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      Preface

      
      
      Free Will, Moral Responsibility, and the Desire to Be a God developed out of a long quest to understand the deep and enduring commitment to moral
         responsibility, and a slowly developing recognition that moral responsibility is part
         of a much larger system of belief. The nature of that system and its strengths and
         interconnections are a fascinating but difficult study: key elements of the system
         (such as belief in a just world) operate nonconsciously; other elements (such as the
         desire to strike back at harms) are deep motives that influence us in ways we rarely
         understand; and parts of the system—such as our conception of free will, the model
         we have of human reason, and our view of will power—are heavily influenced by the
         roles they play in the larger system. Biological and psychological research on the
         various elements of the moral responsibility system helps explain how these parts
         fit together into a systematic whole, and why the system is so strong that it seems
         unassailable.
      

      
      
       Though this book poses some challenges for the moral responsibility system, it is
         not an effort to refute moral responsibility. Many excellent books have undertaken
         that task, including Derk Pereboom’s Living Without Free Will (2001), Neil Levy’s Hard Luck (2011), and Gregg Caruso’s Free Will and Consciousness (2012) and Rejecting Retributivism: Free Will, Punishment, and Criminal Justice (2021); and I have given it my best shot in Freedom Without Responsibility (1990) and Against Moral Responsibility (2011). Instead, this is an attempt at a better understanding of the moral responsibility
         system, its enduring charms, and its tough resilience.
      

      
      
      Many of the charms of the moral responsibility system are obvious. We have a powerful
         desire to “strike back”—or more precisely, “pass the pain along”—when we suffer harm,
         and the moral responsibility system legitimizes that desire. We have a deep (though
         generally nonconscious) “belief in a just world,” and moral responsibility provides
         vital protection for that belief: the apparently unjust suffering of unfortunate innocents
         is explained away (the supposed innocents are actually guilty, and are receiving their
         just deserts); the disproportionate benefits enjoyed by the privileged are the justly
         deserved reward for their virtues; and the punishment we inflict becomes the virtuous
         exercise of giving morally responsible miscreants what they justly deserve. Still,
         there seems to be more to the moral responsibility system than these dubious attractions:
         something that makes it attractive to many who are not eager to use moral responsibility for the conventional purposes of promoting retribution,
         justifying punishment, and vindicating inequitable benefits for the privileged. There
         seems to be some “dark matter” that binds the system together and makes it difficult
         to challenge and hard to renounce. That dark force is apotheosis aspiration: the deep desire to be a god, or at least to have distinctive godly attributes that
         make us very special and wonderfully unique. Apotheosis aspiration is rarely conscious,
         commonly and vehemently denied, and afflicts both believers and nonbelievers alike.
         It is deep in our myths, central to our “common sense” self-image, and enmeshed in
         our institutions. This book is an attempt to examine the dark matter of apotheosis
         aspiration, expose it to scrutiny, and explore the links between apotheosis aspiration
         and the other elements of the powerful apotheosis aspiration system.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Apotheosis Aspiration

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         “If there were gods, how could I endure it to be no God!”

         
      

      Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Chapter 24

      
      
      
      
      The desire to be a god is a deep, common, and destructive desire that is honored more
         by its denial than its acknowledgment. The desire to be a deity—apotheosis aspiration,
         or AA for short—afflicts both believers and nonbelievers, and its presence is sincerely
         denied by both. Those who deny the existence of gods may imagine themselves immune
         from any desire to be a god, but one can aspire to be a deity while denying that deities
         exist. I don’t believe in the Philosophers’ Stone, but I wish I had one.
      

      
      
      AA is viewed as a strange aberration, perhaps an extreme form of narcissism or even
         morbid megalomania. In fact, it is a widespread desire. Most of us consciously accept
         that we are not gods—as Nietzsche says, “A man’s stomach is the reason he does not
         easily take himself for a god” (1966)—and that we are unlikely to be apotheosized.
         Indeed, most of us—at least among philosophers—have long since rejected belief in
         any gods at all. But rather than being expunged the deep desire to be a god goes underground,
         where it continues to exert a subtle but powerful influence. The desire to be a god
         is not often acknowledged by philosophers—Nietzsche was a noteworthy exception—but
         it is a common desire, more insidious for the fact that it is nonconscious. And among
         believers in God it is not often acknowledged or even consciously recognized: if consciously
         considered at all it is vigorously rejected as a vile temptation and a virulent heresy.
         To aspire to be a deity marks one as a wicked, arrogant, and stiff-necked heretic.
      

      
      
       Anyone openly affirming a desire to be a god invites derision as a megalomaniac,
         if not commitment as demented. If—being short and slow, with bad hand-eye coordination
         and pathetic athletic abilities—I announce that I aspire to be the starting point
         guard for the Boston Celtics, I will be an object of ridicule. If—being weak, deficient
         in knowledge of the past, present, and future, and decidedly mortal—I announce that
         I aspire to be a god, I am likely to be an object of pity and psychological treatment.
         Such an aspiration is best kept to myself; or better, not even acknowledged to myself.
         But that fierce denial does not mean that the desire has disappeared or ceased its
         nonconscious maneuvers. AA afflicts the godly and the godless, the “secular humanists”
         together with the Southern Baptists. The Pharaohs may be the most obvious and obviously
         destructive example of AA, but the Pharaohs were only the tip of a dangerous iceberg,
         the great mass of which poses perils beneath the conscious surface. In most people
         the desire to be a god is manifested in less spectacular form and fashion, and its
         machinations operate unrecognized.
      

      
      
       Because the desire to be a god operates nonconsciously, the fact that most people
         are skeptical of the desire is not grounds for denying it. Like evidence of black
         holes, evidence for such a desire will be based on systemic observable effects of that nonconscious desire that are explained more effectively by positing the presence
         of such a desire. We don’t consciously recognize belief in a just world (Lerner 1980),
         or unconscious racism, or the powerful impact of situational factors, but—like nonconscious
         apotheosis aspiration—they exist, and exert their subtle influence.
      

      
      
      Which God Do We Aspire to Be?

      
       Muhammad Iqbal, the great Islamic philosopher and poet of the early 20th Century,
         was often asked if he believed in God. He insisted that if anyone asked him that question,
         he had the right to first ask for an account of the deity in question. Along similar
         lines, if I am claiming that there is a widespread (though typically nonconscious)
         aspiration to be a god, it is legitimate to ask exactly what god I am claiming that
         people aspire to be. Perhaps some aspire to be Zeus, while others wish to be Athena;
         Nietzsche would probably have been delighted to apotheosize into hard-hearted Wotan,
         and some may even desire to be God Almighty (Caligula might be an example). But the
         claim is not that people harbor a deep desire to be a specific deity; rather, many
         people desire to have special godlike powers, though typically are unaware of that aspiration. There have been many who
         consciously aspired or aspire to godlike powers (or even full deity status): Renaissance mystics,
         pursuers of “Christian Cabala,” those who sought the powers of the Hermetic tradition,
         many of the alchemists, some contemporary cult leaders, various Egyptian and Roman
         rulers. They are not my subject.
      

      
      
      This book is concerned with a widespread and nonconscious desire to possess godlike powers and characteristics. That narrows the field
         considerably. Many people desire immortality, and immortality is a prominent feature
         of deities. In the Hebraic creation myth (discussed in the next section) the gods
         prevent Adam and Eve from becoming “as one of us” by blocking the way to the Tree
         of Life: having eaten of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, eating the fruit
         of the Tree of Life would make them immortals and open the door to the exclusive deity
         club. But fear of death and the desire to escape death are very conscious desires, and belief in one’s immortality is by no means a belief that one has godlike
         powers: profound fear of eternal torture as an immortal is a frightening source of
         priestly power, not a promise that one is or will become godlike. The insignificant
         pots that John Calvin’s God condemns to eternal agony are—sadly—immortal, but are
         at a vast remove from Calvin’s majestic God and of no concern to that august deity.
         The desire for immortality is powerful and has profound effects (Cave 2012) but it
         is not the desire examined in this book.
      

      
      
      The focus here is the nonconscious aspiration for specific godly powers: an aspiration
         that plays a more significant—and harmful—role in our thought and behavior than we
         generally recognize. The goal is to drag those nonconscious aspirations out into the
         sunshine of conscious scrutiny, examine the way they are manifested as well as the
         influence they wield and the harms they cause, and study the systemic structure of
         the aspiration to apotheosis.
      

      
      
      The Desire to Be a God

      
      There is substantial evidence for apotheosis aspiration. Unfortunately, that evidence
         is less obvious than Egyptian pyramids. That is hardly surprising, for in most cases
         AA operates well below the conscious surface and is consciously denied: why search
         for what is believed not to exist? But when we look carefully, manifestations of AA
         are not difficult to detect. Among classical Greeks, several mortals became gods:
         Leukothea became a sea god, along with her mortal son, Palaimon. The beautiful Psyche
         was also apotheosized. Roman emperors and Egyptian Pharaohs were elevated to god status
         after death—and sometimes, as in the case of Caligula, Amenhotep III, and Rameses
         II, while still living as humans. On a less exalted level, it is not uncommon for
         comic book characters to transform from powerful mortals to genuine gods: Thanos,
         Batman, The Flash, Doctor Manhattan, and Doctor Doom, to name a few. They may not
         be as impressive as Psyche and Rameses II, but they attest to the popular interest
         in human apotheosis. 
      

      
      
       Consider the famous and fascinating Hebraic creation myth, found in the book of Genesis.
         Christian fundamentalists treat it as literal truth, an infallible guide to biology.
         Such an approach poses difficulties, because there are actually two accounts: in the
         first, God creates man and woman simultaneously; in the second God first creates man,
         then adds woman when God realizes that man gets lonesome without a companion. Efforts
         to reconcile those accounts are labor in vain: treating the creation myth as a biology
         textbook cheapens the myth and deprives it of deeper meaning, including the profound
         idea that all humans are brothers and sisters who should be treated with respect—a
         message overlooked by many Christian fundamentalists during the era of slavery and
         even to the present day. Setting the fundamentalists aside, many people have celebrated
         the rich mythical message of profound kinship. But there are other important elements
         of the Hebraic creation myth, and perhaps the most fascinating is one that often escapes
         notice: humans are almost, but not quite, gods; we just missed being deities.
      

      
      
       In the Hebraic account God makes humans very special and gives them remarkable authority:

      
      
      
         And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness, and let them have
            dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle,
            and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.
            So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and
            female created he them. And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful,
            and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish
            of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth
            upon the earth. (Genesis 1:26–28 KJV)
         

      

      
      
      So humans are made “in the image” of gods, and given special privileges. But humans
         are not quite gods, because they have no knowledge of good and evil; and they are
         ordered—under threat of death—not to eat the fruit that would give them such godly
         knowledge. Given only one rule, they swiftly break it. Humans not only gain the divine
         knowledge of good and evil, but also show themselves to be willful and independent
         and—for better or worse—capable of making their own choices.
      

      
      
       “And the Lord God said, Behold, the man is become as one of us, to know good and
         evil.” Now “the man” threatens to join the gods by taking the final step: eating the
         fruit of the tree of life. At this point, Adam and Eve are that close to becoming gods: their transformation into deities requires only that they get their
         hands on the fruit of the tree of life, sink their teeth into it, and join the immortals.
         The human need only “put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat,
         and live forever” (Genesis 3:22 KJV). The gods find that unacceptable. They block
         the path to immortality and deity by “a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep
         the way of the tree of life” (Genesis 4:24 KJV). Humans do not quite become “one of
         us,” they just miss joining the exclusive club of the gods; but humans are godlike and have more in common
         with gods than with animals.
      

      
      
       This special “semi-divine” status is affirmed a few chapters later. Humans not only
         have sexual relations with gods, but those encounters result in special superhuman
         offspring:
      

      
      
      
         And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters
            were born unto them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were
            fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose. . . . There were giants in
            the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the
            daughters of men, and they bear children to them, the same became mighty men which
            were of old, men of renown. (Genesis 6:1–2, 4 KJV)
         

      

      
      
      Humans are not quite gods: when humans mate with gods, their offspring are “mighty
         men,” perhaps even “giants in the earth,” but not deities. Still, you can’t get much
         closer to deity status than that. The creation of the earth and the heavens and “all
         that dwell therein” is merely stage setting for the main story: humans are godlike,
         and almost but not quite gods.
      

      
      
       The frustrated desire to reach full deity status is a continuing theme, showing up
         again among the descendants of Noah in the years following the flood. Humans have
         increased in numbers and in pride, and their longing for godlike status is manifested
         in their plans to build a mighty city with a tower “whose top may reach unto heaven”
         (Genesis 11:4 KJV). By such remarkable accomplishments, humans aspire to reach equal
         status with the gods, perhaps even ascending into their heavenly abode and forcibly
         taking up residence: the book of Jubilees insists that the goal in building the tower
         was to “ascend on it into heaven” (Jubilees 10:19). That is a step too far. Humans
         are godlike but not gods, and once again the gods bar entry to their exclusive club:
      

      
      
      
         And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded.
            And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one; and they have all one language; and
            this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have
            imagined to do. Go to, let us go down, and there confound their languages, that they
            may not understand one another’s speech. (Genesis 11:5–7 KJV)
         

      

      
      
      Flaming swords and confounded languages notwithstanding, the human desire to be gods
         remains strong. Much of the appeal of Christianity is the play on this ancient but
         enduring theme: not just a god who becomes man, but a man who is a god. It is heresy
         to suppose that if Jesus could do it, so might we; but it remains tempting forbidden
         fruit. The strong hint at the possibility of becoming gods helps explain the rise
         and popularity of a
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