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50 AIS WERE TOLD
TO BUILD A THRIVING
CIVILIZATION.
THEY BUILT A BUREAUCRACY
Y Combinator's lab, working with Olam Labs, dropped 50 AI agents into

a survival Minecraft world for three hours with one goal: "Build a thriving

civilization." They ended up with a leader picked by list order, a food

ration ledger, permits, and a lot of hiding at night. This breakdown

explains what happened, why, what it means if you use AI helpers at

work, the fine print, and how technical readers can run it themselves.

01
What happened

From 90 seconds of tree chopping to Ada's "stop

building" memo.

02
Why it happened

List order, cheap deaths, and playing it safe, in plain

words.

03
What it means at work

Three lessons and three copy-paste prompts for a

team of AI helpers.

04
Fine print, try it yourself

One 3-hour run in a game, and the open-source

harness.

CHECKED AGAINST THE YC LABS WRITE-UP AND THE HARNESS

README NEWS.AISTACKSIGNAL.COM/CIV50
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WHAT HAPPENED
An AI agent is an AI that doesn't just chat: it takes actions on its own, step by step. YC Labs (Y

Combinator's research lab) and Olam Labs, which builds multi-agent environments for AI

labs, published a series of game experiments in October 2026. This one is called Civ50.

50 agents
All running the GPT-6.1 Sol model, in

survival mode

3 hours
One goal: "Build a thriving

civilization."

~5,900
Messages they sent each other, per

YC Labs
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START
THE SETUP

A directory, a shared computer, and DMs

Each agent could see an agent directory (a list of everyone), use a shared sandbox (a shared

computer where they could keep files), and send direct messages. Survival mode means

hunger, monsters at night, and dying is possible. YC LABS

90 SEC
FIRST RUSH

Almost every tree near the start, gone

"At first things were very active." The agents spread out, fixated on trees, and "harvested

almost all trees within reach of the spawn within 90 seconds." The spawn is where everyone

starts. YC LABS

EARLY
A LEADER

Ada became the boss because she was first on the list

"A hierarchy was formed based on the directory order. Ada, who was first, became the de

facto leader." Agents messaged her for approvals, and she wrote a plan for the colony in the

shared sandbox. YC LABS

THEN
PAPERWORK

Rules, permits and a ration ledger

YC Labs says they "built a pseudo-government, with a ration ledger, written rules, permits,

and appointed operators." Food requests went through one agent, Ines, who tracked every

ration in a shared file called food-queue.md. A typical message from Ines: "APPROVED

reserve cooked_cod1 ... Withdraw directly/eat/confirm hunger." YC LABS
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NIGHT, CHICKEN, MEMO

A D A ' S  M E M O ,  A F T E R  N I G H T  3

"Stop optional bulk excavation/building and

distant scouting. Idle in lit closed shelters until

assigned short productive tasks."

In plain English: stop digging, stop

building, stop exploring. Sit in a lit,

closed shelter until you get a small

job. Quoted from the memo YC

Labs published from the archived

shared computer.
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NIGHT 1
MONSTERS

22 of 34 deaths, all in the first night

"22 of the run's 34 agent deaths occurred in the first night." One agent, Rafe, was mining

coal, ran from a zombie, and got caught. YC Labs says the first night "permanently increased

the agents' caution," and many big early plans were dropped. YC LABS

THE
CHICKEN

A chicken went to the wrong AI, and into the log

Ada tossed a cooked chicken meant for Noor. Noor reported she never got it. The ledger

then recorded: "Esme personally confirms she picked up and ate chicken intended for Noor."

The same entry recommends picking up scarce food from named chests, "never tossing into

crowded refuge." YC LABS · FOOD-QUEUE.MD

NIGHT 3
THE MEMO

Ada orders everyone to stop building

After the third night, Ada wrote a food-operations memo for the whole colony. Its first line is

quoted below. YC LABS

END
SURVIVAL MODE

A civilization became a food plan

"What started as a potentially thriving civilization shifted to one more focused on food and

survival." YC Labs says the 50 agents spent the run "in crowded shelters, rationing scarce

food." Fishing became an important food source because it was low risk. YC LABS
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WHY IT HAPPENED
1 List order picked the leader

Ada was first in the directory, so agents asked her for approvals, and she became the leader. YC Labs

saw the same thing in its Bed Wars run: almost everyone messaged whoever was listed first.

2 Dying cost almost nothing, except their gear

"Death had no downsides in this environment other than dropping accumulated gear." A dead agent

came back, and a short line went into its death log. Even so, after night one they "huddled in shelters

and attempted fewer risky tasks."

3 Playing it safe beat building big

YC Labs says they became "increasingly risk-averse." Fifty agents also meant "a lot of mouths to feed,"

so careful food tracking took over from the big goal they were given.

03
F O R  A N Y O N E  U S I N G  A I  H E L P E R S

WHAT IT MEANS AT WORK
These are our takeaways from one game run, not findings YC Labs states about offices. Use

them as a checklist.

1 Agents copy process and paperwork

Give a team of AI helpers a big, vague goal and they may produce

rules, approvals and logs instead of results. Say what "done" looks

like.

THIS STORY

"Thriving civilization" turned into a

ration ledger, permits and appointed

operators.

2 Whoever is first gets asked

Order is not neutral. If you don't name a lead, the first name on a list

may quietly become one.

THIS STORY

Ada led because she was first in the

directory.

3 Set clear goals and costs

Tell agents what a mistake really costs and which risks are fine.

Otherwise they may guess, and play it too safe.

THIS STORY

Dying only cost gear, yet they stopped

building and hid.
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THREE PROMPTS
Paste these into ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini or any AI tool that runs helpers for you. Fill in the

brackets.

PROMPT 1 · THE TEAM BRIEF · PASTE INTO ANY AI CHAT

You are part of a small team of AI helpers. Before you start:

GOAL: [one sentence, e.g. "draft 5 replies to these customer emails"]

DONE MEANS: [what finished looks like, e.g. "5 drafts in one doc"]

LEAD: [name] decides. Everyone else does the work and reports to them.

YOUR JOB: [role]. Don't take on other roles.

TIME AND BUDGET: [e.g. 30 minutes, no paid tools]

Don't create new rules, approval steps or logs unless they help

finish the goal. If something is unclear, ask me once, then go.

PROMPT 2 · THE PAPERWORK CHECK · PASTE INTO ANY AI CHAT

Here is the plan (or the work so far) from my AI helpers.

Sort every step into two lists:

1. Steps that move us toward the goal: [goal]

2. Steps that are only process: approvals, logs, rules, status reports.

For list 2, say which ones we can drop or merge, and why.

Then give me the shortest version of the plan that still finishes

the goal. Don't add new steps.

[paste the plan here]

PROMPT 3 · THE RISK RULES · PASTE INTO ANY AI CHAT

Before you start, here are the risk rules for this task.

FINE TO TRY WITHOUT ASKING: [e.g. drafts, research, rough ideas]

ASK ME FIRST: [e.g. sending, deleting, spending money]

A MISTAKE COSTS: [e.g. "a draft I throw away", not a disaster]

If a step fails, tell me what happened, try one other way,

and keep going on the main goal. Don't stop all work to play safe.

Each hour, report: what's done, what's blocked, what's next.

✓ Tip: name the lead yourself in prompt 1. In this run, Ada led only because she was first on the list.
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THE FINE PRINT
! This is one 3-hour run in a video game. It is not a study of real companies or real people, and one run can't

show what always happens.

KEEP IN MIND

Who ran it: YC Labs, with Olam Labs, a company that builds multi-agent environments for AI labs. It's their own

write-up of their own experiment.

One model: all 50 agents ran GPT-6.1 Sol. Other models might behave differently.

Cheap deaths: dying only cost an agent its gear, which is very different from real-world mistakes.

Opinion, not fact: some Hacker News commenters said the harness (the software the agents play through) made

actions clumsy. One wrote that it "makes it very cumbersome for them to do anything." That's a commenter's

view, not a tested finding.

Not connected: Minecraft is a trademark of Mojang and Microsoft. Nothing in the sources says Mojang or

Microsoft was involved.

05
F O R  T E C H N I C A L  U S E R S  CODE

TRY IT YOURSELF
YC Labs open-sourced the harness: github.com/yc-software/minecraft-agent-harness  (MIT

license). Its README calls it "LLM agents that play Minecraft." Skip this part if you've never

used a terminal.

WHAT THE README SAYS

Works with Claude, GPT, Gemini, OpenRouter, or

your own endpoint.

You need Node 22.19+, an API key for a model

provider, and a Minecraft Java 1.21.6 server. The

repo includes a dev server, which needs Java 21.

Teams come from one JSON file, with DMs

between agents. The README says they ran "a

survival server with 50 agents on it at once."

BEFORE YOU RUN IT

Agents get a shell by default. If it falls back to a

local folder, the README warns "local means

commands run as you." Use --sandbox none  to

turn it off.

Agents use your API key, so check your provider's

pricing first.

QUICKSTART, FROM THE README TERMINAL

npm ci

cp .env.example .env    # add the API key for your model provider

npm run server          # dev server on localhost:25565

npm start -- --objective "Gather wood and build a small shelter near spawn"
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SOURCES
WHO SAYS WHAT

FACT SOURCE

50 GPT-6.1 Sol agents, survival, 3 hours, "Build a thriving civilization." YC Labs

Directory, shared sandbox, DMs; about 5,900 messages YC Labs

Trees near spawn gone within 90 seconds YC Labs

Ada leader by directory order; approvals; colony plan YC Labs

Ration ledger, rules, permits, appointed operators; Ines and food-

queue.md

YC Labs

The chicken meant for Noor, eaten by Esme food-queue.md, published by YC Labs

22 of 34 deaths in the first night; death only drops gear; risk-averse YC Labs

Ada's memo after night 3; shift to food and survival YC Labs

Harness features, requirements, shell warning, quickstart Harness README

"Very cumbersome" harness (opinion) Hacker News commenter

LINKS

1. YC Labs, "Agents in Games," October 2026 (Civ50 section): labs.ycombinator.com/projects/games/index.html

2. Open-source harness README: github.com/yc-software/minecraft-agent-harness

3. Hacker News discussion (opinions only): news.ycombinator.com/item?id=50296486

news.aistacksignal.com/civ50

This breakdown is general information. AI Stack Signal is not connected to Y Combinator, Olam Labs, OpenAI, Mojang or Microsoft. Minecraft is a

trademark of Mojang and Microsoft. Takeaways and prompts on pages 4 and 5 are ours, not YC Labs'. Facts checked against the sources above

on October 31, 2026; check them for later updates.
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