large and small firms. 
Workers are thus paying more but getting less-protective benefits. If trends continue at their historical rate, the 
average premium for family coverage will reach nearly $25,000 by 2020.” 
 
One big reason for the rising premiums? Rising expenses. “Broad evidence of poorly coordinated care, duplicative 
services, and administrative waste, as well as rising prices charged to those privately insured, signal that greater 
efforts are needed to slow cost growth in both private and public insurance markets,” the report finds. 
 
This isn’t controversial. Earlier this year the independent Institute of Medicine made a formal pronouncement on 
what think-tanks and academic institutions had been saying for years. It said the U.S. health care system wasted 
$750 billion in 2009, about 30 percent of all health spending, on unnecessary services, excessive administrative 
costs, fraud, and other problems. 
 
“The U.S. health insurance system remains highly fragmented, marked by elevated spending on administration and 
an inability or unwillingness to combat high health care costs in private insurance markets. Our system includes 
Medicare coverage for those 65 and older and some disabled individuals, state-operated Medicaid programs, and an 
array of competing private insurance plans,” the report adds. 
 
The Commonwealth Fund has been a big fan of the Affordiable Care Act, the 2010 health reform law known widely 
by supporters and opponents alike as Obamacare. And the report says the legislation will do a lot to lower costs, 
but not enough. 
 
“Health insurance is expensive and has become less affordable, no matter where one lives. Insurance premiums 
rose sharply in all states during these eight years and, because wages failed to keep pace, increased as a share of 
median household income,” the report says. 
 
“The net result is that it is more difficult for many insured workers and their families to save for education or 
retirement -- or simply to meet day-to-day living expenses.” 
 
And, the group says, the economy has made things worse. “With the recent recession, millions of workers lost their 
jobs or were otherwise unable to afford coverage and, as a result, joined the ranks of the uninsured. From 2008 to 
2010, the percentage of people with employment-based insurance fell from 58.9 percent to 55.3 percent,” the 
report says. 
 
“An estimated 9 million adults ages 19 to 64 lost a job with health benefits and became uninsured during this 
period.” 
 
Michael Ramlet, a health economist at the right-leaning American Action Forum, says one reason health insurance 
costs actually slowed during the recession is that people stopped getting anything but the most essential health 
services. 
 
“That is starting to change as you have this slow recovery,” Ramlet said in a telephone interview. 
 
He thinks expenses will go up even more as the Affordable Care Act’s requirements kick in. These include the so-
called essential health benefits -- the minimum requirements for the health insurance plans that people will buy on 



the open market starting in 2014. These aren’t the same plans as those offered by employers, but Ramlet thinks the 
federal requirements will make these new retail plans pricey. 
 
“They are very rich,” he said.  “Economists would warn you there there is no free lunch and more things cost more 
money.” 
 
Ramlet believes this could affect employer-sponsored insurance. Already some federal requirements such as 
provision of free health screenings are making employers think twice about offering insurance, he said.  “Honestly I 
don’t think employers are going to stay in the insurance game for very long,” Ramlet said. 
 
Just this week, the International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans said more than 85 percent of employers 
surveyed say they plan to keep offering health insurance to workers. But Ramlet believes those numbers will fall as 
health insurance becomes more and more expensive. 
He also predicts more people will gamble and not buy health insurance at all -- although the health reform law is 
designed to encourage people to buy it. That could be a risky option when an unanticipated medical emergency can 
quickly rack up hundreds or even of thousands of dollars in bills. 
 
 

20121214-03 10:51 Pam 
Re: “Health Insurance: U.S. Paying More for Less, Report Finds” (reply to 
MarthaH, above) 

 
Just once I'd like to see a company, a university, a hospital, anything, announce that they are reducing their slice of 
the financial pie.  I support labor unions, but there's no way we'll survive unless everyone feels a pinch, but it 
should be top down.  If I saw the CEOs and university administrators cutting back on their salaries and perks, I 
imagine the whole country would feel a lot more cooperative. 
 
 

20121214-04 11:17 SteveG “U.S. Judge Says Victims' Bodies Can Prevent Rape” 

 
Here we go again with stupid!!!!! 
 
 
“U.S. Judge Says Victims' Bodies Can Prevent Rape” by AP 
 
Dec. 14, 2012, (http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2012/12/13/judge-women-rape-victims/1768673/) 
 
(SANTA ANA, CA) A Southern California judge is being publicly admonished for saying a rape victim "didn't put up a 
fight" during her assault and that if someone doesn't want sexual intercourse, the body "will not permit that to 
happen." 
 
The California Commission on Judicial Performance voted 10-0 to impose a public admonishment Thursday, saying 
Superior Court Judge Derek Johnson's comments were inappropriate and a breach of judicial ethics. 
 
"In the commission's view, the judge's remarks reflected outdated, biased and insensitive views about sexual 
assault victims who do not 'put up a fight.' Such comments cannot help but diminish public confidence and trust in 
the impartiality of the judiciary," wrote Lawrence J. Simi, the commission's chairman. 
 
Johnson made the comments in the case of a man who threatened to mutilate the face and genitals of his ex-
girlfriend with a heated screwdriver, beat her with a metal baton and made other violent threats before committing 
rape, forced oral copulation, and other crimes. 
 
Though the woman reported the criminal threats the next day, the woman did not report the rape until 17 days 
later. 
 
Johnson, a former prosecutor in the Orange County district attorney's sex crimes unit, said during the man's 2008 
sentencing that he had seen violent cases on that unit in which women's vaginas were "shredded" by rape. 

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2012/12/13/judge-women-rape-victims/1768673/


 
"I'm not a gynecologist, but I can tell you something: If someone doesn't want to have sexual intercourse, the body 
shuts down. The body will not permit that to happen unless a lot of damage is inflicted, and we heard nothing 
about that in this case," Johnson said. 
 
The commission found that Johnson's view that a victim must resist to be a real victim of sexual assault was his 
opinion, not the law. Since 1980, California law doesn't require rape victims to prove they resisted or were 
prevented from resisting because of threats. 
 
In an apology to the commission, Johnson said his comments were inappropriate. He said his comments were the 
result of his frustration during an argument with a prosecutor over the defendant's sentence. 
 
Johnson said he believed the prosecutor's request of a 16-year sentence was not authorized by law. Johnson 
sentenced the rapist to six years instead, saying that's what the case was "worth." 
 
 

20121214-05 18:16 SteveB 
Connecticut School Deaths vs. Chinese Injuries (“22 Children, 1 Adult 
Injured in Knife Attack at China School”) 

 
This is the way the evil goes down if there are fewer guns in the hands of madmen—only injuries (so far). Those 
poor parents and kids in CT (and China)! R.I.P. 
 
Or, as the Republican argued at the time of the recent NFL murder/suicide, maybe those 6 and 7-year-old kids 
would still be alive if they’d been packing! The solution is simply more guns! How fácil! 
 
 
“22 Children, 1 Adult Injured in Knife Attack at China School” by AP 
 
Dec. 14, 2012, (http://www.todayonline.com/World/EDC121214-0000124/22-children,-1-adult-injured-in-knife-
attack-at-China-school) 
 
(BEIJING) A knife-wielding man injured 22 children and one adult outside a primary school in central China as 
students were arriving for classes Friday, police said, the latest in a series of periodic rampage attacks at Chinese 
schools and kindergartens. 
 
The attack in the Henan province village of Chengping happened shortly before 8 am, said a police officer from 
Guangshan county, where the village is located. 
 
The attacker, 36-year-old villager Min Yingjun, is now in police custody, said the officer, who declined to give her 
name, as is customary among Chinese civil servants. 
 
A Guangshan county hospital administrator said the man first attacked an elderly woman, then students, before 
being subdued by security guards who have been posted across China following a spate of school attacks in recent 
years. He said there were no deaths among the nine students admitted, although two badly injured children had 
been transferred to better-equipped hospitals outside the county. 
 
A doctor at Guangshan's hospital of traditional Chinese medicine said that seven students had been admitted, but 
that none were seriously injured. 
 
Neither the hospital administrator nor the doctor would give his name. 
 
It was not clear how old the injured children were, but Chinese primary school pupils are generally 6-11 years old. 
 
A notice posted on the Guangshan county government's website confirmed the number of injured and said an 
emergency response team had been set up to investigate the attacks. 
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No motive was given for the stabbings, which echo a string of similar assaults against schoolchildren in 2010 that 
killed nearly 20 and wounded more than 50. The most recent such attack took place in August, when a knife-
wielding man broke into a middle school in the southern city of Nanchang and stabbed two students before fleeing. 
 
Most of the attackers have been mentally disturbed men involved in personal disputes or unable to adjust to the 
rapid pace of social change in China, underscoring grave weaknesses in the antiquated Chinese medical system's 
ability to diagnose and treat psychiatric illness. 
 
In one of the worst incidents, a man described as an unemployed, middle-aged doctor killed eight children with a 
knife in March 2010 to vent his anger over a thwarted romantic relationship. 
 
 

20121214-06 19:26 Art 
Re: Connecticut School Deaths vs. Chinese Injuries (reply to SteveB, 
above) 

 
Yes, noted that also.  Wonder how many NRA types will note the comparison? Zero!!!  
 
My stock reply on Facebook has been, "If those first graders had just been packin’.  Just sayin’"  Of course most of 
those bozos probably are saying, “Yeah, this guy is onto something!” 
 
 

20121215-01 10:49 Tom Graphic: More Guns Needed 

 

 
 
 
["I wish to god she [the CT school principal] had had an m-4 in her office, locked up so when she heard gunfire, 
she pulls it out ... and takes him out and takes his head off before he can kill those precious kids." —Louie 
Gohmert, Republican Representative from Texas. Gee, he makes it sound so easy… –SteveB] 
 
 



20121215-02 10:54 Tom Graphic: Deer Hunting After the Obama Gun Ban 

 

 
 
 

20121215-03 10:59 Tom Graphic: Evil People Exist 

 

 
 
 



[But we can keep guns away from them. And there is no reason to turn this reasonable proposition into something 
unreasonable like “Oh, no, he wants to take our guns away from us!” I guess you could say I’m pro-gun, yet a lot 
of them need to be taken away and it needs to be a lot harder to get one in the first place. How many people have 
to die before the gun lobby has made enough money to be happy? All of us, I guess. Greed! –SteveB] 
 
 

20121216-02 13:35 SteveB “America’s Teachers: Heroes or Greedy Moochers at the Public Trough?” 

 
“America’s Teachers: Heroes or Greedy Moochers at the Public Trough?” by Dave Lindorff, NationofChange 
 
Dec. 16, 2012, (http://www.nationofchange.org/america-s-teachers-heroes-or-greedy-moochers-public-trough-
1355674260) 
 
I’ll be brief here. Let’s just note that the heroic teachers who died while courageously trying to protect their kids at 
the Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, CT, and the others who survived but stayed to protect the kids, 
were all part of a school system where the employees are members of the American Federation of Teachers. 
 
Let’s just let that sink in for a moment. Those teachers, who are routinely being accused by our politicians of being 
drones and selfish, incompetent money grubbers worried more about their pensions than about teaching our 
children (though most, even after 10 years, earn less than $55,000 a year for doing a very difficult job that involves 
at least 12-14 hours a day of work and prep time counting meetings with parents), stood their ground when 
confronted with a psychotic assailant armed with semi-automatic pistols and an automatic rifle, and protected their 
kids. The principal too, a veteran teacher herself, stood her ground, reportedly suicidally charging at the assailant 
along with the school’s psychologist in a doomed effort to tackle him and stop the carnage. 
 
How many of us would have had to the courage to stand in front of a closet door to keep an armed madman from 
finding the kids hidden behind it, as one slain teacher died doing? How many of us would charge at an armed 
shooter, to almost certain death, in an effort top stop him from further killing? How many would bravely hide in a 
bathroom with a class of kids when we could have run away and saved ourselves? 
 
And this: How many of the politicians in Washington and in state capitals and how many conservative think-tank 
“researchers” who attack teachers as leeches and drones would have shown such heroism under fire? 
 
My guess is damned few -- if any. Yet it appears from the news reports that not one teacher in that unionized 
school fled the scene and abandoned the children to their fate. They all stuck with their kids. So did the custodian -- 
no doubt a unionized worker earning poverty wages -- who ran through the building warning everyone of the 
attacker’s presence. 
 
Just a couple of weeks ago, the Newtown school board, like school boards all over this country, was considering 
cutting the school’s elementary music program and library program. It should be noted that both the school 
librarian and the school music teacher, whose jobs were on the line at the school board, stayed with the kids they 
were teaching when the attack began. 
 
Yet in an attitude all too typical of many Americans’ thinking, one man, in a discussion section of the local paper, 
discussing the local School Board’s $1-million budget cutting plans last spring, wrote to a teacher last spring: 
 

You, as a public sector employee, don’t generate ANY revenue. Every penny of the budget of your public 
sector enterprise is TAKEN from producers. It’s other people’s money versus money your organization 
EARNED. Your salary is not market based. Your salary, nor your benefits, nor your job, is in jeopardy during 
contracting economic times. If I want a raise I have to prove I have contributed more to the bottom line, 
and then it doesn’t matter unless the entire firm has grown the bottom line sufficiently to give me that raise. 
You are insulated from that reality. Your private (sic) sector salary only goes up. How is that fair? Especially 
in light of the fact that you don’t even generate the revenue that pays for your constantly rising salary? 

 
Some of those “non-revenue-generating” unionized teachers, and the school’s non-revenue-generating principal, 
just died defending those kids. 
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I wonder if their tax-obsessed critics would have done the same? 
 
 

20121215-04 18:37 SteveB 
“Dean Baker: The Biggest Myth in Obama-GOP Spending Showdown Is 
the ‘Fiscal Cliff’ Itself” (w/ video) 

 
“Dean Baker: The Biggest Myth in Obama-GOP Spending Showdown Is the ‘Fiscal Cliff’ Itself” (w/ video) from 
“Democracy Now!” with Amy Goodman & Juan González 
 
Dec. 14, 2012, (http://www.democracynow.org/2012/12/14/dean_baker_the_biggest_myth_in) 
 
As negotiations continue between the White House and House Speaker John Boehner, leading economist Dean 
Baker joins us to discuss the myths about the so-called fiscal cliff. With little more than two weeks before the 
deadline, President Obama insists on an immediate increase in the top two income-tax rates as a condition for 
further negotiations on changes to spending and entitlement programs. But Boehner said Washington’s "spending 
problem" is the biggest roadblock to reaching a deal and has urged the White House to identify more spending cuts. 
"This idea that, somehow, if we don’t get a deal by the end of the year we’re going to see the economy collapse, go 
into a recession, really that’s just totally dishonest," says Baker, the co-director of the Center for Economic and 
Policy Research. "The basis for this is that we don’t have a deal all year. And the fact that you don’t have a deal 
December 31st does not mean you don’t get a deal by December 31st, 2013." 
 
Guest: Dean Baker, economist and co-director of the Center for Economic and Policy Research. 
 
Transcript: 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Juan, before we go on, congratulations on this day. December 14th, 1987, you went to the New 
York Daily News, celebrating 25 years today as a columnist with the paper. 
 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: Yeah, it’s hard to believe. I figured after the first few years I’d be gone. I was actually fired in 
1990 as part of the—when the Tribune Company owned the paper and fired all the unionized employees at the time 
and hired replacement workers. But we— 
 
AMY GOODMAN: And you led the strike. 
 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: We persevered in a strike there that lasted six months. And, of course, the—not only was the 
publisher who fired us gone, but later so was the owner, the Tribune Company, which is now a bankrupt news 
organization. And luckily, the Daily News is still around, and somehow, I’m still around there working at the paper 
and producing columns, yes. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Well, I look forward to reading a spread on you in Sunday’s paper of the New York Daily News. 
And we’ll link to it at democracynow.org. 
 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: Yeah, well, let’s get on to more important stuff here. 
 
President Obama met for a third time with House Speaker John Boehner on Thursday in an attempt to discuss ways 
to avert the so-called fiscal cliff. The White House and congressional Republicans are hoping to strike a spending 
deal before a round of tax hikes and spending cuts take effect in January. The White House and Republicans 
continue to express public criticism of each other amidst the ongoing behind-the-scenes talks. This is White House 
spokesperson Jay Carney. 
 

JAY CARNEY: The process continues. There are clear obstacles here, the principal one being the rather 
amazing insistence, given the road we’ve traveled these past several years, given the degree to which this 
was debated, the degree—the degree to which independent economists back up the president’s position, we 
still have this insistence that we’re not going to do anything that doesn’t include tax cuts for the wealthy 
from the Republicans. And that’s just—that’s just not acceptable to the president. 
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JUAN GONZÁLEZ: With little more than two weeks before the deadline, President Obama insists on an immediate 
increase in the top two income-tax rates as a condition for further negotiations on changes to spending and 
entitlement programs. But House Speaker Boehner said Washington’s, quote, "spending problem" was the biggest 
roadblock to reaching a deal, and he has urged the White House to identify more spending cuts. 
 

HOUSE SPEAKER JOHN BOEHNER: Washington has a spending problem that can’t be fixed with tax 
increases alone. The right answers is to start cutting spending, addressing our debt, and the paving the way 
for a long-term economic growth. Unfortunately, the White House is so unserious about cutting spending 
that it appears willing to slow walk any agreement and walk our economy right up to the fiscal cliff. 

 
AMY GOODMAN: Well, to talk more about the debates around the so-called fiscal cliff, we go to Washington, D.C., 
to speak with Dean Baker, economist and co-director of the Center for Economic and Policy Research. 
 
Dean, welcome to “Democracy Now!” Talk about the myths around the fiscal cliff. 
 
DEAN BAKER: Well, there’s an endless number of myths, but the first and foremost is that we face any sort of 
cliff. You know, you’ve had this effort, certainly in Washington, to hype this December 31st deadline. Basically, if we 
miss that deadline, nothing happens. You know, you come to January 1st, we’ll be subject to higher tax withholding 
rates. Not a lot of us are going to get paid January 1st. If there’s a deal worked out somewhere in the first, second 
week of January, we’ll probably never see anything extra deducted from our paycheck, and even if we do, we’ll get 
it back in the second paycheck. I mean, no one wants to see money deducted out of their paycheck, but, you know, 
if you’re going to get it back in the second check—I mean, I know that will be a hardship for some people, but the 
impact on the economy will be pretty much minimal. 
 
And on the spending side, President Obama controls—has enormous control over the pace of spending. And if 
there’s a deal outlined that—you know, outline of a deal that he sees with Congress, he’ll just keep spending in 
accordance with that deal. So this idea that, somehow, if we don’t get a deal by the end of the year, you know, 
we’re going to see the economy collapse, go into a recession, really that’s just totally dishonest. And I’ve seen that 
said I don’t know how many times. And it’s based—the basis for this is that we don’t have a deal all year. And the 
fact that you don’t have a deal December 31st does not mean you don’t get a deal by December 31st, 2013. And I 
think everyone knows that. 
 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: Well, Dean, on Thursday, Republican Senator Jim DeMint of South Carolina, who just 
announced his retirement, predicted President Obama would win the debate on the budget cut crisis. 
 

SEN. JIM DEMINT: The president campaigned on raising taxes and getting rid of the Bush-era tax cuts, 
and he’s going to get his wish, I believe. We’re going to be raising taxes not just on the top, top earners; 
everyone’s going to pay more taxes next year in this country. And I think that’s what the president wants. 
But we’ve doubled the size of this government and doubled spending over the last 10 years. This year, tax 
revenues at current tax rates will probably be at historic highs. And if you look at the facts, we don’t need 
more revenue; we just need to stop the spending. 

 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: That was Senator DeMint speaking to CBS. And DeMint, of course, is a vocal leader of the tea 
party movement who recently announced his retirement for the Senate four years before the end of his term, and 
he’ll become the head of the Heritage Foundation. 
 
DEAN BAKER: Well, a couple points on that. First off, I mean, you know, President Obama has been very clear. 
Obviously he does not want to raise taxes on everyone. I mean, you know, if Congress were to propose tomorrow 
that—exactly what President Obama had asked for, that they extend lower tax rates, the Bush-era tax rates, on the 
bottom 98 percent, he’ll sign that in a second. He said that a thousand times. If they don’t believe it, why don’t they 
pass that and challenge him? 
 
The second point that everyone should understand, the only reason we have large deficits today is because the 
economy collapsed. So you have people like Senator DeMint running around, "It’s a spending problem, blah blah." 
They just have to look at the numbers. We did not have a spending problem. We haven’t gone on some huge 



spending spree. The Congressional Budget Office projected that the deficits through 2009, '10, ’11, ’12, they are 
projected to be about 1.5 percent of GDP. We know how long you can run deficits of 1.5 percent GDP; we could say 
it exactly: forever. The debt-to-GDP ratio is falling. The reason why the deficit ballooned was very simple: The 
housing bubble burst; that crashed the economy. Right now the deficits are supporting the economy. People are 
yelling about the big deficits. Maybe they know this, maybe they don't. What they want is slower economic growth 
and higher unemployment, because you could love the private sector to death, but you aren’t going to see more 
demand come out of the private sector just because you love it. So, the reality is, the deficit is supporting the 
economy right now because the private sector has collapsed. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Earlier this month— 
 
DEAN BAKER: People may not like that, but that’s the reality. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Tim—Dean, earlier this month, Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner said the Obama 
administration is prepared to see the U.S. go over the looming so-called fiscal cliff rather than cave to Republican 
demands for a continued tax break for the wealthiest Americans. Geithner made the statement in an interview with 
CNBC’s Steve Liesman. 
 

STEVE LIESMAN: I want to understand the administration’s position when it comes to raising taxes on the 
wealthy, those making more than $250,000. If Republicans do not agree to that, is the administration 
prepared to go over the fiscal cliff? 
  
 
TREASURY SECRETARY TIMOTHY GEITHNER: Oh, absolutely. Again, we see there’s no prospect to an 
agreement that doesn’t involve those rates going up on the top 2 percent of the wealthiest Americans. 
Remember, it’s only 2 percent. 

 
AMY GOODMAN: That was Timothy Geithner. Dean Baker, how important it is—is it to raise taxes on people who 
make over $250,000 a year? And how far is the Obama administration willing to go in taking on Medicare and Social 
Security, in cutting it? 
 
DEAN BAKER: Well, the first part of the question, I think, is an easy one. Somewhere—we don’t need it this year, 
we don’t need it next year, but we are going to need more revenue. And if you don’t get it from the top 2 percent, 
you’re looking to get it from everyone else. And, you know, that just seems kind of commonsense. These have been 
the big winners in the economy over the last three decades, in fact the only winners pretty much in the economy 
over the last three decades. So it’s, to my mind, just commonsense. And this was what the election was over, you 
know, so there shouldn’t be much debate about it at this point. 
 
In terms of Social Security and Medicare, you know, President Obama has indicated in the past he was willing to 
make cuts to these programs. To my mind, you know, you look at the data, you look at the situation of our seniors, 
most of them are just scraping by. Median income for someone over age 65 is about $19,800. It’s pretty hard to 
say that these people are living high. And the reality, you keep hearing this talk about, you know, the cost of these 
programs exploding. Social Security actually rises very little over the next two, three, four decades, or really the rest 
of the century. The whole story is Medicare, Medicaid, and that’s a healthcare story. We already pay more than 
twice as much per person for our healthcare as people in other wealthy countries—Germany, Canada, whoever you 
want to throw in that mix. We have to fix our healthcare system. If we fixed our healthcare system—and we have 
the data to show this—we don’t have a budget problem. So, if people want to talk about healthcare, absolutely, we 
have to fix the healthcare system, we have to constrain our costs. But that’s not a Medicare, Medicaid problem; 
that’s our private healthcare system. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: How do you fix it? 
 
DEAN BAKER: If that’s constrained, we’re fine. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: How do you fix it? 
 



DEAN BAKER: Well, you know, we had an opportunity with the Affordable Care Act. There are some cost controls. 
I’m hoping that those will be helpful. We’ve actually seen a sharp slowdown in healthcare cost growth the last few 
years. That may or may not be maintained. I mean, I would love to have seen us move towards a universal 
Medicare system. I mean, we have the model up in Canada, other countries as well, where they have costs that are 
about half ours and, by many outcome measures, they actually do better. Very hard to do politically, obviously, but, 
you know, the question is: How do we move from here to there? I mean, one of the things I’ve thrown out—
originally as a joke, but I actually think it’s a good proposal—suppose we let our seniors, our Medicare beneficiaries, 
buy into the healthcare system of other countries and split the savings. You know, they could put thousands of 
dollars a year in their pocket, government would save thousands of dollars a year, and looks like everyone comes 
out ahead in that story. 
 
JUAN GONZÁLEZ: Dean, I’d like to ask you about some of the negotiations that are going on which are rarely 
talked about in terms of specifics. But President Obama did say over the last few days in one interview that he is 
willing to consider the possibility of raising the age of eligibility for Medicare from 65 to 67. I’d like to ask you 
whether you think that that’s already him making a major step back in terms of defending these social programs. 
But I’d also like to ask you about the payroll tax. For the last two years, most Americans have only been paying 4 
percent into their Social Security payroll tax, and that’s due to expire January 1. So, is there any discussion about 
what’s going to happen with that? Because that would mean an automatic increase of—or at least a reduction in the 
pay of most Americans when they go back to the 6 percent that they’ve been normally paying. 
 
DEAN BAKER: Well, starting with the Medicare issue, yeah, I mean, I think going to 67 would be a major step in 
the wrong direction. We know that would substantially raise the costs for these people, people who are 65, 66. 
They have very expensive health insurance on average. Not all of them are sickly, but, you know, many of them do 
have bad health conditions. And the private sector does not work well for older Americans. That’s why we created 
Medicare in the first place. So, I think it’s a very, very backward step, and I have heard reports that they’ve moved 
away from that position, because obviously they are getting a lot of pressure. It’s just a really bad policy and, you 
know, frankly, very bad politics. That’s what all the polls show. 
 
In terms of the issue about raising—you know, ending the payroll tax holiday, I regretted that that was ever tied to 
Social Security. We could have given the exact same tax cut—if we wanted to give a 2 percent—2 percent of wages 
up to the first $110,000, we could have done that and had no link to Social Security. I just wish we had done that. 
We do need the stimulus. The economy is very weak. And again—this is the point I was making earlier—the private 
sector is not generating the demand. You know, I can go into that in detail, but the point is very simple: It’s not 
generating demand. And as much as, you know, the Republicans like to yell about the job creators, this and that 
and that, no businessperson in their right mind goes out and creates jobs because they see the government is 
laying off workers. That doesn’t make any sense. So, at the moment, we do need additional stimulus. I’d hate to 
see that payroll tax cut expire without something else to offset that, because there’s no doubt, it would be a drag 
on the economy. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Dean Baker, why don’t Republicans consider the huge military expenditures for the military, big 
government? Salon — according to Salon, the Pentagon runs a staggering 234 golf courses around the world at a 
cost that’s undisclosed. The Washington Post says the Pentagon also spends half-a-billion dollars annually on 
marching bands. What about the Pentagon? 
 
DEAN BAKER: Well, you know, I think this whole debate over big government has always been silly, because it’s 
not about big government. It’s about who your friends are. And in this case, you know, the friends of the 
Republicans are defense military contractors, so they don’t want to see them cut. I mean, you know, this whole 
notion of big government, small government—one side’s for one, one side’s for the other—it’s literally 
nonsense. 
 
I’ll just give you, you know, one very simple example. We spend somewhere close to $300 billion a year on 
prescription drugs, because the government gives drug companies patent monopolies. I’d get arrested, you know, if 
I tried to produce, you know, Pfizer’s drugs. They have a patent monopoly. They get to charge whatever they want. 
If you didn’t have those monopolies, we’d spend about a 10th as much, somewhere around $30 billion. So that 
difference is close to $250 billion a year. That’s not entered on the budget, but the government is requiring us to 
spend extra money for drugs. That’s really big government, but the Republicans never, ever talk about that, 



because the pharmaceutical industry are big contributors. So we aren’t arguing about big government or small 
government; we’re arguing about who gets the money. 
 
AMY GOODMAN: Dean Baker, we want to thank you very much for being with us, economist and co-director of 
the Center for Economic and Policy Research. 
 
This is Democracy Now! When we come back, we’re going to be joined by former FCC Commissioner Michael Copps 
on new policies being pushed through by the Federal Communications Commission. Then we’ll be joined by 
peacemakers who have just returned from Afghanistan. Stay with us. 
 
 

20121215-05 18:49 SteveB “Why We Cannot Lead Humankind to a Sustainable World” 

 
This should probably be an afterward to the excellent article below, because Mr. Wolff provides a good foundation, 
but stops before he gets to the real issue of why we cannot create anything like a “sustainable world” (at least, 
without apocalyptic destruction and the loss of literally billions of human lives). He seems to become distracted by 
every liberal cause out there. He takes care of the straw dogs, but the main beast is left unchallenged, so no real 
answer is ever given to the question referred to in the piece’s title. I will attempt to slay this last dragon… 
 
I’ve been working on a long poem I have named “Climate Control” (the personal kind, not the global warming kind, 
though there are metaphorical connections between the two). The long poems often take me years to finish and 
such is the case with “Climate Control”. Because of this poem, I’ve been thinking for some time about why we can’t 
even seem to start to solve our biggest problems. 
 
What the author, below, doesn’t want to come right out and say is this: we need sustained negative growth for 
generations to come and, even with heroic sacrifices, it may ultimately be too late anyway. 
 
Mankind has created wealth all over the world by doing things that produce these global warming gasses as by-
products. Wealth was produced making that mess. One of the things that wealth inadvertently “bought” was global 
warming. In order to undo the mess, wealth would have to be pumped into halting the pollution and, probably, 
remediating past damage. Where will this wealth come from? 
 
Wealth’s flow toward remediating the problem of global warming would essentially means endless recession, 
negative growth, the thing that makes everyone scream and causes citizens to riot and governments to fall. 
 
And, yes, as the article below states, money is the root of all evil, but what else is new? It is the short-sightedness 
of the masses, their demand for instant and continual gratification that ultimately dooms our efforts and, indeed, 
our species, this time around, at least. Even governments and villains eventually quake at the power of the masses. 
How would you like to live in Syria right now? 
 
I believe the rich and governments would actually permit negative growth if the citizens would stand for it. A 
government truly looking out for its people would see the dire need for such actions to prevent even worse 
consequences. This seems to fly in the face of Republican arguments that there is no such thing as climate change, 
but there are very good reasons why both governments and big money are focused on the short run rather the long 
run which is their wont. Given human nature, no such farsighted government could long survive. 
 
We doomed ourselves. We spread the ideas of freedom from want, liberty, and consumption, even conspicuous 
consumption, around the world. We even missed the boat as far as fighting communism went. Communism was our 
greatest friend. It tends to freeze history in its tracks, eliminating growth. We should have tried hard to maintain 
the Cold War, kept it going forever, kept the world from consuming so much. That’s probably the best thing we 
could have done to fight global warming, and we did the opposite. We helped bankrupt and dismantle the USSR, 
then aided the Chinese to build their factories with our capital (at first). As for India, well, blame that on the UK. 
The only country we did the right thing with, under this theory, is Cuba, which is still stuck in the 1950’s, gracefully 
not choking its roads with traffic or our air with its smoke. 
 



What family, what citizens, what nation in today’s world is going to volunteer to engage in negative growth into the 
foreseeable future? Greece has had to go back in time. It isn’t pretty. There were riots. People died. Governments 
fell. For how long will people endure such bleakness before there are more serious problems? 
 
We are not heroic enough. Collectively, as a species, we are selfish, self-interested, shortsighted, and greedy. We 
are doomed, my friends, unless human nature itself can be altered. 
 
 
“Why We Cannot Lead Humankind to a Sustainable World” by Robert Wolff, OpEdNews 
 
Dec. 14, 2012, (http://www.opednews.com/articles/Why-we-cannot-lead-humanki-by-robert-wolff-121214-
715.html) 
 

 
Guernica, by Pablo Picasso (1937) 

 
After super-hurricane Sandy, a lot more people have come to accept that climate change is here. We have known of 
global warming, which manifests now as climate change, for 40 years or more. We have known what causes global 
warming. Very simple: we, humans, burn oil and coal and now natural gas to generate electricity. We burn oil in our 
cars, in airplanes, in many factories. Burning anything makes smoke and other gases that go into that thin layer of 
air we call the atmosphere. We burn an awful lot of oil and coal and so produce tons of gases that go into the 
atmosphere. We have known for a long time that all these gases accumulate high up in the atmosphere and it so 
happens that many of our waste gases have come to act as a sort of shield around the planet. Our sun sends light 
and heat to our earth. Before we so generously fed our waste into the atmosphere (and the waters of the earth, 
and its soil) much of the heat was reflected back into space. Now that shield of gases lets the heat in but prevents 
much of it from being mirrored back into space. The glaring white of ice and snow at the poles reflects sunlight and 
heat. When ice and snow melt there is water. Water is dark, it absorbs heat. 
 
For many thousands of years the temperature of the earth fluctuated, but within a narrow range of temperatures. 
During that time of relatively stable temperatures we, humans, developed our ways of living. 
 
For many centuries we slowly multiplied, settled all over the world. We formed a civilization, many civilizations. We 
invented things that made life easier, certainly different from our beginnings. A few hundred years ago we invented 
the steam engine, and then other engines all run by heat: we burned first wood, then coal, then oil. All these 
inventions changed the way we live. Now we are so accustomed to have the use of electricity that we cannot 
imagine living without. 
 
But now because fewer of the sun's rays are mirrored back into space our atmosphere is getting warmer. Air, of 
course, moves around the world and so it is getting warmer everywhere. The warmer air melts more of the polar 
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ice and the ice of glaciers each summer. The more ice is melted the more water is at the poles. White snow reflects, 
black water absorbs heat. That is called a positive feedback loop. Small causes can bring big consequences. 
 
Weather scientists long ago calculated that a warmer planet would have more droughts, which means less food can 
be grown on a parched earh. Warm air can hold more water and so we expect floods and very wet storms. The 
reason for the enormous floods in Pakistan and Australia a little while ago. And all this change also brings unusual 
and stronger storms than we are used to. Super-hurricane Sandy was such an unusual and extremely destructive 
storm. 
 
Almost everyone everywhere has observed changes. Plants and birds are migrating north (in the northern 
hemisphere) toward cooler places where they never were before. And yet, maybe half of all Americans deny that 
anything is strange and new. Unfortunately that blocks any effort to do something about climate change which will 
affect and is already affecting many of the poorest people here as well as the poorest countries of the world. 
 
We know, and have known for a long time, what we could and should do to perhaps slow down global warming. 
Easily said not easily done: stop burning oil and coal (and now natural gas); stop producing super polluting gases 
from factories, from planes, from ships, from cars. 
 
Some countries have done that. [I don’t know of any! Counting baby steps as completion? –SteveB] It is possible to 
do. We, the US, are one of the two most polluting nations on earth. We are and have been responsible for one 
fourth, 25%, of all the poisons added to the atmosphere by the entire world; and we are only 4% of the seven 
billion humans on the planet.. For years I have wracked my brain trying to understand why we did not 
become a leader in introducing, using, sustainable ways of producing electricity. We know how; why 
don't we? 
 
A few days ago I had a series of insights. Now I understand why America cannot change its ways. Oh, I am certain 
that the leadership, the rich, the big corporations, even the oil and coal companies, know perfectly well what they 
are doing and what the consequences are of what they are doing. But they cannot change. Now, finally, I know 
why. I'll try to explain but, to explain, I must tell a story. I'll make it as short as I can, cutting out all the details that 
make it true. 
 
I am old; I lived through World War Two in the Netherlands. I was 18 when the Germans invaded and occupied 
Holland. Twenty-three when the war officially ended. For Americans, WWII lasted three years; for us, the 
occupation by Germany lasted almost exactly five years—from early May, 1940 to early May, 1945. The occupation 
was brutal. I resisted long before there was an organized Resistance. Eventually, of course, I was absorbed into the 
Resistance. 
 
The United States landed an army on a beach in France in 1944, liberated Paris and managed to push the Germans 
back north almost to the Netherlands but not quite. Most of Holland was still under German control. The Germans 
plundered Holland that last year. They moved what they could to Germany. Everything that was still in stores was 
taken. The entire harvest of all farmers in the western and northern provinces of Holland was taken. The copper 
wires of trains and street cars, the rails, even the trains were moved to Germany. That winter is now known as the 
Hunger Winter. We had no electricity, phones very occasionally, no gasoline, no candles, no clothes, no food. I 
survived on a diet of sugar beets and tulip bulbs; I weighed 90 pounds at the end of the war; we were all skeletons. 
 
When I became part of the Resistance I had been taught to shoot, take apart, and put together rifles and automatic 
weapons. I knew one man above me, and four below me. Everything had to be done in the greatest secrecy. I 
never slept in the same house more than two nights. Before going to sleep I memorized where my shoes were, my 
wallet, my coat, the escape--so that I could get out of there in less than a minute, leaving no sign that anyone had 
been there. The man above me regularly gave me assignments. They were all dangerous of course. I will mention 
only one. 
 
I had to protect some "important people who are having a meeting" in a small house in a row of similar houses. 
There was a front door and a small back door, I had to stay awake; move back and forth all night. In the small 
kitchen there were I think five men talking very softly, by the light of a wick floating on oil in a cup. I did not want 
to listen to what they were talking about but could not help hearing a word now and then. Around midnight they 



askd me to make some coffee. I wondered where they had gotten real coffee; we had not had any for years. I sat 
down with them for a few minutes. They told me two of the men had come from England a few days before, 
dropped with a black parachute by a quiet low flying plane. 
 
When I put together the words I could not help overhearing I realized they were talking about "day one." The first 
day after the end of the war. The day when we would have our own government again. 
 
At the time I was indignant. I was giving my life to protect people who were planning a future I could not see. Why 
don't they plan how to win this war? Why don't they make plans to get rid of these (blank) Germans? 
 
I survived until May. I'll spare you the details. There were what seemed endless weeks of confusion. The Allies had 
arranged with the Germans that they would stay in their barracks (keeping their weapons otherwise the people 
would have killed them) and we, the Resistance, wearing arm bands, were "in charge." Essentially we were again, 
as at the beginning of the war, without any government. I already knew that the absence of a government does not 
mean chaos. People know how to live together, and in emergencies we know what to do. I am sure of that; I have 
experienced it many more times. 
 
And then, one day our government was back in charge. "Day one." In my memory it all happened in one day, but it 
must have been longer. Everybody got the new money, boatloads of food and other necessities arrived. Soon we 
had telephone again, electricity came back. Clinics and hospitals were outfitted again, actually functioning. It was a 
total miracle. 
 
Yes, it took years to restore a plundered country, but then I fully understood that those five men who also gave 
their lives had planned this to the last detail. The midnight cup of real coffee came back into my memory and I 
realized they too had risked their lives because they knew our suffering. I realized that those men had been 
passionately, intelligently planning because the core idea they worked from was that the function of government is 
taking care of the people in their charge. 
 
I must repeat that thought: Government is based on the core idea that its function is to see to it that the 
people are taken care of: protected, fed, reasonably content, as healthy as possible. 
 
That is why in the Netherlands and many other nations there was never a debate about universal health care 
(including teeth and eyes). Unemployment can be taken care of by reducing the work week to 36, 34 hours so that 
more people can get work. A woman giving birth gets a few months paid leave. Child care is free. All education is 
free, adapted to the needs and gifts of individuals. Everybody has four weeks paid vacation (in France it's six 
weeks). Of course everyone pays taxes but they get their money's worth. Peace with neighbor nations comes from 
talking with neighbors. No need for big armies. 
 
In America, we call all that "socialism," a word that means abhorrent. To me, it is no "ism" it is what humans do. 
We have always known that we have to take care of each other. We would not have survived for a hundred and 
more thousand years if we hadn't taken care of each other. 
 
In America, we do not believe (any more?) that the core idea of governing is to take care of people. Americans, at 
least the loudest American voices, say that each of us should take care of her/himself. If I get sick and cannot 
afford surgery: too bad. I should have planned my own life better. And if I cannot afford to go to a hospital, I die--I 
remember the loud applause when Ron Paul said that in one of the debates. The American core idea is that 
governing means taking care of business. Money. People have to look out for themselves. 
 
That is why we cannot change our way of life. We cannot make a green economy because that costs money 
and goes against the interest of oil companies, coal companies, the rich, and the very rich. And that is 
why we cannot even slow down global warming. This year is already the hottest in U.S. history.  Future generations 
-- if there are any -- will blame us, the big U.S. The world is already blaming us now, today. 
 
Speaking just for myself, I hate to think that because I and my country did not do what we easily could have done 
to prevent or slow down global warming all the world must suffer the worldwide apocalyptic disaster that may make 
this beautiful planet unfit for us to survive on/in. And we did it to ourselves. 



 
We are now fighting "terrorism" all over the globe. To prevent another 9/11 we say. Fighting individuals with all the 
force of an armed nation, at a cost of billions, trillions, does not work. We should have learned that by now. By 
fighting terrorism we have become the Terror. 
 
The world expected this country to lead. We ourselves think we must lead. But we lead in the wrong direction; we 
fight the wrong war. Instead of doing everything we can to stop burning oil and coal we fight people. Oh yes, we 
know how to become sustainable. It can be done in less than ten years if we wanted. But we think it more 
important to find and kill people suspected of having bad intentions. Every innocent child we kill, so-called collateral 
damage, has brothers and sisters who want revenge. By fighting terrorism with missiles shot from drones we make 
more terrorists and have no time, no thought, for taking care of people. Global warming is a much greater threat 
than terrorism. Rome is burning; the world is burning and we are fiddling, making money from wars. 
 
Sometimes I think of the one vote from the Supreme Court that gave us a president and I fantasize what president 
Gore would have been able to do. That one vote changed history; it may have changed the fate of Life on this 
Earth. A very eerie thought. 
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“Whoa: Physicists Testing to See if Universe Is a Computer Simulation” & 
“Are You Living in a Computer Simulation?” 

 
I think these guys have it philosophically wrong. They’re wasting their time. There is no conceivable way of proving 
or disproving that the universe and, therefore, our paltry, mundane lives are “real” or a computer simulation, 
software instead of hardware. 
 
Would we have consciousness as simulacrums?  
 
What do you think? Therefore, you are? 
 
 
“Whoa: Physicists Testing to See if Universe Is a Computer Simulation” by Eric Pfeiffer, Yahoo News 
 
Dec. 13, 2012, (http://news.yahoo.com/blogs/sideshow/whoa-physicists-testing-see-universe-computer-simulation-
224525825.html) 
 

http://news.yahoo.com/blogs/sideshow/whoa-physicists-testing-see-universe-computer-simulation-224525825.html
http://news.yahoo.com/blogs/sideshow/whoa-physicists-testing-see-universe-computer-simulation-224525825.html


 
Could this be a computer simulation? (Space.com) 

 
Will you take the red pill or the blue pill? 
 
Some physicists and university researchers say it's possible to test the theory that our entire universe exists inside a 
computer simulation, like in the 1999 film The Matrix. 
 
In 2003, University of Oxford philosophy professor Nick Bostrom published a paper, "The Simulation Argument" (see 
below), which argued that, "we are almost certainly living in a computer simulation." Now, a team at Cornell 
University says it has come up with a viable method for testing whether we're all just a series of numbers in some 
ancient civilization's computer game (http://arxiv.org/abs/1210.1847). 
 
Researchers at the University of Washington agree with the testing method, saying it can be done 
(http://www.washington.edu/news/2012/12/10/do-we-live-in-a-computer-simulation-uw-researchers-say-idea-can-
be-tested/). A similar proposal was put forth by German physicists in November 
(http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/10/11/physicists-may-have-evide_n_1957777.html) 
 
So how, precisely, can we test whether we exist? Put simply, researchers are building their own simulated models, 
using a technique called lattice quantum chromodynamics. And while those models are currently able to produce 
models only slightly larger than the nucleus of an atom, University of Washington physics professor Martin Savage 
says the same principles used in creating those simulations can be applied on a larger scale. 
 
"This is the first testable signature of such an idea," Savage said. "If you make the simulations big enough, 
something like our universe should emerge." 
 
The testing method is far more complex. Consider the Cornell University explanation: "Using the historical 
development of lattice gauge theory technology as a guide, we assume that our universe is an early numerical 
simulation with unimproved Wilson fermion discretization and investigate potentially-observable consequences." 
 
To translate, if energy signatures in our simulations match those in the universe at large, there's a good chance we, 
too, exist within a simulation. 
 
Interestingly, one of Savage's students takes the hypothesis further: If we stumble upon the nature of our 
existence, would we then look for ways to communicate with the civilization who created us? 

http://arxiv.org/abs/1210.1847
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http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/10/11/physicists-may-have-evide_n_1957777.html


 
University of Washington student Zohreh Davoudi says whoever made our simulated universe might have made 
others, and maybe we should "simply" attempt to communicate with those. "The question is, 'Can you communicate 
with those other universes if they are running on the same platform?'" she asked. 
 
 
“Are You Living in a Computer Simulation?” by Nick Bostrom, Faculty of Philosophy, Oxford University 
 
Published in Philosophical Quarterly (2003) Vol. 53, No. 211, pp. 243-255, (http://www.simulation-
argument.com/simulation.html and http://www.simulation-argument.com/simulation.pdf) 
 

 
World of Wires, a play inspired by the simulation argument, New York (2012) 

 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper argues that at least one of the following propositions is true: (1) the human species is very likely to go 
extinct before reaching a “posthuman” stage; (2) any posthuman civilization is extremely unlikely to run a 
significant number of simulations of their evolutionary history (or variations thereof); (3) we are almost certainly 
living in a computer simulation. It follows that the belief that there is a significant chance that we will one day 
become posthumans who run ancestor-simulations is false, unless we are currently living in a simulation. A number 
of other consequences of this result are also discussed. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Many works of science fiction as well as some forecasts by serious technologists and futurologists predict that 
enormous amounts of computing power will be available in the future. Let us suppose for a moment that these 
predictions are correct. One thing that later generations might do with their super-powerful computers is run 
detailed simulations of their forebears or of people like their forebears. Because their computers would be so 
powerful, they could run a great many such simulations. Suppose that these simulated people are conscious (as 
they would be if the simulations were sufficiently fine-grained and if a certain quite widely accepted position in the 
philosophy of mind is correct). Then it could be the case that the vast majority of minds like ours do not belong to 
the original race but rather to people simulated by the advanced descendants of an original race. It is then possible 
to argue that, if this were the case, we would be rational to think that we are likely among the simulated minds 
rather than among the original biological ones. Therefore, if we don’t think that we are currently living in a 
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computer simulation, we are not entitled to believe that we will have descendants who will run lots of such 
simulations of their forebears. That is the basic idea. The rest of this paper will spell it out more carefully. 
 
Apart form the interest this thesis may hold for those who are engaged in futuristic speculation, there are also more 
purely theoretical rewards. The argument provides a stimulus for formulating some methodological and 
metaphysical questions, and it suggests naturalistic analogies to certain traditional religious conceptions, which 
some may find amusing or thought-provoking. 
 
The structure of the paper is as follows. First, we formulate an assumption that we need to import from the 
philosophy of mind in order to get the argument started. Second, we consider some empirical reasons for thinking 
that running vastly many simulations of human minds would be within the capability of a future civilization that has 
developed many of those technologies that can already be shown to be compatible with known physical laws and 
engineering constraints. This part is not philosophically necessary but it provides an incentive for paying attention to 
the rest. Then follows the core of the argument, which makes use of some simple probability theory, and a section 
providing support for a weak indifference principle that the argument employs. Lastly, we discuss some 
interpretations of the disjunction, mentioned in the abstract, that forms the conclusion of the simulation argument. 
 
II. THE ASSUMPTION OF SUBSTRATE-INDEPENDENCE 
 
A common assumption in the philosophy of mind is that of substrate-independence. The idea is that mental states 
can supervene on any of a broad class of physical substrates. Provided a system implements the right sort of 
computational structures and processes, it can be associated with conscious experiences. It is not an essential 
property of consciousness that it is implemented on carbon-based biological neural networks inside a cranium: 
silicon-based processors inside a computer could in principle do the trick as well. 
 
Arguments for this thesis have been given in the literature, and although it is not entirely uncontroversial, we shall 
here take it as a given. 
 
The argument we shall present does not, however, depend on any very strong version of functionalism or 
computationalism. For example, we need not assume that the thesis of substrate-independence is necessarily true 
(either analytically or metaphysically) – just that, in fact, a computer running a suitable program would be 
conscious. Moreover, we need not assume that in order to create a mind on a computer it would be sufficient to 
program it in such a way that it behaves like a human in all situations, including passing the Turing test etc. We 
need only the weaker assumption that it would suffice for the generation of subjective experiences that the 
computational processes of a human brain are structurally replicated in suitably fine-grained detail, such as on the 
level of individual synapses. This attenuated version of substrate-independence is quite widely accepted. 
 
Neurotransmitters, nerve growth factors, and other chemicals that are smaller than a synapse clearly play a role in 
human cognition and learning. The substrate-independence thesis is not that the effects of these chemicals are 
small or irrelevant, but rather that they affect subjective experience only via their direct or indirect influence on 
computational activities. For example, if there can be no difference in subjective experience without there also 
being a difference in synaptic discharges, then the requisite detail of simulation is at the synaptic level (or higher). 
 
III. THE TECHNOLOGICAL LIMITS OF COMPUTATION 
 
At our current stage of technological development, we have neither sufficiently powerful hardware nor the requisite 
software to create conscious minds in computers. But persuasive arguments have been given to the effect that if 
technological progress continues unabated then these shortcomings will eventually be overcome. Some authors 
argue that this stage may be only a few decades away.1 Yet present purposes require no assumptions about the 
time-scale. The simulation argument works equally well for those who think that it will take hundreds of thousands 
of years to reach a “posthuman” stage of civilization, where humankind has acquired most of the technological 
capabilities that one can currently show to be consistent with physical laws and with material and energy 
constraints. 
 
Such a mature stage of technological development will make it possible to convert planets and other astronomical 
resources into enormously powerful computers. It is currently hard to be confident in any upper bound on the 



computing power that may be available to posthuman civilizations. As we are still lacking a “theory of everything”, 
we cannot rule out the possibility that novel physical phenomena, not allowed for in current physical theories, may 
be utilized to transcend those constraints2 that in our current understanding impose theoretical limits on the 
information processing attainable in a given lump of matter. We can with much greater confidence establish lower 
bounds on posthuman computation, by assuming only mechanisms that are already understood. For example, Eric 
Drexler has outlined a design for a system the size of a sugar cube (excluding cooling and power supply) that would 
perform 1021 instructions per second.3 Another author gives a rough estimate of 1042 operations per second for a 
computer with a mass on order of a large planet.4 (If we could create quantum computers, or learn to build 
computers out of nuclear matter or plasma, we could push closer to the theoretical limits. Seth Lloyd calculates an 
upper bound for a 1 kg computer of 5*1050 logical operations per second carried out on ~1031 bits.5 However, it 
suffices for our purposes to use the more conservative estimate that presupposes only currently known design-
principles.) 
 
The amount of computing power needed to emulate a human mind can likewise be roughly estimated. One 
estimate, based on how computationally expensive it is to replicate the functionality of a piece of nervous tissue 
that we have already understood and whose functionality has been replicated in silicon, contrast enhancement in 
the retina, yields a figure of ~1014 operations per second for the entire human brain.6 An alternative estimate, 
based the number of synapses in the brain and their firing frequency, gives a figure of ~1016-1017 operations per 
second.7 Conceivably, even more could be required if we want to simulate in detail the internal workings of 
synapses and dendritic trees. However, it is likely that the human central nervous system has a high degree of 
redundancy on the mircoscale to compensate for the unreliability and noisiness of its neuronal components. One 
would therefore expect a substantial efficiency gain when using more reliable and versatile non-biological 
processors. 
 
Memory seems to be a no more stringent constraint than processing power.8 Moreover, since the maximum human 
sensory bandwidth is ~108 bits per second, simulating all sensory events incurs a negligible cost compared to 
simulating the cortical activity. We can therefore use the processing power required to simulate the central nervous 
system as an estimate of the total computational cost of simulating a human mind. 
 
If the environment is included in the simulation, this will require additional computing power – how much depends 
on the scope and granularity of the simulation. Simulating the entire universe down to the quantum level is 
obviously infeasible, unless radically new physics is discovered. But in order to get a realistic simulation of human 
experience, much less is needed – only whatever is required to ensure that the simulated humans, interacting in 
normal human ways with their simulated environment, don’t notice any irregularities. The microscopic structure of 
the inside of the Earth can be safely omitted. Distant astronomical objects can have highly compressed 
representations: verisimilitude need extend to the narrow band of properties that we can observe from our planet 
or solar system spacecraft. On the surface of Earth, macroscopic objects in inhabited areas may need to be 
continuously simulated, but microscopic phenomena could likely be filled in ad hoc. What you see through an 
electron microscope needs to look unsuspicious, but you usually have no way of confirming its coherence with 
unobserved parts of the microscopic world. Exceptions arise when we deliberately design systems to harness 
unobserved microscopic phenomena that operate in accordance with known principles to get results that we are 
able to independently verify. The paradigmatic case of this is a computer. The simulation may therefore need to 
include a continuous representation of computers down to the level of individual logic elements. This presents no 
problem, since our current computing power is negligible by posthuman standards. 
 
Moreover, a posthuman simulator would have enough computing power to keep track of the detailed belief-states in 
all human brains at all times. Therefore, when it saw that a human was about to make an observation of the 
microscopic world, it could fill in sufficient detail in the simulation in the appropriate domain on an as-needed basis. 
Should any error occur, the director could easily edit the states of any brains that have become aware of an 
anomaly before it spoils the simulation. Alternatively, the director could skip back a few seconds and rerun the 
simulation in a way that avoids the problem. 
 
It thus seems plausible that the main computational cost in creating simulations that are indistinguishable from 
physical reality for human minds in the simulation resides in simulating organic brains down to the neuronal or sub-
neuronal level.9 While it is not possible to get a very exact estimate of the cost of a realistic simulation of human 
history, we can use ~1033 - 1036 operations as a rough estimate.10 As we gain more experience with virtual reality, 



we will get a better grasp of the computational requirements for making such worlds appear realistic to their 
visitors. But in any case, even if our estimate is off by several orders of magnitude, this does not matter much for 
our argument. We noted that a rough approximation of the computational power of a planetary-mass computer is 
1042 operations per second, and that assumes only already known nanotechnological designs, which are probably 
far from optimal. A single such a computer could simulate the entire mental history of humankind (call this an 
ancestor-simulation) by using less than one millionth of its processing power for one second. A posthuman 
civilization may eventually build an astronomical number of such computers. We can conclude that the computing 
power available to a posthuman civilization is sufficient to run a huge number of ancestor-simulations even it 
allocates only a minute fraction of its resources to that purpose. We can draw this conclusion even while leaving a 
substantial margin of error in all our estimates. 
 
Posthuman civilizations would have enough computing power to run hugely many ancestor-
simulations even while using only a tiny fraction of their resources for that purpose. 
 
IV. THE CORE OF THE SIMULATION ARGUMENT 
 
The basic idea of this paper can be expressed roughly as follows: If there were a substantial chance that our 
civilization will ever get to the posthuman stage and run many ancestor-simulations, then how come you are not 
living in such a simulation? 
 
We shall develop this idea into a rigorous argument. Let us introduce the following notation: 
 

fp : Fraction of all human-level technological civilizations that survive to reach a posthuman stage 

 

N : Average number of ancestor-simulations run by a posthuman civilization 

 
H : Average number of individuals that have lived in a civilization before it reaches a posthuman stage 

 
The actual fraction of all observers with human-type experiences that live in simulations is then: 
 

fsim =( fp N H) / ((fp N H) + H) 

 
Writing  fI  for the fraction of posthuman civilizations that are interested in running ancestor-simulations (or that 

contain at least some individuals who are interested in that and have sufficient resources to run a significant 
number of such simulations), and  NI  for the average number of ancestor-simulations run by such interested 

civilizations, we have: 
 

N = fI NI 

 
and thus: 
 

(*):  fsim = fp fI NI  / {(fp fI NI) + 1) 
 
Because of the immense computing power of posthuman civilizations,  is extremely large, as we saw in the previous 
section. By inspecting (*) we can then see that at least one of the following three propositions must be true: 
 

(1):  fP ~ 0 

 

(2):  fI ~ 0 

 

(3):  fsim ~ 1 

 
V. A BLAND INDIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE 
 
We can take a further step and conclude that conditional on the truth of (3), one’s credence in the hypothesis that 
one is in a simulation should be close to unity. More generally, if we knew that a fraction x of all observers with 



human-type experiences live in simulations, and we don’t have any information that indicate that our own particular 
experiences are any more or less likely than other human-type experiences to have been implemented in vivo 
rather than in machina, then our credence that we are in a simulation should equal x: 
 

(#):  C (SIM | fsim= x) = x 

 
This step is sanctioned by a very weak indifference principle. Let us distinguish two cases. The first case, which is 
the easiest, is where all the minds in question are like your own in the sense that they are exactly qualitatively 
identical to yours: they have exactly the same information and the same experiences that you have. The second 
case is where the minds are “like” each other only in the loose sense of being the sort of minds that are typical of 
human creatures, but they are qualitatively distinct from one another and each has a distinct set of experiences. I 
maintain that even in the latter case, where the minds are qualitatively different, the simulation argument still 
works, provided that you have no information that bears on the question of which of the various minds are 
simulated and which are implemented biologically. 
 
A detailed defense of a stronger principle, which implies the above stance for both cases as trivial special instances, 
has been given in the literature.11 Space does not permit a recapitulation of that defense here, but we can bring out 
one of the underlying intuitions by bringing to our attention to an analogous situation of a more familiar kind. 
Suppose that x% of the population has a certain genetic sequence S within the part of their DNA commonly 
designated as “junk DNA”. Suppose, further, that there are no manifestations of S (short of what would turn up in a 
gene assay) and that there are no known correlations between having S and any observable characteristic. Then, 
quite clearly, unless you have had your DNA sequenced, it is rational to assign a credence of x% to the hypothesis 
that you have S. And this is so quite irrespective of the fact that the people who have S have qualitatively different 
minds and experiences from the people who don’t have S. (They are different simply because all humans have 
different experiences from one another, not because of any known link between S and what kind of experiences 
one has.) 
 
The same reasoning holds if S is not the property of having a certain genetic sequence but instead the property of 
being in a simulation, assuming only that we have no information that enables us to predict any differences 
between the experiences of simulated minds and those of the original biological minds. 
 
It should be stressed that the bland indifference principle expressed by (#) prescribes indifference only between 
hypotheses about which observer you are, when you have no information about which of these observers you are. 
It does not in general prescribe indifference between hypotheses when you lack specific information about which of 
the hypotheses is true. In contrast to Laplacean and other more ambitious principles of indifference, it is therefore 
immune to Bertrand’s paradox and similar predicaments that tend to plague indifference principles of unrestricted 
scope. 
 
Readers familiar with the Doomsday argument12 may worry that the bland principle of indifference invoked here is 
the same assumption that is responsible for getting the Doomsday argument off the ground, and that the 
counterintuitiveness of some of the implications of the latter incriminates or casts doubt on the validity of the 
former. This is not so. The Doomsday argument rests on a much stronger and more controversial premiss, namely 
that one should reason as if one were a random sample from the set of all people who will ever have lived (past, 
present, and future) even though we know that we are living in the early twenty-first century rather than at some 
point in the distant past or the future. The bland indifference principle, by contrast, applies only to cases where we 
have no information about which group of people we belong to. 
 
If betting odds provide some guidance to rational belief, it may also be worth to ponder that if everybody were to 
place a bet on whether they are in a simulation or not, then if people use the bland principle of indifference, and 
consequently place their money on being in a simulation if they know that that’s where almost all people are, then 
almost everyone will win their bets. If they bet on not being in a simulation, then almost everyone will lose. It 
seems better that the bland indifference principle be heeded. 
 
Further, one can consider a sequence of possible situations in which an increasing fraction of all people live in 
simulations: 98%, 99%, 99.9%, 99.9999%, and so on. As one approaches the limiting case in which everybody is in 
a simulation (from which one can deductively infer that one is in a simulation oneself), it is plausible to require that 



the credence one assigns to being in a simulation gradually approach the limiting case of complete certainty in a 
matching manner. 
 
VI. INTERPRETATION 
 
The possibility represented by proposition (1) is fairly straightforward. If (1) is true, then humankind will almost 
certainly fail to reach a posthuman level; for virtually no species at our level of development become posthuman, 
and it is hard to see any justification for thinking that our own species will be especially privileged or protected from 
future disasters. Conditional on (1), therefore, we must give a high credence to DOOM, the hypothesis that 
humankind will go extinct before reaching a posthuman level: 
 

Cr(DOOM | fP ~ 0) ~ 1 

 

One can imagine hypothetical situations were we have such evidence as would trump knowledge of fP. For example, 

if we discovered that we were about to be hit by a giant meteor, this might suggest that we had been exceptionally 
unlucky. We could then assign a credence to DOOM larger than our expectation of the fraction of human-level 
civilizations that fail to reach posthumanity. In the actual case, however, we seem to lack evidence for thinking that 
we are special in this regard, for better or worse. 
 
Proposition (1) doesn’t by itself imply that we are likely to go extinct soon, only that we are unlikely to reach a 
posthuman stage. This possibility is compatible with us remaining at, or somewhat above, our current level of 
technological development for a long time before going extinct. Another way for (1) to be true is if it is likely that 
technological civilization will collapse. Primitive human societies might then remain on Earth indefinitely. 
 
There are many ways in which humanity could become extinct before reaching posthumanity. Perhaps the most 
natural interpretation of (1) is that we are likely to go extinct as a result of the development of some powerful but 
dangerous technology.13 One candidate is molecular nanotechnology, which in its mature stage would enable the 
construction of self-replicating nanobots capable of feeding on dirt and organic matter – a kind of mechanical 
bacteria. Such nanobots, designed for malicious ends, could cause the extinction of all life on our planet.14 
 
The second alternative in the simulation argument’s conclusion is that the fraction of posthuman civilizations that 
are interested in running ancestor-simulation is negligibly small. In order for (2) to be true, there must be a strong 
convergence among the courses of advanced civilizations. If the number of ancestor-simulations created by the 
interested civilizations is extremely large, the rarity of such civilizations must be correspondingly extreme. Virtually 
no posthuman civilizations decide to use their resources to run large numbers of ancestor-simulations. Furthermore, 
virtually all posthuman civilizations lack individuals who have sufficient resources and interest to run ancestor-
simulations; or else they have reliably enforced laws that prevent such individuals from acting on their desires. 
 
What force could bring about such convergence? One can speculate that advanced civilizations all develop along a 
trajectory that leads to the recognition of an ethical prohibition against running ancestor-simulations because of the 
suffering that is inflicted on the inhabitants of the simulation. However, from our present point of view, it is not 
clear that creating a human race is immoral. On the contrary, we tend to view the existence of our race as 
constituting a great ethical value. Moreover, convergence on an ethical view of the immorality of running ancestor-
simulations is not enough: it must be combined with convergence on a civilization-wide social structure that enables 
activities considered immoral to be effectively banned. 
 
Another possible convergence point is that almost all individual posthumans in virtually all posthuman civilizations 
develop in a direction where they lose their desires to run ancestor-simulations. This would require significant 
changes to the motivations driving their human predecessors, for there are certainly many humans who would like 
to run ancestor-simulations if they could afford to do so. But perhaps many of our human desires will be regarded 
as silly by anyone who becomes a posthuman. Maybe the scientific value of ancestor-simulations to a posthuman 
civilization is negligible (which is not too implausible given its unfathomable intellectual superiority), and maybe 
posthumans regard recreational activities as merely a very inefficient way of getting pleasure – which can be 
obtained much more cheaply by direct stimulation of the brain’s reward centers. One conclusion that follows from 
(2) is that posthuman societies will be very different from human societies: they will not contain relatively wealthy 
independent agents who have the full gamut of human-like desires and are free to act on them. 



 
The possibility expressed by alternative (3) is the conceptually most intriguing one. If we are living in a simulation, 
then the cosmos that we are observing is just a tiny piece of the totality of physical existence. The physics in the 
universe where the computer is situated that is running the simulation may or may not resemble the physics of the 
world that we observe. While the world we see is in some sense “real”, it is not located at the fundamental level of 
reality. 
 
It may be possible for simulated civilizations to become posthuman. They may then run their own ancestor-
simulations on powerful computers they build in their simulated universe. Such computers would be “virtual 
machines”, a familiar concept in computer science. (Java script web-applets, for instance, run on a virtual machine 
– a simulated computer – inside your desktop.) Virtual machines can be stacked: it’s possible to simulate a machine 
simulating another machine, and so on, in arbitrarily many steps of iteration. If we do go on to create our own 
ancestor-simulations, this would be strong evidence against (1) and (2), and we would therefore have to conclude 
that we live in a simulation. Moreover, we would have to suspect that the posthumans running our simulation are 
themselves simulated beings; and their creators, in turn, may also be simulated beings. 
 
Reality may thus contain many levels. Even if it is necessary for the hierarchy to bottom out at some stage – the 
metaphysical status of this claim is somewhat obscure – there may be room for a large number of levels of reality, 
and the number could be increasing over time. (One consideration that counts against the multi-level hypothesis is 
that the computational cost for the basement-level simulators would be very great. Simulating even a single 
posthuman civilization might be prohibitively expensive. If so, then we should expect our simulation to be 
terminated when we are about to become posthuman.) 
 
Although all the elements of such a system can be naturalistic, even physical, it is possible to draw some loose 
analogies with religious conceptions of the world. In some ways, the posthumans running a simulation are like gods 
in relation to the people inhabiting the simulation: the posthumans created the world we see; they are of superior 
intelligence; they are “omnipotent” in the sense that they can interfere in the workings of our world even in ways 
that violate its physical laws; and they are “omniscient” in the sense that they can monitor everything that happens. 
However, all the demigods except those at the fundamental level of reality are subject to sanctions by the more 
powerful gods living at lower levels. 
 
Further rumination on these themes could climax in a naturalistic theogony that would study the structure of this 
hierarchy, and the constraints imposed on its inhabitants by the possibility that their actions on their own level may 
affect the treatment they receive from dwellers of deeper levels. For example, if nobody can be sure that they are 
at the basement-level, then everybody would have to consider the possibility that their actions will be rewarded or 
punished, based perhaps on moral criteria, by their simulators. An afterlife would be a real possibility. Because of 
this fundamental uncertainty, even the basement civilization may have a reason to behave ethically. The fact that it 
has such a reason for moral behavior would of course add to everybody else’s reason for behaving morally, and so 
on, in truly virtuous circle. One might get a kind of universal ethical imperative, which it would be in everybody’s 
self-interest to obey, as it were “from nowhere”. 
 
In addition to ancestor-simulations, one may also consider the possibility of more selective simulations that include 
only a small group of humans or a single individual. The rest of humanity would then be zombies or “shadow-
people” – humans simulated only at a level sufficient for the fully simulated people not to notice anything 
suspicious. It is not clear how much cheaper shadow-people would be to simulate than real people. It is not even 
obvious that it is possible for an entity to behave indistinguishably from a real human and yet lack conscious 
experience. Even if there are such selective simulations, you should not think that you are in one of them unless 
you think they are much more numerous than complete simulations. There would have to be about 100 billion times 
as many “me-simulations” (simulations of the life of only a single mind) as there are ancestor-simulations in order 
for most simulated persons to be in me-simulations. 
 
There is also the possibility of simulators abridging certain parts of the mental lives of simulated beings and giving 
them false memories of the sort of experiences that they would typically have had during the omitted interval. If so, 
one can consider the following (farfetched) solution to the problem of evil: that there is no suffering in the world 
and all memories of suffering are illusions. Of course, this hypothesis can be seriously entertained only at those 
times when you are not currently suffering. 



 
Supposing we live in a simulation, what are the implications for us humans? The foregoing remarks 
notwithstanding, the implications are not all that radical. Our best guide to how our posthuman creators have 
chosen to set up our world is the standard empirical study of the universe we see. The revisions to most parts of 
our belief networks would be rather slight and subtle – in proportion to our lack of confidence in our ability to 
understand the ways of posthumans. Properly understood, therefore, the truth of (3) should have no tendency to 
make us “go crazy” or to prevent us from going about our business and making plans and predictions for tomorrow. 
The chief empirical importance of (3) at the current time seems to lie in its role in the tripartite conclusion 
established above.15 We may hope that (3) is true since that would decrease the probability of (1), although if 
computational constraints make it likely that simulators would terminate a simulation before it reaches a posthuman 
level, then out best hope would be that (2) is true. 
 
If we learn more about posthuman motivations and resource constraints, maybe as a result of developing towards 
becoming posthumans ourselves, then the hypothesis that we are simulated will come to have a much richer set of 
empirical implications. 
 
VII. CONCLUSION 
 
A technologically mature “posthuman” civilization would have enormous computing power. Based on this empirical 
fact, the simulation argument shows that at least one of the following propositions is true: (1) The fraction of 
human-level civilizations that reach a posthuman stage is very close to zero; (2) The fraction of posthuman 
civilizations that are interested in running ancestor-simulations is very close to zero; (3) The fraction of all people 
with our kind of experiences that are living in a simulation is very close to one. 
 
If (1) is true, then we will almost certainly go extinct before reaching posthumanity. If (2) is true, then there must 
be a strong convergence among the courses of advanced civilizations so that virtually none contains any relatively 
wealthy individuals who desire to run ancestor-simulations and are free to do so. If (3) is true, then we almost 
certainly live in a simulation. In the dark forest of our current ignorance, it seems sensible to apportion one’s 
credence roughly evenly between (1), (2), and (3). 
 
Unless we are now living in a simulation, our descendants will almost certainly never run an ancestor-simulation. 
 
(Nick Bostrom's academic homepage: http://www.nickbostrom.com.) 
 
(More on the simulation argument: http://www.simulation-argument.com.) 
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20121216-05 23:59 SteveB Photo: Habana, Cuba, 2012 (not 1959) 
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—Friends of the Middle, 
Steven W. Baker (SteveB), Editor/Moderator 
 
 
You can subscribe to this free, no-obligation, daily Newsletter filled with lively, intelligent discussion centered on 
politics and government, but ranging to anything members feel is important, interesting, or entertaining. To 
subscribe, use the form on our website or blog, or simply reply to this email with “Yes” or “Start” in the Subject line, 
then add our email address (below) to your Contacts or Safe list. To opt-out, reply with “No” or “Stop” in the 
subject line. 
 
Welcome to all our new members who may be here for the first time. We want to hear from YOU! To submit your 
comment, you can use the form on our website or blog, or reply to this email with your two cents worth. Be sure to 
sign with your desired user name. 
 
Your email address will always be kept strictly confidential. 
 
Feel free to forward this Newsletter to anyone you know on the Right or the Left, though your motives might be 
different in each case. Regardless, PASS IT ON! Help keep your friends and acquaintances informed and thinking. 
 
http://www.FriendsOfTheMiddle.org 
FriendsOfTheMiddle@hotmail.com 
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