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Abstract: What if reality is not necessarily what we believe it to be? What if human existence is taking place within a system designed,
operated, or observed by an intelligence beyond our comprehension? The simulation hypothesis has traditionally focused on whether
advanced civilizations could create simulated realities populated by conscious beings. However, a more unsettling question emerges
when we move beyond the existence of a simulation and consider the position of the individuals living inside it. Are humans
participants, subjects, players, or merely outcomes of an elaborate system? Are our lives predetermined, partially predictable, or
genuinely shaped by independent choices? Could suffering, ambition, competition, wealth, relationships, and the pursuit of success
function as elements of an underlying system? Most importantly, is independence possible for an entity that does not understand the
environment in which it exists? This paper introduces TEBE, a conceptual thought experiment that examines these questions through
the relationship between a hypothetical observer and the observed subject. Rather than attempting to prove that reality is simulated,
TEBE explores the philosophical implications of such a possibility. Its central proposition is that perhaps the most important question is
not whether we are living in a simulation, but whether meaningful independence is possible within a system whose rules we cannot fully

understand.
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1. Introduction: What if reality is the
Environment, Not the Explanation?

Human beings have spent centuries trying to understand
their existence.

We have developed religions, scientific theories,
philosophical ~ systems, mathematical models, and
technological explanations. Yet several fundamental

questions remain unanswered. Why does consciousness
exist? Why are we here? Is there a purpose behind
existence? Are our decisions genuinely ours, or are they
consequences of conditions established long before we
became aware of them?

The simulation hypothesis introduces an unusual possibility:
what we perceive as reality could be an artificial
environment generated by a more advanced intelligence.

The simulation argument developed by Nick Bostrom
provides an important philosophical foundation for
considering this possibility. However, TEBE approaches the
subject from a different direction. Instead of concentrating
primarily on the probability that a simulation exists, it asks:
What would it mean to be a conscious participant inside
one?

Imagine waking up inside a game without knowing that it is
a game. You understand its environment, recognize its rules
through experience, develop relationships, pursue rewards,
encounter obstacles, and eventually construct an explanation
of the world around you. But you have never seen the person
who created the game.

You do not know whether the game has an objective. You
do not know whether your decisions are being observed.
You do not know whether the environment is designed to
challenge you, entertain someone else, collect information,
or simply exist.

This is the starting point of TEBE.

2. The Subject and the Observer

TEBE introduces two hypothetical entities:

e The Subject: A conscious participant experiencing the
environment from within.

e The Observer: An intelligence or entity capable of
viewing the environment from a perspective unavailable
to the subject.

3. The Game Mechanics of Human Existence

Human society contains several recurring structures: money
and economic survival; careers and professional
competition; social status and recognition; relationships and
emotional attachment; success and failure; competition for
resources; fear, uncertainty, and suffering; and the pursuit of
security and freedom.

These structures can be examined as though they were game
mechanics. A person is born into an environment with pre-
existing rules. They must learn how to navigate those rules,

compete for resources, make decisions, and manage
consequences.
Some individuals achieve wealth. Others experience

financial difficulty. Some gain recognition, while others
remain unnoticed. The rules are not necessarily equal, and
the starting conditions are rarely identical.

The simulation thought experiment asks whether these
structures are merely consequences of biological and social
evolution or whether they could, hypothetically, represent
the mechanics of a designed environment.

There is no evidence that human society was deliberately
constructed as a game. Nevertheless, the analogy raises an
interesting question: If you were placed inside an
environment without knowing its purpose, how would you
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distinguish between the rules of the environment and the
objective of the experiment?

A player may spend their entire existence pursuing points
without ever knowing who established the scoring system.
Perhaps the most interesting possibility is that the player
eventually begins questioning whether collecting points was
ever the purpose.

4. The Blank Pages: Fate Versus Free Will

One of the central questions in TEBE concerns the
relationship between predetermined events and individual
choices.

Imagine that a person's life is a book. Some pages have
already been written. Their birthplace, biological
characteristics, historical circumstances, and childhood
environment are not choices they made. Other pages appear
blank. These blank pages represent the decisions they have
yet to make.

But there is a problem. If an observer possesses sufficient
information about the subject, could the observer predict
what will be written on those pages?

o Possibility A: Complete predetermination. Every event
and decision is already determined. The subject
experiences uncertainty because they cannot see what
comes next, but the outcome is fixed.

o Possibility B: Predictability without predetermination.
An observer may predict behaviour with extraordinary
accuracy without necessarily controlling it. Prediction
and causation are not the same thing.

e Possibility C: Genuine unpredictability. Some decisions
may be impossible to predict with complete accuracy,
even for an exceptionally advanced observer.

However, unpredictability alone does not establish free will.
Randomness is not necessarily freedom.

These possibilities create a difficult philosophical problem.
If someone predicts your next decision correctly, does that
mean you had no freedom? If someone fails to predict your
decision, does that prove you were free? Neither conclusion
follows automatically.

Perhaps the blank pages are meaningful not because they
prove freedom, but because they represent the limits of what
the subject currently knows about their own future.

5. The Narrative Trap: Never Give Up

Human society often promotes a powerful message: never
give up. Keep fighting. Keep competing. Keep pursuing
success.

These messages can provide genuine motivation and help
people overcome difficult circumstances. However, TEBE
introduces a different interpretation.

What if the constant pursuit of success keeps the subject
engaged in the system without ever questioning the system
itself?

Consider an individual who spends decades pursuing wealth,
recognition, promotions, and social approval. Even after
achieving these goals, another objective appears: more
money, a better position, a larger house, more recognition.
The finish line keeps moving.

From the perspective of the subject, this is ambition. From
the hypothetical perspective of an observer, it could
resemble an engagement mechanism that continuously
generates activity.

This does not mean ambition is meaningless or that pursuing
success is inherently a trap. Rather, it raises a distinction
between pursuing objectives established by the environment
and questioning whether those objectives deserve to govern
one's existence.

A person may never escape the environment, but they may
reconsider the importance of its scoring system. The ability
to question the objective may be more valuable than
endlessly pursuing the reward.

6. Independence: Can a Player Walk Away?
This is perhaps the most important question in TEBE.

Imagine that a player gradually realizes that the things they
once considered essential are not necessarily essential to
their existence. They begin to question the pursuit of status,
excessive competition, social expectations, and the need for
external validation. They no longer measure their entire
existence through the system's rewards.

But can this be considered independence?

Physical independence means the ability to leave the
simulated environment entirely. Psychological independence
means the ability to stop allowing the environment's
rewards, punishments, and expectations to determine one's
sense of worth. Practical independence means the ability to
build sufficient resources, autonomy, and personal freedom
to make meaningful choices within the environment.

The first possibility remains entirely speculative. The second
and third are recognizable aspects of ordinary human life.

Perhaps the subject cannot leave the game, but can stop
treating every game mechanic as an obligation.

Being inside a system does
surrendering every decision to it.

not necessarily mean

7. Suffering and the Question of Purpose

The simulation thought experiment becomes considerably
more uncomfortable when suffering is introduced.

If an intelligent observer were watching a simulated subject
experience pain, loss, failure, or injustice, what would that
mean? Would suffering be an unintended consequence of the
environment? Would it be a necessary feature of the
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experiment? Would it be deliberately introduced? Or would
the observer have no meaningful involvement in it at all?

These questions cannot be answered through the simulation
hypothesis alone. The existence of suffering does not
establish that an experiment is taking place, nor does it
establish that an observer is deliberately causing it.

Nevertheless, the hypothetical relationship between observer
and subject raises a deeper cthical question. If an advanced
intelligence creates conscious entities, does it acquire any
responsibility toward their experiences?

And if humans eventually create artificial entities capable of
experiencing suffering, would humans become responsible
for the conditions they create?

The question therefore works in both directions. We wonder
whether we are subjects in someone else's environment,
while simultaneously developing the ability to create
environments and intelligent agents of our own.

The ethical responsibilities of a creator may eventually
become one of the most important questions in artificial
intelligence.

8. The Observer's
Test

Prediction: The Ultimate

TEBE introduces a thought experiment.

Imagine that a subject finally encounters the observer. The

observer offers two choices.

¢ Choice One: Unlimited Reward. The subject receives
unlimited wealth, unlimited resources, and everything
they could possibly desire. They never need to worry
about financial survival again.

e Choice Two: Complete Explanation. The subject
receives an explanation of the environment. They learn
why the system exists, why they were selected, whether
their suffering had a purpose, whether their decisions
were predictable, and what the observer ultimately
wanted to understand.

The subject chooses the explanation.

Why? Because unlimited rewards answer the question of
what the subject can possess. An explanation attempts to
answer the question of why the subject exists. The desire to
understand becomes more important than the desire to
accumulate.

But the observer introduces one final question: Was there
ever anything you could have done that I could not have
predicted?

This question is deliberately difficult. If the observer
answers that everything was predictable, the subject may
wonder whether free will ever existed. If the observer admits
that something was impossible to predict, the subject may
wonder whether unpredictability is evidence of genuine
freedom.

Yet neither answer conclusively settles the philosophical
problem. The deeper purpose of the question may be to
expose the difference between knowing what someone will
do and understanding why they do it.

Prediction does not automatically equal understanding. And
understanding does not automatically equal control.

9. The Paradox of the Observer

Suppose the subject observes the observer observing the
subject. The subject now becomes aware of being observed.
Would that awareness change the subject's behaviour?

If it does, the observer's original understanding of the
subject may no longer be sufficient. If it does not, perhaps
the observer anticipated the change.

This produces an endless philosophical loop. The observer
studies the subject. The subject studies the observer. The
observer anticipates the subject's response to being studied.
The subject questions whether their response is itself
anticipated.

At some point, the distinction between genuine freedom and
sophisticated prediction becomes difficult to resolve.

This resembles questions encountered in game theory,
behavioural science, artificial intelligence, and the
philosophy of consciousness. However, the thought
experiment does not establish that such an observer exists.

Its value lies in examining the limitations of knowledge
when two entities occupy fundamentally different
perspectives.

10. The TEBE Proposition

TEBE does not claim that Earth is a simulation. It does not
claim that humans are laboratory subjects, that suffering is
deliberately programmed, or that an external intelligence is
collecting information.

Instead, it proposes a conceptual framework for exploring

the consequences of those possibilities.

1) Perspective limitation: A subject may not possess
enough information to understand the complete
environment in which it exists.

2) The prediction problem: Predictability, determinism,
and free will are related but distinct philosophical
concepts.

3) The objective problem: Subjects may devote their lives
to pursuing objectives without understanding why those
objectives matter.

4) The independence problem: Even if complete physical
escape is impossible, meaningful psychological and
practical autonomy may remain possible.

5) The explanation problem: Understanding the nature and
purpose of existence may be valued more highly than
unlimited material rewards.

These propositions do not depend on proving the simulation
hypothesis. They can also be applied to ordinary human
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existence, social structures, artificial intelligence, and the
relationship between creators and their creations.

11. Conclusion: Perhaps the Game is not the
Most Important Question

Imagine that the simulation hypothesis is eventually proven
correct. Would that fundamentally change how we should
treat other people? Would suffering become less
meaningful? Would relationships lose their importance?
Would kindness become irrelevant?

Not necessarily. An experience does not automatically
become meaningless simply because its underlying
environment is different from what we originally believed.

Pain remains pain to the subject experiencing it. Love
remains meaningful to the individuals involved. Choices
continue to have consequences within the environment.

Perhaps the greatest mistake would be to assume that
discovering the nature of reality automatically provides an
answer to how we should live.

TEBE ultimately returns to a simpler but more difficult
question. If you cannot establish who created the
environment, why it exists, or whether your future is
predictable, what can you do with the life you are
experiencing right now?

You can question the rules. You can reconsider the
objectives. You can seek independence. You can refuse to
measure your entire existence through rewards established
by others. And you can continue searching for an
explanation without pretending that you already possess one.

Perhaps the most important possibility is not that the subject
eventually escapes the simulation. Perhaps it is that the
subject learns to distinguish between living inside an
environment and allowing that environment to define the
entirety of existence.

The final question of TEBE is therefore not simply whether
we are players in a simulation.

It is whether a player can become something more than what
the game expects them to be.
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Author's Note

TEBE is presented as an original conceptual thought
experiment rather than an empirical scientific theory. Its
purpose is to encourage discussion about reality,
consciousness, free will, the limitations of knowledge, and
the possibility of independence within systems that
individuals do not fully understand.

The framework does not claim to establish the existence of
an external observer or a simulated universe. Its arguments
should be evaluated as philosophical questions rather than
scientific findings.
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