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Dedication

For Doreen, Sophia, and my daughter,

Jing Jing, most of all





Epigraph

I’d rather be optimistic and wrong than pessimistic and right.

—Elon Musk on The Joe Rogan Experience, September 7, 2018
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Introduction

As an anchor at CNBC, I once interviewed Silicon Valley veteran Carol Bartz, who had been the CEO of Yahoo for fourteen months at the time. Yahoo still was the number one website in the world, but it was losing business to Google and Facebook, and she had been brought in to fix it.

Bartz had the hallmarks of a successful CEO: strong leadership skills, decisiveness, strategic insight, deep experience, a certain boldness. She had spent fourteen years running the graphics-software firm Autodesk, building annual sales fivefold to $1.5 billion. Upon arrival at Yahoo, she wiped out management layers, killed dormant services, and axed 5 percent of the staff.

Our interview ended without incident, which is what you want if you are the CEO of a public company. Yet Carol Bartz seemed less than urgent in her comments. Maybe she wasn’t scared enough. She had earned almost $50 million in salary, bonus, and stock options for her first year, 2009, even as Yahoo’s annual sales had fallen 10 percent from the year before. She had exercised options on $2 million in stock after just nine months at Yahoo, an impolite move: Why cash in so soon if you are there to make the stock double or triple in price?

Two months after our chat on CNBC, Bartz, in May 2010, got tagged as the most overpaid CEO in the S&P 500. In September 2011, the Yahoo board of directors fired her in a phone call. “They fucked me over,” she told a Fortune reporter at the time.

By year-end, Yahoo’s annual revenues had fallen below $5 billion, down 30 percent from when Bartz joined. The stock had barely budged, while the S&P 500 was up 45 percent in the same period.

Yahoo ultimately disappeared into Verizon, which merged it with another has-been brand, AOL, and later gave up on the business and sold it to a private equity firm, taking a $4.6 billion loss. How could such a high-flying company fall so far, so fast, in spite of the best efforts of a world-class chief executive?

You can make all the right moves, follow all the right rules, say all the right things, and still flop. Yet Elon Musk, one of the world’s richest men, makes a lot of wrong moves. He breaks a lot of rules and he says a lot of “wrong” things that spark controversy around the world. In November 2023, one year after buying the Twitter platform, Musk took the stage at a New York Times DealBook conference and said of advertisers that want censorship, “Go. Fuck. Yourself.” He said it twice. CNBC and the rest of the media covered it like a scandal. How dare he!

Somehow, despite breaking every rule for what a CEO should be, he is one of the best CEOs in the history of business. The main pursuit of this book is to explore how he does it, and why it works, and why one of the most important, enormously successful innovators and business creators in American history also is one of the most controversial and criticized figures of our time. Hounded by the government, attacked by politicians, derided by short sellers, and denounced by the media.

This is an odd combination: to be so accomplished yet reviled by so many political leaders, media figures, regulators, activists, and Big Tech rivals. This is in part due to Musk’s $44 billion purchase of Twitter. This allowed Musk to expose the Twitter Files scandal, which revealed the most massive, widespread government violation of our First Amendment rights in U.S. history. Most of the silenced voices were those of conservatives.

The antipathy toward Elon Musk also owes to his own sizable ego and his continual willingness to take on critics and provoke and antagonize his enemies. What other CEO of a publicly held company has ever challenged a rival CEO to a cage fight? Elon has done this to Meta chief Mark Zuckerberg. This raises a two-part question: Does greatness require being a world-class asshole, and if not, does it end up producing one?


Musk’s bluntness and his irrepressible style have won him a following of 195 million accounts on Twitter, now known as X, including millions of admirers and legions of detractors. People search his name on Google more than ten million times every month, more than for any other CEO in the world.

His continual stream-of-consciousness posts draw hundreds of headlines and stir debate among millions of fans who wish they had even half this man’s gumption and gall, whether he discusses politics and media or business, astrophysics, and the latest new feature on X.

Elon Musk has dreamed the impossible, defied the odds, and bet it all so many times that this has morphed into his modus operandi. He thrives on turmoil and turns crisis into opportunity, diving in where most other leaders, executives, and thinkers fear to tread. To do this, he relies on a magical alchemy that combines Einstein’s otherworldly intellect, the innate and intuitive vision of Steve Jobs, and P. T. Barnum’s shameless promotional swagger.

Every entrepreneur recommends you take risks and go where others won’t, but Musk seeks out goals that almost all other experts think are undoable, implausible, and impossibly futuristic. Perhaps he does this because everyone else feels this way.

Electric cars that are better than gas-powered vehicles? We thought it would never happen. Likewise, the doubters said that only NASA and the governments of China and Russia could pursue the notion of space travel. And internet coverage across the backwaters of the poorest nations: thirty years after the advent of the World Wide Web, only Musk’s Starlink network has made advances on this front.


In addition to chasing impossible dreams, he ignores what is in vogue. Government entities, including NASA and the military, and corporate behemoths such as Boeing, focus fiendishly on following fads and extolling DEI—diversity, equity, and inclusion—policies that can often lead to less diversity, less fairness, and the exclusion of white people. Meanwhile, Elon skips this as off-point, freeing himself to pursue the important stuff.

Along the road less traveled, Musk has created some of the most important companies of the twenty-first-century economy: Tesla, with a world-beating 60 percent share of the market for electric cars; SpaceX, for private satellite launches; the Starlink satellite constellation; as well as cutting-edge companies Neuralink (which develops microchip-in-brain technology), the Boring Company (which builds subterranean high-speed traffic tunnels), and, most recently, xAI, which aims to provide a safer counterbalance to the two dominant players in artificial intelligence, Microsoft and Google.

Now Elon Musk is the star of two bestselling nonfiction books: Elon Musk by Walter Isaacson, the former Time magazine editor and the biographer, fittingly, of Einstein and Steve Jobs; and Breaking Twitter, by Ben Mezrich, the author of The Accidental Billionaires, the story of Mark Zuckerberg and Facebook.

Isaacson’s tome offers 688 pages of meticulously reported details on Musk’s origins in Pretoria, South Africa, and how his wayward and difficult father motivated young Elon and his many business triumphs and travails. At times, it borders on hagiography, holding up Elon Musk as almost superhuman, a superhero. And rightly so, speaking frankly.

In a darker light, Mezrich’s 336-page Breaking Twitter accuses Elon Musk of myriad misdeeds. He fired most of the staff at Twitter and let banned conservative accounts back on the platform. Horrors. Two reporters for the New York Times, Kate Conger and Ryan Mac, take an even harsher view of Musk in their book published in September 2024, Character Limit: How Elon Musk Destroyed Twitter. Destroyed? 


None of these books, however, offers readers insights from his many melodramas and come-from-behind victories, lessons that might help the rest of us—in business, and in life and how to live it. Perhaps without intending to do so, Musk has built an Ethos of Elon that imbues everything he believes, says, and does. We can benefit from it.

Until Elon Musk writes a book of his own, we must divine the lessons ourselves. This is why I have written The Leadership Genius of Elon Musk. Alternate title, with apologies to This Is Spinal Tap: This One Goes to Eleven: The Eleven Lessons of Elon. One per chapter.

In pursuing this book, I took a deep dive into Elon’s history, examining and curating thousands of his posts and public comments. In divining the lessons lurking in Elon’s thinking, business strategies, and tactics, I also rely on my thirty-plus years as a business journalist. Previously, I was a senior editor at the Wall Street Journal in New York, then the managing editor of Forbes, and then an anchor at CNBC and Fox Business Network. Now I am a media strategist, writer, contributor to Newsmax TV, and host of the podcast What’s Bugging Me on Ricochet.

In my career, I have covered and interviewed hundreds of high-performing CEOs and entrepreneurs, including some of the best-known billionaires in the world. Name-drop alert: Jeff Bezos of Amazon once crashed a dinner party I hosted. I once had dinner-for-four with Bill Gates at the old Windows on the World atop the World Trade Center. I chatted with Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, two years in a row. Mark Cuban joined me on-air for half an hour and still returns my emails.

I have had private lunches with Rupert Murdoch, Barry Diller, Larry Ellison, and Sir Martin Sorrell, and dinner with Donald Trump. And I have danced with the then wife of Google founder Sergey Brin. Even in this pantheon, Elon Musk stands out for his intellect, inspiration, and creativity—and for his brazen, balls-out approach to life and business. No other modern-day entrepreneur comes close to the flurry of innovation and disruption he has thrust upon the world.


His mere espousal of a bold idea is enough to inspire hundreds of millions of dollars in investment. In 2013, he published a white paper describing plans for a newfangled “hyperloop” that would let people and packages travel inside a miles-long underground vacuum tube at speeds of a few hundred miles per hour.

This led an associate to form Hyperloop One, which went on to raise half a billion dollars in venture funding in the next five years or so; a second company, Hyperloop Transportation Technologies, recently landed an $875 million contract with the French government.

Success builds on itself and feeds the confidence to keep reaching for greater things. Elon’s extraordinary run began more than twenty-five years ago with Zip2, a city-mapping guide for newspapers. He bet his life’s savings—all of $28,000—on Zip2. This was in 1995, with his brother, Kimbal, and in 1999, near the high point of the internet bubble, Compaq bought Zip2 for $305 million, netting Musk $22 million.

Months later, Musk formed X.com, pursuing the “everything app” and funding it with almost half of his Zip2 windfall. This turned logic on its head in Silicon Valley. Usually, a startup runner provides the sweat equity, and venture capital firms provide the funding.

X.com merged into another shop to form PayPal, but Musk soon bailed in a conflict over direction, and Peter Thiel later took over as CEO. Thiel and the board wanted to focus solely on PayPal as an online payment infrastructure, while Musk wanted to build an app that offered all manner of services—not just online payments but also banking, investing in stocks and bonds, collecting receivables, and other elements of an “everything app.”


In February 2002, PayPal went public on the stock market, and the value of Musk’s 11 percent stake doubled to $60 million on the first day. A month later, he founded SpaceX and started pouring his own money into it.

When PayPal was acquired by eBay in October 2002, Musk’s $60 million stake suddenly soared to $175 million, up almost threefold in just eight months. Rather than sit on his winnings, and never have to work another day of his life, Elon doubled down again: he pumped $100 million, half his total net worth, into SpaceX in the next few years. His 45.2 percent stake in the rocket launcher is now worth $95 billion.

In early 2004, Musk put $6.5 million into a struggling startup called Tesla, becoming its chairman. In the next four years, he would put up a total of $70 million in personal funds and take control of Tesla to save it, again making an unlikely and bold bet. On himself. When Tesla stock is at $180 a share, his 13 percent stake is worth upwards of $75 billion.

Musk’s acquisition of Twitter in October 2022, for $44 billion, exposed him to a new and higher level of fame—and infamy. The mainstream media said Musk would destroy the platform, but rather than breaking Twitter, Musk is transforming X into the premiere media platform of our age. It is incredibly robust and powerful, continually adaptive, and far more influential and far freer than the New York Times, or CNN, or Fox News, or any of the other media platforms that rely on it.

At the same time, Musk is building X into something much bigger than just a media platform. He wants it to be the central touchstone for hundreds of millions of people, where everything begins and where a lot of their lives will be spent planning, arranging, acquiring, and doing. A kind of metaverse without virtual reality goggles.

He signaled this on July 23, 2023, when he dropped the Twitter brand—arguably one of the more recognizable brands in the world—in favor of X, the brand name he has dreamed of building for more than twenty years. X will be a massive marketplace for instantaneous, information-based commerce, from banking and bill paying to stock investing and online shopping, dating, video calls, entertainment, podcasts, TV shows, and much, much more.


Here we get to another lesson that will come up again and again in this book. Musk rarely compromises on his values, his methods, or his vision. He is capable of changing his mind, but he rarely changes what he thinks matters the most.

Thus, we see Elon Musk and his lessons at work writ large as he develops X and once again imagines a future most other people—especially his critics in Washington and in the media—fail to see. Even among hypercritical competitors in Silicon Valley, a growing respect and awe are emerging for the what and the how of all the things that Elon is doing at X. How he could cut 80 percent of staff at Old Twitter—yet, just weeks later, host 147 billion impressions in the men’s World Cup. And grow the user base up past half a billion people worldwide. How X iterates furiously and continuously, spinning out dozens of features every week to test them in a food-fight strategy to see what sticks, and fixing it on the fly when something fails.

Media companies rely on X to vastly expand their reach. It is how the New York Times can get seen by thousands of media outlets and millions of readers in an instant, even though its weekday print circulation is down to just three hundred thousand. This is one reason why the media commonly trash Elon Musk: How dare he acquire their private playground, where conservative voices were censored and the media were happy to let it happen, uncontested?

This offers another Elon lesson—let free speech reign and ring out, the consequences be damned. It is regrettable that a South African–born, naturalized U.S. citizen and innovator has to school reporters in how to protect and advocate for the First Amendment protection of unfettered free speech—even hate speech.

All of this innovation, adaptation, and attitude from Elon Musk can hold lessons for the rest of us, which you will find in this book. Please read it and reap, and enjoy the hell out of it. Regardless of whether you like him, this man is so much fun to watch.






Lesson 1

This All May Be Fake, So Just Go for It.

Elon’s belief in the matrix enables and empowers all else that follows.

A sizable portion of the large brain and expansive mind of Elon Musk truly believes we are living inside a superreal virtual simulation, mere characters in someone else’s videogame. In fact, he says the chances are billions to one against the case that we are living in “base reality.”

Most of us in this world are entirely sure we live in base reality. This is because, um, we are here and alive, and we have loved ones and pets, and we drive cars and go to jobs, and raise children and have personal triumphs and traumas. We feel pleasure, and we bleed and feel pain. Pain, in fact, may be the realest reality of all: almost impossible to escape.

How can all of this be a game? This is us; this is life. This is reality.

Wrong, and Elon Musk will be delighted to show you why. For a decade or more, he has pondered the argument that all of this is a simulation. It may have started as an intellectual exercise, a thought experiment, yet this has taken hold in him, and it now is his heartfelt belief, one that may guide everything he does. It also may be the core secret to his success, and one that you can incorporate without having to believe it literally.

This incredibly realistic virtual-reality game might be run by some unseen, unknown being in another solar system, galaxy, or universe. Or in some other hidden dimension. Perhaps this game is controlled by one user—or, more likely in Elon’s vision, there may be millions or even billions of users, playing their own game about their own lives, each person controlling their own program in a far-off future right here on Earth.


We just don’t know it because we live inside our games (or inside someone else’s). The technology is so advanced, the images and feelings are so real, that the game is utterly indistinguishable from reality.

How could this possibly be true—and how can Musk, one of the most brilliant innovators we have ever seen, begin to believe it? Especially when he works so hard on tackling some of the most daunting problems on Earth: the climate change “crisis” we have heard about for forty or fifty years, the grave threat to free speech, the very real risk that AI will run out of control and menace mankind.

If everything is an illusion, why bother?

We will let Elon Musk present his argument in a moment, but first, let’s ponder the possibilities if he were right, and how this might free you. Free you to live your life in a fuller, bigger, and richer way, more emphatically and dramatically. To dare to be great and just go for it. Because what is the worst that could happen? This is all just one big simulation, anyway.

On the inside of our own simulation, we are unable to suddenly jump from the rooftop of one skyscraper to another, because the laws of physics and gravity inside this bubble are every bit as reigning and irrefutable as in base reality. Any attempt at skyscraper-jumping will end the simulated life of your character.

But once we are aware that we might be living like Jim Carrey in The Truman Show (1998), we can make other changes in attitude. We can savor life and enjoy it more, take more risks and make more leaps. We can open our hearts more to tell people how much we love them, and summon more courage to speak out against a wrong, and open our minds more to listen to dissenting views—because this is all fantasy and entertainment; all of this is unreal.


Similarly, maybe we could get less upset about so many things that upset so many of us so terribly these days, because . . . they aren’t really real.

President Trump and MAGA extremists, or President Biden and corruption allegations; radical Democrats and the border crisis, antifa rioters, and Black Lives Matter protesters; political scandals, political prisoners, and questioned elections; urban crime, chronic homelessness, the fentanyl death epidemic, and the Covid crisis.

If we came to believe this is all one big game, even wrenching personal matters—from arguments with our romantic partners and workmates to divorce and loss and life-and-death health crises—might be more manageable, viewed in a more detached and insulated way.

In fact, you could make these changes in your life just by believing in the simulation—even if it turns out our base reality lies here, and there is nothing else. Placebo effect.

Keeping Musk’s belief in the simulation theory in mind could give us a way of dissociating ourselves from all the Sturm und Drang, a way to step outside the picture and look at it in a new and brighter way. A more positive and playful way, because what the fuck—this is just pretend. And if it were true that our “reality” is a simulated one that is entertaining someone else, somewhere else, then couldn’t we jack up the love, pleasure, joy, kindness, generosity, tolerance, and openness toward our fellow performers?

As long as this is entertainment, we should have as much fun as possible.

This certainly is what Elon Musk appears to be doing, every day of his life. The man has a zest and zeal for living that go far beyond what is normal for most of us. His appetite for action and impact is prodigious.


Elon plies an uninhibited lust for life with unending gusto. This guy runs multiple companies at once and creates new ones. He takes risk after unlikely risk, building wealth and betting large portions of it on his next idea. He gives the middle finger to government bullies and grandstanding politicians, and he trolls the rich and famous on X.

Musk is a paragon of what fainthearted liberals call “toxic masculinity.” And proudly so: he shoots from the hip and wears his testosterone like a bulletproof vest. He has fathered twelve children with three different women.

His simulation infatuation frees him to think up impossible ideas and create companies to pursue them. It unshackles him to live as freely and uninhibitedly as possible, and this is where the rest of us can learn a lesson. It all might be a game, so just go for it.

This also may help him ease the way by hewing to the very real possibility that all of his hardships and triumphs, and his loves and losses, are storylines. Plots in an optical and sensual illusion that surrounds him. Maybe we have more control over this all-enveloping videogame than we realize, as Neo (Keanu Reeves) learns at the end of the first of the four films in the Matrix series. By the second film, Neo knows how to fly. So does Elon Musk.

On various public occasions, Musk, who turned fifty-three years old on June 28, 2024, has discussed his simulation inclination earnestly and in detail. He has talked about this topic hundreds of times in private conversations with his friends and his year-younger brother, Kimbal. So much so that the two of them made a pact to put aside the topic of virtual simulation whenever they were in a hot tub.

Musk’s belief in the simulation may be reinforced by his admitted use of ketamine to fight off bouts of depression. The drug can have trippy, psychedelic effects. In high enough doses, it can have a dissociative visual impact that makes everything look like props on a movie set. Fans say the chemical can create a sharp, Potemkin-village-style visage and spark the feeling that everything may be an illusion.


When Elon talks about reality and the chances of an all-immersive, virtual simulation, here is the weirdest thing about it all: the more you listen to it, the more convincing he is. One of the earliest entries in Musk’s simulation explanation came in October 2014 at a Vanity Fair gig called the New Establishment Summit. Musk was onstage with Walter Isaacson, who would circle around years later to become Elon’s authorized biographer.

They were at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco. In the Q and A at the end, Elon started talking about the simulation theory, and this opened up an outpouring of futuristic observations that would presage new businesses in the next few years: Musk’s Boring Company for the creation of underground high-speed traffic tunnels; the development of a hyperloop vacuum tube for high-speed travel (with other investors adopting Musk’s concept); and X née Twitter, reviving Musk’s broken dream of the X everything app.

It is as if his simulation soliloquy opened the pathways in Musk’s brain to contemplate the impossible as achievable. In reading the transcript of Elon’s session with Isaacson, you can almost see the mind of Elon Musk in action, jumping from one thought to the next, which leads to the next, like falling dominoes.

In the Q and A, a young Indian male student cheekily asks Musk why, if virtual reality will be every bit as good as being there, Elon focuses on making electric cars and rockets for transportation. Elon fires right back: “Well, maybe we’re in a simulation right now. Yeah. Seriously, sometimes it feels like that.”


He then lays out a very logical case: given technology today, “if you extrapolate into the future,” videogames a hundred years or two hundred years from now will be “indistinguishable from reality.” And there may be “millions, maybe billions of such simulations. So, then, what are the odds that we’re actually in base reality? Isn’t it one in billions?”

“Obviously, this feels real,” Elon adds. “But it, I mean, it seems unlikely to be real.” His audience titters nervously, wondering, is this man serious? He is.

In 2016, Musk again addressed the verisimilitude of simulation, this time at the Code Conference in Rancho Palos Verdes at the posh Terranea Resort on the lush California coastline. In the Q and A, a black-clad, goateed techie named Josh asks Musk about the simulation theory, and Elon responds: “I’ve had so many simulation discussions it’s crazy. In fact, it got to the point where basically every conversation” was about this topic.

Think of the first commercially successful videogame fifty years ago: Pong, “like, two rectangles and a dot. That was what games were,” Musk says. Now we have 3D reality in games, and “given that we’re on clearly a trajectory to have games that are indistinguishable from reality,” and that billions of people will be playing these futuristic games, “it would seem to follow that the odds that we’re in base reality are one in billions. So, tell me what’s wrong with that argument.”

“I believe we should hope that that’s true,” Musk tells his questioner. “Because, otherwise, if civilization stops advancing, then that may be due to some calamitous event that erases civilization. So, maybe, we should be hopeful that this is a simulation because otherwise, either we’re going to create simulations that are indistinguishable from reality, or civilization will cease to exist. Those are the two options.” A rather stark binary choice.


Elon touched on this theme again in February 2018 in an onstage interview with Mohammad Al Gergawi, a UAE cabinet minister, at the World Government Summit in Dubai. The opening question was a softball: “So, what is life for you? Is it a dream? Is it real?”

Musk: “As I get older, I find that question to be more and more confusing or troubling or uncertain. Particularly when you see the advancement of something like videogames.” He runs through a similar explanation on this, and concludes: “And then it seems like, well, how do we know that that didn’t happen in the past, and that we’re not in one of those games ourselves?”

Al Gergawi, not getting it, responds: “Interesting, interesting.”

By September 2018, Musk was ready to bring his simulation beliefs to a much larger audience. He appeared on episode number 1169 of the Joe Rogan Experience podcast on September 7, a meandering, two-and-a-half-hour conversation that remains the most downloaded Rogan podcast ever: sixty-nine million downloads by summer 2024.

It almost broke the brain of Joe Rogan, who usually keeps up with his guests at their pace. In schooling Rogan, Elon added the simple math of passage of time. Let us say you find it ridiculous and impossible that the tech of today could create a simulation so real you are unaware that this is fake. Would you believe this is possible, say, ten thousand years from now? Of course. Now consider the next thought in Elon’s process:

The universe is 13.8 billion years old. Earth is 4.54 billion years old, and civilization on Earth—at least, the latest one—is perhaps 7,000 years old, less than an eyeblink in time. If you believe undetectable simulation is doable in 10,000 years, you have 1.38 million possible time spans in which this technology could have advanced this far, somewhere in the universe.


So, the chances we now live in base reality become one in 1.38 million, by this ten-thousand-year measure. Think of how arrogant is the idea that we live in the one true reality: that in almost fourteen billion years, we humans here on Earth are the only inhabitants capable of creating this “simulaverse”—and only thousands of years from now.

And then, given the extremely likely odds that, yes, this super-reality envelops us now, even as you read these words, certainly billions of people (or beings) could be playing their own separate games, and we get back up to a one-in-billions chance that this life we live is the real one. Rogan and Musk’s conversation, lubricated by whiskey and other libations, is fascinating. And philosophical.

At one point, Elon explains, “I always felt like things are too dark, because I think that you kind of have to be optimistic about the future. There’s no point in being pessimistic. Society turned negative.” He adds: “I’d rather be optimistic and wrong than pessimistic and right.”

Then Elon talks about the end of the world. “It’s just a question of when, right? So, it really is all about the journey.” Because “the universe as we know it will dissipate into a fine mist of cold nothingness eventually.” This will take a “very long time. I think it’s really just about how can we make it last longer?”

This, in essence, may be Elon Musk’s raison d’être.

At one point he asks Joe Rogan, “Why do you think you’re where you are right now? You might not be,” and Joe responds: “I’m gonna spark up a joint if you’re gonna keep talking, the manager’s gonna come in here. I’m gonna have to lock the door.” Elon cracks up.

Later, Musk declares: “Love is the answer.” This back-and-forth took up ten minutes just before the first-hour mark of their interview, and an hour and ten minutes later, Joe Rogan does indeed “spark up a joint.” The two men have been drinking whiskey throughout their chat, and now Rogan takes out a blunt—a stubby cigar with part of its tobacco dug out and replaced with pot—and lights it up.


“So, is that a joint or is that a cigar?” Elon asks.

“No, it’s marijuana inside tobacco,” Rogan answers. “You probably can’t [smoke] because of shareholders, right?”

Elon: “It’s legal, right?” Yes, so Rogan hands him the spliff, and Elon takes one puff and hands it back.

Minutes later, Rogan tells Elon, “You essentially have a gift, right? . . . There’s not a million Elon Musks, there’s one, motherfucker! Do you think about that when you strike out?”

Elon muses for a few seconds and says: “I don’t think, I don’t think you’d necessarily want to be me. I don’t think people would like it very much. It’s very hard to turn it off.” The continuous stream of ideas and questions and visions and ambitions, he means. Moments later, Musk’s phone pings with new messages.

“Gettin’ texts from chicks?” Rogan asks him.

“No,” Elon answers. “I’m getting texts from friends saying what the hell are you doing smoking weed.” Then he tells Joe Rogan, “I am not a regular smoker of weed . . . almost never.” And then: “Yeah. I don’t actually notice any effect.” So, maybe it was the whiskey.

This was during the day on a Friday, and the one-toke-over-the-line mushroomed into a multibillion-dollar doobie. Musk’s single puff was enough to rattle Tesla fans (or short sellers betting against the stock). Shares of TSLA fell as much as 11.4 percent in a day, a $5.7 billion decline on hemp headlines. They soon recovered and grew twentyfold in the next three years.

* * *


The notion that all of life is an illusion goes back thousands of years. One of the earliest references dates to 1500 BC and the concept of Maya, a Sanskrit word for “illusion” (or “delusion,” as it happens), found in Buddhism and Hinduism. The word appears in the Rig Veda, a sacred text in Hinduism that dwells on the nature of reality and the origins of the universe.

In the late twentieth century, one early advocate of this-all-must-be-a-dream was an Austrian computer scientist named Hans Moravec, who is a robotics professor at Carnegie Mellon to this day. In his 1988 book Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human Intelligence, he predicted that computer intelligence would outpace that of humans in forty years (2028: a bit early). He posited that simulation and replication will become so powerful and immersive that we will be unable to separate the fake from the real—and, who knows? Maybe we are already there.

The simulation idea went wide with the 1999 premiere of the hit sci-fi film The Matrix. Keanu Reeves plays a mild-mannered office worker in the future who begins to suspect that all he sees is unreal. He wakes up to realize he was right: he has been living inside a simulation wasteland, while his physical form lies dormant inside a pod in linked-up suspended animation, used as one of millions of human batteries to power the robots that are in control.

When The Matrix came out, I was awestruck by the special effects and the simulation theory’s possibilities. The film went on to gross almost half a billion dollars on a $63 million production budget, and the four-film franchise hauled in almost $1.8 billion.

The simulation theory drew new scientific heft from a seminal paper published in Philosophical Quarterly by an Oxford University philosophy professor in 2003. Nick Bostrom’s article, packed with algebraic equations that look like hieroglyphics, would inspire a passel of papers over the next twenty years from philosophers and scientists. Some have embarked on physical experiments, intent on proving whether we are living inside a VR game right now.


The one problem being that the creators of this simulation might make an adjustment to render it impossible for the researchers to find proof that this is a simulation, after all. Right?

Bostrom starts his paper by arguing that “at least one” (italics his) of these three prospects must be true:


	that humans will go extinct before reaching a posthuman stage of advancement;

	that any posthuman civilization is “extremely unlikely [italics mine] to run a significant number of simulations of their evolutionary history”;

	that “we are almost certainly living in a computer simulation” right now.




“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.” (Italics mine.)

In other words, to believe in simulation theory is to be inside the simulation. You are believing in something in which you already are involved.

It is, in a way, a digital equivalent to believing in God: some supreme being somewhere else is all-seeing and in control of all that we witness. It all will be okay if we believe. And behave. This supreme being, perhaps one of billions running their own separate simulations, is not in control of all outcomes; it is running this simulation because it wants to learn what happens, and what happens is up to us, individually.

A corollary: characters inside each simulation may possess the compute power to run simulations of their own, to be digital demigods; and the characters inside those sub-simulations, in turn, may be able to run their own mini-simulations, too. So, if we are living inside a simulation, how do we know we are at the highest level of this scenario, rather than a few levels down inside a Russian-doll-like assemblage of simulations? Bostrom writes:


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.

Bostrom says that because no one can be sure they are at the “basement level” in the first simulation, everyone would have to be aware “that their actions will be rewarded or punished, based perhaps on moral criteria, by their simulators.” He therefore concludes: “An afterlife would be a real possibility.” This is deep stuff.

The limiting factor undercutting this ethereal thesis is technology’s as yet unrealized ability to pull it off. Bostrom estimates that getting a computer to emulate the human mind would require crunching processing operations per second totaling 10 to the 14th power (a 1 followed by 14 zeroes) or up to 10 to the 17th power. This may be doable today, if on a tiny scale: the world’s fastest supercomputer, Frontier at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in Tennessee, operates at 10 to the 18th power. Exascale computing.


The maximum human bandwidth for taking in information is about 10 to the 8th power bits per second, so the cost of replicating or imitating sensory effects would be “negligible.” Bostrom figures producing a realistic simulation of all human history would require per-second processing operations of 10 to the 33rd to 36th power “as a rough estimate.” A computer capable of running operations at 10 to the 42nd power per second could run a full simulation in a short span of time.

Eventually, the Oxford philosopher takes it full circle: he says option 3 (that we are inside a simulation now) “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.”

In his conclusion, Nick Bostrom suggests, “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.”

The Bostrom paper spawned a spate of studies seeking to confirm it. Or debunk it as scientific silliness. Bostrom himself published a correction to his main formula in 2011. In August 2021, Viking Nilsson of Uppsala University published “An In-Depth Look at Bostrom’s Simulation Argument.” He packs it with new mathematical equations and lends further support to the whole idea: if it is plausible that technology can advance, one day, to be able to stage perfect simulations, then it is likely we already exist inside one.


Nilsson tracks the advances since the first supercomputer, the ENIAC, in 1945: it ran five hundred floating-point operations per second and cost almost half a million dollars. Adjusted for inflation, this translates into a cost of $1.9 trillion per gigaflop, he points out. Today, one gigaflop costs 4¢! A Sony PlayStation 5 can crunch out 10.3 teraflops and costs $399, the philosopher says. So, $1 today will get you fifty quadrillion times more compute power than an inflation-adjusted dollar could buy seventy-five years ago.

Viking Nilsson also says these all-enveloping environments, if they exist, most likely are running Monte Carlo simulations like those we use today for financial modeling and weather forecasting. The simulation thesis, he writes, also could explain the Fermi paradox—why we here on Earth have never found incontrovertible evidence of alien life, though we are but one small planet among billions and billions in existence for 13.8 billion years, three times as long as Earth itself. Answer: because the simulation creators hide this from us.

He adds that it is doubtful a futuristic society would deprive anyone of access to the compute power for running these “ancestor simulations, given how many eccentric billionaires there are in our present-day society.” Good one: Elon, are you out there?

Nilsson says the Bostrom argument “at the very least is compelling,” but it relies on the “principle of indifference” and “this is a step that can be disputed, and if so the entire argument falls.” Until these issues are settled, “the argument cannot be considered water-proof.”

A less polite review of the Bostrom simulation argument, “The Fiction of Simulation: A Critique of Bostrom’s Simulation Argument,” was published in November 2021 by Miloš Agatonović of the University of Belgrade in AI & Society. Agatonović writes that the idea is “unsound since it relies on the indistinguishability assumption that even in principle cannot be tested.” That is, how can scientists test that this might-be simulation is real if it is so great that it cannot be distinguished from base reality? How are they supposed to even spot it?


Agatonović finds “structural similarities between general fiction and the simulation argument” and says the unsound theory “seems persuasive, because the argument immerses the reader in a fictive world with the help of tacit assumptions, leveraging just enough common sense to remain compelling while covering over an untestable premise.”

Elsewhere, an enthusiastic endorsement of Bostrom’s theory appeared in a paper published in the AIP Advances journal of the American Institute of Physics on October 6, 2023. Melvin M. Vopson of the School of Mathematics and Physics at the University of Portsmouth in the UK offers “scientific evidence that appears to underpin the simulated universe hypothesis.”

In 2022, Vopson invented the second law of infodynamics, which states that while entropy—that is, complexity, waste, decay—in the universe is constantly on the rise, this must be offset by something else: a decrease in “information entropy.” He found this decreasing entropy to be inherent in digital storage, in DNA sequencing that sheds information in each new generation, and in nature that prefers order and symmetry.

One key clue: if this all were a simulation, it would require massive, planet-wide compute power to do it well, and this would require the universe to reduce, as much as possible, the burden of information storage and processing power.

As Vopson writes: “This remarkable result demonstrates that the symmetries manifesting everywhere in nature, and in the entire universe, are a consequence of the second law of information dynamics, which requires the minimization of the information entropy in any system or process in the universe.”

Vopson waits until the penultimate paragraph of his thirteen-page paper to slip in the biggest assertion: “Since the second law of infodynamics appears to be manifesting universally and is, in fact, a cosmological necessity, we could conclude that this points to the fact that the entire universe appears to be a simulated construct.”

Did you get that? He called it a “fact” that the entire universe appears to be a simulated construct. Maybe Elon Musk is right after all.

In the piles of research and dozens of video clips that I gathered for this book, a revealing thirty-four-second clip shows up. Lex Fridman, a Russian-American computer scientist and podcast host, asks his pal Elon: If he or someone else were to invent the ultimate AGI (artificial general intelligence), an all-knowing digital god, what would be the one question he would ask “her”?

Elon stares off into space for thirteen full seconds of deep thought before answering, then looks up and asks: “What’s outside the simulation?”
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