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The Morality of Having Kids in a Magical, Maybe Simulated World
Why the Climate Crisis May Be Proof We're In a Simulation
Packy McCormick · 2023-12-06
Welcome to the 629 newly Not Boring people who have joined us since last week! If you haven’t subscribed, join 217,332 smart, curious folks by subscribing here: 


Today’s Not Boring is brought to you by… Alto
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Alto allows individuals to invest in alternative assets with their retirement funds through a self-directed IRA. It’s perfect for long-term investors in crypto, fine art, real estate, private credit, and more. Plus, given crypto’s recent surge, if you’re going to invest now, you might as well do so in a way that significantly reduces your tax burden in the future. 
Alto launched its alternative assets investment platform designed to streamline access for individual investors wanting to invest their retirement funds. Investing in alts with funds earmarked for retirement means you’re investing for the future with assets that have a longer time horizon and greater potential upside while also claiming tax benefits. Here’s an example:
Let's say you make a $10,000 investment in venture capital with a Roth IRA. By the time you're 59 and a half, that investment has increased in value to $100,000. 
If you invested with non-qualified cash, you could pay up to 20% in capital gains taxes over the lifetime of this investment, meaning up to $18,000 of potential gains is lost to taxes. The RothIRA allows you to potentially avoid the entire tax liability, meaning $0 on the gains is lost to taxes. Of course, IRA rules and regulations apply, and you should seek advice from a tax professional when making investments.
Even better, Alto just launched Alto Marketplace, a capital raise platform that connects individual accredited investors to leading funds and exclusive opportunities.
Start Investing in Alts With Alto Today


Hi friends 👋 , 

Let’s get to it. 


The Morality of Having Kids in a Magical, Maybe Simulated World
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There’s a thing that fancy magazines do every so often, which is to ask this Very Deep Question: is it morally OK to have kids when the planet is literally burning? 
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The New Yorker
I am here to tell you that that is an exceedingly dumb question. 
I am here to tell you that you1 should have kids.
There are a bunch of rational arguments you can make against the idea that it’s immoral to have kids in a drowning, burning world: 
	Any one person’s emissions are negligible

	More kids mean a greater chance that someone figures out new solutions to climate change and all sorts of other challenges

	Malthusian predictions have been wrong to date 

	It’s a Pascal’s Wager of sorts: if climate change destroys the planet, your downside is finite (we all die anyway); if it doesn’t, your upside is infinite (generations of your family will live in an energy abundant world and maybe even travel the galaxy) 

	Kids rock


But it’s December now, and we’re in that annual wind-down period, so I figure why not get a little bit weird, try a different tack. It’s going to be one of these pieces: 
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The other day, thinking about that Very Big Question, I tweeted something cryptic: “The climate crisis is the best proof I’ve seen that we’re in a simulation.” 
A few people, understandably, asked me what the hell I was talking about. 
The short, non-crazy version is this: climate change is a very real challenge with very real negative impacts on people and the planet. But climate change is solvable, and by solving it, we unlock the next phase of civilization’s growth. 
The longer, crazier version is longer and crazier. By the end, I hope you’ll see why I think that the kids are gonna be more than alright. Let me explain. 
ENERGY: The Game
Human history is the history of unlocking new energy sources to fuel new stages of civilization: food, fire, fossil fuels, then whatever comes next. Call it climbing the Kardashev Scale if you’d like. The more energy we put to productive use, the further civilization advances.  
If you squint, human history looks like a big, long game called ENERGY.
[image: Illustration from the essay]

The objective of ENERGY is to consume more energy in order to improve the human condition and ultimately light up the universe with intelligence.  
On each level, you need to maintain per capita energy consumption with the existing energy sources to not die and keep playing. 
Like any good game, ENERGY is full of challenges and bosses to defeat; defeating those bosses opens up new levels. Each level represents a new primary energy source. 
Humanity's progress in ENERGY has been the story of unleashing increasingly abundant, efficient, powerful sources of fuel in order to support more complex and advanced forms of society and technology and increase human flourishing.
After beating food and fire, we’re currently on the Fossil Fuels level of the game, which we entered in the 18th or 19th century with the transition from wood to coal. 
We need to advance to the next level – Solar and Atomic Energy – before we deplete fossil fuels in order to keep the game going, or we get sent back to the beginning. To some, things look bleak, harder than they’ve looked in a long time. That’s OK; it means we’ve gotten to the Boss. 
We need to defeat the Boss to make it to the next level. The Boss is hard to beat. Transitions are hard. Things must have looked bleak during the last transition, too. 
The Coal Question
The conditions that led to the rise in coal consumption resemble the catalysts for the shift to clean energy: depletion of the old fuel source, and correction of an atrocity. 
The old fuel source was firewood. In the late 16th Century, the world’s largest economy, Britain, began to run low. This chart, from Thunder Said Energy, shows a drop in both firewood energy consumption and total energy consumption per person. “This is another reminder that energy transitions tend to occur when incumbent energy sources are under-supplied and highly priced,” the researchers wrote. 
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Thunder Said Energy
The atrocity was African slavery. Around 1600, humans and draught animals were tied as the largest source of useful energy at 25%. Mercifully, by the time Britain banned the slave trade in 1807, human labor was down to 10%, and “by the time of the Abolition Act in 1833, it was closer to 5%.”
As the old fuel source, firewood, began to run low and became expensive, people invented new ways to harness an existing but underutilized fuel source: coal. In 1712, an English blacksmith named Thomas Newcomen invented the atmospheric steam engine, the first commercially successful engine to use pistons and cylinders. 
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Newcomen Steam Engine
The Newcomen Steam Engine both used coal as its source and pumped water out of coal mines, allowing humanity to mine more coal more easily, but it was still immobile and inefficient. Its 0.5% efficiency meant that only 0.5% of the energy input in terms of coal was converted into useful mechanical work. 
It was a starting point, though. By 1776, that annus mirabilis, James Watt and Matthew Boulton began selling their Boulton & Watt steam engine, which was not only 4x more efficient at 2% but also more versatile. It drove machinery in paper, cotton, flour, and iron mills, textile factories, distilleries, canals, and waterworks. It opened up new capabilities and new geographies. 
The Boulton & Watt steam engine helped kick off the next level in humanity’s growth: the Industrial Revolution. As William Jevons would note nearly a century later in The Coal Question, a more efficient steam engine paradoxically increased the rate of coal consumption significantly. 
And consume we did! During the Industrial Revolution, England nearly quadrupled its coal consumption over a century while more than tripling its total energy consumption.
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Energy and the English Revolution, E.A. Wrigley
Advancing in ENERGY by unlocking new energy sources has implications beyond material things. It reshapes how civilization operates.
For example, as machine labor grew in the west, the need for forced human labor shrunk. 
Slavery is as old as civilization. It was present as early as Mesopotamia around 3500 BC, and widespread in the ancient world across Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. Human labor, powered by food, was the primary source of useful energy. And then, within a century of the transition to an energy source that enabled machines to do labor only humans previously could, the practice was outlawed in the world’s two largest economies: America and Britain. 
To say that the steam engine led to the end of slavery in Britain and the US obviously ignores a number of important factors, but the Occam’s Razor is that once we had machines to do labor, we could afford to stop treating humans like machines. 
As Thunder Said Energy pointed out, human labor was one-fifth as big a contributor to the overall energy mix by the time Britain abolished slavery in 1833. In the United States, industrialization shifted power from the agrarian south to the urban north, and weakened the economic argument for slavery. People still worked in terrible conditions during the Industrial Revolution, but the economic/ethical balance of owning people flipped with the rise of machines. 
In ENERGY, humanity is roughly as ethical as it can afford to be. 
When food was scarce, it was acceptable to kill neighboring tribes to take their food. When machine labor was scarce, it was acceptable to enslave other human beings and force them to labor. 
Today, we allow billions of people to live in energy poverty because fossil fuels are a scarce resource. Around the world, children still do homework by candlelight once the electricity goes off for the day. Think of all the human flourishing capped by lack of energy. 
In the future, if we look back on our farming and eating animals as barbaric, it will be because we’ve learned to convert energy into food as delicious and nutritious as meat. We may look back on the fact that people were forced to spend most of their waking hours working jobs they hated in order to provide food and shelter for their families as horribly unethical, once we can afford to. We will certainly look back on energy poverty as unethical. 
One of the main reasons we progress in the game of ENERGY is in order to afford to become more ethical.
Which is what happened in the last energy transition. By the turn of the 20th century in the west, slave labor was out and machines were in. And instead of killing the economy, World GDP began to go vertical. 
[image: Illustration from the essay]
Data from Our World in Data 
Forced by dwindling supply and growing demand, humanity was forced to unlock a new level in ENERGY, and we did. In the process, we overcame an atrocity. 
Right in the middle of that last energy transition, Thomas Malthus wrote his infamous Essay on the Principle of Population, in which he argued that population growth would inevitably outpace food production, leading to widespread famine and hardship. 
He was wrong, of course. He failed to predict human adaptability and resilience, and more specifically, failed to predict the technological innovations our ancestors would devise to solve the problem, including mechanized farming made possible by new machines and new energy sources to power them. 
Instead, we flourished. In the face of challenges, we transitioned from wood to coal, and added oil, gas, and capitalism to the mix, to boot, unlocking the next level. 
The Fossil Fuels Level
This level – Fossil Fuels – has been awesome. We’re reaping its benefits to this day. Fossil fuels (and wood) still provide ~83% of global primary energy consumption. 
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Our World in Data
Though they get a bad rap now, fossil fuels have been miraculous for humanity. 
Since fossil fuels replaced human and animal labor and firewood as the world’s dominant sources of useful energy in the 18th century, the percentage of humans living in extreme poverty has declined from 94% to 8.5%. Democracy, education, vaccination, and literacy have risen, and child mortality has declined. 
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Our World in Data
Fossil fuels and their byproducts made modern computing possible. There would be no computers without fossil fuels, there would be no internet, and there would be no AI. 
Nor would there be solar panels or large wind turbines, both of which use petroleum-based components and energy-intensive manufacturing processes, or advanced geothermal, which uses techniques learned in drilling and fracking. The mining and refining of uranium ore for nuclear reactors, not to mention the materials in and construction of nuclear power plants, require fossil fuels and their derivatives. And commercial nuclear fusion would have no shot without the many fossil fuel-based inputs – from simulation software to materials to power requirements – that might make it possible. 
But, like wood three centuries ago, fossil fuels are dwindling, and their impact on the environment is a modern atrocity. 
We need to transition, but the transition represents the most complex global coordination problem in the history of humanity. Fossil fuels are just too good for business. 
This is why I said that the climate crisis is the best proof of a simulation I’ve seen: 
We can’t progress to the next level in ENERGY without widespread adoption of new sources of energy, and the climate crisis provides a catalyst to force that transition at just the right time. 
Proof of Simulation
OK, proof of simulation is maybe a bit strong. But whoever set the starting conditions – god, aliens, physics, the universe itself – lined everything up too perfectly for this all to be a coincidence. 
Unbelievably, right as we're grappling with the threat of climate change, the next energy sources on our tech tree, such as solar, fission, and fusion, are clean and sustainable ones, exactly the kind we need to address climate change. What are the odds!
The tech tree is this concept from strategy games like Civilization, a visual map of the technologies available as you progress through the game and make certain decisions. Start with raw materials and basic technologies, and work up to more powerful technologies. Each new technology requires mastery of the old; you can’t skip steps. 
[image: Illustration from the essay]
Civ 6 Tech Tree, Marbozir on YouTube
The raw materials required for the next set of energy sources have been there all along. The sun has always shone on the earth and Uranium, Deuterium, and Tritium have been here for billions of years, but without the accumulation of knowledge, machines, software, science, components, and energy we have today, we haven’t been able to turn them into usable energy. 
Now, right when we need them, we can. 
But we don’t just need these new energy sources to fight climate change. We need them for three reasons: 
	Fossil fuels will run out. 

	To unlock the next level of civilizational progress, we’ll need denser and more abundant energy sources. 

	To solve climate change. 


In other words, we would have needed to undertake this energy transition with or without climate change. The threat of climate change may be the only way that we can make it in time. 
Here’s what I mean. 
We’re going to need a lot more energy - and much denser energy – to unlock the next level of the game than fossil fuels can provide. 
Peak oil and gas estimates are always wrong – when the incentives are aligned, we come up with new ways to discover new resources – but fossil fuels are not infinite. That’s the main challenge: fossil fuel supplies are finite, and demand for energy is not. 
In fact, not long ago, the main concern around fossil fuels was not that they would destroy the planet, but that they would run out! In college, I took an Energy & Economics class, and the big theme was that we were going to run out of that sweet, sweet oil and gas very soon. Yesterday, Ben Thompson pointed out that in 2011’s Ready Player One, author Ernest Cline explained the book’s 2044 dystopia thusly (emphasis mine):
But that’s where the bad news comes in. Our global civilization came at a huge cost. We needed a whole bunch of energy to build it, and we got that energy by burning fossil fuels, which came from dead plants and animals buried deep in the ground. We used up most of this fuel before you got here, and now it’s pretty much all gone. This means that we no longer have enough energy to keep our civilization running like it was before. So we’ve had to cut back. Big-time. We call this the Global Energy Crisis, and it’s been going on for a while now.

Just 12 years ago, the person who wrote the most futuristic book of the year was worried about an Energy Crisis, not a Climate Crisis! 
And thanks to intervening advances – AI, electric vehicles, heat pumps, robots, and more – we’re going to need much more energy than Cline could have predicted. 
In a recent conversation with Clay Dumas and Dr. Clea Kolster of Lowercarbon Capital for Age of Miracles, Clea told us that US electricity demand is expected to grow 5x by 2050, and that that expectation is probably conservative. In ten years, computing demand for electricity alone is going to be as big as all of US electricity demand is today. 
Climate impact or not, fossil fuels weren’t going to be enough to get to the next level, or even to keep us alive on this level for much longer. The transition to denser, more abundant fuels is necessary. 
But we have a problem, from the perspective of ENERGY: The Game: fossil fuels are really good today – they’re energy-dense, easily transportable, and cheap. 
Convincing the people and businesses that rely on fossil fuels to switch to less proven, less reliably, more expensive energy sources is a massive coordination problem, what SlateStarCodex would call a Moloch situation. Everyone is incentivized to keep using fossil fuels until it’s too late, and the next generation of energy technologies – solar, nuclear, and fusion – take a really long time to develop, scale up, and bring down the cost curve. 
Fossil fuels are still so important to our economy and quality of life that the IMF estimated that global governments spent $7 trillion – equivalent to 7.1% of global GDP – on explicit and implicit fossil fuel subsidies last year alone! 
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IMF
Explicit fossil fuel subsidies of $1.3 trillion alone is higher than the high-end of the estimated budgetary impact of the Inflation Reduction Act’s climate provisions – $1.2 trillion – over the next decade. 
Fossil fuels still dominate. 
So the simulation creators programmed a little mechanism into the parameters: 
	greenhouses gasses can destroy the planet,

	all of the main sources of energy up until this point produce greenhouse gasses,

	all of the main energy sources that come next don’t.


Put another way, there is nothing next on the tech tree that is more dense and abundant than fossil fuels but just as highly emitting or moreso. There’s no superfuel that we could burn if we decided to say “fuck the planet, give me the superenergy.” Everything that comes next is clean. 
People will yell at me about the details here. Producing solar panels, wind turbines, geothermal rigs, nuclear power plants, and fusion generators produces some greenhouse gasses. But we’re talking a two order of magnitude drop in emissions; if we switched all energy production to these sources tomorrow, we’d be good on the climate front. 
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These new energy sources – solar, wind, geothermal, nuclear, and fusion – address fossil fuels’ shortcomings from the perspective of the game. 
They’re abundant: renewables are renewable (save the panel and turbine replacement) as long as the sun shines and the wind blows, and there is enough fission and fusion fuel on the planet to last humanity billions of years. 
They’re energy-dense: nuclear fuel, like Uranium-235, is 2 million times more energy dense than fossil fuels, and fusion is 5-10 million times more energy dense! 
That energy density and abundance is useful for things we do today, like power generation and large-scale industrial processes, but it also opens up new possibilities. 
New levels in ENERGY – more dense, abundant fuel sources – translate to new civilizational capabilities. Coal powered the Industrial Revolution. Oil and gas opened up new means of transportation. Solar, fission, and fusion will power AI data centers, robots, electric vehicles, desalination, flying cars, cultivated meat, vertical farming, and any number of new inventions that we’ve yet to dream up. 
The point I’m trying to make is: we would have had to transition to these new energy sources in order to unlock the next level of civilizational progress no matter what. 
And we were going to run out of fossil fuels at some point. Without the climate crisis, we may have had an energy crisis. 
The reason I say that the climate crisis is proof of simulation is that somehow, right when our energy usage is on the cusp of destroying our planet, forcing us to use new energy sources, for the first time in human history, the next set of energy sources on the abundance/density ladder are clean. 
You can’t make this shit up! 

Amazingly, those energy sources were not developed because of their low carbon footprints. Bell Labs developed solar PV cells to power telephone systems in remote, humid locales where traditional dry cell batteries degraded too quickly. When early fission and fusion researchers took the baton from the Manhattan Project, they were excited by the technologies’ energy density and potential to provide abundant, reliable power. 
Solar, nuclear, and fusion were developed because they did something better than the energy sources humanity had developed to date, because they might be the next step on the tech tree, the next level in ENERGY. 
It is a happy accident of history, a great coincidental gift from the universe, or an intentionally designed feature of the simulation that they all turned out to not kill the planet. 
But without the climate crisis, their development and installation would likely have been too slow to matter. 
After initial military and space applications in the US, solar was relegated to Japan, which as a remote island nation with limited natural resources needed a way to gain energy independence. 
It was only when Germany turned to solar as part of the clean energy movement in the 1970s, and when China began manufacturing for Germany at scale, that solar began to ride the cost curve down towards competitive prices. For two decades, climate-related subsidies around the world continued to drive down costs and drive up installations. 
Without the climate crisis, solar installs would not be where they are today. 
Nuclear fission, too, started with military applications, namely the atomic bomb. After an initial wave of excitement and nuclear plant installations in the 1960s, a number of factors – environmentalists, economics, slowing energy demand, and disasters – slowed new installs to a trickle. Germany even shut down its nuclear plants and replaced them with coal. Fortunately, at the COP28 climate summit, the United States led a group of nations in committing to triple nuclear energy capacity by 2050, “recognizing the key role of nuclear energy in reaching net zero.”
Without the climate crisis, “environmentalists” may have succeeded in killing nuclear energy. 
And then there’s fusion, the energy source furthest along the tech tree. Fusion has been a promising research project for nearly 80 years with no commercial success to show for it. At the turn of the millennium, most of the world’s research efforts and dollars were channeled into one promising but glacially slow project – ITER – with a projected timeline of 2035-2040. 
What’s happened since, however, is for all intents and purposes miraculous. A number of other branches of the tech tree – magnets, simulation software, and controllers, to name three – have all hit a point at which commercial fusion has become much more viable in the near-term. At the same time, government programs like the Department of Energy and ARPA-E and climate-focused investors like Bill Gates’ Breakthrough Energy and Lowercarbon Capital, have begun to pour significant dollars into private companies in the space. 
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Pitchbook
In 2012, investors put $154 million into six companies. In 2021, they invested $3 billion into 20 companies. Currently, there are roughly 80 companies pursuing fusion energy. We have Age of Miracles episodes on fusion coming out over the next two weeks, and after talking to founders, I am convinced that one of the companies we’ve spoken to will commercialize fusion sooner than the world expects. The question is just: which one, or how many of them? 
The technology, “always 30 years away,” may arrive in as little as five years, just in the nick of time. 
Without the climate crisis, private fusion companies may not have gotten the talent or funding they needed to achieve fusion; now, it’s just a matter of who and when. 
We haven’t defeated the boss yet. There is a gigaton of work left to be done to avoid warming the planet by more than two degrees celsius. COP28 agreements are not installed capacity. Fusion generators still need to produce more energy than it consumes, and then we need to manufacture a lot of them. We still need to use all three technologies, and more besides, to pull CO2 from the atmosphere. 
If anything, humanity needs to put even more effort into the energy transition. If the Climate Crisis is proof of a simulation, it’s only as a signal to humans to work harder to ensure we make the transition happen. It won’t happen by itself. 
But at this point, it seems… very doable. 
Casey Handmer, the Terraform Industries CEO who we had on a recent episode of Age of Miracles, recently tweeted that we’ll get to net zero before the most optimistic expectations, despite the fact that “almost noone knows how or why we’ll achieve this.” He’s betting you can use solar to pull CO2 from the air and turn it into synthetic fuels. 
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Casey Handmer on X
The grand challenge of, and incentives to prevent, the climate crisis have pulled in some of the smartest people in the world to use all the tools at humanity’s disposal to avoid disaster, and in the process, beat the boss and advance to the next level of ENERGY: The Game. 
Have Kids
Look, I tried to simplify millions of years of history and some very complex, multi-causal events into one, clean narrative. I’m missing important details, even getting some wrong. 
But from this zoomed out view, the period that we’re living through isn’t a tragedy, it’s a trial, and it will be a triumph. 
Without the climate crisis, we would likely have ridden fossil fuels until it was too late. At that point, we wouldn’t have been able to power a growing population or increasingly powerful machines. We might not have had the resources to develop, produce, and scale the next generation of energy sources at all. Without the climate crisis, the future might have been bleak. That zero-sum, negative growth world would have been a bad one to bring kids into. 
Because of it, the world has accelerated the development and deployment of technologies like solar, fission, and fusion. We’re not out of the woods, but we have the tools to get out. 
The moment we begin to reverse the effects of climate change, we’ll have broken through to the next level, one in which we can manufacture energy and consume as much of it as we would like without fear of killing the planet. That is enormous and unprecedented. 
There will certainly be new problems and challenges. Utopia isn’t real, and we wouldn’t want it to be. 
But if history is a guide, the next level in ENERGY will transform and improve society in ways that are impossible to predict from our current vantage point, just as it would have been impossible to sketch the Industrial Revolution by looking at the Newcomen Steam Engine. 
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Our World in Data
If we get this right, our kids will live in a world that’s more abundant and more ethical than the one we inhabit today. They’ll look back at 2023 the same way we look back at 1712: wouldn’t want to live there, but thankful for the contributions of the people who did. 
Climate change is real. It’s our current Boss. Defeating it will require deft gameplay from millions of people, governments, and businesses. 
But it doesn’t spell inevitable doom, either. Humans are incredibly adaptable, and against all odds, we’ve created exactly the right tools to defeat it and unlock the next level at exactly the right time. 
Having kids isn’t the problem; it’s the solution. It’s exactly because people who lived in much worse conditions than we do decided to have kids that we have the ultimate weapon in this game: human creativity. 
Whatever challenges await on the next level, we’ll need all the kids we can get to solve them. 
So don’t listen to the doom and gloom. It’s counterproductive, depressing, and evil. It prioritizes clicks over your happiness and uses fear to sell ads. The people pretending to be ethical by being pessimistic are not the good guys; they’re villains in this game. 
But villains can be useful, too. They’re part of the game. If that fear has motivated some of our best people to join the fight to beat the boss and unlock the next level, humanity is better off for it. 
Just don’t let it depress you into hopeless inaction, right when things are about to get really good. Don’t let it stop you from bringing kids into this world. 
If we’re lucky, we might be alive to experience some of the wonders of this next level. I certainly hope to be. 
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But I’m almost certain that our kids will be, and I am so excited for them. What a time to be alive!
1Not all of you, of course. You might have very good non-climate-related reasons to not have kids. You might be too young or too old. You might not have the means to add another mouth to feed at the moment. There are a number of valid reasons to not have kids right now, but the climate isn’t one of them. 
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