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Our Emotional World is Defined
by the Hedonic Treadmill
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A Major
Accident
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Centuries of technological and socio-economic ‘progress’ But what lies beygnd the boundaries Uf this map?

haven't left us discernibly happier than our hunter-gatherer Is hﬂpprESS an absolute gﬂﬂd’ like intgmgengg or

ancestors. Our emotional well-being consistently returns to : : .
a heritable ‘set-point’ despite life's highs and lows. ?f Esf ;m, that we should strive to enhance without
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Ten Navigational Challenges on the
Journey to Enriched Consciousness

The Foundations of the Idea

i

1. The Ethical
Challenge

2. The Technical

) Challenge

3. The Experience
Machine Challenge

The Impact on the Self

4. The Inappropriate
Responses Challenge

5. The
Character-Sapping
Challenge

6. The ‘Stuck-in-a-Rut’
Challenge

The Impact on Society & The Species

7. The Socially
Disruptive Challenge

8. The Selection
Pressure Challenge

9. The Risks-of-Haste
Challenge

10. The Substrate
(Carbon Chauvinism)
Challenge
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Part 1: The Foundations of the Idea

The Challenges

1. ETHICAL

Is debating posthuman bliss morally frivolous when
billions of sentient beings still suffer? Shouldn't our sole
sole focus be on abolishing suffering first?

2. TECHNICAL

Does it even make sense to speak of being “a thousand
times happier”? Is well-being a definable, quantifiable
biological category that can be indefinitely amplified?

Possible Paths Forward

RESPONSE (ETHICAL)

The relief of suffering carries greater moral weight.
However, long-term planning isn't immoral. Transhuman
goals like superlongevity or superintelligence will not
Increase long-run happiness unless we also recalibrate the
hedonic treadmill. It is arbitrary to “freeze” this recalibration
at the bare minimum needed to abolish suffering.

RESPONSE (TECHNICAL)

"Happiness” is a crude label, but computational neuroscience
can identify its molecular signatures (receptor-density,
gene expression). We can ‘re-encephalise’ our emotions to
benefit ourselves, not just our genes. This involves
selectively overexpressing the neural correlates of well-
being, such as by multiplying mu-opioid receptors, in a
controlled and insightful manner.
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Part 1: The Foundations of the Idea

The Challenge

3. THE EXPERIENCE MACHINE

Isn’t this just a sophisticated version
of Nozick's Experience Machine?

We value real-world truths and
authentic engagement, not simulated
“false happiness”, no matter how
wonderful it feels.

A Possible Path Forward

RESPONSE

This is not about escapism. Genetically
recalibrating our hedonic set-point
aims to enhance engagement

with the world—the opposite of
clinical depression, which causes
withdrawal.

Furthermore, our brains are already
“dysfunctional experience machines” that
subjective realities lifes like dreams and
the phenomenal experience of colour.

If a person born colourblind could
receive gene therapy to see green,
we wouldn't call that vision "fake”.

Gradients of well-being are no less
genuine than the greenness of grass.
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— Ludwig Wittgenstein,

Tractatus Logzco-Phllosophzcus




Part 2: The Impact on the Self

The Challenges

4. INAPPROPRIATE RESPONSES

lln |I|||Il Would we lose critical negative feedback? Would
your friends remain happy upon hearing of your
tragic death? Our sense of appropriateness is vital.

5. CHARACTER-SAPPING

Will engineered well-being promote selfishness,
egotism, and impaired judgment, like wireheading or
R drug addiction? Will it rob us of character-building
struggles?

» 6. STUCK-IN-A-RUT
\®\' Could we become trapped in a suboptimal “fool’s
<«

paradise”, like Huxley's soma, preventing us from
reaching our full potential?

Possible Paths Forward

RESPONSE (Responses)

Hedonic contrast can be preserved. The functional analogues of
negative feelings can exist without the raw texture of suffering.
One wouldn"t want friends to suffer on one's account, but a
reduction in their well-being is the most one could appropriately
ask.

RESPONSE (Character)

True hedonic engineering can be profoundly good for character.
We can make altruism, kindness, and deep study more
rewarding than they are today, overcoming the limitations of
Darwinian biology. Mental superhealth promises stronger
willpower, not weakness.

RESPONSE (Stagnation)

A credible risk that demands strategic foresight. Promoting
“dopaminergically-enhanced” well-being (which drives
novelty-seeking and curiosity) over purely contemplative or
serene states could prevent civilizational stasis.
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Part 3: The Impact on Society & The Species

The Challenges
7. SOCIALLY DISRUPTIVE

If we abolish the biology of subordination (low mood, social anxiety), will we turn

everyone into "alpha” personalities, making society ungovernable and

hyper-competitive?
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8. SELECTION PRESSURE

In the long run, won't natural selection work against escalating gradients of

superhappiness? Wireheads, for instance, are not at a reproductive advantage.

T ;

Possible Paths Forward

7. RESPONSE (Social Disruption)

This is a sericus threat, highlighting the need for careful planning. However, mood-
enrichment can also be pro-social. We can amplify mirror neurons or develop safe,

sustainable genetic analogues of "hug-drugs” like MDMA to enhance empathy and
social cohesion.

8. RESPONSE (Selection Pressure)

We are entering a post-Darwinian era of ‘'unnatural selection.’ Through technologies
like preimplantation genetic screening, parents will actively choose genotypes

predisposing to well-being. This creates intense selection pressure for happier
traits, a fundamental shift from blind evolution.
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Part 3: The Impact on
Society & The Species

The Challenges

9. RISKS OF HASTE

Shouldn't we prioritize developing superintelligence first, so we can
fully understand the implications before we risk building a "fool's

paradise™?
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10. CARBON CHAUVINISM

Why focus on messy "biological substrates”? Why not scan and
upload our minds to silicon, where we can reprogram ourselves for
superintelligence and superhappiness with exponential speed?

Possible Paths Forward

RESPONSE (Risks of Haste)

This objection may be correct. However, emotional enrichment and
empathetic understanding are critical ingredients of mature superintelligence,
not a separate goal. We must combine extraordinary urgency (to end
suffering) with extraordinary skepticism, recalling historical errors like Freud's
early praise for cocaine.

RESPONSE (Carbon Chauvinism)

Uploading poses an immense existential risk. We lack a scientific theory
of consciousness and cannot scan or digitize qualia—the “what it feels
like" of experience. Without this, we risk creating zombies. To proceed is
to place faith in a metaphysical theory. For now, it is science-fantasy.
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A Ne: .HQYIZOH for Well bel'ng'

The challenges are not insurmountable. Flne-gralned contrnl of our :
emotions is not a prescription for how to live, but an enabling technology
. to realize our projects more effectively and savor the outcome more
K ~appreciatively. The world of the superhappy is quite different from the
f ,_@-w' ‘human world. Whether we will ever investigate its properties is an open
. question, but the journey to enrich consciousness may be the most
~__important exploration humanity can undertake.
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