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Abstract

This paper explores the philosophical question of whether a meaningful difference exists between living in a simulation and 
living in what we call “reality.” Drawing from the simulation hypothesis and discussions of consciousness and subjective 
experience, the investigation considers whether the subjective experiences of a simulated entity could be indistinguishable 
from those of a human being. The central argument is that while metaphysical differences between simulation and reality exist, 
from the standpoint of subjective experience, the distinction may be inconsequential. We examine the implications of this idea 
for personal identity, free will, and the authenticity of experience. The paper concludes that, although important philosophical 
differences exist between simulation and reality, subjective experience and the sense of self may remain fundamentally the 
same in both scenarios.
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Introduction

The simulation hypothesis, popularized by philosopher 
Bostrom N [1] proposes that it is possible for advanced 
civilizations to create highly realistic simulations that their 
inhabitants may mistake for reality. This possibility raises 
profound questions about the nature of human existence and 
whether we can confidently assert that we are living in “true” 
reality as opposed to an elaborate simulation [1]. In this 
investigation, we seek to answer a specific question: Is there 
a meaningful difference between simulation and reality from 
the perspective of subjective experience and consciousness?

If a simulated being experiences consciousness and 
subjective phenomena identical to those experienced by 

humans in reality, we must question whether there is any 
substantial difference between the two states of existence. 
This paper will explore the implications of this question, 
considering the nature of consciousness, the role of subjective 
experience, and whether the distinction between simulation 
and reality has any philosophical or existential significance.

Consciousness and Subjective Experience

Consciousness and subjective experience are at the 
heart of the distinction between simulation and reality. 
Consciousness refers to the capacity for awareness and self-
reflective thought, while subjective experience refers to the 
first-person perspective the “what it is like” to experience the 
world [2].
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In both a simulated reality and a true reality, a conscious 
being would still have thoughts, emotions, and sensations. The 
phenomenology (the lived experience) of such a being would 
feel identical regardless of whether the underlying structure 
of reality is based on biological processes or computational 
algorithms. If a simulated being can experience joy, pain, 
doubt, and self-awareness, then it can be said to possess 
consciousness in the same way that a biological human being 
does. This blurs the line between simulation and reality, as 
the experience of consciousness does not seem dependent 
on the metaphysical nature of its origin.

Functional Equivalence of Simulation and 
Reality

One of the strongest arguments for the in distinguishability 
of simulation and reality is the idea of functional equivalence. 
This means that if a simulated being behaves, thinks, and 
feels in ways that are functionally identical to a human being 
in “real” life, then there is no discernible difference between 
the two from a subjective standpoint [2].

Consider a highly advanced simulation that perfectly 
replicates the sensory and cognitive processes of a human 
being. Such a being would experience the world as vividly 
as a person living in reality, forming relationships, creating 
memories, and interacting with its environment. While the 
substrate of the experience (a computational simulation) 
differs from that of a biological brain, the subjective 
experience itself may be indistinguishable. This leads to a 
key question: If there is no way for a simulated being to know 
it is simulated, does the distinction between simulation and 
reality matter at all?

Metaphysical differences between 
Simulation and Reality

Despite the functional and subjective similarities 
between simulated and real beings, metaphysical differences 
still exist. In a simulation, the world is created and controlled 
by an external system or designer. The experiences of 
simulated beings are contingent on the rules and parameters 
of the simulation, which may not align with the laws of 
physics or the nature of existence in reality [1].

In contrast, reality as traditionally understood is not 
contingent on an external creator or system. Reality exists 
independently of human thought or design, governed by 
natural laws. The fundamental nature of existence in reality 
is physical, not computational, even if we are limited to 
perceiving that reality through cognitive processes.

These metaphysical differences lead to important 
existential and ethical questions. If we are simulated beings, 

does that affect the meaning or purpose of our existence? Are 
we subject to the whims of an external creator or algorithm, 
or do we possess genuine free will? These questions, while 
speculative, highlight the importance of understanding the 
implications of the simulation hypothesis.

Philosophical Skepticism and Reality

The notion that we may be living in a simulation brings 
to mind classic questions of philosophical skepticism. 
Skepticism is the view that we cannot be certain about the 
true nature of reality, as our experiences may be deceptive 
or incomplete. The famous philosopher Rene´ Descartes 
once wondered if an evil demon might be deceiving him into 
believing in a false reality. Today, the simulation hypothesis 
serves as a modern version of this age-old skeptical dilemma 
[3].

However, even if we entertain the possibility that we are 
living in a simulation, the fact remains that we still experience 
the world in ways that are real to us. As Descartes concluded, 
cogito, ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”) the mere fact of 
thinking proves the existence of the thinker. Whether or 
not our reality is simulated, our thoughts, emotions, and 
experiences are undeniably real from our perspective.

Does it Matter?

Ultimately, the most important question may not be 
whether we are living in a simulation, but whether it matters. 
If our subjective experiences are functionally identical in 
both a simulated and a real world, the practical difference 
may be minimal. Our lives would still hold meaning, our 
relationships would still matter, and our experiences 
would still shape us, regardless of the metaphysical nature 
of our reality [2]. However, for some, the idea of living in a 
simulation may challenge their sense of authenticity and 
freedom. If our experiences are the result of a simulation, 
are they any less genuine? If our choices are governed by the 
rules of a program, do we truly have free will? These concerns 
highlight the tension between the existential significance of 
living in a true reality and the practical experience of living 
in a simulated one.

Conclusion

This investigation has explored the question of whether 
there is a meaningful difference between simulation and 
reality, particularly in light of consciousness and subjective 
experience. While metaphysical differences certainly 
exist between the two, from the perspective of subjective 
experience, the line between simulation and reality may blur. 
If the phenomenology of consciousness remains the same in 
both scenarios, and if beings within simulations experience 
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the world as vividly as those in reality, then the distinction 
between simulation and reality may hold less significance 
than traditionally thought.

Ultimately, whether we live in a simulation or reality, our 
subjective experiences the thoughts, feelings, and memories 
that shape our lives remain undeniably real to us. The 
question of simulation versus reality may be more a matter 
of philosophical curiosity than existential importance, as 
consciousness and subjective experience are the common 
threads that unite both possibilities.
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